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  Book One




  







  Chapter One




  November 1920




  Isle of Dogs




  East London




  Lizzie sat up in bed, her heart pounding.




  The crash had brought her awake with a start. Taking care not to disturb her sisters, she slipped from their large double bed, glancing back at the two small forms snuggled together under the

  worn blankets. Nothing ever woke Babs or Flo. They managed to sleep their way through every disruption in the house, of which there were many. Lizzie pushed her tangled hair from her face and

  shivered in her thin nightdress. The temptation to climb back in beside them was enormous. Resisting it, she opened the bedroom door. Once her eyes adjusted to the dark she saw the shapes of her

  two brothers on the half-landing. Bert’s huge bulk was unmistakable as he bent over Vinnie, who, on all fours, appeared to be trying to crawl up the stairs.




  When light from the gas-mantle flickered on in the passage downstairs, Lizzie’s heart sank. She waited for the inevitable, a full-scale row in the middle of the night. As she had feared,

  Kate Allen came belting up the stairs just as Bert and Vinnie staggered on to the landing.




  Vinnie was promptly sick.




  ‘You filthy sod!’ Kate gasped breathlessly as she arrived beside her younger son. The stench was overpowering. But Vinnie didn’t hear. He had fallen flat on his face in his own

  vomit.




  ‘What have you two buggers been up to?’ Kate demanded of Bert, who was still on his feet. ‘This is the second night running you’ve come in late!’




  At only thirty-nine years of age, Kate Allen looked a haggard old woman. A darned woollen shawl was pulled around her nightdress, covering the straggly grey plait that hung down her back; her

  face was the colour of parchment and prematurely aged by deep lines of worry.




  Lizzie watched Bert’s jaw fall open. His eyes were red and unfocused. She was well aware that Bert, at eighteen, was known throughout the Isle of Dogs as the gentle giant. His great

  shoulders, tree trunks of legs and barrel chest set him apart from other people. But despite his abnormal physique, he was not to be feared. Bert possessed a heart of gold, but unfortunately lacked

  any brains to go with it.




  Lizzie had watched Vinnie capitalize on this. Though small and wiry in stature and a year younger than Bert, he was quick-witted with a sly, mean spirit. What she disliked most was the way he

  used Bert for his own ends, whilst Bert’s loyalty to Vinnie was unquestionable.




  ‘Well?’ demanded Kate, her face puffed and blotchy with anger. ‘What have you got to say for yerself, you dopey great lump?’




  As usual when flummoxed, Bert fiddled with his cap, turning it round and round in his big, gnarled hands. ‘We just come from the pub, Ma,’ he mumbled, unable to meet Kate’s

  blazing eyes. ‘Got a bit ’eld up on the way ’cos Vinnie took ill, like. Something upset him, he said – them eels, he thinks it was.’




  Lizzie knew Bert was carrying the can for Vinnie, who would have primed Bert earlier in the evening with the story of the eels, no doubt having a laugh at Bert’s expense.




  ‘I’ll give you eels. He ain’t poisoned, he’s pissed!’ Kate bellowed as she glared at the prostrate body on the landing. Vinnie’s mouth gaped open, a gurgle

  coming from the back of his throat. ‘Look at his face! It ain’t turned that colour from eating eels. He’s had another bashing by the looks of it.’




  ‘Yeah, he looks a bit peaky, don’t he?’ Bert agreed vaguely.




  ‘Peaky? Peaky!’ spluttered Kate. ‘He’s bleedin’ unconscious!’




  ‘You go back to bed,’ Lizzie told her mother gently, trying to avert disaster. ‘Me and Bert’ll clean up the landing and put Vin to bed.’ At fifteen and the eldest

  girl of the family, Lizzie was accused by Babs of being a bossy cow. Babs, at fourteen, was strong willed and already a beauty, with waist-length auburn hair and innocent brown eyes that attracted

  the boys. She refused to be dominated by anyone, whilst Lizzie took her role of Kate’s helper seriously, even if Babs hated her for it.




  Kate shook her head miserably. ‘God in heaven, help me. What have I brought into this world?’




  ‘Aw, don’t take it to ’eart, Ma,’ Bert said, adding fuel to the fire. ‘You know what our Vin’s like. A bit ’igh spirited when he’s had a few,

  that’s all.’




  ‘High spirits? Is that what you call it—’ Kate stopped, slapping her hand on her heart. What colour there was in her cheeks drained away. She reached out to grip the

  banister.




  ‘What’s the matter, Ma?’ Lizzie stepped over Vinnie and took her mother’s arm.




  ‘It was running up those stairs like that,’ Kate croaked. ‘I’ll be all right when I get back to bed.’




  Bert helped to take his mother’s weight, and slowly the three of them descended the stairs, turning into the gloomy passage below.




  ‘What’s going on out there?’ roared a voice from the front room. Lizzie’s heart sank to her boots. Their father was awake.




  Bert pushed open the door of the parlour, which had been converted to a bedroom. Tom Allen lay on a large iron bedstead, his bristly grey hair standing on end, his small eyes narrowed under

  gauzy cataracts, the result of mustard gas poisoning during the war. Lizzie had never quite got used to the sight of her father as a cripple. She remembered him as tall and handsome, with two

  strong legs. Now he had only stumps where his legs had been. Blown up in the trenches of Flanders, Tom Allen was one of the few men to return alive.




  ‘It’s only us, Pa,’ Lizzie answered, fully aware she would now receive the force of his temper. The real culprit was lying unconscious upstairs on the landing, and, what was

  worse, Lizzie wouldn’t put it past Vinnie to remember nothing of the trouble he caused in the morning.




  ‘I know it ain’t Father sodding Christmas,’ Tom Allen yelled, clad in a pair of long johns, the loose ends drawn up and pinned to his waist. He supported the weight of his

  torso by his muscular forearms, lifting the two small stumps in front of him in an agitated jerk. ‘Well? I asked yer a question, gel!’




  ‘Ma had one of her faintin’ spells,’ Lizzie answered swiftly, giving Bert the eye to keep quiet. ‘We’re just helping her back to bed.’




  ‘And in the morning I’ll ’elp you lot to me belt,’ Tom Allen growled, an empty threat, as everyone knew, in his condition. Despite his anger, Lizzie felt a pang of

  compassion for him. She knew he had become more aggressive to compensate for his legs. But he was still her father and she loved him.




  ‘Leave the kids be for now, Tom. They mean no harm,’ Kate pleaded wearily, sinking down on the bed. She looked deathly white, and Lizzie anxiously pulled the bedclothes round

  her.




  Tom Allen shuffled himself clumsily across the bed in order to make room for his wife. Lizzie averted her eyes from the covered stumps that never failed to fill her with a deep, pitying sadness.

  She was terrified it would show. Her father hated sympathy and was swift to discern it.




  ‘I know where I’d like to leave the bloody lot of’em. Now if I hear another sound I’m taking me belt to all five of you, legs or no legs. And don’t forget, Lizzie

  gel, we’re up first thing for the market.’




  Lizzie wanted to ask her mother if there was anything more she could do, but catching Bert’s arm she led him away. Given half the chance he would open his big mouth, and cause another

  row.




  The rift in the family had started in earnest when her father had returned from the war, unable to exert discipline over his household. In his youth, Tom Allen had worked as a stevedore on the

  big cargo boats that docked in the Port of London. His wage hadn’t made them rich, but it was regular work and they were no poorer than anyone else in Langley Street. Many of the dockers and

  their families lived in the smoke-blackened two-up, two-down terraced houses that led down to the wharves. Dirty and overcrowded, their backyards brimmed with junk and washing lines. No one grew

  flowers or vegetables and weeds thrived.




  On Friday and Saturday nights the men spent their wage in the pub. The women waited to duck the drunken punches on their return and pray a few pennies remained. Lizzie knew that unlike many

  households, where the men would beat their wives, her father never raised a hand to their mother. Despite all their troubles, he worshipped the ground she walked on.




  Before the war, he’d ruled the family with an iron fist. Being strong and healthy, his rules were obeyed. That was the way things were; not a wonderful life by any means but they felt

  secure and knew their boundaries. After the war it was a different story. Many men didn’t return; in the Allens’ case, it wasn’t death, but disability that ended the

  family’s happiness.




  As half a man, Tom Allen lost respect in himself, and without legs he would never regain it. A cold lack of regard had grown between Vinnie and his father. Lizzie knew there was nothing Tom

  could do about it, especially since they only survived with the money Vinnie brought in. Where it came from was a bone of contention. Vinnie worked for a villain, a hard man of the East End, and it

  had broken his parents’ hearts.




  As for Babs, she was almost sick at the sight of the stumps. She only tolerated the gruesome spectacle by ignoring her father. Flo, however, at ten, was too young to remember him clearly before

  he enlisted. She accepted him as he was and did her best, but Tom would have none of it. Lizzie knew he was frightened of seeing the same look of revulsion in Flo’s eyes as he had seen in

  Babs’.




  Once back out in the passage, Lizzie glared up at her brother. ‘You’re daft, you are, Bert Allen. Ain’t you got no sense at all in that whopping great ’ead of yours? I

  ask you, going on about eels, what good was that?’




  Bert stared down at his muddy boots. ‘Vin told me to fink of a good story,’ he admitted sheepishly.




  ‘Well, he must’ve forgot that thinking ain’t exactly a natural state for you,’ Lizzie answered sharply, pushing her brother up the stairs. Then, immediately regretting

  her words, she added gently, ‘Still, I ain’t having a go at you, Bert. When all is said and done, you probably saved him a worse hiding.’




  Bert brightened at the unexpected flattery. ‘I ’ope so, gel. ’Cos our Vin was on one ’ell of a bender ternight and nuffin’ I could say would stop ’im. One

  minute ’e was drinkin’ wiv ’is mates, the next ’e was in a fight out the back, all ’is mates vanished.’




  ‘Fine friends our Vin has if they all do a bunk,’ Lizzie sniffed.




  ‘It ain’t Vin’s fault,’ Bert replied loyally. ‘He’s got ’imself in deep with Mik Ferreter but ’e says he’s gonna sort ’imself out

  soon.’




  ‘What, as a bookie’s runner! Betting’s illegal and you know it, Bert Allen.’




  Bert hung his head.




  Again she regretted her tone, but she was worried for Bert, terrified he might get blamed on Vinnie’s account. She sighed as she stared down at Vinnie. The swelling was right up now,

  covering his close-set eyes and distorting his thin mouth. It was strange how he resembled no one else in the family, Lizzie thought, not for the first time. She herself had long curling black hair

  and deep green eyes, like their mother. Vinnie’s dark brown hair was dead straight and his eyes were jet black beads, always moving in their small sockets. Babs’ big brown eyes were

  flecked with gold and Flo’s were a lovely soft brown, like a doe’s. Where Vinnie got his hard look from she didn’t know.




  Perhaps Vinnie was a throwback, she thought now, as she studied the unpleasant sight. Both maternal and paternal grandparents were born and bred on the Isle of Dogs but they had died long ago.

  Three of her uncles, Tom’s brothers, had been killed during the war. On her mother’s side there were two sisters, who had married and left the island, their own families scattered far

  and wide. So if Vinnie resembled any relative, they were destined never to know.




  ‘We’d better get ’im to bed,’ Lizzie said as Vinnie stirred, ‘then I’ll clean up.’




  ‘I’ll sort out ’is mess, gel,’ Bert said cheerfully. ‘Don’t you worry, leave it to me. You get yer ’ead down.’




  Lizzie watched Bert haul Vinnie over his shoulder as though he was lifting a sack of feathers. Brute strength and ignorance, she thought, smiling to herself. Vinnie’s dangling arms

  disappeared along the landing and she heaved a sigh of relief. Selfish and greedy, that was Vinnie. He gave money to Kate only to boast of his role as breadwinner. It gave him power to sneer at

  others, including Tom. Not that Kate had been able to refuse the money; with business at Cox Street market being so slack, it was all that had kept a roof over their heads and food on the

  table.




  Lizzie tiptoed downstairs to the scullery, squeezing past the Bath chair and its detachable tray on which were displayed the ribbons and souvenirs that were her father’s livelihood; the

  Seaman’s Rest Home at Greenwich provided sources of goods for disabled veterans. Lizzie had left school at thirteen, when Tom came home from the war and her mother needed help, and for the

  past year she had pushed him in the Bath chair from Cubitt Town to Cox Street market, Poplar, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays, then all the way home again.




  Lizzie lifted the galvanized iron pail that stood behind the back door. She filled it with cold water from the tap over the china sink. Next to the sink was the boiler and beside this, during

  the day, a kettle boiled perpetually on the hob.




  The bucket half full, Lizzie hauled it over the sink, careful not to spill any on the large oak table. Her mother scrubbed the table religiously and fed her family well on it. The few extra

  pennies she earned taking in sewing all went on food. Lizzie glanced fondly at the big rocking chair squeezed in one corner. Her mother sat there at night, head bent over a needle that flashed

  incessantly through every cloth known to mankind.




  A shiny black roach fell on to the back of the chair. Lizzie watched it skid down a rung, keeping its balance with agility. The porous distempered walls were infested with bugs, skittish black

  insects that acrobatically stuck to any surface and were the devil to kill.




  She ignored it, going quietly upstairs. The house was silent. It was music to her ears, no fights or rows taking place. Langley Street was where they had grown up, where her maternal

  grandparents had lived. All their history was in this house. A roof to call their own was more than a lot of families had. At school, one of her friends had been taken to an orphanage along with

  her six brothers and sisters, her parents unable to pay the rent and evicted from their home. Destitution hadn’t befallen the Allens; and whilst she had breath in her body, Lizzie vowed it

  never would.




  Upstairs she lowered the bucket to the boards. Bert had done the proverbial vanishing act. She went and looked in their bedroom. Bert lay beside his brother on the big double bed, fully dressed,

  boots sticking up like tombstones. Despite his injuries, Vinnie snored loudly, and Bert was no longer in the land of the living.




  Lizzie returned to the landing and began to clean up the vomit. It was more trouble than it was worth to rouse either of her brothers. As usual, it was quicker to repair the damage herself.




  At four o’clock in the morning, a sepia light filled the scullery. Always the first to rise on market days, Lizzie turned on the lamp. Her clothes were folded on a chair,

  and she struggled into them, pulling one jersey on top of another.




  She cut a slight little figure. Most of her clothes were second-hand from Cox Street market. Every stitch was someone else’s, darned, patched and lengthened. Several shades of blue ran

  round the hem of her skirt, a clue to the number of its previous owners. The jerseys were darned and had squares of cloth from her mother’s work-box sewn over the elbows. Her boots had been

  outgrown by their neighbour’s daughter, Blakies hammered into their soles.




  She reached behind her, scooped up her long dark hair and plaited it. Then she poured water into the kettle and warmed her hands beside it. Next, she sliced the big crusty loaf that was

  purchased from the baker’s roundsman, also referred to as the Midnight Baker because he delivered at night. Kate bought bread and milk from him twice a week. On Fridays, when she had money,

  and on Tuesdays, when she had none. Her debt was recorded on the slate. Lizzie knew it was robbing Peter to pay Paul but that was how people survived on the island.




  When she had finished her chores, she went outside to the lavatory. The path to the wooden shed in the backyard was covered in frost. Sitting on the cold seat, she left the door wide open and

  shivered as she gazed up at the stars still lighting the sky. With luck, it would be a fine, dry day and business would be brisk at market.




  Lizzie’s heart raced at the thought of seeing Danny Flowers, the tall, blond-haired barrow boy whom she secretly worshipped. She thought of the silk ribbons lying on the tray, imagining

  them tied in her own curling black hair. Ribbons were all the rage, favoured by the young women who travelled down from the West End. Gentry were always dressed impeccably. Lizzie was fascinated

  with their clothes and loved to study the fashions. It was the only opportunity she had to do so and she made the most of it.




  Thoughts of Danny and beautiful clothes vanished as she returned to the house, stifling a yawn. It was time to wake her father and she’d only had three hours’ sleep. All because of

  Vinnie. His drinking was becoming worse and so were his black moods.




  The stink of disinfectant flowed out as she opened the bedroom door. It was the only antidote the islanders had to bugs and mice. Distributed free at the local park each week, Kate used it in

  the bedroom, which, because of Tom’s injuries and the risk of infection, was the priority.




  Once acclimatized, Lizzie pushed the Bath chair up to the bed. Her father groaned as she parted the heavy curtains.




  Kate woke and sat up on the edge of the bed. ‘Wait, Lizzie. I’ll help you get ’im into the chair. You’ll do yer back in if you try it on yer own.’




  ‘I’ll manage, Ma, you couldn’t have got much sleep last night.’




  ‘Oh, I’m all right now, love.’ Still sitting, Kate wound her long grey plait into a bun. ‘Let’s get your father dressed, then,’ she sighed, rising slowly.




  As usual, Tom complained throughout the performance. It was not until he was washed and fully clothed that Lizzie had time to notice how ill her mother looked.




  ‘You sure you feel all right, Ma?’ Lizzie asked at the breakfast table.




  ‘I’ll be right as rain when I get me second breath.’ Kate poured tea into three enamel mugs. ‘Spread the drippin’, gel, will you?’




  Lizzie’s mouth watered as she spread the thick, juicy paste scooped off the top of the stock. Kate rarely cooked a joint of beef now. They wouldn’t eat another one for at least a

  month. Lizzie remembered how every Sunday before the war they ate thick slices of succulent roast beef, the leftovers fried as bubble and squeak the next day. The rich brown juice was made into

  broth, eked out over the week. They had taken the beef for granted then. Now, even the dripping was a delicacy.




  ‘Eat up, you two,’ Kate told them briskly. ‘You won’t get much more before the day’s out.’




  Lizzie bolted her food. She noticed Kate hadn’t eaten a crumb. ‘Why don’t you go back to bed, Ma? Babs could take Flo to school today.’




  ‘Aw, stop fussing,’ Kate scolded. ‘Anyone would think I’m on me last legs.’




  ‘It’s them lazy buggers upstairs that’s the cause of the trouble,’ muttered Tom angrily, pushing himself away from the table, his breakfast uneaten. ‘They treat

  this house like a bloody lodgings. I tell you, I’ve had enough of it. If they can’t abide by the rules they can clear out. Idle good for nothing layabouts—’




  ‘I’ll get yer coat and scarf, Pa,’ Lizzie said quickly, catching her mother’s look of dismay.




  ‘And wrap up warm,’ Kate called after her. ‘I don’t want you both coming down with pneumonia. And who knows, if the weather holds, you might have a good day and we can

  settle the rent with old Symons.’




  A remark that didn’t make Tom Allen any the happier as, swathed in coats, scarves and mittens, they left the house and Lizzie began the long push from Cubitt Town to Poplar. It was a

  sombre beginning to the day, but Lizzie knew their spirits would lift when they saw their friends. For her, one in particular: Danny Flowers.




  The Isle of Dogs was still asleep as she pushed her father through the empty streets of Cubitt Town. Only Island Gardens, the park where she brought her sisters to play, was alive with birdsong.

  Soon they had reached the Mudchute, years ago a mountainous health hazard of rotting silt. Now the islanders grew vegetables there. It was barricaded with wooden fences so the kids wouldn’t

  get in.




  Lizzie was proud of the island’s ancient roots. She had learned at school that the Isle of Dogs had first been recorded on the maps in the sixteenth century. Over time, the rough horseshoe

  of land, surrounded on three sides by water, had become the centre of the capital’s trade and industry.




  Glancing seaward she spotted a tall ship’s mast over the roofs of the tatty cottages. Hooters echoed, oil and tar blew in on the wind, another day of sea trading had begun. Her grandfather

  and great-grandfather had sailed on the big, ocean going vessels, the Triton and the Oceanides.




  It had been nothing, once, to see the bowsprit of a ship leaning over a backyard. Children had swung from the long poles, pretending to be pirates, and up above them the main masts had seemed to

  pierce the sky. Lizzie could remember her brothers playing along the wharves. She could see them now, scavenging under the furnaces of the factories, black with ash. Bert had a deep voice even as a

  boy. He’d often sung sea shanties with the sailors and Vinnie had dug in the silt, convinced he’d find treasure.




  The war had seemed a long way away then.




  Her father huddled down under his scarves. His jaw jutted out against the wind, and she pushed on, her efforts keeping her warm as the November day dawned, bright and clear. Horses and carts

  trotted by, women whitened their doorsteps.




  ‘A Good Pull-Up at Carmen’, announced a notice over one door. Lizzie waved at the owner, standing outside his café fastening his apron. The Carmen was no more than a shack,

  with a corrugated roof and a flap that came down over the front, but the smell of cheesecake was tantalizing. She’d never tasted the pastries covered in thick coconut, but they were always

  lined up on trays inside. The aroma of hot dough and coconut made her mouth water.




  On they went, her load heavier now. Some of the girls from the pickle factory said hello. They all looked and smelled the same. Their hair was hidden under white caps and they walked noisily on

  their clogs. Their white coats were stained with yellow from the onions and they stank of vinegar.




  Lizzie had always feared having to work at the pickle factory. Then one day her mother had remarked, ‘It’s better than the sacking factory. The dust fills up your lungs and chokes

  you to death. Listen to the women coughing and you know they work with sack.’ After that, the pickle factory seemed like heaven.




  As they skirted the docks a small band of men huddled on the stones. ‘There must be a skin boat in. Poor sods,’ her father sighed. These were older men, casual labour, waiting for

  work. No man in his right mind would work with animal skins from abroad, her father had once commented. The skins were riddled with disease. And there were rats. Vermin as big as dogs. But these

  men were starving and they’d resort to anything to feed their families.




  Lizzie shivered. There were always anthrax deaths on the island. The stories were gruesome. At least Bert and Vinnie had never had to unload skins, she thought more cheerfully. Perhaps being a

  bookie’s runner wasn’t so bad after all.




  The market stalls were suddenly in sight and Lizzie quickened her step. Would Danny be there with his barrow? Eagerly she looked for his fair head and broad shoulders, her heart beating fast as

  her eyes scanned the crowd. Colour, laughter and early morning jokes abounded. The traders were busy erecting stalls and insulting one another. Fruit and vegetables, fish, meat, materials, china.

  It was all there, like Aladdin’s cave, spread out over the tables.




  It seemed as though she hadn’t lived till this minute.




  The beautiful features of the young woman were enhanced by a soft smile as she drew the delicate pink silk through her fingers. ‘How much are these ribbons?’ she

  asked in a refined accent.




  ‘A penny’s worth there, miss.’ Lizzie gazed up, fascinated by the aura of wealth and respectability. ‘The blue would look lovely on you.’




  ‘Do you think so?’




  ‘Why don’t you try one on, miss?’ Lizzie held up one of the blue ribbons. It matched the girl’s powder blue coat and velvet hat with an upturned brim.




  ‘Have you a mirror?’




  ‘No, but Freda has. Over there on the fruit and veg stall. Freda’ll hold your hat whilst you try them on.’ Lizzie knew that Fat Freda, who was always putting on her red

  lipstick and smacking her lips in a big, cracked mirror, would gladly offer her help. She watched the girl walk gracefully to Fat Freda’s stall.




  The next moment Freda was holding her mirror up and giving Lizzie a wink on the sly. Lizzie knew once those ribbons were in the girl’s hair she’d be hooked. The girl didn’t

  give Freda her hat, just held the ribbons against her peaches and cream cheek and Lizzie knew it was enough. She would be opening her purse any moment.




  Freda raised her pencilled eyebrows behind the mirror.




  Lizzie giggled.




  ‘Off you go, gel.’ Tom Allen gave his daughter a nudge. ‘Stop staring at the customers and go and find Dickie for me. Tell him to come up for a chat if he’s done all his

  business.’




  ‘But Pa—!’ The girl was walking back, a satisfied look on her face.




  Tom Allen pulled down his scarf with an irritable jerk. ‘Ain’t you awake yet, gel? Did you hear what I said?’




  ‘Yes, Pa.’ Lizzie glanced at their customer one last time before walking away. She liked selling, but it wasn’t often Tom let her. He preferred her to push the chair or run

  errands, like now, irritably dispatching her to find Dickie Potts, one of his friends.




  ‘How’d it go?’ Fat Freda asked as Lizzie passed her stall.




  ‘She’ll buy ’em I think. Thanks for the loan of the mirror.’




  ‘Yer old man oughta let you flog stuff more often,’ Freda exclaimed. ‘You’re a natural, gel. You’d sell sand to an Arab.’




  Lizzie liked Fat Freda, so named because of her immense girth and chins. She was not from the island, but hailed from Poplar. Freda was a widow with a large family and numerous grandchildren.

  She attended the market each week and was known for her loud singing voice and hammering out tunes on the pub piano. Tickling the ivories, as she called it.




  ‘You seen Danny yet?’ Freda asked, winking.




  Lizzie blushed and tried to pretend she hadn’t heard.




  ‘He’s along there with his barra,’ Freda said loudly enough for the whole market to hear. ‘Down the end of the row.’




  Lizzie went scarlet. She kept her head down as she left Freda’s stall. She had to take the long route in order to pass Danny and she hoped no one would notice. Her heart was pounding as

  she walked through the crowd. Would Danny speak when he saw her? Or would he be too busy selling chestnuts and not notice her pass by? Lizzie couldn’t see anything but bodies squashed

  together, and a sense of panic filled her. What if she couldn’t find him? What if he hadn’t come?




  ‘Enough brass monkeys for you?’ a voice called and she spun round. Danny’s barrow, slightly set back from the stalls, was brimming with hot roasting chestnuts. He was standing

  there, tall and handsome in his cloth cap and waistcoat, warming his hands over the brazier. ‘Come and have a warm up,’ he called, his blue eyes inviting.




  Lizzie flushed with pleasure. ‘Can’t yet, Danny. I’ll be over later.’




  ‘You make sure you are.’ Danny winked as he tilted his cap. ‘Me day don’t start till you come over and have a chat.’




  ‘Get on with you, you saucy bugger,’ called the stallholder next to the barrow. ‘Leave the poor girl alone. She ain’t got time to spend with the likes of you, silly

  sod.’




  Lizzie smiled and caught Danny’s eye again.




  By the time she found Dickie Potts he was counting his change and totting up the morning’s sales. ‘How’s yer dad, Lizzie?’ Dickie grinned, displaying big, brown,

  horse-like teeth.




  ‘Said he’d like to have a chat, Dickie.’ Lizzie tried to dodge the spray of spittle.




  ‘Yeah, all right, gel. I’m almost done.’ Dickie had survived Flanders like her father. He suffered from a hacking cough, the effects of gas poisoning. He had sold newspapers

  before the war and was still selling them now. Newspapers were his passion.




  ‘Have a butchers at this.’ Dickie lowered a newspaper and Lizzie was able to read the headlines. ‘Marshall Foch Salutes Unknown Warrior!’




  ‘Bloody liars and hypocrites!’ exclaimed Dickie. Like her father, Dickie didn’t believe the printed word, but he wanted to read the lies all the same. By the time the afternoon

  came, the newspaper seller and her father would have analysed every article in the paper from cover to cover.




  Lizzie knew that the war had changed their beliefs, as it had millions of others who had lived to tell the tale. The government’s words, her father said, were at variance with its deeds.

  He’d heard all their promises and been the victim of the broken ones. No one came to relieve him or Dickie in the trenches. From the minute he woke in hospital and saw his two stumps, he knew

  the government’s promises of an acre of land and a pig for every soldier after the war was a myth.




  Dickie himself was a hive of knowledge. He and her father were always debating politics. Both held allegiance to no one after the atrocities they’d witnessed. War disgusted them along with

  the warmongers on both sides that had sent millions of men to their deaths.




  ‘Why is he called “Unknown”, Dickie?’ Lizzie asked as Dickie licked the spittle from his lips.




  ‘’Cos ’e represents the unknown dead,’ Dickie replied gravely. ‘The French are takin’ six unidentified dead bodies to a hut at Saint Pol, near Arras. Then

  they’re gonna get an officer to close ’is eyes, rest ’is hand on one of them there coffins, and that’ll be the poor bastard who’ll travel to England in a box.’

  Dickie sucked his teeth grimly. Suddenly he looked very far away. ‘The coffin’s going from Boulogne to Dover on the British destroyer, Verdun. Another destroyer, the

  Vendetta, is gonna accompany her across the Channel, very regal like. As a special tribute, they’re gonna fly the White Ensign at ’alf mast and dock to a nineteen gun

  salute.’




  Lizzie was silent for a moment, the gravity and importance of what Dickie had just told her bringing a lump to her throat. ‘What’s gonna happen then?’ she asked quietly.




  Dickie coughed loudly and wiped his nose with a grubby sleeve. ‘The coffin goes by train to London, gel. They’ll put a bloody great wreath on top of the gun carriage and take it from

  the Cenotaph to Westminster Abbey. King George’ll be there and Queen Mary.’ Dickie’s face darkened. ‘All I say is, why couldn’t they bloody shake the poor

  devil’s hand when ’e was alive, before ’e ’ad to spill ’is guts for King and Country? A bloodbath that’s what it was – for the working classes and kids! We

  was expendable.’ Dickie shook his head slowly. ‘Nah. It’s too late to honour ’em now. And I wouldn’t mind bettin’ ’alf the country thinks so

  too.’




  Lizzie had heard the rumours of unrest at market. She knew her father was of the same opinion as Dickie. Ex-servicemen, the unemployed, every one of them was disillusioned with their meagre

  lot.




  ‘Would you believe Foch is sending over one ’undred sandbags of French earth?’ Dickie went on in a low voice. ‘They’re gonna line ’is grave with it. French

  earth or British, what does it matter? All earth’s got worms, don’t matter where it comes from. The maggots’ll get a bellyful just the same. It ain’t going to matter to the

  corpse, is it?’




  Lizzie shuddered. She felt sorry for Dickie, but sometimes he frightened her. She knew that, like her father, he would never recover mentally from the terrifying experiences of war.




  ‘Saw ’undreds o’ worms, I did, saw ’em crawlin’ over torsos and limbs, burrowin’ their way inside flesh and bone. Worms has filthy ’abits. Worms

  ain’t fussed wevver it’s the Boche or the Allies.’ Dickie cackled lewdly. ‘All rot tastes the same.’




  A shiver went down Lizzie’s spine. ‘Is there anything else in the papers?’ she asked, changing the subject quickly, hoping he would hurry up and get his things together. She

  wanted to see to Danny again.




  Dickie looked at her and blinked. Then he stabbed a filthy finger at the paper. ‘Yeah, a big burglary up West. They coshed a night watchman and got away with two ’undred quid’s

  worth of stuff from a jewellers. One of’em was seen by a passer-by. They think they can trace him with a bit of luck. Two ’undred smackers in one night, more ‘n’ I make in a

  lifetime. Big, ’e was, a bloody big bloke.’ Dickie licked his lips thoughtfully. ‘Says ’ere over six foot. Gotta big ’ead and long arms. Like a bleedin’ great

  gorilla.’




  Lizzie instantly thought of Bert. He had a big head and long arms. ‘When was it?’ she asked, telling herself not to be silly.




  ‘Thursday,’ Dickie read, ‘in the wee small hours.’




  Bert and Vinnie had been out on Thursday night. She recalled her mother’s words as she had run up the stairs. The second night running . . .




  Dickie folded away his paper and stuffed it in his pocket. He lifted his floppy sack bag over his shoulder. ‘Come on then, gel. Lead the way.’




  Lizzie walked through the market in a daze as Dickie’s voice went in one ear and out the other.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘’Ello Dickie.’ Lizzie saw that her father was looking pleased with himself when they arrived back. The tray in front of him had

  large gaps in it and his money bag was open as he counted the pennies.




  ‘You done some business then.’ Dickie dumped his sack by the Bath chair.




  ‘Yeah, business is brisk. And it’s only the middle of the morning.’




  ‘What d’you put that down to?’ Dickie asked.




  ‘Everyone’s talkin’ about next week,’ Tom replied. ‘They seem to be doing a fair bit of spending at the same time.’




  ‘You mean Armistice Day,’ Dickie said with a nod. ‘Well, we ought to ’ave a bleeding big funeral every week if it ’elps business. One of them there politicians

  would do for starters. I can think of a few of’em I’d be pleased to see six feet under.’




  ‘I’ll go along with you there all right.’




  Dickie made himself comfortable on an orange box and began to read the newspaper aloud.




  Lizzie’s thoughts, though, were still on the robbery. She didn’t know why she was so worried. There must be lots of big men involved in robberies all over London, so why suspect

  Bert? He was not the right sort of material for a thief. He was slow moving and clumsy, but what worried her was that Vinnie might use his influence to involve Bert.




  She could still hear Vi Catcher telling her about Vinnie the other day. Vi lived opposite at number seventy-nine. She was the street’s gossip and made it her business to know everyone

  else’s. She was always dressed in her apron and turban, but never seemed to do much work. She stood at her front door, watching the world go by, her plump arms folded over her pinny. Kate

  said Vi was harmless enough, but Lizzie tried to avoid her if she could.




  ‘Off out then, gel?’ Vi had asked as she walked down Langley Street one morning.




  ‘Just doing some errands for Ma, Vi.’ Lizzie knew it was a mistake to pause, but she didn’t want to appear rude.




  ‘Heard the Old Bill collared your Vinnie in the pub last night,’ Vi said with a gleam in her eye. ‘That Mik Ferreter slipped the copper a few quid, apparently, to get him off

  the hook.’




  ‘You know more than I do, then, Vi,’ Lizzie retorted sharply. Vinnie hadn’t mentioned any of this at home and Vi knew it.




  ‘I hope I ain’t put me foot in it, gel. But I know how much your mum worries about you kids and I thought, well, someone ought to know. Just in case, like.’




  Lizzie had got away quickly, then. She didn’t want to hear any more. A lot of it was gossip, but what Vi had said worried her. Mik Ferreter’s reputation preceded him in the East End.

  Not only was he a bookie who tolerated no debt, but he was said to have some of the police in his pay. His criminal exploits in the underworld were legendary, and if Vi’s information was

  correct there was no doubt of the hold he had over Vinnie.




  Someone tapped her on the shoulder and Lizzie jumped.




  ‘Blimey, gel, your nerves are in a bad way.’ Danny Flowers grinned down at her. His blue eyes twinkled under his mop of blond hair.




  ‘Oh, it’s you, Danny.’




  ‘Who did you think it was,’ he answered with a straight face. ‘The Old Bill?’




  Lizzie went white. ‘Course not!’




  ‘Crikey, I only came up to say hello. I might as well not have bothered.’ Danny stuck his thumbs in his waistcoat and rocked on his heels.




  Lizzie smiled faintly. ‘Sorry, Danny. I got a lot on me mind.’




  ‘Like what for instance?’




  ‘Nothing important, not really.’




  ‘In which case, you’re doing a lot of frowning and jumping for something that ain’t important,’ Danny remarked astutely. ‘Why don’t you walk down to the barra

  with me and ’ave some chestnuts. Yer dad’ll let you come if you ask ’im nicely.’




  ‘I ain’t saying nothing about what’s on me mind, Danny Flowers,’ she warned him, knowing that it would be a surprise to both of them if she kept her mouth shut.

  ‘It’s me own business and I don’t want no one poking their nose in.’




  ‘Me? Poke me nose in? The name’s Danny Flowers not Pinocchio.’ Danny looked affronted.




  Danny always made her laugh. ‘Just for a few minutes then. I’ll just tell Pa.’




  Lizzie walked over to the Bath chair and asked her father if she could go with Danny. ‘As long as he don’t come the old nonsense,’ Tom said suspiciously. ‘I don’t

  trust any of them costermongers further than I could throw them.’




  Costermongers were regarded by shopkeepers and stall-holders as disreputable moving from street to street, often selling goods at dirt-cheap prices. The Flowers family, however, had reformed

  years ago and now ran a greengrocery business on Ebondale Street.




  ‘Danny ain’t a costermonger, Pa,’ Lizzie reminded him once more, hoping Danny couldn’t hear. ‘He just brings the barra up to the market on Saturday for his

  dad.’




  ‘A leopard don’t change his spots. Just you remember that, my girl.’




  Lizzie escaped whilst she could, though her inclination to argue the point was strong. Bill Flowers’ shop was a bit scruffy and you had to watch some of the stuff he sold but he had gained

  a reputation for fairness. She couldn’t see the difference, anyway, between selling from a Bath chair and a barrow. Danny had been in the war, too. He was just sixteen when he had enlisted

  the year before armistice. He had done his bit for king and country.




  Danny was liked on the island, but Danny’s older bother, Frank, was not well regarded. Frank helped in the shop, but had once worked on the docks as a guard. He had been exempt from

  conscription because of this. Tom Allen had once remarked that Frank Flowers must have a trunk full of white feathers by now.




  ‘How’s yer dad and Gertie?’ Lizzie asked as they walked together down Cox Street.




  Bill Flowers had been a widower since Danny was born nineteen years ago. His wife, Daisy, had died in childbirth. Danny and Frank were the reason Bill had given up his roving way of life. With a

  new born baby and a little boy of three to look after, a shop was the only way he could earn a living.




  The barrow was all that remained of the old way of life. Gertie Spooner was Bill’s right-hand man. Bill had hired her to help look after the baby after Daisy’s death and Gertie had

  been at his side ever since. As well as looking after the two boys, she knew the business back to front.




  ‘Dad don’t change,’ Danny grinned. ‘All work and no play, that’s me dad. Gertie still manages to get him down the Quarry on Saturdays though. Between you and me, I

  reckon she wears the trousers. They should have got spliced those two. Might as well have, for all the time they spend together.’




  Lizzie liked Gertie, who always had time to stop and say a few words in the shop, even when she was busy. Kate had been a regular customer in the old days but not so much lately. Market prices

  were all she could afford.




  When they reached the barrow the chestnuts were sizzling on the brazier. Their succulent aroma filled the air and Lizzie held her hands over the heat. The warmth penetrated her old green coat

  and seeped into her cold bones.




  ‘Sit down, gel. I’ll do you some.’ Danny rubbed a tin plate clean on his elbow before tipping out some chestnuts.




  Lizzie hadn’t eaten since breakfast. She sat down on an upturned box. Her mouth was watering as Danny passed her the plate. She stripped them hurriedly, tossing the hot brown nuts quickly

  between each hand.




  ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, Lizzie Allen,’ he chuckled. ‘Blimey, if all my customers had your appetite – and a full purse – I’d be a

  millionaire.’




  She licked her lips. ‘I could eat these all day long. They’re lovely.’




  ‘Like someone else I could name.’ Danny folded his arms and leaned against the barrow, tilting his cap over his forehead. ‘So when are you gonna say yes and marry me, then,

  Lizzie Allen?’ Danny was always teasing her like this. She wondered what he would say if she answered, ‘Whenever you like.’ But she never quite had the nerve to spring that one on

  him.




  ‘When you’ve made enough money to keep me like a lady,’ she said instead. ‘I’ve expensive tastes, you know.’




  ‘Blimey, hark at it. All right then. If you won’t marry me, when are you gonna let me take you out on the town?’




  ‘Oh, I’ve heard that one before, Danny Flowers.’




  Lizzie thought he probably said the same to all the girls. She wouldn’t mind betting all those girls had lovely clothes, too. He was so handsome, her Danny, his white shirtsleeves rolled

  up to his elbows, his shirt open at the neck. There wasn’t anyone she’d ever met who made her feel this way, all sort of shivery inside. She’d rather die than let him know, of

  course. He probably thought she was still a kid. He’d known her ever since she was small, seen her trailing round the market with her sisters in tow. But the way she felt about him

  wasn’t the way a child felt.




  ‘How do you fancy a night up the Queens?’ he said, with a serious expression on his face.




  Lizzie stared at him. ‘The Queens? Up Poplar?’




  ‘Where else?’




  She almost died of shock. ‘You mean . . . just you and me?’




  Danny laughed. ‘Blimey, gel, I ain’t speaking French, am I?’ He looked at her with amusement, then, leaning towards her, raised one eyebrow. ‘Saturday is Amateur Night.

  We’d have a bit of fun sitting up there in the gods.’




  The gods! Had she heard him right? She couldn’t believe it.




  Suddenly Danny was staring at her, and his eyes were telling her that he didn’t think of her as a kid any longer. Oh no, she’d been wrong there.




  ‘Course if you didn’t fancy the Queens, we could go to the Lyric,’ he shrugged. ‘It’s over Hammersmith, but Dad would let us borrow the ’orse and

  cart.’




  ‘The Lyric,’ Lizzie breathed in wonder. ‘At Hammersmith.’




  ‘Beggar’s Opera, it’s called. The most popular show in town.’




  Lizzie knew exactly what the Beggar’s Opera was. Dickie had read aloud all about it from an article in the newspaper; the show was packed with popular music, songs, dancing and puns.

  Lizzie swallowed. Not only had Danny Flowers actually asked her to go out with him, but he’d asked her to go to the theatre.




  She’d never even been in one. The nearest she’d ever got was looking at the posters outside the Queens. Life-sized colour posters of actors and actresses, singers and dancers,

  comedians and acrobats.




  This was a dream come true. Her and Danny at the Beggar’s Opera.




  Then reality came back with a crash. Besides not having any clothes – or money – her father would refuse to let her go. She couldn’t tell Danny that Tom didn’t approve of

  him. Danny would be angry then, and he might never talk to her again, let alone ask her out.




  Thinking quickly, she made a joke of it. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she told him. ‘If I’ve got time, I might. I’ve got a schedule to keep you know.’




  She held her breath. Maybe she had got away with it.




  ‘Don’t keep me waiting too long,’ he warned her. ‘I’ve got a schedule to keep an’ all.’ His blue eyes were twinkling.




  Lizzie stood up, intending to leave whilst the going was good.




  ‘Yer not off already?’




  ‘I’d better. Pa said not to be away too long.’




  Danny came to stand beside her. He was so tall and handsome. She felt weak at the knees. ‘Incidentally,’ he said as he looked down at her, ‘how’s that brother of yours

  – Vinnie?’




  Her heart banged against her ribs. ‘Why?’ she blurted, immediately on the defensive.




  Danny shrugged. ‘Nothin’ really. It’s just that I was down the Quarry the other night. Someone said he was in a spot of bother.’




  ‘Not that I know of Lizzie turned and walked away, her heart still pounding.




  But Danny caught up with her and took her arm. His eyes were kind as he said gently, ‘You can trust me, Lizzie, you know that. A trouble shared is a trouble halved.’




  She really wanted to tell him, but she couldn’t. She still had her pride and didn’t want Danny to think less of her for something Vinnie had done. ‘Vinnie is old enough to look

  after himself,’ she said, tossing back her thick black curls. ‘He don’t tell me his business and I don’t ask.’




  Danny raised his eyebrows and let her go. ‘Pardon me for breathing.’




  Lizzie felt a moment’s regret as she looked into his eyes.




  ‘When am I gonna see you again?’




  She smiled a halting little smile. ‘Next Saturday. I’ll be here with Pa as usual.’




  He grinned. ‘Looks like I’m gonna have to wait another week for me answer, then.’




  She knew what the answer was already, but she wasn’t going to tell him. She’d have to think up a good excuse over the next seven days. She had as much chance of seeing the inside of

  the Lyric as going to Buckingham Palace for tea.




  When she got back, her father and Dickie were still engrossed in the newspaper. ‘Me old mate’s right,’ Tom hailed her as if she’d been sitting there listening for the

  last half-hour. ‘Our strife will all be forgot. In time to come no one will remember we fought a war.’




  ‘The kids these days don’t know what life is about,’ agreed Dickie, folding the newspaper carefully and sliding it back in the sack. Politics, religion and the unions had been

  ripped apart and put to rights again. Now it was time to get on with what remained of the day.




  ‘Push me by Elfie Goldblum’s stall,’ Tom instructed her. ‘No doubt he’ll be catchin’ a few latecomers.’ Though the traders had to have licences for

  their pitches, disabled veterans were given the freedom of the streets, and Lizzie pushed the Bath chair beside Elfie Goldblum’s stall for their last stop of the day.




  ‘How you doing, my son?’ Elfie called, emerging from the back.




  ‘Had a good day, Elfie. And you?’




  ‘Could be better, could be better.’ Elfie Goldblum regularly denied making a fortune. He dealt in secondhand jewellery and curios. He was tiny and wizened with a small brown face

  like a gnome. He had kept a stall at the market for years and was a very astute businessman. Tom liked to be near him in the afternoons because interest waned in the food as the day wore on but

  people were always keen to look at Elfie’s fascinating stock. Rings, necklaces, bracelets, small pieces of china, teapots, brass and second-hand clocks. Elfie craftily replaced the gaps as he

  sold and his stall always looked inviting.




  Lizzie was still thinking about Danny, the Lyric and Hammersmith when a cultured voice broke in on her thoughts. ‘How much are the mints?’ A well-dressed man pointed to the small

  bundle of sweets remaining on Tom’s tray.




  ‘Four ounces for a ha’penny, all done up in nice packets,’ replied Tom, before Lizzie could speak. ‘Lizzie, pass the gent a packet.’




  Lizzie passed the mints, and after some examination their customer nodded. ‘I’ll take those three, one for each of my children.’




  Lizzie stared at the gentleman, dressed in quality clothing, a brown trilby, leather gloves and a silk tie. What was it like to have money to spend and nice clothes to wear and be able to lead a

  life that wasn’t always overshadowed by poverty, she wondered as the man nodded to her father and went on his way.




  ‘You all right, gel?’ Dickie asked, nudging her arm.




  Lizzie nodded. ‘Yes, Dickie, I’m fine.’




  ‘Just as long as that flash ’arry with the barra ain’t upset yer.’




  ‘No, he hasn’t, and he’s not flash, Dickie.’ Lizzie knew there wasn’t much point in arguing. Dickie and her father were set in their ways and ideas. She could argue

  till she was blue in the face on Danny’s behalf. It would make no difference. To some people on the island the Flowers would always be known as costermongers.




  It was growing foggy again and the crowd was thinning out. Dickie rubbed his mittened hands together as another customer passed over a penny. ‘Blimey, it’s like Christmas arrived

  early,’ Dickie chuckled as he gazed down at Tom’s depleted tray. All that was left was a small pile of written commemorations for Armistice Day.




  Tom nodded in satisfaction. ‘I’ll be able to knock a bit off the rent. Kate’ll be pleased about that.’




  Dickie scratched his chin, his dirty nails raking against the grey stubble. ‘Talking of next week, are you going up to the city?’




  Tom shook his head. ‘That ain’t likely now.’




  Lizzie had been eagerly awaiting their trip to the Cenotaph even if she did have to push the chair all the way. ‘Why can’t we go, Pa? We could still sell them commemorations and buy

  some more stock besides.’




  ‘You know the score as well as I do,’ Tom answered her gruffly. ‘You heard yer mother this morning. The rent’s got to be paid. What money is left won’t buy us

  enough to make a trip to the city worthwhile. And don’t make those cow’s eyes at me, gel, ’cos I can’t bloody well work miracles, now, can I?’




  Lizzie turned away. She loved going up West. It would be the only chance she had to see the city before Christmas. But the tone of her father’s voice told her that his decision was

  final.




  She glanced down the street. Danny would be one of the last traders to leave, the contents of his barrow a welcome warmth for the remaining few empty stomachs.




  ‘I’m off now,’ Dickie said, hoisting his sack over his shoulder. ‘Me pins are killing me. And the fog’s comin’ down quick off the river.’




  ‘Yeah, it’s gonna be a pea-souper.’ Lizzie saw her father shiver under his blanket. It was time to go home. She wouldn’t see Danny again for a whole week. And when she

  did, she’d have to have a good excuse up her sleeve for not going out with him.




  ‘Take me home,’ Tom said.




  Lizzie waved to Dickie, then started the long push home.




  On the Sunday before Armistice Day 1920 the news was broadcast to the nation that King George V would unveil the new Cenotaph in Whitehall. As Lizzie and her family gathered

  round the table in the kitchen, eating boiled potatoes and mutton stew, the talk was of the city in mourning.




  Lizzie had helped Kate peel the potatoes and prepare the table. There were more vegetables than meat in the stew but Lizzie knew it would fill a gap in each of the seven hungry stomachs. Her

  father was silent and withdrawn, but Kate was smiling. Lizzie had watched her tuck the rent money safely in the Ovaltine tin. ‘The old Cenotaph was an eyesore anyway,’ Kate remarked as

  she surveyed her family. ‘No one liked it.’




  ‘What’s an eyesore?’ This from ten-year-old Flo.




  ‘A blooming great monstrosity, that’s what.’ Kate frowned at her youngest daughter. ‘In other words, a fake. It was erected in Whitehall, temporary like, for the peace

  celebrations in 1919. But a bloke called Sir Edward Lutyens ’as designed the new one. And there ain’t a word on it about religion, mind.’




  ‘Why’s that?’ asked Flo.




  ‘Because the blokes commemorated on it were of all creeds and none.’




  ‘What’s—’ began Flo again, only to be swiftly silenced by Tom, who scowled at her across the table.




  Vinnie and Babs looked bored. Bert was almost asleep, his hands clasped over his stomach.




  ‘Can I ’ave Babs’ carrots?’ asked Flo, willing the food off her sister’s plate.




  ‘You’ve already had three helpings,’ Kate scolded.




  Flo pushed her fringe from her eyes. ‘I could eat an ’orse, I could.’




  ‘She can have them,’ Babs shrugged. ‘I’m sick of veg.’




  ‘Well, I certainly ain’t gonnna have those carrots wasted,’ sighed Kate, passing the leftovers to Flo. ‘There’s souls out there who’d give their right arm for

  food like this.’




  Flo picked up her spoon. ‘Slowly, gel,’ Kate reproved her. ‘Anyone’d think you were starving. Just you watch yer digestion.’




  ‘What’s di . . . dig—?’




  ‘Innards,’ clarified Kate as Vinnie and Bert yawned loudly, twiddling their braces. They were eager to leave the table and have forty winks. Lizzie was relieved that neither of the

  boys had returned to the Quarry since Friday. Despite his injuries, Vinnie had joined the family for Sunday dinner. His face was still yellow and blue but the swelling had gone down.




  ‘As I was saying about the Cenotaph . . .’ Kate picked up the thread of her conversation but was stopped by Babs.




  ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about.’ Babs spoke truculently, with a swift glance from under her eyelashes at Lizzie. ‘The war’s over and done with. Besides,

  who’d want to go up West on a day when all the shops are shut, anyway?’




  Lizzie knew the remark was aimed at her. Leaving school that summer had given Babs a precocious air and she thought she knew it all. She had been taken under the wing of the women who came from

  the affluent parts of the city, and she helped give out hot soup and tea at Hailing House, the old family home now used for the destitute. Lizzie knew Babs had envied her the visit to the city even

  though Babs wouldn’t be seen dead pushing a Bath chair.




  Kate intervened. ‘I don’t want to hear no talk like that, young lady. The war’s over, but like yer father tells you, at a cost to nearly every family on this island. Thank Gawd

  yer brothers were too young to enlist or they might not be here today, just like poor Lil’s two sons, who didn’t even survive the first year.’




  Lil Sharpe and her husband Doug lived next door at number eighty-four. Kate had helped Lil over the terrible period following the two boys’ deaths in 1915. Kate and Lil were close friends

  as well as neighbours, and it was Ethel, their daughter, whose clothes and boots were handed down to Lizzie. Ethel was now married and had moved to Blackheath. She had two small children of her

  own.




  ‘Miss Hailing says that all the other kings in Europe is gone,’ Babs continued airily, ‘and only our one’s left. She says that God was on our side. That’s why we

  won.’




  Tom began to shake his head, his fingers tightening into fists on the arms of the Bath chair. ‘God was on no man’s side, gel. The whole world lost.’




  ‘That ain’t what Miss Hailing says. She says—’




  ‘Listen here, young lady . . .’ Tom leaned forward, his face flushed with anger. ‘You tell this to your Miss Hailing from me. We’ve got strikes, we’ve got

  unemployment, we’ve got civil war with the Irish and the king don’t give a toss. All he gives us is a load of blarney and expects us to swallow it. But we don’t want talk, we want

  jobs, food on the table, our kids’ bellies full. We want what they promised us when we laid down our lives for their future. But what we want we ain’t never going to get. They told us

  lies in the trenches and they’re still telling us them. What in God’s name have we got to live for?’




  Babs had long since stopped listening and was staring disinterestedly into space. Tom looked hard at his family, his pale eyes going over them one by one. No one answered. Vinnie got up, belched

  loudly and left the room.




  Tom turned to Lizzie, his thin lips quivering. ‘Fetch me cap, Lizzie, and me coat and push me out into the yard.’
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