

  


  [image: cover]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.







    

       

    




    Carol Rivers, whose family comes from the Isle of Dogs, East London, now lives in Dorset. East End Angel is her seventh novel.




    

       

    




    Also by Carol Rivers




    Lizzie of Langley Street


    Rose of Ruby Street


    Connie of Kettle Street


    Bella of Bow Street


    Lily of Love Lane


    Eve of the Isle




    

      [image: titlepage]


    




    

       

    




    First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster, 2010


    This edition first published by Pocket Books, 2010


    An imprint of Simon & Schuster UK


    A CBS company




    Copyright © Carol Rivers, 2010




    This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


    No reproduction without permission.


    ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.


    Pocket Books & Design is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster




    The right of Carol Rivers to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.




    Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


    1st Floor


    222 Gray’s Inn Road


    London WC1X 8HB




    www.simonandschuster.co.uk




    Simon & Schuster Australia


    Sydney




    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




    ISBN: 978-1-84739-842-0


    eBook ISBN: 978-1-84983-188-8




    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




    Typeset by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh


     Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Cox & Wyman




    

       

    




    East End Angel, my seventh book, is dedicated to Joe and Esta, Wendy, Jason, Ella and Jessica, and Vicki and Terry, with all my love.




    

       

    




    To Maxine, Emma, Gráinne and everyone at Simon & Schuster, a big, big thank, you. To Dorothy Lumley, once more and with heart, thank you. And to my dear Chris, for your hard work online, thank you. And Kate, I haven’t forgotten that it all began with you.




    For the many online resources I have used to help me bring East End Angel to life, I am so grateful. To the wonderful Ali, Ade and Nathan, you’re fab! To my Facebook friends, Diane Allen, Janine Pulford and the indefatigable mags4you, to the ever supportive Judith and musical wizard Steve Harrison, and to Kate Flynn–my thanks and affection.




    For Jill at Gladys Court for reading over and over again, to my very first readers Jacqueline Richards and Pamela Burridge, to the amazing Daisy Woodward and Eve Hostettler of the Island Trust and to the Romantic Novelists’ Association (RNA), which keeps authors in touch with everything writerly and works so hard to sustain us, this is my opportunity to thank you for everything.




    And lastly to you, to the readers of Rivers novels everywhere, the biggest thanks of all!




  



    

       

    




    Part One




    

       

    




    Chapter 1




    June 1941, Isle of Dogs, East London




    Pearl’s breath caught in her throat as, through the parted blackout curtains, she saw a tall figure standing outside the house. Dressed in naval uniform and wearing an officer’s peaked cap, he smiled at her sister, Ruby, who hurried out to him.




    Even before he swept off the cap and tucked it under his arm in order to greet Ruby in a warm embrace, Pearl had recognized Ricky Winters. Looking twice as handsome in uniform as ever he had in civvy street, he pulled Ruby close as she went on tiptoe to kiss him.




    Pearl kept her eyes fixed on the couple, hoping there was some mistake. But with every movement of his body, a physique that still had the power to turn her knees to jelly, it became clear to Pearl that Ruby and Ricky were an item. Struggling for breath, Pearl’s trembling fingers found their way to the soft satin folds of her dress, reminding her that this was her wedding day.




    ‘You all right, sweetheart?’ It was her husband’s deep voice that brought her back to the present and Pearl swung round to look into Jim Nesbitt’s concerned blue eyes. The deep crease between his fair eyebrows and shock of sandy hair, which had been cut rather too short, were a reassuring sight. All she wanted to do was throw her arms around him and tell him how much she loved him.




    ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she nodded. ‘Just nervous, that’s all. Well, s’pose I should be; a girl don’t get married every day, does she?’




    Pearl felt the sweat bead her top lip as a thousand questions rushed through her mind, all for Ruby, who hadn’t said a word about seeing Ricky. With an effort, she listened to the conversation between Jim and her mother, who had come to join them. Amy Jenkins was very fond of her new son-in-law and between them they were in raptures over the wonderful service.




    The church ceremony had been everything Pearl could have desired. Even the little things she would remember, like the cut on Jim’s chin that he’d made with the razor as he’d rushed to dress this morning. The sight of it had prompted her to reach up and kiss him as they’d stood waiting to sign the register. Quietly she’d teased him at the tightness of his white collar and tie. In wartime, it was make do and mend, and Jim wasn’t a fussy dresser though he always looked smart. His major expense had been her solid gold wedding ring, and Pearl’s heart gave a little flutter as she gazed at her finger. Not a two-bob piece of tin from Woolworths, but a solid gold band from up West. They hadn’t had time for an engagement, though Jim had told her he’d buy her an eternity ring after they were married. They’d make a Saturday afternoon trip of it and go round all the best jewellers.




    Pearl’s gaze softened as she thought how lucky she was to have a husband in a reserved job. His engineering skills had exempted him from the call-up. She would never have the heartbreak of seeing him go off to war like so many other brides. And when they’d walked down the aisle and out of the church, Jim had found her hand and squeezed it, telling her with his eyes how much he loved her and would always be with her.




    There was no confetti but there were pats on the back and cheers, and Ruby, looking a picture in her blue bridesmaid’s dress, waving madly from the church porch. Had she been waiting for Ricky then?




    Pearl was suddenly aware that Jim and her mother were staring at her. ‘Think I might get a breath of fresh air,’ she stammered, adjusting her veil. ‘Matter of fact I wouldn’t mind taking this off. It’s hanging on by a wing and a prayer.’




    ‘Give her a hand, son, will you? Take her out to the yard for a breather.’ Amy Jenkins clasped Jim’s arm with affection. ‘Her dad and me will hold the fort till everyone else comes. We sent the car back to fetch your mum and then me sister and Syd’s brother. The others will have to walk, but it’s not far from the church. Then when you come in we can start on the food and drink.’




    Jim nodded obligingly. ‘I could do with a smoke an’ all.’ His eyes twinkled as he slipped his arm around Pearl’s waist. ‘And a little cuddle with me wife.’




    ‘Talk about young love!’ Amy nervously patted the collar of her dove-grey suit. ‘Off you two go and make the most of a few minutes of peace. And that reminds me, if there is a raid, God forbid, I’ve put a few things in the Anderson to tide you two lovebirds over: a couple of blankets, the new oil lamp and a flask. All you’d have to take with you is a few nibbles from the table. The rest of us would go to the public shelter, but I really don’t think we’ll be put to the trouble.’ A sigh escaped her lips as she added hesitantly, ‘I don’t wish Jerry on me worst enemy but now Moscow is their new target, the bombers ain’t such a danger to us.’




    Jim nodded emphatically. ‘Winnie warned ’em, didn’t he? Now they know a leopard don’t change its spots, especially one as bloodthirsty as Hitler. But you’re right, Mrs Jenkins, for me and Pearl it was perfect timing.’




    Everyone was relieved the Luftwaffe was busy elsewhere. The past nine months of Blitz had almost taken the heart out of the city. On 11 May the Luftwaffe had returned to Germany leaving London shattered and burning after the heaviest raid ever. And it was then that Pearl had decided she was going to grab every ounce of happiness she could for the future, including accepting Jim Nesbitt’s proposal of marriage. Yet now, on what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life, it was not the German bombers that Pearl was most afraid of but someone much closer to home.




    ‘Anyway, we ain’t going to think about the war today,’ her mother decided, resuming her bright smile and patting her short fair hair, curled overnight to within an inch of its life. ‘This is your special day, my loves, and no one, not even Adolf, is going to spoil it!’




    As she hustled them through the kitchen Pearl made up her mind that somehow she had to prepare Jim for Ricky’s appearance. It was on the cards that Ruby would invite him in. Ricky wasn’t a stranger to Jim, as the two men were the same age – twenty-eight. Both had been members of the Dockland Settlement Club, a meeting place for the youth of the Isle of Dogs, and it was where, at sixteen, she had first met Jim, a keen rower and swimmer, and much in demand on the dance floor.




    ‘Blimey, your dad opening a scrap yard?’ Jim’s voice brought her back to the moment as they walked into the backyard. ‘Reckon this place needs a bit of a tidy.’




    Pearl smiled wistfully. Those were her mum’s sentiments entirely. The Blitz had given Syd an excuse to be his natural disorderly self, and as Pearl gazed round, she felt a deep affection for her dad. She was so lucky to have a husband who thought the world of his father-in-law.




    Suddenly Jim’s strong hand grabbed hers as he pulled her into the shade of the Anderson. A few dandelions, sprouting from the turf on the shelter roof, scattered their seeds around them. ‘Fairies’, she and Ruby had called them as kids. The sky above was as blue as Jim’s eyes and the only reminder of war were the silvery barrage balloons floating high above the island.




    ‘Here, let’s take this off.’ Jim’s gruff voice was filled with tenderness as he lifted the yellowing veil from her shoulders. Pausing, he smiled as she slid out the tiny pins that held the headdress in place. The whole ensemble, from the long, invisibly darned veil to the even more re-upholstered white dress, had been her mother’s and safely preserved in a bottom drawer. Altered overnight to meet the demands of a 1941 fashion-conscious young woman, it had graced Pearl’s slender five foot eight inches with elegance. And in wartime, when silk was almost unobtainable, the dress, old as it was, had proved a treasure.




    ‘There, that better?’ He tipped up her chin. ‘Do you know how much I love you, Mrs N?’




    His words felt like a dagger to her heart. ‘Jim, there’s something I have to tell you.’




    He laughed. ‘It’s too late to change your mind now. You ain’t Pearl Jenkins any longer, you’re Mrs Nesbitt and, left up to me, will remain so till we pop our clogs.’ Pearl swallowed on the lump in her throat at his words of love as he took her hands. ‘I want you to know you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, sweetheart. I want the world to know it. If I could shout it from the rooftops I would.’




    ‘You’d be lucky to find a roof that ain’t been bombed,’ she teased, but saw the hurt on his face.




    ‘I’m not much good at expressing meself, am I?’




    ‘Oh, Jim, you’re the best.’




    ‘It’s all up here.’ He tapped his head. ‘But it don’t come out right. I want to say things about your eyes, like they’re the greenest I ever seen. Emerald, they are, like them big fields in the country. Yeah, that’s it – that’s what your eyes remind me of – fresh air and little houses with straw roofs.’ He held her face between his hands, smoothing his rough thumbs over her cheeks. ‘And then there’s your nose. It turns up a bit at the end, gives you this ladylike look till it does a twitch just before you start nagging me.’ He laughed self-consciously, clearing his throat as his hands slid down over her shoulders. ‘I want to say so much. I just wish I had the old dickybirds to say it.’




    Pearl fought back the tears. ‘You don’t need words, Jim. You’re . . . everything to me, everything.’




    For a moment they were silent, content with their world and the thought of their future together. Pearl couldn’t bring herself to spoil it. Why should she? This was a day she wanted to remember, a day that she could tell her children about.




    Jim cleared his throat. ‘It’s hard to believe it was the bombing that brought us together. The Blitz, I ask you! Who would have thought you’d have got a job with the council, same as me? Monday, September the second it was, five days before the raids started. There you was as I walked in your office, the girl of me dreams, sitting at this desk all prim and proper, bashing away at them keys and you didn’t hardly look up. But I knew it was you all right. Pearl Jenkins, little sweet sixteen, who’d stolen me heart all them years ago, then ’eartlessly given me the order of the boot.’




    ‘Jim! I never did!’




    ‘Well, a tap on the arse then.’




    ‘I was young,’ she fumbled, the dark spectre of Ricky overshadowing her again. ‘I didn’t even know you fancied me.’ She had given the cold shoulder to Jim even though she hadn’t wanted to hurt his feelings, but had never explained the reason. Why, dear God, on this day of all days, was she having to face this part of her past she would rather forget?




    ‘You was too good for me then, just like you are now,’ Jim said earnestly, bringing a cry of protest from her throat. But once more he stopped her from speaking. ‘It’s true, you could have had anyone you wanted, you was so pretty. All the blokes were after you, I didn’t ever get a look-in. But I’ll tell you something for nothing. You was not nearly as lovely then as you are now.’




    A tear wrestled its way down her cheek and he frowned in confusion. ‘Hold on a minute. What have I gone and said now?’




    ‘Nothing. I’m just happy.’




    ‘Blimey, what do you do when you’re down in the dumps?’




    Pearl couldn’t help but smile. Jim’s easy humour was one of the things she loved and admired so much. Her husband held her close, managing to entangle himself with her veil. Clumsily he attempted to unravel her long blonde hair that had been swept up into a glossy roll and pinned under the lace. His big hands, those of a hard-working engineer, were no match for the delicate arrangement, and Pearl’s own fingers reached up to intervene. As she lifted her arms, his eyes went hungrily down to the swell of her breasts. Suddenly he brought her against him in an embrace, pressing his mouth hard over hers and kissing her passionately. Pearl responded, and when they finally broke apart, they were both breathing hard.




    ‘Jim, you do love me, don’t you?’




    ‘Now what sort of question is that? Ain’t you heard a word I’ve been saying?’




    ‘It’s just that we’ve only had a few months to get to know each other again. With the bombing, we’ve not had much time for ourselves.’




    ‘Couldn’t agree more,’ he nodded. ‘And starting from now you’ve got me undivided attention.’




    She put her hands round his neck. ‘I really do love you, Jim.’




    ‘Does that mean we can have another cuddle?’




    She smiled, clutching his arms so hard that he made a face.




    ‘Blimey, you’re tough for such a little thing.’




    ‘I just want you to know that I’ve never wanted anything more than to be your wife.’




    He licked his dry lips. ‘Say that again Pearl, ’cos I wanna remember those words all me life.’




    She whispered it again, never more grateful for the fact that their love had grown out of friendship and trust. Unlike her past experience, this was a love that was whole and healthy. Her husband would come home every day for his dinner, play with his kids and would be faithful. The kind of man her dad was. A man of all seasons, her mum said. Spring, summer, winter and autumn alike, Syd Jenkins never missed a night in his own bed cuddling up to his wife. And when his boilermaker’s job had allowed, he’d walked his two young daughters to school in the morning and given them each a kiss goodbye at the school gates. That was just the kind of husband and father Jim would make, and as Pearl felt Jim’s strong, warm body close to hers, she knew she had made the right choice.




    ‘Come on, you can do better than that, Mrs N,’ Jim prompted, his fingers fumbling not in her hair but at the tiny buttons between her breasts.




    ‘Jim, Mum’s in the kitchen. She could be out at any moment. She only told you to take me veil off, nothing else,’ Pearl teased.




    He let go of her instantly. ‘Blimey, you know how to kill a man’s ardour, gel.’




    ‘There’ll be plenty of time tonight.’




    ‘All right, I’ll be a good boy.’ His sparkling blue eyes told her that he was, as always, prepared to do anything to make her happy. And that included waiting until after they were married to make love. She hoped and prayed that he would be so passionate in his need that he would never ever guess that things were not as he assumed.




    If Pearl had been her usual happy-go-lucky self, she would have seen that rationing hadn’t noticeably limited the spread that her mum and dad had put on for the guests. She would also have remembered that the black market butter for the baps and sandwiches, and the cucumber and cheese that were virtually unobtainable in wartime, were all courtesy of Jim’s ingenuity. Nor was there any sign of the Spam that haunted the larders of working-class Britain. For Jim had worked a miracle with his mates at the works canteen. But Pearl wasn’t aware of the wedding breakfast being greedily devoured by their guests. Nor was she listening to the non-stop verbal from her aunty May and her husband, Ron, with their teenage daughters, Betty and Jane. Nor could she have said exactly what comments had passed between her and Aunty Till and Uncle Ted, her dad’s brother and his family, now living in Barking. As for her friends from school, Laurie Smart and Sheila Barton, and Moira Bush from work, she’d been in a daze when she’d spoken to them.




    When would Ruby and Ricky walk in?




    The answer came as Ruby appeared in the hall. Behind her stood a tall figure in uniform. Pearl felt Jim’s body tense. Slowly his hand lowered the mug of ale that seconds before had been glued to his lips.




    ‘Christ, Pearl, is that who I think it is?’ His tone was one of disbelief. Pearl closed her eyes in distress. When she opened them, his face had washed a ghostly grey. Then, sensing the fact that she was not as shocked as he was, he demanded, ‘What’s he doing here?’




    But Ruby was there before Pearl could reply. Throwing herself into Jim’s arms, she hugged him. ‘I’ve got meself a brother-in-law at last!’




    Jim was silent as Ruby stood back. ‘You both remember Ricky, don’t you? From the club?’




    Pearl glanced at her husband and searched his face. She knew that the two men had always competed fiercely at sport and there had been no love lost between them. Jim had been popular amongst his team mates but not so Ricky, a loner, though Jim had never possessed any of Ricky’s smooth charm, which had seemed to set him apart from the others and had turned all the female heads.




    ‘You could say we were acquaintances, yes,’ Jim muttered coldly.




    ‘It’s been a long time,’ Ricky nodded. ‘Congratulations.’ His eloquent tone had Pearl’s heart banging against her ribs as his gaze travelled slowly towards her.




    ‘You two was much older than us,’ burst out Ruby, seemingly unaware of the tension. ‘I was only just left school when you rowed for the club, Ricky. Pearl, you must’ve been what – sixteen?’




    Pearl nodded. ‘Yes, about that.’




    ‘We used to watch the boys in the gym, remember?’ Ruby giggled, nudging Pearl’s arm. ‘Those other two girls liked a good gander through the window too. That Stella Burns and her mate. They was always throwing themselves at anything in trousers. Dunno what happened to her. Someone said she got . . .’ Ruby looked embarrassed. ‘Anyway, that was a long time ago now, but how strange that me and Ricky met up at the pictures again? Remember that film Captain Fury we saw last year, Pearl? Well, it was showing again a few weeks ago and Ricky was on a weekend’s leave with one of his mates. I was with Irene Naylor from work. Don’t know how he recognized me but it was that flashy gold band on his arm that caught my eye.’




    Pearl had already noted the sub-lieutenant’s gold braid and it was clear that Jim had too.




    ‘So you’ve joined the reserves?’ Jim said icily.




    ‘The Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve,’ Ricky corrected in the same tone.




    ‘Yeah, the Wavy Navy,’ sneered Jim, and Pearl cringed at the derogatory expression.




    She was not surprised when Ricky retorted, ‘And you, Jim? No uniform?’




    ‘You better help yourselves to something to eat before it’s all gone,’ Pearl suggested quickly, giving Ruby a little nudge.




    ‘Good idea,’ Ruby nodded as she slid her hand through Ricky’s arm. ‘And I want to introduce Ricky to Mum and Dad. Dunno if they’d remember him, but they might.’




    But when they were alone, Jim turned on Pearl. ‘What did you do that for? I can speak up for meself.’




    ‘I didn’t do anything.’ Pearl was shaken. ‘And don’t bite me head off, Jim. I was only telling them about the food.’




    ‘They could see the grub clearly enough, couldn’t they? There’s enough to feed the five thousand. Didn’t you see he was having a go at me? And I certainly don’t need you to fight me battles.’




    ‘You started it, Jim,’ Pearl retaliated. ‘Saying about the Wavy Navy.’




    ‘Are you taking his side?’




    Pearl went scarlet. ‘Course not. But I don’t want a row on me wedding day.’




    ‘Wedding or not,’ growled Jim, ‘I’m fed up with every Tom, Dick and Harry thinking a man in civvies has no backbone. It’s people like Winters that get me goat. A bloody reservist, I ask you! They think they’re God’s gift to the country. And what the heck is he doing here anyway?’




    Pearl shrugged dismissively. ‘I’ve no idea.’




    ‘You didn’t know she was seeing him?’




    ‘No, she never said.’ Pearl wondered why her sister had not told her about Ricky. They spoke about everything and had shared the same room since they were kids. They’d gone to the same school, had the same friends and only gone their separate ways when Pearl started her job in the council offices. Later, Ruby had joined Brewer’s, the wholesalers on the wharf. When war broke out, Brewer’s was requisitioned by the War Office and Ruby had stayed on and joined the assembly line. Ruby was her best friend. They had no secrets, except, it seemed, for Ricky.




    ‘Well,’ continued Jim irritably, ‘she should have said she was bringing a guest. It took us a month of Sundays to sort out who was coming and who wasn’t.’




    Pearl thought it unwise to correct him. But it was her mum and dad who’d written all the invitations and arranged the wedding. Oh, they’d got a nod out of Jim now and then, but he’d been too busy at work after the bombing to take much part in the preparations. As for Mrs Nesbitt, sitting in her ivory tower and sniffing at most of their plans, well, they wouldn’t have been married today if it had been up to her.




    ‘Don’t let’s get upset over nothing,’ Pearl said softly.




    ‘Nothing it might be to you, Pearl, but turning up at me wedding without an invite is a bloody big insult to me.’ He stiffened his shoulders. ‘But what’s done is done, I suppose. Anyway, I’m going over to talk to Mum. She wasn’t feeling too bright this morning. Kept going on about Pride Place and how it would be cheaper to live with her.’




    ‘Oh, Jim,’ Pearl sighed heavily, ‘we’ve been over all that before.’




    ‘I know. I know. Anyway, she’s on her own. Sitting there like a bloody wallflower.’




    ‘I’ll come over in a minute.’




    Jim cast her a grudging smile. Pearl watched him make his way across the room to sit by his mother, clad in her widow’s weeds, perched stiffly on a wooden chair by the window. Pearl knew that this day must be a lost battle for her. Jim had refused her offer of their living with her when Pearl had found the rooms above a corner shop in Pride Place. It needed doing up but it wasn’t far from her parents in Roper’s Way. And Jim would have done anything to win her, including finding them a home of their own.




    Pearl watched as Jim tried to jolly along the conversation. The going was tough. Mrs Nesbitt’s face was easy to read. How could her son have been so unwise as to marry beneath him, marry a person whose family lived in Roper’s Way, a three-up, two-down terrace blackened by the chimneys of the Millwall factories and within spitting distance of the nearest public house? Her son was destined for far greater things in life. Jim’s dad had been an engineer also. His job had brought ownership of their detached house in Villa Road. Their neighbours hadn’t been costermongers or dockers, but piano-playing spinsters and retired businessmen.




    A smile touched Pearl’s lips as more guests filled the room and Jim and his mother were lost to sight. Marrying into the Jenkins family was one fight that Jim had won, but it was clear there would be many more ahead. Pearl was still smiling at the thought when there was a light touch on her arm.




    Her heart jumped as she turned and gazed into the dark eyes of Ricky Winters.




    

       

    




    Chapter 2




    Ricky smiled and time stood still. Pearl thought how the naval uniform gave him an authority he hadn’t possessed before, a dangerous attribute for someone already as self-possessed and arrogant as he.




    ‘Could we talk?’ he asked.




    ‘There’s nothing to say,’ Pearl shrugged, glancing quickly round to see if she was being observed.




    ‘I’d like to explain why I’m here.’




    ‘I don’t want to know,’ Pearl answered, shifting her position so that she was well hidden.




    ‘Pearl, I completely understand, I really do. But I’d like to put the past behind us. I know it’s a lot to ask. But for Ruby’s sake I think we should.’




    She could hardly believe he’d said that. ‘You’ve got a damn cheek, Ricky!’




    ‘Please – give me another chance.’




    ‘What for? A chance to do to Ruby what you did to me?’




    ‘I know how bitter you must feel—’




    ‘You don’t know anything,’ Pearl retorted, her mouth dry and cheeks hot. ‘You’ve got a nerve to say that on me wedding day!’




    ‘Please don’t get upset. I only want to see you happy.’




    ‘Then leave. Tell Ruby you have to go somewhere. Tell her a lie, if you have to. You’re good at those.’




    He looked at her with dark intensity. ‘I admit I deserved that – once – and I’ve lived to regret every moment of deceiving you. But time’s gone by and I’ve changed. I’m not the man you once knew.’




    Pearl shook her head slowly. ‘You expect me to believe that?’




    His black eyelashes fluttered on his handsome cheeks. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’




    Pearl swallowed tightly. ‘I don’t even know why I’m standing here listening to you. You lied to me and it wasn’t just once, it was time and again. Until you got found out.’




    ‘They weren’t lies. Not real lies meant to hurt,’ he protested. ‘I didn’t mean to let you down. It was that stupid girl Stella Burns – she was the cause of the trouble, and I couldn’t make you see, you were so young.’




    ‘Yes, I was,’ Pearl nodded, her green eyes filled with regret. ‘And I trusted you, believed you. Now, please, Ricky, go away and stay out of my sister’s life too.’




    ‘But, Pearl, I think too much of Ruby to make the same mistake again.’




    ‘Get out, Ricky.’




    ‘Not before I tell you my side of things.’




    She pushed past him, but he caught her arm. ‘Please, I’m begging you, Pearl. Could we go somewhere quieter? For Ruby’s sake, if not for your own. And if you don’t like what you hear, then I promise, you won’t ever see me again.’




    His grip was firm and Pearl glanced around anxiously, knowing that she would have to do as he asked or they would draw attention. Reluctantly she nodded and, making her way through the crowd, she slipped quietly out into the hall.




    ‘What did you mean, for Ruby’s sake?’ she demanded as she spun round and found him behind her, his dark eyes full of urgency.




    ‘I’m falling in love, Pearl.’




    ‘What?’




    ‘I mean it. Ruby’s good for me – uncomplicated . . . a breath of fresh air in my life, and I know I can make her happy.’




    ‘But you’ve only just started taking her out.’




    ‘I know what I want now and if I’d not been such a fool, I would have known when you and I were together that I should have settled down and married you. I regret losing you, but I can’t turn back the clock.’




    Pearl shook her head in disbelief. ‘And you’re saying you’re in love with Ruby?’




    ‘Yes, I believe I am.’ He paused. ‘Pearl, does Jim know about us?’




    Pearl felt her legs go weak. ‘That’s none of your business.’




    He smiled. ‘Neither does Ruby. So isn’t it in our mutual interest to be friends? I mean, we love two people very dearly – we wouldn’t want them hurt just as we no longer want to be hurt. Doesn’t that make sense?’




    When she didn’t reply he continued, ‘And you won’t be seeing much of me anyway.’ He looked down at his hands, twisting them together and flexing his fingers. ‘You see, I’m expecting a posting. We’ve already been kitted out with cold weather gear.’ His eyes met hers. ‘No doubt we’ll be part of the Atlantic runs to Archangel and Murmansk. The chances are . . . well, need I say more?’ His smile was suddenly forced. ‘Ruby may never see me again if my luck doesn’t hold out.’




    Pearl knew all too well of the many British lives that had been lost at sea during the war so far. The newspapers and wireless broadcasts told frequently of the tragic losses in the icy, U-boat-filled North Atlantic, and she could see the fear in his eyes, despite his smile. For one brief moment she felt hope that he too might suffer such a fate and then in the next, a deep guilt that she could ever think such a thing.




    He nodded slowly as if reading her thoughts. ‘If I don’t get through, then for you, nothing is lost. This conversation, my reappearance in your life, will be just a memory . . . but let me assure you of this: my feelings for Ruby are sincere and if I should return, I would consider myself the luckiest man on earth if she will have me.’ He held out his arm and the wavy gold band glittered. Without warning, he took her hand. ‘Pearl, let’s agree that this is for the good of the people we—’




    ‘What the blazes?’ Jim’s voice cracked in the air. He leaped towards them and crashed with Ricky into the banister. He had Ricky by the shoulders and pushed him into the kitchen. Ricky’s oath was audible as he broke his fall on the table. Syd and Ruby rushed out from the front room.




    ‘What’s going on?’ Syd demanded.




    ‘Nothing, Dad, nothing!’ Pearl protested as she pulled Jim back.




    ‘It was just horseplay,’ muttered Ricky, putting distance between himself and Jim as he straightened his tie.




    Pearl held on to Jim’s arm and felt him shaking. The anger in his eyes and his clenched fists made her very frightened.




    Ricky put his arm around Ruby. ‘Perhaps we should step out for a breath of fresh air,’ he said and, with a wary glance at Jim, took Ruby through the front door.




    Syd frowned at his son-in-law as they stood in the kitchen. ‘You all right, Jim?’




    Jim nodded. ‘Yes,’ he muttered, shrugging his jacket back into position across his shoulders. ‘Sorry about that, Mr Jenkins.’




    Syd’s smile returned as he slapped Jim on the back. ‘It’s a wedding, ain’t it? And a wedding ain’t complete without a bit of a dust-up.’ He turned to his daughter. ‘You’ve got a honeymoon waiting for you, gel; your mother’s just gone out to tie me old boots on the bumper. So hurry on upstairs and get on your glad rags.’




    Pearl did as her father said, but she felt sick inside. Her dad had managed to restore calm but she knew Jim’s temper was simmering very close to the surface.




    Pearl sat in the passenger seat of their borrowed car as Jim drove them to Margate. She had dressed hurriedly in her new green suit and had abandoned her plan of a Veronica Lake hairstyle before rushing back downstairs.




    Why had Jim attacked Ricky? He hadn’t spoken since they’d left the island. His jaw was set and his gaze fixed on the road.




    Instead of her enjoying the scenery, the ugly scene replayed itself in her mind. What had her dad really thought? If only Jim hadn’t lost his temper.




    Pearl gazed out of the window. She wanted to enjoy her honeymoon. It was a once-in-a-lifetime occasion and she and Jim should be laughing, enjoying themselves and excited at the prospect of their wedding night.




    ‘Let’s stop,’ Pearl said after a while, ‘and have a cup of tea in one of them little shops.’




    ‘Time’s getting on,’ Jim replied, not even looking at her.




    Pearl felt desperate. A honeymoon in Margate and a whole week to be with each other. Jim had spared no expense to make her happy. And now he wasn’t even speaking to her.




    ‘Jim, I’m sorry about what happened.’




    ‘What were you doing alone with him?’




    ‘He was just saying he wished us the best.’




    ‘It looked more than that to me.’




    ‘Well, it wasn’t. Jim, what’s got into you?’




    He looked at her and the anger still oozed from his face. ‘I don’t trust that bastard.’




    She put her hand on his arm. ‘I know. But don’t let it spoil our honeymoon. Let’s forget about everything except us.’




    ‘The man’s a philanderer,’ Jim continued heatedly. ‘A rogue. Just because he’s got himself a uniform he thinks he’s bloody Clark Gable. He’s not changed from what he was, full of codswallop and the women daft enough to fall for it.’




    ‘Is that reason enough to hit him?’




    ‘In my book, a man looks after his own right from day one. And that’s just what I was doing. I’m sorry I caused a rumpus, but he deserved all he got and more.’




    ‘Can we forget it now?’ Pearl had never seen this side of Jim. He was like a dog with a bone; he wouldn’t let go of his dislike of Ricky. He was such an easy-going man usually, and this seemed very out of character. She pouted miserably. ‘You haven’t even said how I look.’




    He gave her a brief smile. ‘You look lovely. You always do.’




    Pearl was deep in thought as they continued their journey; she didn’t want to think of Ricky, or Jim’s reaction to him, but she couldn’t help but wonder if Ricky had really been telling her the truth. Could he be falling in love with Ruby? But all she wanted to do now was to enjoy the wonderful things that were happening to her and Jim.




    She thought of the clothes she had brought with her. Even though there was a war on, she had managed to buy underwear that was soft and feminine. Her shoes had taken for ever to find. They were a soft green and very expensive, from the Co-op. She would never have had enough coupons if her mum and Ruby hadn’t saved up theirs too. With a wonderful week ahead of her, there was so much to look forward to. Slowly a curl of excitement began in her stomach.




    Half an hour later they reached Bay View, the hotel that Jim had chosen. It had a pretty pink door and brown tiled roof, and looked so romantic that Pearl wanted to cry. Taking a deep breath, she waited for Jim to open the door of the car, her heart beating fast with excitement.




    Pearl lay in bed beside Jim, staring at the shadows reflected through the lace. The blackout curtains were still parted; she hadn’t the heart to pull them together. The sky was studded with stars and the smell of salt and seaweed blew in through the open window. Pearl thought how wonderful tonight was. She had felt a thrill as Jim signed the register for them as a married couple. He had even arranged flowers to be in the room with a message on them: ‘To My Darling Wife. These flowers aren’t as beautiful as you. Love forever, Jim.’ After a delicious fish-and-chip supper they had come up to their room. But now her nerves were getting the better of her, for she knew the time had come when they would make love and she wanted it to be perfect. Ever since Jim had asked her to marry him, the niggling thoughts of her past with Ricky had preyed on her mind. She wasn’t a virgin, as Jim expected her to be. Would he know or was it possible for her to pretend during their lovemaking? What if he suspected that it wasn’t her first time?




    In the moonlight she saw his face. It was filled with tenderness. ‘I love you, Pearl. I’m sorry about nearly spoiling our day.’ He brought her into his arms and kissed her passionately. ‘Don’t be nervous, sweetheart. I won’t hurt you.’




    He began to slide down her nightdress straps. Oh God, please don’t let him guess, she prayed. She loved him so much that, to her, he was the only man she had ever been with. And the only man she would ever want. His lovemaking was wonderful, slow and tender, and then as he entered her, she gave a gasp. Her mind seemed to fly away, her body shuddered and together they lost themselves, uniting in a shared joy.




    When it was over, Pearl held his strong body tightly. Had he guessed anything? But he took her in his arms and kissed her, telling her how beautiful she was and making her thrill all over again.




    When he had fallen asleep and Pearl lay contentedly beside him, she understood for the first time what it was like to feel truly satisfied. When Ricky had first taken her, she had been too young to know that he was an inconsiderate lover, and the feelings of emptiness afterwards were down to Ricky’s selfish and uncaring actions. Jim’s gentle coaxing and tender passion were all that any woman could want. She felt fulfilled and wanted, unlike before, when Ricky had taken what he wanted, leaving her feeling ashamed and guilty.




    As Jim stirred, she nestled closely against his warm skin and tried not to let the thoughts taunt her. Why was Ricky still on her mind? The thought of him with Ruby made her feel sick. Had Ruby given herself to him already? Pearl shuddered yet again. Ruby hadn’t even mentioned they’d been going out together. Was it because the wedding had come between them? Perhaps it was her fault, she should have taken more interest in Ruby lately. Pearl closed her eyes as if to try to squeeze out the vision of her sister in his arms. Ricky had insisted he’d changed, that he was a different man. Had meeting Ruby changed him? Could that be true?




    Finally sleep came, but her dreams were filled with shadows.




    

       

    




    Chapter 3




    Jim was asleep when Pearl woke. One arm was flung across her, the tiny hairs that grew over his muscles gleaming gold in the early morning sun, the blackout curtains still undrawn. Pearl lay still for a moment, remembering every second of their lovemaking. This was what true love was about: two people becoming one; something she thought was an impossible dream.




    Carefully she moved his arm to one side. Slowly she stood up on the warm, thick carpet, a true luxury after the linoleum at Roper’s Way. She took her wraparound cotton gown from the chair and slid it on. Every inch of her seemed to glow as she walked to the window. Their lovemaking had been wonderful, with whispered words of love so sweet and tender that Pearl felt sure he couldn’t have guessed that he wasn’t her first man.




    She jumped guiltily as a pair of strong arms slid round her. ‘Who’s an early bird then?’




    She nestled into his chest, hiding her suddenly hot cheeks. ‘I tried not to wake you.’




    ‘I knew you wasn’t there, even in me sleep.’




    ‘That’s a lovely thing to say.’ She slid her hands over his strong shoulders and round his neck.




    ‘What were you thinking? Looked as though you were out there, on the blue horizon.’




    ‘Isn’t the sea wonderful?’




    ‘Dunno. Not till we swim in it.’




    She laughed. ‘Didn’t bring me swimming costume.’




    ‘You don’t need one. Not for me.’




    ‘Jim!’




    He pulled her against him. ‘Come back to bed, Pearly-girl.’




    ‘What about breakfast?’




    ‘I’ve got mine.’ He began to nibble at her neck.




    She giggled as she wanted him all over again. ‘Breakfast’s in with the price.’




    ‘So am I.’




    They laughed as he threaded his hands through her tangled blonde hair. ‘We’ve got all day for . . .’ She trailed off as he lifted her into his arms.




    They fell on the bed and soon she was naked.




    When Jim had asked her to marry him on Saturday 17 May, at exactly half-past two in the afternoon as they were walking in Island Gardens, she’d accepted without hesitation. And now here she was, married and so happy. She’d never forget that day. ‘I love you so much, Jim.’




    ‘And I love you.’




    ‘Now I don’t want to get up.’ She wrapped herself round him. ‘Let’s stay here all day.’




    ‘Thought you wanted breakfast?’




    ‘I’ve got you.’




    He laughed, tilting her chin. ‘Every time I look in your eyes, I lose me train of thought. Me brain goes to mush.’




    Pearl giggled. ‘What if the siren goes?’




    ‘We’ll pretend we didn’t hear it.’




    Pearl thought she would be happy to die in Jim’s arms. But for now she wanted to forget the rest of the world. And she knew that Jim did too.




    ‘See that old pile of rubbish?’ said the clippie, who wore a man’s uniform, issuing their tickets with a little ‘ting’ on her machine. ‘It was one of our best cinemas until September last year. All art deco and pink and gold inside. Then, in the blink of an eye, it was gone.’




    Pearl looked down at the half-demolished building from the top floor of the bus. ‘What a shame.’




    She clutched Jim’s hand as they sat side by side enjoying the sun’s heat shining through the window. She had worn a cardigan over her frock as she had got sunburned yesterday on the beach. Jim, who didn’t like the sand much, had sat on a deckchair with a handkerchief tied over his head. He’d laughed as she’d paddled at the water’s edge and got the hem of her dress all wet. Today they had taken the circular bus tour to Broadstairs. It cost only one and six and if there was a raid, the clippie announced, the driver would pull over and everyone must run to the nearest cover. Today was only their third outing in daylight. They had stopped at a coconut shy and Jim had knocked three coconuts from the stands. He’d won her a little green china ashtray with ‘Margate’ written on the side. The rest of their time they’d spent in their room making up for lost time. In the evenings they’d gone out, strolled arm in arm through the darkened streets and exchanged kisses on the seafront benches. Tomorrow they were going home and Pearl was wishing their holiday could go on for ever.




    ‘It was called the Astoria,’ continued the clippie, holding on to the seat rail as the driver pulled away from the kerb. ‘Before it was bombed, me and my old man used to go there. The seats were lovely, covered in soft material and nice and roomy. All three cinemas were built in the thirties, this one and the Regal and the Dreamland. I saw me first film at the Regal. The Camels Are Coming with Jack Hulbert, it was.’ She sighed and pushed back her uniform cap. ‘Now I’ve only got a pile of rubble to remind me. I lost me husband last year, at Dunkirk.’




    ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Pearl said sadly.




    ‘Rotten luck,’ nodded Jim.




    Pearl clutched Jim’s hand even tighter. If it wasn’t for his job he too could have been at Dunkirk, or even up in the air during the Battle of Britain. Or he could have been in a ship somewhere, in danger of being torpedoed, like Ricky. The thought of him had intruded again, and determinedly she put him out of mind. She had her Jim beside her and that was what mattered. His work on bombed sites and underground was dangerous, but the chances of survival were much higher than being in the services. They had everything to live for, a future mapped out.




    ‘Still, you two young things look happy enough,’ said the clippie with a mischievous smile. ‘You on leave, son?’




    ‘It’s our honeymoon.’ Pearl blushed.




    ‘That don’t take much guessing,’ the woman smiled. ‘Well, make it last as long as you can. String it out before your bloke has to go back.’ She gave them a wink and made her way to the seats at the front where two soldiers sat. It was clear they were rookies as they were talking about the camp close by.




    ‘She thought I was enlisted,’ Jim groaned as the bus picked up speed and he stared at the two soldiers. ‘I feel rotten when I think I ain’t on me toes for Britain. Blokes like them are risking their lives for the country.’




    ‘But so are you,’ Pearl insisted, pushing back the wave of hair that fell over her face. ‘Like them flats you was on a couple of weeks ago. You had to make sure they didn’t collapse. If I’d known you were climbing all over them, I’d have had kittens.’




    ‘Not the same as fighting, though.’




    Pearl looked worried. ‘Jim, don’t keep talking like this. You’re doing your bit for the war effort.’




    ‘She assumed I was on leave,’ he mumbled under his breath as if he hadn’t heard her.




    ‘Jim, I don’t want you drafted away,’ she insisted. ‘With your job as an engineer, you can stay at home. You said that was what you wanted too.’




    He put his arm round her. ‘Thing is, I fight with me conscience,’ he admitted, rubbing his chin. ‘Any man could do what I do with a bit of training.’




    ‘No, they couldn’t,’ Pearl objected. ‘And I should know, as I type out all the papers that are relevant to your work. There ain’t many engineers with your experience. When a call comes through from the LCC, it’s you and your blokes they want, because they can rely on you to put London back together again.’




    He kissed her forehead lightly. ‘I’ll pay you later.’




    She smiled wistfully. ‘You can joke, but it’s taken you ten years to learn your trade. And what about all the stuff you did before the war? All those diagram things you helped to put in the Underground.’




    He laughed. ‘Diaphragms, you mean.’




    ‘Yes, those.’ Before the war he had been involved in the works to safeguard the underground system from flooding. Special flood gates and diaphragms had to be installed for use should a direct hit land on any of the lines. Jim had been called in by the LCC to work with the Chief Engineer’s department. Pearl didn’t understand much of what he’d described, but she’d read in the newspapers that it was work of vital importance.




    ‘I can’t help but wonder if I should’ve joined up,’ he murmured, lost in thought.




    A shiver went through her. ‘You know how I feel about that.’




    ‘You’re right. This is our last day,’ Jim agreed, sliding his arm tightly around her. ‘What mischief are we gonna get up to?’ He eyes were full of teasing and Pearl shivered as his hand went on her knee.




    ‘Can’t wait to get off the bus now,’ she giggled.




    ‘Mrs Nesbitt, you’re a naughty girl.’




    ‘And we’ve got the rest of our lives to be naughty in, thank God,’ Pearl nodded as she squeezed even closer.




    For the next hour Pearl tried to enjoy the coastal ride, but each time the bus stopped, more soldiers got on. She knew that Jim was feeling uncomfortable. He was the only man in civvies apart from an elderly man at the back. But Pearl didn’t care.




    I’m never going to end up like the clippie she told herself firmly, with only memories to keep me going. I’m never going to be one of these women who say they’re proud of their dead husbands for giving their lives for their country. I’m going to be selfish and make certain that my man doesn’t die. I’m going to make sure we’ll have our lives in front of us. That we’ll have babies who grow up with a dad.




    At last the soldiers got off. Pearl felt Jim relax. They began to talk about their new home. It was only four rooms above Hemsley’s, the corner grocer’s shop in Pride Place. A month’s rent had been paid in advance and some bits of furniture moved in.




    ‘It’s been a wonderful honeymoon, Jim,’ Pearl sighed, snuggling up. ‘I’ll never forget it.’




    ‘Nor will I.’




    Pearl breathed out a grateful sigh, thinking how every moment was so precious. And when they went home, unlike many couples, who had to live with their parents, they had a home of their own. Life was good. Even the memory of Ricky had faded. Life was taking on its rosy glow again.




    She laid her head on Jim’s shoulder. Tonight she was going to wear her new nightdress. It was silk, bought from a black market trader at Cox Street. He’d told her it was the last bargain he was likely to get, as the docks were so quiet with no merchant ships coming in. Instead of wearing it on their first night, she’d saved it for their last. She couldn’t wait to see Jim’s face.




    Soon the promenade was in sight. Tonight they would be in each other’s arms once more.




    ‘Well, ducks, how are you two lovebirds getting on?’ Gwen Hemsley, their landlady and owner of the corner shop over which they lived, returned Pearl’s ration book over the counter.




    ‘We’re going to decorate, if you don’t mind.’




    ‘Not at all. I’ll bet you make it nice.’




    ‘I’ve got lots of ideas, which is more than I can say for our dinner.’ Pearl looked at what she’d bought. Spam, potatoes and dried egg. Last year, meat including bacon, butter, cooking fat, sugar and tea had been put on the ration, and this year, Jim’s favourites – eggs and cheese – had gone the same way. The Ministry of Food was responsible for the fair sharing of food amongst the public, and at a price everyone could afford. But people were noticing that the weekly rations were beginning to vary as foods became more and more scarce.




    ‘Sorry, love, but if you’d have come earlier, you could have had a piece of fish.’




    Pearl hated queuing. There were always complaints from the long lines of women standing outside the shops. Although potatoes and fish, as yet, were not rationed, the fish was unpredictable. There was only so much a person could eat of potatoes. The Dig for Victory campaign had interested Jim, but time prevented him from keeping an allotment like her dad. Number twenty-seven A, Pride Place didn’t have a garden to grow vegetables in. No space either for chickens or rabbits. At the back there was just the lav and a sheet of corrugated iron to put over the coal. Their back window overlooked the flat roof of the Hemsleys’ storeroom and the exterior stairs leading up to their rooms. The iron railings had been taken as all the metals had gone into the war effort. Every street had suffered its losses. Jim was good with his hands and had made the staircase a rail as Fitz wasn’t as good at woodwork. When they’d first seen the rooms, they were in a very poor state. But the rent was only twelve and six a week. Jim had suggested they search for a better place, but Pearl said she liked it. She was afraid Jim’s mother would persuade her son they should live with her at Villa Road.




    ‘What about some more veg?’ suggested Gwen. ‘The Spam can be hidden by a few spuds.’




    ‘Yes, s’pose that will have to do.’




    ‘You two must be living on love,’ chuckled Gwen, rolling her eyes. ‘Oh, I’d trade all me own coupons for a good cuddle once in a while. But Fitz is too dog tired of an evening to do anything more than fall asleep in his chair.’




    Again the colour filled Pearl’s cheeks. She was getting plenty of cuddles, all right. She and Jim were tired too, but that didn’t stop them having fun. They couldn’t leave each other alone.




    Pearl lowered her eyes to the counter. Three weeks after returning from Margate, she was well and truly back to reality as far as the housekeeping went. She tried to make Jim’s meals interesting but they weren’t like their breakfasts at Margate. How the hotel had managed to produce them she didn’t know. They had given them a real egg each morning, said to come from the chickens kept next door. The bread had tasted as though it had been fried in real fat. The bacon had been delicious.




    Cooking had never been of interest to Pearl; she liked being with people more. Before the war she had taken under her wing one or two of the older neighbours in Roper’s Way, especially the Sampsons, next door. She liked to run errands for them and do a bit of housework if they weren’t feeling up to the mark. There was a true community spirit on the island and Pearl liked to be part of it.




    ‘You’ll be able to knock up something,’ said Gwen, pulling her crossover pinafore across her flat chest.




    Pearl didn’t want to admit just how useless she was with food. Gwen and Fitz Hemsley were a hard-working middle-aged couple who’d lived all their lives at Pride Place. Fitz’s parents had lived in the four rooms above the shop. After they had died the rooms had been left empty. But now there was a war on, every penny was needed.




    ‘Now don’t go overdoing it,’ said Gwen with an affectionate pat on the back of Pearl’s hand. ‘I saw you and Jim coming in late again last night. I was just closing the blackout curtains and there you were walking up Pride Place in the dark. Fire-watching, was it?’




    ‘No, Jim had a big job on and worked late. So I met him over his mum’s. I thought I might be able to do a bit of tidying-up for her.’




    ‘Oh dear, no wonder you both looked all in!’




    Pearl grinned. Gwen had met Mrs Nesbitt during the first week they’d moved in. Jim’s mother had given the little corner shop the once-over immediately. Wasting no time, she had demanded if any smells were likely to drift up from the storeroom. The enquiry had not been well received. The Hemsleys were scrupulously clean. Jim had apologized afterwards for his mother’s lack of tact but it was still a sore point.




    ‘Downright rude,’ was Gwen’s observation. ‘My Fitz nearly showed her the door. In fact, he would have if she wasn’t Jim’s old girl.’




    Pearl had to explain that Mrs Nesbitt had wanted them to live at Vale Road. Since their refusal, Mrs Nesbitt had given Pearl the cold shoulder, even though she’d done everything to be friends.




    ‘The best refusal you ever made in your life, love,’ observed Fitz, pushing his spectacles to the bridge of his long nose. ‘She’d have driven you up the wall.’




    ‘I’m trying me best, anyway.’




    ‘It’s all you can do in this life.’




    When Pearl got in, she felt exhausted. Holding down a job and being married wasn’t like being single. And now she knew how hard her mother had worked to keep everyone happy.




    Jim had wanted her to give up work and become a lady of leisure. But she liked her job in the Borough Surveyor’s department. Mr Hedley, her boss, was very nice and so were all the girls. But after coming back from her wonderful honeymoon, she could see the housework wouldn’t get done by itself.




    Pearl loved her new home. The kitchen, one large living room and two bedrooms were modest, but they were also a safe distance from Villa Road, though she could walk to Roper’s Way in under ten minutes.




    Pearl was eager for Ruby to call but she too was working hard. Brewer’s was now an armaments factory and busy helping the war effort. Ruby was also learning first aid in her spare time, a fact that brought a smile to Pearl’s lips as Ruby didn’t have a strong stomach.




    Pearl lowered her groceries to the kitchen table. Last night she’d hung yellow gingham curtains in the kitchen-cum-scullery, and Jim had painted the brown larder a shade of blue. There was a drop-down work surface on the tall cupboard and underneath, space for crockery. Next to this was a stove. It was old but still worked well. A set of heavy lidless pans stood side by side on the shelves by the door, and four battered ones Gwen had left still hung on the wall. Pearl’s dad and mum had given them their old wireless set and it stood on the shelf beneath.




    Jim had distempered the dark walls a soft green. He’d stuck back the loose flowered tiles around the fireplace, and the wooden mantel shelf had come up shiny with a polish. An old-style wind-up gramophone had been left in the corner, but the needles were worn out. Jim had bought Pearl a very nice beige settee and two armchairs. The suite wasn’t new but it was clean and looked elegant beside the maple bookcase.




    Pearl went to change her clothes. Their bedroom was her favourite place. She shivered in delight as she thought of the wonderful nights she and Jim had cuddled in the big double bed. They had bought it from one of the girls at work who had evacuated. The shiny maple headboard squeaked a little but Jim had managed to oil it.




    Pearl thought how lucky she was as she threw off her shoes. A wonderful husband and beautiful home, all to her taste. Even the dressing table with triple mirror reflected a woman’s touch. A frilled curtain hung round it under the glass-covered top. On its surface were her personal effects: hairbrush and comb, hand mirror and her most prized possessions, three little frosted-pink jars in which to keep her jewellery. Jim had given them to her as a wedding present.




    She hadn’t yet thought about what to put in the small bedroom next door. There was just a camp bed in there and boxes. But in time, it would convert to a small bedroom or nursery.




    Would she get pregnant soon? Would she be able to carry a baby after what had happened to her? Dr Cox had said he couldn’t see why not.




    Pearl sat down on the edge of the bed. Suddenly the memories came flooding into her mind as though a dam had burst. It was just before her seventeenth birthday when she met Ricky at the club. For her it was love at first sight, or so she thought. Because of their age difference he’d persuaded her not to tell anyone they were going out; they were too much in love, he’d insisted, to allow anyone to spoil their romance. At first he’d paid her all the attention she could want. Taken her up West and to Lyons, walked her along the Embankment and bought her small gifts, telling her how beautiful she was. But as soon as she’d given in to his demands, he’d treated her indifferently, making her do things she disliked so that she felt ashamed of what she had at first thought was the romance of her life. Then she’d missed her monthly, and another, and had felt sick, too sick not to know that she was pregnant. Pearl pushed her hands over her face as she couldn’t stop the memories from tumbling back, along with all the pain of losing that little life inside her.




    There was a tap on the door and Pearl stood up shakily. She had been lost in a nether world, where the past and all its emotions had become alive again. Unguardedly she had let it all in and now her legs felt like jelly. Pushing back her hair and trying to compose herself, she went to the kitchen door. It was a shock to see Ruby standing there. She looked very smart and pretty.




    Ruby threw her arms around her. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you, Pearl.’




    ‘And I’ve missed you. Come in, come in.’




    ‘Did you have a nice honeymoon?’




    ‘Wonderful. I’ve been longing to tell you about it. But you haven’t been round.’




    Ruby looked away. ‘I wanted to give you a chance to settle in.’




    ‘We’ve been home three weeks. I called at Mum and Dad’s and they said you were on another course.’




    ‘Yes, more first aid, though I can’t say I’m Florence Nightingale.’ Ruby looked round the kitchen. ‘Oh, Pearl, you’ve done this up lovely. Just look at them curtains!’




    ‘I ran them up by hand.’




    ‘Is that a new settee?’




    ‘Yes, do you like it?’




    ‘Better than our old one at home.’ Ruby walked round, giving little oohs and ahs.




    Her strawberry-blonde hair was turned under and tucked behind her ears. The light-coloured jacket with padded shoulders looked new. It was then that Pearl had a pang of nostalgia as, being the same bust and waist size they had always shared their clothes. They suited the same colours, both having blonde hair and green eyes. Clothes rationing had started on 2 June. Pearl decided that Ruby must have used a lot of coupons on the jacket.




    ‘Was this expensive?’ Pearl asked, touching her sleeve.




    ‘Don’t know. It was a gift.’ Ruby sat down on the settee. Looking at Pearl she gave a small shrug. ‘From Ricky.’




    Pearl sat down quickly. She felt her tummy turn over as she looked into her sister’s eyes. ‘So you’re still going out with him?’




    ‘As a matter of fact, that’s why it’s been difficult to get round. We spent all the time together that we could, before he was posted.’




    Pearl looked down in her lap. She was trying to disguise her disappointment and Ruby saw it.




    ‘I take it you still don’t approve?’ Ruby said, her tone rising. ‘Is it to do with what went on at the wedding? Why Jim took such a dislike to him? To be honest, Pearl, I’m baffled. I mean, Dad thinks it was just high spirits, and Ricky says they’d just had a glass too many. But even so, I don’t understand what went on. Do you?’




    Pearl knew if there was ever a time to share her secret with Ruby it was now. But shouldn’t she have told Jim first, a little voice inside her head demanded. He’s your husband, he has the right to know the truth. How could she tell Ruby about the past and not tell Jim? What would Ruby think of her? She looked up at Ruby and knew that she couldn’t find the courage. Lowering her head, she shook it slowly. ‘It was just a misunderstanding.’




    ‘Well, it must have been a big one. Jim had Ricky by the collar.’




    ‘It was like Dad said, a bit of horseplay.’




    Ruby was silent, then said in a husky voice, ‘Pearl, I want you to know that I love him.’




    Pearl bit her lip hard, trying to calm herself. How could Ruby love him? He was the one man on earth that she shouldn’t be loving.




    ‘I can’t understand it,’ Ruby pressed again. ‘Are you upset with me?’




    ‘No, course not.’




    ‘What is it, then?’




    ‘I just want you to be happy.’




    ‘Then give me a hug – please?’




    As she pulled Ruby against her, Pearl felt the tears fill her eyes. Why was this happening? She wanted to be happy for Ruby but how could she be?




    Ruby was just leaving when Jim came up the stairs.




    ‘Hello, Jim. Pearl said you’ve had a wonderful honeymoon.’




    He kissed her cheek. ‘You bet.’




    ‘She told me all about it.’




    ‘Not all, I hope.’




    Ruby smiled. ‘Only the best bits.’




    Jim looked her up and down. ‘So where are you off to, the Savoy?’




    Pearl saw Ruby blush. ‘No, I’m going to my first-aid class.’




    ‘Go on, pull the other one. Bet you’re being wined and dined.’




    ‘No, not till Ricky comes home.’ She looked at Pearl and before Jim could reply, she ran down the stairs.




    Jim turned, his expression dark and angry. ‘Did I hear right?’




    ‘Yes, but please don’t get upset.’




    ‘Of course I’m bloody upset.’




    ‘Come in, we don’t want everyone to hear us.’ Pearl closed the kitchen door. ‘Jim, you haven’t even kissed me.’ ‘Listen,’ he said, throwing down his lunch box in an angry gesture, ‘your sister is playing with fire and, God help her, she’s going to get burned.’




    ‘Jim, she’s all grown up. There’s nothing I can do to change her mind.’




    ‘Yes there is, if you tried. You’re like two peas in a pod. She always takes notice of you.’




    ‘It’s different this time,’ Pearl protested. ‘She thinks she’s in love.’




    ‘That’s ridiculous! And you should put her right on the subject.’ He took hold of Pearl’s arm. ‘Sit down. I’m going to tell you something. And perhaps after what I’ve said, you’ll come to your senses.’




    ‘What about your dinner?’




    ‘It can wait. Now sit down.’




    Pearl sat on the kitchen chair. She felt her happy world crashing down around her. Ruby wouldn’t listen no matter what she said, and Jim was angry with her for something she had no control over.




    Jim loosened the straps of his overalls and sat on a chair. ‘Winters and me were members of the Dockland Settlement Club as you know. We was at each other’s throats from the off He did everything for show, and me and the lads couldn’t stomach it. Our company wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t until he chucked in the Docklands Rowers for the Essex Flyers that people began to see he didn’t give a toss for the club, or the island, for that matter. He wasn’t born here, just worked for the PLA and lived in digs. No one knew him and he only joined the club ’cos there was nothing else around.’




    ‘But I thought you always won the rowing,’ Pearl said helplessly.




    ‘Not against the Flyers we didn’t. They had better boats, good men and the time to train. Sounds like green-eye, don’t it? But he is a rat. One of the worst.’




    ‘I’ve never heard you talk like this before.’




    ‘And I don’t want to now, as I promised a mate I’d never tell a soul.’ There was a long silence. ‘Danny’s family and hers wanted it hushed up and I gave them me promise that they could count on me.’
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