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To my wife Edna
 with my love.




 Prologue

August 1944

 



The warm summer sun was climbing into a clear sky as the people of Quay Street went off to work on Friday morning. Mrs Simms was busy sweeping the dust and grime from her doorstep and Mrs Metcalf set out for the shops, while one or two women stood at their front doors chatting to their neighbours, and Iris Meadows delayed the milkman as usual with her latest piece of gossip. It was the usual scene in a normal, nondescript Bermondsey backstreet which had survived the Blitz and was now in the front line once more, since the first flying bomb had roared over and dived into the Thames less than four weeks ago. Hidden by a large wharf at the end of the turning, the river betrayed its presence with a subtly pervasive smell of sour mud, and the tall arms of the quayside cranes rose up beyond the closed gates of the wharf yard.

‘I wouldn’t ’ave believed it if someone ’ad told me,’ Iris was going on, ‘but I saw it wiv me own eyes. I really don’t know what this street’s comin’ to.’

George Price had his eyes fixed on the gently swaying  crane hawser and he shook his head slowly to let the widow Meadows know he was paying attention to what she was saying. ‘Must ’ave bin quite a shock,’ he ventured.

‘Shock? I’ll say it was a shock,’ Iris retorted with a formidable look on her face. ‘I just ’appened ter go ter the winder ter straighten the curtains when I saw ’er staggerin’ past. Pissed out of her brains she was. She could ’ardly stand. I thought she was gonna end up in the gutter. ’Ow she reached ’er front door wivout fallin’ arse over tit I’ll never know. That was bad enough, but standin’ there outside ’er door doin’ a striptease was disgustin’. Mind you, I always knew Bel Fiddler was a brazen ’ussy, but that was shockin’ be’aviour, even by ’er standards.’

George Price hid a grin. ‘Didn’t anyone try ter stop ’er?’ he asked.

‘Not till she was down to ’er knickers,’ Iris replied, ‘then’er sister Chloe came out and dragged ’er in the ’ouse. What was she finkin’ about? Gawd knows who else saw ’er. People must ’ave bin lookin’ frew their curtains, what wiv the noise she was creatin’.’

The dairyman made to move on by rattling the crate of empty bottles he was holding. ‘Oh well, I’d better be settin’ off,’ he said. ‘I don’t want the sun warmin’ the milk or I’ll be for it when I get ter Sumner Buildin’s.’

The widow Meadows had a few more pieces of gossip for the kindly, patient milkman but she desisted with a little sigh. It’ll keep for another day, she thought as she watched him lift the shafts of his barrow and lean his weight against the load.

It had started off a normal morning in Quay Street for  most, but it didn’t seem like a regular workday for Nell Bailey as she came down the stairs at number 6 and slumped into her easy chair. Usually hale and hearty, Nell felt decidedly under the weather and gratefully took the mug of steaming tea from Josie, her eldest daughter. ‘Me froat’s like sandpaper,’ she groaned, ‘an’ I feel like I’ve bin kicked from piller ter post.’

‘Sounds like the ’flu,’ Josie said with concern. ‘Why don’t yer take the day off an’ go back ter bed? I’ll look in at dinnertime an’ get yer some soup or somefing.’

‘Nah, I’ll be all right once I rouse meself,’ Nell replied. ‘Pass me down those Aspros from the mantelpiece, luv.’

‘I shouldn’t take them on an empty stomach,’ Josie warned. ‘Why don’t yer ’ave a slice o’ toast first?’

Nell nodded unenthusiastically and cursed her luck. What a time to get sick, she thought. It was Friday and all week she and her machinist workmates at Rayburn’s had been going flat out on a new clothing contract, which meant that their bonus earnings could break all records. Missing work today would put a large dent in her paypacket, which was bad enough, but having to spend the day in bed was unthinkable. Even after the birth of each of her children she had been up and about the next day. ‘It’s standin’ talkin’ ter that silly old bitch Dot Simms,’ she growled. ‘She was full o’ cold, coughin’ an’ bloody splutterin’ all the time she was talkin’. It was all a load o’ nonsense anyway – as if I was interested in ’er personal life. I got troubles o’ me own.’

Josie smiled as she went out into the scullery to put some bread under the gas-stove grill. Her mother was a soft touch for everyone and always willing to listen to their  troubles. It was just the way she was feeling that made her talk so. ‘Want some more tea, Mum?’ she called out.

‘Nah, I’ll get dressed while yer do that toast,’ Nell told her.

By seven thirty Nell was feeling a little better. ‘I’ll be all right,’ she declared. ‘At least I’m sittin’ down all day. I’ll take some more Aspros wiv me.’

As Nell made to leave Kathy came down the stairs with a gaping yawn. ‘I wish it was Saturday,’ she groaned, pulling her cotton dressing gown more snugly around her slim figure. ‘Work’s fer fools an’ ’orses.’

‘Well, yer better put yer nosebag on then,’ Josie said, grinning at her.

‘Why are yer always so cheerful in the mornin’s?’ Kathy moaned.

‘It’s anuvver day an’ the sun’s shinin’,’ Josie said with a flourish.

‘Get ’er,’ Kathy growled. ‘Are yer seein’ that Johnny Francis again ternight?’

‘Yep.’

‘I thought yer would.’

‘What’s it ter you?’

‘It’s nuffink ter me,’ Kathy said sharply. ‘I never fancied’im anyway. Too much of a show-off fer my likin’.’

‘Not now ’e’s not,’ Josie countered, glaring at her younger sister.

‘Look, I’m off now, an’ I don’t want you two arguin’, understand?’ Nell scolded them.

As she left the house on that sunny morning Nell could hardly be expected to know what the day had in store for her and, as she made her way out into Jamaica Road to  catch the tram to work, her thoughts centred on the absent member of her family, her husband Frank.

 



Easing back the joystick and levelling out his Spitfire, Squadron Leader Miller smiled to himself as he saw the white cliffs of Dover gleaming in the bright sun up ahead. About time, he thought. The fuel was getting dangerously low and he didn’t want to be forced to land on some farmer’s patch. It wouldn’t exactly be the perfect ending to the day he was hoping for. The Messerschmitt he had downed during the sortie had taken his total to ten kills and Miller sighed contentedly as he glanced around the blue sky.

‘Christ Almighty!’ he said aloud as he saw the three flying bombs moving in a V formation at ten o’clock.

Without thinking he banked sharply and pulled back on the yardstick, climbing level and moving in close. There was no time to waste. Soon the bombs would cross the coast at Dover and be fired on by the shore batteries. ‘Come on, Miller old son,’ he mumbled through clenched teeth. ‘You’ve heard the stories about tipping the bombs. Let’s see if you’re up to it. God, what a story for the mess. Might even get a bar to the DFC into the bargain.’

The fighter pilot neared the rear bomb and inched closer, resolutely forcing doubt out of his mind. He was flying at over three hundred miles an hour and to tamper with a contraption containing one hundred and twenty kilos of high explosive at that speed was ‘tantamount to committing hara kiri’, the station commander had told them.

As he gently eased the stick over, Squadron Leader  Miller felt sweat breaking out on his forehead. It would be a gamble, but he had to try. At least it would lengthen the odds of survival for those poor bastards in London, if he was successful.

‘Steady, Miller. Good man, Miller,’ he said, imitating Tubby Wilcox, his flying instructor.

The coast was coming ever closer and it had to be now or never. The Spitfire’s wingtip was just beneath the flying bomb’s and with a sharp jab at the stick he rolled his aircraft, glancing metal against metal. ‘You did it, you beauty!’ Miller shouted out in sheer exultation as he saw the flying bomb tip over and spiral down towards the Channel.

As he banked away from the coastal batteries Miller saw the puffs of white smoke mushrooming out around the two remaining flying bombs, then the ball of fire as one of the shells hit its target. The blast rocked his Spitfire but it did not worry the pilot. ‘Just wait till I get back to the mess,’ he chuckled, and burst into song. ‘“They’ll never believe me, they’ll never believe me.” ’

 



Ralph Hennessey walked across the sun-baked tarmac at Lisbon airport and climbed the steps of the Londonbound clipper. Strapped to his wrist was a diplomatic bag, and tucked under his arm was an English translation from the Portuguese of Dead Day in the Afternoon by Emilio Scanchos, a famed writer who had shot himself soon after the novel was finished.

Hennessey was feeling nervous. He had never worried about flying, otherwise he would not have become a courier for the British Consulate in Portugal, but a country’s  neutrality did not seem to count for much where the Germans were concerned. Last year, he recalled, while Winston Churchill was meeting up with the army brass based in North Africa, a fat man smoking a large cigar was seen to board a plane at Lisbon. A secret agent relayed the information to his contacts and the plane was subsequently shot down over the Bay of Biscay by German fighters. Thirteen civilians perished, including the film star and matinee idol Leslie Howard, but the real target was in Gibraltar at the time, enjoying an aperitif at the British Embassy.

The clipper took off on time and climbed high and fast out to sea before adopting a wide looping trajectory designed to keep it outside the range of any hostile aircraft. Hennessey ate the disgusting meal and drank the insipid coffee then settled back to sleep with the bag resting at his feet and the novel in his lap. Later that afternoon the clipper landed safely at the RAF airstrip at Croydon and the courier walked unconcernedly through the customs shed, gripping the handle of the bag and his personal bag, with the novel under his arm.

‘Good book?’ the customs officer inquired with a cheery grin.

‘This novel contains the last thoughts of a madman actually,’ Hennessey replied, smiling briefly at his private joke.

‘How so?’

‘The blighter who wrote it shot himself soon after. Stark raving mad apparently.’

‘Intriguing.’

‘I’ll let you have it when I’ve finished with it,’ Hennessey  said flippantly, imagining what the man’s face would look like if he had chanced to read it. There were certainly crazy thoughts within the covers of the book, but they had not all been penned by the author.

The customs officer turned his attention to the other passengers as the courier walked out into the balmy evening air and climbed into the waiting car. So far so good, Hennessey sighed; now came the important business, once he had signed over the diplomatic bag.

 



Dust had settled over the carnage and the rescuers were still digging for the remaining victims. Ten women had still to be accounted for and Rayburn’s owner stood weeping unashamedly nearby as yet another call went out, ‘Bring up a stretcher!’

The women had worked through the air raid, as was the custom during the flying-bomb attacks. Usually the raids were short lived, and the explosions were greeted with a shaking of heads, a few filthy epithets directed at the perpetrators, and words of sympathy for the victims. This afternoon however the victims were the machinists of Rayburn’s themselves. Nell Bailey had felt a sudden shock of falling, a deafening noise in her ears and then blackness. Now, as she regained consciousness, she could see faces looking down at her and felt a soothing hand on her brow. Pain came suddenly, like a wave that pulsed through her and she groaned.

‘We’re going to give you something for the pain, so that you’ll be able to sleep,’ the surgeon informed her.

Sleep was the last thing Nell wanted at that moment. She wanted to know what she was doing there, and why  she hurt so much? What had happened to her?

Soon after the surgeon had jabbed the needle into her arm her thoughts grew as heavy as her body and Nell’s eyelids fluttered and dropped as the pain started to subside. ‘We copped it, didn’t we?’ she managed.

‘Sleep now, Mrs Bailey,’ the nurse said quietly as she leaned over the bed, but Nell’s eyes were already closed.




 Chapter One

Josie Bailey set off to work at ten minutes to nine, after first rousing Tommy with a cup of tea and reminding Kathy that the hands of company clocks did not stand still. Tommy wasn’t much trouble in the mornings, usually waking up as bright as a button, as Nell often remarked, but sixteen-year-old Kathy was quite different. She had found a job in the office of an engineering firm at Dockhead, a five-minute walk from the house, but she invariably left it till the last possible second before she left, despite any amount of coaxing and cajoling.

Josie walked out of Quay Street into the traffic noise of Jamaica Road and turned left towards Rotherhithe Tunnel. She had been with J. Wilkins and Sons for two years now and was happy in her job as a sales assistant at the paint firm, handling phone orders from builders and decorators. It was an old-established concern that had remained in Bermondsey during the Blitz and there was a distinct family atmosphere about the place.

‘Mornin’, luv. You’re lookin’ very bright an’ breezy,’ Tom Clary the warehouse foreman remarked.

Josie gave him a sweet smile and raised her eyes in reply.  Tom was acceptable in small doses, she felt, but not one to give any sort of encouragement to.

Two other girls shared the small sales office and they were both at their desks when she walked in.

‘Mornin’, Josie. Anuvver day, anuvver dollar,’ Gwen Simpson sighed as she filed away at her fingernails.

‘Mornin’, Gwen, mornin’, Mary,’ the young woman said cheerfully as she slipped in behind the desk and adjusted her summer dress over her knees.

Mary looked up with her large dark eyes and mumbled a reply, which elicited a wry smile from Gwen. ‘I don’t fink our Mary’s very ’appy this mornin’,’ she remarked. ‘They’ve ’ad a row.’

‘You an’ Bert?’ Josie said, trying to look surprised.

Mary’s round face was full of misery and she lowered her eyes again to the telephone at her elbow as though willing it to ring. ‘Selfish git, that’s what ’e is,’ she complained. ‘Wants everyfing ’is way. I don’t seem ter count any more where ’e’s concerned. I told ’im straight . . .’

Mary’s words tailed off as Oliver Wilkins walked into the room. The eldest son of John Wilkins the owner, he was working hard to become as dynamic as his father, but still had some way to go. ‘Morning, ladies,’ he blustered. ‘Very good figures last week and we topped the target last month, so let’s see if we can do the double this month.’

‘I had a call from Galbraith’s as soon as I walked in this morning, Mr Wilkins,’ Gwen said in her telephone voice, fluttering her eyes at the podgy, sandy-haired young man. ‘They’re ringing back later with an order.’

‘Well done, Gwen, keep it up,’ Oliver said brightly as he turned on his heel.

‘Stupid prick,’ Gwen growled. ‘Just imagine goin’ out on a date wiv ’im.’

‘I wouldn’t turn ’im down,’ Mary said.

‘No, I don’t s’pose you would,’ Gwen said out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Trouble wiv you, Mary, is yer not particular enough.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘No, you’re not. Look at Bert.’

‘An’ what’s the matter wiv Bert?’

‘You tell me. You’re the one always slaggin’ ’im off.’

‘Come on, ladies, let’s stop this bickering and get some ordering done,’ Josie bellowed, mimicking Oliver Wilkins.

The morning passed quickly enough, and after lunch at a local cafe the three young women walked back to the office through the bright sunshine.

‘’As anyone realised there’s bin no air-raid warnin’s this mornin’,’ Gwen remarked.

‘Yeah, I was just finkin’ that but I didn’t wanna put the mockers on us,’ Mary replied.

As they reached the firm the siren blared out.

‘I wish you’d kept yer thoughts ter yerself,’ Mary grumbled.

They hurried under cover and for the next few minutes the ominous roar of a flying bomb grew louder as it arrived low in the sky above. The young women looked at each other in a frightened silence and as the throaty roar spluttered and died they held their breath. The muffled explosion rattled windows and Mary brought a hand up to her mouth.

‘More lives lost,’ Gwen groaned. ‘When’s it all gonna end?’

The all-clear sounded a few minutes later and the sales team went back to work, fielding constant telephone calls. At three o’clock the canteen assistant brought in cups of tea and Josie leaned back in her chair and hunched her shoulders. ‘I don’t fink we’re gonna ’ave any trouble toppin’ last month’s figures,’ she remarked. ‘These phones ’aven’t stopped ringin’.’

Suddenly the air-raid siren wailed out once more and Mary looked from one to the other. Nothing was said as the three waited for the usual roar, each tormented by their own thoughts and fears for their loved ones. The flying bombs were indiscriminate, falling in a fatal dive once the engine cut. Hospitals, schools, dwellings: none were exempt from destruction.

‘’Ere it comes,’ Gwen said fearfully. The roar grew louder and then they heard the inevitable cough as the last of the fuel was burned up. The following silence seemed to last for ages, then a loud explosion rattled the windows once more and shook the floor beneath the three young women.

‘That one was even nearer,’ Mary said. ‘I’m scared.’

‘Ain’t we all, luv,’ Gwen replied calmly as she took out her nail file and set about tidying up her long talons.

Josie had to admire the brassy blonde. Nothing seemed to fluster her and she was the perfect foil to the nervous, grumpy Mary.

‘Try an’ relax,’ Gwen told her, and a grin appeared on her face. ‘Pull yer shoulders back an’ sit up straight in that chair or you’ll end up lookin’ like Quasimodo.’

‘Who’s Quasimodo?’ Mary asked.

‘Don’t you know anyfing?’ Gwen berated her. ‘’E was  the ’unchback o’ Notre Dame.’

‘I remember,’ Mary said, brightening up a little. ‘Robert Newton played the part, didn’t ’e?’

‘Charles Laughton,’ Gwen said with a resigned sigh.

Being an astute and forward-looking businessman, John Wilkins had installed three separate lines in the office so that the callers could contact their regular salesgirl direct, and Josie had given her number to Kathy and Tommy as well as her mother in case of emergencies. If anything terrible was to happen during the air raids, at least she would get to know sooner rather than later. She had heard some horrendous stories of people going home from work to find their house in ruins and their loved ones killed.

‘As I was sayin’,’ Gwen remarked sarcastically to Josie.

‘Sorry, luv, I was miles away,’ Josie replied quickly.

‘Don’t tell me. There you was, on the balcony starin’ up at the moon an’ the stars,’ Gwen sighed. ‘All of a sudden Paul Henreid strolls up an’ lights two fags an’ passes one over. “I love nights like this,” ’e ses in that silky, sexy voice of ’is. “Nights like this are made for love.”’

‘Go on then,’ Josie said smiling.

Gwen’s face grew serious with concentration. ‘’E comes up close an’ takes you in ’is arms an’ you can feel the passion risin’.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Then ’e whispers, “Let me make love to you, my darling,” an’ you say, “Take yer lecherous ’ands off me, yer dirty ole git.”’

‘Trust you ter spoil it,’ Mary said amid the laughter.

Suddenly the all-clear sounded and it was quickly followed by the phones ringing once more.

‘Good afternoon, J. Wilkins here. How can I help you?’ Josie said as she clasped the receiver to her ear.

‘Josie, it’s me, Tommy,’ the tearful voice croaked. ‘Somefing terrible’s ’appened. It’s Mum. Rayburn’s got a direct ’it.’

‘Oh my God!’ Josie cried out in anguish. ‘What’s’appened to ’er?’

Tommy fought back his tears. ‘I ’eard a big bang as me an’ Denny Taylor were goin’ fer a walk down ter the market an’ then we ’eard people talkin’ as they got off a tram so we run up ter the factory ter make sure. Some o’ the ladies ’ave bin taken to ’ospital an’ they’re still diggin’ fer ovvers.’

‘What about Mum?’ Josie almost screeched into the phone.

‘I couldn’t get any news,’ Tommy told her. ‘They wouldn’t let me anywhere near the place.’

‘Go ’ome an’ wait there for me,’ Josie ordered him. ‘I won’t be two minutes.’

Rayburn’s lay in ruins, with rubble still being cleared from the road as the slow convoy of traffic inched by. Ambulances, stretcher vehicles and two police cars stood nearby while rescue workers tore away at the debris with bare hands. Two bodies lay on stretchers at the kerbside and another stretcher supporting an unconscious young woman was being gently eased down into willing hands as Josie and Tommy arrived at the scene. Charles Rayburn stood beside one of the ambulances and next to him a dust-caked policeman was poring over a list.

‘Excuse me but my mum works ’ere,’ Josie told the constable breathlessly. ‘Mrs Bailey. Nell Bailey.’

The policeman gave her a sympathetic smile and quickly scanned the list. ‘She was taken out alive,’ he announced. ‘She’s at Guy’s Hospital.’

‘Was she badly ’urt?’ Josie asked fearfully.

‘I can’t give you any details of injuries,’ he replied. ‘I’m sorry, luv.’

‘Come on, Tommy,’ Josie said quickly, putting her arm round the weeping lad’s shoulders.

Guy’s casualty department was a scene of frenzied activity when the Baileys arrived and Josie drummed her fingers impatiently on the counter of the reception as she waited for the nurse in charge to finish talking to another anxious inquirer. ‘My mum – Mrs Bailey. Nell Bailey,’ she almost shouted out nervously as the nurse turned to her.

Once again the terrifying seconds seemed to slow down and stop, then finally the nurse looked up from the register and smiled at her reassuringly. ‘Your mother’s in Blake Ward, second floor,’ she said.

Josie could feel her heart pounding as she led Tommy up the marble stairs to the second floor. ‘We’ve come about Mrs Bailey,’ she told the ward sister. ‘She’s our mum.’

‘Come into the office, dear,’ the sister said kindly. ‘Your mother’s been through a terrifying experience but her injuries are not as bad as could have been expected. She has a back injury and a lot of bruising but at the moment she’s sleeping peacefully. It would be better if you could wait until visiting time tomorrow before seeing her, but if you’ll take a seat I’ll see if the doctor can have a word with you.’

As soon as the sister left Tommy looked up at Josie. ‘I’m gonna go in the army an’ fight the Germans, soon as I’m  old enough,’ he growled. ‘It’s not right ter bomb innocent people. We don’t do it.’

Josie placed her hand on his head. ‘Don’t you worry, Tommy,’ she said quietly. ‘By the time you’re old enough ter go in the army the war’ll be over, an’ yer gotta remember that lots of innocent people get killed an’ maimed in war. When we bomb Germany some o’ the bombs fall on schools an’ ’ospitals; it’s unavoidable.’

‘But we don’t send over flyin’ bombs just ter kill civilians,’ the lad persisted.

Before Josie could answer, the door opened and a red-eyed young doctor walked into the sister’s office and smiled at them. ‘So you two are Nell Bailey’s children,’ he said, sitting down on the edge of the desk. ‘I’m Doctor Lewis, and I’m in charge of looking after your mother. Actually she was very lucky: there were no broken bones, though she has badly twisted her back and she was in a lot of pain. There’s extensive bruising and contusions as well and she’ll have to remain here until her back mends, which could take a couple of weeks. There is also the shock to consider. We’ll have to keep an eye on her but we’re giving her something for the pain and trauma and we don’t think there’ll be any other problems. Do you understand?’

They both nodded. ‘Thank you, doctor,’ Josie said smiling. ‘Can we just take a peep before we leave?’

‘Just a peek but don’t wake her,’ the doctor warned. ‘The sleep will do her good.’

Tommy stood back from the bed, feeling awkward as Josie bent over the coverlet and looked down at the pale, peaceful face of her mother. ‘We all love yer, Mum,’ she whispered as she kissed her forehead with a feather-light  touch of her lips. ‘Kiss ’er goodnight, Tommy,’ she urged her brother. ‘Gently though. On ’er forehead.’

The young lad stepped forward and leaned over the bedclothes. ‘Night, Mum,’ he murmured as he kissed the sleeping figure’s cool forehead.

Nell Bailey’s lips moved slightly and Josie pulled Tommy back from the bed. ‘I ’ope we ain’t disturbed ’er,’ she whispered. ‘Come on, Tommy, let’s go before she wakes up an’ sees us.’

Outside in the balmy evening air the sound of starlings resting from their labours in the tall plane trees chorused across the hospital square. Above, the sky was a patchwork of colour and a purple hue was beginning to herald the dark.

‘She’ll be all right, won’t she?’ Tommy said suddenly, his voice cracking.

Josie put her arm over his shoulders and pulled him to her as they walked home to Quay Street. ‘Course she will. Our mum’s tough. We’re all tough, us Baileys.’

Tommy smiled up at her and then his face took on a serious look. ‘We’re gonna ’ave ter let Dad know,’ he said.

‘I’m gonna go an’ see ’im later,’ Josie reassured him. ‘First though there’s the tea ter get, an’ we’ll ’ave ter be careful what we say ter Kathy. You know ’ow hysterical she can get.’

As the two walked into Quay Street the neighbours were waiting.

‘What’s the news, luv?’

‘’Ow is she, Josie?’

‘We ’eard about Rayburn’s gettin’ bombed from the copper.’

Charlie Fiddler came up to the inquiring knot of women. ‘’Ow is she, luv?’ he asked.

Josie gave them all a brief account of her mother’s injuries and Charlie smiled. ‘Sounds like she’s gonna be fine,’ he said encouragingly. ‘By the way, your Kathy’s wiv our Sandra. I’ll tell ’er yer ’ome. Better still, come on over an’ ’ave a cuppa. I bet yer ready fer one. You can tell Kathy yerself then.’

 



Ralph Hennessey strolled out of the Foreign Office, made his way to a nearby pub named The Grapes and ordered a large brandy. So far so good. The diplomatic bag had been safely delivered and his own small bag containing personal belongings had been taken to the hotel by the chauffeur, who had been instructed to book the usual room for seven days this time. Normally Hennessey would return to Lisbon the following day, but he had taken some leave to attend to urgent matters quite different to his usual diplomatic business.

He stood at the bar counter with one arm leaning on the polished wood as he listened vaguely to the hubbub around him.

Two well-dressed men looking slightly the worse for drink leaned on the bar a few yards along. ‘I tell you, Toby, the man’s a lush. You can tell by listening to him. Every word’s slurred and it sounds as if he’s reading from a script.’

‘They’ll catch the blighter, mark my word,’ Toby replied firmly. ‘Lord Haw Haw be damned. I’d put the man up against the wall and shoot him dead without losing a minute’s sleep, I really would, Cyril. He doesn’t even rate a trial in my book.’

‘Oh come on now, old man,’ Cyril said, burping loudly before going on. ‘That’s where we excel. Good old British justice. Envy of the world, what.’

‘Well, I still say it’s too good for the likes of that treacherous rat,’ Toby persisted. ‘They should deal with him the way they do with the German agents. A trial in camera and then the firing squad.’

‘Well, have it your own way,’ Cyril conceded. ‘Same again, Norman.’

Hennessey smiled cynically to himself. He had been lucky, it was true, but he had also refused to take any unnecessary risks. Every move he made was carefully calculated and planned beforehand, and this time extra care would need to be taken. He was going to meet with representatives of a powerful group whose influence was far-reaching, and the nature of their aims and objectives was such that he could quite easily be erased if it suited their purpose. For that reason Hennessey, or Werner Reismann as he was known in his native land, had well-laid plans for every eventuality.

Another double brandy, which he consumed quickly, then Hennessey strolled out into the warm night to hail a taxi. ‘Stepney Reach,’ he told the driver, and to dispel any questions as to why anyone would want to go to that part of London at night he added, ‘I’m meeting an old friend at The Lighterman.’

‘I know it, sir,’ the driver replied. ‘Nice pub. One of yer old river ones. Got a lot o’ character. Yer should be careful though, what wiv you lookin’ respectable like. There’s some that might fink yer well-’eeled, if yer know what I mean.’

‘Yes, I understand, and thanks for the tip,’ Hennessey  said. ‘If you pull up outside the pub I won’t be in any danger of getting robbed.’

‘Stayin’ the night, sir?’

‘If I’m invited, but if not I’ll ring for a cab.’

‘It’ll be the sensible fing ter do,’ the friendly taxi driver remarked.

The agent leaned back in his seat. This meeting was merely to test the water and he was not intending to move too fast too soon. The details of the plan he had brought from Lisbon remained inside the novel back at his hotel, and he would only divulge the full contents when he was sure of a committed response. One thing troubled him, and he tapped his fingertips together as he pondered. His contact had warned him that the group was in conflict over the question of collaborating with organisations professing other political and philosophical doctrines, and the way things stood at the moment they might well not accept the plan no matter how tasty the monetary carrot.

Hennessey thought about the information he had been given. The League of White Knights had been infiltrated by one of his countrymen and was indeed all it professed to be, a clandestine organisation, run on similar lines to the masonic orders but with total discretion on the part of the chairman and his cabinet, or cadre as they preferred to be called. The organisation’s name was an allusion to their main aspiration: white supremacy in the British Isles. Anti-semitism was a central tenet of their Fascist ideology, and the group expressed a kinship with Franco and Mussolini in preference to Adolf Hitler and his henchmen. They dreamed of a utopia, of one day taking their seats in a Fascist government with a strong mandate from the  citizens of the United Kingdom to make the country pure and virile once more, in a way that had not been possible since the slaughter of so many of the finest young men with the purest bloodlines during the Great War.

The taxi pulled up outside The Lighterman and Hennessey paid the driver, adding a fair-sized tip. It was going to be a very enlightening meeting, he thought as he pushed open the saloon bar door and walked into the smoke-filled interior.




 Chapter Two

It was dark outside as Nell Bailey’s three children sat together in the neat and tidy parlour. Still shocked by what had happened to their mother, Tommy and Kathy listened quietly while Josie spoke.

‘Mum’s gonna be all right, but we’ve gotta make sure that she doesn’t lay in that ’ospital worryin’ over us,’ she reminded them. ‘That means we’ve gotta do all we can ter carry on as normal. Kathy and I’ll go ter work as usual an’ you, Tommy, ’ave gotta keep out o’ mischief while yer on school ’olidays. No playin’ on the barges, an’ no lettin’ that Taylor boy get yer inter trouble. I know what a darin’ little sod ’e is from talkin’ to ’is muvver. So be warned.’

Tommy nodded dutifully and Josie went on. ‘Now we’ve gotta remember ter do all the fings Mum would do like payin’ the rent, gettin’ the shoppin’ in an’ keepin’ the place nice an’ tidy. We’ve all gotta muck in an’ you, Kathy, will’ave ter take your turn wiv the ’ousework. I can’t be expected ter do it all.’

Kathy pouted. ‘I do me share already.’

‘Sometimes,’ Josie corrected her.

‘I can ’elp,’ Tommy volunteered.

‘You can ’elp by keepin’ that bedroom of yours nice an’ tidy,’ Josie told him. ‘An’ no leavin’ yer fings lyin’ around all over the place like you always do.’

Tommy nodded. ‘What about Dad?’ he asked.

‘We’ll talk about that later,’ Josie replied. ‘First we’ve gotta make sure that we all agree ter do what we can ter stop Mum worryin’, an’ that means all of us pullin’ tergevver, instead o’ bickerin’ over every little fing.’

‘We don’t bicker all that much,’ Kathy said quickly. ‘It’s only when yer keep on at me in the mornin’s about the time. I always get ter work on time, an’ anyway nobody bovvers if I’m a few minutes late.’

Josie smiled at her younger sister. ‘Well, let’s ’ave a truce. You promise me that yer’ll get up in the mornin’ a little more cheerful an’ I’ll promise not ter nag at yer.’

‘Are yer gonna go an’ see Dad termorrer?’ Tommy asked.

Josie nodded and fidgeted in the armchair. ‘Look, Tommy, why don’t yer start by makin’ us all a nice cuppa an’ then when we’re finished talkin’ I’ll do us some supper. An’ mind ’ow yer go wiv that gas, it keeps poppin’.’

As soon as Tommy left the room Kathy fixed her sister with a hard look. ‘I don’t fink you should bovver ter go over an’ see ’im,’ she said sharply. ‘’E’s ended up makin’ Mum’s life a misery wiv ’is drinkin’ an’ ’e ain’t doin’ nuffink about it, that’s fer sure.’

Josie knew it was pointless trying to justify their father’s behaviour to Kathy. She did not know how his drinking problem had started, but perhaps it was high time she found out. ‘Now listen ter me, an’ don’t interrupt,’ she said firmly, shifting forward in her chair and clasping her hands together. ‘When the war started  Dad tried ter join up. Like most farvvers ’e was worried about ’is family an’ what’d ’appen to us if the Germans got ’ere, but in Dad’s case they wouldn’t take ’im because o’ the chest wound ’e got in the Great War, so ’e joined the rescue squad. I know from over ’earin’ ’im talkin’ ter Mum that ’e went frew some terrible times diggin’ people out from bombed ’ouses, an’ worst of all was the time the Rovver’ive Children’s ’Ospital got bombed. Dad’s squad was the first on the scene an’ they ’ad ter dig out all the little babies an’ young children, a lot of ’em dead or terribly injured. Can you imagine what it must ’ave bin like fer ’im an’ those men? Mum told me ’erself that Dad was ill fer months afterwards. ’E used ter wake up in the night screamin’ out, covered in sweat. That’s when ’e started drinkin’.’

‘Yeah, but . . .’

‘Kathy, just listen fer a minute, will yer?’ Josie urged her. ‘At first it wasn’t a problem. Dad just went up the pub fer a couple o’ pints in the evenin’s. ’E said it ’elped ’im sleep better, but it slowly got ter be three or four pints, an’ then durin’ the day an’ all weekends ’e’d be in the pub, tryin’ ter blot out the memory o’ those poor kids. All right, I know that Dad wasn’t the only one who went frew that experience an’ p’raps most o’ the ovver men didn’t take ter the bottle, but people are different, we all are. Everyone ’as a different way o’ copin’ wiv such fings, an’ in Dad’s case it was drink. I don’t fink you know this, but one o’ the men in Dad’s rescue squad ’ung ’imself from ’is banisters a few weeks after.’

‘I can understand what yer sayin’,’ Kathy cut in, ‘but when ’e saw what effect ’is drinkin’ was ’avin’ on Mum,  surely that was the time ’e should’ve pulled ’imself tergevver.’

Josie nodded. ‘Yeah, it should ’ave bin, but the booze ’ad too much of an ’old on ’im by then. Dad did try. Mum told me ’e really made an effort, an’ fer a week or two fings seemed ter get better, but ’e slipped back into it again an’ then it went from bad ter worse.’

‘All right, I know Dad never ’armed Mum or even laid a finger on ’er, but I can’t fergive ’im fer the shame an’ un’appiness ’e brought down on all of us,’ Kathy said quietly. ‘’E was the laughin’-stock o’ the street. Even the kids used ter foller ’im along the turnin’ callin’ out to ’im, “Pissy Frank” an’ “drunken ole bastard”. I cried when I ’eard ’em. It was terrible.’

Josie reached out and touched her sister’s knee. ‘It was a terrible time fer all of us an’ Mum ’ad ter tell ’im ter go, ter save us any more pain, Kathy, but I ’appen ter believe that she could ’ave done more. We all could ’ave done more ter support ’im an’ protect ’im from ’imself.’

‘Well, I don’t fink we could ’ave done any more,’ Kathy replied quickly.

‘Yes, we could,’ Josie told her, ‘but that’s all water under the bridge now. Dad’s gotta know about what’s ’appened ter Mum an’ first fing termorrer I’m gonna go over Stepney an’ sort ’im out. Maybe this is just the fing. Maybe it’ll turn out ter be a blessin’ in disguise.’

Tommy came in carrying three mugs of tea on a small tin tray. ‘I ’eard what yer said about Dad,’ he remarked. ‘I was listenin’ outside the door. Can I come wiv yer, Josie?’

‘Not termorrer,’ she answered, smiling despite herself, ‘but yer’ll get ter see ’im soon, I promise.’

 



At number 24, Annie Francis sat knitting in the parlour, occasionally glancing over at her son John, who was slumped in the armchair facing her with his chin resting on his chest and his hands clasped as he snored gently. He had made quite a bit of progress since he’d got home and it was largely due to the Bailey girl, she had to admit. Josie was a nice kid and the only one to stay around after his return. Where were all those pretty girls who used to swarm around him before he’d been injured? They had no time for him now. Pity he hadn’t taken more notice of Josie Bailey then. Still he was back from the beach at Normandy alive, and for that she had to be thankful, even if he had come home a physical and mental wreck, with chest wounds, a broken shoulder and shell shock.

Johnny Francis roused himself and glanced up at the clock on the mantelshelf. ‘She’s late,’ he remarked, yawning. ‘She said she was gonna fetch me that book from the library.’

‘I don’t fink Josie’ll be callin’ ternight after what’s ’appened,’ Annie replied.

‘What’s ’appened?’ John asked.

‘I told yer earlier.’

‘Told me what?’

‘About Josie’s mum bein’ caught up in that bombin’ at Rayburn’s,’ Annie said puffing in exasperation.

‘I don’t remember.’

‘Well, I did.’

‘If yer did yer did,’ John growled, ‘but I don’t remember.’

Annie shrugged her shoulders. ‘You’d better rouse yerself an’ get a shave before yer farvver gets in,’ she warned  him. ‘Yer know ’ow ’e’s bin gettin’ on at yer ter tidy yerself up a bit.’

The young man got out of the armchair reluctantly. Shaving had been a problem since he’d got back home. His hands shook so much he was surprised he hadn’t cut his throat before now. ‘Yeah, all right, Muvver,’ he sighed.

 



At number 18 the Fiddlers were having their supper and Charlie was complaining to his three daughters about the food. ‘This cheese don’t look too good,’ he said with a frown.

‘I only bought it last week,’ Chloe told him.

‘Well, it’s goin’ mouldy already,’ he growled. ‘Look at this.’

‘I cut all the mouldy bits off,’ Chloe replied.

‘Well, ’ere’s a bit yer missed,’ he retorted. ‘I dunno, I work ’ard all day an’ what’s me fanks: mouldy cheese an’ stale bread fer supper. I’m beginnin’ ter feel like Oliver Twist.’

‘’E don’t taste very nice eivver, but at least there’d be no fat on ’im,’ Bel said with a grin.

Charlie looked round the table at his three plump daughters as they sat there chuckling. ‘D’you know what,’ he said. ‘I ’ave this dream: I’ll come ’ome an’ the ’ouse’ll be all peaceful an’ quiet, an’ I’ll pour meself a brown ale an’ make meself a nice crusty bread sandwich wiv fresh cheese an’ pickles, then I’ll lean back in the armchair wiv me feet up an’ listen ter some music wivout any interruption.’

‘An’ where are we in yer dream?’ Sandra asked him.

‘All married off,’ Charlie laughed.

‘We ain’t in no ’urry ter piss off, Farvver,’ Chloe told him  indignantly. ‘We like it ’ere, don’t we, gels?’

‘Too bloody true,’ Bel replied.

Charlie pulled a face. ‘You know what I’m gonna do?’ he said.

‘Do tell us, Farvver, we’re all ears,’ Sandra said quickly.

‘Yeah, I bin meanin’ ter talk ter yer about that,’ he replied. ‘Anyway I’m gonna call ole Stymie Smith in next time ’e comes round the street an’ ask ’im ter make me an offer fer you three.’

‘’E ain’t so old,’ Bel cut in. ‘A gel could do worse. At least ’e knows ’ow ter treat a woman.’

‘’Ow would you know?’ Charlie asked.

‘’Cos I ’ad a drink wiv ’im the ovver night.’

‘Yer never.’

‘I did.’

‘Not that night yer came ’ome pissed an’ did that bloody striptease outside the front door?’

‘Yup.’

‘Well, you should be ashamed o’ yerself,’ Charlie growled. ‘There’s me tryin’ ter bring yer up respectable an’ yer just rub me nose in the dirt.’

Bel studied her long fingernails. ‘Stymie wants me ter go fer a ride on ’is ’orse-an’-cart termorrer,’ she told him.

‘Oh my good Gawd,’ Charlie groaned. ‘You wouldn’t, would yer?’

‘What’s wrong wiv that?’ Chloe wanted to know. ‘She’d be doin’ no ’arm.’

‘Let ’er, Dad,’ Sandra piped up. ‘She’d look the part on that cart, an’ besides, Stymie might give ’er some tips on’ow ter become a totter.’

‘A totter!’ Charlie roared. ‘Women don’t do tottin’.’

‘There’s a first time fer everyfing,’ Chloe reminded him.

‘Well, from now on I wash me ’ands o’ the three o’ yer,’ the harassed father growled. ‘You just do as yer like, but don’t come cryin’ ter me when yer drop yerself in the shite.’

‘As if we would,’ Bel said grinning.

Charlie had had enough, and as he climbed the stairs to the sanctity of his bedroom he realised only too well that he had lost the battle long ago. You’re a silly old fool, he thought. What chance have you got to bring a nice lady home and impress her while those three harridans rule the roost. Start thinking, Charlie, or you’ll have them under your feet for ever. And with that threat in mind he sat down on the edge of the bed and started to scheme.

 



Ralph Hennessey attracted little attention as he walked to the counter and ordered a pint of beer. The riverside pub was always full of strange faces; city workers took their ladyfriends there for a drink and rivermen rubbed shoulders with well-dressed customers, while the locals tended to shun the pub, feeling that it had not got a family atmosphere. It suited Hennessey and it suited the tall, distinguished-looking man with a white rose in his lapel who stood a few yards away.

‘It’s a nice night,’ Hennessey remarked as he turned casually towards him.

‘Ralph Hennessey?’

‘The one and only.’

The man drained his glass and put it down on the counter. ‘I’m going for a leak,’ he said. ‘Give me a few seconds then slip out. The lavatory’s to the right but you’ll want the stairs to the left.’

A few minutes later formal introductions were being made in the small sparsely furnished room above the saloon bar.

‘My name is Anderson, Victor Anderson, and this is Sidney Holman and Ben Thorburn. Take a seat, won’t you, Mr Hennessey.’

The courier did as he was bid and faced the others across the small bare wooden table. ‘I’m honoured,’ he answered, inclining his head. ‘Finally, the chance to meet members of the League of White Knights.’

‘I hope the information you have on our movement is favourable,’ Anderson said.

‘Yes, of course,’ Hennessey replied. ‘Obviously you guard the integrity of your organisation jealously and I respect that, but your past contacts with my people have led to some . . . mutual distrust. Since the beginning of hostilities things have changed, it’s true, but nevertheless I trust your aims and objectives remain the same as those of the people I represent: a Fascist, nationalist government immune to the clamours of the international Jewish conspiracy.’

The grey-haired Anderson nodded, and his mouth curled in a brief smile. ‘Only the methods are different, and such differences have led our countries into war.’

It was Hennessey’s turn to smile. ‘Lebensraum, living-space.’

‘Not forgetting your policy of incarcerating all undesirables, as opposed to our plans for compulsory repatriation,’ the stocky Sidney Holman interjected. ‘We have need of Lebensraum too, if you compare the size of our country to yours.’

Anderson raised his hand. ‘We could quite easily get into a lengthy discussion about our differences, but time is a commodity we can’t afford to waste, gentlemen,’ he said with authority. ‘As I understand it our motive in being here tonight is to listen to what you, Mr Hennessey, have to say concerning your plan and how it might be of mutual benefit to both our sides.’

Hennessey nodded. ‘Back in my hotel I have a plan which was drawn up by the Fuehrer himself and countersigned by the chiefs of staff,’ he began. ‘Within a few weeks London will be targeted by the latest and most advanced weapon in our armoury, a weapon against which there is no defence, namely a ballistic rocket missile; and coming on the heels of the flying bombs the new weapon will be bound to spread panic. Also in the autumn, our forces under the new commander Von Rundstedt will begin a counter-offensive which will halt the Allied advance towards Germany. The objective of the Fuehrer’s radical plan is to ensure that, at that moment, your country will sue for peace.’

The three men facing the agent stared at him intently and Ben Thorburn’s dark eyes narrowed as he leaned his heavy bulk on the table.

‘I’m just the courier,’ Hennessey continued, ‘a very small cog in the machine. All I need is for you to request to see the full details of the plan. That is my brief. What I can tell you, is that ample funds will be made available for your organisation. At this very moment half a million pounds in gold is lying in the vaults of a bank in Zurich, ready to be credited to an account named by you, after the successful implementation of our plan. There will of course be  additional funds immediately available should you agree to go ahead. Twenty-five thousand pounds will be paid into a separate account in Switzerland for the pre-planning and acquisition of the requisite personnel. I myself will arrange to get it to you, via a transfer to an account in Dublin. Transfers between two neutral countries will pose no problem. And now, gentlemen, since I can see you are becoming a little impatient to learn where all this is leading, allow me to explain the crux of the plan. Essentially it is this . . .’

 



In the heavy silence that followed Anderson exchanged quick glances with his two companions and then his eyes fixed on Hennessey. ‘Like you, we are just part players in all this,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll have to report back with all you’ve told us to a full League membership meeting, Mr Hennessey. If you’ll let me know at what hotel you’re staying we’ll send a messenger with details of where and when we can next meet.’

‘I’d prefer it if you notified the contact, bearing in mind that I do have to return to Lisbon on Sunday week,’ the courier replied. ‘I’m sure you understand my reasons for extreme caution. What I have would be damning to me, and to you too, once you became involved.’

Anderson looked at his two colleagues in turn and then nodded. ‘All right. Perhaps in the light of these . . . er, proposals, it’s a wise course of action. We’ll be in touch within a couple of days, which only leaves me to say that the monthly meeting of the Stepney Green Bowling Club is now adjourned.’

Hennessey left Stepney for his hotel after last orders at The Lighterman, and as he leaned back against the leather  cushion of the taxi he smiled to himself. The details of the plan contained between the pages of the novel were certainly damning, but until the strand of thin wire inside the spine was removed the book itself was lethal. Acid would destroy not only the incriminating pages, but also the hands and face of anyone meddling with them.




 Chapter Three

The Quay Street folk were up and about early on Saturday morning. The widow Meadows was already cleaning the outside of her parlour windows with a belligerent look on her thin face and Bel Fiddler was standing opposite by her front door talking to Dot Simms, her next-door neighbour. ‘The poor kid was frantic wiv worry an’ she was cryin’ ’er eyes out but me an’ Chloe managed ter calm ’er down a bit,’ Bel was going on. ‘It was a good job me an’ Chloe wasn’t at work yesterday.’

‘Was you off sick then?’ Dot Simms asked, already knowing what Bel was about to say.

‘Nah, we took the day off ter go after anuvver job.’

‘Did yer? Ain’t you ’appy where you are then?’

Bel pulled a face. ‘Me an’ Chloe got the sack, but don’t put it around,’ she replied.

‘Whatever for?’ Dot asked, looking suitably shocked.

The whole street already knew about the incident at the jam factory through Freda Baines at number 7. She worked at the same factory and had seen what happened herself, but each person she had told, which was almost everyone in the street, had been sworn to secrecy.

‘The foreman on the boilin’ floor’s a pig an’ ’e’s always sortin’ me an’ Chloe out fer all the dirty jobs,’ Bel explained. ‘Anyway we’d ’ad enough of it an’ when ’e told us ter scrub out one o’ the boilers we told ’im ter get somebody else ter do it. It ain’t a woman’s job anyway. There’s fellers there ter do that sort o’ fing.’

‘So yer told ’im ter stick the job.’

‘You bet we did,’ Bel said throwing her ample shoulders back. ‘You should ’ave ’eard Chloe go off at ’im. Did she give ’im a mouthful. “Clean the poxy boiler yerself, you dozy git,” she said. “Yer takin’ us fer a couple o’ prats.”’

Dot Simms already knew the full story but feigned ignorance. ‘Good fer you,’ she told her.

Charlie Fiddler shouted out something from inside the house and Bel pulled a face. ‘I’d better go in,’ she said quickly. ‘I promised to iron ’im a shirt fer this mornin’ an’ I ain’t done it yet.’

Dot grinned and crossed the street, only to be pulled up by Iris Meadows.

‘Did you see ’er performin’ the ovver night?’ the widow asked.

‘No,’ Dot said with her usual innocent look.

‘Pissed as a puddin’ she was,’ Iris muttered, nodding across the street.

‘Who, Bel Fiddler?’

‘Who else.’

‘What ’appened?’

Iris Meadows folded her arms. ‘It was gettin’ late an’ I’eard this commotion outside, an’ when I looked frew me winders I saw that prat strippin’ off. In the street, would yer believe.’

‘Good Gawd!’ Dot gasped, knowing full well from living next door to the Fiddlers for the past ten years that anything was possible where they were concerned.

‘She was down to ’er underwear before Chloe pulled ’er in,’ Iris went on. ‘I blame Charlie Fiddler meself. ’E should ’ave given those gels of ’is a good ’idin’. I’d do it if they were mine. They ain’t too old fer a good wallopin’.’

Dot Simms felt that she was never going to reach the market that morning, and when she saw Freda Baines coming along the turning she took evasive action. ‘I gotta run,’ she said quickly, thinking up a lie. ‘My Albert’s waitin’ fer the mornin’ paper.’

‘Can’t ’e get it ’imself?’ Iris said, still looking belligerent.

‘Yeah, but I told ’im I’d get it fer ’im,’ Dot replied. ‘I let ’im ’ave a lie-in this mornin’. ’E’s bin doin’ a lot of overtime this week an’ ’e’s played out.’

‘Poor fing,’ Iris mumbled to herself sarcastically as Dot hurried away. ‘A bit of extra work an’ they’re knocked out. Lazy gits the lot of ’em.’

 



At number 6 Josie was getting things organised. ‘Now look, you two,’ she announced. ‘I’m gonna get down the market before all the stuff goes. Kathy, you wash up the breakfast fings an’ Tommy, you go up an’ tidy that bedroom of yours. It looks like an ’erd of elephants trampled frew it. An’ make yer bed while yer at it. I’ll change the sheets termorrer.’

‘When yer gonna go an’ see Dad?’ Tommy asked her.

‘As soon as the shoppin’s done,’ Josie told him.

‘Why can’t I come wiv yer?’

‘’Cos yer can’t,’ his sister said firmly. ‘Look, when I  come back from shoppin’ I’ll give yer the money ter go ter the pie shop fer yer dinner.’

Tommy seemed pacified but Kathy pouted. ‘I don’t wanna ’ave pie an’ mash fer me dinner,’ she said quickly.

‘No one’s sayin’ you’ve gotta ’ave pie an’ mash,’ Josie countered. ‘I’ll get me an’ you somefing else.’

Kathy felt a little sorry for her surly attitude towards her sister and she gave her a smile. ‘You’d make a good mum,’ she said.

Josie smiled back at her. ‘We’ll cope till Mum gets better,’ she replied. ‘It’s just a question of us all pullin’ tergevver, an’ I know yer’ll do your share.’

Kathy took the hint and started to tidy up the parlour while Josie went into the scullery to fetch her coat.

‘I might be some time,’ Josie remarked as she reached for the shopping-bag. ‘I promised ter get that book from the library fer Johnny.’

Kathy bit back on a sharp retort. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Tommy does ’is room out,’ she said.

Josie gave her a quick look. ‘Don’t wind ’im up, though,’ she urged her. ‘Try a little encouragement.’

The neighbours were quick to show their support as the young girl walked along the turning.

‘I got some nice grapes fer yer mum,’ Freda Baines told her.

‘Give ’er our best when yer see ’er,’ Gladys Metcalf said.

‘Chin up, luv, she’ll be right as rain soon, you’ll see,’ another called out.

Josie hurried out into Jamaica Road, and on her way to the market she called in at the library. Inside it was cool and quiet, with one or two old men scanning the  newspaper boards and another elderly man sitting at a table, seemingly engrossed in a large volume.

‘I’ve come fer the copy of White Fang,’ Josie said smiling. ‘You told me you’d ’ave it ready for me if I called in yesterday.’

The bespectacled library assistant touched her chin and looked bemused. ‘Er, I’m sorry, what was the name?’

‘Bailey. Josie Bailey.’

‘Oh yes. I remember. White Fang. Now let me see, was it returned or not?’

Josie waited impatiently while the assistant flipped through a pile of books on the shelf behind her.

‘I’m sorry, I’m afraid it’s still not been returned,’ she said finally. ‘It should have been, it’s overdue. Some people are so thoughtless. They seem to forget that other people might like to read the novel too.’

Josie looked undecided. ‘In that case I’d better try an’ pick anuvver one,’ she sighed.

‘I know we have one or two more by Jack London. Perhaps Ronald can help you.’

Josie saw the young man approaching and he looked a little flustered as the assistant beckoned to him.

‘Can you help this young lady find something by Jack London?’ she told him.

Ronald pushed his spectacles up on to the bridge of his nose and ran a hand through his thick sandy hair. ‘I know we’ve got Call of the Wild,’ he said. ‘Then there’s The Sea Wolf. If you’d like to follow me.’

Josie felt self-conscious with her high heels sounding loudly on the polished floor as she trailed in the wake of the enthusiastic young man.

‘It’s unusual for a young lady to go much on Jack London,’ he remarked as he reached an aisle and put his hand on a shelf. ‘What with all the blood and fur and guts flying about.’

‘Actually it’s not for me,’ Josie explained. ‘It’s fer a neighbour who can’t get ’ere ’imself.’

‘Oh I see,’ the young assistant replied smiling as he walked slowly along the aisle, his forefinger brushing the novels. ‘Ah, here we are. The Sea Wolf. A grand story. A bit scary though, but then you won’t be reading it, will you?’

‘That’ll ’ave ter do,’ Josie told him. ‘Fanks fer takin’ the time.’

‘It’s a pleasure, Miss, er . . .’

‘Bailey. Josie Bailey.’

‘Do you come here often, for your neighbour I mean?’ the young man asked, immediately regretting the cliche.

‘About once a week,’ she replied.

‘This neighbour of yours must be an avid reader,’ he said. ‘It usually takes me a fortnight to get through a book, sometimes much longer, depending how exciting it is. I like Westerns myself, but unfortunately Western novels aren’t exactly spilling off our shelves, as you can see.’

Josie hadn’t noticed but she nodded. ‘Well, fanks again,’ she said smiling.

The young man wasn’t finished. ‘If you’ll follow me I’ll get it checked out quickly,’ he told her.

Josie watched while he stamped the book, slipping the ticket into a small folder which he placed in a tray, and when he handed it to her he gave her one of his best  smiles. ‘I look forward to seeing you next week, Miss Bailey. That’s if I’m still here,’ he added.

‘Oh?’

‘Call-up,’ he said importantly. ‘I’m on tenterhooks waiting. Navy, as a matter of fact.’

‘You’d better make the most o’ civilian life then,’ Josie said smiling.

‘I’m sick and tired of it, to be perfectly honest,’ he replied quietly with a conspiratorial wink. ‘This job is the only one I’ve ever had since I left school. I really want to see some of the world, even if it is in the forces. Anything’s better than this mundane, boring existence.’

Josie studied the fresh-faced lad with blue eyes which seemed full of gentleness and good humour and she felt suddenly sad. Johnny Francis had once had the same zest for life glowing in his eyes, and now he was a physical and mental wreck, struggling to remember the person he had once been. What terrors and atrocities would be waiting for this pleasant young man once he was away from the normality he so eagerly wanted to escape, she wondered. ‘Well, in case I don’t see you again, good luck,’ she told him.

‘I don’t think it’ll be that quick,’ he replied. ‘I can see me still being here at Christmas, the way things are going.’

Josie gave him a parting smile and stepped out from the cool of the library into the sunlit Jamaica Road. Albion market was situated alongside the Rotherhithe Tunnel and by the time she arrived it was packed. News of her mother’s injury had preceded her and she was obliged to tell several stallholders how things were, but she found it upsetting and was glad when she finally finished her  shopping and set off home. She had to get over to Stepney before visiting the hospital and timing was going to be tight, she fretted. There was no point in doing things the other way round. By the time she reached her father he would most likely be sleeping off the effects of a lunchtime drinking session.
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