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CHAPTER 1


Findon, near Worthing, 1915


The light level was changing over Cissbury Ring. In another half-hour the first rays of April sunshine would bathe the prehistoric hilltop fort, highlighting the ring of trees planted in a previous century. In the dull silence of early morning, Amos McCabe was sitting on the steps of his shepherd’s hut enjoying his first pipe of the day. Before long, his flock would stir from their sleep to feed on the chalky downland pastures. They had grazed in the same area on the South Downs close to the villages of Wiston, Washington and Findon for years, and because the land was not naturally fertile, they had played their part in keeping it well manured. If the soil was well prepared by his flock, the following year the land could be turned over to wheat.


Bess, his sheepdog, came out from under the hut and shook herself. Amos lowered his arm and she came to his side. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The bond between them was strong. She sat under his right hand and he fondled one of her ears.


As soon as the first rays of sunlight streamed across the trees on the hill, Amos rose to his feet. He’d count his sheep to make sure they were all there and then he’d return home. Lambing was over and he’d stayed long enough to make sure every animal was sturdy. After six weeks out on the hills and living in his shepherd’s hut, he was looking forward to sitting by his own fireplace and listening to Molly singing as she prepared their meal in the kitchen. Of course, he’d still have to come out twice a day to check on the flock, but he could enjoy a little free time at last.


In years gone by, his father and grandfather before him would have had the occasional company of other shepherds, but that was in the days when the Sussex Downs were home to more than three hundred flocks. The Great War was changing everything. Once farm workers and shepherds had been sent to the front, the countryside was denuded of labourers and the huge flocks disappeared. These days, Amos would be lucky to find two hundred flocks on the whole of the Sussex Downs, which stretched from the Itchen Valley in Hampshire to Beachy Head, near Eastbourne.


To the sound of the dawn chorus and the tuneless song of a distant cuckoo, Amos and Bess rounded up the sheep and pushed them through a small gate. This enabled him not only to count the sheep but also to do a quick check for any signs of sickness or injury. Occasionally he’d stop to smear a little tar on a scratch or a superficial cut to stop the flies attacking the animal and to give the wound a chance to heal. The whole exercise didn’t take long, but by the end of it, he’d noticed one ewe was missing.


He knew exactly which one it was. He’d nicknamed her Slippery Sybil because whenever she found a gap in the hedge or a weakness in a fence, she’d push her way through to the other side. It didn’t seem to matter to her that she’d left behind good pasture and now she only had barren woodland or weed-covered soil, she made a habit of wandering away from the others all the time. Under normal circumstances he would have got rid of her, but she was a delight to the eye with her beautifully proportioned body and an exceptional coat of wool. Amos sighed. Now, instead of going home, he would have to scour the hillside for Slippery Sybil.


He found her high up on a large patch of scrubland. She had walked across a platform of last year’s brambles, which spanned a small ditch, become stuck and rolled to one side. She remained forlornly waiting to be rescued, two of her legs dangling between the branches, the others in the air. If he hadn’t found her, she would have died. Once she had been ‘cast’ she couldn’t have righted herself and the gases building up in her rumen would have eventually cut off the blood supply, firstly to her legs and then to other parts of her body. For all that, she wasn’t completely stupid. Sybil trusted him absolutely and stayed perfectly still while he leaned over her to release her fleece and lift her out. Once she was freed, Amos stood astride the animal, talking softly to her as he rubbed her limbs to bring the sensation back. When he finally let her go, she walked unsteadily at first, but then broke into a trot which quickly became a run to join the rest of the flock.


Bess had wandered away as Amos set about his rescue. A minute or two later she began to bark. With Slippery Sybil on her way back to the rest of the flock, Amos set off down the hill. Bess was still barking. He shouted a command and although the dog stopped for a second or two, she refused to obey. Instead, she cocked her head on one side and began barking again. It was then that he noticed the magpies. There were several on the ground and a couple in the branches of a tree looking on. What did you call a gathering of magpies? He’d read it somewhere but he couldn’t quite recall . . . a congregation of magpies or was it a murder of magpies? The thought of murder made him feel uneasy. Bess seemed to be keeping them away from something. She was an intelligent animal, and Amos felt obliged to return and see what was troubling her.


As he drew near, Amos heard a reedy cry. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He’d been working on Sussex sheep country for years. He knew the Downs like the back of his hand. He was familiar with the sights and sounds of animals in the night, like a hen harrier swooping down on a foraging field mouse, the call of a vixen, the smell of a fox’s lair or the cry of an owl. Pathetic as it was, this wasn’t the usual cry of any animal that he’d come across, whether in distress or otherwise.


Bess was still staring into the thicket, her flanks shivering, when Amos crouched down and, looking under the hedge, spotted a tiny arm.


‘Dear Lord alive,’ he murmured. ‘It’s a baby.’


He parted the foliage to get a better look. She was naked but she lay on a dirty piece of yellow-edged blanket. Her skin was blue with the cold and she still had her umbilical cord. The placenta was beside her. Tugging at the blanket, Amos got her into a better position, and whipping off his shepherd’s waterproof cape, he wrapped it around her tiny body. Her cry was getting weaker all the time, as feeble as a kitten’s meow. He knew he had to get her to a place of safety and quickly.


Because he often had days on his own, Amos had become a man who loved reading. Years ago he’d read in a book how the eastern shepherd who lived at the time of Christ had a pocket on the inside of his cloak. At lambing time, he would put any sickly or orphan lamb inside that pocket where the warmth of his own body would help it survive until he could tend to it properly. Amos had been so impressed with the idea that he’d persuaded his wife to make just such a pocket on the inside of his own coat. He’d had little opportunity to use it, but now he gently pushed the baby, still wrapped in her blanket, into its folds and tied his belt underneath her so that she wouldn’t be swung about as he walked. As he hurried down the hill, the birds descended on the bloody placenta, greedy and fighting.


His mind was in a whirl. Who could have done such a terrible thing? It was obvious the perpetrator didn’t want the child to survive, else he or she would have put her somewhere where she was bound to be found. Amos felt sure it couldn’t have been the mother. For starters, it was highly unlikely that she could have climbed the steep hill so soon after giving birth, so who was responsible? The father? The midwife? He felt his eyes smarting. What should he do? When he reached the village of Findon he planned to bang on somebody’s door in the hope they would know what to do, but judging by the poor little mite’s colour, she needed expert help and quickly. There was a hospital in Worthing. Somehow or other, he had to get her there.


As luck would have it, as he came off the hill he saw Jack Ward getting into his builder’s lorry. Jack was startled by Amos’s request, but moments later they were speeding along the Findon Valley towards Worthing with Bess sitting in the back of the flatbed. By instinct, Amos spent the time gently rubbing the baby’s back. He’d do it for a lamb after a difficult birth and for some reason it seemed natural to do the same for this little girl.


They didn’t say much. Each man was left to his own thoughts. Being so early in the morning, the roads were clear and they made good time before Jack pulled into the area at the front of the hospital. Having told Bess to wait by the door, Amos hurried inside. The nurses sprang into action as soon as they saw the baby and she was hurried away.


Someone brought Amos a cup of tea while the police were contacted and then he spent some time giving them the details of where and how he had found her.


‘Don’t suppose we’ll catch the blighter what did it,’ said the policeman bleakly, ‘but if we ever do catch him or her, it’ll be attempted murder.’


They let Amos see her before he left. A nurse accompanied him and he stood over the tiny crib. The room smelled of disinfectant and carbolic soap. She was all alone in the room and she was wrapped up in warm blankets. There were two hot-water bottles in the crib, one on either side of her. She stirred slightly as he spoke to her as if she recognized the sound of his voice. Amos laid a hand across her precious little body and said a silent prayer. A minute or two later, he sensed the nurse fidgeting behind him, anxious to get back to her other duties.


‘Thank God I got there in time,’ he mumbled gruffly as he turned to go.


The nurse gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘She’s very small,’ she said softly, ‘and she’s had such a terrible start.’


Amos stared at her with a blank expression as she shook her head and added, ‘Despite your prayers, I’m afraid there’s not much hope.’








CHAPTER 2


Worthing, 1946


‘Just go to the end of Station Approach and head down Chapel Road. You can’t miss it. It’s right opposite the new town hall.’


Sheila Hodges thanked the woman who had given her directions, and hurried off. It was a beautiful day, warm and sunny, perfect beach weather, which was a welcome change. So far the beginning of summer had been wet. Sheila had only just arrived in Worthing, but she hadn’t brought her bathing suit. She was on her way to a funeral, which was why she’d asked directions to the Tab.


When she’d got the letter from her cousin Ronnie telling her that their grandfather had died, Sheila had hardly given it a second thought. Over the years, she’d had very little contact with family and in fact she’d struggled for a moment to remember what cousin Ronnie looked like. She remembered that her full name was Veronica Jackson but she preferred to be known as Ronnie and that she had short dark hair. Ronnie’s older brother, Leslie, had been a bit of a wimp. They’d all met up a couple of times when Sheila was very young and she and her parents had come to Worthing on holiday. That was long before the war, maybe 1929 or 1930. Their week’s holiday was all right, but the weather hadn’t been all that great and the beach was knee-deep in rancid seaweed. The second time had been in the following year. She and Ronnie, who were roughly the same age, got on well, but her mother and grandfather had a terrible row about something and the holiday was cut short. Sheila’s mother said little about the past, but there was obviously some unpleasant history between her and Granddad. Sheila knew her mother and Granny exchanged Christmas cards, but that was about it.


A few days before, Ronnie had written to say that the funeral was to be at eleven thirty at Worthing Tabernacle, Chapel Road, with the wake at their grandmother’s house afterwards. The invitation would have stayed where she’d put it on her chest of drawers had she not had such a dreadful day at work the day before.


Sheila caught the train from Victoria, arriving at five minutes past eleven, in plenty of time to walk to the church. After weeks and weeks in stuffy London it was absolute bliss to breathe in fresh air and not to have to walk by bombed-out buildings, a constant reminder of such awful memories.


She was a pretty girl who had not long had her twenty-second birthday. She didn’t have anything black so she hoped her grandmother would forgive her grey pinstriped dress with a white Peter Pan collar under her navy coat. She’d been lucky enough to stumble across them in a Red Cross charity shop and she’d used her vouchers to get them. The coat was slightly too big but having taken the belt and the belt loops off, at a quick glance it might have passed for one of those swagger coats which were becoming fashionable. Her hat was a jaunty little pixie, which she wore at an angle over the left side of her head.


The town bore few battle scars until she reached the church. There the shops next door had been damaged, but work was well underway to repair and rebuild them. Worthing Tabernacle was an attractive building with a pale Bath-stone exterior and a large rose window gracing the upper part of the building. With a quick glance up at the town hall clock on the opposite side of the road, she mounted the steps and walked in. An usher gave her a slight nod as she went from the vestibule into the church itself.


There were few people waiting inside; five, maybe six. They sat on the semi-circular pews below the double-deck pulpit. The door slammed behind her and they all turned round. Sheila made to sit at the back until a woman dressed in a shabby brown coat stood up and walked towards her. As she drew closer, Sheila recognized her. It was her grandmother. She was older than Sheila remembered, but of course she would be. She was smaller too. Her hat had seen better days. The flowers on the band were tired-looking and faded. Her shoes were highly polished, but creased with age.


‘Granny.’


It must have been easily sixteen years since she’d seen her. The old lady put out her arms and Sheila walked into her embrace. She smelled of lavender and moth balls. When she stepped back, Sheila was struck by her deep-set eyes and sad expression. The frizzy hair peeping out from under the hat was speckled with grey and badly in need of a decent cut and the attentions of a hairdresser. Granny reached up and stroked her face gently. Her fingers were rough. Hard-working hands, Sheila thought to herself.


‘I was so sorry to hear about your mum and dad,’ Granny said softly.


Sheila nodded. ‘I’m sorry you couldn’t get to the funeral.’


Granny’s gaze dropped to the floor. ‘I would have come, but your granddad . . .’ Her voice trailed.


‘I know,’ said Sheila. She smiled.


Her grandmother linked her arm through hers and led her down to the front and the rest of the mourners. Sheila recognized cousin Ronnie at once. She had grown into what her mother would have called a handsome woman rather than being pretty. She still had the same twinkling eyes and a smile which lit up her whole face.


‘So good of you to come,’ she said, giving Sheila’s arm a slight squeeze.


The couple sitting beside her were Ronnie’s parents, Auntie Jean and Uncle Bill, from Warminster. Auntie Jean hadn’t changed a bit, although she had gathered a few grey hairs over the years. Uncle Bill was like a different man. Sheila remembered him as robust and with a mop of ginger hair. Now he wore rimless glasses and he was almost bald. They were dressed entirely in black. There was a man sitting next to Uncle Bill, but he didn’t stand up as she approached. It was her cousin Leslie. He looked every inch the spiv with his flashy checked suit – hardly the thing to wear at a funeral, she thought – and imitation brogues. His hair was slicked down and he had a Ronald Colman moustache. As Sheila squeezed into the pew beside them, there was no time for chit-chat. A voice behind them said, ‘Would you all rise,’ and a moment later the vicar preceded the funeral director and his pall-bearers as they brought in the coffin.


By the time they were on their way to the house, everyone was exhausted. The service had been brief, but then they’d had to accompany the coffin up to Durrington cemetery for the burial. There was only one car so it was a bit of a tight squeeze.


‘Did he make a will?’ Leslie asked as they were being driven to the house. He was wiping his hands with his handkerchief, having made a big fuss when getting some sort of smudge on them as he opened the door.


His mother frowned. ‘Not now, dear.’


Leslie glanced at Sheila. ‘Why not? No need for secrets. We’re all family here.’


Sheila saw the colour rise in her grandmother’s cheeks. ‘It all comes to me,’ she said quietly.


Leslie looked out of the window and everybody shifted awkwardly. Then, turning back, he said, ‘Well, I’ll take over the garage if you like.’


Uncle Bill harrumphed.


Auntie Jean, wedged between them both, nudged her son in the ribs.


‘What?’ he demanded. ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? I’m the only one here that’s suitable.’


‘She knows you’d never make a go of it,’ said Uncle Bill, leaning forward. ‘I doubt that you’ve ever done an honest day’s work in your life.’


Leslie glared at his father with a malevolent look in his eye. ‘Don’t start that again,’ he retorted. ‘You can’t tell me what to do any more.’


‘More’s the pity,’ said his father. They looked away from each other, Leslie to brush his jacket with his fingers and Uncle Bill to turn his head towards the window of the car. ‘Look, son,’ he began again, ‘if you come back home to Warminster, there’s a job ready and waiting for you.’


‘I’ve told you before,’ Leslie said, his tone of voice softening slightly, ‘I’m not coming back.’


‘Why not?’ Uncle Bill went on. ‘What’s so terrible about working in a shop? Don’t you know that the day you were born I changed the sign over the door to Jackson and Son?’


‘Dad—’ Leslie began.


‘If it’s working with me that’s the problem,’ his father interrupted, ‘as soon as you’ve learned the ropes, I’ll retire. I can’t say fairer than that, can I? You’ll be your own boss.’


‘It’s not going to happen, Dad.’


Uncle Bill’s expression changed. ‘Once upon a time you could have made something of yourself,’ he snapped. ‘Look at you now. A small-time crook in a jazzy suit. Who do you think you are, Al flippin’ Capone?’


There was a sudden movement and Auntie Jean cried out in alarm as the two men lunged at each other in the confines of the funeral car.


‘Don’t like it, do you,’ his father challenged, ‘when someone tells you the truth?’ He turned to the others. ‘He’s not much good at thieving either. This is the clever dick who nicked a whole batch of tennis racquets and put them in the groundsman’s line-making machine to bring them home. Led the police right to the bloody door.’


Sheila turned away, suppressing a smile.


‘Dad, please!’ cried Ronnie.


‘Leave it out, Dad,’ said Leslie, ‘or I promise you, I’ll thump you.’


‘You?’ Uncle Bill sneered. ‘You haven’t got the guts.’


‘Please . . .’ said Granny.


‘For God’s sake,’ Ronnie cried angrily, ‘will you stop it!’


The two men backed down and they all sat in silence. After a moment or two, Granny turned to Sheila. ‘What have you been doing since the war, dear?’ she said, deliberately changing the subject. ‘Have you got a good job?’


‘I work for the GPO,’ said Sheila. ‘I’m a telephonist.’


‘Nice,’ said Auntie Jean.


‘Steady job,’ Uncle Bill agreed pointedly as he glared at his son. ‘Good prospects.’


‘Do you like it?’ Ronnie asked.


Sheila considered the question for a second or two, then said, ‘I bloody hate it.’


There was a moment of shocked silence until cousin Ronnie threw back her head and roared with laughter.


Granny’s house was in Pavilion Road. It was part of a small terrace which backed onto the railway line. As she opened the door it smelled vaguely musty. They walked straight off the street into a small passageway with the stairs immediately in front of them. The sitting room was right by the front door and, further down the hall, they came to the living room and the kitchen. There was nowhere to hang their coats so they threw them onto the single bed in the sitting room, the place where, Sheila supposed, her grandfather had spent his final days.


As they walked into the living room, a little dog jumped down from a chair next to the fire and greeted them happily. Sheila could tell that she was well loved. She had a gentle nature and was pleased to see her mistress. ‘This is Milly,’ said Granny as she patted her absent-mindedly and invited everyone to sit down.


The room wasn’t very big and was sparsely furnished. Apart from two soft chairs either side of the fireplace, there was a small table with two upright chairs and a sideboard next to the wall.


‘Can I do anything to help?’ Ronnie called as Granny disappeared into the tiny kitchen beyond.


‘No, dear. Sit down and make yourself at home.’


Leslie took one of the easy chairs, Uncle Bill the other. Sheila and Auntie Jean sat on the kitchen chairs and Ronnie pulled out a footstool.


Uncle Bill glowered at his son. ‘What sort of a suit is that to wear at a funeral?’


Leslie flicked a little speck of something from his sleeve. ‘A very expensive one.’ The barb in his tone wasn’t lost on his father.


‘And how much did you pay for it?’


Sheila could see Leslie’s neck going red, but he stayed silent as he stared straight ahead.


Granny busied herself coming in and out of the room and before long the table contained two plates of sandwiches (one egg and the other fish paste, which she’d obviously prepared beforehand), some fairy cakes which looked as if they’d had a tad too long in the oven and a large pot of tea. Leslie picked up and examined a teacup.


I can’t stay,’ said Leslie, putting it back into the saucer with a slight look of disdain on his face. ‘Things to do, people to meet.’


‘I hope you’re keeping out of trouble, dear,’ said Granny.


‘I’ve learned my lesson, Granny,’ he said, flicking some of his cigarette ash from his trouser leg. ‘Now I’m as pure as the driven snow.’


His father harrumphed again.


Sheila vacated her chair to look at the photographs on the mantelpiece. There was Ronnie wearing a uniform of sorts, standing by a veranda with two small children, a picture of Auntie Jean and Uncle Bill on their wedding day, a wedding day picture of her own parents and a photograph of an unknown girl with short bobbed hair and a whimsical smile.


‘Who do those children belong to?’ she asked Ronnie.


‘That’s Ruth and Elspeth,’ said Ronnie. ‘My employer’s children.’


Sheila studied the picture carefully, especially the strange flowers at the side of the veranda. ‘That doesn’t look like it’s in this country. It looks as if it was taken somewhere really hot.’


‘Australia,’ said Ronnie. ‘A place called Geelong.’


Sheila put the photo frame back in its place, disappointed that her cousin wasn’t more forthcoming. ‘Who is this?’ she asked, holding the picture of the girl with the quirky smile.


There was an awkward silence, then Ronnie said, ‘That’s Aunt Daisy.’


Sheila frowned. ‘Who’s Aunt Daisy? Have I ever met her?’


For a moment nobody spoke, and as Sheila looked from one to the other, everybody avoided her gaze. Granny squared her shoulders. ‘It was a bit before your time, dear,’ she said. ‘Daisy was my first child. That photograph was taken in 1914 when she was fourteen.’


‘I’ve never seen that picture before,’ said Auntie Jean.


‘You probably haven’t,’ said her mother with an air of mild defiance. ‘Your father would never let me put it up, but now that he’s gone, I can do what I like.’


‘She’s very pretty,’ Sheila persisted. ‘How come I’ve never seen her before? Did she die?’


Her grandmother took the frame and replaced it on the mantelpiece. ‘No, she didn’t die,’ she said quietly. ‘Daisy ran away.’


Granny returned to the table to pour the tea. Sheila opened her mouth to ask another question, but then she felt a hand squeeze hers. She glanced down. Ronnie, sitting on the footstool, was shaking her head.


Leslie rose to his feet. ‘So if I can have the key to the garage, Granny, I’ll be off.’


Granny sank onto a kitchen chair. ‘Leslie, I’ve already told you, I’m not giving you the garage,’ she said wearily.


‘But why not?’ he insisted. ‘It’ll be one less thing to worry about.’


Granny shook her head.


‘Leave her alone,’ said Uncle Bill gruffly. ‘Can’t you see that she doesn’t want you to have it?’


Quick as a flash, Leslie rounded on his father and pointed his finger at him. ‘What have you been saying about me?’ Leslie barked. Uncle Bill seemed to diminish in size. ‘This is between Granny and me.’ He looked around the room. ‘Working with cars is a man’s job,’ he said, his voice as soft as butter. ‘I don’t see any other men in this room, do you? It’s obvious that the garage should come to me.’ He turned to his grandmother. ‘I think it’s what Granddad would have wanted.’


The old lady straightened her back and, turning towards him, she said, ‘Leslie, I said no.’


He turned away, clearly disappointed, then glaring at his sister added, ‘You’d better not do anything daft, Granny. Don’t you dare go selling it, will you? That garage belongs to me!’


With that he swept from the room and a moment later they heard the door slam. The tension he’d created left with him and it was as if everyone heaved a collective sigh of relief. Granny sniffed into her handkerchief, then stuffed it back into her apron pocket.


‘Sorry about that, my dears,’ she said, getting up and passing the plate of fish-paste sandwiches around.


‘Leslie was always a little headstrong,’ Auntie Jean said apologetically.


Although curious to know more, Sheila instinctively felt this was neither the time nor place.


‘So tell me, my dear,’ said Granny, looking directly at Sheila as she lowered herself into a chair, ‘have you recovered from your illness?’


‘I wasn’t exactly ill,’ said Sheila, munching on her sandwich. ‘It was just the shock.’


‘Can you tell us what happened?’ said Auntie Jean. ‘I mean, only if you want to.’ She glanced at her husband. ‘We did wonder.’


Sheila took a deep breath. Painful as it still was, she could at least talk about it now, so she told them everything. How she’d joined the ATS and been away from home for most of the war. How her parents had survived the Blitz and all the privations that went with it. How her father had been awarded a medal for his work in the fire service. How, on the day they’d died, they’d been invited to a reception at the town hall and it was rumoured that the King and Queen would be there. Her parents had been very excited, but they never did get to see their majesties. When he got up that morning, her father had put the kettle on to make a cup of tea as usual and then there had been an almighty explosion.


‘They said it was probably a build-up of gas from a damaged main,’ she told them. ‘My parents were the only ones who were killed, but the whole house was reduced to rubble and four other houses in the terrace were severely damaged.’


She was aware of the shocked silence that had descended into the room.


‘How awful,’ murmured Auntie Jean. ‘But you weren’t hurt?’


Sheila shook her head. ‘I wasn’t there. I’d gone to Peckham to stay with a friend who was celebrating her twenty-first.’


‘Thank God for that,’ said Granny.


‘But you lost everything?’ said Auntie Jean.


Sheila nodded. ‘I only had the clothes I stood up in. They gave me vouchers to get clothes from the Red Cross shop, and the neighbours, bless them, had a whip-round.’


They’d all gone quiet again when she’d finally finished telling them.


‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ she added bitterly. ‘Mum and Dad went through all that, then just as peace came, they were taken. Not a very happy start to 1946, eh?’


‘I’m so sorry,’ Ronnie said quietly.


Auntie Jean turned away and blew her nose loudly. Granny was staring at the floor, her eyes brimming with tears and her chin quivering. It was only then that it occurred to Sheila that they were grieving too. They might not have seen much of each other over the years but Mum was still Auntie Jean’s sister and Granny’s daughter – although her middle child, not her eldest as she’d always thought. Poor Granny had not only lost her husband but two of her children as well. She wondered why Daisy had run away. And why had her own mother never spoken of her sister? Granny pulled the handkerchief from her apron pocket again and blew her nose. Auntie Jean gave Sheila a hug and her uncle muttered something incomprehensible.


‘Where do you live now?’ Ronnie asked eventually.


‘I have a tenement room,’ said Sheila with a sniff. ‘I should look for somewhere else, but up until now, to be honest, I couldn’t be bothered.’ She saw Ronnie and her grandmother exchange glances. ‘When I get back, I’ll look for a proper flat or digs. It’s pretty awful.’


Granny slapped her thighs and rose to her feet. ‘Let’s make a fresh pot of tea, shall we?’


It was when they were helping with the washing-up that Sheila suggested going to the beach. ‘It seems daft coming all this way and not seeing the sea,’ she said.


‘In that case,’ said Ronnie, tossing the tea towel aside, ‘we could catch the next bus.’


‘You’ll have to get a move on,’ said Granny, glancing up at the clock and slipping a pound note into Sheila’s pocket. ‘It’s due in five minutes.’


Dashing along South Farm Road and just managing to jump on the platform before the bus moved off only added to their sense of fun. A little while later they were walking along Marine Parade.


Now that peace had come, Worthing was once again a mecca for coaches. They were parked all the way from Splash Point to the pier and beyond. The beach was packed and the deckchair attendants were doing a roaring trade. People strolled along the newly renovated pier for tuppence or gathered near the Lido to watch the Punch and Judy show. A man handed Sheila a small card. She hadn’t noticed him in the crowd but he’d taken a photograph of the two of them as they’d walked along.


‘Ready by ten tomorrow morning,’ he said. ‘Half a crown.’


She passed the card to Ronnie. No point in keeping it. She wouldn’t be here – more’s the pity.


‘What time is your train?’ Ronnie asked.


‘I’d like to be home before it gets too dark,’ said Sheila. ‘I’ll catch the six o’clock.’


They had just over an hour and a quarter so they walked over the pebbles onto the sand, down to the water’s edge, and lifting their skirts, they paddled in the shallows. The water, which sparkled like a million diamonds, was still quite warm.


When they’d had enough, they hurried back to the top and, finding an empty bench, dried their feet with their handkerchiefs.


‘We talked for ages about me,’ said Sheila as Ronnie leaned back to soak up the sun. ‘What about you? I noticed in that photograph of you and those children in Australia that you were in a uniform. Did you have a good war?’


Ronnie opened her eyes and stared out to sea. ‘I’ll tell you about it some other time,’ she said. ‘We’ve had enough sadness for one day.’


Embarrassed, Sheila felt her face heat up. She hadn’t meant to pry, but surely if she’d been in Australia Ronnie would have been relatively safe. Apart from that awful raid on Darwin in 1942 which reached the newsreels, and the raids on the Northern Territories, the rest of the country had escaped enemy fire. She tried to remember where Ronnie had said she was based – Geelong, wasn’t it? Where was that exactly? The Battle of Darwin had been huge, with the main aim to prevent the Allies from using the base. They said more Japanese bombs had been dropped on Australian shipping than on the Americans in Pearl Harbor, but thankfully the loss of life was about a tenth.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Sheila. ‘I didn’t mean to be nosy.’


‘You’re not,’ said Ronnie with a shake of her head. ‘It’s me.’


Sheila gave her a watery smile. ‘Your brother seemed a bit upset that he didn’t get the garage.’


‘He might like the idea,’ said Ronnie, ‘but Granny knows he’d make a hash of it.’ She looked at Sheila and grinned. ‘You know what he’s like. Leslie doesn’t like getting his hands dirty.’


‘He did look rather swish,’ said Sheila. ‘I think he even polished his nails.’


Ronnie chuckled. ‘That wouldn’t surprise me either.’ She pulled up her stockings and did up her suspender discreetly. ‘Leslie gets himself all mixed up in these hare-brained schemes to make money and they never seem to work.’


Sheila pulled a face.


‘Like the time he broke into some bloke’s house, got drunk on his whisky and passed out on the sofa.’


Sheila laughed. ‘He never did.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Ronnie. ‘He got off lightly with that one, but when he was called up, they sent him to the Army Pay Corps and he fiddled the wage packets. He got kicked out for that.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Sheila, even though she was smiling.


Ronnie stared at her for a second or two, then said, ‘How would you fancy coming back here to live?’


‘To live!’


‘Granny wants to make the garage a going concern,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s in a good position on the Littlehampton Road, near the Thomas A Becket pub, but it’s been empty for ages.’


‘Why won’t she let your brother have it?’


‘Because Leslie wants to sell it,’ said Ronnie, ‘and if he did, he’d only waste the money.’


‘But why me?’ asked Sheila. ‘Where do I fit into all this?’


‘We thought that seeing as you were in the ATS, you’d have a good understanding about all things mechanical. I’m good at bookkeeping and we could diversify as well.’


Despite her initial misgivings, Sheila felt a tingle of excitement. ‘Like what?’


‘A little shop for a start,’ said Ronnie, ‘and maybe even a taxi service?’


‘Big plans,’ said Sheila, ‘but would Granny agree? Who’s ever heard of two girls going into business in a garage?’


‘It was Granny’s idea,’ said Ronnie rather smugly.


For a moment, Sheila held her breath. ‘Moneywise I’ve got nothing to offer.’ She laughed sardonically. ‘I’m just a penniless orphan, remember? We’d need some sort of capital, wouldn’t we?’


‘Granny has money but she’s not a bottomless pit,’ said Ronnie. ‘She’s willing to give us a new start. She’d remain a sleeping partner.’


Sheila blew out her cheeks. ‘I’m not sure I’m clever enough to mend every type of car,’ she said. ‘I’d be good at army lorries and such-like but I’m not sure I could tackle a Rolls-Royce.’


Ronnie pulled a face. ‘I’m not too sure we’d get many of them, and anyway, I think Rolls-Royce mend their own, don’t they? Look, I’ll admit that the place is a bit rundown and it’ll take a lot of hard work, but why don’t we give it a go?’


‘Where would we live?’


‘There’s a flat above the workshop,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s not big, but there are two poky little bedrooms and a kitchen area.’


Sheila looked out to sea. It was very tempting, but after all that had happened, did she have the energy to start all over again? This was a radical plan. She was right. Who’d ever heard of two girls running a garage? What if she and Ronnie didn’t get on? The scene in front of her was certainly inviting. Because it was Ascension Day, the children had a day off school. Sheila remembered how special it had been when she was a girl. You’d go to school as normal in the morning, walk crocodile fashion to church for a short service and then you could go back home. Clearly, the mothers of Worthing made the most of the occasion, especially now that the war had been over for a year and the beaches were once again accessible. Most deckchairs were occupied. A few fathers and grandfathers sat with their sleeves rolled up and a handkerchief knotted in each corner on their heads. Some had used their newspaper as a sun hat. Mothers helped their children to dress or dished out sandwiches, and everywhere she could hear chatter and laughter. It had been so long since she’d had a good laugh. She sighed inwardly. Turning to look inland, a boy on a bicycle with a large basket on the front rode by. The sign on the side read, ‘Stop me and buy one’. Further up the road, ‘Kiss me quick’ hats fluttered in the breeze outside a gift shop.


Sheila glanced at her cousin and, for the first time, noticed how thin Ronnie was. Once again, she wondered what sort of war she’d had. Most likely they could both do with a new start. Perhaps Ronnie was counting on her. All at once, helping to run a garage suddenly felt more of a responsibility. Was she up to the job? Could she really be a career woman? Most girls her age were married or at least getting married, but now that the Allies had gone back to Canada or America, there was a shortage of decent men. Sheila desperately wanted to marry and have children but supposing she never met anyone?


‘Oh, Ronnie,’ said Sheila, ‘it sounds wonderful, but it’s a big thing. What if we fail? What if we don’t get on? Oh, I’m not sure.’


‘Tell you what,’ said Ronnie, glancing at her watch and getting to her feet, ‘why don’t you think about it and let me know? Right now we’d better head to the station for your train.’


Ronnie bought a platform ticket and came onto the platform to wave her off.


‘I’m sorry about Granddad,’ said Sheila as she leaned out of the carriage window, ‘but apart from all that and the funeral, I’ve had a lovely time today.’


‘You will think about the garage, won’t you?’ said Ronnie as the train began to move.


Sheila nodded. They waved to each other until they were out of sight, then Sheila sat down. She was alone in the carriage, so she had plenty of time to think. After all that lovely fresh air, did she really want to stay in London? Life in the capital was difficult enough with all its hardships. She’d glibly said she would get another flat or some new digs, but she knew that so soon after the war, it was almost impossible to find anything decent. If she came to Worthing, she’d have a ready-made home. She’d got on well with Ronnie in the past, so it was perfectly possible they would get on well in the future. Or would they? She chewed her bottom lip thoughtfully. Back then they were only children. She sat back and closed her eyes as she recalled her parents as holidaymakers gliding towards Lancing on a pedalo. The town was attractive and what could be better than to have the beach on the doorstep? It would be nice to swim in the sea or take a bus onto the beautiful Sussex Downs, which were only a mile or two away. Of course, not every day would be as sunny as today. Earlier this year, the weather countrywide had been awfully wet. It was a big step, moving away from all that was familiar, and yet she’d done it once before – when she’d joined the ATS, there’d been no choice but to go where duty called. But running a garage? Did she have it in her to take on such a big challenge? Supposing Granny invested her money and they lost it all? Oh dear, it was so difficult trying to make up her mind.


Back in Norbury, Sheila felt her depression fall back over her shoulders like a heavy cloak. It didn’t help to hear a humongous row going on as she walked up the street. Mrs Dawber was leaning out of one of the upper windows yelling at Mrs Perkins; one accusing the other of stealing some washing from the line. The language, as her mother would have said, was enough to make a sailor blush.


Sheila walked up to her room on the first floor, her feet sticking to the lino as she went. The other women in the tenement thought it beneath them to wash the stairs. Sheila got a mop and bucket out now and then, but she hadn’t done it for a while. As she made her way wearily upstairs, the hallway smelled of boiled cabbage and of something a little more dubious.


A child, a little boy with a runny nose, came out of an upstairs room and flew down the stairs. Dressed in a holey vest and a pair of trousers two sizes too big, he barged past her. At the top of the landing, his mother, a large woman with bleached blonde hair, leaned over the banister. ‘Colin, you come back here, you little tyke, or I’ll tan you into the middle of next week.’


The two women eyed each other as they passed on the landing, and whatever Colin had done, they both knew he wouldn’t be coming back for a while.


As soon as she walked through her door Sheila knew someone had been in her room. A quick backward peek at the area around the keyhole told her someone had been picking the lock. There was a small fresh scratch on the dark wood. Whoever had done it probably wasn’t alone. Others living in the house must have known about it. It would have been impossible to stand by the door picking the lock without attracting some attention. She closed the door behind her before turning slowly. At first glance everything looked the same, but then she noticed that the corner of the counterpane on the bed wasn’t tucked in properly. That meant they’d looked under the mattress. One of the drawers on the dresser was slightly open. The suitcase on top of the wardrobe was more to the right than usual. They must have bumped it against the wall as they took it down. One of the pictures was slightly crooked. She had left two coins on top of the gas meter to save having to hunt for a shilling if it should run out when it was dark. They were gone. She took a deep breath. That settled it. She’d take up cousin Ronnie’s offer straight away. She wouldn’t stay in this dump a minute longer than was necessary. Just the thought of someone rifling through her stuff made her skin crawl. She’d pay the rent and go. Her heart went to her mouth as she felt the panic. The rent money! Don’t say they’d found the rent money.


When she’d joined the ATS, her father had taught her a trick or two.


‘You can’t expect to be in the company of strangers without one or two of them being a bit light-fingered,’ he’d cautioned. ‘You’ve got to learn to protect yourself.’


She’d only listened with half an ear but he had been right. The girls she lived with were from all walks of life and there had been the occasional theft. One girl lost her birthday money and another time an expensive watch went missing. Nobody owned up, of course, but it left a nasty taste in the mouth. Sheila often found herself looking over her shoulder if she had something nice. Fortunately, having put her father’s advice to good use, she’d never had anything pinched.


‘Don’t hide anything in the wardrobe,’ Dad had told her. ‘It’s the first place they go to. And forget about shoving something under the mattress as well. Hide your stuff in plain sight. That’s what I’d do.’


She walked to the small marble-top washstand in the corner, lifted the jug and tipped the water into the bowl. Turning the jug upside down, she was relieved to see the rent money still fastened to the bottom. But what of her Post Office savings book? It was obvious that whoever had come into the room was aware of the creaking floorboard by the bed. The mat which covered it was slightly turned up on one corner. She pulled it away and lifted the loose board. Crouching down on her knees, she looked inside the hole. The mousetrap she’d left there had been sprung, though not by a rodent. It was empty but there was a speck of blood on the wood. Uncharitable as it might be, the thought that whoever had put his hand down there had got a shock pleased her. She hoped his finger damn well hurt. Resetting the trap, she put the board back and stood to her feet.


Taking the suitcase down from the wardrobe, she decided to start packing. Everything in her drawers had been disturbed, but the Post Office book was still there. It was possible the would-be thief had taken each drawer out and turned it upside down to look at the bottom of the drawer itself, but he hadn’t spotted her hiding place. She turned towards the shelf and lifted the tin of castor oil capsules. Following Dad’s advice, she had created a false bottom in the tin and strapped her Post Office book underneath.


She packed quickly. She didn’t have much anyway. There wasn’t time to catch another train back to Worthing tonight, and besides, the Post Office would be closed by now. She’d have to use some of her precious savings to buy another ticket.


Downstairs, she could hear shouting. Mr Timberlake had obviously come home from work having spent half his wages in the George and Dragon again and Mrs Timberlake was getting the usual treatment. The kids were crying too. The garage might not be up to much, but at least she wouldn’t have to listen to this day and night. Up above her, Babs had a client. She heard their voices, then his boots clattered on the bare boards and a moment later the bed springs began their rhythmical squeak.


She’d almost finished packing when there was a thump on the door. She opened it cautiously. Mr Karalis, the landlord, stood on the landing. Two large men, one as broad as he was high, stood right behind him.


‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I’d forgotten it was rent day.’


She opened the door wider and Mr Karalis walked in. She handed him the rent book and the money. Putting the cash into a pouch on his waist, he handed the book back. ‘Wish they was all like-a you,’ he remarked. ‘Pay on time.’


‘I won’t be here next week,’ she said. ‘I’m leaving.’


His eyes narrowed. ‘You have to give a week’s notice,’ he said coldly, ‘or pay another week.’


‘But I paid two weeks up front when I came here,’ she protested. ‘It’s all in the book.’


‘The rooms have to be rented all the time,’ he said. ‘I have expenses.’


What expenses? she thought bitterly. You never do repairs, the place is a pig-hole and overcrowded. ‘I don’t know if I have it right now,’ she said. ‘Give me your address and I’ll send it on.’


‘You pay now,’ he said menacingly.


‘But—’ she began.


One of the heavies moved into the room alongside Mr Karalis.


She reached for her handbag, although she knew her purse was virtually empty. Her fingers were trembling. She’d seen what Mr Karalis and his thugs were capable of. When Sam Hawkins defaulted on the rent, he’d ended up in hospital with two broken ribs. Of course, he told everyone he’d slipped on the stairs but they all knew he’d been on the receiving end of a fist. It was at that moment that she remembered the pound note Granny had slipped into her pocket. She went to her coat hanging on the back of the door and pulled it out.


Mr Karalis took the money and gave her five bob change. ‘Make sure you leave room clean and tidy,’ he growled.


When he’d gone, she wedged the chair under the door handle. Then, sitting on the bed, for the first time in months she wept with relief.


A dense haze of blue tobacco smoke swirled around the room. It was so thick it was hard to make out people’s faces. A couple of men looked up from the snooker table as he walked in, but apart from them, his entrance went unnoticed. Leslie wrinkled his nose. This might be one of the most popular clubs in Brighton, but the room smelled of beer, sweaty bodies and testosterone.


He made his way to the bar and ordered a pint of bitter. Perching on the bar stool, he was tempted to put his elbow down, but the wood was sticky with spilled drink and he didn’t want to spoil his suit. He took out his packet of Player’s Navy Cut and put a cigarette between his lips. As he fumbled for his lighter, someone struck a match in front of him. Without looking to see who had offered the light, he drew on the cigarette until the aroma filled his mouth. His heartbeat quickened, but he knew it was important to appear unruffled. His benefactor shook the match and threw it into the overflowing ashtray in front of them.


‘Well now, Les,’ said a gruff voice. ‘How did you get on?’


Leslie picked a piece of tobacco from his tongue and tried to appear nonchalant. ‘Not so good, Gerry,’ he said casually, turning his head. ‘Things didn’t quite work out as I’d hoped, but don’t worry. I’ll get there.’ He flashed a smile and for a moment he held his breath, until Gerry Carter, leader of the Carter gang, slapped him heartily between the shoulder blades.


‘We’re counting on you, Les,’ he said. His tone was more of a threat than an encouragement and Leslie knew it.


He’d been with Carter’s gang for a few months now. They were mostly into black marketeering and smuggling – rackets which brought in a reasonable amount of money with low-level risk – but now they wanted to move more upmarket. The plan they’d just put together, which included him, was far more ambitious than stealing a few cigarettes. If this came off, Leslie had dreams of being leader of his own outfit. His idol was Billy Hill, the Bandit King, a London mobster who, everyone agreed, looked so much like Humphrey Bogart it was creepy. Leslie emulated his snappy dressing, his smart suits and his trilby hat, but Billy was ruthless too. Compared to Billy Hill, Carter was small fry.


Leslie had been the one to come up with the idea but Carter and his gang had the manpower to put the plan together. They were taking most of the risk; Leslie simply had to find a suitable place to stash the haul until the heat died down, which was why he was so keen to have his grandfather’s old garage. The place was an absolute wreck, but out on the Littlehampton Road, and only a few miles from Worthing, it was ideal. No one would take any notice of any unusual activity on the site if he was supposed to be renovating the property. Of course, he’d have to prepare a suitable room. Goods like that had to be looked after, and to that end he planned to get someone to clean up one of the bedrooms. The thought of handling dust and dirt with his own hands made Leslie shudder.


Gerry stared into his face. He was obviously waiting for some sort of explanation but Leslie wasn’t going to be intimidated. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ he said. Damn, his voice was an octave higher than normal.


‘I wanna know what the hold-up is,’ said Gerry.


Leslie swallowed hard. He’d been so sure that by now he would have been able to give Gerry the go-ahead, but he hadn’t counted on his stupid grandmother digging her heels in and refusing to let him have the garage. ‘There’s no hold-up,’ he said, dragging on his cigarette again and blowing a smoke ring above his head. ‘As soon as she’s up to it, my grandmother is going to sign my grandfather’s garage over to me.’


‘A garage?’ said Gerry, his eyebrows raised and a greedy smile on his lips.


‘It’s not up to much,’ Leslie said quickly. He didn’t want Gerry thinking he’d inherited some swanky place and he certainly didn’t want him muscling in on it. The garage was his. He had plans for that place. ‘But it’ll make an excellent hiding place.’


‘In that case,’ Gerry said with a smile, ‘I’ll have a Scotch, and seeing as you’ve got everything in hand, you’d better make that a double.’











CHAPTER 3


When she first set eyes on the place, Sheila’s heart sank. Ronnie had warned her that it was in a bit of a state, but she hadn’t expected it to be almost derelict. Built in the heyday of British motoring in the 1930s, it had an attractive art deco half-dome over the doorway, but that was where its appeal both began and ended. The wooden double doors were splintered and broken in places and the hinges rusty. Old painted posters hung in shreds all over them and someone had drawn a chalk ‘Kilroy was here’ on the wall. Once she’d unlocked the door, they both had to use all their strength to push it open. A plank of wood clattered noisily to the floor. A bird, obviously trapped inside, flew up in panic and threw itself against the window.


Their first impression was one of clutter. Nobody had been in here for years. Granddad had bought the garage in 1939 and he’d worked there every day up until he’d had his first stroke in 1943. He hadn’t stepped foot in the place for the past three years, but looking around at all this mess, it was hard to see what the old man had been doing in the years before. It didn’t look like a working garage; it was more of a dumping ground.


‘Blimey,’ said Ronnie. ‘It’s going to take an age to get this lot sorted out.’


The bird was still hurling itself at the window, which was covered with sacking. Sheila headed towards it in an attempt to get it to fly in the opposite direction and out of the open door. As she picked her way to the far end of the garage, she knocked her head against a couple of rusty bicycle wheels hanging from the rafters. The bird flew up towards the roof and rested on a paint shelf. Sheila reached up and pulled down the sacking to let the daylight in and then she opened the window. There was some shelving alongside the window, a storage area for small boxes of bits. Underneath the window and buried under bits of old engine parts, she came across various other boxes containing seven-pound tins. She picked one up, but she didn’t recognize the brand.


‘They look Canadian,’ said Ronnie, coming up behind her. ‘There was a Canadian camp near Lancing until they all went home last year. They must be black market or knocked off.’


The girls picked their way through old bicycle parts, a radiator from an Austin Seven Box Saloon from around 1933, a pram with only three wheels, a Bakelite radio, various jerry cans, orange boxes and broken chairs, old kettles and even a couple of road signs. The floor was covered in mouse and rat droppings. Something had been chewing up an old newspaper on the desk and the spiders had been busy everywhere. As they headed for the stairs, the bird finally flew out.


They had to brush their way through years of cobwebs to get to the first floor but they found the accommodation more or less as Ronnie had said. The bedrooms had been used for storage, but they could get two single beds or one double in each room or make one room into a sitting room. Because of the severe shortages after the war, what furniture they managed to get hold of would depend on what was available. The only real snag was that the glass in both windows was broken, which meant that pigeons had got in and left plenty of calling cards. The smell was awful.


The small kitchen area had an upright gas stove with a meter on the wall. It wasn’t working, which was just as well because the whole place would have to be thoroughly cleaned before they could safely use it. Ronnie looked out of the window to discover that the back area behind the garage was a lot larger than they’d first thought. There was plenty to keep them busy and already she was imagining their vegetable plot and flower border next year. What a perfect way to forget what she’d left behind. At the far end of the property there was a building of some sort. At first glance, it looked like a pretty substantial shed.


Behind her, Sheila asked, ‘Where’s the bathroom?’


They found a bath under some boards in the kitchen area. To their astonishment, it was full of seven-pound tins like the ones they’d seen downstairs. Some had labels: strawberry jam, peaches and vegetable stew. The rest were a mystery, but every tin had a stamp on the lid, ‘Property of the Royal Canadian Army’.


‘So he must have been dealing in the black market,’ said Ronnie.


‘What on earth are we going to do with them?’ asked Sheila.


‘Well, we can’t give them back, that’s for sure,’ said Ronnie. ‘The Canadians are long gone.’


‘It would be a criminal waste to dump them,’ said Sheila. ‘I can’t remember the last time I ate peaches in syrup.’


‘If we opened one of those tins for ourselves we’d be heartily sick of peaches by the time we’d emptied it,’ Ronnie laughed, ‘but they might be useful to keep as favours.’


Sheila frowned. ‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘It’s going to take a lot more than scrubbing to sort this lot out,’ said Ronnie with a wave of her hand. ‘We can’t afford to take too long before business is up and running and we may need to call on people with a bit of expertise to do the things we can’t manage.’


‘Like putting the gas back on?’ said Sheila.


‘Like putting the gas back on,’ said Ronnie with a grin. ‘We haven’t got much money, so a little flutter of your eyebrows or a tin of peaches for the wife might be just what we need.’


‘You crafty devil,’ Sheila chuckled. ‘I think it’s a brilliant idea.’


Back downstairs, they found a toilet in the yard outside, but it was only a bucket under a scrubbed wooden seat and it stank to high heaven.


At the end of the wilderness which had once been a garden, the shed was locked. Granny had only given them the one key so it looked as if they wouldn’t be able to get in. They looked around until Ronnie found a key under the guttering above the door. Together they yanked open the unwieldy door. Inside there was a Morris 8 commercial van dating from 1934. Covered in dust, it had obviously been laid up for the duration. The back and front axles were jacked up and, unfortunately, at some time an animal had made a nest on the front passenger seat. The wooden flooring was in a poor state, but when Sheila looked under the bonnet, she was pleasantly surprised.


‘Fan belt looks a bit dented,’ she remarked, ‘but otherwise it seems in reasonable shape.’


Behind the car, they found a couple of holdalls full of cigarettes. They were all British brands and it vaguely crossed Sheila’s mind that they were in remarkably good condition considering Granddad must have left them there ages ago.


‘I think these ought to be handed in,’ said Sheila. ‘There’s far too many and if we start giving some away, we might end up being accused of receiving stolen goods.’


Ronnie agreed. ‘But I suppose if we do, we’ll have the police snooping around everywhere.’


Sheila wiped her hands together briskly. ‘Probably.’


‘Damn,’ said Ronnie. ‘Bang go our thanks-for-the-favour tins.’


Sheila looked thoughtful. ‘We don’t have to tell them everything, just give them the fags.’ And so it was agreed.


As they came back up the garden to the garage, they were aware that they were being watched. A man sat at a bedroom window in the house opposite. He didn’t react at all when they looked up, so Ronnie told Sheila to ignore him. ‘He’s probably just some nosy old sod,’ she remarked.


They decided Ronnie should tackle the domestic area and Sheila the garage. ‘You’re more likely to know what’s a tool and what’s junk than I am,’ said Ronnie.


Both girls were excited. For Sheila, it was her first opportunity to have a home of her own, albeit a shared one with her cousin. For Ronnie, this venture was making her think that she could finally put the horrors of the past behind her and maybe even assuage just a little of her guilt.


‘Our main problem is water,’ said Sheila, skilfully wrapping a scarf into a turban around her head. ‘We can’t clean without it.’


Although the garage was fairly near some shops while Granny’s place in South Farm Road was a fair distance away, to keep asking for water from either source either meant troubling strangers or a tidy walk with a bucket, so neither option was ideal.


‘There’s an old mug of tea on the bench so there must be a source somewhere on the premises,’ said Ronnie. ‘Let’s go back up to the flat and look for a stopcock.’


Twenty minutes of searching drew a blank and by that time they’d realized they had no method of heating water even if they found it.


‘Hello there.’


They were startled by a man’s voice and clattered downstairs to find the village bobby standing in the workshop. The policeman was the wrong side of fifty, portly and with a slightly florid complexion. Sheila noticed that there were beads of perspiration on his top lip and that he had bicycle clips on his trouser legs. He probably wasn’t very fit, but he had a pleasant face and spoke in a fatherly tone.

OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		Dedication page



    		CHAPTER 1



    		CHAPTER 2



    		CHAPTER 3



    		CHAPTER 4



    		CHAPTER 5



    		CHAPTER 6



    		CHAPTER 7



    		CHAPTER 8



    		CHAPTER 9



    		CHAPTER 10



    		CHAPTER 11



    		CHAPTER 12



    		CHAPTER 13



    		CHAPTER 14



    		CHAPTER 15



    		CHAPTER 16



    		CHAPTER 17



    		CHAPTER 18



    		CHAPTER 19



    		CHAPTER 20



    		CHAPTER 21



    		CHAPTER 22



    		CHAPTER 23



    		CHAPTER 24



    		CHAPTER 25



    		CHAPTER 26



    		CHAPTER 27



    		CHAPTER 28



    		CHAPTER 29



    		CHAPTER 30



    		CHAPTER 31



    		CHAPTER 32



    		CHAPTER 33



    		CHAPTER 34



    		CHAPTER 35



    		CHAPTER 36



    		CHAPTER 37



    		CHAPTER 38



    		CHAPTER 39



    		CHAPTER 40



    		AUTHOR’S NOTE



    		ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



    		Praise for Pam Weaver



    		About the Author

    

    		Also by Pam Weaver



    		Copyright page











Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Dedication



    		Contents



    		CHAPTER 1











OEBPS/xhtml/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/images/cover.jpg
THE SUNDAY TIMES BESTSELLER

True friendship can weather
the fiercest of storms . . .






OEBPS/xhtml/fonts/AlexBrush-Regular.ttf


