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For Beryl,


a dear friend, with love,


and dedicated to all those who lived through their own ‘Silent War’




THE SILENT WAR


Born in Holloway, in the London Borough of Islington, Victor Pemberton is a successful radio playwright and TV producer, as well as being the author of three popular London sagas, all of which are available from Headline. His first novel, OUR FAMILY, was based on his highly successful trilogy of radio plays of the same name. Victor has worked with some of the great names of entertainment, including Benny Hill and Dodie Smith, had a longstanding correspondence with Stan Laurel and scripted and produced many early episodes of the BBC’s ‘Dr Who’ series. In recent years he has worked as a producer for Jim Henson and set up his own company, Saffron, whose first TV documentary won an Emmy Award. He lives in Essex.
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Sunday Collins is less than happy with her lot in war-torn London, working in the sweaty, steamy laundry round the corner from her home in a stark Holloway council flat known as ‘the buildings’ where she has been brought up by May Collins, a Salvation Army Officer who found her on the Sally Army steps along with her bossy sister Louie. Sunday lives for Saturday nights, when she makes the most of her Betty
Grable looks at the Athenaeum Dance Hall. But Sunday’s recklessly lived life is changed dramatically when, one summer morning in 1944, the laundry receives a direct hit from one of Hitler’s V-1s, and she finds she is - and it seems permanently - deaf…





Chapter 1



Sunday hated her name. For as long as she could remember she had always resented being named after a day of the week instead of being called something nice and ordinary, like Gladys or Lilian or Mary. Of course, she blamed it all on her mum and dad, not her real mum and dad, but the ones who adopted her when, as a newborn baby, she was found one Sunday evening, abandoned in a brown paper carrier bag on the steps of the Salvation Army Hall near Highbury Corner in Islington, North London. She got so fed up with the endless jibes from the girls she worked with down the Bagwash. At closing time on Saturday afternoons it was always the same old parting yells of ‘See yer Monday – Sunday!’ as they all streamed out into the yard outside, screeching with laughter at their same old worn-out gags.


It was way back in 1930 when old Ma Briggs first opened her Bagwash premises in a grubby back-street mews just off the Holloway Road. Once used as an old brewer’s stable-yard, it was a place where, for a few coppers, customers could bring their dirty washing wrapped up in a bed-sheet, and get it boiled and scrubbed clean in one of three stone tubs. It was then squeezed out through the rollers of a huge iron mangle until it was drained of water, wrapped up neatly in a bundle, and tied up again in the bed-sheet ready for collection. Briggs Bagwash was a real hell-hole of a place to work in, especially for a seventeen-year-old like Sunday Collins. It was stiflingly hot both in summer and winter, with hot steam constantly curling up from the boiling water in the three huge tubs, which were heated by the cheapest coke available. Even worse was the pungent smell of soap suds, washing soda, and carbolic soap, which at times was so powerful that one or two of the younger ‘Baggies’ (as the girls were known locally) had just fainted away for lack of fresh air. But this was May 1944, and with the war now in its fifth year, young girls were lucky to have a paid job at all.


‘Collins!’


To Sunday, the high-pitched squeal of Ma Briggs’s voice was like a hot knife through butter. ‘Yes, Mrs Briggs?’ she called, turning from the mangle where she was struggling to guide a large folded bed-sheet through the rollers.


With arms crossed and a Capstan fag dangling from her lips, the boss-lady picked her way past the other girls towards Sunday. ‘You was ten minutes late again this mornin’. That’s the fird time in two weeks. Wot d’yer fink you’re playin’ at?’


‘Sorry about that Mrs Briggs.’ Sunday had to shout to be heard, for she had to compete with Charles Shadwell and his BBC Radio Orchestra on Music While You Work booming out from a tannoy on the wall just above her. ‘Mum forgot to wake me up.’


The boss-lady glared back at the girl, unaware that she had let her ash fall on to a newly mangled pile of bagwash. Ma Briggs had a bony face with a pinched, upturned nose, which perfectly matched her hunched-up shoulders and painfully skinny middle-aged body. She had once sacked a girl who’d likened her to the Wicked Witch of the West in The Wizard of Oz. ‘Wos up wiv you, Collins? Why d’yer ’ave to rely on yer old gel ter wake yer up? Can’t yer buy yerself an alarm clock or somefin’?’


Sunday was dying to snap back, ‘Not on the wages you pay me, you old bitch!’ But, even though she was impulsive enough actually to say it, she bit her tongue firmly to resist the temptation. ‘It won’t happen again, Mrs Briggs.’


‘Too true it won’t!’ The boss-lady unfolded her arms and finally pulled the fag stub from her lips. ‘Let me tell yer somefin’, Miss Clever Arse!’ she said, smoke filtering out through her brown-stained teeth as she spoke. ‘Your hours are eight ’til five. Next time yer get ’ere past the hour, I’ll bolt the bleedin’ door on yer!’


Sunday didn’t answer. She couldn’t. She knew only too well that if she raised her eyes and looked straight into Ma Briggs’s face, she would say something she’d be bound to regret. Relishing the power she held over her girls, the boss-lady tossed the remains of her fag to the floor and stubbed it out with the sole of her foot. As if consolidating her victory over someone who she knew would not dare to argue with her, she attempted to straighten her hunched shoulders and stretch herself to a height above her normal five feet four inches.


‘Oh, an’ just one more fing, Miss big shot Collins,’ she sniped, leaning so close to Sunday that the smell of Capstan fags on her breath practically overpowered the girl. ‘I saw yer showin’ off yer arse to them sailor boys on the dance floor down the Athenaeum the uvver night. Fink you’re really somefin’, don’t yer, duckie? Wonder wot your old woman’d say if she knew ’alf wot you get up to?’ And lowering her voice, she added, ‘Bet she wouldn’t like ’er mates up the Salvation Army to ’ear such fings.’


Chuckling to herself, Ma Briggs brushed some fag ash from her white cotton blouse and black skirt, adjusted her turban, and made her way back to her room at the rear of the Bagwash.


Sunday watched her go. As soon as the boss-lady had closed her door, the other ‘Baggies’ stopped what they were doing and waited for Sunday’s reaction. But Sunday did not react. She merely carried on where she had left off, turning the wheel of the huge mangle with one hand and easing the wet sheet through the rollers with the other. Whatever her thoughts were, she was keeping them to herself.


Music While You Work had now come to an end, and as it was 11 o’clock in the morning, Sandy MacPherson at the BBC organ was on the air, with his regular programme of listeners’ requests.


‘Take no notice, Sun,’ called one of the ‘Baggies’ who was at the tub closest to Sunday. ‘Briggs is all mouf an’ no trousers!’


Sunday turned back to look at her best mate, Pearl Simpson, a dumpy little thing with jet-black hair, large emerald-coloured eyes and a lovely moon-shaped face with a small mole on her left cheek.


‘I’m not fussed,’ said Sunday, coldly. ‘Mrs Briggs doesn’t mean a damned thing to me. Her trouble is, she’s frustrated. Ever since her old man went down at Dunkirk, she’s been grateful for every bit of hard she can get her hands on.’


‘Yer can say that again!’ Pearl left the tub where she was stirring clothes in boiling water, and after making sure that the other girls could not overhear her, she joined Sunday at the mangle. ‘Did yer know she’s been bangin’ it away wiv Tommy Leeson,’ she said, doing her best to compete with Sandy MacPherson’s organ-playing.


Sunday abruptly stopped turning the mangle wheel. ‘Tommy Leeson! That one behind the bar down the Nag’s Head? She can’t be. She’s old enough to be his grandmother!’


‘Tommy ain’t fussy,’ sniffed Pearl, with a huge grin on her face. ‘’E likes ter lay old hens. Reckons they’re always better at it than spring lambs!’


Both girls burst into laughter. Their workmates turned to glare at them, disliking the fact that they were not privy to the joke. And when Ernie Mancroft turned up with another pile of washing for Sunday to put through the mangle, he shrank at the sound of the two girls’ laughter. Being one of only two young blokes working in the Bagwash who had not yet been called up, he was sure that, as usual, he was the reason for another of their piss-taking jokes. And, as usual, Sunday and Pearl never gave him cause to think otherwise, containing their laughter only long enough for him to dump the washing and leave. But Ernie never responded to their jibes. He fancied Sunday far too much to stir up trouble. Every time he even caught a glimpse of her, he was determined that one day she’d find out what he was made of.


On the stroke of five that evening, like every evening five days a week, it took no more than a minute for the Bagwash to empty. Eight hours was long enough to expect any human being to endure, cooped up in the stifling atmosphere of steaming hot tubs. As usual, Ma Briggs was at the main doors waiting to lock up. It was the time of day she hated most, watching her ‘Baggies’ filter into the mews outside, and rushing off in an excitable gaggle of laughter towards the Holloway Road. Once she was alone, she felt all the power drained from her. After the last girl had gone, the boss-lady slammed the door behind her and padlocked it grudgingly. To make things worse, it was Saturday evening. No more power now until Monday morning.


In the road outside, Sunday and Pearl breathed in the fresh May air, and sighed with relief. Sunday ran her fingers through her shoulder-length strawberry-blonde hair, then ruffled it up to restore some life to it. From in front and behind them, there were the usual calls from the other ‘Baggies’ of ‘See yer Monday, Sunday!’ The same old gag. And, to gales of laughter, ‘Save us a bit er trousers at the dance ternight!’ As usual, Sunday ignored them all. Apart from Pearl, she considered herself a cut above the other ‘Baggies’. To her they were really just a bunch of knuckle-heads, who’d never really taken to her because she didn’t speak their lingo.


Holloway Road had an end-of-the-week feel about it. There were plenty of people around, most of them hurrying home after shopping in the busy Seven Sisters Road, others already joining the queues outside the Gaumont Cinema and the local fish and chips shops, and others just strolling idly in the last hours of the day’s warm sunshine. In fact, it had been the first really warm day of the year, and Sunday loved to see people walking around without a topcoat for the first time since the end of summer the previous year. It was a sure sign that in half an hour or so the pubs would be open, for there were plenty of blokes already hanging around in small groups chatting to each other about the end of the football season, or which pub Darts Team was playing that evening. But it was the smell that Sunday loved most of all. The sweet, fresh smell of spring, a smell that quickly made her forget that the Bagwash even existed, a smell that helped to erase the memory of those savage early years of the war, when so many of the surrounding streets had been bombed during the Blitz. As she and Pearl strode off at a brisk pace along the Holloway Road towards the Nag’s Head, Sunday felt good to be alive – no bombs, no bagwash to mangle, no Ma Briggs, and Saturday night out at the Athenaeum Dance Hall to look forward to.


‘I’ve promised ter see Lennie Jackson at the dance ternight,’ said Pearl, as she and Sunday waited for a tram to pass before they crossed the road outside the Royal Northern Hospital. ‘’E says ’e’s goin’ ter teach me how ter dance the samba.’


‘The samba? You!’


Pearl was immediately stung by Sunday’s implied remark. Looking hurt and depressed, she said, ‘See yer then,’ and moved off towards her bus stop outside the Foresters’ Hall.


‘No, Pearl – wait!’ Sunday immediately hurried to catch up with her pal. She could have bitten off her tongue for being so insensitive. ‘I didn’t mean – I didn’t mean what you thought I meant.’


‘I can’t ’elp the way I look, Sun,’ said Pearl, eyes looking aimlessly towards the boarded-up Holloway Empire, where dozens of pigeons were fluttering on and off the rooftop in a spectacular display of home ownership. ‘I’m not fat ’cos I eat too much.’


Sunday was cringing inside. ‘Of course you don’t eat too much, Pearl. How could you on the bits of food we get on the ration. You’re not fat, honest you’re not. That’s not what I was saying.’


The two girls came to a halt at the bus stop.


‘I’m in love wiv ’im, Sun,’ Pearl said, quite suddenly. ‘Me an’ Lennie. ’E feels the same way.’


Sunday couldn’t believe what Pearl had just told her. As she looked at her best mate, she thought that despite her chubby appearance, she was really quite beautiful, with her black hair cut into a fringe across her forehead, and long eyelashes that accentuated her sparkling green eyes. ‘You mean, you’re going steady?’ were the only words Sunday managed to get out.


Pearl lowered her eyes and blushed before she answered. ‘Sort of.’


‘But Lennie Jackson’s in the Army.’


‘Not for much longer,’ said Pearl, quickly. ‘Everyone says the war’ll be over next year. My dad says that once the invasion starts, it’s only a matter of time before Jerry ’as ter give in.’


For a moment there was silence between them, and both girls turned to look along the Holloway Road waiting for a sight of Pearl’s trolleybus. Quite suddenly, a cool breeze came up, and immediately deprived the spring sunshine of its true heat. At the edge of the pavement, a tall elm tree, which had survived bomb-blast during the fierce aerial bombardments of the Battle of Britain, had succumbed to the breeze, for its newly formed leaves were shimmering and clinging on to their mother branches with grim determination.


Sunday didn’t know what to say to Pearl. It had never occurred to her that anyone could possibly fancy her best friend, could fancy anyone who wasn’t slim and sexy.


‘Lennie says ’e likes the way I look,’ said Pearl, as if she knew only too well what Sunday was thinking. ‘He says he prefers fat girls – more meat on ’em.’ She attempted a chuckle, but somehow just couldn’t manage it. ‘But I’m goin’ ter lose weight, Sunday. I’ve made up me mind.’


Before Sunday had a chance to answer, to say something reassuring, the number 609 trolleybus arrived. Although Pearl’s legs were quite trim, they were rather short, and she had to use some effort to climb aboard the bus platform. ‘See yer ternight!’ she called, before making her way to a seat on the lower deck.


Sunday waved to Pearl as the bus pulled away. And then she turned, and slowly made her way home down Holloway Road, stopping only briefly to look at the posters for the week’s film outside the imposing Gaumont Cinema. All the way to the Nag’s Head she couldn’t get Pearl off her mind, but didn’t know why. Was it because she felt protective of her mate, or was it because she was jealous of her? Had Pearl ‘done it’ with Lennie Jackson, she wondered? Was it possible? Was it really possible? But why shouldn’t a good-looking bloke fancy someone like Pearl, she asked herself? After all, fat girls must be just as sexy as – well, someone like Sunday herself. Quite unconsciously, she was shaking her head; Pearl had certainly given her a lot to think about.


By the time she reached the Nag’s Head, where Holloway Road crossed between Parkhurst and Seven Sisters Road, Sunday found herself hoping that the war would soon be over, and that Pearl would be able to get Lennie home safe and sound again. Whilst waiting at the traffic lights to cross the busy Parkhurst Road, she casually glanced up at the puffs of small white clouds that seemed to be sprinting across the blue early-evening sky. And she sighed with relief, relief that it had now been quite some time since out of that very same sky Hitler’s bombers had brought so much death and destruction to the streets of Holloway and the rest of poor old London. Yes, Pearl was right, Sunday said to herself. It’s all over bar the shouting. Nothing to fear now. The war’s over. Now’s the time to have some fun.


The traffic lights changed and Sunday crossed the road. As she did so, she trod on the previous day’s copy of the Daily Sketch with its bold headline: HITLER’S SECRET WEAPON. The breeze grabbed hold of the heavily soiled newspaper, lifted it, and tossed it up into the mild evening air.


Peacock Buildings wasn’t quite such a grim place as some of the other Borough Council residential blocks in Islington, and like a lot of similar dwellings built before the Second World War they were at least cheap and functional. Situated on the main road, between the Nag’s Head and Holloway Road Tube Station, ‘the Buildings’, as they were known locally, were constructed of red bricks and concrete and laid out on six floors, which could only be reached by climbing endless flights of well-worn stone steps. Most residents in the surrounding streets were divided in their opinions concerning the look of ‘the Buildings’: some thought they were an eyesore; others thought they added something to the Holloway Road, though as to exactly what nobody was too certain. Luckily, ‘the Buildings’ had escaped the worst of the air-raids during the war, except for endless broken windows and fallen ceilings from bomb-blast in the neighbouring streets.


As usual, Madge Collins was anxiously peering out through her bedroom window at the rear of ‘the Buildings’, waiting for the first sight of her daughter as she entered the courtyard below. Sunday always hated her mum doing this, for it meant that by the time she had climbed the steps to their flat on the top floor, her tea would be already waiting for her on the parlour table. If there was one thing Sunday hated more than anything else, it was daily routine. Some evenings when she got home, she just felt like sitting down for a while, kicking off her shoes, and listening to some big band music on the wireless. But her mum would have none of it. As soon as the girl came through the front door, tea was on the table, and within minutes the scrambled dried eggs on toast, or sausage and mash, or spam and bubble and squeak was steaming hot beside it. It was a ritual.


The noise in the yard that evening was deafening. Clearly it was to do with the fine, warm weather, for it had brought out hordes of kids, all yelling and laughing their heads off as they either played hopscotch with a couple of stones, or relentlessly kicked a football against the back wall of one of the blocks. That was the trouble with living in a communal block, no privacy, no peace and quiet for longer than a few minutes at a time. If it wasn’t kids running riot, it was the sound of someone’s wireless set turned up to full volume. Sunday loved music, but not when it was so loud that it practically burst her eardrums. She had always found it peculiar that after all the horrors of the Blitz, when each night the air was fractured with the sound of falling bombs and anti-aircraft fire, people just didn’t seem to relish the opportunity to live a quiet and peaceful life.


The first thing Sunday noticed as she entered ‘the Buildings’ through the rear door, was the smell of carbolic. When she had left in the morning, a stray dog had clearly found its way on to the second-floor landing and done its big job there. But there was no smell of it now; both the landing and the stairs leading up to it were cleaner than a new pin. And Sunday didn’t have to guess very hard who was responsible for that.


‘’Ow many times do I ’ave ter tell these people ter keep that bleedin’ door shut downstairs! Every cat an’ dog treats this place like their own personal bog!’


Jack Popwell was at the door of his flat, polishing the brass letterbox, something he did with regular monotony seven days a week.


‘I don’t know what we’d do without you, Mr Popwell,’ said Sunday, as she reached the landing. Despite the fact that she always regarded her neighbour as a bit of a prissy old maid, Sunday was really quite fond of him. He made her laugh, and to her way of thinking anyone who could do that was worth something. And she admired the poor man for the way he’d managed to pull himself together after his missus was killed in an air-raid up near Finsbury Park at the beginning of the war.


Jack was positively glowing with the compliment Sunday had just paid him. ‘By the way,’ he beamed, adjusting with one finger the small quiff of hair he used to disguise his practically bare pate, ‘I ’aven’t fergotten that jam sponge I promised yer last week. I’m just waiting on me god-daughter ter get me some more saccharin tablets. I’ve got no more coupons left on me sugar ration.’


‘No rush, Mr Popwell,’ said Sunday, her eyes constantly flicking up to that quiff. ‘It’ll taste all the better by the time we get it.’


For a brief moment, Jack Popwell’s smile faded. ‘Tell that to yer Aunt Louie,’ he sniffed, indignantly. ‘Every time she catches sight of me, she goes on about people who don’t keep their promises.’


The mention of her Aunt Louie’s name suddenly reminded Sunday why she rarely looked forward to coming home from work in the evening. Her mum’s sister. Aunt Louie. Oh God! The thought of seeing that woman again! ‘I wouldn’t take too much notice of her, Mr Popwell,’ replied Sunday reassuringly. ‘Aunt Louie can’t even boil a kettle of water!’


‘Sunday? Is that you, luvvie?’


Madge Collins’s voice echoed down the stone staircase, reminding Sunday that her scrambled dried egg on toast was waiting for her on the parlour table.


As it turned out, however, dried eggs were not on the menu this evening. As soon as Sunday entered the tiny flat she could already smell the grilled bloaters, which her mum usually got from the fish man who always called with his barrow at ‘the Buildings’ on a Saturday.


Sunday wasn’t surprised to see that the tea table had been laid with only two places instead of the usual three; clearly, Aunt Louie had decided to eat on her own after the row she and Sunday had had over breakfast that morning. Sunday couldn’t care less. It wasn’t the first time she’d fallen out with her tempestuous aunt, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Despite that, the table itself looked a picture, with a clean white tablecloth, a posy of small spring flowers in a glass tumbler, and a huge brown teapot full to the brim. Each plate contained a pair of sizzling-hot bloaters, and several slices of bread had been sliced from the farmhouse loaf which Madge had bought from Millers the baker earlier in the day. Sadly, there was very little margarine to go with the bread, for the week’s butter coupons had already been used up. Sunday barely had enough time to go to the lavatory, because her mum was already seated at the table waiting to eat with her.


‘Wonderful news, luvvie!’ Madge said, excitedly. She was clearly bursting to tell Sunday what she’d had to bottle up all day.


Sunday looked up from the tiny bones she was trying to separate from the bloaters on her plate. She always loved the look on her mum’s face when she was excited about something. It was a sweet look, full of childish enthusiasm.


‘The Army’s on the move!’ Although Madge was already holding her knife and fork, she hadn’t yet started on her bloaters. ‘Every Sunday for the next four weeks. The band’s touring all over Islington – Highbury Corner, the Angel, Essex Road, Hornsey Rise, Highgate. We’re starting off outside the Marlborough Cinema tomorrow afternoon. Colonel Faraday’s coming down from Headquarters to give the address.’


For a brief moment, Sunday watched her mum with deep affection. To her it was weird enough that Madge always referred to the Salvation Army as ‘the Army’, especially in wartime, but to get so excited about the band playing hymns outside pubs up and down the borough seemed so trivial. Nonetheless, if that’s what made her mum happy, then Sunday was happy too. After all, her adopted mum had brought her up and cared for her – and taught her how to speak properly, not in a Cockney slang like her mates at work. ‘That’s lovely, Mum,’ was all Sunday could say, as she chewed a piece of dry bread to help down the bloater.


Madge beamed, and leaned across towards her daughter. ‘You could come along too if you want,’ she said hopefully. ‘Everyone keeps saying how much they’d love to see you at one of the meetings.’


Sunday put down her knife and fork and looked across the table at her mum. ‘Now don’t let’s go through all that again – please, Mum,’ she said, trying hard not to upset Madge. ‘You know I don’t like getting involved in all that kind of stuff.’


Madge’s sweet smile faded immediately, and her once cherubic face, now heavily lined, crumpled up in disappointment. ‘You used to – when you were little.’


Sunday always dreaded this type of exchange with her mum, mainly because the poor woman was so vulnerable. She knew only too well that Madge had to deal not only with her sister Louie’s endless tantrums, but also with a daughter who refused to embrace her own passion for religion. ‘It was different when I was little, Mum,’ she said, biting her lip anxiously. Then she stretched one hand across the table and placed it affectionately on to her mum’s hand. ‘Things were different when I was little, Mum,’ she said softly. ‘I’m grown up now. I have to do things for myself – my own things.’


‘But I’m only asking you to come and listen to the band. You love music. You always have.’


‘Of course I love music, Mum.’ Sunday felt herself tensing. ‘But not your kind of music. I like to dance to Glenn Miller, or Harry Roy, or Ivy Benson.’


Madge sat straight in her chair. As she was barely five feet tall and only slightly built, the tea table still seemed to dwarf her. ‘I’ve always told you, Sunday,’ she said, a touch imperiously, ‘dance halls are no substitute for God’s work.’


Suddenly, Sunday had no appetite for her bloaters. For the next few minutes, she sat back in her chair and listened to another of her mum’s dissertations on how wonderful it was to be one of God’s ‘soldiers’. To Madge, the Salvation Army was the very essence of good itself, always caring for those in need, in peace and war. Unfortunately, Sunday knew that everything her mum was saying was true. The ‘Army’ really were a magnanimous lot, and during the height of the Blitz they had provided food and comfort to everyone who had to endure the nightly aerial bombardments. But, although Sunday certainly shared their beliefs, it was not the way she wanted to live her own life. But it was difficult, oh so difficult. Living in a tiny two-bedroomed council flat with a loving mum who was constantly trying to get her into a bonnet and uniform, and a bullying aunt who was determined to get her way about everything, there were times when Sunday felt as though she was a prisoner in her own home. Oh if only she had known her dad. If only he hadn’t died when Sunday was a tiny child. Things would have been so different. Or would they?


Sunday’s only escape at times like this was to shut out the sound of her mum’s voice and scan the room. By now she knew the entire pattern of the wallpaper, the same badly hung wallpaper that had remained unchanged since before the war. The pink roses were gradually fading, but the brown woodwork around the windows and wainscoting was still remarkably fresh, with very few chips, and the fawn-coloured tiles around the minute fireplace with its built-in gas fire were virtually glistening in the early-evening sunshine. Although it was a small parlour room, Madge kept it immaculately clean. At home and at work, Sunday often despaired that her whole world seemed to be dominated by the pervading smell of carbolic. She’d loved the time when the whole place had had to be treated with DDT, for Aunt Louie had screamed the place down after finding a cockroach squatting comfortably in the middle of the eiderdown on her bed.


Sunday’s eyes had now scanned the entire room, from floor to ceiling, kitchen door to passage door and lavatory beyond, and her own bedroom door, and the neat lace curtains from the North London Drapery Stores in Seven Sisters Road, which only partly disguised the anti-bomb-blast tape protecting the glass panes of the two small windows. Finally, her eyes came to rest on the door of the bedroom which her mum shared with Aunt Louie. Until this moment, she hadn’t noticed that the door was slightly ajar. Oh yes! So the old bag’s having a good listen.


‘What about Aunt Louie?’


Sunday knew she was being mischievous, because her voice was raised. But at least it stopped her mum in her tracks.


‘Auntie?’ replied Madge, puzzled by the sudden, unexpected question. ‘What about her?’


‘Is she coming to hear your band playing tomorrow?’


The question immediately prompted Madge to swing a nervous glance over her shoulder towards the bedroom door. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, so obviously keeping her voice low. ‘Auntie likes to have her sleep on Sunday afternoons.’


‘Wouldn’t do her any harm to give up her precious afternoon sleep just for once,’ quipped Sunday, making quite sure her voice carried across to the bedroom door. ‘She’s got nothing else to do all day!’


Madge immediately panicked, got up from the table, hurried across to her bedroom door, and closed it.


‘You mustn’t be unkind to your auntie,’ said Madge, lowering her voice almost to a whisper. ‘You know she’s got a weak heart.’


‘Oh come off it, Mum!’ snapped Sunday, getting up from her place at the table, and collecting the plate containing her half-finished bloater. ‘You wait on her hand and foot. She does nothing to help you round here – absolutely nothing! That’s why I blew up at her this morning. I hate the way she just lives off you. It’s time she found a place of her own!’


Madge was getting more and more flustered. She quickly followed her daughter into the tiny kitchen whilst nervously checking over her shoulder to see if her bedroom door was still closed.


‘You mustn’t talk about your auntie like that, Sunday,’ Madge whispered, her carpet-slippers quietly padding on the bare lino floor. ‘I don’t expect her to do things for me. She’s my sister, Sunday, my own flesh and blood. If she left, I – I don’t know what I’d do. Don’t you understand? I love her.’


‘Well I don’t!’ Sunday’s response was emphatic.


Madge looked horrified. ‘Sunday! How can you say such a thing?’


Sunday remained defiant. ‘It’s true, Mum! You know it is!’ And she meant it. She turned to look out through the kitchen window. In the yard way down below, she could see some of the kids from ‘the Buildings’, shouting their heads off as they kicked their football against the bare brick wall. For as long as Sunday could remember her Aunt Louie had been a total pain in the neck, always rabbiting on at her every time she did anything that the old bag didn’t approve of. Sunday knew only too well that ever since her precious aunt had come to live in the flat all those years ago, she had used her sister as a meal ticket. She was sick to death at the way her mum always took Aunt Louie’s part, going on about how sad she was and how the poor woman had never had any love in her life. Surely it was plain as a pikestaff to see why no bloke in his right mind would want even to touch a cold fish like her. Dear Aunt Louie was nothing but a lazy, interfering old bag, whose influence over Sunday’s mum had caused more trouble in their lives than anything or anyone else.


‘You shouldn’t’ve talked to her the way you did this morning, Sunday.’


Sunday swung round to her mum, and was about to answer her, but Madge spoke first.


‘When you have a row with her like that, it’s not Auntie you hurt. It’s me.’


As much as she loved her, this was one of those moments when Sunday wished that she had a robust mum who was twenty years younger, instead of this meek and mild silver-haired woman who had adopted her over seventeen years before.


Madge stood with her back to the white enamel sink. Close to tears, she seemed a lot older than her seventy-two years. ‘I took Auntie in, because – because when your dad died, I needed someone to talk to – to look after. You were only a little girl. It seemed the right thing to do.’


Sunday felt awful. She had allowed her hatred of Auntie Louie to overshadow her own mum’s feelings. In the yard below, the kids were shouting louder than ever, and they were beginning to get on Sunday’s nerves. Leaning out of the window, she yelled out, ‘Shut up, will you – you lousy little buggers!’


The kids briefly stopped kicking their football, to look up at the window of the flat on the top floor. When they saw who was shouting at them, they all raised two fingers at her and yelled insults back.


Sunday did not bother to exchange banter with them. She merely slammed the window, and turned to face her mum again. With a deep sigh, she went across and put her arms around her. ‘I’m sorry, Mum,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll try and behave myself.’


Madge quickly wiped her eyes with her pinny, and looked up at her daughter eagerly. ‘Will you, Sunday? Will you really?’


Sunday nodded, and kissed her mum on the cheek. ‘Promise.’


‘Then will you go and make it up with her?’


Sunday felt her insides collapse. ‘Mum!’


There was a begging look in Madge’s eyes.


Sunday sighed deeply. There was no use pursuing the subject, for she had been through this time and time again.


A few minutes later, she was back in the parlour, heading towards her mum’s bedroom. For a moment or so, she just stood in front of the door, trying hard to calm herself before going in to face the onslaught, just hoping the old bag hadn’t heard too much of the conversation she’d just had with her mum. Finally, she plucked up enough courage to tap on the door.


‘Auntie,’ she called, ‘can I come in?’


The voice that boomed out from inside sounded more like that of a hefty-voiced man than an elderly woman.


‘Go away!’ she called. ‘I’m in the middle of packing. I hope you’re satisfied!’




Chapter 2


Saturday night at the Athenaeum Dance Hall was like a magnet to young people. They flocked there from not only the Parkhurst Road area, which had the dubious distinction of sharing the neighbourhood with the castellated façade of Holloway Women’s Prison on the opposite side of Camden Road, but from places as far apart as Highgate, Muswell Hill, Finsbury Park, Highbury, and the Angel Islington. Its only real rival was the Arcade at the Nag’s Head, but that was usually more busy on a Friday pay night, and was mainly a meeting place for the local Irish ‘Paddys’. The dance floor at the Athenaeum itself wasn’t a particularly large area, more the size of a small church hall, so that when a lot of dancers were crammed together it became more of a shuffle than a waltz or a foxtrot. On most nights, the music was provided by gramophone records of some of the favourite bands of the day, such as Tommy Dorsey, Kay Keyser, Harry Roy, Geraldo, and of course, Glenn Miller, but occasionally there was ‘live’ music such as piano, saxophone, and drums.


By the time Sunday and Pearl arrived, the place was ‘jumpin’. A small queue had formed at the entrance, and it was all of twenty minutes before they could get inside. Once they had powdered their noses in the cloakroom, they gradually managed to edge their way into the hall itself, where the hordes of dancers were doing their best to find enough space to quickstep to a gramophone record of Jack Hylton and his orchestra playing ‘I’ll See You In My Dreams’. As usual, there were more girls hanging around in groups on one side of the floor, for so many boys were now serving in the forces. But the young boys that did remain had a pretty good choice of dancing partners to choose from, and took their time before they were quite sure who they wanted to go for.


Within just a few minutes of her arrival with Pearl, two different boys asked Sunday to dance. It was easy to see why, for she looked dazzling in her new blue cotton dress which she had recently bought from Damants Ladies Shop in the Seven Sisters Road with her own ration coupons and a few more donated by her mum. The colour set off beautifully her strawberry-blonde hair, which had been pinned back behind her ears to show off her clear pale complexion and slightly rouged cheeks. Her mum, of course, had disapproved of the alterations Sunday had made to the dress, which she had cut low at the neck to reveal as much of her cleavage as she dared, and also the hemline, which was tacked up to at least an inch above her knees, to reveal her new silk stockings bought on the black market for four shillings. But, like a lot of the other girls who were dancing with each other, Sunday decided to decline the two boys’ offers, and partner Pearl in a slow waltz. However, this didn’t last very long.


‘May I have this dance, please, miss?’


Right in the middle of the crowded dance floor, Pearl turned with a start to find a young soldier boy grabbing her around the waist from behind.


‘Lennie! Where yer been? I been lookin’ all over for yer.’


‘Didn’t look ’ard enuff, did yer?’ The young soldier spun her round to face him. ‘I was over by the bar.’


‘Wot a surprise!’ Pearl had to shout to be heard above the sound of Jack Hylton’s orchestra. ‘The last place I’d ever expect ter find you, Lennie Jackson!’


To Sunday’s intense irritation, Pearl had her arms wrapped around Lennie’s neck while he kissed her full on the lips. The other dancers were pretty aggravated too, for they pushed and shoved the couple so that they had to move on.


‘Sorry about this, Sun!’ Pearl called, as Lennie whisked her off to join the throng of dancers trying to make some sense of the quickstep.


‘See yer later, Sun!’ called Lennie. ‘Don’t worry about ’er. I’ll make sure she don’t be’ave ’erself!’


Left stranded in the middle of the dance floor, Sunday tried to convince herself that she was happy for Pearl. But she wasn’t. She strode off the floor, practically pushing the other dancers out of the way as she went. Making her way straight to the narrow, floor-side bar, she ordered herself a glass of lemonade, the only drink she was used to. Just as well, for, with the exception of rather weak beer, there was currently a very severe shortage of alcohol.


For several minutes, Sunday stood with her back to the bar counter, surveying the dancers all crushed together and whirling around the floor in what seemed to be one huge mass of bodies. She was particularly sniffy around those girls who, unable like her to afford stockings on the black market, had chosen to cover their legs with make-up. The place was airless, for a thick pall of fag smoke had turned the atmosphere into a dense blue-grey fog. But no one seemed to mind, for even at the bar itself practically every girl and her feller was lighting up yet another cheap fag.


For several minutes, Sunday sipped her lemonade and tapped her foot in time to another current hit song, ‘Chattanooga Choo-Choo’, which had sent the dancers into a frenzy of train engine catcalls, as they cut up the hard-used parquet floor with another quickstep. She tried hard not to look envious as some of her ‘Baggie’ mates swept by with their partners, some of them showing off like mad with elaborate steps clearly designed to upset her. But Sunday couldn’t care a toss about their fancy steps. At this moment, the only people she really cared about were Pearl and Lennie, who were clutched so tightly together on the dance floor that there could hardly have been breathing space between them. Every so often Pearl would wave to Sunday as she caught sight of her above the mass of bodies. Sunday waved back, but only half-heartedly, then tried to give the impression that she couldn’t really see them. The fact was, she was as jealous as hell of Pearl, more than she ever thought she could be. Ever since she left school when she was fifteen, she had fancied Lennie Jackson herself, fancied him like mad. His slim body and coarse good looks were everything she had ever wanted in a feller, and with his short, dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and rough Cockney slang, she would have killed to get her hands on him. But she knew only too well that Lennie would never be for her. He had shown her so several times, when he had totally ignored her in favour of any bit of skirt that happened to be around at the time. But why Pearl? It was a question she had asked herself over and over again. How could a real bloke like that go for a girl who was so fat that at this very moment sweat was running down her blood-red face as she danced. Yes, Sunday was jealous all right. If it wasn’t for the fact that Pearl was her best friend, she’d go all out to get Lennie bloody Jackson for herself.


‘’As anyone told you, yer’ve got the best tits round ’ere?’


Sunday had already noticed the boy in RAF uniform who had made his way towards her from the other end of the bar. If she didn’t like his style then it was her own fault, for she had seen him eyeing her, and quite deliberately egged him on.


‘Bit of an expert, are you?’ Sunday replied, rather tartly.


‘I know the best when I see it.’ The boy’s eyes were flicking back and forward from Sunday’s eyes to her breasts. ‘Fag?’


Sunday was about to shake her head, when over the RAF boy’s shoulder she caught sight of Pearl waving to her. ‘Ta,’ she replied, taking out a Gold Flake from the packet the RAF boy was holding out for her. Only when the boy had lit the fag, and she drew in the first puff of smoke, did she realise what a daft thing she was doing. However, despite the fact that Sunday had never smoked before, she was quite determined to put on as big an act as she could, and make quite sure that both Pearl and Lennie could see her.


‘M’name’s ’Arry. ’Arry Smike.’ The boy was looking all over Sunday with the most come-to-bed eyes she had seen in a long time.


‘Sunday.’


Harry looked puzzled. ‘Say that again.’


‘My name’s Sunday,’ she answered, raising her voice to compete with the ‘Chattanooga Choo-Choo’ catcalls. ‘It’s too long a story to tell why.’


Harry asked no more. He just grinned at her, puffed at his fag and swallowed as much of the nicotine as he could. He liked this girl. He liked her a lot. She had a good tongue. She had a good body. This one he was not going to let go.


‘What’s the propeller for?’ asked Sunday, nodding towards the small flash on the sleeve of Harry’s blue uniform tunic.


‘LAC. Leading Aircraftman.’


‘Is that important?’


‘Well, at least it’s one up from AC plonk.’


That was good enough for Sunday. Her eyes darted momentarily across to Lennie Jackson, who was bending the dumpy figure of Pearl backwards in some showy exhibition of his quickstep dancing talents. There was certainly no flash of any kind on his plain army tunic.


For a moment or so, Harry watched this sexy bird sipping from her glass of lemonade, taking in minimal puffs of smoke from the fag he had given her. ‘Wouldn’t yer like somefin’ stronger than that stuff?’ he asked, his lips practically pressed against her ear.


‘I don’t drink,’ she said, without turning to look at him.


‘Wot do yer do?’


Harry’s predictable question didn’t worry Sunday one little bit. She merely turned to face him, and with their lips almost touching each other’s replied, ‘I dance.’


As she spoke, the lights in the hall came up full, and over the tannoy system came the voice of the dance MC: ‘Ladies an’ gentlemen. Boys an’ girls. Take your partners for – the jitterbug!’


To the accompaniment of a loud cheer from all the dancers, the floor cleared instantly, leaving behind only a small group of younger people, mainly teenagers. From the loudspeaker now came the sound of Kay Keyser and his band with a frantic version of ‘Gotta Gal Named Sal’, which was the cue for the few remaining couples to burst into an energetic display of the latest dance craze – the jitterbug.


Without warning, Harry suddenly grabbed hold of Sunday’s hand. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘You wanna dance? Let’s dance!’


Pearl and Lennie watched in astonishment as Sunday was dragged by her RAF boyfriend through the crowd of dancers lining the floor, and straight into the small group of jitterbug fanatics who were already twisting and turning and throwing themselves into a wild display of acrobatic dancing.


With music blaring out from the loudspeaker, and the crowd of onlookers clapping their hands and thumping their feet in time, Sunday, Harry, and the rest of the jitterbug gang leapt at each other, the boys with legs wide apart and knees bent, swaying back and forth to the fast and furious beat, and the girls twisting their heels into the parquet floor, skirts and dresses swirling, holding on to their partners with one hand, and the other hand waving to and fro with the beat. One boy was even bold enough to do a somersault, only to land in a split on the floor. This brought an uproarious cheer from the crowd, which immediately prompted the other members of the jitterbug gang to venture even more daring exploits. After a while, however, the frenetic pace gradually took its toll on the small energetic group, and they were eliminated couple by couple, finally leaving only Sunday and Harry to slog it out.


At this point, Sunday seemed unstoppable. Her whole body twisted and turned in time to the jitterbug beat, sending shockwaves of lust through every red-blooded young bloke in the hall. As the perspiration ran down her body, her cherished blue dress clung to her so tightly that it accentuated every sensuous curve she possessed. Sunday loved the feeling of total abandonment. She literally gave herself to the throbbing sounds coming out of the loudspeaker on the tiny platform, she embraced them as though they were telling her to go on and on. Although she knew her fresh home-perm would be an early casualty, she recklessly ran her fingers through her strawberry-blonde hair, yelling out a scream of ecstasy at the overpowering musical beat which dominated the room. She was the centre of attention, and she loved it. They were all out there, Pearl and Lennie and the other ‘Baggies’ – all watching, admiring, envying her. Sunday had even caught a glimpse of Ma Briggs, togged up in a tight-fitting black dress, with that same large chunky rolled-gold bracelet that she wore every day of her life. Yes, the old witch was there all right, clinging on to her young piece of trousers from the Nag’s Head pub, and hating every moment of what she was watching on the dance floor.


Sunday was by now in a state of delirium. She was passionate about music at the best of times, but the sounds she was now hearing were sending her wild. It was much the same with Harry, for the Brylcreem from his hair was now running into the sweat that was streaming down his face. In fact, he was on such a high that he didn’t think twice about taking Sunday to the ultimate goal of the jitterbug. Grabbing hold of her hand, he dragged her to the floor, slid her entire body beneath his legs, and lifted her in one perilous movement up on to his shoulders. This inevitably brought cheers and applause from the crowd, and Sunday, arms outstretched in unrestrained triumph, lapped up all the admiration. But that triumph was to be shortlived. An alien sound had suddenly pierced the roars of excitement from the dance-hall crowd.


‘Air-raid!’


The MC’s shock announcement through the loudspeaker was soon drowned by the wail of the air-raid siren.


The atmosphere immediately changed to astonishment, for as there had been no air-raids for some time, people had begun to take it for granted that the war was all but over. Whilst the lights in the hall were being quickly extinguished, there was a sudden rush towards every available exit door. Harry quickly lowered Sunday down from his shoulders, took her hand, and tried to lead her through the crowd. But before they could even reach the door, they were separated by the desperate efforts of the dancers to reach the nearest air-raid shelters.


In the road outside, hordes of people were streaming out of the dance hall. The colourful dresses and elaborate hairdos were quickly forgotten in the mad rush to get away from the place, and by the time Sunday managed to ease herself out of the hall, there were so many people around her that it was impossible to find Harry. Not that she intended to try too hard. The RAF boy wasn’t a bad bit of trousers, but he wasn’t anything to write home about. Anyway, he had served his purpose.


Sunday decided to make her way home via Hillmarton Road. It was a bit out of the way, but as there was a public shelter in Caledonian Road, she thought it was probably the safer route. By the time she had gone halfway down the quiet back road, the sound of anxious people rushing out of the dance hall behind her was gradually fading. There was a slight breeze, and as it was still only May, there was a cold nip in the night air. As she hurried along, Sunday could hear the clip-clop of her own high heels on the pavement, but it wasn’t too easy to see where she was going, for, despite the spring moon that was popping in and out of dark night clouds, the blackout was preventing any light from filtering through the windows of the tall, terraced Edwardian houses on each side of the road. After a moment or so, she quickened her pace as she began to hear the distant rumble of ack-ack fire, and was only too relieved to see that the sky was still dotted with the ominous dark shapes of silent, brooding barrage balloons, just waiting to deal with any intruder aircraft that might break through the outer London defences.


Just before she reached the Caledonian Road, Sunday heard the first sound of approaching aircraft. There weren’t many of them, possibly only a couple, but it was enough to set off the ack-ack guns in nearby Finsbury Park. The sudden blast unnerved her, and her hurried walk quickly became a run. But by the time she had reached the stone walls of the old churchyard, the sky seemed to open up, and all hell was let loose. As she ran, Sunday covered her head with her hands, and would have panicked if someone had not suddenly grabbed hold of her around the waist, and dragged her into the cover of the church portico.


‘Wot’s a respectable girl like you doin’ out on a night like this?’


Although it was pitch-dark, Sunday recognised the voice at once. It was Ernie Mancroft, the boy who worked with her down the Bagwash.


‘What’s this all about?’ asked Sunday, shivering with the cold. ‘We haven’t had a raid for months. I thought this rotten war was supposed to be over.’


‘Not yet it ain’t.’ Even though Ernie’s voice was low, it echoed in the arch of the portico. ‘But it will be after Ike and Monty start the Second Front.’


‘Second Front! Second Front! That’s all people ever talk about.’ Sunday was not only cold, but irritable. ‘It’s about time the Allies stopped yakking, and got on with it.’


‘Well, all I ’ope is they get on wiv it before I get called up. I don’t fancy catchin’ a packet at my age.’


Sunday didn’t bother to answer him. Ernie Mancroft had always let it be known that, in his opinion, only suckers wanted to fight for their country. When she thought of all the good blokes from ‘the Buildings’ who’d gone off to fight in the war, she despised him, and hoped it wouldn’t be long before he got his call-up papers.


As they stood there in the dark, the sound of the two approaching aircraft drew closer and closer, and Sunday began to feel utterly vulnerable. It was the first time she had been caught outside in an air-raid, and she was nervous. Every so often a flash of gunfire lit up the sky, and each time it did so she caught a momentary glimpse of Ernie’s face, staring at her. She didn’t like it, not because he was bad-looking; in fact, he had quite a masculine face for a boy his age, despite his pathetic attempts to grow a pencil-thin moustache. Her main concern was that Ernie fancied her. He had always fancied her, and she knew it. Ever since the first day he set eyes on her when he came to work at the Bagwash, she had caught him staring, leering at her. On one occasion, when she had to squeeze past him in a narrow passage to get to the women’s toilet, she had felt him deliberately press his body against her. But then, in her heart of hearts, she knew that there were times when she had led him on, so if he tried anything she only had herself to blame.


High above them, searchlights were scanning the sky for the two intruder aircraft, who were dodging in and out of the killer wires of the barrage balloons.


‘Must be a couple of strays,’ Ernie said, watching the dark outline of Sunday’s silhouette as he spoke. ‘’Itler’s last fling before it’s all over.’


Ernie was now standing so close to Sunday that she could smell the beer on his breath. ‘We ought to get to the shelter, Ernie,’ she said. ‘It’s not safe out here.’


‘Wouldn’t go out there just yet,’ said Ernie immediately. ‘If them guns open up again, there’ll be shrapnel comin’ down all over the place.’


‘If you don’t mind,’ insisted Sunday, easing her way past him, ‘I’ll take my chances.’


As she spoke, the Finsbury Park guns fired a deafening salvo of shells up into the sky. Sunday literally fell back against the church door as the building vibrated from top to bottom.


Ernie immediately grabbed his opportunity and leapt forward to protect Sunday with his own body, pinning her back against the church door. ‘See wot I mean!’ he yelled, above the cacophony of gunfire. And leaning his body as close as he could against hers, his head buried into her shoulder, he croaked breathlessly, ‘Nuffin’ ter worry about, Sun. You’re safe wiv me. I won’t let no ’arm come to yer. Not now. Not never.’


With pieces of shrapnel from the anti-aircraft shells now scattering down on to the road outside and the gravestones in the churchyard, and Ernie pinning her against the church door, Sunday felt trapped. By now she could feel that Ernie was aroused. The thin cotton trousers he was wearing were bursting at his flies, and she now realised that if she didn’t get out of there fast it would be too late. And yet, although she didn’t quite know why, something inside told her that she didn’t particularly want to get out of there. Maybe it had something to do with the danger she was in, danger from the air-raid, danger from Ernie Mancroft. The dilemma she was facing was exciting her, and as she felt Ernie’s body pressing hard against her own, and his hands starting to explore her breasts, she felt an urge to go along with whatever he wanted to do. For some reason she wasn’t frightened by the prospect. But then, why should she be? After all she’d done it before with a couple of other blokes, so why not Ernie? After all, he was a bloke, and young blokes were hard to find during wartime.


At that moment, another gigantic salvo lit up the sky, and in that split second, Sunday not only felt this boy’s body pressing hard against her, but she could also see him. Suddenly reality took over from fantasy. ‘No, Ernie,’ she said, trying to push him away. ‘No more. I want to get home.’


‘Wot’s the rush?’ Ernie asked, as he held her tight and refused to let her go. ‘You’re safe I tell yer. Come on, Sun. Yer know ’ow I feel about yer. Yer know yer want me – really.’


‘No, Ernie! Get away from me!’ Sunday was now struggling, but Ernie was very muscular, and much too strong for her.


He tried to kiss her, but she turned her head away. He pulled her face back again, and when he did press his lips against hers, she pushed him off, and wiped her own lips with the back of her hand. Then she felt his hands clawing at her dress, trying to pull it up to her waist.


‘No, Ernie!’ she snapped. ‘If you don’t cut it out, I’ll yell the place down.’


Ernie was now tugging at her panties. ‘Stop ’avin’ me on, Sun! You’re always ’avin’ me on. You’re mine, Sun. Yor’ll always be mine!’


Sunday was so shocked to hear Ernie talk like this, that when the next salvo of shells burst with a deafening crack overhead, she somehow found the strength to push him off and make a quick dash for the road.


To her surprise, Sunday found that she was able to outpace Ernie, for once she was in the Caledonian Road, a quick glance over her shoulder showed that he had turned back towards the church portico.


The Caledonian Road itself was completely deserted, for the audience had left the nearby Mayfair Cinema over an hour before, and clearly no one was taking the chance of being caught out in the first air-raid for months.


Once she was certain that she was no longer being followed, Sunday made her way straight towards one of the small public shelters on the road itself. Although the two intruder aircraft had now passed over, the ack-ack barrage was still in full swing, and pieces of jagged shrapnel were tinkling down on to the rooftops all around her. As she hurried along, she had to cover her ears against the deafening gunfire, which seemed so different to the claps of thunder that so excited her whenever there was a thunderstorm.


Sunday finally managed to reach the public shelter unharmed. She had always thought these brick and concrete constructions to be nothing more than a sitting target should they receive a direct hit, but at least she would be protected from the falling shrapnel, and there would be people there with whom she could slog it out.


‘Come on in gel – quick as yer can!’


To Sunday’s great relief, an air-raid warden was waiting at the door to let her in, and as she entered, she was met by a thick pall of fag smoke. The place was jam-packed, mainly with young people from the dance hall. Needless to say, none of the boys offered to give her their seat, so an old bloke who was smoking a pipe of stale baccy immediately got up and gave her his. Sunday was about to take up his offer when she heard someone calling to her.


‘Sunday! Over ’ere – Sun!’


It was Pearl, at the far end of the shelter. Lennie Jackson was with her, but he had his back turned towards Sunday, and she could only just see Pearl’s face peering out over his shoulder. They were clearly snogging against the back wall in full view of everyone.


A cold chill went up Sunday’s spine, and she suddenly decided not to sit down.


‘Sunday! Wot yer doin’? Come over ’ere! There’s room!’


Lennie turned only reluctantly to look across at Sunday. Then after a smile that was more a smirk, he turned back to Pearl again, and smooched her on the neck.


Sunday felt quite sick. All she could do was to turn, make her way back to the entrance again, and leave.


The old bloke who had offered her his seat shook his head in bewilderment. Then he sat down again, and continued to puff away at his pipe.


Once in the street outside, Sunday started to run. She was only a short distance from ‘the Buildings’, and despite the tinkling of shrapnel which now sounded to her like a mad song being played on a strange musical instrument, she was more prepared to take her chances in the street than sit in a stuffy old air-raid shelter with Pearl and Lennie.


Pearl may have been her best friend, but tonight she could have bloody well strangled her.




Chapter 3


Louie Clipstone hated men. Well, that’s what most people assumed, for every time a member of the opposite sex was mentioned in her presence, her chiselled features swelled up in indignation, and her dark grey eyes turned bloodshot. No one could ever make out why she felt the way she did, for she always refused to discuss the matter. To avoid embarrassment, her younger sister Madge usually excused Louie’s odd behaviour by telling how the poor woman had once had an ‘unfortunate association’ with a gentleman friend – when she was much younger, of course. The strange thing was, to most of her neighbours in ‘the Buildings’, Louie herself looked more like a man than a seventy-four-year-old woman. With her short, cropped hair, bullish neck, and baggy trousers, her very appearance seemed intimidating, and she gave the impression that she could be a match for the World Champion himself, Joe Louis, in the boxing ring.


Unlike Sunday’s mum, who not only kept the flat clean and tidy, but also did the cooking, ironing, and washing-up, Aunt Louie never seemed to do a stroke of work, but spent most days studying the racing papers. She had no income, for in the early part of her life she had been in and out of jobs like a dose of salts. That’s why, when Madge’s husband Reg died of cancer when Sunday was only three years old, Louie had moved in with her. It meant a roof over her head, food in her stomach, and a life of Riley.


That Sunday morning, Sunday had a bit of a lie-in. The night before had been quite an experience, what with dancing the jitterbug with an RAF Lance-Corporal, and nearly being raped by Ernie Mancroft in a church portico. It was amazing that she had survived to tell the tale, if she ever decided to do such a thing. Luckily, the surprise air-raid had passed over in a very short time, and Sunday had been able to get home without being hit by any pieces of shrapnel. She woke up at about nine o’clock, and for about half an hour just lay there gazing aimlessly around the walls at the cut-out magazine photos of some of her favourite crooners, like Bing Crosby and Sam Browne, and bandleaders such as Joe Loss, and her number-one favourite, Glenn Miller. In fact, there were so many photos plastered all over the walls of the tiny room that it was difficult to see what remained of the faded flower-patterned wallpaper.


When Sunday eventually surfaced, the first thing that hit her was the smell of Aunt Louie’s hand-rolled fags. She recognised it at once for it was a sour, pungent smell, which totally obliterated the fresh odour of Madge Collins’s carbolic. Sunday had often seen her aunt buying her usual two ounces of cheap tobacco. Usually she went to the kiosk at Holloway Road Tube Station for there she could argue with the assistant that she was being overcharged by a penny for the tobacco, and that if she didn’t get it at the proper retail price, she’d write a letter of complaint to the tobacco company. Aunt Louie always won. In fact, she always won at everything she did.


‘Your mother’s left you a bacon sandwich for your breakfast,’ growled Aunt Louie, as Sunday came out of her bedroom. ‘I’ve no doubt she’s given up her own week’s ration – as usual,’ she added acidly.


Sunday refused to rise to the bait. It had already stuck in her gullet that she’d had to apologise to her aunt the previous evening for all the things she had said about her, and she knew only too well that if she started another row now, Aunt Louie would again threaten to pack her things and move out. Of course, Sunday knew that the old battle-axe would never do any such thing, despite the fact that she had made repeated threats over the years. But it was the distress those threats caused to Sunday’s mum that prevented her from telling her aunt a few home truths.


Sunday sat opposite her aunt at the parlour table, where her mum had laid a place for her before leaving for Sunday morning church parade at the Highbury Salvation Army Mission Hall. She tucked into the bacon sandwich, then felt the teapot beneath the cosy and found that the tea was still warm, so she poured herself a cup. During all this, Aunt Louie remained hidden behind the Sunday Pictorial, which she always read starting from the sports pages at the back. Sunday herself only half-heartedly glanced at the front-page story which was being held up in front of her, with its reports of the dramatic capture by British and Polish soldiers of the First German Parachute Division’s bastion in the monastery at Cassino in Italy.


‘Things would be very different round here if your father was still alive.’


Aunt Louie’s voice behind the newspaper took Sunday by surprise.


‘If he’d had his way, you’d have been in bed by ten o’clock every night.’ Louie suddenly peered at Sunday over the top of her newspaper. ‘And I do mean every night,’ she said, emphatically. ‘Including Saturdays.’


Sunday ignored her aunt, and carried on eating her bacon sandwich.


‘Your father was a pig of a man,’ Louie said, refusing to be ignored. ‘Did you know that?’


Sunday’s eyes flicked up momentarily. ‘I wish you wouldn’t talk about Dad like that,’ she said, trying hard not to be intimidated.


‘Why not?’ Louie was determined to have her say. ‘What do you care? You never knew him.’


‘Even more reason,’ Sunday said, lowering her eyes, and eating her sandwich again.


Aunt Louie put down her newspaper. ‘There are things I could tell you about your father that would make your hair curl.’


It was a typically stupid remark for Louie to make, knowing full well that even without her home-made perm, Sunday had a head of naturally curly blonde hair.


‘He never wanted to keep you, you know. Oh no.’ Louie was determined to maintain the aggravation. ‘When your mother brought you home after finding you on that doorstep up the Salvation Army, he blew his top.’ She took hold of her fag roller, and started packing it as tight as she could with tobacco which she kept in a small, flat tin. ‘He told her that if he couldn’t have kids of his own, then he didn’t want other people’s.’ She flicked her eyes up for a brief moment, and fixed Sunday with a tiger-like glare. ‘That wasn’t the real reason, of course. Oh no.’


Although she had no sugar in her cup, Sunday was unconsciously stirring her tea, whilst trying hard not to show that she was listening to anything Aunt Louie was saying.


‘He was jealous of her,’ rasped Louie, inserting the fag paper into her roller. ‘Oh it wasn’t just you. It wasn’t just a small baby no bigger than a puppy. No. He was jealous of anyone who came near her.’ She carefully lifted the ready-made fag out of the roller, licked the edges of the paper, and sealed it. ‘You know something?’ she continued, relentlessly. ‘When your mother and I were kids together back home in Edmonton, we were the best of friends. Couldn’t keep us apart.’ Having finished the completed fag, she placed it between her lips. ‘Soon as he came along, it all changed.’


Clasping the cup of tea firmly in both hands, Sunday leaned back in her chair in an attempt to keep clear of the tobacco smoke that Aunt Louie was deliberately puffing out across the table from her newly lit fag.


‘And I’ll tell you something else.’


‘Aunt Louie, I’m not interested.’ Sunday was getting irritated.


‘He used to beat her.’ Louie was leaning across the table again. ‘Oh yes. He thought I didn’t know. But I did. During all the time he was alive, I never once came to this place. Oh no. But Madge came over to me. She came lots of times. And when she did, there was always a bruise on her cheek, or a cut from his wedding ring where he’d whacked her across the face with the back of his hand. She never told me – but I knew.’


Sunday suddenly saw red. ‘I don’t know why you’re telling me all this, Aunt Louie. It’s all in the past. It’s got nothing to do with me.’


Louie stood up from the table. ‘That’s where you’re wrong. It concerns you all right. Oh yes. It concerns you a great deal, young madam. And d’you know why?’


This time, Sunday just had to look up at her aunt, who was standing with her two hands leaning on the table, and a fag stuck firmly between her lips.


‘Because if you think I’m so bad to live with, I’d like to know how you think you’ll get on with a new daddy?’


Sunday’s eyes widened. She was too shocked to answer.


Despite the weather forecast on the wireless that it was going to be a hot and sunny afternoon, thick grey rain-clouds were rolling past high above the Holloway Road, giving the impression that this was not a pleasant Sunday afternoon in May but a chilly, autumnal day in late October. In fact, by the time Madge and her fellow Salvation Army officers had set up their musical instruments and bandstands in the forecourt of the Marlborough Cinema, the first raindrops were already tip-tapping their way down on to the bandparts. Within just a few minutes, the pavements were shimmering with wet reflections of the sulky sky above, and a thin trickle of water gradually snaked its way along the gutters to disappear into the sewers below.


However, the men and women of the Highbury Division Salvation Army Brass Band were made of stern stuff, and so, wrapped up in their uniforms and black and red bonnets and caps, they launched straight into their own stirring version of ‘John Brown’s Body’.


The moment she came out of ‘the Buildings’, Sunday could hear the distant sound of tambourines clattering, the beating of the big bass drum, a trumpet blasting, cymbals clashing, and the whine of the harmonium. Huddled beneath her leaking brolly, she quickly made her way along the Holloway Road, where she soon found the Sunday afternoon band service in full swing. Much to her astonishment, there was a sizeable crowd gathered round. Some of them were regular followers, but the rest were just killing time before the doors opened at the Marlborough Cinema for the Sunday afternoon performance of The Man in Grey. But despite the driving rain, the atmosphere was joyful and exhilarating, with the worshippers singing out loud, clapping their hands and stamping their feet in time to ‘Glory! Glory, Hallelujah! His soul goes marching on!’


Madge Collins’s face lit up when she saw Sunday standing at the back of the crowd. Madge was, of course, an active member of the band, but the huge euphonium she was playing seemed to be almost as tall as herself, and as she blew through the mouthpiece, her chubby cheeks puffed out in time to the music, the effort of which had turned her face a startling blood-red.


The rain was now a downpour, and the sound of raindrops pelting down on top of Sunday’s brolly made a curious, ethereal accompaniment to the robust chorus of human voices, tambourines, euphonium, cymbals, harmonium, and, of course, the dominant big bass drum. Even a small bunch of snotty-nosed kids were thoroughly enjoying themselves by marching up and down in the rain and mimicking the musicians. However, Sunday was only half-heartedly joining in the chorus, for her attention was focused on scanning the faces of the members of the band and their small choir of Salvationist officers grouped around them in a semicircle. Needless to say, over the years she had got to know most of them, for, each week when she was a little girl, her mum had taken her up to the Salvation Army Hall at Highbury to listen to endless band practices and Bible readings. There were so many ‘aunties’ and ‘uncles’ that she couldn’t keep up with them. Her particular favourite was ‘Auntie’ Elsie, who worked in Lavalls’ Sweet Shop in Seven Sisters Road, and who regularly brought her jelly babies until the war came along and they were rationed. She also quite liked ‘Auntie’ Vera, except that every time she spoke to Sunday she kept quoting bits of the Bible at her, and telling her that ‘God always looks after little children – but only if they behave themselves.’ ‘Uncle’ Sid was a funny man, for he was always telling Sunday jokes. The only trouble was, he always laughed louder than anyone else at them and never stopped poking her in the ribs as he did so. Yes, there were lots of ‘aunties’ and ‘uncles’, and quite a few of them were here today. But there was one particular ‘uncle’ she was interested in. Unfortunately, she didn’t yet know which one, for Aunt Louie had refused to put a name to the ‘uncle’ who might one day become her new ‘dad’.


Once the soul of ‘John Brown’s Body’ had gone marching on, a tall, gangly man stepped forward to address the crowd. Despite the weather, there was a radiant glow on his face, and although his red and black Salvation Army cap and uniform were soaking wet, they fitted him perfectly.


‘Brothers and sisters – welcome!’


Sunday hadn’t seen the officer before, so she imagined he was the bigwig from Headquarters her mum had been so excited about.


‘God has brought us here together to this place today,’ proclaimed Colonel Faraday. ‘Let us rejoice in His work! Let us rejoice in the Family of Man!’


Sunday wasn’t really in the mood for rejoicing, not even for the Good Lord Himself. As for the Family of Man, she let that pass. Man? Why not Family of Woman, or Family of ‘Aunties’ and ‘Uncles’? No, she was more interested in all those Salvation Army faces spread out before her. And especially the ‘uncles’. If she was to believe the venom her aunt Louie had tried to pour into her over breakfast that morning, that her mum was getting ‘more than friendly with a gentleman friend up at the Hall’, then she had to know which one.


Madge caught a brief glimpse of Sunday beneath her brolly, and gave her a broad smile. But when Colonel Faraday asked everyone to pray, she had to close her eyes like everyone else.


Sunday, however, did not close her eyes. Not because she didn’t approve, but because she just had to study those faces. She knew very well how much her mum had missed her dad over the years, but was she really capable of having a ‘friendship’ with another man? Sunday stared hard along the rows of glistening, rain-soaked faces. Which one? Which one?


‘Close yer eyes, yer naughty gel.’


Sunday didn’t have to turn around to know who was standing just behind her. It was Bess Butler.


‘You’ll never go ter ’Eaven if yer don’t listen ter wot the man says.’ Bess kept her voice low as she spoke into Sunday’s ear from behind.


Sunday couldn’t resist stepping backwards out of the crowd to join Bess. ‘Oh, it’s so good to see you, Bess,’ she said, holding her brolly over both of them. ‘I’ve had just about enough of all this for one day.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9780755392490_TheSilentWar.jpeg
avVictor
Pemberton
THE SILENT WAR

From the best-loved
author of London
sagas 7T






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
headline








