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Stumbling, dazed and bleeding, from the bombed wreckage of Barratts’ Orphanage, Islington, sixteen-year-old Vicky Hobson can’t even remember her name. The runaway evacuees who give her shelter call her Nellie, the only girl in ‘Toff’ Hecht’s gang, until, yet again, tragedy strikes, and she is forced to move on. But when Nellie meets the great music hall illusionists, Monsieur and Madame Pierre – alias Bert and Doris Beckwith – her life begins again. In the magical world of bright lights and greasepaint she finds a wonderful new family. But even as she is happily stitching costumes backstage, Nellie can’t stop thinking about her old life in the bombed-out rubble – and more particularly, about the restless young Jewish boy, ‘Toff’ Hecht…




For Peter and Josephine, my dear friends.


Dedicated to that great little dancing duo, Les Street and Jose, and all the wonderful troupers of the British Music Hall, who kept a smile on our faces during those dark days of the Second World War.




Author’s note


Some of the specific theatre performances mentioned in this book are fictional, but are true to the spirit of the time.




Chapter 1


Thick black smoke spluttered up from the wreckage of the old Victorian building and was gradually swallowed by the brooding mist of a dark November night. The ferocious glow of endless fires cast sinister dancing shadows across the surface of the huge mound of red bricks and masonry, and the crackling sound of burning timbers competed with the frantic clanging of ambulance and fire-engine bells and the constant overhead roar of enemy planes discharging their deadly cargo of high-explosive bombs. Soon the place would be crawling with people from the emergency services, desperately searching the debris for any survivors. But this ‘incident’ was just one of many in the surrounding area that night, and it would have to wait its turn for attention.


It was several minutes before the first sign of life appeared – tiny pink fingertips, pushing their way through several layers of cement dust, desperately searching for an escape. Finally, the fingers forged enough passage for a hand. It was a small hand, connected to a thin, white, delicate arm, streaked with bleeding scratches. But it was an obstinate hand, for it suddenly tensed and formed into a clenched fist which pushed and shoved until it had cleared a way for a shoulder, then the other shoulder, and finally the head itself. It was a young head, with a face covered in white dust, and straggly, mousey-coloured hair that was gritty with chips of red brick and broken glass. It was only when the raw fingertips managed to clear the eyes of thick white dust that the outline of a face began to emerge. It was a girl, a teenager of about fifteen or sixteen, whose eyes were brown and oval-shaped, and glistening with the reflection of the fires raging around her.


After a hard struggle, she managed to release herself from the rubble she was pinned beneath. But when she tried to move her right foot, she found it obstinately wedged between a shattered chest of drawers and a pile of bricks. It took supreme effort to free herself completely, and when she finally did, she was engulfed by a burning pain from a long gash in her left leg, from which blood was seeping through the white dust that covered it. Using her elbows for support, she eased herself up, and, once she was confident enough to move, she gradually began to pick her way cautiously across the rubble. But when she tried to stand upright, it was with great difficulty, for not only was her injured leg stiff and painful, but she discovered that she had lost her shoes.


A few minutes later, the whole place was flooded with bright white lights, and Alsatian tracker dogs were sniffing out the rubble for any signs of human life. By the time the emergency services arrived, the teenage survivor was already making her way along a wide main road. She had to tread carefully in order to avoid the broken glass from shattered shop windows all along the street. It wasn’t easy, for she was in a daze, not knowing who or where she was, or what had happened to her. All around, people were rushing past, desperate to get to the devastation of the latest bomb blast, unaware of the small teenage girl who had just pulled herself out of the debris. Sirens wailed, ambulance bells clanged, anti-aircraft shells exploded in the dark sky above, and in between all this was the sound of anxious voices calling out the names of friends, relatives or neighbours who might be buried beneath the wreckage. The year was 1940. And this was the ugly face of war.


Several hours later, the teenage girl was still wandering the streets aimlessly. The constant barrage of anti-aircraft guns had gradually come to a halt, and the air was once again relatively silent. But it was still pitch dark, and her flimsy cotton dress was no protection against the biting cold. She couldn’t feel the cold, however, perhaps because she was too dazed, or because the pain from the gash in her leg was distracting her from any discomfort. Her mind was unable to take anything in; she had not even noticed that she had found her way into a narrow, unlit back street that had seemingly been untouched by the night’s air raid. After a while she found herself at the bottom of a small flight of stone steps. Her ice-cold feet were unable to walk any further, so she started to climb the steps, with difficulty, one at a time. At the top, a large arch-shaped door was partly open. It was quite heavy to move and she had to use all the little strength she had left to squeeze herself inside.


She found herself in a strange, unfamiliar place. It was like a large, narrow hall, with high stone walls and stained-glass windows, and carved stone faces and coloured pictures. At the front of the hall to one side was a tall statue of a woman with what seemed like a scarf over her head. Her eyes looked almost real. Two tall candles burning brightly nearby cast eerie shadows on the high ceiling above. Rows and rows of long wooden benches led into the gloom. This place was unlike anything the girl had ever seen before. Exhausted, she stretched out on one of the benches. It was only a few moments before her eyes closed, and in her sleep she saw so much. Young people of her own age, laughing, chasing each other mischievously in a playground. She could even see herself . . .


Toff had never robbed a church before. The idea had always given him an uncomfortable feeling, especially as he was brought up in the Jewish faith which condemned stealing as a major sin. But he had heard rumours that the doors of St Mary Magdalene’s Roman Catholic Church in Bedale Street were never locked, and that there were always a few coins lying in the collection plate just by the main door. So his mind was made up. Funds were getting low. This was no time for a guilty conscience.


‘But what ’appens if we get nicked?’ asked Nutty who, at fourteen, was the youngest of this gang of vacs, or evacuees, who had returned to live on the streets of London in preference to the safety of country homes belonging to unfriendly strangers. ‘The cops’ll frow the book at us for doin’ over a church.’


‘We’re not doing over a church,’ replied Toff. He was already quite tall for his sixteen years and, unlike the others, spoke with no trace of East End Cockney, which was why they called him Toff. ‘In any case, we’ve never been nicked before, and we’re not going to be this time either.’


The others agreed. There were only eight of them in all, and they’d had a busy night doing over people’s houses during one of the fiercest air raids of the Blitz so far.


Toff blew out the candle, leaving only the flickering light from the embers of a dying fire. There was nothing left in what was once the back parlour of Dicks’ Hardware Shop, for an oil bomb two weeks before had virtually gutted the place, leaving only a charred table, a few chairs, and the remains of a floral patterned sofa. ‘Anyway, we don’t all have to go to the church,’ Toff said, tying a heavy woollen scarf over his head and round his neck. ‘Rats and Bonkers, you can come with me. The rest of you can carry on doing Dalston.’


Nutty, for one, looked relieved. During air raids, he much preferred doing ‘safe’ houses, where he was quite sure the occupants were taking cover in an outside shelter.


Rats and Bonkers were uneasy. Since joining the gang, they had become something of a double act. They were both aged fifteen and not only thought alike, they had so many similar features that some people thought they were brothers, which they weren’t. They both wore nicked men’s overcoats that were far too big for them, but they didn’t at all mind how weird they looked; at least the coats kept them warm during their nightly winter forays into other people’s homes.


‘Is it really worf doin’ a church?’ asked Bonkers, who was an inch taller than his other half and wore a battered old RAF cap halfway down his forehead. ‘I mean, they don’t get much in them collection plates.’


‘A quid at the most,’ added Rats, whose trilby covered his ears.


Toff tensed. ‘A quid is a quid!’ he snapped. ‘We’ve got hardly nothing left in the kitty, and if we don’t do something about it pretty soon, we’re going to have to spend every night looking for grub.’


‘But what about the Clapton Road vacs?’ called Shortso from the doorway; he got his nickname because of his short back-and-sides haircut.


‘What about them?’ Toff growled without bothering to look at Shortso.


‘I hear they work the Bedale Road area,’ said Nutty, whose voice was squeaky and several octaves higher than the others’. ‘If we muscle in on their territory, there’ll be trouble.’


Toff swung round to address all the shadowy faces surrounding him. ‘Look, if there’s trouble, we’ll give as good as we get!’ He pushed his way to the door. ‘If anyone wants to come with me,’ he said as he went, ‘they can come. The rest of you can please yourselves.’


For a moment, no one moved. Rats and Bonkers were the first to follow. Although they didn’t fancy the idea of a punch-up with the Clapton Road vacs, they knew only too well that without Toff they hadn’t a chance in hell of surviving life out on the streets.


From the outside, St Mary Magdalene’s Church wasn’t a very imposing building. It was built around the turn of the century to establish a Roman Catholic presence in this part of the East End and had had to rely mainly on public contributions to keep it in good repair. The war had already taken its toll on the place; the exterior red bricks and stucco were pitted with holes and abrasions from a bomb blast at a nearby secret ammunitions factory. But St Mary Magdalene’s had retained its dignity, and prided itself on never locking its doors; anyone, rich or poor, could take spiritual respite from the nightly air raids.


By the time Toff, Rats, and Bonkers reached the seedy back street, all hell had broken loose again overhead and the sky was vibrating to a barrage of ack-ack fire. The three of them eased their way silently through the half-open church door without touching it.


Toff signalled to his companions not to speak until they had checked the place out, so for a while they stood in silence in the shadows watching the light from the two huge flickering candles cast eerie shadows across the tall stone walls right up to the eaves of the plain arched ceiling.


‘The collection plate’s over there,’ Toff whispered, indicating the font. ‘See what you can find. I’ll have a quick look to see if there’s anything we can flog.’


Rats and Bonkers were both wearing old army boots, so their efforts to tiptoe quietly to the collection plate were not entirely successful.


Toff used the torch he had taken from someone’s bicycle to make his way cautiously down the central aisle. There wasn’t too much life left in the battery but there was enough to pick out the seemingly endless rows of stark wooden pews on each side as he went. When he finally reached the two wide steps which led up to the area in front of the altar, he paused for a moment, taking in the strange objects and tall candles that were picked out in the fading beam of his torchlight. He felt strange standing here, almost as though he was smaller in size than he actually was. It was the same feeling that he had had before the war, when he was a small boy standing with his father before the holy tabernacle in the synagogue, with its altar of incense and golden candlestick. As his torchlight picked out the plain, simple cross on the wall behind the altar, he felt uneasy, for if he were to steal from this holy place, it would be like stealing from his father’s own place of worship. He quickly moved on until he reached the statue of the Madonna, beneath which were two lit candles and various scraps of paper which he discovered were notes left by worshippers. ‘Dear Mother Mary,’ read one, ‘please protect my family against the bombs.’ ‘Dear Mother Mary,’ read another, ‘please end the war.’ Toff could read no more. He turned off the torch.


‘There’s nuffink ’ere!’ came a strangulated whisper from behind.


Toff turned, to find Rats making his way up the aisle.


‘A tanner and two farvin’s,’ he complained. ‘It weren’t worf the effort.’


‘Sixpence is better than nothing at all,’ Toff replied, holding out one hand. ‘It’ll buy us a couple of loaves and some milk.’


Rats reluctantly dropped the sixpence into the palm of Toff’s hand.


‘Toff!’


Toff and Rats turned with a start. Bonkers was rushing up the aisle towards them, the steel tips of his boots echoing on the stone floors as he came.


‘There’s someone ’ere!’ he spluttered, his voice only just audible. ‘Up the back!’


Toff immediately put a finger to his mouth, warning the other two to keep quiet. Then he slowly moved along one of the pews to the far aisle, keeping in the shadows as much as possible. Rats and Bonkers followed him. When they reached the back of the church, Bonkers pointed silently in the direction from which he had heard the movement. In one swift action, Toff turned on his bicycle torch and shone the beam along the last but one pew from the back. As he did so, there was a groaning sound. Bonkers gasped.


The beam from Toff’s torch quickly passed along the pew until it picked out the tattered figure of a young teenage girl, curled up and fast asleep.


‘It’s a gel!’ squealed Rats, suddenly scared by the echo his own voice was making.


Toff edged his way along the pew until his torch beam finally rested on the face of the girl. He was shocked by her appearance, the cuts on her face and arms, and the white dust and small pieces of rubble still embedded in her hair. But the real shock was when his torch beam found the long gash in her leg, which was oozing blood, and her feet which were also cut and bleeding.


‘Blimey!’ was all Bonkers could say as he and Rats peered at the girl from the pew just in front.


‘Is she dead?’ asked Rats nervously.


‘Take the torch,’ instructed Toff, handing the torch to Rats who directed the beam straight at the girl’s face.


Toff bent down and gently prodded her shoulder with his hand. ‘Are you all right, miss?’ he asked softly. ‘Miss?’


There was no response from the girl.


‘She is dead!’ gulped Rats.


Toff tried again. ‘Miss?’ he called, carefully using one finger to clear away some of the girl’s dust-filled hair from her eyes. ‘Miss? Are you all r—?’


The girl’s eyes suddenly sprang open, and with a startled yell she sat bolt upright.


Rats and Bonkers immediately ducked for cover.


Toff grabbed hold of her shoulders and held on to them. ‘It’s all right! It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.’


By now the girl was almost hysterical, and struggling to get up. ‘Leave me alone!’ she yelled over and over again, her voice echoing up to the high ceiling.


‘What’s happened to you?’ Toff said, trying to restrain her. ‘You’re bleeding all over.’


‘Leave me alone! Leave me alone!’


‘You’re injured,’ yelled Toff as he struggled to hold on to her. ‘You’re badly injured. You need help!’


Suddenly the girl slumped into his arms.


Rats and Bonkers were horrified. ‘Crikey,’ gulped Rats. ‘She’s dead!’


‘She’s not dead,’ snapped Toff. ‘Get round here quick. Give me a hand.’


The two boys climbed over the pew and helped Toff lower the girl gently back on to the bench.


‘Rats,’ Toff said urgently. ‘Give me your scarf, and one of your bootlaces. You too, Bonkers.’


‘What?’ protested Rats.


‘What for?’ squealed Bonkers indignantly.


‘Don’t ask questions! Just do it!’


Rats and Bonkers took off their long woollen scarves and reluctantly handed them over to Toff. Then they sat down and began the arduous task of untying a lace from one each of their boots. Toff propped the bicycle torch on the pew in front of the bench where the girl was lying. He took out a handkerchief from his trouser pocket, which he used to wrap round the gash on the girl’s injured leg. Then he took off his own cotton scarf and wrapped that round the wound as well.


‘What are we doin’ all this for?’ complained Bonkers miserably as he held out his bootlace. ‘She oughta be in an ’ospital or somefin’.’


Toff was now carefully wrapping one of the girl’s badly lacerated feet in Rats’ scarf. ‘She’s not going to a hospital. She’s coming back with us.’


‘What?’ gasped Rats. ‘Yer can’t do that.’


‘Why not?’


‘’Cos she’s a gel,’ replied Rats as he finished untying his own bootlace. ‘We don’t ’ave no gels wiv us.’


‘Anyway, ’ow we gonna move ’er?’ added Bonkers. ‘Look at ’er. She’s out fer the count.’


‘We’ll use the pram, the big one,’ said Toff, who was now wrapping the girl’s other foot in Bonkers’ scarf.


‘Yer don’t mean the one we use fer carryin’ the goods around?’ asked Rats indignantly. ‘We’ll never get her in there!’


‘Stop griping, Rats!’ snapped Toff. He used the two boys’ bootlaces to tie the scarves round the girl’s bloody feet. ‘Both of you get back to the shop and bring that pram here as fast as you can. It’ll be daylight in another couple of hours. We’ve got to get her back before the All Clear.’


Rats and Bonkers knew better than to try to argue with Toff. Although he hadn’t been brought up on the streets like they had, he was still the boss of the outfit, and it was his brains that were keeping them and all the others from starving. So they did as they were told and hurried out of the church.


After they had gone, Toff took off his duffel coat and covered the girl with it. He picked up his torch and directed the beam straight on to her face. He was intrigued to know who this mysterious creature was, and how she had received her terrible injuries. As he bent down to take a closer look at her soft but badly drawn and scratched face, he told himself he ought to do what Bonkers had suggested, and just take her to the nearest hospital to be looked after by those who knew how. But no. There was something about that face, the expression, the high cheek bones, and the almost white complexion and full lips, something quite sensual and hypnotic.


He couldn’t let her go. Not now.


It was a dazzling white light. Her eyes couldn’t really cope with it, not for a few moments anyway. But gradually she felt adventurous enough to open them again, and when she did, it wasn’t too difficult to see the paraffin lamp suspended from a piece of wire dangling from the ceiling just above her. When she tried to sit up, a sharp pain shot across her neck and down her spine. She felt as though she had been dragged through a hedge backwards; her entire body seemed to be a mass of bruises. And when she put her fingers up to her face, the cuts and scratches there seemed to be wide open. Her injured leg and both her feet were burning hot, as though she was lying on a bed of hot ashes. Only then did she realise that she was in fact lying on something quite different – a rather smelly mattress laid out on the stone floor of a totally bare room. For a moment, she panicked. She had no idea what had happened to her, where she was, or where she came from.


‘How are you feeling?’


The male voice came from the other side of the room, but when she turned to look, all she could see was a shadowy figure in the corner.


‘Who are yer?’ she asked tentatively, her throat parched from the amount of dust she had swallowed beneath the debris of the bomb blast. ‘W-where am I?’


The figure slowly came across to her. ‘My name’s Martin. But nobody calls me that round here.’ As he leaned down towards her, the bright paraffin light picked out the strong features of a good-looking teenage boy. ‘They call me Toff,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘Apparently I talk posh.’ He drew a little closer, so that his face seemed almost larger than life. ‘How about you?’ he asked. ‘What’s your name?’


The girl didn’t reply. Her mind was confused, and all she could do was look at him.


‘What’s your name?’ Toff asked again. ‘Aren’t you going to tell me?’


‘Dunno.’


‘Don’t know your own name?’


She shook her head.


‘Where d’you come from?’


Again, she shook her head.


‘Don’t you know what happened to you?’


The girl was becoming irritated. ‘Why all the questions?’ she snapped.


Toff wasn’t offended. He was only too aware that she was still suffering from shock. ‘You’ve had a bad time,’ he said. ‘When we found you, we thought you were going to die. Anyway, you’re going to be all right. I managed to patch up your leg and feet.’


The girl immediately threw back the eiderdown and duffel coat that covered her. Her right leg and both feet were swathed in bandages. The smell of disinfectant was overpowering. ‘What have you done to me?’ she wailed. ‘I can’t move my legs!’


Toff tried to calm her. ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he said reassuringly. ‘I cleaned up the gash on your leg with some disinfectant. Your feet too. They were in a terrible state. I remember how my father used to clean up wounds. He’s a doctor in casualty at the Royal Northern.’


The girl looked devastated. ‘What happened to me?’


Toff knelt beside her. ‘That’s what we’d all like to know. Don’t you remember anything? Anything at all?’


She shook her head slowly. ‘I don’t remember nuffin’.’


‘Not even your name?’


Again, the girl shook her head.


Toff gave her a huge, comforting smile. ‘Then we’ll have to give you one, won’t we? Until you get your memory back, that is.’ He bent his head down lower to try to get her to look at him. ‘OK?’


She looked up, and found herself staring straight into Toff’s eyes. They were dark eyes, almost as dark as his jet-black hair. And, if he hadn’t spoken in such a posh voice, she would have been convinced that he was a foreigner.


‘Where did you find me?’ she asked.


‘In Saint Mary Magdalene’s,’ Toff replied, getting to his feet.


The girl looked puzzled.


‘The Catholic church in Bedale Street,’ explained Toff. ‘You must have gone in there to shelter from the air raid.’ He looked at her. ‘Unless you went there to pray.’


‘Is that why you were there? To pray?’


Toff went to the paraffin lamp, raised the glass, turned down the wick, and blew out the flame. ‘I don’t pray any more. I used to, when my father took me to the synagogue. But not any more.’


Daylight was filtering through an old blanket hanging across what was once the back door. Toff went across and drew it to one side. Dull morning light indicated the start of a new day. For a moment, Toff just stood there, looking out solemnly at the grey November mist and the ruins of what had once been a row of shops. Then he reached under his pullover and retrieved a half-smoked cigarette from the top pocket of his shirt.


‘Are you old enough to smoke?’ he asked.


The girl thought about this for a moment, then answered, ‘I dunno.’


In the dim light, Toff turned to smile at her. ‘You really have got a lot of catching up to do, haven’t you?’ He found a match in his trouser pocket, struck it against the cement pointing between the bricks on the wall, and lit his cigarette.


The smell of cigarette smoke drifted towards her. ‘How did you get me here?’ she asked.


Toff leaned his head against the wall and inhaled deeply. ‘We had our own transport,’ he said loftily.


The large baby’s pram, covered with a pink eiderdown and pushed by three teenage boys through the streets of Dalston only a couple of hours ago, would have raised more than a few eyebrows if anybody had been about to see them. As it was, most people were taking cover from an air raid.


‘You’ll find out a lot about us, when you get to know us,’ Toff said, taking one last puff of his cigarette before throwing it on to the stone floor and grinding his heel on it. Then he turned and made his way back to the girl, exhaling a spiral of smoke as he came. ‘It’s beginning to get light. I’d get some sleep if I were you. When you wake up, we’ll see if we can get you some breakfast.’


The girl did in fact feel drowsy enough to lay her head back on the embroidered cushion.


Toff stood over her. ‘You’ve got nothing to worry about now. I don’t care what the others say. We’re going to take care of you even if you are a girl.’


When she closed her eyes, Toff turned away. From the open doorway he said, ‘How about Nellie? That was my gran’s name. Nellie Esther Rabinovitz. Yes. Sounds good. Anyway, if it was good enough for my gran, it should be good enough for you. What d’you think?’


She didn’t hear him. Nellie was already fast asleep.




Chapter 2


It was one of those mornings when the sun was absolutely determined to poke through the clouds. As it was November, it was quite a struggle, for the clouds were in reality dirty grey banks of fog, caused mainly by the endless coal fires belching up thick black smoke from chimneys all over North London. Fires caused by the previous night’s air raid, one of the worst of the war so far, added to the smoke; a trail of havoc and destruction stretched from one side of the capital to the other.


Of all the worst hit targets of the night, none distressed the local community more than the bombing of Barratts’ Orphanage in the Islington part of New North Road. Founded in 1902 by the late Louisa Barratt and her husband, Clarence, the Victorian building had originally been the site of the Islington Workhouse, a hellhole of a place that had been closed down at the turn of the century because it was infested with rats and cockroaches. When Louisa and Clarence took over, they cleaned up the place with their own hands, converted the old building into living quarters for children, and opened their doors to any abandoned child or homeless waif the authorities decided to send to them. When the place was full, more than forty children of varying ages were given food, board, and loving care and attention there. When Louisa died in 1936, her husband decided he could no longer cope with the stress and strain of running the orphanage on his own, so he handed it over to a much younger woman there, Ethel Ackroyd, from Yorkshire, who immediately embraced the young boarders in her charge as her own family. Both staff and orphans adored her, for she treated everyone the same, with absolutely no favourites – with one possible exception.


The destruction of Barratts’ Orphanage by a high-explosive bomb was a tragedy. By the grace of God no one was killed; at the time of the explosion, all the staff and boarders were sheltering in the vaults beneath the old workhouse building – all, that is, except one.


‘If she’s under that rubble,’ warned Fire Brigade Officer Mick Jenkins, ‘she wouldn’t have stood a chance.’ He and his men had been working all night searching for even the faintest sign of life beneath the debris, but now grim reality had to be faced. ‘She’s gone, I’m afraid.’


Ethel Ackroyd looked as though all the blood had drained from her body. ‘Don’t give up. Please don’t give up,’ she said, her tired pale blue eyes pleading. ‘We can’t just abandon Vicky. She’s got so much to live for.’


The group of orphanage staff with Ethel lowered their heads sadly. They knew how guilty she was feeling, but it was unjustified guilt. Vicky Hobson was a rebel. If she had got herself killed, then it was her own fault.


Ethel pulled up the collar of her camelhair overcoat and tried to wrap it closer round her neck. Although she appeared tough, it was well known that she was very emotional, and when anything happened to one of her flock, she felt as though her insides had been torn apart. ‘I should never have gone down that shelter knowing she wasn’t there,’ she said, her Yorkshire accent now only very slight after years of living and working in London. ‘Oh, why wouldn’t she ever do what she was told? Where was she when the air raid started? She must have heard the siren.’


Before her were the ruins of the old Barratts’ building, the timber beams still smouldering from the fire that had raged through it. It was a truly tragic sight, with the remains of toys and teddy bears and articles of children’s clothing scattered everywhere. The scene was now calmer than the previous night but there was an air of deep despondency among the rescue workers, a mixture of frustration and anger that an orphanage could be the victim of such wanton, mindless destruction. It was a miracle that there was apparently only one fatality. If the staff had not herded the youngsters into the shelter as quickly as they had, it would have been a very different story.


‘It’s no use hanging around here now, dearie,’ said grim-faced Mrs Hare, the orphanage cook. She put her arm round Ethel’s waist as they watched the weary rescue workers clambering over what was left of the old building. ‘It’s all over now. We can’t bring back what’s gone for ever.’


Well-intentioned though it was meant, Mrs Hare’s remark irritated Ethel. ‘You’re wrong, Mrs Hare,’ she replied firmly, climbing up on to a lump of masonry. ‘This is not the end of Barratts’. It’ll take more than Hitler to destroy a lifetime’s work.’


Mrs Hare brushed away a tear. The kindly, plump old woman had always been a mother figure to the children, and she found it hard to come to terms with the fact that ‘the family’ had been broken up in such a way. ‘I can’t bear the thought that we’ll never see young Vicky again,’ she sniffed, dabbing her eyes with her tear-drenched ball of handkerchief. ‘She was a handful all right, even though she was only an ’alf-pint. But I’ll miss ’er. Oh yes. I’ll miss that real stubborn streak, that’s fer sure.’


Ethel refused to give in to her own feelings of total emptiness. Despite being the rebel of the orphanage, Vicky Hobson, or ‘Half-Pint’ as she was known because of her below-average height for her sixteen years, was Ethel’s favourite. The girl had character, guts and determination, which had helped her to survive her life as an orphan. As she stood there, Ethel could see the girl in front of her, with her mousey-brown hair, oval-shaped eyes, and sallow complexion. But behind that frail look was a steel-like obstinacy that reminded Ethel of what she used to be like when she was that age back home in rural Yorkshire. ‘We don’t give up till we know, Mrs Hare,’ she said, her face grim and determined as her eyes scanned the remains of the orphanage. ‘As far as I’m concerned, Vicky’s still alive until they find – until they find her.’


A few minutes later, a large crane appeared on the back of a lorry to start the arduous task of removing pile after pile of bricks and rubble. If Half-Pint was buried beneath the remains of the orphanage, the determined emergency workers would find her. So it was a depressing moment when, several hours later, they unearthed something of significance from beneath the rubble of what had once been the girls’ dormitory.


It was one of Half-Pint’s shoes.


Nellie had no intention of lying flat on her back on a smelly, flea-infested mattress all day, shut up in the grubby, bombed-out remains of Dicks’ Hardware Shop. She wasn’t dying, she kept saying to herself, she wasn’t ill, so why should she take orders from this toffee-nosed knuckle-head with the plum in his mouth? But when she threw back the pink eiderdown and tried to stand up, it was a different story. Despite the fact that her feet were swathed in bandages and smelt like a hospital, they hurt like mad. And the gash on her leg was throbbing, and the scratches on her face were smarting. If only she could remember what had happened last night. How had she reached that church? She must have got caught in an air raid, but where? And who was she? What was her real name, and where did she come from?


Daylight was now streaming into the dark room through the partially covered doorway. The fire in the grate had been allowed to go out and the room was freezing. Nellie picked up the eiderdown and wrapped it round her shoulders. The rough floor hurt her feet and she found it difficult to walk. Then she noticed that a large pair of women’s warm indoor slippers had been left beside her mattress, so she carefully put them on. They fitted comfortably over her bandaged feet and she managed to shuffle towards the doorway.


Outside, Nellie found a scene of devastation. She had been brought to a bomb site. Four or five shops had been reduced to rubble, and the surrounding area of old terraced houses and a pub was pitted with blast damage, the windows boarded up with crude pieces of wood. She stared in horror at it all, shivering with cold.


‘Feeling better?’


Nellie turned with a start to find Toff and a sea of cold red faces staring at her. ‘What you lot gawpin’ at?’ she squawked, quick as a flash.


Toff grinned. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you are better. We were very concerned about you.’ He made a few steps towards her.


‘Don’t you come near me!’ snapped Nellie, nearly tripping over her eiderdown as she backed away. ‘Who are you lot?’ She eyed them all up suspiciously. ‘Why ain’t you all in yer own ’omes?’


There was complete silence from the group. As well as Toff, Nutty, Shortso, Rats and Bonkers, there were several other teenage boys, all wearing a weird assortment of winter clothes that were either too big or too small for them.


‘We don’t have homes, Nell,’ said Toff, who looked positively normal compared to his companions.


‘Not since we got kicked out,’ squealed Nutty, who was barely visible behind some of the taller boys.


Nellie was curious. ‘What d’yer mean, kicked out?’


Toff looked around his pals then back to Nellie again. ‘We’re all evacuees, Nell,’ he explained. ‘Most of us were sent away from our homes as soon as war broke out. It was supposed to be for our own protection, because of the Blitz.’


‘Ter get rid of us, more like!’ yelled Shortso, digging his hands angrily into the pockets of his raincoat.


‘The fact is,’ continued Toff, ‘none of us wanted to go. Well, not us lot anyway. They bunged us into all sorts of places out in the country, places like Hertfordshire, Surrey, Wales, Somerset – everywhere.’


‘Yeah!’ piped Nutty. ‘And wiv people we’d never met in our lives.’


‘People who’d clack yer ’round the ear’ole if yer even opened yer mouf!’ This from one of the boys at the back.


The others responded with a disapproving chorus of, ‘Yeah!’


‘Mind you,’ said Toff, ‘some were lucky. They found themselves a real cushy number, in far better homes than they’d come from. But not us,’ he said.


Nellie looked at the faces in front of her, all of them young but disillusioned with life as they had lived it so far. ‘So why don’t yer just go back ’ome to yer mums and dads an’ ’ave it out wiv ’em?’ she asked.


‘Because they wouldn’t listen to us!’ came the reply from a tall, thin boy of about fourteen, who looked as if he was in need of a decent meal.


‘Once parents have made up their minds that what they’re doing is good for their kids,’ said Toff, in sadness rather than in anger, ‘nothing will change them. That’s how it was with my mother and father. They know best, and nothing in the whole wide world will ever change them.’


‘S’pose they are right?’ Nellie was now so cold she pulled the eiderdown right up over her head. ‘S’pose they did send yer away fer yer own good?’


‘It isn’t true, Nell,’ replied Toff, who had crossed his arms and put his hands under them to keep warm. ‘Sending us off to live with other people was just an excuse to get us out of the way. Not for everyone, mind. But it was with us.’ He twisted his head to look at his companions. ‘That’s how we came to meet up. That’s why we decided to stick together.’ He turned back to Nellie. ‘That’s the reason we live the way we do. We can’t go home because they’d send us right back to where we came from.’


One or two of the boys decided they’d hung around long enough and wandered off. Nellie watched them go in bewilderment.


‘Yer mean you’re livin’ out rough like this, in the streets?’ she asked.


Toff smiled. ‘It’s not so bad, once you get used to it.’


‘In this sorta wevver? ’Ow d’yer keep warm? ’Ow d’yer get grub?’


‘We nick it,’ said Rats. ‘Durin’ the air raids.’


‘When they’ve all gone down the shelter,’ added Bonkers.


Nellie was horrified and took a step back. ‘You nick from people’s ’ouses?’


‘Only food and clothes,’ said Toff quickly, trying to sound reassuring. ‘We only take money as a last resort.’


‘But that’s breakin’ the law!’ Nellie’s eyes were bulging with disapproval. ‘Wot ’appens if the rozzers catch up wiv yer?’


The boys laughed. ‘Rozzers can’t catch us!’ yelled Shortso who was perched on top of a pile of bricks. ‘We’re too clever by ’alf!’


Nellie’s eyes scanned the bleak scene around her. Pile upon pile of rubble everywhere. Across the road, two drunken men came out of the pub; clearly its boarded-up windows were no hindrance to trade. As the door opened briefly, the sound of someone tinkling on a tinny piano inside was audible. The pianist had no ear for music, for it was a tuneless sound, but at least it lifted the gloomy atmosphere; it was like an act of defiance in the unrelenting grind of war.


‘So does this mean yer’ll never go ’ome?’ Nellie asked, her nose now red and numb with cold.


‘We’ll go ’ome when the war’s over,’ said Shortso. ‘When they can’t send us away no more.’


‘Livin’ in the country ain’t like livin’ round ’ere,’ squeaked Nutty forlornly. ‘It’s too quiet.’


The others agreed.


Nellie was beginning to feel the strain of the extraordinary situation she found herself in. What was she doing with this wild bunch who were willing to forsake the comfort of their own homes to live rough in the streets of North London? Her head was thumping with pain and confusion. She wished she could remember who she was and where she came from.


‘If you want, you can join us,’ Toff said suddenly.


There was a gasp from some of the boys behind him.


‘No!’ protested Rats.


‘She’s a gel!’ complained Bonkers.


‘Yer remember wot we said, Toff,’ grumbled Shortso. ‘No gels!’


Toff paused briefly before turning to face the group. ‘Listen, you lot,’ he said calmly. ‘Nell went through a hell of a time last night. Just look at her. She might have died if we hadn’t got to her when we did.’


‘No gels, Toff!’ yelled one of the boys. ‘Yer promised!’


Toff refused to be intimidated. ‘It doesn’t matter whether she’s a girl or a bloke. What sort of people d’you think we are if we let her go off and live out rough on the streets? If Nell needs our help, we’re going to give it. It’s our duty to look after her.’


This angered Nellie. ‘’Ang on a mo!’ she said. ‘Who said anyfin’ about me needin’ anyone ter look after me?’ In her anger, she threw the eiderdown from her shoulders to the ground. She was dressed in nothing more than the thin, tattered cotton frock she had been wearing when she clambered out of the ruins of the orphanage. ‘I know ’ow ter take of meself, see! I got me own family ter go to, me own mum an’ dad ter look after me. If you fink I’m goin’ ter knock around the streets wiv the likes of you lot, yer’ve got anuvver fink comin’! Oh no. Me? I’m goin’ straight back ter me own ’ome!’


She turned and started to climb over the rubble towards the street.


Toff watched her for a moment, then called, ‘What home is that, Nell?’


Nellie came to an abrupt halt. She turned slowly and gazed helplessly at the young faces staring at her.


Ethel Ackroyd spent the day with her staff, caring for the youngsters in her charge, trying to help them come to terms with the traumatic events of the night before. Thanks to the intervention of Islington Borough Council, Barratts’ Orphanage had been given temporary accommodation in a local school which had been closed since the start of the Blitz. But there was no heating in the old building, and it was left to the voluntary services to provide food, clothes, and beds for the indefinite stay. The children were still in a state of shock after being rescued from their underground shelter, but most of them adapted pretty well to their new surroundings. At least they were all alive – except one.


‘The last time I checked the top-floor dormitory,’ said Martha Driscoll, who taught sewing and dress making to some of the older girls in the orphanage, ‘Vicky was listening to Variety Bandbox on the wireless. She was the only one there. The others were downstairs playing table tennis.’


‘What time was that?’ asked Ethel, who hadn’t touched the piping hot tomato soup that she and the rest of the staff were eating at a makeshift dinner table.


‘Must have been soon after eight,’ replied Martha. Her eyes were red and sore from crying. ‘I blame myself,’ she said, after trying unsuccessfully to swallow a mouthful of soup. ‘If only I’d gone up to the dormitory as soon as I heard that siren, Vicky would still be alive.’


‘Don’t talk like that, please, Martha,’ said Ethel firmly. ‘Vicky’s not dead until we know – officially.’


‘I think the chances are not good, Miss Ackroyd,’ said Arthur Driscoll, Martha’s husband, who helped out with sports and handicraft activities for the boys at Barratts’. ‘I mean, let’s face it, we’ve spent most of the day out there on the site but they still haven’t found her.’


‘They found her shoe,’ replied Ethel, whose eyes were firmly fixed on the youngsters eating at tables around the bare old school hall.


Arthur exchanged a grim look with his wife. Only a few hours before, the chief fire officer at the scene had told him that there was not a chance in hell of finding Vicky alive. And even if they did, there would be very little left of her, for the dormitory on the top floor of the building would have taken the full brunt of the explosion. Arthur twisted the end of his thick moustache, trying to fight his own feelings of guilt about Vicky Hobson, for in his heart of hearts he knew that he had never liked her. Many a time he had heard the girl giving lip to his wife, and he had often wanted to give her a piece of his mind. Vicky was a real firecracker with a mind of her own. If anyone was going to get into trouble, it was inevitable that it should be her. And at a time like this – especially at a time like this – he felt nothing but a deep sense of guilt for even thinking of such things.


‘It’s so unfair,’ said Martha, trying to keep her voice low in the sombre, unnatural atmosphere of children eating in virtual silence. ‘Vicky wasn’t a beautiful child, but she had such character. It’s amazing when you think that she was barely five feet tall.’ Once again she dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. ‘I remember once, when she was in knitting class, she asked me what it was like being married. I thought it was such an odd question from a girl who was no more than fifteen at the time. But she wanted to know. She really wanted to know. I don’t think Vicky was ever a child. She was always a woman.’


The conversation was too maudlin for Ethel. ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ she said, rising from the table, ‘I must get some fresh air.’


By the time Ethel reached the bombed orphanage, the watery sun had already set, and the nightly November mist was undulating eerily around the narrow North London back streets. A small group of local manual workers had taken over from the emergency services at the bomb site. Ethel stared at the pitiful heap of personal belongings and children’s toys that had been retrieved from the rubble. She had come here still clinging to a vestige of hope that the one missing youngster in her charge had been found alive, but the look on everyone’s faces soon told her otherwise. Despite an all-day search, no trace had been found of Vicky Hobson. As mist and darkness descended on the sombre pile of bricks and stones, the search was abandoned until the next morning.


After the last workers had gone, Ethel climbed up a flight of stone steps which had miraculously survived intact. They had led from the courtyard at the back of the orphanage up to one of the first-floor classrooms. As she stood on the top step, she sought solace in memories of the much-loved institution which only a few hours before had been her domain, her world, her kingdom. She could hear the sound of her children’s voices, lining up for morning roll call or hurrying into the dining room for their midday meal. She could hear the little ones reciting the alphabet and multiplication tables, laughing, singing, and playing in the back courtyard. She could hear the babies crying in the nursery, those poor little unwanted creatures left abandoned on the orphanage doorstep by wayward mothers and uncaring fathers. Her mind was echoing to the sounds from her past. But no sound registered more than that of Vicky Hobson.


Standing alone on those steps in the dark, a tall but slight figure silhouetted against the final light of day, Ethel recalled the time when Vicky was first brought to Barratts’. It was sixteen or so years ago, soon after her father had been killed accidentally in a fall from scaffolding on a building site, and her mother, bereft and unable to cope, had thrown herself into the path of a train at Stepney Green Underground Station. Even then, Vicky had shown a determined, free-willed spirit. Like so many of the other young orphans at Barratts’, she had grown up never knowing the love of real parents and, despite the efforts of so many, she had always been determined to live life her own way.


‘When I leave this place, I ain’t never goin’ ter come back.’ Ethel could hear Vicky’s voice ringing in her mind as clearly as though she was standing in front of her right now. And she could see her face, pallid but defiant, lips curled and stiff, eyes staring straight through her – those wonderful brown, perfectly shaped eyes. ‘I’m sick of bein’ shut up in a prison. I’m sick of people lookin’ down at me.’


Ethel turned the words over and over in her mind. Why was the child so concerned about how small she was? Why did she think that such things were important? What Vicky lacked in height she made up for in personality. She was the most vivacious child Ethel had ever known, and when she wanted to, Vicky had the ability to make so many people laugh. Oh, how she yearned to see that face and to hear that defiant voice again. She refused to believe that the child had just vanished into thin air. She refused to believe that somewhere beneath those ruins Vicky Hobson wasn’t mischievously hiding, just waiting to be found, waiting to get on with her life and make something of herself. And if she wasn’t beneath the ruins, where was she?


Ethel pulled up the collar of her coat, adjusted her headscarf, and dug her hands deep into her pockets. And as she stood there, she vowed that, whatever happened, she would never allow Vicky to leave her. If that extraordinary girl was still alive, then Ethel Ackroyd would make it her mission in life to find her.


Suddenly the air was pierced by the wailing sound of the air-raid warning siren. Another night of horror was about to begin.




Chapter 3


It took Nellie several weeks before she plucked up enough courage to do her first ‘job’. By then the swelling in her lacerated feet had subsided and, thanks to Toff’s expert medical attention, learnt from his father, the gash in her leg had healed. In fact, Nellie had a lot to be grateful for. Toff had been wonderful to her, dressing her wounds, getting her warm clothes to wear and hot food to eat. Most admirable of all was the way he protected her from the boys in the gang. Since Nellie still had no idea who she was or where she came from, she had decided to take the plunge and join them. But being part of a street gang was one thing, breaking into someone’s house in the middle of an air raid was something quite different.


‘You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to,’ said Toff reassuringly. ‘This is really a boy’s job. I know that.’


Nellie took umbrage at this. She was already dressed for the night’s work, tucked up in a warm, newly stolen coat, with woollen gloves and a knitted hat. ‘What d’yer mean, a boy’s job?’ she scowled indignantly. ‘Yer fink I’m made of jelly or somefin’?’


‘That’s not what I’m saying, Nell.’ Toff offered her a cup of tea that he had just stewed up in an old aluminium kettle over a makeshift fire indoors. ‘I just don’t want you to think we’re forcing you to do something.’


Nellie grabbed the chipped cup. ‘Let me be the judge of that, mate!’


Toff shrugged his shoulders and smiled.


When she saw his smile, Nellie suddenly felt guilty. The fact was that although she was getting a bit fed up with this boy looking after her like an old nanny, every time he looked at her, she was beginning to feel a bit funny inside. So she did her best to make sure that whenever he did smile at her, she averted her gaze.


Nellie warmed her hands round the cup and blew on the hot tea. ‘Just tell me wot I’m s’posed ter do.’


Toff finished pouring a cup of tea for himself, then put a teaspoonful of dried milk into it. ‘You don’t have to do anything until we hear the siren,’ he said. ‘Then we’ll take you down to this place near Highbury.’


Nellie was beginning to get nervous. ‘’Ighbury? Where’s that?’


Toff looked at her. ‘Don’t you remember anything about anywhere?’ he asked.


Nellie thought hard for a moment, then slowly shook her head.


Toff took his cup and crouched down on Nellie’s mattress which had been laid on the floor just in front of the fire. For a moment he said nothing and just sipped his tea, staring into the flames of burning timber taken from the bombed buildings outside. The room was cosier since Nellie had first arrived; it was full of loot and supplies of food taken from people’s houses during the nightly air raids. In one corner, tins of Spam, dried eggs, packets of tea, and bottles of Camp coffee were stuffed untidily into wooden fruit boxes; warm coats, hats, and several pairs of shoes were stacked in a neat pile along one wall, together with several blankets and pillows. There was also a prize possession: a paraffin stove. Unfortunately it contained no paraffin.


‘One of the boys has been watching this house we found,’ Toff said. ‘Two old women live there. I think they must be sisters or something. Anyway, they go down Highbury Tube every night at five on the dot. People shelter down there during the air raid. They never come back till the morning, till the All Clear.’


Nellie now felt easy enough in Toff’s company to join him in front of the fire.


‘It’s a nice house,’ Toff continued. ‘Three or four storeys high. In a terrace.’ He turned to look at Nellie. ‘They must be well-stacked.’


Nellie became aware that her heart was beating faster than normal. ‘What do I ’ave ter do?’ she said, the flickering flames of the fire reflected in her eyes.


Toff smiled. ‘Nothing to it, really,’ he said reassuringly. ‘We’ll get you in there. Just make your way to the kitchen, grab some food – fresh stuff if you can – then get the hell out of the place.’ As they knelt there, Toff could almost hear Nellie’s heart thumping. ‘You really don’t have to do it, Nell,’ he said softly, sympathetically. ‘It’s not expected.’


Nellie looked up at him, but when her eyes met his, she quickly averted her gaze. ‘I’m not scared or nuffin’,’ she said. ‘It’s just that I don’t like the idea of takin’ fings that don’t belong ter me.’


Toff smiled again, then raised her chin so that she had to look at him. ‘Sounds like you’ve been brought up the right way,’ he said.


Nellie did a puzzled double take, and suddenly felt a cold chill down her spine.


And then came the wail of the air-raid siren.


Dolly and Mabel Gresham were late for the shelter that night. This was unlike them, for every day, immediately after they had had their afternoon nap and tea, they always made early preparations for their nightly trip to the shelter. It took them about twenty minutes to walk from their house in Highbury New Park to the Tube station, for Mabel suffered from bad rheumatism in one of her thighs and their progress was slow, especially as they carried a deck chair each, together with a blanket and a flask of hot cocoa.


The tall, elegant, Edwardian house had been in the Gresham family for many years, and after their parents died, Dolly and Mabel, who had never married, lived there alone together. People in the neighbourhood knew very little about them for they kept themselves to themselves and never asked for help, even when some of their windows were blown in by a bomb which landed in a road close by. The house was a gem, with large rooms and a spacious kitchen and hall, and a long back garden where the sisters spent much of their time pruning and weeding during the summer months.


When the sisters came out through the front door and locked up, the air-raid siren had already sounded but enemy planes had not yet begun buzzing overhead. The sun had set and blackout curtains were firmly drawn. The wide tree-lined street was very dark, concealing Nellie, Toff, Shortso, and Nuts while they waited in silence until the two elderly sisters were well on their way to the Tube station.


‘Go after them, Shortso,’ whispered Toff, emerging from behind a tall elm tree. ‘Whatever you do, don’t let them out of your sight. If they change their mind and come back, get back here soon as you can.’


Shortso didn’t have to be told twice. He hurried off into the darkness after the sisters.


‘Wait out here, Nuts,’ Toff instructed. ‘We’re going round the back. If there’s any sign of anyone at all, you know what to do.’


Nuts didn’t answer. He was well used to the routine.


‘This way, Nell,’ said Toff, gently pinching Nellie’s arm and leading her off.


Nellie felt quite sick as she followed him across the street. It was pitch dark, and all she could see was a dim outline of the terrace. She could hear distant voices singing Christmas carols, and it made her realise just how close Christmas was. How she wished she was sitting in some nice warm room sharing it with just about anybody other than this wild bunch of vacs.


Toff avoided the front door and led Nellie to an iron gate which gave access to the back garden. Once they had got that far, Toff decided it was safe enough to use his torch. But he played safe and kept the bright beam partially covered with one hand. ‘There,’ he whispered, directing the beam on to the upper part of a back window. ‘The old girls always leave that window open. There’s not much room to get in, but if you can get your head and shoulders through, I reckon you can make it. Now you know why we wanted you for this job.’


Nellie looked up at the small space she was expected to crawl through. ‘I’ll never get through that,’ she protested, forgetting to whisper. Toff clamped his hand over her mouth to keep her quiet.


‘There’s nothing of you, Nell,’ he whispered. ‘You’ll get through easy. I wish I was your size,’ he added to spare her feelings.


Nellie didn’t notice. She was feeling far too queasy about the whole thing.


‘Here, take the torch,’ Toff continued, giving it to her. ‘I’ll give you a bunk up. When you get inside, make your way down to the street door and let me in. OK?’


‘I’ll try,’ was all Nellie could reply. Although her heart was racing, a sense of excitement was building in her. She watched Toff quietly roll an old water tub under the open window and carefully tip out the rainwater it contained. He turned it upside down and helped Nellie climb on to it. ‘Wot ’appens if someone comes while I’m in there?’ she asked anxiously.


‘You’ll have plenty of time,’ whispered Toff. ‘Nuts is on lookout. He’ll give us a signal.’


Not at all reassured, Nellie turned off the torch, put it into her topcoat pocket, and with surprisingly little effort climbed up to the small open window. But even with her height and build, it was a struggle to squeeze through.


She dropped quietly on to the floor inside and froze, too nervous to turn on the torch. She could make nothing out in the darkness and had no idea what part of the house she was in. When she did finally turn on the torch, the beam picked out a single bed, a chair, and a washbasin on a pedestal table. The bedroom was small and cramped but to Nellie it seemed the height of luxury, and for a few seconds she looked all around her, and even tried lying down briefly on the bed to feel how comfortable it was. Then she made her way to the door.


It opened on to what was obviously the main hall. A number of doors led off it, but she had no way of telling which one would take her to the kitchen. She began to shake all over as realisation hit her that she was actually standing in the middle of somebody else’s house without their knowledge or permission. And what a house it was, so unlike anything she had experienced before, or if she had, she just couldn’t remember it. It was all so different from the life she was living now, a cast-off in the streets in the company of a wild bunch of mixed-up teenage boys. She spent so long shining her torch around the elegant hallway, with its Victorian coat rack and tall flight of narrow carpeted stairs, that she forgot all about Toff who was on the front doorstep outside waiting for her to open the door.


She took a deep breath to calm her nerves and moved on. She peered into one ground-floor room and then another, only briefly stopping to admire the old period furniture, delicate lace curtains, and fine colourful rugs. As she went she picked up small knick-knacks that took her fancy, old snuffboxes and china ornaments, and quickly stuffed them into her coat pockets. To live in such a beautiful place with so many fine and wonderful things would be like a dream come true. And it was all so cosy and warm, with the dying embers of a fire still glowing in the grate. Who were these lucky old ladies who lived here? she wondered. What had they ever done to deserve such luck?


Out in the hallway again, Nellie suddenly heard Toff rattling the front door letterbox. ‘Nell!’ he called in as loud a whisper as he dared. ‘Nell, are you in there? Open up!’


Nellie made for the door. Then she changed her mind and stopped. She knew it was irrational but quite suddenly she wanted to do something on her own, and for herself. Impetuously she turned and went off to look for the kitchen.


She eventually found it at the end of a small passage, at the back of the house. Even before she reached the door, she knew it had to be the kitchen, for the smell of cooking earlier in the day still drifted out into the passage, making her stomach yearn for whatever it was. As she reached for the doorknob, she desperately hoped that she was about to find some succulent leftovers of fried sausages or Spam fritters or perhaps even a meat stew. Slowly, she turned the doorknob and went in. What greeted her was a shock that turned her blood to ice.


Glaring at her in the beam of her torchlight was the huge face of a large, savage-looking dog, eyes red, teeth bared, growling menacingly. Nellie’s first instinct was to turn and run. But she knew that if she made even the slightest move, the beast would leap straight at her. So she remained as still as her paralysed body would allow, her back pinned against the open door. For a moment, she and the dog were quite motionless, just poised there sizing each other up. Desperately, Nellie tried to think of a way of getting out into the hall to call to Toff. But then a change seemed to come over her. She had already taken her decision and settled for doing this job without Toff’s help. Fear was gradually replaced by a need for power, and without moving a muscle, she found herself talking to the dog.


‘Sit!’ she said, quite calmly.


The dog refused her order. His lips continued to quiver angrily.


Nellie took a deep breath. ‘Sit!’ This time her voice was stronger, more decisive.


Again, the dog refused her order.


Regardless of the risk, Nellie shouted at him. ‘I said sit, you ugly great monster! Sit, or I’ll knock yer bleedin’ ’ead orf!’


To her utter amazement, the dog stopped growling, and after a moment of indecision he sat down with a thud.


Nellie summoned up enough courage to draw closer to him. Without faltering, she put out her hand and stroked his head. ‘That’s better, mate,’ she said, somewhat breathlessly. ‘Now s’pose yer tell me where I can find the grub.’


Toff was still outside on the front doorstep anxiously rattling the letterbox. His concern increased when he heard the drone of approaching aircraft, quickly followed by the first ack-ack fire of the night. ‘Nell!’ he yelled through the letterbox. ‘What the hell are you up to?’


The street door promptly opened and Nellie appeared. ‘Two pork trotters, two sausage rolls, some cheese, and a bottle of pickled onions,’ she said triumphantly, holding up a bulging paper bag. ‘’Ow’s that for a beginner?’


As the first wave of enemy aircraft thundered across the sky above and bombs whistled down in the distance, Nellie and Toff ran down the front steps of the house and were immediately joined by Nuts. All three made a wild dash for the main road in Highbury Grove, which was lit up by searchlights criss-crossing the sky and the flash of ack-ack shells as they exploded high above the protective net of barrage balloons. With debris now tinkling down on to the pavements around them, it was time to take cover.


‘This way!’ yelled Shortso, who was beckoning to them from outside a pub in the Balls Pond Road. ‘There’s a place round the back!’


They hurried towards him, but before they had gone more than a few steps, there was a gigantic white flash that produced a myriad of sparks that set fire to a nearby tree. The three teenagers immediately threw themselves to the ground. When they eventually looked up they were horrified to see Shortso rolling himself over and over on the wet pavement, trying desperately to put out the flames which had engulfed his clothes.




Chapter 4


Christmas 1940 was a miserable time for the people of London. The festive spirit which had always existed at this time of year was completely absent, for during the last two months the Blitz had taken its toll, and in December alone thousands had been killed. On top of that, food rationing was biting hard, and the little luxuries that people had come to expect just weren’t there any more. In some of the poorer parts of North London and the East End, a Christmas meal consisted of nothing more than the usual bowl of soup and some vegetables, and even in the more fortunate working-class areas it was almost impossible to get all the ingredients for a Christmas pudding. The air raids were relentless and people spent most of their time either in an underground shelter or risking their lives in their blacked-out homes. The only consolation was that Christmas Day itself was free of air raids.


Nellie spent much of the day following up a clue to her real identity. She had had a dream a couple of nights before, in which she saw herself with a whole lot of children and young people, running down some steps inside an old large building. When she woke up she remembered the dream but she didn’t understand it. She wondered whether it was about when she was at school, and she tried very hard to make sense of where it might have been. But it was a casual remark from Toff that gave her a clue. He mentioned an orphanage in New North Road that had been bombed just a few weeks before. So on Christmas morning, Nellie left the gang’s latest hideout in a bombed-out furniture store just behind Essex Road and made her way to the site of the old orphanage. When she got there, all she saw was yet another pile of rubble, which for the first few moments meant absolutely nothing to her. As she started to clamber over some charred timbers, which were now covered with a thin layer of cold white frost, she came across what looked like a noticeboard which was partly concealed beneath a frozen puddle of mud. She stooped down, and with some difficulty managed to pull the board free. It had one word printed on it: BARRATTS’.


‘Does it mean anything to you?’


Nellie turned with a start, to find Toff perched on some bricks just behind her. ‘What you doin’ ’ere?’ she asked irritably. ‘Did you foller me?’


‘As a matter of fact, I did,’ Toff replied cheekily. ‘D’you mind?’


Nellie felt self-conscious. He was smiling that smile at her again, and she didn’t really want to respond. ‘What d’yer want?’ she asked.


‘To see if you’ve found yourself,’ Toff replied, hands dug deep into his overcoat pocket, looking at the noticeboard Nellie had just retrieved. ‘Barratts’,’ he read. ‘Does it ring any bells?’


Nellie’s puzzled eyes searched the bleak scene around her. ‘I feel somefin’,’ she replied, obliquely. ‘Somefin’ inside.’ It was true. The sight of that noticeboard had triggered something; she could hear laughter, shouting, just like in her dream.


Toff kicked a piece of broken brick which went tumbling down the debris he was standing on to join another pile of rubble below. ‘An orphanage is a place where kids come because they have no parents.’ He paused, then turned to look at her. ‘D’you reckon this is where you came from, Nell?’ he asked gently.


Nellie suddenly felt quite numb. She was trying so hard to remember something, anything, that she wondered if she was just imagining the sound of children’s voices, of being part of such a place. She stared hard at the broken bricks and mortar, the charred timbers, the arched windows in isolated walls that still stood. Then her gaze moved to the stone steps that had clearly once led up to the front door of the building. She jumped across to them, and stood there, trying to remember, trying to bring her life into focus and to know if she had ever been part of this strange, tragic place. Then, without turning to look at Toff, she said, ‘If I did come from ’ere, then I don’t want ter know. I want ter belong ter someone. I want ter be part of someone’s family.’


Toff picked his way carefully across the rubble and joined her on top of the steps. ‘You do belong to someone, Nell,’ he said, staring into her eyes and putting both his hands on her shoulders. ‘You’re part of our family now. Me and the gang.’


Nellie lowered her head, but Toff’s hand reached down and gently raised her chin. When he looked into her eyes this time, he saw that they were filling with tears. ‘Merry Christmas, Nell,’ he said with a smile.


‘Merry Christmas, Toff,’ Nellie replied.


‘Martin,’ Toff said firmly. He wanted her to call him by his real name.


‘Martin,’ replied Nellie, at last managing a smile.


Ethel Ackroyd was beginning to regret that she had never married. It was something she had thought about lots of times, especially since the start of the war, but not when she was of the right marrying age back home in the Yorkshire Dales. In those days she had known a lot of boys and could have had her pick of them in the village where she was brought up. She had had many a fling, but never with the right person, never with a boy she felt she could spend the rest of her life with. Now, unfortunately, it was too late. She was in her late forties, time had passed her by – or at least that was how she felt. Her work at Barratts’ Orphanage was a kind of compensation. As far as she was concerned, all the unwanted children there were her own children, and she was able to share their problems and help them to sort out their lives. But there were one or two of them who refused to share their problems. Like Vicky Hobson. She was such a rebel, such a misfit, so like Ethel herself when she was the same age, which was perhaps why the girl had fascinated her so much.


‘Penny for your thoughts,’ said Mrs Hare. She and Ethel were watching the children playing musical chairs in the assembly hall of the school in which they had been given temporary accommodation. ‘Bet you it’s that young Vicky.’


Ethel looked at her and smiled. The old lady was a good soul, and a shrewd observer. ‘She’s out there somewhere, Mrs Hare,’ she said. ‘I won’t rest till I find her.’


Mrs Hare sighed, and shook her head despondently. Since the bombing of the orphanage, she knew only too well how obsessed Ethel had become about losing Vicky Hobson. She also knew that Ethel was the only person who was convinced that the girl was still alive. ‘I wouldn’t hold out your hopes, dearie,’ she said. ‘Even if she did survive that bomb, why wouldn’t she just’ve found her way back to us?’
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A young girl alone in a bomb-torn London..
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