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Epigraph

“Paths come into being as we walk on them.”

Franz Kafka
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“I’m a saggar-maker’s bottom knocker!”

Hearing the words, Rebecca glanced along the bar. She grinned – just as if! She wished the stranger had been her customer instead of Sal’s. He sounded far more interesting than “Beery Bill”, as he was known locally. The brawny docker leaned forward to tell her yet another of his tasteless jokes. “Oh, give it a rest, Bill,” she said with impatience. “Two of your tales in one day are enough for anyone!”

She knew he wouldn’t take offence. He was one of their regulars, as were most of the customers in the corner pub. But now, yet again, Rebecca’s gaze was drawn to the other end of the bar. The dark young man was tall, well built, and definitely good-looking. Intrigued, she sidled along on the pretence of needing a couple of tonics and bent to pick them up from a low shelf.

“Oh, yeah,” Sal was saying. “And what’s that when it’s at ’ome? I wasn’t born yesterday, yer know!”

“It’s a real job,” he began to protest, then paused as Rebecca straightened up. “Well, if it isn’t Aphrodite rising from the sea – or should I say from behind the bar!” Startled, she gazed directly into a pair of admiring grey eyes.

“Aw, Rebecca, you serve ’im,” Sal complained, turning away. “This bloke’s an absolute nutcase! He doesn’t even speak the King’s English!”

“Are you?” Rebecca challenged, taking his half-pint glass from him.

“Mild, please,” he said, and she pulled down the decorative handle of the beer pump.

“Well,” she repeated. “Are you a nutcase?”

He laughed. “No, but you can’t deny it’s a good chat-up line.”

“What? The saggar-maker’s bottom knocker, or the bit about Aphrodite?”

“The first. The second was just for you – I couldn’t resist it.”

“I take it Aphrodite had red hair, then?”

“It’s not red!” His gaze swept over Rebecca’s shoulder-length waves. “It’s burnished gold, and don’t you let anyone tell you different.”

“My, you’re a bossy type!”

“Comes of being a teacher.” He smiled. “My name’s Ian by the way, Ian Beresford.”

Rebecca hesitated, then said, “I’m Rebecca Lawson.”

“The full version! You don’t answer to Becky, then?”

“No, I don’t!” Her tone was sharp, final, and Ian raised his eyebrows. She had a temper to match then!

Rebecca began to move away. “Come back – please?” he said softly, then frowned as he watched a couple of men ogle the girl who seemed unsuited both to the area and to the work she was doing. And she certainly didn’t have the Cockney accent he was hearing all around him.

He glanced around the shabby pub, liking its old mahogany bar, the row of pewter tankards and Toby jugs above, the small intimate alcoves with their stained-glass windows. What history there was between these walls, and he wondered grimly how many men in the past had left its warmth and comfort to face the horror of fighting a war.

“Penny for ’em?” Sal had returned to use the optics.

Ian smiled. “I was just admiring your pub and your barmaid. She’s not what you’d expect, is she?” he said. He grinned at her, his implication clear as his gaze swept over Sal’s ample cleavage and her bottle-blonde hair.

Sal bristled. “And I am, I suppose! I don’t just work here, you know! Ron Bowler – that’s my husband – he’s the landlord. And Rebecca, who you can’t take your eyes off, is my niece. So watch your step!” She moved away, and Ian gave a grimace. He hadn’t meant to offend her. He saw Rebecca glance across in his direction and smiled at her. She was an absolute stunner. He didn’t think he’d ever seen such a beautiful girl. And to think he’d only come in on the off-chance of meeting Johnny Fletcher!

The pub was beginning to fill up; Saturday lunchtimes were always busy, and covertly, Rebecca watched him, noticing how he always turned to look over his shoulder when newcomers came in. A few minutes later, having served the man next to him, she said curiously, “Are you expecting someone?”

Ian glanced up. “Yes, I am actually,” he said. “A bloke called Johnny Fletcher. He said I’d always find him in the Unicorn on Saturday lunchtimes, so I thought I’d surprise him.”

“Johnny Fletcher? Oh, I know him, I’ve served him lots of times. He used to live a few doors away. But he’s moved. It was his mum – she couldn’t stand living among all the bomb damage any more. They’ve gone to live with her sister, I think. Sal told me she keeps a boarding house in Southend.”

Ian frowned. “Damn!” he said. “I should have written first. I wanted to look him up so we could have our own VE day – we were demobbed a bit too late for the original one.”

“Tough luck!” As Rebecca moved away, Ian gazed despondently into his mug of beer. Not that he’d blame anyone for wanting to get away from all the destruction. He’d known, of course, that London had suffered greatly in the war. But not even the news-reels had prepared him for the scale of devastation he’d seen in the city that morning. How anyone could remain cheerful in such surroundings was beyond him, and yet there was an air of determination everywhere. It was as though people thought that if they could survive the last six years, they could survive anything.

“Fancy him, do you?” Sal said tartly, as she waited for Rebecca to finish using the till.

“What if I do?”

Sal shrugged. “No accounting for taste!” But Sal was notorious for her sharp tongue, and Rebecca ignored her.

“He’s come looking for Johnny Fletcher.”

A man standing nearby, with the apt nickname of “Dewdrop”, turned round. “Who did yer say was looking for ’im?”

“The bloke at the other end of the bar,” Rebecca said, wishing the man would invest in a handkerchief. She watched him saunter in Ian’s direction, and then began to serve a sudden rush of customers. But when a lull eventually came, Sal asked her to fetch another crate of brown ales.

“I know Ron usually does it,” she said, “but . . .”

“How is he?” Rebecca jerked her head in the direction of the ceiling.

“Still coughing his guts out. But never mind – I’ll sweat it out of him. Can’t have him laid up for Christmas, we’d never cope!”

With reluctance, Rebecca opened the cellar door, switched on the light, and began to make her way carefully down the steep, stone steps. She hated going into the cellar, even though her uncle kept it well. Her gaze darted around fearfully. Rats were a real menace since the bombing. Hiding among the rubble, disturbed and terrified, they were finding their way into everyone’s homes. She’d seen one down here once, a hideous black thing – its pink beady eyes glinting in the sudden electric light as she switched it on. She’d screamed, watching in horror as it scuttled away. The sound of the rat’s scrabbling feet had haunted her for days. Mice she could just about cope with, but rats? Never!

Rebecca shuddered, picked up the heavy crate and struggled back to the welcome noise and smoky atmosphere of the bar. Her gaze went immediately to where Ian had been standing. He’d gone! Desperately, she looked among the group around the dart-board, at the table where a couple of men were playing shove-halfpenny, at the skittles corner. But there was no sign of him. She might have known, she thought dismally, that nothing exciting would happen for her. Wasn’t it always the same? You’re unlucky, she reminded herself. Surely life’s taught you that?

Her disappointment must have shown, because Sal came along and nudged her. “Don’t worry, he hasn’t done a runner. He’s in the Gents!”

“Oh!” Rebecca felt her cheeks redden.

“A pint of bitter, beautiful, and have one for yourself.” A portly middle-aged man fished in his pocket and offered a ten-shilling note.

“That’s very kind of you.” The money for her free drink would go into a small pot she kept at the side of the till. In any case, she only ever had lemonade. Most women coming into the pub, unless they drank stout, preferred a short to beer. Gin and orange, or port and lemon were the most popular, but she didn’t like either. On her birthday, Ron and Sal had treated her to a couple of liqueurs, but they’d only given her a headache. In any case, Rebecca had her own reasons for not wanting to acquire a taste for alcohol.

“Penny for ’em?” The customer obviously expected a chat for his money, and Rebecca made an effort to be friendly. “Are you all ready for Christmas? It should be a good one, being the first since the war ended.”

He looked glum and scratched his liver-spotted bald scalp. “Can’t think what to buy the wife! I know she wants a new frock, but she’s used up all the clothing coupons.”

Rebecca’s gaze slid away as she saw Ian pass behind him. He looked over the man’s head and gave what was, for Rebecca, a heart-stopping smile. When he walked slowly to the other end of the bar and glanced along at her, she said hurriedly, “Buy her something romantic, like scent.”

“That wouldn’t do for my Gertie,” he told her. “She’d just think I’d been up ter summat.”

Flashing him a sympathetic smile, Rebecca walked slowly along to where Ian was obviously waiting to talk to her. “I only missed Johnny by a couple of weeks,” he said, “his next-door neighbour came over and told me.”

“Same again?” Rebecca stretched her hand to take his glass. He shook his head. “Not for me. I must be off soon. I’m only down here for a couple of days.”

“Rebecca!” Sal was struggling to meet the impatient demands of a group of football supporters.

“Sorry! The local team are playing at home!”

“Football!” he said with a shrug, as she began to move away. “Not for me – give me tennis any day.”

Frustratingly, it was fifteen minutes before she was able to speak to him again. He was quietly smoking a cigarette, and she knew he’d been watching her. “Hello,” he said.

“Hello.” She suddenly felt shy – after all, he’d already told her he didn’t want another drink.

“I was wondering,” Ian said, his eyes holding hers, “believe it or not, this is my first time in London. You wouldn’t fancy coming sightseeing with me, would you?”

Rebecca’s nerve-ends tingled. She didn’t need to think about it – of course she would go! But it wouldn’t do to seem too eager. “Okay,” she agreed after a suitable pause. “I can’t get any time off today – but I could meet you tomorrow.”

“Where?” Ian spoke hurriedly. The pub was beginning to fill up again, and as two men crowded behind him, he stood up and leaned across the bar. “Trafalgar Square, by the lions, ten o’clock!” she whispered. He nodded, and began to push his way out through the crowd.

Rebecca saw him wave as he left, then said to her next customer, “Your usual, Charlie?” She was flustered as she served him, her mind racing. Maybe this was her lucky day after all! What was the title of that song – “Life is just a bowl of cherries?” Not in her case it wasn’t – at least not so far, and her throat tightened as the dark, haunting memories threatened to surface. But she pushed them resolutely away and forced her mind to think of the more immediate problem of what to wear. Maybe Sal would let her borrow her new hat, the one with the jaunty feather. Yes, that was it. It would go well with her warm check coat. And court shoes of course. Everyone knew that high heels flattered a girl’s legs. It would be not only her first proper date; she was exhilarated at the thought of wider horizons, new experiences. She’d become almost like a hermit since her return six months ago – living and working with Ron and Sal, never straying from the East End.

Later, however, to her dismay, Sal was scornful. “You must’ve been born yesterday, girl, to believe anything a bloke tells you in a pub!” she said. “Meet you in Trafalgar Square? It’d be a fool’s errand, you mark my words.” She glanced sharply at her niece. The girl was such an innocent in some ways. Well, it wasn’t surprising when you considered where she’d been living for the past few years! “If you’ll take my advice you’ll forget it.”
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But the following morning found Rebecca standing on the outskirts of the imposing square. Would he be there? And then suddenly she saw him. Although it was December, he wasn’t wearing a hat, his only concession to the chill being a camel scarf. Ian stood tall and straight – his dark hair, free from the constraints of Brylcreem, lifting gently in the breeze.

When Ian saw her threading her way through a small cluster of sightseers, his immediate thought was – how Titian would have loved to paint her! He moved forward to meet her. “You came!”

“I did!” For a few seconds they stood in awkward silence.

“I thought we’d go to the National Gallery,” he suggested, “seeing that it’s so near.”

“I’ve never been.”

He glanced at her in surprise. “Would you like to?” When she nodded, he explained, “Art is one of the subjects I trained to teach, so while I’m down here, I want to see as many paintings as I can. And,” he grinned, “I promised my dad I’d try to see the The Fighting Temeraire.” Rebecca bit her lip. She didn’t know anything about art. Nor had she ever heard of The Fighting Temeraire. The only painting she had heard of was the Mona Lisa, although in the small sitting-room behind the pub there was a gloomy-looking print called The Stag at Bay. She decided to remain silent, and within seconds they were climbing the steps up to the imposing building, only to be met by a notice: “Due to extensive bomb damage, only nine of our 36 rooms are in use.”

“The remainder of our collection is still in store,” a helpful curator told them, “but we hope to have more rooms open, and a lot more paintings on display by the end of January.”

Curiously, Rebecca followed Ian as he walked into a large, airy room, with framed paintings lining the walls. They both glanced up at the corrugated iron roof. “It’s going to be a massive job renovating this place,” Ian said grimly, “the Nazis have a hell of a lot to answer for!”

Rebecca looked around, amazed by the sheer size of some of the paintings, but her first impression was one of an almost reverent silence. There were a few other people there, but they rarely spoke, and then only in hushed voices. When Ian paused before a still life, Rebecca began to wander round, studying what she knew must be well-known works of art.

“What do you think?” Ian joined her after several minutes. She hesitated. “I know they must all be famous, but I’m not keen on some of them – that one over there for instance.”

Ian smiled down at her. “Of course you’re not. Art is all a matter of individual taste.”

“But this one,” she said, “I think this is absolutely wonderful. The scene is so peaceful, you almost feel you’re there.”

“You obviously like landscapes. Now I’m more of a portrait man, myself.” As they walked slowly through the nine rooms, Rebecca became more and more absorbed. All this, only a few miles away, and yet she’d never been, not even before the war. Briefly, she wondered how many people lived all their lives in the capital without ever visiting one of the famous art galleries.

“Right,” Ian said later, “now for Buckingham Palace.” He took a map out of his pocket and concentrated. “Perfect! We can go down the Mall to Admiralty Arch, and then stroll through St James’s Park.”

“You sound like a guide book,” Rebecca laughed.

“Sorry! Is that okay with you?” He looked doubtfully at her high-heeled shoes. “You did quite a bit of walking and standing in the gallery.”

“I’m fine,” she said, hoping that the pinching around her toes wouldn’t get any worse.

“I suppose you’ve seen the Palace before,” he said, as they made their way along the wide road.

She nodded. “I came as a child.”

He glanced at her, but Rebecca didn’t elaborate. St James’s Park was a peaceful oasis after the busy London thoroughfare, and at first they walked beside the water in companionable silence. Then Ian took out his cigarette case, opened it and offered it to her, but she shook her head.

“I was just thinking,” he said, “that Charles I walked through here on his way to be beheaded in Whitehall in 1649.”

“You know, you’re a mine of information!”

Ian affected an American accent. “Stick with me, kid, and you’ll go places!”

She laughed. “Yes, I know – to Buckingham Palace!”

They stood outside the gates, and Rebecca smiled at one of the impassive guards in his smart red uniform and bearskin. Expressionless, he stared ahead. “Do you think the King and Queen are in there?” Rebecca peered up at the blank windows of the Palace, hoping for a glimpse of the two princesses.

Ian glanced up at the masthead. “No, the flag isn’t flying. I expect they’ve gone to Sandringham or Balmoral.” Seeing her disappointment, he teased, “Never mind, you’ve still got me.”

She smiled up at him, liking the warmth in his eyes. “Where next?”

“I thought we’d get some lunch. I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.”

“Me too.” Rebecca hesitated. The best place would be a Lyons Corner House, and the nearest was at Charing Cross – the one she’d been taken to on her eleventh birthday. She brushed aside the memory, trying desperately to block it out. “Good idea,” she said. “I know just where to go.”

He held out the crook of his arm, and she tucked her gloved hand in to link him. It was chilly and their pace was brisk, but despite that, Ian was anxious to learn more about the girl at his side. “What do you like to do, Rebecca? When you’re not working, I mean.”

“I don’t get much time for hobbies,” she told him. “Running a pub’s a seven-day-a-week job, so as I live there, I try and help Sal as much as I can. I do get days off, of course, but I have to catch up on things then.” Seeing his enquiring look, she laughed, “You know, washing my hair, laundering and mending. All the things women have to do and men don’t.”

“I have to wash my hair, as well, you know!”

“Oh yes?” She glanced at his “short back and sides” haircut, and then lifted a tress of her own hair. “No comparison!”

He laughed. “Accepted.” But Ian felt curious. Rebecca didn’t talk like a Londoner. There was the hint of a lilt there. “Have you always lived in London?”

She shook her head. “No. I was evacuated to Wales when the war broke out.”

“Ah, that explains it. The way you talk, I mean.”

“What’s wrong with the way I talk?” Rebecca’s voice was sharp, indignant, and Ian hurriedly said, “Nothing at all. It’s lovely. Different, that’s all.”

“Different from what?”

Gosh, she’s spiky, he thought. “How everyone else down here talks, that’s all.” He glanced at her, as they went into the café. “Hey, I’m not criticising, I was actually paying you a compliment.”

Rebecca reddened. There she went again! Her temper rose far too quickly. But she hated people commenting on the way she spoke. She got it all the time in the pub. “Sorry,” she said briefly.

Ian asked for a table for two, and to her delight they were shown to one by the window. Rebecca, studying the menu, was savouring the moment. To be sitting here, opposite an attractive young man, was certainly an improvement on how she normally spent her Sundays!

“Let’s have the full three courses,” Ian suggested. “I certainly won’t get much at the place I’m staying at! At least it’ll be ‘off ration’, here.”

Rebecca pulled a face. “I know food is restricted, even in the big hotels, but don’t tell me that people who can afford to eat out don’t do better than the rest of us, even if the restaurants can’t charge more than five shillings. After all, they can save their coupons and then use them at home!”

He laughed. “I can see you’re a bit of a rebel!”

“Of course I am! I warn you, people with hair my colour can’t be passive about things!”

“I’d better watch my step!” But his eyes were smiling at her, and it was with reluctance that she looked down again at the menu.

“I’m going for the oxtail soup,” she declared. “Followed by roast lamb.”

“Snap!” Ian said promptly. “How about pudding?”

“Definitely treacle sponge.”

“I’ll join you. But I bet it’ll be light on the treacle and only a spoonful of custard.”

“What a feast!” She laughed, and Ian studied her face, liking her wide smile. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind the previous night, had counted the hours until he saw her again. Watch it, my lad, he thought – you’re in danger of getting in deep with this one. But as he watched Rebecca’s shining eyes gazing around the room, he could only think that he didn’t care. With that rich hair and pale, almost translucent, skin, she was absolutely gorgeous.

Eventually, a waitress in a white cap and frilly apron came to take their order, and afterwards Rebecca told Ian that they were called “Nippies”.

“I can see why,” he grinned. “They certainly seem to be quick on their feet!” He relaxed back in his chair then, as he gazed at the girl sitting opposite he suddenly realised that he knew hardly anything about her. “Tell me about yourself,” he said impulsively.

She looked at him, and he saw a shadow pass over her face, and when she smiled, it was forced. “Age before beauty! You go first.”

“Well,” he paused, “I live in Stoke-on-Trent. And you already know I’m a teacher. At least I would have been if Hitler hadn’t got in the way. Would you believe that war broke out just as I was about to start my first job? Luckily the same school took me on when I got back. As you know, there’s a huge shortage of us at the moment.” He paused as the waitress brought their soup and rolls, then added, “I’ve been really lucky. I was in at the beginning, and came right through without a scratch.”

“Where were you?” Seeing his eyes cloud, Rebecca half wished she hadn’t asked the question. Everyone knew that servicemen didn’t like to talk about “their war”. As one weary soldier had told her when, hot and dishevelled in his uniform, he’d called in the pub on his way home, “We just want to put it behind us and get on with ordinary life. I’ve dreamed of this pint for months, girl. Don’t spoil it!”

So now, when Ian said tersely, “I was in a prisoner-of-war camp for a couple of years,” Rebecca didn’t pursue the subject.

“I wonder how long it will be before rationing finishes,” Ian mused. “I bet it will be longer than people think.”

“I can hardly remember life without it.”

“No, you’d have been – how old? When war broke out, I mean?”

“You’re fishing?” she grinned. “I’m eighteen, if that’s what you’re trying to find out.”

He smiled, took a bite of his roll, and after a few seconds, said, “I’m quite a bit older than you, then.”

“What? Fifty?” she teased.

He laughed. “Twenty-seven.”

She looked at him, liking what she saw. Ian’s brow was broad, his dark eyebrows expressive, and then there were those unusual grey eyes. Definitely handsome, she decided, and said, “Twentyseven’s not old. Anyway, you look younger.”

And you, Ian thought, look older than eighteen, but he managed not to say so. Maybe, at last, he was learning to be more tactful! He studied Rebecca’s face, trying to assess what made her seem older than her years. It was something in her eyes, he decided, and wondered just what she’d experienced during the past few years. These days one never knew.

The waitress came to remove their plates. “All right, ducks?”

“Very nice,” they both said in unison, and laughed.

“And how do you like being a barmaid?” It was obvious that Rebecca was reluctant to talk about the past, so Ian decided to keep the conversation light.

She smiled. “It’s okay. You meet some real characters, I can tell you. But they all treat me with respect. Ron would soon sort them out otherwise.”

Ian frowned. “That’s your uncle, isn’t it? I didn’t see him.”

“No, he’s got the flu.” She laughed. “You couldn’t miss him! He used to be a heavyweight boxer – he’s even got the cauliflower ear to show for it.”

“Sounds scary!”

“Oh, he can be tough all right. But he’s been good to me.”

They both looked up expectantly as the roast lamb arrived, and almost with reverence, Rebecca began to eat. Surreptitiously, Ian watched her, noticing how carefully she cut the small slice of meat. Then, hungry, he ate too, and for a few moments there was silence between them. The rest of the meal passed in a similar manner; light conversation, enjoyment of their pudding, and yet, when their eyes met, the magnetism between them brought colour to Rebecca’s cheeks. She gazed at his hands as they lay on the table. Most of the men she knew had rough calloused hands. Ian, with his well-cared-for nails, seemed to belong to a different world.

“You’re so lovely, Rebecca,” Ian said quietly, and as she looked up at him, he caught his breath at the shy, soft look in her eyes. Suddenly, he felt a desperate urge to leave. He wanted to be away from other people, to have her to himself.

“Come on,” he said, fishing in his pocket for money to pay the bill. “Let’s get out of here. I thought we’d go and see the Houses of Parliament. What do you think?”

“Could we catch a bus? To be honest, my feet are killing me.”

He grinned. “I’m not surprised in those shoes.” He noticed her wince as they stood up. “Change of plan. How do you fancy the pictures, instead? Although we won’t have time to see the full programme.” Ian laughed at the relief on her face, and Rebecca couldn’t believe it when the thriller they saw, starring Googie Withers in Pink String and Sealing Wax, portrayed the murdering wife of a pub landlord.

“I’d better warn Ron to be on his guard,” she joked as they came out into the early evening.

Ian glanced at his watch. “Time’s getting on, sweetheart. I’ll have to think about collecting my things from the YMCA, and catching my train.”

Although Rebecca felt a glow of pleasure at the endearment, the thought of his leaving London deflated her. Ian hadn’t said anything about seeing her again! And suddenly she knew that she couldn’t bear the thought of this being just a single date!

Ian, meeting her gaze, could hardly drag his own away, but time was running out. After studying his map again, and one of the Underground, he said quickly, “We could walk down one of those streets to the Victoria Embankment, and then later take the Tube. What do you think?” Then he grinned. “Hang on, just listen to me, telling you about your own city!”

She smiled. “It’s not, really. I wasn’t quite twelve when I was evacuated. And I’ve only been back about six months.”

Then, minutes later, they were strolling hand-in-hand to look at the ships on the Thames, but in reality both immersed in their own thoughts and emotions. Rebecca, acutely aware of the magnetism between them, and of how attractive she found him; Ian, relieved that as he had hoped, here in the dusk, there was a chance of some of privacy. Gently, he led her into one of the gardens, and at last was able to draw her into his arms. For a moment he just held her close, and then looking down into her vivid green eyes, lowered his lips to her willing ones. Their first kiss was gentle, questioning, but when their lips met a second time, it was with swift and unexpected passion. Shaken, Rebecca leaned her head on his shoulder for a few moments and when they eventually drew apart, Ian gazed down at her, his face taut, his eyes searching her own. “Rebecca, you do know what’s happened, don’t you?” She shook her head.

“I think I’ve fallen in love with you!” He touched her hair in bewilderment. “I just can’t believe it’s happened so quickly!”

He kissed her again, then said with desperation, “I’ve got to go!” They turned to retrace their steps and glancing across the river, Ian warned, “Look at the mist coming over, you’re in for some fog.”

“Yes, we get real pea-soupers down here,” Rebecca said, but she wasn’t worried about the fog, she was still reeling from the storm of emotions that Ian’s kiss had aroused.

They made their way to Charing Cross Underground Station so that Ian could take the Northern Line to Euston, and Rebecca the District Line to Stepney. When eventually they faced each other among the milling crowds, Ian said quickly, “I’ll write, I promise!”

He kissed her again, a brief farewell kiss, and Rebecca stood watching until his tall figure disappeared from sight. When she turned away, she fervently hoped he had meant what he said. That he would write – after all, she realised with panic, how else could she get in touch with him?
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“Well, what do you expect when he never gave you his address!” Sal’s tone was almost complacent. “And you know what I think about that!”

“I’ve told you – he said he’d write, and what’s more I believe him,” Rebecca snapped, her shoulders rigid with resentment. Furiously, she scoured the frying pan, rinsed it and put it to drain.

Sal picked up a tea towel. “Your cousin Bert said he was going out for a bottle of milk, and that was ten years ago!”

“Give it a rest, Sal,” Ron complained, still feeling weak after his dose of flu. “Haven’t I got enough to do, without you rabbiting on!”

“It’s only Friday,” Rebecca pointed out, although she was sick with disappointment. It had been foolish to expect that Ian would write the minute he got back. And Sal’s “I told you so” glances, once the postman had left, were beginning to get on her nerves.

Gloria, too, was scathing. When Rebecca came to live at the pub, Gloria, a discontented brunette, lived two doors away, and was the only girl nearby of a similar age. The two of them had drifted into an uneasy friendship.

“You know I come round on a Sunday,” she complained, lighting a cigarette.

“That doesn’t stop me from going on a date!” Rebecca wafted away the smoke that Gloria was blowing in her direction.

“Well, you never considered me! Mind you, I couldn’t do that meself. Let some stranger pick me up like that!” Gloria’s small brown eyes flickered disdainfully over the other girl.

“He didn’t ‘pick me up’, as you call it. You make me sound like a streetwalker! Sal met him, didn’t you?”

But Sal refused to be drawn. “I served him a drink, that’s all.”

Gloria raised her finely plucked eyebrows and Rebecca snapped, “I’ll prove you both wrong, you’ll see!”

The waiting was agonising. Twice during the week Rebecca heard the song “Give Me a Kiss to Build a Dream On” played on the wireless, making her think wistfully of those romantic moments on the Embankment. And then on Saturday morning, an unfamiliar envelope plopped on to the mat at last. And the postmark was Stoke-on-Trent! Seizing it eagerly, Rebecca ran quickly upstairs to the privacy of her bedroom, sat on the bed, and tore it open.

My darling Rebecca,

I’ve had several goes at writing this letter. None expressed what I really want to say. Meeting you has been the most wonderful experience of my life, and our day together on Sunday will be one that I’ll always remember. I meant every word I said. I’ve fallen in love with you, and can hardly believe that you feel the same about me.

I’ll try and come down again before Christmas and will write and let you know when, as soon as I can. Until then sweetheart, please take care of yourself, and think of me sometimes,

With all my love,

Ian

Rebecca read the letter again, and again, lingering over the magical words, I’ve fallen in love with you.

She almost danced down the stairs, and waved the envelope in front of Sal. “There you are, you doubting Thomas! And his address is on the top! That proves he’s not married!”

Sal, who’d been convinced her suspicions were right, softened slightly as she saw Rebecca’s shining expression, but then she shrugged. “Can we expect a decent day’s work out of you now?”

But nothing could dampen Rebecca’s mood, and she hummed softly as she helped to prepare for opening time. Down again before Christmas, he’d said!

And Ian was true to his word. This time he was travelling down on Saturday morning, staying just the one night – again at the YMCA near Euston. Rebecca pleaded to have the night off. Ron and Sal, after a few grumbles, gave in. But there was a condition.

“I want a shuftie at him,” Ron told her. “You know what time we eat – in the afternoon after the pub closes. Bring him tomorrow!” And when Ron spoke in that tone, even the toughest of their customers obeyed.

“She’s a funny one, that,” Ron said, after Rebecca had gone upstairs. “I suppose she still hasn’t said anything, you know – about . . .”

Sal shook her head. “Not a dickie-bird. Like I told you – when she first arrived and I took her along, she just stood there like a frozen statue. I sometimes wonder if I should’ve let her settle in first!”

“Nah,” Ron said. “It was best to get it over with.”

“I wish she would, though. Talk about things, I mean. But if I try and draw her out, she just clams up!”

He shrugged. “You’ll just have ter be patient and give ’er time.”

Ian had suggested they meet in Oxford Street. “I won’t get there until lunchtime,” he wrote, “so we can get something to eat, and then maybe you could help me with a bit of Christmas shopping.”

This time, Rebecca chose her shoes more carefully. A lower heel was a must, if she didn’t want to hobble again, but she still wanted a pair that showed off her trim ankles. She decided to ignore convention and not wear a hat. It would only hide her hair, and it was that which had first attracted him to her. She’d hated it when at school they called her “carrot head”. But the colour had deepened as she got older, and although she tried not to be vain, she couldn’t help being proud of it, allowing the russet waves to cascade to her shoulders. She’d had enough of concealing it in a hairnet or headscarf during the war!

Fortunately, the weather was dry, and Rebecca waited in Marks & Spencer’s doorway. As she anxiously scanned the crowds, she began to worry if it would have been better to meet him at Euston, then at least she would have known whether his train was on time.

But suddenly he was there, hovering behind a large woman holding the hands of two squabbling children. They were blocking the pavement, and above the family, Ian’s eyes met hers and he gave a helpless shrug. Then seconds later, she was in his arms, and he was hugging her as if it had been months instead of weeks since they’d last met.

He held her away from him, his gaze searching her eyes, her face, her hair, and then, despite people passing, bent and kissed her. “You’re even more beautiful than I remember.” She blushed, and he laughed. “Come on, let’s go and get a cup of tea or something.”

Once inside a small café, Rebecca slipped off her winter coat, revealing a green spotted frock with a crossover bodice that clung to the soft swell of her breasts. Ian felt that he could just sit and gaze at her for hours, but soon they were pondering what to order, and eventually decided on Spam, chips and peas.

“Do you think anyone would stare if I made a chip butty?” he grinned, when the food arrived.

“A what?”

“You Londoners know nothing,” he said. “Watch.” Ian took a piece of bread and butter, placed five succulent chips doused in salt and vinegar on top, doubled it over and bit into it.

Rebecca copied him. “Mmn,” she murmured with her mouth half full. “Is this what they eat in Stoke-on-Trent, then?”

“Stoke,” he told her. “No one at home uses the full name. Yes, they sure do. But our speciality is oatcakes. Just wait until you’ve had a couple of those with your bacon and egg!”

Rebecca felt a warm glow. Surely that meant he intended to take her home to meet his parents? One in the eye for Sal, she thought with satisfaction.

Ian wanted to go to Liberty’s, so later they walked to Regent Street and went into the distinctive black-and-white store, where he bought his mother some lace-edged handkerchiefs. “She’ll keep them just for best,” he grinned, “you know what mothers are like.”

Rebecca didn’t answer, and Ian was thoughtful as they browsed around the ground floor of the shop. He still didn’t know anything about Rebecca’s personal history. Sometimes, in an unguarded moment, he could see sadness in her eyes, but he prided himself that he had enough sensitivity not to probe. She was obviously enjoying the unique atmosphere, and he smiled as he saw her pick up merchandise, look at the price-tickets and, with a horrified expression, quickly replace them.

“Not quite in our income bracket,” he whispered. “Still, I got what I came for. Shall we go back to Oxford Street?”

She nodded, and within the next hour, Ian bought a warm paisley scarf for his father, and a pair of lined gloves for his mother.

Rebecca glanced at him. “You’re very close to your parents, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am. They made a lot of sacrifices for me. I’m not only the first one in our street to go to university – I’m the only one!”

“What does your father do?”

“The same as most people in the Potteries. He works on a potbank.” At Rebecca’s enquiring look, he explained, “That’s the local name for a pottery factory.”

Ian suddenly stood aside to let a woman pass. She was pushing a wheelchair, seated in which was the huddled figure of a young man. “Poor devil,” Ian murmured afterwards. “Did you see the burns on his face?”

Rebecca, who had tried not to stare, nodded. “Ex-RAF, probably.”

“God, I was lucky,” he said grimly. “Sometimes, you know, it makes you feel guilty.”

“That won’t help anyone,” she told him.

But Ian didn’t reply, and seeing the closed expression on his face, Rebecca wondered if she had said the wrong thing. They walked along in silence, then he said suddenly, “Look, I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of shops.”

“How about Hyde Park?” Rebecca pointed at a passing bus, and they sprinted to catch it, clambering up on to the high platform. Breathless, Rebecca led the way to a seat near the front.

“Going in for the Olympics, are we?” bantered the conductor, as coming along, he gave them a ticket from his rack. With an admiring glance at Rebecca, he winked at Ian, and then turned to an old lady. “Hello, darlin’. Off to meet your boyfriend, then?”

“Cheeky devil!” But she was smiling.

“They raise everyone’s spirits, don’t they?” Rebecca whispered.

“Who?”

“Cheerful conductors.”

“Yes, it all helps.” But Ian was looking out of the window, still appalled at the sheer extent of the bomb damage. Wars? They were so blasted futile! What did they ever achieve except misery and grief ? Yet the whole of England had known that this time there was no alternative. And it was only now that the truth about the horror that had been taking place in German concentration camps was becoming widely known. Ian remembered his mother weeping when she’d first seen the Pathé News. The scenes showing the emaciated figures of survivors had upset her so much that they’d left the cinema without seeing the next film.

Rebecca glanced at him with unease, realising he was lost in his thoughts. Somehow, their encounter with the man in the wheelchair had changed the easy camaraderie between them. But a few minutes later walking beside the Serpentine, Ian’s mood lifted, and seeing him smile down at her, Rebecca said, “You were going to tell me what your father did.”

“I was indeed. He was a thrower, which meant he shaped pottery on a potter’s wheel – a very skilled job. When I was a kid though, he used to tease me that he was a saggar-maker’s bottom knocker, and the name always made me laugh. There is such a thing, but it’s not common. It’s what they call someone – usually a young lad – who beats out a wad of grogged fireclay to form a bottom for a saggar.”

“What’s a saggar?”

“A clay box in which ceramics are fired.”

“As I’ve said before,” she grinned, “you’re a mine of information.”

“And as I’ve said . . .”

“I know,” she laughed. “Stick with you, and I’ll go places!”

Ian grinned when Rebecca told him of Ron’s ultimatum. “He wants to give me the once-over, is that it?”

“Something like that! You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not.”

Rebecca smiled up at him, and he thought with a pang of her youth. She seemed so innocent, so unspoilt, so trusting. He stopped and suddenly took her into his arms, wanting to hold her, and, both relieved the weather was mild for the time of year, this was how they spent the rest of the afternoon. Strolling, pausing, cuddling and kissing. Rebecca only knew she had never been so happy.

But once evening approached, the weather began to turn colder. Ian looked down at her. “Are you getting chilled?”

She nodded. “A bit.”

“Hungry too, I’ll bet,” he said, then added, “Look – isn’t that Speaker’s Corner?” He pointed to where a thin middle-aged man, with a trailing striped scarf, stood on a soapbox, haranguing the small cluster of people around him.

“What’s he on about?” As they grew nearer, Rebecca strained to listen to the rasping voice.

Ian grinned. “The evils of drink! Being a barmaid, I don’t think you’d better listen.”

“He’s right though,” she said later, as hand-in-hand they left the park, “alcohol does have a lot to answer for.”

There was something in her tone that made Ian glance sharply at her, but Rebecca was busy watching the traffic as they waited on the kerb to cross the road. They walked until they found a Lyons Corner House, and both settled for a pot of tea and toasted teacakes.

“That’s better,” Rebecca said, putting down her cup.

“Now what shall we do?” Ian asked.

“Could we go and see I Know Where I’m Going?”

“Who’s in it?”

“Wendy Hiller and Roger Livesay. Sal says it’s set in the Isle of Mull and the scenery’s lovely.”

“We could certainly do with a change from all this,” he said grimly as, after they’d left the café to find a cinema, they passed a gaping hole where a building had once stood. “Don’t you find it depressing, living amongst all this destruction?”

“You could say that,” she said quietly. Ian looked down at the slim girl by his side. She had still never mentioned her parents; and, not for the first time, he wondered whether they’d been killed in the Blitz. But if that was the case, he couldn’t understand why she hadn’t told him. I may have fallen heavily for her, he thought, but she’s still a mystery to me in some ways.

The film was romantic and uplifting, and yes, the scenery was beautiful. But this time, an empty double seat on the back row proved irresistible, and at last in the semi-privacy of the dark cinema, Ian was able to kiss Rebecca as he’d longed to. Deeply, and passionately, and when she removed her coat, and he felt her soft body pressing against his, he kissed the soft hollow of her throat. “I love you,” he whispered, and they sat entwined, lost in each other as the story unfolded on the screen.

“It was good, wasn’t it?” Rebecca said later, as they came out before the second showing. She glanced up at him impishly, “What I saw of it, that is!”

He grinned, and squeezed her hand. “We did see bits! Did you notice who was in it? Valentine Dyall – you know,” he deepened his voice, “‘The Man in Black.’”

“Oh, on the wireless! I thought I recognised that voice. He used to scare me stiff.”

Ian laughed. “I always used to listen to him when I came home on leave – still do.” He glanced at his watch. “Come on, it’s time you were getting home – I’ll see you to the Tube.”

But later, before Rebecca went to bed, Sal once again tried to “talk some sense” into her niece. “It won’t last,” she warned. “No,” she held up a hand, “you don’t need to tell me – one look at yer face is enough. You’ve gone and fallen for him, haven’t you?” Her face, creased and tired, after a busy evening, suddenly sagged. “Don’t you think you’ve had enough heartache in your life, without going looking for it?”

“How do you mean?” Rebecca, angry at having her happy mood spoilt, glared at her aunt.

“Well, stands to reason, don’t it? He won’t be able to keep it up, yer know – all this coming and going! Train fares cost money, my girl, and so does staying in London – even if it is at the YMCA.”

“He could stay here! There’s the box-room, and we could easily borrow a camp-bed,” Rebecca said defiantly.

Sal stared at her. “You’re not slow in coming forward, are you? Well, that’d be up to your Uncle Ron. And it’ll depend on whether he takes to him. There’s something else,” she called with a worried expression, as Rebecca went up to bed. “Don’t forget – he’s twenty-seven, and you’re only eighteen!”

And a young eighteen at that, Sal thought grimly, switching off the lights.
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Over six feet tall, bullet-headed and heavy-jowled, Rebecca’s uncle was the most menacing-looking man Ian had ever seen. With a mottled misshapen nose and a thick neck bulging out of his collarless shirt, he got up from his chair to shake Ian’s hand, revealing a thick leather belt which supported not only his trousers, but also a gigantic “beer belly”.

“Pleased to meet you, Ron,” Ian managed to say.

“Likewise!”

Sal bustled forward, hot and perspiring from the kitchen. She was feeling flustered. Although she’d tried to take extra care with the dinner, it was always pot luck, with having to be in and out of the bar all the time.

Ian held out his hand, and she wiped her own on her apron before taking it. “Dinner’s ready so you can sit yourself down next to Ron. The joint’s a bit small, but it should stretch to four. Now would you like a beer?”

“I would, thank you.”

“Get him one, will you, Rebecca.”

Obediently, Ian took his place at the table, and glanced around. The room was crammed with furniture, with the square table taking up most of the floor space. There was a heavy ornate sideboard displaying china dogs and ornaments on lace doilies, and against the back wall stood a moquette three-piece suite in a faded shade of green. Above it was an old print of The Stag at Bay, while on the wall opposite, a bevelled circular mirror hung on a chrome chain.

“So, you’re a teacher, then?” Ron said, settling back in his chair at the head of the table, and hooking his thumbs in his belt. He surveyed the young man before him with suspicion. Ron didn’t hold with what he called namby-pamby men who never got their hands dirty. But maybe teaching wasn’t such a bad job. After all, someone had to educate the little blighters!

“Yes, that’s right,” Ian said, trying to think of what to say to a man he knew instinctively he would have nothing in common with.

“Hated it meself – school, I mean. Mind you, I played truant most of the time!”

“Yer always were a tearaway,” Sal said, as she put a steaming plate before him. “Get stuck into that, there’ll be plenty of time for rabbiting later!”

Rebecca brought in a half a pint of mild, and sat opposite Ian. He looked down at his plate. Whatever her other qualities, cooking was obviously not one of Sal’s strong points. Not only did the thin slices of beef look dry and the mashed potatoes lumpy, the pale, watery liquid over the carrots and cabbage was an insult to the word “gravy”. Ian thought wistfully of the crisp roast potatoes and fluffy Yorkshire pudding his mother usually served, and manfully began to eat.

After a meal eaten in total silence, Ron replaced his knife and fork. “Lovely grub, Sal! I see you’ve polished yours off, Ian.”

Ian nodded, still chewing on his last piece of beef, and said, “Yes, thank you, Sal. I was hungry.”

She began to collect up the dirty dishes. “I’m not surprised. I bet our Rebecca’s been trailing you round all over the place!”

Rebecca just smiled, and got up to help. Like everyone else, she hadn’t spoken once during the meal. Was it considered bad manners here, Ian wondered, to talk while you were eating? But then common sense told him it was more likely that after a busy few hours in the bar, Ron and Sal would have had enough of chat. Food would be their priority. And to his relief, pudding was much better – a traditional rice pudding, nice and creamy with a good brown nutmeg skin on top.

“I can just leave this on the bottom of the oven to take care of itself,” Sal told him. “Do you like skin?”

“Yes, please.”

“Cat got your tongue, Rebecca?” Ron said suddenly, and Rebecca reddened. Ever since they’d got here, she’d felt awkward. Ian looked so out of place in that familiar shabby little room. She also felt embarrassed. Whereas Ian looked smart in a white shirt and tie, with a Fair Isle pullover, Ron sat at the table in his braces. Why he needed both a belt and braces was a mystery to her. The room was unbearably hot. There was a good coal fire in the grate, as they never had any difficulty with their coal ration. Ron had a barter arrangement with one of their customers. “I’d rather be wet and happy on the inside,” Stan, a widower who lived alone, declared, “than miserable and warm on the outside!” So, in return for free beer, a sack of best nuts would regularly appear on the back doorstep.

Rebecca felt ashamed of her embarrassment. And, not for the first time, she felt bitter that fate had taken her away from her own background and sent her to live in a totally different one, hundreds of miles away. Our formative years, she thought wryly, all we evacuees, and then we’re supposed to be able to come back and slot in as if nothing had happened! But she was also on edge. She desperately wanted Ron and Sal to like Ian, wanted them to invite him to stay at the pub, but even the minimal conversation was stilted.

Ron, after making an effort, was wondering what sort of a bloke wasn’t interested in football! I mean, he thought, it doesn’t make sense! Not if he’s normal, that is! He liked a man to be a man, one who liked a drink, and a joke. Sal said Ian only drank halves! That said it all, as far as Ron was concerned. “I mean,” he complained to Sal that evening when they went up to bed, “he just ain’t one of us, is he? Why on earth does she want to take up with a Northerner?”

“He ain’t a Northerner, you daft bat,” Sal told him. “He’s from the Midlands. And she doesn’t like anyone round ’ere.”

“More fool her,” he grumbled.

“He’s not so bad. He’s got nice manners – I’ll say that for him. Unlike some I could mention!” Sal looked meaningfully at her husband, but he was busy hanging up his trousers by the braces on a partly open wardrobe door.

She yawned. “Let’s face it, Ron, she could do worse. Well, can he stay in the box-room next time he comes? She’ll be wanting to know!”

“I suppose so,” Ron said, but his attention was on Sal’s ample cleavage that was brimming over the neckline of her low-cut nightgown. Even though it was winter, she still liked her bit of glamour, and he certainly wasn’t complaining. “Shove over, Sal. You’re enough to drive a bloke barmy!”

She obediently wriggled along the bed to give him more room. You could say what you liked about Ron, and she knew more than most he was no film star, but there were worse husbands. In all the years they’d been married, he’d never once knocked her about. Now this Ian might be good-looking, but he was a bit too quiet for Sal’s liking. Her old mum had warned her that they were the ones to watch out for. “Yer never know what’s going on in their heads,” she’d always said. And Sal had never forgotten Harry Potts, the man who’d lived next door. Kept himself to himself, he did, hardly spoke to a soul. And then the police had arrested him for doing unmentionable things to a little boy. Sal had never trusted quiet men since. Maybe, she thought, that was what had attracted her to Ron. He might be loud and blustering but he was all “up front”. As for reading books, as Ian had asked him – she didn’t think he’d ever opened one in his life. No, he was a simple bloke was Ron, and not too difficult to live with – as long as you didn’t cross him. She had a lot to be thankful for, she reminded herself, and with resignation turned to face him when his heavy hand crept round to fondle her.

The following day, Rebecca cleared out the box-room, washed the doors, window-frames and lino, and polished the single chest of drawers. Two hooks behind the door would have to serve as a wardrobe. The room was sparse, and the borrowed camp-bed well used, but she made it up with warm flannelette sheets and a threadbare grey blanket. They didn’t have a spare eiderdown, but Sal asked around the customers, and one offered a shabby cerise taffeta one. Rebecca decided that if she put the off-cut of carpet that served as her own bedside mat by his bed, then Ian should be comfortable
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