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  For my daughter, Polly.




  A gypsy at heart, but a world-travelling




  gypsy, who always returns to the green and




  grassy corner of south-east London




  which is home
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  ‘Blimey,’ Carrie Collins, née Jennings, said graphically to her best friend Kate Voigt as they escaped from the exuberant street party, paper Union Jacks on

  sticks still in their hands, ‘have you ever known a day like it?’




  ‘Never!’ With her eyes shining, her face radiant, Kate led the way into her sun-filled kitchen, making straight for the stove and the kettle that sat on the top of it. ‘The war

  is over, Carrie! Over!’




  As Carrie plumped her Junoesque figure exhaustedly into the rocking-chair that sat on top of a gaily coloured rag rug, Kate carried the kettle over to the sink. ‘Or it’s nearly

  over,’ she amended, turning on the tap, ‘because the war in the Far East can’t go on for much longer, surely?’




  Outside, in the Square, the VE party was going at full throttle with ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ being sung with gusto by all their friends and neighbours. Carrie beat time with her

  Union Jack, saying with unabashed frankness, ‘Bugger the Far East, Kate. All that matters to me is that no-one we know or love is still fighting. My Danny and your Leon are already home,

  thank God. And what’s more, they’re staying home!’ The muffled strains of ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ merged into ‘We’ll Meet Again’, and she put

  her Union Jack down on the nearby kitchen table, the sunlight glinting on her wedding ring as she did so.




  Kate sat the kettle on the gas hob and then, leaning her slender weight against the stone sink, said musingly, ‘But what are they going to do for jobs, now they’re home? I know your

  Danny’s been working at the biscuit factory, but I don’t suppose he wants to stay there for ever. And I’m not sure Leon will be able to go back to working on the river. Every

  demobbed merchant seaman in London will be looking for work as a Thames lighterman.’




  Carrie didn’t know what the chances were of Leon being able to return to his pre-war job, but she did know what she felt about Danny’s future work prospects. ‘I don’t

  care what Danny does as long as we can be together,’ she said fiercely, the radiant vivacity in her sea-green eyes replaced by passionate intensity. ‘I don’t want us to live like

  we did before the war, when he was a professional soldier and always away at Catterick or somewhere even further north, and me and Rose were at home with my mum and dad and gran. This time,

  whatever he does and wherever he goes, me and Rose go too.’




  Kate’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘But you won’t be going anywhere, will you, Carrie? Even if Danny gets a better job, it will be a local job, won’t it?’ The thought of

  Carrie moving away from the Square they’d both been born and brought up in, horrified her. What would she do without being able to rely on her daily chats and giggles with Carrie? Ever since

  she could remember, Carrie’s noisy, boisterous, laughter-filled home at the bottom end of Magnolia Square had been a second home to her.




  Her own home had always been happy, but it had been quiet. Her widowed, German-born father was intellectual by inclination and introspective by nature, and in contrast to her own sedate home

  life, Carrie’s part-Jewish, market-trader family had been a revelation to her. Leah, Carrie’s gran, cooked like a dream and thrived on histrionics, indulging in them with relish. Bonzo,

  her dog, seemed to think barking and howling was a way of justifying his existence. Carrie’s big-hearted goy father, Albert, was so used to hollering out his wares down Lewisham Market

  that he no longer seemed to know what a normal speaking voice was. ‘Speak up a little louder, why don’t yer,’ Carrie’s mother, Miriam, was always saying to him in loving

  sarcasm after he had bellowed some comment to her, ‘they can’t ’ear yer in Purfleet!’




  ‘I don’t know,’ Carrie said starkly. ‘Danny’ll just have to take what he can get, and it might mean moving north of the river.’




  Despite her alarm at the thought of Carrie moving out of the Square, a smile twitched the corners of Kate’s generously shaped mouth. Like all south-east Londoners, Carrie spoke of the

  Thames as if it was a divide as great as the English Channel.




  Kate’s waist-length, wheat-gold braid of hair had fallen over her shoulder and she flicked it back, saying, ‘I can imagine a lot of things, but I can’t imagine living anywhere

  but in Magnolia Square. Where else in London is so near to both the river and high, open heathland?’




  Carrie, who much preferred the hustle and bustle of Lewisham’s High Street and market, to Blackheath’s nearby, gorse-covered Heath, said a little indifferently, ‘Nowhere, I

  s’pose. Are you going to brew that tea today, Kate, or wait until next week?’




  With a grin, Kate returned her attention to the kettle, lifting it off the hob and scalding out the waiting teapot. She was wearing a pre-war, ice-blue cotton dress which she had frugally

  renovated, but the original cap sleeves and full gathered skirt made her look more like a young girl fresh from the schoolroom than a woman in her mid-twenties: a woman who, though still unmarried,

  was mother to three young children.




  Amusement gleamed in Carrie’s eyes. As a child, she’d always been the careless, harum-scarum one, the one most likely to find herself in trouble. Yet it had been quiet,

  well-brought-up, well-spoken Kate who had found herself literally ‘in trouble’ within a couple of years of leaving school.




  As Kate put three caddy spoonfuls of tea into the warmed teapot, Carrie’s eyes flicked to the photograph propped high on the kitchen dresser against a little-used cream-jug. Toby Harvey

  had been handsome – and brave. Only twenty-three, he had died engaging his Spitfire in combat with a Messerschmitt above the bloody beaches of Dunkirk. The heroic circumstances of his death

  had protected Kate from too much censure when Matthew had been born eight months later, and there was certainly no censure when, the Blitz at its height, she had given a home to bombed-out,

  orphaned, lovable little Daisy. Carrie’s wry amusement deepened. No, it hadn’t been Matthew’s illegitimacy or her unofficial fostering of Daisy that had set the cat among Magnolia

  Square’s pigeons. It had been Kate’s subsequent love affair with Leon Emmerson that had sent shockwaves vibrating far and wide.




  ‘Do you want a ginger biscuit with your cup of tea, or have you stuffed yourself to sickness point on VE party jellies and cakes?’ Kate asked, breaking in on Carrie’s

  thoughts.




  ‘I only had one helping of jelly,’ Carrie said defensively, ‘and I never got near the cakes. Your kids and Rose and our Billy and Beryl saw to that!’




  Billy and Beryl Lomax were her niece and nephew and, because her happy-go-lucky, pleasure-loving older sister hardly ever bothered to reprimand them, or keep an eye on them, they were a constant

  source of despair to Carrie. She said now, helping herself to a biscuit as Kate set a tin in the middle of the scrubbed wooden table, ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Billy’s

  latest acquisition to his personal ammunition dump, have you? He only dragged it home this morning. God knows where he found it. It’s at least four feet long and has fins on it. One of these

  days he’s going to pilfer something that’s live and the whole bloomin’ Square will go up in the biggest bang since the Germans bombed the oil refineries down at

  Woolwich.’




  Laughter bubbled up in Kate’s throat. She had a soft spot for the Square’s acknowledged tearaway, and whenever he embarked on one of his escapades he often did so provisioned with

  her home-made scones and buns.




  ‘It’s all right you laughing,’ Carrie said darkly, dunking a ginger biscuit into her steaming cup of tea. ‘You don’t live next door to him. You’d think, now

  that he’s thirteen, he’d be starting to show a bit more sense, but instead he’s fast on the road to becoming an out and out hooligan, and it’s all Mavis’s fault. As a

  mum, that sister of mine’d make a perishin’ good bus driver . . .’




  ‘Hallooo! Anyone ’ome?’ a familiar voice carolled out in carrying tones from the front of the house and the open doorway.




  Carrie raised her eyes to heaven. She loved her mother dearly, but the tart repartee they so happily indulged in was based on the mutual pretence that they drove each other to distraction.




  Without bothering to wait for an answer, Miriam Jennings barrelled through into the kitchen. ‘What the bleedin’ ’ell are you two doin’ hidin’ away in ’ere

  when the biggest party of the century’s takin’ place in the Square?’ she demanded cheerily, her hair still in metal curlers even though the party was at its height, a gaily

  patterned wraparound pinafore tied securely around her ample figure. ‘Our Mavis is just about to let rip singin’ a bit o’ Boogie-Woogie an’ she wants all the audience she

  can get.’ She eyed the teapot with enthusiasm. ‘And is that tea fresh, because if it is I’ll ’ave a cuppa.’




  ‘Yes, it is, and no, I’m not coming out to watch Mavis make an exhibition of herself,’ Carrie said crossly as her mother pulled out a kitchen chair and plonked herself down on

  it.




  As Kate obligingly took another cup and saucer down from the dresser, Miriam looked around her. Satisfying herself that no-one else was in the kitchen, she said a trifle exasperatedly, ‘I

  thought I might have found Christina ’ere. Gawd knows where she’s ’ared off to. There’s been no sight or sign of ’er for the past hour.’




  ‘Christina’s a grown woman, Mum.’ Carrie’s hand hovered over the biscuit tin as she wondered whether, with her ever-expanding hips, she should treat herself to another

  biscuit. ‘And she’s never liked crowded get-togethers,’ she continued, deciding that one more couldn’t possibly make much difference. ‘She’s probably gone off

  for a walk and taken Bonzo with her.’




  ‘She ain’t taken Bonzo ’cos yer dad’s just ’ad to throw a bucket o’ water over ’im to stop him doing rudies to Charlie Robson’s Alsatian

  bitch.’




  Kate made a choking noise. Carrie said disbelievingly, ‘’Ow the hell could Bonzo try to copulate with Queenie? He’s only a whippet, for God’s sake!’




  ‘’E might be only a whippet, but ’e’s a game little bugger.’ Miriam heaved her bosoms up over the edge of the table so that she could reach the biscuit tin more

  easily. ‘An’ ’owever much Christina ’ates knees-ups, you’d think she’d be the ’eart and soul of this one, wouldn’t yer? She is both German and

  Jewish after all. If she doesn’t want to celebrate the Nazis being thrashed into surrenderin’, wot will she ever want to bloomin’ celebrate?’




  Neither Kate or Carrie attempted to answer her. Though they were each other’s best friend, Christina was their closest other friend and, despite being their close friend, she was an enigma

  neither of them truly understood.




  Miriam, aware that she had drawn a blank where Christina was concerned, blew on her tea to cool it, saying grudgingly, ‘It’s nice to ’ave five minutes’ peace and quiet

  after all the ruckus that’s goin’ on outside. I told the Vicar the church bells nearly deafened me when ’e rang ’em when peace was declared and that ’e’d no need

  to ring ’em again, but ’e said as ’ow as St Mark’s stood in the middle o’ the Square, it was only right St Mark’s bells should ring when the Square was

  ’avin’ its VE party.’




  One of Carrie’s two tortoiseshell combs had come adrift and she pushed an unruly mass of near-black hair away from her face, re-anchoring it. ‘Your eldest daughter will be doing her

  Billie Holiday impression by now,’ she said meaningfully as she did so, ‘and you did say she wanted all the audience she could get.’




  ‘Mebbe she does, but I’m comfy now.’ Miriam folded her beefy arms and rested them on the table. ‘There’s beer and shandy and lemonade runnin’ like rivers

  outside, but there ain’t no decent tea, not since the Vicar’s lady-friend accidentally dropped a washing-up cloth into the urn.’




  Carrie giggled. Her mother always knew just who had done what, when.




  ‘And Nellie Miller from number fifteen isn’t as ’appy as she could be,’ Miriam continued, getting into her stride. ‘She says it’s all right every bugger

  that’s been fighting in Europe and the Middle East coming ’ome, but her nephew ’Arold is a prisoner of the Japs, and she doesn’t know when the ’ell ’e’ll

  be on his way ’ome.’ She crunched into a ginger biscuit. ‘The Red Cross did tell ’er just after ’e was first captured that ’e was ’elping to build a

  railway. It always seemed rum to me.’ She flicked ginger biscuit crumbs from her chest, adding in explanation, ‘’Arold was a milkman before he was conscripted, an’ apart

  from going on an annual train ride to Margate, ’e knows nothin’ about railways, and certainly wouldn’t know ’ow to go about building one!’




  Kate felt a pang of guilt. She’d been so ecstatic about Leon’s release as a POW, and his return home, that she’d forgotten Nellie Miller wouldn’t be similarly

  celebrating. ‘Let’s go and have a word with her,’ she said to Carrie. ‘It can’t be very nice for her, everyone celebrating, when Harold’s still a POW.’




  Carrie, well aware that, if they didn’t return to the street party, they’d have her mother with them for the duration, rose to her feet. ‘You have a word with her. I need to

  make sure Danny’s still keeping an eye on Rose. He seems to think that now she’s started school she doesn’t need watching so much, but given half a chance she’ll be down by

  the river with Billy and getting into goodness knows what kinds of trouble.’




  ‘Rose never gets into trouble,’ Miriam said, staunchly defending her favourite grandchild. She heaved herself reluctantly to her feet. ‘The trouble with you, Carrie, is that

  yer like to keep tabs on everyone a little too much. It wouldn’t ’ave done Danny any ’arm to ’ave stayed in the Army an—’




  ‘Can you pass me that basket, Miriam, please,’ Kate interrupted hurriedly. ‘I expect all the party sandwiches are gone by now and I might as well begin gathering up all the

  plates I loaned.’




  With a full-scale shenanigans between Carrie and her mother avoided, Kate hurried them out of the house and into the flag-and-balloon-bedecked Square. Trestle tables graced the front of St

  Mark’s. The church stood on a grassy island in the centre of the Square and both the island and the narrow road that encompassed it were thick with partying Magnolia Square residents.




  A piano belonging to Carrie’s mother-in-law, Hettie Collins, had been trundled out on to the pavement. Carrie’s sister, Mavis Lomax, was seated on top of it, belting out a

  rip-roaring version of ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’. Her peroxide-blonde hair piled high, Betty Grable fashion, her silk-clad, provocatively crossed legs showing an indecent amount of

  stocking-top.




  Nellie Miller, whose enormous bulk would have made two of the ample Miriam, was sitting in the front of Mavis’s appreciative audience, wedged in an armchair that had been specially wheeled

  out of the vicarage for her. In one hand she held a piece of string which was attached to a buoyantly floating red balloon. In the other was a slab of home-made mint and currant pasty. Ignoring the

  discomfort to her elephantine legs, she was tapping a foot up and down in time to Hettie’s exuberant piano playing.




  With not much more than crumbs and an occasional cake left on the crêpe-paper-covered trestle tables, children were no longer seated at them but running and shrieking everywhere. There was

  no sign of Rose, however, or Danny.




  ‘If he’s sloped off for a quiet game of billiards and taken Rose with him I’ll blooming kill him!’ Carrie said, fending off a big black Labrador that had bounded up to

  greet them.




  The Labrador was Kate’s and she said admonishingly as he threatened to knock both her and Carrie off their feet, ‘Down, Hector! Down!’




  Hector obediently sat and as he did so Kate caught sight of Leon. He was talking to Daniel Collins, Carrie’s father-in-law. Their little son, Luke, was laughingly straddling his broad

  shoulders and clutching on to his tight, crinkly hair. Matthew was clinging to one of his hands and chattering away to him ten to the dozen, while Daisy was holding tightly on to his other hand.

  Kate felt her heart turn over in her chest. God, but she loved him! For nearly three years he had been a prisoner of the Germans, transported to a prison camp deep in captured Russian territory

  after his ship had been torpedoed and sunk in Arctic waters. Unlike Nellie where Harold was concerned, she had never had any communication from either the War Office or the Red Cross, informing her

  that he was alive and a POW. All she had had was deep, sure, unswerving inner certainty. And what if she had been wrong? The very thought made her dizzy with horror. How would she have been able to

  face life if Leon had not returned to her? How would she have been able to wake and face each new day without Leon’s cheery good humour; his compassion and tolerance; his tender, passionate

  love-making?




  As if sensing the intensity of her thoughts, Leon turned his head slightly, looking directly towards her, his gold-flecked, amber-brown eyes meeting hers, his vivid, loving smile splitting his

  chocolate-dark face. She knew that people would be eyeing them with covert, prurient curiosity, because people always did. ‘Nice’ girls didn’t consort with black sailors, and they

  certainly didn’t have babies with them. Radiantly she smiled back at him, her eyes ablaze with love. Soon the street party would be over; soon the children would be bathed and in bed; soon

  they would be alone together and in each other’s arms, loving each other as they had burned to do all through the long, lonely years of their separation.




  ‘So who’s going to be married first?’ Nellie Miller called out to her. ‘You an’ Leon or the Vicar an’ his lady-friend?’




  With agonizing reluctance Kate broke eye contact with the man she loved with all her heart. ‘Me and Leon,’ she said without a second’s hesitation.




  Nellie grinned, displaying a mouthful of appallingly crooked and broken teeth. ‘I’m glad to ’ear it. It’s about time at least one of your whipper-snappers was made

  legit.’




  Kate crossed over to Nellie’s shabby armchair and perched on the arm. ‘They’re both going to be legitimized,’ she said as Hettie began playing a conga, and the throng

  around them exuberantly pushed and pulled themselves into a long conga line. ‘The minute we’re married, Leon’s going to adopt Matthew and we’re both going to apply to adopt

  Daisy. With a little luck, by the end of the year we’ll be an ordinary family.’




  Nellie looked across to where Leon was again talking to Daniel Collins, the children swarming around him like a band of boisterous monkeys. Daisy’s hair was dark and straight and fine, her

  blue eyes and magnolia-pale skin indicating she had more than a little Irishness in her blood. Luke was as dark-skinned as his father and, though his mop of curls wasn’t yet as tight and wiry

  as Leon’s, it would be when he was older. As for Matthew . . . Toby Harvey had been fair-haired and, as Kate’s hair was the colour of ripe wheat, Matthew’s colouring was as Nordic

  as a little Viking’s.




  Nellie chuckled. Whatever else the about-to-be-formed Emmerson family might be, it was certainly never going to be ordinary! ‘An’ who’s going to be matron-of-honour?’ she

  asked as the conga line noisily encircled her chair. ‘Yer can’t have both Carrie an’ Christina.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Nellie clicked her tongue. ‘Because though you can ’ave as many bridesmaids as yer want, you’re only supposed to ’ave one married friend as a matron-of-honour. So

  who’s it going to be? Carrie or Christina?’




  ‘Then it will have to be Carrie. After all, we’ve been best friends ever since we were toddlers. I’ve only known Christina since she came here as a refugee.’




  As the conga line danced its way down to the bottom end of the Square, she saw that Carrie had run Danny and Rose to earth, for they were walking hand in hand, with Rose skipping along in front

  of them, to where Leon and Danny’s father were still deep in conversation.




  ‘It’s ’ard to think of ’er as a refugee, ain’t it?’ Nellie said ruminatively. ‘I mean, it’s not as if she speaks like a foreigner, is it?

  There’s Ukrainians and Poles down in Woolwich can’t speak a word of the King’s English, poor bleeders. Gawd knows ’ow they manage, I don’t. Christina speaks it like a

  nob.’




  ‘Her gran was English,’ Kate said, remembering that her intention had been to sympathize with Nellie about her nephew’s continuing imprisonment by the Japanese, and that she

  hadn’t yet done so. ‘She was born and brought up in Bermondsey and went to school with Carrie’s gran. That’s why, when Christina came to England, she moved in with

  Carrie’s family.’




  ‘Well, she’s English enough now she’s married Charlie Robson’s son,’ Nellie said, who didn’t much understand why Christina’s Bermondsey-born grandmother

  should have wanted to go off and marry a Hun, even if it had been before the First World War when she’d done so. ‘Though it might be some time before Jack’s demobbed. Fighting in

  Greece last time anyone ’eard, wasn’t ’e? Commandos don’t ’alf get about. ’E’ll find Civvie Street pretty boring after rampaging all over Greece with

  knives stuck down his boots, and grenades ’angin’ from his belt.’




  ‘I came to sympathize with you about your nephew,’ Kate said, eager to accomplish her mission so that she could join Leon. ‘It can’t be much fun, everyone celebrating the

  end of the war in Europe, when he’s still being held by the Japanese.’




  ‘No, it ain’t,’ Nellie said frankly as Hector slumped at her swollen feet, patiently waiting for Kate to make a move. ‘But the Yanks’ll soon ’ave the Japs on

  the run and old ’Irohito’ll get his just desserts just like old ’Itler did. An’ when we ’ave a Victory over Japan party, I’ll be conga-ing with the best of

  ’em, bad feet or no bad feet. I can’t understand why Christina ain’t ’ere, you’d think she’d be dancin’ ’er ’eart out, wouldn’t

  yer?’




  Christina Robson had never felt less like dancing in her life. She stood on the far, north-west corner of the Heath, looking out over a superb view of Greenwich and the River

  Thames and, a little more distantly, the City and the glittering dome of St Paul’s Cathedral. London. It was the city that had given her refuge, and for that reason alone she would be

  grateful to it for as long as she lived. But she wasn’t merely grateful to it, she loved it. She loved its tree-shaded squares, its unexpected patches of green, its noise and its bustle and

  its friendliness. It had become her home, and she wanted no other. Why, then, did she continue to feel so dispossessed? Why did she feel as if she were never, ever, going to become a Londoner

  herself? She was, after all, married to a south-Londoner. All her friends were south-Londoners. All her neighbours. Surely, by now, she should feel she was a south-Londoner by adoption?




  Despite the heat of the sun, she hugged her arms. She certainly hadn’t done so when Magnolia Square’s street party had been at its height. She had felt like the biblical Ruth amid

  the alien corn. Everyone else, with the exception of Nellie Miller, had been celebrating reunions or pending reunions. Though a general demob was still weeks, and possibly months, away, brothers

  and fathers, boy-friends and husbands, would soon be returning home en masse. Danny Collins, who had been a prisoner of the Italians, and Leon Emmerson, who had been freed by the Russians

  from a German prison camp, were both already home.




  Had it been the realization of all those reunions that had brought the past hurtling back to engulf her so cruelly? Or had it been the talk of weddings? The Vicar’s wedding to his rather

  surprisingly young, but extremely pleasant, lady-friend. Leon and Kate’s imminent wedding. Both weddings would take place in St Mark’s, as had her own wedding to Jack – and St

  Mark’s was an Anglican church, and she was Jewish.




  While her friends and neighbours had gossiped around her, she had stood with her back to one of the magnolia trees the Square had been named after, staring up at St Mark’s glittering

  spire, wondering what her father would have said, what her mother and grandmother would say – and it had been then, as, for the first time in ten years, she thought of her mother and

  grandmother in the present tense, that mental and emotional pain had sliced cripplingly through her. How could she possibly have thought of them as if they were still alive? How, after all that had

  happened in her homeland over the last decade, could she subconsciously have thought of them in the present tense, betraying vain hope that they had survived, that a reunion was still a

  possibility?




  Leon Emmerson might have walked jauntily into the Square after an absence of information indicating he hadn’t drowned over three years ago, but German-born Jews, Jacoba Berger and Eva

  Frank, dragged from their Heidelberg home and incarcerated in a concentration camp even before the war had begun, weren’t likely to be so lucky.




  Distantly, on the light summer breeze, came the sound of piano playing and discordant but exuberant singing. Magnolia Square’s street party was still going at full throttle. In a nearby

  shrub, two sparrows wrangled noisily. A butterfly alighted briefly on one of the shaking leaves and then flew off, the sun glinting on the scarlet markings of its wings. Christina’s fingers

  dug deeper into the flesh of her arms. Ever since she had escaped from Germany, she had schooled herself to accept that her mother and grandmother were dead. Why now, after all this time, had doubt

  begun to return? Certainly the news reports of the last few weeks had given no cause for hope. The first Allied troops into the camps had found horrors beyond imagining, and the estimate of the

  number of Jews who had died in them now ran into the millions. To entertain any hope that two women who had been imprisoned as long ago as 1936 could have survived was not only vain, it was

  ridiculous.




  Or was it?




  The sparrows flew off, still wrangling. A bee began to circle the bush, looking for flowers and pollen. Slowly, as she stood there, the hope she had suppressed for so many years began to take

  fierce hold. All over Europe displaced people would be struggling to make their way back to their homes. All over Europe, reunions similar to Leon and Kate’s would be taking place. What if

  her mother and grandmother hadn’t died in the concentration camp they had been taken to? What if, by some miracle, they, like Leon, had survived?




  ‘Hello there!’ a middle-aged woman she knew only by sight called out to her cheerily, a mongrel skittering at her heels. ‘I’ve just been told your vicar’s thinking

  of marrying again. Lovely woman Bob Giles’s first wife was. I remember the day she was killed. The first air-raid of the war, it was. Such a shame, and her only a young woman too. Still,

  it’s nice he’s found happiness again.’




  With great effort Christina dragged her thoughts away from a ravaged Europe and the thousands upon thousands of displaced persons trailing the rutted road, their pathetically few belongings

  piled high in old prams and handcarts. ‘Yes,’ she agreed, smiling politely. ‘It is.’




  The woman would have liked to stay for a longer chat, but there was something about Christina Robson that was definitely not encouraging. She was polite enough, of course, but she wasn’t a

  friendly, jolly south-London girl, like her friends Kate Voigt and Carrie Collins. She was too reserved. Too deep. Which all came of her being a foreigner of course, and Jewish into the

  bargain.




  ‘Toodle-oo,’ she said amiably, making allowances for what the poor girl couldn’t help, adding as an afterthought, ‘Your hubby will be demobbed soon I expect, or he will

  be if he doesn’t decide to make a career of commando-ing. I’ve seen newsreels of Commando attacks. The Commandos were all guyed up in balaclava helmets with muck on the bits that show

  so they’d merge into the background, and they were bristling with knives and pistols. Should suit your Jack a treat. He always was on the wild side.’




  Christina made no comment. She didn’t want to think about Jack yet for a bit. Thinking about Jack was too unsettling, too intimidating. She would think about her mother and grandmother

  instead. She would think of ways she could try to discover what had happened to them, if they were alive or dead and, if they were dead, where they had died, and how. And if they were alive? Her

  throat was so tight she could hardly breathe. If they were alive she would find them. She would find them if it was the very last thing she ever did.




  Kate sidestepped a running toddler and joined Leon as he continued to chat with Carrie and Danny and Danny’s dad, Daniel.




  ‘. . . that kid should’ve bin a requisitions officer,’ Danny was saying, quite obviously referring to Billy and his private ammunition dump. ‘’E’s got a

  natural-born talent for scroungin’.’




  Kate slid her arm around Leon’s waist. The street party seemed to be going on for ever. When on earth would it come to an end? When would they be able to escape and have some privacy?




  His hand cupped her far shoulder as he hugged her close, his thoughts exactly the same as hers. As she leant her head against his shoulder, he looked down at her in utter love, his throat

  tightening in emotion. Christ, but she was beautiful! No woman he had ever seen had hair of such a rich, glorious gold colour. Or hair so long and lustrous. And she had waited for him. For over

  three years she hadn’t known whether he was dead or alive, but she had given birth to his son and had waited faithfully in fierce hope.




  ‘I love you,’ he whispered in her ear as their son continued to ride high on his shoulders, and Daisy and Matthew engaged in a giggling game of tag with Rose. ‘When the devil

  can we escape and be alone together?’




  Before she could make a response, Daniel Collins said genially to her, ‘Have you heard that you and the Vicar aren’t the only ones having weddings this month? Charlie Robson has just

  announced he’s going to marry your next-door neighbour. Funny old couple they’ll make, her a retired headmistress and a spinster and him a widower with a criminal past, barely able to

  read and write.’




  ‘They’ve been friends for a long time,’ Carrie said, wondering what Christina would think of her father-in-law’s rather surprising wedding plans.




  Danny ran a hand through his spiky, mahogany-red hair in baffled bemusement. ‘Wasn’t ’Arriet Godfrey Jack’s old ’eadmistress? And didn’t she once say Jack was

  more suited to a Borstal than ’er junior school? I wonder what ’e’s goin’ to think when ’e comes ’ome and finds she’s about to become ’is

  stepmother!’




  They all roared with laughter, not noticing Mavis’s approach. ‘Is it a private joke or can anyone join in?’ she asked, strolling up to them on perilously high, peep-toed,

  wedge-heeled sandals, her toenails a vivid scarlet beneath her sheer silk stockings.




  Carrie sighed, her laughter subsiding. Her older sister was a constant source of irritation to her. Where, in these days of deprivation, had the silk stockings come from, for instance? Wherever

  it was, the supply would have to stop when Ted was demobbed. He’d been upset enough about her long-standing flirtatious relationship with Jack Robson, and he knew Jack well. He certainly

  wouldn’t countenance a similarly dubious relationship with a stranger, and the stockings must have come from a stranger because Jack hadn’t swaggered into Magnolia Square on leave since

  the weekend he’d been home and married Christina.




  ‘We were just anticipating Jack’s surprise when he comes home and finds his dad has married Harriet Godfrey,’ Kate said, flashing Mavis a wide, warm smile. ‘She used to

  be his headmistress when he was in junior school. I can’t imagine he’s going to find it easy calling her Mother, can you?’




  At the very thought, Mavis spluttered into throaty laughter, and even Carrie began to giggle again. ‘Well, we’ll all be finding out how he’s going to manage soon enough,’

  Mavis said when her laughter finally subsided. ‘I had a letter from him this morning. He says he thinks he’ll be home by the end of next month, and demobbed soon after.’




  ‘When he does come home, you just make sure you give him a wide berth,’ Carrie said, suddenly serious. ‘He’s married now, and no matter how much you and he might protest

  that your horse-play is innocent, Christina mightn’t think it innocent. And she’s been hurt enough in the past, losing all her family the way she has done, without being hurt by your

  shenanigans.’




  Mavis put a hand on an aquamarine-skirted, curvaceous hip, and tapped a foot up and down. ‘Why the hell can’t you keep your useless opinions to yourself, Carrie?’ she demanded

  witheringly, uncaring of their embarrassed audience. ‘Me and Jack are mates. Always ’ave been. Always will be. And ’is ’avin’ married Christina isn’t going to

  make a ha’p’orth’s difference to that friendship, so don’t you go ’opin’ it will. And as Christina is ’eading this way at this very moment,’ she

  added, her eyes no longer holding Carrie’s but looking over Carrie’s shoulder, ‘I suggest we put the kibosh on this conversation, don’t you?’




  Before Carrie could make any response, they all heard Nellie boom out from the depths of her sagging armchair, ‘Where the ’ell ’ave you been, Christina? You’ve been

  missing all the fun!’




  ‘I’ve not been far,’ Christina said, smiling at Nellie with affectionate warmth. ‘I just wanted to be on my own for a little while.’




  ‘Well, you chose a rum day for it, dearie!’ Nellie’s red balloon still bobbed jauntily on the end of its string. ‘Still, it takes all sorts and I ’spect you wanted

  to enjoy the news about your Jack coming ’ome and ’opin’ to be demobbed soon. It’s grand news, ain’t it?’




  Christina stared at her. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, utterly bewildered. ‘I don’t understand. How do you know Jack’s going to be home soon?’




  ‘Mavis told me,’ Nellie said blithely. ‘She ’ad a letter from ’im this mornin’. I expect her Ted will be ’ome soon as well. I ’aven’t

  ’ad news about ’Arold, but that’s only to be expected . . .’




  Christina was no longer listening to her. She was looking across at Mavis, her face so white it looked as if it were carved from marble.




  ‘Bloody hell,’ Mavis said graphically to the world at large, ‘that’s torn it. How was I to know Jack hadn’t written her with the news yet?’




  ‘Well, you know now,’ Danny said dryly as his father began prudently edging away from what was obviously going to be the centre of a very unpleasant explosion.




  ‘And if I were you, Mavis, I’d start thinking what to do about it,’ Carrie added, grim-faced. ‘And I’d start thinking fast. Very fast indeed!’




  





  Chapter Two
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  Of all four girls, Christina was the most petite. Though Kate was ethereally slender, she was tall. Carrie was curvaceously heavy-bosomed and broad-hipped, far too much so for

  her own liking. Mavis was narrow-waisted and buxom, and happily emphasized the fact. Christina was small-boned, and there was an air of fragility about her that brought out fierce protectiveness in

  some people and irritation in others. In Mavis, well aware that beneath Christina’s apparently wand-like fragility lay true steel, it brought out irritation. It brought it out in

  bucket-loads.




  Christina’s true steel was blazingly apparent now. It flamed out of her eyes, turning their beautiful amethyst colour near black. ‘Nellie says my husband has written to you, telling

  you he’s coming home on leave and hopes to be demobbed soon. Is that true?’ She faced Mavis full square, not putting her hands on her hips in confrontational south-London fashion, but

  with her hands clenched at her sides, every nerve and muscle as taut as a coiled spring.




  Mavis sighed. For all her noisy exuberance, she didn’t like scenes and she had no particular desire to spoil Magnolia Square’s street party by pitching into a full-scale brawl with

  the Jewish refugee it had collectively taken under its wing. ‘Yes,’ she said, keeping her voice as pleasant as her patience would allow. ‘It was a general sort of letter. A letter

  to the family. If you haven’t heard from him yet it must mean his letter to you is snarled up somewhere. You can’t expect Forces post to be normal these days, can you?’




  ‘No,’ Carrie said, hurriedly agreeing with her and trying to defuse the situation. ‘Whenever Danny wrote to me and his mum he always posted the letters off together and they

  never arrived together. That’s true, isn’t it, Danny?’ She looked towards him for support.




  Danny dutifully nodded, his freckled face struggling for an effect of earnest sincerity. ‘Absolutely. Carrie would receive her letter weeks before Mum did, or Mum would get ’ers and

  Carrie’s wouldn’t even arrive!’




  Christina was not remotely interested in the vagaries of Danny’s mail. ‘I would like to see the letter,’ she said tautly to Mavis, her lips nearly as white as her face.

  ‘I would like to read Jack’s comments for myself.’




  The conga procession had begun making its way back up the Square, with Albert Jennings spiritedly leading it. His two daughters and Kate and Christina were oblivious of him.




  Mavis eyed Christina thoughtfully, the tension almost unbearable. ‘I don’t think I can ’elp you out there,’ she said at last as Leon cleared his throat uncomfortably and

  Danny shifted his feet. ‘Letters are private things. Sorry, Christina.’




  Christina sucked in her breath, furious with herself for having asked anything of Mavis; furious with Mavis for so laconically refusing her request; furious with Jack for having written the

  letter to Mavis in the first place.




  ‘Aiya, aiya . . . conga,’ Albert bellowed, kicking his left leg out at a jaunty angle as he led his tipsy conga line towards them. ‘Come on, Mavis! Show a leg there!

  Aiya, aiya conga! Churchill is a hero . . . !’




  Mavis grinned and accepted her dad’s invitation with relief. The local young scoutmaster, who had long wanted to get his arms around her, seized his opportunity and latched on behind her

  and away they all went, conga-ing rumbustiously towards the Blackheath end of the Square.




  Carrie looked across at Christina unhappily. Christina was trembling, though what the emotion was that was causing her to tremble, Carrie wasn’t sure. It could have been distress or it

  could have been anger. She tried to imagine how she would feel if Danny had written to a young married woman telling her when he expected to be home, and she hadn’t received a letter with

  such news herself. She couldn’t. Firstly, because Danny hated putting pen to paper to such an extent that even if Betty Grable asked him to be her pen-friend he’d refuse on the grounds

  that the task was too arduous. And secondly, because it was simply something Danny would never do. Not in a million years.




  ‘Christina, I . . .’ she began awkwardly.




  ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Christina said quickly, not wanting her to see how deeply hurt she was. ‘I’m on my way into the house to make a cup of fresh tea.

  ’Bye.’ Speedily she took her leave of them, not wanting to see the embarrassment in their eyes. Or the pity. What on earth had she been thinking of to have reacted to Nellie’s

  news in such a public manner? Why hadn’t she simply pretended Jack had written to her also with the news that he was coming home soon, and that he was hoping for an early demob? Why had she

  allowed Mavis the satisfaction of knowing how intensely she resented the long-standing, disturbingly free and easy relationship between her and Jack?




  She turned in at the Jennings’s gateway. There was no gate. Billy’s constant swinging on it had broken its hinges years ago. The front door was ajar, but that didn’t

  necessarily mean that anyone was home. In Magnolia Square doors were often left ajar, and a locked door was unheard of. Wearily she pushed the door open and stepped into the sanctuary of the

  cluttered hallway.




  ‘Is that you, bubbeleh?’ Leah Singer called out from the kitchen.




  A slight smile touched Christina’s still tense mouth. Leah’s greeting would do for any female member of the family who wandered in: Miriam, Carrie, Mavis, Carrie’s daughter,

  Rose; Mavis’s daughter, Beryl.




  Mavis. Her smile died. Unlike the rest of the Jennings family, Mavis alone had not welcomed her with effusive affection when she had arrived in Magnolia Square, numbed from the horrors taking

  place in her homeland, vastly relieved to have been able to move on from the Swiss Auffanglager where she had first been given shelter after her escape from Germany.




  Mavis hadn’t been hostile or openly unwelcoming, merely indifferent. At the time it was an indifference Christina had merely shrugged away. Now, however, she couldn’t help wondering

  if Mavis’s lack of interest had been occasioned by the fact that, from the first moment she, Christina, had stepped into Magnolia Square, Jack Robson had expressed fierce romantic interest in

  her, pursuing her with relentless persistence.




  ‘It’s me, Leah!’ she called out in answer to Leah’s greeting, negotiating her way around a heavily laden clothes-horse that took up most of the room in the hallway.




  Had Mavis regarded Jack as her own property even then, way back in 1936? Had it been sixth sense on Mavis’s part that had prompted her to keep her distance when everyone else in the Square

  had been so wonderfully welcoming? Had Mavis instantly sensed that Jack, notoriously heart-whole after breaking nearly every female heart in south London, was finally going to have his affections

  seriously engaged?




  ‘There’s some soup on the stove,’ Leah said, her sleeves rolled up to her elbows, an apron tied around her comfortably thick waist as she pounded strudel dough on a floured

  board. ‘Beans and barley, and made with decent beef bones for once.’




  ‘Thanks, but no.’ Christina kissed Leah affectionately on her wrinkled cheek. ‘I need a cup of tea, not food.’




  Leah turned to look at her, saw the expression in her eyes and the strain around her mouth and immediately pushed the strudel dough to one side of the board and dusted her hands. ‘Sit down

  and I’ll make the tea,’ she said, well aware that there was far more wrong with Christina than tiredness caused by over-celebrating. Not that Germany’s defeat could be

  over-celebrated. She’d been giving thanks for it herself non-stop ever since she’d heard the news. And so should Christina have been, not looking instead as if she’d all the

  troubles in the world on her shoulders. ‘So, what’s the tummel?’ she asked when she had put the kettle on to boil. ‘Today’s a joyous occasion. Why you look so

  troubled?’




  Christina sat at the kitchen table that, over the years, had been scrubbed until the wood was almost white, and pushed a fall of soft dark hair away from her face. Surely, with Leah, she could

  share her mental burdens? Leah had been her grandmother’s girlhood friend. Leah, like herself, was Jewish. If anyone would understand how, for her, the war was not yet over, Leah would.

  Perhaps it was the reason Leah wasn’t with the rest of their neighbours, conga-ing the length and breadth of Magnolia Square in euphoric celebration. Perhaps Leah, too, was thinking of Jacoba

  Berger and her daughter Eva, and was wondering what their fates had been; was wondering if they could possibly be still alive.




  As for her other anguish – Leah had known Jack since he was a baby, and Mavis was her granddaughter. If anyone could enlighten her about the true nature of the relationship between the two

  of them, Leah probably could. ‘I’ve been thinking about Mutti and Grossmutti,’ she said at last, her voice unsteady. ‘I’ve been wondering what happened

  to them after they were taken away in the trucks.’




  ‘You know what happened, faygeleh,’ Leah said gently, sitting down beside her. ‘They were taken to a concentration camp. And they died.’ Her gnarled hand took hold

  of Christina’s. What more could be said? How could such horrors ever be put into words, without the words cheapening the suffering? And how ironic it was that Jacoba, born and bred in south

  London, should have been one of the first of Hitler’s victims, her German-Jewish son-in-law’s shop burned to the ground, he and his son shot in the street, and herself and her

  middle-aged daughter taken off to a camp.




  Leah’s hand tightened on Christina’s. A camp. They had never known which camp, though in those early days of 1936, when the camps were being described to the foreign press as

  ‘mild reform centres for Germans who have not yet seen the light’, the most likely was the new women’s concentration camp at Lichtenburg.




  ‘But what if they didn’t die?’ Christina said urgently, putting her newly-born hope into words for the first time. ‘What if they were released after I had left

  Heidelberg? They wouldn’t have known where to look for me. They wouldn’t have known I had escaped to Switzerland, or that I had applied for asylum in England.’




  ‘They would have guessed,’ Leah protested, shocked. ‘Jacoba would have written me—’




  ‘Would she?’ Christina’s amethyst eyes burned with fierce intensity. ‘The two of you hadn’t been in contact with each other for years and years. It was only when

  Red Cross officials questioned me as to whether my family had any relatives or friends, however distant, in Britain or America or Canada, that I remembered Grossmutti’s girlhood

  friendship with you.’




  Leah was silent, remembering far distant schooldays in Bermondsey. They had used slates to write on and, if she closed her eyes, she could still conjure up the smell of chalk and the rank smell

  of poverty that had filled the crowded schoolroom. Jacoba had sat at the desk next to hers. ‘Be kind to Jacoba,’ their teacher had said, ‘her father’s been killed at Majuba,

  fighting the nasty Boers.’ And so she had been kind to Jacoba, and Jacoba had become her friend. They had been together when the second Boer War had broken out eight years later, and when the

  country had celebrated Queen Victoria’s Jubilee, and when London had received the news that General Gordon had been killed in Khartoum.




  And then Jacoba had met Anton Berger, a German-Jewish medical student studying in London, and she had married him and accompanied him back to his home town of Heidelberg. There had been letters,

  of course. A lot at first, reducing to a trickle as the years passed, and then drying up entirely when Europe plunged into the darkness of the 1914 –18 war. Afterwards, there had been an

  occasional card. Enough for Leah to know that Jacoba had been widowed and that her daughter Eva was now married and had given birth to a daughter. And then, some time during the twenties, all

  communication had ceased. Had it been her fault, or had it been Jacoba’s? Or had it simply been that their lives had grown so far apart that, even on paper, they had become strangers to each

  other?




  Leah gave a deep sigh. ‘Oy veh,’ she said, tears winding their way down her cheeks, ‘Oy veh, oy veh. So much trouble. So much misery.’




  ‘But do you agree with me, Leah?’ Christina persisted, not allowing Leah to avoid her question. ‘It might never have occurred to Grossmutti that I would get in touch

  with you. And if she and Mutti became separated . . .’ she faltered slightly, ‘if she and Mutti became separated,’ she said again, her voice raw with pain, ‘I

  doubt if the possibility would even have entered Mutti’s head.’




  The possibility that her old schoolfriend and her daughter were still alive had certainly never entered Leah’s head, not even way back in 1936. Why should it have done? Jews had already

  been banned from German public life. They were merely ‘subjects’ without rights. And as Christina’s father and brother had been dragged from their burning home and shot before her

  eyes, why should any hopes have been entertained that Jacoba and Eva would emerge alive from wherever it was they had been taken to? That after all these years Christina was expressing the hope

  they may have survived, disturbed her deeply. It meant that, though everyone had assumed Christina had come to terms with her family tragedy, she had, in fact, never done so. It meant she was still

  conjuring up horrors that her mother and grandmother might be enduring. And it meant she was living in hope. A hope Leah was certain would never come to fruition.




  ‘They’re dead, faygeleh,’ she said again, very gently. ‘Haven’t we said Kaddish for them? Don’t we know in our hearts they’re at peace

  now?’




  Until a little while ago, Christina would have been in reluctant agreement with her. She was so no longer. Hadn’t many people given Leon Emmerson up for dead, and wasn’t Leon very

  much alive? And there would be hundreds, perhaps thousands, of other people who had also been given up for dead who would prove to be alive.




  ‘I’ll brew the tea,’ she said, rising to her feet, knowing that if she continued the conversation Leah would only grow even more distressed. Instead she would speak to Kate

  about the possibility that her mother and grandmother were alive. Kate was always very positive and optimistic. And Carl Voigt, Kate’s German-born father, might very well know how she should

  go about beginning her search.




  ‘Blimey!’ Danny said as he and Carrie and Kate and Leon watched Christina walk away from them. ‘That was a bit of a show-down and no mistake.’




  ‘Do you think I should go after her?’ Carrie asked, frowning. ‘I’ve never seen Christina so upset before. She usually keeps everything bottled up inside, or I presume she

  does, because she certainly doesn’t give vent to much. I’ve always had my suspicions that Mavis’s friendship with Jack distressed her, but that’s the first time she’s

  ever shown it distressed her.’




  Kate, too, was frowning slightly. ‘It’s a shame, isn’t it?’ she said, disturbed at the thought of Christina being so unhappy on such a wonderful day. ‘I’d

  stake my life that Mavis and Jack’s friendship is completely innocent.’




  Carrie gave a rude snort, and Leon said mildly, ‘I’m sure you’re right, love. They’ve grown up living next door to each other, haven’t they? They’re bound to

  be pretty close in a brother and sisterly kind of way.’




  Carrie raised her eyes to heaven. Leon had only spent a few short months in Magnolia Square when, recovering from war wounds, he had moved into Kate’s home as a lodger and then, after

  being declared fit for active service again, a short leave. After that leave his ship had been sunk and he had been taken prisoner. The time he’d spent in the Square had been long enough for

  him to have fallen irrevocably in love with Kate, but had quite obviously not been enough for him to get Mavis’s measure.




  ‘Are the fireworks over?’ Daniel asked, ambling back up to them now it looked safe to do so, a rolled newspaper tucked beneath his arm. ‘Dear oh dear, but I thought for a

  minute we were going to be in for a bit of scratching and biting and hair-pulling!’




  Danny grinned at his dad affectionately. ‘Keepin’ out of the danger area as usual, were you? No wonder Mum always complains you’re never around when she wants to ’ave a

  barney!’




  ‘No-one with any sense would be,’ Daniel retorted, deep feeling in his voice. ‘There ain’t a more frightening sight in the world than my Hettie brandishing a

  rolling-pin!’




  The little rejoinder lifted the troubled atmosphere. Danny caught hold of his six-year-old daughter as she dashed by, chased by Daisy and Matthew. ‘’Ow about calming dahn a

  bit?’ he said lovingly. ‘I can’t ’ear myself fink for your shrieking, and Maffew’s dad is just goin’ to tell me who liberated him, the Russkies or the

  Yanks.’




  Leon and Kate exchanged hopeless, frustrated glances; were they never, ever, going to be able to slip away on their own?




  Carrie, seeing the look and interpreting it correctly, said to her nearest and dearest, ‘Why don’t you leave chin-wagging with Leon about your mutual POW experience till you’re

  both in The Swan with a couple of pints in your hands? In the meantime you can take Rose, Daisy, Matthew and Luke down to the river to see the tugs.’




  As he stared at her in incredulity, Leon and Kate seized their chance. ‘Matthew!’ Kate called. ‘Daisy! Come over here! Rose’s daddy is going to take you down to the

  river.’




  Matthew hurtled up to her, pretending to be an aeroplane, his arms going like windmills. ‘Don’t want to go with Rose’s daddy,’ he panted breathlessly, ‘want to stay

  with you and Leon.’




  Kate bent down to him, saying with gentle firmness, ‘I want you to go with him. It will be nice for Luke to see the tugs, they’ll be all decked out in flags and bunting, and

  he won’t go if you don’t.’




  This was true, and Matthew knew it. His little brother wouldn’t go anywhere unless he went too. The desire to be a good boy and do what was being asked of him, and the desire to stay close

  to Leon’s side, fought for supremacy. Leon was going to be his daddy – and no-one else he knew, no-one else at all, had a daddy who looked so excitingly different, a daddy who was

  chocolate-coloured!




  Seeing his disappointment, Leon squatted down on his haunches in front of him. ‘If you go with Luke down to the river today, with Rose’s daddy, I’ll take you down there

  tomorrow on your own. We might even see the boat I used to work the river in and, with a bit of luck, go aboard her.’




  Matthew beamed at him sunnily, his eyes shining. His new daddy-Leon had been a Thames Waterman before he’d gone away to fight, and when he grew up, he was going to be a Thames Waterman

  too. ‘All right,’ he said, only too happy now to indulge his mother’s wish, ‘I’ll go with Rose’s daddy.’




  ‘That’s a good boy, pet lamb.’ Kate ruffled his blond hair lovingly, hardly able to believe that Danny was going to take all her children off her hands for her.




  As Leon swung Luke down from his shoulders, his gratitude to Carrie knowing no bounds, Danny said plaintively, ‘Blimey, Carrie. Yer don’t ’alf drop a fella in it! I’m

  goin’ to be like the Pied Piper of bloomin’ Hamelin with this little lot!’




  ‘You’ll enjoy it,’ Carrie said placidly, knowing he would do no such thing, ‘and it’s a way of keeping Matthew, Daisy and Luke out of Kate and Leon’s hair for

  a little while.’




  ‘Out of their ’air?’ He was looking at her with incredulity, his own mahogany-red hair standing up in tousled tufts. ‘Out of their ’air?’ he said again as

  Leon and Kate, their arms tightly around each other’s waists, began walking speedily away from them, Hector lolloping at their heels. ‘Lord ’ave mercy, Carrie! Leon’s only

  been ’ome a shake of a donkey’s tail. Why the ’ell would ’e already be wantin’ the kids out of ’is ’air?’




  Carrie looked at him pityingly. She loved him with all her heart, but it had to be admitted that there were moments when he was as thick as two short planks. ‘For the simple reason that

  he’s not been home the length of time you have! Do use your head, Danny! They want to be on their own together for a bit of lovey-dovey.’




  ‘Well, they won’t get much lovey-dovey sharin’ a ’ouse with ’er dad,’ Danny said, a wealth of feeling in his voice. ‘We don’t get much

  bloomin’ lovey-dovey living with your mam and dad, do we? And I don’t suppose even you can talk Carl Voigt into troopin’ dahn the river for the rest of the arternoon!’




  ‘I’ll have no need to,’ Carrie said with the serenity of certain knowledge. ‘Like the Vicar and Charlie, he’s got himself a lady-friend. She lives in Greenwich and

  that’s where he is now. Would you like to take Bonzo down the river with you? He could do with a walk.’




  ‘No, I blinkin’ wouldn’t!’ Indignantly he swung Luke high up on to his shoulders, took Rose’s hand in his, and said to Daisy and Matthew, ‘Come on,

  let’s be goin’ before we end up lookin’ like a circus with every dog in the bloomin’ Square ’angin’ on our ’eels!’




  Nellie, who never missed a trick, watched from the depths of her armchair as Danny led his little troupe out of the Square in the direction of the river. Carrie wasn’t going with them,

  which meant she was probably going to go after Christina and have a comforting word with her. It had certainly looked to be a fair old argy-bargy between Christina and Mavis. She grunted,

  uncomfortably aware that she’d been unintentionally responsible for it.




  On the far side of the Square the front door of number four slammed hastily shut behind Kate and Leon and then, seconds later, a bedroom window was slammed down on the noise of the party and the

  curtains hurriedly closed. Nellie’s currant-black eyes gleamed. What with Charlie Robson popping the question to Harriet Godfrey, and the Vicar deciding to re-marry, and Kate and Leon so

  obviously making up for all the years they’d been apart, passion was certainly alive and kicking in Magnolia Square. The question was, when was any of it going to come her way? She cackled at

  the very thought. It would take a strong man – a very strong man indeed! Happily content at the thought of all the weddings that were to come, she let go of her balloon, watching as it gaily

  sailed high over the rooftops in the direction of the Thames.




  





  Chapter Three
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  ‘Where we goin’ to live when we’re married, ’Arriet?’ Charlie Robson, Christina’s father-in-law, asked Harriet Godfrey, Queenie padding at

  his heels. ‘Your ’ouse or mine?’




  Magnolia Square’s street party had come to a happy, exhausted conclusion. Hettie Collins’s piano had been trundled back into her parlour. Bob Giles, the Vicar, had scrupulously

  picked up all the litter that had drifted on to St Mark’s grassy island. Mavis had helped her mother and Hettie clear the trestle tables, and Daniel Collins and Albert Jennings had moved them

  away, stacking them in the church hall.




  Charlie and Harriet were now walking hand in hand over the Heath towards Blackheath Village and Charlie’s next-to-favourite pub, The Princess of Wales. The Swan, tucked tidily away at the

  bottom end of Magnolia Hill, was his favourite pub, but The Swan was a no-nonsense workmen’s pub and not the kind of watering-hole into which he could happily take Harriet, an

  ex-headmistress.




  Charlie’s question was one Harriet had been mulling over for several months, long before Charlie had even plucked up the courage to ask her to marry him. Her house, at the top end of

  Magnolia Square, was immaculate. No children had ever scuffed the furniture or frayed the carpets. Original watercolours hung in narrow gilt frames on cream-papered walls. A walnut drawleaf table

  that had been her mother’s graced the dining-room, smelling pleasantly of beeswax. A marquetry display cabinet that had been her grandmother’s held pride of place in her sitting-room.

  Her bedroom furniture was carved mahogany, her bed-linen and bedspread a pristine, lace-edged white.




  Charlie’s home, in the bottom, less salubrious half of the Square, was nearly as battered as the Lomaxes who lived next-door-but-one-to him. The dining-room was home to Charlie’s

  bicycle and the array of tools needed to keep it roadworthy. The sitting-room possessed a moquette-covered three-piece suite with sagging springs, a framed picture of King George and Queen

  Elizabeth in their coronation robes, and a wireless. The kitchen was the heart of the house, with its black-leaded fire and oven, its deal table, well-worn rag rugs and thick, blue-and-white

  striped crockery. Charlie, however, loved his home dearly, just as she loved hers. And Harriet knew that Charlie would find it as hard to feel at home living in her house as she would do living in

  his.




  ‘It’s a problem, isn’t it?’ she said, slowing her naturally inclined strides down so that she didn’t outpace him. A big man, Charlie never strode. He ambled. He

  never looked pin-neat either, as she did, though over the years she had managed to persuade him to wear his trouser belt through the loops provided for it, and to occasionally fasten a collar to

  his collar-stud. She looked across at him lovingly. She didn’t give tuppence about his shambolic appearance. He was generous-hearted, compassionate and kind, and she thought herself the

  luckiest woman in all the world that, having lived all her life as a spinster and after being retired for more years than she cared to remember, she was now on the verge of becoming his wife.




  ‘My house is too formal for you to feel comfortable in, and your house is too casual for me to feel comfortable in.’




  Charlie nodded agreement. Harriet had a wonderful way of summing things up. It came of her being educated.




  ‘And so we’ll just have to compromise,’ Harriet said, choosing her words carefully. ‘If I come to live with you, you’ll have to let me make a few changes. I

  wouldn’t want your bicycle in the dining-room for instance, and I’d want to re-decorate the sitting-room. And if you come and live with me I’ll put all my bone-china away and we

  can use your blue-and-white-crockery and—’




  ‘But where’d I put my bicycle, ’Arriet?’ Charlie asked as they skirted one of the Heath’s gorse-covered gravel-pits, and Queenie raced down one side of it and up

  the other. ‘I can’t put it in the shed. My pigeons are in the shed. And I can’t leave it propped in the back garden ’cos Billy Lomax will have his ’ands on it if I

  do.’




  ‘That’s true,’ Harriet said thoughtfully, her tweed skirt flapping a few inches above her sensibly brogued feet, a pearl necklace adding a touch of elegance to her

  raspberry-coloured twin-set. ‘And there’s another snag, Charlie.’




  Charlie looked alarmed. It wasn’t like Harriet to admit there were snags. Harriet didn’t hold with snags. Snags were something she always speedily sorted out. ‘What’s

  that, petal?’ he asked nervously. ‘It’s not the pigeons, is it? I wouldn’t want to part with my pigeons.’




  ‘Of course it isn’t the pigeons,’ Harriet said truthfully. ‘It’s something a little more awkward than that.’ She hesitated and then said gently,

  ‘It’s your Jack.’




  ‘Jack?’ Charlie’s craggy face was pathetically bewildered. ‘But Jack ain’t ’ome, ’Arriet. ’E’s in the Commandos!’




  ‘But he’s coming home, Charlie.’ Harriet steered him across the road flanking the Heath and towards the pub. ‘And soon he won’t just be home on leave.

  He’ll be demobbed and home for good. And if he comes home to find I’ve moved in he might not like it.’




  It was an understatement and Charlie knew it.




  ‘And then there’s Christina,’ Harriet said adroitly, moving in for the coup de grâce. ‘She and Jack will want to be setting up home together and they

  can’t do so at the Jenningses. Their house is packed to the rafters as it is.’




  ‘Jack wouldn’t live at the Jenningses!’ Charlie said, indignant at the very thought. ‘Why should ’e when ’e’s got a ’ome of ’is

  own?’




  This was exactly the conclusion Harriet had been steering him towards. As she seated herself at their favourite table near the door, and Queenie lay docilely down at her feet, she said

  reasonably, ‘And so Christina will be moving in with you and Jack, and if I move in as well, we’re going to be nearly as crowded as the Jenningses.’ She tucked a straying strand

  of hair back into her bun, saying tentatively, ‘And so it might be best if you moved in with me and let Christina and Jack have the house to themselves. I know they’d appreciate that,

  Charlie. And I would make my house as comfy as possible for you. After all, if we share the house it will be yours just as much as mine. And it’s always been a lonely house. With you in it,

  if won’t be lonely any longer.’




  Charlie looked down at her, a lump in his throat. Lonely? Had his Harriet really been lonely before she met him? It was hard for him to credit. She was so organized, always sitting on committees

  and such like. And yet it was he who had transformed her life. Him. Charlie Robson, ex-illiterate and ex-criminal. Well, thanks to her patient teaching he was illiterate no longer. And he

  wasn’t a criminal any longer, either.




  ‘You’re right, ’Arriet,’ he said, happy to bow to her superior judgement. ‘Jack and Christina need to set up ’ouse together, and though the government’s

  promised ’omes in plenty for men being demobbed, there’s precious few ’omes for ’eroes being built yet. And I reckon me and Queenie could settle anywhere just as long as I

  ’ave a pint mug for my char and Queenie has a bed that ain’t in a draught.’




  At his mention of Queenie, and at the thought of dog hairs on her Turkish carpets, a spasm almost of pain crossed Harriet’s face. It was quickly vanquished. Queenie was a well-behaved

  animal and she had known, right from the beginning of her friendship with Charlie, that where he went, Queenie went too. Making the ultimate sacrifice, she said, ‘Queenie can have her basket

  in the kitchen, next to the Aga. And now I think I’d like a dry sherry, Charlie. It’s been quite a day, hasn’t it? And the best bit was seeing Kate and Leon so happy together. It

  did my heart good just looking at them.’




  ‘It was wonderful to see Kate and Leon together,’ Kate’s father’s middle-aged lady-friend said as they sat drinking mugs of hot cocoa in her little

  terraced house in Greenwich. ‘I expect there’ll be a wedding now, just as soon as one can be arranged.’




  Carl Voigt nodded, his rimless spectacle lenses glinting in the light of the small gas-lamp she had lit when dusk had fallen. ‘Though it won’t be a white wedding,’ he said with

  a small, sad smile.




  Ellen Pierce’s eyes widened slightly. Carl had never spoken to her of Leon’s West Indian blood, and it was totally unlike him to make a dry joke of it, especially when the joke hung

  on the hook of his daughter’s wedding.




  ‘Does it matter so much to you?’ she asked in deep concern. ‘Because if it does, you must remember that it could have been far worse. Leon might have been a black American

  serviceman, not a black British serviceman, and then where would you have been? He would have taken Kate to America, and she and the children would be living in Pennsylvania or Virginia or

  Alabama—’ She broke off, aware that he was staring at her in blank perplexity. ‘It was Leon’s skin colour you were referring to, wasn’t it?’ she asked,

  suddenly unsure and feeling desperately awkward.
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