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For Norman, who has always given me books
And in memory of Cora.
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The First Day of the Fog:
Thursday, 4 December 1952

Florrie comes up from the Tube at Kennington to find that the afternoon is frozen into stillness, the air holding its breath. Cigarette ends and dead leaves lie just where they fell. The movement on the shabby, familiar street is all human, the hunched and hurrying people, the buses and bicycles.

Unseen and unimagined above her, up past the leafless fists of trees and the brick chimneys, and further still, beyond the hanging clouds, something rare and powerful is beginning to form: an anticyclone. If there were clear skies, tomorrow might be an eerily windless day, dry and bracing, tingling the lungs. If this were the countryside, there might come a clean white fog, the clouds fallen to the earth.

But this is an anticyclone over London, and in December. Before morning comes, the clouds will drop and as they do, they’ll catch everything that they can; the fumes from millions of coal fires, the smoke from the chimneys of factories, the exhausts of motor cars, every scrap of airborne dirt.

London is well used to fogs. But this will be something else entirely, toxic, impenetrable and unmoving. It will bring the city to a halt, will poison the lungs of the old, the very young and the sick. This won’t be a peasouper, or a London particular, or a dreary day. It will be the sky’s smothering hand, and before it lifts, thousands of London’s most vulnerable will be dead.

Beneath the waiting sky, Florrie is looking down. She’s watching her own legs move, her skirt pushing at the fabric of her swing coat. No one would guess how tightly she’s packed herself, that the clothes she’s tucked into her bloomers shift with every step, the cardboard label of something scratching at her inner thigh.

Her lungs ache as though she’s been breathing peppermint, her toes are numb. But right in her centre, burning where no cold can touch it, is the knowledge that tomorrow her mum will be home.

When Ruby went away, two years ago, clothes were only just off the ration and most of the women in England were still competing to see how dutiful and drab they could make themselves. Today Florrie saw it all through her mum’s eyes, the new and extravagant availability of good cloth, the full skirts and thick coats. She wants to get home, spread her haul out on the bed, and imagine Ruby’s face when she sees it.

She turns the corner onto Kennington Lane. A couple of blokes in sharp suits are standing outside the pawn shop, rolling cigarettes. One of them looks her up and down and gives a whistle. ‘Will you look at those legs.’

When she doesn’t reply, he calls, louder, ‘Alright, sweetheart? Lovely pair of pins.’

The other fellow whispers to him, and she can guess from his urgent manner that he’s saying, That’s Florrie Palmer, you idiot, or something like it. And next second the first bloke’s calling out, ‘No offence, miss. No offence.’

She doesn’t spare him so much as a glance. But that’s another thing that’s changed since Ruby went away: Florrie herself. There’s a world of difference between fifteen and seventeen, and she hopes her mum will see it and treat her like a woman, not a little kid.

And now, unexpectedly, here comes Ted walking towards her, in his work clothes of heavy boots and an old corduroy suit that’s fit for dusters. The very opposite of those blokes, and thank God for it. He has his hands pushed deep into his pockets. He’s grown up too, and now, at nineteen, his face has lost its soft edges. He’s far too thin, looks stretched, rather than grown. But it’s there, in his big hands and feet and solid jaw, the outline of the man he’ll be.

‘Hello, there,’ he says. ‘I was just thinking about you.’ He puts one hand on her elbow.

‘I should hope so, too.’ She can hear her voice grow less common, matching itself to his. She can’t help it. Her second cousin has a lovely way of talking. He went to a much better school than she did.

‘Give us a smile, then,’ he says, and she realises she hasn’t, and makes herself. She’s not always good at remembering to smile.

‘That’s better. I’ll walk you home, shall I? Will you take my arm? I know I’m filthy. You needn’t,’ but she’s already giving him her hand and letting him tuck it into the crook of his elbow.

She says, ‘Ain’t you a gent, to walk me two steps?’ The moment they turn the corner they’ll be on Aunt Nell’s street.

He walks her anyway, past the terrace of narrow houses, Florrie holding herself a little apart so that she won’t bump his leg with her own, secretly padded ones.

Aunt Nell’s is just beyond a blank stretch of rusty fence, bordered all along its length by weeds. One of the corrugated panels has been kicked inwards, where kids or tramps have pushed their way in. Half London is like this even now, seven years on from the end of the war, the terraces of houses broken, like a crowded mouth with teeth knocked out.

He stops at the gate and seems to be deciding whether to kiss her, right here in the street. She tips her chin up at him to say, Go on, then.

He looks serious. His cheeks have gone pink in the way they do.

‘Look here,’ he says, ‘it’ll be alright,’ and she knows he’s thinking about her mum coming back.

She’s almost as shy as Ted. ‘It’s going to be a bleeding awful row, more like. But they have to find out sometime, don’t they?’

Then he does lean down and kiss her on the cheek, very fast, the first time he’s kissed her in public. He smells of coal smoke and tar.

‘We’ll stick together,’ he says. ‘It’ll be alright. You’ll see. You go on. I’ll be in, in a minute,’ and he walks off, back down the street the way they came.

She doesn’t ask where he’s off to, because she’s glad he isn’t coming in just yet.

Aunt Nell calls out, ‘Which one of you is that?’ from the kitchen as Florrie opens the front door.

‘Me,’ she calls back, and Nell replies, ‘Nearly tea time, alright?’ but she doesn’t come out of the kitchen, and Florrie’s glad of that, too.

She takes off her shoes without bending down, the toe of one foot on the heel of the other to prise the shoes off, and a shove to get her feet into her blue pompom slippers. Then, still wearing her coat, she goes quickly up the stairs.

This is Ted’s bedroom, but for the last eight months, since Florrie and her gran came to stay, he’s made himself a bed up in the attic. That’s what a decent man he is. And now Grandma Dolly’s gone – God rest her – it will be Florrie and her mum in here together.

The room isn’t pretty. The wardrobe is old and heavy, the chest of drawers is plain utility. The bed is brass and creaks whenever anyone moves so much as a toe. But there’s a brand-new dressing table, already crowded with bottles of scent and hair tonic. It’s a welcome-home present for Ruby, big enough for the two of them to sit side by side on the cushioned bench. Too big for the little room, really. In the gloom, the mirror’s scalloped edge makes it look like it’s wearing a crown. Fit for a queen, just right for her mum.

She lifts her skirt and looks down at the swollen legs of the hoisting bloomers, her shins like pale twigs. The knickers are of pink silk, with ribbons at the knee; she reminds herself of chicken drumsticks. Thank God Ted didn’t put his hands on her waist. He’d have felt how tightly she’s stuffed.

And now she begins to pull out her carefully rolled treasures, and unroll them just as carefully. An indigo cardigan with a white collar. A floral blouse. A pair of woollen stockings, tiny zigzags running through the knit. And prettiest of all, a pair of pyjamas in butter yellow with embroidery at the collar and cuffs. They seem to glow against the faded candlewick bedspread.

She puts the new things away in the wardrobe and then just stands, stroking the arms of the jumpers, the skirts of the dresses. She’s been at it for months, getting a bit here and a bit there. It’s been like bringing her mum home piece by piece. And tomorrow she and Ruby will stand in front of the wardrobe together.

It’s more than a welcome-home present, it’s a peace offering. Although that feels hopeless, really, like seeing the roof about to give over your head and putting a hand up to catch it.

She’s never talked back to her mum, never disobeyed her at all. No one would, with Ruby for a mother. It really is going to be a god-awful row. But only imagine if it works, if she’s allowed to leave the gang, set free to marry Ted, to learn how to be a decent person. She won’t be big bananas in the neighbourhood anymore. No one will nudge anyone quiet and say, That’s Florrie Palmer, ever again. She’ll miss that. But she won’t miss anything else.

And surely, she thinks, stroking the sleeve of a green wool dress, surely they can still go out together, Florrie and her mum; a little shopping trip now and then will be alright, even when she’s straight as an arrow. Ted needn’t know. And nobody gets hurt at the shops.

Ted walks past Fisher’s Pawn and Loan every day – it’s just around the corner from their house, after all – but he hasn’t been inside since he was a little boy, after his father was killed.

The shop feels pretty much the same, is still crowded with unwanted things, the smell of dust and the ancient sweat of strangers. He catches a whisper of himself at seven, clutching his mum’s brooch, bringing the money home wrapped in the pawn shop ticket. The weight of it all. His dad gone, his mum alone in the world, a war on.

But this is a different man at the till, middle-aged and thin, in a shirt with a sweat-stained collar.

‘Mr Fisher?’

‘What can I do for you?’ the younger Mr Fisher says.

‘I wondered if you might have a ring.’ He steels himself for whatever teasing might come next. ‘A ring for a girl.’

The fellow doesn’t blink at him, just rummages under his counter. It’s almost a disappointment. There’s the clink of keys and the man reappears, holding a jeweller’s tray.

The rings are all different, a mess of styles and stones. Mr Fisher moves an electric lamp over and the tray bursts into glittering life.

Ted gazes at them, imagining how each one would look on her finger. He doesn’t know the size. How do other fellows manage to find such things out?

He puts his own index finger to one with a dark red stone. It might pass as brand new, it’s that clean and shining.

‘Twenty-two nicker.’

Ted draws back his finger.

Mr Fisher laughs. ‘Oh ho, a bit dear for you? Not to worry, son. Have a butchers at this one. I can let this one go for thirteen.’

It’s a thin gold band with a flat stone of pearly white. Mr Fisher picks it up carefully, between finger and thumb. His hands are big for such a thin man, and the ring looks tiny in his fingers. But then he holds it right under the lamplight and the stone is suddenly made of pink and blue sparks, full of depth and movement.

‘Opal,’ he says. ‘And fourteen-carat gold.’

Ted holds out his own hand and Mr Fisher puts the ring into it.

‘Fit for a princess, that one,’ Mr Fisher says. ‘Like a ring for a fairy, ain’t it? That pretty.’

‘Thirteen quid,’ Ted says, doubtfully.

‘I’ll knock off ten bob if you take it now. How’s that?’ Mr Fisher says, and Ted closes his fist over the ring. It’s picked up the heat from the lamp and is warm against his palm.

He hands over his savings with a little wrench, and Mr Fisher gives him a tiny cloth bag in exchange. He opens the drawstring and peers inside. The fairy ring lies at the bottom, only a hint of shine in the dark.

Behind him, a voice says, ‘Unlock the back for us, Davey boy,’ and Mr Fisher comes out from behind his counter so fast he might have been pulled on a string.

Ted turns. There are three blokes standing among the tea sets and vases, the younger two in draped jackets and brightly coloured ties. The old man is Harry Godden. He’s dressed so smartly he’d not look out of place in the Savoy. The loose skin of his neck sags against his starched collar and his cheeks droop, but even so, he’s more wolf than bloodhound. Half the neighbourhood is ready to come when he calls, and the other half ready to run.

Harry nods at him, and Ted raises a hand in reply.

Mr Fisher looks at Ted in surprise, no doubt wondering how a scruffy kid like him knows Harry Godden to say hello to.

Looking past Harry at the younger blokes, a fist of loathing curls in Ted’s belly. He knows one of them, or knows of him, which is more than enough. Don’s not much older than Ted but he’s broader in the shoulder, with a big meaty head. His moustache is greased into a neat line along his upper lip. Don looks right at Ted and he looks back, trying not to blink.

Harry nods at him again as they go by, following Mr Fisher. Ted stares at Don’s back in its pricey jacket until it disappears into the corridor at the back of the shop. There’s the creak of feet as they climb a set of unseen stairs.

That greasy spiv. Ted still can’t understand why Florrie ever went about with him; it must have been like kissing a side of ham. Well, she’s told him to hop it now and Ted’s got a ring for her finger in his pocket. He’s going to lift her from the filth she was dragged up in like a man plucking a flower from the soil.

It can’t be done by halves. Only look at his mum, trying so hard to be respectable and still always with cousins and aunts bringing God knows what into her house. And now Harry and his hangers-on have set themselves up at the top of her road.

Even so, he can’t help imagining what he, Ted, might look like with a neat little moustache. What it might be like to wear handmade shoes and drive an American car. He can’t help wondering, just a little bit, whether Florrie might rather that he did.

The tea isn’t going to be up to Nell’s usual standards. She’s got to make a cake for Ruby coming home tomorrow, so the eggs and sugar must be kept, and she’d better hang onto the last of the jam as well.

She slices the bread, counting one piece for each of them, and the rest for breakfast. There’s an art to slicing National Loaf. You have to hold it up at the same time you press down, or it crumbles. But they do say it’s better for you than the white stuff.

There’s a tin of tomatoes, so tomatoes on toast might do. But that’s hardly enough tea for three, and Florrie and Ted eat so much, both of them still growing.

To make up for it, she puts her second-best oilcloth on the table, the one with a pattern of cherries and twining leaves. She puts out the red teapot to match. If they can’t be well fed, they can at least have something cheerful to look at.

When Florrie and Aunt Dolly first came to stay they brought in so many little extras. Shameful though it is, Nell did get used to it. Since Aunt Dolly died that’s all dried up.

So they’ll have to apply for Ruby’s ration book the minute she gets back. Her cousin’s homecoming has been tugging at the edges of Nell’s mind all morning. It’s not as though she’s sorry they’re letting Ruby out early, not after she’s been so ill, it’s just that it would be nice if her cousin had somewhere else to go.

She hasn’t seen Ruby for ages. They wouldn’t let her have visitors once they sent her to the prison hospital, and however much Nell had hated going to Holloway, that was still a terrible thing. They’ll let me see you when it’s too late, I suppose, Nell had written. She’d regretted sending that one.

But it’s not too late after all. Fingers crossed, Ruby will make a full recovery. That would be too much, to have first Aunt Dolly, then Cousin Ruby come to stay here, only to go and die.

She can hear Florrie rattling about upstairs, but Ted’s not in yet, so she doesn’t call the girl down. Florrie has a steady, cool way of looking at Nell that can make her feel quite unsettled. When Nell was seventeen she’d been scared to say boo to anyone, still wearing pinafores and lisle stockings.

She goes out into the hall and touches up her lipstick, taking her time, making sure it doesn’t spread into any of the lines that have sprung up around her mouth in the last couple of years. She looks alright for forty-four. Her hair, which used to be a sandy red, is fading into mousy blonde. But some women try for this very colour from a bottle, and never get it.

She’s still peering at herself when there’s a knock at the front door and her cousin Maggie calls, ‘Cooee, only me,’ as if she comes round every day.

Nell doesn’t reply, but only waits where she is, just inside the door. And just as she’d expected, Maggie comes waltzing in without being asked. If she’s going to start coming around uninvited, perhaps Nell should keep the door locked, even while they’re in.

‘God alive, you nearly gave me a heart attack, Ellen. What are you doing, hiding behind the door?’ Maggie stops with her hand to her chest.

She steps forward, far too close, but Nell has the mirror at her back and only waits for her cousin to move.

Maggie’s a bit shorter than Nell, but she carries herself as though she’s big and somehow you believe it. They’re almost the same age, too, but the blasted woman hardly looks older than thirty, as smooth as if the war never touched her. Which, of course, it didn’t. Here it is, not quite five o’clock, and Maggie’s all dolled up like she’s going to a party, her hair dyed a vivid red, her nails and lips done in scarlet. Nell, who had been so satisfied with her own looks just a moment before, feels dowdy and frumpish and smoothes down her apron.

‘I don’t think I’ve seen you since the funeral,’ Nell says.

‘Bloody hell, Ellen, I’ve only just stepped in the door and you’re griping at me,’ Maggie says. ‘Some of us have things to do.’

‘I didn’t mean that,’ Nell says. Although she hasn’t had a penny off Maggie to help with feeding Florrie. She knows Maggie takes the girl out to cafes and all sorts. You’d think she’d spare a thought for the daily cost of getting dinner on the table.

‘Well, you want to say what you do mean, that’s all. Course I’ve come round. Need to make sure you’re all ready for my sister coming out, don’t I? Here.’ Maggie holds out two flat tins and when Nell doesn’t move, she grasps Nell’s arm by the elbow, lifts her arm for her and pushes them into her hand. ‘You’re welcome, I must say.’

Nell looks down. Corned beef. It’s exactly what’s needed.

‘Very nice,’ she says, because she can’t bring herself to thank her cousin. ‘I suppose you’ll want to stay for tea.’

‘Not if you’re going to look like that about it,’ Maggie says. ‘Honestly, Nellie, no wonder you can’t find a fellow.’ She laughs and jabs Nell’s upper arm with one polished nail.

‘Don’t.’

‘You look sour enough to curdle milk. That why you’ve taken to hiding behind doors? Face like that, I don’t wonder.’

She jabs again. It hurts, and finally Nell makes herself step sideways, along the hall. Maggie steps right along with her. She’s so close that Nell can see crumbs of face powder caught in Maggie’s eyelashes.

‘Don’t,’ Nell says, again. She stops at the foot of the stairs.

Maggie sighs, and pushes Nell’s shoulder with the flat of her hand. ‘Love of God, Ellen, learn to take a joke. Are you making tea, or what? I’ll stay, if you’re offering. And then I’ll get Florrie out from under your feet. I’m sure you’ve things to do. There must be a speck of dust left somewhere.’

Nell turns and calls up the stairs, ‘Florrie! Come down at once. Your aunt’s here.’

In the kitchen Maggie goes straight for the best seat, Dolly’s old chair, and plonks herself down on the cushion.

‘So. My sister’s coming home at last. You got everything you need, Nellie?’ Maggie lights up a cigarette.

‘I suppose so.’ Nell pushes the ashtray over to her cousin.

‘This house is quite the place for poorly queens. It’s getting to be a habit of yours.’

‘So she will be … that. Will she?’ Nell can’t bring herself to say the word queen.

Maggie winks. ‘Oh, well, ain’t you Miss Innocent. If you don’t know, I’m sure it’s not for me to say. You being so clean and decent.’

The kettle begins to wheeze and whistle. Nell takes it off before it shrieks, pours the water into the pot and brings it all to the table. She doesn’t sit down; she’ll only have to stand up again. She goes to the larder and gets the tin of tomatoes, digs about for the tin opener. It’s one of the army kind, and Nell’s always afraid she’ll cut her hand open.

Maggie’s leaning back in her chair, watching her.

‘Give me that.’ She holds her hands out, and Nell puts the tin and the opener into them.

Maggie pushes up the sleeves of her silk blouse, showing strong arms, the inky blue blobs of her tattoos. She punctures the tin with no more trouble than cutting into an apple.

‘You look like Popeye,’ Nell says.

Maggie laughs.

Nell gets the bread from the crock so that she won’t have to look at her cousin. ‘I have missed your mum ever so much, I’ll have you know.’

She has, more than she’d ever have expected. And the little treats. But she hasn’t missed the endless visitors, the shifty types hanging about the street, the boxes of black-market rubbish being carried in and out of her house. She supposes all that’s about to start again.

‘Here, did you ever find anything else of my mum’s?’ Maggie asks, as though she hadn’t carried off armloads of Dolly’s belongings before they’d even had the funeral. But Nell’s saved from replying by the sound of feet on the stairs.

‘Here she is, look,’ Maggie says. She stands and holds her hands out.

‘Alright, Auntie Maggie?’

If only the girl would smile a bit.

Maggie says, ‘Don’t you look a picture? And here’s me come to take you out. I’ll have to fight the blokes off you.’

From the hall there comes the click of the front door opening and the shuffle of boots on the mat.

Maggie says, ‘And that’s our Ted coming in now. Good. We’ll all have tea.’

The kitchen table isn’t a big one, and Florrie is very aware of Ted sitting next to her, of the older women opposite, watching them both.

She’s managed to keep Maggie away from Ted for months, going out to meet her aunt at pubs or at the shops. Now she doesn’t know how to talk, how to move her body, which voice to use. She’s a different person around Ted, or she’s trying to be. And any minute Auntie Maggie’s going to say something to shame her.

Nell and Maggie look very alike in the face. Nell is paler, but they have just the same round chins, the same small mouths, the same way of pursing their lips and drawing their pencilled eyebrows in. In dress they’re worlds apart. Maggie has on a blue silk blouse with a ribbon at the throat. Florrie would be afraid to eat tomatoes on toast in a get-up like that. Nell’s still wearing her apron. Maggie’s probably never worn an apron in her life.

The two of them look absurdly like incarnations of Florrie’s own possible futures, one brassy red and wild, the other fair and good. Like having an angel and a devil on your shoulders. But Florrie would hate to be like either of them. Nell isn’t really out of the life, not the way Florrie wants to be. She’s just at the bottom of the heap, where everyone can walk on her.

Maggie pushes her empty plate away and immediately fetches out a cigarette, without waiting for the others to finish.

‘Here, Teddy,’ she says, ‘be a love and light me.’ She’ll have her own light. She’s just doing it so that Ted will jump up patting his pockets.

Now she’s leaning over the table, the cigarette between polished nails, her fistful of gold rings flashing as they pass underneath the kitchen light. The edge of the tattoo shows a curve of blue ink at her cuff.

‘It looks like the weather’s turning,’ Nell says, looking over at the darkening window.

‘Just a bit of fog.’ Maggie widens her eyes at Florrie. ‘You ain’t afraid of a bit of fog, are you, Flo? You’ll come out with me tonight?’ It’s not really a question.

Florrie hates fog. Has always hated it. The claustrophobic damp of it, the feeling of the world made hidden and dim. ‘Course I will.’

Maggie says, ‘Course you will. A bit of fog never hurt anyone.’ She laughs, and Florrie knows that hurting someone is just what she means to do in it.

From the corner of her eye she can see that Ted is watching her, wanting to know where they’re going. She asks, ‘Where are we off to?’ There. Let Maggie tell the lie, if someone must.

‘Round Hazel’s, is all.’ Maggie winks at her. ‘She’s got some things for us to try on, won’t half suit you. And some bits of make-up, I think.’

That’s actually rather a good joke, and Maggie knows it. Florrie has to look down at her teacup so as not to smile. That’s the trouble with her aunt: she keeps you laughing even while she’s making you feel sick to the stomach.

‘Fog can be quite nasty,’ Nell says, taking the butter dish, and by her tone, Florrie wonders if she’s guessed. You never know with Nell, who’s sharper than she looks.

‘Don’t fuss, Ellen,’ is all Maggie says.

Ted seems to have stopped listening, anyway. He’s draining his cup and lighting his own cigarette, watching his mum bustling about.

Florrie and Maggie leave Nell still fussing around in the kitchen. Ted sees them off at the door with a cheerfulness that makes Florrie’s chest ache at how good he is, how good he imagines her to be.

Or perhaps it’s the fog, which is coming in properly now, bringing with it a sulphurous smell that’s unusually foul, even for a London peasouper. The darkening sky is hazed, the distances blurring. It’s awful the way it shrinks the world, robs her of her ability to judge what’s coming.

But Maggie is growing more and more cheery. ‘This weather’s just what we need,’ she keeps saying. She sways as they walk, in order to bump Florrie with one shoulder. ‘Ruby’s back tomorrow, and just in time for Christmas.’

‘Counting the minutes,’ Florrie says.

‘Another queen in the family, hey? When Mum died I thought, you watch, those Godden bitches will be coming over here, trying to take the crown off us, but here we are.’

‘Hazel Godden says they don’t want it.’

‘Know what’s good for them, right enough. The gang would fall to bits without the Palmers. And if you play your cards right, it’ll be you crowned after Ruby.’

‘Or you,’ Florrie says.

Maggie laughs. ‘No fear. Too much for me. I’m the muscle, not the brains.’

‘Maybe it’s too much for me, and all.’

‘Don’t be daft. We’re training you up. Don’t you say that sort of soft rubbish to your mum. She’s got her heart set on you taking after her. She’s said so often enough.’

‘Who’s coming tonight?’ Florrie asks, so that she won’t have to think about that.

‘Cissy. Thought she could be the bait. Now, don’t look at me like that. Cissy’s alright. Does what she’s told. I’m teaching her all I know.’

‘God help her,’ Florrie says, because she can see Maggie’s in a good enough mood to take the joke.

Maggie does grin, and then pokes Florrie in the shoulder with one gloved finger. ‘Don’s driving us to the club.’

‘Leave it out.’

‘I’m just saying. You could do worse than Don. He’s well in with Harry. The Godden Boys have always been a good choice for a Cutter girl. A lot of family ties, there.’

Florrie thinks of Don, right after her gran’s funeral. A bright, heart-breaking spring day. Don grabbing at her waist, calling her a cold bitch. She shakes her head involuntarily.

‘Well,’ Maggie says, ‘I’m just telling you. You want to remember. You can’t just choose any old boy. Don’s alright.’

They’re almost at the end of Nell’s road. Florrie can feel the shape of the thing she wants to ask sitting in her mouth, but she should wait. Surely. Wait and ask her mum.

It spills out. ‘Hazel went off with a greengrocer for a bit, though.’

She can feel Maggie turn to look at her, but she keeps her eyes on her own feet, the damp pavement.

Maggie says, slowly, ‘She did. A greengrocer. Only imagine. Course, it didn’t last.’

Florrie wants to ask why not, but she’s afraid to.

Maggie huffs through her nose, and tells her anyway. ‘I should think she got bored. I know I would.’

‘But Gran let her go off with him.’

They’re at the corner. A few more steps and they’ll be at the pawn shop.

Maggie is looking at Florrie with a half smile she doesn’t like at all.

‘Here, you ever hear about Ivy Richards? Before your time. Ada’s cousin. Hazel’s great-aunt.’ She puts a hand on Florrie’s arm and stops her walking.

‘No. What about her?’

‘She was a Cutter girl. Your age, too, I’d say. Went off with a boy from over the river, didn’t she? A bloke from the old Green Gate gang. Got herself in the family way. Just after your gran was crowned queen, this was.’

‘I never even heard of Green Gate.’

‘Well, they ain’t about now. Your gran told her no, but off she went. What do you think happened to her?’

Florrie shrugs.

‘Well. The fellow had a nasty accident. Ran into a lead pipe, didn’t he? Careless. Don’t know what became of Ivy after that. A girl all on her own, and a bun in the oven.’

They walk on, Florrie still quiet, her fists clenched in the pockets of her coat. No one would do that to Ted. Ted’s family.

Now they can see Don’s car, waiting outside the pawn shop.

Maggie says, ‘Don’t you bother your mum about this when she gets home. I won’t have it. She was right to do it.’

‘Do what?’ Florrie’s watching Don’s car, the bulky shape of him behind the wheel. Cissy’s leaning over from the back seat to talk to him, one elbow on the back of the seat in front, the other hand playing with her hair.

‘What do you think, Miss? Leave your dad and come home. Didn’t want to be another Ivy Richards, did she? Ain’t that what you was asking about?’

‘Yeah,’ Florrie says. ‘Course.’ But it’s given her a jolt. She’s never been allowed to ask about her dad, hasn’t thought about him much since she was a kid. All she knows about him is that he was called Robert, he was killed by a train, and he was a lazy good for nothing.

‘Your dad died not long after,’ Maggie says. ‘So it turned out for the best. I mean it: don’t you bother your mum with that old story. It don’t do to dwell on what can’t be helped.’

Florrie wants to ask if he really did run into a train or if it was another lead pipe but she doesn’t dare. Maggie’s mood can switch so fast. But if her mum had to decide whether to leave the gang for love, had to make the same choice Florrie does, as Ivy Richards had to, as Hazel did with her greengrocer—

Faintly, through the car’s window glass, Florrie hears Cissy say, ‘Here they are. About time.’

Don gets out and opens the doors for them. First the front passenger side for Maggie, who winks at him and says, ‘Good boy,’ as she gets in, then the back door for Florrie. He gazes over her head, like a butler.

She says, ‘Evening, Donnie,’ just to annoy him.

Cissy, next to her, says, ‘There you are. Weren’t you ages.’ She’s done up about as cheaply as she can be, bottle-blonde hair and too much lipstick.

Maggie leans over from the front seat to slap her on the shoulder. ‘You want to be quiet.’

Cissy gives a little smirk as though she’s done something clever. She’s not even family. The joke of it is that when Maggie first brought Cissy around, Florrie had a moment’s hope that they might be friends, being the same age, and she’d felt sorry for Cissy, growing up in a children’s home. But the girl’s an idiot and catty with it. Florrie’s not that lonely. Not by a long shot.

She watches London go past through the windows and tries to steel her nerve for what they have to do. The fog smokes the glass, blurs the world into something softer than it is.

Don drives so fast that before she feels halfway ready, he’s dropping them off in Soho.

The Golden Palm looks shabby when it’s empty. It smells of floor polish and old beer. The brass edging on the bar still gleams, the crystal chandelier is as sparkling as ever, but the scuffs show up on the dance floor, the stage looks forlorn without the band. There’s no one here but the two hostesses, putting candles out on the little tables.

Maggie leads them across the club, Cissy following and Florrie trailing behind, wishing she could go home.

‘Know why this place is called the Golden Palm?’ Maggie says, to Cissy. ‘Named after my mum, ain’t it? Palm, for Palmer. You never met my mum, did you?’

It’s named for Ada Godden and her granddaughter, Hazel, as well. Trust Maggie not to mention that.

‘No,’ Cissy says. ‘But I’ve heard a lot about her.’

‘She’d have loved you,’ Maggie says.

Florrie can almost see her gran, sitting in one of the chairs she’s edging past now, drinking gin and bitter lemon, smoking black cigarettes. If she’d have paid any attention at all to Cissy, it would have been to tell the girl to go home. It would have been good advice, too.

Maggie gives a knock at the door beside the bar, the one marked Private. She gives two quick raps, two slower ones and then two more fast: the Cutters’ knock.

After a few moments Hazel opens the door.

Florrie’s a bit shy of Hazel, who is twenty-five and seems so sure of herself that she might be ten years older. She’s quite striking to look at, with the same big bones as the rest of the Goddens, a perfectly straight nose and long, dark lashes. And, of course, she’s Ada and Harry’s only grandchild. She’s not someone to mess about with. She looks about, checking over the empty club, and then nods at them all to come in.

Cissy looks around herself. Perhaps she’s imitating Hazel, or maybe she’s checking to see if the hostesses have noticed she’s special enough to be allowed through the private door and then into a poky storeroom full of boxes and stacks of chairs. Either way, Florrie thinks she’s a berk.

‘You’ll have to be quick,’ Hazel says. ‘My gran will be back in a bit and you know she won’t like it.’ She tugs, distractedly, at the drop of gold hanging from her ear.

Maggie, who has to tilt her head up to look at Hazel, says, ‘This ain’t just your gran’s club, is it? My sister’s back tomorrow, and she’s got a half share. And we’re only changing our clothes. What’s the crime in that?’

For a moment Florrie thinks Hazel might be about to tell them to go, and there won’t half be a scene if she does. But then she says, ‘Just be quick. And you want to be careful bringing these kids in, Maggie. We’ve had the coppers crawling all over us the last few weeks. Do what you came to do and shove off.’ If Florrie talked to Maggie like that she’d get her eye blacked, but Hazel can get away with it, somehow.

‘I’m nearly seventeen,’ Cissy says. ‘And Florrie is already.’

Florrie can tell Hazel doesn’t think much of Cissy. She wrinkles her nose and says, ‘Even so. Hurry up. I’m off as soon as I can get this paperwork done. It’s my night for the pictures.’

Maggie winks at Florrie and says, to Hazel, ‘Going to meet a fancy man, are you? Got yourself another greengrocer? Just you bring us back a couple of oranges.’

If Hazel minds, she doesn’t show it. She just says, ‘If I am, that’s my affair,’ in her ordinary voice. She has to edge around Cissy to get out, and does it without looking at the girl at all.

Maggie’s already pulling the men’s suits from the holdall, shaking out the creases.

Florrie takes the dark grey one, the one she thinks of as hers. She’d rather not undress in front of Cissy, but there’s nowhere else to go, and Maggie has no patience with modesty.

Cissy goes over to a stack of three chairs in the corner and sits on top of them.

‘Ruby was nicked in this very room.’ Maggie is already unbuttoning her blouse.

Florrie doesn’t reply. She pulls off her stockings.

‘I thought she was nicked at the shops,’ Cissy says.

‘You don’t think even Ruby would get two years for that, do you? Use your head. She done over a nice big house. Just like the one I got you set up in as a housemaid. She gets back here with the stuff, and next thing you know the place is crawling with the old bill. Some bastard grassed. Oh, for the love of God, don’t look at me like that.’

‘I never meant to,’ Cissy says.

‘You won’t get nicked. You’re only going in to sweep the blooming floors.’

Florrie gets herself into the trousers and finds a bandage to strap down her breasts. Behind her she can hear the rustling and shifting of Maggie doing the same.

There’s something comforting about the feeling of the bandages, like being wrapped in strong arms. But she doesn’t like the look of it. She waited long enough to grow a figure; it’s a wrench to hide it.

None of the shoes fit Florrie quite right. She wraps another bandage around her feet to bulk them out, and pulls on a pair of black socks. The socks have been worn before, and don’t feel clean in her fingers. She laces the shoes as tightly as they’ll go.

‘Don’t you have the shoulders for it, Flo,’ Maggie says, as Florrie puts the jacket on. ‘I say so every time, don’t I?’

Cissy looks at Florrie with a bit of spite in her smile. ‘Oh, Maggie, ain’t you mean? Florrie’s got a lovely figure.’ She smoothes down her skirt, which is rather a cheap one in gaudy pink.

Florrie ignores her, which is all she deserves.

Maggie fetches out an eyebrow pencil and she and Florrie darken each other’s eyebrows, and draw on moustaches with careful, downward strokes.

‘Oh,’ Cissy says. ‘It ain’t half good.’ She sounds surprised, even a little nervous.

Florrie, looking at her aunt, can see why. It’s not just that Maggie looks like a bloke in the half-light, with her hair pushed back into her hat, the smudge of kohl along her upper lip. It’s that she looks like a man you’d cross the street to avoid.

It all makes Florrie feel the way she often does around her aunt, a poisonous cocktail of strength and fear, bravado and cowardice. With Maggie behind her, Florrie could do anything. Anything, that is, except disobey her aunt.

Maggie pulls her shoulders back and sticks her hands in her trouser pockets. ‘Right then.’ She pitches her voice low. ‘Let’s go and get ourselves a bit of pocket money.’

‘Let’s,’ Cissy says, far more eagerly than she would if she’d done this before.

Nell goes into the patchy fog of the garden, closing the back door behind her with hardly a sound. Here, behind her potted rosemary, is the gap in the fence, where two panels have lost their rivets and can be pushed apart with a bit of effort. She squeezes into the bombsite next door, feeling the water run off the damp fence and down her neck.

The remaining pieces of the O’Briens’ house – part of the hall and a bit of the back wall – stand up dark and jagged-edged. She stays well clear of them. What’s left of the floor could cave in at any time, and below it is a long drop into the cellar. Anyone wandering carelessly might be pitched down, buried alongside all the things that had made up the lives of Mr and Mrs O’Brien.

After Edward died and Aunt Dolly and Ruby came to stay for the first of what would turn out to be many times, she used to imagine letting her leg break through into nothingness, the fall into darkness. Just walking out into the middle of the wreckage and jumping up and down. She might really have done it, if it hadn’t been for Teddy. She feels a shameful sort of sadness now, when she remembers that.

She picks her way, watching her feet, feeling the damp rubble move about under her shoes. In no time her stockings and shoes are clogged with a pale mud as dense and grainy as mortar. But here, towards the O’Briens’ back fence, is Nell’s secret: the old Anderson bomb shelter, swamped in brambles, like the thorns growing over sleeping beauty’s palace.

The Anderson always had been an inconspicuous one, buried in the garden and its roof covered with turf. Now, after all this time, the hump of its back is just a swell in the middle of the tangle. If you didn’t know where to look, you’d never see it at all.

She pulls aside the brambles that hang like a bead curtain over the steps. Every strand tries to shower her with droplets of dirty water but it feels good to rip and tear and pant, to feel the thorns crinkle against her pigskin gloves.

Inside, by the faint, greenish light, she finds the shape of the hurricane lamp and the waterproof tin of matches, and the shelter unfolds itself. Here it is, her retreat, and almost as she left it. She’s always afraid that she’ll come in to find that tramps or kids have found the place, but the only intruders have been the snails, who have left their shining silver tracks across the floor. The corrugated walls glisten with damp.

But she’s made the shelter quite a little home over the last eleven years. The floor has a rag rug, the table has a dark red oilcloth. The bunks are made up with patchwork blankets, knitted by Nell herself, over the hours she’s sat here. She has a new gas bottle for the little stove. She’s brought in tea and powdered milk. She even has a couple of tins of food, hidden in here for a rainy day, and one of Edward’s bottled ships. She’d given away so many of his things, after he died. But it’s nice to have something to remember him by, tucked away where Teddy can’t be upset by it.

Other things about the place are left from the nights spent sharing the shelter with Mrs O’Brien, and then, after their neighbour left for Shropshire, with just little Teddy. The old gas masks are still here, although they’re probably rotted through. All those leaflets they used to hand out, warning against getting gas masks wet.

She lights the paraffin heater and sits on the bed, still in her hat and coat. She hasn’t been here for months, not since just after Aunt Dolly died. But she needs a bit of time away from the house this evening, with the idea of Ruby coming home hanging over her head.

She looks, as she always does, at the two framed photographs on the corner shelf, one of herself and Edward, and the other of her mother, Lillian. This place has been her shelter from the family, as much as it ever was from the Blitz. But more than that, it’s a place to think about Edward, her mother, all the friends lost. And now there’s Aunt Dolly to think about, too. Without the shelter she might have cracked and gone off weeping in public. It’s astonishing that everyone else in England seems to have come through the war and be managing without a place to hide themselves.

Edward would have disapproved when Ruby and Dolly came to stay, and Lillian, God rest her soul, would have been horrified. Even in her photograph Lillian looks stern, her mouth set. She might be about to say, You behave, Ellen, or you’ll end up like that sister of mine. She could make the word ‘sister’ sound dreadful, a hissing spit.

When Nell was little she hadn’t understood what all the fuss was about. Aunt Dolly had lovely clothes, and sometimes she had more money than she could spend, even if she was penniless the rest of the time. She kept her hands soft, while Lillian took in laundry on top of her factory work, screwing endless lids onto jars of pickled onions.

Even all those years ago Aunt Dolly would turn up at their door, Ruby and Maggie trailing behind her. Sometimes Lillian would let Dolly in, and sometimes she wouldn’t. It didn’t matter whether they came begging or, as they occasionally did, bearing heaps of presents. It depended only on Lillian’s mood. I worked my socks off to get out of this sort of life, and here you are, trying to drag me down, Lillian would say, whether she was taking a bag of oranges from her sister’s hands or shutting the door in her face.

But Lillian is dead, along with Edward and half of England. They hadn’t been there when Nell had to find a way to get Teddy’s school uniforms with only Edward’s pension, never mind the cost of food. And alright, it wasn’t a really good school, not a private preparatory, which was what she’d always wanted for him, but it was the best she could do. And even if Ted hasn’t made the most of the opportunity, she can’t be sorry she kept him out of the sort of school she’d had to go to herself, half the children crawling with lice and impetigo. She made the best decisions she could, just as everyone did during wartime, and Ruby and Dolly kept them all from going hungry, whatever else there was to say about them.

Nell, who spends far too much of her life on her knees scrubbing at the floor, who has to scrimp over every penny of Edward’s pension, could almost admire all those Cutter girls making their own way, rather than letting life grind them down. They know they’ll spend half their time in prison and they do it anyway, so that they can live it up while they’re free.

She tells her mother’s picture, ‘Dolly always said the world’s unfair, and she was just evening things up for herself.’

But it doesn’t sound convincing. And now Teddy’s got a little crush on his second cousin; Nell isn’t keen on that, not at all. Of course, she has only herself to blame, since she’s the one who let the Palmers into their home. She understands now why Lillian wept with relief on Nell’s wedding day and said, There, you’re out of it, at last. Edward, an engineer at a printworks, had been a coup for a girl like Nell. And, though Nell hadn’t realised it at the time, his presence did keep the Palmers away. They came back quickly enough, as soon as he was gone.

‘Well,’ she tells her mother, ‘Ruby never does stay too long, and she’ll take Florrie with her when she goes. It might all blow over.’

Lillian stares back at her, her lips drawn tight. She might be about to shake her head.

From where Florrie’s standing, Cissy’s pale face and hair seem to be floating in the dark. It’s only when she paces into the lamppost’s light that the whole of her becomes visible, her shoulders hunched against the cold, her head sticking forward like a chicken’s. Her coat is too tight for the full skirt and shows a clumped ruffle at the hem. She walks a few paces and retreats back into blackness. Then here she comes again, back into the light.

The fog is hanging about the glow from the lamppost, smudging the outline of the pillar box, the corner of the building, Cissy’s silhouette.

Beside Florrie, in the shadow of the doorway, Maggie tuts and whispers, ‘Straighten up, you daft bint,’ under her breath. She slaps her life preserver against her palm. It’s a bit of lead pipe, cheap enough to throw in the river if needs be.

The doorway they’re standing in smells of piss. The fog is beginning to settle on the back of Florrie’s neck, dampening the collar of the suit, and her hands, in the pockets of the overcoat, are growing numb. She takes her right hand from her pocket, draws off the knuckleduster, flexes her fingers, slips the foul thing back on. In the moment the metal has been away from her skin it’s already grown cold.

And there’s a fellow coming now, a black shape in trench coat and trilby, the spark of a cigarette at his lip.

‘Here we go,’ Maggie murmurs.

The man is speaking to Cissy, who tilts her chin up to look at him, runs her fingers down his lapel.

Florrie finds herself willing them on. Come on, come on. Hurry up. She thinks this, even while she’s wishing she could be somewhere – almost anywhere – else.

The couple are moving nearer, though they’re out of the light now and Florrie can see them less clearly. The slap of their footsteps on the damp pavement grows louder. Then they’re lit by the lamppost at the alley’s mouth, hardly two yards away from where she and Maggie wait.

She hears Cissy giggle and say, ‘You’re a hot one, ain’t you?’ as they turn into the alley.

Maggie’s eyes are shadowed by the brim of her hat. The kohl moustache makes a black slash across her face. She holds up a finger. Wait.

Maggie always waits too long. It’s not fair on Cissy, who’ll be starting now, trying not to go too far before they come, listening out for them. But Florrie doesn’t speak up. She just stands, waiting, a coward with a knuckleduster.

At last Maggie whispers, ‘Alright.’

As soon as they’re moving, Florrie feels a familiar calm come over her. It’s a flat, pale feeling, and pushes everything down. She follows Maggie without a thought in her head. Anything might happen. Anything, almost without her meaning it to at all. It’s not really her fault, if she doesn’t even think.

They go as quietly as they can to the mouth of the alley. Through the descending fog they can see the shape of the bloke, and poor old Cissy, up against the wall.

‘Alright, alright,’ Cissy’s saying. Then she stops, and stares over his shoulder to where Florrie and Maggie stand. The bloke turns to look, but what can he see? The lamppost is behind them. They’re two silhouettes in hats and coats just like his own. And again there comes the slap of the preserver against Maggie’s palm.

‘Alright, lovebirds?’ Maggie sounds as much like a bloke as any woman could. ‘Let’s see you empty your pockets.’

Florrie stands as straight as she can behind her aunt, her shoulders square.

‘I should think not,’ the bloke says. He sounds afraid.

Don’t blame me, Florrie wants to tell him. I don’t want this to be happening either.

Cissy’s stepped off to the side, her arms wrapped around herself.

Have something good, Florrie wills the fellow. Have something good, so we can go home.

But there’s not a lot, just couple of quid and a cheap watch. And Maggie doesn’t like to waste a fog.

Ted sits in the windowless attic, cross-legged on the camp bed and wrapped in the quilt his mum made him when he was just a little boy. The camp bed’s iron frame digs into his thighs, but he’s used to it and hardly notices. In one hand he has the torch, and in the other, between finger and thumb, he holds the opal ring.

In the beam he’s finding new colours, green and turquoise, flecks of violet. He’s staring at it as though it were a crystal ball and could show him his future with Florrie. But it’s better than that. It’s going to give him, what? Not authority, exactly, but something like. Let’s see Maggie try to carry Florrie off for the evening once she’s got Ted’s ring on her finger.

He wonders what they’re doing. Almost ten o’clock: they’re probably at some bloody drinking club. Perhaps Maggie’s pushing Florrie to talk to other fellows, he wouldn’t put it past her. But Florrie won’t do that. He hopes to God she won’t.

He hears his mum coming out of the kitchen, the creak of her climbing the stairs.

He puts the ring back in its little bag, unfolds his legs and lies back with his hands behind his head, looking up at the roof. There’s something soothing about the crisscross of the beams, the solid thoughtfulness of the structure. He quite likes it up here. Or at least, the feeling that he’s doing something gentlemanly and self-sacrificing by giving up his room to the ladies.

It’s what his dad would have done. Edward was decent. That’s the word everyone uses, when they talk about him. When he went off to fight, Edward had made Ted shake his hand and give his word that he’d look after Nell. He’d told him that a good man looks after the ladies in his life.

Of course, Ted hadn’t been able to look after his mum in any way that mattered. He was still a child. Instead the Palmers came, just when Ted and his mum were wondering how to make ends meet, and put food on the table that most people in London hadn’t a hope of getting their hands on. Ted was too little to have an inkling of where it all came from, had thought Ruby and Dolly really were like queens, with their furs and jewels and boxes of chocolates. Now just the thought of Ruby coming home makes him feel suffocated.

England is emptied of half its men, Ted’s house is full of women, and none of them listen to him much. It can’t have been what his dad was hoping for, when he marched off to give his life so that Ted could go on. He wonders what Edward would say if he knew that the main thing Ted needs to protect his women from is other women, and half of them his own bloody family.

He lies still, in a discontented restless way, and listens to his mum singing quietly below him. He holds the little cloth bag in his hand and turns it over and over, feeling the shape of the ring through the cloth, just waiting for the sound of his girl coming home.

Florrie is back in the club and back in her own dress. They got changed in the alley by the back door and wiped their faces with their hankies. Now she’s in the lavs, jostling for a bit of space at the mirror. The air is heavy with the smell of girls out on the town; hair tonic, perfume, sweat. On either side of her they’re primping their hair, spritzing themselves with scent. Behind her there’s a queue for the lavs, and everyone in it chatting. Some of them are smoking or holding drinks, even in here.

Florrie has a pink smudge under her nose, the skin irritated where she’s wiped the kohl away. It looks as though she’s smeared her lipstick right over her top lip. She’s doing her best to cover it with powder.

‘Budge up,’ someone says, and Hazel’s face appears in the mirror beside her own. Florrie shifts a little closer to the girl on her other side, who’s adjusting the neckline of her dress. Hazel gives Florrie a smile in the mirror and fetches a comb out of her handbag.

‘Where’s Maggie?’ Hazel asks.

Florrie just jerks her head at the door. Maggie hadn’t even bothered to check what she looked like, past a peep into her compact mirror. Florrie has the feeling her aunt enjoys looking a bit rough around the edges. She’ll be out there talking to all the people she knows, and they’ll nudge her and ask what she’s been up to, to get herself so tumbled about.

‘Get anything good? Where did you go?’ Hazel asks.

Florrie huffs through her nose. ‘Wherever Maggie said. Like always.’ She tries not to sound bitter.

‘Ah, well. You’re back now.’ Hazel gives her a wink and there’s something so understanding in her look that Florrie feels a wash of relief. She wishes, not for the first time, that Hazel were her sister. Hazel’s mum’s in prison. She must know how Florrie feels, must be thinking about her own mum, with Ruby coming back.

This thought, and the bit of kindness on Hazel’s face, makes Florrie brave enough to ask, ‘You weren’t really out with a greengrocer?’

‘Him!’ Hazel wrinkles her nose and leans too close to the mirror. She bares her teeth at herself, looking them over. ‘That was ages ago. A hundred bloody years ago. Your aunt just likes to mess about.’

Florrie gives up on the powder, fetches out her lipstick instead. ‘But you,’ she swallows, and leans in close to look at her own nose, so that she won’t have to look at Hazel’s face, ‘you came back?’
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