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PROLOGUE





  December 1938




  The villagers huddled together round the graveside, struggling to keep their umbrellas from blowing inside out. The wind was so gusty it was hard to stay upright on the

  slippery grass between the gravestones. The vicar of St Margaret’s, Angmering, Rev. Thomas Palmer, did his best to ignore the rain as he recited the prayer of the committal, but it

  wasn’t easy with freezing water dripping down his neck and what little bit of hair he had in total disarray. Today was a day when he was glad that his retirement was imminent. Standing out in

  all weathers like this was for a much younger man. He had given fifteen years of his life to the people of this parish and it was time to hang up his cassock. Life was strange. Who would have

  thought that he would bury Elizabeth Oliver before her husband? Elizabeth, pretty, vivacious and still a young woman, had been a dutiful wife to Gilbert, even though he was so surly. Although not a

  church-goer, Elizabeth always had a cheery wave and a smile.




  There weren’t that many mourners – just a handful of people, which was surprising because Elizabeth Oliver was only in her late twenties. She had been married for almost three years,

  and apart from meeting up with Marilyn now and again, she led a quiet life. She had died after falling into Patching Pond. It was a mystery why she was there so late in the afternoon, but Gilbert

  Oliver, her devoted husband, had tried desperately to save her. The police had ruled out foul play because she liked to collect holly in that area to make Christmas wreaths. She sold them door to

  door in the village and made them a nice little sum of money, something that a struggling farmer like Gilbert always welcomed. He was aware of the gossip. People said she had married him for his

  money and the farm, but he wept as he told anyone who cared to listen what a good wife she had been to him.




  The pallbearers were preparing to lower the coffin as Rev. Palmer began the familiar words of committal.




  ‘We have but a short time to live. Like a flower we blossom and then wither; like a shadow we flee and never stay. In the midst of life we are in death—’




  He was halted by a strangulated cry from among the mourners and Elizabeth’s husband pushed his way forward. Men lost their footing and women cried out in shocked surprise as he rushed past

  them, but before anyone could stop him, Gilbert Oliver staggered over the muddy mound of earth and threw himself across her coffin, sobbing loudly.




  ‘For God’s sake, put the soil over me as well. I can’t live without her. Oh, Elizabeth, my Elizabeth . . .’




  







  
CHAPTER 1




  August 1939




  As the bell on the shop door jangled, Florrie Jenkins turned round. She stood as she always stood, behind the counter of her newsagent shop in the heart of the East End of

  London, sorting the papers ready for the newspaper boys to begin their rounds.




  ‘Packet of Old Holborn, Florrie.’ The early customer was Len Greene, a regular on his way to work. They exchanged a quiet smile, but as she reached up, a sharp pain under her right

  breast almost took her breath away.




  ‘You all right, my lovely?’




  ‘Bone in me corsets,’ she quipped. ‘Took me unawares.’




  Anyone else would have countered her frankness with a lewd remark, but not Len. She took his money and handed him his tobacco. They had known each other for years and she looked forward to him

  coming, but she had learned the art of suppressing her feelings for him.




  ‘Betty not in today?’ he asked as he waited for change.




  ‘She’ll be here later,’ said Florrie. ‘Seven-thirty is her start time.’




  Len took his watch out of his pocket and shook it. ‘I must be early, then.’




  ‘You off to the docks?’ she asked as she closed the till. The question was superfluous. It was obvious to anyone that he was a dock worker. His work clothes, a cheap jacket with no

  buttons, were pulled together with a piece of string round his waist, and like all dockers, he had a big metal hook threaded through it. They used it to dig into the cargo sacks, which made it

  easier to move them around in the tight spaces on-board ship.




  Up at five-thirty, like herself, Len was on his way to the wharf to join the other casual labourers waiting by the gates in the hope of being hired for the day. It was a precarious existence

  because there was no guarantee of work, and of course no work meant no money. They were hard men who lived a hard life, but Len Greene was better than most. Some, if they had nothing better to do,

  would spend all day drinking in the Huntingdon Arms or some other pub. Len would make his way up to the allotments on Freemason’s Road and spend his time more productively. Occasionally if he

  had a glut of produce, he’d bring it to the shop and she would sell it at a small profit for them both.




  ‘I heard there’s a boat load of West African groundnuts in the docks today,’ he said, taking his change, ‘and some Rhodesian tobacco.’




  ‘Then you should have waited until you got to work for your baccy,’ she joked.




  ‘Should have done,’ he chuckled, ‘but that stuff is too raw for my liking.’ He waved his Old Holborn in the air. ‘I like mine matured.’ Len touched the edge

  of his flat cap and turned to go. ‘I’d best be off. See you on Tuesday.’




  Florrie frowned. ‘Tuesday?’




  ‘Tuesday evening,’ he said. ‘We’re getting the Anderson shelter, remember?’




  ‘Oh yes, of course,’ said Florrie. ‘How could I forget that!’




  ‘Tubby Wilcox and me have managed to borrow a coster barrow. We’ll be round at about seven o’clock and I’ll help you put it up next Saturday.’




  ‘Thanks, Len,’ she said, patting the back of her hair. ‘I appreciate that.’




  The shelters had been available since February, but she had never managed to get one until now. People earning less than five pounds a week got them for free, but those who had to pay for them

  were left waiting. Florrie had paid her seven pounds way back in April and here they were on the brink of war and her little back yard was still empty. Not having a man about the house created

  another problem, but happily, Len and Tubby had offered to help her put it up. ‘See you Tuesday after work, then,’ she said.




  The door closed and Florrie allowed herself a small smile. Len was a man of few words. At one time, there had been a possibility that they might have been more than friends, but as far as

  Florrie was concerned, it was impossible. She couldn’t bear the shame again. How could she tell Len the truth? It would be like Sid all over again, and, she told herself firmly, you

  can’t start a relationship on a lie. Even after all this time, she wished things could have been different, but there it was. She was still married and Len was still single.




  Florrie could feel another cough coming on and did her best to suppress it. Damned thing. She’d had it for ages now. Once upon a time, if she caught a cold, she’d have a miserable

  couple of days and it would be over and done with, but not this time. This was harsh and dry and it left her breathless. When would she shake the flippin’ thing off?




  Florrie Jenkins was an attractive woman of thirty-eight, slim with light brown hair, which she curled along the nape of her neck and styled with a deep wave on the right side of her head. She

  wore little make-up – a dab of face powder and a light coating of rose-pink lipstick – but apart from her wedding ring, she wore no jewellery at all. A mother with fifteen-year-old

  twins, she made her living by running a newsagent-cum-tobacconist.




  Alone again, she continued to pile the papers into their rounds. The piles weren’t large because her little corner shop didn’t have many customers who could afford to have their

  papers delivered. Most of the people who came into her shop were dock workers, labourers and gaffers, but because it was between Canning Town and the wharf, she had a steady passing trade. Florrie

  glanced at the front page of the Daily Sketch. She had little time to read anything more than the headlines, but it seemed that the papers were filled with the same old depressing stuff. She

  tutted to herself. After his trip to Munich last year, everybody had hoped that Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain had secured a lasting peace, but as her friend Betty said, ‘That old bugger

  in Germany seems to be hell-bent on taking over the whole bloomin’ world.’




  Florrie had married Sid Jenkins in 1919. They began married life together living with her father. He had the downstairs rooms, while she and Sid lived upstairs. Her father was a sick man. He had

  never fully recovered from being gassed in the trenches and he had never really got over what happened to Florrie’s mother, but when the twins, Shirley and Tom, were born in 1924, her father

  adored them. Things might have been all right, but when they’d discovered a few years later that Tom wasn’t quite right, she’d been so upset she’d told her husband

  everything. He’d been appalled and after that, things were never the same.




  By the time she’d moved here, in 1930, she was on her own with the twins, now six years old. By then, her father had died, but as luck would have it, during his final days on earth, he had

  inherited the shop and made a will leaving all his worldly goods to his only child, Florrie. It was the saving of them all.




  She sighed. To go through one war was bad enough, but to face it for the second time in a lifetime seemed grossly unfair. According to the headlines, though, it looked as if Betty was right.

  Adolf Hitler was out to cause trouble, and even though it was a lovely warm August day, the gloomy threat of war hung like a black cloud over everybody’s lives once again.




  The jangle of the doorbell interrupted her thoughts and the Harper boys, Mick and Joseph, came into the shop.




  ‘You’re early today, boys.’




  ‘We’re going on the Sunday-school outing, Mrs Jenkins,’ said Mick. ‘Got to be at the school by eight fifteen.’




  ‘We’re going on a coach,’ said Joseph in awed tones.




  ‘Are you indeed,’ said Florrie, heaving the bags full of papers off the counter. The effort made her start coughing again. She pressed her handkerchief to her mouth as the boys set

  out. Mick was already halfway towards the door with his bag of papers, but Joseph lingered. ‘Is your Shirley coming, Mrs Jenkins?’




  Florrie tucked her handkerchief back up her sleeve and rubbed her ribs. ‘Are you going from Hallsville School?’ Although she’d stopped coughing, she had a terrible stitch in

  her side. The boy nodded. ‘Then yes, she is,’ she said, turning her back so that he didn’t see her wince with pain.




  The boys hurried out of the shop and Florrie managed to pull herself together. The children were all going to Southend for the day and she was glad. Who knew what the poor little beggars faced

  if that damned Hitler had his way? She wasn’t going with them. Shirley would be helping the Sunday-school teachers with the little ones, and Tom . . . well, Tom would be happy enough if his

  sister was with him. With a reasonable proportion of her customers off on a beano, which was what the people around here called a trip to the seaside for the day, Florrie was going to make the most

  of it. She couldn’t afford to shut the shop – it was her only income – but Betty would be here before long, and Doreen was coming over later on for a natter and a cup of tea.




  There was a short lull and then a few more customers came in. That’s how it was in the shop: nobody for a while, then a mad rush. Some passed the time of day or chatted, while others only

  grunted. Nevertheless, by the time the next lull came, she’d heard that little Molly Smith had chickenpox, Mrs Payne’s son, Charlie, had signed up for the merchant navy, and there was

  to be a jumble sale at St Luke’s next Saturday. Florrie glanced up at the clock. Ten past seven. As soon as Betty Carr arrived, she’d have to make sure Shirley and Tom were ready or

  they would be late.




  Standing at the door, she called up the stairs and was pleased to hear Shirley was already up. ‘Get your breakfast and make some sandwiches for your lunch,’ she instructed.




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  About a quarter of an hour later, Betty bustled through the shop door. She was a well-built woman, homely, with her hair cut short and tightly permed. ‘Hello, darlin’,’ she

  said cheerfully. ‘Everything all right?’




  Florrie nodded. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I just need to make sure the kids get off all right.’




  Betty hung up her coat and made her way to the counter. She had worked in the shop with Florrie ever since their children were small. As a married woman, it was unusual for someone like her to

  be out to work, especially doing the long hours she put in, but her husband, Raymond, was in the merchant navy and at sea most of the time, and Betty hated being on her own. Of course, in the

  beginning, she was busy bringing up their son, but he had joined the navy at sixteen. She hadn’t liked the idea but compulsory conscription had started in April, so he would have had to have

  gone by now anyway.




  Out in the kitchen, Shirley heard the murmur of voices and knew that Auntie Betty had arrived. Any minute now, her mother would take a break and come through, so she poured the

  boiling water into the teapot ready for her.




  ‘Mick Harper tells me you have to be at the school by eight fifteen,’ Florrie said as she walked through the door.




  Shirley nodded as the two of them moved gingerly around each other to do what they needed to. Their property was small, but they had more room than most people in Canning Town. There were two

  bedrooms upstairs, and the one over the shop was quite spacious. She and her mother slept there, while her brother, Tom, had the back room, which was much smaller. Downstairs, there was a small

  stockroom at the rear of the shop and a passageway that led to the kitchen-cum-sitting room. In the scullery beyond, they had a copper, a single tap over the earthenware sink and a gas cooker.

  Outside, there was a lavvy and a rather dilapidated lean-to, where Florrie grew tomatoes in the summer months. The kitchen was heated by a range, which Shirley had to black-lead every Saturday

  morning. Studying her reflection in the mirror over the dresser, Shirley began taking the kirby grips out of her kiss curls.




  ‘Is your brother up?’ her mother asked. She was reaching for the teacups.




  ‘Having his wash,’ said Shirley.




  Florrie sat in front of her steaming cup and took some money out of her purse. ‘This is a little something for you both, but I want you to look after it,’ she said, handing it to her

  daughter. ‘Get Tom an ice cream and let him have a ride or two in the funfair, but don’t give him the change. You know the bigger boys will only persuade him to give it to

  them.’




  With a nod of her head, Shirley put the money into her pocket. ‘Thanks, Mum.’ She was grateful, and her mother had been generous, but she was tempted to have another go at her about

  doing a paper round. All she wanted was a bit of independence, and she could only have that if she had her own money. It was really galling that her mother wouldn’t let her earn something for

  herself.




  ‘Mum, I appreciate what you’ve given me, but if you would let me do a paper round,’ Shirley began, ‘you wouldn’t have to give me money.’




  ‘Oh, Shirley, we’ve been over this before,’ said Florrie with a sigh. ‘It’s not safe. They don’t call round here “Draughtboard Alley” for nothing.

  You never know who’s out there, and I dread to think what might happen to you, especially if there was paper-round money in your pocket.’




  Shirley knew there was no malice in the nickname; after all, Canning Town was truly cosmopolitan. Being in such proximity to the docks meant that people from all over the world and every

  nationality roamed the streets: African, Asian, Chinese, French, Irish, West Indians . . . you name it, they were there. Most of them were fine, but of course there was always the risk of one bad

  apple in the barrel, and with whispered horror stories about white-slavers roaming the streets, her mother wasn’t taking any chances.




  ‘The boys have no problem,’ Shirley retorted.




  ‘The boys can take care of themselves.’




  ‘I can take care of myself too,’ Shirley insisted, but by the look on her mother’s face she already knew her entreaty was falling on deaf ears. It was so unfair. Look at all

  the times she’d protected Tom from the bigger boys. She’d been ferocious and had even built up a bit of a reputation. Nobody took the mickey out of Tom Jenkins when she was around. Not

  any more they didn’t.




  Florrie coughed. Shirley turned to look at her, her luscious curls bouncing on her shoulders. ‘You really should go to the doctor again, Mum.’




  ‘I’ll be fine,’ Florrie smiled.




  ‘But you won’t, will you?’ said Shirley. ‘You always make me and Tom go when we’re not well, so why won’t you go and see if he can’t at least give you a

  cough mixture?’




  ‘If I still have it on Monday,’ said Florrie, ‘I’ll go.’




  ‘Promise?’




  Her mother nodded reluctantly, and her brother, Tom, came out of the scullery looking clean and tidy. Florrie stood up and straightened his tie, and then he sat down in front of the bowl of

  porridge Shirley had put on the table.




  ‘Are we going to see any animals, Shirl?’




  His sister scraped a little butter onto her toast. ‘It’s possible,’ she said. ‘There may be donkeys on the beach, or perhaps a photographer’s monkey on the

  prom.’




  Tom’s eyes lit up.




  ‘Don’t get your hopes up, son,’ Florrie cautioned. ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’




  Tom glanced at Shirley and she motioned her head towards his spoon. If they let him talk too much, he’d forget to eat and that would make them late. Shirley had been looking forward to

  this outing for ages, so the last thing she wanted to do was miss the coach.




  At eight o’clock, Florrie stood at the door of the corner shop to wave them off. Excited, the two of them ran up the street with hardly a backward glance. Florrie’s emotions were

  mixed. She loved them equally, but she worried about Tom. At first glance, you would never believe that they were twins. Tom was as stocky and tough-looking as his sister seemed fragile. They were

  both wonderful kids and for fifteen years they had been model children. Whatever she asked of them, they both did their best, and they hadn’t given her a day’s trouble. Only ten minutes

  separated them and yet they were worlds apart. Shirley, the elder, was bubbly and vivacious, a pretty girl who was on the brink of becoming a lovely young woman. Her thick dark hair, so beautifully

  curled today, was the envy of all her friends. Her face was still slightly round, but once she lost her puppy fat, Florrie knew she’d be a real stunner. Before long, boys like Joseph Harper

  would be two a penny. Shirley was petite rather than small, but what she lacked in size she more than made up for in strength – both physical and mental. Shirley was gregarious. She made

  friends easily and she was fun to be around.




  Tom, on the other hand, was different. He had been born the wrong way round and although the doctor had assured her that he was fine, Florrie knew right from the start that he’d been

  damaged in some way. At school, he was considered ‘simple’ and his teachers had low expectations of him. In fact, there was only one occasion when he wasn’t bottom of the class,

  and that was only because the child at the bottom had missed almost a year of schooling while he battled polio. With less than a year to go before he went out to work, poor Tom still struggled. His

  marks were way down and in fact his name was synonymous with the words ‘bottom’ and ‘last’. Usually the boys who couldn’t do their lessons well were encouraged to do

  things like woodwork, but Tom was hopeless at that too. For that reason, he was teased mercilessly. She’d been up to the school a few times to complain, but the headmaster only promised to

  ‘look into it’.




  ‘You can’t fight his battles all his life, Mrs Jenkins,’ he’d said. ‘The boy has to learn to stand up for himself.’ The stupid man didn’t seem to

  understand that Tom was incapable of fighting his own corner and that a child like him needed protecting.




  Thankfully, Shirley had become his champion. It took a while, but after giving Tom’s chief tormentor, a boy called Ivan Stokes, a bit of a bashing, much of the bullying stopped. Florrie

  wasn’t sure if she should condone such behaviour, but boys like Ivan didn’t want the reputation of being beaten up by a girl, and a little one at that, so she’d turned a blind eye

  and Tom seemed a lot happier.




  Her son’s appearance belied his temperament. He was a solid-looking boy with broad shoulders and the same dark hair as his sister, but if someone so much as raised his voice to him or put

  him down in any way, Tom found it impossible to retaliate. Florrie despaired of him. What did life hold in store for the likes of Tom Jenkins? How would he manage without someone there to look

  after him? He was kind and gentle with a passion for animals, but he had no friends at all.




  As she watched her children disappear round the corner, Florrie spotted Doreen Kennedy coming up the street. She waved, and moving the large box she was carrying under one arm, Doreen waved

  back. Florrie felt a shiver of excitement. After waiting all this time, Doreen had brought it with her! Florrie could hardly wait.




  Of the three of them, Doreen was the oldest. Forty-one and a spinster, Doreen had never found Mr Right, even though she had moved in far better circles than either Florrie or Betty. Betty always

  said she was too fussy, but Florrie was convinced it was more to do with Doreen’s mother. Elsie Kennedy was a bitter woman who seemed to take great delight in spoiling things for her

  daughter. Florrie had never quite forgiven her for the time she’d faked an illness to stop Doreen going out with Bill Powers. At least the years had been kind to Doreen – she could

  easily pass for a much younger woman. Even if she married tomorrow, though, it would probably be too late for a family, which was such a shame. Doreen would have made a wonderful mother.




  ‘The kids have got a lovely day for it,’ said Doreen as she came up to her. She leaned forward and gave Florrie a peck on the cheek. ‘And I’ve brought your order for you

  to try on.’




  As soon as the driver stepped outside, there was a surge to be the first onto the coach. The boys wanted the back seats, and preferably without too much overbearing adult

  supervision. There were several adults on the coach, and because it was impossible for Florrie to close the shop for a whole day, Mrs Keene, one of the women workers from the local Boys’

  Club, had agreed to keep an eye on Tom and Shirley. Once everyone was seated, but before they left London, the curate of St Luke’s, Rev. Goose, affectionately known by the parishioners as

  ‘Father Goose’, briefed everyone about the trip.




  ‘We must all stick together as a group,’ he told them. ‘No sloping off on your own. Is that understood?’




  There was a collective groan from the boys.




  ‘We shall begin with a period of time on the beach, then after lunch, and I hope you’ve brought your sandwiches with you, we shall go to the Kursaal to enjoy the

  amusements.’




  That brought a much happier response.




  ‘And at the end of the afternoon,’ Mrs Keene interrupted, ‘we shall all line up and walk along the front to the Sunny Side Cafe, where we shall enjoy high tea.’




  ‘What’s “high tea”?’ somebody whispered.




  ‘You eat it on a stepladder,’ someone else quipped, and there was a ripple of laughter.




  Shirley was halfway down the coach, sitting next to Tom, who was looking out of the window. Her friends Ann Bidder and Helen Starling were across the aisle. There was a loud cheer as the driver

  started the engine and the coach moved off.




  The journey was uneventful. They soon left the closely packed streets of East London and travelled on through main shopping thoroughfares, attractive leafy suburbs and finally the countryside

  itself.




  Her brother turned to her. ‘Can you tell me the story again, Shirl?’




  Shirley looked around. She didn’t like doing it with other people listening, but Tom was getting into a bit of a tizzy and it did help to calm him down. ‘Only if I can do it

  quietly,’ she said. Tom smiled and she leaned towards him.




  ‘The papers were saying that another girl had gone missing. Lucy Dacomb hadn’t been seen since last week,’ she began.




  ‘Do you think the children were scared?’ asked Tom.




  Shirley shrugged. ‘I think so. I’d be scared if lots of my friends went missing, wouldn’t you?’




  Tom’s eyes sparkled with anticipation. She’d told him the story of the Birthday Thief several times already, but he wanted to hear it again and again. It was hard to remember every

  little detail of the story because she’d made it up as she went along, but if she missed an important bit out, Tom was sure to tell her. She glanced over her shoulder. Helen and Ann said it

  was babyish to keep on repeating the same things, but if the truth were known, Shirley enjoyed telling the story, and every time seemed more exciting than the last.




  ‘Go on,’ said Tom eagerly. ‘First of all, Billy’s nan spots him sneaking out on his bike. What then?’




  ‘“Where do you think you are going?”’ said Shirley, acting out the voice.




  ‘“Nowhere,” said Billy.




  ‘Nan put her hand on her hip. “And where’s nowhere?”’




  ‘Mum says it like that sometimes, doesn’t she?’ Tom interrupted.




  ‘Are you going to let me tell you this story or not?’ said Shirley crossly.




  Tom became silent and his sister carried on. ‘“I’m only going over to Dan’s house,” he said.’




  ‘But he’s not, is he?’ Tom chipped in.




  Shirley ignored him. ‘“Have you and your brother been fighting again?” said his nan.




  ‘“No.”




  ‘“Then why not take him with you?”




  ‘“I can’t hang about, Nan,” he said. “Danny’s waiting.” He put his leg over the saddle of his bike and pushed off down the path.




  ‘“Don’t go near the field, will you?”’




  Tom began chortling with excitement.




  ‘“I won’t,” said Billy. Billy hadn’t been in the field since Megan disappeared.’




  Shirley had to speak up now. The further they were away from home, the louder the noise levels grew. After a while, Tom found it difficult to handle and ended up with his hands over his

  ears.




  A little later, they had reached Basildon and the boys at the back were pelting him with screwed-up bits of paper. Shirley tried to stop them, but in the end, Rev. Goose, who was sitting at the

  front near the driver, came and told the boys on the back seats that if they didn’t stop messing around, he would personally tan their hides. The rowdies quietened down after that.




  They stopped at the toilets near the war memorial in South Benfleet and then boarded the coach for the last leg of the journey. Before long, someone spotted the sea and the excitement in the

  coach reached its peak.




  ‘I wish we had time to go round the shops when we get there,’ Helen whispered. ‘I wanted to buy a lipstick.’




  Ann’s eyes grew wide. ‘Will your mum let you wear lipstick?’




  ‘Of course not,’ said Helen. ‘I’d only put it on when she’s not around.’




  ‘They’re very expensive,’ Shirley remarked.




  ‘Well, I’ve seen them in Woolworths for one and eleven,’ said Helen with a defiant shrug of her shoulder.




  Shirley was suddenly tempted to buy one herself. Everybody said she looked more like seventeen than fifteen. If she wore lipstick, she might even get into the pictures to see an X-film on her

  own. They said Edward G. Robinson was very good. She’d always wanted to see him. ‘Why don’t we go to Woolworths?’ she said, feeling deliciously naughty. ‘If we get

  caught, we could always pretend we got lost trying to find the toilets.’




  The three of them looked at each other with sparkling eyes as they savoured the idea of their own wickedness.




  Ann took in a breath. ‘Go on, then. Let’s do it.’




  ‘Can I come too?’ Tom’s voice boomed through the coach and several people turned round. Shirley jumped. He’d been so quiet since they’d all got back in the coach

  she’d almost forgotten he was there. Helen and Ann sat up straight and gazed out of their window, doing their best to pretend they didn’t know what he was talking about.




  ‘Shh,’ Shirley said, elbowing him as she looked around nervously. ‘And no, you can’t.’




  Tom was puzzled. ‘Why not? I’d like to go to Woolworths. I could get a lipstick too. Mum said I should stay with you all the time.’




  Listening to the stifled giggles all around her, Shirley felt her heart sink. Now she was torn. She desperately wanted to be with her friends, but it would be no fun at all with Tom tagging

  along, and besides, he was bound to give the game away.




  ‘Let me come, Shirl. Please. I want to go to Woolworths.’




  ‘All right, all right,’ said Shirley. ‘Just keep your voice down, will you?’




  He stayed silent for about thirty seconds and then said in a voice just as loud as before, ‘Why do I have to keep my voice down? Is it a secret, Shirl?’




  ‘We’re not taking him, Shirley,’ Helen hissed when Shirley glanced at her, and rolled her eyes.




  Shirley looked at them helplessly, but Helen and Ann just glared at her and she knew then that she wouldn’t be going to buy lipsticks with them. Now she was annoyed with Tom. His crass

  behaviour had spoiled something that promised to be a little bit exciting, but at the same time, she knew she wouldn’t be angry for long. Her brother couldn’t help the way he was.




  ‘I’m not going anywhere without you, Tom,’ she said. ‘All right?’




  He nodded cheerfully. ‘All right, Shirl.’




  When she turned her attention back to her friends, Helen and Ann had their heads together and were whispering. Shirley felt her stomach tighten with disappointment. She loved her brother, but

  because of him, she was often left out of things. Helen and Ann were busy planning, and once again Shirley wasn’t included.




  While Betty served in the shop, Doreen and Florrie were alone in the sitting room. Doreen placed the big box on the table and jerked her head towards it. ‘You open it. Go

  on. I know you’re dying to.’




  Florrie tore the brown paper from the box and ran her hand lovingly along the beautiful copperplate letters on the lid, which were silver-embossed. Spirella. She glanced up at Doreen and

  smiled. ‘I’ve waited a long time for these,’ she said as she lifted the lid and pulled back the layers of soft tissue paper. A little air escaped her lips as her brand-new,

  made-to-measure corset first saw the light of day. It looked amazing. She fingered the ivory-coloured material and ran her fingers along the thick lacing.




  Three months before, in her role as a Spirella representative, Doreen had come to the house to measure Florrie. For years Doreen had saved every penny she could so that she could afford to pay

  for her training as a corsetière and in 1935 she had finally made it. She’d spent several months at the Factory of Beauty in Letchworth Garden City learning her craft. For Doreen, it

  had been a magical time. Spirella were world-renowned for the way they looked after their staff. The factory girls themselves could have lessons in shorthand, book-keeping and typewriting if they

  wanted, all paid for by the company. She was expected to work hard, but the company also provided plenty of things to do in her leisure time. If she wasn’t in the reading library, Doreen

  enjoyed folk dancing, outings and even taking part in the Spirella Olympics! At the end of her training, she bought herself a franchise and set to work building up a clientele. All her hard work

  paid off because last year Doreen was awarded a certificate for having the largest customer base in the country.




  Florrie pulled her new corset out of the box and held it up to the light. ‘It’s beautiful.’




  ‘Here, let me help you,’ said Doreen.




  ‘No,’ said Florrie. ‘You won’t be here to do it for me every morning, so I’d better do it myself.’




  ‘That’s true,’ smiled Doreen, ‘but it will be easier if I show you the best way to get it on and make sure that the lacing at the back is really snug.’




  They spent the next twenty minutes or so ensuring Florrie was fitted properly and that she felt comfortable. ‘I never would have thought of lying on my back to do it up,’ she said as

  Doreen helped her to her feet.




  ‘Just make sure you remember to put a cushion under your bottom,’ said Doreen. ‘That way, when you’re lying flat, all your internal organs are in the right

  place.’




  ‘Will I have to get someone to undo the lacing at the back when I get undressed?’




  ‘Oh no,’ said Doreen. ‘I suggest you leave that alone. All you need to do is do up the front and pull the straps here and here.’




  Florrie patted her flat stomach. ‘I can’t believe how slim I look.’




  ‘Get used to it,’ said Doreen. ‘A Spirella corset will last you for years.’




  When she emerged into the shop, Betty was lavish with her praise. ‘You’ve done an amazing job there, Dor,’ she said. ‘And I swear you look twenty-one again,

  Florrie.’




  The three friends laughed together.




  Florrie dragged three upright chairs onto the pavement outside the shop. ‘We may as well enjoy a bit of the warm weather ourselves,’ she said. ‘There’s little passing

  trade today and it wouldn’t take much for one of us to get up and serve a customer, should one materialize.’




  With a pot of tea on the card table, the three friends sat down to enjoy a decent natter. It was a strange time. In some respects, life went on as normal, although the streets were quieter than

  usual. A couple of weeks ago, several families left for Kent to enjoy a break from the overcrowding and pollution and do a bit of hop-picking. Canning Town was changing anyway. The long traffic

  queues to get into and out of the dock had been alleviated by a new approach road called Silvertown Way, and earlier in the decade, the council had embarked on a slum-clearance programme. Long-term

  residents relocated to new homes with indoor plumbing and, more importantly, space to move. The area boasted new clinics, children’s nurseries and even a lido. That building programme had

  slowed down in the last two years as the sabre-rattling between Britain and Germany had increased. There was a lot of talk about working for peace, but already sandbags had been placed around

  important buildings, and public air-raid shelters were springing up everywhere.




  ‘I can’t stay too long,’ Doreen cautioned. ‘Mother will start to worry.’




  ‘So how is your mother?’ Florrie asked Doreen. She didn’t really want to talk about Mrs Kennedy, but she was aware that she should at least show a little concern.




  ‘Her feet are playing up again,’ said Doreen. ‘I have to do all the housework myself now. In fact, I was thinking of getting a cleaning lady in, but Mother says we can’t

  afford it.’




  ‘And can you?’ Betty asked.




  ‘I think so,’ said Doreen, ‘but Mother handles all the finances.’




  Florrie looked away. Yes, and if you didn’t have to do the housework, you might be out somewhere enjoying yourself, she thought acidly. Mother wouldn’t like that!




  ‘Surely you get a reasonable wage from your business, dear,’ Betty remarked. ‘You always seem to have plenty of customers.’




  ‘I give it all to Mother,’ said Doreen. ‘She gives me pocket money. I don’t need a lot, so I’m all right.’




  Florrie pursed her lips but said nothing. Mrs Kennedy had a stranglehold over her daughter, which had only tightened as the years went by. In fact, Doreen’s last little

  ‘rebellion’ must have been all those years ago when she’d gone to Letchworth to do her training with Spirella. Mrs Kennedy had disapproved strongly, and made no secret of the

  fact, but for once in her life, Doreen had insisted. She wasn’t an unattractive woman and had come close to marrying just the once, but it all fell through for some mysterious reason, and

  since then she had devoted her life to the care of her mother.




  ‘What about you, Betty? How are you coping?’




  ‘The house is a bit empty without Ken and Raymond,’ she admitted, ‘but apparently we may have people billeted on us before long.’




  ‘I’m not sure Mother would take kindly to strangers in the house,’ Doreen remarked.




  ‘She may not have a choice,’ Betty said sagely. ‘What about you, Florrie? Are you sending the kids away to the country when the evacuation starts?’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ said Florrie. ‘I wouldn’t worry about Shirley, but I can’t imagine Tom settling down with someone he’d never met before. Besides,

  who would take him?’




  ‘Vera’s little girl, she’s blind and she’s going,’ said Betty.




  ‘Yes, but she’s going with the whole school,’ said Florrie. ‘They’ll all be in the same boat. Poor Tom is expected to be the same as everyone else, only he

  isn’t.’




  The other two nodded in agreement and a little chill settled over them.




  ‘I heard a good joke the other day,’ said Florrie, deliberately brightening up. ‘There was this farmer who put a notice up in his field. “I will give this field to a

  contented man.” A few days later, a man knocked on his door. “I am a very contented man,” he said, “so I’ve come to claim the field.” “Is that

  right?” said the farmer. “Well, if you’re so contented, why do you want my field?”’




  There was a second or two of silence; then Betty threw her head back and laughed, and Doreen joined in. Florrie smiled. ‘Now, who wants an iced bun?’ she said. ‘I bought some

  from Mr Bolton especially.’




  Southend was even more wonderful than Shirley could ever have imagined. Overlooked by boarding houses and hotels, the promenade led to a fairly small stretch of sand. They were

  disappointed until Rev. Goose explained that the tide was in and the beach would get progressively bigger as the day wore on. The beach itself was absolutely packed, but Mrs Keene managed to find a

  narrow area under the sea wall where she and the children could be together. Rev. Goose made it his business to collect a few deckchairs for the other adult helpers in the group, and the children

  sat on the sand either on an old army blanket, brought along for the purpose, or on their own towels. Somehow or other each person had a small area of sand to play on and before long they were

  making sand pies and building sandcastles.




  Shirley and some of the bigger girls took some of the little ones down to the water’s edge for a paddle. A few had brought swimsuits and they enjoyed splashing about. Tom wandered along

  with them, searching for shells, which he put into his pockets as he followed the ever-growing area of shingle along the water’s edge. Shirley had no idea why he wanted them, but knowing her

  brother, he had a plan somewhere in that muddled head of his. Under Father Goose’s expert eye, some of the older boys set about building an elaborate fort complete with moat and stream.




  At twelve-thirty, everybody ate their lunch. Those who had sandwiches shared theirs with those who didn’t. They watched one of the pleasure boats pull into the jetty to disgorge its

  passengers and take on a queue of people waiting for a trip along the shoreline. A toilet break came next and Shirley and the older girls took the smaller children. Telling their charges to stay

  with Shirley, Helen and Ann snuck off, and a second or two later, Shirley saw them running towards the town. They really had gone without her! Shirley’s eyes stung with unshed tears. Oh, it

  wasn’t fair! She felt a mixture of disappointment, envy and a little slither of fear, but amazingly, when they all congregated together again, nobody missed them. Not even when Rev. Goose

  bought every child and the adults an ice cream while they sat on the sand to watch the Punch-and-Judy show.




  The trek to the Kursaal was a bit of a nightmare, but once they had arrived, Rev. Goose assigned a manageable ratio of children to adults or older girls, to make sure everyone was looked after.

  Tom, confused by all the noise, was content to stay close to Shirley and watch. No one managed to persuade him to go on a ride, but he did win a goldfish in a jam jar when he got a wooden hoop over

  a stand on the hoopla stall. He was delighted. It was only as they left the amusements that Helen and Ann were missed and a major panic ensued.




  ‘Has anyone seen them?’ Rev. Goose demanded, and when he was met with blank expressions, his face grew purple. ‘Where on earth have they gone? If someone knows anything about

  this and I find out you’ve said nothing, I shall be extremely angry.’




  Shirley busied herself with the little ones, bending low in case Father Goose saw her blushing. Eventually, the police were called and it looked as if the whole day was going to be ruined.

  Shirley didn’t know what to do. Should she tell them that her friends had probably gone to Woolworths?




  In the end, it was decided that Mrs Keene and one of the other Sunday-school teachers should go in a police car and be driven around the resort in the hope of spotting them. The rest of the

  party would go on to Sunny Side Cafe for high tea, as arranged. As the crocodile of excited children weaved its way slowly through the crowds, Shirley kept a lookout in case she spotted Helen and

  Ann first. She hoped to warn them of the pickle they were in so that they could get their stories straight. It was difficult to find them in the crowds, especially while she was holding the sweaty

  hands of two tired and hungry little ones. Tom trailed behind her with his goldfish in the jam jar.




  The tea was amazing. They had more sandwiches, pork pies, sausage rolls and jelly and trifle, followed by chocolate cake. As the meal drew to a close, Ann came into the cafe, escorted by a

  policeman. She was looking very red-eyed and upset, and it was obvious that she’d been crying. Rev. Goose sat her at a table far away from the others. He seemed fairly cross but anxious as

  well. Shirley was conscious of the adults with their heads together, whispering. It was bad enough that Ann was in trouble, but where was Helen?




  Back on the coach, Helen still hadn’t materialized, and Ann sat hunched up in her seat occasionally wiping her tears away with a handkerchief. As Shirley and Tom sat down, he put his jam

  jar on the floor and took a cigarette packet out of his pocket. For a second, Shirley panicked. Where had he got fags from? She hadn’t given him any money, just like Mum said. Tom pushed the

  packet open to reveal not Player’s Navy Cut cigarettes but a curled-up worm.




  ‘Ugh,’ said Shirley. ‘Where did you get that from?’




  ‘I found it,’ said Tom. ‘I’m going to look it up in my book.’




  The creature was about six inches long, pinkish-red with a small head. It didn’t seem to have any eyes, but it was covered in something that looked like bristles.




  Just at that moment, Father Goose came by counting heads. ‘What have you got there, Tom?’




  ‘It’s my pet,’ said Tom, closing the cigarette packet.




  ‘And do you know what it’s called?’




  ‘Walter,’ said Tom seriously.




  ‘Actually,’ said Father Goose, ‘it’s a lugworm. I think I’d better take it up to the front of the coach in case it escapes, don’t you? You can have it back

  when you get home.’




  ‘Helen still isn’t here, sir,’ Shirley reminded him.




  Father Goose nodded. ‘I know where she is, thank you, Shirley.’




  Reluctantly, Tom handed Walter and his goldfish over; then with everyone on board, except Helen, they set off, leaving behind the smell of the sea, the fresh air and the sunshine. Once they were

  well under way, Father Goose started a sing-song, and as the rest of the coach party burst forth with ‘Ten Green Bottles’, Shirley slid into the seat next to Ann’s.




  ‘What’s happened to Helen? Has she been taken ill?’




  Ann turned her tear-stained face towards her. ‘Oh, Shirl, it was awful. She’s still at the police station and she has to wait for her mum and dad.’




  Shirley’s mouth gaped. ‘For buying a lipstick?’




  Ann moved a little closer. ‘Helen has been arrested for shoplifting.’




  As she said her goodbyes to Betty and Doreen, Florrie started another coughing fit. This one was worse than ever. It was impossible to stop and it was gathering momentum. She

  was forced to lean forward and brace herself against the wall as she struggled to get her breath back. Her head felt as if it would explode and the blood pounded in her face. She brought up her tea

  before she could finally press her handkerchief to her mouth to stop it.




  Betty, who had gone inside to fetch Doreen’s coat, came running out of the shop. ‘You all right, love?’ she said, concerned. ‘Here, let’s get you back

  inside.’




  Florrie was aware of the two of them helping her through the door and plonking her onto the chair in front of the counter, which had been placed there for elderly customers. She was still trying

  to control herself when suddenly she realized she’d tiddled her pants. ‘I’ll be all right,’ she said, anxious that her friends should never know. ‘You go. You’ll

  miss the bus.’




  By now tears filled her eyes, and the stitch in her side was unbearable, but the minute she thought she’d stopped coughing, it would start all over again.




  ‘Shut the door, Doreen,’ said Betty, ‘and turn the sign for a minute. I’m just going out the back.’




  Florrie heard the bell jingle as Doreen closed the door, and a second or two later, Betty thrust a glass of water in front of her. ‘That cough of yours is getting much worse,

  Florrie,’ she said.




  ‘I think we should get Dr Pringle to call,’ said Doreen. ‘If I run along now, he might come before evening surgery.’




  ‘No need,’ Florrie rasped.




  ‘Don’t listen to her, Dor,’ said Betty. ‘I’ve been telling her for weeks to get that cough seen to, but she won’t go. I’ve never seen it as bad as

  this.’




  Florrie waved her arm in protest, but inside her chest, her lungs were screaming. Once the spasm had died down, she held her throbbing head with one hand and did her best to breathe normally.

  When she took her handkerchief away from her mouth, she heard Betty gasp. Florrie looked down at it and reeled back in horror. Now there was no denying that something was very wrong. The pretty

  snow-white cotton was covered in blood.




  







  
CHAPTER 2




  Florrie was resting on the sofa when Doreen got back from the telephone box. She looked pale and exhausted, but at least she had stopped coughing.




  ‘Dr Pringle says he’ll be here within the hour.’




  Betty came downstairs with a blanket and put it over her friend. The three of them avoided each other’s eye. Nobody wanted to voice the fears they all shared, and each of them hoped

  against hope that she was wrong. Doreen made some tea and filled a hot-water bottle for Florrie to cuddle.




  Dr Pringle was as good as his word. He arrived at the shop twenty minutes later. A robust-looking man with greying hair and a slight paunch, he had to knock on the kitchen window because Betty

  had put a Closed due to illness notice on the shop door. She and Doreen waited in the shop while he did his examination.




  ‘She’ll have to go away if it is what I think it is,’ said Betty bleakly. ‘And if that’s the case, what’s going to happen to Shirley and Tom?’




  ‘I guess I’m the obvious one to take them in,’ said Doreen. They were talking in anxious whispers. ‘But I know my mother would never agree.’




  ‘And I can’t manage the shop and the children,’ said Betty, idly rearranging a couple of tins on the shelf so that the whole label showed. ‘I have my own place to run as

  well, and besides, my Raymond will be home on leave next week.’




  ‘There are plenty of people who will have Shirley,’ Doreen observed.




  ‘But not Tom,’ said Betty, saying the unthinkable out loud for the first time. ‘I know she wouldn’t want it, but it looks like he might end up in a home.’




  The two friends looked at each other helplessly. ‘Is that why she didn’t want them evacuated?’ said Doreen.




  Betty nodded. ‘Florrie has always been afraid that if Tom went into a home, he’d never come out again.’




  ‘Oh, what are we going to do, Betty?’ Doreen said anxiously. ‘She’s in no fit state to make proper decisions, and they start moving everybody out on Saturday.’




  ‘It’s too late for them to be evacuated now,’ said Betty. ‘She told the woman from the WI in no uncertain terms to bugger off.’




  Doreen couldn’t resist a wry smile. ‘That sounds like our Florrie.’




  Dr Pringle came into the shop. ‘I’ll make arrangements for Mrs Jenkins to have an X-ray as quickly as possible,’ he said in his usual businesslike fashion. ‘Ideally she

  should be in bed, but I can’t persuade her to go. One thing is absolutely certain: she can’t work in the shop any more, and I’ve told her if I catch her serving customers, I shall

  shut the place down immediately.’




  ‘Is it that bad, Doctor?’ asked Betty.




  ‘Coughing over the customers isn’t a good idea,’ said Dr Pringle, ‘but more importantly, she needs to rest.’




  Betty nodded sagely. ‘I’ll make sure she does, Doctor.’




  He gathered his things and headed towards the exit. ‘If my suspicions are correct,’ he said, his hand on the door handle, ‘Mrs Jenkins will have to go away for at least a year.

  You needn’t tell anyone or they won’t want to shop here any more, but something will have to be arranged for the children.’ He unlocked and pulled open the shop door. ‘Good

  afternoon, ladies.’




  ‘Looks like you were right,’ said Doreen, staring at the closed door. ‘Do you think she realizes?’




  ‘Only one way to find out,’ said Betty with a sigh.




  Back in the kitchen, Florrie had been crying. ‘What am I going to do?’ Her voice was choked with emotion. ‘The shop is my livelihood. Without that income, my kids will

  starve.’




  ‘Don’t you worry about that, love,’ said Betty, patting her hand. ‘We’ll soon sort something out. I’ll still be here, and I’m sure some of the

  neighbours will help out.’




  ‘For a day or two, perhaps,’ said Florrie. ‘Dr Pringle was talking about a whole year! I can’t be away from home that long. And who’s going to look after Shirley

  and Tom?’ She gave them a fiercely independent look. ‘Before you say anything, I won’t send them to a children’s home.’ Then sucking in her lips, she added, ‘No,

  it’s impossible. I can’t go and there’s an end to it. I just can’t.’




  Doreen perched on the edge of the sofa. ‘Florrie, be sensible. If this is what we all think it is and you refuse to go for treatment, in a year’s time you won’t even be here

  for Shirley and Tom.’




  Behind her, Betty took in her breath. ‘Hang on a minute, Dor—’




  ‘No, Betty, we all have to face facts. It’s no good pretending everything is going to be fine. It won’t. You need that treatment, Florrie, love. You have no choice.’

  Doreen’s expression was firm.




  Florrie covered her face with her hand. She made no sound, but they knew she was crying.




  Doreen patted her shoulder. ‘If the worst comes to the worst, I’ll go and see someone from the Sally Army. They have some good contacts. I’m sure they can find someone to take

  them in.’




  Florrie gulped back some of her tears. ‘Maybe I could make some sort of private arrangement. I have got a bit of money put by – not a lot, but it might help to find the right

  person.’




  ‘You’ll need that money for yourself,’ said Doreen. ‘I don’t know how much the X-ray will cost, but the cheapest sanatoriums are at least five guineas a

  week.’




  ‘Five guineas!’ Florrie gasped. Her friend nodded. ‘Five guineas a week for a whole year . . .’ She burst into tears.




  Betty and Doreen looked at each other helplessly. If Florrie really did have to stay in a sanatorium for a year, it meant that she would have to find 260 guineas – an awful lot of money,

  and that was just for her own care. That didn’t take into account the doctor’s fees, and paying someone to look after Shirley and Tom would be on top of that.




  ‘Don’t forget you’ll have the takings from the shop . . .’ Betty added cautiously.




  ‘You’ll need to take your wages,’ said Florrie. She tried to dry her eyes with her already sodden handkerchief. ‘You must take it.’




  ‘I will, don’t you worry,’ said Betty.




  Florrie wasn’t convinced. ‘I mean it, Betty. If I let you do this, promise me you will. Promise.’ Her anxious entreaty started another fit of coughing, but fortunately, she

  didn’t bring up any more blood. They heard the shop door open and Shirley calling, ‘Mum, we’re home.’




  Florrie half sat up. ‘I don’t want the kids to know about this just yet,’ she said earnestly. ‘If they ask what’s wrong with me, just say I’m a bit under the

  weather, that’s all.’




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘In the kitchen, love.’




  Betty reached for her coat and hat. ‘Try and rest as much as possible. I’ll pop round again tomorrow.’




  The children bounded into the room. ‘Mum? There’s a note on the shop door. Are you ill?’




  ‘I’m just a bit tired, that’s all,’ said Florrie with a chuckle. ‘Auntie Betty and Auntie Doreen and I have been nattering all day and it’s worn me out.

  Nothing to worry about. I’ll be as right as ninepence in the morning.’




  ‘I lost Walter,’ said Tom, coming over to his mother, ‘but I’ve still got my shells.’




  ‘Who’s Walter?’ asked Doreen.




  ‘His lugworm,’ said Shirley.




  Doreen looked away quickly lest he saw her half-grin. He might be taller than her but he was still only a kid.




  ‘Did you have a nice time?’ said Florrie, and spotting the goldfish in the jam jar, she added, ‘What’s that?’




  Tom beamed. ‘I won it.’




  Everybody admired it, and after he’d told them about winning it on the hoopla stall, Betty said, ‘I think you need a bit more water in that jam jar. Looks like you’ve spilled

  some. Goldfish like cold water and I reckon you’ve been cuddling it so hard that the water has got a bit too warm as well.’ She took him to the sink and they put the jar under the

  cold-water tap. As the water cascaded in, the goldfish swam around dizzily.




  Doreen stuffed five bob into Shirley’s hand. ‘To save your mum cooking tonight, why don’t you pop down to the chip shop and get your tea? I’m sure you’d like a nice

  bit of cod, wouldn’t you, Florrie?’




  ‘Can I have some cherryade?’ Tom called over his shoulder.




  ‘Course you can,’ said Doreen, shooing Shirley back out of the door. ‘Come on. I’m going that way to the bus stop. We’ll walk together.’




  Florrie mouthed, ‘Thank you,’ and leaned back on the sofa, while Tom put his goldfish in the jam jar on the table and got all his shells out of his pockets to show her. He’d

  been a bit upset when Walter in the fag packet had mysteriously disappeared. He only found out when he got off the coach. ‘I can’t think what happened to him,’ said Father Goose

  with an apologetic shake of his head. ‘One thing I do know. Lugworms like to burrow in the sand. He probably got off the coach and wandered back to Southend.’




  School didn’t start for another week, but Florrie had had a letter from the head at the end of the summer term, asking for all pupils to come to the school hall for

  compulsory gas-mask practices, which were to be overseen by a member of the local newly formed Air Raid Precaution Unit, the ARP they called them for short. With Shirley and Tom gone, Florrie took

  the opportunity to go for her X-ray.




  She had to go to the Mildmay Medical Mission Hospital in Hackney Road, Shoreditch. It was a fair step, especially when she wasn’t feeling too well, and although she had gone armed with her

  cheque book, to her great delight, there was no charge because the fee was being taken out of a charitable fund. Florrie felt a mixture of relief and embarrassment.




  ‘I am able to pay,’ she began, but the nurse behind the desk waved her hand. ‘Dr Pringle has it all arranged,’ she said, speaking in a discreetly quiet manner. ‘If

  you have a problem with that, perhaps you would like to take it up with him.’




  For the X-ray, she was required to remove her stays and brassiere. Clad only in a hospital gown, she walked into the X-ray department, where she was positioned in front of a large black plate.

  The room was rather cold. Having told her to put her arms down by her sides and stand up straight, the technician slotted a large black piece of metal behind the plate and instructed her to take a

  deep breath. It wasn’t easy, because that always set off her coughing again, but eventually the man was satisfied and asked her to change her position so that he could view her from the side.

  To him, it was just a job, but Florrie was very self-conscious. It had been years since a man had seen her in a state of undress. When it was over, she dressed quickly and was glad to get out into

  the warm sunshine.




  She told herself it really was nothing to worry about, but at the same time, she knew she had to be realistic. A few weeks ago, when the woman from the WI had come round to take down the

  particulars of her children, Florrie had told her what she’d told the school. She didn’t want Shirley and Tom sent away. They had argued, but Florrie was adamant. When the WI lady, a

  rather rotund middle-class, middle-aged woman who had probably had it cushy all her life, said she was an absolute fool, Florrie lost her rag. ‘Don’t you come in here telling me what to

  do,’ she’d snapped. ‘Just bugger off, will you!’




  She regretted her rudeness now. Supposing old Hitler really did send all those bombers over like they were saying. Being so near the docks was just about the worst place they could be.

  She’d been an utter fool. Her kids would be like sitting ducks and she wouldn’t be there to protect them.




  Of course, Florrie had a perfectly good reason to hold back. Her biggest fear was for Tom. Shirley was quite a resilient child and she would adapt to any situation, but Tom always found change

  devastating. She and Shirley understood him and could handle his foibles, but people who didn’t know him all too easily resorted to shouting at him or hitting him to get him to do what they

  wanted. How could she put him at the mercy of strangers miles away from home? Yet if she was as ill as Dr Pringle had hinted, it was highly likely that she’d have no choice.




  At the end of another bus journey, Florrie found herself in a leafy suburb. A few yards down, she came to a detached house set back from the road. Florrie stood in the road for a while looking

  up at the windows. It must be all of twenty-two years since she’d last stood here. Florrie had wracked her brains half the night for some other way, but she kept coming back to this. She had

  always been a fiercely independent woman and hated asking favours, but needs must . . . She wouldn’t, she told herself, be doing this for herself. This was for her kids. This was for Shirley

  and Tom. Mustering all her courage, she walked up to the door and knocked. When a maid wearing a black dress and a white apron opened the door, Florrie asked to speak to Mrs Andrews.




  ‘Do you have an appointment?’ the girl said coldly.




  Florrie shook her head. ‘But if you wouldn’t mind—’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said the girl, looking down her nose. ‘Madam doesn’t see anyone without an appointment.’




  ‘Yes, but—’ Florrie began again.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ the girl repeated as she began closing the door.




  Florrie was appalled, but just before the door finally closed, she heard a voice behind the maid saying, ‘Who is it, Sally?’




  ‘She didn’t give her name, madam,’ said Sally, ‘but it was nobody important. Just one of the women from the docks.’




  Deeply offended, Florrie called out, ‘It’s Florence Jenkins, madam. Mrs Andrews, I need to speak to you. I need your help.’ But by now she was talking to the wood.




  As Florrie turned to leave, the door flew open and Mrs Andrews, facing towards the house, came out onto the step. ‘That’s no way to treat anyone who comes to my door,’ she was

  saying to the maid. She turned towards Florrie. ‘Florence, I do apologize, my dear,’ she said. ‘Please come inside.’




  The maid gave her an insolent stare as Florrie walked past. Florrie avoided her eye. She felt angry and humiliated. How dare she? A woman from the docks indeed.




  Florrie followed her into a bright sitting room with a small Axminster rug in the middle of several comfortable-looking chairs. ‘Please sit down,’ said Mrs Andrews, and turning to

  the maid, she said, ‘Bring us some tea, will you, Sally?’ The maid left the room with a surly expression.
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