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      Ronnie had to blink once or twice. Not that he was going to cry. Big boys never cried. As far back as he could remember, no
         one had ever treated him and his sister so kindly, or looked after them so well. The Batemans treat us as if we really are
         part of their family, he said to himself as he climbed back up to sit at the table. As Annie pushed a plate of steaming hot
         fruity pudding towards him, he made a wish. With all his heart he wished that he and his sister could be a part of Gran’s
         family for the rest of their lives.
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      Chapter One

      ANNIE BATEMAN LAUGHED TO HERSELF. Her father had gone off to work in very high spirits, making her wonder just what he was up to now. Her dad was lovely,
         the best-looking man in the whole of the East End of London. He was far more handsome than her grandfather, and that was saying
         something.
      

      
      Grandfather had been Irish through and through; a good devout Catholic till the day he died. The same couldn’t be said for
         his son James. Known to friends and neighbours as Jim, her father was tall and dark with clear velvet brown eyes that had
         a piercing quality to them. It was as if they could see right through you, looking into your mind, knowing exactly what you
         were thinking. With all that, he had a smile that could charm the birds from the trees. He was forty-five years old but looked
         years younger, boyish, carefree, always laughing.
      

      
      ‘God ’elps them that ’elps themselves,’ he was fond of saying. Never taking heed of her gran’s reply, which always was, ‘And
         yes, my son, you want to remember it can be a case of Christ ’elp them that get caught ’elping themselves.’
      

      
      Every lady her father came into contact with was soon half in love with him, though many a one declared he had actually kissed
         the Blarney Stone. If the truth be known, he had never set foot in Ireland. ‘Lucky Jim Bateman’ folk called him, and so he
         was and had been for years.
      

      
      All the more so during the years of the war. He hadn’t been called up, because of his reserved occupation in the dockyards.
         Though, to be fair, he’d done his bit as part-time air raid warden from the very start, and when the bombs began to fall over
         London he and every other available man had acted as auxiliary firemen, tackling fires the like of which they could never
         have imagined. Nevertheless he’d done all right, seen that his family never went short. And it hadn’t stopped with family.
         If anyone needed something, Jim could almost always lay his hands on it. At a price.
      

      
      Annie got up out of her chair and dragged the coalscuttle to the centre of the hearth, at the same time shaking stray strands
         of her dark hair back off her face. She was of average height for a girl, but thin, too thin. Her fine-boned face was dominated
         by huge dark eyes that marked her as her father’s daughter. It was however her hair that was her greatest glory, a mass of
         luxuriant curls which fell down at the back of her neck forming ringlets over her shoulders. This morning her tresses were
         knotted back tightly at the nape of her neck with a dark ribbon.
      

      
      Not bothering to use the tongs, she put several knobs of coal in the centre of the glowing embers, then, tilting the scuttle,
         she shovelled up as much coal dust as she could manage and tossed it to the back of the grate. ‘I hope to God the outside
         toilet doesn’t freeze up this winter,’ she muttered to herself. They were only one week into January and already it seemed as though the winter was going
         to last for ever. 1948 was forecast as going to be a good year. Three years after the peace treaty had been signed, things
         should have settled down and life returned to normal. What was normal? Did anyone know any more?
      

      
      Grieving for the dead was supposed to be over. But you can’t wipe out memories of your loved ones just like that, Annie thought
         bitterly. High explosives and incendiary bombs had all taken their toll of London. Many of the streets of terraced houses
         still had not received adequate repairs. Broken windows, old wood and crumbling bricks, not to mention the grime, did nothing
         to lift the spirits of the people who had suffered so much. Most goods were still in very short supply and nearly all food
         was still on ration. Coupons were needed to buy clothes; as to furniture, bed-linen, towels, linoleum and rugs for the floor,
         permits and dockets had to be granted by the Town Hall. Nothing could be bought without one or the other.
      

      
      Except from men like Lucky Jim!

      
      So much cash her father handled, it worried Annie a great deal. She knew well enough about the tin trunk he kept under his
         bed, but nothing stayed there for long. Where did her father salt it all away? Best she didn’t ask. What she didn’t know,
         she couldn’t tell.
      

      
      Her mother had worshipped the ground her father walked on. Such a pity she had died right at the beginning of the war. In
         one of London’s first air raids she had been hit by flying shrapnel and killed instantly.
      

      
      Dad had been marvellous to her and David, her only brother. Not a day passed that he hadn’t shown his two children love and
         understanding. Between their dad and their gran, they’d wanted for nothing. Now look at the mess they were in!
      

      
      All those years without a wife, and then out of the blue their dad had brought home a quiet woman with two young children,
         six-year-old Mary and nine-year-old Ronnie, and declared they were to live in their house and become part of the family. Still
         waters run deep, they say, and that certainly turned out to be the case where Dorothy Wilson was concerned. An attractive
         woman with blond hair, aged about thirty-six, for one whole month Dot, as she’d asked Annie to call her, washed, cooked and
         kept her father happy. Then she’d upped and disappeared, taking a large wad of notes from her father’s tin box but leaving
         her kids behind. It wasn’t the children’s fault, Jim had declared, and never for one moment had he considered turning them
         over to the authorities. It was up to him; they were his responsibility, he argued with his mother.
      

      
      Gran voiced her opinion loud and strong. The woman was a chancer, she’d warned him the moment she’d set eyes on her. Tarted
         up to the nines herself while her kids were dressed in little better than rags, with Ronnie not owning a pair of trousers
         that didn’t have the backside out of them. It wasn’t as if he’d got round to marrying the woman, was Gran’s constant grumble.
         Gran could bandy words till the cows came home; nothing shifted Jim Bateman from the idea that it was his bounden duty to
         care for the pair of them.
      

      
      That’s as maybe, Annie often thought to herself, especially when the two of them played up rotten, but why am I the one who
         mainly has to take care of them? It just doesn’t seem fair, more so when you take into account that they aren’t even blood
         relations. And it was because of them and their mother that her brother David had upped sticks and left home. It was six months now, and not a word had they heard of him or from him. Annie smiled to herself
         – David could take care of himself. A lovely-looking lad with dark hair and big brown eyes; in fact many folk took her and
         David to be twins. Annie frowned. She missed David, missed him more as the days went by and still there was no word from him.
         Then suddenly the thought of her ridiculous situation brought a broad smile to her face, and soon she had to grip the arms
         of the chair to stop herself from falling, for now she was laughing helplessly.
      

      
      Just eighteen years old, living in this terraced house that had no hot water or electricity. The kitchen had a sandstone sink,
         just one cold water tap, and an outside lavatory. The black fire range built into one wall of the living room and open grates
         in the front-room and the two main bedrooms were the only means of heating for the whole house. The small box bedroom had
         no fireplace. As if that wasn’t enough to cope with, she had to try to keep tabs on her father and at the same time have full
         responsibility for two rebellious children that were not related to her in any way. Shaking her head hard, Annie got to her
         feet, saying to herself: If you didn’t laugh, you’d cry, and what good would that do? You’ve coped so far and you’ll go on
         coping, because what other choice do you have? Then, on a brighter note, she added: Things will turn out all right, they always
         do. Dad will see to the children, he’ll find out where David is and what he’s doing. He’ll see to everything, eventually.
      

      
      Bending over the stove to stir the porridge that was simmering in the double saucepan, Annie was softly hoping to God that
         she was right.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      ANNIE STOOD AT THE foot of the stairs glaring up to where young Mary sat clinging to the banister. ‘Where’s Ronnie?’ she asked, her voice indicating
         her impatience.
      

      
      ‘He can only find one sock,’ came Mary’s muffled reply.

      
      ‘Well, take your thumb out of your mouth and go an’ tell him to come downstairs right now. You ’aven’t had any breakfast yet
         an’ the way you’re going on you’re going to be late for school.’
      

      
      ‘All right,’ Mary answered sulkily, then quickly added, ‘Ronnie said ’e ain’t going t’school terday ’cos ’e ain’t done his
         homework, an’ I wish I didn’t ’ave ter go.’
      

      
      Annie tilted her head and stared up at the forlorn-looking little figure, and her heart felt heavy. Poor little mite, what
         she needed was her mother, and God above only knew if she’d ever seen her real father. No mention of him had ever been made
         – not to her knowledge, anyway.
      

      
      ‘Well, you both do have to go, so it’s no good wishing,’ Annie told her softly. ‘Now run along and tell Ronnie that breakfast is all ready and if he isn’t down here in two minutes I’ll come up after him, an’ then he’ll be sorry.’
      

      
      Mary took her thumb from her mouth and struggled to stand up straight. ‘I’ll tell ’im,’ she mumbled.

      
      ‘I might as well talk to a brick wall,’ Annie said to herself as she poured tea into two big blue mugs and set each one beside
         a bowl of steaming porridge. Then she heard footsteps on the stairs and heaved a sigh of relief. Maybe just for once she might
         manage to get the pair of them into school on time.
      

      
      Breakfast was eaten in silence until Ronnie declared that his shoes hurt and he thought Annie should meet them after school
         and buy him a pair of boots like all the other boys wore. Cheeky little devil! was Annie’s first reaction, when I think of
         the few rags they had when they first came here to live. Still, better not to start an argument at this time in the morning,
         as the way things were going she herself was going to be late for her job in the Market Café.
      

      
      ‘I can’t ’elp it if me feet won’t stop growing.’ Ronnie spoke sharply, sensing that Annie was none too pleased. He was going
         to give her a bit more cheek, then he remembered the last time he’d played up and shouted the odds and he regretted the way
         it had upset her. He’d heard her crying when he passed her bedroom. She wasn’t so bad. In fact she was very good to his sister,
         showing a lot of patience and being kind when of course she didn’t have to be. She no more wanted him and Mary living in this
         house with her than they wanted to be there. But then again they were better off here than they’d been for many a long day,
         sort of settled like, not shoved from pillar to post as they used to be. It couldn’t be easy for her trying to look after
         them all. Ronnie did his best to black out an angry thought, but it wouldn’t go away. No matter what happened, he was never going to forgive his mum for going off and
         leaving him and Mary behind. It wasn’t fair the way she’d just dumped them on almost strangers and, to top that, she’d stolen
         a lot of Jim’s money. That was a dirty trick to pull! Jim was a good bloke. He’d been good to their mother, bought her no
         end of things, not to mention what he’d bought for him and his sister. Not many blokes would have bothered with two kids that
         weren’t his. Some way to repay him, wasn’t it? Couldn’t have blamed him if he’d called the council and asked them to take
         him and Mary into care. It wouldn’t be the first time. They had been fostered out once before, and that had been a bad nightmare.
         The woman hadn’t wanted them, but only the money the council paid her to take them in. For days, Mary hadn’t stopped crying.
         That was another thing that he’d never forgive his mother for.
      

      
      Annie poured boiling water from the big black kettle into the tin washing-up bowl and piled the dirty breakfast dishes and
         mugs to soak. Turning, she saw Mary struggling to get her arm into the sleeve of her navy blue coat. ‘Here, I’ll help you,’
         she offered, bending her knees so that she was on a level with the child’s face.
      

      
      ‘I can do me own buttons up,’ Mary said with a small grin.

      
      Annie picked up the long scarf that Gran had knitted for her – despite the fact that she didn’t approve of her son holding
         on to these children, she was good to them in more ways than one – and wound it round Mary’s neck and shoulders. As she tucked
         a strand of loose hair under the brim of her woollen hat, Mary looked straight into her eyes and asked, ‘Will my mummy come
         back one day?’
      

      
      A lump came up in Annie’s throat that was big enough to choke her. How could any mother be so callous as to walk off and leave a dear little mite like this? For all she knew,
         Jim Bateman had turfed her and her brother out into the street. Six months – and never a word, not even a postcard to her
         own kiddies.
      

      
      Annie took a deep breath. ‘Course she will. Now, let’s be off,’ she replied quietly, leaning forward to plant a kiss on the
         little girl’s soft cheek. ‘I’ve packed your dinners and I’ve put in an apple and a chocolate biscuit.’
      

      
      Ronnie grinned and had the grace to say, ‘Thank you.’

      
      Ronnie took his sister’s hand as they stood a moment while Annie went back indoors to fetch an umbrella, because she was sure
         it was either going to rain or to snow before the day was out. Most of the neighbours had their front doors wide open and
         called cheery greetings to Annie and her two small charges. Annie knew what most of them were thinking: Jim Bateman was mad
         to keep Mary and young Ron, especially when the brunt of it all fell on Annie’s shoulders.
      

      
      Annie allowed herself a small grin. Most would also declare that she was well able to take care of herself. She knew full
         well how they saw her: confident, absolutely in charge of any situation. Always in a hurry to get things done. Brooking no
         argument, allowing nothing or no one to stand in her way. A fitting daughter for Jim Bateman! I only wish it were always true,
         Annie sighed softly. Today she felt like following her brother’s example and running off. But where would she go?
      

      
      She had always lived in Bermondsey, but it wasn’t much of a place these days. Streets and streets of what could only be called
         hovels. A sprawling mass of factories overlooked by dirty blocks of flats and ninety per cent of all the homes were still
         lit by gas. Annie’s thoughts were grim as she watched the two children still holding hands as they walked in front of her until they reached the iron railings
         that surrounded the school they now attended. ‘I’ll be here at a quarter to four to meet you,’ she said, planting another
         kiss on Mary’s cheek and giving her a quick hug.
      

      
      No such familiarities were allowed where Ronnie was concerned. ‘Bye!’ he yelled as he ran across the playground, dragging
         his little sister by the hand.
      

      
      Annie thought as she watched them go that her dad had acted big where those kiddies were concerned. He’d rigged them out in
         brand new clothes from top to toe. No second-hand clothes for his family, and she hadn’t dared ask where the clothing coupons
         had come from. They were nice enough kids. Ronnie could be a bit obstinate at times, but who in their right mind could blame
         him? If he had a chip as large as a house-brick on his shoulder, it was no more than could be expected. He’d as good as told
         her one day that he couldn’t fathom out why his mum had left them this time when Jim had been so good and he thought they’d
         landed on their feet. Now he seemed to have assumed that because he was big and his sister was small he had to see she came
         to no harm.
      

      
      Annie turned away, puzzled. It was a right old carry-on and no mistake, and it would take a wiser person than her to predict
         the outcome. It was ten minutes to nine, so with luck she still had time to call into her gran’s before she started work at
         the café. The thought of her workplace had her hoping that she wouldn’t be burdened with too many sad stories today. Christmas
         hadn’t been so bad; somehow folk had found the extra money to put decent food on the table and still buy small gifts for their
         children’s stockings. Now, many long cold weeks of winter still stretched ahead and what little money there was had to be spent on coal as well as on food. With so many men out of work and all the disabled
         soldiers returning home without a hope in hell of ever obtaining a job, life was proving to be totally different from what
         they had been promised when peace had been declared. That’s not to say that life is all that bleak, Annie rebuked herself,
         and as she quickened her footsteps some of her fears receded.
      

      
      There was another side, though, to this East End of London. An incredible strength of determination, a love of family and
         kinship beyond the ties of blood. A friend was a friend for life. And despite the horrors and deaths there still existed a
         gaiety and zest for the future which was quite common among Cockneys. The East End of London could never be described as pretty
         or even attractive but in some peculiar way it had charm. And that is not down to the place but to the people who live here,
         Annie told herself brusquely.
      

      
      Working in the café from the day she’d left school, Annie had heard endless tales of the riots of the nineteen-thirties. Then
         as a young girl she had lived through month upon month of bombing, nightly destruction of homes and small businesses. Now
         she was experiencing first hand the plight of the homeless and the hardship of those unable to find work. Yet she felt, and
         for once her gran agreed, all this had contributed to the character of the folk that lived in the East End of London. Cockney
         humour was known world wide. And, during the years of the war, Cockney courage had certainly been put to the test.
      

      
      Now on this cold, raw January day, Annie stood in front of a terraced house which looked as smart as a house could look when
         set in such bleak surroundings. She slipped her hand through the shiny letterbox. Hardly a day that Gran didn’t give it a good rub with a cloth smeared with Brasso or fail to clean her doorstep and buff it up with red Cardinal
         polish. She withdrew the length of string from which dangled the key to the front door. As Annie slowly turned it in the well-oiled
         lock, she paused to look at her gran’s neat little patch of front garden and smiled at the two green-painted tubs that held
         bushy-leafed shrubs. Looking up at the front window, she smiled even more at the stiff white lace curtains hung behind panes
         of glass that sparkled even on this dreary winter morning.
      

      
      As the door swung open, Annie entered the small passage and wiped her feet on the thick rag rug, one of several that Gran
         had made for herself. Facing her was an inner door that served to keep out the wind, its upper section consisting of two stained
         glass panels. Before Annie could reach out and open this door, it swung inwards to reveal the large figure of her gran.
      

      
      ‘Allo, luv! I was ’oping you’d call in on yer way t’work. I’ve been watching out for yer.’

      
      Annie stepped forward to be enveloped in her gran’s big brawny arms, and she sighed happily as she was hugged close. As her
         gran released her hold, Annie turned her head and looked into the face of Jack Higgins, her gran’s lodger. She smiled at him
         as much as she felt able, for she didn’t like this young man. Well, it wasn’t so much dislike she felt for him, more bewilderment.
         Having served in the Navy during the war, he had come home to no family and nowhere to live. The street where his whole family
         and relations had lived for years had been wiped out by a land-mine. Gran had let him her back bedroom and he now worked on
         the Thames as a lighterman. The arrangement well suited Gran, who felt nothing but admiration for Jack Higgins, a most kind
         and helpful young man, in her opinion. Annie’s thoughts were different. He was different! Very handsome in a rugged sort of way with a mop of thick
         dark hair and bright blue eyes. But formal and haughty as if he’s always trying to keep me at a distance, she grumbled to
         herself.
      

      
      ‘See you later, Mrs Bateman,’ he said with a smile, yet, as he squeezed past Annie, he merely muttered, ‘Bye, Annie,’ and
         even those two words were said very coolly.
      

      
      Rhoda Bateman looked steadily at her grand-daughter, aware of the discomfort she seemed to feel whenever Jack was around.
         It puzzled her a lot. He was about nine years older than Annie, and the two of them should be friends. They’ve a lot in common,
         both losing their mothers so tragically, she was thinking as she ushered Annie through into the warmth of the kitchen. Rhoda
         was a big woman, all of five foot eight, with broad shoulders and muscles that would have been more suited on a man, yet not
         an ounce of fat on her bones. Today she was dressed in a grey corded dress with rows of buttons down the front. Her grey hair
         was scraped back into a bun at the nape of her neck showing clearly how weather-beaten her face was.
      

      
      Annie gave a contented sigh, feeling as she always did when she came into her gran’s living-room. Not so far from the Old
         Kent Road or from the docks, this terraced house was like a little palace. A proper home, full of old furniture and heavily
         curtained, it was warm and snug. A safe haven. A rich heavy chenille draught-excluder smothered the door, and stretched along
         the mantelpiece a fancy cover of the same material was made extra posh by its hem of rich tassels. The grate below it shone
         like a dollar, as did the saucepans that hung to the side. A big well-scrubbed table took centre pride of place. Along the back wall a sideboard displayed so many lovely pieces of china and figurines and framed photographs that it always set
         Annie wondering how ever her gran managed to dust it all.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ Rhoda urged, pointing to two well-worn chintz-covered armchairs that stood one on each side of the fireplace. ‘Sit
         yerself down. You’ve got time for a mug of broth, surely.’ Without waiting for Annie to reply, she went over to the fireplace
         that had an iron oven at one side and a glowing hob on the other. Before opening the oven door, she took down a rough towel
         from a string line which ran beneath the mantelshelf and, unhooking the steel latch of the oven, she took out a deep stew-pot.
         This she set on the table and removed the lid before hanging the towel back on the line.
      

      
      ‘Umm!’ Annie sniffed the appetizing steam. ‘Cor, Gran, that smells gorgeous.’

      
      Rhoda picked up one of two thick mugs which were lying on top of the broad brass fender and took a spoon from the table drawer,
         setting a place at one end of the table before saying, ‘Well, do you want some of the broth or not?’
      

      
      Annie needed no second bidding. Within seconds she had dipped her mug into the huge pot, straining off some of the rich liquid,
         and was soon sitting back noisily supping away.
      

      
      ‘By the time you meet the kids from school, the meat in there will be right tender, and I’ll add a load more vegetables, but
         I won’t drop the dumplings in until you get here,’ Rhoda told her, replacing the lid on the pan before plonking herself down
         at the other end of the table and resting her elbows on the edge.
      

      
      The affection between these two was obvious, and the arrangement they had sorted out worked well. Well, most days it did. The more so since the School Board man had had a word
         with young Ronnie about hopping the wag and taking his little sister with him. Monday to Wednesday, Annie worked from ten
         until three, giving her plenty of time to meet the two children from school. Some days they went straight home, other times
         Gran had a hot meal ready for them. On Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays, Annie put in a long day starting at eight in the
         morning and not finishing until six-thirty at night. On two of these days Ronnie was responsible for seeing Mary to school,
         and Gran was round at their house by the time they got home and stayed with them until either Annie or Jim got home to take
         over. Annie thought it was a cheek to involve their gran. She was after all well past her three-score years and ten, not that
         anyone was allowed to mention that in her hearing.
      

      
      In actual fact, two years before the last century had ended, Rhoda had been the owner of the working men’s café where Annie
         was now an assistant. As a bonny, quite well-off young lass of twenty she had been serving huge dinners and mighty mugs of
         tea to the Irish lads who were working on the roads as well as the market porters and the stall-holders. Amid the boisterous
         noise of the café she had heard this throaty, warm voice laced with an Irish brogue, and several times her eye had caught
         big Paddy Bateman watching her. Even today she still groaned when his name was mentioned, and his photo was in every room
         of this house where he had brought her as his bride three months after their first meeting. Silver-tongued as he was, he had
         never managed to convert her to his religion. That, and the fact that she had only ever borne him one child made her an enemy
         rather than a friend of their local priest, but that hadn’t made the slightest bit of difference to their marriage. A pair of love-birds till the day he died. A marriage
         made in heaven, so it t’was, had been her Paddy’s favourite saying. If only her son’s marriage could have lasted as long.
         Bloody war, she muttered to herself whenever she let her mind dwell on the ruddy awful mess his life was in. Bad enough to
         lose his lovely wife, but to have struggled on and seen to it that his own two children wanted for nought, and now to be saddled
         with two more that he knew absolutely nothing about.
      

      
      Course it wasn’t the kids’ fault that their bitch of a mother had left them, but where the hell had they come from? They must
         have a father or at least some living relative somewhere. And what broke her heart even more was knowing that, because of
         that hard-hearted woman, her own lovely grandson had been driven from his home and God alone knew where he was now or how
         he was coping.
      

      
      Then there was Annie. She glanced at this lovely young lass drinking her broth before setting off to do a hard day’s work.
         This evening, her Annie should be togging herself up, going to the pictures with a nice lad, not staying in looking after
         someone else’s children. She was going to have to have another showdown with that son of hers! This time she’d make him see
         sense, and do something to right this awful situation.
      

      
      Annie caught Rhoda glaring at her, and knew by that look what was going through her mind, but now was not the time or the
         place to go over it all again. As always, it would get the pair of them nowhere.
      

      
      ‘I have t’be going, Gran,’ Annie said, rising to her feet and taking her mug over to the wooden draining board.

      
      ‘Leave that, luv. I’ve all the day before me to wash a few pots.’
      

      
      ‘All right then.’ Annie knew better than to argue, and instead smiled at Rhoda, saying, ‘If that broth is anything to go by,
         tonight’s stew will be exceptional! If I get sight of me dad I’ll tell him you’re doing the dinner tonight an’ that it’s neck
         of lamb and dumplings. That’ll have ’im sitting up to the table on time, I bet.’
      

      
      ‘Get on with yer,’ Rhoda said. ‘I’ve already got yer father thinking he only has to smile at me an’ I’ll do whatever it is
         he’s asking, without you starting. You might ’ave some Irish blood in yer veins from yer grandfather, but don’t you go forgetting
         I was born ’ere in London within the sound of Bow Bells, which makes me a true Cockney, and I can tell when you’re soft-soaping
         me before you’ve finished getting the words out of yer mouth.’
      

      
      Annie grinned. She knew Gran loved to be complimented on her cooking. ‘As if I would give you any flannel! You’re a sweet
         old dear. Anyway, must dash now. See you later, don’t let the kids play you up.’
      

      
      ‘Just let ’em try,’ Rhoda muttered as she followed Annie to the front door.

      
      Head tucked down well into her coat collar, Annie strode along laughing to herself. Dear Gran tries to make out she’s got
         such a ferocious bite. If the truth be told, she doesn’t mind having Ronnie and Mary to see to one bit. Half the children
         in the street knew where to come when they wanted a treat, and as for the older folk they had a lot to thank Gran for. Whenever
         she was baking, it was never for herself alone. Later that day she could be seen delivering small cakes and pies, neatly wrapped
         in a clean cloth, to several dwellings where folk were not too well-off or lived on their own or were not easily able to fend for themselves.
      

      
      Probably enjoys it, Annie said to herself, but getting her to admit that, well, t’would be easier drawing teeth!

   
      
      Chapter Three

      

      
      THE STEAM HIT ANNIE as she pushed open the door of the café, yet she was pleased to see so many customers and, looking around, she gave everyone
         a friendly smile.
      

      
      Sid Owen, the café owner, was filling a line of large mugs with strong tea from a huge metal teapot. ‘Morning, Annie,’ he
         called as she went behind the counter. ‘Fings ’ave bin a bit ’ectic ’ere ever since I opened the doors. Too perishing cold
         for most of ’em t’ang about out there in the ’ope of a day’s graft.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be with you in a tick, Sid. Just let me get me coat off an’ me apron on.’

      
      ‘No, luv, I’m managing, It’s the missus that could do wiv an’ ’and.’

      
      The kitchen was worse. It was like walking into an oven. Smoke was pouring from the grill, and in two strides Annie was across
         the room and had removed the pan that held six slices of bread which were well toasted, the edges quite black. Taking the
         pan to the draining-board, she found a knife and gave each slice a good scrape before covering it with a generous amount of pork dripping, making sure that each slice had a fair share of the
         rich jelly sediment at the bottom of the basin. Slicing each piece in half, she laid all six slices on a dinner place and
         put it at the bottom of the grill to keep warm, but only after she had turned the gas right down.
      

      
      ‘That’s what I love about you, girl. You don’t ’ave t’be told what t’do all the time. You get stuck straight in.’ Flossie
         Owen grinned at Annie as she expertly lifted rashers of bacon out of a huge frying-pan with the end of a wicked-looking carving
         knife. ‘Get yer coat off, and then would yer take that toast through to Sid? Get yerself a cuppa at the same time. Yer look
         frozen, me darling. Bit nippy walking this morning, wasn’t it? Proper murky an’ all, I bet. We pay a price in the winter,
         living so close to the River Thames, don’t we?’
      

      
      By now Annie not only had her coat off but a clean white apron with a bib was firmly tied round her waist. Flossie meanwhile
         had laid the rashers on thickly buttered slices of bread, flipped another slice on top, and cut each one in half.
      

      
      ‘Three bacon sandwiches, an, yer can tell me ole man that he’s lucky he’s getting service wiv a smile now you’ve arrived.’

      
      With plates in each hand and two lying up her arm, Annie made for the swing door, ‘Flossie, d’yer want me to bring you a tea
         or coffee?’ she called back over her shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Please, luv. I could murder a mug of tea. I might even get time t’drink it now an’ all.’

      
      Sid drained his own mug and set it down with a wry smile.

      
      Annie was weaving between the tables, sorting out who had ordered what, and suddenly stopped at a table where four dockers were sitting. Seeing one of them had two angry-looking
         scratches down the side of his face, she leant across and grinned. ‘Ave you been up to your old tricks again, Bill?’ she asked.
      

      
      Bill Whatley was a tall, solidly built young man, so good-looking that Annie thought he could well be a film-star. Thick wavy
         dark hair, nice brown eyes and always a healthy-looking colour from working out in the open. He also had the relaxed manner
         of a man who knew the effect he had on women and enjoyed it to the full. Trouble was, he already had a wife. And a good one
         at that, was most people’s opinion.
      

      
      Annie was of the same mind. She knew Peggy Whatley well and her two nice kiddies, because the family lived in the same street
         as her gran. For all that, Annie could well understand why women did fall for Bill.
      

      
      ‘Terrible the treatment I get at ’ome, it is, Annie! Don’t suppose you’d consider running off with me like, would yer?’ he
         asked, flashing Annie one of his broad smiles which showed off his perfect white teeth.
      

      
      ‘She’s got more bloody sense,’ his mates chorused, then, laughing impatiently, the men banged on the table with their knives
         and forks. ‘When we gonna get our breakfast?’ one asked and another said, ‘Yeah, me stomach thinks me throat’s bin cut.’
      

      
      ‘Carry on like yer going, an’ I’ll make sure Flossie doesn’t give you any fried bread,’ Annie retorted.

      
      Watching from behind the counter, Sid was thinking to himself that the lass had got some spunk. Still, being born an’ bred
         around here, it’s no wonder she can take care of herself. True, most of his customers liked to have a laugh and a joke with
         Annie, but they knew just how far they could go. She would soon let them know if they overstepped the mark, and if she didn’t, her father soon would. Lucky
         Jim Bateman might appear easy-going, but upset him, and he could certainly become a different animal together.
      

      
      It was nigh on two o’clock before Annie was able to take a breather. The market outside was still busy, and even though it
         was bitterly cold, the crowd of shoppers wore a cheerful air. Despite the shortage of money, trade in the café had hardly
         let up. With Sid charging only threepence for large bowl of thick pea soup and a crusty roll, a tanner for egg, bacon, sausage
         and a slice and a shilling for meat pie or pudding plus as many vegetables as Flossie could pile on the plate, most days folk
         must have thought it was fair value and too good a chance to miss out on.
      

      
      Sid, taking a short break to recover his breath, was sitting at one of the tables talking to the market policeman about a
         young lad that had been in the café that morning. ‘Make yer ’eart bleed to look at ’im, wobbling along looking as if he ain’t
         ’ad a decent meal in ages and, when he talks, which ain’t very often, I don’t think he knows what time of day it is,’ Sid
         was saying loudly. ‘Ain’t got a chance in ’ell of getting a decent job, yet all the bloody government is going to give ’im
         is a bit of a disabled pension. In the First World War they’d ’ave said he was shell-shocked. Gawd knows what they’re going
         do with lads like ’im that ’ave spent years in prisoner-of-war camps. Seem’s t’me to ’ave lost his wits, that one at least,
         an’ there ain’t much anyone can do about that, is there?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t ask me, Sid,’ the bobby answered. ‘I can’t begin to tell you all the hard luck stories we ’ave to cope with. Some as
         would make yer hair stand on end, and it don’t seem right. Was supposed t’be the war to end all wars. To my reckoning, now the lads are home, the trouble is just starting.’
      

      
      Annie had cleared up behind the counter and decided she’d leave them to it. Bit depressing, listening to them two.

      
      Flossie looked worn out. ‘I’ve made a fresh brew,’ Annie told her as she set two steaming mugs on the table. ‘Why don’t you
         knock off for a bit, come an’ sit down and we’ll both drink our tea while it’s hot.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve only got one pair of hands,’ Flossie complained as the two of them sat supping their tea. ‘My Sid seems t’think I’ve
         got two pairs, shouting out the orders thick and fast. Oh, it’s lovely that we do get so much trade an’ I’d be the first t’say
         that this place gives us a jolly good living, but the way we’re going on I’m beginning t’think I’ll end up with a load of
         flowers that I won’t be able to smell, lying in the best grave in the churchyard. I wish t’God that he’d listen to me and
         get someone in to at least wash a few pots and pans. Must be some poor old man that would be glad to earn a few bob.’
      

      
      Annie covered her mouth with her hands so that Flossie wouldn’t see she was laughing. It wasn’t that she didn’t agree with
         every word she said. She could certainly do with a bit of help out here in this kitchen; it was just the funny things she
         came out with. Flowers she wouldn’t be able to smell! ‘I’ll get stuck into the washing up,’ she said, rising to her feet.
         ‘I don’t mind, and it’s pretty quiet out there at the moment.’
      

      
      ‘Ta,’ Flossie said gratefully. ‘You’re a love.’

      
      With only a half-hour to go, Annie was busy wiping down the table-tops with a thick cloth that she frequently wrung out in
         the bucket of hot soapy suds at her feet. The blast of cold air as the door opened made her turn her head quickly. Doris Simmonds, who had attended the same school, swept
         in with her bleached blond hair and painted fingernails, teetering in heels so high that Annie didn’t know how she managed
         to walk in them.
      

      
      Doris was a war widow. She was very young still, only four or five years older than Annie, but her youth and natural resilience
         were working to heal the heartbreak that her husband’s death had caused. Childhood sweethearts they’d been. But Doris wasn’t
         the type to put on widow’s weeds and spend the rest of her life mourning for what might have been. She was one of life’s corks,
         destined always to bob back up to the surface no matter how far fate knocked her down. She had started going out again, filling
         the evenings with the distraction of company. She could be found drinking in pubs, dancing the hours away in the local palais
         de dance, or in the various cinemas drooling over the screen lovers. Like everywhere else, things had changed in London because
         of the war, and it wasn’t unusual to see groups of young women out together for the evening, bent on enjoying themselves.
         She wasn’t the type to be left out of anything. Bold as brass, fond of a drink and a joke, and always ready for a good time.
         For all that, Annie liked her. She was always telling her she was wasting her life looking after two children that weren’t
         even her relations. ‘Come on,’ she’d say, ‘I’ve got a couple of bob t’spare. Let’s go down the King’s Arms and ’ave a bit
         of a laugh. There’s nearly always someone down there that gets on the old Joanna an’ knocks out all the old tunes.’
      

      
      ‘Annie, you still ’ere? You wanna be thinking about getting yerself ’ome before the snow really starts t’fall,’ Doris half
         shouted as she struggled to shut the door.
      

      
      ‘Allo, Doris! I thought you’d got a job as I ’aven’t seen you around for a few days.’
      

      
      ‘Blimey, no, I ain’t worked since I left Sadie’s dress shop. She was all right – well, most of the time she was, it were ’er
         old man, ’ee liked t’finger more than the gold sovereign he wore on the end of ’is watch chain.’
      

      
      Annie threw back her head and laughed loudly. ‘Doris, you’re enough t’make a saint laugh. What are yer doing ’ere anyway?’

      
      Doris grinned, untying the chiffon scarf round her head and loosing the fur collar of her heavy coat. ‘I’ve got a message
         for you from yer dad.’
      

      
      Annie’s face lit up. ‘Well, spit it out.’

      
      ‘Your dad’s doing a bit of business down at the Surrey Quays but said t’tell you he’ll be at yer gran’s about ’alf past five.’

      
      ‘What kind of business?’ Annie asked, glancing up quickly.

      
      ‘Nothing for you t’worry yer ’ead about,’ Doris answered with spirit, ‘but I’ll tell yer this. I ’ad a right good laugh listening
         to Jim delivering his spiel, better than going t’the music hall any day. Curtains he’s got ’is ’ands on this time, an’ none
         of yer old utility rubbish.’ She took a deep breath, and then it was her turn to laugh. ‘Remember, Annie, when yer dad ’ad
         a few of us working in that lock-up of his?’
      

      
      Annie’s face flushed. ‘Only too well,’ she said softly. ‘I only wish he wouldn’t get mixed up with all these different carryings
         on at his age.’
      

      
      ‘What d’yer want him t’do? Sit back an’ take it easy? That ain’t Jim’s style. He likes a bit of a risk an’ he ain’t really
         ’urting nobody. In fact, he ’elps a lot of folk one way an’ another.’
      

      
      Annie didn’t answer for a moment. She was thinking how she and three more girls, Doris included, had unrolled yards and yards
         of net curtain, removing the utility labels so that her father could sell it. Utility goods were set at a fair price by the
         authorities, but sold only to holders of vouchers or permits. People who were in need and newly married couples qualified,
         as did folk who had lost their homes and all their worldly goods because of the air raids.
      

      
      ‘Give over, fer Christ’s sake,’ her dad had bawled when she’d questioned his right to be handling such goods. ‘As much right
         as Sammy Harris and a few others I could mention,’ he quickly retorted. ‘They got the gelt to buy up whole warehouses that
         were supposedly ruined by bombs or by flood water when the firemen were called. Then they pay daft buggers like me to clear
         the places out. Pretty grim some of the muck we find, I can tell yer. Some ’ave lain stinking for years.’
      

      
      ‘But how come you’re able to sell some of the stock?’ Annie had asked in a voice that she tried hard to keep from sounding
         impatient.
      

      
      ‘Sam, or whoever, is going to put in an insurance claim, no doubt about that, they aren’t bothered enough to sort through
         soggy bales of cloth or racks of mucky clothing to see if anything can be salvaged. If the warehouse or building came with
         a good insurance policy, it’s far easier for them to put in a claim, cop the lot an’ turn a blind eye to anyone with the will
         to get their ’ands dirty and make a bob or two for theirselves. Sometimes it pays off for me, other times I’ve hired a van
         or tramped the streets trying to flog the gear and ended up well out of pocket. Now I’ve got good contracts and the matter
         of vehicles all sorted, they’re there whenever I need them. With all the shortages there still are and people longing for something new to brighten up their homes, not to mention the youngsters that
         have money to spend but no clothing coupons, it’s beginning to pay off nicely. You, young lady, have benefited from it to
         a very great degree, so don’t you go turning all saintly an’ toffy-nosed at this late hour.’
      

      
      Annie had been unable to sleep that night. Some of what her father had said made sense, and most of it was true. But then
         he always could turn a tale to suit himself. As regards her benefiting from things he got on the black market, she couldn’t
         deny it. She, more than most, had gloated over the very first pair of silk stockings he had given her. And she had never refused
         the extra clothing coupons when her dad offered them, nor the cash he was always so generous with.
      

      
      There had been a long silence while Annie finished wiping the tables and Sid had passed a mug of tea over to Doris, which
         she was slowly drinking, at the same time staring at Annie, a thoughtful look on her well-made-up face. She knew Annie was
         troubled by what her father got up to and also the thought of those two little kiddies who somehow seemed to have become her
         responsibility. It wasn’t fair. Annie was too young. ‘Yer don’t want t’be worrying yerself about what yer dad gets up to.
         He can well take care of himself,’ Doris said, breaking the awkward silence. ‘By the way,’ she added, grinning broadly, ‘I
         bet when yer see these curtains yer dad’s got you’ll be wanting one pair at least to put up at yer front windows. All in their
         own boxes, lined an’ all, an’ colours like of which we ain’t set eyes on since the beginning of the war. Make a ruddy good
         change from the ’orrible blackout stuff we’ve ’ad t’put up with all these years.’
      

      
      Annie looked across to where Sid was standing behind the counter and saw he was winking saucily at Doris. Suddenly both she and Doris were laughing fit to bust and Sid came out
         from behind the counter and patted Annie’s back. ‘Yer got a good un there in your dad,’ he said to Annie, ‘an’ he ain’t called
         Lucky Jim Bateman for nothing. Besides, whatever he does he does well, just as you do ’ere in this café. We wouldn’t ’ave
         ’alf the customers in an’ out if it weren’t for you an’ the nice way you treat ’em all. Now enough’s enough for one day, so
         go on, get yer coat and make tracks.’
      

      
      Annie smiled happily. It was not often that Sid said anything complimentary to her and she held her head high as she went
         in to the kitchen to fetch her coat and say good-bye to Flossie.
      

      
      ‘I’ll walk part of the way with yer,’ Doris said, tying her scarf back over her blond hair and knotting it under her chin.

      
      Once outside, the girls linked arms and did their best to walk in a dignified manner between the empty boxes that littered
         the pavement as the stall-holders set about closing up for the day.
      

      
      ‘Yer ain’t kissed me goodnight, Annie,’ one man called out.

      
      ‘An’, Doris, I wouldn’t mind taking yer out tonight if you’re at a loose end,’ another chimed in.

      
      ‘Go ’ome to yer wives and children,’ Doris shouted back, chuckling as they both quickened their steps.

      
      ‘Doris Simmonds, you ain’t half as bad as you try to make out! Get yerself home,’ Annie said, taking her by the arm and almost
         pushing her round the corner.
      

      
      ‘I suppose you’re off t’meet Mary an’ Ronnie,’ Doris sighed as she allowed Annie to withdraw her arm. ‘Oh well, take care.
         I’ll try an’ see yer tomorrow.’
      

      
      It wouldn’t be long and it would be really dark, Annie was thinking to herself as she walked into the playground and joined
         what few mothers were there to meet their children.
      

      
      ‘I’ve bin waiting in the cloakroom for ages,’ Mary complained, tugging her hat down over her ears as she drew level with Annie.
         ‘Ronnie grumbles if I don’t look sharp, but he wasn’t there today.’
      

      
      ‘Never mind,’ Annie said, smoothing strands of hair off Mary’s face and squeezing her little hand tight. ‘He won’t be long,
         an’ then we’re going to Gran’s for our dinner. You like going to Gran’s, don’t you? It’s nice and warm and she’s always got
         a treat ready for you and for your brother, hasn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, an’ I do like Gran, she’s nice.’ Mary added a few more words but they were spoken so softly that Annie couldn’t hear.

      
      So she lowered herself to Mary’s level. ‘What did you say, pet?’

      
      ‘Ronnie says … well … he says she’s not our gran an’ we shouldn’t like her too much ’cos we won’t be able t’stay with you
         for much longer.’
      

      
      Just the sight of that little pinched face and those sad eyes that now shone with tears made Annie want to cry herself, but
         she put on a bold face and lifted Mary up into her arms. ‘D’you believe everything Ronnie tells you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Mary answered defensively, her body shaking as if she were very cold.

      
      ‘Well, Ronnie may be bigger than you, but he doesn’t know everything.’ Annie felt vaguely uneasy. She didn’t want to make
         any promises that she couldn’t keep, but on the other hand she just had to find a way to reassure this little mite. God knows
         she’s confused enough what with her mother disappearing, and all. ‘Gran loves you, truly she does, and as soon as we get home we’ll make sure she tells you
         so. You’ll believe what Gran tells you, won’t you?’ She saved herself from having to answer further awkward questions from
         Mary by uttering, ‘Oh lor! Here comes Ronnie.’
      

      
      Looking back over her shoulder, Mary put her hand to her mouth in alarm. Running with her brother were three or four other
         boys all with squat scowling faces. Skidding to a halt a few yards from where Annie stood, they began shouting to each other
         at the tops of their voices. They each seemed undersized for their age, but what they lacked in inches they more than made
         up for in aggression.
      

      
      ‘Well, Ronnie,’ Annie called, ‘why didn’t you go looking for Mary?’

      
      ‘I started to, then I remembered I ’adn’t got me satchel an’ I’d feel a right twerp in the morning if I ain’t done another
         lot of ’omework, so I went back in t’get it.’
      

      
      ‘You don’t never do yer ’omework,’ said the tallest of the boys.

      
      ‘No, yer try an’ copy Tommy Reid’s, ’cos yer know he always gets his right,’ said another lad.

      
      ‘I don’t! You’re a blooming liar an’ I’ll get you for that. You see if I don’t.’

      
      ‘Ronnie!’ Annie cried, then seeing the resigned anger in the eyes of this lonely lad she spoke softly, ‘Say good-bye to your
         mates. We’d better get going. It’s too cold to stand around here.’
      

      
      Ronnie sulked for a minute, unwilling to let the boy get away with calling him a cheat, but contented himself for the moment
         by clenching his fists and glaring at him. All the same he was going to have the last word. Stepping forward and braving the boy face to face, he muttered, ‘I’ll be in the playground early termorrow an’ yer can repeat what
         yer just said then.’ Then, very churlishly, he turned to Annie and said, ‘Well, what are we waiting for?’
      

      
      O help me, God, Annie prayed silently, not at all sure as to how she should be handling this situation. Mary saved the day.

      
      ‘I’m ever so hungry,’ she pleaded. ‘Have you anything in your pocket for us to eat?’

      
      Her face was raised and Annie saw the pitiful look of concern. She was frightened for her brother, and Annie reached out and
         took hold of her hand. Only last week some of the bigger girls at this school had caught hold of her in the playground and
         pulled her hair. One had stolen her hair-ribbon, and Annie had had an awful job trying to persuade her that it didn’t matter
         because they had plenty more ribbons.
      

      
      ‘No, I haven’t, but how about a pennyworth of chips to eat as we walk home?’

      
      ‘Cor!’ Ronnie saw this as a get-out. He could save face now and walk away ’cos there wasn’t one of his mates that would refuse
         the offer of a bag of hot chips. ‘Can we put our own salt and vinegar on them?’ he asked Annie, his face now wreathed in smiles.
      

      
      ‘On one condition.’

      
      ‘Oh, I knew there ’ad t’be a catch.’ He sighed heavily.

      
      ‘All I want you to do is promise me you won’t let on t’Gran that I’ve bought chips for the pair of you, ’cos she goes to a
         lot of trouble to cook you a great big dinner. And you won’t go leaving half of it, will you?’
      

      
      ‘Course not,’ they chorused. Ronnie added, ‘I’ll even wipe me plate up with a piece of me bread.’

      
      The tuppence had been well spent, Annie decided as she walked behind the two children. ‘Good, ain’t they,’ she’d heard Ron whisper conspiratorially to his sister as they each
         dug their fingers into the newspaper holding their chips, by now soggy with vinegar. Fancy, a pennyworth of chips, and you’d
         think she had given them the earth. She supposed it was because they hadn’t had a great number of treats in their lives. How
         lucky I’ve been, she said to herself. I’ve never wanted for much, but most important of all I’ve always had at least one parent
         who cared for me, and at their age I still had two. That is something that all the money in the world wouldn’t be able to
         compensate for.
      

      
      ‘Wait a minute,’ Annie implored as they crumpled the now empty papers and prepared to break into a run to see who could reach
         Gran’s front door first.
      

      
      ‘For goodness sake, let me wipe your fingers and mouths before we go in. Gran will kill me if she finds I’ve been buying yer
         chips before you’ve had your dinner!’
      

      
      They both laughed. ‘I can see t’meself,’ Ronnie said, spitting on his fingers and rubbing the sleeve of his coat across his
         lips.
      

      
      Mary obediently stood still, holding out her hands for Annie to wipe with her handkerchief. When her lips had been given a
         good rubbing, Mary grinned, ‘The chips were lovely, thank you, Annie.’
      

      
      Annie gathered her up into her arms, holding her close.

      
      Gran, who had quietly been watching all three of them from behind the lace curtain in the front room, was smiling. Yet she
         couldn’t help thinking, once again, that Annie should never be burdened with the responsibility of those two youngsters. But
         at the same time she felt that she’d make someone a fine wife one day and be a jolly good mother, too. She heaved a sigh. That’s if she’s ever given the chance to have children of her own.
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      

      
      RHODA BATEMAN WIPED HER hands on her pinafore before opening the inner door. ‘Allo, me darling,’ she said, scooping Mary up into her strong arms.
         Ronnie’s eyes were quickly appraising, taking in everything that was going on. As they entered the warm kitchen, his eyes
         slid sideways to where a number of saucepans were bubbling away on the hot range. He sniffed appreciatively, a fact not lost
         on Annie.
      

      
      ‘I don’t suppose you’re ready for your dinner yet, are you?’ Rhoda said, turning from helping Mary off with her coat to look
         at Ronnie. Then, straightening herself up, ‘I’ll get you all a nice hot drink,’ she stated, giving Annie a conspiratorial
         wink. ‘I’ve heated up some of my elderberry wine and added a bit of ginger. It’s good, really it is.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll have some,’ Ronnie piped up before Annie had a chance to accept. ‘And me, please,’ Mary added.

      
      Annie hid a smile as she watched Rhoda busy herself with the green quart bottle that held some of the homemade wine.

      
      ‘Dinner don’t ’alf smell good,’ Ronnie stated, between sips of his hot drink and smacking his lips.
      

      
      ‘Well, you won’t have long t’wait,’ said Rhoda, looking at him over the top of her own brimming glass. ‘I’ve made the dumplings,
         only have to drop them in. I’ll do that in a minute while you two can ’elp Annie t’lay the table.’
      

      
      ‘I’d rather help you, Gran,’ Mary stated. ‘Once before, you let me roll the dumplings round and round in the basin of flour
         before you cooked them.’
      

      
      ‘So I did, my luv, an’ so you shall t’day.’

      
      Mary, who was sitting on the rug in front of the fire, wriggled her bottom nearer to the brass fender, and rubbed her hands
         together. ‘Have I t’wash me ’ands first?’
      

      
      Rhoda laughed. ‘Course you ’ave. When you’ve drunk all yer wine you an’ me will go out into the scullery an’ we’ll both wash
         our hands.’
      

      
      Mary tossed back her hair. ‘See, Ronnie? Gran lets me help her wiv the cooking. Well, she don’t let you, does she?’ Mary asked,
         as he said nothing.
      

      
      ‘Boys don’t ’ave t’know about cooking,’ he replied slowly, ‘but I’m glad she lets you do things.’

      
      A moment later, they heard the front door bang, and then the latch to the kitchen door was lifted and the door flew open to
         reveal Jim Bateman and a young man who was tall and red-cheeked and known to the family as Freddie the Fox. The two men came
         lumbering across the room, their arms loaded high with cardboard boxes. Rhoda’s sense of relief almost overwhelmed her. She
         laughed. ‘Blimey, son, d’yer ’ave t’make quite so much noise when yer come in? I thought ’alf the street was busting in, an’
         if it’s not too much trouble, I’d like to know what the hell you think you’re doing bringing a load of stuff in t’my house. You know I don’t hold with ’alf your dodgy trading.’
      

      
      Freddie the Fox, his greasy black hair hanging untidily over the collar of his overcoat, looked sheepishly at her, and murmured,
         ‘Evening, Mrs Bateman.’ He was one of the men who drove a van for Jim when he needed them. At one time he’d shown a lot of
         interest in Annie, but Rhoda had soon sent him on his way with a flea in his ear.
      

      
      Jim hadn’t bothered to reply to his mother, as he was too busy stacking the boxes into two piles against the far wall. ‘Thanks,
         Fred,’ he said, laying his hand on his mate’s shoulder. ‘I’ll come t’the door with you an’ we’ll meet later to settle up.’
      

      
      You could have heard a pin drop in the kitchen. The silence was heavy as the two women and two children waited until Jim came
         back from seeing Freddie the Fox off the premises.
      

      
      Jim Bateman stood in the doorway, his cheeks glowing from the cold air, his eyes twinkling brightly as he pretended to glance
         around the room. ‘Somebody told me the prettiest little girl in the whole world was here in my mother’s house. I wonder where
         she is? I know her name is Mary.’
      

      
      ‘I’m here,’ Mary said, her voice little more than a whisper.

      
      ‘Well, so you are, me darlin’, an’ there’s me banking on getting me first kiss today.’ Jim got down on his knees, flung his
         arms wide open and waited.
      

      
      Mary’s face reddened, and all she managed to utter was, ‘Oh,’ but she got to her feet and practically ran round the table
         to be swept up into Jim’s arms and held for a long moment in a massive bear-hug. ‘Did you miss me today?’ Jim asked as she stayed still, her little arms wound tightly round his neck.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she murmured, nodding her head at the same time.

      
      ‘An’ have yer had yer dinner yet?’ he enquired, setting her down but still keeping hold of her hand.

      
      ‘No, but we’ve had real wine, an’ you can’t ’ave any dinner until Gran and me wash our ’ands and pop the dumplings into the
         gravy.’ That was a long statement coming from Mary, who rarely uttered more than five or six words at a time.
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m blowed,’ said Jim. ‘D’you mean t’tell me that yer gran is making you work before she’ll let you eat?’

      
      ‘She likes ’elping Gran,’ Ronnie piped up.

      
      Everyone laughed as Rhoda took Mary by the hand and the went into the scullery.

      
      ‘Here,’ said Annie, handing her father a glass of the hot wine. ‘That will warm yer insides while you’re waiting for yer dinner.’

      
      ‘Thanks. Have a good day, did you?’ he asked Annie, stooping to ruffle the top of Ronnie’s head before taking the glass from
         his daughter.
      

      
      ‘Much the same as usual, except Doris came into the café to tell me what you was up to down at Surrey Quays.’

      
      ‘No, she did not,’ said Jim with a faint smile. ‘Doris came to you with a message to tell you I would have me dinner here
         with all of you tonight. As t’what I was doing, no need t’make a song an’ dance about it. Best deal I’ve had me ’ands on for
         many a long day.’
      

      
      ‘Every deal is heaven sent, according to you, Dad,’ Annie, told him.

      
      Ronnie was feeling left out of things, so, plucking up his courage, he looked over to where Jim was sitting and in a butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-his-mouth kind of voice asked, ‘Uncle Jim,
         seeing as ’ow Mary gets to ’elp Gran, and even Annie lets her do things when she’s in a good mood, why can’t I help you down
         on the docks some of the time?’
      

      
      Ronnie had any amount of common sense, was Jim’s sincere opinion, and the lad had had a rough time of it one way and another,
         so he took his time before answering. ‘Ronnie, you’re a bit young t’be coming on the docks. ’Sides, you need a card. It’s
         more a case of who you know than what you know that gets yer a job in the first place, but, once yer name comes up, through
         the family-like, well, you’re made fer life. I’ll tell yer what, lad, I’ll ’ave a word in the right ear, see if I can’t get
         permission t’show you round, perhaps one Saturday, an’ then, if you do think it could be the life for you, I’ll get yer name
         listed. Can’t get in too early. Not if you really want to be a docker.’
      

      
      ‘Cor, Uncle Jim.’ An impish smile was showing on Ronnie’s face. ‘I’m nearly ten, but it would be a long time before I get
         a real job. I was thinking more of giving you a hand with some of yer sidelines.’
      

      
      Annie looked quickly at her father. Neither of them could suppress their laughter.

      
      ‘You’re a cheeky bounder, so you are,’ Jim was saying as Rhoda and Mary made a great entrance.

      
      ‘Jim, you and Ronnie sit back over there by the dresser. Annie, you cut some bread and finish laying the table,’ Rhoda instructed.
         Then, making a great show of the importance of what they were doing, she lifted the huge black stew-pot from the oven, set
         it to the side of the hob and removed the lid. Helping Mary to stand up on a wooden footstool, they waited until the appetising
         steam had dispersed a little. One at a time Mary gently took the well-floured suet balls from the basin and passed them to Rhoda, who dropped them into the rich gravy. As each one fell with
         a slight plop, Mary giggled.
      

      
      Watching and listening, Ronnie looked up at Annie and then transferred his gaze to the man he had come to call his Uncle Jim.
         Not a word did he say. Though each of them knew, as they gazed into the little lad’s big brown eyes which were bright with
         unshed tears, that he was doing his best to show them that he was grateful for the care and kindness they and Gran were showing
         to his little sister.
      

      
      Big Jim Bateman was moved more than words could tell. Scrawny Ronald Wilson did his utmost to be known as a tough nut who
         could take care of himself and his sister, but beneath the surface he was only a bewildered little boy whose mother had abandoned
         him. And on top of that, the lad had no idea as to who, or where, his father was. ‘Jesus Holy Mary,’ Jim was muttering to
         himself, ‘how the hell did I ever let that bitch of a woman take me in so?’ And, more to the point, how could she have ever
         walked away from these two dear little children not knowing, and apparently not caring, whether or not he would continue to
         care for them or toss them off to some home or another and forget all about them? Be Jesus, how Dot Wilson could live with
         her conscience was beyond him!
      

      
      ‘Sit up to the table all of you,’ Rhoda told them, putting a wooden board on the table and bringing the stew-pot from the
         oven again. With a pile of deep plates at her elbow, she began ladling big lumps of meat out of the thick gravy. While she
         was doing this, Annie was draining the cauliflower and cabbage. When four plates were piled high with meat, dumplings, carrots,
         turnips and onions, Rhoda took the fifth plate and carefully took the bones out of two pieces of lamb, cut them into small pieces and added a few of the vegetables that had been cooked in the stew.
         ‘Pass that to Mary,’ she said to Ronnie.
      

      
      As her brother went to take the plate, Mary sat up straight and said, ‘But, Gran, you haven’t given me a dumpling!’

      
      Rhoda pretended she had forgotten. ‘Now how could I be so silly when it was yourself that helped cook them!’ she beamed, laying
         two of the well-risen suet treats on the side of Mary’s plate.
      

      
      ‘Hmm,’ muttered Ronnie in appreciation as he held a knuckle-bone between his fingers and bit into the meat.

      
      ‘There’s treacle pudding for afters,’ Rhoda informed him.

      
      Ronnie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘I’ll make sure I leave room for some of that,’ he assured her, which set
         them all off laughing.
      

      
      The news that Lucky Jim Bateman had quality curtains for sale with no coupons or permit required must have zipped around the
         streets of Bermondsey like a forest fire, Annie was thinking as her father rose from the table for the third time in answer
         to a female voice calling from the front door, ‘Cooee, are yer there, Jim?’
      

      
      ‘Whatever’s going on?’ Rhoda muttered for the umpteenth time.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Gran,’ Annie told her with a smile. ‘Me dad’s in his glory, got some real nice curtains, according to what Doris
         told me when she came into the café. Pity we can’t hear what he’s saying. Bet he’s in his element with all the ladies clamouring
         for his attention!’
      

      
      ‘I’ll creep up the passage and ’ave a listen, if yer like,’ Ronnie gallantly offered.

      
      Annie nearly choked on her food, and Rhoda banged the table with the handle of her knife.
      

      
      ‘You’ll do no such thing, young Ronnie. Just get on with yer dinner.’ But even she couldn’t hide a smile. Seeing Annie and
         Gran both amused at what her brother had suggested, Mary gave a loud titter and was rewarded with a sly wink from Annie.
      

      
      Suddenly Rhoda stopped eating, looked across at her grand-daughter and solemnly stated, ‘Colourful new curtains and covers
         would work wonders in my front room, don’t you think? It’s years since I’ve been able t’have anything new.’
      

      
      ‘You wouldn’t, Gran,’ Annie said, laying her knife and fork together on her empty plate.

      
      ‘You’ve always said you wouldn’t touch anything dad got hold of on the black market.’

      
      Rhoda sighed heavily. ‘I know I have. But the war’s over now, and it’s becoming a bit ’ard watching everyone else benefit
         from me son’s gains while I remain righteous. It ain’t getting me anywhere. Daisy Turner from the corner shop showed me a
         lovely thick new rug the other day. Said she’d acquired it for her front sitting-room. She didn’t fool me, not for a minute! Dying for me to ask where she got it from – I could
         see it on her face. Never gave her the satisfaction, did I? Knowing full well she’d got it from yer dad!’
      

      
      ‘So,’ Annie grinned broadly, ‘you gonna ask Dad what’s in them boxes?’

      
      Rhoda stared at her and then smiled at both Mary and Ronnie in turn. ‘We’ll do better than that,’ she stated, using a mock
         whisper. ‘We’ll wait until the great man takes himself off to the pub to settle up with his mates and we’ll ’ave a look an’
         see for ourselves just what all the women are so anxious t’get their ’ands on. We won’t ’ave long, mind. Jim won’t let you lot walk ’ome on yer own, so we’ll
         ’ave t’be quick. You’re going to help us, aren’t you, Ronnie?’
      

      
      Ronnie stuck his chest out with pride, just as Rhoda had known he would. For him to be treated as a man in order to help the
         women did a great deal for his ego. ‘Course I will, Gran. Just tell me what you want me to do.’
      

      
      ‘Can I help you look?’ Mary pleaded.

      
      ‘You, my precious, can choose the colour.’ This promise had Mary really smiling.

      
      Hearing Jim’s footsteps coming back down the passage, Rhoda put her forefinger to her lips and said, ‘Ssh, it’s our secret.’

      
      ‘Gran,’ Ronnie whispered back, ‘you ain’t forgot we ’aven’t ’ad our pudding yet, ’ave you?’

      
      Before she could form an answer, Mary butted in. ‘Are we going to ’ave custard with the treacle pudding?’

      
      Rhoda couldn’t help herself, and let out a snort of laughter.

      
      At that minute her son came back into the kitchen, and looking first at his mother and at the children who were both grinning
         from ear to ear, he raised his eyebrows in a question. ‘Is there something I should know about?’
      

      
      ‘Just family life. I wouldn’t swap it for all the tea in China,’ his mother said, leaning across the table and lifting up
         his plate.
      

      
      ‘Hey! I ’aven’t finished yet,’ he protested.

      
      ‘I know. I’m going to refill your plate and hot yer dinner up a bit. After all, there ain’t many women blessed with such a
         hard-working son as you are.’
      

      
      Jim sat down, giving his mother a quizzical look. She didn’t often hand out praise. She was up to something – but what? Looking round the table at the smiling faces, he was equally sure that his own daughter and the two children were
         all plotting something.
      

      
      Later, when everyone, children included, declared they couldn’t eat another morsel, Jim offered to do the washing up. His
         offer was firmly refused. In fact Rhoda urged him to get along to the pub and have a drink.
      

      
      ‘But don’t be too long,’ she called after him as he went towards the front door. ‘We don’t want these kiddies out too late
         in the cold night air.’
      

      
      He was sure he heard them all laughing as he quietly closed the door behind him. Whistling to himself, he turned up his coat
         collar, pulled on his gloves and set off up the road deep in thought. His mother was forever going on about Annie and himself
         taking on Dot Wilson’s two children, but just look at her tonight. She was in her element, mothering the pair of them. In
         future he’d say to her: You’re the one to talk! Mind you, it had been a really happy meal time, so good to see Mary come out
         of her shell. He’d despaired for her when her mother went off like that. Really thought the child was going to be very ill.
         Then how would they have coped? All in all, God had been good. Seeing the lights of the pub only yards ahead, his thoughts
         went back to the deal he’d pulled off that morning. He still had another van packed tight with boxes of curtains stashed away
         on the other side of the river. Going by today’s events, it didn’t look as if he was going to have any trouble in selling
         the lot. Pushing the door of the saloon bar with his shoulder, he thought to himself that pulling this bit of business off
         would add nicely to his savings. Oh yes, God was good. Then he smiled broadly. Maybe he should consider it was more a case
         of the Devil looks after his own?
      

   
      
      Chapter Five

      

      
      A FEW WEEKS LATER Annie was walking to work and thinking how good it was to be out in the fresh air. January and most of February had been
         bitterly cold, but in comparison today was quite mild. She decided as she was early she’d make a detour and take a stroll
         through what was known as the children’s park, which although only a small neat lawn was sheltered by a line of trees at one
         end. It also boasted two swings and three see-saws set off in a play area near the gate.
      

      
      Thick clumps of snowdrops and colourful crocuses were showing beneath the leafless trees, and here and there the first green
         spears of daffodils were shooting up from the cold earth. She drew level with the one and only park bench and sat down. She
         tucked her legs beneath the seat and watched a flurry of sparrows fighting over a worm that they had managed to draw up out
         of the grass. She loved to sit like this, quiet and alone, almost believing that she was in the heart of the countryside and
         that the world of the East End was far away. Drifting away from the world of warehouses along the sides of the wharves and the men who were always identically dressed in stained jackets
         and trousers, shirts without collars, merely a white muffler wound around their necks and tucked into the top of their shirts.
         And their caps – mustn’t forget their flat caps, it seemed to be a badge of honour to the casual labourers who had no regular
         work but hoped against hope every day that they would get taken on. Given the opportunity, Annie loved to dream of living
         in a house with many rooms, especially a bedroom all of her own. It must have big windows looking out over a large garden
         that was tended by paid gardeners. Oh, and it must have running hot water and a bathroom. A bathroom inside one’s own house!
         Now that would be sheer joy.
      

      
      If she spoke of anything like this to her gran, she always got the same reply: ‘You ’ave yer nose stuck in a book far too
         often for yer own good, my girl. Going off into a place of fantasy like you do won’t never get you anywhere.’
      

      
      That’s as maybe, but it doesn’t cost anything to dream, Annie said to herself, reluctantly getting to her feet and setting
         off to do another long day’s work in the Market Café. Thinking of her father now, and the way he was acting, spending money
         as if it were going out of fashion, she wondered whether he had given any thought to making long-lasting arrangements for
         Mary and Ronnie. She gave a deep, unconscious sigh, remembering another thing Rhoda was fond of saying: ‘If things don’t alter,
         they’ll stay as they are.’
      

      
      That was all very well, but how could she allow things to stay as they were? Gran helped out. Of course she did. However,
         she could go home to her own neat and tidy house, sit down, enjoy a bit of peace and quiet, go to bed when she liked and get
         up when she liked. Bit different for me! Annie sadly reflected. My life is not my own. Certainly everything I have to do these days is not always of my choice.
         She felt mean, just thinking such thoughts; while she loved Mary and Ronnie, there was their future to think of, and on a
         day-to-day basis she worried herself sick about Mary. Such a frail beautiful little girl, with her blond hair tumbling down
         her back, but so withdrawn. There are times when I really don’t know what to do for the best. She sighed. As for young Ronnie,
         he’d try the patience of a saint! When he was in a bad mood she had no idea how to handle him. It shouldn’t be my problem,
         she told herself, indulging in a rare bout of self-pity. So far, she had resisted the temptation to accept Doris Simmonds’
         invitation to go out with a party of girls of a night-time. To be honest, I envy them their freedom, she muttered to herself
         as she pushed open the door of the café.
      

      
      Very quickly she was brought back to the matters of today as a deep voice shouted out, ‘Cor, are we pleased to see you, Annie!
         We thought we were gonna ’ave t’wait all morning for our dripping toast.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see you all get served right away,’ Annie told them, smiling sweetly as she went through to the kitchen to give Flossie
         a much-needed hand.
      

      
      Jim Bateman woke up to feel an icy draught blowing in through the ill-fitting window. Outside might be showing signs of spring,
         but the house felt cold this morning. For weeks he had been meaning to put new sash-cords into all the windows at the front
         of the house, but like a good many more jobs that needed doing, there never seemed to be the time.
      

      
      He turned over on his side, looked at the bedside clock and saw it was turned ten. Tugging the bedclothes higher up round his neck, he snuggled down again. He felt guilty. He had first woken up at six, and all he had done was just lie
         there, listening to the muted sounds of Annie making preparations for the day. First the ashes being riddled in the grate,
         the chink of crockery as she laid the table for the children’s breakfast. Annie calling the children, and after what had sounded
         like a lot of heated arguments the three of them finally leaving the house and setting off for school. He hadn’t come home
         until half-past two that morning, and it was more than likely that she had heard him come upstairs. He smiled to himself;
         it was just like his daughter to let him lie in bed knowing he was on late turn at the docks this week. But it hadn’t been
         legitimate business he’d been about – not in the early hours, it hadn’t.
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