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Lizzie Angel has an indomitable spirit and, being the eldest of five, she needs it. With the end of the Second World War, Lizzie and her family expect the hard times to end, but during the harsh winter of 1947, life seems harder than ever. With Lizzie’s father hell bent on emigrating to Australia, Lizzie must decide between family loyalty and the love of her life, Miles Thomas. But Miles, damaged by his experiences during the war, seems unable to return Lizzie’s love, and she begins to wonder whether they’ll ever have a future together.
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Prologue


1982


Toowoomba was a long way from Islington. Nobody was more constantly aware of that than Lizzie. Although she loved her adopted home, she so often felt a yearning for the old country on the other side of the world, and especially for the family she had left behind there such a long time ago. Oh, she loved Rob. He was probably the kindest person she had ever known in her entire life, and she was the luckiest woman alive to be married to him. And she loved her kids too – though they were no longer kids but young adults who had drifted off and done well for themselves. But deep down inside, Lizzie was still very much an Angel – one of the much-loved family. She always had been, and always would be.


Lizzie was up early that morning. In fact, she hadn’t really slept much the previous night; too much on her mind, too much to look forward to. Not so with Rob. He had snored his head off from the moment it touched the pillow. He hadn’t even woken at the first rays of the sun, which had burst through the partly drawn curtains and flooded the bedroom with a triumphant riot of gold. But then, the poor man was whacked out; helping Lizzie get the place ready for their special visitor had taken its toll on him. After all, he was only a few years off retirement, and despite the fact that he looked much younger than his age, his days of playing cricket for the Toowoomba eleven were now well and truly in the past.


‘If you think you’re going to lie there all day like a ruddy duke, Mr Thompson,’ Lizzie said, in a mock Australian accent, which had significantly failed to smother her native north London upbringing, ‘you’ve got another think coming!’


Rob only stirred when Lizzie leaned down and kissed him gently on his gradually balding pate, which she found so sensual.


‘What’s all the rush?’ he said, straining to open his eyes in the piercing sun, his rasping accent completely betraying his own middle-class Islington origins after nearly thirty-five years away from ‘the old country’. ‘Fer Chrissake, Liz, she’s not due till two o’clock this afternoon.’


‘Even so,’ insisted Lizzie, nestling down beside him, ‘it could take us up to two hours to get to Brisbane. The last thing I want is for her to arrive and find us not there waiting for her.’


‘We won’t be late, Liz,’ he sighed. ‘I know it’s your mum, but you mustn’t get so worked up. Everything’ll be fine. We’ll give her a great time.’ Rob pulled gently away and collected the remains of a cigarette he’d abandoned in an ashtray the evening before. ‘Y’know, Liz,’ he said, shaking his head, ‘as long as I live, I’ll never understand you and your ma. You used to be such good mates and then – wham! Suddenly it’s as though you’ve never known each other. I mean, you’ve only ever written to each other a dozen times or so since we came out here.’


‘Oh Rob,’ said Lizzie, in an attempt to justify the rift, ‘you know what it was like before we left. Mum never wanted me to come out here, you know she didn’t. She did everything in her power to stop me. It was terrible.’


‘Then why now?’ asked Rob, persisting. ‘If you still feel that way, why ask her out here now after all these years?’


‘Don’t be so stupid, Rob,’ she said. ‘It’s only in the last few years that we’ve had any money to live like we do now. It was a struggle from the moment we got out here, you know it was. We could never have afforded to bring Mum out here before now.’


Rob smiled knowingly at her. ‘Come off it, Liz,’ he said, affectionately. ‘That’s not entirely true, is it? If you’d wanted to see her, you could have brought her over any time. For that matter, we could’ve gone over there on a visit ourselves. But every time I’ve mentioned it, you’ve always found a reason why it wouldn’t be a good idea.’


Lizzie found it difficult to find an answer. It was true that she had avoided going back home and she had resisted the urge to bring her mum over to Australia before now, even though during the past ten years or so they could have afforded to do so. But why? Surely her mum had shown that she had forgiven her for leaving the family during that bleak winter in 1947 and had written Lizzie a touching farewell note.


Theirs had always been such a close and loving relationship. During those early years at home, Harriet Angel had come to rely so much on her eldest daughter. Lizzie was the one she could trust, could really confide in. If ever there was a crisis that she couldn’t resolve herself, it was always Lizzie she turned to and not her husband Frank. She absolutely idolised Lizzie, and Lizzie loved her too, loved the thought that her mum was someone she could talk to or turn to when she had a problem of her own. So what was it that had kept Lizzie and her mother apart for so long? Whose fault was it? Who was to blame? After all, she had never meant to hurt her mum, never meant to break her heart. But at the time, leaving home, leaving loved ones behind, seemed to be the most sensible thing in the world to do. Her dad, Frank, had known that; he had agreed whole-heartedly with Lizzie’s decision. In fact, if he had had his way, he would have taken his entire family away from that hellish winter and all the misery of life in post-war England.


Lizzie had never regretted her decision to come out to Australia with Rob. He was her man, and she had always loved him. If he had asked her to follow him to the ends of the earth, she would have done so. No, life during these past thirty-four years had been good for the Thompson family. They all had good jobs, there were no queues for everything you wanted to buy, no dull grey skies day in and day out, no hollow calls from politicians to endure endless days of hardship and austerity. Despite the difficulties of starting a new life in a foreign land, it had all been worthwhile. No. The reason the two women had made an unconscious decision to keep apart all those years was because of Frank, because in the few letters that Harriet had written, she had never told Lizzie the truth about what had really happened to him after she left and why he had died so prematurely. She had never answered any of the questions that Lizzie had asked repeatedly. In fact, it seemed as though the entire family had been keeping something from her, as though there was something they didn’t want her to know. And she resented it.


‘At least you’ve seen Susan and Don,’ Rob called from the bathroom. ‘They didn’t seem to resent the fact that we’ve made a go of it out here.’


Lizzie ignored Rob’s remark. She was still bitter that when her younger sister and her husband had come out on a visit a few years back, they too had skilfully avoided answering any of her questions about her dad. ‘Susan was always out for a good time,’ she called back. ‘She only came here because she and Don didn’t have to pay for anything more than their fare.’


‘That’s not a very nice thing to say about your sister,’ suggested Rob, peering briefly round the bathroom door, his face covered in shaving foam. ‘I thought you were supposed to love your family?’


‘I do love them,’ insisted Lizzie. ‘I’ve always loved them – Susan, James, Benjamin, Cissie – all of them. But they’ve never really made much of an effort to keep in touch with me, neither them nor their kids.’


Razor in hand, Rob came out to her. ‘You mustn’t blame ’em too much, Liz,’ he said, smiling, and stroking her hair affectionately. ‘We live in a completely different world to what we came from. Take my own lot. If it wasn’t for Dad’s letters, I’d hardly know that any of them still exist. Time changes people, Liz. They have to live for themselves, for the world they live in – not for strangers on the other side of the world.’


‘Strangers?’ Lizzie looked at him, puzzled. ‘My own family?’


‘All I’m saying,’ said Rob, ‘is that you should never expect too much from your own flesh and blood. That way you don’t get disappointed.’


She squealed and pushed him away as he suddenly kissed her on the lips, leaving a large patch of white shaving cream on her face. She chased after him as he made a quick dash back to the bathroom and locked himself in. ‘I’ll get you for that!’ she yelled, wiping the shaving cream off with the back of her hand. She loved her relationship with Rob, the way he teased her, the way he always made her see clearly in difficult situations. She’d had no idea he was going to be such a tower of strength and support to her when she first met him back home in Islington. In fact, it was hard to believe that he was once responsible for nearly killing her. Did it really happen, or was it all a dream? A lifetime away, and yet, it was as though it had happened only yesterday.


As she pulled back the sheets to let the bed air, her eyes fell on the collection of framed photographs on the wall above her. Most of them were of her own kids, Betty and Lou, and their kids, Lizzie’s grandchildren. But amongst them was a fading, blown-up snapshot photo of the family she had left behind. Rob was right. As Lizzie looked at them, they could almost be strangers. Apart from Susan and Don, she would hardly know what any of them even looked like now – especially her mum. She climbed up on to the bed, and took a closer look. They were all there, the whole Angel family: her mum and dad, Susan, James, Benjamin, and her mum holding baby Cissie. She peered even closer. Her dad had that perpetual, reassuring smile on his face, as if to say, ‘Nothing’s as bad as you think, Lizzie.’ In complete contrast, her mum’s face looked pale and drawn, fraught with anxiety. But it was a young, pretty face, steel hard with obstinacy and determination. Is that how she’ll look now? Lizzie asked herself. Will I still be able to look her straight in the eyes and say, ‘I’m sorry, Mum. I’m sorry for letting you down. I’m sorry for not being there with you when Dad died. I’m sorry not to have been the daughter you trusted so much.’


In just a few hours, Lizzie would know the answer to the question that had troubled her for so many years.


Harriet Angel was wide awake. Despite the endless hours cooped up in an airliner as it made its laborious way across the skies of the world, she had hardly slept at all. Part of the reason for this was, of course, the sheer terror of having her feet off the ground for the first time in her life, an ominous feeling that it was impossible for those massive wings to keep such a giant machine up in the air for so long. But there was another reason, and it had been consuming her mind ever since Sue, Jimmy, and Ben had seen her off at Heathrow Airport for what now seemed like an eternity ago. Her thoughts were not on how she was ever going to know how to change planes at Sydney, or why she had refused to allow Lizzie and Rob to come down all the way from Brisbane to meet her, but how she would react when she saw her eldest daughter for the first time in thirty-four years.


‘Can yer see Oz yet?’


The strong Australian accent coming from the young teenage girl in the seat next to her, jolted her from her thoughts.


‘No,’ said Harriet. ‘It’s too dark.’


‘Won’t be fer much longer,’ said the girl, who was so lithe she was able to sit cross-legged on her seat. ‘Sun’ll be comin’ up any minute. Then yer’ll get a great glimpse of some of the best beaches in the whole damned world! Provided there’re no clouds around, of course!’


Harriet smiled back at her. She was a pleasant enough girl, but ever since she’d woken up after sleeping all the way from Singapore, she had been a real fidget. By the time they had even crossed the English Channel, Harriet had heard the girl’s entire life story.


‘Are you looking forward to seeing your parents again?’ she asked.


‘Me?’ replied the girl. She was clearly not prepared to be asked such a question. ‘In a way, I guess,’ she said. ‘I probably won’t even know them. An’ they sure won’t know me.’


‘But you said you’ve only been away from home for a year.’


The girl slumped her head back in her seat. ‘A year’s a long time,’ she said, with a sigh. ‘Well, in my books it is.’ She turned to look at Harriet. ‘I left home and went to England when I was seventeen. I was underage, of course, but I told my mum and dad that if they tried to stop me, I’d find a way of going and never come back. In the end, they let me do what I wanted. It was a smart thing to do.’


Even in the dim cabin light, Harriet could see the girl had a pretty, elfin-like face, but a jaw that was set and determined.


‘Don’t you like your parents?’ Harriet asked tentatively.


‘Like them?’ the girl replied. ‘No, I don’t like them. But I do love them. Trouble was, they always wanted me to see things the way they saw them. There were times when I felt so hemmed in, I just couldn’t breathe. I told them that I had to find out about life for myself, and I could only do that if I didn’t have them holding on to my pigtails all the time.’


As she listened to the girl, Harriet couldn’t help but notice the cropped blonde hair, far removed from the pigtails. ‘What did they say to that?’ she asked.


‘Oh, they cried,’ said the girl. ‘Well, Mum did. Mum always cries. You only have to say “no” and she’s off!’


‘It can’t have been easy for them?’ suggested Harriet.


‘No,’ answered the girl. ‘But it wasn’t easy for me either. I was shit scared going all that way on my own, arriving in a country that was freezin’ cold in every sense of the word. Lucky I soon teamed up with some mates from back home, otherwise I’d probably’ve ended up on the streets. Thing is, though, I had to prove something – not only ter Mum an’ Dad, but ter me too. Of course they don’t know yet that I’m only comin’ home for a holiday – so it’s not going ter be easy. But I’ve made a good life for myself now in England. After all, everyone has the right to search fer a better life fer themselves if they can. Don’t you agree?’


Harriet smiled and nodded awkwardly.


A few minutes later the girl uncurled her feet from her seat. Then she got up, and, immediately waking up the poor man on the other side of her, scuttled off to the toilet at the rear of the cabin for the umpteenth time.


Harriet turned, and tried to peer out through the small cabin window into the strange darkness of the night. Why did it all look so different from back home, she asked herself. After all, dark was dark; every night was much the same as another, unless you could see the stars or the moon or the clouds or whatever was around at the time. But what was different about this particular night, was that she was flying through it, high above she knew not where, heading towards a reunion with a daughter and son-in-law that she hadn’t seen for what seemed like a lifetime. And as she stared up at the moon, a great full and incandescent white in the night sky, so close that she felt she could almost reach out and touch it, the only words ringing in her ears were of a tearaway Australian teenage girl who, in her own simplistic but endearing way, had given her the confidence to put right what she should have done years ago: ‘After all, everyone has the right to search fer a better life fer themselves if they can. Don’t you agree?’


By the time Harriet had nodded off and woken up again, blinding sunlight was streaming through the cabin windows, and down below there were the first clear signs of that vast expanse of land that her daughter loved so much. Quite suddenly, the years seemed to have rolled by.


She and Lizzie had come a long way since that sombre, merciless English winter of 1947.




Chapter 1


It was so cold in London that the River Thames was in danger of freezing over again. No one in their right mind ventured out without being firmly wrapped up against the biting December wind, the ice-cold drizzle, and the relentless early morning frost. The first signs of snow had appeared no more than three weeks after thousands of people had crowded the streets of central London to watch the royal wedding procession of Princess Elizabeth, and although just a light, temporary cover at first, the early snowflakes had given notice of something much more ominous. The winter of 1947 was already showing signs that it was going to be as bad as the previous winter, which had been the worst in living memory and, despite the fact that the war had been over for more than two years, waiting in long queues at shops was still a daily chore – for food, clothes, fuel, and even the smallest luxury, such as pencils and writing pads, which had become almost impossible to obtain. Ration coupons were reviled; they had been in circulation for long enough, and nearly everyone was fed up to the teeth with them, so much so that many people began to wonder why the hell they had fought a war in the first place if victory meant such hardship.


Lizzie tugged at the long thick icicle that, with a dozen or so more, had formed from the overflow of the gutter along the flat roof of the Angel family’s prefab in Andover Road. Her young brothers and sisters squealed with delight as the icicle came away almost immediately in Lizzie’s hands, and the younger boy, Benjamin, who was eleven years old, grabbed it from her and brandished it as though it was a sword. His older brother, James, who was fifteen, got the next icicle from his older sister Susan, and he immediately challenged Benjamin to a duel with it.


‘Zorro! Zorro!’ proclaimed Benjamin, who roared with laughter as they clashed ‘swords’, breaking them into pieces. Susan glared at them both as though they were nothing more than stupid little boys.


Lizzie cleared the rest of the icicles, then rubbed her hands together to try to get some warmth back into them. ‘I bet there’ll be just as many tomorrow morning,’ she said, shivering with the cold.


‘I hope so!’ howled Cissie, who was eight, and the youngest of the family. ‘I hope there are lots and lots of them!’


‘Oh, don’t be so silly, Priscilla!’ rebuked Susan, who always tried to give the impression that she was older and more sophisticated than her eighteen years. ‘If it gets any colder, we’ll all freeze to death in this stupid house. We’re never going to get any more coal for the fire, never!’


‘I’m sure Dad will bring some home with him when he comes,’ said Lizzie reassuringly. ‘He said he was going to try and get a bag from that coal merchants up Hornsey Road. I just hope he’ll be able to carry it all that way.’


‘He said exactly the same thing last week,’ replied Susan snootily. ‘And what happened? He came home empty-handed – as usual. He’s absolutely useless.’


Lizzie didn’t like to hear her sister talking about their father in such a dismissive way. Lizzie was twenty years old, the eldest child in the family, and she loved both her father and mother very much. It annoyed her to hear them run down by her younger sister, who would never think of soiling her own precious hands to help out with some of the housework. ‘You shouldn’t talk about Dad like that, Susie,’ she said firmly. ‘He does his best, walking the streets day after day looking for fuel to heat the house. But if there isn’t any, what can he do about it?’


Susan sniffed haughtily, and pulled her coat collar up around her neck. ‘My friend Jane Hetherington’s house has always got a huge fire burning in their living room,’ she said grandly. ‘Her father and mother would never let their family go cold.’


‘Jane Hetherington’s a stuffy old cow!’ barked James provocatively. ‘She used to smoke Craven A fags in the girls’ lav at school.’


Lizzie stifled a laugh, but the others didn’t.


Susan was outraged. ‘Don’t you dare talk about my friends like that!’ she snapped, eyes blazing. ‘Jane Hetherington has more manners than all the lot of you put together!’


‘She’s an ugly old cow!’ insisted Benjamin, whose favourite hobby was to mock his snooty sister.


This was more than Susan could take. Shooting her brother an icy glare, she took a swipe at him with her right hand. But Benjamin was too quick for her, ducked, and rushed off round the back of the house. To gales of laughter from the others, Susan chased after him, followed by Cissie.


Thoroughly amused, Lizzie watched them go, and for a moment or so she just stood there listening to the squeals and shouts as Susan ran out on to the nearby bomb site in hot pursuit of Benjamin.


Once they were out of earshot, Lizzie ambled across to the front gate. It was only a small garden, and now it was barren and bleak, with the dead blooms of some of the summer roses lying withered and frozen on the rock-hard soil of the narrow garden beds. Nevertheless, Lizzie loved the place because it was home to her and all the Angel family. She stopped at the gate, and turned to look back at the small prefabricated house. Her face broke into a faint, affectionate smile. They were lucky to live there, she told herself, her eyes scanning the bungalow-style building, which was virtually no more than a large metal hut, with most of the panels made from asbestos. It wasn’t much, but fortunately the family didn’t have to live in squalor like so many other people who had been bombed out of their homes during the war. At least they had somewhere dry to sleep and eat, and if it wasn’t for the acute shortage of fuel, the house would also be snug and warm.


Then she thought about her mum and dad, and how they had struggled to bring up their family on what was little more than a pittance. Lizzie knew only too well how defeated her dad felt about not being able to provide for the family in the way he had always done before he was called up. But it wasn’t his fault that his well-paid job as a department manager at the North London Drapery Stores wasn’t waiting for him when he got back home from the war. It wasn’t his fault that, while his family were taking cover in a public air-raid shelter towards the end of the war, their home had been demolished by a flying bomb. Over the past few years, life had been cruel to so many people like her dad, and there was no doubt that the tragic turn of events had crushed Frank Angel’s pride in his ability to provide for the family he loved so much. But Lizzie was proud of the way her dad had accepted fate, and no matter how much he hated the job he had had to take as a fish-gutter in Billingsgate Market, he was at least bringing home a few pounds a week to keep the family going.


Lizzie sighed. Thank God for Mum, she thought, the way she supported her husband, making him feel that everything he did was special and important. Harriet really was an Angel, in every sense of the word.


All around Lizzie church bells began the call to Sunday morning service. Her face beamed as she listened; it was so uplifting to hear those beautiful sounds again that had been so sadly missing from life during the war years.


‘Reckon a gel like you oughta be in church on a Sunday mornin’.’


Lizzie swung round to find Andy Willets talking to her from the other side of the gate. ‘You can talk!’ she returned light-heartedly, but quick as a flash. ‘If anyone needs to go to church it’s you!’


Andy grinned. Despite the fact that the Angel family were a cut above his own station in life, he liked Lizzie. He liked her a lot. She had a strong sense of humour, and was always good for a laugh. He also fancied her like mad, but he knew that was a lost cause, for he was not only a couple of years younger, and shorter in height than she, but he had red hair, and Lizzie didn’t like redheads: he could tell.


‘I don’t like Sundays,’ he said. ‘Never ’ave. People eivver sit round reading newspapers, or listen ter the wireless all day. Once yer’ve ’eard Family Favourites from nine ter twelve, ’alf the ruddy day’s gone.’


Lizzie did have quite a soft spot for Andy. He always had a cheeky expression on that round face of his, and she knew how shy he was about his red hair and freckles. ‘You could always go for a walk in the park,’ she said. ‘It’s lovely there on Sunday mornings.’


‘I would – if you’d come wiv me,’ replied Andy quite recklessly.


Lizzie grinned. ‘Don’t be so silly, Andy,’ she said, self-consciously tucking her long brown hair beneath the hood of her coat. ‘You’re very popular with the girls. I know plenty who’d love to go for a walk with you.’


‘Yer don’t ’ave ter make excuses ter me, Liz Angel,’ replied Andy, taking a puff of the fag end he had lit earlier. ‘I know your bloke’d bash the daylights out er me if I tried ter muscle in on ’is gel.’


‘Now you are being silly, Andy,’ said Lizzie. ‘Rob isn’t like that. He’s decent, and – well-mannered.’


‘An’ I’m not. Is that it?’


Andy’s response disturbed Lizzie. Despite his rough exterior, Andy had a soft centre, and she would never do anything to hurt him. ‘You’re not only decent, Andy,’ she said, ‘you’re a diamond.’


He came straight back at her. ‘Diamonds cost money,’ he said. ‘I come cheap.’


She gave him an affectionate smile. ‘I’ve got to go and help Mum get lunch.’ She turned to go.


‘I don’t blame yer,’ said Andy. ‘I mean, people ’ave ter stick ter their own kind. It’s only right.’


Lizzie threw him a passing farewell smile as she moved off.


‘Mind you,’ continued Andy, calling after her, ‘if anyfin’ should ’appen to ’im, fings could change – couldn’t they?’


Lizzie came to a halt and swung him an irritated look. ‘If anything should happen to him?’ she asked. ‘What exactly do you mean by that, Andy?’


Andy took a quick pull on his fag. ‘Well, let’s face it, the way fings are these days, it ain’t always easy ter ’ang on ter yer job – is it?’


Lizzie stared at him for a moment. She couldn’t make out whether he was being mischievous, or trying to tell her something. ‘Andy,’ she said, her friendly smile gone, ‘do you know something I don’t?’


Andy shook his head vigorously. ‘Nah, nuffin’ like that.’


‘Then why did you say it?’ insisted Lizzie. Staring directly at Andy, she could see the tip of his nose was now a bright red in the biting cold, and the dog-end between his lips was already so small that it was in danger of burning him. ‘Rob has a good job in that car salesroom up in the New North Road. He says that when things get better in the country, cars are going to be the thing of the future.’


Andy was sceptical. ‘Cars are a luxury, Liz,’ he said with a grin. He took the dog-end out of his mouth and threw it down on to the pavement. ‘People spend cash on food – when they can get it – not on cars.’


‘Look, Andy,’ said Lizzie, ‘I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but—’


‘I’m not trying ter say nuffin’, Liz,’ insisted Andy, shrugging his shoulders innocently. ‘All I’m sayin’ is that fings don’t always go the way yer want ’em. I mean, look at me. I’ve bin ’angin’ round that Labour Exchange every day since the end er the war, an’ the only job I’ve ever got is cleanin’ windows two or free days er week. The only reason I brought up the subject was ’cos I’ve seen Rob ’angin’ round the Lane so many times when I’ve been up there.’


Lizzie did a double take. ‘The Lane?’ she asked tentatively.


‘Petticoat Lane,’ said Andy. ‘I sometimes get some work from Micky Fitch’s jumble stall.’


Lizzie was now beginning to feel not only curious, but also anxious. ‘And you’ve seen Rob up there – during the week?’


‘Loads er times,’ said Andy. ‘I don’t s’ppose there’s anyfin’ to it. ’E probably ’as some business up there in that car showroom.’ He now felt guilty. ‘Nah – nuffin’ to it,’ he said. ‘Just tell me ter mind me own bleedin’ business. There’s nuffin’ wrong with your Rob. I’m just jealous, that’s all. I should be so lucky ter get a gel like you. See yer then.’ He turned up the collar of his jacket, put his hands under his arms to warm them up, and disappeared down the road.


Lizzie turned from the gate and made her way back into the house. But she stopped briefly to take a look over her shoulder at Andy, who was now no more than a distant figure at the end of Andover Road. As she went into the house, she took a swipe at the last remaining icicle clinging to the roof gutter. It came down with a crash, and broke into pieces on the frozen concrete path.


Sunday lunch was a pretty meagre affair. Although there were two wage earners in the family, their combined pay was so modest it was scarcely enough to cover the rent and daily meals for the family. Without Lizzie’s job at Woolworths in Holloway Road, things would be worse, but it was a source of constant despair to Frank Angel that his daughter was earning more than he in his fish-gutter’s job at Billingsgate Market. None the less, Lizzie’s mum, Harriet, always made the most out of what money was coming in, and, like today, she made sure that she kept the best until Sunday, when she was able to splash out on a bit of scrag end of lamb, which she had roasted, some dried garden peas, and a few of the carrots and onions she had grown in the back garden during the summer months, and bottled in preserving jars. There was also some shredded white cabbage, which Harriet had steamed and then fried in some of the fat from the lamb. Unfortunately, there was none of the family’s favourite, roast potatoes, this week, for there was now an acute shortage of potatoes everywhere, with people queuing each day at greengrocers’ shops all over London. The Angel children’s greatest quality was that they never complained about their hardships, for they knew that their mother did her best to keep their stomachs full, and always managed to make the most basic of food look as if it was a banquet fit for the King and Queen.


The one thing that no one could do anything about, however, was the cold, and, as usual, Susan had no hesitation in her own mind about who was to blame for that.


‘I don’t understand it,’ she said, her mouth full of cabbage. ‘Some people must have coal. I mean, when I walk home from the polytechnic in the evenings, there’s smoke coming out of chimneys all the way.’


Frank shook his head glumly. ‘They’re lucky people,’ he said. ‘I’ve walked the streets trying to find where they get it from. And even when I do, they’ve sold out even before I get there.’


‘You can get it on the black market,’ insisted Susan.


‘You need money for that, Susan,’ said Lizzie, sitting opposite her sister at the dining table. ‘They charge three times the cost of everything.’


‘Well, it’s worth it to keep warm!’ replied Susan quite shamelessly.


‘Since you’ve decided to go on to the polytechnic,’ said Lizzie, acutely aware how tired her dad was looking after his early morning shift, ‘I don’t think you can talk about using up the little bit of money that Dad and I have to work so hard for.’


Susan glared back at her. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ she said cuttingly. ‘I was forgetting how much we all rely on your vast wage packet from Woolworths!’


Harriet was proud of her eldest daughter for resisting the temptation to snap back at Susan. But as she looked at her family sitting around the table in the middle of the prefabricated living room, she knew how they were suffering. A few pieces of wood in the small fireplace from the bomb site at the back of the house were hardly enough to keep the place warm, and it broke her heart to see them all sitting around the table wrapped up in their scarves, woollen hats, school caps, and overcoats, eating the sparse Sunday lunch.


It was easy to see that Lizzie had inherited her looks from her mother, for Harriet had the same shape of face, and wavy auburn-coloured hair as her daughter. The only difference was that Harriet’s once pretty looks had weathered with time and the constant worry of looking after her family. She was a softly spoken woman, who concealed her strong will and self-determination.


‘I think the best thing we can do is to try and get some paraffin from Stone’s,’ she said. ‘At least we can keep your two bedrooms warm during the night.’


Lizzie was having none of it. As it was, her mum and dad were sleeping in a bedroom that was so small, there was hardly room for them to get out of bed in the mornings. ‘I think you and Dad should have one of the paraffin stoves,’ she said firmly. ‘Why should you be the ones to sleep in the freezing cold?’


‘We’re not cold at night, are we, dear?’ replied Harriet, addressing her comment across the table to Frank.


Frank mustered a laboured smile. ‘’Course not,’ he said, not very reassuringly.


‘Once we snuggle up under the bedclothes,’ continued Harriet, ‘we don’t notice how cold it is, do we, dear?’


Frank nodded.


Lizzie didn’t believe a word her mum had said. All their lives Harriet and Frank had made the most tremendous sacrifices for their kids, and this was clearly no exception.


‘What difference does it make?’ said Susan. ‘You won’t get any paraffin out of that old skinflint Stone. There’s always a queue outside his shop, and even when he gets some in, he charges over the top for it.’


‘I don’t think that’s fair, Susan,’ said Harriet. ‘Like everyone else, Mr Stone must find it terribly difficult to cope with shortages of just about everything.’


Susan sniffed dismissively, and continued idly chasing a piece of carrot around her plate.


‘Anyway,’ said Harriet, quickly changing the subject, ‘what’s on the programme tonight?’


Benjamin was the first to speak up. ‘I’m doing Al Jolson,’ he announced jubilantly. ‘And James’s doing Bing Crosby.’


‘Twerp!’ snapped James, slapping his brother on the back of his head. ‘You weren’t s’pposed to say!’


‘What does it matter?’ complained Benjamin angrily, giving his big brother a dig in his ribs. ‘It’s not Variety Bandbox!’


‘We never tell what we’re going to do in our Sunday shows till we do it!’ growled James, who immediately engaged in a wresting match at the table with his brother.


Harriet leaned over and tried to separate the two of them. ‘That’s enough now!’


Across the table, young Cissie was jumping up and down in her seat, laughing excitedly, clapping her hands, and thoroughly enjoying her two brothers going at each other hammer and tongs.


‘Frank!’ begged Harriet. ‘Talk to them.’


Frank put down his knife and fork. ‘James! Benjamin!’


The moment they heard their father’s voice, the boys separated. One word or look from Frank was enough to tell them that the longer they fooled around at the table, the more they were playing with fire. Frank was no disciplinarian, but despite his feelings of incompetence, he was determined that his children would grow up to treat both him and their mother with respect. ‘I don’t want to hear another word,’ he said firmly. ‘Now get on with your lunch.’


James and Benjamin duly obeyed. They knew only too well how unwise it would be to push their luck too far.


Harriet waited briefly for the boys to settle down, and then turned to Lizzie. ‘What about you, darling?’ she asked. ‘Who are you going to be tonight?’


Lizzie slowly put down her knife and fork, and wiped her lips on her handkerchief. She knew this question would be coming up sooner or later, and she was dreading it. The ‘show’ the family put on every Sunday evening had been going on since the kids were little. She knew only too well how her parents looked forward to it. What made matters worse was that she, Lizzie, was always the ‘star’ attraction, doing impersonations of film stars, and singers, and all sorts of people who made the news. Harriet, in particular, always looked to Lizzie to be the life and soul of the party, and it was a hard expectation for her to live up to.


‘If you don’t mind, Mum,’ she said hesitatingly, ‘I won’t do anything tonight.’


There were groans from everyone around the table, as Harriet swung a worried look first at Frank, then back to Lizzie. ‘Lizzie!’ she said incredulously. ‘What’s wrong? Don’t you feel well?’


Lizzie smiled back bravely. ‘No,’ she said, trying to make light of it, ‘I’m perfectly well. It’s just that I don’t really feel up to it.’


Again Harriet exchanged a quick look with Frank. ‘But – you always do the “show” on Sunday evenings,’ she said, turning back to Lizzie. ‘It wouldn’t be the same without you.’


‘Oh, don’t keep going on, Mother!’ sighed Susan, thoroughly bored with the conversation. ‘What does it matter if we don’t have a “show”? I’ve always found them very childish, anyway.’


‘Nobody cares what you think!’ snapped Benjamin. ‘You never take part.’


‘Thank goodness!’ agreed James.


‘I’ll do it next week,’ said Lizzie. ‘But not tonight.’ She got up from her seat, picked up her plate, and took it out into the kitchen.


Harriet watched her go, then flicked Frank another anxious look.


Lizzie took her empty plate into the kitchen, and left it on the draining board whilst she filled a kettle of water, and took it to the gas stove. As there was a shortage of every type of fuel, the gas supply was only sufficient to produce half-power, and so she knew it would be some time before the kettle boiled for the washing-up. Like everything else in the prefab, the kitchen was small and only just functional. When the family had first moved in, the official excuse for the sparse accommodation provided was that it would only be ‘temporary’, and that as soon as the situation in the country had improved, the family would be offered something ‘more suitable’. But more than two years had passed, and still they had to live in a place where they had nowhere to bath, and with a lavatory that was built in a shed outside in the back garden. She stood at the sink, looked out aimlessly through the small kitchen window, and sighed. What a miserable existence for a family that had known such a better life, she told herself.


‘This is not like you, Lizzie.’ Her mother, carrying a pile of plates, had come into the room. ‘No show on a Sunday evening? What’s this all about?’


Lizzie stood to one side to let her mother put down the plates. ‘I just don’t feel like it tonight,’ she said. ‘In any case, I haven’t thought of anything to do.’


‘You wouldn’t have to do anything special,’ replied Harriet. ‘We could all have a singsong. We’ve got the gramophone.’


For some reason, this brought the first smile to Lizzie’s face. ‘If I hear Bing Crosby and The Andrews Sisters singing “Don’t Fence Me In” once more,’ she said, ‘I’ll go round the bend!’


Harriet put her arm around Lizzie’s waist, and gently asked, ‘What’s it all about, darling?’


Lizzie hesitated for a moment. ‘Rob hasn’t been going to work,’ she said. ‘He’s been spending a lot of his time up Petticoat Lane.’


Harriet was puzzled. ‘Petticoat Lane?’


‘Andy Willets says he’s seen him up there during the week. There must be something wrong if Rob’s not going to work.’


‘But I thought Rob had a good job.’


‘So did I until this morning. But the more I think about it, the more I remember how these days he never wants to talk about what he does at work, or who the people are he works with. He’s been in such a funny mood. I mean, you know Rob. He’s usually such good fun, always good for a laugh.’


Harriet thought about this. Yes, Rob Thompson was indeed a lovely boy, happy-go-lucky, just like Lizzie. And she knew only too well how, ever since Rob had come back from his call-up at the end of the war, the two of them had grown closer and closer. There was no doubt about it, Lizzie was in love with the boy, and every time Harriet had seen them together, it looked as though Rob felt the same way about Lizzie. And yet it was a strange feeling for Harriet to know that her eldest daughter had discovered a kind of love that was different from what she had known within her own family. This was Lizzie’s first and only boyfriend; she had never had a serious relationship with anyone before, and she had much to learn, much to experience. She had to learn about trust, about being able to trust the man she loved. Not that Harriet had any real concerns about Rob Thompson for, like Lizzie, he came from a good family, whose values were based on trying hard to earn an honest living, and live a decent, respectable life. Harriet had no reason to doubt that he also valued all those things. But what was going on? From what Harriet knew about the boy, he was not one to keep secrets.


‘Have you spoken to him about it?’ she asked.


‘I will do,’ said Lizzie. ‘He’s supposed to be taking me to the pictures tomorrow evening.’


‘If you’re worried,’ suggested Harriet, ‘why don’t you go round and see him this afternoon? There’s no time like the present.’


Lizzie shook her head. ‘I don’t want him to think that I’m trying to find out everything he does. In any case, there’s probably some perfectly good reason why he’s not been going in to work.’


Harriet smiled affectionately at her. ‘You’re probably right,’ she said. ‘But you might just as well set your mind at ease – don’t you think?’


The Thompsons’ terraced house in Arthur Road couldn’t have been more different from the Angel family’s prefab in Andover Road. Set on three floors just a few doors away from Dr Fitzgerald’s surgery, like all the other houses in the road it looked as though it had once been part of an elegant Edwardian community, which had been home to the comfortable, but hard-working lower middle class. However, although the road had survived relatively intact during the war years, bomb blast had taken its toll on windows, roof tiles, and exterior stucco, and, with the post-war shortage of paint and building materials, the outward appearance was decidedly shabby.


By the time Lizzie got there, it was already getting dark, and the pavements were icing over again rapidly. Just above her, hundreds of long pointed icicles had formed along the gutter pipes of every house in the terrace, making a glistening fringe. The Thompsons’ front garden gate was frozen shut, and it took all of Lizzie’s strength to prise it open, but as she looked at the path leading to the front door, it was clear that the few steps she needed to get there were going to be quite perilous, for it was nothing more than a sheet of solid ice. With some trepidation, she approached the front doorstep. Although she thought Rob’s parents were absolutely lovely people, she always felt a bit nervous in their company, mainly because she was never sure whether they really approved of her relationship with their son, or whether the warm and friendly welcome they always gave her was only because they didn’t want to upset Rob. After all, Rob had only been demobbed from the army for the best part of a year, and the gruelling last year of the war, fighting in France and Germany, had taken its toll on him. As the doorbell hadn’t worked since the start of the war, she used the heavy iron door knocker.


As usual, Rob’s mother, Sheila Thompson, came to the door and met Lizzie with a huge smile.


‘Lizzie, my dear!’ she called. ‘What a lovely surprise!’ She was a large woman, who had a mass of brown curls, and always dressed for comfort, with her heavy woollen cardigan she had knitted herself, and her bright blue carpet slippers, which by her own admittance she had worn since the year dot. ‘Come on in, dear!’


Lizzie stepped into the hall. Although the house was cold, it was certainly warmer than the Angels’ prefab.


‘Can’t stay long, Mrs Thompson,’ she said. ‘Mum wants me back before dark. I just wondered if I could have a few words with Rob.’


‘I’m sorry, my dear,’ said Mrs Thompson, looking surprised. ‘Rob’s not at home. I thought he said he was going to see you tonight.’


Lizzie was taken aback. ‘To see me?’


‘Why yes,’ replied Mrs Thompson. ‘As far as I know, he was going to call on you. I think he’s been feeling a bit fed up with himself. He’s been mooning around the house all day.’ She peered quickly over her shoulder to make sure that her husband couldn’t hear her through the half-open door of the living room. ‘I don’t want to seem nosy, my dear,’ she said, lowering her voice, ‘but is everything all right between you and Rob?’


Again, Lizzie was taken aback and, for once, was tongue-tied. ‘I – I don’t know what—’


Mrs Thompson leaned close, and gave Lizzie an affectionate smile. ‘It’s just that, well, both his dad and I know Rob thinks the world of you. His face only lights up when he’s talking about you. But he’s – I don’t quite know how to say it – unsettled. Yes, that’s it. Ever since he got demobbed, he hasn’t been able to settle down. Unfortunately, Rob isn’t the kind of boy you can offer advice to, or even talk things over with, otherwise we could try to help him. It’s a pity, because you and he are so good with each other: you’re so alike, so outgoing and happy-go-lucky. But something needs sorting out, and I just hope that you can be the one he’ll listen to.’


After Lizzie had left the Thompsons’ house, she quickly made her way home down Arthur Road. The journey would take no more than ten minutes or so, for once she had crossed the main Seven Sisters Road, it was a fairly direct route up Hornsey Road. But as she went, the short journey seemed interminable. She was convinced that Rob was in some kind of trouble.


She pulled the hood of her coat over her head, and tied the drawstring tight beneath her chin. What sight there had been of the sun all day was now nothing more than a ribbon of golden glow behind a dark, menacing evening cloud. It was bitterly cold, and her face felt flushed red against the freezing breeze. She moved as fast as her legs would carry her, but the pavements were treacherous, and one false step meant that she would be sprawled out on her face. Mercifully, the street gaslights had already been lit, which helped to lighten a prematurely early evening dark, especially as most shops were unable to afford to keep their lights on in the windows, owing to the high cost and shortage of power. In an attempt to avoid the chilly wind, she kept her head bent firmly down towards the pavement, but no sooner had she reached Hornsey Road Baths when she suddenly came into collision with someone who had been approaching from the opposite direction.


She looked up with a start to find herself immediately engulfed in someone’s arms. ‘Rob!’


Rob didn’t wait a minute. He hugged her, then kissed her firmly on the lips.


‘Where’ve you been?’ Lizzie asked, as she pulled away.


‘I might ask you the same question,’ he replied, his face barely visible under the hood of a navy-blue three-quarter-length duffel coat. ‘I went up to your place. Your mum said you’d gone down to Arthur Road to see me.’


‘Your mum said you’d gone to see me.’


Rob smiled mischievously. ‘Looks like we can’t do without each other.’ He kissed her again.


‘What’s going on, Rob?’ Lizzie asked. ‘What’s the matter?’


Rob’s expression changed immediately. He looked quite shifty. ‘Wrong?’ he asked. ‘Because I couldn’t wait to see you?’


‘We arranged to meet tomorrow night. You know I always stay home on Sunday nights for the family show.’


‘Well,’ he replied, ‘since I happen to love you, and since we’re going to be married one of these days, I don’t see why you shouldn’t miss the odd performance or so. Right?’


Lizzie chuckled back at him, and smiled. ‘Right!’


Rob slipped his arm around her waist. ‘Let’s walk,’ he said.


Lizzie shivered. ‘But I’m frozen!’


Rob wrapped his arm around her tightly, then hugged her close to keep her warm.


Without asking where they were going, he allowed her to lead them off. They turned round and wandered aimlessly back down Hornsey Road. For several minutes they said nothing. Lizzie leaned her head against his shoulder, and she could feel the warmth of his body. She didn’t have to look up at his face to recall what he looked like, for she could see it in her mind’s eye, those strong, perfectly formed features, well-defined eyebrows and long eyelashes, and a thick flock of naturally curly brown hair, which looked wonderful even when it wasn’t combed, which was fairly frequently. Rob was the sort of boy she felt safe and secure with. Although he had the body of an athlete, he also had a nature that was kind and considerate.


‘Something has to be done, Liz.’ Rob’s words came without prompt. They continued to stroll, but Liz looked up at him. ‘Things are going to get worse before they get better.’ He looked down at her. It was so cold, condensation was darting out from his mouth like small puffs of cloud. ‘I’m sick to death of trying to be someone, when all I get is one job after another that pays a pittance.’


‘But you don’t have to be anyone other than what you are,’ said Lizzie, leaning her head back on his shoulder. Fortunately he was much the same height as herself, and so there was no need for her to stretch. ‘I like you the way you are.’


‘That’s not what I mean,’ he replied, with just a touch of irritation. ‘I mean, what’s the use of trying to earn a decent living, when you can’t even afford to ask the girl you love to marry you?’


‘Marry?’ Lizzie brought them to an abrupt halt. ‘Are you asking me to marry you?’


‘Of course I am,’ he retorted. ‘Not now. Not this minute. But eventually. But I just don’t know how I’m ever going to be able to afford to ask you.’


‘Oh – Rob!’ Lizzie slipped her arms around his waist, completely oblivious to the elderly couple who were just passing them, attempting to pick their way nervously along the perilously frozen pavement. ‘Is that all? I thought it was something serious.’


Rob was puzzled. ‘Serious?’ he asked. ‘You think I’m not serious about us? You and I have been together since we left school. I’ve never been with another girl; I’ve never wanted to.’


‘No,’ replied Lizzie, moving them on again, and trying to explain. ‘What I meant was, is that the reason you’ve been so down? Because you don’t have enough money to ask me to marry you?’


‘No,’ replied Rob firmly, bringing them to a halt again. ‘What I’m saying is that there’s no hope in this country – not for anyone. You can’t live without money. Without money, there’s no future. I don’t see the point of working at a job with no prospects.’


Lizzie hesitated. ‘Is that why you haven’t been going to work?’ she asked carefully.


Rob’s whole attitude seemed to change. He pulled away, and quickly fumbled around in his duffel-coat pocket for his packet of cigarettes. When he found it, it proved difficult for him to take out a cigarette because his fingers were so cold they just couldn’t hold it, but when he finally succeeded, he slipped it between his lips without lighting it. Lizzie watched him anxiously as he took out a box of matches. ‘How did you know?’ he asked, after he had struggled to light up.


‘Andy Willets told me he’d seen you a couple of times – up Petticoat Lane.’


Rob was visibly angry, and for a moment he just looked at the ground and pulled on his cigarette. ‘Andy Willets should mind his own bloody business!’ he said eventually. With that, he moved on, Lizzie at his side.


‘Don’t be angry, Rob,’ she pleaded, clearly aware that she had hit a raw spot with him. ‘I was just worried that something might have happened at work to upset you.’


‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘Something had upset me. The job, the paltry one pound ten bob a week they paid me for it, and the people who think I owe them something.’


‘You owe nobody anything, Rob,’ insisted Lizzie, sliding her arm through his as they walked. ‘After all you did when you were in the army, it’s all of us who owe you.’


A few minutes later, they reached Seven Sisters Road, where they turned up towards the direction of Finsbury Park. As they went, a freezing drizzle fluttered down on to them, covering their coats with damp that would soon turn to ice, so Rob led them hurriedly into the front doorway of the Gas, Light, and Coke Company, with its gas fires and gas cookers in the window, which, considering the acute shortage of every type of fuel, seemed to be something of an irony.


‘Don’t get me wrong, Liz,’ said Rob, undoing his duffel coat and draping half of it round Lizzie’s shoulders to keep her warm. ‘I didn’t give in my notice because I didn’t like the job. I did like the job – in a matter of speaking. But I just wasn’t prepared to go on working from nine to six each day in a car salesroom office for the rest of my life. And for what, Liz – what? Drudgery, that’s all it was – drudgery! And then I look round and see how people are trying to survive on practically nothing – queues everywhere, tension, no fun, no prospects, people bored out of their minds with austerity – and here we are two years after the war! Believe me, Liz, it’s never going to get any better. As long as we sit back and let it all happen, there’s no hope for any of us. If we’re going to survive, we’re going to need money – lots of it!’


For a brief moment, Lizzie thought about what he had said. Then she asked, ‘Is that why you’ve been going up to Petticoat Lane each day, Rob? Because of money?’




Chapter 2


In the ‘threepenny and sixpenny’ store in Holloway Road, it was hard to believe that in less than a week it would be Christmas Day. Like all the other shops and stores, poor old Woolworths was doing its best to put on a brave show, but as there had been a shortage of Christmas decorations, even they had to be rationed to first come first served. Do-it-yourself paper chains, popular with the kids for generations, had sold out, and most families either had to make do with the leftovers from the previous Christmas season, or use cut-up strips of newspaper to hang across the ceilings of their ‘front rooms’. However, despite all the gloom and despondency, the ‘Woolies girls’, as they were affectionately known, did their best to keep up the spirits of their customers, and all the counter assistants, including Lizzie on gramophone records, were doing what they could to make Christmas shopping a joyous occasion.


‘’Ave yer got the new Vera Lynn yet?’


Lizzie, about to put on a record of the current Ink Spots favourite, looked up to find an adolescent schoolboy calling to her from the small crowd who were gathered around her counter. ‘Sorry,’ she called back. ‘“No Regrets” is sold out. We’re waiting for a new supply.’


‘Will yer ’ave it in before Chrissmas?’


‘Can’t promise,’ apologised Lizzie. ‘We’ve only got five more shopping days to go.’


‘Not much good after Chrissmas, is it?’ growled the boy cheekily. ‘I wanna give it ter me mum fer a present.’


‘Tell your mum to come in,’ Lizzie called back, quick as a flash. ‘I’ll sing it to her!’


To the delight of the crowd, she launched into an impersonation of Vera Lynn singing the song in question.


Irritated, the boy gave up, and pushed his way out through the crowd.


Lizzie finished the first verse, and put on the Ink Spots record. As the mellow strains of ‘Whispering Grass’ floated out across the store, Lizzie found herself besieged by customers who were buying up every gramophone record they could lay their hands on. As always, Bing Crosby seemed to be the number-one favourite, and ‘White Christmas’ was still selling like hot cakes, but today he was being run a close second by the smooth voice of female crooner Anne Shelton with an old favourite, ‘Always’.


‘I’ll be glad when bleedin’ Chrissmas is over!’ groaned Potto, the other girl working with Lizzie on the records counter, and whose real name was Edith Potts. ‘This job’s enough ter put yer off songs fer life!’


Lizzie laughed out loud as she struggled to serve the demanding hands that were stretching out at her with sixpenny bits and shilling pieces, desperately trying to buy their ‘popular hits of the week’.


‘Stop complaining, Potto!’ she called back over the store’s general hubbub. ‘Just think of all that lovely roast turkey and gin and tonics you’ll be getting on Christmas Day.’


‘Huh!’ came Potto’s wry retort. ‘I doubt my mum’ll ’ave enough coupons ter buy a string er sausages an’ a glass er Tizer!’


Lizzie laughed again. But with the general panic to buy something – anything – for Christmas gifts, by the time the relief staff arrived to take over at the lunch time break, she was dead on her feet.


The staff canteen was thick with smoke. Everyone, except Lizzie, seemed to have a fag dangling from his or her mouth, and the combination of the smell of cottage pie, boiled cabbage and Woodbines was not exactly conducive to a healthy atmosphere. But, although exhausted from the Christmas rush, most of the staff were in high spirits. It was hard to say whether this was because of the rumour that the ‘threepenny and sixpenny store’ was going to provide a special roast turkey meal for lunch time break on Christmas Eve, or because they would soon all be getting a two-day break.


The close friendships amongst the female staff was very evident, for there were small groups of them eating together at tables all around the canteen.


‘That’s the trouble with you English,’ said Mabel Gosling, as she joined Lizzie and Potto at their table. Mabel’s nickname was ‘Maple’, because she’d just recently returned from Canada after being evacuated there as a kid during the war. ‘You’re too afraid to stand up for your rights.’


‘So wot’s that s’pposed ter mean?’ asked Potto, who, like the other girls, couldn’t bear the way Maple put on a phoney Canadian accent.


‘It means,’ replied Maple, ‘that everyone should stand up and be counted. This country is in a hell of a state – no food, no decent clothes, freezing cold. Just look at the shops. This is supposed to be Christmas and there’s nothing to buy. I say that if you don’t tell the politicians what you think, then you might just as well jump in the river.’


‘Be a bit difficult,’ said Storky, the other girl at the table. ‘They say if it gets much colder the Thames could freeze over.’


‘What a country!’ growled Maple.


‘Oh, I don’t think it’s all that bad,’ said Lizzie, trying to lighten the conversation. ‘We’re just going through a bad time, that’s all. After all, we came through the war, so why shouldn’t we get through the peace?’


‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ retorted Maple sulkily, whilst lighting up a fag. ‘This is a terrible country. Nobody in their right mind would want to live in a place like this.’


This remark infuriated Potto. ‘Well, if yer don’t like it,’ she snapped, ‘why don’t yer go back where yer come from?’


‘Don’t worry, that’s exactly what I intend doing,’ insisted Maple haughtily, puffing on her fag. ‘I only came back to see Mum and Dad, but as soon as I’ve saved up enough money for the fare, I shall go back to Canada. There are good jobs for people like me there.’


‘Oh?’ quipped Potto sarcastically. ‘’Ave they got threepenny an’ sixpenny stores over there too?’


Before Maple had a chance to retaliate, Lizzie chimed in quickly with a hilarious melodramatic impression of what seemed to be every Bette Davis movie. ‘Oh my God!’ she howled, clutching her head as if in mental anguish. ‘I can’t go on like this – I just can’t go on!’


All heads turned to look at her from the other tables, and everyone burst into laughter. ‘Attagel, Bette!’ yelled one of the girls. ‘You tell ’em!’


‘I can’t go on!’ insisted Lizzie, in her mock Bette Davis voice and expression.


The others laughed and applauded, all except Maple, who was definitely not amused. ‘Very funny,’ she rasped in her phoney Canadian accent. ‘But I bet you wouldn’t say no if you got the chance to emigrate.’


There was a sudden silence from Lizzie and the other girls.


Maple gradually became aware that all eyes were turned towards her. ‘Well,’ she said, a bit concerned that she had jarred a few nerves, ‘everyone’s doing it. Canada, Australia, South Africa. I’ve heard that some people are even going out to live in India.’


‘India!’ Storky nearly choked on the fag that she had just lit up. ‘Who wants ter go an’ live wiv ol’ Gandhi!’


This broke the ice, and the girls laughed again.


‘In any case,’ added Potto, ‘India don’t belong to us no more.’


‘Neither do Canada and Australia,’ said Maple, ‘but at least they don’t have ration coupons and queues for everything.’


‘Well, yer wouldn’t get me goin’ out ter live in some foreign country,’ insisted Potto defiantly, screwing up her blood-red features as though she had just swallowed a lump of sour rhubarb.


‘Nor me,’ agreed Storky, disdainfully throwing back her head of tight brown curls.


‘Canada is not a foreign country,’ said Maple, as though giving them a history lesson.


‘And neither are Australia and South Africa. They’re all part of the British Empire.’


‘Ha!’ snorted Potto. ‘Not much longer, the way fings’re goin’!’ She turned to Lizzie. ‘Wot about you, Liz?’ she asked. ‘Would you go an’ live abroad?’


Liz hadn’t really heard Potto’s question. For a few seconds it seemed as though she was sitting all alone, miles away from the canteen, with her workmates bickering amongst themselves, and the sound of Billy Cotton and his band and singers belting out ‘Jingle Bells’ on the Tannoy system throughout the store. But it was no longer Bette Davis that was cascading through her mind, but the sudden thought that if she were to marry Rob, it would mean that she would be leaving home, leaving her mum and dad and her brothers and sisters, and what would she do if she didn’t have them around to talk to? What would she do without being able to turn to her mum for advice on practically everything she ever did in life? But then she chuckled to herself inside; even if she left home, her mum and dad wouldn’t be all that far away, and they would always be around for her. And then her mood changed again. But what would she do if her family weren’t around? A cold chill went up her spine.


‘Liz?’


Lizzie came out of her daydream to find Potto, Maple, and Storky waiting for her comment. ‘Oh – I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘What did you say?’


‘I asked if you’d ever go to live abroad,’ Potto said.


‘Abroad? Me?’ Lizzie’s reaction was swift. ‘Oh no – not me – never!’


‘Why not?’ asked Maple. ‘Everybody’s doing it.’


‘If everybody’s doing it,’ quipped Potto caustically, ‘then there won’t be anyone left! Anyway,’ she used her empty plate to flick some ash off her fag, ‘why should someone like Liz want ter leave the country? Her feller’s got a good job, an’ ’e’ll take good care of ’er. Ain’t that right, Liz?’


Lizzie thought about that for a moment. ‘Oh – er – yes,’ she said, careful to conceal her uncertainty.


Maple shrugged. ‘Well,’ she said, twisting the remains of her fag on to Potto’s plate. ‘It’s everyone for themselves, of course. But I just hope this guy of yours has prospects. Make no mistake about it – this country’s going downhill fast.’


This hit a raw note with Lizzie. ‘You’re wrong, Maple,’ she said firmly. ‘This is a wonderful country, and I, for one, would never leave it.’


‘Hear! Hear!’ said Potto and Storky in unison, at the same time applauding her.


Lizzie was heartened by the support she was getting from her two workmates, but as the sound of Bing Crosby singing ‘White Christmas’ echoed from the Tannoy speakers, she wasn’t quite sure whether she really believed what she had just said.


Frank Angel hated working at Billingsgate Market. It was not that he had anything against the place – after all, it was the only job he had managed to get when he came out of the army – but the fact was it just wasn’t right for him, and in more ways than one. The market itself, situated on the banks of the River Thames near London Bridge, was once a landing-stage for provisions, but since the late seventeenth century it had been used exclusively for the sale of freshly caught fish, which was a godsend to London’s wholesalers and restaurant owners, who flocked there early every morning to snap up everything from North Sea cod to bloaters, mullet, plaice, skate, shrimps, eels, crabs, and fresh cockles and mussels. As fish was practically the only food that was not on ration, the place had been popular all through the war years, despite being blasted many times by enemy bombs.


No, Frank’s real problem was with the men he worked with. Billingsgate porters had a reputation for being foulmouthed, which in many ways was distinctly unfair, for most of them, like Frank himself, had wives and families of their own to whom they showed appropriate respect and respectability, and he had no doubt in his mind that many of the men, who came from both the north and south of the river, had hearts of gold. The real trouble was simply because Frank stood out from them like a sore thumb. Whereas they fantasised a good deal of the day about women, and what they’d like to do with them, Frank found their repartee a little too crude for him. It wasn’t that he was a prude, but because he loved and respected his wife, he didn’t like to hear women talked of as though they were merely sex objects. In many ways, Frank blamed himself for the fact that he didn’t get on well with many of his colleagues. He never joined in with their banter, never went drinking with them in the pubs at lunch time or after work, and always rushed off every evening to catch the bus back home to Harriet and the kids. Frank was a cultured man who loved to read books, which more often than not irritated his workmates, who found it impossible to believe that he was incapable of joining in their endless discussions about football and dog-racing, and they therefore called him ‘Toff’.


Frank also hated the actual work he had to do, gutting the fish and cutting off the heads, packing the cleaned fish in crates full of ice, and if that wasn’t bad enough, the winter was already turning out to be particularly gruelling, with temperatures dropping to below zero even during the day.


However, he did have one mate who didn’t mind his company – Dodger, who got his name because he would do anything to avoid work, a young bloke who was a real wide boy, pure Mile End, right down to his winkle-picker shoes, flat cap, and Woodbine fag that was always drooping from his lips. ‘I say, bring back Winnie!’ he would say most mornings, arriving late for work, eyes half closed after a night out on the tiles. ‘’E’s the only bloke who can pull this country tergevver!’ The fact that Dodger was a self-declared working-class Tory impressed none of his workmates, for they knew only too well that he would vote for any party that would give him the freedom to flog his fags, booze, and nylon stockings on the black market. But at least Dodger’s good humour always managed to bring a smile to Frank’s face, for despite the drabness of the times, Dodger was a survivor, and knew how to take care of himself.


‘Even if he got back into power,’ said Frank this morning, gutting a haddock and wiping his hands down his apron, ‘I doubt he’d do much to improve things. This country’s a lost cause.’


‘Don’t you believe it, mate!’ insisted Dodger, waving his knife as though he was going to use it for more than just gutting a fish. ‘Ol’ Churchill’s got it up ’ere . . . .’ He pointed to his own forehead. ‘Savvy. That’s wot ’e’s got. That’s ’ow ’e got us ter win the war.’


Frank was only half listening.


Dodger moved closer towards Frank along the well-used wooden bench. ‘’E told us ’ow ter do fings – wivout makin’ a song an’ dance about it.’


Frank was puzzled.


Dodger qualified what he was saying. ‘Let’s face it,’ he said, after a quick check over his shoulder to make sure that no one could overhear him, ‘who wants ter stand in this freezin’ cold dump, crack er dawn, day after day, knackers frozen to the core. I tell yer, Frank, this is no job for the likes er you an’ me. Not fer wot this bloody lot pay us!’


Frank carried on with his gutting. ‘Not much we can do about it, Dodger,’ he replied. ‘The alternative is to spend the rest of our lives in the dole queue.’
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