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Orphaned by the war, a young woman struggles with an impossible love . . .

‘There’s a special kind of warmth that shines through the characters in Evans’ novels’ Lancashire Evening Post

From playing in the backyard to being taken in by Queenie when her own mother was killed in an air raid, Rosie Goodson has been part of the Gordillo family for as long as she can remember. She watched their business grow from a fruit and vegetable street barrow to a chain of supermarkets – and as soon as she was old enough, she went to work in the head office. But passion, bitterness and her unhappy marriage to the selfish Mickey Gordillo alienate her from them; for in her heart Rosie carries an undying love for a man she can never marry . . .

What readers are saying about A Barrow in Broadway: 

‘A very heart-warming story. I thoroughly recommend it’




To Fred, Martin, Julie
 and Simon with love.




Prologue

The West End of London was humming with feverish gaiety, Rosie noticed as she sat at the wheel of her Mercedes in the crawling traffic on her way home from a shopping trip. All around her on this penultimate day before the Royal Wedding, tourists from many nations thronged the streets in a brightly dressed torrent beneath the flags, bunting and flowering baskets that hung from the shop fronts in patriotic rows of red, white and blue.

She could feel a boisterous vitality emanating from the costermongers’ fruit barrows and flower stalls, the buskers and balloon sellers. Even the unpredictable British sun was in co-operative mood, rinsing the scene with a warm, golden light that illuminated the domes and spires against the skyline with stencil clarity and bounced silver flashes from the hyaline skyscrapers.

People strolled in carefree mood, munching popcorn and fruit and snapping loved ones by famous landmarks. They poured into restaurants and overflowed on to the pavement outside pubs. Saris from the East brushed the ground like ballgowns, while blue denim clung to Western hips like second skins. A profound sense of national pride washed over Rosie and she felt complimented that well-wishers from the  far corners of the world had flocked here to share the magic of the marriage of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer.

Imbued with the spirit of occasion, Rosie found herself with a sudden nostalgia for the togetherness of a working-class community during any national event. The fact that she was now a successful business-woman who could afford to take tea at the Ritz and shop at Harrods had never distanced her emotionally from her roots.

Catching a glimpse of herself in her driving mirror, she faced the fact that she was now well into the second half of her life. At forty-five she accepted that grooming was the better part of beauty and wore her blond hair in a sleek, collar-length bob, erasing any hint of grey with a regular colourant. Her greenish-brown eyes were as rich and expressive as in her youth, though the delicate skin around them was feathered now with fine lines.

Fortunately she had the fine-boned build that time treated kindly and her dainty features were set in a heart-shaped face. A sensible attitude to exercise and diet enabled her to retain an enviable figure.

Today, she looked stunning in an emerald-green linen suit with a white blouse, earrings and shoes. She was one of the new generation of mature women: attractive, ambitious, independent.

But London’s current carnival atmosphere brought the past back to life so vividly that she almost felt a small girl again, sitting on her father’s shoulders in the jubilant crowds outside Buckingham Palace on VE Day. How magical and dazzlingly bright it had seemed to a colour-starved wartime baby.

And how painful now for Rosie to remember the woman who had been so much a part of her life then, whose friendship and affection Rosie had lost because of her undying and forbidden love for one man. When had it all begun? she wondered . . .




Chapter One

Beneath the anti-aircraft barrage balloons that floated in the autumn sky like bloated silver fish, the residents of Moneygate Street gathered in frantic little groups outside their houses to discuss the events of the day since the sad, tired voice of Mr Chamberlain had informed them that their country was now at war with Germany.

No one paid any attention to the breathlessly humid air, the riot of dahlias and asters in the gardens, or the silky black cat that slept peacefully in the sunshine on the sandbags outside the A.R.P. Centre.

On the corner of the street two fourteen-year-old boys discussed the situation gravely.

‘’Itler ’as got it comin’ to ’im,’ was Charlie Gordillo’s considered opinion.

‘Ya-ya-ya-yeah,’ stuttered the timid Jeff Watts bravely. ‘Tha-tha-there’s a rumour going around that he carries a gun in his pocket ready to shoot ’imself if things go wrong for ’im.’

‘I ’eard that ’e’s gone nuts and Goering’s taken over,’ said Charlie.

‘I w-wonder when Jerry bombers will come,’ remarked Jeff, staring at the sky furtively as though fearful he might see them now. Poor Jeff was not a strong boy and had been having nightmares for weeks  about the war. Since the Prime Minister’s broadcast this morning his stutter had been dreadful.

‘Dunno,’ said the fearless Charlie. ‘But we’ll be ready for ’em whenever it is.’

Moneygate Street was made up of uniform redbrick 1920s-built terraced houses with tiny front gardens fenced off by privet-covered palings. Each house had two bedrooms and a boxroom upstairs and two rooms and a kitchen downstairs. The street was part of a network made up of others just like it in the West London suburb of Thornell, which stood adjacent to the prosperous ‘Queen of the Suburbs’, Ealing.

Narrow, noisy and essentially working-class, Moneygate Street was situated near the heart of the town, Thornell Broadway, full of bustling Victorian shops with their colourful awnings, whirring trolley buses and numerous public houses.

There was a cinema, known locally as ‘the flea pit’, and costermongers dotted the kerbsides daily with their barrows displaying fruit, flowers, vegetables, fresh fish, winkles and jellied eels.

‘Is your M-Micky being evacuated?’ asked Jeff, glancing at a small boy who was playing with a small girl nearby, both happily oblivious of the historical significance of the day.

Charlie shook his head. ‘No, Ma says we’ll keep ’im at ’ome unless things get really bad. A lot of the little ’uns are staying. The Goodsons ain’t sending young Rosie.’

‘Our Sh-Shirley has gone to me auntie in Dorset,’ explained Jeff, and didn’t add that he wished they would send him too. How he envied Charlie, who never seemed to be frightened of anything.

A gang of local boys swaggered on to the scene.

‘Comin’ over the rec, Gordillo?’ asked a lanky, acne-faced boy with deep-set eyes. ‘Might get some gels into the shelter.’

‘There won’t be any over there today,’ Charlie pointed out. ‘They’ll all be at ’ome in case of a raid.’

‘Not all of ’em,’ said another one of the gang. ‘Come on, mate, it’ll be a bit of a giggle.’

‘No thanks, mate,’ said Charlie, having no wish to join this bunch of trouble-makers.

‘Gotta stay and look after wobbly Watts, ’ave yer, Wop?’ jeered Acne Cheeks with an evil smile.

Charlie moved towards him. ‘Ain’t you got nothin’ better to do with your time than go around pickin’ fights?’ he asked, tight-lipped, his eyes narrowed.

‘I-Ignore them, they ain’t worth it,’ came Jeff’s stuttering attempt at peace-making. He so hated violence.

‘We ain’t picking a fight with you, Wop,’ said the youth. ‘We wouldn’t waste our energy on an Italian barrer boy wiv a spiv for a farver.’

There was a herd-like movement from the others as they closed in around the two antagonists. Oblivious, Charlie grabbed the ringleader by the arms and pushed him through the onlookers, pinning him to the doors of a lock-up garage. ‘Take that back,’ he ordered, his dark eyes flashing with rage.

‘Why should I?’ came the other boy’s show of bravado.

Charlie exerted more pressure. ‘A spiv means someone who ain’t honest in their dealings, so it don’t apply to me dad.’

The boy’s eyes glistened with fear. Charlie Gordillo was the toughest boy in the school. It had been a mistake to tangle with him.

‘Okay, okay,’ he mumbled. ‘I take it back.’

But Charlie hadn’t quite finished. ‘And if I catch you pickin’ on me mate Jeff ever again, you’ll get worse than this, understand!’

The other members of the gang were already scuttling away down the street.

‘Okay, okay,’ mumbled their leader, sniffing and rubbing his arms as Charlie released him. Then, without another word, he scurried after his friends. ‘Thanks for sticking up for me, Charlie,’ said Jeff sheepishly.

‘That’s all right, mate,’ Charlie assured him. ‘That bunch are all mouth and trousers anyway.’

 


With infant adaptability, Rosie Goodson rocked her doll in its wooden pram as though today was just like any other, and she had not been bundled into the damp underground shelter at eleven twenty-eight this morning to take refuge from an air raid that had, after all, been just a false alarm.

‘Rock a bye baby,’ she crooned, accompanied by the squealing of pram springs resembling massed choirs of mice.

Three-year-old Rosie was a happy and vital child with a special fondness for dry days when she could play outside, wet days in when her mother was baking, pear drops, the top of the milk, her parents, and Micky Gordillo who lived next door, a month her senior and her constant companion. They didn’t always see eye to eye about things though, and right now was one of those moments. Micky was cast in a title role in their game of mothers and fathers and he didn’t like it one bit.

‘I ain’t playing this silly gels’ game any more, let’s play cowboys,’ said the dark, curly-haired Micky.

‘I want to play this,’ said Rosie, determined to stand her ground for Micky was far too fond of his own way.

‘An’ I say we’re playing cowboys,’ he said, his black eyes flashing with temper.

‘No,’ said Rosie, spots of colour staining her cheeks.

‘You will so,’ said Micky, and as always it was he who struck the first blow. Right across Rosie’s chest as it happened. He was a big boy for his age and his punches were not without power when aimed at such a minute fraction of humanity. But although physically outmatched, Rosie’s spirit was unquenchable. Out came her hand and she wopped Micky across the shoulder before making off down the street, squealing, her cotton frock flapping around her knickers like washing in the wind.

Micky had his trump card up his sleeve, the trick that really would make her yell. Catching up with her, he pinned her to the lamppost with one hand and, while she was trying to bite him, yanked her dress up and made a grab for her knickers. When they came down she’d bawl her head off which meant he had won.

‘Oy, oy, oy,’ came Charlie’s intervention, dragging his brother away from Rosie. ‘You little bugger, you mustn’t do that.’

‘She ’it me,’ said Micky.

‘An’ I know who ’it who first! Why you two play together beats me, you can’t get on for five minutes.’

Rosie was primly smoothing her dress over the sought after garment, giant tears rolling down her cheeks.

‘Now don’t cry,’ said Charlie kindly. She was a sweet child and he always felt a certain family responsibility when Micky laid into her. ‘’Ere, wipe your eyes.’ He pulled a piece of rag from his pocket  and, going down on his haunches, dabbed her face with it.

Her golden hair was tied in bunches that stood out like wings behind her ears and her limbs were nut brown from playing outside all summer. Already her hazel-green eyes were beginning to dance again, and with childish capacity for instant forgiveness she curled her hand into the one that moments before had assailed her dignity, and she and Micky toddled back to their patch outside their neighbouring houses.

Charlie shook his head. ‘Kids!’ he exclaimed to Jeff. ‘If our Micky is aimin’ for their drawers at three years old, Gawd ’elp the female of the species when ’e grows up.’

They both laughed and ambled back to base. Clouds had gathered over the sun and thunder rumbled distantly. It was as though Nature was suddenly in tune with the unease and insecurity in every British heart today. Rosie and Micky looked achingly vulnerable as they walked together, their heads barely reaching hedge height. Charlie shrugged off the worm of fear that seemed to crawl up his back and said cheerfully: ‘Let’s go round the back garden and do some plane spottin’ until tea.’

‘O-o-o-okay,’ agreed Jeff.




Chapter Two

‘Why don’t you come in our shelter tonight if the Germans come, Jeff?’ suggested Charlie. ‘We’ve got room and it’ll be a laugh.’

‘O-okay,’ said Jeff. He’d never admit it to Charlie, who seemed to think the war was some sort of an adventure, but the chronic claustrophobia that reduced him to a sweating, breathless jelly in that small, dark hole in the ground was almost as terrifying as the thought of being killed by a bomb.

The Gordillos’ house sat between the Goodsons’ and the Watts’ and the two boys were sitting on their respective coal bunkers waiting for teatime. The narrow back gardens lay still, bathed in drowsy sunshine, the pungent scent of garden bonfires blending with the earthy damp of incipient autumn into a spicy, aniseed aroma. The sky was a low dome of hazy blue patched with marbled clouds of white, grey and yellow.

Those adults who weren’t inside glued to the wireless for news were preparing the ground for autumn crops, chatting to neighbours over the fence, or struggling to finish erecting their shelters. Tea preparations chinked cosily from every open kitchen door.

Charlie was only half listening to Jeff, while wondering what would happen to his parents’ fruit and vegetable barrow in Thornell Broadway if the war went  on too long. Perhaps he could take over from his father on the barrow when he left school at Christmas, if Dad was called up for war work, since he himself would be too young for enlistment.

His father, Marco, had left his native Italy to go to sea, and while in London between ships he had met and married a buxom barrow girl called Queenie and signed off for good. He had become legally nationalised some years ago and was now as much a Londoner as any cockney, enjoying winkles for tea, jellied eels, and dog racing at White City. He called Queenie his ‘trouble and strife’, and took her to the pub on a Saturday night for a sing song around the piano.

Every morning he rose at dawn and went to Covent Garden market in his little Morris van to buy the day’s stock. Charlie often went with him, and although he was just a lad he could see that his father was no businessman. The fact that Marco’s kind heart acted like a magnet to every scrounger in the district wouldn’t have mattered so much if he had bought stock at low enough prices. But his customers weren’t the only ones who knew he was a soft touch.

Charlie didn’t think a business should be run in the soulless pursuit of profit alone, but neither could it afford to function entirely as a benevolent society. There should be a balance, the very best deal for the customer and a decent living for the trader, whereas Gordillos’ either just about ticked over or lost money.

His parents were perfectly content with their lot, but Charlie had a vision of a better life for them. He saw comfort and nice things, winter time without bronchitis, chilblains and hands chapped until they bled. It would take time, but war or not he had plans.

‘Cooee, Charlie, look at me,’ came Rosie’s soprano  trill from next door where she was performing some sort of a ballet dance on top of the coal bunker, having climbed up over the pile of nutty slack at the side.

‘Mind you don’t fall,’ Charlie warned, watching her totter near the edge. She’s getting to be a proper tomboy playing with Micky all the time, he thought absently.

‘I won’t,’ she chirped. And then came what Charlie thought must be the most predictable sentence in the whole of Thornell: ‘Is Micky comin’ out to play?’

 


Hitler may have disrupted everyone’s day, but there were still winkles for Sunday tea in the Gordillo household: winkles, luncheon meat salad and apple pie. It was eaten in a hushed silence as they listened to the four-thirty news which warned them to carry their gas masks with them always and informed them that all places of entertainment would be closed until further notice.

‘I ’ope they don’t close the pubs,’ said Queenie, pouring tea from a large brown pot over which she then placed a knitted cosy that fitted like a vest. ‘People need company more than ever now.’

‘It’ll just be things like cinemas,’ said Charlie.

‘An’ sports meetings,’ added Marco, struggling patiently to remove a recalcitrant winkle from its shell with a pin. ‘So that’s put paid to me nights out at White City dogs for a while.’

Queenie and Marco were total opposites, both physically and in personality. Thirty-six-year-old Marco was a small, unassuming man with solemn dark eyes, a long thin face, and a hesitant smile whereas his wife, who was two years younger, was a tall, bosomy bottle-blonde with twinkling blue eyes, a snub nose  and a generous mouth that opened frequently in a hearty laugh. Her complexion was ruddy from exposure to all weathers and her face was plump.

She had a penchant for bright clothes, the copious use of cosmetics and sparkling jewellery. There were few problems in life, in her opinion, that couldn’t be helped by a nice cup of tea, a knees up, or a day at Southend.

Their elder child Charlie had inherited something from them both. He had his mother’s extrovert personality and endless capacity for cheerfulness, her height, her snub nose and her broad mouth.

From his father he had acquired black, curly hair, dark eyes and complexion, and a certain seriousness.

‘One good fing about this war,’ said Queenie, ‘it’s made people more friendly. Even Olive Goodson wants to ’ave a chat and she’s too stuck up as a rule.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Marco. ‘I got talkin’ to that fella with the sausage dog for the first time today – you know, the one who lives right down the other end by the letter box. He’s bought that hound of his a gas mask.’

‘Aren’t they suggesting that pets be given a sedative and wrapped in a wet blanket in the case of a gas attack?’ asked Queenie.

‘I told ’im that,’ said Marco, ‘but he seems to feel safer with the mask.’

Queenie had lost her appetite. The Prime Minister’s broadcast had been an efficient laxative and her stomach still felt like sherbert. But she daren’t dwell on the terrifying possibilities of this war because her role in the family was to remain positive and strong. If they got one hint of the way she was feeling, it would spread quicker than Asian ’flu.

‘I fink I’d like to go to evening mass,’ she said, forcing  her dry mouth to chew some bread and margarine. ‘In fact it might be a good idea if we all go, we’ll be back before dark.’

Queenie’s conversion to Catholicism, when she’d married Marco, had been a diplomatic decision to please him rather than a spiritual awakening. But over the years the blessed sacraments had become important to her and both the boys were being raised in the faith. They had all been to church that morning and were not sufficiently pious to want to attend mass twice in the normal way, but Marco agreed without hesitation.

‘Yeah, ye’re right.’

‘Ugh,’ groaned Micky, who always developed St Vitus’ dance even before the first reading. ‘Not bloomin’ mass again.’

‘I’ll smack yer bum for you, yer little ’eathen,’ warned his mother.

‘He’s just a kid, Ma,’ defended Charlie. ‘But yeah, we might as well go.’

The air was heavy with the implications of a double visit to church. Someone on the radio was warning them that ‘the amount of lighting on the roads after sunset is still so great as to constitute a grave danger to the public’.

‘Before all yer money goes in the collection, Dad,’ said Charlie with a grin, ‘yer ain’t given me any pocket money yet this week.’

The comforting sound of the everyday words eased the tension and they all laughed. ‘I’d better put that right then, ’adn’t I, son?’ said Marco.

Charlie didn’t care about the money, only that normality had returned to the house for a few moments and his parents were smiling.

 


The King’s broadcast at six o‘clock was deeply moving. ‘I now call on my people at home and overseas to stand firm and united in this time of trial.’

Olive and Tom Goodson sat in their small living room, close to the wireless, in silence for a long time afterwards, each engrossed in their own thoughts and emotions. Rosie, sensing grown up mysteries in the air, sat quietly at the table with some crayons and paper.

The sincerity of the King’s speech had melted the numbing fear that had gripped Olive all day, and she wanted to succumb to the tears that were almost choking her. But such indulgences were not possible when you had a family to care for. They looked to her for strength, and standards had to be maintained despite the overwhelming desire to spoil loved ones for fear it might be the last chance. She hadn’t had the heart to do more than lightly admonish Rosie this afternoon when she’d managed to blacken herself from head to toe in coal dust, but too much of that sort of thing would soon rebound.

Olive was a small, slightly built woman who moved through life with brisk efficiency. She wholeheartedly supported the premise that a woman’s place was in the home because that was where she liked to be. Sewing, knitting and cooking were no penance to her, and she enjoyed simply pottering about the house and garden. Being rather reserved, she didn’t seek a social life: as long as she had Tom and Rosie she was quite content.

She knew that the neighbours thought she was a snob and this saddened her because it wasn’t superiority to them that she felt, but a lack of unity with her neighbours and surroundings which made it hard for her to communicate.

As the only child of a successful stockbroker she had  been brought up in the best part of Ealing. She had mixed only with the ‘right sort’ of children and been introduced, later, to the ‘most suitable’ young men.

Her parents, therefore, had been horrified when she had taken herself off to a fair on Ealing Common one summer’s day and met and fallen in love with a common factory hand. Her subsequent marriage to Tom had brought about a family rift.

Soon afterwards, ironically, her father had lost everything in the crash of 1929. His heart gave out from the worry and her mother, unable to accept the shame of reduced circumstances, had neglected herself and died of pneumonia.

The doll-like prettiness that Rosie had inherited was still visible in Olive, but she made no attempt to preserve it with cosmetics and her fair hair was worn in a short, straight bob, giving her a slightly gaunt appearance.

‘Can I go out to play, Mum?’ asked Rosie, bringing her mother back to the present.

Olive glanced at the walnut clock on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s nearly your bedtime.’

‘Aah, just for a little while.’ The appeal in those huge eyes would melt the heart of Hitler himself, Olive thought.

‘Oh, go on then,’ she smiled. ‘But only for five minutes, and I don’t want any cheek when I call you in.’

‘Okay,’ Rosie said, and was gone like a breeze through the house.

Thank God evacuation was not compulsory. Dragging Rosie off to some place in the country and leaving Tom to take his chances was not Olive’s idea of a solution. She’d rather take the war day by day with the family together unless things got too bad.

She glanced across at Tom who was lighting a Woodbine with his head still cocked towards the wireless, now transmitting Sandy Macpherson at the theatre organ. He was a short stocky man with mouse-brown straight hair, and grey eyes set in a squarish face that would never stand out in a crowd. What a blessing age was in wartime, she thought. They wouldn’t call up men of thirty-six to fight unless they were desperate for troops, and probably not Tom at all as he was working at the aircraft factory. Ironically, it was the war machine that had provided the job and rescued him from the misery of unemployment. Was any job worth such a price?

Yet looking back on the fear and frenzy of the day Olive could see that a new camaraderie and unity had emerged in the street and produced a bizarre sense of festivity. Olive had found herself chatting excitedly to some neighbours for the first time and she had seen Queenie Gordillo in a completely new light when the siren had sounded.

It was Queenie who had calmly reminded everybody to turn off their gas taps and electricity at the mains; Queenie who had taken the hysterical spinster from number ten into the Gordillo shelter; and Queenie who had made a party of it afterwards by inviting everyone in for a glass of beer.

It wasn’t easy living next door to the Gordillos. They were noisy, scruffy and over-gregarious. But when Tom stretched and said, ‘Ah, well, I’d better make a move now for A.R.P. duty. Will you and Rosie be all right on your own?’ she answered, ‘Yes, course we will. We’ve got Queenie next door.’
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