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Friendship and fairgrounds help to heal a broken heart in this sixties London saga . . .  

Covered with bruises, Maddie Brown can only think about getting as far away as possible from Barking and her violent husband. Richmond, at the other end of the District Line, seems as good a place to go as any. It's a hot bank holiday in 1960 and Maddie, clutching her five-year-old daughter, follows the Richmond crowds swarming towards the river where a vibrant fairground is in full swing. The noise and fun do little to soothe her pain but an encounter with a fairground owner's daughter is to change her life for ever. Janice is a kind, warm-hearted single mother who, seeing their distress, determines to help them. Before long, Maddie is working for the Fenners, revelling in the spirit of the fairground. But an ugly past, when it is left unresolved, has a habit of catching up with the present and Maddie eventually realises that she must fight like never before to keep a hold of all that she loves...
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Chapter One

Nothing was more damaging to the commercial aspirations of the Fenner family than rain, especially when it came down in buckets on a Bank Holiday Monday.

When they awoke to find this happening on Whit Monday of 1960 they cursed the weather and braced themselves for a washout. But the changeable nature of the British climate worked in their favour on this occasion, and by early afternoon both the sun and the crowds were out in force at Fenner’s Fun Park, an enclave of pleasure and excitement nestling among the trees beside the Thames near Richmond.

The younger of the proprietor’s two sons, Sam Fenner, headed purposefully through the exuberant masses towards the fairground’s main attraction, the Scenic Railway which soared above the treetops and was said to be one of the most thrilling roller-coasters in England.

A strong man with tanned skin and windblown brown hair, Sam’s rugged appearance didn’t reflect his true personality, for he had a kind and gentle nature. His job demanded a certain authority but he wasn’t aggressive about it. Casually dressed in jeans and an open-necked shirt, his tawny eyes shone with pleasure as he passed such favourites as the Carousel Horses, the steel frame of  the Big Wheel glinting against the blue sky, the Chairoplanes spinning high on their metal chains.

Feeling the warm sunshine on his face, he thought how good it was after the dismal start to the day, a few lingering puddles reminding him of the rain.

Like most showmen, Sam had never considered any other occupation. The fair was not just a job but a way of life into which he was proud to have been born. Work and leisure were virtually the same thing to him, an attitude scathingly denounced by his wife Tania. The business was in Sam’s blood and it warmed his heart to see so many people flocking here to sample the fun and thrills that had been provided at this amusement park by the Fenner family for several generations.

His childhood enchantment with the fair was just a memory now, of course, but the special essence of the business in full flow still set Sam’s adrenaline pumping. Even the sickly smell of hot dogs, candy floss and toffee apples mixed with pungent drifts of engine oil from the machinery was all part of the magic to him, as was the repetitive beat of pop music thumping from the loudspeakers and competing with the traditional waltzes of the Carousel organ. Brashness was an essential ingredient and there was a loud joyful vitality here that could be found nowhere else but a working fairground.

Above the noise of the vociferous crowds, piercing shrieks from the plunging carriages could be heard as he approached the Scenic Railway where the queue was snaking out of sight.

‘You got a problem?’ Sam asked his brother Josh who was in charge of this ride and currently working in the paybox, having sent one of his assistants to the office with a message.

‘Yeah, I’m short-handed.’

‘Oh? I thought this ride was fully staffed.’

‘It was. But I’ve had a couple o’ people go off sick and I urgently need a brake man,’ explained the stunningly handsome Josh, referring to the worker who actually operated the train. ‘I’ve one train out of action until I get a replacement. I’m also a man short on the platform.’

‘Eric’s free to give you a hand on the platform,’ said Sam, referring to their cousin who wasn’t as bright as he might have been.

‘Don’t lumber me with him, for Gawd’s sake,’ groaned Josh.

‘Eric’s all right.’

‘Don’t make me laugh . . .’

‘He isn’t as simple as people make him out to be.’ Sam was adamant. ‘He can certainly be trusted to work on the platform, making sure all the passengers are seated safely.’

‘I’ll admit that he knows every nut and bolt on the fairground,’ said Josh because, although Eric’s IQ was lower than average for a man in his late-twenties, he was brilliant with the machinery that made the rides work. ‘But he’s too slow when it comes to dealing with people. He’ll just be a liability.’

‘Give him a chance.’

‘Do me a favour, mate,’ protested Josh who wasn’t over blessed with the milk of human kindness. ‘I know Eric’s our cousin and he can’t help having a few marbles short of a set but there are places for people like him. And the working side of a fairground on a busy Bank Holiday Monday isn’t one of ’em.’

‘You’re not being fair,’ said Sam. ‘Eric’s quite capable if you take the trouble to explain things to him properly.’

‘I need help, not hindrance,’ said Josh, his voice gruff with temper. ‘I haven’t time to play nursemaid.’

‘No one’s asking you to,’ said Sam. ‘Admittedly Eric’s a bit slow but he isn’t stupid. He has worked on the fair all his life, remember.’

‘I am not having Eric working with me on this ride and that’s definite!’

‘Okay, okay,’ said Sam, raising his hands defensively and mentally running through the workforce. ‘I’ll have to juggle the staff around and try to get you the help you need.’

‘You do that.’

‘It won’t be easy finding someone to work on the platform as well as a brake man, though, if you won’t make do with Eric.’

‘It’s your job to solve the problem and I don’t care how you do it. But get me another two pairs of hands for the evening shift,’ demanded Josh, dark eyes gleaming against his smoothly tanned skin, black hair worn in a quiff and sideburns. He was thirty, two years older than Sam. ‘And I don’t mean Eric.’

‘We’re fully stretched . . . this is Whit Monday, remember. One of the busiest days of the season.’ Sam looked worried.

‘Exactly. And this is our most popular ride.’ Josh wasn’t prepared to put himself out. He didn’t go along with the prevailing attitude in fairground communities of everyone pulling together. It was too much like hard work.

Josh frowned at the queue of people waiting to pay, his gaze moving on to those already on the wooden platform ready to get on to the ride; eager but orderly. The crowd might not be so patient this evening. Bank Holidays always produced a fair proportion of stroppy yobbos who thought courtesy was a sign of weakness.

‘You can see how I’m fixed here, and things will be even more frantic tonight when the lads come out on the prowl, showing off to impress the local crumpet.’

‘Yeah, I know.’ It was important to Sam that the fair should run smoothly, and a little co-operation from his brother would have been much appreciated. But he knew he wouldn’t get it  because it wasn’t in Josh’s nature to make an effort for the good of the firm.

‘Janice is busy on the Hoopla, I suppose,’ he remarked.

Sam nodded. Their sister had been running the Hoopla Stall ever since she was old enough to work in the business.

‘What about Mum?’ suggested Josh. ‘If she could take over from me in the paybox, I’d be free to work on the platform.’

‘She’s helping out in the restaurant doing afternoon teas at the moment and she’ll be busy with suppers tonight,’ explained Sam. ‘The weather’s brought the punters out in droves and it’s packed to the doors in there.’

‘Well, if you can’t find anyone else, you’ll have to help me yourself.’

‘I don’t mind what job I do on the fair, mate, you know that,’ said Sam. ‘But I’m on call around the ground. Dad’s orders.’

Josh stopped what he was doing and gave his brother a hard look. ‘I’m not asking for anything to which I’m not entitled,’ he said. ‘This is our main attraction – it needs to be fully staffed.’

‘I’ve told you, I’ll do what I can.’

‘The old man doesn’t do anything much in the beer garden of an evening except ponce about chatting to the customers,’ Josh pointed out, turning back to his work. ‘He could come over and give me a hand.’

‘You must be joking,’ said Sam lightly and without malice. ‘He wouldn’t leave his precious beer garden on a Bank Holiday Monday.’

‘The jammy devil! Putting himself in charge of that particular attraction was a sly move on his part. It’s just one big party to him,’ said Josh, critical of their devil-may-care father. ‘Strutting about talking to the customers while the staff do all the work.’

‘He’s officially the guv’nor – even though Mum makes all the  rules – so I suppose he thinks that gives him the right,’ remarked Sam. ‘Anyway, he’s a natural for the job with his outgoing personality. The customers love him.’

‘He does have a way with him, I suppose,’ Josh reluctantly admitted.

‘No doubt about that,’ said Sam. ‘People drink in our beer garden instead of the pub across the road if they know he’ll be around to give ’em all the old chat.’

Josh paused, counting the change from a ten-shilling note into a customer’s hand. ‘I expect the old bugger will be off to some drinking club after we’ve closed the fair tonight.’

‘Probably,’ agreed Sam without censure. ‘He seems to need to go somewhere to relax after a busy day during the season, doesn’t he? Has done ever since I can remember.’

‘You’d think he’d be content to stay at home with Mum, wouldn’t you?’ said Josh disapprovingly. ‘A man of his age.’

‘It’s just his way. He’ll never change. And it doesn’t seem to bother her, which is the only thing that really matters.’

‘She lets him do just as he likes.’

‘Because she trusts him,’ said Sam. ‘Anyway, I don’t think he gets up to any mischief – he just has a few drinks with his cronies.’

‘The chance of mischief would be a fine thing at his age,’ snorted Josh.

Their conversation was halted by a sudden flurry of activity around them. Carriages clanked to a halt and people clambered out; the queue moved forward. Josh continued to relieve sweaty fingers of sticky coins while giving his brother final instructions.

‘You make sure you get me some help for tonight,’ he said with an air of such authority he might have been Sam’s employer. ‘Or there’ll be hell to pay.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I’ll do what I can,’ said Sam and strode off into  the crowds, mentally reorganising the staff to accommodate Josh’s needs.

Sam’s obliging nature and love of the job was the main reason he was a glorified dogsbody while his brother did whatever he chose to on the fair. Josh made no secret of the fact that he didn’t share Sam’s dedication to the family business. Their mother doted on her eldest child and tended to indulge him for fear he would leave if he wasn’t given a job he found congenial. This was why he was in charge of the fair’s most prestigious ride while Sam spent most of his time rushing about the park solving staff problems, arranging cover while attendants went for meal breaks, controlling the crowds, keeping queues moving, and generally making sure the fair was efficiently run.

But Sam wasn’t bothered. He was a natural showman and enjoyed being at the heart of the business that had been started by his great-grandfather. Sam knew he was popular with the staff, and found that people responded more readily to a firm but friendly approach rather than the authoritative attitude Josh preferred to adopt.

Because funfairs didn’t make good neighbours their site was especially valuable, screened by trees and not too close to the pretty town of Richmond, considered by many to be London’s most beautiful suburb. Although the Fenners lived within a closed community, they maintained a good relationship with the other local residents by conducting their business within reasonable hours and discouraging the presence of drunks and trouble makers who were ‘escorted’ from the ground by the men of the fair at the first sign of a disturbance. Some of the men were related to the Fenner family, others were just employees. This being a family business, only a few pitches were rented out to independent traders running their own rides.

The two brothers weren’t close. Sam would have liked a more matey relationship but Josh kept his distance, especially outside business hours. He was a bachelor and it was common knowledge that he played the field with women. Sam had seen him drinking with some very dodgy-looking blokes too – criminals if Sam was any judge.

But Josh never discussed his private life with anyone at Fenner’s. Sam suspected that his brother would leave the family and the business without a second thought if it suited him. He had no wish to take part in the management of the fair alongside Sam, which was surprising as Josh was the eldest son. He had a singlemindedness that Sam didn’t admire but sometimes envied because nobody ever talked down to Josh.

Deeply and happily immersed in fairground life, Sam kept up to date with all the latest innovations and discussed new ideas with his parents. This was why he had drifted into the position of unofficial manager – though his wife fiercely disagreed with his job description.

‘Manager, my arse,’ she would say in the deep-throated, crude manner that both excited and pained Sam. ‘You’re nothing more than an errand boy around here . . . too damned soft to stand up for yourself to those parents of yours. You’ve about as much go in you as flat Tizer.’

He’d given up trying to convince her that that wasn’t the way it was because it was inconceivable to Tania that anyone could actually enjoy the work that he did. Thoughts of his beautiful wife made Sam tense and darkened his mood. He knew she’d only married him on the rebound from someone else; and also because she had thought that life as one of the Fenner family would be an easier and more glamorous option than her previous job as a barmaid.

Being an outsider and a stranger to the ways of fair people, she hadn’t realised that she would be expected to work in the family business regardless of her mood or the vagaries of the British summer. Most showmen’s wives enjoyed the involvement in such a traditional and sociable trade. They were usually ardent homemakers too, with a great pride in their living-wagons.

Because Tania had made no effort to conform, she had never really fitted in at Fenner’s despite the family’s tolerant attitude towards her which Sam knew they adopted for his sake. Throughout their three-year marriage Tania had become increasingly discontented. If she loved him at all, it certainly wasn’t with the same fierce intensity as he loved her, Sam had no illusions about that. This was a cross he had to bear because he wanted her on any terms, even though her coldness to him was so wounding.

Now, as a shower of spray blew into his face from the Water Chute, and he moved on past The Whip and The Caterpillar towards the Helter-Skelter where Tania was on duty, he could see from her glowering expression that she wasn’t happy. Dressed in a low-cut blouse and tight jeans, her red hair cascading to her shoulders, Tania was a striking figure who could convey her bad temper from a distance without uttering a word. He walked towards her, bracing himself for another barrage of complaints.

‘What a life!’ she said in a harsh whisper as she took a young boy’s money and sent him on his way with a mat.

‘What’s the matter this time?’ he enquired patiently.

‘I’m bored stiff, that’s what’s the matter,’ she said through clenched teeth, blue eyes sparking with resentment. ‘Who wouldn’t be, having to stand here all day handing out mats to snotty-nosed kids on a Bank Holiday Monday?’

‘You’ve only been doing it for a couple of hours, love,’ he pointed out reasonably.

‘It feels more like a couple o’ years,’ she informed him.

‘It can’t be that bad, surely?’

‘I can assure you that it is,’ she answered sharply. ‘Bank Holidays are for having fun, not working.’

‘Somebody has to work to provide that fun,’ Sam shrugged.

‘It doesn’t have to be us.’

‘Yes, it does. We have to make the most of the brisk trade and be grateful the weather didn’t do the dirty on us after all.’

‘You must be mad if you think I could ever feel grateful.’

‘But this is our bread and butter, love, and Bank Holidays are bumper days for business,’ he said. ‘We take much more money than on an ordinary weekend, you know that.’

‘What’s the use of making money if we don’t have the chance to spend it?’

‘Now you’re not being fair.’ Sam’s tone was firm. The fact that he adored her meant that she got away with murder but he wasn’t standing for this. ‘We have plenty of leisure time in the winter. Obviously we have to work hard and make our money in the summer . . . the same as any other seasonal business.’

‘But we’re part of the Fenner family – we own the fair,’ she said. ‘Why can’t we leave the staff to do the work like other business people do?’

‘Because ours is a family-run firm,’ he said. ‘We’re working showpeople. Not company directors of some industrial concern.’

‘Huh! I bet the bosses of Dreamland in Margate or the Kursaal Southend aren’t flogging their guts out on a Bank Holiday.’

‘I don’t know what their arrangements are,’ Sam said in a controlled voice.

‘They’ll have more sense,’ Tania continued as though he hadn’t spoken.

‘We’ll go away on holiday when the season is over,’ Sam  promised in an effort to please her.

‘Abroad?’

‘Oh, I dunno about that,’ he said in a preoccupied manner because he had a lot on his mind.

‘These days people go to places where it’s warm and sunny, like Spain and Italy,’ she said. ‘Even ordinary working people who aren’t in business. People with a lot less dough than we have.’

‘It isn’t a question of money.’

‘What then?’

‘I suppose it isn’t something I’ve ever really thought about,’ he said, having far more pressing matters on his mind than foreign holidays – like reorganising the staff to suit his brother, for one thing.

‘You’re behind the times.’

‘Very probably,’ he agreed to pacify her. ‘But we’ll have to talk about it another time. I’ve got a fair to run.’

‘Yeah, yeah. And in the winter you’ll be busy organising the maintenance.’

‘These things have to be taken care of, Tania,’ he said. ‘But we usually manage to get away somewhere for a break.’

‘Oh, yeah, to some bloody awful rain-soaked English seaside resort that’s all closed up for the winter . . . where there’s nothing to do but look at each other all day.’

‘The entertainments probably shut down in Spain in the winter too,’ he suggested.

‘There are places further away where it stays sunny all year.’ Tania was hell-bent on making her point. ‘Anyway there are places abroad where it doesn’t need to be hot because there are plenty of other things to do.’

‘Such as?’

‘Paris . . . Rome . . .’

‘Blimey, Tania,’ he said. ‘You don’t half get some fancy ideas.’

She gave him a withering look, wondering how she could have been so stupid as to marry the most boring man in Britain, a man who was obsessed with this damned funfair, and far more concerned about keeping his parents and their staff happy than pleasing his wife.

In actual fact she didn’t want to go away on holiday with him anywhere, not to Margate or even Majorca. But nagging Sam and making him miserable gave her a perverse kind of pleasure because he irritated her so much.

‘This is the 1960s, mate,’ she said acidly. ‘Times have changed. You don’t have to be filthy rich or in the services to go abroad these days.’ She gave him a pitying look. ‘Package holidays are all the rage. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, ’cause you never bother to find out what’s going on in the world outside this bloody fair.’

Although Sam was inwardly smarting from her attack, he managed to appear calm because this was neither the time nor the place for an argument. ‘We’ll talk about this another time, okay?’

‘It’ll have to be, won’t it?’ she said irascibly, handing mats to a couple and their two children who paid their money and climbed the wooden steps into the brightly painted cone-shaped structure.

‘In the meantime, how do you fancy a change of scene for this evening’s shift?’

‘Depends what it is,’ Tania said aggressively, collecting mats and slamming them on to the pile. ‘I hope you’re not gonna suggest moving me to the Bingo, though? I can’t stand working on that. It attracts too many old fogeys.’

‘No, not Bingo.’

‘What then?’

‘Josh is short-staffed on the Scenic Railway,’ he explained. ‘I  thought perhaps you could help him out later on . . . take over in the paybox so that he can work on the platform.’

‘Oh . . . oh, I see.’ Tania was careful not to make her pleasure too obvious and concealed it by pretending sudden concern for her current responsibility. ‘Who’ll look after things here, though?’

‘Eric will have to do it. Josh won’t have him working with him so he’ll have to take over here.’ Sam looked at her warily because you never knew when Tania was going to erupt into a temper. ‘So – what do you think?’

‘Yeah, all right, I don’t mind helping out over there,’ she said breezily, her wild enthusiasm hidden beneath feigned casualness. ‘It’ll be a change from this, anyway.’

‘Right, I’ll get it organised then,’ he said, already moving away, his mind weighed down with fairground matters.

‘Okay . . . see you later.’

So there was a God after all, she thought, her face lighting up in a smile as her husband turned away and disappeared into the crowd.

 


‘Sorry I don’t have anything smaller,’ a woman punter said to Josh as she handed him a pound note.

‘That’s all right, love,’ he said, smiling at her saucily. ‘So long as it’s legal tender, you won’t hear me complaining.’

‘Good.’

‘I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for, though – going on this ride?’ he said, teasing her. ‘It’s been known to make tough men disgrace themselves.’

‘Ooh, don’t!’ she said girlishly, looking down at a boy of about nine. ‘I’m scared to death but I can’t let him go on it on his own.’

‘You need a strong man to hold your hand,’ said Josh, blatantly flirting. ‘I’d come with you myself if I wasn’t so busy here.’

‘Maybe next time, eh?’ She grinned, obviously flattered by his attention.

Silly cow, he thought as she walked away and was ushered on to the ride by one of the attendants. As if I’d give her a second look outside the line of business. Touching forty and with legs like tree trunks. She’ll be lucky!

Chatting up the punters was just another part of the job and it bored Josh as much as every other aspect of the work. The revolting smell of fast food, the irritating throb of the generators, the constant thump of loud music . . . he loathed it all. He should have had an affinity with the business like Sam, he knew that. It was expected of the children of showpeople.

But Josh wanted a classier occupation. Something which didn’t require him to get his hands dirty – his own business which he could leave in the hands of a manager when he wanted time off. A pub or small hotel, maybe. He might even open a bar somewhere warm and exotic when the right time came.

This wasn’t just a dream but a serious ambition – a project he was secretly saving for and determined to carry through. Fortunately he didn’t have to rely on what he earned at Fenner’s to boost his savings. Thanks to some villains he knew in Hammersmith, he had a lucrative sideline that would horrify his parents if they ever got to know about it. Nothing too risky but with just enough danger to give the job an edge and earn Josh a decent wedge. Sometimes he was a look-out man for the gang; other times he’d drive the getaway car. These tasty little earners usually took place in the small hours when he’d finished work here.

His payment for these services boosted the fund he had stashed away in his living-wagon because it would have been too risky for him to use a bank. As soon as he had enough to set himself up  in business, he’d be out of here. It wouldn’t be next week or next month but it would happen. Oh, yes!

His reverie was interrupted by the return of Sam with the news that Josh’s staff problems were solved for the evening.

‘Tania will come and take over in the paybox so you can work on the platform,’ his brother told him, looking relieved that the matter was resolved.

There was a brief pause while Josh disguised his pleasure. ‘Well done, mate. I knew you’d sort something out for me,’ he said in a matter-of-fact manner that masked the way he really felt. This was immediately followed by an irritating stab of conscience. Did his brother have to be quite so decent and trusting? Didn’t he know that the world was full of rats? ‘Thanks for getting it sorted, bruv.’

‘’S’all right, mate – all part of the service.’ Sam grinned. ‘I take it you’d sooner have Tania helping you than Eric?’

‘I’d rather have anyone than Eric,’ said Josh, managing to hide the fact that for him the day had suddenly become a whole lot brighter.

‘Poor Eric,’ said Sam. ‘He’s a good man and he really is a lot more capable than people give him credit for.’

Poor Eric nothing! thought Josh. If anyone needed pity it was Sam, if he did but know it. Josh consoled himself with the thought that at least he wasn’t a threat to his brother in the family business. In fact, with Josh out of the picture, Sam would get his brother’s share eventually. And good luck to him! Josh wanted no part of it.

 


Maddie Brown alighted from the tube at Richmond station and wondered what on earth she was going to do next. What in God’s name had possessed her to come to a place that, to her, had only been a name on the map of the underground until this moment?

‘Why have we come here, Mummy?’ asked her five-year-old  daughter Clare as they emerged on to the street; Maddie was clutching her with one hand and a holdall in the other.

A reasonable question with an absurd answer, she thought. They were here because Richmond was the last station on the District Line and the farthest point from Barking that she could see when she’d stood looking at the map of the Underground on Barking station in a state of desperation, her body wracked with pain from the bruising concealed beneath her summer dress.

‘I thought we’d have a day out, love,’ she fibbed.

‘Are we going to the zoo?’

‘I’m not sure if they have a zoo here.’ Maddie didn’t know anything about the place at all except that it was near Kew Gardens and Hampton Court which she’d once visited on a school trip.

‘What do they have here then?’ asked Clare. ‘Is it the seaside?’

‘No, darling.’ Maddie searched her mind and came up with a vaguely remembered fact. ‘There’s a river here, though.’

‘Are there boats on the water?’ the little girl asked hopefully.

‘Bound to be.’

‘Ooh – goodie!’

They walked on.

‘What’s in the bag, Mum?’

‘Just a few things.’

Maddie was wrestling with the problem of finding somewhere for them to stay with the few pounds she had – what was left of the housekeeping and the money she’d put by for the rent. She could still hardly believe that she’d actually found the courage to do what she should have done years ago, and what she knew in her heart was right.

It didn’t seem right, though. As well as feeling acutely vulnerable, she was also riddled with guilt for uprooting her daughter. Such was Maddie’s low self-esteem, she actually felt as  though she’d committed a crime in taking herself and her child out of harm’s way.

‘I’m hungry,’ said Clare.

‘There are some sandwiches in the bag.’ Thank God she’d at least had the presence of mind to bring something for them to eat; her heart pounded as she remembered how badly her hands had been shaking. She’d hardly been able to cut the bread, terrified he’d come back before they got away.

‘Can I have one?’

‘Yes, ’course you can, love. But let’s find a park or somewhere to sit down first.’

Walking through the main street in the sunshine, Maddie noticed that there were a lot of people about even though the shops were closed for Whit Monday afternoon. Everything seemed shining bright and clean; there were elegantly dressed shop windows and people in smart clothes. A classy place by the look of it.

Following the general drift of people, Maddie found herself in a narrow alleyway flanked by quaint little shops, their fronts decorated by window boxes overflowing with spring flowers in bloom. There was a jeweller’s, an olde worlde pub, a bow-windowed tea-room, several gift and book shops.

Emerging at the other end they found themselves on a promenade by the river near a beautiful bridge with wide arches and a finely modelled balustrade, its gleaming stonework reflected in the sunlit waters. Maddie guessed this must be Richmond Bridge.

‘It is the seaside,’ said Clare, her face lit with excitement.

‘No, it’s the riverside,’ corrected Maddie, though it was an easy mistake to make because a holiday feeling pervaded everything here. People in bright summer clothes were strolling in the sunshine, ice-cream sellers doing a roaring trade, pleasure boats  cruising on the river. There were white-fronted hotels with lawns sloping down to the riverside where people were having tea in the fresh air. It was a world away from the council estate in Barking that had been her home until a few hours ago.

They strolled on to some public lawns and sat down on the grass where Maddie gave her daughter a cheese sandwich. She herself was far too shaken up to eat anything. Her throat was parched and she felt sick with tension. Her bones ached to the marrow. Twenty-five years old and she felt like an old woman!

‘Can I have an ice cream, please?’ asked Clare.

‘Finish your sandwich and we’ll see,’ said Maddie, keeping her voice strong. It was vital she appeared to be in control no matter how panic-stricken she actually was because her daughter needed some sort of security in these bizarre circumstances. Maddie tried to clear her muddled mind sufficiently to work out a plan of action. A place to stay must be her first priority. Maybe she could find a cheap boarding house somewhere.

Her stomach knotted at the enormity of what she’d done. She had rendered herself and her daughter homeless without any means of support. That was scary enough but the thought of going back was even more terrifying.

‘Will Daddy smack us when we go home?’ asked Clare, big blue eyes full of concern.

‘We’re not going home, love,’ said her mother, the innocent pathos of her daughter’s comment making her even more determined never to return.

‘Was Daddy hitting you because I’d been naughty?’ Clare wanted to know next.

‘You?’ Maddie was shocked. ‘Of course not – whatever made you think that?’

‘I thought it must be my fault . . . that I’d made him cross.’

Maddie slid her arms around her daughter, tears rising painfully in her throat. She held her close, stifling the need to cry out in pain as Clare’s small body pressed against her own bruised chest and ribs.

Last night had been a watershed in that it had been the first time her husband had used violence on Clare. Usually she slept through it all, or appeared to. Maddie couldn’t be sure how much the child had heard over the years. But last night Dave had been particularly vicious and Clare must have been woken by the thuds and thumps of her mother being thrown against the wall in the room next to hers. The frightened child had come into their bedroom only to be whacked across the head and sent back to her room while Dave continued his attack on Maddie. He never stopped beating her until his need was sated.

The moment her husband had struck their daughter was the one Maddie knew she must leave him. If he’d done it once he could do it again. That smack across the head had been nothing to what he might do later on, once he got a taste for it. She wasn’t going to risk having Clare suffer as she herself had for the last seven years.

‘No, of course it wasn’t your fault, love,’ she whispered into her daughter’s golden hair. ‘Don’t you ever think that, do you hear me? None of what’s happened is your fault.’

‘Does Daddy smack you because you’re naughty then?’

‘No.’

‘Why then?’

‘Well . . . because things upset him and he gets angry,’ said Maddie, managing to come up with a simple answer. ‘But it’s over now, I promise you. Forget about it. It won’t happen again.’

Clare chewed her sandwich slowly, looking around her with interest.

‘It’s nice here, innit?’ she said in the way children sometimes have of being reassuringly normal in the most abnormal situation.

‘Yeah, it does seem to be a nice place,’ agreed Maddie, though the glorious setting only added to her sense of loneliness. They were strangers here with no one to turn to. It seemed as though it was just herself and Clare against the rest of the world.

Looking at her daughter, her heart turned over with the painful joy of loving her. She was so small and precious sitting there with her profile towards Maddie, her tiny nose turning up, clear-cut jawline curving gently into her slender neck. She had ash-blonde hair and big blue eyes like her mother, though years of abuse had taken their toll on Maddie who was now painfully thin, eyes shadowed and sunken in her emaciated face. Living in fear had destroyed her appetite and for the past few years she’d been able to eat only just enough to stay alive.

‘I like it here . . . I hope we can stay,’ Clare told her.

‘I hope so too.’

But they might have to move on if she couldn’t find cheap lodgings here, Maddie thought. As worried as she was about finding accommodation, it suddenly seemed equally as important to provide some sort of distraction to take the child’s mind off the horrors of the past twenty-four hours.

‘There are some ducks on the river over there, look,’ she said. ‘Shall we go over and share our sandwiches with them?’

‘Ooh, yes,’ said the little girl in such a normal tone Maddie was heartened. She’d heard it said that children were survivors but had worried a great deal about the long-term effects on Clare of a violent father and a mother who lived in a constant state of terror. Still, she was only five. Maybe that was young enough for any damage to be repaired.

Taking deep breaths to try to release some of the tension, Maddie  stood with her daughter at the river’s edge, throwing bread to the ducks gobbling and splashing in the reeds beneath the fresh green foliage of a weeping willow. After a while they ambled on under the bridge, watching the pleasure boats cruising by on the undulating green water.

Music began to drift in their direction. Maddie could just distinguish Cliff Richard’s hit song ‘Living Doll’ rising above the unmistakable hurly-burly of a fairground. Looking ahead, Maddie noticed the top of a roller-coaster above the trees. People were coming from that direction eating candy floss and holding coloured balloons. A girl of about Clare’s age walked by with her parents, carrying a goldfish in a glass bowl.

‘A goldfish, Mummy,’ said Clare, wide-eyed with longing. ‘Where did she get it?’

‘I expect she won it at the fair.’

‘A fair?’ Clare’s voice rose excitedly. ‘Ooh . . . can we go to it?’

‘Not now, love.’

‘Go on, Mum, please.’

‘Maybe later,’ said Maddie, who knew she must look for a place for them to stay tonight. Had she been alone she would have settled for a park bench, a shop doorway – anything. But it was her duty to get proper accommodation for her daughter. Another reason why the fair wasn’t a good idea was the parlous state of her finances. The money she had should last a few days, but only if she was careful.

‘Oh, let’s go now, Mummy, please.’ Clare was very persistent.

‘Don’t keep on.’

‘Can’t we just have a look?’

‘No.’

But when Clare’s small hand clutched hers and guided her  persuasively towards the music and laughter, Maddie didn’t have the heart to resist. After what the poor child had been through this weekend she deserved a few minutes’ pleasure in the carefree atmosphere of a fair.

‘Only for a little while then,’ she said wearily. ‘Then we have to go into town and find a place to stay. No fuss when I say it’s time to go. Do you promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Come on then.’

‘Hurray,’ squealed Clare, skipping ahead, her hair swinging.
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