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About the Book


The fog swirled around the crowd at the graveside; Bob Brown had been a popular man. But Bella’s thoughts were dark – Frank Bennett had killed her father as surely as if he had taken a knife to him.


Since the end of the war, when Bob had taken over the car workshop in London, Frank Bennett had been trying to get his hands on it. An East Ender made good by his quick wits and unscrupulous business methods, Frank was determined to get the prime site – whatever the cost.


For as long as she could remember, Bella had been drawn to the river and to the ivy-covered house on the promenade where she first met Dezi Bennett, Frank’s son. They became unlikely friends, though both families disapproved. Years later, their love blossomed, and it seemed that nothing, not even the feud between their fathers, could prevent their marriage. Until Bob’s tragic death and his dying request to Bella . . .




To my husband Fred,
with love and gratitude
for understanding my compulsion to write
and for his practical help with research.






Dear Reader


Thank you so much for choosing LAMPLIGHT ON THE THAMES. I hope you enjoy reading it because it was a joy to write. This book was written in the early days of my career and was, in fact, my second novel. I am delighted that Headline has decided to reissue it after all these years.


It was written a long time ago and there have been a lot of books subsequently, so it’s hard to recall every twist and turn in the story but I do remember the riverside setting because I wanted the Thames to feature in the story and I spent a lot of time visiting that particular stretch of the river during my research. My subsequent books often have a scene or two by the river. For me, there is always a special kind of light and openness by the water which I enjoy and hope to convey to you.


I try to give my stories a strong sense of family and place and to show ordinary people doing extraordinary things or realising their full potential. Hopefully I have achieved this in LAMPLIGHT ON THE THAMES.


I am always very happy to hear from my readers, so if you fancy getting in touch please visit my website: www.pamevansbooks.com.


With warmest wishes


Pam







Chapter One


Saturday tea-time was Bella Brown’s favourite time of the week. Its special blend of homeliness and holiday pervaded the parlour in a warm, enveloping tide which imbued her with a sense of belonging at number nine Napley Road, Fulworth-on-Thames, West London.


Such was the case one Saturday in July 1944 when she was seated at the tea-table with her sister Pearl, their cousins Trevor and Donald, and the boys’ parents, Violet and Wilfred Brown, with whom Bella and Pearl had lived since their mother’s death four years ago.


Insinuating rays of sunlight crept patchily across the worn wallpaper and the semi-circular wireless set resting on top of the mahogany sideboard, and beamed a pale light on to the cluttered mantelpiece. There was a round oak clock, a china crinoline lady, a Toby jug, some framed photographs, two brass ashtrays and an opened packet of Players Weights, all coated with a film of debris dust which clung persistently in times of enemy activity. An ageing mirror hung over the unlit hearth and on the window sill sat Tiddles, the tabby cat, his huge yellow eyes fixed on the family in a mixture of hope and disdain.


Their lively conversation was halted only by the appearance of one of Vi’s special Saturday teas: tinned pilchards, salad and bread and butter, with rock cakes to follow, was no small treat after the weekday regime of bread and dripping.


Thoughts of the evening ahead lapped pleasantly over Bella. They might listen to the wireless, or play a game of cards, or perhaps even go to the cinema with Auntie Vi while Uncle Wilf went to the pub or to ARP duty. And later would come the highlight of the week – chips in newspaper, if they could find a fish shop that was frying. And the proceedings were further enhanced by the blissful anticipation of another holiday tomorrow, though Sunday, dimmed by the shadow of workaday Monday, never held quite the same magic.


All of this was with Mr Hitler permitting, of course, though the doodlebugs didn’t seem to cause quite the same disruption as the air raids earlier in the war. Mainly because the alert was in force so often many people only dived for cover if in immediate danger and ignored it otherwise. Auntie Vi said that the war would soon be over now that there had been a breakthrough from the Normandy beachhead.


‘Do yer want that last bit of tomater, Bel?’ asked twelve-year-old Donald, his blue eyes glinting hopefully in his freckled face. ‘ ’Cos if yer don’t, bags I first claim.’


Bella was jolted back to the present. Anyone slow to finish invited persuasion, bribery or even robbery, especially when a few rare slivers of tomato graced the plate. She looked uncertainly at her cousin who was smiling seraphically, his normally wild ginger hair combed into place in deference to the mealtime. He was a natural extrovert, his many pranks a source of amusement to the whole family. ‘Oh, orlright then, you can ’ave it,’ she said.


But Auntie, a staunch upholder of justice, intervened firmly. ‘No, Bella luv, you eat it. ’E’s ’ad ’is.’


The girl’s conscience was nudged, however, by the memory of Donald’s recent generosity with some aniseed balls, and she decided on a compromise. ‘ ’Ere yer are then, you can ’ave arf.’ And she sliced the coveted morsel in two and slipped half on to his plate. The light caught her profile, the thirteen-year-old’s indeterminate features beginning to firm with incipient womanhood, long dark lashes fringing rich brown eyes just a shade or two lighter than the raven hair tumbling wavily to her shoulders.


‘Yer a greedy pig, Donald,’ taunted her cousin Trevor who was the same age as Bella. An angry flush suffused his thin face. ‘Yer oughta be ashamed of yerself takin’ the food from someone’s plate.’ He was the serious one and had a slightly authoritarian attitude towards his brother.


‘It was only a bloomin’ bit of tomater, mate, not ’er rations for the week,’ said Donald, grinning wickedly and showing no signs of remorse.


‘Just the same yer shouldn’t . . .’ Trevor began.


‘Boys!’ Auntie’s voice cracked through the room like a whip, producing immediate silence. ‘If Bella wants to give ’er food away that’s up to ’er but I won’t ’ave bickerin’ at the table. Pack it in or you’ll be up those stairs and into bed so fast yer feet won’t touch the ground! And the gels can ’ave your share of the rock cakes.’


A death threat couldn’t have been more effective, and with order restored Auntie collected the plates and took them to the kitchen. The boys’ banter and subsequent admonishment were an integral part of family dialogue and by the time she returned, a few minutes later, all was outwardly calm. But it was at that moment that Bella detected subtle undertones in the atmosphere which, on reflection, had been present all day. There was nothing she could put her finger on, but she felt darkness lurking beyond the levity.


She studied her aunt for a clue, since something must have created the sensation of foreboding. But Auntie seemed to be quite normal and was pouring tea from a large brown pot whilst keeping a shrewd eye on the rock cakes which were disappearing faster than butter on crumpets.


She was a stout woman with wild ginger hair which she made ineffectual attempts to control with kirby grips. Lively blue eyes dominated her round, freckled face which wore a permanently pleasant expression by virtue of the fact that her wide mouth turned up slightly at the corners. Her short-sleeved cotton dress was topped by a wraparound floral apron and displayed strong freckled arms. A forthright person, she never bore grudges and was not a creature of moods. As a girl she had been in service as a kitchen maid but was now employed by the school meals service as a cook, something for which she was eminently suited since she was never happier than when at the oven, even in these times of desperate shortages. Bella thought she was about thirty-two, which was six years younger than Uncle Wilf. To Bella she represented integrity and stability and the girl loved her dearly.


‘Gawd, Vi, is this washin’ up water?’ asked Uncle Wilf, making a face and setting his tea cup down on the saucer. ‘It’s ’orrible.’


‘You’d ’ave cause to complain if it was, mate,’ snorted Vi, her snub nose twitching slightly. ‘We’re low on tea, so drink it and look ’appy – there’s thousands worse orf.’ Her unusually abrasive tone confirmed Bella’s premonition. Auntie had something on her mind and it wasn’t good news.


The bombshell came when everyone had finished eating and the spirit of Saturday was destroyed forever, or so it seemed to Bella at the time: the children were to be evacuated to the country because of the proximity of the flying bomb attacks. They were to catch the train to Dorset in the morning. It was all organised. Auntie had arranged it with a friend from work and had said nothing until it was absolutely necessary so as not to spoil their day.


Some children might have loved the idea, but the Browns had had a miserable evacuation in 1940 so the news was greeted with gloom and accusations.


‘You said we’d never ’ave to go again, after last time,’ reproached Trevor, his greasy brown hair flopping limply on to his brow.


‘Yeah, you promised,’ agreed Donald, this unwanted development uniting him with his brother against their parents.


‘Mebbe I did, but now we’ve got no choice but to send yer. It won’t be for long and you’ll enjoy it once yer get there.’ A strawberry flush suffused Vi’s face and neck and her voice wobbled slightly.


‘I ain’t goin’,’ announced Donald, rebellion gleaming in his eyes. ‘I don’t wanna live with people we don’t know in some ’orrible country place.’


But now his father intervened. ‘You’ll do as yer told, me lad.’ His pale factory complexion was smudged with a dark shaving shadow. A stockily built man, he had thinning hair and grey eyes set in a square face whose abundant hollows and lines produced an appearance of toughness. He wore blue serge trousers fastened to braces which stretched over a white shirt from which the collar had been removed. He was not a hard man despite his normally brusque manner, but the emotion of the moment lent an even gruffer edge to his tone. ‘We’re doing what’s best for yer, so no more of yer lip.’


Bella had turned pale during all this and twelve-year-old Pearl had burst into tears. ‘I don’t wanna go away, Bel,’ she sobbed, staring miserably at her sister with wet blue eyes.


Acutely aware of her powerlessness over the situation and her duty to her sister to remain strong, Bella rested her slender hand on Pearl’s arm in a comforting gesture. ‘We’ll be orlright, now don’t you make a fuss or you’ll upset Auntie,’ she said.


Auntie Vi lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. ‘Gawd Almighty, you’re goin’ to the country, not to the bloomin’ front line.’ She drained her teacup and Bella noticed that her hand was trembling. The young girl heard the pain in her aunt’s voice as she said, with forced firmness, ‘You’ve gotta go, kids, so make the best of it and ’elp me by packin’ yer things.’ Into the sad, resigned silence her next words seemed to imprint themselves indelibly on Bella’s memory: ‘And chin up, troops, you’re Browns remember, and we don’t let things get us down.’


Upstairs in the girls’ shared bedroom, Pearl’s tears had turned to tantrums, which was usual when things weren’t going her way.


‘If Dad was ’ere, he wouldn’t send us away. I ’ate Auntie Vi,’ she said, sitting mournfully on the edge of her bed with her head in her hands.


Bella sighed. Pearl could be very tiring. ‘You shouldn’t say that about ’er. She’s been good to us. And it ain’t ’er fault. The government is tellin’ people to send children away. I ’eard it on the wireless.’


But Pearl’s self-pity was fathomless when she was in this mood. She threw herself dramatically on the bed face downward and punched the pillow. ‘And what’ll ’appen to us if this ’ouse is bombed with them in it, like what ’appened to Mum? They’ll put us in an ’ome then ’til Dad gets back,’ came her muffled lament.


Fear shot through Bella in electric waves. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ she snapped, blocking the dreadful memories from her mind. ‘That won’t ’appen again.’


‘ ’Ow do yer know?’


‘I’ve got faith that it won’t,’ she said firmly.


But no matter how brave Bella managed to sound to Pearl, she herself felt sick with worry. Not about going to the country, but about what might happen while they were away.


She glanced around the room with the nostalgia born of imminent departure. It was situated at the back of the little Victorian house overlooking rows of narrow gardens and the rear of another tightly packed terrace. Each house in Napley Road had a parlour, a best room and kitchen downstairs, and three small bedrooms upstairs. The residents were more fortunate than many in the surrounding streets of this shabby part of Fulworth in that they had the benefit of a bathroom.


The room was sparsely furnished but spotlessly clean. Two single beds, covered with well-used pink and white damask bedspreads, stood on a polished linoleum floor along with a light oak utility wardrobe and chest of drawers. Diagonally set across the latter was a lace cover on which stood two mother-of-pearl brush and comb sets which had been given to the girls by their mother before the war.


‘Better start packing,’ suggested Bella, removing some clothes from a drawer and laying them on her bed.


‘I ain’t doin’ mine yet, there’s plenty o’ time,’ said Pearl, sitting up now and looking gloomily at Bella. From the next room came the sound of the boys’ sparring – the thud and slither of their bodies against the wall as they wrestled, accompanied by roars of laughter. High spirits never deserted them for long. ‘Sounds like they’re ’avin’ fun in there, I’m gonna see what they’re doin’.’


Because Pearl needed regular reminders not to be selfish, Bella said, ‘Well, don’t leave yer packin’ to me or Auntie. You must do it yerself.’ The year that separated Bella and her sister often felt like a generation, since Pearl was young for her years and Bella surprisingly mature. Most of the time Bella took the supervisory role she had inherited from their mother in her stride, but occasionally it was a burden for one so young.


‘I am gonna do it meself,’ said Pearl, flushing.


Bella winced guiltily since she was fond of Pearl, in spite of everything, and knew that she needed her elder sister right now. The light from the window fell across Pearl’s small, thin body and Bella was reminded that although her sister might not be bright, she was certainly pretty. Her cornflower-blue eyes were set in a doll-like face with a dear little nose, lips so pink and shapely they might have been painted on, and golden curls framing it.


‘Just make sure yer do,’ said Bella severely, then added in a softer tone, ‘Go on then, orf yer go.’


Watching her depart, her scrawny shape clad in a white blouse that Auntie had made from an old bedsheet and a dirndl skirt that had once been a summer dress of Bella’s, the older girl sensed that her sister’s combination of petulance and prettiness somehow made her vulnerable, though she didn’t know why. Within minutes of her going, shrieks of laughter erupted from the next room. Auntie was right: the Browns might not be rich but they were certainly resilient.


Welcoming the rare solitude Bella sat on her bed and closed her eyes, resting her fingers against her temples in an attempt to erase the feeling of déjà vu that engulfed her. But the situation felt identical to that other time in 1940. She was filled with trepidation but admonished herself firmly. If she was to be able to reassure Pearl, she must maintain her own confidence.


But the room was suddenly so dear it brought tears to her eyes. She registered as though for the last time the fresh scent of starched cotton sheets and floor polish, the whiff of carbolic soap drifting from the bathroom. Anger eliminated sentiment. Why did people have to die and families be separated just because those in power couldn’t get things right?


She crossed the narrow landing to the bathroom and washed her hands and face, her skin smarting from the harshness of the soap. It was a small room with brown stains on the yellowing white bath, a cracked handbasin and a toilet with a long chain with a ball on the end. Floorboards peeped though the brown linoleum and a tarnished mirror hung over the sink. Dipping her toothbrush into the tin of toothpowder she brushed her teeth in front of the mirror. Large luminous eyes stared back at her from an olive-skinned, heart-shaped face. After rinsing her mouth she studied its shape which was wider than Pearl’s, with a deep bow in the upper lip. Like her mother her nose was straight and finely cut; Bella was proud to have inherited her dark good looks.


The door handle rattled. ‘Who’s in there?’ called her uncle.


‘It’s me, Bella.’


‘ ’Urry up, duck, I’m desperate.’


‘I’ll just be a minute,’ she said, aware of a recent, but increasingly familiar, longing for privacy.


Back in the bedroom she could hear the distant sound of Auntie and Uncle talking above the drone of the wireless, and the boisterous cries of Pearl and the boys sliding down the banisters. Thuds and bumps and excited squeals echoed through the house, filling Bella with a curious sense of exclusion. She felt neither child nor woman, increasingly at the mercy of curious and conflicting emotions. There was the passionate longing for escape from the family, whilst loving them and wanting the security of home, too. There were, shamefully, dark, bitter-sweet sensations which seemed wrong in a decent girl like herself. There had been tears, too, and she’d never been a weeper. Strange to think that this time next year she would be working and paying her own way. But right now she needed to get out of the house for a while, to breathe freely, get her thoughts in order and prepare herself for the parting.


‘I’m just going round the corner to say ta-ta to my friend Joan, Auntie,’ she announced a few minutes later. ‘I’ll finish me packin’ when I get back. Shan’t be long.’


‘Orlright, luv, but if the siren goes makes sure you take cover.’


‘Yes, Auntie. Ta-ta.’


‘Ta-ta, luv.’


Violet Brown stood anxiously by the window, watching Bella hurry down the street. She had to be careful not to be overprotective towards the children during these dangerous times. She sent them to school and let them go out because life had to go on, but she wouldn’t have a moment’s peace until Bella was safely home again. Still, Bella was growing up, she needed a degree of independence now. This time tomorrow they’d all be in the safety of the country, Vi thought, but drew little consolation from the thought.


How callous they must think her to send them away again. But what choice did she and Wilf have? It wasn’t right to leave their young lives at risk. And it surely wouldn’t be so bad for them again. Last time their homesickness had been made all the more acute by an insensitive foster mother, blind to the extent of their suffering. Their premature return, immediately the raids began to ease off, had been precipitated by a letter from the aforementioned lady complaining about the children’s disgusting habits, not least the fact that Donald had become an eight-year-old bedwetter. Never again, Violet had vowed in the emotion of their homecoming. Sorry kids, she thought to herself now.


Conscious of the fact that the girls would, quite naturally, be questioning their future security, Violet’s thoughts turned to their mother, Phyllis, the late wife of Wilf’s younger brother Bob. Drawn together by the brothers’ closeness, Violet and Phyllis had become firm friends. The two couples had lived in close proximity to each other, and as the children had been born within a short time span they had always been more like sisters and brothers than cousins.


When, back in the thirties, Bob had lost his job in vehicle maintenance at the docks and joined the dole queue, Violet and Wilf had put their fireside and food at his and his family’s disposal, for Violet had personal experience of hardship and she knew of its demoralising effect. The daughter of an unskilled dockworker, she had been raised in the East End in abject poverty. When she had met Wilf, at a dance at the Hammersmith Palais, and later married him, it had been a blessed relief to move across London to his slightly more genteel patch.


With the outbreak of war, Bob’s mechanical skills had once more been in demand and he’d found employment at a small car repair workshop in Fulworth High Street, repairing and servicing essential vehicles. Wilf, who was a welder, had gone on to factory war work, Violet had put her culinary talents to good use at the school, and Phyllis had taken a job as a domestic assistant at the hospital. Apart from missing the evacuated children dreadfully, life had been tolerable for them all until one night in September 1940 when Bob had arrived at Violet’s door, ashen-faced and inconsolable. His home, with his wife in it, had received a direct hit while he had been out on ARP duty. Even now Violet couldn’t remember that night without wanting to break into sobs as Bob had done then. Nor could she recall him breaking the news to the girls without the same thing happening.


She had gone to Somerset with Bob to give him moral support. Pearl had succumbed to immediate hysterics on hearing the news, whilst Bella had turned scarlet, then chalk white, and had busied herself in calming her sister. She still hadn’t found relief in tears when Violet and Bob had returned to London. But several weeks later Trevor had mentioned, in a letter, that Bella had been in trouble with their foster mother for crying for a whole day.


Shortly after that they had all come home to number nine where Violet loved the girls as if they were her own. When their father had eventually been called up into the REME, Violet had thanked God that Wilf’s age and pierced ear drum would keep him at home to support her in her task of maintaining a stable family life.


Outwardly Violet favoured neither girl, but in her heart she had an especially soft spot for Bella. Whilst Pearl sought favour through her cherubic looks, Bella, whose dark nascent beauty was not yet fully apparent, earned her aunt’s affection through her strength of character which was quite astonishing for one so young. Soon she would blossom into a stunningly beautiful woman like her mother, but right now the poor child was beset by the agonies of adolescence.


Watching her turn the corner and pass out of sight, Violet’s heart lurched. Bella might very well be going to her friend’s house, just around the corner, but after that she might be tempted to head for the river which she had loved passionately since she was a small child. Out of concern for her aunt’s peace of mind she would not mention this when leaving the house for raids in that direction had been increasingly frequent lately.


Violet’s glance scanned the street scene on this summer afternoon. Front doors were open and women stood gossiping on their paths. Groups of men chatted in the smutty street, while the few unevacuated children played hopscotch and hide-and-seek as exuberantly as ever. People looked shabby and run down. It had been a long war. She turned away and breathed deeply to quell her fears. Bella was a sensible girl, she’d not expose herself to danger unnecessarily.


Bella’s aunt was right. After briefly visiting her friend, Joan Willis, the girl continued through the narrow streets past endless reddish-brown brick terraces with slate-grey roofs, separated from the pavement by gardens measuring no more than two yards in depth. Small, dusty shops broke the monotony – a newsagent’s, a shoe mender’s, a chemist’s, a butcher’s with an empty window – between gaps in the landscape accommodating only piles of rubble. Many of the houses had blown-out windows covered by sacking or board.


Skirting the allotments she went under the railway bridge displaying a poster which warned: DON’T TAKE THE SQUANDER BUG WHEN YOU GO SHOPPING. Bella’s throat was dry from the soot in the air, but she scarcely noticed it in her haste to reach the river. She was so used to the characteristic street smells of industrial Fulworth she barely noticed the lingering scent of yeast from the bakery, steam from the laundry, acidic chemicals from the print works and the ever pungent smell of hops from the brewery.


She crossed the High Street, a wide shopping promenade with cinemas, pubs, dance halls and a variety theatre. As she took a side turning the street scene changed, war-torn still but becoming noticeably more salubrious. Luxuriant trees overhung lamp posts in the wider avenues of Upper Fulworth where laburnum-gardened semis and detached houses replaced the terraces. There were graceful Georgian squares with lawns and chestnut trees, playing fields with cricket pitches and tennis courts, and Fulworth Green with its glorious oaks and duckpond. Excitement speeded Bella’s step as the earthy smell of the river grew stronger. She took a narrow lane and there lay the Thames, gleaming in the sunlight. Distantly downstream lay Chiswick and the city, upstream was pretty Strand-on-the-Green nestling below Kew Bridge.


Situated north of the river as it was, Fulworth was an area of many different faces. Passing through the elegant residential area, Bella now found herself in a thriving commercial stretch of the river. Men were unloading barges at the wharf on the opposite bank where angular factory buildings rose darkly to the sky, whilst boat repairs were in progress at the boatyard this side. Grimy tug boats hauled loaded lighters up and down stream, billowing clouds of steam from their funnels, and a police launch chugged by on its regular patrol. Wartime meant working weekends for many people.


Continuing along the river’s edge past the ancient Seagull Inn, Bella came to one of the most beautiful riverside promenades for miles. Here, abundant willows and silver birches, lilac trees and banks of wild flowers, overhung the river wall. Backing on to the promenade were large gracious residences with names like Riverview and Tides Reach. Bella remembered a time before the war when the lamp posts along here had touched the dark waters with gold at night. That had been in another, simpler life when she and Pearl might come here some summer evenings for a stroll with their parents before pausing at one of the quaint pubs where their father would buy them lemonade to drink in the gardens.


Pausing by her favourite of all these houses, Bella stood and stared. Ivy House was a three-storey redbrick property with balconies to the upper rooms. The eponymous ivy covered much of its walls, and stone steps led up to an oak door with a large brass doorknocker. It was one of those houses that induced curiosity. Who lived there? What was it like inside? Different to anything she had ever seen, that was certain.


She turned back to the river and stared at its dark waters, rippling with compulsive life force. To Bella the river was much more than just a strip of water on which to transport goods, or to paddle in. It was a living thing with its own personality and sudden changes of mood. Smoky industrial areas surrendered instantly to lush meadows with a mere bend in its course as it murmured and whispered on its journey from source to sea and back again in the continuous cycle. It changed with the weather and the tide. At the moment it shimmered in the sunlight, but she had seen it bubble in a storm. Now, at high tide, it lapped confidently against the green, slimy wall, but at low tide it pawed helplessly at the mud. And it was always there. Buildings were demolished on its banks, boats were destroyed on its waters, but the river remained. To Bella, distressed by the thought of her imminent departure, it seemed the only constant thing in an insecure world.


As she watched a cloud passed over the sun, darkening the muddy waters. Scavenger seagulls swooped and rose, and gregarious pigeons stalked around her feet. She shivered and hugged herself, feeling the material of her short-sleeved cotton dress pull across her bosom. Auntie said she was to have a brassiere soon, but not until it was absolutely necessary because of the extra drain on the clothing coupons. She turned back to Ivy House and gazed at it absently for a few moments before glancing back at the river and saying a small prayer that Uncle and Auntie might be spared for the children’s return.


The damp chill of late afternoon began to fill the air and Bella knew she must make her way home. She felt better and was glad she had come. She turned away from the river and began to walk back along the promenade, unaware that she was under observation from the ivy-covered house behind her.




Chapter Two


‘You seem very quiet this weekend, Dezi. Are you feeling quite well?’ asked Eve Bennett from her capacious red leather armchair in the drawing room of Ivy House.


‘I’m all right, Mother,’ replied the young airman, turning away from the window and absently raking his fingers through his short curly chestnut hair. He was seated near the lace-curtained window just far back enough not to be visible from the towpath, since the house was raised slightly to avoid occasional flood waters. In the same way that passers-by stared curiously at the homes of the affluent, so the residents were not above a spot of casual observation themselves. There were such a variety of people out there on the promenade – dreamers, drunks, strollers, starers, punters, paddlers, potential suicides . . .


‘It’s ages since you’ve been home and you’ve hardly said a word,’ Eve murmured reproachfully, drawing heavily on a cigarette. ‘Tomorrow you’ll be gone and God only knows when we’ll see you again.’


‘I know. I’m sorry, Mother.’


‘Have you any idea when you’ll next get leave?’


The steady drumming of his fingers on the arm of the chair accelerated. ‘Not until things quieten down, I suppose.’ Dezi was a fighter pilot flying Spitfires. Stationed in Kent, he had been able to get home quite often until the long run up to D Day, when his job had been to protect the ports and airfields of Southern England from enemy air intrusion. After that, with the onset of the intensive VI attacks, he had been kept busy intercepting the weapons in the air before they reached London. He wouldn’t have made it home this weekend but that his commanding officer had ordered him to take a forty-eight hour pass: ‘Just to keep you going, ’til we can give you proper leave.’


Now Eve was being tiresome. ‘You could try to be a bit more sociable,’ she whined.


He drew in his breath sharply. Why couldn’t she see that he needed to be left alone? ‘I’m sorry,’ he snapped, but noticing her eyes moisten at his abruptness, he was ashamed. Oh God, what was happening to him that he couldn’t even be courteous to his own mother? After all, he was fortunate. If there had to be killing, he supposed doing so in the skies was preferable to working with a bayonet or shooting at close range, as was the lot of the ground troops.


When you were flying day after day the enemy airmen ceased to be individual human beings and became mere obstacles to be exterminated, and the adrenaline flowed at such a rate that you didn’t notice the emotional side effects of a kill – not until afterwards. At twenty, safely on ground and on leave, Dezi felt like an old man.


He had been christened Desmond by his mother, basking in the newly acquired refinements of a middle-class existence. His father, Frank Bennett, for all he was a high flyer, had still been influenced by the hard men he had grown up with in the East End – the Berts and Syds and ’Arrys – and thought the name frankly effeminate. But rather than make ripples in the tranquil domestic millpond he had smilingly agreed with Eve’s choice, immediately shortening the name to Dezi with a ‘z’ sound, to give it a tougher edge. The story, which was part of Bennett family history, was typical of Frank who always managed to have his cake and eat it, too. Dezi smiled wryly at the memory of his misguidedness, since one of the bravest men Dezi had known had been a Desmond.


Recently, Dezi had not felt comfortable in the claustrophobic confines of home. Flirting daily with death and living amid the boisterous camaraderie of camp life made ordinary domestic conversation an effort. But he didn’t want to hurt his mother’s feelings; she deserved some consideration from him. Glancing across at her he thought how much older than her forty-two years she looked, being pale and painfully thin. She smoked too much and ate too little though, since Dezi’s father was as well endowed with black market contacts as he was with the cash to use them, the Bennetts’ rations were substantially augmented – something which embarrassed Dezi greatly.


Mother smoked because she was afraid of the bombing. She would be less so, in Dezi’s opinion, if she were to involve herself in a job outside the house like most other women who were free of young children. She darned and knitted for the troops, but she did it alone at home when what she needed was company. She had never mixed, or had much life outside the family. Dezi’s father had discouraged that for as long as he could remember. Dezi and his younger brother Peter had been raised with the idea that their mother was delicate, though as far as they knew all her problems were stress-related. Dezi’s entire childhood had been shadowed with hushed pleas for quiet as Mother was resting with ‘one of her heads’. He had been trained to cherish her as one might treasure a Dresden ornament, to be worshipped but not cuddled or hugged. He had never had fun with her, gone for walks or played a game. She had never pushed him on a swing.


It was only in these last few years that Dezi had begun to wonder if perhaps Mother might have been happier if she had not been quite so pampered by her husband. And of course these days women who didn’t pull their weight for the war effort were unpopular anyway, no matter how many doctor’s certificates they produced. So unless she got out and ‘did something’, there was no chance of her making friends.


He realised that his mother was speaking to him. ‘Please don’t be sharp with me,’ she said, close to tears. ‘Haven’t I enough to put up with with these terrible flying bombs dropping on us day and night?’


With a mixture of shame at his impatience and anger at her inability to view the war from any other perspective but her own, he made a show of remorse by going over to her chair, placing a comforting hand on her arm and saying kindly, ‘Forgive me. I’m tired, I guess. Now why don’t you bring me up to date with all the family news?’


Eve looked up at him through moist grey eyes set in a pale, thin-lipped face around which her greying fair hair curled wispily. Despite his irritation a rush of filial affection washed over Dezi. My father has given her everything and nothing, he thought. He has protected her from the world, but he can’t protect her from the war since he has made her too dependent on him to want to go to safer pastures without him.


‘All right, Dezi,’ she said, taking his hand momentarily, ‘you’re forgiven.’ And, placated, she went on happily to relate trivia regarding her younger son whilst remaining totally insensitive to the turmoil of the elder.


Dezi sighed and returned to his window seat, his glance ranging idly around the spacious and tastefully appointed room. In an attempt not to seem nouveau riche, his parents had furnished in traditional style. Soft chintz-covered armchairs and sofas sat on best quality Axminster in muted colours on a cream background. Finely carved occasional tables were conveniently placed, porcelain ornaments bedecked various surfaces, and original oil paintings embellished the walls. There was nothing of mere utility in the room.


‘Peter will be home from school for the holidays next week,’ his mother was saying.


‘Will he fill the time by helping Dad at the garage?’ asked Dezi dutifully.


‘Oh, yes, we can’t keep him away from the place. And he’s a great help, apparently. Your father will be glad when he leaves school and can work there permanently, until the army grabs him.’


Fifteen-year-old Peter, like his brother before him, was away at one of the less prestigious public schools. It infuriated Frank, having striven to afford the best, to find that money alone could not breach the uppermost bastions of privilege.


‘Is Dad at the garage now?’ asked Dezi.


‘Yes, he’ll be back any minute though.’ Eve sighed heavily. ‘I’ll start to prepare dinner soon.’ She tutted. ‘I’ll be glad when the war is over and we can get help again. Doing everything myself wears me out.’


Dezi clenched his fists to avert an angry outburst. How could she be so blind to the hardship and suffering around her? When she lapsed into silence, he closed his eyes and found himself back in his cockpit, streaking towards a high-flying Messerschmitt. Sounds of combat split the sky as opposing aircraft locked into deadly conflict all around him. The heavens were littered with stricken planes; black smoke trails rose from victims on both sides as they fell to the ground. The sound of the guns was deafening as Dezi roared towards them . . . Cold sweat broke out on his forehead and upper lip. He raised a hand to wipe it away, and was surprised to see that the hand was steady and that he was sitting safely in an armchair at Ivy House rather than in the pilot’s seat of his fighter plane.


A release from the tension was what he needed. Something to blot out reality, if only for a short time. Drink or a woman, he decided. Maybe he would go to one of the Fulworth dance halls or Hammersmith Palais; there was never any shortage of available women there. And if he had no luck in that direction, he would take the other escape route and get himself blotto.


Turning back to the window he noticed a dust-smeared narrow boat heading upstream with a cargo of coal while, in marked contrast, some nearby swans gleamed whitely in the sun. He loved every aspect of the river – industrial or idyllic, commercial or residential, he was drawn to it. But today he felt nothing; even the sun glistening on the water left him unmoved.


This ruddy war is destroying my very soul, he thought, turning back to face his mother. Something outside caught his eye and he found himself swinging back sharply. There was a girl on the towpath, gazing up at the house. Nothing unusual about that. Ivy House was an impressive property, it was bound to attract attention. At first glance there was nothing particularly special about the girl either. She was an ordinary child wearing a cotton frock, white ankle socks and sandals. She was dark and slender, probably about twelve or thirteen. Her eyes, however, were certainly not commonplace. They were large and luminous and they stirred him unaccountably. Maybe it was his emotional frame of mind, or perhaps he recognised something of his own mood in her, but Dezi felt an immediate affinity with her. He knew that she was suffering some sort of trauma right now.


His mother’s voice registered from far away, like a low tuned wireless. She was talking about their forthcoming meal. ‘Very nice,’ he muttered, having barely heard a word, and turning eagerly back to the window found himself surveying the girl’s back. She was standing perfectly still with her head bowed towards the water. For a moment his heart lurched as he thought she might be going to jump in, for it wouldn’t be impossible to drown along here at high tide. But, he realised, he was letting his imagination run away with him since she would almost certainly be on a bridge if she had serious suicidal tendencies.


A cloud passed over the sun. After a few minutes the girl turned back to the the house with her arms folded across her chest, shivering slightly. She looked directly at him though she didn’t realise it, and despite the glass and lace curtain that separated them he felt the power of those dark eyes. She turned back towards the river, bowed her head again for a few moments, then began to walk away downstream.


Eve cocked her head, listening. ‘Ah, that sounds like your father at the front door.’ Her face flushed and softened as though her husband’s arrival home, after just a few hours’ absence, was more blessed relief than simple pleasure. No able-bodied person should be that reliant on another, thought Dezi.


As she trotted from the room to meet her lord and master, Dezi was overwhelmed with a longing for escape. He had forcibly to restrain himself from running out of the house. His father was the last person he wanted to see just now. He needed to be at his most forbearing to cope with his father’s inane insinuations to the effect that Dezi, as a young adult male, was automatically a sexual reprobrate. ‘I was young myself once, my boy,’ he’d say with a knowing wink. Dezi intended to find a place of his own after the war, and right now he needed a respite from the family ties that seemed to be strangling him.


‘I’m going out for a walk before dinner,’ he called in the general direction of his parents’ voices. ‘I won’t be long.’


Hurrying out through the back hall, he dashed down the stone steps and marched briskly in the direction the girl had taken, panic rising in him at the thought that she might be out of sight. But he could see her on the river bend near the Seagull Inn. Oblivious of passers-by he hurried after her, too caught up in his inexplicable compulsion to talk to her to realise that his actions might be misinterpreted. As if telepathically aware of his presence, she stopped suddenly and looked behind her. Seeing him flapping his arms at her, she hurriedly turned and walked on. Looking back again a few moments later and seeing him still in hot pursuit, she broke into a run. At which point the siren’s woeful cry rent the city air.


With a head crammed full of warnings about sick men who tried to accost young girls in lonely places, it did not occur to Bella that her pursuer had any innocent motive. He was probably one of those dirty old men who exposed themselves in public, she thought shakily. She surmised, too, that he must be a desperate pervert to chase a girl in broad daylight when there were other people about – or at least had been until the siren went. Now, she couldn’t find a living soul to enable her to adhere to Auntie’s strict instructions to ‘run away and tell the first person you see’.


Far more worried about the ‘filthy pervert’ behind her than the air-raid warning, she tore down the narrow lane and was in a road near Fulworth Green when she heard the ominous hum of the doodlebug overhead. Being faced with an imminent explosion was one thing when you were with a crowd of cheery schoolpals; quite another when you were alone. As the gravity of the situation impinged on her, Bella found herself paralysed with fear. She tried to run to the door of the nearest house but her legs refused to move. When the overhead droning stopped, indicating a few seconds ’til the explosion, her whole body turned to stone and she thought her heart would burst.


A hand on her shoulder galvanised her into action. Swinging round, she found herself staring into the light-brown eyes of her pursuer. Even now, with death a distinct possibility, indignation got the better of fear.


‘Yer oughta be locked up, you do, frightening young gels! I’ll ’ave me uncle on to yer, see if I don’t,’ she croaked, shaking so much her teeth chattered.


Undeterred, he forced her to the ground and flung himself on top of her. ‘Keep still,’ he urged. ‘If you want to stay alive.’


Her face was squashed against the ground so that she ate the dust. Pushing her head to one side for air, she saw a flash and a half circle of fire spreading towards them. There was smoke and debris, but no sound. What was happening? Was the bomb not going to explode after all? Then there was a blast so fierce both Bella and her protector were lifted from the ground and the next thing she knew she was slumped, dazed, against a garden wall.


Chaos ensued. There was shouting and screaming and the thud of running footsteps. Thick, choking smoke burned her eyes, but she could just make out a heap of smouldering rubble on the street corner. Within minutes the area was crawling with fire engines, ambulances and police. Bella felt disorientated and peculiar, but she didn’t seem to be in any pain.


‘Can you sit up?’ It was her pursuer, whom she now realised was dressed in Air Force uniform.


‘Yeah, I’m okay,’ she said, taking his hand and scrambling up. But as she put the weight on her legs they wobbled dangerously.


‘Don’t worry,’ said the airman kindly. ‘The shock will make you feel a bit strange for a while. I live near here. You’d better come home with me until you’re feeling better.’


‘I can’t, I’ve gotta get ’ome. Me auntie will be worried about me.’ The previous misunderstanding was bothering her. ‘Look, mister, thanks for seein’ me orlright. Sorry I was rude before. I thought you was one o’ those dodgy sort o’ blokes.’ She tried to walk away through the smoking debris, but lightheadedness forced her to lean against the wall.


The airman took her weight by placing a strong arm around her. ‘Where do you live?’ he asked.


‘About fifteen minutes’ walk from ’ere. Napley Road,’ she said weakly.


‘You’re in no condition to go there now, you’re coming home with me. My mother will give you some hot sweet tea. Don’t worry about your auntie, I’ll let her know where you are in due course.’


‘But what about you?’ asked Bella. ‘Ain’t the explosion made you feel queer, too?’


‘No, I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Now let’s get you to my place.’


And Bella was in no condition to argue.


Even the smell of Ivy House was different from number nine. Here the air was lightly scented, like face powder with just a hint of cooking, rather than steam redolent of mealtimes past and present. Having introduced himself and his parents, Dezi settled Bella on the sofa in the drawing room with a cup of tea and some aspirin which he said would make her feel better. Then, leaving her to be tended by his parents, he borrowed his father’s car and drove to Napley Road to put her aunt’s mind at rest.


Whilst it was interesting for Bella to have an inside glimpse of the gracious house, she was disappointed to find that there was nothing at all gracious about Mrs Bennett. At Dezi’s behest she supplied the girl with hot sweet tea, but not willingly. Fortunately he was back very soon and Bella detected a slight improvement in his mother’s attitude towards her. It helped to ease the worst of her discomfiture, even if she was still terrified of breaking her paper thin cup and saucer.


Dezi told Bella that her aunt was quite happy for her to stay and have dinner at Ivy House provided he brought her home at a reasonable hour, since she had to be up early in the morning.


‘Dinner!’ exclaimed Bella. ‘I ’ad me dinner hours ago, at dinner time.’


‘Supper then, if you prefer,’ said Dezi without a hint of condescension.


The dining room was at the front of the house overlooking extensive grounds beyond which lay a quiet tree-lined avenue. The gardens were patriotically laid to vegetables and there was an elderly man, presumably the gardener, working on them in the evening sun. The furnishings in here, as in the other room, took Bella’s breath away. There was a long glossy table and high-backed chairs with tapestry seats, complemented by a matching sideboard.


Elegant wooden place mats and white linen embroidered napkins replaced the traditional tablecloth that Bella was accustomed to, and instead of the food being served directly on to the plate, rose-patterned tureens were placed on the table for people to help themselves. There was none of the chipped bone-handled cutlery Bella was used to either, but heavy silver knives and forks.


It was all very grand and Bella was impressed, but having already had tea earlier her conscience was uneasy. At number nine, over-indulgence was a major crime.


‘I’ve ’ad me dinner and me tea,’ she informed them gravely, ‘So I won’t take much.’


And then to her amazement, since she had grown up with shortages, Mr Bennett said, ‘You have as much as you like, my dear, there is plenty for everyone.’


No sooner had she recovered from the surprise than she was shocked to discover that the oxtail soup and roll and butter only constituted part of the meal. The large tureens were brimming with piping hot liver and bacon in thick gravy, potatoes, cabbage and peas. And Mrs Bennett was actually apologetic over the fare on offer. It was incredible. Why, this feast would surely feed the six Browns for three days.


‘It isn’t very inspiring, I’m afraid,’ Mrs Bennett said, her tight little face knotted into a frown. ‘We all have to make sacrifices in these hard times.’ She gave a sardonic laugh. ‘Liver and bacon is hardly weekend fare, but that’s wartime for you.’


‘It’s very nice,’ said Bella politely. But her cheeks were burning crossly. That woman wouldn’t know sacrifice if she shared a bed with it! And how come the Bennetts had all this? Were the rich exempt from rationing or something? Anger, coupled with reaction from the explosion, culminated in a total loss of appetite and after one mouthful of the main course Bella was forced to concede defeat. ‘I’m afraid I can’t manage any more,’ she said, far more worried about wasting the food than the malicious look being aimed in her direction by Dezi’s mother.


‘Oh,’ said Eve in surprise, having clearly expected rapacity rather than restraint from someone of the lower orders. ‘Finicky, are you?’


‘No,’ said Bella, refusing to allow herself to be intimidated. ‘I’m just not ’ungry.’


She thought it odd that such a nice young man as Dezi should have such awful parents, and pitied him for it. Mr Bennett, a plump man with deep-set grey eyes, a pointed nose and a wet mouth topped by a bushy brown moustache, infuriated her with his air of patronising generosity. He owned a big garage in Fulworth High Street, apparently, and boasted about it for the duration of her visit. And as for his sourpuss of a wife! She had complained about everything from the drabness of blackout curtains, to that disgusting dark and indigestible National Loaf and the interminably lumpy and rubbery dried egg powder.


Neither Bella nor Dezi was saying much, since chance would be a fine thing, but when Bella was offered some sponge cake and creamy custard from a china jug, she blotted her copy book with Mrs Bennett. ‘I can’t manage any meself, but me sister and cousins would love me bit o’ cake. So can I take it ’ome with me? It’s a sin to waste food.’ While Eve was still struggling to gain her power of speech, Bella damned herself forever by adding: ‘ ’ow come yer ’ave so much, anyway? Are yer on different rations or summink?’


At least that brought some colour to Eve’s cheeks. She turned scarlet from neck to brow. ‘Good management, my dear,’ she replied cuttingly.


Bella realised, of course, that she had enraged Mrs Bennett. But these were hard times; etiquette must yield to enterprise. Feeling the cold resentful waters of social disapproval rise around her, she thought she might as well drown completely. ‘Can I take it then?’ she asked, meeting her hostess’s frowning gaze.


‘Yes, all right,’ was Eve’s tight-lipped reply. ‘I’ll see if I can find something to wrap it in.’


Watching her leave the room, even her back view exuding disapproval, Bella knew that this would be her first and last visit to the beautiful Ivy House. But she certainly didn’t intend to lose sleep over it.


Cursing the war which had stolen her maid, Eve sprinkled some soda into the water in an enamel bowl in the kitchen sink and began to wash the dishes, thoroughly glad to see the back of that dreadful child. Why the lower classes didn’t teach their offspring manners was beyond her. After all, it cost nothing. She didn’t choose to remember that twenty-five years ago she and Frank had been part of the lower echelons of society, living in rooms in a poor part of the East End. Nor did she care to recall that it was her father’s earnings as a rag and bone man that had fed and clothed her as a child. Whenever these things did come, uninvited, to mind Eve used them as a yardstick against which to measure her own and Frank’s inexorable progress.


Enterprising men like her husband were the backbone of the country, she thought. He had been one of the unsung heroes of World War I who had come home to find themselves jobless. Apathy had been rife, men had lost the will to work after months on the dole. But there was nothing apathetic about Frank, and although he had not had an actual job, his quick wits had never failed to put food on their table. He’d traded in the streets and pubs mostly, in those days, in watches, cheap jewellery, clothes . . .


She and Frank went back a long way. They had been raised in the same street, had been childhood sweethearts and married in the early 1920s. Seeing no future in the East End Frank had worked increasingly in West London, exploiting the second-hand car market. His success had been phenomenal and within a short time he had been able to rent a yard with a small house attached in Hammersmith. From there he had bought the Fulworth site which he had skilfully built up into one of the most respected and lucrative businesses on this side of the river. With Frank’s business success, the Bennetts’ personal security was guaranteed and Ivy House had been their home this past fifteen years. Eve didn’t consider her husband’s choice of business methods to be any concern of hers. He provided well for her and that was where her interest in his work ended.


Eve did not want independence thrust on her and simply couldn’t understand women who actually seemed to enjoy doing jobs outside the home. And such appalling work, too – cooped up in a factory all day, or working on the buses or railways. Even the milkman was female these days. And as for the women’s services . . . well, if rumour were to be believed, they were hotbeds of immorality. An excuse of frail health suited Eve admirably, since the domestic chores were quite enough for her to cope with. Besides, Frank liked things the way they were. Eve knew he was a good man. Those who said otherwise, and she knew there were plenty, didn’t understand him as she did.


While his wife was silently extolling his virtues, Frank was smugly congratulating himself. He was smoking a cigar in the drawing room, happily anticipating the prospective post-war boom in every aspect of the vehicle services industry, especially car and petrol sales, when restrictions were lifted altogether and motor manufacturing for the home market resumed in earnest.


Business was a consuming passion of his and he was proud of his achievements, especially his role of provider for the family whose material status he sought constantly to improve. Nothing pleased him more than recalling how he had secured a future for them in this more affluent part of London. Despite all the reports of gloom and doom in the interwar years, there had been money about if you searched for it. And the car-buying middle classes had certainly not been short.


Now he was a rich man. He had a fine legitimate operation and several lucrative sidelines that were not, perhaps, quite so respectable. His dear Eve would never go short of anything, he would make sure of that. The war, rather than harming his business, had been a positive boon. Whilst it was true that the abolition of the basic petrol ration had virtually ended private motoring, essential vehicles still had to be maintained and supplied with fuel. And as Frank had the facilities to provide both petrol and services, a government contract had not been hard to secure, especially as he had managed to retain a skilled workforce by employing older men.


His thoughts turned to one of his lesser known but highly remunerative concerns, a row of terraced houses in a poor area of Fulworth. He wondered if it was time he raised the rents of certain tenancies. People earned good money in wartime, and according to his spies in that area some of the residents could easily afford an increase. His full mouth curled into an unctuous smile as he considered the income he had enjoyed for several years from this source, which was especially profitable given the Inland Revenue’s ignorance of it.


Stubbing out his cigar butt, he sauntered into the kitchen. His wife was at the sink and Frank approached her from behind, placing his plump hands on her lean shoulders, feeling her bones through her cotton dress. He loved her thinness and frailty. It appealed to the dominant streak in his nature which he saw as protectiveness.


He put his lips to her soft downy hair and said, ‘Would you like to go out for a drink this evening, dear?’


Seeming almost oblivious of his embraces, she shook her head. ‘I don’t think so, dear,’ she said in the cultured tones they had both gone to pains to acquire since discarding their humble origins. ‘With all these bombs about, I’d feel safer at home.’


‘Fair enough, pet,’ he said, patting her shoulder. ‘We’ve got some bottles in so we can have a drink while we’re listening to the wireless.’


Eve turned to him and smiled. ‘I managed to get some of your favourite chocolate when I was out shopping too,’ she said, ‘thanks to the extra sweet coupons you keep us supplied with.’ She dried her hands on a linen cloth. ‘I was quite relieved when Dezi took that awful girl home. I didn’t relish the idea of sharing our evening with her.’


‘Or our chocolate,’ grinned Frank, and added more thoughtfully: ‘She wasn’t our sort of person at all.’


‘No,’ agreed Eve. And they smiled contentedly at each other and went into the drawing room to enjoy their ill-gotten gains.


Bella and Dezi were still on the riverbank. Bella had wanted a last look before he drove her home.


‘I’ve ’ad me last look, this is me very last look before I go away,’ she explained. ‘I won’t be long if yer in an ’urry.’


‘No hurry,’ he assured her. ‘You take your time.’


The evening was advancing and mist sat patchily on the water. ‘It used to be lovely along ’ere at night before the war when the lamp posts were lit. They shone beautiful on the water,’ Bella said. ‘Now it’s creepy.’


‘Dangerous, too,’ he said. ‘People have drowned along here after one too many at the pub.’


She looked into the water, black now in the dusk. Ships’ hooters echoed distantly and the trees on the opposite bank were shadowy and sinister. ‘I never did get around to asking you why you were chasing me,’ she said.


‘I saw you from the window and noticed how sad you looked. I thought perhaps I might have been able to help.’


She turned and looked up at him, her eyes ineffably beautiful. ‘That was good of yer,’ she said, and with a total lack of self-consciousness told him all her fears.


He listened with interest and said, ‘Well, you know what they say.’


‘No, what?’


‘Lightning never strikes in the same place twice. I don’t know if it’s true, but it’s something to hang on to while you’re away.’


‘Yeah, thanks, I’ll do that.’ She was grateful to him for hearing her out like a fellow adult and not trying to fob her off with unrealistic assurances. Studying him, she noticed his clear-cut features, aquiline nose, firm well-shaped mouth, solid clean-shaven jawline and neck. His light-brown eyes were flecked with orange and thick lashes matched his chestnut hair, some of which was visible to one side of his air force blue forage cap he wore tilted to the left. He had told her he was a pilot and she guessed he must be very brave.


Looking at her, Dezi realised just how much he hoped things would work out for her. She was so young, so fresh, so brashly confident, yet vulnerable, too. In that moment, on the misty river bank, he wanted her to have the moon. Somehow this gauche child, so sincere in her directness, had rejuvenated him and made his job seem worthwhile again. It was for children like her he was fighting, that they might have the freedom to enjoy lamplight on the water again.


‘There goes A. P. Herbert in The Water Gypsy,’ said Dezi referring to the famous writer as he chugged by in his well-known boat.


‘Yeah,’ said Bella, smiling, for Alan Herbert, who lived on the river at Hammersmith, was a familiar figure on this stretch of the Thames and had served throughout the war in the Naval Auxiliary Patrol.


A pigeon waddled up to Bella and eyed her beadily. ‘ ’Ello,’ she said, looking down at the bird. She turned to Dezi. ‘P’raps ’e can smell what’s in ’ere.’ She waved the crumpled paper bag she was clutching and, opening it, threw a few cake crumbs to the ground whereupon pigeons converged on them like crowds on an accident. ‘All ’is mates are ’ere now, look. We’d better go before they ’ave the lot orf me.’


The rapport between them was palpable. Feeling inexplicably moved, Dezi said, ‘Come on then, let’s go to the car and home.’


When they drew up outside number nine in Mr Bennett’s black Singer Saloon, Bella turned to Dezi and said chirpily: ‘Thanks for bringin’ me ’ome. I don’t feel arf as worried about goin’ away now.’


‘You take care down in the country, and behave yourself,’ he warned jovially.


‘And you take care in that plane o’ yours,’ she said, reaching up and kissing his cheek.


‘I will,’ he said, feeling ridiculously happy.


He got out of the car and opened the passenger door for her. ‘Bye, Bella.’


‘Ta-ta, Dezi.’


The siren shrieked. ‘Come on in now, Bella,’ called Auntie, appearing at the front door. ‘Thanks for bringin’ ’er ’ome, mister.’


‘My pleasure,’ he said. And hearing his well-modulated tones contrast sharply with Auntie’s unrefined ones, Bella became conscious, for the first time, of her own rough speech and decided to improve it one day.


When Bella gave her aunt the cake to distribute, Violet felt no compunction about taking it. From what she had heard those Bennetts didn’t go short. Frank would be dealing in the black market if she knew anything about him. And in fact she knew plenty because she had grown up in the next street to his in the East End.


A few mornings later while Bella slept peacefully in her Dorset bed, having decided that the country wasn’t half bad and their foster parents really quite nice, Dezi was in the cockpit of his plane flying over Kent on yet another operation to intercept the killer missiles on their journey from their launch sites in the Pas de Calais to London.


Firing range was crucial to the success of the mission. To shoot from too far away was to risk disabling the flying control system of the robot, which would plummet to the ground with its active warhead still intact. Too close, and the warhead would seriously disable or even destroy the attacking fighter. So the ideal distance was between two hundred and two hundred and fifty yards, which meant the lethal device could be exploded in mid air without undue danger to the fighter or to people on the ground.


Dezi curved towards his target and, reducing speed, he fired, hitting the missile but watching heart in mouth as it hurtled to the ground. Relief overwhelmed him as he glanced down to see it explode in open countryside. That must not happen again, he vowed.


Roaring onwards for a while, he noticed a colleague in combat. He hit his target, causing it to dive, then as Dezi watched in horror the English pilot rammed the warhead. The resultant explosion took the Spitfire and the brave young pilot with it. Looking down and seeing a village directly below, Dezi knew that it had been no accident. If the warhead had dropped, civilian lives would almost certainly have been lost. Bile rose in his throat and his hair and face felt sticky with sweat beneath his helmet and goggles. But he dare not lose concentration for a second or he could become another statistic.


With a presentiment of danger accelerating his flow of adrenaline, he thundered towards another target. Nerves stretched to breaking point, he drew close then reduced range and fired. A deadly flash demolished the evil intruder. Flushed with success, Dezi spun off after his next objective which he demolished, and another three besides. But after bringing his total to five he felt the control lever leap in his hand and, peering at the port wing, saw a legacy from his last encounter: a hole in the metal aileron was upsetting the balance of the plane and tilting it to the right.


The Kent countryside hurtled towards him and his stomach dropped faster than the plane. Heart pumping, but fighting to control his panic, he managed to raise the right wing by dropping the gear and using plenty of left rudder. Struggling to maintain height, he limped back to the airfield and a safe landing.


But now the horror of his colleague’s death had registered properly. Dezi didn’t leave the cockpit but removed his goggles and sat there in the morning mist, glad that no one was around to witness his tears. The rest of the squadron were still up there battling with the V1s.


Oh well, sighed Dezi, drying his face with a blue Air Force handkerchief, there’s five of the buggers less anyway. And he found himself smiling as the memory of a young girl brightened his thoughts on this grey dawn. A skinny girl – all eyes and ankle socks. I’ll bet she’s livening things up in the country, he thought.


Unstrapping himself he climbed out of the aircraft and walked across to the camp office to report his friend’s bravery.




Chapter Three


Bob Brown stared in dismay at the derelict shell of a building that had once been his place of work. Ned Tucker’s once thriving car repair workshop, now windowless, doorless and rusted, its yard forested with stinging nettles and weeds, had deteriorated into a haven for tramps and yobs. Situated at the far end of Fulworth High Street, beyond the shopping area, it was a pathetic sight.


It was October 1945. Just a few days before Bob had emerged from the demobilisation centre wearing a brand-new suit, shirt and tie, a trilby hat, shiny shoes and a twinkle in his eyes. The war was over, he had come through it more or less unscathed, he had two beautiful daughters and he was still young enough, at thirty-six, to reshape their lives together in the free new world.


But he had quickly realised that readjustment to hearth and home was not going to be without its problems. Three years was a long time to be away from growing children. Bella had already left school and was working in the offices of the soap factory, and Pearl would soon be discarding her gymslip forever. Bob had left a couple of street happy sprouts who could be sent into paroxysms of delight by two ounces of sherbet lemons. He had returned to two budding women, more interested in cosmetics than confectionery. Father’s opinions were no longer to be accepted without question, they had ideas of their own now. Not to mention burgeoning bosoms and sharp, all-seeing eyes . . .


Whilst realising that, by the very nature of things, life could never again be as it had been, he was still determined to make a home for the three of them together for as long as the girls needed it. As much as they all felt at home at number nine, it was time to move on. Being officially homeless, Bob was reasonably placed on the council housing list and wouldn’t be averse to renting one of those prefabricated houses that were springing up everywhere.


His square, somewhat nondescript face creased into a frown at the scene before him. A job was essential to his plans and it wasn’t going to be easy to find one immediately with countless thousands of other servicemen flooding the employment market. However, he refused to entertain the idea of another bout of unemployment. Once the country settled down properly after the war there should be no shortage of work in his trade. Already, pre-war cars were flooding back on to the roads now the basic petrol ration had been restored. They all had to be looked after. But the fact remained that his job had gone, along with Ned Tucker who had been killed in an air raid. A trip to the Labour Exchange was next on the agenda he decided, but first there was something else he must do.
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