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By Helen Carey and available from Headline


Lavender Road 


Some Sunny Day 


On a Wing and a Prayer 


London Calling




About the Book


London has been ravaged by war for three years now and life couldn’t be tougher for those living on Lavender Road. Many loved ones have been lost and sacrifices made, but Lady Helen de Burrel is about to take the biggest risk yet.




Inspired by the courage of her friends on this south London street, Helen volunteers to join the Special Operations Executive and puts her life in jeopardy for the sake of her country. But it’s hard to know who to trust, and when her heart is on the line even love becomes dangerous.




The war has changed everything, but one thing is certain, the women of Lavender Road will rally together, no matter what the future has in store …



In memory of my cousin, Sally, who typed up my first ever manuscript.

   

Prologue


‘So?’ Angus McNaughton closed the interview room door, nodded at the military police corporal waiting outside, then glanced at his assistant as they began to walk away down the long, grey-walled War Office passage. ‘What do you think, Helen? A possibility?’


Helen de Burrel glanced back at the unmarked door. ‘He speaks very good French,’ she said.


‘But?’


Helen hesitated, surprised by the question. When Angus McNaughton had become her boss two months ago, he had made it quite clear that her role at selection interviews was to assess the candidate’s language capability, nothing more. Nevertheless, in the face of his query, she felt obliged to state her reservations. ‘There was something about him,’ she said. ‘He didn’t seem to have quite the grounding of the others I have seen.’


Angus laughed. ‘You mean he wasn’t public school? Well, we can’t all be out of the top drawer, Helen. So long as he’s got guts and balls he’ll make a good agent.’


Refusing to react to his deliberate taunt, Helen thought of the number of men with guts and balls the Special Operations Executive had sent to France. Some were already dead, tortured to death or shot by Gestapo firing squads; others, perhaps understandably, had gone over to the Germans and, even as they spoke, were causing immeasurable damage to the fragile Resistance networks. ‘Surely they need more than that?’ she asked. ‘An integrity? Patriotism? A real courage?’


‘Courage is a funny thing,’ Angus said. ‘The oddest people have it and the oddest people don’t. It’s not a quality you can measure. It’s only when the chips are really down that you know whether you’ve got it or not. That’s why we’ve toughened up the training programme. It’s not infallible but it sorts the men from the boys.’


As they took the taxi back to the SOE building in Baker Street, Angus drew out a cigarette from his silver cigarette case and then hesitated, half offering her the case. ‘You don’t, do you?’


‘No, thank you.’


He snapped the case shut. ‘No vices, eh? Always immaculately dressed. Always polite. Competent. Diligent. Beautiful. How do you do it, Helen? Does it come with the title?’


The title. Lady Helen de Burrel. Lady. Just four meagre letters, but however much she tried to ignore them, in other people’s eyes they inevitably set her apart. ‘You make me sound very boring,’ she said.


‘On the contrary.’ He opened the taxi door and stood back to let her out. ‘I find you fascinating. You have worked for me for two months now and I have yet to find one single flaw.’ As he ushered her into the discreetly anonymous building, he glanced at her with a faintly mocking smile. ‘Tell me, you can trust me. Do you have any?’


Helen was about to make a jokey reply when she heard the telephone ringing in her office.


‘Helen? It’s Louise. You haven’t forgotten, have you? Only you said you’d be here early enough to help me decide what to wear.’


‘Oh gosh,’ Helen said. ‘Louise, I’m awfully sorry. It’s been a busy day. I promise I’ll be there within the hour.’


Putting down the phone, she glanced at her watch and at Angus McNaughton who was standing in her doorway.


‘There’s a flaw,’ she said lightly. ‘I’d forgotten that I was to have dinner with one of my best friends. She’s got a new boyfriend and she wants some moral support when she introduces him to her father.’


‘Important stuff indeed,’ Angus McNaughton said. He scooped his notes off her desk. ‘These can keep for tomorrow. Far be it from me to interfere with the love lives of London’s young ladies.’


Helen met his sarcasm with an easy smile but deep down she was annoyed. Whatever she did, however hard she tried to be efficient and competent, somehow Angus McNaughton always contrived to make her feel like a brainless little deb. It was particularly annoying considering that her previous boss, the Canadian Ward Frazer, had treated her so much as an equal. Someone he could trust. But now, unfortunately, Ward Frazer was locked up in a German prisoner-of-war camp.


With a deep sigh, Helen sat back in her chair and longed for the means to prove herself. So far everything had always come so easy. Even driving an ambulance at the beginning of the war had been surprisingly painless. She wished that at least once in her life she had really had to struggle for something she wanted. Like Ward Frazer’s wife Katy had struggled to get her father’s pub going again when it was bombed to rubble, like Louise Rutherford had struggled to overcome the injury she received when Balham Tube station collapsed on top of her after a direct hit by the Luftwaffe.


Checking Angus was out of ear shot, she lifted the telephone and gave a Mayfair number. ‘Mrs Ford, I’m sorry to ring so late. I wonder if you could ask Nancy to put out my blue Chanel dress for this evening. Yes, the silk one. It might need pressing. Thank you so much.’




Chapter One


‘Goodness me, is that the best you can do?’ Celia Rutherford eyed her daughter’s flower arrangement with dismay as she brought the napkins into the dining-room. ‘We didn’t spend all that money on Lucie Clayton’s just to have you shove half a dozen stems in a vase, you know. I do hope this factory war work you insist on doing isn’t making you lose your feminine touch.’


Smarting, Louise snatched the flowers out of the vase and began arranging them all over again. She knew her mother would tell Jack that she had done the flowers, and the only thing worse than having Jack think that all she was interested in was flower arranging, was for him to notice that she had done them badly.


Catching sight of the clock she grabbed a white, late autumn rose and pricked herself on the stem. Feeling ridiculously close to tears, she sucked her finger and tried to steady herself. Panicking would only make things worse. If they could be worse.


She had only met Jack three times. Once at a private party at the Grosvenor when she hadn’t been able to dance because of her injured hip, once at the reopening of the pub in Lavender Road when he had turned up unexpectedly and found her tipsy and sweaty from helping clear up the glasses, and once when he had taken her to the theatre to see Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit and she had been so tongue-tied afterwards that she couldn’t think of one intelligent thing to say about the play.


It wasn’t a good start, which made the success of tonight so very important. Because Louise had already decided that Sub-Lieutenant Jack Delmaine was going to be her salvation. He didn’t know it yet, of course, but all her hopes rested on him. All her hopes of getting away from the stiff, disapproving formality of her parents’ house. All her hopes of making an enviably successful marriage.


Jack was the perfect man for her. There was no doubt about it. Handsome in his own way, with sandy hair, a scattering of freckles and wonderful blue eyes crinkled at the corners from staring out at the horizon for submarines, or whatever naval officers stared at, Jack Delmaine was a man any girl would be proud of. He was charming, kind and well spoken.


Best of all, he seemed to be keen on her. Really keen. Keen enough to face a dinner with her autocratic father and tweedy mother. Louise closed her eyes for a second. Thank God she had had the brainwave of asking Helen de Burrel to come as well. Her parents approved of Helen. Being a Lady helped of course, particularly with her father, and Helen, as well as being blonde and coolly beautiful, always knew what to say. She could certainly be relied on to smooth over any awkward silences.


As the clock chimed, Louise looked up in horror. Seven o’clock and Helen still wasn’t here. In sudden panic, as she scooped up the trimmings and fallen petals, Louise realised she was going to have to decide for herself what to wear.


Lowering her menu reluctantly, Joyce Carter racked her brain for something to say to break the uneasy silence. With most men you could ask about their jobs or their business, but with a pawnbroker it didn’t seem quite the thing somehow. The weather was a possibility, she supposed, or the war, but both of those were gloomy and depressing at the moment and she felt a lighter subject would be more appropriate. She was just about to ask if he often ate out in fancy restaurants like this, when Mr Lorenz leaned forward courteously.


‘Have you chosen?’


‘What? Oh.’ Joyce grabbed the menu again and studied it nervously. It was all very well this going out to dinner lark, but how was she meant to know what to pick? She couldn’t understand half of it anyway. There were French words scattered in among the English ones and the only thing she really fancied was grilled pilchards and she could just as well have them at home. Not that she normally had them grilled. Generally she mashed them up with a fork and spread them on bread for the boys’ tea. The older two, Pete and Bob, weren’t fussed about pilchards but young Mick had been particularly partial to them.


She wondered suddenly how Mick was getting on in the merchant marine. She had had one short note, a scruffy bit of paper saying he was going to America. America. Clumsy, cocky young Mick. It seemed incredible. Mick on a boat. Mick in America. She wondered what trouble he would manage to cause there. Then she felt a stab of remorse. Mick wasn’t all bad. He’d done her a good turn before he left by bubbling his father to the coppers.


Joyce felt the sweat prickle in her armpits as she relived that wonderful moment when Stanley had been led away in handcuffs. She still could hardly believe it. Nor the subsequent relief when she heard that this time he’d gone down for two years. Two years.


To her dismay, she felt a lump of emotion in her throat and swallowed hard. It was ridiculous to want to cry, but she just couldn’t help it. Stanley had been gone well over a month now and she still wasn’t used to it. She still felt tense when she woke up, she still jumped nervously when she heard a step behind her. Sometimes, until she remembered, she even felt that hard ball of fear in her stomach. And then, when she did remember that she was safe, she wanted to cry.


Aware suddenly of a polite cough, she looked up blankly to find a waiter standing by the table expectantly. ‘Has madam decided?’


Joyce frowned. A Frenchie, she reckoned. She wasn’t much of a one for foreigners, with their smarmy accents and condescending smiles. In any case, the bloody French were the last people on earth who should be condescending just now. As far as she could see they’d handed their whole country over to Hitler on a plate and offered him a glass of wine to be going on with and all. ‘Yes,’ she said, pointing at the menu. ‘I’ll have them pilchards.’


‘And to follow?’


‘What?’


‘The pilchards are an hors d’oeuvre, madam.’


Feeling a faint sense of panic creeping over her, Joyce glanced helplessly at her dining companion.


‘What would you like for your main course, Mrs Carter?’ Mr Lorenz asked gently. ‘After the pilchards.’


Joyce blinked. Was she meant to have two things? In some desperation she stared at the menu again. ‘I’ll have the cod,’ she said. Cod was all right, although cream sauce sounded a bit dodgy. She would have preferred it in batter.


‘Pilchards followed by cod,’ the waiter said with a slight sneer, and she knew immediately that she had made the wrong choice.


Wishing she was at home with a nice Marmite sandwich and a cup of tea, she heard Lorenz order soup and a lamb stew and wondered why she hadn’t chosen those. She was about to check her menu again when the waiter flicked it out of her hand and left her staring across the table into the pawnbroker’s soft dark eyes.


He leaned forward slightly. ‘Are you feeling all right, Mrs Carter?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘Yes. I’m fine.’ But she could feel herself flushing. ‘It’s … just that I’m not used to restaurants.’


Mr Lorenz looked concerned. ‘Perhaps you would have preferred to go to the cinema?’


‘No, no, this is all right,’ Joyce mumbled, feeling ungrateful. She looked rather wildly around the elegant restaurant with its flickering candles and white tablecloths. ‘It’s very nice.’


After all, he hadn’t had to ask her out. He was only being kind. Same as he’d been kind earlier in the year when he’d slipped her a couple of Guinnesses to keep her going over a bad patch. He wasn’t to know she’d feel all at sea. Awkward and embarrassed and wanting to cry. He wasn’t to know that it was too soon. That all she wanted just now was to be left alone. Left alone to come to terms with the fact that she had her own life again and wasn’t going to be beaten up every time she put a foot wrong.


Biting her lip, she sat back in her chair and smoothed the napkin on her lap. She couldn’t go on like this. She was going to have to make conversation. But what about? It had to be something impersonal, something safe. She sighed. It was going to have to be the war after all.


Fixing a smile on her lips, she took a deep breath and looked up at Lorenz determinedly. ‘Have you seen the paper today? It doesn’t look as though them poor Russians are going to last out much longer.’


‘It was Clapham Common Northside you wanted, wasn’t it?’ the taxi driver shouted over his shoulder as he threaded his way through the blacked-out Victorian terraces that lined the steep hill on the south side of the river.


‘That’s right,’ Helen said. ‘Cedars House. On the corner of Lavender Road.’


‘All these blinking roads look the same to me,’ he grumbled. ‘And the houses and all.’


Helen glanced at the delicate gold watch on her wrist. Seven thirty. Louise would kill her. ‘This one doesn’t look the same,’ she said. ‘I’ve been there before. It’s quite a big place,’ she said. ‘White, I think.’


She was right. It was a large, white, flat-fronted Georgian house set back in a short drive and overlooking the wide open expanse of Clapham Common. It wasn’t as large or as elegant, of course, as her own father’s house, nor did it have such a prestigious address, but it was definitely a step up from the shabby slate-roofed terraces behind it, and made Helen feel that the Rutherford & Berry brewery which Louise’s father owned and ran must be quite a lucrative business.


Indoors the house was tastefully if somewhat austerely furnished. There were one or two nice antiques, probably family heirlooms, and at the back big heavily curtained windows looked out over a spacious garden, much of which, Mrs Rutherford told her proudly, had been turned over to vegetables and chickens. Altogether it seemed to Helen to be a nice family house and the only problem with it was that it was extraordinarily cold.


The dining-room was coldest of all. In fact as she mouthed a self-conscious ‘amen’ to Mr Rutherford’s grace, it was as much as Helen could do to stop her teeth chattering. She wished she had Louise’s place on the other side of the wide table with her back to the grate where three pieces of coal and two small logs were at least making some effort to produce flames. Louise had once told her that her father was the kind of man who never felt the cold, and certainly looking at him now, sitting stiffly at the head of the table while his wife brought in the food, Helen could well believe it.


She had only met Greville Rutherford once before, but even then she had been struck by his strict, uncompromising manner. He could hardly have been more different from her own liberal, easy-going father, who would have roared with laughter at the thought of saying grace at his own dinner table. Or anywhere else come to that.


Now as she listened to her host holding forth on the iniquities of the self-appointed Free French leader, General de Gaulle, Helen wondered suddenly how old he was. Mid forties, she would guess. Not much more than that, despite the hint of silver in the hair above his ears. He still looked pretty fit, she had some idea that Louise had told her he had been quite a sportsman in his youth. No, it was the disapproving frown and the clipped vowels that made him seem older. That and his extraordinarily outdated views.


But then Greville Rutherford was very much of the old school, the sort of man who thought that girls who lived in flats of their own and wore trousers were fast. As far as he was concerned a woman’s place was in the home at her husband’s side. Over a small sherry before dinner Helen had gathered that he was appalled by the thought of his wife opening a café, and the fact that Louise had defied his strictures and taken a job in an armaments factory was clearly a major bone of contention between them.


Certainly there was no love lost between father and daughter. Even as Greville Rutherford expounded his absurdly Francophobic views to Jack Delmaine, Louise leaned forward and pointedly reminded him that he shouldn’t be too rude about the French because Helen was French herself.


Almost feeling sorry for him as he blustered to an abrupt halt in his diatribe, Helen smiled. ‘Only a quarter, in fact,’ she said mildly. ‘Despite the name, it was actually my grandmother who was French.’


‘But you’ve spent a lot of time there,’ Louise prompted, clearly determined to discomfort her father as much as possible. ‘You feel quite French, don’t you?’


‘I spent a lot of my childhood in the South of France,’ Helen said. ‘My mother died when I was quite young so I used to be sent to stay with my grandmother for holidays.’


Looking up, she saw the sympathetic faces round the table and realised she might have given the wrong impression. Far from being a traumatic banishment for a young child, those carefree holidays had actually been some of the most pleasurable times of her life. Long sunny days, beautiful sandy beaches, jovial al fresco meals, and later in her teens, exciting trysts with glamorous French boys under the stars.


Thinking about it now it seemed incredible that all that was gone. And even more incredible that those same people who had taken the blonde little English girl into their hearts were now living under the fiercely anti-British Vichy regime, and thanks to the German propaganda would probably cash in an English airman or undercover agent to their German masters without a thought.


‘I feel sorry for the French,’ Louise said suddenly. ‘I’m sure they are not all cowards like Daddy says.’


‘Do be quiet, Louise,’ her father snapped. ‘Nobody wants to hear your opinion.’


‘I had a holiday in France once.’ Jack Delmaine broke the uneasy silence. ‘Climbing in the Massif Central. We had a marvellous time.’ He laughed self-deprecatingly. ‘There was certainly no shortage of courage among the climbing instructors there.’


As Louise glanced triumphantly at her father, Helen eyed Jack Delmaine with new respect. As far as she was concerned, anyone who did rock-climbing was brave; she was terrible with heights. Once as a child she had disgraced herself by being sick at the top of the Eiffel Tower, and on a school trip to Dover she had taken one glance over the white cliffs and fainted clean away. It was also pretty brave of Jack, of course, to stand up for Louise against her father, but then Sub-Lieutenant Jack Delmaine was a thoroughly nice chap. Handsome and at ease in his smart blue uniform, with Louise hanging on his every word, it wasn’t hard to imagine him manning the bridge of some sleek Royal Navy frigate. Nor was it hard to imagine why Louise was so besotted with him.


Helen glanced at her friend wryly. Pretty and vivacious, Louise had always been besotted with someone. At one time she had been madly in love with Helen’s old boss, Ward Frazer. After that there’d been some mysterious Polish count. None of them had worked out, and Helen wondered if she would bring it off this time. She hoped so. Louise might be flighty and selfish, but she was good at heart and she deserved a lucky break.


‘And how do you spend your time, Lady Helen?’ Greville Rutherford leaned forward suddenly. ‘I’m sure you’re doing your little bit for the war effort, aren’t you?’


Amused by his condescension, Helen nodded. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I work for the Inter-Services Research Bureau.’


It was true. It just happened that the Inter-Services Research Bureau was the innocuous-sounding cover name for the highly secret Special Operations Executive.


Not surprisingly Greville Rutherford had never heard of it. For a second he looked blank. ‘Secretarial, is it?’


‘That’s right,’ Helen agreed. ‘They don’t trust us girls to do much more than that.’


He laughed delightedly. ‘I should think not.’ Then he frowned at Louise. ‘That’s what you ought to be doing, Louise, something gentle and ladylike, not grubbing about in some factory getting grease under your nails.’ Looking back at Helen, he smiled, clearly pleased to be able to use her as an example to his errant daughter.


Helen returned his smile sweetly and wondered vaguely what he would say if she told him the truth, that her ‘gentle and ladylike’ work actually involved providing background intelligence briefings to secret agents going into occupied France to sabotage and kill, that she rather relished the dirty undercover world of secrets and danger, that it had in fact crossed her mind to volunteer for undercover work in France herself.


Suddenly Helen’s idle musings stopped in an abrupt jerk, causing her to choke on her last mouthful of food. What had she just …? Quickly she replayed her thoughts.


It had crossed her mind to volunteer …


Had it? Had it really? Her smile faded rapidly. And when had this mind-crossing taken place, she wondered. Because she had certainly not been aware of it.


Suddenly she realised she felt rather sick and hoped she wasn’t going to disgrace herself. She didn’t much like jugged hare at the best of times, but the last thing she wanted to do was vomit it all over the Rutherfords’ dinner table.


After a moment she felt better and breathed again. Tentatively she allowed herself to examine the idea.


Well, why not? She spoke the language. She knew the terrain. She suddenly felt a sense of exhilaration. Goodness, that would show them, wouldn’t it? All those condescending men. And it would prove something too. It would prove that she was more than a pretty face from a privileged background.


Becoming aware that everyone was watching her oddly, she smiled apologetically. ‘I’m awfully sorry. I think someone must just have stepped on my grave.’


‘You’re cold,’ Greville Rutherford said, standing up to kick the meagre fire. ‘I’d better get some more coal in.’


‘No, no, I’m fine really,’ Helen began, then catching Louise’s warning glance, she bit hack the rest as Jack leaped to his feet and grabbed the coal scuttle.


‘Let me, sir.’


Greville Rutherford blinked. ‘But you don’t know where …’


Louise threw down her napkin. ‘I’ll show him,’ she said, and before anyone could speak they had both left the room.


‘Well, really …’ Greville Rutherford turned incredulously to his wife, but Helen beat him to it. She had understood Louise’s silent message. She knew her duty. Shoving her private mental turmoil to the back of her mind, she leaned forward with her most interested smile. ‘So where is your new café going to be, Mrs Rutherford? Near here somewhere?’


Outside in the hall, Louise glanced at Jack cautiously. He was so polite, so well mannered, that it was hard to know if he was finding the evening as much of an ordeal as she was. As he stood swinging the coal scuttle gently in his left hand with a small smile on his lips, she couldn’t tell whether he was pleasantly surprised or completely put off by her home and her parents. Let alone by her. She longed to know what he felt about her. Longed to know if he was as serious about her as she increasingly was about him. More than anything she wanted him to kiss her. To kiss her properly, deeply and passionately. Not just the polite little peck on the cheek he had given her in greeting earlier.


Of course he didn’t know she was considerably more experienced than she looked. He wasn’t to know that not so very long ago she had had a passionate affair with a somewhat athletic Polish count. She shivered. Not many people did know that, come to think of it, and she was going to have to make very sure Jack never found out about it. Or its unfortunate consequences. In any case she didn’t feel experienced just now. She suddenly felt very young and very shy.


‘I’m sorry about Daddy,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid he is rather overbearing, but I did warn you.’


Jack smiled. ‘Your parents are charming and your friend Helen is delightful.’


Louise frowned. She didn’t want him thinking Helen was too delightful. That wasn’t the point at all. Then behind her through the door she heard Helen asking her mother about the merits of government-restricted five-shilling meals and decided to be generous.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Helen’s brilliant, isn’t she? Do you think she really felt cold or do you think she was just giving us an excuse?’


‘An excuse for what?’


Louise stared at him. Surely he couldn’t be so dense. Or was it just that he didn’t feel the same way she did? Either way her heart sank slightly. Suddenly she wished she had worn something a bit more daring. After all, Helen’s blue silk shift dress was considerably more sexy than the rather conservative cashmere twinset she had fìnally opted for in case Jack preferred his women demure. ‘Well,’ she said awkwardly, looking anywhere but at him, ‘An excuse for us to be alone for a minute …’


When he didn’t answer at once her heart sank another notch, but then eventually she had to look up and was disconcerted to find him watching her closely. As she met his eyes, he smiled slowly and she saw at once that he’d known what she was after all along.


As the colour flooded her face, he laughed softly. ‘I want more than a minute alone with you, Louise,’ he said. ‘I was thinking more in terms of the rest of my life.’


Louise’s eyes widened. For a second, as the import of his words hit her, she thought she was going to faint. ‘Oh Jack …’ She wanted to say more, but before she could find air in her lungs he was putting up his hand.


‘Don’t say anything,’ he said. ‘Don’t say yes or no. It’s early days. We need to get to know each other first.’


‘But how can we if you’re stuck up in beastly Liverpool all the time?’ Louise said. She didn’t want to get to know him. She wanted to sign up for her future there and then.


He shook his head and smiled. ‘We’ll find time. There’s no rush.’ Then he raised the coal bucket. ‘Now you’d better tell me where to find the coal, or your father will wonder what we’ve been up to.’


Helen had asked her taxi to come back for her at a quarter past ten. Nobody kept very late hours these days. The dreadful nightly bombing earlier in the year had knocked London’s social life on the head, and even though the German planes were nowadays far busier bombing the guts out of the poor beleaguered Russians, the habit seemed to have stuck.


Helen felt far too strung up to go meekly home to bed, though. More than anything she wanted to think seriously about volunteering as an agent. Now she had had the idea, she couldn’t let it go.


If only there was someone she could talk to, but the very nature of the work precluded any possibility of that, the SOE was so secret that even most government ministers didn’t even know it existed.


Then as the taxi driver turned out of the Rutherfords’ driveway into Lavender Road, she suddenly realised there was someone she could talk to about it. Hugging her coat round her against the chilling cold, she leaned forward and tapped urgently on his glass. ‘I’m sorry, but I need to call at the pub on the corner there. The Flag and Garter. Please wait for me. I won’t be long.’


Katy Frazer was pulling a pint when Helen came into the pub. She looked up as the door swung shut. As the colour left the other girl’s already pale face, Helen winced, but Katy’s reaction was not hard to understand. In the past Helen’s arrival in the pub had so often spelt bad news.


It was Helen who had whisked Ward Frazer away from his and Katy’s honeymoon for one last mission into France. Then when he hadn’t returned, it was Helen who’d had to tell Katy that the plane had crashed and that Ward was either dead or in the hands of the enemy. The only saving grace in her relationship with Katy had been that wonderful evening just over a month ago, the day Katy had reopened the pub after her father’s death, when Helen had raced down to Clapham with the news from the International Red Cross that Ward was alive and in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany.


‘It’s all right,’ Helen said quickly now. ‘This is just a social visit. I was dining at the Rutherfords’ and I desperately need a drink. Old man Rutherford is not very generous in that department.’


‘He’s not very generous in any department,’ Katy said, and Helen remembered that, as owner of the brewery, Greville Rutherford was in effect Katy’s boss. He was obviously a hard taskmaster. Katy looked very tired. Her pregnancy was showing now and the effort of running the pub more or less single handed was clearly taking its toll.


Already Katy was pulling herself together, however, smiling a belated welcome, and waving a hand at the bottle-filled dresser behind her. ‘Helen, it’s lovely to see you. What will you have?’


Helen pulled off her gloves. ‘Could you spare a tot of whisky? I can’t stay long because I’ve got a taxi waiting.’


Katy reached for the bottle at once and poured a generous measure. As she slid it across the counter her eyes lit up suddenly. ‘Did Louise tell you? I’ve had a letter at last.’


‘From Ward?’ Helen asked. ‘And?’


Katy made a face. ‘Well, it was written two months ago so it is a bit out of date, and it’s heavily censored, but he sounds quite jolly. Well, as jolly as can be expected. He was obviously quite badly wounded. But he says he’s on the mend.’ She hesitated and bit her lip, when she looked up there were tears in her eyes. ‘He’s alive, that’s the main thing. And safe.’


‘Yes,’ Helen said. ‘Thank God.’


Katy turned away then to serve another customer and Helen sipped her whisky and thought about Ward Frazer. Ward Frazer who could have had virtually any woman he wanted, but who, to everyone’s astonishment, had chosen the shy little nurse Katy Parsons.


Looking at Katy now as she skilfully operated the optics, she realised that Ward had seen more in Katy than anyone else had. He must have seen more than the mousy, self-effacing asthmatic girl he had married. He must have seen the inner strength that had enabled her to survive the loss of her father, and the gritty courage that had enabled her to reopen the pub against the odds. Ward was a good judge of people. She wished he was here now.


As Katy turned back to her with an apologetic smile Helen downed the last of her drink.


‘Katy,’ she said abruptly. ‘There’s something I want to ask you. Is there somewhere private?’


‘Of course,’ Katy said. ‘We can go into the saloon bar. There’s nobody in there at the moment.’ She sounded quite calm, but as soon as they were in the other room she turned to face Helen. ‘Is it something about Ward? Something I don’t know?’


Helen shook her head quickly. ‘No.’ Then she stopped and went on more slowly, ‘Well, not exactly.’ She glanced over her shoulder to make sure they weren’t being overheard, then turned back to Katy and made a slight face. ‘There’s nobody else I can talk to about this. I shouldn’t even talk to you.’ She lowered her voice. ‘What would you say if I told you I am thinking of volunteering for overseas work?’


‘Overseas work?’ For a moment Katy stared at her blankly. ‘You mean … like Ward? Surely they don’t take girls?’ Her face paled. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Don’t, Helen. Don’t do it.’ She saw Helen’s expression and tailed off abruptly. ‘But why? You’ve got so much. You’ve got a good job. A lovely lifestyle. Surely you don’t want to … to throw all that away.’


‘I don’t want to throw it away,’ Helen said, ‘but I want to prove I’m more than that. I want to prove I’ve got guts. Courage.’ She waved her arm round the room. ‘Like you have with all this.’


‘Goodness,’ Katy said. ‘It’s hardly courageous to run a pub.’ She shook her head. ‘Please, Helen, don’t do it,’ she said. ‘It’s too dangerous.’ She stopped again and Helen saw there were tears in her eyes. ‘You and I both know that Ward is one of the lucky ones.’


Helen walked over to the window. ‘But we’re so short of good agents, and I’ve got the languages. With the right training I think I could do a good job.’ She hesitated then turned back to face Katy again. ‘Tell me, Katy. Honestly. What do you think Ward would say?’


For a second as Katy’s eyes narrowed, Helen thought she was going to say Ward would be dead against it, but Katy was too straight, and she knew Ward too well.


After a moment’s indecision she sighed heavily. ‘Ward would say you have to do what you think is right,’ she said.


The taxi driver was not pleased to have waited so long outside. He grumbled all the way back to Victoria about the inconvenience caused to taxi drivers by people wanting to trail about South London all night. Then from Victoria all the way round the Palace and up Park Lane he complained about the inadequacies of the Russians.


‘That Stalin is moving his government out of Moscow, you know. Not much courage, them Ruskies, I don’t reckon. Our leaders didn’t leave London in the blitz, did they? Not even the King and Queen, not even them young princesses …’


He was finally only silenced in Curzon Street by an overly generous tip. ‘Well, thank you, miss! And, of course, if you ever need a ride south of the river again …’


Smiling grimly, Helen ran up the marble steps and pulled the bell.


To her surprise, it was her father who opened the door, holding a cigar.


‘Helen, my dear.’ His handsome face lit up as always when he saw her, but she could tell immediately that there was something on his mind. Sure enough, as soon as he had kissed her he stood back pensively. ‘I’m glad I caught you,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I’ve got some rather bad news.’


He drew on the cigar and blew out a small cloud of aromatic smoke. ‘The house has been requisitioned,’ he said. ‘With all the hotels full to bursting, some damned Ministry lackey has decided they need somewhere for visiting dignitaries to stay.’


Helen stared at him blankly. It’s starting, she thought. It’s like a sign. She looked up at her father. ‘Will you contest it?’


He lifted his shoulders with a gesture of resignation. ‘No. The place is too big for the two of us anyway.’ He waved an arm benignly round the spacious marbled hall. ‘Let them have it. I’ll put the most valuable pieces into safe storage. The rest doesn’t matter. Got to do our bit, after all.’ He frowned. ‘In any case, there’s some talk about my going to Washington. I think old Winnie feels a bit of wining and dining over there might help pull the Yanks in a bit quicker. Until then I’ll move into my club. The staff can stay here, of course, but what about you, my dear? Do you want to come to America with me? Or shall I get you a nice little flat somewhere?’


Helen smiled and shook her head. She wasn’t fooled about the ‘wining and dining’ any more than the Americans would be. Despite his easygoing manners, her father was a highly respected member of the British aristocracy, an active member of the House of Lords, and if he was being asked to go to America, there was going to be some very definite role for him to play.


As far as Helen was concerned, although the thought of a few months in America was tempting, she had other plans. As for where to live, she had had a flat of her own at the start of the war, but when the bombing had started it had seemed sensible to move back into her father’s house with its deep bombproof cellars. In any case, to be honest she had missed the convenience of being waited on hand and foot. Employing staff might be a luxury these days, but they certainly made life more comfortable. However, she couldn’t rely on her father for ever.


‘It’s all right,’ she said now. ‘I’ll find somewhere here. Perhaps with a friend. Don’t worry about me.’


He laughed as he flicked his ash on to the flaming logs in the grate. ‘I never worry about you, poppet. You know that. You’ve always been far too sensible to worry about.’




Chapter Two


Katy Frazer was totting up her till takings from the night before when the district nurse called at the pub. Her heart sank. She was already running late. Her mother had been in one of her low moods this morning and by the time Katy had persuaded her to get up and have some breakfast and then go shopping, Aaref Hoch, the Jewish boy from up the road, was waiting downstairs to see what Katy needed for the pub in the way of cigarettes.


At first when Aaref Hoch had offered to provide her with saleable goods Katy had been concerned about their provenance, but after two months of running the Flag and Garter, her qualms had been outweighed by more practical considerations. Without Aaref and his back-of-the-lorry supplies, she simply wouldn’t have been able to make ends meet.


Aaref was followed by the Rutherford & Berry delivery dray, and by the time the barrels and crates had been ponderously checked and lowered into the cellar by the elderly drayman Cyril, Katy was beginning to panic about being ready to open at lunchtime. Not opening meant no takings and that was one thing she certainly could not afford.


So, all in all, the last person she wanted to see was the district nurse, particularly as the pristine white-capped woman was looking around the empty bar with an expression of distaste. Having trained as a nurse herself for six months, Katy was used to sour-faced nursing sisters, and she didn’t care one iota if this one found the stale smell of beer and old smoke distasteful. Katy didn’t like it much herself, but she had no choice. Running the pub was her only hope of providing a living for herself, her mother and her unborn child.


It was of course about the unborn child that the district nurse had called.


‘You have missed two appointments at the clinic,’ she said taking off her black leather gloves. ‘So I thought I’d better call to see if everything was all right.’


Katy shook her head helplessly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but I’ve been so busy here, I just haven’t had time.’


Laying her gloves rather dubiously on the sticky counter, the district nurse withdrew a file from her briefcase. ‘Now let me see. Your baby is due on the fifth of January. So all being well you will be taken down to our sector’s maternity unit in Ashford on the first of December.’


Startled by Katy’s gulp of astonishment, she stopped and managed a faint smile. ‘Don’t look so concerned, Mrs Frazer. All my ladies love it down there. It gives them a chance to rest up thoroughly before the baby comes. And with so many of the London hospitals closed, we just haven’t the antenatal facilities here any more.’


Staring at her in complete horror, it was a moment before Katy could find the words to speak. ‘I can’t possibly go out of London,’ she said. She waved her hands around the bar. ‘I run this place. It’s my livelihood. I can’t just abandon it.’ Especially not at Christmas, she thought, the one time in the year when she might actually manage to make some money.


The district nurse was clearly taken aback by Katy’s vehemence. ‘I’m afraid there really isn’t any choice,’ she said. ‘You can’t work right up to the moment of confinement in any case. You should be resting already. Saving your strength.’ She saw Katy’s expression and frowned. ‘Are you familiar with babies, Mrs Frazer? No. Well, believe me, you’ll need all the strength you can find when the baby is born.’


Katy did believe her. She had few illusions about how easy it would be to run a pub and nurse a small baby at the same time, but that was a bridge she would cross when she got to it. There were plenty of problems to overcome before then. Problems like how to attract sufficient customers night after night, how to get her mother to take her share of the work, how to persuade Mr Rutherford to extend the lease beyond the end of the year. For a second she felt the familiar stab of panic and shook her head. She didn’t have time to worry about the baby. Not yet.


The district nurse was looking at her with some concern now. ‘Surely you have staff, Mrs Frazer, who could man the ship while you’re away, so to speak?’


Katy shrugged. ‘I hold the licence jointly with my mother, but she finds working behind the bar very stressful and my evening barman isn’t up to holding the fort on his own.’ She wondered what the district nurse would say if she told her that Bob Carter, her barman, was a soldier who should have been back at his unit weeks ago after a prolonged sick leave for a non-existent bad back. She didn’t like employing someone who was pretty much a deserter, but beggars couldn’t be choosers and Bob Carter had proved to be an enormous help.


The district nurse consulted her notes. ‘And your husband is a prisoner-of-war. So there’s not much chance of help from that quarter.’


‘No,’ Katy said, ‘there’s not.’ Sliding her hand in her apron pocket she touched the single sheet of flimsy blue paper headed Oflag 1XA. Other than the small diamond ring he had bought her on their abruptly curtailed honeymoon, that closely written letter was currently her most precious possession. The only thing that was keeping her going at all in fact was the knowledge that Ward was alive.


For a second the district nurse studied her closely, then she gathered up her gloves and attempted to unstick the file from the counter. She nodded, and there was genuine sympathy in her eyes. ‘I can see it would be awkward for you to leave London, Mrs Frazer. I will see what I can do.’ She hesitated. ‘But I must urge you most seriously to consider your position carefully, both for your own sake and for the sake of your child. Healthy relaxed babies are born to healthy relaxed mothers, Mrs Frazer, and it is clear to me that you have far too much resting on your shoulders. At the very least you should be putting your feet up for a couple of hours each afternoon.’


Katy nodded obediently but inside she felt a bubble of slightly hysterical laughter. Where on earth was she going to find a couple of spare hours? Even as she opened the door for the district nurse and thanked her for taking the trouble to come round, her eyes were on the clock. Less than an hour to opening time and all the cleaning still to do, the new beer to spike, the fires to light, the glasses to wash from last night.


She sighed and glanced down the quiet street in the hopes of seeing her mother coming back from the shops, but there was no sign of her. The only people out and about in Lavender Road were Pam Nelson and her recently adopted child, seven year old George.


Katy waved and then groaned inwardly as Pam approached. She was fond of Pam but George was proving a difficult child and on the last occasion Pam had brought him into the pub he had broken three of her precious pint glasses and sprayed a soda siphon up the leg of one of her most valued regulars.


Now, though, she felt guilty for her dismay. Poor Pam Nelson looked at the end of her tether. Until George’s adoption Pam had been used to a calm nine-to-five job in the Ministry of Information, and looking after an increasingly rebellious seven year old twenty four hours a day had come as a shock.


‘Where are you off to?’ Katy asked, ruffling George’s golden head as he turned his deceptively angelic face up to smile at her.


Pam tapped the ration books in her basket. ‘We’re going shopping,’ she said.


George had other ideas. ‘I don’t want to go shopping,’ he said and emphasised his reluctance by grasping Katy’s leg.


Meeting Pam’s desperate eyes over the child’s head, Katy felt herself begin to weaken. It was so unfair. Pam Nelson had longed for a child for so long, and when their friend and neighbour Sheila Whitehead had been killed in a bombing raid, Pam and Alan had struggled for months to be allowed to adopt her son George.


George himself, hating his uncle and aunt, had pleaded for Pam and Alan to have him, and then almost as soon as it was agreed, he started playing them up. Even now there were tears in Pam’s eyes as she tried to prise him off Katy’s leg.


Katy felt her heart twist. ‘He can stay with me if he wants,’ she said.


Pam looked relieved. ‘Shopping would certainly be easier without him in this mood,’ she said. ‘He gets so bored in the queues. But do you mind?’


Katy shook her head and glared severely at little George who was now dancing round her clapping his hands with glee. ‘But you’re going to have to work because I’m very busy.’


He stopped clapping and looked rather taken aback. ‘All right.’


She took a breath. ‘I’m going to give you a cloth and you can wipe all the tables for me, making them nice and clean, and if you break anything I’ll be very cross.’


Helen de Burrel spent the first hour in the office every day reading the papers. Part of her job was to scour the newspapers and Reuters reports for any news of interest to the organisation. Today the big headline news was that it was snowing hard in Russia. Sitting back in her chair, Helen couldn’t help thinking how extraordinary it was that it mattered so much what the weather was like in Russia. But the Russian winter had finished off Napoleon’s army in October 1812 and now of course everyone was hoping the same thing would happen to Hitler’s in October 1941.


Also in the papers was a report that fifty French hostages had been shot in retaliation for the killing of a German officer in Nantes, and the Vichy government was blaming British secret agents for the murder. Helen didn’t know if that was true or not but she rather doubted it. However, if the Germans were going to react to terrorist acts by randomly killing innocent local people, it was going to make the lives of agents in the field far more difficult.


She marked the piece and turned the page hastily. In the cold light of day the thought of volunteering as an agent didn’t seem quite so appealing. Katy Frazer’s reaction last night had brought home to her the realities of what she proposed. On the other hand fluent French speakers were needed badly.


‘Well, good morning.’


Looking up, Helen saw Angus McNaughton lounging in her doorway smoking a cigarette. ‘Is that the news you’re reading? Or the court circular?’ He smiled as she flushed slightly, and waved his cigarette at the newspapers on her desk. ‘Any society engagements I should know about?’


Irritated by his attitude, Helen stood up suddenly. ‘Angus, would you mind shutting the door?’


‘Of course.’ He clicked the door shut behind him and turned to face her.


She met his expectant gaze squarely. ‘Angus, do you think I’d have any chance of being accepted for agent training?’


His face froze. ‘Good God, girl, are you serious?’


‘Perfectly.’


A scattering of ash fell off the end of his cigarette as he stared at her in silence. When he spoke his voice was low and serious, all his blasé dismissiveness had vanished. ‘You know what this means? I don’t need to tell you the dangers involved.’


Helen swallowed. ‘No, you don’t.’


He was frowning now. ‘Have you thought what it’s like being quite alone in enemy territory? Not knowing for certain who you can trust? Who might hand you in to the Gestapo?’


‘Yes, of course I have thought about it.’


‘And you still want to be considered.’ It was a statement not a question. Helen realised to her surprise that she had passed the first hurdle, that of being taken seriously.


Walking over to the window he tapped his ash into the pot of a small ferociously spiked cactus that stood on the sill. ‘You’d have to pass a psychological assessment interview, of course.’ He looked at her thoughtfully. ‘But you’ve got the languages, that’s a start.’


Helen nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak in any language just at that second. She had a nasty feeling her voice would come out as some kind of strangled squeak, or worse, not at all. It was partly to do with the way he was looking at her as though he was seeing her for the first time. She realised that he probably was. For the first time he was seeing her as something other than a blonde, linguistically able, well-to-do young socialite. And his slow, assessing gaze unnerved her.


‘What does your father think about it?’


Helen held his gaze steadily. She knew the question was a trick. To test her discretion. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I haven’t asked him.’


‘I see.’ There was another pause, then Angus stubbed out his cigarette. ‘The training programme is very tough,’ he said suddenly. He turned to face her again. ‘Physically and mentally. It has to be. This is not something anyone should undertake lightly. However, if you are certain, I won’t stand in your way. We certainly need agents, and who knows …’ He stopped then shrugged slightly. ‘There may be a delay. As you know, we are undergoing a change of leadership, but I’ll certainly pass word up the line.’


‘Thank you.’


He nodded. ‘I hardly need say that you should not mention this conversation to anyone.’ He looked at her again for a second, then he opened the door and went out of the room.


For a long moment after he had gone Helen stood where she was, staring at the door. Then she took a piece of her father’s embossed notepaper out of her drawer, picked up her Parker fountain pen and wrote a note to Mrs Rutherford thanking her for dinner last night.


Celia Rutherford unlocked the door of the premises she had rented on the corner of Lavender Road and Lavender Hill and ushered Joyce Carter inside.


‘What do you think?’ she asked eagerly. ‘It’s coming on, isn’t it?’


Joyce looked around. ‘It’s nice,’ she said. ‘Really nice.’ She hadn’t seen it since the ceiling had been painted. Propped against the wall, waiting to be hung over the fireplace was a magnificent picture of the King which Joyce had noticed at a WVS jumble sale and Mrs Rutherford had bought for ten bob. They had wanted Winston Churchill too but they hadn’t been able to find one of him. There were eight tables. Chairs were in short supply these days but Celia had found half a dozen benches from a bombed-out school in the East End and Joyce’s builder son Pete had cut them down to the right length. The linoleum-topped counter was six feet long. Joyce tried to imagine it set up with a tea urn, cups and saucers and plates of buns and cakes.


‘I think we should open from half past seven until half past four,’ Celia said. ‘That means we’ll be able to do breakfast, elevenses, lunch and tea and then we can use the rest of the afternoon for preparing the food for the next day.’ She stopped and glanced anxiously at Joyce. ‘Do you think you could get in by half past seven, Mrs Carter?’


Joyce felt a trickle of excitement. It was all suddenly becoming real. Her lifelong dream of running a little cafe, or café, as Mrs Rutherford called it. She nodded eagerly. ‘Now Mick’s at sea it’s only Pete and Bob at home. Pete’s gone by half seven and Bob lies in half the morning anyway.’


‘What about your daughter? Isn’t she coming home soon?’


‘Jen?’ Joyce frowned. ‘Is she?’ It was the first she had heard of it. This time last year Jen had gone off on a nationwide ENSA tour. It had been Jen’s first real job as an actress, and to be honest Joyce had been glad to see the back of her. She certainly didn’t want her back. The thought of her eldest daughter’s tantrums, her prima donna ways, her fancy clothes and scornful attitude made her cringe. Joyce wanted things to stay just as they were now. Her and the two boys. Bob and Pete. Her two younger children were in Devon evacuated to a farm there at the beginning of the war. She’d been to see them once and had realised they were better off where they were. They were being well fed, well schooled and they were happy. She didn’t miss them so much any more. And she certainly hadn’t missed Jen.


Celia Rutherford was looking surprised. ‘I heard she had got a part in one of the London reviews,’ she said. ‘Louise mentioned it. She’d heard from Katy Frazer.’


‘Well, nobody has told me,’ Joyce said sourly. Mind you, that was typical of Jen. She had always treated her family like dirt. Joyce squared her shoulders. ‘I’m not staying at home to get Jen her breakfast, that’s for sure. I’ve got my own life to lead now.’


Celia Rutherford laughed. ‘That’s the spirit, Mrs Carter.’ She glanced round the room and Joyce could see that her eyes were sparkling. She felt a sudden fondness for her. She looked as excited as Joyce felt. Excited and a bit nervous. It was their first venture after all.


Joyce was glad it was Mrs Rutherford she was going in with, even though she knew they made an unlikely partnership; Joyce, with her dropped consonants, bare headed in her old print-patterned dress and threadbare cardigan; Mrs Rutherford, with her nasal BBC voice, in her tweed coat and skirt and navy felt hat and her leather handbag on her arm.


It was as they walked slowly back up Lavender Road after locking up that Mrs Rutherford tentatively broached the subject Joyce had been trying to avoid thinking about all day.


‘How did you get on with Mr Lorenz?’ she asked, putting the keys in her handbag. ‘Did he take you somewhere nice?’


Joyce groaned. ‘It was a disaster,’ she said. ‘We went to this fancy place in Chelsea. All French and napkins and that. And my pilchards were full of bones and I couldn’t think of anything to say.’ She shook her head. Even now in the cold October air, she felt all hot and bothered about it. He’d made such an effort. ‘Poor old Lorenz,’ she said. ‘I don’t suppose he’ll ever ask me again.’


Celia Rutherford looked at her sympathetically; ‘But I thought you liked him.’


Joyce hesitated. ‘To be honest, I don’t mind him, but I get all flustered. I don’t want him to think I’m keen, like.’ She stopped and blushed. ‘You know, hanky panky and that. I don’t want anything like that.’


‘Goodness no!’ Mrs Rutherford looked appalled. Appalled and astonished. She moved her handbag from one arm to the other to cover her confusion. She glanced up and down the street nervously then lowered her voice. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t be expecting anything like that, Mrs Carter. Not at our age.’


Joyce frowned. She wasn’t all that sure that age had much to do with it. She didn’t know about Lorenz, but Stanley had certainly wanted his oats pretty regular and he was over forty. Mind you, she thought, it didn’t sound as if Mr and Mrs Rutherford did much in the way of hanky panky any more.


They parted outside the Flag and Garter and it was only as Joyce crossed the road that she noticed the military vehicle parked outside her house. Two military policemen got out as she opened her front gate. ‘Mrs Carter?’


‘Yes,’ she said warily.


‘We’re here about your son Robert Carter.’


‘Bob? What about him?’ But she knew well enough. Bob had been malingering ever since he’d been sent home from the army with a bad back. They’d been for him once before but he’d given them the slip.


‘Do you know where he is?’


Joyce shook her head.


The policemen looked at each other. ‘Do you know when he’ll next come home?’


Joyce hesitated. She had mixed feelings about Bob. She didn’t want him to get in trouble, but that Hitler needed stopping, and when every other young man in the country was doing their bit, it went against the grain that Bob was lazing about at home.


The taller of the policemen looked severe. ‘Mrs Carter, I have to warn you that sheltering a deserter is a serious crime.’


Joyce felt her heart kick. ‘He’s not a deserter,’ she said. ‘He’s got a bad back.’


The other policeman gave a dry chuckle. ‘Not so bad he can’t knock off some floozy in the West End. Oh yes, we know all about that, Mrs Carter. What we don’t know is what time he comes home.’


Joyce flinched. She didn’t want any trouble. Not now that things were going so well. Bob would have to take the rough with the smooth like everyone else.


‘Mrs Carter, I warn you …’


‘He helps out in the pub opposite,’ she said, nodding over the roof of their car towards the Flag and Garter. ‘Evenings. He normally clocks on around six.’


As soon as she got home from work, Louise slumped in the drawing-room. It was a long walk up the Hill from Gregg Bros, and since she’d broken her pelvis in the Balham bombing raid her legs ached terribly after a long day. She had hardly slept a wink for two nights since the dinner party. She had found it difficult to concentrate at work too and she needed to concentrate to keep up her output. She liked her job and she didn’t want to get sacked for failing to meet her quota.


It was Jack, of course, who was on her mind. Jack Delmaine. She closed her eyes. All being well it would soon be Jack and Louise Delmaine. It sounded good. She just prayed nothing would go wrong.


On the way home she had called on Katy at the pub, just to remind her to keep her mouth shut about Stefan Pininski. She definitely didn’t want Jack finding out about that fiasco. Not that Katy would say anything of course, there was nobody more discreet than Katy Frazer, but it was best to be sure.


Louise smiled to herself. She wondered when Jack would ask her to go to bed with him. This time she would refuse until the wedding ring was on her finger. She had learned her lesson. That was clearly the way to do it. She was certain Katy hadn’t slept with Ward Frazer before they were married. Nice girls didn’t. And lovely Jack Delmaine thought she was a nice girl.


Hearing her mother coming in, she called out that there was a letter for her on the sideboard.


‘Oh, how nice,’ Celia said, scanning the note. ‘It’s from Helen. Such a pleasant girl. So well mannered.’ She paused for a moment then frowned. ‘Oh dear. She says she had a shock when she got home from here to find that her father’s house is being requisitioned.’


Louise looked up. She thought how good Helen had been the other night. How she had smoothed over the awkward moments. ‘Perhaps we should offer her a room here?’ she suggested. Suddenly the thought of having Helen actually living in the house was rather appealing. It would be nice to have a friend. Someone to gossip to about Jack. Someone to take the pressure off her as the only child still at home. ‘With Douglas at school and Bertie at Sandhurst there’s plenty of room.’


Celia looked surprised. ‘Well, I suppose we could,’ she said doubtfully. ‘Of course, I don’t know what your father would think of it.’


‘Of what?’ a voice barked in the hall. Greville Rutherford strode into the room. ‘What would I think about what?’


Celia handed him Helen’s letter. ‘Louise suggested we offer her a room here.’


Expecting an abrupt refusal, Louise was surprised when he shrugged slightly and dropped the letter on the occasional table. ‘I don’t see why not,’ he said. ‘She seemed a very pleasant sort of girl.’


It was five to six when Aaref came in with the cigarettes. Katy was polishing the glasses.


‘I thought I saw Louise in here earlier,’ he said casually as Katy opened the till and counted out the cash she owed him.


She glanced at him sympathetically. Aaref had had a crush on Louise ever since she taught him and his brothers English at the beginning of the war when they were newly arrived refugees from Austria. When Jack Delmaine appeared on the scene, Aaref had turned his attention to Molly Coogan, an old nursing friend of Katy’s, but deep down Katy was sure that his devotion to Louise was unchanged, and it worried her that Molly Coogan might be being led up the garden path.


‘Yes, she was,’ she said.


‘How was she?’


Katy looked at him. ‘Happy. Very happy.’ It was an understatement. Louise had been sparkling with excitement, and Katy had had to stop crating up the empties to hear all about the dinner, about how the Rutherford parents seemed to have approved of Jack, and best of all how Jack had virtually proposed.


‘She’s going to marry him, isn’t she?’ Aaref asked flatly.


Katy nodded. ‘Yes, I think she is.’


There was a long pause then Aaref looked up. ‘You look troubled, Katy. Is it Louise?’


Katy sighed. ‘No,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s her father. The Rutherford & Berry agent was in here earlier checking up again. I’m pretty sure old man Rutherford is going to refuse to extend my lease.’


Aaref was looking pale. ‘So,’ he said. ‘It is possible that I have lost Louise, and you have lost the pub.’ Abruptly he shook his head and shrugged. ‘Today we are unlucky. Tomorrow perhaps we will be lucky again.’


Katy felt chilled by the dark intensity of his gaze. ‘Aaref.’ She gripped his arm. ‘You’re not going to try and spoil it for her, are you?’


For a second he hesitated, then he looked away. ‘All I want is for Louise to be happy,’ he said stiffly. ‘If I am sure this Jack Delmaine is making her happy I will be satisfied.’ He shook his head. ‘But you, Katy, are different. You need this business.’


‘If only I had more customers,’ Katy said, walking to the window and staring bleakly down the empty street. ‘If I was buying masses of beer off the brewery he’d be more keen to keep us going, but it’s been so quiet.’


Aaref spoke behind her. ‘It takes time to build up a business.’


Katy sighed. ‘Time is the one thing I haven’t got.’ As she said it she saw Bob strolling across the road. She glanced round at the clock. It was five past six, less than half an hour to opening time, but Bob was never in a hurry. Not like Katy who spent all her time flying around trying to get things done. But then apart from his chorus girl in the West End, Bob didn’t have a care in the world. So long as he had a couple of pints and got his wages he was happy. And Katy knew she couldn’t do without him.


She was about to turn away from the window when suddenly two uniformed men jumped out of a car and grabbed Bob’s arms.


Katy’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Aaref, quick, look! What’s happening?’


‘Bob’s being arrested, that’s what’s happening,’ Aaref said, joining her at the window. He glanced at Katy’s white face and sighed. ‘You knew it was going to happen sooner or later. It was only a matter of time.’


Katy closed her eyes. She knew he was right, but the fact that Bob had been running on borrowed time didn’t make her feel any better. She sat down heavily at one of the small bar tables. Poor old Bob, she thought. And poor me. Saturday was her best night. She had hired a pianist. She had ordered extra beer and now she wasn’t going to have enough hands to serve everybody.


She felt the baby kick and suddenly she felt the fight go out of her. Bob had been her salvation. She knew she couldn’t manage the pub on her own. Not seven months pregnant. Suddenly she felt very tired. She looked up at Aaref pitifully. ‘What am I going to do?’


Aaref looked at her steadily. He was never one to give up. Three years ago, at the age of sixteen, having seen his parents killed and his home burned, he had led his two younger brothers out of Nazi Austria. After that, nothing seemed too bad. ‘You’ll be all right,’ he said bracingly. ‘I’ll help you out for a day or two until we can find you a replacement.’




Chapter Three


Lady Helen de Burrel moved into the Rutherfords’ house on Saturday 8th November. It was a wrench leaving her father and the staff but it had to be done. If she was accepted for agent training she would have to detach herself from her past anyway, and the fact that this first move had been accomplished so easily made it seem that fate was playing a part in her destiny, making everything fall into place.


To her surprise, when her taxi arrived at Cedars House it was Greville Rutherford who greeted her at the door.


‘We were expecting you a little earlier. I’m afraid my wife’s had to pop out,’ he said as he carried her things up the stairs. Pushing open a door to a bedroom on the second floor at the front of the house, he stood back to let her in first. ‘This is the room my wife has prepared for you. I hope you like it.’


Helen looked around. Apart from being extremely cold it was a very pleasant room. It had a single bed with a pink candlewick bedspread, a large antique wardrobe, flowery curtains, white distempered walls and a view out over Clapham Common.


‘It’s lovely.’ Helen turned to smile at her host. ‘Thank you so much.’


Greville Rutherford’s eyes flickered slightly as he met her gaze, then he turned quickly for the door. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to unpack,’ he said gruffly. ‘The bathroom is at the bottom of the stairs on the left. We take tea at five thirty and dine at eight. If you need me I shall be in my study.’


When Helen descended on the dot of five thirty, however, there was no sign of any tea. Nor, sadly, of any fire in the drawing room grate. Wondering if it would be rude to get her coat, she wandered about looking for some sign of life.


She was in the kitchen toying with putting the kettle on herself, when she heard a step behind her and nearly jumped out of her skin.


Greville Rutherford was at the door. He looked irritated and at once Helen began to apologise. ‘I’m terribly sorry, but you mentioned five thirty …’


It seemed it wasn’t Helen he was angry with but his wife. ‘No, it’s Celia’s fault,’ he said. ‘We don’t have any staff any more, you see, so she does the meals now. I can’t think where she is. It really is very rude of her.’


‘No, please, it really doesn’t matter,’ Helen said hastily. She eyed the kettle hopefully. ‘Look, why don’t I make some tea anyway? Then it will be ready for when she gets home.’


He looked appalled at the idea. ‘But you don’t know where anything is.’


Helen smiled. ‘Do you?’


‘Well, no, but …’


She never knew what the ‘but’ was leading to, because at that moment Mrs Rutherford came hurrying in. She was clearly startled to find her husband in the kitchen, but she greeted Helen warmly. ‘Oh dear, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived but there was so much to do at the café.’ She smiled. ‘We open next week, you see.’ She glanced at the kitchen clock. ‘Goodness, I must feed the hens before it gets dark.’


Before she had taken a step towards the kitchen door her husband intervened. ‘Good lord, Celia,’ he snapped. ‘Surely seeing to our guest is more important than dealing with the hens?’


Embarrassed, Helen cut in quickly. ‘Honestly,’ she said. ‘Please don’t worry about me. I am quite able to look after myself.’


Celia looked relieved, but Greville frowned. ‘We couldn’t dream of letting you look after yourself,’ he said with stiff courtesy. ‘You are our guest and we will treat you as such.’


The following day was Remembrance Sunday and Katy got up at six o’clock in order to have time to take her mother to church.


‘Now don’t forget, Mummy,’ she said as they walked up Lavender Road. It was an icy cold day and their breath puffed in small clouds as they spoke. ‘If we see Mr Rutherford we must make a point of saying how much we hope he will give us another year’s lease.’


Mary Parsons looked anxious. ‘But what about the baby, Katy?’ You’ll never be able to run the pub and look after the baby.’


Katy groaned inwardly. They had covered this ground so many times. Sometimes she felt as though she was banging her head against a brick wall. ‘We’ll have to manage,’ she said patiently. ‘It’s our only chance. Without the pub we’ve got no income and nowhere to live.’ She hesitated for a second and then went on cautiously, ‘Perhaps by then you will be able to take on a little bit more?’


Mary Parsons quailed visibly. ‘Oh Katy, I know I’m not much help to you, but I do as much as I can. I do the shopping.’


‘I know you do,’ Katy said. ‘And it is a help. I just wondered if you might be able to do a little bit of dusting or polishing sometimes as well.’ When her father had been alive, her mother had done virtually all the pub’s cleaning. She had even served behind the bar on busy nights. But now it was as much as she could do to rinse a few glasses, and even then she spent most of the time worrying about them being all the wrong sizes. She had always been a worrier, but since the pub was bombed she had been a bag of nerves. It wasn’t surprising, she’d lost her husband that night, most of her personal possessions, and her home, but life had to go on.


Katy urgently needed someone to replace Bob, someone strong and reliable. It was one of the things she was going to pray for this morning. For the last six months all her prayers had gone to Ward, but now he was relatively safe in a prisoner-of-war camp she hoped he didn’t need them any more. As it was Remembrance Sunday she knew she ought really to be praying for those lost in conflict but she didn’t think God would mind a couple of more personal requests. As well as a replacement for Bob, she needed some more customers. She needed an extension to her lease. And when the moment came she needed a quick and painless birth and a good quiet baby prepared to sleep all the time.


As they approached the sturdy redbrick church, Katy sighed. To be honest she didn’t have much faith in God’s goodwill any more, but it was worth a try.


It had come as somewhat of a shock to Helen to realise that she was expected to attend morning service with the Rutherfords.


‘Daddy’s reading the lesson,’ Louise had whispered to her at breakfast, rolling her eyes expressively.


‘I’m sure your father is a regular churchgoer, isn’t he?’ Celia Rutherford asked as she passed the toast.


Helen hesitated. ‘Well, he …’


Perhaps luckily she didn’t have time to answer before Greville Rutherford appeared abruptly from behind his newspaper. ‘Goodness, Celia, what an extraordinary question. How Earl Howe chooses to worship is entirely his own business.’ He glanced at Helen. ‘But I’m sure he would agree that people in our position need to set an example. Particularly in these difficult times.’


The times might be difficult for us, Helen thought, but it always seemed to her that God had it rather easy. Any mistakes in the world were attributed to man’s folly while He took the credit for all the good things. However, wisely, she didn’t say so.


‘Of course,’ she said instead. ‘I’d like to go.’


Greville Rutherford nodded. ‘Good,’ he said and glanced pointedly at Louise. ‘I’m glad that some young people take their faith seriously.’


Now, as she sat in the front pew between Louise and Mrs Rutherford, Helen realised the last time she had been in this church was for Katy and Ward Frazer’s wedding. Then, she had sat at the back craning forward like everyone else to see the unconventional, romantic embrace they had exchanged when Katy arrived at the front on her father’s arm.


Sitting close to that spot now, Helen wondered what it must feel like to be as deeply in love as Katy and Ward had clearly been that day. She wondered if she would ever feel that strength of emotion. She doubted it. She certainly hadn’t so far, and anyway, she wasn’t sure that she would really want to. Falling in love meant giving up your independence, and she wanted to be her own person not someone else’s.


She wondered how strongly Louise really felt for Jack. She certainly talked about him enough, but Louise was so keen to get a husband, that Helen sometimes got the impression that anyone in trousers would do. And then there were the Rutherford parents. There was no doubt that Greville ruled the roost there. Celia was making a valiant stab at independence by setting up the café, but basically she was well under his thumb.


When Greville Rutherford got up to read the lesson, Helen watched him with interest. He did it well, his firm, clipped, unemotional voice reaching clearly to the back of the church. Helen smiled to herself. She was amused by him, by the way his stiff courtesy towards her contrasted so absurdly with his dictatorial attitude towards his wife and children.


Having been brought up by her easygoing but undemonstrative father, she had little experience of marital arrangements. She knew that over the years her father had indulged in a number of discreet affairs, but none of the ladies had succeeded in persuading him to marry for a second time. She wondered whether the American women would fare any better. They would certainly try. Anthony de Burrel was still a very attractive man. His lazy manners and debonair good looks would go down well with the Americans. They went down well with everyone. In fact Helen was sure that one of the reasons she didn’t have a boyfriend was because she could never find anyone who could match up to her father either in looks or in character. The young men of her acquaintance all seemed so insipid in comparison.


As Greville Rutherford stepped off the podium and retook his seat, he glanced along the row and for a second caught her eye. Helen smiled politely and was surprised to see that he looked pleased. She would have thought Greville Rutherford was sufficiently confident in himself to be able to read the lesson without seeking her approbation.


Before she could amuse herself with any further speculation, there was a rumble of movement as everyone got down on their knees, and Helen realised that as she was here she might as well use the time usefully and ask God to intervene on her behalf with the SOE bureaucracy in the hopes of getting a speedy and positive decision about her application.


Five rows behind her Pam Nelson was praying for patience. Patience to deal with little George’s tantrums and moods, and patience to cope with her husband Alan’s inability to discipline him.


‘He’ll be all right,’ Alan would say in his mild, tolerant way. ‘He’ll grow out of it.’ But George wasn’t all right and he showed no sign of growing out of it. If anything he was getting worse. He broke things deliberately. He dragged on her arm in the street. He wouldn’t eat his food, he refused to go to bed at the appointed hour, and he screamed if he didn’t get his own way.


Where Alan was happy to give in, letting him stay up as long as he wanted, pandering to his whims, Pam was close to despair. She just didn’t know what they were doing wrong. George had always been such a sweet child. Now it was almost as though he hated her, and yet she loved him so much.


It was hard to be angry with the child, though. He had suffered so much. In three separate tragedies he had lost his brother, his father and his mother. He’d nearly lost his own life when their house was bombed. He had suffered several months of hell with his uncle and aunt before they had sent him back to Pam and Alan, unable to cope.


Aware of a faint scuffling noise, Pam opened her eyes. Crouched under the pew beside her, George was already fidgeting. Pam nudged him. George looked up. Perched on a thick tapestry kneeler, scrubbed and neatly dressed, his halo of blond hair gleaming, he looked as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth. Pam prayed that the service wouldn’t last too long. If only there was a Sunday school, or preferably a proper school, Monday to Friday. But so many children had been evacuated during the bombing that all the schools had closed. Although some had reopened in Streatham, so far there was nowhere locally he could go.


In the end after a short wrangle she let him stay on the floor under the pew for the sermon. At least he was quiet down there. She glanced at Alan and shrugged helplessly. He smiled and reached over the gap where George should have been to touch her arm. ‘Leave him,’ he whispered. ‘He’s not doing any harm.’


Pam sighed and looked away. She loved Alan dearly, but he was extraordinarily obtuse sometimes. He seemed impervious to her problems.


As the vicar launched into a solemn treatise on duty and self-sacrifice, suddenly Pam felt guilty. After all, George was being as quiet as a mouse down there on the floor. Poor little mite. It wasn’t his fault that she didn’t know how to deal with him. She would buy him a nice Christmas present, she decided. Something really special. A train set if she could find one, or a big teddy. She would ask Katy Frazer to look after him for a few hours one afternoon so she could go shopping. After all, it was only six weeks to Christmas. She would go early before the shops sold out.


A shuffling of feet and an outburst of coughing indicated that the vicar had reached the end of his sermon, but it was only as they stood for the final blessing that Pam realised why George had been so quiet throughout the service. Glancing down, she saw in utter horror what had been keeping him occupied under the pew. Where once there had been a beautiful tapestry kneeler depicting the St Aldate’s altar cross, stitched painstakingly as a labour of Christian devotion by some elderly member of the congregation, there was now a bare canvas cushion and a pile of bedraggled strands of coloured silk.


‘Goodness, Katy is getting big,’ Louise remarked as she and Helen walked back from church. Greville Rutherford had stayed behind to talk to the vicar about parish business, and Mrs Rutherford had hurried on ahead of them, muttering about needing to see Mrs Carter about something before lunch.


‘I thought she looked tired,’ Helen said.


‘She always looks tired,’ Louise said. ‘And the baby’s not even due till after Christmas. No wonder Daddy’s worried about renewing her lease.’


So that’s what it had been about, Helen thought. She had overheard Greville Rutherford brushing off some tentative question of Katy’s in the churchyard. ‘Not now, Mrs Frazer,’ he had said. ‘Not on a Sunday. I don’t talk business on Sunday.’


‘Poor Katy,’ she said now. ‘It must be really hard for her without Ward.’


Louise didn’t really want to talk about Katy. As usual what she wanted to talk about was Jack. ‘I’m going to write to Jack this afternoon,’ she said suddenly. ‘Do you think I ought to tell him I love him, or will that put him off?’


Helen looked at her with interest. ‘Do you love him?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘How do you know?’


Louise giggled. ‘Because I want to go to bed with him, of course.’ She glanced at Helen curiously. ‘Haven’t you ever been in love with anyone?’


‘No, I don’t think I have,’ Helen said. ‘I’ve liked men. I’ve fancied some of them but I’ve never been in love. I don’t really know what love is. It can’t just be sex, can it? Take your parents for example. Do you think they are in love?’


‘Goodness,’ Louise said. ‘I shouldn’t think so, at least not in that way. Not any more. Actually it’s hard to imagine Daddy ever being in love in that way.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘And Mummy is more in love with this stupid café than with him. Thank God the damn thing is finally opening tomorrow. She never thinks about anything else these days.’


Celia Rutherford was not the only person who could think of nothing else. Joyce Carter barely slept a wink that Sunday night, she was so nervous about waking up in time to open the café on its first morning’s business.


As it was, they were both in the newly equipped kitchen by six o’clock. By six thirty they had the kettles boiling, the bread cut ready for toasting, the porridge made and the sausages frying gently. There were also a dozen eggs standing by, some from Mrs Rutherford’s own hens. They hadn’t been able to get bacon, but the butcher had promised it to them for the following week.


On the dot of half past seven they flipped the sign on the door to OPEN for the first time.


To Joyce’s dismay, the first person through the door was Mr Lorenz. She had only seen him once since that dreadful dinner at the restaurant, when she had bumped into him on Northcote Road and thanked him hastily without looking at him before hurrying on her way. Now she felt guilty, and she felt guiltier when he came in the following morning for breakfast, and the next. ‘You don’t have to come in every day,’ she said, as he stood at the counter on the fourth morning in a row.


He looked concerned. ‘Do you mind me coming in?’


‘Well, no,’ she said as she poured his tea. ‘Of course not.’


‘It’s convenient for me, you see,’ he explained. ‘If I eat breakfast here, it means there’s one less meal for me to worry about.’


Joyce nodded. She didn’t have time to talk in any case. Mr Lorenz wasn’t the only person who found the café convenient, and what with taking the money, working out change, ordering, cooking, delivering what was ready to the tables, keeping up with the clearing, washing up and re-laying the tables, she was rushed off her feet.


Celia Rutherford didn’t know what had hit her. She had never done a proper day’s work in her life before, and by the Friday of the first week she was already suggesting hiring more staff.


‘I think we need a waitress,’ she said helplessly as she dashed into the kitchen with a tray of dirty dishes.


Joyce looked up from the sink. ‘I reckon as we should see how we go. We don’t want to overstretch ourselves. We’d best see what money is coming in first.’


‘If we ever get time to count it.’


Joyce grinned at her. ‘We get a day off on Sunday, remember. At least you do. I am going to spend it cooking up stuff for next week.’ She glanced up at the store cupboard with their new catering rations neatly stacked on the shelves. ‘Some scones and rock buns and that. I reckon they’d sell all right and they keep nice too.’


Celia shook her head. ‘You’re a wonder, Mrs Carter. You’re in here at the crack of dawn and you’re still going strong at four thirty. And now you’re thinking of working on Sunday too. Where do you get the energy?’


Joyce wiped a sudsy hand over her brow. ‘I’ve got nothing better to do,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I like being in here. I like to see people enjoying food I’ve cooked. Best of all I like to see them paying for it.’


‘Oi, Louise,’ Doris Smith shouted over the racket of the factory. ‘You want to get a move on, love, or you’ll get yourself sacked.’


Louise jumped guiltily. Doris was right. Larry Gregg was on the prowl round the factory floor and it would be dangerous to be caught slacking. Throwing a grateful smile at Doris, she quickly picked up her parting tool again and prayed she could make up the shortfall by the end of the day.


Louise had been at Gregg Bros seven months and, odd though it seemed, she liked her job and didn’t want to lose it. Before the war, when she was a pretty eighteen year old straight out of finishing school, it would have been the last job on earth she would have wanted. She had been a different person in those days, though, with stars in her eyes and high hopes for romance and happiness.


Then the war had come, and with it Stefan Pininski and Ward Frazer, and those stars had long gone, blacked out by a double heartbreak, a miscarriage and a broken pelvis. It had been in a desperate attempt to leave all that pain behind her that she had decided to take a job, and the only one she could get was this one.


It had been a shock, but if nothing else the unremitting noise of the factory had been enough to jolt her out of her self-pity. At first she had hated the anonymity of the baggy overalls, the monotony and the all-pervasive grime, but now she no longer cared. Somehow it didn’t matter because she was good at the job, and that had given her back her self-respect. Frankly, who cared about the state of her nails if on a good day she could turn out a hundred and forty bolts? She was nearly as quick as her mentor, big Doris, who regularly did a hundred and fifty.


Today, however, she was finding it hard. She couldn’t concentrate at all. Jack had written to say he had arranged to be in London over Christmas and that he wanted to spend as much time with her as possible.


Louise grimaced as her hand slipped. Sparks flew. If only the factory was closing over Christmas. She would have to ask Larry Gregg for time off and he’d be reluctant to let her off because the factory was already behind on its government quotas.


‘You up to target, ladies?’ Larry Gregg’s voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts.
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