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Mary Trimble doesn’t have a penny to her name, and life has been hard since her parents were killed in an air raid two years ago.
 
It’s up to her to look after her two young sisters, little brother and elderly granddad. Mary works as an usherette at the Marlborough cinema in the Holloway Road, but her dream is to escape the horrors of London and take her family on a long charabanc trip to some faraway place – the famous Blue Coach from Victoria Coach Station to Devon. But little does she know her dream will come with a tragic price…




For David,
for everything.




‘True Hope is swift,


And flyes with swallowes wing . . .’


William Shakespeare, Richard III




Prologue


Soon it would be dawn. Soon, the rooftops of dear old London town would be bathed in the majestic gold of a June sunrise, the flat, grey roof tiles brought to life by the start of another day. Despite the rumble of the occasional night bus in the East End of London’s Bow Road, the air was still and quiet. Even the local moggies had given up hissing and growling at each other, retreating into the cool of their favourite backstreet alleys, where there was still the hope of rescuing some discarded morsels of fish and chips in greasy old newspapers, all of which carried dramatic headlines about the D-Day landings by Allied forces in northern France just a week or so before.


There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that the war was nearly over. Those who had survived the worst of the London Blitz were at last able to breathe the fresh air of freedom, freedom from nightly visits down the air-raid shelters, freedom from the constant threat of danger and menace in the skies above. The people of London were beginning to dry the tears in their eyes, to leave behind the ugly memories of war in their own backyards. However, those moments of high optimism came to an abrupt end at precisely 4.50 that morning, when a strange, unidentified sound gradually spluttered across the sky from the East, like the exhaust of an ancient motorcycle. The only person who noticed it was old Ron Keller, a local milkman who was just turning into Grove Road from one of the backstreets in the distance. But as the alien sound grew closer and closer, more early risers peered out of their windows and looked up towards the sky. What they saw was a sinister-shaped black-painted plane with clipped wings and a huge gush of flame bursting from its tail. As the shocked onlookers stared, just as the menacing machine was almost overhead, the earsplitting sound cut out, and with a rush of air the dark black shape nose-dived towards the ground. The explosion that followed was immense, and immediately sent a plume of black smoke spiralling up into the gradually brightening sky, whilst from every house and street, the shattering of windows and crumbling of masonry brought shrieks of alarm from the entire district. When the smoke finally cleared, all that was left of the railway bridge high across Bow Road was a huge gap, a mass of dangling railway lines, and a scattering of rubble which had in turn blasted all the nearby terraced houses.


Once the air had calmed down again, the local residents emerged from their hiding places beneath kitchen tables and beds, something which they had hoped never to have to do again. When the frenzied sound of the horns and bells of the emergency services approached from every direction, the East End knew only too well that, for them, the war was about to start all over again.




Chapter 1


Mary Trimble and her neighbours rushed out from their houses in a panic. Although Roden Street in North London was a couple of bus rides away from the East End, the sound of the massive explosion in Grove Road had been heard for miles around, creating utter pandemonium up and down the entire length of the long backstreet. It had been quite a time since anyone had been startled by the sound of a bomb.


‘Wot the bleedin’ ’ell’s goin’ on now?’ screeched old Nora, Mary’s upstairs tenant, as she leaned out of her window on the top floor, hairnet pulled down tightly over her curlers. ‘I didn’t ’ear no siren!’


‘Nor did I!’ yelled another irate female neighbour further down the street. ‘What do they think they’re playin’ at?’


‘What’s going on?’ yawned Mary’s young sister, Doris, as she came out from the house rubbing her eyes wearily. ‘What was that bang?’


‘We don’t know, Dodo,’ replied Mary, putting a comforting arm around the child’s shoulders, her large blue eyes reflecting the early morning light as she and everyone else scanned the sky anxiously. ‘But I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.’


‘Don’t you believe it!’ moaned Fred Parfitt, from next door, as usual butting in where he wasn’t wanted. ‘I told yer a few weeks back, we ain’t seen the last of ’Itler yet. Got a few tricks left up ’is sleeve, I tell yer!’


Mary could have hit him. Fred always knew everything, or at least he thought he did, which was why she called him Mr Know-it-All. In fact, she had nicknames for all her neighbours, including her upstairs tenant, Nora Kelly, when she was out of sight, Mary always referred her to as ‘Nutty Nora’.


‘Well if they fink I’m goin’ ter start sleepin’ down that Anderson again,’ growled Nutty Nora, ‘they’ve got annuver fink comin’! As far as I’m concerned, this war’s over!’ Without another word, she went back inside and slammed down the window.


By now the residents had moved into their usual separate groups; the women, arms crossed, sticking together to castigate whoever was responsible for not sounding that air-raid siren at nearby Hornsey Road police station, and the men, some of them still in their long johns and lighting up dog-ends, exchanging their own expert ideas about what Hitler was getting up to now. This get-together had not taken place for quite some time, not since the days during the big Blitz a few years before, when, night and day, German bombs were quite literally raining down from the sky every few minutes.


‘It’s true,’ said a quiet woman just beside Mary. ‘I did think that now our boys’ve landed in France, it’d be all over bar the shouting.’


Mary, still holding on to her sister Dodo, tried to comfort the woman. She had always had a great respect for Letty Hobbs, who lived with her husband and family down the road at number thirteen. The poor woman had gone through a great deal during her lifetime, struggling to give support to her husband who had lost a leg in the First World War. ‘I really don’t think it’s anything too much to worry about, Mrs Hobbs,’ Mary replied. ‘Probably just a one-off somewhere.’


‘A one-off can kill a lot of people, dear,’ replied Letty, shaking her head sombrely.


The air was suddenly echoing to the familiar distant clanging of ambulance, police car, and fire-engine bells. The emergency services were back in action again.


It was some time before the neighbours returned to their homes. The lively street chatter was soon replaced by an eerie silence. By now, the sun was beginning to rise over the rooftops, and a long shaft of early morning light transformed one side of the long Victorian terrace of lower middle-class houses into a dazzling array of pure gold. It was the dawn of another day, a day when many questions were going to be asked, a day of uncertainty.


Granddad Trimble was in no mood to be pacified. It was bad enough that he’d been woken up by all that fuss in the street outside early in the morning, but to be kept waiting for his porridge showed a great lack of care and consideration for a man of his advancing years. It was so unlike his granddaughter Mary. She was always so good about making sure that his porridge was on the table the moment he came down to breakfast. The only thing that stopped him from complaining was that he knew what a handful she had to cope with, looking after not only him but also two young sisters and a brother. After all, Mary was only twenty years old, and, because of the tragic death of her parents in the Bethnal Green tube disaster the year before, she had had to take on all the responsibility of looking after the family, and that included Granddad, who was a difficult enough old cuss at the best of times. ‘I ’ope yer’ve put enough sugar in terday,’ said the old boy, the moment Mary put the bowl of steaming hot porridge down in front of him. ‘It tasted bleedin’ awful yesterday.’


‘It’s not my fault, Granddad,’ replied Mary, wiping the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘You’ve had your sugar ration for the week. You’ll have to make do with saccharin tablets till I get your next lot of coupons.’


Granddad grunted and pulled a face as he took his first spoonful of porridge.


Before Mary had a chance to get back into the scullery, her young brother Billy burst into the tiny back parlour where the family ate their meals. Plonking himself down at the table opposite Granddad, he barked, ‘Give us the jam!’ without mentioning the magic word, ‘please’.


‘Have you washed yet?’ asked Mary, passing the half-filled jar of strawberry jam.


‘Don’t need ter wash twice a day,’ the boy replied, his dark, unruly hair uncombed and flopping all over the top of his head. ‘I washed last night.’


‘Dirty little sod!’ mumbled Granddad, porridge all over his chin. ‘Yer wouldn’t get away wiv that if yer dad was alive.’


Billy pulled a rude face at the old man, making quite sure he hadn’t been seen doing so.


‘Just make sure you wash before you go to school,’ said Mary strictly, cutting the boy a thick slice of bread. ‘I don’t want any more notes from your schoolteacher like the one I had the other day. Miss Hatton says you always look scruffy. And she’s very annoyed at the way you behave in class.’


‘Stupid ol’ cow!’ retorted Billy, spreading a thick load of jam on to his slice of bread.


‘Billy Trimble!’ snapped Mary, turning on him. ‘Don’t you dare use that kind of language about your teacher! Everyone knows Miss Hatton’s a wonderful person.’


‘I don’t wanna be a ballet dancer!’ growled Billy, oblivious of the fact that his mouth was full of bread and jam.


‘Miss Hatton doesn’t only teach ballet,’ insisted Mary. ‘She teaches the most beautiful English. I should know, because I was in her class.’


Billy, who was just coming up to ten, pulled a face and ignored his big sister.


‘Mind you,’ said Mary, pouring Granddad a cup of tea from the large china teapot, ‘it must be an uphill task trying to teach you anything!’


Mary’s two sisters came into the room. Thelma was almost sixteen years old, and always behaved as though she was superior to the rest of her family. Without saying a word to anyone, she eased herself down on to a chair on one side of the table and immediately started using two fingers to rearrange her carefully combed short light brown hair. Her young sister Dodo, which had been her mother’s nickname for her, plonked herself down next to Billy, immediately grabbing the jar of jam from him. ‘After that bomb went off,’ grumbled Dodo, who was nearly eleven, ‘I went straight back ter bed. But I didn’t get a wink er beauty sleep.’


‘That’s ’cos you’re so ugly!’ spluttered Billy, his mouth still full of bread and jam.


Dodo gave him a sharp nudge with her shoulder. He did the same to her.


‘Cut it out, you two!’ snapped Mary. ‘Hurry up and have your breakfast and get to school.’ Ever since she had been in Miss Hatton’s class at school, Mary had practised hard not to speak like a guttersnipe, which is more than she could say for her youngest sister and her brother. ‘And as a matter of fact, Dodo,’ she continued, ‘nobody knows if it was a bomb. It might have been a gas explosion or something.’


‘Well, I don’t care what it was,’ replied Dodo, whose unruly long dark brown hair looked as though it hadn’t been combed for a week, ‘it woke me up!’


‘Oh do shut up, Do,’ sneered Thelma, bored as usual with her younger sister. ‘Everyone knows the war’s over.’


‘Ha!’ snorted Granddad, who was lighting up his pipe. ‘Some ’opes!’


Mary sighed despondently. Ever since her mum and dad had died she had done her best to keep the family together, but there were times when their constant bickering got her down. She was always relieved when she had to go to work, for, once her sisters and brother had gone to school, she had a few hours to herself. With this in mind, she left them all to have their breakfast, and went out into the scullery and collected a basket of clothes which she had washed in the old stone boiler the night before.


In the small backyard outside, the Anderson shelter was barely visible beneath the pile of earth which had covered it since the start of the war nearly five years before. It had been used by the family for protection night after weary night during the height of the 1940 London Blitz. Every time she went out into the yard, Mary always wondered what would have happened if there had been a direct hit on the house, especially if it had collapsed on top of the tiny, fragile shelter. It took her several minutes to hang out the washing, for, despite having to do all the chores and go off to her job at the British Restaurant each day, her sisters and brother were never exactly eager to help. The sun was now up, and beginning to radiate some heat, but it was muggy, with low-hanging grey clouds, a sure sign of rain, especially after the thunderstorms which had delayed the start of the Allied forces’ D-Day landings in France a week or so before. When she had finished hanging out the washing, she wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand and stood with her face raised up towards the sky, hoping to embrace what little breeze there was.


Although she had a thin, wiry frame, there was strength in her arms, and she had more energy than the entire family put together. Just like her mum; same strength, same determination to get on with life, same long flaxen-coloured hair which some compared to the current wartime screen goddesses Betty Grable and Alice Faye. At the end of the backyard were the backyards of Mayton Street, which had taken the full blast of an aerial torpedo that had come down on a row of shops in nearby Seven Sisters Road. Most of the windows at the back of those houses were wide open, everyone trying to get some fresh air in the early morning humidity. Mary tried not to stare too hard, just in case she was accused of peering into her neighbours’ rooms, which is what young Billy was always up to when he used his dad’s old binoculars. There was no sign of the neighbours this morning, although she could hear intense activity coming from nearby Mayton Street fire station. It was at times like this when Mary missed her mum the most. They used to do so much together, the washing, the ironing, the daily chores that helped to keep the house so spick and span. Above all, she missed the little chats she and her mum had had, the way she could share all her intimate problems, unlike some of the daughters she knew who kept their secrets to themselves. Yes, she had loved her mum so much. They had had so much in common. She had loved her dad, too. He had been such a quiet, unassuming man, who wanted nothing more in life than to be with his family, and to go to his job at the Gas, Light and Coke Company each day. But Don Trimble was a man’s man, and his real favourite had been the only boy in the family. Billy Trimble was the spitting image of his dad, same dark hair and blue-grey eyes – oh yes, the spitting image. But Billy had a perpetual cheeky, mischievous grin. He was a little ruffian, which was not like his dad.


‘Ain’t you goin’ ter be late fer work?’


Mary turned with a start to find her granddad standing right behind her, the smell of his strong pipe tobacco drifting towards her face. ‘I’m not due in until half past today,’ she replied. ‘They’re trying to repair one of the gas stoves in the kitchen. Have the kids finished their breakfast yet?’


‘They’ve all gone ter school, fank Gord!’ grunted the old man, sourly. ‘Needless ter say, they’ve left all the washin’ up. That’s the trouble, yer spoil ’em too much. They should buckle down an’ give yer a bit er ’elp.’


‘They’re only kids, Granddad,’ replied Mary, perching herself on one of the sandbags piled up in front of the Anderson shelter. ‘They’ve got no mum or dad to tell them what’s right or wrong. The least I can do is to look after them.’


Granddad took a deep, agitated puff of his pipe. ‘That’s bunkum, an’ you know it!’ he said, spitting out a bit of tobacco which had stuck to his tongue. ‘That Thelma’s nearly sixteen. She’s old enuff ter stand on ’er own two feet an’ give you a break once in a while.’


‘Thelma’s a good girl, Granddad,’ replied Mary. ‘I know she’s a bit difficult at times, but I was just as awkward at her age.’


‘Ha!’ snorted Granddad. ‘Yer only twenty years old yerself. You’re takin’ on too much fer a gel your age.’


Mary smiled back at him. Although she knew what a cantankerous old cuss her granddad could be at times, she was very fond of him. He meant well, and did his best not to be a trouble around the house. Time had not been kind to the old man. Losing his wife Winnie, who died of consumption a few years before, had been a terrible blow for him, and it had taken a lot of persuasion from Mary’s mum and dad to get the poor old boy to move in with the family. ‘Things will be different when the war’s over,’ Mary dreamed out loud. ‘One day we’ll all go on a nice holiday, and wash the war right out of our minds.’


‘’Oliday?’ Granddad nearly choked on his pipe. ‘Best we can ’ope for is the beano next Sunday.’


Mary did a double-take. ‘The beano!’ she exclaimed. ‘Oh yes, I’d forgotten all about that. Are you sure Mr Barrington meant what he said? I mean, you’re not usually allowed to take families on pub outings. Beanos are only for men.’


‘Well, yer can fank yer dad fer that,’ said Granddad, his pipe sending a thin plume of baccy smoke up into the air. ‘You know full well ’e was one ’er the favourites in the Saloon Bar round the Eaglet. It shocked the daylights out of the customers when ’e an’ yer mum copped it down that tube in Befnal Green last year. Takin’ you an’ the family on the beano is their way of tryin’ ter say ’ow much they fawt of yer dad.’


Mary listened to what the old man said with a sinking feeling that had not left her since they first received the news that their mum and dad were amongst the horde of victims who had been trampled to death in that nightmare tube disaster. ‘I must say, it’s very thoughtful of them,’ she replied with a sigh. ‘But aren’t these outings just an excuse for a good booze-up?’


Granddad snorted indignantly. ‘Nuffin’ wrong wiv that, young lady,’ he said. ‘I’ve no doubt there’ll be plenty er lemonades an’ fings fer you and the kids.’


‘Oh, I’m not being ungrateful,’ Mary said quickly. ‘As a matter of fact, I’m looking forward to a day down by the sea. Southend has got such wonderful bracing air. When I was young, Dad used to take us for a walk along the pier. The wind was so strong at times, it nearly blew us off our feet. But I loved the way the seagulls swept down low over us as we walked. They always seemed so cross that we hadn’t brought anything for them to eat. All I hope is that there are no incidents whilst we’re there.’


‘Incidents?’


‘Well, the war isn’t over yet,’ said Mary. ‘And after that explosion this morning—’


Even as she spoke, the backyard shook when another explosion in the distance echoed throughout the neighbourhood.


‘Oh God!’ she gasped. ‘Another one!’


Above them, a top-floor window in the house was flung open, and old Nutty Nora was hanging out over the window ledge yelling out at the top of her voice. ‘Did yer ’ear that!’ she shrieked, causing two of her hair curlers to fall down into the yard below. ‘They’re at it again!’


Mary called up to her. ‘Can you see anything?’


Nora squinted in the weak sunlight to scan the rooftops in the distance. ‘No, nuffin! Can’t see a bl— No – wait a minute! Smoke! There’s smoke coming from the uvver side er the river . . . Must be down south somewhere. Blimey, just look at it!’


Fred Parfitt’s head suddenly appeared over the garden wall. ‘Some sorta new bombs!’ he called. ‘They’re comin’ over in planes wiv no pilots.


‘What!’ cried Mary, whose heart was beating so fast she was quite breathless.


‘I just ’eard it on the wireless,’ spluttered Fred. ‘They’ve told people not ter go too far from the shelters.’


‘Oh!’ gasped Mary, rushing back into the house. ‘I must get to the school. I hope to God the kids are safe!’


Highgate Hill was looking just as majestic as ever. Despite the Blitz during the early part of the war, most of the elegant Edwardian houses up there had escaped relatively unscathed, which was unlike the carnage caused by high explosive and incendiary bombs of every description in nearby Archway and neighbouring Holloway. Further down the Hill, a humble stone statue of a cat still marked the spot where the legendary Dick Whittington and his furry friend had allegedly long ago heard the distant Bow bells proclaiming, ‘Turn again Whittington, thrice Lord Mayor of London.’ Highgate was a leafy, prosperous part of the capital city, much loved by locals and out-of-town visitors alike, who flocked to nearby Hampstead Heath for the fresh air and fairgrounds on every Bank Holiday of the year. However, the people who ate in the British Restaurant down the hill at the Archway Junction were hardly prosperous. Set up in a church hall by the Islington Borough Council, most of the patrons came from average working-class homes in nearby Holloway and Kentish Town, where for the princely sum of one shilling and sixpence, they could sit down to a three-course meal of spam, corned beef or fish pie, powdered potato, and any vegetables provided by local growers from their allotments. If you had run out of food ration coupons, then the British Restaurant was the place to go, for no coupons were required there, which was why there were always queues outside.


Once Mary had checked that Dodo and Billy were safe in the school air-raid shelters, she made her way to work. By the time she reached the restaurant to start her regular day’s job as a washer-up, the place was buzzing with animated chit-chat about the three explosions that had been heard during the course of the morning. As usual, the place was packed, and the smell of fag smoke drifted across the makeshift dining tables containing their set menu of cottage pie and cabbage. The word had got around that flying bombs without pilots were dropping in various parts of London, and thanks to the BBC news on the wireless, everyone was on a high state of alert.


‘Grove Road?’ asked a barrow-boy from Kentish Town, who was sitting with one of his mates smoking like a chimney whilst Mary cleared the empty plates from their table. ‘Where the bleedin’ ’ell’s that?’


‘East End,’ replied his mate, in flat cap and red-spotted choker. ‘Somewhere ’round the Mile End Road, I ’eard. Come down on a train bridge, so they say.’


Mary felt her inside churn over. She knew that part of London only too well because her Aunt Gladys and Uncle Cyril lived over that way. ‘Anyone killed?’ she asked, joining in the conversation.


‘Don’t know, gel,’ replied the bloke with the cap. ‘Bit early ter say just yet. But apparently a train down the line had ter brake pretty quick. If it ’ad gone over the bridge when that fing come down . . . phew! It don’t bear finkin’ about.’


Mary rushed off with the plates to the makeshift kitchen, and started washing them up immediately in a large enamel bowl filled with hot water from a kettle on the gas stove. Everyone was talking doom, about the mysterious explosions, and the fear that this was the start of another, new kind of Blitz.


‘Ol’ Lord Haw-Haw said it was was goin’ ter ’appen,’ said Maisie Stringer, who shared the washing-up duties with Mary. ‘Me an’ Mum ’eard ’im on the wireless last night. My kid bruvver managed ter tune in ter short-wave.’


‘Maisie,’ chided Mary, her long flaxen hair tied in a bow beneath a headscarf, ‘the Government has asked us not to listen to that man. Lord Haw-Haw’s a Nazi, a traitor. All he wants to do is to lower our morale so that we just give in to his pals in Berlin.’


‘Even so,’ insisted Maisie, ‘’e did warn us. We can’t afford to ignore ’im.’


Mary wasn’t impressed by what Maisie was saying. ‘Lord’ Haw-Haw, as he had been nicknamed during the early years of the war, was nothing less than a menace, and she just hoped that one day he would be caught and strung up.


The restaurant was now bursting with the sound of chit-chat and heated arguments about what Churchill and his government should do about the new threat. The chaos was so bad that the supervisor Sheila Nestor, a grey-haired woman in her sixties, had to ask some of the customers who had eaten their food to leave the place in order to make room for the people queuing outside. ‘See if you can get rid of her,’ she said to Mary, indicating a neatly dressed middle-aged woman who had been sitting for quite a long time at a crowded table scribbling something down on a large notepad. ‘She’s in here every day, first one in, always sits at that same table.’


Mary didn’t like the order to ask someone to leave, but as she had been asked to do so by her supervisor, she had no choice. Going straight to the table to collect the empty dishes there, she spoke discreetly and politely to the woman, who was wearing a smart one-piece black dress and headscarf, and surely looked as though she could afford a better meal than that provided by the British Restaurant. ‘Sorry, madam,’ said Mary, as softly as she could above the din all around, ‘but if you’ve finished your meal, would you mind vacating the table? There are people waiting outside.’


When the woman looked up from her notepad, Mary saw a beautiful face, with a pure white complexion, dark painted eyebrows, cherry-shaped red lips, and lovely almond-shaped eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said with a soft Chinese accent. ‘I was just finishing off my sponge and custard.’ With a twinkle in her eyes, she grinned. ‘It’s not what I’m used to eating, but since I’ve paid for it, I’d better get my money’s worth.’


The three middle-aged flat-capped workmen sitting at the same table pretended not to even notice the woman’s presence.


Mary looked flustered, and didn’t know what to do. She had seen the woman several times during the past week, sitting at the same table for longer than anyone else there.


‘Don’t worry,’ the woman said with an understanding smile, closing the notepad. ‘It’s time I was going, anyway.’ She got up, collected her purse, and tucked the notepad under her arm. ‘You know, you’re a very pretty child.’


The woman’s remark took Mary completely by surprise, and she quickly started to collect the remainder of the plates from the table.


‘Oh, please don’t be embarrassed,’ continued the woman. ‘When I see an interesting face, I like to admire it. I suppose you could call me an observer – a recorder of life.’


Mary tried to smile, as though she knew exactly what the woman was saying, which she didn’t.


The woman turned to go. But as she went, she stopped and turned. ‘I’ll be in tomorrow at the same time. I hope I’ll see you again?’


Still holding the pile of empty dishes, Mary paused just long enough to see the woman slowly wind her way through the crowd of customers and disappear through the front doors of the hall.


The main thoroughfare of Holloway Road was unusually quiet. By the time Mary had got off the number 609 trolleybus at the Nag’s Head that evening, most people, unnerved by reports that during the morning five of the Germans’ new pilotless planes had come down in residential areas in and around London, had left work early and were going home to their air-raid shelters as fast as their legs could carry them. Despite the golden serenity of the evening sun, the sky did indeed look ominous. As she hurried home down Seven Sisters Road, Mary constantly looked up anxiously at the small puffs of dense white clouds as she tried to imagine what these new monster machines looked like, and the immense danger they now threatened everyone with.


‘Don’t look good, do it, gel?’ said Charlie, the news-vendor on the corner of Hertslet Road, as Mary collected Granddad’s copy of the Evening News. Charlie had sold newspapers to the Trimble family for years, and had known Mary since she was a little kid. ‘Once our blokes did that landing in France the uvver day, I fawt we was past all this. But it only goes ter show – that slimey bugger ’Itler ain’t goin’ ter give up till ’e’s rottin’ in ’is grave!’


‘I know, Charlie,’ replied Mary, disconsolately. She had always had a soft spot for the old chap who, despite once having spent a short spell in Pentonville Prison for taking underhand gambling bets from the locals, was the salt of the earth. ‘I must say, I’m getting nervous. They can send those planes anywhere they want, and there’s not a thing we can do about it.’


‘Oh, don’t you worry about that,’ replied Charlie, with his familiar cheery smile, and a whistling sound as he spoke through a gap in the front of his top teeth. ‘Just remember wot our boys in blue did in their Spitfires during the Blitz. And we’ve still got the Ack-Ack. This is Jerry’s last fling. They’re tryin’ ter get their own back ’cos we’ve been bombin’ them just as much as they’ve bombed us.’


‘But d’you think this is the start of a new kind of Blitz?’ Mary asked, anxiously. ‘Will it go on?’


‘Nah!’ insisted Charlie confidently. ‘They can’t ’ave many of those fings – not when our blokes are closin’ in on ’em over there.’ Despite Charlie’s traditional optimism, his words sounded hollow; during the day, one of his mates, who was in an Army Defence team, had told him about the reports coming through that Jerry was massing hundreds, maybe even thousands, of the pilotless flying bombs in Holland. But Charlie was keeping that bit of information to himself. He didn’t want to scare the daylights out of anyone.


When she reached the top of Roden Street, Mary was relieved to see that things were no different from usual. The neighbourhood kids, now out of school, were running about laughing and yelling, rolling hoops, skipping up and down along the pavement, and playing their favourite street games such as Hopscotch, Cowboys and Indians, Cops and Robbers, and brandishing home-made guns and rifles, emulating the war now being played out so ferociously in France. Mary was too engrossed in her newspaper to take much notice of them all, but she did occasionally acknowledge their calls before finally disappearing into the house, where she was not at all pleased to be met by old Nutty Nora calling down to her from the landing upstairs.


‘Yer better start gettin’ that shelter dried out,’ said the old girl. ‘They say on the wireless we’re goin’ ter get more of these bleedin’ flyin’ bombs.’


‘As far as I know there’s no water down there, Mrs Kelly,’ replied Mary, wearily. ‘At least there wasn’t the last time I looked. If you and your brother want to start sleeping down there again it’ll be all right with me. I can always take Granddad and the kids to the public shelter in Jackson Road.’


Mary remembered only too well the terrible nights during the Blitz when the family were forced to share the tiny Anderson shelter with their lodger, old Nutty Nora.


Fortunately, Nutty Nora’s brother, Les, who shared the two upstairs rooms with her, had always solidly refused to go down into the shelter at night, opting instead to take his chances in his own bed. He was practically a recluse, who never spoke to anyone, even when he saw them. But his sister never missed a night down the shelter, pinching the top bunk so that Mary and the kids had to rough it on the lower bunk and two rickety deckchairs.


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Kelly,’ continued Mary, moving off towards the back parlour, ‘but I’ve got to get the kids’ tea.’


‘Ha!’ scoffed the old girl as she struggled back up the stairs. ‘Sounds as though they ain’t in no ’urry fer that!’


Mary didn’t quite take in what Nutty Nora had said, and went straight into the back parlour, where Granddad was waiting for his evening newspaper. There was no sign of the kids, who at this time were usually spread around the parlour table waiting impatiently for their teatime meal. ‘Where are Thelma and Dodo?’ she asked.


‘Gorn out,’ snorted Granddad, immediately snatching the newspaper from Mary. ‘All free of ’em – fank Gord!’


‘Gone out?’ asked Mary, a bit het up. ‘Where to?’


‘I presume they’ve gorn off wiv your mate,’ mumbled the old man from behind his newspaper. ‘Fawt yer knew all about it. She said yer did.’


Mary immediately pulled the newspaper away from him. ‘What mate?’ she demanded impatiently. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘The woman who come ter the door,’ snapped Granddad irritably. ‘She said she knows yer, saw you up at the Rest’rant terday. She took the three kids out fer some water ice from Tony’s barrer . . .’


‘Christ Almighty, Granddad!’ exploded Mary. ‘I don’t know who you’re talking about. Who is this woman? Where has she taken them?’


Granddad suddenly felt a bit guilty, and slumped back into his armchair. ‘I haven’t the foggiest who she is,’ he grunted irritably. ‘All I know is she was waitin’ fer the kids when they come out of school. Billy come in ter tell me that she knew their big sister, and that she was takin’ them off fer a water ice up at Finsbury Park.’


‘Oh God!’ gasped Mary. Before her startled granddad could say another word, she had rushed out into the street.


Mary’s feet couldn’t run fast enough. She had never moved along Seven Sisters Road so fast in all her life, and by the time she had reached Italian Tony’s water ice barrow outside the gates of Finsbury Park, she was so breathless she could hardly breathe. ‘Have you seen my brother and two sisters, Tony?’ she panted. ‘Did they come here with someone?’


‘I saw your eldest sister,’ replied a rather baffled Tony. The jovial, middle-aged Italian who had lived with his English wife for many years, and had thereby managed to escape a wartime detention order, knew Mary and her family well, having served them plenty of ice-cream cornets before rationing made milk so hard to get. ‘She bought three cornets, but I didn’t see the others. I couldn’t tell you if they were with anyone.’


Mary rushed off in a real fluster, disappearing through the gates into the park before Tony had a chance to ask her what was wrong. So much was going through her head. Who was this woman who had taken her sisters and brother off without asking anyone’s permission? What if she had molested them, or harmed them in any way? It didn’t bear thinking about! In her mind she was already churning over hurrying down to the Hornsey Road Police Station which had been so badly bombed during the Blitz. She looked around frantically for any sign of the three kids, searching every area that she knew so well, including the children’s playground, the football ground, the railway bridge, and every path within striking distance that she could think of. However, just as she was hurrying along the path that led to the boating lake, she caught her first sight of the three of them, Thelma, Dodo and Billy, strolling along aimlessly towards her, as though they hadn’t a care in the world. But when they caught sight of Mary, their expressions soon changed, and they came to a dead halt.


‘Where the hell have you been!’ Mary roared, her face like thunder. ‘What do you mean by leaving the house without letting me know?’


‘What’s all the fuss about?’ replied Thelma, haughtily. ‘We were perfectly safe.’


Mary went straight to her and, eyeball to eyeball, growled, ‘You’re only children, Thelma! You are never safe if I don’t know what’s happened to you. Now who was this woman you went with?’


Thelma glared back at her, thoroughly indignant at being described in such a way.


‘It was a nice lady,’ replied Dodo, who looked as though she might burst into tears at any moment. ‘She says she knows you. She says she was with you at the restaurant only today.’


Mary’s heart missed a beat.


‘She’s a Chinese lady,’ said Billy, defiantly. ‘She give us this.’ He unrolled a large piece of paper which he was holding in his right hand.


Mary took the paper and looked at it. It was a beautiful pencil-drawn group portrait of Thelma, Dodo and Billy, set against the backdrop of the boating lake.


‘She’s a lovely lady,’ said Thelma. ‘Such beautiful, slanting eyes, and white smooth skin.’


‘She’s ever so nice,’ added Dodo.


‘She bought us all water ices,’ said Billy, enthusiastically.


Mary continued to stare in awe at the drawing. In the moments of silence whilst she did so, her mind was consumed with her memory of the Chinese woman who had spent so much time at the table in the British Restaurant that lunchtime. Who was she? How did she know about the three kids, and where Mary and they lived? What did she want? What was this woman up to? Her flesh went cold at the thought of the danger her sisters and brother could have been in. ‘Where is she now?’ she asked, looking all around.


‘Haven’t the faintest idea,’ replied Thelma, dismissively.


‘She just said “Cheerio” and went off,’ said Dodo.


Mary quickly rolled up the drawing and tucked it under her arm. ‘Home!’ she snapped at them all. Grabbing hold of Dodo’s hand, she turned and practically frogmarched them all briskly back towards the park gates. They were soon lost in the crowds of people who were just coming in to the park for their evening strolls. Mary didn’t notice any of them. All she could think about were all the angry questions that woman was going to have to answer the moment she set eyes on her again.




Chapter 2


The Orange Luxury coach parked in Hornsey Road just outside the Eaglet pub, may not have quite been as luxurious as its name suggested, but it was certainly about to give a great deal of pleasure and excitement to the Eaglet’s patrons, who had assembled to embark on their annual ‘beano’ one-day pub outing to Southend-on-Sea on the Essex coast. Needless to say, most of the passengers would be male, of middle to old age, and the baggage compartment was crammed full of crates of beer. But as Mary and her young sisters and brother were going along as the guests of the organisers, there were several bottles of Tizer, lemonade, and ginger beer to keep them satisfied, and before the coach had even set off, Billy Trimble was already tucking into several bags of Smith’s crisps, recklessly discarding the small blue bags of salt on to the floor as he did so.


‘Come along now, boys an’ gels!’ called Ken Barrington, the principal organiser of the annual event. He was a large rotund figure with a balding head of grey hair and a heart of gold. ‘Sun’s been up for over an hour. If yer wanna dip in the briny yer’d better get a move on!’


There were a few light-hearted guffaws from the men as they boarded the coach, but not from Granddad Trimble, who always found these early starts bad for his rheumatism; they made him very grumpy indeed. Like all the others, he couldn’t wait to drown his sorrows in a quart bottle of brown ale.


Mary had a bit of a job getting the family settled on the coach, for although they had the long back seat to themselves, Dodo and Billy scrapped like cat and dog for the best window seat, and only calmed down when Mary separated them by putting them both in opposite window seats.


The coach finally left to cheers and whistles from the pub customers, all of whom had paid two shillings each for their seat and one and sixpence more for the huge quantities of booze, half of which would be consumed long before they got to their final destination. Apart from Ken Barrington, Mary knew only one or two of her fellow passengers, such as Fred Know-it-All from next door, Sid Battersby, who lived in Annette Road, and who had only recently retired as a plumber up at the Arsenal Football Stadium. However, Granddad knew most of them, for he was a regular at the Eaglet, especially at the weekends, where he played darts and drank brown ale until he could hardly stand up.


The coach had hardly reached the outskirts of north-east London when the inevitable sing-song suddenly brought out the deafening, unmusical roars of ‘Run, Rabbit, Run’, and by the time they had got through ‘She’ll Be Comin’ Round the Mountains’, and ‘The Lambeth Walk’, they had hardly cleared the main road alongside Epping Forest. Billy Trimble loved it all, and much to the irritation of Thelma and Dodo, he sang louder than anyone else. Mary, who had at least hoped for a bit of sleep on the outward journey, soon realised that that was never going to be possible, for even when she did manage to close her eyes her mind was still preoccupied with the one burning question that had plagued her for the past few days, ever since she found her two sisters and brother in Finsbury Park. Who was that Chinese woman who came to the house, and why had she, from that moment on, kept away from the restaurant? Her first thought was to go to the police and tell them what had happened, but when she thought about it carefully, nothing had happened, only that the three kids had clearly thoroughly enjoyed being in the woman’s company. And then she thought about that beautiful sketched portrait of the kids the woman had drawn. It was all so strange, so baffling.


‘Enjoyin’ yerself, Mary?’


Mary’s eyes sprang open to find Ken Barrington turning round from the seat just in front of her. ‘Oh yes, Mr Barrington,’ she said with great appreciation. ‘It was so good of you to invite us along.’


Ken beamed. ‘Think nuffin’ of it, gel,’ he replied. ‘Your dad meant a lot to us. When you lost him, it was a big blow to all of us, too, back at the boozer. Salt of the earth – him and your ma. This is the least we could do for ’em.’


Mary smiled gratefully.


‘Yer know,’ said Ken, shaking his head mournfully, ‘it should never’ve happened. Them dyin’ like that was so – so unnecessary. I mean, all them people gettin’ trampled ter death down the stairs just ’cos some of ’em panicked when they ’eard the ack-ack guns firing outside the station. A bleedin’ waste of good people’s lives.’


Although Mary agreed with what Ken had said, she tried not to think about it too much. She had spent so much time grieving for her mum and dad, and she was now doing her best to put that terrible period of time behind her. In any case, she had other things to worry her, for the coach skidded to a halt when someone up front suddenly shouted out, ‘Buzz bomb!’


The kids were first at the nearside window, where they immediately caught their first glimpse of the sinister black flying bomb that was streaking across the sky, a red light flashing on its tail and a trail of thick black vapour following on behind.


‘Up there!’ yelled Billy, excitedly.


‘I can see it!’ shrieked Dodo, pointing up through the top half of the open window.


‘Everyone down!’ yelled Ken Barrington.


Mary immediately grabbed Billy and Dodo and pushed them face down on to the floor of the coach. ‘Down, Thelma!’ she barked.


Thelma, totally unflustered, did as she was told.


It seemed a lifetime whilst everyone flattened themselves on the floor of the coach and waited for the inevitable cut-out of the flying bomb’s engines. In fact, it took no more than fifteen seconds before the explosion came, rattling the windows and rocking the coach from side to side. When calm returned, the first thing everyone wanted to do was to get off the coach, and there was a mad scramble to do so.


Mary breathed a sigh of relief when she had got her sisters and brother and granddad out into the fresh air. Although shaken, all of them remained calm. Behind them, the male passengers yelled obscenities at the blank sky, and shook their heads in despair as they saw a plume of thick black smoke spiralling up into the air from London in the distance behind them. Whilst they were standing there, however, another flying bomb approached from the East, followed quickly behind by another, and then another. It was an incredible sight, with flames pouring from the rear engines of the deadly pilotless aircraft, and the peaceful rural air pierced by the sound of chugging engines. Everyone held their breath until the buzz bombs had passed over, then waited for the three separate explosions which followed in quick succession.


‘D’yer fink it’s safe ter go on, Ken?’ called one of the male passengers.


‘If anyone’s shook up by all this,’ returned Ken, ‘we can turn back. Wot d’yer say?’


There was a loud chorus of ‘No!’ from the passengers, together with more yelled obscenities by one or two of the gang, including Fred Know-it-All.


‘Wot about you, little lady?’ Ken asked Mary. ‘Are you goin’ ter be all right if we go on?’


‘Of course we are!’ Thelma answered defiantly on behalf of her sisters and brother.


‘We’ll do whatever you decide, Mr Barrington,’ replied Mary, calmly.


‘Is there any Tizer?’ was Billy Trimble’s only contribution.


By the time the coach drew to a halt on the seafront at Southend-on-Sea, most of the beano passengers were already in high spirits, mainly due to the amount of brown ale, Guinness and bitter they had consumed during what had turned out to be a hazardous journey out from Holloway. Granddad Trimble was decidedly shaky on his legs, and Mary was relieved to know that he was going off on the inevitable pub crawl with the other patrons of the Eaglet, leaving her and the kids free to make their way to the hot sausage and mash café. Southend was looking glorious in the hot sunshine, but like all the other seaside resorts, holiday-makers and day trippers were mainly confined to deck chairs and public benches on the seafront, as many of the beach areas were still restricted and sealed off with barbed wire in the event of a possible enemy invasion.


None of the Trimble family had ever been on a day trip to Southend without having a Rossi’s ice-cream, which had somehow become a symbol of this much-loved family resort. So many people had declared it the finest ice-cream in the world, with its creamy twirl created in front of your very eyes by the assistant with a large metal spoon. Today was no exception, and the three Trimble kids were there, drooling, and waiting anxiously in the long queue within minutes of getting off the coach. The one exception was Mary, for although she loved Rossi’s too, she had more practical matters to think of, one of which was the fear of not having enough money to pay for ice-cream and sausage and mash for her brother and sisters. Sitting on the sea wall on the opposite side of the road, watching the three kids move up closer and closer in the queue, her mind turned inevitably towards the family’s finances, and how she was going to keep up with the weekly rent payments back home. Although Granddad meant well, financially he was no help at all, for what little money he had managed to save over the years had obviously been squandered on booze and betting. The trouble was that the job up at the British Restaurant paid Mary only a pittance, and with three siblings, her granddad and herself to support, there was only just enough money to go around. No. The only solution was to find a better-paid job, but she had no idea how to go about finding one. Losing her mum and dad was not only a tragedy in itself, but it had placed a huge responsibility on her head that she had not been prepared for.


‘Nothin’ like a bit of sea breeze ter brush the cobwebs away, eh, Mary?’


Mary turned with a start to find Frank Corbett looking down at her. Frank was a tall, lean man, who always seemed to wear the same flat cap, white shirt, grey flannels and braces every time she saw him. ‘Hello, Mr Corbett,’ she replied pleasantly. ‘Aren’t you going with the others?’


‘Nah,’ replied Frank, resting one foot on the wall and staring out at the sea. ‘Don’t really want ter spend the ’ole day in a pub. We can do that any time back ’ome.’ He perched alongside her. ‘I love Southend. Always cheers me up when I look out at that sea. When me an’ my missus were courtin’ we ’ad a lot of good times down here. Cockles and whelks, eels an’ mash, an’ a nice cup er tea – can’t beat it.’


Mary agreed with a smile. Her dad always had a lot of time for Frank Corbett, mainly because, when they were kids, they had both gone to Shelbourne Road School. Her dad used to say that Frank was the one man he knew he could always trust, especially during the times when he shared any concerns he had about the family. ‘I miss the pier, though,’ replied Mary wistfully, looking out at the famous pier which jutted out from the cobbled seashore for over a mile, but which, since the start of the war, had remained sadly deserted.


‘Oh, they’ll open it up again,’ Frank assured her, ‘once they get rid of Jerry. Be good to see the old Kursaal open up again. This place ain’t the same wivout the Amusement Park.’ He turned his gaze back from the pier to Mary. ‘Yer mum an’ dad thought the world of you, yer know.’


‘I know they loved all their kids dearly,’ replied Mary.


‘Oh, don’t get me wrong,’ said Frank, awkwardly. ‘They treasured all their kids. But – well – they was always on their toes about Thelma.’


Mary swung him a curious look. ‘Thelma?’


‘Yer dad din’t like some of the fings she got up to,’ replied Frank sheepishly. ‘She used ter scare the pants off ’im. ’Speshully since that day one of the blokes in the pub saw her up West.’ He suddenly realised Mary was staring anxiously at him. ‘Oh, I know I shouldn’t really be talkin’ to yer like this, Mary, but yer dad – well, ’e often used ter talk fings over wiv me.’


‘What do you mean, Mr Corbett?’ Mary asked, falteringly. ‘Somebody saw Thelma up the West End?’


Frank nodded awkwardly. ‘Yer didn’t know?’


Mary shook her head.


Frank took off his cap and wiped his forehead with it. He had a short, military-style haircut which was just beginning to turn grey. ‘It was just before what ’appened over at Bethnal Green, just a week or so before yer mum an’ dad—’ He stopped in mid-sentence. ‘Apparently Thelma was up near the Dilly, made up ter the nines. She was just comin’ out of a pub wiv a Yank – a GI.’


Mary gasped. She was completely taken aback. ‘But – she’s nearly sixteen now,’ she said. ‘When did she do all this? How?’


Frank flicked a quick glance across at Thelma, Dodo and Billy, who were gradually edging their way towards the front of the long ice-cream queue. ‘From what yer dad told me, it was one Saturday, when she said she was goin’ ter spend the day wiv her mates up ’Ornsey Road.’


‘But she always spends Saturdays with them,’ replied Mary, with incomprehension.


‘Accordin’ to yer dad,’ said Frank with a sigh, ‘it wasn’t the first time.’


Mary stared across the road at Thelma. She was absolutely devastated.


‘Look,’ continued Frank, keeping his voice low. ‘I know this ain’t none of my business, but there’s somefin’ more you should know about, Mary. I ’aven’t discussed this wiv anyone, but the fact is, Thelma’s under age. If anyone finds out about wot she’s doin’, if they tell the welfare people up the Town ’All or anyfin’ . . .’


Mary’s eyes were like saucers. ‘The Welfare?’


‘Remember, Mary,’ warned Frank, ominously. ‘You’re the one that’s lookin’ after the family. You’re the one that’s responsible for ’em. There’re people ’round our way who reckon that you’re too young ter be bringin’ up a family on yer own.’


‘But that’s ridiculous!’ Mary protested, springing to her feet. ‘I’ll be twenty-one next year.’


‘I’m just tellin’ yer, Mary,’ said Frank, with great difficulty. ‘I just want yer ter know . . . well . . . the dangers if somefin’ ain’t done about Thelma.’


‘Three cheers! Hip, hip, hooray!’


The roar of Billy and Dodo’s voices as they rushed across the road with Thelma, all tucking into their ice-cream cornets, brought the conversation between Mary and Frank to a halt.


‘I’d better be gettin’ back ter the lads,’ said Frank, quickly moving off. ‘Be’ave yerselves, you lot!’ he yelled to the three kids, carefully avoiding an exchange of looks with Thelma. However, he had only gone a few paces when he stopped, and came back to Mary. ‘Almost fergot,’ he said, digging into his trousers pockets.


‘The lads asked me ter give yer this,’ he said quietly, handing over two one-pound notes to Mary. ‘They had a bit of a whip-round.’


Mary took the pound notes, and stared at them with a mixture of distress and relief. ‘Mr Corbett!’ she uttered, falteringly. ‘I – don’t – know what to say.’


Frank smiled back reassuringly at her. ‘Might come in ’andy fer yer sausage an’ mash.’


Before Mary could say another word, he was gone, marching off briskly back to the pub like a soldier on the parade ground.


‘What we goin’ to do now?’ asked Billy, who had almost finished his ice-cream cornet.


Mary looked at him, then at Dodo. She was close to tears. Once again her father’s pals had saved the day. Yes, there would be sausage and mash after all, and maybe enough left over for the kids to spend the odd penny or two in one of the seafront amusement arcades. Finally, she looked at Thelma, who was quite obviously bored with the thought of having to spend the day with her sisters and brother. ‘Let’s go for a walk,’ Mary said, determinedly, her eyes fixed on Thelma. ‘We could do with some fresh air.’


Despite the fact that the sausages were filled with more bread than meat, they were delicious, and it took very little time for the Trimbles to tuck into them. During the family’s annual day’s outing to Southend, the sausage and mash shop on the seafront had always been the favourite place for a good old-fashioned ‘blow-out’, and now that the worry of how she was going to pay the bill had been lifted by the generous ‘whip-round’ of the Eaglet patrons, Mary was able to sit back and enjoy her lunch. Nonetheless, she still had plenty of things on her mind, and whilst Dodo and Billy were noisily using up all the remaining pennies in one of the amusement arcades, she pondered how best she was going to deal with what Frank Corbett had told her about Thelma, and what would happen if the Welfare up at the Town Hall were to find out about what her reckless young sister was getting up to. Something had to be done, and done quickly. But how? Unless she could find a job with more pay, not only would the kids be taken away from her, but there also would be no way she could afford to pay the weekly rent payments which were already several weeks overdue.


The return journey back to Holloway turned out, as expected, to be high spirited and boozy, with endless drunken sing-songs on the Orange Luxury coach piercing the humid summer air of the quiet Essex countryside. By the time the beano revellers had reached the outskirts of north-east London, the amount of booze consumed necessitated a ‘relief’ stop, which meant that a secluded, leafy area had to be found pretty quickly if accidents were to be avoided. The spot chosen was the edge of some woods just outside a small village, which was set back from the main road.


Whilst bladders were being emptied with great relief by a scattering of men in the bushes, Mary, Thelma, Dodo and Billy got off the coach to stretch their legs, and breathe in some fresh air in contrast to the stifling beer fumes and fag smoke on the coach. As the driver had allowed a fifteen-minute stopover, Dodo and Billy rushed off into the woods to do a bit of exploring, leaving Mary and Thelma to amble along a grassy path bordered each side by wild buttercups and meadowsweet. However, it wasn’t too long before Thelma was complaining about being stung on her legs by nettles, which was her way of saying that she didn’t want to do much walking. Nonetheless, this was Mary’s chance to tackle her about some of the things Frank Corbett had been saying about her.


‘What do you do with yourself on Saturday afternoons, Thelma?’


Mary’s sudden question took Thelma completely off-guard; so much so, that she came to a halt and swung back a glare at her. ‘What’re you talking about?’ she snapped.


‘You’re never at home on Saturday afternoons,’ replied Mary, trying to sound as casual as she possibly could. ‘I just wondered where you went?’


Thelma shot back a look of thunder at her. For once she had stopped fingering her short, light brown hair, and her normally clear, white complexion was flushed with anger. ‘You know very well where I go!’ she growled, haughtily. ‘I go up to Amy Jenkins’s. I always go up to Amy’s place on Saturdays!’


‘What do you and Amy do when you go up to see her?’ persisted Mary.


Thelma was now spluttering, fighting for words. ‘Amy’s my friend!’ she said, turning to go. ‘We like spending time together. And in any case, it’s none of your business what we do!’ She broke away, and started to hurry back to the road.


‘I was just wondering where you – and Amy – managed to find the bus fare to go up to the West End?’


This was like a thunderbolt for Thelma, so much so that it stopped her dead in her tracks. She turned back slowly and glared scathingly at her elder sister. ‘You’re not my mother!’ she snapped. ‘I’m almost sixteen years old. I don’t have to tell my sister everything I do.’


‘You’re under my care and protection, Thelma,’ replied Mary, calmly. ‘You, Dodo and Billy – I’m responsible for everything any of you do. If anything goes wrong, I’m the one who has to carry the can – not you.’


‘I’m old enough to take care of myself, Mary,’ retorted Thelma. ‘I’m old enough now to make my own decisions. That’s what she said.’


Mary did a double take. ‘She?’


There was a suggestion of a smirk on Thelma’s face. ‘That Chinese woman – Mrs Ling. She told me straight out – at my age I have the right to make my own decisions.’


Mary was taken aback, but before she had time to react, they were distracted by a hysterical scream from Dodo somewhere in the woods. ‘Mary!’


‘Oh my God!’ gasped Mary, rushing off.


Thelma was only too glad to see her go, and quickly made her way back to the coach, but most of the men went hurrying after Mary.


Dodo’s screams echoed around the tall oak and chestnut trees. Mary eventually found her, perched on the banks of a fast-flowing river where a young bloke, fully clothed, was swimming heavily towards Billy who was struggling to keep his head above the water.


‘Mary!’ yelled Dodo, over and over again, whilst Billy was coughing and spluttering, and yelling his head off in a panic.


‘Hold on, Billy!’ shouted Mary, desperately. ‘Hold on!’


The men from the coach finally caught up with Mary, but as most of them were none too steady on their feet, they merely watched frantically as the young bloke managed to reach Billy, hold the boy with a vice-like grip under his armpits, and gradually support him back towards the river bank. The moment they reached safety, there was a loud burst of applause and shouts of ‘Well done, mate!’ from all the relieved onlookers.


Mary grabbed Billy out of the young man’s arms, and yanked him out of the water. ‘You stupid fool!’ she yelled at him, more out of relief than anger. ‘Just look at you! You could have drowned! For God’s sake, Billy – what’s the matter with you?’


Billy, drenched to the skin and shivering with the cold, had a huge grin on his face. ‘All I did was climb up the branch on that tree,’ he explained, with an unconcerned shrug. ‘It broke, an’ I fell in!’


‘What sort of a mother d’you think you are?’ growled the young bloke, who was only in his early twenties, shirt and trousers absolutely dripping with water. ‘Don’t you realise that river’s got a really dangerous undercurrent? Three people were drowned there last year!’ He was so angry he totally ignored what Mary was trying to say. ‘That’s the trouble with you town people,’ he ranted in a rural Essex burr. ‘You think you know so much, but you know nothin’ – nothin’ at all!’


‘Look, Mr . . .’ Mary tried to explain, attempting to thank the young bloke for saving Billy’s life. But he was far too worked up to listen to her.


‘Get those clothes off him!’ barked the young bloke, rushing off to a farmhouse just visible in the woods nearby. ‘Just look at him – he’s frozen stiff! If he doesn’t dry off, he’ll land up in the hospital. Wait here!’


Mary and the others watched in absolute astonishment, as the young bloke hurried back to what looked like an old woodland farmhouse buried nearby in the heart of the woods.


‘Got a chip on ’is shoulder, that one!’ called one of the men as they gathered around to see if there was anything they could do to help.


‘Best get you back on the coach,’ said Ken Barrington, still a bit shaky on his feet. ‘That young feller’s right. Billy’ll catch ’is death standin’ out ’ere. There’s a bit of a nip in the air out of the sun.’


Before they all had a chance to move, and whilst Mary was peeling off Billy’s shirt, the young man rushed back from the house with a large towel. ‘Here!’ he called. ‘Put this round him.’ He quickly wrapped the towel around Billy’s shoulders, and left Mary to dry the boy. ‘And the next time, keep an eye on your kids!’


Mary was too astonished to answer the young man. All she could do was watch him rush off and disappear into the house.




Chapter 3


Tanya Ling made her way along Junction Road heading for the British Restaurant in the old church hall. Her movements were graceful and effortless, taking perfectly spaced steps, all of which seemed to match her lithe body, spotless white complexion, and short, jet-black hair. The first time Mary had set eyes on her she thought she was quite tall for a Chinese woman, and that she should be wearing some kind of a patterned silk dress. But Tanya Ling was not all she appeared to be.


Maisie Stringer was shocked when she saw the Chinese woman coming into the restaurant and sitting down at her usual table in the corner over by the window. After she had delivered the plate of spam fritters, boiled potatoes and tinned peas to one of her customers, she rushed back into the kitchen to see the supervisor, Sheila Nestor. ‘She’s back!’ gasped Maisie, excitedly. ‘She’s at the same table!’


‘Who’s back?’ barked Sheila, who was hot and flustered, helping the two elderly lady cooks by mixing up a bowl of batter for the spam fritters. ‘Who’s back? What are you talking about, girl?’


‘That woman!’ persisted Maisie, whose squeaky voice competed with a whistling kettle on the stove. ‘The one who comes in nearly every day. That Chinese woman Mary told us about.’


Sheila swung round with a start. ‘She’s here – now?’


‘The same table,’ replied Maisie, jumping up and down with agitation. ‘This is the first time she’s been in since Mary told us about her takin’ the kids up to Finsbury Park.’


Sheila waited not a minute longer. Grabbing a tea cloth she dried her hands and strode straight out into the restaurant, zigzagging her way around the tables to where Tanya Ling was sitting, sketching on a large blank pad.


‘Excuse me!’


Sheila’s gruff North London voice startled Tanya, who looked up to face a terse look from the woman in charge.


‘I don’t know who you are, or what you are,’ growled Sheila, ‘but this is a place where people come to eat, not to draw pictures.’


Tanya smiled back sweetly. ‘I’m waiting to give my order,’ she replied softly, her cherry-red lips hardly moving as she spoke. ‘Spam and potatoes?’


‘I’m sorry,’ retorted Sheila, formally, a curl of grey hair falling across her forehead, ‘but I must ask you to leave. We have no time for your sort here.’


Tanya’s expression remained impassive. She tried hard not to react. ‘Forgive me,’ she replied. ‘I don’t understand.’
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