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PROLOGUE


Hyde Park was at peace with itself. It was in one of those rare moods that didn’t last very long, for there was a war on, and it wasn’t easy to remain tranquil when the sky was raining death and destruction all the time. But tonight was different. Tonight, the giant leafless oak, elm, and chestnut trees were covered in a thin layer of frost, and the air was crisp and free. No wailing air-raid siren to crack the peace, no rumble of anti-aircraft guns to wake the cockney sparrows and their big pigeon cousins, no glare from searchlights crisscrossing the sky like some vast illuminant kaleidoscope. This was a park that radiated peace and calm. It rejoiced in it.


Down by the Serpentine lake, the usual cluster of down-andouts had retired for the night to their own individual territory, which usually meant a park bench, or a clearing in a sheltered clump of evergreen bushes. They were a motley bunch, mostly middle-aged-to-elderly men who, for one reason or other, had turned their backs on a world that they were unable to come to terms with. By day they shuffled around the park, from Piccadilly to Knightsbridge, from Marble Arch to Bayswater, protected from the biting cold by two or three layers of flea-infested woollens and jackets, which had long since been donated by the Good Samaritans of the Salvation Army. Sometimes, in the vain hope that some well-to-do person would take pity on them and give them a few coins or even some leftover wartime rations, they would cross Park Lane and venture out into the surrounding streets of classy Mayfair, or if their feet would carry them as far, they would drag themselves off to trail along the entire stretch of nearby Oxford Street, hoping that they could make enough before the special constabulary made an appearance. Their main problem was that in the event of a daytime air raid, there was no way that they could take shelter down in the tube stations with everyone else. With the thunderous sound of ack-ack fire and bombs exploding above ground, the stench of brown ale or methylated spirits was just too much for the well-washed to take.


But tonight, the park was safe. Not even the distant rumble of traffic along the blacked-out Park Lane could disturb the pitch-dark of London’s acknowledged premier back garden. Even the surface of the Serpentine’s ice-cold water was still. Now, the spidery shadows of the brigade of lost souls had disappeared into the luxury of their own nests, leaving only one figure to settle down for the night behind the old boathouse at the water’s edge. But this was no ordinary figure, not one of the flock. This was Aggie, ‘Ma’ or ‘Aggs’, as they called her, wrapped up in woollens, raincoat, headscarf, and a mangy old eiderdown. She was barely visible in the dark, but her small, beady eyes could see more than most. They could see the stars bright and clear, sparkling high in the sky above, and the sinister shapes of the tall trees casting their eerie shadows across the water beneath the glare of a crescent-shaped moon. They also saw the past, and a life before. It was a time for recalling nights just like this. It was inevitable. It was past midnight. It was Christmas morning.




CHAPTER 1


The Christmas truce didn’t last long. The year of 1941 had hardly breathed its last breath when the skies above London were once again reverberating to the roar of enemy aircraft dodging in and out of the protective shield of barrage balloons. Like so many parts of the capital, Islington had had its share of bombs during the height of the Blitz just a year or so before, but even though the air raids had become less regular, they were always taken seriously. Once ‘Moaning Minnie’ had wailed out her warning from the roof of Hornsey Road police station, people went straight down into their shelters, whether it was the poor old smelly Anderson in their back yard, the crowded tube platform, or one of the many public brick shelters scattered all around the borough.


Like all the small communities around the main Holloway Road, Enkel Street had somehow survived the worst of the Blitz – apart, of course, from the regular inconvenience of having all the windows blown in, tiles catapulted off roofs, and plaster ceilings collapse under the blast of nearby high-explosive bombs. One such occasion had been during the night when a row of shops in Seven Sisters Road had been wiped out by an aerial torpedo. It was a lucky escape for all the surrounding streets. Especially for the inhabitants of number 16 Enkel Street.


The Dodds family had lived at number 16 for nearly ten years. At the time they moved there, Amy, the eldest of the four kids, was barely eleven years old, and her sister, Thelma, was four. Arnold, who turned up a couple of years after they’d moved in, was no more than a twinkle in his dad’s eye, and as for little Elsie – well, when she arrived three years later, she was really a bit of a mistake. When Amy and Thelma were born, their mum and dad, Ernie and Agnes, were living in digs at the top of a four-storey terraced house in Axminster Road, no more than a stone’s throw away from Enkel Street. Times had been hard in those days, for, as Ernie had no real skills to fall back on, he’d spent the best part of two years on the dole. If anything, life was even harder now. Apart from having to survive bringing up a family during a war, the only real breadwinner in the house was Amy, who worked as a waitress in Lyons Tea Shop just round the corner in Holloway Road – for the paltry sum that her dad earned each week as an attendant at Hornsey Road Baths was hardly enough to pay the rent. Each morning, as she rushed around getting breakfast ready for the family, and struggled to get her brother and sisters off to school, Amy constantly prayed that her mum would one day come back home and look after them all.


‘’Onestly, Else,’ Amy grumbled, as she wiped her small sister’s running nose with a piece of paper torn out of the Evening News, ‘if yer keep losin’ yer ’ankies like this, we’ll ’ave none left.’


The greasy bit of newspaper was all that was left from what had been used to wrap up the family’s usual Friday night fish and chips. ‘Why don’t yer just tuck it up yer knickers or somefin’, then yer’d know where ter find it.’


Elsie, the five-year-old, didn’t take too kindly to that suggestion, especially as the newspaper not only ponged of cod and stale lard, but it was also very rough on her nose. ‘I don’t want no bleedin’ ’ankie,’ she raged, stamping her foot. ‘I can use me ’and!’


Amy gave the child a gentle whack on her bottom. ‘Don’t you let me ’ear you say words like that again!’ she growled. ‘Yer know wot you’d get if Mum was ’ere!’


Humiliated, Elsie pulled away. ‘Well, she ain’t ’ere!’ she snapped back, on the verge of yet another of her tantrums. ‘So why should I care?’


Amy had no answer to that. Her young sister was right. Why should she care what her mum thought, when they hadn’t even seen the woman for over a year? What with their dad stuck in the boozer most of the time, and their mum God knows where, Christmas had been a pretty bleak time for the Dodds family; even as she spoke, the remains of the badly home-made paper chains were coming unstuck across the back room ceiling. There were times when Amy felt absolute despair as she wrestled with the uphill task of standing in for her mum. Try as she may, she couldn’t help but resent the fact that if she didn’t do it, no one else would. After all, her dad was weak and useless; he didn’t have a clue how to bring up a family on his own. Time and time again, Amy tried to work out in her mind what the quarrel between her mum and dad had been all about on the night Mum had walked out on them all.


‘Go and get yer coat on, Else,’ she said now, busily clearing away the breakfast dishes from the kitchen table. ‘I don’t want you being late for school again.’


Elsie didn’t have to be told twice. Grabbing a piece of left-over bread and jam from her plate, she rushed out of the room, her feet thundering on the stairs in the passage outside, as she made her way up to the room she shared with her two sisters.


Amy took the breakfast things out to the scullery, and quickly washed up. As usual, her brother, Arnold, and her second sister, Thelma, had gone off to school without washing up their own dishes. But over the past year, Amy had got used to running the house single-handed, which she deeply resented. After all, in a few weeks’ time she would be twenty-one, only twenty-one, and here she was shouldering all the responsibilities of a ready-made family. As she glanced from the old stone sink, and saw the reflection of herself in the window overlooking the small back yard, all she could see was a face racked with anxiety. To her, there was no sign of those large dark blue eyes, round dimpled chin, and clear honey-milk skin. All she could see was someone who looked tired and drained, with not a chance in hell of one day meeting a boy who would sweep her off her feet and get her away from her daily life of drudgery. She hadn’t even found time to trim the fringe of her dark brown hair, which settled precariously across her forehead, and which always needed at least ten minutes’ attention each morning.


‘Don’t fink I’ll go in terday.’


Amy suddenly noticed the reflection of her dad standing behind her. She turned with a start.


Ernie Dodds looked terrible. Wearing only an old pair of black serge trousers held up by an army belt and thick, frayed braces, a long-sleeved woollen vest, and black socks with holes in both big toes, he ran his hands through his uncombed brown hair.


‘Don’t feel up to it,’ he yawned. ‘Reckon I’m comin’ down wiv the flu or somefin’. You’ll ’ave ter go in an’ let Farrar know for me.’


Amy sighed. She was sick to death of having to tell lies for him to his supervisor, especially when she knew only too well the state her father had come home in from the boozer the night before.


‘Why don’t yer ’ave a wash and brush-up first, Dad?’ she said, looking at the thick stubble on his face, and his shabby appearance. ‘Yer might feel better.’


Ernie ignored what she said, turned away, and went into the kitchen. ‘Wot ’appened ter my fag?’ he called, looking around for one of his dog-ends.


Amy found it for him. It was in its usual place, perched on the edge of the mantelpiece above the black metal oven grate. She was much smaller than her dad, with a round face as opposed to his, which was long and narrow. Amy had always been secretly pleased that, with her slightly dumpy figure, she was more like her mum than her dad. ‘I was wonderin’, Dad,’ she asked, rather impetuously. ‘Is there any chance yer could let me ’ave a bob or two? Else needs a new pair of socks, and Arne says his teacher’s told ’im ter get anuvver exercise book for ’is ’omework.’


Ernie lit his dog-end without looking at her. ‘Not this week, Ame,’ he replied, going to the table. ‘I’m a bit short.’


‘I’ve got ter get it from somewhere, Dad,’ Amy persisted. ‘I only got paid me wages last night, an’ most of it’s got ter go on stockin’ up the rations.’


Ernie took the cosy off the teapot, and poured some lukewarm tea into one of the cups that still had dregs left over from breakfast. ‘I told yer, Ame,’ he said, adding some of the made-up dried milk into the tea, ‘I ain’t got nuffin’ left over this week.’


‘But it’s only Friday,’ replied Amy, quietly insistent. ‘Don’t yer get paid ternight?’


Ernie gulped down his tea. He was always a mild-spoken man, and was forever determined not to get riled. ‘Yer mustn’t ask me questions like that, Ame,’ he said, almost apologetically. ‘My wages is me own business.’


As he sat down at the table, Amy went to stand over him. Although she knew better than to challenge him, she just had to say, ‘Dad, I don’t make enough ter keep the family goin’ on me own, I just can’t.’


Ernie flicked a quick glance up at her, and without a shred of guilt, replied, ‘Yer mum did.’


It was this kind of remark from her dad that had always angered Amy. Just who the hell did he think she was, she asked herself. She wasn’t her mum. She was no skivvy. Why should she be expected to shoulder all the responsibilities of a woman twice her age?


‘Mum ain’t ’ere, Dad,’ she replied as calmly as she could. ‘An’ even when she was, she didn’t ’ave ter go out ter work ter look after the kids.’


Ernie looked up at her, and gave her a reassuring smile. ‘I know, Ame,’ he said, covering her hand with his own and gently squeezing it. ‘I’m very grateful to yer.’


Amy could have hit him. It wasn’t his gratitude she wanted. She wanted his help, any help. Things couldn’t go on much longer the way they were now. If the family was going to survive, her dad was just going to have to pull himself together, and give them the support they so desperately needed. ‘When, Dad?’ she asked for the umpteenth time. ‘When can yer let me ’ave somefin’?’


Ernie stalled for a moment, and took a puff of his dog-end before replying. ‘Soon, Ame,’ he said, with yet another infuriating smile. ‘Soon.’


Once she had walked with her little sister to the gates of Pakeman Street School, Amy headed off briskly towards Hornsey Road Baths. On the way, she stopped briefly to chat with old Gert Tibbett, who lived on the ground floor of one of the terraced houses in Roden Street, and who had always been a great pal of Amy’s mum. Every time they met, Gert invariably had plenty of advice for Amy, especially where Amy’s brother and sisters were concerned. But Gert’s advice today was a bit worrying.


‘Keep an eye on your Thelma,’ said the old girl, touching the side of her nose with one finger as a sign that she knew something. ‘She’s a one fer the boys, ain’t she?’


Amy did a double take. ‘Wot d’yer mean, Mrs Tibbett?’ she asked anxiously.


The old widow’s eyes gleamed. Ever since she lost her husband ten years before, from heart disease, her only escape was gossip. ‘Always got a bunch of ’em round ’er, little devil,’ she said, pulling her hairnet tight over her curlers and moving close to Amy. ‘One or two’s all right, I suppose, but when there’s that many . . .’


‘’Ow many?’ Amy asked tentatively.


‘A bunch or so,’ replied Gert. ‘They’re always waitin’ for ’er outside the school gates durin’ the dinner break. Gord knows where they all go to.’


Amy bit her lip, and sighed.


‘I only tell yer ’cos I know wot yer dear mum would’ve said. I mean, when yer live this close to the school, yer can’t ’elp but notice these fings, can yer?’


Amy tried to smile appreciatively, but it wasn’t easy. ‘Fanks fer tellin’ me, Mrs Tibbett,’ she said. ‘I’ll ’ave a word wiv Thelm when she comes ’ome.’


The widow smiled, and went back into her house. She was well satisfied with her morning’s work.


Amy hurried off down Roden Street, turning over and over in her mind what the old busybody had told her. In one way, hearing about Thelma’s behaviour was not exactly a surprise, especially when it came from someone like Gert Tibbett. But there was no doubt that her sister was, and always had been, a problem child. God knows, their mum had ranted at Thelma enough times in the past. But Amy knew that something had to be done before things got out of hand. Although Thelma was only fourteen years old, she looked older, and with her sensual good looks, she could easily become prey to any Tom, Dick, or Harry.


A few minutes later, Amy was striding off past the school gates into Pakeman Street. It was only when she turned into Mayton Street that she realised how many front rooms still had Christmas trees in their windows, and how sad it was that, because of the blackout restrictions, it wasn’t possible to see the coloured lights on them after dark.


By the time she reached Hornsey Road, a long queue had formed outside Dorners. The reason for this was most probably because the popular butcher shop had managed to get in some beef, which, like lamb and pork, had during the past year become almost unavailable. Despite their German origins, Dorners had managed to keep faith with their Holloway customers, mainly because their service was friendly and helpful, and their hot saveloys and pease pudding were great bolsters to wartime rations.


Every time Amy crossed the main Seven Sisters Road, her mind raced back to the time during the height of the Blitz when she’d got caught in an air raid, and had seen an enemy fighter shooting down a barrage balloon. It had been a terrible but exciting experience, for the great ‘silver cigar’, as it was known, had suddenly burst into flames, sending large fragments of burning material fluttering wildly into the midday sky.


On the other side of Seven Sisters Road, Amy quickly made her way past the bombed-out shell of the police station, which had been destroyed during a fierce air raid the previous year, and finally reached the adjacent Hornsey Road Baths. It was an imposing red-brick Victorian building, which, although badly damaged during the bomb explosion on the police station next door, nestled proudly beneath an impressive clock tower. The public baths themselves were separated from the indoor swimming pool, and, because so many buildings had been destroyed during the air raids, the local Borough Council had no money to maintain the services properly, and relied totally on the staff. That was one reason Amy hated the number of times she had had to make feeble excuses for her father.


‘I’m sorry Dad can’t come in, Mr Farrar.’ The words stuck in Amy’s throat. ‘I fink it must’ve been somefin’ ’e ate. ’E’s been up all night on the lav.’


‘’As ’e now?’ replied Ernie’s superintendent, Bert Farrar, who as usual, didn’t believe a word of it. Despite the fact that he looked quite tough, Farrar was a kind-natured man. A victim of a gas bomb attack in the trenches during the previous war with Germany, he had been left with breathing difficulties. ‘Suffers quite a lot wiv ’is bowels, do ’e?’


Amy didn’t know where to look.


‘Well, don’t ferget, Amy,’ he said, ‘if ’e’s off fer longer than three days, ’e’ll ’ave ter let me ’ave a doctor’s certificate.’


‘Oh, I don’t fink that’ll be necessary, Mr Farrar,’ Amy replied quickly. ‘I’m sure ’e’ll be back termorrow.’


‘I ’ope so, Amy,’ said Farrar, who was not much taller than she. ‘I do ’ope so. It’s difficult enough keepin’ the shifts goin’ ’ere wiv the air raids an’ everyfin’. When yer dad’s not ’ere, I ’ave ter cover fer ’im.’ Then he added pointedly, ‘I’d ’ate ter lose ’im. ’E needs the wages ter keep the family goin’.’


Amy smiled anxiously, then turned to go.


As she did so, Farrar called to her, ‘Any word from yer mum yet?’


Amy turned back to face him. ‘Not yet,’ she said bravely. ‘I’m sure it won’t be long now though.’


Farrar shook his head sympathetically. ‘Poor woman,’ he said, speaking in short breaths. ‘Somefin’ must’ve turned ’er ’ead, all right. It’s you an’ yer bruvver and sisters I feel sorry for.’


Amy smiled gratefully. ‘Oh, we’re managin’, Mr Farrar,’ she said unconvincingly. ‘At least I’ve got my job at the tea shop.’


Farrar gave her a supportive smile, and went back inside through the men’s entrance.


Amy watched him go. As he opened the door, the smell of cheap soap and steam came gushing out. But as Amy turned to leave, she caught a glimpse of a middle-aged woman at the cashier’s desk at the female entrance. Amy gave her a stern look. She knew only too well who the woman was, and quickly moved off.


As Amy returned to the road outside, Bert Farrar’s words were ringing in her ears: ‘Poor woman. Somefin’ must’ve turned ’er ’ead, all right.’ He knew. Of course he knew. So did everyone else.


A few yards along the road, Amy came out of her trance. She was just passing the section house, the temporary home for the new police station, and as she came to, the first thing she saw was a police car turning into the front yard. She stopped a moment, to let it pass, then carried on. But Bert Farrar’s words suddenly returned to her, and quite impetuously, she turned back and strode briskly into the yard. It wasn’t the first time Amy had been there; during the past year she had entered the bleak building more than a dozen times. She hated everything about the place: the smell of police uniforms and floor polish, the white distempered walls, and the sound of a typewriter in constant use in a back room.


‘’Allo there, young lady,’ said the duty sergeant, as he looked up from his work at the reception desk. ‘Long time no see?’


Amy ignored his jibe. She knew only too well that they were all sick to death of seeing her, but she was a determined girl, and she was not going to let anyone rest whilst her mum was still missing. ‘Any news?’ she asked, imperiously.


The sergeant suddenly felt a bit guilty. He knew the distress Amy had been going through for the past year, and he was sorry he’d teased her. ‘Nothin’, I’m afraid,’ he replied, with a sorrowful shaking of the head. ‘But we’re on to it, don’t you worry.’


‘Yer’ve been on to it for a whole year,’ quipped Amy, getting her own back.


The sergeant smiled. He knew he deserved that.


‘I want ter speak ter Inspector ’Anley,’ she demanded. ‘I’ve got something I want ter ask ’im.’


‘’E’s up to ’is eyes in it, I’m afraid,’ replied the sergeant. ‘We’ve got a lot goin’ on at the moment.’


Amy looked at her watch. She still had half an hour before she was due at work. ‘I’ll wait,’ she said haughtily.


The sergeant sighed. ‘Wot’s the point, Miss Amy?’ he said. ‘’E won’t be able to tell you anythin’ more than me.’


Amy stood her ground. ‘Would you at least tell him I’m here, please?’ she demanded. Without waiting for his response, she turned, and sat down on a bench next to a woman and a teenage boy.


The sergeant, realising there was never any point in trying to argue with Amy, put down his pen, left the counter, and went into the back room.


At this time in the morning, the station was buzzing with activity. Special constables were hurrying in and out of the place, and there were the sounds of telephones and walkie-talkies coming from the back office. Amy, sitting erect on the bare wooden bench, kept her eyes lowered all the time, determined not to make any kind of contact with the couple sitting next to her. In any case, the woman and the teenage boy, who was most probably her son, never opened their mouths to each other; they sat in stony silence, eyes turned in different directions.


‘You can come in, young lady.’


Amy looked up to see the sergeant opening a door at the side of the counter for her. She stood quickly and entered.


‘Must be your lucky day,’ he said, as he closed the door behind her. Then he led her to another door and knocked on it.


A moment later, Amy was sitting at a desk facing Chief Inspector Rob Hanley, a handsome, middle-aged man, whose greased-back blond hair was already merging with streaks of grey. ‘Sergeant Rugby says you’ve got something to tell me,’ he said, in a slightly middle-class accent. ‘Something new, I hope?’


‘I told him I had something to ask you,’ Amy replied.


The inspector eased back into his chair. He made a mental note that he would give his overkind sergeant hell. ‘Go ahead,’ he said, collecting his half-finished cigarette from the ashtray in front of him on the desk.


Amy looked him straight in the eyes. ‘I want ter know if yer’ve found out anyfin’ about my mum yet?’


The inspector took a deep puff of his cigarette, exhaled, and returned it to the ashtray. ‘Now, Amy,’ he replied, leaning on the desk towards her, ‘if we did have any more news, you know very well you and your father would be the first to be told.’


Amy was not impressed. ‘It’s been a whole year,’ she chided. ‘She must be somewhere.’


‘Perhaps.’


Amy felt a momentary cold streak shoot down her spine. Not for the first time was she aware of how bleak and airless the tiny room was, and of the bare white walls with very little furniture.


‘Wot’s that s’pposed ter mean?’ she asked.


‘A lot of things.’ The inspector got up from his desk, picked up his cigarette, and went to stare out of the window. After a brief moment’s silence, he turned back to her. ‘Amy,’ he said, cautiously, ‘have you ever considered the possibility that your mum might not still be alive?’


Amy was outraged. ‘Never!’ she growled, springing up from her chair. ‘Wot’re you tryin’ ter tell me?’


The inspector came across to her. ‘Now just be calm, Amy,’ he said, trying to pacify her. He gently eased her back into her chair. ‘Believe me, I’m not trying to tell you anything specific. But after such a long time, it would be foolish to rule out anything from our investigations. Let’s face it, there is a war on.’


‘Wot’s that got ter do wiv it?’


The inspector perched on the edge of his desk. ‘People die, Amy,’ he said wearily. ‘They get killed. In this borough alone, an awful lot of innocent people have lost their lives. Your mum left at the height of the Blitz. Anything could have happened to her.’


Amy was prevented from getting up again by the inspector’s hand resting on her shoulder. ‘She ain’t dead, if that’s wot you’re sayin’. My mum knows how to take care of ’erself.’


‘I’m sure she does, Amy,’ said Inspector Hanley. ‘But these are things that we have to take into account. We can’t dismiss the possibility that she was caught up in an air raid. Since the air raids over London began, hundreds of people have quite literally disappeared without trace. It’s a gruesome thought, I know, but we can’t ignore it.’


‘But in one year,’ persisted Amy, ‘yer ’aven’t even ’ad one single clue as to where she might be.’


‘Not entirely true,’ replied the inspector, returning to his seat. ‘As you know, we did have a few sightings soon after your mother disappeared. But there was nothing positive about them. Mind you –’ he stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray, and looked up at her – ‘it might have been more helpful if you and your father had been more – shall we say – forthcoming.’


Amy looked blank. ‘Wot d’yer mean?’


Hanley leaned across the desk to look closely at her. ‘There must have been a reason for her walking out that night, Amy. What really happened? Did she have a row with your father?’


Amy looked away. She had had quite enough of this line of questioning, and she was fed up to the teeth with it. And yet she knew that this man had every right to ask the question, because it was true. Yes, of course her mum and dad had quarrelled on that ill-fated Christmas Eve just over a year before. Although she and her brother and sisters had been out in the Anderson shelter in the back yard at the time, she could hear her parents’ voices raised in bitter conflict. At one moment, her mum’s voice was so shrill, Amy was convinced that the woman was going to have some kind of a fit. But although she couldn’t hear precisely what the row was about, she had a good idea. And that was something she had decided never to reveal.


With her face turned away from him, all she could say was, ‘I’m sorry, Mr ’Anley. I’m afraid I don’t know wot you’re talkin’ about. I don’t know nuffin’ about no row.’


Hanley had been all through this before, so now he quickly brought his meeting with Amy to a halt. ‘Well then,’ he said briskly, ‘if you should remember anything, you know where I am. As I’ve told you before, the moment we have any clues, we’ll let you know. Good morning, Amy.’


Amy got up from her seat, and made for the door. As she opened it, she turned. ‘If anyfin ’as happened to ’er – you know – like the way you said, ’ow would yer know?’


Hanley looked up from his desk. ‘By checking the descriptions of victims killed in air raids all around London – people lying in hospital mortuaries, still waiting for someone to identify them.’


Amy shivered. The thought unnerved her. ‘’Ow long will somefing like that take?’ she asked, painfully.


Hanley paused before answering. ‘There are a lot of them, Amy,’ he said. ‘We’re doing our best.’


She nodded, and left the room.


In the reception area outside, the teenage boy was in tears, and being comforted by his mother. Amy was glad she didn’t know what it was all about, and quickly made for the outside door. On the way, she took a glance at one of the many posters pinned on the police notice board. She had seen it plenty of times before, of course. In fact, she had seen it every time she had called at the station over the past year. Even so, it still sent a chill down her spine, for below the large print legend ‘MISSING’ was an old snapshot of her mum.




CHAPTER 2


Considering there was a war on, Lyons Tea Shop in Holloway Road did pretty good business. There weren’t many luxuries, of course; gone were the days of hot bacon rolls, delicate full-cream pastries, and buttered scones. But with a clever juggling of the rations, rock buns were a constant favourite, and chocolate cake was sometimes available, despite the fact that it had to be made with cocoa rather than real chocolate. None the less, the good old cuppa remained the number one attraction, and the girls who served it made quite sure that it reached the customers’ tables piping hot.


It wasn’t only her job as a waitress that Amy loved, but the fact that, for a few hours a day, it gave her the chance to get away from the burdens of looking after her family. She was very popular with the customers, for she had a cheerful way of dealing with them, besides looking very pert in her black dress, white apron and cap. She was also greatly liked by Mrs Bramley, the larger-than-life cook, and Marge Jackson, her supervisor. But her great mate was Hilda Feathers, who was the only other girl waiting on tables with her. Hilda, who had a mop of bright ginger hair packed with tight curls, came originally from the posh part of London – Knightsbridge – but because of her parents’ financial difficulties, had had to move with them into more modest accommodation in Islington just before the start of the war. Much to Amy’s amusement, Hilda had retained her cut-glass accent, and practically anything she said sent Amy into fits of laughter. The two girls got on like a house on fire, and during the past year, Hilda had been the one person Amy could rely on for support.


‘Well, you can’t really blame the police too much,’ said Hilda, as she and Amy waited at the counter for Mrs Bramley to prepare customers’ orders. ‘I mean, he’s right, isn’t he? There must be millions of missing people from the air raids. Trying to find your mum must be like trying to find a needle in a haystack.’


‘I know,’ said Amy, laying a tray with two cups and saucers, a knife, and a milk jug. ‘It’s just that lookin’ after the family on me own all this time is beginnin’ ter get on top of me.’


‘As I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again,’ replied Hilda, in her best plum-in-the-mouth accent, ‘you should get that father of yours off his back side. Just tell him one night you’re going out, and he’ll have to take over.’


Amy laughed. ‘That’ll be the day!’ she said. But when she realised that some of the customers were looking at her, she quickly lowered her voice. ‘’E wouldn’t know where ter start.’


They were interrupted by Marge Jackson, a handsome woman in her late forties, who was never seen wearing anything but her rather severe, long-sleeved black supervisor’s dress. ‘Come on, you two,’ she called quietly, as she approached from the till at the far end of the counter. ‘They’re getting impatient!’


The two girls quickly collected their trays, and took them to their respective customers. As it was mid-morning, the place was only half full, mainly with local shopkeepers taking a quick break. The long, narrow shape of the tea shop meant that most of the tables had to be set against one wall, competing with the counter on the opposite side. The tables down the centre of this area were the least popular, mainly because most people thought there was very little privacy. Apart from at the front, there was also very little natural light in the place, especially at the rear, where there were no windows, which meant that, despite the shortage of power, the electric light was on practically the whole day.


The big advantage for Amy was that the rear shop entrance led out on to Enkel Street itself which meant that it was no more than a couple of minutes’ walk to work each morning.


Amy and Hilda didn’t have a chance to talk much until just before closing time that afternoon. By then, they’d carried more trays of tea and chicory coffee than they cared to count. They had also repeated their endless, pat answers a dozen times: ‘Sorry, sir. No cakes today, only rock buns,’ and ‘Sorry, madam. We’ve run out of sugar, there’s only saccharins.’ Hilda, who had written out her last bill for the day and handed it over to the customer, finally flopped down into a chair at one of the tables to the rear of the shop. ‘My poor feet!’ she sighed, slipping off her shoes, and wiggling her toes to freedom. ‘I’m bursting for a fag!’


Amy poured them both a cup of tea at the counter, and brought them across to the table. ‘It’s a bit stewed,’ she said, with an exhausted groan, as she sat down with Hilda.


‘Who cares?’ said Hilda. ‘At least it’s wet and warm.’


As they sat there, Marge Jackson was just seeing the last customer out before locking the front shop door.


‘Did I tell yer I saw ’er again this mornin’?’ Amy asked.


Hilda was lighting her Craven ‘A’. ‘Who?’ she asked, taking a deep puff of smoke, and then blowing out the match.


Amy stirred the saccharin tablet in her tea. ‘That woman,’ she said caustically. ‘The one at the baths.’


Hilda turned to look at her. ‘Oh, that one,’ she replied, equally caustically.


‘If looks could kill,’ Amy said, sipping her tea, ‘I’d be dead as a duck.’


‘I hope you did likewise?’ asked Hilda.


Amy exchanged a wry smile with her mate. ‘Wot der you fink!’


They chuckled.


Hilda kept quiet for a moment. As she watched Amy sipping the now lukewarm tea from her cup that she clasped in the palms of both hands, she knew only too well what was racing through her pal’s mind. ‘D’you really think there is something going on between them?’ she asked tentatively. ‘Your dad and her?’


Amy shrugged, and continued to stare at the floor.


‘Have you asked him about it?’


Amy thought for a moment before answering. ‘I wouldn’t know ’ow,’ she replied. ‘It isn’t easy fer a daughter ter ask those kind of questions.’


It was at times like this that Hilda wanted to go round and tell Amy’s dad what she thought of him. During the time they had known each other, Hilda had embraced the true cockney spirit of loyalty to one’s friends. As far as she was concerned, nobody was going to upset her best mate. To Hilda, it made no difference that she was tall and skinny, and wore enough make-up to hook a good-looking bloke at twenty paces, or that Amy only came up to her shoulders, was on the podgy side, and couldn’t afford to buy make-up. No. There was a bond of true friendship, and Hilda would be prepared to take on anyone who ever tried to come between them. ‘Well, what are you going to do, Amy?’ she asked tenderly. ‘If this woman was the cause of your mum walking out on you all—’


‘I don’t know that, ’Ild,’ Amy quickly replied. ‘Well – not fer sure, anyway.’


‘But you suspect?’


‘I suspect all sorts of fings,’ said Amy, peering aimlessly down into her teacup. ‘Trouble is, I’m all mixed up. I don’t know wot ter fink any more.’ Then she suddenly looked up. ‘But I intend to find out – one way or anuvver. I’ve decided.’


So far, it had been quite a good day for old Aggs. When she finally emerged from her hiding place behind the boathouse that morning, the first thing she noticed was that someone had dumped a half-eaten slice of bread in one of the litter bins along the lakeside path. She couldn’t believe her luck, and the bonus was that the slice was still smeared with a scrape of jam, probably home-made, Aggs reckoned. Even more surprising was that she was the first to find it; most days the ‘parkies’, as the Hyde Park tramps were known, were first to clear out the bins, and by the time the morning commuters had crossed the park to their various offices, everything left behind had been snapped up.


There had been a light sprinkling of snow overnight, but there were pinpoints of grass everywhere, desperately trying to reach up for what there was of the early morning sun. Aggs had her usual cat’s lick of a face wash, dipping her hands into the ice-cold waters of the lake, then drying herself on an old tea cloth she had found behind a WVS van parked in the street during an air raid. For Aggs, more detailed ablutions came once a week at the Seymour Road Baths, a ritual she always made quite sure she never missed.


Today, she had an important mission ahead of her. Today, she was going to follow up the chance of getting a job, only as a part-time cleaner in a pub, but a position that would at least give her a few bob a week, enough to buy her something warm to eat at night.


‘Need yer furs on terday, Aggs.’


The parkie who joined Aggs on the bench, where she was trying to rub some life into her frozen feet, was wearing two threadbare overcoats, and a knitted hat, which was pulled down tight over his ears. Aggs ignored him. ‘Scrounger’, as he was called, was a bit too forward for her.


‘Your big day, Aggs?’ he asked, through the last few of his own natural teeth, which were stained brown with fag smoke. ‘Don’t ferget ole Scrounger when yer get yer first pay packet, will yer?’


Aggs didn’t even bother to look at him. ‘You’ll be lucky,’ she replied, struggling to put her plimsoll back on. In some ways, she had quite a soft spot for the poor old codger. Scrounger had been a soldier in the First World War, and, despite his scruffy appearance, he always wore a row of campaign medals across the lapel of his overcoat to prove it. ‘If I pick up ’alf a crown fer a day’s work,’ Aggs said, in her low-pitched, husky voice, ‘I won’t be doin’ bad.’


‘A good ol’ piss-up, eh, Aggs?’ chuckled Scrounger, with a gleam in his eyes.


Aggs ignored his remark, which she resented because it was too close to the truth. She got up from the bench, and tried to make herself look a bit more presentable. It wasn’t easy, for her clothes looked as though they’d come from a rag bag, and her long, mousy-coloured hair, which was streaked with grey, was draped over her shoulders, and completely lifeless. So she tucked it under the collar of her coat, took out a scarf from her pocket, covered her head with it, then tied it under her chin.


As soon as Aggs started to move off, Scrounger got up quickly from the bench and followed her. ‘The Kid was askin’ after you last night,’ he called. ‘Nearly got ’imself nicked yesterday mornin’.’


‘Nicked?’ called Aggs over her shoulder as she shuffled on ahead of him. ‘Wot for?’


‘Same as before,’ answered Scrounger, hurrying along to catch up with her. ‘Selfridges.’


‘Bloody little fool,’ snapped Aggs. ‘Ain’t ’e ever goin’ ter learn? If ’e gets caught, the boys in khaki’ll be down on ’im like a ton of ’ot bricks.’


‘The Kid’ in question was one of the new parkie recruits, a young deserter who couldn’t take another minute of army life after surviving the bloody evacuation of British troops from the beaches of Dunkirk during the summer of 1940.


‘That’s wot I told ’im, Aggs,’ said Scrounger, who had stopped briefly to pick up a dog-end he’d found on the cement path. ‘I told ’im you’d ’ave a go at ’im when yer saw ’im.’


Aggie suddenly stopped dead, and turned on him. ‘Wot d’yer mean, I’d ’ave a go at ’im? Wot’s The Kid ter me?’


Scrounger looked up at her. ‘Come off it, Aggs,’ he said. ‘You’re the nearest fing to a mum ’e’s ever ’ad.’


This infuriated Aggs. Her eyes suddenly glared from her round pallid face, and looked as though they were about to pop right out of their sockets at the old codger. ‘I’m not ’is bleedin’ muvver!’ she growled. ‘I’m nobody’s bleedin’ muvver! Once an’ fer all, Scrounger – d’yer understand that?’


The old codger shied back from her. Despite all the bloody military battles he’d been involved in, he knew better than to cross Aggs. There wasn’t much of her, but she had a will of iron. ‘Sorry, Aggs,’ was all he dared to say. ‘It was just that, well – The Kid sorta – looks up ter you.’


‘That’s ’is bad luck!’ snapped Aggs, turning and shuffling off angrily.


The moment she’d left Scrounger, Aggs felt guilty. The poor bugger was harmless enough. He was just a bit of a pest at times, that’s all. As she went, she resisted the urge to glance back over her shoulder at him. She knew what he’d be doing. She knew that he’d be off on his relentless prowl, searching for discarded dog-ends, scraps of food, and anything else that might help him to survive the winter.


It took her almost ten minutes to cover the distance from the Serpentine to Marble Arch. As she went, she was unaware of how beautiful the park was looking, a vision of white tinged with blue reflected from the sky above, and snow from the branches of trees fluttering down in a gentle breeze. In her mind’s eye, she could see not only Scrounger, but all the other parkies who roamed that bleak urban landscape. Even though they often squabbled with each other over such things as territorial rights and humble personal possessions, they were all basically one large family, who, in the face of an outside threat, would fiercely defend each other. In fact, they were the only family Aggs had now, even though she was the odd one out – a female, and not really one of them. But in their own way, they respected her, and she respected them. She didn’t mind a bit that they called her Aggs the hag. In fact, she liked it.


Walking today wasn’t easy. She had to take it slowly, carefully. It had been a heavy drinking night the night before. Too much brown ale. Just like always. Her brain was fuzzed. She couldn’t think straight. She hadn’t thought straight for a long time. She couldn’t really think too much about what her life had been before she came to the park. It was all a cloud, a fog. But then, she didn’t want to know. By the time she had reached Speakers’ Corner, she was out of breath. Ahead of her lay Marble Arch and Edgware Road. She liked this part of London. Oh yes. West London. More money, more freedom to breathe. Not a bit like – whatever part of London she had come from . . .


As usual, Thelma was late home from school, so it was left to Arnold to bring his small sister, Elsie, back to Enkel Street. Luckily for Thelma, Amy didn’t get home herself from work until at least an hour and a half later, so ‘what the eye didn’t see, the heart didn’t grieve’. However, Uncle Jim, the lodger upstairs, knew. In fact he knew a great deal that went on when Amy wasn’t there. There were a lot of things he could tell Amy about Thelma’s goings-on, but, close as he had always been to the family since he and his late elderly sister had moved in before the war, he felt it was not his place to interfere.


By the time Amy did finally get home, Thelma was already doing geography homework in their room on the first floor. Well, that’s the impression she tried to give, but in reality, she was looking at make-up advertisements in a women’s magazine which she’d nicked from the staff room at school.


Once Amy had checked that Arnold had drawn the blackout curtains properly, she went straight upstairs to her room. ‘Right!’ she growled, the moment she saw Thelma. ‘So wot d’yer fink you’re up to then?’


Thelma, crouched cross-legged on her bed, looked up with a start. ‘Wot d’yer mean?’ she shot back, all wide-eyed innocence.


‘Yer know bleedin’ well wot I mean!’ Amy barked, going straight across to her, her jaw fixed firm. ‘Yer’ve bin ’angin’ round them boys again.’


Thelma had quickly concealed the magazine she had been poring over. She snapped back, ‘I don’t know wot you’re talkin’ about!’


‘Don’t yer?’ asked Amy. ‘So yer don’t know anyfin’ about this bunch of louts yer’ve bin ’angin’ round wiv, when yer should be bringin’ yer sister ’ome from school?’


Thelma was furious. ‘It’s not my fault if yer listen ter that old cow in Roden Street!’


‘Don’t you talk about people like that!’ snapped Amy, pointing her finger angrily at her sister. ‘I don’t know wot’s the matter wiv you lot since Mum left!’


‘I ain’t done nuffin’!’ complained Elsie, who had come into the room behind Amy.


‘Look, Thelm,’ said Amy, doing her best to calm down, ‘I don’t want ter keep goin’ on at yer. But since we ain’t got Mum around, I’ve got ter try an’ keep us all goin’. But if you keep makin’ life difficult for us . . .’


‘Yer mean, I’m making life difficult just because I chat wiv some of the boys from school on the way ’ome?’


‘That’s not wot I mean, Thelm, an’ you know it. Just remember, you’re still only fourteen. You’ll ’ave plenty of time fer boys when you’re older. But till then, keep yer distance.’


Amy turned and made her way to the door.


‘An’ if I don’t?’ came Thelma’s question.


Amy stopped and looked back at her. ‘If yer don’t, Thelma,’ she said, quietly but firmly, ‘then you’ll not only be lettin’ all of us down, but Mum too.’ With that, she left the room.


On the landing outside, she paused a moment, deciding what to do next. Then a thought occurred to her and she began to go upstairs. Before she reached the top-floor landing, she called out, ‘Uncle Jim! Are yer up there?’


Almost immediately, one of the two landing doors opened, and Jim Gibbons appeared. ‘Yes, Amy,’ he said. ‘Come in.’


Amy followed him into his kitchen parlour. It was a meticulously neat little room, with a table in the middle, which was covered by a floral-patterned tablecloth laid over the top of another, woollen and fringed. In a corner by the window was a small oven cooker, and there was the last glow of a fire in the narrow fireplace. The magnolia-patterned wallpaper seemed to be as fresh and new as the day he and his late sister, Lil, had last decorated the room, before the war, and, because Uncle Jim was an avid reader, in another corner of the room was a home-made wooden bookcase containing dozens of old books, most of which were about Uncle Jim’s passion for railways.


‘Just getting myself ready for me night shift,’ he said brightly, in a much better-spoken voice than his appearance might have suggested. ‘Anything wrong?’


‘No, no,’ said Amy. ‘Just wanted a bit of advice, that’s all.’


Uncle Jim breathed a mock sigh of relief. ‘Ah – thank goodness,’ he replied. ‘I thought you’d come to put up the rent!’


Amy smiled. ‘Oh no, nuffin’ like that,’ she said. ‘If you’re just goin’ out, I can come back later.’


‘Sit yerself down, love,’ he said. ‘I’m not due on for half an hour yet.’


They both sat in easy chairs by the fire, Amy taking the one that had been used by Uncle Jim’s sister when she was alive.


‘Uncle Jim,’ said Amy, tentatively, ‘I’ve made up my mind to go and look for Mum.’


Uncle Jim sat back in his chair. He was an ample man in his late fifties, with a perfect head of almost completely white hair, and kindly grey-green eyes that shone out of a puffy face which was edged with a double chin. Now those eyes looked wary. ‘How are you going to do that, Amy?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know,’ replied Amy. ‘But I’ve got to do something. I’ll go mad if I don’t. If she’s dead—’


Uncle Jim did a double take. ‘Dead? What makes you think that?’


Amy sighed. ‘I saw Mr ’Anley at the cop shop terday. He says we shouldn’t ’ope fer too much. He says, it’s just possible that Mum might’ve bin killed in an air raid.’ She sat on the edge of the chair and looked hard at him. ‘Wot do you fink, Uncle Jim?’ she asked anxiously.


He thought hard for a moment. ‘I would’ve thought it’s most unlikely.’


‘That’s wot I say,’ said Amy, trying to convince herself. ‘But we have to admit, it is possible.’


‘Possible,’ said Uncle Jim, ‘but unlikely. Your mum is far too practical to let anything happen to her.’


Amy flopped back in her chair. ‘Not practical enough ter stop ’er runnin’ off the way she did.’


Now it was Uncle Jim’s turn to lean forward. It wasn’t easy for him to try to allay Amy’s fears. He’d known her for quite a few years now, and felt very protective towards both her and her brother and sisters. But he had also known Amy’s mum, knew how ill she had become during that final year before she disappeared.


‘You know, Amy,’ he said, ‘some people do things that others can’t quite understand. If they feel that they’re in – well, some kind of a rut, then they look for a way out. It’s much easier to face up to things if you have someone you can talk to.’


Amy sat up in her chair again. ‘She could’ve talked to me,’ she said forcefully. ‘I’m her eldest daughter. I could’ve helped her.’


‘Helped her to do what, Amy?’ he asked gently.


Amy shrugged her shoulders. ‘If she’d told me wot was wrong, I’d’ve kept my eyes on ’er.’


‘You knew she was drinking?’


‘Yes, ’course I did,’ replied Amy. ‘We all did. But a lot of people drink, an’ they cope wiv it. I mean, just look at Dad. ’E spends most of ’is time round the boozer, but at least ’e ’asn’t walked out on us.’ Even as she said it, Amy felt that perhaps it might have been a good idea in some ways if her old man had been the one to walk out on them.


Uncle Jim lowered his eyes awkwardly. When he looked up again, he could see Amy watching him intently. She wanted some answers – some good, logical answers. But he had none to give her, and it pained him. It pained him a great deal. ‘Amy,’ he said, ‘when someone is ill – I mean ill like your mum is – they don’t really know how to think straight. They just shrivel up and withdraw into their shell. Like an ostrich really, burying its head in the sand.’


Amy didn’t really know what he was talking about. But she trusted him. Uncle Jim was one of the very few people that she could trust. ‘I won’t know ’ow ter ’elp ’er, unless I know where she is, unless I know whevver she’s alive or dead.’ She leaned across and placed her hand on his. ‘Uncle Jim,’ she said, with a look of desperation, ‘will you ’elp me find Mum?’


In the back garden of number 16 Enkel Street, the Anderson shelter was full of water. This was what happened every time there was either persistent rain or a thaw after a period of heavy snowfalls. There had been quite a lot of rain towards the end of the previous year, which meant that the ground was saturated, and the water levels high. Therefore, until someone – and it was usually young Arnold – got the stirrup pump working to drain the shelter, and then dry it out with a paraffin heater, the place was virtually uninhabitable. Luckily, the air raids on London were no longer as long nor as frequent as they had been at the height of the Blitz in 1940, so the Dodds family were able to spend more time in their beds. But since the Christmas ‘truce’, there had been one or two haphazard raids which had been more of an irritant than a threat. None the less, nobody could take any chances, and when, during one of those night raids, the going got a little too rough, Amy roused her sisters and brother out of their beds and made them head round the corner to the public brick shelter alongside the Savoy cinema in Loraine Road. Despite his so-called severe attack of flu, their dad was round the boozer at the time, and so, as usual, Amy had to cope on her own.


The Loraine Road public shelter was, true to form, packed to suffocation. Amy hated the place, mainly because it was practically airless, and smelled of people with wind problems. Like many others, she had misgivings about the wisdom of taking shelter in such a place. Since their introduction just before the Blitz, there had been a lot of criticism in the newspapers about brick shelters being ‘death traps’ if there were to be a direct hit, and this had been proved right on several occasions during some of the fiercest air raids. But at least they were a protection from one of the greatest hazards: shrapnel from exploding ack-ack shells, which frequently rained down from the sky during a heavy raid. And because they were reinforced with concrete, the public shelters did, to some extent, protect them from distant bomb blast.


‘Over ’ere, Ame!’


‘Plenty of room, Ame!’


Amy’s heart sank, when the first people she laid eyes on, the moment she entered the shelter with her brother and sisters, were ‘the Dolly Sisters’, Mabel and Doris Hardy, who were given their nickname after a Hungarian singing act who had been internationally famous during the First World War. The formidable twins lived next door to the Dodds family, and had the distinction of not only looking alike, but thinking alike, and acting in perfect unison.


‘’Ere you are, Ame!’ said Mabel, who was older than Doris by two and a half minutes. ‘You can all share our blanket.’


‘You can all share our blanket,’ repeated Doris.


Thelma and Arnold groaned, and reluctantly squatted down on the carpet that the twins had spread out on the cold cement floor. Elsie, who was huddled up to Amy, was half-asleep, and didn’t really know what was going on.


‘It’s very good of you, Miss Mabel, Miss Doris,’ said Amy, trying hard to sound grateful, but not succeeding very well.


The twins moved over, practically pushing a large fat man out of the way, and made room for Amy and Elsie.


‘Nice ’n comfy cosy,’ said Mabel.


‘Comfy cosy,’ repeated Doris.


The two sisters, who, like everyone else, were wrapped up against the cold like Eskimos, never stopped smiling. Both they and the Dodds family were now propped up against the wall.


‘We got in early,’ said Mabel, tilting her head towards Amy.


‘Soon after tea-time,’ said Doris.


‘We’d never’ve found a place if we hadn’t,’ said Mabel.


Both sisters nodded in mutual agreement.


After a moment or so, the sound of anti-aircraft fire heralded the approach of the first wave of enemy bombers. Everyone automatically turned their eyes towards the shelter roof, watching, waiting apprehensively. In the background, a man started to sing ‘Run, Rabbit, Run’. Within seconds, several people had joined in. It was a desperate attempt not only to keep up their spirits and drown out the deadly sounds above them, but also to keep warm. On the other side of the shelter, Amy could smell cocoa spiced with rum, which a young mum was pouring from a vacuum flask, and who, to Amy’s astonishment, was giving sips to her son, who looked even younger than Arnold. But then she thought, what does it matter? After all, when she looked around the cold, bleak surroundings, who could blame anyone for the way they attempted to cope? None the less, this was Amy’s idea of hell. In her mind, she damned everyone, from Herbert Morrison – the so-called Minister of Security, who was responsible for subjecting them to such hellholes – and Adolf Hitler, for starting the war, to, in one rash act of judgement, her own mum, for leaving her to cope with a family that she clearly didn’t want.


‘Cat’s pee!’ said Arnold, immediately slapping one hand over his nose and mouth.


‘Arnold!’ Amy gave her young brother a hard nudge.


‘I tell yer, I can smell cat’s pee!’ insisted Arnold, speaking through his fingers. ‘It’s terrible!’


He was of course right, for during the day most of the shelters were left open, and they were a haven for stray cats. But what they did not expect was to hear the sound of a moggy mewing, coming from somewhere between the twin sisters.


Mabel and Doris exchanged quick, guilty looks, then turned to Arnold and motioned to him not to draw attention. The reason soon became apparent. They had brought their pet cat, William, with them, tucked in a large woollen bag between them. And William was clearly not happy.


Mabel said quietly, ‘We couldn’t leave ’im at ’ome in the middle of a raid. Could we, Ame?’


‘Could we?’ repeated Doris.


‘After all, ’e is one of the family,’ said Mabel.


‘One of the family,’ repeated Doris.


Amy smiled back at them, indicating that she agreed. But by now she felt as though she was going out of her mind stuck in such a place, and decided that next time she would sooner take her luck at home in an air raid than subject herself and her family to such torture in public.


But her attitude soon changed when Mabel suddenly said, ‘Your dear mum did so love our William. Just before she went last year, she told Doris and me that if she’d ’ad the chance, she’d’ve taken our William wiv ’er. Isn’t that right, Doris?’


Doris nodded. ‘That’s right, Mabel.’


Amy sat up with a start and turned to face both of them. ‘Yer mean – yer knew Mum was goin’ ter leave ’ome?’ she asked, in disbelief. ‘She – told yer?’


Mabel turned to Doris, and Doris turned to Mabel. ‘Well, of course she did, Ame,’ they replied in unison. ‘Didn’t yer know?’ the Dolly Sisters’ smiles had disappeared. It was most unlike them.




CHAPTER 3


Aggs didn’t care much for her new job. But then she didn’t care for any jobs, and only thought of them as a means to an end. However, a quid a week wasn’t to be sneezed at, especially the way she was living it out rough on the streets, so she decided to grin and bear it – at least until something easier came along. The job in question was at a pub called The Turk’s Head, which was tucked away in one of the seedier streets behind Paddington Station, and involved scrubbing out the three main bars and washing over the tables and well-worn leather bench seats. It also meant mopping out the two lavatories, which was Aggs’s least favourite task, especially as they always smelled of stale urine after the previous night’s booze-up. The best part of the job was that it was only part-time, from eight in the morning, until the pub opened at midday. The worst part was the landlord, Charlie Ratner.


Ratner was a weedy little man in his fifties, a good head of well-preserved black hair, and dark glasses to match. When Aggs first met him, she was convinced that if she breathed on him too hard he would fall over backwards. However, even on her first day there, she was already beginning to see quite a different person, for Charlie Ratner was clearly as hard as nails. Her assessment wasn’t only based on the cardboard notices pinned up behind the counters in all three bars, which read in very large menacing letters, ‘NO CREDIT – FOR ANYONE’, but also in the domineering way in which he talked to both his wife, Josie, and to his young daughter, Maureen. But Aggs didn’t expect what the pub landlord said to her that first morning there, whilst she was scrubbing the floor in the Private Bar.


‘Oh, by the way,’ said Ratner, who was never without a fag end protruding from the side of his lips. ‘In case I didn’t mention it, all the booze in this pub is closely monitored.’


Aggs looked up briefly to see him behind the counter, wiping the upturned bottles of measured gin and whisky. She sniffed. ‘I never touch spirits meself,’ she said, very pointedly.


‘I said, all the booze,’ replied Ratner, without even turning to look at her.


Aggs sniffed again disdainfully, wiped her running nose with the back of her hand, and carried on with her scrubbing. She resented his remark. If he didn’t trust her, she said to herself, then why had he taken her on? But she had already sussed that one out the moment he’d given her the job. Running a pub wasn’t this ratbag’s main line of business, she reckoned. Oh no. There was a war on, and whatever his sideline, it would suit his purpose to have a down-and-out on his payroll rather than someone with more prying eyes. Even when she’d come for the interview, she’d been surprised, and relieved, that he hadn’t given her appearance more than a casual glance, and hadn’t bothered to ask her one single question about where she’d worked before.


‘You’re the one they call Aggs, ain’t yer?’


Aggs stopped scrubbing. She hadn’t expected this. ‘Where d’yer ’ear that then?’ she asked, trying to sound as though she didn’t care.


‘Oh, I don’t go round wiv me ears closed,’ he said, stubbing out the remains of his fag end, and immediately lighting up another. Then, with his elbows on the counter, he smiled, and asked, ‘’Ow do they take to the idea of one of their lot gettin’ a job then?’


‘Don’t follow yer.’ replied Aggs, carrying on with the scrubbing.


Ratner grinned, pulled on his fag, and, despite the fact that it was only eleven o’clock in the morning, poured himself a measure of rum from a bottle he kept beneath the counter. ‘From what I’ve ’eard, most of the scruffs in that park prefer to cadge.’


‘Oh really?’ replied Aggs, without turning. ‘You know more than I do.’


Ratner grinned. ‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised,’ he said. It sounded more like a warning than a comment. ‘Anyway, Aggs, you look after me, and I’ll look after you. Savvy?’


Aggs looked up to find him standing over her. He had a broad, false smile on his thin, chiselled face.


Amy was determined to have it out with her dad. If it was true, if the Dolly Sisters – and God knows who else – knew that her mum had been on the verge of leaving home, then why didn’t she know? Had something happened between her mum and dad that she hadn’t been told about?


The first opportunity Amy had to tackle her dad was on Friday bath night. During the time when her mum was at home, the family had had to use the old tin bath, which was kept hanging on a hook outside in the back yard, and which was brought into the scullery on Friday nights. But it was such a chore, heating up the water in a bucket on the stove, and by the time the bath was anywhere near full, the water was usually lukewarm. So after her mum disappeared, Amy decided that her brother and sisters would have to do like most other people, and go round to Hornsey Road Baths. After all, their dad worked there, for goodness’ sake, so why shouldn’t he at least do something for the family and get them in free?


After Thelma, Elsie and herself had finished taking their baths in the officially regulated few inches of water, and Arnold had caused his usual mayhem by singing at the top of his voice in his bath in the male baths area, Amy sent them all home, and waited for her dad. He wasn’t due to finish work until ten o’clock, and by then the air-raid siren on top of the police station next door had wailed out, practically deafening everyone close by. But the moment he’d locked up, and turned off all the lights in the male bath area, Amy started to question him.


‘I’ve told yer before, Ame,’ replied Ernie, when Amy asked him for the umpteenth time why her mum had left home. ‘Yer mum was ill. You know only too well wot she was like wiv the booze.’


Amy was not accepting this as an answer. ‘Even if she was ill,’ she persisted, ‘there must’ve been a reason why she started drinkin’ like that. There must’ve been a reason why she was prepared to give up ’er family an’ walk out on them.’


Once they’d left the baths, they headed slowly along Hornsey Road. With the distant rumble of ack-ack fire heralding the approach of enemy aircraft, the streets had emptied, and as the sky was covered by a thick mass of wintry night clouds, the only way to move along was by torchlight.


‘Yer’ve got ter realise, Ame,’ said Ernie, who was no more than a dim figure beside her in the dark, ‘yer mum was like that. She was always a one for suddenly doin’ fings, wivout no rhyme nor reason.’


Amy didn’t go along with that at all. In her eyes, her mum was a kind, considerate person, who would never have done anything to hurt her family – unless there was a reason why she couldn’t help herself. ‘Dad,’ she said, bringing him to a halt on the corner of Seven Sisters Road, ‘did you know that Mum was goin’ ter run off like that?’


Ernie took a deep sigh. ‘Don’t be so daft, Ame,’ he replied. ‘’Course I didn’t.’


Amy came back at him immediately. ‘Everyone else did.’


‘Who’s everyone?’


‘Miss Mabel. Miss Doris.’


‘Come off it, Ame . . .’


Amy grabbed his arm to prevent him from moving on. ‘They’re not the only ones, Dad,’ she said, refusing to allow him to dismiss what she was saying. ‘It sounds as though everyone in the neighbour’ood knew wot she was goin’ ter do, except us. Did you know, Dad?’
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