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PROLOGUE


London, June 1953


The sleek sable wrap feels so sumptuous between my fingers, I simply can’t resist it.


The fur is heavenly and soft; it’s exactly what I’m looking for. The whole street is going to be dolled up to the nines for the Coronation Party and I don’t want to disappoint because I’m royalty too; Queen of my manor, that is.


The minute the shop assistant’s back is turned, I snatch it from the rail and begin to roll it, quickly, into a tight, furry bundle.


I yank open the baggy waistband of my skirt and shove the wrap down the leg of my knickers. They are voluminous, real passion killers, with elastic at each knee, designed with one purpose in mind: going shopping.


Clouting, we call it, and I’m the best in the West End of London, stepping away from that clothes rail as if I haven’t a care in the world.


It hasn’t always been this easy; I’ve had my fair share of close shaves, especially in the early days, when I was learning my craft. Even now, the thrill of stealing mingles with a fear of being tumbled by the shop staff, which makes my hands clammy.


Being a thief wasn’t the career I had in mind when I was growing up but if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that you never know the way your life is going to turn out.


By the time I left school, I’d never even pinched so much as a sherbet lemon from the pick ’n’ mix at Woolworths.


All that changed after we won the war.


Victory tasted sweet but as I soon found out, it couldn’t stop the hunger pangs. Beating Hitler was one thing, but Britain was broke.


Rationing got worse and before you knew it, most folks were taking a bit of crooked, just to make life more bearable. It was all well and good for politicians to tell us not to grumble but they never went short, did they?


Wherever you looked there were bomb craters and piles of rubble. Weeds and wildflowers sprung up among the ruins, and excited kids claimed bombsites as their playgrounds, no matter how many times their mums told them not to. Life went on but there was little or no money to rebuild.


In London, battered by war but bursting with people hungry for some fun and what little luxuries they could afford, the black-marketeers and their bosses saw a golden opportunity.


After all, gangland was a man’s world.


That’s what they thought.


But us women, well, we knew different.


This is our story.




Chapter One


ALICE


Waterloo, London, June 1946


When we won the war, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


I was sad to see the back of the blackout because, to be honest, losing it was bad for business.


Night in the city was paradise for me and my girls. We made good use of the cloak of darkness to shift the stuff we’d brought home from the shops during the day. Now the gas-lamps were shedding light on things I wanted to keep hidden and that made life more difficult.


We’d got used to running the gauntlet of an air raid warden or two in the Blitz and when the siren went, you’d get some funny looks scurrying off to the Underground with bags stuffed full of finery, with a mink stole slung about your shoulders. But I’d be damned if I was going to let a German bomb deprive me of the spoils of a hard day’s work.


But with the blackout gone, there was more risk of being tumbled.


Round our way, most folks have always known better than to ask too many questions, no matter what they saw coming and going from my flat. They’re happy enough to pay for a bit of stuff on the side when they need it, especially if it means they don’t have to keep slapping gravy browning on their legs, because I’ve got them some nice new nylons.


And if anyone feels compelled to talk to the law about me, well, let’s just say they’ll soon realise that my jewels aren’t just for show. Diamonds are hard, and they can come in handy as a knuckleduster when you have enough of them. I wear one on every finger. Alice Diamond by name and diamond by nature, as I like to say.


You can call me a thief, but I prefer to say I’m a hoister. I liberate clothes from shop-rails and coat hangers and find them a good home. Perhaps I’ll give a working-class girl a chance to shine in a dress that she could never dream of affording, never in a month of Sundays. However, after a particularly busy Monday spent in the West End of London, I can make all her dreams come true, for a fair price, given the risks I’m taking.


Shoplifting with my gang, The Forty Thieves, is a proper career, with skills honed over years; a tradition that’s passed down by word of mouth, from one generation to the next. I get teary-eyed when I think of it really, because we can trace our heritage all the way back to the days of good old Queen Victoria herself.


I bet she could have stashed quite a few furs in her bloomers, given the size of her Majesty. I could have made good use of those when I was out shopping.


No offence, Ma’am.


It’s a year to the day since the war ended and everyone’s having another knees-up for the Victory Parade but I ain’t exactly in the mood for a party.


Everything but the air we breathe is still on coupons. Make do and mend, Mrs Sew-and-Sew, clothing on the ration; forgive me for saying, but those things are for mugs who want to wear moth-eaten jumpers and go around with holes in their stockings. And don’t get me started on the utility dresses they’ve still got in the shops. I wouldn’t be seen dead in them. What kind of victory is that?


It’s a matter of pride that no matter how hard-up I am – and believe me, there have been times I’ve been down to my last brass farthing – I’ve still kept up appearances, just like the quality over the water in Mayfair. The posh folk might say we are all in it together, but they’re not going without like we are. They ain’t fooling me, not for a minute.


I can honestly say, everything about me, every stitch I’ve got on, is crooked. But I’ve worked hard for it, just the same; harder than quite a few blokes I could mention, who spend their wages down the pub and leave the missus short for the housekeeping. Talk about doing an honest day’s work! And what with the prices of things in the shops these days, it’s hard to say who’s robbing who when you pay for things at the till. Not that I’ve done that very often, but at least I’m truthful about it.


And don’t go thinking I’ve lost touch with my roots, even if I am dolled up in my finery. Some of my best contacts are people you wouldn’t bat an eyelid over if you met them in the street.


The flower seller at Waterloo station looks like nothing more than an old drunk but she’s sharp as a tack. She’s called Lumps and Bumps because she’s always falling down and hurting herself when she’s been on the sauce but she’s my eyes and ears in that neck of the woods. Old Lumps has the alarming habit of warming the cheeks of her arse by the fire in the local boozer and she doesn’t wear knickers either, so that sight is not for the faint hearted. Her skirts haven’t been washed since the General Strike, I’d wager. Her teeth are like moss-covered tombstones and her breath reeks, but I always listen closely because her tip-offs are pure gold.


Last week, she heard that a couple of girls from Waterloo had got a little ruse going where they were knocking off some rolls of silk from the cloth factory by winding it around themselves and waddling out of work like a pair of Egyptian mummies. They made a pretty penny, but they forgot to pay me my dues, so I’m in the neighbourhood to see what I can find out about them, before I plan my surprise visit. Anything crooked on this side of the water, on my manor, goes through me and that’s that.


I just need to remind them who’s the Queen of Thieves round these parts and then we can all be friends. I’ve brought my silver-topped cane to make that point and Molly, my second-in- command, has her hatpin, just in case. She’s quite handy with it when she needs to be.


Meanwhile, there’s time a for a quick drink their local, The Feathers, just in case they happen to be there. I’ve a packet of stockings to drop off for the landlord’s daughter, and he owes me for those.


It ain’t my usual neck of the woods, I’m from round the Elephant and Castle, but I like to keep an eye on things, just to let people know I survived the Blitz, in case they were wondering where I’d got to.


I’m sure they’ll all be pleased as Punch to see me.


The row of two-up, two-downs which nestle by the River Thames behind Waterloo Station has quite a reputation but it don’t scare me or my girls. The same can’t be said of the local policemen – cozzers we call them – who will only walk down the streets round there in pairs.


Some tatty bits of Union Jack bunting have been strung between the lampposts and kids are out having fun watching a dog and a rat having a scrap on the cobbles. Some of the older ones are running a book on it. Makes a change from the bare knuckle fights they have on a Sunday at the top of the street; and that’s including the women, who like to settle scores with fists.


There’s quite a gang of us as we walk into the pub, and heads turn. A banner declaring ‘GOD SAVE THE KING!’, last pressed into service a year ago, on VE Day, has once again been proudly displayed above the bar.


An accordion player in the corner squeezes out a few notes of Roll Out The Barrel, to liven things up a little. A few old blokes, nursing their pints and picking their teeth for want of anything better to do, struggle gamely to sing along, and some wisecrack jokes that it sounds as if a cat is being strangled down the back alley, which raises a laugh.


My girls are dressed like film stars, with hair like spun silk gleaming beneath hats of the finest felt, in colours and styles you’d only seen in magazines; not even in shop windows, not since before the war. There’s a dainty blue pillbox with a veil, a derby hat in lime green, a bright beret in zesty orange and the finest of all, my red fedora with enough plumage to make a peacock proud.


Our clothes are nothing like the drab, worn, shapeless utility wear that stalk the streets of Waterloo, on the ration.


Our jackets have nipped in waists and there’s material, extra material, for frills and tucks on the dresses. My girls’ legs aren’t stained with gravy browning either. They wear stockings, silk stockings, and they’re all laughing and joking with each other because the world they come from doesn’t involve making do and mending.


A hush falls over the room, right into the darkest corners, stained yellow by years of tobacco smoke. I could swear the peeling wallpaper wilts a little more at the sight of us.


Men stare at the floor and shuffle their feet, suddenly taking great interest in their bootlaces or the sawdust and fag ends under the tables.


‘It’s quiet as the grave in ’ere,’ I joke to the barman, with a throaty laugh. ‘Someone died, have they? Where’s the party?’


Right on cue, the accordion player starts up again and half the pub starts singing for dear life, as if to please me. Men tighten their ties and flick imaginary dust from their trousers as they make their way over to buy my girls a drink or ask them to dance, or both.


I turn my back on the party and murmur something to the barman, handing over a small package. He nods and pulls a wodge of cash out from under the counter and hands it over. I flick through it briefly before stuffing it into my carpet bag.


Things are livening up a bit now and I tap my silver-topped cane in time to the music, my row of diamond rings twinkling on my right hand.


The barman pours a whiskey and pushes it towards me: ‘It’s on the house.’


As I raise it to my lips, that’s when I spot her, sitting at the end of the bar, looking lost…




Chapter Two


NELL


Waterloo, London, June 1946


I didn’t mean to stare, but I’d never seen anything like it in all my born days.


They were glorious, like exotic animals in the zoo or mouth-watering cakes in the baker’s shop.


Leading from the front, like a ship in full sail in a red fedora hat, was a woman standing as tall as any man. Her face was broad and her piercing green eyes glinted as she scanned the pub, almost willing someone to meet her gaze.


Her black hair was rolled up and set at the front and the sides, to accentuate her rounded features.


This woman caught me gawping at her and gave a little wink: ‘Cheers, love!’


Well, that made me turn scarlet. She must have thought I was a proper nosy mare.


Just then, the barman chipped in: ‘Cheer up, love, it might never happen,’ and pushed a drink my way.


I pulled my old woollen cardigan closer around my middle. As far as I was concerned, it already had. Even at just four months gone, I was showing.


My blouse was straining to contain the new life growing inside me. It wouldn’t be long before people started to notice that I was in the family way. A blush started to creep up my neck at the very thought of it. Our street was a tight-knit place, where the walls were thin as paper and people looked out for each other, or poked their noses in, depending on which way you looked at it.


The whole of my childhood had been overshadowed by two terrors: my dad’s temper and German bombs raining down from the sky.


And now, just as things were supposed to be getting better for everyone, I’d gone and done something stupid and ruined it all.


My stomach lurched at the thought of what Dad would say. The stares and knowing looks from the neighbours were nothing compared to what he’d do to me for getting myself into trouble. He was handy with his belt at the best of times and once he’d hit me so hard with the buckle, he cracked one of my ribs. Mum kept me off school and told the neighbours I had scarlet fever. It was our little secret, and I didn’t breathe a word about it because my parents loved me, and it was all my fault for being so bleeding cheeky in the first place. Dad said so.


But that wasn’t even the worst of it. He had a way of brooding, ignoring me for days when I’d upset him, which was worse than the beatings. It made our two-up, two-down in Tenison Street, just a stone’s throw from the River Thames, feel like a tinderbox. Just opening my mouth to speak could be the spark which set it all ablaze.


The war had sucked every last bit of good humour of out him and there wasn’t much of it to spare in the first place, if truth be told. I’d rarely seen Dad smile, except with his mates down the pub. He was forty when the war broke out, too old to fight, and nights spent sheltering on the cold floors of the Underground had played havoc with his lumbago, so he’d volunteered as an air raid warden, which only made him more irritable, mainly about the stupidity of people who failed to observe the blackout. His days were spent loading packing cases full of jam on to lorries at the Hartley’s factory down in Southwark, and his nights were spent grumbling at Mum, finding fault with everything from the way she boiled the potatoes to the lumps in her custard.


Mum spoke in whispers and lived on her nerves, but she was an absolute rock to other women in the street during the long years of the Blitz. She was always there with a cup of tea and listening ear, calmly doing what she could to help. The uncertainty of war was nothing to her, because she’d lived under fire from him indoors for so long anyway. He’d never raised his fists to Mum, not that I knew of, but his anger was volcanic that the aftershocks would continue for days.


The end of hostilities with Germany had brought hopes of a truce with Dad, thanks to the return of his one true passion, greyhound racing. The evenings when he went to have a flutter on the dogs were among the happiest in the house, simply because he wasn’t there.


And then, along came Jimmy.


Jimmy just strolled into my life one summer’s day not long after the war ended, sauntering around the corner, whistling low between his teeth. It was as if the sun that ripened the peaches piled high on his barrow had seeped into him, from the roots of his sandy blond hair to the twinkle in his sky-blue eyes.


His jacket was loose about his shoulders and thrown back slightly, his tie tightly knotted at the collar of a crisp white shirt and shoes polished to a shine.


He was a fixer, someone who could get hold of things, if you needed them, no questions asked. Half the neighbourhood had been in hock to Jimmy at some point but there was no shame in that, it was just the way things were. He was reasonable about repayments and if anyone was daft enough to try to diddle him, it wouldn’t be Jimmy who got heavy, but some fellas sent from the bosses over in Soho. No one could blame Jimmy for that, he was the monkey, not the organ grinder.


I’d watched him selling over-ripe fruit to hatchet-faced housewives in headscarves with such charm, I couldn’t help but giggle. He’d even put an extra apple in their paper bags for them, by way of apology, giving me a wink as he did so.


So, I started to look forward to seeing him when I was running errands or escaping Dad’s black moods, or sometimes both, by going down to the shops in The Cut. There were always queues and that was an excuse to linger, to bat my eyelashes at him and pretend not to notice when he treated me to the broadest grin. When he smiled, it was like the clouds melted away.


Soon we were stepping out together, meeting at the cinema on Friday nights.


It wasn’t long before word reached Dad.


He sat brooding in his chair and when he heard the latch go on the front door, he went off like a clap of thunder, leaping up and grabbing me by the collar of my dress as I stepped over the threshold.


‘I know what you’ve been doing, my girl, and I’m telling you now, it’s over!’


His eyes bulged out of their sockets and I could see the spittle in the corner of his mouth. Lying about seeing Jimmy was pointless because the curtains had been twitching as we walked up the street.


I stared at the floor, knowing that protesting would only make matters worse: ‘Yes, Dad.’


Mum came dashing in, wringing her hands together, almost in prayer, whispering: ‘Please, Paddy, please don’t be too hard on her…’


But all that fell on deaf ears.


‘And if you so much as go near him again, you will feel the back of my hand!’ Dad shouted. ‘Now, get to bed.’


Jimmy was still hanging around by the lamppost outside and to my horror, Dad saw him off by yelling: ‘Stay away from my daughter, you spiv!’ out of the window.


So, if anyone in Tenison Street had missed the row, they certainly heard that.


It didn’t matter that Dad was wrong about Jimmy because by then it was too late.


The way we were together, the way he made me feel, was something new and shiny and special, like finding a lovely sixpence in your purse that you never want to let go.


Dad would never understand that, never in a month of Sundays, so what was the point wasting my breath trying to explain it?


There were no shouts, no banging of fists, no disapproving glares from my Jimmy. He wasn’t that kind of fella. He knew how to treat a lady, to be kind to her, with flowers and even a box of chocolates, which must have cost a fortune in coupons. That meant so much to me, seeing how Dad had Mum at her wits’ end the whole time and he’d never so much as pulled up a daisy to give her, despite everything she’d done for him her whole, miserable life.


Now, don’t get me wrong; when I was walking out with Jimmy, I wasn’t just some silly little schoolgirl hanging around with a good-looking barrow boy. We were making plans for the future, our future. Maybe not tomorrow, but one day soon. He said so. Being with him was easy and fun.


So, it was only natural that he wanted to take things further. When we went for a night out to the Trocadero down at the Elephant and Castle, he wasn’t eyeing up other women who were all dolled up in the foyer. Jimmy only had eyes for me, like I was his goddess, and after the film, in the freezing night air of a London winter, he pulled me into the alleyway and stole a kiss.


‘Nell, my Nell, my forever girl,’ he whispered, his eyes half-closing. ‘You’re so beautiful tonight, how can I resist you?’


My heart fluttered, like a thousand butterflies in my chest.


I felt his fingers at the hem of my skirt, pushing it upwards. I clasped his hand for a second and he looked deep into my eyes, and I relaxed and kissed him. If this is what it took to be his forever girl, then I was prepared to let him shrug my knickers down my legs which were blotchy with cold and let him explore further.


I draped my arms around his neck, as I’d seen the actresses do on screen, and let him explore my mouth with this tongue.


His fingers wandered higher up my thighs and when he touched me, I winced at first at the shock of it, so he nibbled my ear and held me tightly, his sweet nothings making us both giggle. His soft laughter was infectious and before long, I was giddy with it.


He put my hand to his fly, which was bulging and firm, and I tensed at that. How on earth would that fit?


‘It won’t hurt much, I promise, and you’ll like it,’ he said. ‘Then you’ll be a woman, my woman.’


‘Alright, Jimmy,’ I whispered, nervously. ‘You can.’


I felt him, insistent, pushing at the top of my thighs and suddenly he was inside me. As I gasped at the sting of it, he stroked my hair and covered my face with kisses.


‘It’s you and me, Nell, forever,’ he breathed. ‘Just us.’


As we moved together, we weren’t hard up against the bins in a grimy alleyway at the cinema; we were in paradise.


Now I understood what those actors in the films were on about, not to mention the noises that came from Mum and Dad’s bedroom after they’d rowed. I didn’t want it to stop.


Then a couple of months passed with no bleeding. Mum was too bound up coping with her job up at the wastepaper factory and with Dad’s temper to notice that I hadn’t thrown anything on the fire lately. Living on rations meant everyone felt hungry from time to time but I could lick the plate clean and still have room for more. The horrible truth dawned. I was pregnant.


That was a couple of weeks ago and now the waistband of my skirt was getting uncomfortably tight.


I scanned the smoky pub for any sign of Jimmy, but he was nowhere to be seen.


The woman in the red fedora hat was watching me closely, a row of diamond rings sparkling on her right hand. They were spellbinding.


Just then, the pub door swung open again and another crowd tumbled in, shaking off the rain, which was coming down like stair-rods. ‘Flaming June, flaming nuisance, more like. It’s a washout!’ said a woman with a mane of red hair, which hung about her shoulders, like a damp fox’s brush.


Trailing in her wake, like a little tug-boat, with a stupid grin on his face, was Jimmy.


‘Let’s have another one, ladies,’ he slurred, barging his way to the bar, slinging his arm around his companion, who had a beautiful black suede handbag to match her shoes, which had been ruined in the downpour.


She turned, planting a wet kiss on his cheek, so that he was branded by her lipstick, which was red like the post-box at the end of the road.


That set me off. I felt vomit rising in my gullet. I hadn’t suffered any morning sickness and now was not a good time to start. My hands turned clammy. He hadn’t even noticed me, the feckless sod! There I was, like a bleeding gooseberry, perched on the barstool. I pulled my cardi tighter around my middle, poking a finger through one of the holes left by the moths. I wished the ground could have swallowed me up, there and then.


The redhead, she was all eyes, wasn’t she? She spotted me staring at them and gave Jimmy a sharp nudge in the ribs. He looked over and blanched.


‘Nell, I wasn’t expecting you,’ he stammered, straightening his collar and wiping the lipstick from his cheek, leaving a horrid smear.


‘I can see that,’ I said, wondering if I could get away with picking up her handbag and clobbering him round the head with it.


‘Come and meet the girls,’ he said, throwing his arms open to me by way of apology.


In an instant, I was swept along the bar in Jimmy’s beery embrace: ‘You look gorgeous as ever, petal. Come and join the party!’


The barman took pity and threw Jimmy a lifeline, asking him for his order. That left me and her, and an awkward silence.


The redhead looked me up and down for a moment and then lit up a cigarette. She blew a few smoke rings in my direction.


‘Funny,’ she said, with eyes as cold as a dead fish, ‘Jimmy’s never mentioned you.’


I opened my mouth, but no words came out.


The redhead pressed on, moving closer, so that I could see the smudges of red lipstick on her teeth: ‘Are you one of the many, love? I can see what he sees in you. Pretty little thing, ain’t you? What’s your name?’


There was a silence.


‘Cat got your tongue, has it?’


‘It’s Nell,’ I replied, staring at the floor. Mum always said I was a good-looking girl, with big brown eyes and fine features, but my hair was a different story. It was mousey and never did what I wanted it to. What with the war and rationing, there was barely a picking on me so I looked younger than my years. Next to this woman, I was just a foolish schoolgirl and for some reason, I was behaving like one.


‘Does your Ma know you’re in here, Nell?’


‘That’s enough, Molly,’ said the woman in the fedora hat, leaning across and extending her hand to me. ‘Can’t you see the poor girl’s shy? Leave her be.’


Molly turned to leave.


‘I’m Alice,’ said the woman, giving me the full benefit of her startling green eyes. ‘Alice Diamond and it’s a pleasure to meet you.’


The unmistakable drone of airplanes could be heard outside. A few years ago, during the war, that would have sent everyone running for cover but now customers stampeded out to see the fly-past. Jimmy vanished with them, and I made my excuses to Alice Diamond and went after him.


Rain sploshed down, running in filthy rivulets into the gutter, as everyone craned their necks skywards to watch the planes fly over in formation, towards Buckingham Palace.


My hair was soaking wet, plastered to my head and my blouse was soaked through, as I stuttered: ‘I’m in trouble, Jim.’


‘Whassmarra, darlin’?’ he said, with such a glazed look in his eye, I felt like crying.


‘I’m going to have a baby.’


I clung to him as a look of shock swept across his face but then Jimmy, God love him, pulled me into a big bear hug, swaying slightly on his feet.


‘I think you’re smashing, Nell,’ he said, giving my tummy a little pat. ‘It’s a bit unexpected, ain’t it? But I will sort this out, you’ll see. You’re my forever girl, ain’t you? Shall we have another one to celebrate?’


‘But… we’ve gone and put the cart before the horse,’ I mumbled. ‘Me dad’ll kill me!’


There were ways of doing things. Women who didn’t were whispered about or worse. The GIs had plenty of fun in the war but all anyone remembered now was who’d dropped their drawers for a packet of nylons or who’d cheated on their husbands while they were serving overseas.


Love didn’t come into it. Marriage was about respectability and, from what I’d seen, sacrifice.


Iris, my mate from the factory, who lived a few doors down, had made herself sick with worrying during the war, waiting for news of her fella Tommy, who’d been captured in Burma. When he returned, he was nothing like the six-foot docker who used to swing me up in the air to make me squeal with laughter when I was a kid.


Poor Tommy was more like a living skeleton. Iris had done everything she could to make him feel safe at home, she’d cooked him all his favourite meals, which he’d insisted on eating alone in the bedroom. He couldn’t bear any noise from the kids in the street and he’d been so short with Iris’s mum, who had gone a bit doolally after she was bombed out, that the poor old dear sat crying on the doorstep one afternoon and wouldn’t go back indoors until it got dark. But Iris stuck with him because that is what women round our way did.


Now I was in the family way without a ring on my finger but Jimmy thought he could sort anything, easy as pie, because things just seemed to fall off the back of lorries and into his lap whenever he needed them.


‘Just leave it with me, sweet,’ he said, kissing me on the cheek. ‘Now, I’ve got a bit of business to sort but I’ll catch you later. Why don’t you get to know the girls a bit, they’re lovely?’


And with that, he was gone, like a rat up a drainpipe.


Alice Diamond strolled over as I was standing there and put her arm around me.


‘Got yourself in a spot of trouble, have you?’ she said, pointing her cane towards my belly.


‘No, no I haven’t.’ I lowered my voice to a whisper. The last thing I wanted was the whole pub finding out I had a bun in the oven.


‘Calm down, sweetness,’ said Alice, giving me a little pat. ‘You just looked like you had a little secret to tell Jimmy, that’s all, and it wouldn’t be the first time, where he’s concerned.’


‘What do you mean?’ I said, panic rising in my voice.


‘Why don’t you come back inside, and we’ll have a little chat?’ said Alice, steering me back through the door of The Feathers. It was more like an order than a question.


Inside the pub, more people got up to dance and someone was hammering on the piano now, When the Red, Red Robin Comes Bob, Bob Bobbing Along. That song always made me smile when I heard it on the radiogram at the factory. It’s fair to say I could more than carry a tune but right now my voice had deserted me.


Fellas grasped whatever their dance partners were prepared to offer – a hand, a waist – clinging to each other as they jostled their way around the floor which was sticky with spilled beer. They’d all survived the war. They’d all won but they’d all lost too and when someone started to sing, We’ll Meet Again, there were a few tears.


Alice settled herself on a bar stool and motioned for me to join her.


‘We’ll have two whiskey macs,’ she barked at the barman, who jumped to it.


Alice swirled the amber liquid around her glass for a minute and I copied her. I’d never drunk whiskey, that was a fella’s drink, but when I sipped, it warmed me from the inside and it felt lovely and reassuring.


‘Now, you’re in a spot of trouble ain’t you?’ said Alice, looking deep into my eyes.


‘I don’t think I want to…’


‘You can tell me, duck. It’s my business to know things about people,’ she continued, like a steamroller, ignoring my reply. ‘I notice a lot, how their clothes hang for one thing and yours are looking a bit tight around the middle. Been eating a lot of pies, have we?’


‘No, ’course I haven’t.’


The very idea of it, on rations!


Alice pointed to the girls she’d come in with, who were attracting men like bees to honey. ‘These girls here work for me. In fact, I could find a job for you, if you like…’


‘That’s very kind,’ I said. ‘I’ve got a job though…’


A few other customers who’d had enough of the rain traipsed back indoors, like so many drowned rats, but Jimmy wasn’t among them. My heart sank.


‘Think about it,’ said Alice, relaxing her grip. ‘You can find me down at Queen’s Buildings on Scovell Road at the Elephant and Castle. We can have a chat about it. Everyone round there knows me.’


‘But I’ve got a job at the fur factory…’ I began again.


‘Not for long, in your condition, love,’ said Alice, matter-of-factly, buttoning up her jacket. I felt like I’d been slapped, but it was true, pregnant girls got their marching orders, especially ones who were unmarried. The boss, Miss Pritchard, was a proper witch. All that was missing was the broomstick.


‘I’m not sure Jimmy’ll want me to work when I’m married, and I’ll have the baby to think about too…’ was all I could manage. My whole life seemed to be spinning out of control and this woman had seen right through me. Jimmy had buggered off and left me in the lurch.


‘I’ll let you into a little secret,’ she said, murmuring softly in my ear. ‘I’ve known Jimmy a long, long time and with the best will in the world, he makes a lot of promises he can’t keep. He means well, honest he does, but if I had a quid for every engagement ring he’s palmed off on innocent young girls like yourself, I’d be a millionaire by now.’


‘That’s not true,’ I gasped, ‘I don’t believe you!’


I freed myself from Alice’s grasp and ran out of the pub, blinded by tears.


‘Suit yourself,’ said Alice, shrugging her shoulders.


I could still hear her laughter ringing in my ears over the music, as the pub door swung shut.


I stood alone in a crowd on Waterloo Bridge, as darkness fell.


People milled about, a mass of dampened spirits, wet flags and sodden shoes. Searchlights criss-crossed the sky and then the first of the fireworks exploded overhead through drifting clouds, to a chorus of ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ from the people below, who were desperate for a spectacle.


Jimmy was nowhere to be seen. I’d searched the boozers down The Cut and all his usual haunts, but he’d vanished into thin air.


What if Alice Diamond was right?


The thought of him making out with the redhead made me feel queasy again.


No one could say what the future held. The war had taught me that much, with houses there one day and gone the next, and all the poor souls in them too.


Then there was Mum, spending every day dancing to Dad’s tune, and Iris, her nails bitten to the quick dealing with a stranger in her own home. And now Jimmy, flirting with floozies. He’d played me for a fool, that’s what Alice said.


There was something about those women in the pub, how happy and carefree they looked. It couldn’t hurt to find out more, could it?


God knows, I hadn’t made it easy on myself. What the hell was I going to do? I was only just turning twenty and I had a horrible feeling my life was headed one way – downhill.




Chapter Three


ALICE


Elephant and Castle, London, June 1946


Call it instinct if you like, or the devil’s luck, but I’m rarely wrong about who has the makings of a good hoister. I have always had the knack of picking them off the streets of South London to work for me.


Take this girl, Nell from Waterloo; she’s fresh as a daisy and a bit wet behind the ears but that’s perfect for us right now, with stores employing more walkers, who want to make our lives difficult by watching our every move. There’s something quite appealing about a girl-next-door, with a wide-eyed innocent look about her, because she won’t draw too much attention to herself.


She could go far, as long as she doesn’t lose her bottle. Being a good hoister takes guts and daring. I suspect she’s got something sparky in her, even if she don’t know really know it yet. I’m not a betting woman, unless I know which way the odds are stacked, but I’d lay money she’ll be knocking on my door soon. It’s amazing how being down on your luck can focus your mind. With a bun in the oven, she’ll be keen to please and open to a new opportunity. I’ve seen that many times over the years and I’ve got a feeling young Nell’s going to come in very handy, if she plays her cards right.


My girls need to be fast learners and have nimble fingers and being a fur factory girl will stand her in good stead.


The first trip up West is always an easy one, just me and the new girl and my trusted second-in-command, Molly, to keep an eye on things. You could trust your grandmother to Molly, although she’d probably bring her home one over the eight, she’d show her a good time while she was out.


The way we operate is that if we are going for a proper spree, which happens three or four times a week, we have teams of us out there, with drivers at the ready. The Forty Thieves don’t work for men, ever. They work for us. That’s how it’s always been and that will never change, not as long as there’s breath in my body.


Money talks and I make sure I pay the drivers well, so they’re loyal to me. A few of them are brothers of the girls, which helps keep things in the family. Molly’s brother, Jack, is my top wheelman. He has a straight job too, as a porter up Covent Garden, but he knocks off early which means there’s plenty of time to take us shopping.


Petrol is on the ration these days so that makes it a bit more tricky to run a nice big car with a roomy boot, but I’ve got a Chrysler I keep down in a lock-up off the Borough market. I had to work bloody hard to buy that car and it’s my pride and joy. Everyone round the Elephant knows when the Queen of the Forty Thieves is in town when they see me gliding by in it, with my best mink wrap on. And nobody dares lay a finger on the paintwork or I’ll give them what for.


Jack drives us up to town in it and parks up outside the stores, while me and the girls go inside. If a cozzer asks him why he’s there, he’ll just say his missus is running an errand. Meanwhile, I will come downstairs and meet one of my gang in the stairwell or just outside the shop and give her a bagful of goods, and she will swap me back the exact same bag as mine; this one will be empty for me to refill it. Works a treat that one, hoisting stuff into a bag and swapping it. If we have to make a quick getaway Jack is there waiting.


I’ve got lots of tricks up my sleeve.


Jewellery – Tom foolery – is a particular favourite because everyone likes a sparkler, don’t they? Diamonds are best; they’re small and expensive. Stones are easy to move on and gold can be melted down, just ask my friends up in Hatton Garden, who’ll be happy to oblige. But getting hold of them takes skill, especially these days. Fellas like the smash and grab but that usually ends up with the cozzers chasing them down a dark alley and all that drama and headlines in the papers the next day which make it harder for anyone to do an honest day’s thieving.


Some might get off on the thrill of the chase, but I enjoy bringing a woman’s touch to the fiddle, to keep things more discreet. It’s less brazen and you can get more done, making a real day of it down Bond Street if you can do more than one shop. It’s brains not brawn that The Forty Thieves are all about.


Me and my girls might pretend we’re interested in a ring, but we will already have a worthless paste one that matches it tucked away in a pocket. Indecision is the hoister’s friend, along with the desire to ‘see things in the light’, by walking over to a window where you can perfect the switch. You’ve got to keep the patter up while you do it. I have had a few good fiddles where I’ve slipped an entire tray of rings into my carpet bag by keeping some old fool of a jeweller talking and back in the old days, there were friends of mine who made a habit of haring out of the shop with fistfuls of whatever they could lay their hands on. But being behind bars gave them a long time to consider why that was a mistake.


Now, I’ve never been one to fall for a handsome GI but some of my girls have, and as well as getting silk stockings without having to nick them, they discovered American gum. It always looked a bit unsightly to have a girl chewing the cud like some blooming cow in my opinion but having a bit of gum to stick a ring or two under little ledge at the edge of the counter works a treat to park a ring for a while, until I send an accomplice along to pick it up later.


The golden rule for The Forty Thieves is you never wear what you have hoisted, ever. Anything you nick belongs to me, first and foremost, and I will pay you handsomely and take a cut for fencing it. That means you have a ready supply of cash to go out and buy yourself something nice, without having to nick it.


My girls know the joy of stepping into Selfridges or Marshall and Snellgrove and going up to the snooty shop assistants waving a wad of pound notes to make them dance to their tune. They can get their hair done, go out to dinners and dances up West, all on their own pay packets. There’s no other job round our way can provide all that; at least not one where you can keep your knickers on. I ain’t got time for my girls being brasses, that just lowers the tone, but if they want to have a boyfriend that’s fine, as long as they remember where their loyalties lie.


But I won’t have two girls fighting over the same fella and if it comes to it, I will bang their heads together and they’ll be banned from seeing him for good.


I won’t stand for all night parties and I dock their pay and give them what for if they turn up to work looking like they’ve pulled an all-nighter. It’s a bit like being a mother to these girls and raising them right, especially the younger ones. I like to give them a good work ethic. Going shopping is going to work and it’s early to bed and early to rise. That’s always been the way, ever since I was a nipper, because if you are too hungover, you get sloppy and it puts everyone at risk.


The number one rule is never grass or to help a cozzer. To grass is to bring shame on you and your family we won’t ever forget it. In a close-knit community, that can make life very uncomfortable, but anyone who snitches has got it coming, in my opinion.


The only other hitch is getting caught. But we can cross that bridge when we come to it…




Chapter Four


NELL


Waterloo, London, June 1946


‘Is that it?’


Dad sat hunched over a tiny slice of bread, thinly spread with jam, as Mum wrung her hands in despair.


‘I’m sorry, Paddy, it’s the new rations. They cut the bread we get because the people in Berlin are starving.’


‘I don’t give a shit about Berlin!’ he shouted, banging his fist on the table, which looked as if it might be about to give way. ‘Seems like only five minutes since they were dropping bombs on us and now we’re bothering about what they have for breakfast! How’s a man supposed to do a day’s work on an empty stomach?’


He took a bite and chewed thoughtfully for a moment.


‘And I saw some German POWs cleaning up the mess from the Victory Parade the other day up in Hyde Park and I can tell you, they didn’t look like they were starving,’ he said.


I stirred the pan of watery porridge on the range. I was famished but given that the button on my waistband was threatening to pop off, I kept quiet, in case my parents looked too closely at my expanding figure. My back had started aching last night, a niggling pain that I couldn’t shift. Oh, I’d give anything to go for a good old soak in the tubs down at the Manor Place Baths but that was a luxury we could rarely afford, at sixpence a turn. The word was that the attendant was getting parky about putting more than a quarter of an inch of hot water in, with requests for ‘a bit extra, please’ being greeted with icy blasts from the pipes, which made it feel more like Siberia than a lovely, steamy bath. Still, it was better than cramming myself into the tin tub in the scullery where Mum might catch sight of my protruding stomach.


Dad ran his hands through his slicked back hair.


‘I’m sorry, Mary,’ he said, glancing over to Mum, who was scouring the cupboard in the scullery for something else to feed him, ‘I know it ain’t your fault but if the government keeps this up, there’ll be a revolution, I’m telling you. The common man will not stand for it.’


He swallowed the rest of the bread in one gulp, threw his jacket over his shoulder and stalked out of the door.


I had some sympathy for the Germans. I’d seen some terrible things on the newsreel at the cinema, of their cities in ruins and listless kids lying on hospital beds, their bellies bloated with hunger. I honestly didn’t mind going without some bread to help. They were ordinary folk like us, who just happened to live in Germany and be on the losing side, that’s all.


Mum sighed and took our ration books down from the mantelpiece. She handed them to me. They were a mass of complicated instructions.


‘Tear this portion off’ and ‘Write in this margin – official use only’ and boxes filled with capital letters for the shopkeeper to tick off; the newest one was B for bread.


‘See if you can get us some sausages for his tea on the way home, will you?’


I nodded as she spooned the porridge into my bowl.


I’d been planning to go down the Elephant in search of the mysterious Alice Diamond after work but standing in the queue to get meat would take over an hour. The butcher wasn’t fooling anyone with the slimy grey lumps he was palming off on the neighbourhood; they tasted like wet crumbs with a bit of sage added, mostly because that was what they were. Complaining was pointless because everyone wanted the best cut they could get with their coupons, but there were stony glares in his direction when his back was turned. People had barely forgiven him for providing turkeys which looked more like sparrows for the first peacetime Christmas.


Mind you, at least he had some birds to sell. A fella down in Southwark had all his stock half-inched on the day before Christmas Eve and there was nearly a riot. Our butcher up The Cut wasn’t taking any chances and he slept under the counter after that, with an old army revolver as a companion, to deter looters.


Mum searched my face: ‘Are you alright, love, you’re looking a bit peaky. Not sickening for something are you?’


‘No,’ I replied, ‘I’m fine, honest, just trying to get this down me. It’s like swallowing glue!’


Mum started to heat some water on the range for the washing up and set about blacking the grate. She was on second shifts at the factory, so she usually got some of the housework done before she left. We didn’t have much; some blue and white china, a few ornaments, a clock in a walnut case, threadbare tablecloth, a picture of Brighton where they went on their honeymoon before the war hanging off a nail and piece of string, but Mum kept everything neat and tidy. There were no carpets, just bare boards and a rag rug by the range, which she used sling over the washing line in the backyard to beat once a week.


As I pulled on my coat, I’d decided there was only one thing for it, I’d have to nip down to the Elephant in my lunchbreak and pray Miss Pritchard wouldn’t notice if I was a bit late back.


Stepping out into the street, the women who worked up in the wastepaper factory with Mum, round on Belvedere Road, were traipsing out of their houses, with shouts of: ‘Morning!’


They had sacking tied around their legs, to keep the rats away. That thought made me shudder; the longtails crawling over their feet as they sorted through bales of old newspapers.


The Alaska fur factory, where I worked, was a step up from that. There was always the stench of the dyes and resins to contend with, but at least the animals weren’t crawling all over our feet.


I’d started there two years ago, helping the war effort. We’d made thousands of sheepskin linings for RAF flying jackets, as well as some for the US Air Force. My section made yellow hoods for the RAF, which were used to help the Air Sea Rescue find airmen in the water when they bailed out.


The boss, Miss Pritchard, spotted I had a very steady hand and an eye for detail and so after the war, I was put on the beaver lamb section. She had a way of peering at me over her horn-rimmed spectacles, which put the fear of God into me. It turned out she was watching me like a hawk because she had a bit of a promotion in mind. She was a hard woman, stiff as a board with a mouth like a thin red line, which only ever turned one direction: downwards. She had no friends at the factory and she never joined in any of the socials or the once-a-year beano to Margate. How could she? She was the boss and I’d seen her make grown men cry for screwing up dye jobs on the furs, giving them their marching orders, with a glint in her eye. I think she enjoyed it, actually.


I was a given a job as a groover, someone who painted the stripes on conditioned, trimmed lambskins after they had been dyed brown. That meant I had to paint resin in long, black stripes to make the sheepskin look like a row of beaver pelts. Miss Pritchard said we’d make a really beautiful fur which could pass for beaver, for a quarter of the price, as long as we didn’t muck it up, in which case we’d get our cards. I could lose myself in that fur, the details of every hair I painted, but the responsibility of it meant the first time I did it, my hands were trembling. The lines had to be straight, dead straight. Even with the fear of being fired, it was better than the jobs most of the others had to put up with.


My pal Iris came running down the road towards me, fixing her hair into place as she went, and coughing her guts up, as usual.


She worked in the fur beating room at the Alaska factory; it was the worst job in the world, feeding rabbit pelts into a machine with flailing bamboo rods, which whacked the living daylights out of them, sending rabbit fluff up your nose and down your throat. Iris, bless her, was a bit cack-handed and there was no way Miss Pritchard was going to let her loose with a paintbrush near a pelt, so her days were spent in bunny fluff hell.


‘Tommy’s going to look for work down the docks today,’ she said brightly, after she’d stopped spluttering.


We both knew this was a lie. Tommy would spend the morning staring at the wall or swearing at her mother, before traipsing off to the pub for a lunchtime pint, as usual.


‘Maybe I could ask my dad to have a word with the foreman at the jam factory, see if there’s any casuals needed?’ I said, tentatively.


‘No, no need,’ said Iris. ‘He’s got plans, big plans, he kept me awake half the night talking about it, which is why I slept in. Things are looking up for us, I can feel it.’


Iris clung to hope like a kid grasping a melting ice cream.


The tallyman was waiting with his cart at the top of the street, with his old nag quietly chomping on a nose bag of oats. He was tall and almost boyishly good looking, despite his thick mop of silvery grey hair which was tucked under a cloth cap. The tallyman was a real charmer, handsome, with the gift of the gab, and the housewives up Tenison Street and Howley Terrace loved to have a natter with him, because he knew all the gossip and had a way of making them feel special. Buying a tea-towel or two usually involved swapping secrets about people from the neighbouring streets. He soaked it all up, like a sponge, safe in the knowledge that he could squeeze it all back out a few streets away, and no one would ever find out it was him.
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