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Chapter One

1965 Rye, Sussex

‘HEY MISTER.’ A small boy tugged at the policeman’s sleeve. ‘There’s a woman in the river!’

Sergeant Simmonds put his cup of tea on the counter of the quayside snack bar, looked down at the carroty haired boy and grinned good-naturedly. ‘Swimming, boating or doing her washing?’

‘She’s dead, mister. Stuck in the mud!’

The boy was no older than seven, in torn shorts and a grubby tee shirt, his black gym plimsolls covered in mud, a handful of worms squirming in the bottom of a red toy bucket.

His expression was too earnest for a prank. He was out of breath and there were beads of perspiration on his little freckled nose.

‘Where was this, sonny?’

‘Way along there.’ The boy pointed across the river, in the direction of where the rivers Tillingham and Breed meet and turned together towards the Rother and Rye harbour. ‘I was digging up some worms to go fishing and I saw her arms.’

It was a glorious August morning, mist fast retreating with the promise of another hot, sunny day. Not yet seven, too early for holiday-makers to mar the tranquillity of the quayside, hours before day-trippers would arrive in their droves to admire the quaint old town.

Sgt Simmonds patted the boy’s head. ‘Go on home for your breakfast, sonny. Leave it with me. I’ll check it out.’

‘Maybe it’s a stranded mermaid?’ Alf, the snack bar’s proprietor leaned forward over the counter, his swarthy, thin face breaking into a sardonic grin. ‘That could be good for trade!’

‘What imaginations some kids have!’ Simmonds laughed, watching as the boy ran off down Wish Ward. ‘Probably nothing more than a lump of driftwood. But I suppose I’d better amble round there and take a look.’

Bert Simmonds was thirty-six and easily the most popular policeman in Rye. Men admired his good humour and his prowess as a fast bowler in the local cricket team, children appreciated his friendly interest in them and the way he didn’t always inform their parents about every act of naughtiness, not if he thought just a sharp telling off would do instead. As for the women, they just liked him, he was easy to talk to, just handsome enough with his blond hair and sea-blue eyes to set their pulses racing, but remarkably unaware of the effect he had on the opposite sex.

People were often fooled into thinking Simmonds was a soft touch because of his amiable disposition. In fact, there were few policemen in the rural areas of Kent or Sussex with as many arrests to their name, and very few with his tenacity or sharp wits.

Simmonds took his time going back along the quay and over the bridge, savouring the still cool air. Another hour or two and the High Street would be packed. He loved Rye, but it was too small a town to cope with the hordes of visitors it attracted in summer.

There was no real footpath on the other side of the river bank, just a track behind the laundry, overgrown with struggling buddleia bushes and nettles. Several times Bert had to make a detour round old sheds and climb through fences, but if he’d taken the easier route along New Winchelsea Road he might just miss whatever it was that the boy had seen.

Bert looked across the river for a moment. It was easy to see why Rye attracted so many tourists and artists. Boats moored at the quay, the tall black warehouses, then the town, almost unchanged since mediaeval times, rising behind them. Tiny houses clung precariously to the walled hillside, a pretty hotchpotch of terracotta-coloured tiles and white weatherboarding, interspersed with patches of sugared almond blue, pink and green, and above them all the square grey tower of the church.

Bert walked on, smiling as he remembered other ‘bodies’ that had been reported to him in the past. One was an abandoned dressmaker’s dummy, another merely a lump of wood to which some joker had attached old boots. Two very serious small boys had once informed him they’d seen a man burying a baby on the marsh. When they directed Bert to the spot it had turned out to be a dead cat. But all reports had to be checked out. There were a few boating accidents each summer and swimmers sometimes underestimated the strong current.

The tide was out now, thick glutinous mud gleaming in the early sun, the river just a thin trickle in the centre, making its way down to the sea. Ahead the marsh went on almost to infinity, broken only by the ruins of Chamber Castle and a couple of coastguards’ cottages on the distant horizon. Black-faced sheep had the marsh all to themselves. The only sounds were the plaintive cries of the curlews and seagulls.

It was the seagulls which made Simmonds break into a run as he approached the sluicegates of the river Breed. Their shrieking and frenzied wheeling overhead suggested there was something in the mud, if only a drowned sheep.

But as he got closer, he saw a flash of turquoise. It lay on a high triangular mud bank, between the two rivers, brilliant against the brown mud. Four or five gulls were perched on it, pecking furiously and more were zooming down like fighter planes.

‘Scram you blighters,’ he yelled, hurling a stone at them. As they flew off squawking with frustration at having to leave their breakfast, Simmonds stopped short, staring in horror.

The boy was right. It was a woman. Instinctively he knew too who she was, even though she lay face down, half-submerged in mud. The curve of her hips, rounded buttocks and long slender legs gave her away immediately.

‘Oh no, not you, Bonny,’ he whispered, fighting against nausea. ‘Not like this!’

He knew the correct procedure was to get help, before he even touched her, but he felt compelled to reach her and prevent the gulls pecking at her again. Throwing down his jacket on the bank, he lowered himself over the edge and inched forward.

In his fifteen years in the police force in Rye, this one woman had taken him through the whole spectrum of emotions. He’d admired her, desired her, and more recently despised and pitied her. As a young constable her sensual beauty had haunted his dreams.

There were cruel peck marks now on her thighs and arms, and as another gull swooped down to feast, he lunged at it.

‘Clear off, you blasted scavengers! Leave her alone,’ he bellowed, his feet sinking deeper into the mud.

The sound of a car stopping on the bridge by the sluicegate brought Simmonds back to his senses. As he turned his head and saw PC Higgins and Rowe clambering over the fence, he remembered that he could easily sink up to his waist in the mud without a rope.

‘We had a telephone call at the station,’ Higgins yelled. ‘An old man out walking his dog saw something. We brought some waders just in case. Any idea who it is?’

‘It’s Bonny Norton,’ Simmonds called back, struggling to regain his footing and his composure. ‘We must get her out before a crowd gathers. Get the waders on and bring some rope and boards.’

It was obscene to haul out such a beautiful woman by her feet. The body which so many men had lusted after was revealed intimately as her dress was sucked back by the mud. Her lace panties were turned a filthy brown from the river, her golden skin smeared with muck. But as they turned her over on reaching firmer ground, one breast broke free from her bodice, pure white, pink tipped, small and perfect. All three men averted their eyes in embarrassment.

Higgins moved first, covering her with a blanket. ‘What the hell was she doing by the river?’ he said gruffly.

Rowe shrugged his shoulders. He was several years younger than his colleagues, a dour insensitive man who hadn’t been in Rye long enough to have known Bonny in the old days. ‘Drunk as usual, I expect.’

At twelve noon of the same day, Bert Simmonds came out of the police station and lit up a cigarette. He needed time alone to collect himself.

The police station was in Church Square, right opposite the parish church: a small Victorian red-brick building set back from the rest of the terrace, almost as if it were apologising for having had the impertinence to sit amongst its fourteenth and fifteenth-century neighbours. A new police station was being built in Cinque Port Street, down near the railway station. Though Bert welcomed this move for practicality, he knew he would miss the peaceful churchyard, the splendid views of the marsh from the back of the station and its central position. But today he wasn’t considering the beauty of his surroundings, as he usually did when he paused here. His mind was filled with Bonny.

Finding her body was one of the most traumatic events in his entire career. Now he was faced with breaking the news to her daughter.

It was so hot. His shirt was damp with sweat and his serge trousers sticking to his legs, still smelling of river mud.

‘How do you tell a fifteen-year-old something like this?’ he sighed.

From the first day in the summer of 1950 when Bonny, with her husband and baby, moved into the pretty house in Mermaid Street, she had made an impact on the town. It wasn’t just that she was only twenty-one and stunningly beautiful, or that her serious-faced, much older husband was wealthy enough to call in craftsmen to renovate their home. She was outstanding in every way.

Bonny was an embodiment of the leap forward from the austere war-torn forties to the fifties. Her blonde hair was pure Hollywood glamour, she wore brightly coloured tight sweaters, mid-calf clinging skirts and high heels. The sight of her tight round buttocks wiggling provocatively as she wheeled her baby in a pushchair was enough to stop traffic, and the way she spoke airily of her time in West End theatres left her more retiring neighbours gasping in astonishment. There were those of course who didn’t really believe she’d been a dancer, but she soon set the record straight when she joined in an amateur production and left the local girls looking like carthorses. The Desk Sergeant summed her up in a few well chosen words: ‘I’ve seen pictures of girls they call “Sex Kittens”, but until I saw Bonny Norton I thought it was just a photographic trick.’

Bonny was an enigma: a pin-up girl, but a loving wife and mother too – at least in those days. While men envied John Norton and secretly lusted after his wife, their women befriended her, tried to emulate her style.

Bert was guiltier than anyone of watching her too closely when she first arrived in town. He too was only twenty-one then, the youngest constable at the station, a shy, rather awkward young lad. It was a good couple of years before he so much as spoke to her.

One summer when Camellia was around three or so, Bert found her sitting on the doorstep in Mermaid Street playing with her dolls.

She was an odd little girl, very plain considering how beautiful her mother was, with poker-straight dark hair and almond-shaped dark brown eyes, old beyond her years. Bert guessed she was a bit lonely; he’d never seen her playing with other children. He paused to chat to her that day and before long their conversations became a regular feature of his beat. She would tell him where her daddy had gone on business, show him her dolls and books. Bert often brought her a few rationed sweets.

The first time Bert was invited into the Nortons’ home was engraved deeply on his memory, perhaps because it was his first real close-up view of them as a family. It was a hot summer’s evening, and as always he was lingering longer than necessary in Mermaid Street.

Camellia was sitting on the doorstep in a long pink nightdress, holding a small doll in her hands. As Bert approached her serious small face broke into a wide, welcoming smile. ‘My daddy’s come home,’ she said.

‘Has he now?’ Bert crouched down on his hunkers beside her. John Norton was one of the top scientists for Shell Petroleum and was often away in the Middle East.

‘Daddy brought me some new things for my doll’s house. Would you like to see them?’

A gust of laughter from inside the house warned Bert the Nortons had visitors. He was just going to make an excuse when John came to the door. ‘Bedtime, Melly,’ he said, scooping the little girl up into his arms.

John Morton had the label of ‘a real gent’ in Rye. He was always impeccably dressed in hand-tailored suits, with sleek dark hair, a neat moustache and a deep yet soft voice. A great many women likened him to the actor Ronald Coleman. His face was too lean and his manner too serious to be considered really handsome, but yet he had a quiet endearing charm. He lifted his hat to women, always remembered people’s names and asked about their families. Local tradesmen never had to chase him to pay his bills. He was courteous to everyone, however humble their status in life and he’d been accepted into the community in a way which was rare for a relative newcomer.

‘This is Mr Simmonds, my friend,’ Camellia said, playing with her father’s moustache. ‘Can he come and see my doll’s house?’

‘I’ve heard a great deal about you, Mr Simmonds,’ he said and he smiled as if he liked what he’d heard. ‘I’m pleased to meet you at last. The house is packed as always, but do come in. I’m sure my wife would love to meet you too. Maybe Camellia might be persuaded to go to sleep once she’s shared her new treasures with you.’

Bert had never seen the inside of the house before, but it was just as perfect as he’d imagined it to be.

There was only one large room downstairs, with polished oak floorboards, thick fringed rugs and antique furniture. Everything just perfect in that understated, classy way that rich people had of doing up their homes. The Nortons’ friends were all plummy voiced strangers to him, six couples in all, elegantly dressed, standing around with drinks in their hands. They smiled as John introduced him, but Bert felt uncomfortable.

Bonny was at the far end of the room lighting long green candles on the dining table, which was laid for dinner with silver, starched napkins and flowers. Behind it open windows gave a view of a small walled garden. To Bert, who was only used to canteens and transport cafés, it looked like something from a film set.

Bonny turned to greet him, a little unsteady on her feet, as if she’d had a few drinks already. ‘So we meet our baby’s policeman friend at last! We didn’t expect someone so young or handsome,’ she said, making Bert blush with embarrassment. ‘I hope she hasn’t been pestering you, Mr Simmonds. She’s a great deal like me, expecting everyone to adore her. Now can I get you a drink?’

It would have been hard for any man not to adore Bonny Norton, especially the way she looked that night. She wore a floaty blue dress with full skirt, her bare arms golden from the sun. Her hair was piled up on top of her head, loose tendrils escaping from the pins curled around her neck and ears, and her cheeks were flushed with the heat.

‘I’m on duty,’ he managed to get out, suddenly acutely aware of his rustic vowels. He’d heard rumours the Nortons entertained titled people. ‘I’ll just see Camellia’s doll’s house, then I’ll get out of your way.’

Camellia’s bedroom was the prettiest Bert had ever seen: a white bed with a kind of canopy affair above it, dolls, teddy bears and books arranged on shelves, a thick carpet and a padded seat at the window, with a view over the rooftops and the marsh across to Winchelsea.

Camellia bounded across the room towards the big Georgian-style doll’s house. John smiled at Bert. ‘I’m glad of this opportunity to thank you for taking an interest in Camellia,’ he said, with genuine warmth and sincerity. ‘I’m away from home so much and it’s good to think she has a friend to share things with.’

‘She’s a lovely kid.’ Bert felt an immediate affinity with the man. ‘She counts the days till you come home you know!’

‘Come on, Mr Simmonds,’ Camellia said impatiently, beckoning him to join her at the house. ‘These are the new things I got today – the piano, the lady sitting at it and the maid with the tea trolley.’

To a man of simple tastes like Bert, it wasn’t a toy but a work of art. Everything was to scale like a real house. Little chintz-covered armchairs, table lamps, even plates of food on the dining table.

Camellia took out the piano and placed it in Bert’s hands. It must have cost a small fortune, a tiny replica of a real grand piano.

‘It even plays,’ she said reverently, tinkling it with one small finger. ‘Daddy finds me the best things in the whole world.’

It was soon after that evening at the Nortons’ house that Bert discovered Bonny was a tease. She sensed he had a crush on her and used it to her advantage.

She would invite him in for a cup of tea and it would always transpire that she wanted some furniture moved, or some other little job. Bert didn’t mind this one bit, but she often asked him very personal questions, and sometimes he had the feeling she was waiting for him to make a pass at her. One sunny afternoon when they’d taken their tea out into the garden, Bonny had stripped off her sundress. Beneath it she wore a minuscule bikini, the first Bert had ever seen other than in pin-up pictures in the newspapers.

‘Well?’ she said with a provocative pout, lifting her hair and striking a model-like pose. ‘Does it suit me?’

He was aroused instantly. Dressed she was sensational enough, almost naked she was ravishing: a tiny waist, long slender legs and the pertest of rounded buttocks. He gulped down his tea and left hurriedly, with the flimsiest of excuses, then spent the next few days wishing he’d had the courage at least to compliment her. He didn’t dare confide his growing passion for her to any of his friends at the station. Superintendent Willis was very chummy with John Norton and Bert knew if it got to his ears he’d be out of a job.

When John joined the cricket team, Bert felt even more awkward. John was no longer a shadowy figure in the background, but a flesh and blood man who clearly wanted to be closely involved in the community. Bert liked the man’s quiet humour, his intelligence and his total lack of snobbery, and if it hadn’t been for his feelings for Bonny he knew they would have become very close friends. Sometimes over a couple of pints after a game, John would talk about both his wife and daughter, and it was clear they meant everything to him. He once confided that he had moved to Rye from Somerset because he had been afraid to leave his young wife alone in such an isolated place. He felt someone as vivacious as Bonny needed people around her, shops, cinemas and bustle. He was very anxious about being away on business so much, and Bert got the distinct impression John was asking him to keep an eye on his wife and daughter.

Bert tried very hard to see Bonny as just the wife of a friend, but he couldn’t. He would wake from vivid erotic dreams of her feeling deeply ashamed. His heart leapt even if he saw her in the distance, and he knew he was guilty of inventing excuses to call at the house in Mermaid Street.

It was a bewildering and dangerous addiction, made worse by knowing she was totally aware of how he felt. She would fix him with her flirtatious turquoise eyes, her so-very-kissable lips pouting provocatively, and hold his hand just a little too long.

There were occasions too when she went a little further to tempt him, fastening her suspenders in front of him, leaning over so he could see right down her cleavage, on one occasion opening the front door to him wearing only a towel wrapped round her. What really baffled Bert though was why she played with him as she did. When she had everything any woman could ask for.

Bert knew the answer to that question now, some ten years later. Bonny Norton was a sensationalist who had to have a few admirers dangling on a string to satisfy her ego. Maybe if John hadn’t died when he did, she might have grown out of it and come to realise how fortunate she really was. But John’s death came unexpectedly. At twenty-seven Bonny was too young for widowhood and too giddy to cope with the pressures of bringing up a child alone.

‘Poor Camellia,’ Bert murmured. ‘As if you haven’t been through enough already!’


Chapter Two

August 1965

SGT SIMMONDS JUMPED as WPC Carter spoke at his elbow.

‘A penny for them, Sarge,’ Carter said. ‘Wondering if you’ve posted your pools?’

Wendy Carter had been in the force a few years, but less than a year in Rye. She was an excellent policewoman, compassionate, sharp-witted, with a dry sense of humour. Bert thought she would go far. But she didn’t know the Norton family history, or his involvement with it.

‘Nothing so trivial,’ he said. ‘I was remembering Bonny as she once was. I wish it wasn’t me who had to tell Melly.’

Carter looked puzzled.

‘Melly! I thought her name was Camellia?’

‘Her father called her Melly,’ he sighed. ‘He’ll be turning in his grave at this moment. He once entrusted me to look after his wife and little girl. I didn’t make a very good job of it.’

Carter studied the sergeant out of the corner of her eyes as they walked down East Street towards the High Street. Bert Simmonds was the kind of man she’d like to marry. Strong, dependable, good-natured and sensitive too. At thirty-six he was in his prime, with a firm muscular body and sun-streaked blond hair, just that little bit longer than the normal regulation cut. Not exactly handsome, but a good face, weathered by time and experience, his eyes grey-blue like the sea on a dull day. She thought Sandra Simmonds was very lucky. WPC Carter wouldn’t mind being tucked up in bed with him.

Carter didn’t get many offers from men herself. She was a plain stocky girl of twenty-nine with mousy hair and a snub nose, who had to rely on her intelligence and her cheerful nature to make friends, and those qualities didn’t seem to get her very far with men.

Bonny Norton, on the other hand, had only to click her fingers and men came running. Carter had seen the woman many times, across a crowded bar, parading down the High Street, and like nearly everyone she had been fascinated by her. By all accounts Bonny was first with everything, the first woman to wear a bikini back in the fifties, the first adult to master the hula-hoop, and just recently the first woman of over thirty to dare wear the new short skirts. Carter admired such bravado.

Perhaps later tonight she’d discover if all the stories about Bonny Norton were true. Surely no woman of thirty-six could’ve done quite as much as she was credited with – turned down a Hollywood contract to marry John Norton, widowed six years later, then squandered half a million. Seduced half the male population, drank the pubs dry and finally ended it all by slinging herself in the river! Why stay in a sleepy little backwater like Rye if she was all she was cracked up to be?

As they arrived at Rowlands Bakery, Bert felt his stomach tighten. He could see Camellia behind the counter, chatting as she served a customer with cakes. Somehow the contrast between this plain, fat girl and her beautiful, slender blonde mother seemed even more poignant now Bonny was lying in the mortuary.

Camellia was tall, perhaps five foot seven, and at least twelve stone. A pale moon face, with dark almond eyes almost concealed by greasy flesh. Her lank dark brown hair was pinned back unflatteringly with a hair slide, advertising a big forehead. Her pink-and-white checked overall did her no favours either. It was too tight and there were bulges of flesh wherever it clung.

Camellia’s face broke into a wide, warm smile as he came in the door. She was always pleased to see Bert. She’d continued to see him as a special friend throughout her childhood, but today her welcome cut him to the quick.

‘Hullo, Mr Simmonds. What’s it to be today? We’ve got some lovely chicken pies, just out of the oven.’

It was fair play to the girl that she tried to rise above her mother’s reputation. She worked hard, she was always cheerful and according to Mrs Rowlands she was very honest too. That seemed to surprise the baker’s wife more than anything.

‘Nothing thanks.’ Bert blushed. Until this moment he hadn’t considered how he would get her away in private. ‘Is Mrs Rowlands about?’

As he spoke, Enid Rowlands came through from the bakery wiping floury hands on her white apron. She fitted her job perfectly, as fat and round as one of her own doughnuts, a permanently flushed face surrounded by grey curly hair.

‘Hullo, Bert,’ she said, bright shoe-button eyes lighting up at the prospect of a gossip. ‘What’s been going on down at the river this morning? I’ve been hearing all kinds of rumours.’

Enid thrived on gossip. Nothing happened in Rye without her knowing the intimate details. Bert couldn’t help suspecting she’d only taken Camellia on for the summer holidays in the hopes she might get some inside information about Bonny.

‘Actually I want a word with Camellia,’ he said, lowering his voice and praying that she would catch on it was something delicate. ‘Could I take her out the back. WPC Carter will explain.’

Enid’s eyes were instantly suspicious. She glanced across at her employee filling a box of cakes for a customer, then looked back at Bert. ‘What’s she done?’ she mouthed.

Bert put his finger up to his lips, his eyes entreating Mrs Rowlands to use some tact.

Enid looked puzzled, but she stepped over towards the girl and took the cake box from her hands. ‘I’ll finish that off. Mr Simmonds wants a word with you, take your break now and go out in the yard.’

Camellia clearly didn’t suspect anything, smiling at Bert for rescuing her from the stifling shop. She led the way, up a couple of steps, through the big, hot kitchen, and out through a side door into the yard.

‘It’s so good to get out of there,’ she gasped, flopping down onto a small wooden bench in the shade and fanned herself with her hand. ‘Do you know it’s eighty-five already and I’ve been working since seven this morning.’

Looking at her now with a heart full of sympathy, Bert could see beyond the overweight body. She had a certain poise which even the humiliation her mother had dumped on her hadn’t weakened. If someone could just get hold of her, make her lose that puppy fat, buy her some decent clothes she could do all right. She was bright, with a lovely smile, and she even spoke well. All she needed was taking in hand.

‘No wonder Mrs Rowlands couldn’t find anyone else to work in her shop this summer,’ she laughed, showing small very white teeth. ‘I was so pleased to get a job I never considered why no one else wanted it.’

Bert was used to people looking nervous when he wanted to speak to them. At any other time he would’ve found her open manner heartening. ‘You’re good in the shop,’ he said, to reassure her she was there on merit alone. ‘I’m sure Mrs Rowlands picked you because she knew you’d work hard.’

There was a moment’s pause. Camellia continued to fan herself. Bert stared at a piled-up heap of bread trays and wished Carter would join him and help.

‘What did you want me for, Mr Simmonds?’ she asked suddenly.

Bert took a deep breath. All his experience of breaking news of death was to older people. He didn’t know what to say. ‘It’s about your mum.’

Her face clouded over. Her expression was that of a mother with a troublesome child, expecting the worst as soon as its name was mentioned. ‘What’s she done now?’

Bert felt like screaming for Carter to come and help him out. She should be right here at his side to give the sort of comfort only a woman could give. But he knew she was staying in the shop purposely, believing him capable of breaking it more gently than they could together.

Bert got up from the bench, then crouched down on his haunches in front of her and took Camellia’s hands in his.

‘I’m sorry, Melly,’ he said. ‘There isn’t an easy way to tell you, so I’ll just have to come right out with it.’ He paused, his mouth was dry, his stomach churning. ‘Your Mum’s dead, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.’

There was no reaction at first. Her fat pale face was entirely expressionless, as bland as one of the iced buns in the shop window.

‘She can’t be. She’s in London.’ She put her head on one side, looking right into his eyes, then dropped them to look at his hands holding hers.

‘She died here, in Rye,’ Bert said, wanting to blurt out everything in one big breath. ‘She drowned here in the river, early this morning.’

To Bert’s astonishment she laughed, her double chin quivering. ‘Don’t be silly, Mr Simmonds,’ she said, showing all her teeth. ‘You’ve got the wrong person. She wouldn’t go near any river. She’s in London.’

Bert had heard of people going into denial when faced with something they didn’t want to hear, but he hadn’t expected it from Camellia. ‘Melly, it was me who pulled her out. Don’t you believe I know her well enough to identify her?’

Silence. Not a word or even a flicker of movement from her. Her eyes were focused on something above his head, blank and unblinking. He hoped she was remembering their close friendship when she was just a little girl, the cricket matches when she and Bonny came to watch, clapping him and John equally. But it was more likely she was remembering the times she saw her mother flirting drunkenly with him, or the times he called in an official capacity to get her to turn her music down. He wished she would say something, anything. He didn’t know if it had sunk in.

Slowly her face began to crumple. Her wide mouth drooped first, her eyes closed, then tears crept out from under her lashes. As Bert watched, they formed into tiny diamond-bright droplets on her oily cheeks, rolling down one at a time.

‘Who did it?’ she croaked. ‘Who did this to her?’

All Bert could do was take her in his arms, hold her against his chest and hope he could find the right words. ‘We don’t think anyone was involved,’ he whispered into her hair. ‘We believe she jumped in, sweetheart, because she was unhappy. No one had hurt her, she wasn’t forced in there.’

‘You’re wrong.’ She shook her head violently, pushing back against his chest. ‘Mummy was happy when she went to London and she was afraid of water. She wouldn’t jump in a river, not for any reason.’

Bonny had been very fond of speaking about the time she nearly drowned as a child. Bert had heard the story from her himself. He could visualise the wide, icy, swollen river in Sussex and the heroic rescue by her childhood sweetheart. Bert had put her fear of water to the police doctor as a reason why she wouldn’t end her life that way. The doctor had disagreed, saying it was a further pointer to her depressed state of mind.

‘People sometimes snap suddenly.’ Bert tried to explain what the doctor had told him. He was aware that Carter had come out through the kitchen door, but he didn’t turn to look at her. ‘Sometimes lots of little worries build up together and make one huge problem that they can’t solve.’

Camellia leaned against him sobbing into the front of his shirt and he just held her, signalling for Carter to tell her all those other details he couldn’t manage.

Bert winced as Carter gently spelled out all they knew. The time of Bonny’s death had been set at around two in the morning, at high tide. Her suitcase and shoes had been found under a bush. Camellia didn’t react to hearing she would have to go to the mortuary to formally identify her mother, but when Carter mentioned a post mortem, she reared up, eyes wide with shock.

‘You mean they cut her open? They can’t do that!’

‘There isn’t any other way.’ Carter came closer, putting one hand on the girl’s shoulder soothingly. ‘You see, they have to look for drugs, for drink, anything to build up a picture of what happened.’

As Bert held Camellia in his arms in that quiet little backyard, he shared her grief. Bonny to him was as much part of life in Rye as the old-world tearooms, the Napoleonic prison, and the quayside. Tomorrow he might feel anger that she didn’t consider what her death might do to her child, but today he would just mourn an old, troubled friend.

Carter brought them tea a little later. Mrs Rowlands peered anxiously round the door, wanting to come out and offer some words of consolation, but like Bert she couldn’t find the right words.

‘Have you got a friend you’d like to have with you?’ Carter asked. She looked very hot, sweat stains on her white shirt and her short fair hair sticking damply to her head. ‘I could call them for you.’

Camellia drew herself up, wiped her damp eyes with the back of her hand and looked right into the well-intentioned policewoman’s eyes. ‘I don’t have any friends,’ she said, a new hard look in her dark eyes. ‘Didn’t you know? I’m like a leper. Mum saw to that.’

All Bert’s good memories of Bonny faded at that moment.

‘I’d like to be on my own for a few minutes, if you wouldn’t mind,’ Camellia said a little later. ‘I mean before I have to identify Mum.’

Bert nodded. He had intended to say that tomorrow morning was soon enough for that, but he had a feeling Camellia would rather take all the shocks in one day. ‘I’ll come back for you in half an hour,’ he said as he stood up. Then turning on his heels he ushered Carter away with him.

Once she was entirely alone, Camellia leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes, remembering the day she was told her father was dead. It was 14 March 1956. She was just six then and it was also the day her snug, predictable world started to fall apart.

Aside from it being a particularly cold, windy morning, it started just like any other school day. She had porridge and a boiled egg for breakfast in the kitchen, and, while she ate, her mother plaited her hair and tied a neat ribbon bow on each end.

She had been so proud of her mother then. Many people likened Bonny to Marilyn Monroe because of her identical blonde wavy hair, and her glamorous pencil skirts and tight sweaters. Camellia thought she was even prettier. Even now, at eight in the morning, she was dressed in a pink wool two-piece and high heels, her hair just perfect.

‘I hope this wind drops by tomorrow,’ Bonny said as she adjusted the second ribbon. ‘Daddy isn’t a very good sailor.’

John Norton was in Brussels attending a meeting about the unrest in Egypt which it seemed could close the Suez Canal and prevent oil tankers getting through. He had taken the car ferry from Dover on Monday morning and was due back on Friday.

‘I wish Daddy didn’t have to go away all the time,’ Camellia said wistfully. ‘It would be nice if he came home every night.’

Bonny smiled and ran one hand over her daughter’s hair affectionately. She was sure that this trouble in the Middle East was just a storm in a teacup. But John was afraid it might end in a war and he’d been very tense and preoccupied for some weeks. Bonny thought her daughter had picked up on his anxiety and this was what had prompted her remark.

‘He’ll be back for the weekend. If the weather’s better, I expect he’ll take you out on the marsh to see if there are any new-born lambs yet. I know Daddy would much rather be home with us too every night, but this is the way he earns his money, darling. He’s a very important man.’

When Camillia reached the top of Mermaid Street she turned. Bonny was still in the doorway, ready to wave one last time. Camellia waved and plodded on. The shops were just beginning to open, Mr Bankworth in the greengrocers waved and shouted for her to hold her hat on, and Mr Simmonds her special policeman friend rode past on his bicycle and tinkled his bell at her.

All day the wind grew even stronger and it rattled the classroom windows. They learned the eight-times table and had a spelling test. Miss Grady gave them another ten words to learn by tomorrow morning, and said ‘Woe betide anyone who couldn’t spell them’.

It was something of a surprise for Camellia to find mother wasn’t waiting for her at the gates at half past three. She met her most days, and sometimes they went down to Norah’s tearooms by the Landgate for crumpets and tea. But Camellia didn’t mind, it gave her a chance to look in Woolworths. Bonny didn’t like Woolworths much, she said the wooden floor made it smell funny, but Camellia overlooked that as she loved to look at all the sweets and lemonade powder in their glass compartments and watch the assistants weighing them up in cellophane bags. It was her ambition to work there when she was grown up, though Daddy always laughed when she said that and said he thought she could aim a little higher.

As she walked down Mermaid Street, sometime after four, she sang Alma Cogan’s ‘Never do a Tango with an Eskimo’. It had been playing in Woolworths and she was determined to learn all the words so she could sing it to Daddy when he came home from Belgium.

The second surprise of the day came when the front door was opened by Superintendent Willis. He was a friend of her parents and sometimes came with his wife to dinner, but until today she’d never seen him in his police uniform before. He was a big man with a raw red face as if he’d been out in the wind for weeks, but today he seemed bigger than ever, filling the small lobby inside the front door.

‘Hullo, Mr Willis,’ she said, dumping her satchel on the floor. ‘Where’s Mummy?’ Without giving him time to reply, she slipped in round him and into the living room.

She knew something bad had happened the moment she saw her mother. She was sitting in an armchair, her slim shoulders hunched, just staring into the fire, she didn’t even turn her head as her daughter came into the room. There was a young policewoman with fair fluffy hair sitting there too, but she jumped up, her face flushing pink as if she was embarrassed.

‘Mummy! What’s wrong?’ Camellia asked, rushing over to her mother, alarmed by her tear-stained face and puffy eyes. ‘Has something happened? Why are the police here?’

There was a moment’s heavy silence. Camellia could hear the grandfather clock ticking and the coal on the fire crackling and she instantly sensed that all three adults had been so immersed in whatever the problem was that they’d forgotten she was due home from school.

‘Mummy?’ She felt suddenly chilled to the bone. ‘Tell me!’

‘Oh, darling! It’s Daddy,’ her mother said in a strange, strangled voice, and all at once she was sobbing, grabbing Camellia onto her lap and holding her so tightly, she could scarcely breathe.

It was Mr Willis who explained what had happened. He crouched down in front of her and said Daddy had something he called a ‘heart attack’ while he was in Brussels.

‘But when’s he coming home?’ she asked in bewilderment, looking from Mr Willis’s red face to the policewoman’s white one, then back to her sobbing mother. ‘He is coming home isn’t he?’

The man’s big hand came down on her shoulder, it felt so very heavy and his usually jovial face seemed to sag. ‘I’m afraid he won’t ever come home again, sweetheart,’ he said gruffly. ‘You see, he died from the heart attack. Daddy’s gone to live with Jesus.’

Much later that night Camellia lay beside her sleeping mother in her parents’ bed, and tried to make sense of everything she’d heard and observed in the last six or seven hours. It seemed like a bad dream, but yet she knew it wasn’t. Dr Negus really had called and given her mother the medicine which had finally stopped her crying and sent her to sleep. Mrs Tully, the cleaning lady, was now sleeping in Camellia’s bed and Granny was coming tomorrow to look after them. Although it was warm and cosy in the big bed and her mother’s body comforting, Camellia couldn’t go to sleep.

There was enough light from from the street lamps out in Mermaid Street to see her parents’ room clearly. Mirrored doors on the wardrobes reflected back more eerie light, Bonny’s collection of perfume bottles on the dressing table glinted, and a white frothy negligee hanging behind the bedroom door looked ghostly. This room had always been a sanctuary to Camellia, both her parents’ personalities were stamped firmly here, her Daddy’s books and box of cufflinks beside his side of the bed, Mummy’s hand cream and nail varnish by hers. Even the bed smelled of them both, a whiff of Daddy’s hair oil on his pillow, perfume on Mummy’s. At weekends Camellia always got into bed between them in the mornings and over a cup of tea all three would discuss jobs to be done, places they wanted to go. But now as she lay there, her father’s scent filling her nostrils, snippets of overheard adult remarks made during the afternoon and evening buzzing in her head, all at once she understood that everything which just this morning had seemed so permanent and secure, was shattered.

It was four weeks after her father’s funeral when Camellia heard her mother and Granny arguing up in the big bedroom as she sat downstairs doing some crayoning. Camellia didn’t want to listen, but she couldn’t help it, their voices filled the small house.

‘I won’t have you speaking to me like this,’ Granny said, her voice quivering as if she were crying. ‘I came here to help, but I can’t do that unless you co-operate.’

‘Clear off back to London,’ Bonny screamed at her. ‘All you’ve done is criticise and fuss round me. I’m trying to get back to normal, but you won’t let me.’

‘You can’t go out wearing a pink dress so soon after being widowed,’ Granny retorted. ‘What will people think?’

‘I don’t care what they think,’ Bonny’s voice rose even higher. ‘I’m sick of looking like an old hag, sick of staying in with you while you clean, dust, wash and witter on like a frustrated mother hen. I’m sick of everything.’

Camellia began to cry. She was slowly accepting that without Daddy nothing would ever be quite the same, but she couldn’t understand why her mother was so nasty to Granny. She alone had made everything seem just a bit better, she cooked and cleaned, she took Camellia down to the swings on The Salts, took her to school and taught her to knit and sew in the evenings. She was a bit of a fusspot, but she was kind and loving.

Until her father’s death ‘Granny’ had just been the name of a faceless person who sent handknitted cardigans and beautifully dressed dolls for birthdays and Christmas. For some unexplained reason she hadn’t visited before, at least not in Camellia’s memory anyway, until her son-in-law’s death. But now Camellia had got to know the old lady, she didn’t want her to leave.

‘I will go home if that’s what you want,’ Granny said, but now her voice rose too as if she were losing her temper. ‘I’ve never understood you, Bonny. I’ve given you everything, I never thought of myself. You’re nothing but a selfish, hard-hearted little baggage. Those tears aren’t for John, just for yourself. You ought to get down on your knees and thank the Lord for the good years he gave you, for Camellia and your beautiful home. What did I have when Arnold died? A council house, a daughter who couldn’t care less about me and a widow’s pension. But I didn’t mind about that, I just missed Arnold and I still do.’

The quarrelling finally stopped, but it was some ten minutes before Granny came downstairs. She had put some powder on her face, but her eyes were still puffy. She smiled at Camellia sitting on the settee, but her weak attempt at normality didn’t fool the bright six-year-old.

‘Don’t go, Granny,’ Camellia implored her. ‘I like you being here.’

‘I have to go, my lovely.’ Granny flopped down on the settee and took her on her lap. ‘Maybe Mummy will be better once I’m gone. She won’t listen to me about anything, and I can’t do any more.’

Camellia had no argument to come back with. She cuddled into the woman’s arms, wishing she could think of something to say to both older women to make things right.

‘How will we manage without you?’ Camellia asked. It wasn’t so long ago that her mother had stayed in bed all day, even now she left everything to Granny. ‘Will Mummy make the meals and do the shopping again?’

‘I’m sure she will.’ The older woman sniffed. ‘She’ll have to, won’t she?’

‘I miss Daddy dreadfully,’ Camellia blurted out, knowing somehow that saying such a thing to her mother would only irritate her still further. ‘Will it always be like this?’

She meant would the big hole he’d left in her life ever be filled? Would there ever be a night when she wouldn’t remember how he always read her a goodnight story? Or a weekend when she didn’t think of their walks together out on the marsh. Mummy had never taken as much interest in what she did at school, about her friends, or even what she thought about as Daddy did. She had tried to stop thinking about these things, but she couldn’t.

‘It will get better,’ Granny said firmly. ‘I can’t promise it will overnight and all those memories of your daddy will stay in your mind, because they’re special ones and you’ll want to hang onto them. But you will find they don’t hurt so much soon.’

‘Were you like Mummy when Grandpa died?’ Camellia asked.

‘No, I didn’t make a big fuss when he died,’ Doris said carefully. ‘But then Grandpa was seventy and I knew he couldn’t live forever. It’s different for Mummy. She’ll still only twenty-seven and she expected your Daddy to be with her for years and years.’

There were a great many more things Camellia wanted to ask, like why her mother didn’t seem to care about her any longer. Why she wanted to put on a pink dress instead of the black one, and why if Granny was Bonny’s mother did she seem to dislike her so much? But somehow she knew these and other questions niggling at the back of her head were best left unasked.

‘Will you come to see me again?’ she asked instead.

Again Doris hesitated. She knew she would catch the next train down if ever Bonny needed her, despite everything that had been said. But a sixth sense told her that her daughter was intending to cut off her entire past, because she was through with grieving.

‘I’ll come if you need me,’ she said quietly. ‘Maybe Mummy will let you come and stay with me during the holidays. Write to me, my lovely. Always remember I’m your Granny and I love you.’

Camellia’s memory of her father’s death had started the tears again. She wiped them away with the hem of her overall and stared up at the sky. But another vivid, and this time shameful memory slipped into her mind.

It was five years after her father’s death, in February 1961 when Camellia woke one Friday night to the sound of Johnny Kidd’s ‘Shakin’ All Over’. The music wasn’t just loud, it was deafening. Switching on the light Camellia saw that it was ten past one, she wondered how long it would be before one of the neighbours called the police.

If it wasn’t for the photograph beside her bed, she might have thought those cosy, quiet days of her early childhood were just a fantasy she’d dreamed up to comfort herself.

But there they were, in black and white, a family group. Camellia was five when it was taken, wearing a velvet party dress with a lace collar, her mother in a now rather dated waisted costume, and much shorter hair than she had at present, and her father standing behind their couch wearing a dark suit.

Camellia could see she was plump even then, but she looked kind of sweet, albeit too serious. Now she was fat, really fat, and her dark eyes seemed to have retreated into puffy flesh, like two slits. John Norton was dead. Sweet little Camellia was now a big lump. And Bonny wasn’t a real mother any more.

Even the happy days at Collegiate School were over, snatched away back in December, two days before her eleventh birthday.

Bonny claimed she had been advised by the head teacher that as Camellia wouldn’t pass her eleven-plus exam, she might as well go to the state junior school, in the new year, then on to the secondary modern next September. But that was a wicked lie, she was always near the top of the class and Miss Grady had often said she was clever enough to win a scholarship to one of the best girls’ schools.

Camellia switched off the light and pulled her pillow over her head to shut out the noise. She didn’t need to go downstairs to see what was going on. She could imagine the scene in the lounge because she’d seen much the same thing countless times in the past. Bonny would be centre stage as always. She probably was wearing her long hair up in a ponytail and one of her dresses with a full circular skirt, a wide belt nipping her waist into a hand’s span, beneath it a cancan petticoat with a hundred yards of frothy pink and white net. She would be jiving with someone, possibly that awful man who dressed like a teddy boy in a long red drape jacket and shoestring tie, unless he’d had the heave-ho recently. All the other men would be watching Bonny’s legs to get a glimpse of stocking tops as she twirled.

Who all the men were was a mystery to Camellia, they just appeared late at night, but she knew they always far outweighed the few women who came to these impromptu parties. Bonny had no women friends any longer. Auntie Pat, Babs, Freda and Janice had disappeared in the same way hot cooked meals, ironed school blouses, help with homework and nights by the television with her daughter had.

For a year or two after John’s death, some of the old friends still dropped in occasionally for a cup of tea and a chat. Superintendent Willis, Mr Dexter the dentist, and Malcolm Frazer who owned the Mermaid Inn in particular, though they never seemed to be accompanied by their wives. But gradually they’d stopped coming too, and Camellia sometimes thought she’d actually dreamt that the dining table used to be laid with starched napkins, flowers and candles and that her mother had once spent all day in the kitchen preparing special dinners for groups of friends.

She must have fallen asleep again, for when she woke again the music was turned off and the house was quiet again, except for a thumping sound.

She listened for a little while, trying to place where the noise was coming from. It sounded like a branch banging on a window. It wasn’t at her window, and as her mother’s overlooked the street and there were no trees there, it couldn’t be there. But as she listened the noise grew more insistent. Puzzled Camellia got out of bed and went out onto the landing.

Number twelve was over three hundred years old and all the rooms were on slightly different levels. At the top of the stairs was the bathroom, Camellia’s room was next, up two steps there was a short passage and another step up to her mother’s room which covered the entire front of the house. Next to the closed door was an even narrower staircase which led to two tiny attic rooms kept for guests. Camellia assumed the noise was coming from there. The house was prone to funny sounds, the pipes bubbled and the boards creaked. She thought perhaps one of the attic windows had been left open and the wind was banging it.

But as she crept forward in the darkness to go up the stairs, she stopped short at another sound. It was just like a pig grunting and it was in time with the thumping!

Her initial instinct was to run in to her mother, but as her hand closed round the door knob she suddenly realised not only that the noise was coming from within Bonny’s room, but what it was. She froze, too shocked to move.

Her knowledge of sex was scanty. She knew there was some kind of special cuddling which made babies, and if you did it when you weren’t married it was very bad. She’d heard too, boys saying nasty swear words in the playground and she instinctively knew what she was hearing now was that word ‘fucking’.

As she stood there, unsure whether to burst in and stop the man from hurting her mother, she heard Bonny’s voice above the grunting.

‘Harder, do it harder. I love it!’

Camellia felt herself go hot all over, like someone had just opened a furnace door in front of her. She backed away, covering her mouth with her hands, afraid she was going to be sick.

Back in her room, huddled up in bed, suddenly everything which had puzzled her for several years became crystal clear. Why all the old friends had stopped calling. Why the neighbours whispered behind their hands when she walked down the street, the odd looks she got from men, and why her old school friends from Collegiate stopped asking her round to play. But most of all the meaning of the word ‘whore’ which a horrible boy at school had called her mother.

From that night on things seemed to get worse and worse. Bonny bought herself an expensive new outfit each week, but Camellia was still wearing clothes she’d long outgrown. The parties became more frequent, noisier still, with coarse men rampaging drunkenly up the stairs and often bursting into her room mistaking it for the bathroom. Soon Bonny made no attempt to cover up that men stayed the night, the smell of their perspiration lingered in the bedroom, there were stains on the sheets which were seldom changed and the beautiful rugs in the living room had cigarette burns and beer stains on them. Bonny was often drunk during the day too, sometimes insensible on the settee when Camellia got in from school. Any attempts at housekeeping were abandoned, the only food in the house bread and jam. Camellia had a stodgy school dinner, bought a couple of stale buns from the baker’s as she walked home, then Bonny sent her out for chips later.

Often she was left alone all weekend, a ten-shilling note left on the table to feed herself. But Bonny had only to sweep through the door on Sunday night, a silly soft toy in her arms for Camellia and say she was sorry and it would never happen again, and Camellia forgave her.

The neighbours were less forgiving, there were no longer polite requests to turn down the music but hysterical screaming at the door and hammering on the windows. Vicious, abusive unsigned notes were stuck through the door, endless warnings of legal action, sometimes threats against her person, but Bonny only laughed and tossed them airily on the fire. She said the neighbours were small-minded and jealous, and that soon she and Camellia would move away.

It was two weeks before Christmas in 1962, when she was almost twelve, that Camellia discovered her doll’s house had been taken from her room while she was at school.

A sense of foreboding filled her as she looked at the space on the carpet where it been that morning. For some time she’d had a feeling that something very bad was going to happen. Bonny had been moody and withdrawn for several weeks – she hadn’t mentioned anything about Christmas, not even about the decorations and there hadn’t been any parties at the house for three weeks.

She plodded back down the stairs. She had grown even fatter during the summer and running was now beyond her. She didn’t like anything much about herself, but she hated her size more than anything. Not quite twelve, she was forty-two inches round the hips and she weighed eleven stone.

‘Where’s my doll’s house?’ she asked.

Bonny was sitting in an armchair, smoking a cigarette and reading a typewritten letter. For once she wasn’t made-up, in fact her hair didn’t even look as if she’d brushed it and she had a stain down the front of her pink twinset.

‘I’ve sold it,’ she replied, without even looking up.

‘You’ve sold it!’ Camellia was incredulous. ‘You couldn’t have! You’re joking aren’t you?’

‘I’ve got more on my mind than making jokes,’ Bonny snapped at her, putting down the letter and looking up at her daughter. ‘Come on now, darling. You’re too old for a doll’s house and I needed the money.’

‘But Daddy bought it.’ Camellia’s eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s all I’ve got left of him. How could you?’

‘If you really understood how bad things are, you wouldn’t ask that,’ Bonny retorted defensively.

It was only now, perhaps because Camellia was angry with her mother that she noticed she didn’t look as pretty as she used to. Her eyes had dark shadows round them, her skin looked grey and there were tiny lines around her eyes and mouth.

‘Why didn’t you take some money out the bank if you needed something?’

Bonny looked at the child’s reproachful tear-filled brown eyes and sighed. She knew she shouldn’t have sold it without asking, but she was desperate, she’d run out of alternatives now. Sometimes she forgot that Camellia was still just a child. She might be quick on the up-take about most things, but clearly she hadn’t grasped their situation.

‘There isn’t any money in the bank, darling,’ Bonny said more gently. ‘I think it’s time I explained a few things to you.’

Camellia slumped down onto the settee and listened in ever growing dismay as her mother reavealed she was not only broke, but in debt so deep that the house was going to be taken from them.

‘That’s why you had to leave Collegiate,’ she finished. ‘You see Daddy didn’t leave me enough money. I tried to cut down the spending, but it’s all gone now.’

‘But what are we going to do?’ Camellia sobbed. She wanted to remind her mother that only last week she’d bought yet another new dress and a couple of new records, but even in her own misery she could see Bonny was on the point of tears and she hated to see her cry.

‘I’ve found a little house in Fishmarket Street.’ Bonny wrinkled her little nose in distaste. ‘I’m afraid it’s not very nice, but it was all I could find. I’ll get a job and we’ll make it cosy together.’

Camellia sobbed again. She was fat and plain, she hadn’t one friend, everyone at school laughed at her and said nasty things about her mother. Her doll’s house and all those beautiful things her father had bought to furnish it were gone too, to another little girl who would never understand how precious it had been to the previous owner. Now, on top of it all, she was being forced to leave the home she loved.

‘I’m sorry, darling.’ Bonny drew her into her arms and enveloped her in the smell of Joy. ‘I haven’t been a very good mummy to you, have I? I’m selfish, lazy and a spendthrift. But I do love you!’

Camellia dried her eyes yet again and got up from her bench. Even after everything Bonny had put her through, the men, the drinking, squandering money and the neglect, she still loved her mother. Neighbours and town gossips might only remember the bad things, but she had a small store of precious golden memories, which all seemed so much more important now. Picnics in summer, trips to London Zoo. Laughing helplessly at each other in the hall of mirrors on Hastings pier, racing down the dunes at Camber Sands. Bonny had been a child herself at heart, always ready for fun and mischief. They might have been mother and daughter, but they were always best friends.


Chapter Three

‘BERT’S OUTSIDE IN the car waiting for you, lovey,’ Enid Rowlands said as Camellia came out of the toilet wearing her navy-blue skirt and white blouse. She picked up a damp cloth and wiped the girl’s face again for her. ‘And I’ve told him he’s to bring you back here afterwards. We’ve got a nice little spare room upstairs. You can’t be alone at a time like this.’

Camellia thanked her. Until that moment she hadn’t even considered where she might sleep tonight or in the future. Somehow it made Bonny’s death even more real, it meant she didn’t have a home of her own any longer either.

Mr Simmonds said very little on the ride to Hastings. Now and again his hand reached out for hers, squeezing it in silent sympathy, and she was glad he didn’t feel he had to make any conversation. Camellia watched the people in other cars. They were nearly all families, driving home after a day at the seaside, tired and sunburnt, the children in the back seat dropping off to sleep. She recalled that when her father was still alive she’d always knelt up in the back of the car and waved at people. Perhaps children didn’t do that any longer.

The mortuary was tucked away in a back street. An old red-brick building with painted-over windows. As Mr Simmonds took her arm and led her in, her stomach lurched and she suddenly felt faint with the smell of antiseptic.

‘It’s okay, some of us do feel a bit queasy in these places,’ Mr Simmonds said very soothingly. ‘But it’s only the hospital smell, nothing more. You won’t be seeing anything nasty. Bonny will just be in a room on her own, on a trolley, all covered up. We’ll just take a look at her together and you confirm it is her. That’s all there is to it.’

They were led into a small room by another man in a white gown. It was exactly as Mr Simmonds said. The man waited until Camellia was standing by the trolley and then lifted back the sheet covering her.

It was of course Bonny, despite the frantic prayers Camellia had offered up that it wouldn’t be. She looked just the way she did in the mornings after a night of drinking. A bluey tinge to her skin, older and kind of hard. If it hadn’t been for her hair stained darker by the mud, Camellia might have believed she was still asleep.

She confirmed it was her mother, but she couldn’t kiss her. Her heart was telling her to. Her whole being wanted to stroke that golden hair, hold her tightly one more time. But she didn’t. Instead she just looked, then turned away as if she didn’t care.

Camellia lay back in the seat and closed her eyes as they drove back to Rye. Bert knew she wasn’t asleep, it was just her way of dealing with what she’d just seen. But as he glanced at her pale, expressionless face so close to his shoulder, he was reminded of another time he had driven down this road with her, some eighteen months earlier. It had been about the same time of day, around four thirty or five in the afternoon. Not a hot sunny day though, but a bitterly cold afternoon in February and already dark.

He was driving back from Hastings towards Rye in his Morris Minor, a tricycle for his son’s fourth birthday on the back seat. It was Saturday and so cold he was sure snow must be on the way. He couldn’t wait to get indoors and warm himself by the fire. The heater in the car wasn’t very good.

As he drove he was thinking about the past. It was incredible to find he’d been in Rye for fourteen years. It seemed such a short while ago that he was a young constable out on the beat. Now he was thirty-five, a sergeant, married with two small boys. To think, until he was twenty-eight, he believed he could never love any woman except for Bonny Norton!

Bert winced. What a fool he was over her! Always looking for her, hoping and wishing but never quite daring to do anything about it. Thank goodness Sandra came along when she did! Bonny was anyone’s now for the price of a drink or two. If he’d got tangled up with her after John died, his career and happiness would have been finished.

Sandra was a total opposite to Bonny. Small and dark-haired, shy and loving, she didn’t have a devious thought in her head. He had met her out at Peasmarsh, the year after John Norton died, she worked there as a nanny for Clive and Daphne Huntley. They were rich folks, the kind that couldn’t be bothered with their kids. They’d had a burglary one night and he’d gone out to take a statement from them while the CID looked for fingerprints. Sandra made them all tea and before Bert left the big house he’d persuaded her to meet him on her night off. Eighteen months later they were married and living in a policehouse.

As he went over the brow of the hill at Guestling, his headlights picked up a figure some five or six hundred yards ahead. It looked like an old lady. He wondered if she’d missed the bus, as he couldn’t imagine anyone choosing to walk along this dark, deserted stretch of road without good cause. He slowed down. She was hobbling, and just the way her shoulders were hunched up suggested she was in distress.

Bert went on past her to where there was a lay-by on the side of the road. A stream of cars coming through from Hastings obscured his vision for a moment. Leaving the engine running he got out of his car, pulled his sheepskin coat round him more tightly and called out.

‘Would you like a lift, love? It’s a bit cold and dark to be out walking on this road!’

He anticipated a rebuff. Old country women were a tough breed and she wouldn’t know he was a policeman.

He could see her a little better now, not her face as that was partially obscured by a hood or scarf round her head, but enough to see she was fat and shabbily dressed.

‘I’m a policeman,’ he called out again. ‘Sgt Simmonds from Rye.’

He thought he heard a sob, though it could’ve been only the wind. He walked towards her.

A car sped past in the opposite direction and for a second its headlights lit up her face clearly. To his astonishment it wasn’t an old lady at all, but Camellia Norton.

‘Camellia!’ he gasped. ‘What on earth are you doing out here?’

‘Is it really you, Mr Simmonds,’ she said, moving a little faster towards him.

The rear lights of his car weren’t bright enough to see her face clearly, but he sensed she was crying and saw one hand move to wipe her eyes.

‘Come on, love, get in the car,’ he said. ‘You must be frozen.’

Bert hadn’t seen the girl for some time, even though he’d run into Bonny on many occasions in the George and the Mermaid. He knew all about their eviction from Mermaid Street and the move to Fishmarket Street, but Bonny just laughed it off and had implied that things were on the up and up for her. As Bonny always looked unfailingly glamorous, despite her drinking and chasing men, Bert hadn’t actually believed all the rumours about how dreadful her daughter looked these days.

But now as he put on the car’s interior light to get a better look at Camellia, he was shocked to find they weren’t rumours but truth. He knew she must be fourteen now, but she looked much older because she was so fat. Her complexion, which as a young child had been clear and glowing, was now sallow, with a crop of vicious spots on her chin and forehead. She pushed back her hood to reveal hair which, aside from being dull with grease, also appeared to have been cut off abruptly with garden shears, and her thin gabardine school mackintosh was several sizes too small, pitifully inadequate against the wind and cold.

Bert took her icy hands between his own and rubbed them. They were red and chapped, nails bitten down to the quick.

‘What’s happened?’ he asked gently. He could see she was trying not to cry, too cold to even shiver. ‘Why are you out here all alone?’

‘I lost my bus fare,’ she said weakly, turning her face away from his, as if unable to meet his close scrutiny.

‘Well, you’re all right now,’ he said comfortingly, shocked that she’d already walked some four or five miles from Hastings and appalled at how she might have ended up if she had walked the entire way home to Rye. ‘A hot bath and a cup of tea will sort you out. I’d better get you home. Your mum will be worried about you.’

‘She isn’t there,’ Camellia said in a small voice as Bert started to drive. ‘She’s gone away for the weekend.’

‘What! And left you on your own?’ Bert’s head jerked round to her in astonishment. ‘Surely not?’

‘She goes away a lot these days,’ Camellia shrugged. ‘I’m usually all right, but this time she forgot to leave any money for the meter.’

The story came out in fits and starts. It was clear Camellia didn’t want to divulge anything, even to someone who knew her mother as well as Bert did. But once she got going it came out like a torrent.

On Friday evening she had arrived home from school to find her mother had gone away. She got herself some fish and chips, then settled down to watch television. She hadn’t even finished eating when the meter ran out and she went round the house with a candle looking for a shilling.

When she failed to find any money she went to bed, but a further search this morning brought nothing more than sixpence and a few pennies.

‘I couldn’t ask any of the neighbours,’ she whispered in shame. ‘They talk about Mummy enough already. I had just enough to get almost into Hastings on the bus. I took one of Mummy’s rings to the pawn shop in the Old Town.’

Bert thought this was very resourceful of her, such a solution would never have occurred to him. But then Bonny had probably acquainted her with such places.

‘The man gave me two pounds for the ring,’ she said wearily. ‘It was so cold in Hastings I thought I’d go straight home again. But when I got to the bus stop I found the notes had gone from my pocket. I must have pulled them out with my hanky. I walked back to the pawn shop looking everywhere, but I didn’t find them.’

By the time they stopped outside the house in Fishmarket Street, Camellia was warmer and she’d dried her eyes.

‘I’ll come in with you,’ he said, before she had time to make an excuse. ‘We’ll put some money in the meter and make sure everything’s all right.’

He was furious with Bonny, determined to take her to task at neglecting her daughter and leaving her on her own for a whole weekend. But at the same time he didn’t want to make too much of it to Camellia.

She made no protest, but he sensed her embarrassment as she opened the front door and a smell of old fried food and damp wafted out. Bert struck a match and put some money in the electric meter, but as the lights came on he had to repress a gasp of horror at the black mould on the hall walls, the paper hanging off in strips.

He’d seen plenty of grim places in his years in the force, but this beat most of them. It was so cold he shivered even in his thick sheepskin. Walking into the living room he could only stare in shock. The square of carpet was thin, sticky with spilt drinks, its pattern lost in a dirty film. Camellia turned on an imitation log fire with a couple of electric bars across the front. The logs were broken and dusty, the red light bulb beneath showing through. There were a couple of fireside chairs with greasy seats, a black plastic coffee table decorated with two swans and a pre-war settee with the stuffing coming out of the arms.

Maybe it wouldn’t have been so shocking if he hadn’t been in their old house. How could anyone adjust to living like this when once they were surrounded by antiques, Persian carpets and luxurious furnishings?

‘It’s awful isn’t it.’ Camellia hung her head and shifted from one foot to the other in nervousness. ‘I didn’t want you to see it, Mr Simmonds. Mummy was going to get it done up, but she hasn’t got enough money now.’

Bert gulped back a sarcastic reply. Just the price of one of Bonny’s smart outfits would pay for this room to be redecorated, and she knew enough men who would willingly do it for her. He shifted back to being a policeman again, mentally noting all the evidence of Bonny’s cruel indifference to her child’s well-being, while she made sure she never went short of anything.

An expensive fur lying carelessly across a chair, a wooden clothes horse with dainty underwear left to dry. A bottle of Chanel perfume, a blue silk scarf and a pair of soft leather gloves shared the table with an almost empty gin bottle and a lipstick-smeared glass.

Bert went through to the kitchen and opened the drop-front cabinet. It was clean, he guessed kept so by Camellia, but so bare. Half a bottle of milk, one egg in a bowl and just a few slices of bread left in a bag. There were condiments, bottles of sauce and a pot of jam, but no evidence that Bonny ever went to the trouble to spoil her manicured nails with something as mundane as cooking.

‘You can’t stay here alone.’ Bert turned as the girl came lumbering up behind him. It was painful to compare her appearance now with how she had looked when he first met her as a little girl. Her clothes had been so neat, hair shiny and well cut, plump even then, but now she was obese. What would possess Bonny to allow her to wear that dreadful pleated skirt or the shrunken grey jumper. Her shoes were scuffed and rundown at the heel and her grey socks were in concertinas round her ankles. ‘I don’t like it one bit, love. There’s nothing for you to eat and besides a girl of your age shouldn’t be alone at night.’

‘I’ll be all right.’ Camellia’s eyes dropped from his. Her mournful brown eyes and her hair had been her best features as a child. Heaven only knows who had hacked off her hair, it looked terrible, and her eyes were now almost embedded in fat. ‘Mummy will be cross if she comes home and I’m not here.’

‘I shall be more than cross with her when she does come home,’ Bert said tartly. ‘She needs a good talking to. I’m taking you round to my mother’s, I’ll leave a note for Bonny.’

Camellia’s face contorted into an expression of anguish.

‘She can’t help the way she is, Mr Simmonds.’ She caught hold of his arm involuntarily. ‘She’s sad inside all the time, that’s why she goes out a lot. Please don’t get her into trouble?’

Bert thought about that plea from Camellia later that night when he was cuddled up beside Sandra. He had popped back to his mother’s an hour ago and heard a great deal more that made him feel uneasy. Camellia was fast asleep upstairs, but his mother had described the girl’s worn underwear, the untreated boils on her neck and chilblains on her inner thighs.

Camellia had opened up to his mother, as people usually did. But although she had confessed her diet consisted of fish and chips and sandwiches, she had staunchly insisted Bonny loved her. There were descriptions of picnics out by Camber Castle in the summer, days out to Hastings, and weekend trips to London. As Bert’s mother pointed out, behind the visible part of Bonny, the drinking, the stream of men friends and wild spending sprees, there was a woman who cared enough to make some occasions memorable.

‘I know it might seem kinder to get Camellia taken away from her mother,’ his mother said as he left, catching hold of his hand, her eyes full of compassion. ‘But don’t do it, son. There is something between them that is fine and good, however it might seem otherwise to you. I can’t explain this very well, but I know I’m right. Let’s try and make things better for Camellia. Let me encourage her to come here for a bit of home cooking, and I’ll teach her a few homemaking skills. Maybe I can help her with a diet too. Bonny’s all she’s got right now, and they need and love one another.’

Camellia sat up again as they drove up the High Street. It was quiet now, the shops soon to close and just a few people strolling along.

‘Will you be all right with Mrs Rowlands?’ Bert asked. He would have preferred to take her to his mother’s again, but the baker’s wife had been so insistent that Camellia was to stay with her.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Camellia said, her tone implying it was all the same to her wherever she was sent. ‘Don’t worry about me, Mr Simmonds, you’ve got your own children to think about.’

That struck Bert as a remarkably adult retort. He felt she meant that his wife would take a dim view of him fussing over Bonny Norton’s child.

‘Well, I’ll be popping in and out to see you. If things don’t work out you can tell me then,’ he said.

Some half an hour later, up in the Rowlands living room above the bakery, after Mr Simmonds had left, Camellia took the offered cup of tea in silence. Mrs Rowlands was talking ninety to the dozen, flitting from the amount of cakes and pies they’d sold that day, to what people had been saying about Bonny’s death and then onto what they’d have for tea, without even drawing breath. The room was cluttered with ornaments, china or glass cats, dogs and other animals filled every surface, but it was bright, sweet smelling and welcoming, so very different from Fishmarket Street.

Camellia couldn’t talk, or even cry. All she could think of was that she was finally released from a huge, impossibly heavy burden.

No more noisy parties, no ‘uncle this’ and ‘uncle that’ walking around the house in their underpants or waking her at night with the sound of bestial grunting and thumping. No more cleaning up vomit or finding the kitchen and lounge floor awash with beer and dog-ends blocking up the sink. Never again to face the humiliation of asking for credit at the corner shop.

She couldn’t think of one thing she would miss her mother for. She was used to being alone, she’d been left for long weekends since she was eleven. The only difference now was that Bonny wouldn’t dance back in with a bag of cream cakes or a soft toy and empty promises. This time her absence was forever.

Yet if she really was glad it was over, why did she feel as if she’d been torn apart?
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