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Lavender Road

Some Sunny Day

On a Wing and a Prayer

London Calling


About the Book

September 1939

As the nation braces itself for war, the residents of Lavender Road are dealing with troubles of their own.

With her husband in jail, Joyce Carter is never sure where her family’s next meal will come from. And her troublesome daughter, Jen, isn’t helping matters by refusing to work until she achieves her dream of becoming an actress.

Pam Nelson is struggling to deny the distance growing between her and her husband – which isn’t helped by her secret attraction to their handsome new lodger. And unfortunately Pam isn’t the only one to fall for his seductive charm …

As the threat of a German invasion looms, the lives of the women on this south London street are about to change for ever …


In memory of my parents


Prologue

1 August 1939

‘Sorry about squashing you when I died, Jen,’ Dodie Miles whispered. ‘I slipped.’

‘It’s all right,’ Jennifer Carter muttered irritably, her eyes on the stage, green and intent. ‘It didn’t hurt. Look, go on, quick, it’s your turn. Miss Dobson is waving at you.’

Left alone in the wings, Jennifer Carter flexed her bruised knee under the crumpled white velvet skirt and listened to the applause as Dodie Miles took her bow. Dodie had made quite a good, if somewhat buxom, Paris, delivering her lines forcefully straight to the back of the hall as they had been taught. Better than Gillian Price whose dumpy, excitable Romeo spoke his lines the same way Gillian used the new class typewriter, in eager erratic bursts, forgetting to use the space bar.

Jennifer looked across the stage to the opposite wings where Gillian stood waiting behind Miss Dobson’s raised arm. She caught her eye and they smiled at each other briefly, nervously, hero and heroine, tragic lovers, Romeo and Juliet, alive again, waiting to face their audience for the last time. Waiting to take their bow.

Seeing Gillian grimace and point exaggeratedly to the back of her head, Jen realised that some of her hair had escaped from her plait in the dramatic death scene. There wasn’t time to retie it. Abruptly she yanked off the ribbon and shook out the plait, letting the thick rust-red waves flare out over her slender shoulders.

Miss Dobson dropped her arm and the two girls walked out, Gillian, smiling broadly, rather Humpty-Dumpty-like in the short navy jacket and plus-fours and Jen, in the dusty white dress, pale-skinned and wild-haired like a gypsy bride.

At once, the rhythm of the applause changed, became stronger, more insistent, more genuine.

As arranged, the rest of the cast divided to let them through. And as she met Gillian centre stage and turned to the front, Jen’s heart swelled with pride. She knew the audience was clapping for her. She knew she had moved them. Had made them hang on her words. She’d even heard someone sniffling when she died. She squinted over the makeshift footlights and saw them smiling. Smiling at her.

She could see Katy Parsons at the back, smiling and coughing in her excitement. She could see the enthusiastic adoring faces of the fourth and fifth forms. She could see the rows of proud parents and relatives clapping and murmuring to each other. Not hers of course, hers hadn’t bothered to come. Shakespeare wasn’t their cup of tea, not even when their daughter had the biggest and the best part.

None of her family had come, none of her brothers, not even Angie, her younger sister. For a second, as she sank into her graceful, well-practised curtsey, Jen wished at least one of them had come. Just one to tell them at home that she could do it, that she was good, that the audience went on clapping and clapping.

But then as she straightened, she shrugged it off. She didn’t care. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. Their opinion didn’t matter. What did they know anyway?

She knew. She knew she could do it. Wasn’t the smiling, clapping audience telling her just that?

Suddenly she smiled back and to her surprise the applause surged again. It was a wonderful moment. A powerful moment. More than just a small success in a school play. It was the confirmation of her hopes and dreams. Confirmation of her talent. Confirmation of her ambition.

She was going to be an actress. She was going to escape from the mundane life of a South London street preparing for war. She wasn’t going to shove gunpowder into shells all day long at the munitions factory in Croydon like so many of the girls, she wasn’t going to break her nails on a typewriter, she wasn’t going to learn nursing like bossy, bosomy Dodie.

No, she was going to be a star, a bright shining star, and nobody was going to stop her: not her family, not the government, not Adolf Hitler, nobody.


Chapter One

1 September 1939

Joyce Carter thrust her hand into the flour jar and swore as a cloud of flour puffed out of the top, whitening the ragged sleeve of her cardigan. Then her probing fingers met something cold and hard and she grunted in grim satisfaction and withdrew her hand.

Rinsing under the tap at the sink revealed a gold chain-link bracelet held at the ends with a delicate safety chain and a heart-shaped clasp.

For a moment Joyce stared at it gleaming wetly in the rough palm of her hand. If it was real gold, as Stanley said, then it might just be worth the ten pound they wanted for bail. But if it wasn’t, then that sharp old bastard Lorenz wouldn’t give her more than ten bob for it. And then there would be all hell to pay with Stanley. It would be her fault if Lorenz said it wasn’t gold, of course, not Stanley’s. Nothing was ever Stanley’s fault. Not even getting nicked for falling blind drunk off the getaway truck.

As she turned her head, she caught sight of her reflection in the spotted mirror that hung on the back of the kitchen door and quickly looked away again. She didn’t much like what she saw there at the best of times. With her straight mouth and wide chin, she’d never been a beauty, and time had taken its toll on the soft skin round her eyes. But today her face reflected rather more than care-worn middle age: it reflected the fist of her husband. She lifted a hand to her swollen cheek and winced. It was never worth annoying Stanley. She turned abruptly back to the flour jar. There should be a diamond ring left in there. The last one.

She laid the bracelet on the draining boards, dried her hand on her skirt and made the decision.

She’d have to take the ring to Lorenz as well. In case the bracelet wasn’t enough. Though what the hell they’d live on if Stanley was put away, God only knew. What with Bob already inside and Jen full of twaddle about becoming an actress and refusing to take a factory job, young Pete was the only one earning. And he only brought home thirty bob a week.

Joyce shook her head. With the younger three evacuated she’d probably just about cope. But what if the war was over in a couple of weeks like everyone said? What if Hitler’s bombs didn’t fall after all and they weren’t all gassed to death? What if the kids wouldn’t stay in the country and came back?

She sighed. That ring was her fallback, her security. She’d hate to see it go.

But when she once again eased her hand into the soft cool flour, she couldn’t find it. Carefully she probed every inch of the jar. No ring. Nothing. She blinked. Numb.

For a second’s frozen horror she wondered if she could possibly have cooked it. But she hadn’t made pastry for weeks. Bread and jam and fish and chips was all the kids would eat these days.

Suddenly she felt a cold welling fury. A fury born of desperate frustration. Stanley must have taken it. Without telling her. The bastard. The utter bastard. She wished suddenly she had cooked the ring, diamonds and all, in a steak and kidney pie. It would have served that selfish bugger right if he’d broken his bloody teeth on it.

Two doors along, Pam Nelson pulled the lavatory chain, opened the door, ducked under the washing line and bumped her knee on the mangle. Walking back into the kitchen, she rinsed her hands under the tap, sat down at the table and burst into tears.

She had been so certain. So sure. Sure that this time it was for real. Even her body felt different. She hadn’t suffered the usual cramping stomach aches and her breasts had felt more tight than tender. She had even felt a bit sick in the mornings and the secret smile on her lips had brightened her eyes and brought a bloom to her creamy complexion.

She reached over for a tea towel and held it to her eyes as another wave of misery overtook her. Thirty-three years old, childless and tired. Tired of making do on Alan’s meagre wages and what the lodger brought in. Tired of the dull repetitive meals she cooked for them, tired of her broom and duster, tired of the poky house and the shabby street, and, she hated to admit it, tired of Alan.

Alan, for whose steady devotion and shy smile she had given up her other suitors and a good secretarial job in the London County Council five years ago. The LCC didn’t employ married women, and anyway Alan had wanted her to make a home, ready for their children.

Blessed with so much, looks, brains and a ready smile, she now suddenly seemed to have so little.

Tonight Alan would ask, as he did every twenty-ninth day, if she had any ‘news’ for him. And she would say her curse had come as it always did, regular as clockwork, and his face would fall and he would turn away to hide his disappointment, the inadequacy she knew he felt even though it wasn’t necessarily his fault. And then later he would pat her on the arm and smile a thin faded version of his old heart-stopping smile and say, ‘Well, never mind. It’s fun trying, isn’t it?’

And she would smile back and nod, but they both knew it wasn’t true anymore. It wasn’t fun anymore. Not like the early days of their marriage when they had found extraordinary pleasure in each other’s bodies. Nowadays their coupling was strained and tense and silent and limited to the few days in the month which the doctor said was the ‘best time’.

Pam’s shoulders slumped and then suddenly stiffened as she heard a step on the stairs. Alan?

She glanced wildly at the clock through swimming eyes. Ten o’clock. Certainly not Alan. He’d gone hours ago. Her heart jumped and her whole body tensed. It must be Mr Byrne, the lodger. Frantically dabbing her eyes with the tea towel, Pam prayed he would go straight out of the front door.

But he didn’t.

She heard steps on the hall lino and then the kitchen door swung open. Clutching the tea towel, more embarrassed than she had ever been in her entire life, Pam leaped to her feet.

She had never wanted a lodger. It had been Alan’s idea. Why, oh why, when Alan had come home saying he’d heard of someone, a Mr Burn, needing a room, had she ever agreed to it? Because they needed the money, that’s why. And because deep down she had thought it might give her something new to think about.

Alan had been at work when the lodger arrived. So he had missed the awkward moment when Mr John Burn turned out to be Mr Sean Byrne, considerably younger than Pam had expected, and very Irish.

What’s more, the Irishman had seen her dismay at once and his sharp blue eyes had narrowed slightly. ‘Is it my handsome face you’ll be objecting to, Mrs Nelson, or my nationality?’

And Pam had at once flushed with embarrassment and backed inside, forcing herself not to think of the terrible Irish bomb that had gone off in Coventry only last week killing five innocent people. One of them a schoolboy of fifteen.

‘Neither, Mr Byrne,’ she had mumbled unconvincingly. ‘You’re most welcome, of course.’

‘I’ll be no trouble to you, Mrs Nelson,’ he had said, his soft lilting voice mocking her as he lifted his suitcase and followed her into the hall. ‘A pillow for my head and a bit of food for my stomach is all I’ll be asking for.’

And he had been no trouble. He kept to himself, coming down promptly for breakfast, leaving straight after for his work in Croydon, reappearing for his tea at six, going out again in the evening and letting himself in quietly at ten thirty.

In the four weeks they’d had him, he’d paid the rent promptly and in full. As Alan said, he was the perfect lodger. He was clean, he was quiet and he coughed up.

It wasn’t Sean Byrne’s fault that Pam found his perfection annoying, found herself acting uncharacteristically cold and brisk with him, avoiding his watchful blue gaze, ignoring his wry smile.

And now, just when she least wanted to see him, he’d appeared in her kitchen in the middle of the morning and caught her with bloodshot eyes and a red nose, sobbing unhygienically into a tea towel.

Wishing she could pretend she’d been peeling onions, she swallowed hard and glared at him. ‘Mr Byrne. Shouldn’t you be at work by now? Why are you still here?’

Sean Byrne’s eyebrows rose slightly at her tone: ‘Mrs Nelson. Shouldn’t you be down on your knees scrubbing the floor by now? Why are you crying?’

Pam felt herself flush, irritated by his cheek, by his mocking imitation, by the faint smile on his lips. She glared at him but before she could think of a quelling response, he shook his head.

‘No, to be sure, you don’t have to tell me. It’s easy enough to guess.’ He caught her nervous glance and held it steadily.

‘You’re bored, Mrs Nelson. You’re driving yourself to tears of boredom cleaning and cooking all the day long.’ He shrugged. ‘I don’t blame you. It’d bore me to death too, that’s for certain.’ He grinned at her suddenly. ‘Not that I’m all that much of a cook, of course, not like yourself.’

Pam dropped her eyes quickly from the charm of that smile, hating him for his accurate assessment, but suddenly craving reassurance none the less. ‘Other women don’t seem to mind,’ she muttered.

‘Other women have children to occupy them,’ he said and Pam tensed. She could feel his shrewd eyes on her and dreaded what he might say next. What he might ask. But he merely leaned back against the door jamb and lit a cigarette without offering her one.

‘Things are about to change, Mrs Nelson,’ he went on blandly, his eyes narrowed against the smoke. ‘War’s coming. Adolf Hitler will take Poland any day now. He intends to have Europe and as much of the rest of the world as he can. And he doesn’t care too much how he goes about getting it.’

‘He’ll have the British forces to contend with first,’ Pam said stoutly, irritated by his abrasive unconcern, ‘and the Commonwealth countries too. And the French.’

Sean smiled. ‘I’m not blessed with the blind faith and patriotism of the English, Mrs Nelson. All I’m saying is while the men are away defending their nation’s honour, the women will have to go out to work.’

His blue eyes met hers with a faint challenge as he drew on his cigarette. ‘A fine, intelligent woman like yourself, Mrs Nelson, will have no trouble in finding something useful to do.’

Pam shook her head. It was easy for him to say. A nice-looking, employable, single man. ‘Nobody wants married women,’ she said crossly.

‘Is that right?’ Sean laughed softly, pushing himself off the door jamb to flick ash into the sink. ‘Oh, now and I wouldn’t be too sure of that either if I was you, Mrs Nelson.’

Pam’s eyes widened. Then blinked. Surely he didn’t mean? She saw the glint of amusement in his eyes and tried to pull herself together. Tried to think of some way of squashing his damn cheek, of preventing the hot colour staining her skin.

But before she could find the words to break the silence that suddenly seemed to envelop the kitchen, someone knocked on the front door.

Pam was along the passage with her hand on the latch before she remembered her earlier tears. She would hate for anyone to know she’d been crying.

She took a quick step back from the door and faced herself in the hall mirror. She looked odd about the eyes and annoyingly pink, but not tearful any more.

The caller knocked again. Pam hesitated. Her heart was pounding and she badly needed to powder her nose, to get rid of that embarrassing flush.

She heard a movement and turned to see Sean Byrne watching her lazily from the kitchen door.

‘You look fine,’ he said. ‘Sparkling. Nobody would know.’

Damn him for reading her thoughts. Damn him for his sauce. Abruptly she turned back to the door.

A car stood in the road, with a driver waiting. A smartly dressed woman stood on the step. Tall, almost governessy, with her hair parted at the centre, waved over her ears and pinned in a flat chignon at the back, she closely resembled the elegant Mrs Wallis Simpson, Duchess of Windsor, and although this woman was unlikely to run off with the King, she had the same way of appearing to frown down her aristocratic nose.

Pam recognised Mrs Rutherford at once. Mrs Celia Rutherford, wife of Mr Rutherford of Rutherford & Berry, owners of the local brewery where Alan worked as an accounts clerk.

Along with the brewery, half a dozen pubs and a car, the Rutherfords also owned the big white house at the top end of Lavender Road, the posh end, overlooking the common. Pam’s yard backed on to their large garden. From the upstairs windows Pam had occasionally seen Mrs Rutherford pruning her roses, or with a drink in her hand showing guests the colourful flowerbeds that bordered the garden.

‘Mrs Nelson?’

Pam nodded, squinting slightly against the bright morning sun, surprised the other woman even knew her name. Mrs Rutherford had never come calling before. Pam hoped to God Sean Byrne would have the sense to keep out of sight.

‘I’m Mrs Rutherford from Cedars House.’

Pam nodded nervously. Was it something to do with Alan? An accident? Pam had a sudden vision of Alan flinging himself in despair into a vat of hops.

But the older woman was smiling pleasantly. ‘I’m in something of a predicament, Mrs Nelson. My housemaid is threatening to return to the country if war breaks out and I was given your name as someone who might be prepared to help me out with a bit of cleaning.’

Pam blinked. It was a moment before she realised she was being offered a job. A chance to earn some money. Blasted Sean Byrne’s prediction was coming true rather sooner than she had expected. She imagined him smiling smugly in the kitchen behind her and almost smiled herself. She glanced over her shoulder, then quickly pulled the door to in case Mrs Rutherford caught sight of him down the passage.

But cleaning? Her heart quailed suddenly at the thought of more scrubbing, more dusting, more polishing. If she really was thinking of finding a job surely she could find something a bit more interesting than cleaning. Couldn’t she? Presumably she’d still be able to type at least. Even after five years.

‘You’ll want to ask your husband, of course,’ Mrs Rutherford was saying, ‘but I was thinking of two or three days a week.’

Pam shook her head. She didn’t need to ask Alan. She had already made her decision. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Rutherford, but I think I’d rather find something a bit more useful, if you don’t mind. An office job or some war work, maybe.’

Mrs Rutherford obviously did mind. ‘Jobs like that aren’t very easy to find,’ she said stiffly. ‘Not for married women.’

Pam lifted her chin. ‘If all our men and boys get called up to fight, the government will need all the women workers they can get, married or not.’

Then as Mrs Rutherford paled, Pam suddenly remembered that she had teenage sons. She had seen them in the garden during the summer, and heard them over the wall, two handsome boys arguing in their bland public school voices over the relative military strengths of England and Germany, the merits of Spitfires over Messerschmidts, over the test cricket score. ‘I’m sure it won’t come to that though,’ she added lamely.

‘I hope not.’ Mrs Rutherford spoke firmly, with a hint of disapproval. ‘My husband thinks Hitler will turn tail as soon as he finds we mean business.’ She adjusted her handbag on her arm and took a pace back. ‘Well, Mrs Nelson. I’m sorry to disturb you.’

‘That’s all right.’ Pam felt herself colouring uneasily. ‘I’m sorry I can’t help. I suppose you could try Mrs Carter, down the road,’ she added doubtfully. ‘She might be glad of the money.’

Closing the door, Pam walked reluctantly back down the passage. Sean Byrne was still in the kitchen and had clearly heard every word. He slowly stubbed out his cigarette in the enamelled sink and smiled knowingly.

‘You learn fast, Mrs Nelson. That’s a quality I admire in a woman.’ His blue eyes were glinting suggestively. ‘Your husband is a lucky man.’

Pam felt a faint tightening in her throat and swallowed. ‘Mr Byrne, I think …’

He held up a hand. ‘I know what you’re thinking, Mrs Nelson. You’re wishing I would go off to my work. And you’re right. I’m late as the devil already and I’ve disturbed you enough for one day as it is.’

Once again he was right. She did want him gone and quickly.

But once he had gone she found herself staring at the twisted cigarette butt in the sink and wondering with an unwelcome shiver of anticipation how often her lodger would be late getting off to work.

Joyce Carter had two favourite routes over to the street market in Northcote Road where Lorenz, the pawnbroker, had his shop. She either walked up to the top of Lavender Road and then diagonally across Clapham Common and down Wakehurst Road, or she went down Lavender Road, along Lavender Hill, left at Arding & Hobbs department store and up past the shops in St John’s Road.

Today she chose the route over the common. Mainly because she would have to call at the police station on Lavender Hill with the bail on the way back, but also because it was a sunny day and sometimes the stroll across the common lifted her spirit.

Lavender Road was quiet today, Joyce thought, as she closed her front gate and turned left up towards the common. Not that it ever buzzed exactly. Other than the pub and the school there was little to draw anyone to the shabby Victorian terraced street. But this morning, apart from two parked cars and a sleeping cat, it was deserted, and silent. There was no noise from the school, of course, not now the children had been evacuated, and for once old peg-legged Malcolm Parsons wasn’t clanking his beer barrels about outside the. Flag and Garter.

Joyce looked up the narrow street ahead of her, one of hundreds similar slotted into the area between the river and Clapham Common. Funny to think that in the old days this whole hillside had been market gardens serving London on the other side of the Thames, growing the lavender that now remained only in some of the local place names. Like Lavender Road.

It wasn’t a bad road. There was no lavender any more but it had the odd tree, and the terraced houses, three up, two down, with the sash windows in the white painted bays and neat slate roofs over the red brick, had probably been quite sought after when they’d first been built at the turn of the century. Now, of course, the paint was peeling off the bays, the sashes had stuck and the red brick was lost behind layers of London grime. And when those black roof slates slipped in a gale it was a devil of a job to find the leak. Joyce had had a basin on the landing for three years.

Some people kept their houses up together better than others of course. Alan Nelson for one. He was good with his hands, but even the Nelsons’ house looked a bit jaded today as she walked past. His hedge needed clipping and there was a tile loose on the chequered path. Maybe he was spending more time on his boat on the river since the weather had been so good.

Pausing at the top of the road to cross on to the common, Joyce glanced over her shoulder at the last house in the street. Set back from the road in its own gravelled driveway, surrounded by shrubbery, with a side bed of roses, the white, flat-fronted Georgian house with its big spaced windows gleamed almost silver in the bright sunshine.

Nobody could say the Rutherfords didn’t look after their house. Everyone knew that Mr Rutherford had the three-storey facade washed from top to bottom every other year by some specialist builders from Croydon. Joyce had seen them at it only last month in the baking hot sunshine, stripped to the waist with hoses and scaffolding and Mrs Rutherford hurrying in and out from the car under the chauffeur’s umbrella.

Breathing in the heavy scent of Mrs Rutherford’s roses, Joyce crossed over on to the parched grass of the common and felt a small welcome breeze stir her skirt.

Joyce liked the common. She liked the flat, empty plainness of it within its fringe of trees, the way the sky seemed bigger there than it did in the street. Even the sports pitches were empty today, the line markings bleached by the hot sun.

Since the danger of war had loomed, though, the common wasn’t as empty as it used to be. They were still digging the underground air-raid shelters and in front of the two great mansion blocks which flanked Cedars Road and dwarfed all the other houses on Northside, even the Rutherfords’, they’d built a temporary military camp with Nissen huts and iron fencing. That’s where the anti-aircraft guns would be if the worst came to the worst.

If Hitler did decide to bomb London, the residents of those huge chateau-style blocks would have a great view. From the top windows at the back, they said you could see north right across the capital to the hills of Hampstead, and east to the high buildings of the City, the dome of St Paul’s, and beyond to the docks where the Thames snaked off towards the sea.

Joyce shivered as she passed into the deep shade of the avenue of chestnuts and crunched through the dry scattering of early autumn leaves. She didn’t want to think about war, about bombing. But it all seemed so quiet today, there wasn’t even much traffic on the Avenue, as though everyone was at home waiting. Waiting for Hitler to make his move.

Hurrying down leafy Wakehurst Road, she was glad to reach Northcote Road and the market. At least things were normal here. The usual bustle, the traders’ cries, the sweet pungent smell of fruit and veg, the old crates on the pavement and dogs sniffing around the butchers’ shops.

Wiping the sweat off her forehead, Joyce stood under the awning of Lorenz’s Pawnbrokers and rang the bell. Since he’d been duffed over one night last winter on his way home, and had the windows of his house broken, Lorenz had had a special lock fitted on his shop door that opened only when he pressed a button inside.

She wondered if he had one on his house too. He lived in Lavender Road too. Next door to the pub. All on his own. Not that that was surprising, Joyce thought. After all, who in their right mind would want to live with a tight-fisted, antisocial old bugger like Lorenz?

Tight as a tart’s corset, Stanley called him. Never bought a round in his life. Even when he’d won on the horses. Which he often did. That was his only bit of pleasure as far as anyone knew. Betting. And winning. That’s why Stanley hated him so much. Because he won. And because he was Jewish of course. Stanley hated the Jews.

Come to think on it, Stanley hated most people. Nobs, Blackies. Germans. Irish. Irish worst of all. But then everyone hated the Irish just now. What with their bloody bombs all over the place. That young girl killed only two days ago in Coventry High Street and only two weeks before her wedding. And a young schoolboy of fifteen. Pete’s age. Terrible.

Joyce felt a wash of despair. It was a feeling she often had recently. Things were bad enough already without bombs and war and all. She’d had enough of all that in her teens. She’d been eleven when the Great War had started and by the end of it virtually all the men she’d ever known were dead. Dead or maimed or nutty with shell shock.

Stanley had been quite a catch in those days. Quite a handsome lad. She snorted. Not any more, lazy fat bugger that he was. The only people who tried to catch him these days were the coppers.

Joyce jumped as Lorenz’s buzzer released the lock.

As always, the shop seemed cold inside, even on a scorcher like today, and dark, with its stained wooden cabinets, its inadequate lighting. And as always Lorenz was dressed in black, standing stiff and solemn, hands at his sides. But as her eyes adjusted to the gloom, Joyce realised that behind the neat black beard and wire-rimmed glasses the pawnbroker looked unusually pale.

She peered at him anxiously across the counter and wondered if he’d got the flu. She didn’t want him keeling over before she’d completed her transaction. ‘Are you feeling all right, Mr Lorenz? You look a bit peaky.’

He seemed to rouse himself, coughed and nodded to the wireless on the counter. ‘I’ve just heard the news, Mrs Carter. Hitler has invaded Poland.’

His voice was oddly hoarse. His faint accent more pronounced. Joyce stared at him. His dark eyes seemed darker than ever, sunk in his thin face. He looked devastated.

‘They’ve been expecting him to invade Poland for weeks,’ Joyce said a touch impatiently. Anyone would think it was the first Lorenz had heard of the crisis. ‘It’s been all over the papers. That’s why our forces have been mobilised. That’s why the children have been evacuated. The government knew Poland was for the chop. It was expected.’

‘That it was expected doesn’t make it any easier to bear,’ Lorenz said quietly. ‘I have many friends living in Poland, Mrs Carter. I fear I will never see them again.’

As she dropped her eyes, embarrassed, from the dark intensity of his gaze, a number of thoughts jumbled in Joyce’s mind. But overriding her astonishment at the unexpected force of his emotion and her irritation with him for putting her on the spot, was the extraordinary idea of Lorenz having friends.

She’d never seen anyone visit him at his house. Never once seen him go out of an evening. She’d always thought he was a cold fish. Now she suddenly wasn’t so sure. She looked at him, disconcerted, as he battled with his feelings.

She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t like Lorenz, nobody did, and his emotion embarrassed her. He was the local pawnbroker. A necessary evil. She didn’t want to know he had feelings. She didn’t want to take on his worries. She had enough of her own. It was easier to say nothing. So she said nothing.

Instead she brought out the bracelet and laid it on the counter.

After a moment, Lorenz picked it up and held it to the lamp.

‘My Mam left it me,’ Joyce said stiffly. ‘I’ll buy it back in a week or two. I just need something to tide me over.’

Why did she go through with the pretence? They both knew it had never belonged to her mother and they both knew it would never be redeemed. If Stanley went down, she’d need the bail money to live on. And if he didn’t, he’d drink it away in celebration before she ever got her hands on it.

‘My Mam left it me’. That was a bad joke and all. The only things Mam had left were a moth-eaten canary, now dead, a box of empties and a dog-eared exercise book full of scribbled recipes. She’d been a good cook, Mam, even though there’d been no money for ingredients. She’d been in service as a teenager and had picked up tips from the cook there.

‘It’s a nice piece,’ Lorenz said, weighing the bracelet on a small chain scale.

‘Is it gold?’ Joyce held her breath and dug her nails into her palms.

Perhaps aware of her tension, he paused fractionally before nodding. ‘Yes, it’s gold, Mrs Carter.’ He met her eager gaze coolly. ‘I’ll give you ten pounds for it. I’ll keep if for six months. Interest ten shillings a month. If it’s not redeemed before that time …’

Joyce hardly listened. She knew the conditions. Ten pound. Her relief was so great she almost didn’t notice the ring that lay in the small oak showcase on the counter.

She almost choked. ‘That ring …?’ She could hardly believe her eyes.

It was the ring. The same diamond ring. She could even seen some flour still encrusted, round the delicate setting.

‘That ring, Mr Lorenz,’ she pointed. ‘I … who brought it in?’

Lorenz glanced at the ring and raised his eyes slowly. He laid her money on the counter and shook his head. ‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that, Mrs Carter.’

Joyce stared into his dark eyes. Can’t, or won’t more likely. She felt something slip inside her, felt her frustration surge. Wished she’d been more sympathetic about his blasted friends in Poland.

‘But that ring was mine, I need it. It’s all I’ve got.’ Her voice cracked and she swallowed sharply. ‘It was my husband, wasn’t it?’

Lorenz’s eyes flickered to the bruise on her cheek and Joyce instantly regretted her outburst. Lorenz’s pity was the last thing she wanted. Or expected.

But he merely straightened his shoulders stiffly. ‘I’m sure you appreciate how important it is that I protect the identity of my customers, Mrs Carter.’ He held Joyce’s eyes. ‘The police often ask me for names and I always tell them I don’t deal in names. I deal in valuables.’

He dropped his gaze to write out her receipt and Joyce found herself noticing for the first time how extraordinarily long his lashes were behind the steel frames, and thick, so thick, they cast shadows over his thin cheeks. He blotted the paper carefully and folded it neatly. After a short pause, he looked up. ‘I generally find a somewhat vague recollection of age and sex satisfies my conscience, Mrs Carter. And the constabulary.’

It was a second before Joyce realised what he was getting at. She blinked. ‘And do you remember the age and sex of the person who brought in that ring?’ she asked. But she knew already. It was Stanley. It had to be. Even though he hated Lorenz’s guts.

‘A young woman brought it in.’

‘A young woman?’ Joyce stared at him blankly. ‘What young woman?’

But there was only one young woman who could possibly have got her thieving hands on that ring. ‘My daughter? But Jen’s only seventeen.’ Joyce felt her temper rise. She wanted to lean over the counter and wring Lorenz’s bloody neck. Jen was far too young to use a pawn shop. ‘She only left school last month.’

Lorenz laid his smooth, almost delicate hands on the worn wooden surface of the counter. ‘The young woman in question assured me she was twenty-one years old. I had no reason to disbelieve her. I prefer not to turn business away, Mrs Carter.’

Joyce stared at him. Was he lying? Would he lie? Somehow she knew he wouldn’t and was surprised by the thought. He was a shark, but he wasn’t dishonest. Not in that way. No, it was Jen all right. Her own daughter. Her own lying, thieving little slut of a daughter, Joyce closed her eyes for a moment, fighting back the mixture of fury and utter despair that threatened to overcome her. Then she squared her shoulders and nodded to the pawnbroker.

‘Thank you, Mr Lorenz,’ she said tightly, taking the money and the receipt and pushing it into her pocket with a shaking hand. ‘You’ve been most helpful.’

His eyes were expressionless. ‘It’s always a pleasure doing business with you, Mrs Carter.’ He pressed the buzzer to release the door. ‘Good day.’

She hesitated in the door and turned. She had to say something. She had to. ‘I’m sorry about Poland, Mr Lorenz.’

He inclined his head. ‘I know you are, Mrs Carter.’

On her way from Lorenz’s to the police station, right by the fish stall, Joyce bumped into Mrs Rutherford. Or rather, Mrs Rutherford bumped into her. Because if Joyce had had her way, she would have brushed past without speaking. She wasn’t in the mood to pass the time of day with anyone. Let alone Mrs Rutherford with her condescending, ‘my husband owns the brewery’ good humour. The last time they’d had words was over Joyce’s children climbing over the back wall into the Rutherfords’ garden to steal her plums.’

But the other woman stopped and smiled and Joyce had no choice but to stop too, even though the fish stall was ponging a bit in the hot sun.

‘It’s Mrs Carter, isn’t it?’ she asked, raising her voice over the noise of the market. ‘Doing a bit of shopping?’

Joyce didn’t smile back. Stanley had recently stood in line for a job at Rutherford & Berry’s and had been turned down. On account of his criminal record.

Joyce shrugged. ‘Thought I’d better stock up a bit while I can.’ She could hardly say she was on her way to bail out her husband with money raised on a stolen bracelet.

Mrs Rutherford nodded sympathetically. ‘Yes, I’m afraid if war is declared we may be in for hard times.’

Joyce took in the other woman’s immaculate turn-out, the stylish little hat and matching handbag, the tailored summer jacket, the small diamond brooch pinned discreetly on her lapel and felt a stab of resentment. What did she know about hard times? Nothing.

With her big house and car, rich husband and servants she’d be well buffered from the war. Everyone knew the Rutherfords had had their cellars reinforced and fitted up with beds. They wouldn’t be running to a half-built shelter on the common when the bombing started, or shivering under that bit of government-issue corrugated iron Stanley and Pete had bodged up in the garden.

What was she doing down here anyway? She didn’t shop locally. Oh no, Northcote Road market wasn’t good enough for the Rutherfords. They had their food delivered from Fortnum & Mason’s in Piccadilly. The van came down for them twice a week. Apart from meat. Give her her due, she did buy that locally in Dove the butcher’s. Joyce had stood in the queue behind her once as she had inspected a joint of beef the size of a bowler hat.

‘Do you think that would do us for six, Mr Dove?’ Celia Rutherford had asked in her nasal BBC voice. ‘The boys will be home this weekend.’

It had been on the tip of Joyce’s tongue to say that it would have done her for sixteen. And sandwiches for the rest of the week. But she’d saved her breath, waiting till the other woman had left the shop before asking old Dove for half a pound of brawn.

But Mrs Rutherford was looking at her closely now and for an awful moment Joyce wondered if she thought the fish smell was coming from her. Then she realised she was looking at the bruise.

She had dabbed a bit of Jen’s powder on before coming out, but in the cruel bright light of day no amount of powder would hide the fact that the black eye Stanley had landed on her the other night was turning green.

All ready with her excuse of falling over the dustbin while practising the blackout, Joyce was put out when Mrs Rutherford asked if she was intending to evacuate the children.

‘They’ve already gone,’ she replied stiffly. ‘Yesterday, with the school.’ What business was it of the Rutherfords what she did with her children? Although there’d been an almighty fuss and a half about it. With Angie screaming her head off and the boys saying they’d go truant.

She’d half expected them to turn up again in the evening. But they hadn’t, and God knew where they were now. Devon or Cornwall. ‘We’ll let you know in due course,’ the billeting officer had said.

Mrs Rutherford’s delicate brows rose. ‘All of them?’

‘Just the youngest three.’

‘Of course,’ Mrs Rutherford laughed lightly. ‘Silly me. The others are too old, aren’t they? Still, three safe and sound. That will be a weight off your mind, I’m sure. And less work.’ She stopped and smiled uneasily before starting again. ‘My boys will be at school in the country, of course.’ She picked a speck off her sleeve. ‘I’d have liked Louise to go somewhere safe now she’s left Lucie Clayton’s, but she insists on staying in London.’ She shrugged resignedly. ‘You know what girls that age are like, Mrs Carter. They will have their own way.’

Joyce almost laughed. She knew what her Jen was like all right. Headstrong as a bitch on heat, and a thief too, it seemed. But she would hardly have thought that description applied to the polished and pampered little Miss Louise Rutherford, fresh from her finishing school in Knightsbridge.

Mrs Rutherford seemed to be working up to another question and Joyce glanced impatiently at the clock above the bank. The smell of fish was making her feel sick now and she wanted to get to the police station before lunch.

And she was anxious to get home so she could get her hands on that thieving little slut of a daughter and wring her bloody neck.

Mrs Rutherford apparently got the message. ‘Well, I must get on,’ she said backing away hastily and nearly sitting on a tray of sweating smoked mackerel. ‘Busy, busy, busy.’
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