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Camber Sands, Sussex

‘IT ISN’T FAIR,’ fifteen-year-old Delia Hartfield was muttering to herself as she stomped her way home from school, and this wretched weather wasn’t helping. The rain was coming down in buckets and with the gale-force winds blowing in over the rough sea, she was struggling to stay on her feet. Living here in Camber Sands was wonderful when the weather was fine, but on a day like this she wished she lived in a town.

There was to be another school outing and she had had to say she couldn’t go because she hadn’t enough money. She would be sixteen and leaving school in another two months, but in the meantime she and her twelve-year-old brother were given sixpence a week pocket money and a comic every Saturday. Her mother and father were great, really they were – well, most of the time – but her dad would insist that he kept a roof over their heads, food on the table and clothes on their backs and if they wanted more pocket money they should earn it. That was all right in the summertime, when Camber Sands was flooded with holidaymakers; then there were plenty of part-time jobs going. Last summer she had got herself taken on as a helper to the chalet maids in the big holiday camp that had sprung up in the village since the war had ended. Thirty shillings she’d been paid for three mornings and all day Saturday. Now it was the first week in November and all her earnings had long since been spent.

Delia lifted her head and saw that she was approaching the line of shops, most of which had their blinds pulled down. She puffed her cheeks out, rubbed the raindrops from the end of her nose and did her best to run. ‘Phew,’ she muttered as she reached cover, pulling a handkerchief from the pocket of her navy-blue gabardine raincoat and wiping her face. It was then she became aware of her surroundings: she had taken shelter on the forecourt of Michael’s Ladies’ Hairdressing Salon. She allowed herself a quick smile. Three years ago when Michael had first opened his salon, it had been the talk of the village. Men didn’t run ladies’ hairdressing salons! He had lived to prove to the old dears just how wrong they were. As well as the successful hairdressing business here in the village, rumour had it that he owned two more in Eastbourne and Rye and one very posh salon in London.

At that moment a placard placed in the front of the salon’s main window caught her eye and she let out a great sigh of disbelief.

WANTED: a SATURDAY GIRL.

As simple as that! Dee didn’t stop to think; she opened the door and stepped into Michael’s elegant establishment. Already the rain dripping from her mackintosh was making puddles on the posh red carpet. Her shoulder-length chestnut hair was drenched and water was dribbling down her cheeks, while her feet felt as if they were squelching in her wet shoes. She really did look a sorry sight, and her heart sank as Michael Connelly came towards her.

He had to be here today of all days, didn’t he! On the few occasions she had come across him, she had been aware that the very sight of Michael set her blood tingling and her heart thumping against her ribs. In his early thirties, he was tall and well built, always immaculately dressed, his skin lightly tanned and his dark hair sleeked back off his forehead. Dee imagined he would have a host of women more than willing to fall at his feet, because besides his good looks and the well-cut, expensive clothes, he was an absolute charmer. Her own mother came here to have her hair trimmed, and she always came away saying that Michael made every single client feel that she was of the utmost importance. Would that there were more gentlemen like him about.

‘You poor thing,’ he murmured, his voice full of concern as he observed how very wet Dee was. ‘Here, dry your hair,’ he said, handing her a soft, fluffy pink towel, ‘then you can tell me what brings you here.’

Dee’s heart sank. She doubted he would even consider giving her a job, and she had no idea how to put her request into words. She was so out of her depth she could feel herself drowning in her own recklessness. Why oh why hadn’t she gone home and waited for a dry day, instead of standing here in front of him in sodden school uniform?

Reading the situation perfectly, Michael took her arm and led her through the salon, making jokes about the weather being absolutely wonderful for fish and ducks. He was careful not to put her in a position where she would have to respond with anything more than a smile, sensing that for the moment she was too shy to speak.

Opening a door, he nodded for her to enter. ‘This is what passes as our staff room,’ he told her. ‘Why don’t you take that wet raincoat off and I’ll get one of the girls to make us both a nice hot cup of tea.’

Delia couldn’t believe her luck; why was Michael being so nice to her? She hadn’t even mentioned that she had come into the salon to apply for the Saturday job. She shivered a little at the prospect. Would he really consider letting a schoolgirl work here? Ah well, she was here now and she would have to go ahead with her request; she could hardly get up and walk out.

Within a short time the door was pushed open and a smiling young woman whom Dee knew quite well was standing there, a loaded tea tray in her hands.

‘Hello, Dee, what brings you here?’ she asked, as she placed the tray on a table.

‘I saw the notice in the window and was hoping I might get the Saturday job. I never knew you worked here, though, Jodie.’

‘Well you wouldn’t have known. I work at Michael’s salon in Eastbourne and also in Rye, but he’s got two stylists off sick and he brought me over here this morning just to help out temporary like.’

Coming back into the room and hearing them talking, Michael asked, ‘Do you two know each other then?’

Judith Underwood, known to her friends as Jodie, laughed. ‘It’s because of this young lady that I am able to have a halfway decent social life.’

Michael looked bewildered. ‘Well perhaps you’d better introduce me, as we haven’t got around to that yet.’

‘This is Delia Hartfield. She lives with her parents and younger brother in the house next door to my sister-in-law, and she is a godsend because at weekends she babysits for me. My boys adore her. Now, I’ll leave you two to have your tea and to sort out why she’s here, because I have a lady under the dryer who is almost ready to come out.’

Introductions now complete and the tea poured out, Delia took a seat while Michael remained standing. ‘My girls all make a decent pot of tea; it’s one of the qualifications I insist on in my salons. Women seem to thrive on endless cups of tea. So drink up and tell me what drove you in here on such a wet and windy day.’

Dee quickly drained her cup and placed it back down on its saucer. ‘I was sheltering under your awning and I saw your notice. Please, I would like to apply for the job as Saturday girl.’ She almost choked over the request, amazed at her own boldness.

‘Well you’ve started off on the right foot. I certainly don’t need references; if Judith Underwood trusts you to look after her children, then that is good enough for me. The wage isn’t much, just five shillings, but you might pick up a few tips; it depends on whether you socialise well with the customers or not. Also, if you help the stylists – sweep up, tidy their equipment, that kind of thing – without having to be told all the time, then they’ll give you something from their tips at the end of the day. How does that sound to you?’

‘Are you saying I have got the job?’ All kinds of emotions were hammering in her chest as she waited for his reply.

‘Well I am certainly going to give you a trial period. You can start this Saturday, but you must bring a note from your parents giving permission for me to employ you.’

‘Yes, I will, thank you so much. What time shall I come?’

‘Eight thirty. I probably won’t be here, but I have two very nice young apprentices who will show you the ropes and introduce you to my stylists before we open up at nine.’

While speaking, Michael had taken her raincoat down from the hook where he had hung it and was now holding it out for her to put back on. Dee shuddered; it was still very damp. However, she managed to smile up into his face as he held the shop door open for her.

‘Goodbye, and thank you again,’ she murmured before she stepped out into the rain.

Michael stood for a moment or two watching her go, his mind dwelling on her. What was it about the girl that interested him so much? He had no answer; he only felt that Delia Hartfield was somehow different. Not like any of the other young girls he was acquainted with. She was certainly very attractive, and he had felt a longing to be able to wash and set her hair. Though today soaking wet and bedraggled, her long tresses were, he knew, the colour of ripe chestnuts. There was simply a quality about her that was rare in young girls today, more so since the war years, when females had been called upon to do all sorts of tasks normally only tackled by men.

He smiled grimly to himself. Funny he should feel this way about Delia Hartfield when he hardly knew her. All the same, as far as he was concerned she was different with a capital D, and he had no worries that she would turn out to be a real asset to the salon.

‘You’ve what!’ Mary Hartfield screamed, her cheeks turning red.

‘Got myself a job,’ Delia repeated, shaking all over.

Her mother’s lips had begun to tremble on hearing this news. Now she regained something of her composure. ‘Where on earth have you been? You look like a drowned rat. Besides, you know your father will never let you take a job. He wants you to stay on at school.’

Delia was shaken to the core by her mother’s attitude. She hadn’t given her a chance to explain.

‘Where is this job?’ Mary enquired sharply.

‘Wish I hadn’t blurted it out as soon as I came through the door now. Give me a few minutes to get out of these wet things and then I’ll tell you all about it.’ Dee broke off and bent down to take off her sodden shoes. In the last few minutes her mum had almost shattered what she’d seen as a stroke of good luck. Her father wouldn’t be able to prevent her taking this job, would he? It didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Well get yerself upstairs then. Mind you put your uniform on a hanger and hang it on the rail in the bathroom, and while you’re doing that I’ll put the kettle on. You look as if you could use a cup of tea.’

Dee didn’t bother to reply. She wasn’t about to tell her mother that her future employer had already given her a good hot cup of tea.

‘I suppose one day a week won’t hurt,’ Jack Hartfield said later that night after he and Mary had listened to Delia’s tale of events. ‘Have to hand it to our girl, she has shown a bit of initiative. After all, it’s not as if she is going to make a career out of hairdressing, is it? I still can’t think what possessed her to apply for the job,’ he added, shaking his head as he opened his evening newspaper. As far as he was concerned, there was no more to be said.

Mary was picturing Michael Connelly in her mind. There were no two ways about it: he most certainly was an attractive man. She could easily understand why their Dee wanted to work in such posh surroundings, and the few shillings she would earn would give her some degree of independence. Jack was right: it wasn’t as if she was going to make hairdressing her full-time career, but perhaps the job would serve its purpose as a stopgap.

*

Upstairs in bed, Dee was thinking about Jodie Underwood. She had known Jodie for almost as long as she could remember. How she loved being with her and her two boys, Lenny and Reggie. Both lads were really well-mannered, fun-loving little boys. Another reason she loved going to Jodie’s house was because of the stories Jodie was always willing to tell. Wide-eyed, Dee would sit for hours listening to her talk about her life. She wasn’t a great deal older than Dee, but God knew she had lived life to the full and it hadn’t always been easy.

Dee didn’t like Jodie’s husband, John. It wasn’t that he wasn’t nice to her or didn’t make her welcome; it was just that she didn’t trust him and never felt comfortable when left alone in a room with him. She’d always had the feeling that when John James Underwood was home on leave, he acted as if he was God’s greatest gift to women.

Jodie had been born in Westmorland during the war, but her family had moved to London in the early fifties and that was where she had met John, who was on leave from the Royal Navy. When he returned to his ship, the two of them began to correspond.

On his next leave, John and his twin sister Ethel celebrated their twenty-first birthday with a party, to which Jodie was invited. Jodie summed up that period for Dee in a nutshell: sixteen and a half years old when she went to the party; pregnant before she was seventeen and well and truly married by the time she was eighteen.

John remained in the Royal Navy, while Jodie took up residence in a flat behind the Honey Pot Tea Rooms in Camber Sands. Ethel lived with her widowed mother, who by now was Jodie’s mother-in-law, only a few doors away, and was there to help when Reggie was born, and again less than a year later when Lenny arrived.

During both pregnancies John was serving on the Victory and could come home on leave from being in dry dock at Portsmouth. When he was eventually shipped out and Jodie was left alone with two very young babies, she decided she was going to do something with her life. Although she spent every available hour with her two boys, constantly on the beach when weather permitted so that the children soon learned to swim, she spent her evenings studying to better herself. By her nineteenth birthday she had passed several examinations and had certificates to prove that she was a qualified hairdresser. She hadn’t left the matter there. With her mother-in-law and Ethel holding the fort and taking good care of her two sons, Jodie travelled far and wide to attend seminars and exhibitions to acquaint herself with the latest trends in hairstyling. Dee never tired of listening to the endless tales she had to tell.

It was about this time, according to Jodie, that her own parents came to visit and to meet John Underwood for the very first time. They had refused point blank to come to the wedding. When they saw the flat where their only daughter and their two grandsons were living, they were shocked. Only days after they had returned to London, Jodie received a letter from her father telling her that he had set up an account for her with his bank and had placed ten thousand pounds at her disposal.

On hearing that, Dee’s eyebrows had shot up. ‘Why are you still working for Michael Connelly when you could open your own salon?’

‘Because, my pet, ten thousand pounds might sound like a helluva lot of money, but when it comes to purchasing a lease on a property in a busy upmarket location, it wouldn’t be anywhere near enough. You also have to consider having washbasins installed, a good supply of water laid on and God knows how much electrical equipment, and not forgetting a dozen or so really comfortable chairs. And then I would need to find the wages each week for staff until I really got established.’

Dee had always listened with wonder and admiration when Jodie told her these stories. Now, having plucked up courage and got herself a trial job in Michael’s salon, she was determined that if Jodie’s plans did come to fruition, she would go and work for her, because she knew full well she would never receive a better training than she would get under Jodie Underwood. Jodie was set for great things, she was certain of it.

A slight doubt was niggling at her. She hadn’t even started her first working day yet; wasn’t she letting her thoughts jump the gun just a bit? Oh well, there was no charge for daydreams. She snuggled down deeper into her bed and fell asleep humming to herself:

If you don’t have a dream, how you gonna have a dream come true?
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‘WELL WELL WELL,’ Jodie Underwood laughed as she opened the front door of her house in Rye on Sunday morning to find Dee standing there. ‘From what I heard last night, there’s a lot more to you, young lady, than you let on. A whole lot more by all accounts. Come on in. My mother-in-law has taken the boys off to church, but they’ll be over the moon when they get back and find you here.’

‘Are you saying that you’ve already heard how my first day at Mitch’s salon went?’ Dee asked, feeling surprised at how fast news travelled.

‘Well, eight of us went in to Camber for a drink last night, and Babs, Nicky and Karen, who you were working with all day, were singing your praises. Seems you came through with flying colours. Did you enjoy yourself?’

‘Yes, I did, and I want to thank you again, because I’m sure you speaking up for me went a long way towards Mitch giving me the job.’

‘You’re off the mark quickly, calling our Michael Mitch. Not everyone is allowed that privilege.’

‘Well he phoned at lunchtime to see how I was getting on, and said for me to call him Mitch but to always refer to him as Michael when talking to the customers.’ Dee looked at the twinkle in Jodie’s eyes and the wide smile on her lips.

At twenty-five, Jodie was a stunningly attractive young woman with a gorgeous slim figure, her shiny black shoulder-length hair always set in the very latest fashion. She had big brown eyes and a complexion to die for.

Jodie knew what she wanted out of life and never hesitated to grasp an opportunity. That description might make her sound hard and self-centred, but in fact just the opposite was true. Her two boys were her life, and she loved them with a deep passion, yet she still had time for the elderly and would help anyone in trouble. As Dee had grown up, she had learnt that Jodie was the best friend anyone could ask for, but you didn’t lie to her and you didn’t cross her, because if you did, she wouldn’t give you a second chance.

This cottage-style house that Jodie had moved into with her two boys, Reggie, who was now seven years old, and Lenny, not quite six, could have done with redecorating, but that wasn’t on John Underwood’s list of priorities. Home to him was somewhere to hang his hat and a bed in which to sleep when on leave. The navy had provided him with excitement and travel; he didn’t want all the responsibilities that came with being married. As Jodie was fond of telling him, it was a bit late in the day for him to have come to that conclusion!

John James Underwood had not exactly fulfilled her dream of married bliss. She was more than grateful that she received an allowance from the navy for herself and their two sons. She didn’t need telling that if it was up to John, they would starve and be up to their eyes in debt. There wasn’t a time that he didn’t walk through the street door without a tale of some kind to explain why he didn’t have any money. He drew his pay all right, but she knew it went in the bookmaker’s, in the pub or on the floozies he seemed to love to associate with. Even his own mother had warned her that he had a roving eye, and that he would place a bet on two flies crawling up a wall. The warning had come a bit late. She had boxed clever, thank God, and safely salted away the ten thousand pounds her father had sent her, otherwise John would have gone through that money like a dose of salts.

First off, though, she had been so impressed with him. Maybe it had just been the uniform, but the fact that he had volunteered for the navy at the tender age of fifteen was something to crow about too, and she had been proud to be seen out with him. In those early days he had taken her dancing, to the cinema and to the theatre. Once she had become pregnant, all of that had gone out of the window, and in the last couple of years John hadn’t made any effort to keep their marriage on track.

Jodie could understand why women were attracted to him. He was a philanderer through and through, a womaniser of the first degree. When Dee had first come to the flat to mind the boys, Jodie had noticed the sly glances he was sending in the girl’s direction, and had warned him off in no uncertain terms.

‘You stay away from her, John. Delia is far too young for the likes of you.’

‘Is she indeed?’ he had said, deliberately provoking her.

‘Yes, she is. It would be like robbing the cradle.’

Just to annoy her, he had persisted. ‘The way you put it makes her sound almost irresistible.’

But that had been one jab too far. Anger had flared up in Jodie. My God, just how low could he sink? Even to contemplate touching a schoolgirl … She couldn’t help herself; she let rip. ‘I’m warning you, John, I’ve stood for the five-card trick ever since we’ve been married, but even my patience is wearing a bit thin. I’m telling you now young Dee is like family to me. Touch her and I swear I will kill you.’

John knew that Jodie’s temper was at full blast, but he still wasn’t going to give in. It gave him a great deal of pleasure to goad his wife. ‘Since we’ve had the two boys, you aren’t a bit interested in sex, at least not with me.’

Jodie sniffed loudly. ‘No, because half the time when you come home I can smell the tomcats you’ve been with.’

‘Well it’s a pity you don’t let your mind wander back and enjoy the memories of what we used to get up to. Then again, probably better that you don’t, ’cos then you’d know what you’re missing. Oh, and when you see Dee, give her my regards, and tell her to come and see me when she’s a bit older.’

He really was a right bastard, thought Jodie, but he was a handsome bugger, and for that reason if nothing else he got away with murder. His very size and looks were striking; his hair was thick and black and he had the deep skin colouring that came from always having lived by the sea. Mostly though, at least for her, it was his deep blue eyes that were irresistible. When she had first met him, she had almost convinced herself that he was Irish born and bred. When it suited him, he could lay the charm on almost as if he had kissed the Blarney Stone. The fact that he was married didn’t deter the women; in all probability the danger of being caught out only added to his attraction.

Jodie filled the kettle and put it on the gas stove to boil before turning to Dee. ‘Seeing as how you seem to have enjoyed your first day at the salon, how about coming out on the road with me once a week before the summer season gets under way?’

‘I’m not sure I’m with you.’

‘Wednesday I work for myself. I go into rest homes and wash and set old ladies’ hair. I also go to some really fine hotels that have permanent residents, most of whom are elderly. Having their hair done appears to do them good, makes them feel a bit younger, at least for a while. Have you finished your exams? Would you be able to get Wednesdays off to help me?’

‘No problem, especially if I explained I was on a work project.’

‘Well, there you are, then, give it some thought,’ Jodie said as she set down the tea tray she had laid and poured out two cups from an old brown china teapot.

Dee did her best to keep her voice calm and steady. ‘I don’t think I fancy going into old folk’s homes, let alone washing their hair.’

Jodie raised an eyebrow. ‘Why, don’t you think you’ll ever be old?’

‘Of course I will, but I’d like to live a little first. That’s not too much to ask, is it?’

‘So you don’t even want to come with me and see how the other half live? You would feel sorry for a few, but most of them are quite good fun. You’d be amazed at some of the things that go on.’

Dee looked down at herself. She knew the boys found her attractive, with her long reddish hair and slim figure. She was wearing a baggy white sweater over a red miniskirt and big furry boots; what would the old dears think of her? Would it really matter?

She drank her tea and listened with rapt attention as Jodie told her how determined she was to enter even more competitions and hopefully to pass a few more exams. ‘You need as many qualifications as possible to get on in the world,’ was her advice.

‘Why are you pushing yourself so hard? You’ve got a good job and everyone thinks you’ve done really well,’ Dee said, meaning every word.

‘It’s a rough, tough world out there, more so since television became a fixture in almost every home. I know it’s long hours, but my hard work will pay off eventually if I keep at it. I have just got to prove that I have what it takes.’

Dee shifted in her seat and gave Jodie the benefit of her most interested smile. ‘I’m sorry, but you’ve lost me. What has television got to do with you owning your own hairdressing salon?’

‘Absolutely everything. Mitch is aiming for the same thing. He has got friendly with some hotshot producer from the television studios at Shepherd’s Bush, who’s assured him that good hair stylists are as thin on the ground as make-up artists are.’

Television was pretty new, but those who worked in it seemed a hundred per cent certain that it was where the future lay. It was funny that Jodie had brought it up today, thought Dee, because only recently at school they had been given a paper to do on advertising. Seemed it wasn’t only Jodie who thought that good prospects might lie in that direction.

When Jodie’s mother-in-law came in an hour later with Reggie and Lenny, Dee was still in a state of indecision about whether or not she should take up Jodie’s offer. Fortunately Jodie had insisted that she stay for Sunday lunch, and was at that moment engrossed in making two special sweets, the recipes for which she had found in a magazine article. A great cook was Jodie, and her puddings and sweets were to die for!

Marian Underwood was a small woman in her early seventies. She might be getting on in years, always wearing a rather old-fashioned black wool dress, and over it one of her own colourful hand-knitted cardigans, but she was nobody’s fool. A pair of spectacles were balanced somewhat precariously on the bridge of her nose, but as most folk knew, very little escaped those sharp brown eyes. ‘Hello, Dee, I hear you’ve joined the wash an’ set brigade. Wouldn’t have thought it was a job up your street.’

Marian had known Delia from the day she was born, and would agree it would be very hard not to like the young lass. Girls like Delia Hartfield didn’t come two a penny. She was from good stock, no doubt about that; her parents were the salt of the earth. Pity Delia wasn’t a few years older; she’d have made a good wife for one of Marian’s other sons.

Three sons and one daughter she’d been blessed with. Ethel had been married at nineteen and widowed two years later when her husband had been killed in a road accident. Poor Ethel, she swore she’d never look at another man, and for years now she’d kept to that promise. Shame; her good-hearted lovely lass had become an old maid long before her time. Of her sons, so far only John was married. From the day he’d joined the navy at the tender age of fifteen, Marian had read the situation perfectly. The uniform made him feel like a man, but the girls he picked up were all predictable, empty-headed and, on the whole, common. She thanked God he had given Judith more than a second glance.

From the first meeting Marian had sensed something different about Jodie, something unusual. And she had been right. Jodie had turned out tops, a right good mother and a damn good worker who deserved better than she often got from her husband, although Marian was clever enough to keep those kind of thoughts to herself. There had been occasions when she had felt the need to draw her son aside and remind him that he had a wife and two wonderful little boys to consider now. Told him in no uncertain terms that it was time he pulled himself together and shouldered more of his responsibilities. But the same thing always happened. He would turn his big blue eyes up to her with the look he knew would melt her heart. For all his faults, she loved him dearly.

It was Wednesday morning. Jodie put the case containing all her equipment on the seat between herself and Dee. She wouldn’t risk putting it under the stairs, even though the conductor had said he would keep an eye on it. She’d spent too much money acquiring all the best scissors, tongs, brushes and combs, not to mention the large trade bottles of shampoo and conditioner.

She’d lost count of the number of elderly folk she had visited in their own homes when she was building up her clientele. Not every house had had a bathroom, or even hot running water, and she’d had many a lady bending over a stone sink while she poured a kettle of warm water over their heads. Now she only left the salon on Wednesdays, when she visited long-term residents of the Golden Sands Hotel in Hastings. Some weeks she also visited two rest homes. From what she earned in the rest homes it was not a profitable project, but the thought never entered Jodie’s head to abandon her regulars; over a long period of time these clients had become her friends.

As the bus travelled along Hastings seafront, away from the fishing sheds towards the posh area where all the best hotels were situated, Jodie’s thoughts were on the past. Where she was going today was a far cry from some of the appalling rest homes she used to visit when she had first branched out on her own. She’d come a long way since then. Given time she’d fulfil her real dreams, she had no doubts on that score.

‘Next stop is ours. You bring the smaller case and I’ll carry this one,’ Jodie instructed Dee as they both stood up and wound their long woolly scarves around their necks. Once safely on the pavement, they set off at a brisk pace. Only a few yards to go, but the wind was gale force and they lowered their heads as they battled along. Looking away from the sea, the view between the detached hotels was one of a moneyed area. The properties were large, substantially built, with long driveways and beautifully kept gardens.

‘We’re here,’ Jodie said, coming to a halt at a wide opening in a manicured hedge that was at least six feet high. Once through the massive open gates the driveway seemed endless, but Dee was staring ahead and she couldn’t resist saying, ‘Boy oh boy, this is some hotel, and just look at all the posh motor cars.’

They climbed the wide front steps, where the liveried doorman tipped his top hat to Jodie as he said, ‘Morning, Mrs Underwood, right blustery one today.’

‘Yes James, you’re right. Not many of my customers will be venturing out this morning.’

Jodie had to nudge Dee, who was standing stock still staring at the colourful flower beds and the fountains from which the water spurted high and cascaded down on to water lilies floating in the pools. They each gave a brief nod to the doorman, who was holding open the wide doors. ‘Wow, talk about how the other half live,’ Dee muttered more to herself than to Jodie.

The entrance hall was like a huge lounge. Dark red velvet sofas and armchairs were positioned comfortably all the way around the walls. At one end of the room there was a brick fireplace, its stacked logs ready to be lit. The heavy floor-length curtains and fancy valances had to be seen to be believed, all deep fringes and tassels.

Jodie knew where she was going, and Dee trailed behind her. Jodie pressed a bell and they stood for a moment looking up at the high ceiling from which hung several huge chandeliers. There was a soft purring sound and the lift arrived. The doors slid open to reveal a cheeky, baby-faced lad who looked no more than twelve years old. ‘Morning, Mrs Underwood, an’ who is first on your list today?’

‘Morning, Sydney. Mrs Grantham, first floor, please.’

‘Up we go.’ He grinned as he pressed a button. ‘See you have an assistant with you today.’ Turning to Dee, he winked. ‘Right old slave-driver is our Mrs Underwood.’ There was no time for more chit-chat, as with only a slight bump the lift came to a halt and the doors were slid open by Sydney. ‘Hope to see you again. I love redheads,’ he whispered as Dee passed him.

‘I bet you do, but you’ve some growing up to do first,’ Dee chuckled.

‘We could always try doing it together,’ Sydney called after her, but Dee was mindful of the look she was getting from Jodie. Wouldn’t do to put a foot wrong so early in her probation. Nevertheless, she had enjoyed Sydney’s admiring glances and was more than pleased that today she was wearing her best grey miniskirt with thick black stockings that had a thin seam going from the heel to the top. Pity her mother wouldn’t let her wear shoes with high heels; it always had to be low heels or flatties. Still, now she was out earning her own money, she might be able to persuade Mum to bend the rules just a little.

The gold numbers on the door told them that this was apartment number ten. Jodie lifted the black door knocker and gently rapped twice. It was only a minute before the door was swung open.

Mrs Grantham’s companion-cum-housekeeper, Alice, was herself about seventy. She was plump, with rouged cheeks and a trace of lipstick, and was soberly dressed in a navy blue dress over which she wore a white apron.

‘Hello there,’ she said, pleasantly. ‘Dorothy is all ready for you.’

Jodie and Dee trooped after her into the most beautiful room Dee had ever seen. The far wall was almost completely glass, and Dee stood rooted to the spot staring at the uninterrupted view of the sea beyond and the huge waves breaking on the shoreline. The room itself had a high ceiling and expensive thick-pile rugs on the wide polished wooden floorboards. The outstanding feature was not the big, comfortable-looking armchairs but a baby grand piano on which many silver-framed photographs of young children, some on horses or ponies, and various adults were arranged. A big bowl of fresh flowers was set in the centre of the group.

Dorothy Grantham came into the room wrapped in a fluffy white towelling robe, her silver-grey hair hanging loosely down her back. She placed her hands on Jodie’s shoulders and gently kissed her on each cheek.

When they drew apart, Jodie said, ‘Dorothy, you are looking so much better, I am pleased to say. Thank you for allowing me to bring this young lady as my assistant. I don’t know if I told you on the phone, but her name is Delia Hartfield.’

Even in a dressing gown, Mrs Grantham looked elegant. Her hair was pure white at the temples, her cheekbones high, her eyes dark blue, but it was her smile that lit up her face and made her so attractive. ‘So, Delia, are you going to watch and learn or are you going to practise on me today?’

Dee glanced at Jodie, who stepped into the breach. ‘First time out today, so I think Dee will be taking note but also handing me various things. She already knows how to tidy up after me.’

Dee for her part was thinking that being taken on by Michael Connelly and receiving so much encouragement from Jodie was the greatest thing that could have happened to her. In just her first day at the salon she had seen the way Michael’s staff were with the customers, and she instinctively understood that that was the secret of good business. Even the poorest clients, some who had only come in to have their hair trimmed, were made to feel special in Michael’s salons, according to Jodie, and it made her love the job all the more.

On Saturday while Dee had been in the salon, Michael himself had styled only two clients’ hair. Both had been young women in their twenties and each had very long, thick hair. Dee had been absolutely fascinated as she had watched. The first thing she’d noticed was that Michael had exceptionally long fingers, which he used to the full, running them through the customers’ hair, gently massaging their scalps before he even started work. Dee had watched the faces of the young women, and she thought they were almost purring with delight.

Having shampooed Mrs Grantham’s hair and done a little basic cutting, Jodie was now blow-drying the fine silver locks. ‘Topknot today, or a French pleat?’ she asked, smiling at their reflection in the huge mirror that adorned nearly a whole wall in the oversized bathroom.

‘I’m having lunch with Laurie Trevelion, so whatever style you think is most elegant,’ Dorothy Grantham answered, smiling softly.

‘Bun on top of the head it is, then,’ Jodie said as she began to work the long strands into a plait. That part accomplished, she wound the plait around her own wrist before easing it off and into place on top of Mrs Grantham’s head. Hairpins secured the coil, and then Jodie went to work with narrow strands of dark red and jet black velvet. When several strands had been interwoven, she stood back and nodded her approval, but she wasn’t finished yet. From her case she produced a length of silver ribbon decorated with glittering particles of diamanté, which she again wove in and out of the coiled hair.

Dee forgot where she was for a moment and let out a loud exclamation. ‘Wow! Are they real diamonds?’

Both women, still staring at their reflection in the mirror, were pleased with the end result, and also at Dee’s excited reaction. Alice’s offer of coffee was refused by Jodie on the excuse that she had several clients to visit today, and she packed her case while Dee washed and dried the instruments Jodie had used. She was on her knees wiping over the tiles of the bathroom floor when Mrs Grantham told her it had been nice to meet her, wished her well and slipped a florin into her hand. Dee was thrilled. On Saturday she had been given a few coppers as tips, and even one threepenny piece, but two shillings!

She was beginning to like this life, and it was getting better by the minute.

The next three apartments they visited were all along the same lines as that of Dorothy Grantham. In the main sitting room the windows were floor to ceiling, giving a clear view across to the seafront. The carpets were thick, the sofas and chairs large and comfortable, with lots of matching cushions. The occupants were all elderly ladies, well dressed, with their faces made up and their lips colourful and glossy. Dee wondered if they had ever wanted for anything in their well-ordered lives. The last client didn’t seem to care whether Jodie did her hair or not. She had a light lunch laid out on the table, which was set for three people.

‘You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble, Mrs Rayner,’ Jodie protested.

‘Why ever not? It’s my pleasure. I know you always make me your last client of the morning, and I do so love seeing you. I know how you like your coffee, Judith, but how about your young friend?’

Dee was just about to protest that she didn’t like coffee at all, but she caught the look that Jodie shot at her so she smiled and said, ‘With milk and one sugar please, Mrs Rayner.’

There were salmon sandwiches made with brown bread sliced so fine Dee wondered how the old lady had managed it, and all the crusts were cut off. Dee would have willingly declared they were absolutely scrumptious if she had been asked. To follow there was a Victoria sponge cut and served with a silver cake knife on to a plate of such fine bone china Dee was terrified to handle it. But again the sponge was delicious, filled with strawberry jam and thick Cornish cream. At least that was what Mrs Rayner informed them.

‘My daughter lives in Newquay and she sends me a pot once every month.’

Dee was wondering if Jodie got this treatment every time she came to visit, but she knew enough by now not to ask.

While Jodie was in the bathroom shampooing Mrs Rayner’s hair, Dee went into the kitchen and washed the lunch things. My God, she had to be careful with this beautiful china; it was like handling fresh eggs. And the kitchen! Well! However she attempted to describe it to her mother, she would never believe her. Jodie had said to come with her and find out how the other half lived; well, she was doing that all right!

‘Have you had enough? Do you want to catch the bus and go home?’ Jodie was smiling as she fastened the lock on her main case.

‘Aren’t you coming with me?’

‘Well not if you want to go straight away. I’m going to see a very old client of mine who has become a dear friend over the years, but she lives in a warden-assisted home in very different circumstances to what you’ve seen this morning.’

‘I’m in no hurry to get home. If it’s all right with you, I’d like to come with you,’ Dee said in a tone of voice that told Jodie she meant what she said.

‘OK, but we’ll have to walk towards the end of the seafront and then catch a bus; the place we’re going to is in the Old Town part of Hastings.’

Their short journey over, the two wind-swept girls looked up at the building, and it wasn’t hard to work out what they were both thinking. Jodie shook her head before saying, ‘Old age is a terrible thing, especially for those whose whole family has died. Loneliness must be the worst fate of all. Money can buy most things, as we’ve seen today, but it can’t bring your dear ones back. Come on then, let’s go in. The lady we’re going to see is Flossie Williams. She’s in her late seventies, and believe you me, Dee, she no more wanted to end up in a place like this than fly in the air. The real pity of it is she didn’t have any choice. She fought a long battle to stay in her own little house, but with her husband dead and nothing but the state pension, she couldn’t afford the upkeep, and now she’s here in sheltered housing.’

There was no lift in Flossie’s building, and both girls were a little breathless by the time they reached flat number 22. Jodie paused before rapping her knuckles gently on the door.

‘Who is it?’ A croaky voice came from behind the door.

‘Flossie, luv, it’s me, Jodie, and I’ve brought a young friend with me. Aren’t you going to invite us in and put the kettle on?’

‘Oh, it’s you, Jodie. Course I am, but you’ll ’ave t’wait a minute while I find me keys. Wasn’t expecting anyone, so I ’aven’t unlocked the door today yet.’

To say that Dee was horrified would have been putting it mildly. The front door opened directly into the one L-shaped room. It held a wooden-topped table with two high-backed chairs, and one armchair that looked quite comfortable but had certainly seen better days. A single bed covered with a pink candlewick bedspread was partitioned in the corner of the room directly under a narrow window. ‘It’s what the authorities call a studio flat,’ Jodie stated in a low voice.

‘It isn’t the day for you to do my hair, is it?’ Flossie asked, sounding bewildered.

‘No. It’s next week I come to you, but I will do it while I’m here if you’d like me to. First, though, I’ve brought you a present.’ While talking, Jodie had undone her second case and taken out some screw hooks, a length of curtain wire and a pair of brocade curtains, which she shook out and spread over the floor. Flossie’s face was a picture as she stared at the beautiful colours that were now on display.

‘Are they for me? Where you gonna hang them? And where did you get them from? They look very expensive.’ Flossie’s voice was all of a tremble, as if she didn’t believe what she was seeing.

Jodie motioned to Dee to get one end of the single bed and help her move it out into the centre of the room. Then, taking one of the tall wooden chairs, she moved it over to stand beneath the window. Climbing on to the chair, Jodie found she could just about reach to fix a hook into the wall above the window frame, and to this she now attached one end of the curtain wire she had brought with her.

Sighing with relief, because fixing the hook into the wall had proved to be a much simpler task than she had feared, she moved the chair to the other side of the narrow part of the room that had held the bed.

‘Tell me when I’ve got it straight,’ she called down to Dee. ‘I’ll hold the wire against the wall and make a mark before I put the second hook in.’

It took several attempts, amid much laughter, with Dee calling out, ‘A bit higher … no, that’s too high, bring it down a bit … Slightly to your left, yes, that’s it, make a mark.’ Finally Jodie had the second hook in place on the opposite wall.

‘Dee, you hold on to one end of the curtain while I thread this wire through. I would have liked to be able to use tape and curtain rings, but I wasn’t sure these walls would hold the weight. Never mind, eh, Flossie. Once I’ve got the curtains up, I’ll show you some tie-backs I’ve made for when you want to keep them open and let the light shine through, but when you want to hide the bed – say when you have a friend in for a cuppa – you’ll easily be able to close them. Now stand back out of the way and Dee and I will hang them up.’

Wonder upon wonder! Jodie sent up a silent prayer of thanks as everything went to plan.

‘Oh my God, don’t they look beautiful?’ Flossie’s face was beaming, yet her eyes were brimming with tears as she watched Jodie fix another hook lower down on the wall.

‘Here you are then, you fix that curtain back with one of the tie-backs while Dee puts another hook on the other wall, and then we’ll be able to stand back and see them properly,’ Jodie said.

The basic shade of the material was a fawn colour but it had a golden sheen and all shades of pink interwoven, from the very palest to a deep rose. Jodie was thrilled that the joins didn’t show. She had made the curtains from pieces left over from an order that she had done for some wealthy folk who lived in a very large house.

Dee was left wondering how many more strings Jodie had to her bow. She was also thinking that her own mother wouldn’t approve of this shabbily dressed woman, and she would be utterly appalled at the accommodation in which Flossie had been forced to end her days. But as Jodie had remarked, Flossie might be poor and lonely, but she had always had a big heart.

Jodie truly believed that if you cast your bread upon the waters it would in time return tenfold, but in this case, just the look on Flossie’s face as she let the curtain material run through her fingers was all the repayment she needed. Poor old Flossie didn’t have any relatives left alive to visit her, and Jodie felt it didn’t hurt her to drop in every now and again and bring her a few bits and bobs to make her feel she was still loved and wanted. Jodie had her own family and a wide circle of friends, and although she was big on family stuff, always would be, she’d never turn a blind eye just because a person didn’t have much in the way of worldly goods.

She often wished that John had turned out to be a bit more of a family man, but then nobody had everything they wanted.

Not in this life.
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‘JOLLY GOOD,’ DEE muttered as she counted up her tips. She was doing well at her job, and working in Michael’s salon had given her so much more confidence. Michael had said he was more than pleased with her, and had allowed her to work a few hours each day once the school term was finished, right up until Christmas Eve.

It was now the first week of the new year, a busy one because of the late Christmas parties in offices and restaurants all along the coast from Brighton right through to Eastbourne and on into Hastings. She had graduated up to working in the salons in Rye and Eastbourne. Often Jodie picked her up in her car, and sometimes Michael would toot his horn outside her house at eight thirty ready to give her a lift to work. Dee was really enjoying her job, knowing this must be the best time of the year, a new broom sweeping clean, when folk were determined to look their best and enjoy life. With everyone happy, tips were generous. Working with Michael and Jodie had not only given her a source of income, it had opened her eyes to a social life. And she had signed up to go on two courses at Hastings College, one for basic hairdressing and the second one a course of study into becoming a beautician. Jodie had encouraged her.

‘Hairdressing on its own is all right for a little village shop, but if like me at some point in the future you aim to have a prosperous beauty parlour in a decent town, you’ll need to know a whole lot more than how to style hair. Manicuring and make-up would be a good start.’ This had been Jodie’s recommendation, and without any dithering Dee had followed her advice.

The social side of her new life had started off one Sunday afternoon when Jodie had invited her over. On her arrival she had said, ‘Don’t take your coat off, we’re going into Eastbourne. The boys will be fine with my brother; he’ll take them to the funfair on the pier. I’m taking you to the afternoon tea dance.’

‘But I can’t dance, well not properly,’ Dee had protested. ‘I’m all right doing the twist and that sort of thing, but a tea dance doesn’t sound as if it is for me.’

‘You didn’t know anything about hairdressing until you jumped in with both feet, did you?’

‘No, I suppose not. All right then, I’ll give it a try.’

The results of that one afternoon turned out to be a whole lot more favourable than Dee could ever have imagined. It was such a jolly, happy afternoon. Chris Mannion, the gentleman who was playing the organ, was well known both by the residents of Eastbourne and by the folk who came here regularly on holiday. The dance floor was packed, but Chris made every other dance an excuse me, so that there were not many wallflowers sitting lonely around the hall. It was just like one huge party, with everyone joining in, calling loudly for their favourite songs to be played. At intervals Chris gave them a break from dancing, during which they got themselves a drink and he played all the old wartime songs, which had the rafters of the hall ringing with happy voices.

Jodie leant over and tapped Dee on the shoulder. ‘You enjoying yourself?’

‘Yes. Yes I am. I never imagined anything like this went on in Eastbourne.’

‘There yer go then, you’ll be able to get yourself out and about a bit more rather than staying in Camber Sands day in, day out.’

Cups and glasses were returned to the bar. Chris was back ready to play again, and the second half of the session was about to begin.

Jodie was up and away, light as a feather on her feet and never short of a partner. Twice Dee had been asked to partner a nice clean-cut-looking young man who she thought must be in his early twenties. As he approached her for the third time, he smiled and said, ‘This is going to be a square tango, but as it is sequence dancing, all we have to do is follow the couple in front. Would you like to give it a go? By the way, my name is Tony.’

‘Pleased t’meet you, Tony, I’m Delia but my friends call me Dee. I don’t think you should risk taking me on the floor for this one; a tango sounds quite complicated.’

‘Don’t be daft. Like I said, it’s follow my leader. Come on, at least it will be a laugh, and that’s what these sessions are all about. On top of that, it’s great exercise and good for the figure – not that you need to worry about that. You look smashing, you’ve got a real sylph-like figure.’

Dee felt herself blush to the roots of her hair. She wasn’t used to receiving such compliments. To say that Tony had pleased her was to put it mildly, but she had no idea how she was supposed to answer him, so in the end she just gave him a broad smile, hoping that he had meant what he said and wasn’t just playing Jack-the-lad.

Without any more ado, Tony pulled her to her feet, tossed a lock of hair away from his forehead and with his face now wreathed in smiles led Dee on to the floor. A few stumbles at first, but it wasn’t long before she found she was thoroughly enjoying herself.

‘Phew, I’m warm,’ Jodie said, as she approached their table carrying a tray that held two glasses of orange juice. ‘I’m thrilled to see you’ve been out on the floor. That lad you’ve had as a partner is Anthony Lewis; his father is the manager of the Queen’s Hotel. Did you like him?’

‘Yes, I did. At first I was like an elephant, twice I trod on his foot, but he was very patient and he led so well I soon found it easy to follow his steps.’

‘Something else new you’ve found out: you’re only as good as your partner when dancing. If you’re lucky enough to get a nice tall fellow that hasn’t got two left feet, then you are up and away. He has to know what he’s doing and be able to lead you.’

‘Do they have this dancing session here every Sunday afternoon?’ Dee asked, trying not to sound too enthusiastic.

‘Yes they do, and if you were to know in advance when you were coming, you could dress up a bit, invest in a pair of dancing shoes. I promise you, once you get over your stage fright, Tony Lewis won’t be the only young man lining up to dance with you.’

Dee lifted her head and looked into Jodie’s eyes, which were twinkling with merriment. ‘Life is only just beginning for you, Dee,’ Jodie said smiling, but Dee could hear the serious note in her voice as she added, ‘Make the most of it, my love, don’t be like me, married with two children by the time I was eighteen.’

It was Delia’s birthday. That morning over a lively breakfast she had received cards and gifts from her mum and dad and her brother, but that wasn’t all. There were cards from all the girls she worked with, a beautiful set of underwear from Jodie and a pretty bottle of perfume from Michael. There were even a few cards from the customers. Sixteen years old! Now she could really begin to live her life. For this weekend, though, she was going to have to put that thought on hold.

Jodie and a whole host of her friends were going off to a dinner-dance which was being held in Hove, the upper-crust part of Brighton. Jodie had taken charge of the arrangements, and insisted that Ethel, her sister-in-law, was going to join them. ‘I’m taking no argument,’ she told Ethel firmly. ‘You’ve stayed at home too many times and it’s about time you tried living again. There’s going to be no trouble about how we’re gonna get home; I’ve sorted out bed an’ breakfast at the hotel, though whether any of us will be able to face breakfast will be another matter. And I’ve booked a minibus to take us there and bring us home when we’re ready the next morning. You’re sharing a twin-bedded room with me, and yes, I will wash and set your hair for you on the morning of the do.’

And that was why Dee was going to be staying at Jodie’s cottage in Rye for the weekend in order to look after her two boys.

It was eight o’clock on Saturday evening. Dee was sitting round the kitchen table with Lenny and Reggie, and Brian, her twelve-year-old brother, who had come to keep her company. They were playing cards and board games as the fancy took them. Crisps, peanuts and bowls of sweets were set in the centre of the table, together with a jug of lemonade, and their loud laughter spoke for itself. Not one of them minded that Jodie had gone off to this dinner-dance. Dee’s father would be picking them all up in the morning and taking them home in time for the Sunday roast. It would never do for her and Brian to miss out on that.

‘Not when I’ve been slaving over a hot stove all morning,’ her mother would likely shout and storm. In reality Mary Hartfield was thrilled that Delia would be bringing Judith’s boys to Sunday dinner. She had watched those two dear little lads grow from the day they were born and had been more than a little upset when Judith had moved away to live in Rye. True, it wasn’t a million miles away, but it meant she didn’t get to see the boys so often. Along with everyone else in Camber Sands, Mary thought the world of Judith, because in so many thoughtful ways she had worked hard to gain that reputation. Weren’t many that would say the same about her husband.

Jodie’s hall clock was just striking the half-hour when the doorbell rang.

‘No moving the dice,’ Dee grinned as she got to her feet and went to find out who was at the door. She got quite a shock. A well-dressed, broad-shouldered man was filling the small sheltered porch.

‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked, grinning broadly as he eyed Dee from top to toe, thinking that she was one of the prettiest girls he had ever seen, with that lovely sweet face, the mass of reddish hair and those enormous green eyes.

‘And I might be asking the same thing of you,’ Dee replied hesitantly.

His eyebrows shot up but his smile was lazy. ‘I’m Derrick Underwood. I thought my brother John and his family lived here.’

‘Oh, they do. Sorry, you caught me on the hop. There is only me, the two boys and—’

‘Uncle Derrick!’ Both Lenny and Reggie were scrambling along the narrow hallway, each boy eager to be first and all the time repeating their uncle’s name. It was the sound of delight and familiarity in their voices that told Dee it was safe to invite their caller inside.

‘I’m sorry if I startled you,’ Derrick was quick to apologise as he bent down and swooped his two young nephews up into his strapping arms.

‘Don’t worry about it. I wouldn’t have let you in if the boys hadn’t vouched for you,’ Dee told him, ushering him into the hallway and closing the door behind him. ‘I’m Delia Hartfield, and this is my young brother Brian. We’re staying the night here because Jodie has gone with some friends to a dinner-dance in Hove and won’t be back until tomorrow morning.’

‘Very wise of you to be cautious,’ he told her as he followed her down the hallway and into the living room.

Having set the boys down on their feet, he spent a few minutes throwing playful punches at them, which they gleefully returned. When their uncle fell to his knees in a comical attempt to show he was hurt by their blows, the boys’ laughter became uproarious, more so as he began rib-tickling.

It took a few minutes for peace to be restored. As they took their places around the table, Derrick ruffled Brian’s hair and said, ‘So, Brian, you’re the man of the house tonight, are you?’

‘Well I am twelve years old,’ Brian said, pulling himself to sit up straight. ‘My dad said I had to be here for my sister, but I didn’t mind ’cos I like being with Reggie and Lenny, they used to live near us before they moved to this house.’

‘Yes, Brian, I know they did. Before I went to sea, I actually lived next door to your family, and my mother and sister still do.’ Seeing the look of puzzlement on Brian’s face, Derrick laughed heartily and turned to face Dee. ‘We met several times when you were a youngster, but we can all be forgiven for not recognising each other because it is four years since I set foot on home soil.’

Dee was carefully studying Derrick’s face. She did have a faint recollection of meeting a big man in a uniform with gold buttons, and she had often listened as Mrs Underwood read aloud from the letters that arrived from her eldest son. He seemed to have travelled the whole world.

‘Well, Delia, do you recall meeting me in the past?’ Derrick was smiling at her, and it felt as if he was reading her mind. When she shook her head, he said, ‘It’s not to be wondered at, because I certainly don’t remember you looking like this. Boy oh boy, Delia, have you grown and blossomed! But then I suppose at your age four years does make a vast difference.’

Dee’s eyes widened at his remarks, and she found herself saying, ‘Everyone calls me Dee.’

‘Thank you, does that mean I can call you Dee too?’

Nodding her head, not knowing what else to say, she turned to the three boys who were seated around the table waiting patiently. ‘Time has gone so quickly you must all be feeling hungry. Shall we clear the games away and see about getting a meal ready? Would you like to join us?’ she added, glancing up at this big man.

‘Depends on what you’re offering,’ he joked.

‘Well I usually fry chips for the boys, and Jodie always leaves us sausage rolls, pork pies, slices of ham and plenty of salad. Will that do?’

‘Anything in the house to drink?’

‘Plenty. Tea, coffee, lemonade, squash.’

‘You have got to be joking,’ he said, pulling a funny face which set the boys off giggling. ‘Besides, Dee, I wouldn’t dream of putting you to all that trouble. Boys, what d’yer say to fish and chips?’

‘Proper fish shop fish an’ chips?’ Lenny questioned.

‘Yeah, and I’ll bring some sausages if they have them, and pickles, and even some ice cream to have for our afters. How does that sound?’

‘Smashing,’ the boys chorused.

‘OK, you lads clear the table, Dee can put the plates in the oven to get warm, and as you’re such a big lad, Brian, would you like to come with me? My car is just outside the door.’

Brian glanced quickly at his sister. He was thrilled to have been asked, but he couldn’t go out and leave Dee alone with the two little uns unless she said he could.

Dee nodded and her smile was full of approval. She thought it was a kind act on Derrick’s part. ‘Get your coat on, Brian, it’s very cold out there, but only if you’re sure you want to go,’ she added quietly.

‘Yes please, Dee.’ He couldn’t keep the enthusiasm out of his voice. Just to be singled out and asked to accompany this big man had made him feel almost grown up. ‘We won’t be long, we’ll soon be back, won’t we …’ He stumbled over what he should call this stranger.

‘Course we will, lad, and we’ll be bringing a tasty supper with us. Meanwhile, Brian, suppose you kind of adopt me and start calling me Uncle Derrick? If I have to put up with these two young scallywags, I think it might be great to have you as an older nephew. Try saying Uncle Derrick and see how you feel about it.’

‘Thank you, Uncle Derrick,’ Brian said in the most manly tone of voice he could muster as he took hold of the outstretched hand the big man was holding out to him.

‘Right, lad, do the buttons up on that coat and let’s get going.’

With the sound of the front door closing, Dee breathed out. ‘Jesus wept,’ she murmured. The way he had swept in, filling the room, taking charge, his head only just short of the height of the ceiling, it was as if a whirlwind had passed through. He certainly was no ordinary man!

Dee could not have visualised what a merry gathering that fish supper would turn out to be. Derrick had taken complete control, dishing out the food on to the hot plates that Dee had ready, buttering the bread as she cut the fresh loaf, all the while keeping the three boys enthralled with tales of the ships he had been on.

It was ten o’clock before the boys had cleaned their teeth, washed their faces and hands and the two youngsters had each in turn been given a piggyback up the stairs to their twin-bedded room. Tonight Lenny and Reggie were tucked up in one bed while Brian was sleeping in the other. Dee, having said her good nights, had left Derrick with them and come down alone to the living room. She was by now feeling apprehensive. What was Derrick intending to do? Had he been home to his mother’s? She thought he must have been, because he hadn’t arrived with any luggage. Would he want to stay a bit longer? She wouldn’t mind a cup of tea, but she didn’t think that idea would appeal to him.

The problem solved itself. Derrick came into the room and made straight for the carrier bag that had served to bring the fish and chips home. From it he produced a pint bottle of brown ale. ‘Would you like to share a glass of this with me?’ he asked.

‘Oh, no thank you. I was thinking of making myself a cup of tea, but you go ahead, I’ll get you a glass.’

Soon they were sitting opposite each other, Derrick with a pint glass of beer, Dee with her cup of tea beside her and her elbows resting on the edge of the kitchen table, her chin cupped in her hands. She still couldn’t really take in what had happened this evening, and yet it seemed quite all right to be here facing this big, friendly stranger.

‘Have you left school yet, Dee?’ was Derrick’s opening remark.

This rubbed Dee up the wrong way. Did she look that young? Whilst he had been fetching the supper, she had hastily put some make-up on and twisted her hair into a French pleat. ‘Yes, I’ve turned sixteen,’ she said. ‘I was going on to college but I’ve decided to take up hairdressing instead. This way I can earn some money while I am learning.’

‘I see. My sister-in-law has taken you under her wing, has she? Well, you could have gone a lot further and fared a whole lot worse. Our Jodie knows what she wants and she’ll go hell for leather until she gets it.’

Without waiting for Dee to reply, he leaned forward across the table. ‘Dee, I’m nine years older than you, but I do feel I’d like to get to know you better, that’s if you think you could put up with me.’ He reached across and squeezed her hand. ‘Take your time, I have twenty-eight days’ leave.’
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