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			Prologue

			April 1942

			Bea, on stage, looked proud, beautiful and unafraid. Her glittering black evening dress with the tight bodice emphasized her full breasts and her blonde hair cascaded in tousled curls over her creamy shoulders. She appeared untouchable.

			He’d change that, thought Melvin. He watched from the shadows; saw how her smile at the audience eclipsed those from the girls either side of her.

			The Bluebirds, three English vocalists, practically at the height of their singing careers who had volunteered to cheer and entertain troops in the Libyan Desert, North Africa.

			He imagined his hands roving over that exquisite body. Already he could feel his arousal growing . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			May 1942

			Three dusty, battered three-ton army trucks, accompanied by a jeep, pulled into a scrubby palm clearing where several tents were already erected only miles from the Libyan front. As the vehicles stopped, out spilled a motley crew of entertainers, including three weary girls.

			Some of the occupants of the vehicles were wearing ENSA uniforms, the garb of the Entertainments National Service Association and not, as some wags said, ‘Every Night Something Awful’. Some of the men set to building a makeshift stage, using ammunition boxes, petrol cans, planks of wood and oil drums.

			‘Not much like the Palladium, is it?’ the blonde girl said, laughing. Her khaki uniform, ‘drab’ they all called the colour, of shirt and trousers was crumpled; her silk tie which had to be worn at all times when not on stage was knotted defiantly in a bow around her neck. Much as the performers loathed the ENSA uniforms, they were all well aware that if enemy action occurred they could get left behind by the armed forces if they were in civilian attire. Possibly they would be shot as spies.

			‘No, Bea, but I’ll bet the audience will cheer just as loud, maybe even louder.’ The voice belonged to Rainey, who had jammed her long auburn hair beneath a headscarf in an effort to keep it dust-free and out of her eyes; she hauled a bag containing stage costumes as she clambered down from the lorry.

			Bea could see the sadness etched on Rainey’s face. Charlie Smith, the photographer Rainey loved, had had to return to England after news that his shop in Gosport had yet again suffered bomb damage; this time staff and customers were inside.

			‘Cheer up, Rainey, you can’t go on stage looking like a wet weekend! Keep yourself busy until you hear from Charlie again. It could be worse – he could have been inside the shop when the bomb fell. Why don’t you check our frocks are still intact and sand-free?’ There was so little room in the trucks for costumes, props and actors. Bea was relieved to see Rainey duck beneath a canvas awning that had suddenly been strung up, hang the ancient and damaged clothes bag on a wooden strut, unzip it and begin her examination of the black glittery dresses. They were designed slightly differently for each of the Bluebirds. A black high-heeled shoe slipped from the bag onto the sand. ‘I bet that’s one of mine!’ shouted Bea. ‘Make sure you shake it, the sand’s a bloody nuisance.’

			‘Stop telling me what to do,’ Rainey yelled back, ‘or I’ll put sand in your knickers!’

			Bea smiled at her. Rainey’s cheeky reply showed she hadn’t quite lost all of her sense of humour. Bea didn’t like to see Rainey listless. The travelling and the performances over the past months had been relentless; they were all tired.

			Charlie Smith had toured with them when they’d been sent to Burma. It had taken four weeks on a troop ship to get there; longer to accept the great heat, the jungle wildlife and the country’s water-logged ground. Its contrast to India’s brightly clothed inhabitants and dusty streets with wandering cows had amazed Bea. Scotland, by comparison, had been wet too, but cold, and the troupe had shivered in Aberdeen, despite piling on extra jumpers. Charlie had become part of the company, sending photographs of the show back home to the English newspapers and doing all he could to promote Blackie Wilson’s Bluebirds and Bombshells Show. Rainey was crazy about Charlie. Not that he was anything to look at, thought Bea. Five foot and a fag paper tall, hair that was pepper-and-salt and thinning. He could also be quite abrasive when speaking with anyone except Rainey, who treated him as though he was Clark Gable’s double. And Charlie? He was besotted by the auburn-haired beauty, lovelight practically beaming from his eyes.

			‘Where can we change?’

			Bea watched Ivy jump lightly to the sand. Beads of sweat clung across Ivy’s forehead making her fringe damp. The heat didn’t agree with Ivy. Small and dark, with her blunt black bob she reminded Bea of a modern-day Cleopatra. There the resemblance ended, though, for Bea knew Ivy missed the cold crisp days of Gosport on the south coast of England. But, like the other artists in Blackie’s show, plus his assistant, Jo, who was Rainey’s mother, wardrobe assistant and the girls’ chaperone all rolled into one, they were there to entertain the brave boys who were fighting the war against Hitler. For this, the Bluebirds and other cast members were each paid the princely sum of ten pounds a week.

			‘Not sure yet,’ Bea answered, then opened the battered leather music case that was her job to take care of.

			‘Side of the truck, Ivy,’ called Blackie who must have heard her shout to Bea. ‘Follow Rainey, a tarpaulin’s being set up.’

			Blackie Wilson was helping steer the scratched upright piano on its way down from a lorry before it careered off the two wooden planks and swerved to its final demise in the sand. Bea saw the canvas shelter that had now been erected to give the players privacy and relief from the gritty sand that swirled in the light wind and ferocious heat.

			Now Bea continued checking the music sheets were in the order Blackie would play them throughout the show. The piano was his prop and when the performance was ready to start he would remove his uniform of khaki shorts and matching shirt and slip into his black dinner suit.

			‘All right?’ Blackie enquired. He looked tanned and fit, and his dark curls were tinted almost to gold at the front where the fierce sun had caught him. Bea was struck anew by how his odd-coloured eyes, one blue, one brown, only enhanced his good looks. Ghost eyes some people called them – lucky, others said.

			Bea said, ‘I could kill for a cuppa.’ She was hungry and tired as well.

			The word ‘kill’ made her suddenly remember the makeshift graves they’d driven past in the dunes. Sticks with helmets on top, stuck above the mounds to mark where fighting men had died, and been buried.

			‘Tea’ll be ready in a minute,’ Blackie said. ‘We’ll eat properly after the show. The army has prepared food and a tent for us to sleep in and rigged up private showers . . .’

			‘The lack of water is something I never thought about before coming out here,’ Bea said to him. She knew now it was rationed for everyone. ‘I’ll get ready.’ She turned to walk away.

			‘Bea!’ Blackie called and she turned. ‘I’ve already been asked by one of the Forces’ spokesmen here if you’ll sing “Always In My Heart”?’

			‘I will if it’s all right with Rainey and Ivy.’

			‘’Course it is,’ he said. She worried, she had more and more requests to sing that brand new song. Of course, she was flattered to be asked to sing solo but she didn’t want her friends to get upset about it.

			It had all started when the Bluebirds had had to improvise and pad out the show because half the concert party had gone down with a stomach upset. Surprisingly, Ivy told a few jokes! Rainey and Bea had heard them before. They were old chestnuts they’d heard Bert come out with in the café. The men had loved her! But Ivy said she was relieved when the outbreak of sickness had passed and the cast was on its feet again and she could get back to singing.

			‘You’re here to make the men happy,’ Blackie stressed. ‘No one’s ever thought it strange that Ivy with her sultry Billie Holiday voice sings alone.’

			Bea smiled. ‘You’re right. You play and I’ll follow,’ she said as she went in the direction of the makeshift tent where the actors were changing. The smell of sweat, fresh and stale, greeted her as she pulled back a corner flap.

			Selma the snake woman had propped up a small mirror and was trying to glue her fake eyelashes in place. She looked over to Bea, shrugged and said, ‘I think these look more like dead spiders every day. What d’you think, love?’

			‘You can work wonders with them, Sel, you always do.’

			Make-up was almost non-existent now. War shortages had taken care of that. Already Selma was zipped into her shiny green outfit that Bea decided made her look more snake-like than the real thing. Soon the contortionist would keep the audience’s eyes glued on her as she curled herself fluidly into shapes that Bea thought impossible for any human body to attempt.

			A sharp exchange of voices took her attention away from Selma.

			‘I saw you!’

			‘Have it your own way, then, I did stare at her!’

			Bea’s heart dropped like a stone. The Dancing Duo were at it again! She couldn’t see Leonora or Len. They were behind the rails of costumes brought down from the trucks. The couple’s bickering was gaining momentum as if their lives depended on it. They probably did, Bea thought. Leonora’s jealousy was legendary. Len only had to glance at a woman and his middle-aged wife insisted he wanted her as a fancy piece. A few days ago Leonora had apparently caught him chatting to Old Olive, who was really a gorgeous-looking brunette aged twenty-five, and she obviously wasn’t letting that matter rest. Blackie had long since given up warning the Dancing Duo if they didn’t desist in upsetting the rest of the crew, they’d be sent home in disgrace. Alas, their rows often fluctuated into full-blown throwing sessions but always ended in weepy recriminations and apologies. Golly, could they dance though, thought Bea, and the audiences loved the glamour of their act.

			Leonora’s frocks were dreams of tulle, lace and sequins that she guarded with her life. She insisted on changing halfway through their act, coming back on stage in another cloud of a dress while Len finished a solo tap dance. The frocks she wore were now impossible to buy. Even if she had coupons, the materials just weren’t available. The audience was transfixed by the dancing couple’s film-star qualities. Perhaps they conjured the glamour and memories of times past.

			Leonora was now tying Len’s black bow tie, the argument seemingly forgotten or, more likely, put on hold. Bea smiled. Len might once have been a Lothario but it was rumoured he now preferred the bottle to blondes. Still, jealous Leonora couldn’t help the way she felt about her man, could she?

			‘Can you zip me up?’ Rainey moved in front of Bea, who sealed her friend’s slim body into the stage dress. Earlier in their careers the girls had started their act wearing Air Force uniforms, then left the stage to change into the glamorous creations provided by Madame Nellie Walker, Blackie’s mentor. When they were in India, Bea had suggested their audiences had had enough of drab uniforms and deserved as much glamour as the girls could provide. Rainey turned and smiled at her.

			‘Thanks,’ she said. Bea noticed her pallor. ‘You all right?’

			‘Of course!’ Rainey’s voice was sharp.

			Bea put Rainey’s tetchiness down to her missing Charlie.

			Her thoughts were disturbed by Jo, who thrust a make-up bag and hand-mirror in front of her. ‘Come on, get ready.’

			A tiny gold camel glinted from the collection of charms hanging from the chain on Jo’s slender wrist.

			‘Is that new?’

			Jo blushed and then smiled. Blackie had declared his love for Jo before they’d left England. After presenting her with the bracelet, he’d promised to buy her a charm for every country they visited. So far, he’d managed to do just that, even though Bea knew he’d had to pay extortionate prices for some of them. Jo held out her hand to display a miniature temple from Burma, a heart from England, a pyramid from Egypt and a tiny gold thistle from Scotland next to India’s tiger. She shook the bracelet and the gold jangled. Bea put her arms around Jo. ‘I’m glad you and Blackie have an understanding,’ she said. ‘He’s lucky to have you.’

			Jo pulled away from Bea, ‘I’m the lucky one,’ she said. ‘Because of Blackie, I’ve travelled to places I never thought possible and I so love being with you all.’ She paused and smoothed her fair hair back behind her ears. ‘But to tell the truth, I can’t wait to get back to England, to Gosport. I bet you miss your brother and little Gracie.’

			Eddie, Bea’s brother, had recently become a father to Gracie, the result of a one night-stand. Sunshine, Gracie’s mother, had died giving birth.

			‘Gracie’s rolling over now and sitting up,’ Bea smiled.

			‘I know, your mum is daft about that baby. Maud tells me all about her in her letters. I miss my best friend.’

			‘Yes, I miss Mum. In the last letter I had from Eddie he was telling me that Grandad Solomon was again taken to a séance given by that Helen Duncan, the spiritualist. Gertie took him to Portsmouth . . .’

			‘That Gertie’s always carting him off to places like that,’ Jo said.

			Bea’s grandad Solomon, who lodged in Lavinia House where Gertie also lived, was captivated by the spritely elderly woman whose company seemed to have given the old man a new lease of life.

			‘Didn’t that Helen Duncan tell everyone about HMS Barham long before it became common knowledge?’

			‘That’s the woman, Jo. Gertie says she’s ever so good. She informed people that the ship was sunk ages before it was announced to the public last January.’

			‘I don’t really know much about it,’ Jo said.

			‘Well, we’re on tour and we don’t get to hear much about what’s going on back home. I wish I could go to Helen Duncan and ask her what’s in store for me,’ said Bea.

			‘Maybe you wouldn’t like it if you did,’ said Jo, stepping aside as a large man tried to push his way into the tent.

			‘I can’t find my bleedin’ shoes!’ The top-hatted, ­bulbous-nosed comic’s voice was loud. He had pulled back the sheeting and was staring glassy-eyed inside the tented area. A waft of spirits came from him and mingled with the stale sweat from his very grubby checked suit.

			‘Probably still in the back of the lorry,’ Jo said. ‘No rude jokes tonight, Titch, you know the rules.’

			There was a long list of forbidden material the players were advised not to use, and Blackie could be called upon to produce this rule book at any time. Lewd jokes and offensive acts were frowned upon by Basil Dean, the man responsible for ENSA. The comic swore and withdrew.

			Jo shook her head. Bea wrinkled her nose; she disliked Tiny Titch, the comic, as well. He danced wearing enormous long shoes and his act could be very funny. The audience loved him but like most comics he was a solitary and morose man when off the stage.

			‘A lorry-load of the British Eighth army has just arrived,’ Ivy shouted from where she’d been watching the proceedings from behind a tear in the canvas sheeting. She let the tarpaulin fall again. Bea could hear raised male voices.

			‘I wonder how many . . .’ Jo began.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Bea, ‘the more the merrier. They all deserve a bit of cheering up for all they’re doing for England, don’t they?’

			‘I forgot to ask, Ivy, did you get a letter from Eddie?’ shouted Jo. ‘I must write back to Syd Kennedy as well.’ Syd was a friend of Jo’s who owned a garage in Alverstoke.

			Ivy reappeared. ‘I did. And I’ve got a letter to go back to him this time.’ Then she was gone again.

			Bea shrugged. It was good that letters from home were forwarded on to the various tour stops. Not that she received many. Her mum occasionally wrote, and sometimes she received a few words from her brother, Eddie. Bea was happy that Eddie and Ivy were on an even keel again after the shock of the unexpected baby. Ivy had had feelings for Eddie since her schooldays. Bea was sure Eddie reciprocated but had kept his feelings hidden from Ivy until recently; mainly because she was around seven years younger than him. Now they were both older, though, the age difference didn’t seem to matter.

			Gracie’s birth had opened a chasm between them but slowly it was narrowing. How could it not when Gracie had melted Ivy’s heart? Bea remembered how Gracie charmed everyone.

			Eddie had been heartbroken when he’d been turned down for active service on medical grounds. However, because of the war his building firm was thriving; repairing and renovating bomb-damaged houses and premises was big business.

			‘Fifteen minutes,’ announced Blackie, pulling back the tarpaulin and stepping inside with a tin tray filled with steaming enamelled mugs.

			‘You’re a life-saver,’ said Bea, helping herself, her smile a mile wide. ‘Come and get it,’ she called, so he could dole out the tea to the rest of the thirsty actors who were in various stages of undress.

			‘There’s about five hundred men out there now,’ said Blackie, ‘and they’re still turning up, ferried in on all modes of transport.’ Bea saw the wink he gave Jo. He’d changed now into his suit, his dark curls just touching his collar. Maybe she’d tell him later she thought he needed a haircut!

			There was a sudden burst of far-off gunfire. The occupants of the tent became hushed, the atmosphere tense.

			‘Don’t worry about that,’ Blackie shouted. ‘Those machine guns are in the distance and most of the lads here are carrying rifles.’

			‘Is that little speech supposed to make everyone feel better?’ Bea asked.

			Blackie glared at her but didn’t reply.

			Olive was now at Blackie’s side. She was swamped by a ragged dress and wore scuffed, high-buttoned boots. Her ill-fitting apron was deliberately grubby. The black straw hat with a rose that threatened to fall from its brim was pushed forward over one eye. She’d used dark make-up to give the appearance of eye bags and wrinkles. Looking like an old crone, she carried a paint-speckled birdcage with a large stuffed bird hanging upside down from its perch. Bea gave her a big smile. ‘Want a cuppa?’

			Olive nodded. ‘I’m fair parched,’ she said, setting down the birdcage and taking a mug from the tray.

			Olive opened the show. Her repertoire of comic songs soon had the men laughing. She began with ‘The Biggest Aspidistra in The World’. Then with knowing winks and suggestive body movements she told the story of ‘My Old Man’. After that came ‘Everything Stops for Tea’. Bea was always surprised that the men showed how much they appreciated that song. She supposed it was because there was something very English about cups of tea. ‘It’s a Bit of a Ruin That Cromwell Knocked About A Bit’ came next. Olive kept the best until last when she had the audience wiping tears of laughter from their eyes with the Marie Lloyd song, ‘I Sits Amongst The Cabbages and Peas’. Olive always received thunderous applause and she deserved every handclap, thought Bea, for the way she handled the suggestive but innocent song.

			‘I’ll get by the side of the stage behind the curtain,’ Olive said to Blackie, replacing the tin mug on the tray. Blackie handed the tray of remaining teas and empty mugs to Jo with a grin and followed Olive, saying, ‘You can’t start without me.’ He then called louder, ‘Fifteen minutes, everyone.’

			Bea loved watching Olive who had a naturally suggestive way of signalling words so that every man in the audience felt she was singing just for him. Bea worked hard at her own act, memorizing Olive’s effortless communication with the audiences.

			Sometimes Olive would descend from the stage, select a likely candidate and sit on his knee, perhaps slide her fingers through his hair. This interaction with the men made the audience laugh, sometimes quite shyly, then they would call out to each other good-naturedly. The troops liked Olive. Bea, however, didn’t want the audience to like her, she wanted them to love her.

			‘I’d better get ready,’ Bea said.

			‘I’ll collect the rest of the mugs,’ said Jo.

			Bea went to join Ivy and Rainey who were putting the finishing touches to their make-up and hair. The fifteen minutes before show-time that Blackie had mentioned didn’t actually apply to the Bluebirds. As the last act on the bill, Bea appreciated dressing without the rest of the cast milling about in the confined space.

			The sand grazed against the tarpaulin as the wind tossed the grains about.

			Rainey, busy applying mascara, said, ‘There’s a small bowl of clean water there I’ve hoarded for you.’ She pointed to an enamelled bowl covered with a towel, then went back to coating her lashes and staring at herself in a foxed mirror hanging from piano wire tied to a wooden strut.

			Bea smiled at her. ‘What would I do without you?’ She was pleased to see Rainey had a bit more colour in her cheeks now. Bea proceeded to wash as much of herself as she could with a wet flannel and a sliver of soap. The meagre supplies of washing materials they’d managed to bring with them had pitifully dwindled. It suddenly occurred to her to wonder whether Basil Dean, the creator of ENSA, had ever imagined how his entertainers would cope with the privations they suffered as they were driven through sun-bleached deserts and wet tropical jungles.

			Dean, as well as Leslie Henson, the actor, producer and film director, both great friends of Madame Nellie Walker, could never have foreseen the difficulties from the elements associated with their scheme to bring entertainment to the brave men fighting for their country.

			Dean and Henson were pioneers, especially in film. Henson’s company, Associated Talking Pictures was a huge success and both men had launched the film careers of celebrated stars like George Formby and Gracie Fields. Would the Bluebirds ever feature in a film? Bea hoped so. Above all she wanted fame and fortune, wanted to prove to everyone that a Gosport girl could shine among the stars like any other actress or singer. She stared at herself in the hanging mirror. She would do it! She would become a star!

			But now she was more concerned with giving her heart and soul to making a difference in raising the morale of the troops during wartime. She picked up her toothbrush.

			‘There are hundreds and hundreds of men out there, now,’ Rainey said stepping back from peeping out from behind the tarpaulin and helping to fasten Bea into her dress. Bea shook off grains of sand from her skirt. Suddenly, she froze.

			‘Can you hear that?’

			‘I’d be deaf if I couldn’t,’ said Ivy. Bea knew she was trying to make light of the fresh gunfire.

			‘Ignore it,’ said Rainey. Then she said brightly, ‘That piano wants tuning again.’

			Bea knew Blackie would be cursing the erratic notes issuing from the upright.

			He was well aware that a finely tuned instrument couldn’t be shoved in the back of a lorry and trundled in and out of it daily without some kind of mishap. Sometimes he got lucky after asking, as he often did, ‘Is there a piano tuner in the house?’ Then the instrument would sound wonderful for a while after the talented ministrations from some soldier who’d had another life before fighting the enemy.

			Bea applied lipstick, using her fingernail to gather as much as she could from the diminishing colour in the tube. She dashed a brush through her blonde hair, frowning as it encountered tangles.

			There was a hush, then a sudden huge, united gasp from the men outside watching the show.

			‘Melvin,’ said Bea. She felt shivering fingers creep up her spine. ‘The men are wondering how he does it.’ Stop it, she told herself, it’s all in your imagination. But sometimes, just sometimes, she wondered if the man really did give out the actual evil vibrations that she felt whenever he was near her.

			‘Marvo the Magician and the Amazing Margo,’ said Ivy. ‘Up to his tricks again, conning the audience into thinking he really can play mind games.’

			‘Should be named Slippery Sam and Sleazy Suze,’ sniffed Rainey. ‘I can see it now: Suze in her sparkly leotard is holding up some poor bloke’s last letter from his sweetheart, and blindfolded Melvin, with his back to the audience, is telling everyone what it is. They’re marvelling at his clever ability to read her mind, not realizing Sue’s careful choice of words as she asks the magician what’s in her hands is revealing to Melvin that it’s a letter.’

			‘They never seem to realize it’s a con trick,’ said Ivy. ‘But he is good-looking. He’s dead clever with card tricks . . .’

			‘Yuk!’ said Bea. ‘I hate his pencil moustache and Brylcreemed hair and the way he looks at me . . .’

			‘You sure that’s not in your imagination, Bea?’ asked peace-loving Ivy.

			‘I hate it when it’s dark and he does that creepy bit in the act when he pretends to change from Doctor Jekyll to Mr Hyde using that torch beneath his chin.’ Rainey shivered.

			‘Bea, you hate him because back in England there’s a wife and three kiddies waiting for him and over here he acts like he’s Douglas Fairbanks Junior . . .’

			‘No, Ivy, it’s not that!’ said, Bea. ‘But I do think he entertains out here because it’s a way for him to get out of serving for his country in the forces.’

			‘Children, children,’ intoned Rainey. ‘Play nicely, now. Calm down, we’re on in a couple of minutes.’ She suddenly swallowed and put her hand to her mouth.

			‘You all right, Rainey?’ Bea was worried.

			Rainey removed her hand. ‘Drinking that cup of tea on an empty stomach wasn’t a good idea, I just feel a bit queasy. I’ll be all right in a minute.’

			Bea nodded at her then took a deep breath. She knew she shouldn’t let Melvin get to her but the man made her cringe. Bea heard the cheering die down.

			Blackie was now introducing them. He would then sit down again at the piano and begin to play a popular song, one that they had recorded on the Parlophone label. They would walk out onto the stage . . .

			‘Bluebirds, Bluebirds, Bluebirds,’ chanted the men. However many times this happened, Bea was always genuinely surprised, humbled and excited. As usual, Rainey led them onto the stage.

			Out now in the open air, Bea saw the best of the day had gone and dusk was fast approaching. She could smell cordite in the air. The audience’s eager faces were turned towards them. The stamping, yelling and whistling was so loud and frantic that for a single moment she worried the makeshift stage would topple because of the noise. Below was the piano and standing next to seated Blackie, Jo beamed up at them – she believed in them implicitly.

			When all three girls were on stage, Bea put up a hand to quell the noise and amazingly a hush fell over the sea of expectant men.

			Bea wriggled her way in front of the centre microphone and said, ‘Thank you all for being here and for what you’re doing for us all.’ The crowd again went wild.

			Blackie began playing ‘All The Things You Are’ and immediately the crowd was silent as the girls began to sing. As the last notes were played, hats and caps were being tossed in the air amidst the sound of stamping feet and cheers. But again the audience immediately calmed as Ivy stood in front of the microphone and began singing ‘God Bless The Child’. Bea knew Ivy’s smoky voice wasn’t simply singing the words: Ivy was being the character, pouring her heart into the words of the song. Next came ‘I Don’t Want To Set The World On Fire’ and then they sang ‘You Made Me Love You’. ‘I’ll Be With You In Apple Blossom Time’ was a tremendous hit, sung with audience participation. Bea loved the way the men let themselves go, chanting at the tops of their voices. She could see from the expressions on some of their faces that the words meant hope for them all.

			At the end of that song both Rainey and Ivy stepped back so Bea had the microphone to herself. She smiled at them then looked down at Blackie as he began playing the introduction to ‘Always In My Heart’. The men were very quiet as Bea began to sing. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that every word, every note, came straight from her heart and was directed to the brave troops in front of her. As her final notes died away the chant of ‘More, more’ began, then grew louder.

			She spoke directly into the microphone, laughter in her voice.

			‘Thank you for your great kindness. We hope you liked our little show. We love being with you.’ The clapping started up again but Bea held up her hands and quelled it. ‘Now, you sing along with us to our final song!’ She gave a broad, exaggerated wink, put her hands on her hips and added, ‘This really must be our last song because the whole gang here, the Bombshells as well as us, are spitting feathers for another cuppa and then we all want to come amongst you, the audience, to chat for a little while.’ Bea nodded to Blackie, then waved Ivy and Rainey forward into their places either side of her. Bea glanced down below the stage where Blackie’s Bombshells, the rest of the actors, were waiting for them to finish, ready to drift amongst the audience to have the usual conversations with the troops that the men were so grateful for.

			Blackie struck up with ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and everyone’s voices rang out happily, loudly and clearly.

			Bea glanced down again and caught Melvin’s steely gaze upon her, and she shivered.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Eddie saw the crocuses had withered to brown husks. A smile still lingered on his face as he waved at another friendly guard while his papers were checked at the main gate of Gosport’s St Vincent Barracks. He was well known, being an employer of prisoners of war, but protocol had to be observed. He was there to sign up more men to work on repairing bomb damage caused by their German countrymen.

			A young man staggered into step beside him. The large white letter P for prisoner decorating his trouser leg denoted his position at the holding unit.

			‘You want more workers?’ The young man’s voice was reedy and Eddie could hear the difficulty he had in breathing.

			‘Yes, Hans, you buggers don’t let up on trying to blow us off the face of the earth, so I have to keep on repairing damaged homes.’

			Hans tried to laugh but the effort was too much for him and the result was a wracking coughing fit that had the young German bent double. Eddie stopped walking and waited until Hans recovered.

			‘That don’t sound good, mate,’ Eddie said. He wanted to commiserate but knew that would do more harm than good. ‘I see the crocuses have told Max’s story?’ He looked back at the dying remains in the overturned earth facing the entrance to the barracks. Hans’ breath rasped as he said.

			‘None of our men would dig that garden over after Max had planted all the bulbs to resemble the swastika when they flowered . . .’

			Eddie laughed, remembering the tall blond flyer who had escaped from the holding camp the previous year but was caught in a café in town.

			‘One of the guards forked it over in the end . . .’ continued Hans.

			‘Yes, but not before the people of Gosport saw the distinctive enemy symbol in full flower,’ Eddie laughed. ‘The Evening News came and took a photo and published it on their front page! Gave us something to talk about.’

			‘That Max, he was a cheeky man,’ said Hans thoughtfully.

			‘Yes, but a bloody good worker. Any news on where Max was taken after he got caught?’

			Hans shook his head. ‘Some say Winchester prison, but who knows? I believe Max intended to escape the moment he was incarcerated here.’ Hans gave another phlegmy cough. When he’d calmed he said, ‘They do believe he had an accomplice but so far that person hasn’t been found. And no one wants to voluntarily take over Max’s gardening job. He’s a hero.”

			‘He was a clever bugger,’ admitted Eddie.

			Han’s face suddenly looked downcast. ‘I wish I could offer my services to you, it would be nice to get out of this place . . .’

			‘Sorry, mate. I’m not in a position to take you on.’ Eddie hated himself for admitting that Hans would be useless working for him. But he thought Hans realized Eddie couldn’t afford to pay the young man simply because they had become friendly. It pained him to think it was doubtful the young man would see the year out. Eddie raised a hand in farewell and made his way to the office where he knocked on the door then took a letter from his inside pocket.

			‘Come!’ a voice from inside called.

			Once in the office that smelled of polish and cigarette smoke, with pleasantries out of the way, Eddie showed the officer the letter.

			‘As you can see, I’ve been granted salvage rights on the Ritz picture house in Stoke Road.’ He sighed, remembering the death toll at the late afternoon showing of a Bing Crosby film. ‘I need to start pretty soon before the looters take what they want. I’d like to employ two more of your prisoners, making six in total on my payroll now.’

			There was no surprise on the officer’s face. He merely reached for a wooden pen, dipped it in the open bottle of ink and began filling in a form that he pushed across the table for Eddie to peruse then sign.

			‘There will be another couple of men waiting when your transport turns up tomorrow,’ Mr Pontin, the officer, said. Eddie nodded. Since most of the eligible men had been called up, Eddie had been using prisoners of war as employees. Pontin added, ‘It’ll suit us all when the war’s over and shops and building supplies get back to how they were before. Maybe then the public will stop referring to buildings, new or otherwise, as “Jerry-built”.’

			‘Until then,’ smiled Eddie, ‘families need their homes repairing and I’m sure they don’t really mind who tackles the job.’

			The officer nodded, shook Eddie’s hand and he turned to go. Eddie knew Hans would be waiting for him outside. Sure enough, he was.

			‘I wish I could take you on but you know I can’t,’ Eddie repeated. He tried to ignore the huge dark eyes that looked as though the young man never slept. Hans, his disappointment weighing him down, shuffled nearer.

			‘How’s the baby?’

			Eddie paused. Gossip was rife in Gosport, even in the holding camp. He turned to face him and said, ‘Of course, you knew Sunshine, Gracie’s mother. She worked part-time here in the kitchens, didn’t she?’

			Hans nodded. ‘Everyone liked her. She was a happy girl. Max adored her . . .’

			‘Everyone adored her,’ cut in Eddie. He’d so far ignored rumours that she and Max had been more than good friends. Besides, this place was a prison, wasn’t it? Fraternization between staff and prisoners was totally forbidden.

			He thought back to that night when he and Sunshine had hastily made love around the back of the Criterion picture house. Sunshine had said it was her first time and he’d had no reason to disbelieve her.

			His Gracie was the result of that coupling; Gracie the blue-eyed, blonde-haired child who was the light of his life. The little girl whose face would light up with a gummy smile when he got back to Alma Street. He remembered the night his mother had arrived home with the tiny child wrapped up against the elements. Sunshine had given birth at the guest house where his grandfather lived, and where Sunshine also lived and worked. Maud had been visiting Solomon at the time and had been called in to help. Sunshine herself, before she died, had begged his mother to take the baby to Eddie. She had grown up in a selection of undesirable foster homes and didn’t want the same for her child.

			‘I’m not saying it’s easy with a baby in the house and I couldn’t manage without my mother.’ Eddie thought of Maud, who lived for his daughter. ‘You know what grandmothers are like,’ he smiled at Hans. ‘Gracie’s the spitting image of our Bea when she was little.’ He pushed away the memory of Max’s blond good looks and replaced it with his and Bea’s white-gold hair colouring. ‘I’d better be on my way.’ He shook the young man’s hand. ‘Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow when I pick up the men,’ he said kindly.

			Eddie was looking forward to salvaging whatever he could from the bombed picture house. There should be tiles, bricks, wood, sanitary ware, even electrical fittings. The war had put paid to buying new goods – the shops were empty. Food was a priority and rationing was rife. Salvageable materials, however, meant bombed homes could be repaired. It meant homeless families could be rehoused.

			The duty guard unlocked the side gate, allowing Eddie to walk out onto Forton Road. He paused at the door of his van. The air smelled of cordite and burning after the hammering Hitler had doled out to Gosport the previous night.

			The main road out of the town had been cleared; rubble lined the pavements. The spaces where houses and shops had stood reminded him of the toothless gaps in old men’s mouths. Dust had settled anew on his van.

			With tomorrow’s work planned in his head, he drove into the centre of town. His next job was to make sure Bert and Della and the Central Café had escaped the Luftwaffe’s rage. Of course, he could just have easily telephoned to make sure they were safe, but he enjoyed a chinwag with Bert.

			A smile lifted his lips as he pushed open the door and he was greeted by the pungent smell of bacon frying. Ivy’s mother, Della, looked up from her stance at the gas stove, turned, and waved a fork at him across the Formica counter.

			‘I’ll do one for you an’ all,’ she grinned. ‘Bert’s upstairs polishing his walking sticks, go on up.’

			Della was a pretty woman, he thought. It was easy to see who Ivy got her looks from. Eddie would go so far as to say Della was the spit of Hedy Lamarr, the film actress. Bert had given Della, an ex-prostitute, a home when Ivy was a mere child. Della had given up that life, content now to be cared for by Bert. Eddie gave a quick glance around the café. Della was coping easily with the few customers tucking into fried breakfasts and mugs of thick brown tea. He thought of Bert’s arrangements with mates in the black market that meant the café was just about the only place in town where such plentiful breakfasts still existed, and the officers from the cop shop in South Street who benefited from those arrangements. Everyone, it seemed, held an interest in amiable Bert.

			He took the uncarpeted wooden stairs two at a time. Here the smell of San Izal disinfectant was strong.

			Through the open door of a first-floor room he could see Bert, his battered prize-fighter’s face thoughtful as he examined a leather-strapped stick so slippery-looking Eddie thought at first it was wet. As he moved closer, he realized the stick was just very highly polished. At Bert’s feet and at his side on the single bed were other sticks and canes waiting to be rubbed and cleaned. On a white sheet nearby was a collection of walking sticks shining and glittering with polish and his elbow grease. The Bakelite wireless on the bamboo bedside table was turned on and Frank Sinatra was singing.

			‘Della told me you were up here,’ Eddie said.

			‘Well, she was right.’ Bert smiled at him.

			After Della, Ivy and the café, the next love of Bert’s life was his sticks. He was a rabdophilist, a collector. The weapon he loved best was hanging behind the counter downstairs: a swordstick he had removed from a German officer during the Great War. It was a sharp-bladed, fearsome object that had ended many a drunken fight in the café below.
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