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August 1944. Allied troops are fighting their way across Europe. But rocket attacks on London are a chilling reminder that the war is far from over. 

Helen knows all too well how dangerous it is in war-torn France. But it’s a long-time since she heard from her French fiancé, André, and nothing is going to stop her going back to track him down, before he is lost to her forever.

Her friend Molly is finding it hard to stop thinking about the lovely Canadian pilot she met while nursing overseas, and the future she might have had, if only she had been good enough for him. Now Molly is back in London, determined to discover the truth about the mother who gave her up for adoption when she was four years old.

Victory may be just round the corner, but the fighting is far from over for the women of Lavender Road.


To my wonderful husband Marc 
for his unfailing support and enthusiasm.


Prologue

15 August 1944

 

Lost in her own thoughts, Molly Coogan didn’t immediately notice the small crowd of people standing on the bridge over the railway on St John’s Hill in south London. It was a hot August afternoon and she was revelling in the feel of the sun on her skin. There was a scent of geraniums in the air, and a blackbird was singing in one of the trees adjacent to the railway line. In other, happier times it would have been a perfect day for a picnic up on Clapham Common, but that was out of the question at the moment. Hitler’s beastly V-1 rockets had seen to that.

When, just over a month ago, Molly had returned to London from a six-month nursing stint in newly liberated Tunisia, she had expected everyone to be delighted that the Allied forces were finally beginning to make some headway in France. But no, after the brief excitement of D-Day, all hopes of an early end to the war had been overshadowed by the daily threat of rocket attacks. 

So when one of the people on the railway bridge shouted, ‘Look! Here it comes!’ her instinct was to run for cover. But as the bystanders craned forward expectantly, she realised that it wasn’t a rocket they had spotted, it was a train. She could hear it approaching now, and she could see the thick plume of smoke pumping out into the still air as it chugged along the side of Wandsworth Common towards them. It wouldn’t be long before it passed underneath the bridge. She heard the grating squeal of brakes as it began to slow up to cross the points, and suddenly the people on the bridge started shouting and jeering.

Molly stared, aghast. She couldn’t imagine what was going on. Then she spotted someone she knew, George Nelson, the eleven-year-old adopted son of her landlady. He was armed with a catapult and was clearly taking aim at the approaching train. 

Without pausing for thought, she ran forward. ‘George!’ she shouted. ‘What on earth are you doing?’ But he didn’t hear her. In any case, she was too late. A pellet of inky blotting paper was already sailing down towards the windows of the train.

It wasn’t the only projectile to find its mark. Other people were spitting, and two women were emptying buckets of dirty water over the balustrade. Insults and abuse were flying around too. ‘Filthy Nazis! Rotten Kraut bastards! Murdering cowards!’

Molly felt her flesh creep. But she knew now what had caused the rumpus. It must be a trainload of German prisoners of war, presumably on its way up from one of the Channel ports, heading for a POW camp somewhere further north. How members of the public found out about these transfers she had no idea, but somehow they had, and were clearly bent on making their feelings known.

Barging through the crowd, she reached George just in time to stop him firing a second pellet.

‘No.’ She grasped his arm. ‘You mustn’t do that. It’s wrong.’

George flinched back in alarm, and the unused pellet plopped off the catapult onto Molly’s shoe. As she tried to flick it off, fearing that it would leave a permanent stain on her thick regulation Red Cross stocking, a burly man swung round towards her.

‘Wrong?’ he bawled at her. ‘What do you mean, wrong? They deserve everything they bloody get.’ Then, leaning over the balustrade, he let rip with a vitriolic suggestion as to what the occupants of the train might like to do to their mothers. 

‘They’re Germans,’ George explained helpfully, as Molly drew him hastily out of the crowd. ‘Nazis.’

‘I know what they are,’ Molly muttered grimly, trying to wipe the ink off her foot. ‘But you still shouldn’t throw things at them.’

George seemed surprised. ‘Why not?’ he asked. ‘I hate them. Everybody hates them.’

Molly looked at him and sighed. With his blond hair and delicate features, George Nelson had the looks of an angel, but she knew of old that he was a bloodthirsty little devil and, to be fair, he had more cause than most to hate the Germans. His father had died at Dunkirk, his younger brother had been killed by a car in the blackout and his mother had lost her life during the Blitz. It was hardly surprising he wanted to fire ink pellets at enemy prisoners.

‘We are meant to be better than that,’ Molly said as they walked back down the road. ‘If we do things like that, we sink to their level.’

But was it really so very wrong? She had good reasons of her own for hating the Germans. 

Like George, Molly had been orphaned at a young age. Even now she could remember that glorious day at the children’s home when she had been told that there was a family who wanted to adopt her. They had taken her in when she was ten years old, and she had lost them eight years later in 1940, when a Nazi bomb landed on the block of flats where they had lived.

Then this time last year, on her way to the nursing job in Tunisia, the troopship she had been travelling on had been torpedoed, and she had spent several unpleasant months in a German POW camp in Italy. That hadn’t endeared the Nazis to her either. But in an odd way, she was grateful for that experience, because it was attempting to administer medical aid to the other inmates that had given her the idea of training to be a doctor. One of the reasons she had come back to England now was to study for a Higher School Certificate in sciences, with a view to applying to medical school next year. 

The other reason she had left Tunisia was that she had fallen in love with a man she could never hope to marry.

Callum Frazer was the twenty-year-old son of a wealthy Canadian businessman. At the moment he was a pilot in the Royal Canadian Air Force, stationed near Tunis, but after the war he would be going to go back to Canada to take up his place in the family business. His parents were expecting him to marry someone of his own class and background, and even though she and Callum had spent some fun off-duty days together in Tunisia, Molly knew he would never defy his father and marry a penniless back-street orphan from Clapham.

So she had come back to London with the intention of making a new life for herself. Thanks to the recommendation of the matron of the Red Cross hospital where she had worked in Tunisia, she had managed to find a paid nursing post in one of the new first-aid units set up to deal with V-1 casualties. When she wasn’t on duty there, she worked at her friend Katy’s pub, the Flag and Garter in Lavender Road. All she needed now was a good teacher. But with so many teachers enrolled in the services, and so many schools currently evacuated from London, finding somewhere to study was proving more difficult than she had envisaged. In fact everything was more difficult than she had envisaged. It had all seemed so straightforward from the comfortable safety of liberated Tunisia. But the reality of grey, weary, war-torn London was very different. Especially without a family to fall back on.

‘What did that man mean about the prisoners’ mothers?’ George asked.

Jerked out of her reverie, Molly eyed him suspiciously. She knew that innocent look too well.

‘Never you mind,’ she said. As it happened, she wasn’t quite sure she had understood the vulgar comment herself, and she certainly wasn’t going to enter into a discussion about it with Master George.

George giggled, then wrinkled his nose. ‘Did you ever know my real mother?’ he asked.

Molly shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I didn’t live here in those days.’

‘I wish I remembered her better,’ he said. ‘But it’s all a bit of a blur.’

Molly knew what he meant. She had a blur too. Just a faint recollection of someone. Not someone at the children’s home. Someone else. Someone pretty and fragrant. She didn’t think of it much. It had always been too painful. She knew, because the staff at the children’s home had told her when she was old enough to understand, that her mother had died when she was three years old. But apart from that, she had no idea of her heritage. Questions of that nature had been discouraged, and once she had been adopted by such a kind family, it had no longer seemed important. 

‘Are you all right, Molly?’ George asked as they walked up the hill towards Lavender Road. ‘You’ve gone all quiet.’

Molly stared at him blankly for a moment, then gave a slightly self-conscious laugh. ‘Yes, I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I was just wondering how to get that ink stain out of my stocking, that’s all.’ 

But that wasn’t all, and she hadn’t been thinking about her stocking. She had been thinking about her mother. And now, suddenly, she too wished her memory was more than a blur.

George had the grace to look apologetic, but not for long. ‘Can we stop at Mrs Carter’s café?’ he asked.

‘No,’ Molly said. Much as she loved Mrs Carter’s cakes, she couldn’t afford to splurge her hard-earned pay on unnecessary treats. Medical school wasn’t going to come cheap. 

‘Oh go on, Molly,’ George wheedled. ‘Please.’

‘No,’ she said. ‘We’ll call in at the pub instead. I’m sure Katy will let you have a lemonade. But only if you promise not to fire your catapult at any more German prisoners.’

But when they got to the pub, the lemonade was forgotten, because Katy had just turned on the wireless for the daily war report. People in the bar generally stopped to listen to the news, but today’s unexpected announcement today caused even the most chatty of the Flag and Garter’s regulars to fall silent.

‘Early this morning, large numbers of American and Free French troops, supported by Allied naval forces, landed on the beaches of the south-east Mediterranean coast of France between Toulon and Nice. Despite enemy resistance, our troops have already established a firm beachhead on French soil. The operation is being hailed as a second D-Day.’

As the BBC newsreader’s clipped tones died away, there was a moment’s silence, then spontaneous applause broke out in the bar.

‘A second front,’ someone said in satisfaction. ‘They must have brought all our troops up from Tunisia and Egypt, and all them other North African places. I wonder what old Adolf will make of that.’

Katy put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh my goodness,’ she said.

Molly looked at her in alarm. ‘What is it?’ 

‘I got a letter from Helen this morning,’ Katy said. 

Molly nodded. ‘And?’ Their friend Helen de Burrel was still in Tunisia. Due to security considerations and the risk of being censored, her letters were more chatty than newsy, but Molly and Katy could sometimes read between the lines.

Katy was looking troubled. ‘She said she was hoping to see André soon. I assumed she meant he had managed to get out of France to meet her somewhere in North Africa, but now . . .’ She glanced at the wireless and then at Molly. ‘I think she must have meant she was hoping to go to France.’

‘Oh my goodness indeed,’ Molly said. It was nearly two years since Helen had seen her fiancé, the handsome French resistance fighter André Cabillard. Helen had been in France on a top-secret mission for the Special Operations Executive when she had been betrayed by an SOE double agent in the pay of the Nazis. She had been shot and seriously injured and it was only thanks to André that she had got out of France alive.

That experience would have put most people off the idea of ever going back in occupied Europe. But Molly knew Katy was right. Helen would risk anything to see André again. If she’d got wind of Allied troops leaving Tunisia for an invasion of the south of France, she would certainly have moved heaven and earth to wangle herself a passage. Toulon was exactly where André’s father’s extensive wine estates were situated. 

Molly met Katy’s eye and smiled reassuringly. ‘Lucky Helen,’ she whispered. But even as she said the words she was conscious of an unwelcome stab of envy for her intrepid friend. With her impeccable lineage and elegant blond good looks, nobody was likely to think Helen de Burrel wasn’t good enough for glamorous, aristocratic André Cabillard. It had been obvious from the moment the two of them had first met in London that they were made for each other. And now it sounded as though they at least, Adolf Hitler permitting, were going to get the fairy-tale ending they so deserved.


Part One


Chapter One

Seven hundred miles away as the crow flew, on the tranquil waters of perhaps the most beautiful sea in the world, the northern Mediterranean, Helen de Burrel stood at the rail of the USS Catoctin, waiting impatiently for her moment to disembark. The previous day, steaming in from all directions – Naples, Sicily, Malta and North Africa – ten huge convoys had congregated off the coast of Corsica: great hulking American battleships, sleek British corvettes camouflaged in greys and blues, Norwegian cargo vessels, Italian cruisers, Polish trawlers, Greek tankers. It was truly an international armada.

Early in the morning, under a light mist, the thousand or so vessels of the Operation Dragoon Allied fleet had crept stealthily northwards, behind the minesweepers, under the protective umbrella of anti-aircraft balloons. It had been a moving sight, made more so when, with the faint blue coastline of France already in sight, Helen’s attention had been drawn to a small Royal Navy destroyer, the Kimberley, displaying the white flag of the commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean, Sir John Cunningham. As the British ship ploughed past, a young French signalman standing near her on the deck read off the message that was displayed on the double halyard of flags. ‘Good luck! Good luck to all you who are on the sea today.’

The decks of the Catoctin were full of soldiers, sailors and airmen, and Helen had been lucky to get a spot by the rail. But not as lucky as she had been to get aboard in the first place. It had taken all her ingenuity to wangle a role for herself among the invasion forces.

Despite her French surname, Helen was actually more English than French, but she had spent some of her childhood in France and as a result spoke the language fluently. Having volunteered for the FANYs, one of the British Women’s Army services, at the beginning of the war, she had quickly been selected for intelligence work.

For the last six months, since recovering from the injuries she had received on her earlier mission to Toulon, she had been working in an admin capacity for the Special Operations Executive in Tunisia. Her job had been to liaise between the headquarters of the various international clandestine organisations based there, principally the British and American intelligence services and General de Gaulle’s exiled Free French army. But despite her requests, her SOE employers – perhaps concerned about the risk of her getting captured when she knew so much, or more likely because she was a woman – had been reluctant to include her in their plans for Operation Dragoon.

In the end, however, her language skills had secured her the role of liaison interpreter to assist the top brass of the British and American forces with their dealings with the French. Helen had no idea what the job would involve, or how she would carry it out, but she didn’t really care. All she wanted was the chance to get back to France, to be with her beloved André Cabillard once again. 

It had been so long since she had seen him. Since she had left France, at death’s door, on an escaping French submarine, André had been operating independently, running sabotage missions with trusted henchmen against the German occupation forces under the cover of his family’s respected wine business. Because of the collapse of the SOE network due to the treachery of one of the British agents, his position was precarious, to say the least. The risk of another betrayal was ever present and, as a result, correspondence had been almost impossible. All Helen had received from him in the last nine months were two brief relayed messages via the only SOE agent André trusted, Katy’s husband Ward Frazer.

But Ward Frazer had long since left the Mediterranean theatre. He was working undercover in Paris now, paving the way for the D-Day forces in northern France to reach the Nazi-occupied French capital. Since he had gone, Helen had been unable to communicate with André at all. But now that a second invasion was under way so close to where he lived, she was sure André would be expecting her. Waiting for her. He would know that she would come. 

And here she was. It was late afternoon. The aerial and naval bombardment of the German positions on the cliffs and beaches was over, thousands upon thousands of paratroopers had been dropped from Allied planes, sappers had cleared the beaches of mines and the first wave of assault troops had been ashore since dawn. Now, finally, the Catoctin landing craft were being lowered and Helen’s boarding number was being called. Wild animals, even the Waffen-SS, who had been occupying a wing of the Cabillards’ chateau for the last two years, were not going to be able to keep her away.

In London, news of the second invasion of France spread fast, and the Flag and Garter was crowded that evening. While Katy put her two children, Malcolm and baby Caroline, to bed in the relative safety of the cellar, Molly and Elsa, Katy’s barmaid, manned the two bars. In the kitchen, fifteen-year-old Bella James was busy with the washing-up. Glasses, especially pint beer glasses, were in short supply these days, and if they weren’t going to run out, they had to have a quick turnaround.

Bella was yet another orphan of the war. Her mother, the local lady of the night, had been killed when a V-1 had landed on her house two months ago. Bella hadn’t uttered a single word since. In the absence of any other family, Katy had taken the girl in, but it wasn’t easy housing a silent, traumatised teenager in a busy pub, and it was made worse by Bella’s startling beauty. There was hardly a man in the bar tonight who failed to salivate each time she brought the clean glasses through from the pantry.

Molly had still been in Tunisia when the V-1 had hit Lavender Road, and she had been shocked on her return to find half the street demolished, and the other half uninhabitable. 

It wasn’t just Lavender Road that had suffered. Altogether Molly had been away from London for over a year. In the rosy glow of nostalgia, she had forgotten the grey, bomb-damaged buildings, the flapping tarpaulins, the taped-up windows, the ubiquitous sandbags, the endless delays, the queues and the swingeing ration system, and that was before the vicious doodlebugs had begun to add to the misery.

It wasn’t just the buildings that were grey and battle scarred. Despite the summer weather, Londoners seemed drab and weary too in their patched-up clothes and worn-out shoes. It all seemed a million miles away from the gay frivolity, colour and exoticism of Tunisia, and although Molly’s high hopes about her immediate future hadn’t exactly been dashed, they had certainly diminished. 

Tonight, however, the mood in the pub was optimistic. Over the top of the rousing marching-band music blaring out of the wireless on the bar, Molly could hear the prevailing chit-chat. ‘Hitler will be on the run now . . . With another front opened up in Froggyland, I reckon as it will all be over by Christmas.’

‘I wonder what will happen to us once it is all over,’ Katy murmured, appearing up the cellar steps and taking her place beside Molly behind the bar.

What indeed? Molly thought,

Molly hadn’t told Katy about Callum. She had mentioned that she had seen him in Tunisia, of course; she could hardly conceal that. Callum was Ward Frazer’s cousin, after all. But that was all she had said. It was partly shyness, and partly because she didn’t want Katy to confirm her fears.

The Frazer family hadn’t approved of Katy either. Molly had met Callum’s father when he came to London last year to try to persuade Ward to break off their relationship. Maurice Frazer was a terrifying man, stern, unbending and crushingly superior. But Ward and Katy had held their ground. Ward was older and tougher than Callum, and Katy, albeit like Molly only in her early twenties, was already a respectable businesswoman running a successful pub. In any case, by that time, it was a fait accompli. Ward and Katy were married with a child, and little Caroline, now eight months old, on the way.

But Maurice Frazer and his wife were hardly likely to let the same thing happen to Callum. They weren’t going to allow him to hitch up with someone who had spent the first ten years of her life in a residential Home for Waifs and Strays. And Molly wouldn’t blame them. 

Nor would she blame Callum. Yes, by enlisting as a pilot and joining the war in Europe, he had defied his parents’ desire for him to stay safely in Canada. But the same sense of duty that had made him do that would also surely make him unwilling to defy them in the matter of his post-war life.

Not only were Callum and Ward heirs to a huge aeronautical business; the Frazers were also fabulously wealthy members of Canadian high society. Callum would be mad to give all that up to marry a complete nobody. Even if he did, it would just make everyone cross and miserable, and Molly couldn’t bear the thought of causing him pain. He deserved better, better than her, even though they’d had fun together in Tunisia, even though Callum had kissed her a couple of times, just small light kisses, once at the end of a moonlit camel ride across the desert, and again during a lazy picnic among the beautiful ruins of Thurburbo Maius. Both times, he had apologised, and in her effort to make light of it, Molly had been unable to tell him that it had been the most wonderful thing that had ever happened to her.

Sometimes in the dark hours of the night, she asked herself if that was why she had fallen for him. Because he was the only man she had known who had ever wanted to kiss her.

‘Molly! Watch out, the glass is overflowing!’

Molly jumped and hastily pushed back the beer lever. Then, realising that Katy was still waiting for her to respond to her earlier comment, she forced a smile. ‘Well, you’ll be all right,’ she said lightly. ‘You and Ward will finally be able to settle down and live happily ever after.’

It was Katy’s turn to be silent. ‘What is it?’ Molly asked. ‘What’s the matter?’

Katy dropped some coins into the till and closed the wooden drawer with a snap. ‘I’m not sure that Ward is going to want to settle down,’ she said.

Molly knew she had a point. It wasn’t going to be easy for a man like Ward Frazer, who had lived life on the edge for the last five years, to settle back into run-of-the-mill civilian life.

‘He doesn’t really like working in the pub,’ Katy added, and Molly saw the anxiety in her eyes. All Katy had ever wanted was a quiet life in which to bring up her children. Ward Frazer, with all his derring-do behind enemy lines, was the complete opposite. He thrived on danger and adventure. Molly could understand why Katy was scared. Not so much of losing him, but of him being bored and unhappy, and perhaps deciding after all that he wanted to go back to Canada.

‘Then he can find something else to do,’ Molly said reassuringly.

Katy made a face. ‘I hope so,’ she said. Then, picking up a fresh glass from the batch Bella had just delivered to them, she shook her head as though to dismiss her unwelcome thoughts. ‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘Have you made any progress with finding somewhere to study?’

Molly sighed. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Most of the local colleges have moved out of London or even closed down completely. The ones that are left aren’t offering the courses I need.’

‘Why don’t you try and find a private tutor?’ Katy said. ‘Then you could time your lessons round your other commitments. It would be much better than trundling all over town to some distant college.’ She was clearly pleased with her idea. ‘You could use the cellar here,’ she went on eagerly. ‘So you’d be safe from the blasted doodlebugs.’ 

Molly couldn’t help smiling at her enthusiasm. ‘I suppose it might be worth at least finding out if there are any suitable tutors around.’

‘Exactly,’ Katy said with satisfaction. ‘We’ll write out an advertisement and you can drop it in at the Wandsworth Gazette tomorrow morning on your way to the Red Cross.’ Wiping her hands on a tea towel, she nodded over towards the door, where Angie, Mrs Carter’s daughter, was just pushing in through the blackout curtain with her plump little Italian husband. ‘There’s someone else who needs a tutor,’ she whispered with a giggle. ‘If you find somebody suitable, maybe they could drum some English into Gino Moretti at the same time.’

Katy wasn’t the only person who wished Gino Moretti could speak better English. His mother-in-law, Joyce Carter, had been wishing it for some considerable time. Gino was a former Italian prisoner of war. He was also, in Joyce’s opinion, a bit of a waste of space, but Angie had unaccountably fallen in love with him, and in the end Joyce had been forced to give in and let them get married. They both now worked in the café Joyce ran with her boss, Mrs Rutherford, and since the V-1 attack on Lavender Road, they had all been lodging in Mrs Rutherford’s big house at the top of the road while they waited for Joyce’s own house to be repaired.

Staying with the frightfully posh and oh-so-correct Rutherfords had been stressful enough for Joyce, but having her sex-mad daughter and the linguistically challenged Gino there as well had made it all much worse. There had been numerous awkward incidents, such as when Angie and Gino had somehow managed to break the legs of the bed in their room, and another when Mrs Rutherford’s husband had come home unexpectedly from his Home Guard duties on the south coast to find them frolicking stark naked in his bathroom. It was only the placid good sense of Albert Lorenz, Joyce’s own soon-to-be husband, that had prevented her from packing her bags and going back to the WVS shelter in the church hall. 

Now, as she sat in the saloon bar of the Flag and Garter, watching her intended limp up to the counter to fetch the drinks, she was conscious of a sudden constriction around her heart, because concealed in her handbag was a letter from her eldest son Bob, objecting to the idea of her marrying again.

It wasn’t clear whether Bob was anti Albert Lorenz because he was the local pawnbroker, or because he was Jewish, but either way he clearly didn’t approve. Joyce hadn’t told Albert, of course. She was determined that the wedding would go ahead. But now, tonight, with all this talk of a second invasion of France, she couldn’t help wondering what would happen when Bob came home. As presumably he would, as soon as the war was over. Unlike her other sons Paul and Pete, who were both now fighting in France, and Mick, who was serving in the merchant navy, Bob had spent almost the entire war in POW camps, first in Italy and now in Germany.

She felt sorry for him being incarcerated like that, of course she did, but she did feel that it was a bit much for him to be laying down the law from the safety of a POW camp when the rest of them had been living in daily fear of their lives for five long years.

Albert himself had very nearly lost his life in the recent V-1 attack. He had been dragged from the wreckage of his house more dead than alive, and it was only then, realising how desperately she didn’t want him to die, that Joyce had finally given in to his long and patient courtship and agreed to marry him.

He was back on his feet now, just about, and the wedding was all set for 25 August, ten days from now. Joyce was jittery enough about it as it was. The last thing she needed was Bob putting a spanner in the works. None of her three other boys minded her marrying again. On the contrary, they were pleased for her. As was Angie.

The person most likely to have expressed disapproval, Joyce thought, had been her elder daughter, Jen. Jen was an actress, working for ENSA, the forces entertainment organisation, and liked nothing better than to throw her weight around and play the prima donna. But Jen liked Albert, and was even deigning to come home from her current ENSA tour for the occasion.

But Bob seemed to be labouring under some kind of misplaced loyalty to his father. It didn’t seem to bother him that the man had been a nasty drunk, a violent husband and crooked to boot. The day she had received the news that Stanley had died in prison had been one of the best of Joyce’s life. 

She cast a quick glance over at the counter, where Albert was now in earnest discussion with Katy Frazer. Guessing that they were discussing the plans for the wedding party, which they were holding in the pub, Joyce felt her heartbeat accelerate slightly. The only good thing about Bob’s letter was that it had taken her mind off the wedding, or more precisely, the honeymoon, the moment when she and Albert Lorenz would find themselves alone in a bedroom together for the very first time.

It had also taken her mind off the daunting thought of Angie and Gino holding the fort in the café for the three days that she and Albert would be away. It was a worrying prospect, and even more worrying was that in a moment of madness a few weeks ago, she had given them permission to open the café in the evenings, to serve Italian food cooked by Gino. They had been waiting for the licence to come through, but it had arrived yesterday, in the same post as Bob’s letter, and Angie and Gino had decided to have their opening night the day she and Albert returned from honeymoon. Joyce suspected it wasn’t going to be quite the homecoming she might have wished for. If it was anything like their practice sessions, she would be coming back to a kitchen full of steam, Angie with her hair plastered to her face, Gino stripped to the waist, and soggy pasta dough adhering to every surface. 

‘There you are.’ Albert spoke suddenly beside her, making her jump. ‘I’m afraid Katy has run out of sherry, so I took the liberty of getting you a small brandy. Or would you have preferred a Guinness?’

‘No, no,’ Joyce said hastily. ‘The brandy is fine.’ She could do with a brandy. With any luck, it might settle her jangling nerves.

Catching the flinch of pain that crossed Albert’s face as he lowered himself into his chair, Joyce suddenly wondered if there might be a reprieve. Perhaps he wasn’t fit enough yet to do the other business, the hanky-panky, as Angie called it. She wouldn’t want to cause him any additional damage, after all. She would be more than happy to delay that side of things until . . .

Albert lifted his glass. ‘Cheers,’ he said. His kindly eyes twinkled behind his spectacles. ‘I can’t wait for next weekend. I do hope you are looking forward to it too?’

‘Oh yes,’ Joyce said faintly. She lifted the brandy to her lips and took a fortifying slug. ‘Very much so.’

In the South of France Helen de Burrel could have done with a brandy too, but she had to make do with a tin mug of NAAFI tea. It was almost midnight, and she was sitting on the garden steps of a rambling Provençal house, formerly the country residence of the wealthy magazine tycoon and manager of the Tour de France, Henri Desgrange, and now requisitioned as the staff HQ. As she waited for the tea to cool, she looked back over the last few hours and decided that it had been one of the most extraordinary evenings of her life. 

She could hardly believe she was back in France after all this time. It was only as they had been queuing up to board the landing craft that she had become aware that the salty tang of the sea and the stench of cordite and machine oil had suddenly gained a new overtone, the warm fragrance of land, the pine-scented and herb-encrusted cliffs and headlands of Provence, and had felt a surge of excitement.

She wasn’t the only one.

‘La belle France,’ one of the French soldiers standing beside her had murmured as he breathed in the scented air. Helen could see the emotion on his face. And when half an hour later they disembarked, wading up the shallows onto a shell-cratered white beach somewhere not far from Sainte-Maxime, she saw the same man fall to his knees and kiss the sand. He was home again after four long years of exile.

Somehow, in the melee on the beach, on legs wobbly after six days at sea, Helen had managed to locate the driver and the Jeep she had been promised. But to her initial surprise, and subsequent dismay, she found she wasn’t the only person allocated to that vehicle. Already aboard was a British Army colonel dressed in a pair of extraordinarily wide outdated military jodhpurs, and wearing on his head what looked like a pith helmet. To add to the impression of coming from a different century, and certainly a different war, he sported a wide handlebar moustache with waxed points and spoke in a hearty colonial drawl. The only missing attribute of the bygone era he seemed to represent was a monocle.

‘Jolly good show,’ he said approvingly as Helen lifted her small suitcase into the back of the Jeep. Helen couldn’t help noticing that his own luggage comprised a large wooden trunk, bounded by metal stays and secured by an ornate lock. He shot a hand out over the side of the vehicle. ‘Izzard-Lane,’ he said. ‘The beach master told me I’d have the company of a pretty FANY girl. Can’t think of anything nicer. Gather you speak the lingo. Couldn’t be better, as I haven’t a single word. Learned a little Pashtu on the frontier, don’t you know, but I don’t suppose that will be much use here.’ 

Gathering from this that her companion had in some former life served in India as an officer of the Raj, Helen bit back an unruly giggle, shook hands, mumbled a polite greeting and climbed into the back of the Jeep beside him.

It turned out that the bizarrely named Colonel Izzard-Lane had, for some equally bizarre reason to do with ‘knowing a frightfully useful chap in the War Office’, also been given the job of liaising with the French, which seemed to Helen to be a perfect example of the army’s ability to put square pegs in round holes. And nobody could be more square, or indeed less knowledgeable about France, let alone modern warfare, than Colonel Izzard-Lane.

Somewhat to her relief, however, their American driver, Sergeant Maxwell, was clearly a seasoned campaigner. He had come ashore earlier in the day and seemed to have a pretty good idea of how things were going.

‘The Jerries are well on the run,’ he shouted over his shoulder, when Helen leaned forward to enquire if he knew the current state of play. ‘Seems they weren’t expecting us. That’s not to say they haven’t put up a good fight,’ he added grudgingly as they followed a half-track up off the beach, sticking to the line of small sapper flags that indicated a mine-free route through the sand dunes. ‘We need to keep a bit of an eye out, though,’ he warned casually. ‘Just in case there are any stragglers.’

Colonel Izzard-Lane gave a grunt of satisfaction, and after grappling for a moment with the flap of his jacket, he produced a fearsome-looking long-muzzled pistol, which, somewhat unwisely, Helen thought, as they bucked and skidded up through the rutted dunes towards the coast road, he proceeded to cradle in his lap.

They were headed for the newly established staff HQ, but it took rather longer than expected to get there because the road to Beauvallon was chock-a-block with traffic. They had to queue for ages behind a column of armoured vehicles before they could even get onto it. When they were finally signalled forward by a US navy rating dressed in white cap and gaiters, Helen could hardly believe her eyes.

She’d known warfare wasn’t nice – how could it be? – but she had never imagined anything like the scene that greeted them now. On either side of the slow-moving convoy of Allied vehicles, the highway and adjacent crater-riddled fields were strewn with discarded vehicles – farm carts, wagons and even bicycles – presumably requisitioned by the Wehrmacht and cast off in their haste to flee the might of the Allied invasion forces. Among the abandoned vehicles lay numerous dead horses together with dozens of lifeless bodies, some burnt to a mangled frazzle, others identifiable by their uniforms as Wehrmacht or SS, and some just hapless French civilians caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

There were horrible fat flies everywhere and, fighting a sudden wave of nausea, Helen turned her head the other way and caught sight of a long column of miserable-looking, dust-covered German prisoners being forced to march along the verge, shepherded by some hard-faced US marines, while at the roadside, moaning and sweating under the merciless evening sun, lay dozens of injured Wehrmacht solders waiting for medical assistance.

‘Oh my God,’ she whispered.

‘Yes, very bad form to abandon one’s wounded,’ Colonel Izzard-Lane agreed jovially. ‘Buggers deserve everything they get.’

‘We’re never going to get there at this rate,’ Sergeant Maxwell remarked suddenly. He nodded off to the right. ‘What do you reckon we take a side road, sir?’

Helen stared at the back of his head incredulously. From beyond the high tree-lined ridge to the north came the spine-chilling sound of booming guns, the screeching wail of shells and the clattering of machine guns, interspersed with the explosive crashes of grenades.

But before she could object, Colonel Izzard-Lane waved airily. ‘Certainly, Sergeant. Whatever you think best. We are, after all, entirely in your hands.’

No we’re not, Helen wanted to shout at him. It’s up to us where we go. But she was too late. Sergeant Maxwell had already swung off the road, and soon they were bowling along a straight and completely empty country lane, bordered on both sides by small fields of vines behind which the ground rose steeply to wooded hills.

If only these were André’s vines, Helen thought longingly. But they were a long way from the Cabillard wine estates at Domaine Saint-Jean, and she knew she would have to wait until the Germans had been thoroughly routed from the coastal zone before she could make her way to find him. 

In the meantime, there was a small village ahead, and as Sergeant Maxwell approached with a degree of caution, Colonel Izzard-Lane sat up even straighter and fingered his weapon hopefully. But the only sign of the Germans they encountered was a slogan scrawled in white paint on the wall of the first house: Ein Reich, ein Volk, ein Führer. 

‘Not for much longer,’ Sergeant Maxwell muttered. ‘With any luck.’ But even as he spoke the words, he screeched the Jeep to a halt, almost unseating the colonel and causing his pistol to clatter down into the footwell under Helen’s feet.

‘For goodness’ sake,’ she muttered irritably as she gingerly retrieved it for him. ‘You might have blown my leg off.’

Sergeant Maxwell had pulled up by a gateway and was peering at some wide, churned-up indentations in the dry soil. ‘Tank tracks,’ he said shortly.

Colonel Izzard-Lane’s moustache bristled with excitement. Taking firm hold of his gun, he climbed stiffly out of the Jeep and inspected the ruts. Then, with the air of a man more used to hunting tigers than German panzers, he straightened up eagerly. ‘Spoor’s recent,’ he pronounced. ‘We’d better get after him.’

‘I think it’s one of ours, sir,’ Sergeant Maxwell said politely. He pointed at the hill on the far side of the field to their right. ‘I can see them up there on the high ground. Challengers, I believe.’ 

Disappointed, the colonel clambered back into the Jeep, but he had barely taken his seat when an elderly man came hobbling down the road towards them from the village.

‘Bienvenue!’ the ancient fellow shouted in a wheezing voice. ‘You are our liberators, and we are grateful, but please make haste. This afternoon we made a small token of resistance and the Boches have taken some of our people to the woods.’ He gesticulated wildly towards the forested slopes on their left. ‘I fear they are going to shoot them. I fear for their lives.’

He was speaking some kind of local patois, and even Helen found it difficult to understand exactly what he was saying, though it wasn’t hard to get the gist. With the best will in the world, however, she didn’t feel that she, the colonel and Sergeant Maxwell were the right people to go chasing about in the woods in an attempt to rescue hostages from the clutches of the Nazis.

But Colonel Izzard-Lane apparently couldn’t wait to engage the enemy, and the next thing she knew, with the elderly gentleman now installed in the front seat of the vehicle, they were careering off up a track through the vines, heading for the distant trees.

This bloody colonel is going to be the end of me, Helen thought, as she clung on for dear life. I’m not going to be at all pleased if he gets us killed just as I’m finally about to be reunited with André.

Colonel Izzard-Lane didn’t get them killed, but it was a close-run thing. Suddenly, without any warning, there was a tremendous explosion behind them. At the same moment, Helen was conscious of something screaming past overhead. There was a rending crash, and a tree less than a hundred yards ahead of them split in half in front of their eyes. Stunned, and with her ears ringing, it took a moment for her to grasp the fact that the tanks on the ridge behind them were firing. A moment later, the same thing happened again, except this time clods of grass, branches and foliage flew in all directions as the shell landed at the edge of the forest. 

Thinking that the tanks must be German after all, and aiming at them, she screamed at Sergeant Maxwell to take evasive action, but then belatedly she realised that the guns were firing over their heads at something or someone in the woods.

They never discovered exactly who or what it was that had caught the British tank commander’s attention, because just then, further along the treeline, a motley group of people emerged from the woods and started running across the field towards them.

‘Mon dieu,’ the elderly gentleman gasped. ‘It is the villagers.’ Leaping like a stag out of the now stationary Jeep, he went staggering off towards them.

‘By Jove,’ Colonel Izzard-Lane remarked rather shakily. ‘That was a close shave. Another minute and we’d have been blown to kingdom come.’

Within seconds, the straggle of villagers were upon them. They comprised several middle-aged men, a dozen or so youngish women and three children, and nothing Helen could say would convince them that she, Colonel Izzard-Lane and Sergeant Maxwell were not in any way responsible for saving their lives. Apparently their vengeful German kidnappers had lined them up and had been just about to shoot them when the volley of tank fire had come crashing through the woods yards from their position, causing everyone to run for their lives.

As one of the escaped hostages leaned into the Jeep to embrace her, Helen smelt the acrid sweat on the woman’s skin, the smell of recent abject terror and panic still evident in her convulsively clutching fingers.

The old man was almost faint with relief. ‘Sacré bleu,’ he said, clinging to the side of the vehicle for support. He insisted that they all return to the village so that their saviours could be toasted with wine from his cellar, which had been hidden from the Germans for four long years.

Everyone was smiling now, but behind the smiles Helen could see the strain that these people had been under, and not just that afternoon, but for the preceding few years. Their thin, drawn faces, threadbare clothes and inadequate shoes, and the lack of any young men, told an unhappy story. Times had clearly been very tough in the south of France under Nazi occupation.

The celebration had gone on for some considerable time before the liberators were allowed to get on their way, and by that time, Colonel Izzard-Lane was somewhat the worse for wear.

‘What a marvellous country,’ he mumbled as Sergeant Maxwell drove off rather unsteadily, followed by a gaggle of cheering barefoot children. ‘Jolly nice people, too. Can’t imagine why I haven’t been here before.’

An hour later, they finally reached the rather sumptuous HQ, just in time for the evening briefing.

The military situation was still somewhat confused, but after a full day of fighting, it seemed that most of the German units were indeed pulling back, making for the valley of the Rhône, while others were attempting to hold off the chasing Allied advance units with dangerous rearguard actions. The Nazis had also left do-or-die units in the docks at Toulon, Marseilles and Nice to try to deny their use to the Allies as long as possible.

But all in all, the Allied commanders’ objectives for the first day of action had been more than met. Local resistance groups had played a major part by blowing up bridges, attacking railway lines and cutting telephone cables to hamper the enemy’s retreat. As a result, even though some divisions had managed to get away, thousands of German prisoners had been taken.

The briefing officer was confident that within two days or so, the entire coastal area, apart perhaps from the major cities, would be secure, and the Nazis routed.

Two days, Helen thought as she sipped her tea in the cool, scented, cicada-filled garden. Just two more days to wait. 
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