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For Pauline with love and affection


and dedicated to all those who lived and died in the Blitz.
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Growing up just around the corner from Islington’s Chapel Market, the second of six children born in the tiny flat above Mr Popov’s piano factory, red-headed, big-hearted Rose Humble is used to holding her own in the world. When there’s a family problem - her father’s arrest for thieving, her mother losing her job at the London Transport Staff Canteen - it is Rose who somehow manages to bring the Humbles through the crisis, But as she grows older and war starts to cast its shadow over all their lives, Rose realises there are some problems a quick wit and a ready tongue cannot solve. And she also comes to see that there are people who are not all they seem…




Before


The sky above Bethnal Green was dark and ominous. It was a cold, wet March evening, with a persistent icy drizzle which settled on the shining grey paving slabs. A helpless moon constantly struggled to break free from the dark rain clouds. The winter had been dreary so far – rain, snow, fog, subzero temperatures, and endless heavy skies – not the kind of weather to cheer people up in the middle of a war. But at least the first three months of 1943 had been quiet. Since those horrific nights during the Blitz, the bombing had eased off and London’s East Enders were beginning to hope that they would never again hear the wail of the air-raid siren.


In the busy Roman Road, which had already had more than its share of bomb damage, there was a much friendlier sound than that of the air-raid siren. A small group of people, all in their twenties, were singing ‘Side by Side’ as they hurried along. Any passer-by could be forgiven for assuming that the youngsters had just come out of the Bricklayers Arms pub just down the road. Although it was true, none of them was drunk, just high-spirited. After all, it was a special occasion.


There were seven in the group. Out in front, arms linked together, were four girls and one boy. Each was wearing a heavy winter coat and woollen gloves, and the girls wore headscarves which protected their ears from the cold. Two of the girls, in identical clothes, were obviously twins, and their flaming red hair was the same colour as their two older sisters’.


As the song finally came to a raucous end, the high-spirited group burst into cheering and laughter.


‘Which way?’ called the boy up front, the shortest and youngest member of the family, with the same red-coloured hair as his sisters.


They had come to a halt at a road junction, which seemed eerily deserted for so early in the evening.


‘Cross over Cambridge ’Eaff Road,’ came a very masculine voice from behind. It was the boy’s elder brother, in Army uniform and heavy khaki topcoat. ‘The bus stop’s just over there on the left.’


‘I still fink yer’d be better off takin’ the tube down Stepney Green.’ The third male in the party, togged up in a peaked cap and heavy multi-buttoned navy-blue fireman’s jacket, lit up a fag as he tagged on behind the others. ‘Yer’ll get so perishin’ cold waitin’ at that bus stop, yer nackers’ll fall off!’


The fireman’s comment brought another roar of laughter from the party.


‘Don’t be so coarse, Bill!’ Even though she disapproved of such talk, the eldest sister shook her long red hair across her shoulders, and joined in the laughter.


‘Well, make up yer mind!’ grumbled the youngest boy, who had already half crossed the main road. ‘Which way? Bus or tube?’


By the time the others had followed him to the opposite side of the road, the decision was dramatically made for them. The quiet night air was suddenly pierced by the shrill wail of the air-raid siren.


‘Air raid!’ yelled the twins in unison.


All eyes turned towards the dark night sky, which was already streaked with the thin white beams of Army searchlights.


Taken completely by surprise, the group just stood exactly where they were, not knowing what to do. Their first inclination was to run, but their experience during the Blitz had warned them not to panic. One thing however was certain: if anyone wanted to be heard, they had to shout above the deafening cacophony of the siren which was perched on top of the nearby police station.


‘Let’s get back ’ome!’ yelled the eldest sister, above the wailing siren. ‘Quick as we can . . . ’urry!’


By the time the group had rushed back across Cambridge Heath Road the chilling sound of the air-raid siren had given way to the menacing drone of enemy aircraft drifting in high above them from the direction of the Mile End Road and the Essex coastline beyond. It was a sound that the people of London had come to dread, as if a deadly swarm of giant wasps were moving in for the kill.


Determined not to give in to the approaching intimidation, none of the youngsters showed any panic as they hurried back along the Roman Road. As they did so, the streets were suddenly filled with people who were emerging from houses, pubs, and the nearby cinemas. What had only a few moments before been a quiet Bethnal Green evening, was now transformed into a scene of frenzied activity. Women were carrying small children, their menfolk following on behind with blankets, holdalls – anything they might need for a long night’s stay in the public shelter. Simultaneously, ARP and Home Guard volunteers appeared, wearing tin helmets and carrying hand torches, their eyes turned towards the rapidly menacing sky.


The youngsters had only just reached the corner of Globe Road when the first salvo of anti-aircraft rockets streaked up into the sky.


‘Keep goin’!’ yelled the eldest sister. ‘We can all get inter the Morrison back ’ome!’


No sooner had she spoken when a new, more terrifying sound filled the air. It was a screeching sound, like nothing anyone had ever heard before. The explosion that followed caused buildings to shake and shudder, and the ground vibrated as though the East End were experiencing its first earthquake. Somebody screamed, and as the group of young people huddled together for protection, people all around were throwing themselves to the ground.


‘Christ Almighty!’ called the fireman, who shielded the eldest sister tightly with his arms. ‘What’re they throwin’ at us now?’


As soon as everyone in the street had recovered sufficiently from the ear-shattering effects of the explosion, there was a mad rush towards the public shelter in the new Bethnal Green Tube Station on the corner of Cambridge Heath and Roman Roads.


‘What’re we goin’ ter do?’ yelled the youngest boy in the group, as a double-decker bus stopped alongside and its passengers and crew joined the frightened crowds heading off towards safety. As he spoke, another salvo of rockets shot up into the sky and exploded with terrifying intensity high above the rooftops. Some of the women in the crowd shrieked with panic. From that moment, the rush towards the tube station became a race.


‘It’s too late to get ’ome!’ called the fireman. ‘Down the tube! Quick as yer can!’


Although the new Central Line tube station was not yet open for passengers, it already had the reputation for being one of the safest public shelters in the district. By the time the group of youngsters reached the narrow unfinished entrance, they found it jammed with a surging mass of frightened people, all desperate to find safety before the next wave of mysterious explosions.


When those explosions finally came, there was pandemonium. Everyone shoved and squeezed through the wooden entrance, determined to reach cover as quickly as possible. The group of youngsters was soon sucked into the crowds and separated from each other. Many different names were being called out as the crowd surged down the unfinished concrete and wooden steps, but every so often the fireman’s voice could be heard above the others, shouting out, ‘Rose! Where are yer, gel? Are yer all right?’ There was no reply. The fireman did manage to catch a distant glimpse of heads of familiar red hair, but the few steps leading down to the booking hall were so densely jammed that it was quite impossible to reach any of them.


From the booking hall, the youngsters were swept in an orderly crush with the rest of the crowd towards the top of the staircase which led to the platforms below. As they got there, another deafening salvo of explosions rocked the entire foundations of the station. Convinced that a new type of bomb had dropped close by, the crowd just entering the station entrance behind panicked, and in a chorus of shrieks and screams surged forward, pressing as hard as they could against those who were already packed tight into the inadequate booking hall. What followed in the stifling atmosphere was a living hell.


‘Mum . . .!’ ‘Georgie . . .!’ ‘Lil . . .!’ ‘Vera . . .!’ ‘Mike . . .!’ ‘Sidney . . .!’ The cries and yells were desperate in the darkness of the staircase leading down to the platforms. Something had happened below, and people started to tumble. There were no handrails, no crush barriers. Try as they might, no one could keep upright; their feet were quite literally collapsing beneath them. ‘Stop pushin’ back there!’ came repeated cries from the crowds on the staircase. ‘For Chrissake . . . stop . . . pushing . . .!’


After what seemed hours, but which was in reality just a few moments, there was a split second of silence. Then came sobs and tears and calls for help.


The staircase was piled high in a seething heap of bodies. Everyone was gasping for what little air there still remained in the confined space of that ghastly hellhole.


Anguished voices were calling out names again. ‘Queenie . . .!’ ‘Polly . . .!’ ‘Millie . . .!’ ‘Gus . . .!’ ‘Bill . . .!’


There was hardly any light from the absurdly low-watt bulbs dangling above the treacherous staircase. It was impossible to see who was still alive. All anyone could do was to lie – and wait.


And so the cries and tears continued. Name after name was called: ‘Georgie . . .!’ ‘Polly . . .!’ ‘Gus . . .!’ ‘Millie . . .!’ ‘Queenie . . .!’


‘Rose . . .! Rose . . .!’




Chapter 1


‘Wotcha, Peanut! ’Ow’s yer belly off for spots?’


For a ten-year-old, Rose Humble had the cheek of the devil. But the barrow boys in Chapel Market were used to her mischievous humour, and looked forward to her early morning stroll amongst their stalls.


‘You just watch it, old muvver carrot-top!’ Although he was one of the most endearing characters in the market, Peanut, like his pals, was always ready with a pretty good quip of his own. ‘Yer give me too much lip, an’ yer don’t get no free ’and-outs for yer birfday!’


Rose’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. ‘Peanut! ’Ow d’yer know it’s me birfday?’


‘Give over, Ginger! Yer’ve bin tellin’ everyone in the market about it for weeks!’ Peanut reached down underneath the stall and came up with a piece of old newspaper bulging with unshelled peanuts. ‘’Ere!’ he said with a sly grin. ‘Fink yerself lucky ter get somefin’ free out of me in this day an’ age!’


This was 1931 and nobody could afford to give away anything. With two million people out of work, the year was turning out to be one of the worst economic depressions the country had ever known.


‘Fanks a lot, mate!’ Rose was already breaking open one of the peanuts, a pile of which were on display on the nut and bean stall for ha’pence a pound. ‘I promise not ter nick any more.’


‘Not ’til that lot’s finished, y’mean!’ grinned Peanut, as he watched Rose hurrying off through the market crowds, to shouts of ‘’Appy birfday, Ginge!’ from the barrow boys and girls.


Saturday mornings in the market were always busy, for it was here that people could pick up the best bargains and cheapest food. Although the sun was streaming through the coloured awnings above the dozens of stalls, there was already an early October nip in the air, and many of the barrow boys were wearing warm caps and chokers. Like most kids of her age, however, Rose didn’t feel the cold, so she was wearing little more than one of her father’s old striped shirts, cut down to fit her, and a well-worn pinafore dress, made out of some second-hand curtains given to her mum by her friend Jessie on one of the used remnants stalls.


Rose loved the market. Although she couldn’t actually see the stalls from the tiny room she shared with her three sisters above the piano shop in the next street, she could hear the sounds of ‘Ripe termaters! Get yer ripe termaters ’ere!’ and ‘Apple-a-pound, pears!’ and ‘Come on, my darlin’s! A farvin’ for two pickled onions!’ But most of all it was the smells that Rose loved – the aroma of whole potatoes baking on an open-grilled fire, of strawberries and Italian water ice in the summer and roast chestnuts, saveloys and pease pudding in the winter. And stewed eels and mash at any time! Not that she ever tasted such luxuries. They were well beyond the reach of the Humble family.


Rose stopped to shell a peanut for a couple of pigeons, busily searching for any scraps in the kerbside. As she watched them fighting over her meagre offering, she wondered what the market would look like to a bird hovering above the hustle and bustle of such a place. Like fairyland, she thought.


‘Many ’appy returns, ol’ gel!’


Rose looked up to see a big fat man behind one of the vegetable stalls, raising his battered straw boater at her. ‘Fank yer, Mr Cabbage,’ she replied with the sweet smile she reserved for her favourite friends.


‘An’ wot great age ’ave we reached terday then?’


Rose stood up and pulled back her shoulders proudly. ‘I’m ten years old – at ’alf-past one dinner time.’


‘Are yer now? Well, that’s special, my gel – an’ no denyin’ it. Reckon yer doin’ very good for someone as old as that!’ The old chap chuckled to himself and scratched the large goitre which was protruding unkindly from the side of his neck.


Rose wiped her nose on the back of her hand, feeling a little self-conscious. She wasn’t a particularly pretty child, but she already had very sharp, rather pointed features and lovely dark eyes which were a perfect complement to the shoulder-length red hair she constantly tugged behind her ears.


‘So then a special day calls for a special present – wouldn’t yer say?’


Rose, still clutching her newspaper bundle of peanuts, stared in astonishment as the jolly-faced Mr Cabbage came out from behind his stall and presented her with something minute wrapped in a piece of tissue paper.


‘The missus chose it, so don’t blame me if yer don’t like it!’


Rose quickly tucked the bundle of peanuts under her arm, ripped open the tissue paper, and gasped with excitement.


‘It come from Nobbie Perkins’ jewellery stall next door.’ As he watched Rose’s reaction, Mr Cabbage brimmed with satisfaction. ‘It ain’t real silver, of course. But it’s the thought that counts.’


Rose held up the piece of jewellery in both hands. On the end of a very fine chrome chain was a tiny brooch in the shape of a pair of scales. ‘Oh, Mr Cabbage, it’s – smashin’!’


‘Scales for Libra! Born in October – that’s yer birf sign, gel!’


Rose threw her arms around Mr Cabbage and hugged him. ‘Oh fank yer, Mr Cabbage! Fank yer! Fank yer!’ Although she was quite tall and slender for her age, she could only just manage to get her arms around the rotund old boy’s thighs, and that in itself was quite a challenge.


Then Rose was rushing in and out of the market stalls, back to the rooms above Mr Popov’s second-hand piano shop. She leapt up the narrow staircase alongside the shop two steps at a time, breathless with excitement. She couldn’t wait to show her family her birthday presents. But as she reached the first-floor room, and threw open the door, it was obvious that something was wrong.


Rose’s mother, Nellie Humble, was sitting at the kitchen table, her hands covering her face.


Rose, immediately anxious, stopped dead in the open doorway.


‘Mum’s lost ’er job at the canteen,’ Rose’s sister Queenie explained. She was a year younger than Rose, and easily the prettiest child in the family, with a moon-shaped face like her mother. ‘They’re cuttin’ down on staff ’cos of money.’


‘Wot?’ Rose slammed the door, threw her birthday presents down on the table, and rushed to comfort her mother. ‘Why, Mum? They can’t get rid of you. Yer work ’arder than anyone!’


Nellie slowly looked up. She had a pretty, but weary-looking face, with a dimple in the middle of her chin, and a small mole set attractively on the side of her left cheek. Like her daughters, her hair was a vivacious red, and long, but she kept it tidy in a hairnet at the back of her head. Nellie’s eyes were dark and friendly, but now they looked tired. ‘They’ve got ter make cuts somewhere, Rose. London Transport say they can’t afford ter keep more than one or two people on in the staff canteen.’


Rose’s face had a look of thunder. ‘But the bus an’ tram drivers ’ave ter ’ave their cups of tea an’ rock cakes, don’t they?’


‘You ’eard wot Mum said, di’n’t yer?’ snapped Queenie, who was sitting in front of the kitchen fire grate, busily retying a piece of ribbon around the back of her long red hair. ‘They ain’t got no money!’


‘You shut yer mouff, Queenie!’ Rose was in danger of flying into one of her regular tempers. ‘Nobody asked yer opinion!’


‘Don’t talk ter yer sister like that,’ said their mum. She looked much older than her thirty-eight years. ‘It doesn’t ’elp to ’ave a go at each uvver. Specially on yer birfday.’


Rose had temporarily forgotten her birthday. Now it all seemed quite meaningless. As she watched her mum trying to compose herself, Rose felt a mixture of anger and sadness. It didn’t seem right that someone so good and hard-working as Mum should be treated in such a way. It was bad enough that all the family had to be squashed up into two tiny rooms above a second-hand piano shop, but why should she have to struggle all the time? Why couldn’t there be just one day when something nice happened? Rose looked around the tidy little room with her mum and dad’s double bed crammed in one corner and the small kitchen table and stools pressed against the one free wall. And she decided right there and then that one day she would give both her parents and the family all the things they deserved to have.


Nellie suddenly brightened up. ‘We’ve got a surprise for yer, Rose. When yer dad gets ’ome, we’re all goin’ ter ’ave a special birfday tea for yer. We’re goin’ ter toast some crumpets at the grate, and when I left the canteen they let me ’ave some Chelsea buns and marge left over from the mornin’ break.’


Both Rose and Queenie whooped with delight. Suddenly Rose felt special again, and she rushed across to throw her arms around her mum, squealing out, ‘Oh, Mum!’


‘An’ I’m goin’ ter make yer some of yer favourite – black treacle toffee.’


Rose practically yelled with excitement.


‘Mr Popov downstairs paid for the treacle. If yer ask me, I fink ’e’s a bit partial ter toffee ’imself!’


By late afternoon, Rose had carried a jug of water up from the back yard, and washed herself more thoroughly than she had ever done before. Then she put on the plain cotton dress her nan had bought for her in a jumble sale the previous Christmas, which she was already beginning to outgrow. One of her few personal possessions was a small handbag mirror she had found one evening in the kerb after the market had closed, which she guarded jealously from her sisters. After retrieving it from its hiding-place in the family chest of drawers, wrapped up in a pair of her knickers, she went downstairs to the outside lavatory in the shop’s back yard, locked herself in, propped the mirror against the wall, and put on the brooch and chain given to her by Mr Cabbage. For nearly ten minutes she sat there, admiring the brooch at her neck, and feeling like a princess.


As Rose crept up the stairs to the room she shared with Queenie and her twin sisters, Polly and Millie, she could smell the treacle toffee cooking in the oven. She knew her father was home then, for she could hear him talking to her mother, who was once again in tears. For a few moments, Rose stood listening.


‘I don’t know wot we’re goin’ ter do, Bert. I just don’t know,’ sobbed Nellie. ‘’Ow are we goin’ ter feed the kids an’ pay the rent wiv no money comin’ in?’


‘I don’t know,’ sighed Albert Humble, who was clearly just as anxious as his wife, but doing his best to put a brave face on things. ‘Somefin’ll come up in the next few days, yer’ll see. I was down the Coal Yard this afternoon. Mr Jackson was sayin’ ’is two ’orses are definitely goin’ ter need some groomin’ pretty soon, and ’e’s promised ter give me the job.’


‘But yer’ve bin on the dole for nearly six months, Bert,’ said Nellie, her voice hardly audible. ‘I’ve spent every penny I’ve earnt up the canteen, an’ there’s not a farvin’ left in the box.’


‘Don’t worry, gel!’ replied Albert, unconvincingly. ‘We’ve always managed ter pull fru before, an’ we will again – yer’ll see! I promise yer – I’ve got plans.’ Then he lowered his voice. ‘But let’s keep it to ourselves, gel,’ he begged. ‘Just for ternight.’


At six o’clock on the dot, the Humble family were seated around the small kitchen table where, despite the air of gloom, Rose was made to feel special. The table itself was laid with a bright clean tablecloth, and although the enamel family teapot was badly chipped, the few Chelsea buns, bread and fish paste, newly toasted crumpets, and a tin of black treacle toffee were arranged in such a way as to make everyone feel that it was a meal fit for a princess. Even Rose’s peanuts had been piled into a white cooking basin, and were just waiting to be attacked by the youngest member of the family, George, who had fairly recently celebrated his seventh birthday. But before anyone could lay their hands on anything, there was a family ritual to be observed.


‘For what we are about ter receive, may God make us truly fankful.’


Albert Humble had known from the start that Nellie Wilson believed in God. Not that she was very religious, but she was convinced there was someone or something she could turn to when times were difficult. Ever since she and Albert married in 1918, Nellie had insisted that the family show gratitude for anything they received.


Nellie had hardly opened her eyes and unclasped her hands when George stretched out across her to grab a handful of peanuts.


‘’Ang on now, George! If yer want some of them peanuts yer should ask yer sister first. It’s ’er birfday, not yours!’


When Albert Humble spoke, the family always listened. He wasn’t a hard father, but with six kids to keep an eye on he insisted they behave themselves, especially at the table.


‘It’s all right, Dad,’ said Rose. ‘I can’t eat ’em all on me own.’


George didn’t need to be told twice, and immediately grabbed a handful of nuts.


‘’Ope they choke yer!’ snorted Queenie, who was sitting next to her young brother, reaching for half a toasted crumpet.


George kicked his elder sister under the table, but when he caught his father glaring at him, he decided to concentrate on shelling his peanuts. With his dark brown hair disciplined by a short-back-and-sides haircut, Albert Humble looked a formidable figure at the head of the small table. He never failed to turn up for meals with a clean shirt done up at the neck with a front collar stud, and trousers and braces with all the buttons done up.


As always, the twins, Polly and Millie, were the best behaved, making quite sure they were never intimidated by their younger brother, born a year after them. The two identical sisters were known in the market as ‘The Toffs’, mainly because they never swore or played wild games in the street like their brothers and sisters. Polly was the eldest twin by one and a half minutes, but in every way the two were alike, with the same red hair as their mother, Rose, Queenie, and George, and a lisp that when used in unison endeared them to everyone.


‘So wot ’appens now yer’ve lost yer job, Mum?’


Gus’s ill-timed question was innocent enough, but it was enough to cause a moment’s tension in the happy birthday atmosphere.


Nellie bit her lip anxiously as she poured tea.


‘That’s nuffin’ for yer ter worry about, son,’ his father snapped, saving Nellie from having to answer. ‘Yer mum an’ I know ’ow ter sort these fings out.’


Gus, at twelve years old, was the eldest of the brothers and sisters, and the only child without red hair. For a moment he seemed content to leave the question unanswered, but he was a tactless boy at the best of times. ‘But if there ain’t anyone bringin’ any money ’ome each week, ’ow we goin’ ter ’ave any food ter eat?’


Albert suddenly snapped, ‘’Ave yer ever gone ’ungry, Gus?’


Gus looked up from eating his bread and fish paste. ‘No, Dad.’


‘D’yer fink me an’ yer mum would ever let yer go wivout food?’


Gus was beginning to look nervous. ‘No, Dad.’


‘So wot’re yer askin’ stupid bleedin’ questions like that for? Wot yer mum an’ I do is none of yer business!’


‘Don’t, Bert – please!’ Nellie quickly put down the teapot.


‘Gus di’n’t mean no ’arm, Dad – honest.’ As usual, it was Rose who came to her big brother’s aid. ‘’E was only tryin’ ter be ’elpful, wasn’t yer, Gus?’


Gus swallowed a mouthful of bread and fish paste in one gulp. ‘Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. I was only tryin’ ter be ’elpful.’


Nellie quickly put her arm around her husband’s shoulder and kissed him on the forehead. It was enough – but only just enough – to prevent more tension. From that moment on, Albert decided to keep quiet. After retrieving the stub of a home-made fag from behind his ear, he shoved it in his mouth and lit it. It was a smell Rose hated, for the tobacco her father used was usually left over from the stubs of other people’s fags, which he collected from the street outside.


For several minutes everyone sat in silence, and the only sound was of George shelling peanuts.


‘Right, everyone,’ said Nellie, finally. ‘I fink it’s about time we give Rose ’er present.’


‘Yes!’ came the triumphant dual response from the twins.


Rose looked genuinely bewildered as her mother got up from the table, and collected something from beneath the eiderdown on her bed.


‘It ain’t much, Rose,’ said Nellie, apologetically. ‘But I made it meself, so I know it won’t fall ter pieces in five minutes. ’Ere.’ She handed Rose a small parcel wrapped up in soiled brown paper, and whilst kissing her gently on the forehead, called out, ‘Many ’Appy Returns ter our Rose!’


Everyone then stood up and shouted, ‘Many ’Appy Returns our Rose!’ Then they all sang ‘’Appy Birfday To You!’ and whilst they did so Rose ripped open the parcel. She was completely overcome by what she found inside. It was a patchwork doll, beautifully stitched together by her mother out of small remnants of material from the dresses made over the years by Nellie for her four daughters.


‘It’s – oh – I don’t know wot ter say!’ Rose’s eyes were wide open, rather like the buttons her mother had used for the doll’s eyes. She decided immediately that she would call it ‘Baby’, and that as long as she lived she would never part with it.


During all the excitement, both Gus and George looked bored and used the opportunity to clear what was left of Rose’s peanuts.


Albert Humble did his best to join in the merriment, but he was clearly agonising as he watched Rose hugging and kissing her home-made birthday present. He waited just until he had finished the last of his fag, then got up from the table. ‘I’ll see yer later, kids. ’Appy birfday, Rosie.’ Then after kissing his daughter on the forehead, he collected his jacket and cap, put them on, and left the room. Rose’s face crumpled as she watched her dad go.


Nellie bit her lip nervously, then, as she got up from the table, tried to give Rose a reassuring smile. ‘I won’t be a minute,’ she said, going to the door.


Whilst the others engaged in one of their usual table battles, Rose got up, went to the door, and listened. She knew that it was wrong to listen to other people’s private conversations, but it was an impulse that she had never been able to resist. However, with all the noise going on at the table, she couldn’t hear very much, just her mum and dad having a heated exchange and trying to keep their voices down. After a minute or so, she heard her mother coming back to the room, so she hurried back to her seat at the table.


As soon as her mum returned, it was obvious to Rose that the poor woman was trying to hold back tears.


‘Right!’ said Nellie, gallantly. ‘Who’s for a nice piece of treacle toffee?’


‘Yeth, pleeth!’ yelled the twins in unison, arms upraised.


At that moment, Rose heard the front street door slam downstairs.


It was exactly eleven o’clock that night when Rose heard her dad returning home. She could hear the clock chiming the hour from the big church tower in nearby Upper Street.


Rose hadn’t slept at all since her birthday party. It wasn’t only because she had been over-excited by her presents; she knew that her mum and dad were in serious trouble. Beside her, in the large double bed she shared with her three sisters, was Queenie, who all through the evening had done her best to conceal how much she resented the special attention being paid to Rose. At the opposite end of the bed lay the lisping twins, both with identical smiles on their faces, even in sleep. Rose couldn’t see any of them in the darkness despite a thin beam of light which filtered through the threadbare net curtains at the one small window. Its source was the public gaslight mounted on the wall of the corner house opposite the piano shop. Sometimes the light kept Rose awake, but when she didn’t want to sleep she was just able to make out the stucco mouldings around the gas mantle in the middle of the room. Many a night she had been mesmerised by the plaster decorations with their tiny replicas of grapes and cupids. Sometimes in her mind, the figures came to life and hovered above her, and she became so frightened it sent her off to sleep. But other times, her eyes flicked around the dark sloping walls of the small attic room until her eyelids became so heavy that they just closed without her knowing it.


As she lay there, Rose’s mind was desperately trying to think of a way that she could help her mum and dad, of something she could do to stop them from worrying about where they were going to find the money to buy food. With a sigh, she pulled Baby closer and gently rested the small patchwork doll’s face against her own. By now Rose’s mind was buzzing. If there was no money coming in, how were they going to be able to pay Mr Popov the rent for the two tiny rooms the family were crowded into? Even though their landlord only charged them a few shillings a week, the poor old bloke also had to make a living, for during these hard times when most people were fighting for every penny they could find, buying a second-hand piano was not exactly everyone’s priority. There had to be a way of making ends meet – there just had to be. For a ten-year-old, young ‘carrot-top’ Humble was remarkably practical, and she was determined to work out a plan that would save the family from disaster.


Rose had only just got to sleep when she was woken by a sound which she at first thought was part of her dream. Someone was banging on the front street door downstairs. Sitting up with a start and with Baby pressed firmly against her shoulder, she quietly slipped out of bed. On the landing outside the door, her two brothers were fast asleep on the floor, snoring loudly, and covered only by one double eiderdown. Rose had to stretch carefully across them to reach the top of the stairs. Then she heard voices.


Creeping quietly down the stairs, she reached the first-floor landing, where she stopped, pressed her face against the banisters, and listened.


The first thing she could hear was her mother crying. And then there were murmuring sounds, as though several people were having a row. Rose pressed closer to the banisters, hoping to catch a glimpse of who was downstairs, but as there was no light, she really couldn’t see anything, only the long shadows of figures cast along the narrow front passage.


Suddenly there were shouts of protest from Rose’s father. ‘It’s not true, I tell yer! It’s bloody not true!’


Only then did Rose start to panic. Voices! She could hear other men’s voices that she didn’t recognise. Who were they? What did they want with her father? What was going on down there?


Rose could hear her mother quietly sobbing: ‘No – please! I’m sure it’s all a mistake. It must be a mistake!’ It sounded as though the poor woman were pleading with whoever was down there.


‘Albert . . . !’


The moment she heard her mum shout, Rose rushed back upstairs, leapt over her brothers, who solidly refused to wake up, and burst into her own bedroom where the twins were already sitting up in bed, rubbing their eyes wearily. Still clutching Baby to her shoulder, Rose quickly climbed up onto the bed, and strained to peer out of the bottom of the small window, which was set in one of the sloping attic walls.


What Rose could see in the dimly lit street outside were two burly police constables, leading her father off by the scruff of the neck to a waiting police wagon.




Chapter 2


It wasn’t the first time that Albert Humble had been in trouble with the police. On at least two occasions during the past couple of months he had been found sitting in the deserted market kerbside at pub closing time, totally incapable of standing on two feet. But this was more serious. Now he was accused of stealing spare change belonging to another customer, who had inadvertently left it on the pub counter after buying a round of drinks for his mates.


‘It’s ’is own fault,’ sniffed Gus. ‘Yer know wot the old man’s like. When ’e’s boozed like that, ’e don’t know ’alf of wot ’e’s getting up to.’


‘Don’t yer talk about Dad like that!’ Although Rose adored her elder brother, she would never hear a word said against any member of her family. ‘The ’ole fing’s a mistake. Anyone can see that. Dad wouldn’t fieve from no one. ’E ain’t no crook!’


The water from the back yard tap was cold, and as they washed their face and hands in the old stone sink together, they could feel the blood rushing through their veins.


‘Mum says the bobbies accused Dad of pickin’ up two tanners an’ a threepenny bit from the counter.’ Rose was shivering as she wiped her wet eyes on the towel. ‘But when they searched ’im round the nick, ’e di’n’t ’ave no money on ’im at all.’


‘So wot’s that supposed ter prove?’


‘It proves,’ snapped Rose indignantly, ‘that Dad di’n’t walk out the pub wiv that man’s change. And don’t use all the soap. Polly, Millie an’ George ain’t ’ad their wash yet.’


Gus quickly tired of his young sister’s constant bossy manner. So after drying himself, he stormed inside through the back door.


Rose suddenly felt awful. She hated upsetting her brother. Gus was her real favourite because he was a boy, and she preferred being with boys because they were tougher than girls. Many a time she wished her mum and dad had made her a boy, too.


‘’Ang on!’ she called, as she followed her big brother up the narrow back staircase. ‘Wot we gonna do about it, Gus?’


Gus carried on climbing. ‘Do about wot?’ he called over his shoulder.


‘About Dad o’ course! They’ve kept ’im in the nick all night. If we don’t do somefin’, ’e might get time.’


‘So wot?’ Gus grunted, as he reached the first-floor landing. ‘It’s ’is own fault for gettin’ boozed.’


‘Gus!’


Rose, still drying herself on the shared towel, watched Gus disappear up the stairs to the attic room. Although he was always a bit of a hero in Rose’s eyes, even she was surprised by her big brother’s selfish disinterest in what fate might have in store for their dad and the rest of the family.


On the landing outside her bedroom, Rose found George still fast asleep and snoring loudly. She quietly stepped over him and went into her room to comb her hair and finish dressing. Then she crept back down the front stairs. As she passed the door of her mother and father’s room, she could just hear Queenie eating her breakfast, mouth full of bread and dripping, and singing to herself at the same time.


Rose hurried down the front staircase and out into the street. She paused only for a moment to peer in through the window of Mr Popov’s piano shop, where Polly and Millie were taking advantage of Sunday closing to tinkle on the keyboard of one of the highly polished uprights.


The market was already in full swing, with the sound of Rose’s barrow boy pals filling the air: ‘Get yer luvely taters ’ere, gels!’ ‘Come on now, ladies! Carbolic soap for yer complexion. Two bars an ’apenny!’ For Rose they were thrilling sounds, and she could spend all day just sitting on a wooden applecrate listening to them, but today she had more pressing matters on her mind.


To Rose, Highbury Police Station was an awful-looking place. It was all grey stone and windows with blinds so that you couldn’t see what the bobbies were getting up to inside. And the blue lamp that hung outside with a huge word ‘Police’ stuck on it – well, that had been smashed to pieces plenty of times by the local kids. Of course, Rose had passed the place many times before – usually when she went out for an evening stroll with her mum and dad and the family, down Upper Street to Highbury Fields – but she had never climbed those awful stone steps to peer inside. She wouldn’t have dared! But today was different.


‘Rose! Wot’re you doin’ ’ere?’


The first person Rose saw as she pushed open the main door was her mum. Her eyes red with tiredness, she was sitting on a bare wooden bench placed against an ugly green and whitewashed wall. ‘Mum!’ Rose rushed straight into her arms and hugged her.


‘Yer shouldn’ta come, Rose. I’m just waitin’ ter see yer dad, then I’ll be ’ome ter cook dinner.’


‘I wanna see Dad, too!’ Rose said, raising her voice defiantly. ‘Where is ’e? I wanna see ’im!’


‘Keep yer voice down, young lady.’ A skinny-looking bobby was glaring at her from the reception counter nearby. ‘By rights, you shouldn’t be ’ere. Kids ain’t allowed.’


‘I’m not a kid!’ Rose snapped back. ‘I’m ten years old, an’ I wanna see my dad!’ She disliked the man on sight. He was a bobby, and nobody in their right mind liked a bobby.


‘Go back ’ome, Rose – be a good gel.’ Nellie Humble broke loose from her daughter, straightened the child’s hair, and tried to give her a loving smile. ‘There’s nuffin’ yer can do. There’s nuffin’ anyone can do. Yer dad’s got ter spend the night ’ere.’


Rose was outraged. ‘Wot? Anuvver night?’


Nellie sighed. ‘There ain’t no magistrate sittin’ on a Sunday. Yer dad can’t go up before ’im ’til termorrow.’


Rose felt sick in her stomach. She hated this place and all it stood for. The idea that her own dad had to spend two nights in a prison cell with all the smells of whitewash and stewed tea and bobbies’ freshly shined boots seemed to her to be a crime in itself. ‘But why’re they keepin’ Dad ’ere? ’E said ’e di’n’t take the money, di’n’t ’e?’


Nellie peered anxiously across at the desk bobbie ‘’E di’n’t take it,’ she whispered. ‘But somebody did.’


Rose creased up her face. ‘Then why are they blamin’ Dad?’


‘’Cos ’e ’appened to be at the counter where the barmaid left the Prince’s change.’


‘Prince? Wot Prince?’


Nellie pulled her daughter close. ‘Prince Monolulu. The racing tipster.’


Rose frowned, as she always did when she got angry. ‘You mean that old black man?’


‘Rose! Don’t be so rude!’ Suddenly Nellie’s anxiety had turned to embarrassment.


Rose stood her ground stubbornly. ‘But that’s wot ’e is, in’t ’e? ‘E’s the one who goes up an’ down the market wavin’ ’is umbrella, an’ wears them funny clothes and fevvers in ’is ’air.’


Just as Nellie was about to scold the child, the bobbie called to her from the counter. ‘You can come in now, Mrs ’Umble. Five minutes, that’s all.’ He unlocked a door at the side of the counter to let her in, adding pointedly, ‘No kids allowed.’


Rose glared at him as her mother got up and quickly went to the door.


Nellie paused briefly to call back over her shoulder, ‘Go ’ome, Rose. I’ll see yer later.’


Rose waited just long enough to see her mother disappear through the door, and listen to her being led off to see Albert Humble in his cell.


As Rose made her way back towards the Angel along busy Upper Street, there was still a chilly autumn nip in the air although the sun was working hard to fight its way through the bullying grey clouds. There were plenty of people heading in the same direction as Rose, for the base-toned bells of nearby St Mary’s were drawing people in for the popular early morning service. Most times Rose loved to watch the congregation filing through the church doors, all of them wearing their Sunday best, the gentlemen in their three-piece suits and trilby hats, the ladies in neat three-quarter length dresses and coats with pretty hats to match. But today was different, for Rose felt that all these fine people belonged to a different world from hers. Somehow she could never imagine any of them living in two small rooms above an old piano shop.


Deep in thought, Rose ambled her way along the edge of the kerb in the busy main road. Two trams passed each other and rattled off in different directions, and children squealed with delight at Mr Pirelli’s barrel organ on the other side of the road, but Rose’s eyes were focused on the ground as she walked. All she could think about was the face of that bobbie in the nick, and how he treated her like a kid. She wasn’t a kid! Or at least she didn’t feel like one. In her mind’s eye, she could see her dad sitting in his cell, sad and lonely, unable to prove his innocence because no one was prepared to believe a boozer. Without realising it, Rose was grinding her young teeth so hard that she was in danger of chipping them. If only she was just ten years older – then she’d give that fat-mouthed bobbie the sharp edge of her tongue.


‘Cheer up, Ginger! It may never ’appen!’


Rose turned back with a start to find Peanut, her barrow boy pal from the market, calling down to her from his cart. ‘Give over, Peanut,’ she growled. ‘I don’t feel up to it.’


Guv’nor the old carthorse was always a little nervous in the main street, so Peanut had to keep a tight hold of the reins. ‘Sorry ter ’ear about yer old man. Wot’s ’e bin up to this time then?’


‘’E ain’t bin up ter nuffink!’ Rose snapped back. ‘They said ’e nicked the Prince’s change down the pub. But ’e di’n’t!’


Peanut pushed his cap to the back of his head. ‘Then wot’d they lock ’im up for?’


‘Why d’yer fink! ’E was on the booze again.’


Peanut shook his head and sighed. ‘Whoa there, Guv’nor!’ The old carthorse was obviously becoming seduced by the smells from Mr Trimble’s nearby toffee-apple stall. ‘Take it easy now, boy.’ Peanut looked a bit older than his thirty years, for he had to work hard for his modest living, but he had a heart of gold and felt genuine concern for his young pal. ‘So wot does the Prince say about all this?’


‘Couldn’t tell yer.’ Rose was idly stroking the horse’s rump. ‘I s’pose the woman in the pub said Dad did it.’


‘Woman in the pub?’ Peanut leant down to talk to her. ‘Yer don’t mean old Doris behind the bar?’


Rose nodded, without looking up.


Suddenly Peanut roared with laughter. ‘Old Doris! That bleedin’ troublemaker? She’d shop anyone, that old bag!’


‘It’s not funny!’ Rose snapped back. ‘They’ve got Dad locked up in the nick. They’re takin’ ’im ter court termorrer mornin’.’


Peanut waited for another tram to rattle past before he answered. ‘Then go an’ find out wot really ’appened in the pub last night. Ask the Prince. ’E’s a funny old geezer, but ’e wouldn’t do anyone down.’


Rose felt her spirits rise. Peanut was like all the barrow boys in the market: when it came to a crisis, he had a clear head. ‘But where is the Prince?’ she spluttered. ‘’E don’t live round ’ere.’


Once again Peanut roared with laughter. ‘Don’t be narky, Ginge! Every street in London town is where the Prince lives. Just ten minutes ago I saw ’im up at ’Ighbury Fields, givin’ out racin’ tips ter an ’ole lotta suckers . . .’


Rose didn’t wait to hear any more. ‘Fanks a lot, Peanut!’ She raced off down Upper Street in the direction of Highbury Corner.


‘I gotta horse! I gotta horse!’


This was the ecstatic shout Rose could hear as she darted in and out of the traffic at the junction of Upper Street and Holloway Road. It was a shout she had heard many times before, ringing above the weekend crowds in the market or along the busy main roads around the Angel, Islington. The man’s voice always made her laugh, for it was unlike anyone else she had ever heard – high-pitched, hoarse, but laughing after every few words. But if the voice was unusual, Rose never stopped marvelling at the black man’s funny clothes.


Nobody really knew where Prince Monolulu came from, but he claimed to be an Abyssinian prince. He spent most of his days touring the streets of London waving his umbrella in the air, yelling out his famous catch phrase, ‘I gotta horse!’ to passers-by, who had long got over the shock of seeing such an extravagantly dressed man with dark-coloured skin laughing his way through the crowds. Over the years, the locals had developed an affection for the Prince and his high-pitched laugh.


‘I gotta horse! I gotta horse! Come on, gents. Three-thirty at Sandown tomorrow afternoon. I gotta sure winner!’


Rose pushed her way through the crowd of men surrounding the tipster, whose head, strapped with multicoloured feathers, she could see above the dozens of trilby and bowler hats, and the screen of fag smoke that was drifting up towards the patchy blue sky. By the time Rose had managed to get to the front, the Prince. who was standing on a wooden applecrate to address his audience, was launched into a very unmusical version of an obscure song called, ‘Lucky Ole Me’. While he was doing so, some of the more cheeky onlookers were taking the mickey out of his multicoloured sequined waistcoat, which they reckoned made him look like a Red Indian chief. The Prince managed to get through the song, to a roar of approval from the whole crowd, but when he started preaching about racehorses again, he was completely taken aback by a tiny but penetrating voice squealing at him from the front of the crowd.


‘Mr Prince! Mr Prince! I got ter speak ter yer! Please, Mr Prince!’


With a large, beaming smile the Prince leant down to the youngest member of his audience and said, ‘Sorry, lil’ lady. I don’t give out no tips to your age.’


This brought a chorus from the crowd of ‘I gotta horse! I gotta horse!’


Above the noise, Rose yelled out the only thing she could think of. ‘You got my ol’ man in the nick! Why d’yer do it? Why?’


Although the chorus of crowd rabble continued unabated, the Prince lost the beaming smile on his face for the first time. Coming down from the applecrate, he asked her, ‘What’s that you say, lil’ miss?’


‘You got my dad in the nick,’ snapped Rose. ‘’E was in the same pub as you last night – up our way near the market. The bobbies said ’e picked up yer change. They put ’im in the nick. ‘E’s been in the nick all night.’


Now clearly anxious, the Prince quickly took hold of Rose’s hand. ‘You come wiv me, lil’ lady.’


‘Now wos dis all about, lil’ lady?’ said the Prince, once he had led Rose away from the protesting crowd. ‘You tell me you dad in de nick? For pickin’ up my change in de pub?’


Rose stared up at the dark-skinned man with a firm determination. ‘That’s wot they say up the nick!’


‘Dis pub. De Queen’s Head, you mean? Up near de Angel?’


‘Yes! An’ ’e di’n’t steal no money from yer – ’e di’n’t! My dad in’t no feif!’


The Prince said nothing, and Rose became quite mesmerised by his rolling white eyes. Then after thinking about it all, he said, ‘How much dis change, you say?’


‘One an’ froopence. Two tanners an’ a froopenny bit.’


The Prince scratched his chin with his umbrella, and frowned. ‘Dat’s right. One and threepence. Dat was the change I got from two bob.’


This only made Rose more angry. ‘I tell yer my dad di’n’t take it!’


‘I bought a round of drinks—’


‘My dad di’n’t pick up yer rotten ol’ change!’ Rose yelled.


‘I know he didn’t!’ replied the tipster, who refused to be forced into a shouting match with a child. ‘I picked it up.’


‘You?’


‘’Course I did! I pick it up an’ put it in my pocket. Then I say g’night to everyone and go home. Nobody steal nothin’ from the Prince. Nobody!’


Rose found herself staring straight into the funny man’s face. But he wasn’t funny, and he wasn’t nasty. He was one of the kindest men she had ever met. Rose felt she wanted to cry, but she was Rose Humble, Albert and Nellie Humble’s eldest daughter, who never cried just because times got difficult. Besides, she had a lot of things to take care of if she was going to get her family out of its present troubles. No, girls don’t just sit down and cry, they get on with things. For one fleeting moment, however, she felt oh so good! So much so that she quite impulsively threw her arms around the Prince’s waist, and hugged him.


Rose would never know that the man with the rolling white eyes and funny coloured clothes never did pick up that one and threepence from the pub counter.


Albert Humble was released from the nick just before midday on Sunday. Waiting for him were Nellie and the kids. To his surprise, however, Rose wasn’t with them, and it was not until later that he discovered why.


Turning into Chapel Market, Albert found himself cheered all the way back to the two rooms above Mr Popov’s piano shop. There were pats on the back and shouts of ‘Good ol’ Bert!’ and ‘Well done, mate!’ from every stall he passed. Albert was astonished by the reception, for he was the kind of person that no one ever really noticed. By the time he turned into his home street, he felt a huge lump in his throat, and when he got his first glimpse of Rose standing outside the piano shop, his eyes began to fill with tears. She seemed to be so small and frail, with arms and legs that had hardly any flesh on them at all. But he knew only too well that what his eldest daughter lacked in flesh, she made up for in determination. It was Rose who had spread the word of her dad’s innocence, making sure his name was cleared in the neighbourhood. Albert Humble was not normally an emotional man, but as soon as he reached Rose he threw his arms around her and hugged her so tight that she could hardly breathe.


Over the following days Rose thought up an ingenious plan to get her mother back to work. The idea came to her quite accidentally, when, during one of her daily strolls through the market, she noticed how many of the barrow boys went through the day without eating any decent food. So, after chatting them all up, she persuaded each of them to fork up a penny, which she then put into a kitty and gave to her mother to make tea and bloater sandwiches. Gradually, the whole family joined in, helping to cook soup from meat bones and make cheap mutton pies. What started as a modest experiment in home catering soon made sufficient profit for the family to earn a decent living.


At the age of ten, Rose Humble was already showing that she was going to be a force to be reckoned with.




Chapter 3


In the summer of 1936 Rose got her first real job, helping to prepare the pickled onions and red cabbage on Elsie Dumper’s bottled preserves stall in the market. It only paid a shilling a week, but it was enough for Rose to give her mum a regular tanner towards the family expenses, threepence towards new socks and underclothes for herself, Queenie, and the twins, and a weekly threepence for ‘a rainy day’, which had to be carefully hidden away from the prying eyes of young George, who would have been quite happy to find a suitable way of spending it on himself. Rose had actually left school the year before, when she was nearly fourteen, for she had never exactly been a star pupil. These days, her mum was more or less running the family’s home catering for the market single-handed, so Rose spent most of her time doing odd jobs for her barrow-boy pals, which gave her the chance to earn a few valuable pennies, which she stacked carefully away in her hiding-place on top of the cistern in the back yard lavatory. Now almost fifteen, Rose was becoming quite a business tycoon! She was also the driving-force behind the family’s change of fortunes.


Albert Humble had taken to referring to his children by numbers, which depended on the order of their arrival. The eldest child, Gus, was number one, Rose was number two, Queenie number three, the twins were four and five, and last came George at a very cantankerous number six. Albert himself was now a very different man from the one who five years before had been accused of stealing Prince Monolulu’s change, for he had found himself a part-time job grooming carthorses in the local coal yard. To most people, Albert’s transformation was amazing, as he was now often seen laughing with his kids, and playing tag with young George up and down the market. But the reason was obvious: it needed only the most modest job to restore his pride and dignity.


Rose was growing into a lovely young girl. Each day, as her features became more and more defined, many of her barrow boy mates thought she was beginning to look like a ‘ginger-’eaded dago gel’. Her most appealing features were her flashing brown eyes and devastating smile. Her greatest admirer was Mr Cabbage’s young grandson, Badger, who had been given his nickname by some of his mates in the market because they reckoned he looked like an animal character they had seen in one of the comics. He fawned after Rose every time she passed the vegetable stall. Rose had grown shrewd enough to be aware of Badger’s interest, and often flirted with him mercilessly, stopping to shake her waist-length red hair whenever she noticed him watching her. She knew what she was doing was cruel, but somehow it gave her a feeling of power to know someone was admiring her.


Only two problems prevented Rose from enjoying her life to the full. One of those was her sister Queenie.


Ever since they were young kids, playing together in and out of the market stalls, Queenie Humble had made it perfectly clear that she resented being a year younger than Rose. Somehow it made Queenie feel inferior, so that anything Rose ever said to her was taken to imply criticism. It was amazing that they had survived so many petty quarrels, for Queenie had a rasping temper which completely belied her beautiful angelic features. But in the hot summer of 1936, at the age of fourteen, Queenie deliberately set out to undermine her elder sister’s position as the brains of the family.


The opportunity came on the afternoon of Bank Holiday Monday. As he had recently made a little extra money on various odd jobs, Albert Humble decided it was time he gave his family a treat. This meant a walk along the towpath of the majestic Islington canal, where they could watch the colourful coal-barges being tugged along by the hard-working horses, and where young George and the twins were given a penny each to buy an Italian water ice from the stall just beneath Canonbury bridge. The setting could not have been more idyllic. The canal was steaming from the rays of the hot sun, and the sheer humidity had persuaded afternoon strollers everywhere to discard their cardigans and jackets so that the towpaths on either side of the canal were dazzling with brightly coloured blouses and open-necked shirts and braces, straw boaters and summer bonnets.


‘Oh, I wish this day’d never end!’ sighed Nellie, as she, Albert, and Queenie shared a tiny wooden bench overlooking the canal. ‘It’s as though the ’ole world in’t such a bad place ter live in, after all.’


Rose beamed. There was nothing she loved better than to see her mum smile, the sparkle in her eyes defying all the tribulations she had had to put up with.


‘Mind you, it would’ve bin nice if Gus could’ve come, too,’ said Nellie, her eyes transfixed by the reflection of the sun on the water. ‘Then the ’ole family would’ve bin togevver.’


Albert had given up smoking the remains of other people’s fag ends and was now lighting up a pipe of cheap tobacco. ‘Can’t expect a boy of that age ter keep ’angin’ round ’is family,’ he wheezed, puffing smoke out from the side of his mouth. ‘’E’s got uvver fings ter do.’


‘Wot fings, Dad?’ Queenie’s question sounded innocent, but it was enough to drain the smile from Rose’s face.


‘Number one i’n’t a boy no more,’ puffed Albert. ‘’Ow old is Gus now? Seventeen? At ’is age I was knocking around wiv mates of me own.’ And with a sneaky but affectionate side grin at Nellie, he added, ‘An’ not only blokes!’


‘Bert!’ Nellie snapped out of her daydream, and chuckled.


Rose was now with young George and the twins, all of them sitting down on the edge of the grass towpath with their bare feet dangling idly in the water.


On the wooden bench behind them sat Queenie, her ginger red hair framing a sly grin, which meant she was up to no good. ‘I fink Gus ought ter be ’ere, instead of goin’ off wiv some of them people ’e knocks around wiv.’ She paused only briefly, then flicked her eyes across to her eldest sister. ‘Wot say you, Rose?’


Although she didn’t want to answer, Rose finally had to. ‘I don’t know who Gus knocks around wiv. That’s ’is business, not mine.’


Queenie, delighted that Rose was rising to her bait, persevered. ‘But you know who ’is mates are, Rose,’ she said innocently. ‘Everyone knows where Gus spends most of ’is time.’


Albert became curious. Taking his pipe out of his mouth, he asked, ‘Wot are yer talkin’ about, gel?’


‘Take no notice, Dad!’ said Rose quickly. ‘Queenie’s only makin’ up fings.’ She turned to glare at her sister. ‘As usual.’


‘I ain’t makin’ up fings!’ snapped Queenie, her smile immediately transformed into a scowl. ‘Gus spends all ’is time round Cable Street.’


‘Don’t listen to ’er, Dad!’


‘It’s true!’ Queenie yelled. ‘Yer’re always tryin’ ter cover up for ’im!’


Now it was Nellie’s turn to look anxious. ‘Cover up – for wot?’


‘Ask ’er!’ growled Queenie, pointing straight at Rose. ‘She knows!’


With teeth clenched, Rose stared down into the water determinedly as her dad called across to her.


‘Rose? Wot’s all this about Cable Street?’


Rose made the mistake of not answering her dad, for he suddenly became alarmed.


‘’Ere – wait a minute!’ said Albert, half to himself. ‘Gus i’n’t mixed up wiv them Blackshirts, is ’e?’


Rose didn’t have to respond straightaway, for they were distracted by the approach of a long, narrow barge, the toot-toot of its horn piercing the calm summer’s day. Rose, George and the twins quickly stood up and moved out of the way, as the old horse snorted past them, pulling the long towrope behind him. The twins became very excited as they watched the brightly coloured vessel glide past, its deck bulging with a freight of logs, no doubt destined for a factory somewhere up in the Midlands. They exchanged waves and shouts with the skipper and his family, and by the time both horse and barge had disappeared out of view beneath Canonbury Bridge, the vessel had left a thin trail of black smoke from its tiny chimney, which twisted up and up, floating across the clear blue sky like some exotic tropical bird in a flight of slow motion.


‘Is Gus a fascist, Rose?’


Rose turned around with a start, to find her dad standing just behind her. ‘Dad! ’Ow can yer say such a fing?’


‘Then wot’s ’e doin’ ’angin’ round the East End? Everyone knows Mosley and ’is gang are tryin’ ter stir up trouble against the Jews there.’


Rose didn’t really know how to answer. She knew exactly where Gus was, but would sooner die than tell anyone what she knew. And she despised Queenie for bringing up the subject. ‘Gus i’n’t no fascist, Dad,’ she said finally. ‘’E ’ates ’em.’


‘’E should keep away from the East End, Rose. It’s not a safe place ter ’ang around in these days.’ There was a steellike but anxious look in Albert’s eyes as he looked straight at his daughter. ‘Mosley’s bad news. Give ’im ’alf a chance an’ ’e’ll get us caught up in anuvver war.’


Rose sighed deeply, took her dad’s hands, and stared straight back at him. ‘It’s not true, Dad. Gus i’n’t no fascist. ’E ’ates everythin’ they stand for.’


‘Politics is every man’s downfall, Rose.’ Albert was puffing hard on his pipe again. ‘One way or anuvver, it always leads to a punch-up.’


Queenie was determined to keep up the pressure on Rose. ‘Honestly, Dad,’ she whined, coyly. ‘Yer should just see some of ’is mates ’e knocks round wiv. Specially Micky ’Awkins . . .’


‘You shut yer mouff, Queenie!’ snapped Rose.


‘I won’t!’ Queenie yelled back, getting up from the bench to confront Rose. ‘You ain’t my muvver!’


Rose’s eyes were now blazing with anger. ‘I said shut yer mouff, or I’ll shut it for yer!’


‘I won’t! I won’t!’ Queenie was hopping up and down with indignation.


Young George was at last beginning to enjoy the outing. There was nothing he liked better than to see his two elder sisters having a row. But the twins, looking alarmed and frightened, kept together as their mum leapt to her feet. ‘Stop it you two!’ she called.


‘It’s not my fault, Mum!’ protested Queenie, spluttering with rage. ‘It’s just ’cos I mentioned Micky ’Awkins.’


‘I’m warnin’ yer, Queenie ’Umble!’ snarled Rose, whose face had turned almost the same colour as her hair. ‘You just keep yer mouf shut about Micky ’Awkins!’


Queenie spat back at her like a viper. ‘Yer’re only sayin’ that ’cos yer fancy ’im!’ By this time, she was practically eyeball to eyeball with Rose. ‘Well, let me tell yer somefin’, Rose ’Umble. Micky ’Awkins wouldn’t touch yer wiv a bargepole. An’ d’yer know why? ’Cos ’e reckons yer more like a bloke than a gel!’


Rose didn’t wait another moment. She swung her clenched fist, and landed it straight on to her younger sister’s face.


Queenie let out a piercing shriek, and fell back with a thud on to her bottom on the path.


‘Rose!’ yelled Nellie, as she rushed to help Queenie.


Rose moved forward as though to take another swipe at her sister, but Albert grabbed hold of her arm and twisted it behind her back.


Young George was by now thoroughly enjoying himself, but the twins looked increasingly terrified and bewildered.


Queenie was sobbing, and there was a small trickle of blood coming from her lip. ‘I ’ate yer! I ’ate yer!’ she yelled at Rose over and over again.


Nellie dabbed the blood from Queenie’s lip, and looked up sternly at her eldest daughter. ‘Oh Rose. ’Ow could yer?’


Rose couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. She knew what she had done was wrong, but in that split second of anger was unable to restrain herself. Queenie was a born troublemaker, and everyone knew it. But Rose was not going to let her get away with it this time. To try and cause trouble for Gus was one thing, but to accuse Rose of being a bloke was truly hurtful. She wasn’t a bloke, she was a girl, and despite the way she behaved and stood up for her family, she had feelings just like any girl.


‘Go ’ome, Rose,’ said Albert, releasing Rose’s arm from behind her body.


Rose had never seen her dad look so stern, and it upset her. With the twins hugging each other on the edge of the canal, and Queenie sobbing her heart out in her mother’s arms over on the bench, Rose suddenly felt guilty. So she quietly backed away and made her way off along the towpath.


‘Rose!’


Rose stopped and glanced back briefly at her dad.


‘Don’t ever let me see yer do that ter yer sister again.’


Rose paused, lowered her eyes, and walked off.


Nellie, still comforting Queenie in her arms, looked up and watched Rose making her way over the bridge. She seemed such a small, crushed figure, who only a short while ago had been enjoying the company of the family that she cherished so much. When Rose had finally disappeared from view, Nellie told herself how ashamed she was that her eldest daughter could have behaved in such a way.


But in her heart of hearts, Nellie knew only too well who was right.




Chapter 4


Rose loved Sunday mornings in the market. Not only was it one of the busiest days of the week, but it was also a time when people gathered around in groups to chat and put the world to rights. But from the moment she got out of bed early that morning, Rose knew that 4 October 1936 was going to be no ordinary Sunday.
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