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  Chapter 1




  November 1918




  Birdie Connor gazed critically into the rust-speckled mirror nailed to her sewing room wall. Had she arranged her deep brown finger-waves a little too frivolously? Did the

  cheeky bow on her pale green dress seem a trifle overdone? She’d have to wear a coat, of course, as it was cold, with a cutting wind blowing over the roofs of the East End’s dilapidated

  houses.




  There was little about the island on which she lived – a shambles of docks and wharfs, which curved into a horseshoe of land, sticking out into the great River Thames – to cause a

  girl much excitement over a stroll. For on a Sunday, even the river was still, the boats and barges and tall goose-necked cranes idle. Only the taverns cheered the men’s spirits, but gave

  little encouragement to their families. A man’s wage could be drunk in the space of an hour and, stumbling home, he’d probably not remember his starving children until he fell in the

  door and gazed into their hungry faces.




  But, Birdie was quick to reflect, luckily this was not the case with the Connor family of March Street. Their lives depended not on the docks or the factories huddled around them, but on her

  skill to sew, and the few extra pennies she earned as a landlady. Nor could the bleak midwinter weather dim her excitement in the least. For today, she and Donald Thorne, the man she hoped soon to

  marry, planned to spend an entire day together. A perfect miracle, in Birdie’s estimation.




  Pinching her cheeks to bring out their pinkness, Birdie reflected that a touch of rouge wouldn’t go amiss. And it was all the rage to have curved, thin eyebrows to accentuate a powdered

  face, just like Mary Pickford, the film star. But Don had never approved of make-up, though she had to admit that once or twice she’d given in to temptation and used the lipstick that Lady

  Hailing, her very best customer, had given her.




  ‘Birdie?’ Fourteen-year-old Patrick Connor, her younger brother, cautiously poked his head round the door. ‘I’m off to meet Willie.’




  ‘Willie, is it?’ Birdie teased as he entered, giving him a curious glance. ‘Now would you be telling your sister the truth? Why would you not be walking out some pretty young

  lady, I wonder? For just look at the height of you – growing taller by the day. And with good, clean looks to set you apart from the average, too.’




  ‘You won’t catch me courting!’ Pat exclaimed disdainfully. ‘Girls don’t interest me one bit.’




  ‘That’s not what you’ll be saying in a few years’ time. Just wait till you fancy your first girl. Believe me, she’ll take up all your thinking time, as well as

  what’s in your pocket.’




  Pat shook his head fiercely, causing a lock of auburn-coloured hair to flop over his eyes. ‘Females ain’t for me, Birdie. I’m going to travel the world and make me fortune

  first.’




  ‘The world, is it now? A messenger boy since September and he thinks he’s Christopher Columbus.’




  ‘I might join the navy, even.’




  ‘And so you might,’ Birdie agreed, folding away her rolls of fabric before Pat could lay a grubby hand on them.




  ‘Or sail up the Nile on a barge,’ he mused as he sat down on her sewing chair. ‘And see them pyramids.’




  ‘Now that’s an idea.’




  ‘Or work a passage to Australia. Shoot a few dingoes.’




  ‘And all you’d need to take with you is a solid pair of boots,’ Birdie nodded as she rescued a length of cotton gingham from the table nearby. ‘I hear Australia

  don’t call for many warm clothes. Just decent footwear to stop the snakes and spiders from biting.’




  ‘I ain’t afraid of spiders and snakes.’ This was said with defiance, but Birdie heard a trace of doubt too. ‘I’m not afraid of anything. Long as it’s not

  wearing a skirt.’




  Birdie laughed. With Patrick’s shock of auburn-brown hair – a trait of the Irish Kennedys, their mother’s side of the family – and his athletic figure and twinkling brown

  eyes, he was already beginning to fill out to handsome proportions.




  But she didn’t tease him today as her mind was on other, more important things. Was this dress really suitable for a brisk walk to Poplar and a tram ride to Aldgate? And what sort of

  restaurant would they be dining in? Although the shops were closed, Don had said they might stop for a bite to eat under the shadow of St Paul’s. And in Birdie’s book that meant gloves

  and a hat, a look to make her tiny five-foot-three-inch figure just a fraction taller. But now she was having her doubts about the dress. Should she have cut the material on the bias? Or created an

  even lower, more subtle dropped waist? But then, if she didn’t wear this one, what would she wear? Navy-blue skirts and white blouses, her neat uniform for seeing her dressmaking and mending

  clients, simply wouldn’t pass muster.




  At last, after several turns and twirls, Birdie decided the dress was satisfactory, if not quite perfect. It would have helped, of course, if she’d had decent shoes, not this old pair with

  a buttoned-strap, and newspaper stuck inside. But, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Although, Birdie reminded herself sternly, she wasn’t on the steps of the workhouse yet!




  ‘Birdie, are you listening?’




  She nodded distractedly.




  ‘You aren’t, I know you aren’t.’




  ‘I am indeed,’ she insisted, her mind still on the doubtful footwear.




  ‘I just saw Don. I was riding me bicycle up East India Dock Road and he was off to church with the two Mrs Ts and little Jamie. Called out that I was to tell you it’d be this

  afternoon, after his dinner, before he was round.’




  ‘This afternoon?’ Birdie gasped. ‘But he said he was to call this morning.’




  ‘Seems like he changed his mind.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘As sure as my name’s Pat Connor.’




  Birdie shook her head in confusion. Ever since Don’s father had died last year from the flu, their plans had been set to one side. Not that she didn’t understand Don’s

  predicament. It was only right, she’d told herself a hundred times over, that with the loss of his brother, Stephen, at Passchendaele, and his father a year later, he should attend to his own

  affairs first. Aggie, his mother, and Lydia, his sister-in-law, both ending up as widows in the space of eighteen months – well, it was a tragedy, to be sure. But life had to go on. And

  Birdie couldn’t help feeling left out.




  Why, wasn’t it only a few weeks ago – and only through Don’s urging – that the two women had put away their widow’s weeds? Even Birdie had to admit that Lydia could

  be a very presentable young woman when she tried, and had every chance of marrying again; an event that Birdie was praying would take place very soon, and relieve Don of the burden of Lydia and

  little James’s care.




  ‘So he was with Mrs Thorne and Lydia, was he?’ Birdie pondered again. ‘And what would they be wearing? Sunday-best church clothes, was it?’




  ‘And big hats with feathers, all dolled up to the nines,’ remarked Pat with a smirk.




  Birdie rolled her eyes. ‘You know what I mean, you cheeky devil.’




  But Pat only shrugged. ‘Mrs T was on one arm and the young missus on the other.’




  ‘Oh,’ murmured Birdie disappointedly. Not that she minded Lydia being on his arm, not at all. In fact she was glad he’d given the poor girl his company whilst she’d been

  grieving. But she was missing Don’s arm herself now and had expected to be leaning on it today.




  Still, she was lucky indeed to have even half a day with Don. Many a man – certainly a hard-working shopkeeper like Don, who put in all the hours God sent, as well as caring for his family

  – would be taking full advantage of a rest on a Sunday. And she didn’t begrudge him his church-going, no, not at all. But Aggie’s Sunday dinners were proper performances. They

  could last an eternity! Not a mutton stew or cold meat and a finger of cheese, like Birdie made, but a real joint, running freely with fat and juices, and vegetables of at least three varieties

  crammed on the plate, with thick brown gravy to drown the golden potatoes. Birdie knew all this because she had been invited to dinner once or twice when Aggie had been of a mind to entertain.

  Birdie sighed softly as she considered Aggie and the family she was soon to be part of. She was grateful for Aggie’s occasional invitations; the busy routine of the store did not allow for

  many social events and Birdie felt honoured to be welcomed into the fold.




  ‘Never mind,’ Pat said cheerfully, ‘a man’s got to do the right thing by his own. Them Thornes have got knees hard as pokers from all the praying they do. Can even beat

  us Catholics, I reckon.’




  Birdie smiled. ‘S’pose I can’t expect miracles.’




  ‘Speaking of miracles, why don’t you go over to Flo’s? Take those noisy kids of hers to Mass. I’ll stay with Dad.’




  Birdie shook her head. ‘They’ll have left for Mass already.’




  Flo Sparks was her best friend and lived just round the corner in Ayle Street. Sometimes they went to the early Mass together, but Birdie had already told her that she was spending today with

  Don.




  ‘I’ve plenty to do here,’ she shrugged, unwinding a long, red, fox fur from a box. ‘There’s this poor dead beast to stitch to Lady Hailing’s coat and two hems

  yet to be altered. I had it in mind to finish them this evening, but now the morning is all me own.’




  ‘Fancy wearing that!’




  ‘All the country ladies favour these.’




  ‘Why are them ladies so rich,’ Pat demanded, ‘and us so poor?’




  ‘It’s just a fact of life, love.’




  ‘It’s not fair, that’s what I think.’




  ‘Pat Connor!’ Birdie warned gently. ‘We’re lucky to have breath in our bodies after the war the world has just been through. Haven’t you just landed yourself a

  grand job? And ain’t we got a nice lodger to help out with the rent? And don’t I get a few nice cast-offs from the ladies?’




  ‘I know that, Birdie, and I ain’t ungrateful. All the same, I don’t expect it matters to the ladies of Hailing House that you’re always sewing, even on a Sunday, until

  your eyes nearly pop out your head. Bet they don’t even know how to sew a button on.’




  ‘I should hope they don’t or else I should have no work. And I’m always mindful that it was at the sewing classes at Hailing House that I learned my skill as a child. And that

  skill is still serving me well.’ Birdie smiled into his big brown Connor eyes, the same shade as her own, though the shine in them was definitely their mother’s. Time, however, was

  beginning to dim even Birdie’s memory, for at eleven she had been no more than a child herself when Bernadette Connor had died giving birth to Pat. A kindly neighbour had helped with the baby

  until Birdie had left school at thirteen and was able to take over his care. But now, more than ever, Birdie wished with all her heart that Bernadette was here to answer Pat’s many

  questions.




  ‘Still don’t think it’s fair,’ he grumbled again. ‘Just like putting our Frank behind bars isn’t fair.’




  At this Birdie was silent, for she agreed wholeheartedly. She couldn’t bear to think of their older brother in prison. The army had called him a deserter, but Birdie refused to accept that

  was so.




  ‘Do you believe our Frank done what they said he did?’ persisted Pat, the pink flush of boyhood still on his cheeks.




  ‘No, I don’t,’ Birdie admitted. ‘Frank is no coward.’




  ‘Dad says he let the King down.’




  ‘Dad is a proud man,’ Birdie responded carefully, loyal to both her father and brother. ‘If things had been different he would have volunteered for the front line, even at his

  age. And now he is ailing worse, his pride is taking a knock, for all his life he’s toiled to keep home and family together. But this is a very grown-up thing to understand, Pat, although the

  matter may seem clear-cut to you.’




  ‘I’ll never believe our Frank ran away,’ said Pat stoutly. ‘And I ain’t far off from being grown up.’




  ‘And proud of you, so I am, Pat.’ Birdie’s heart clenched with love for her little brother, now almost a head and shoulders taller than she.




  ‘Down the docks, the men say all deserters should be shot.’




  ‘Nonsense!’ Birdie exclaimed. ‘That’s ignorance talking. I reckon our Frank should’ve got a medal, not a court martial.’




  ‘Even old Charlie Makepiece down the road shouted out a rude name when I cycled by.’




  ‘That’s because he’s half barmy with drink,’ Birdie said, thinking that she’d have something to say herself to Charlie about his cussing and bawling loud enough to

  wake the dead on his way home from the pub.




  Pat drew his cuff across his nose and sniffed. ‘So it’s not true that our mum turned in her grave for what Frank did?’




  ‘Course not!’ exclaimed Birdie furiously. ‘Did the buggers say that, an’ all?’ Pat looked away guiltily, but Birdie caught his arm. ‘Now listen to me, Patrick

  Connor, this is God’s truth I’m telling you. For a start, Mum ain’t in her grave. She left it a long time ago to watch over us. And you can be sure of this: our mum would have

  been the first to stand up for our Frank.’




  ‘Do you think so?’




  ‘Indeed I do.’




  Pat scratched his head. ‘But our dad says he’s never speaking to Frank again.’




  ‘Time is a great healer,’ answered Birdie, although privately she was a little fed up herself of waiting for their father to relent. ‘Meanwhile, as there’s nothing we can

  say just yet to change Dad’s mind, you must remember that it was Mum who said to be proud of our family, and the Kennedy pride is what I’m passing on to you this very moment.’




  Birdie reached out to comfort him; it wasn’t often that Pat spoke as he had today. He had always been a happy child, despite being motherless.




  ‘I’ve got to oil me bicycle and polish me boots for tomorrow’s rounds,’ he muttered, pulling away and banging the door after him so that even the walls seemed to

  shudder.




  Birdie sat quietly, lost in thought. Both Pat and Don were of equal importance in her heart, though selfishly, it was Don’s reluctance to name the day that concerned her the most. And how

  would she, Birdie, fit in with the Thornes when they were married? She was a cradle-born Catholic and Don a regular-as-clockwork churchgoer. And although Don had not contested a Roman wedding,

  Birdie knew of Aggie’s disapproval.




  Also the question of where they would live had not yet been settled. The Thornes kept a general store in Poplar. Don had suggested that, after they were married, Birdie give up her dressmaking

  and assist Lydia and Aggie in the shop. But try as she may, Birdie couldn’t fancy serving customers with such unromantic things as strong-smelling cheese and bacon and Lifebuoy soap and

  pickles. Neither could she warm much to Lydia, who counted every penny taken, twice over. Little James was a darling boy, the very image of his dead father, Stephen. But Lydia and Aggie watched

  over him like hawks.




  Birdie sighed again. She would much rather they lived here, in March Street, so she could continue with her business and keep an eye on her father and brother. Besides, there was far more space

  in the tall Victorian building she had grown up in. Granted, the place was considerably dilapidated and smoke-blackened, but a few repairs here and there would soon put things right.




  Her mind preoccupied with the problem, Birdie hurried downstairs. In the parlour, she cast a critical eye over the high, plaster-peeling ceilings and shabby walls. If only she could make it a

  little more enticing, then surely Don would see her point of view? Since Frank had been conscripted in 1916, the house had gone slowly downhill.




  New curtains were badly needed for the sash windows. The big dresser required more than one coat of polish, and was that a crack just beginning over the upright piano? And what more mending

  could she do to the carpet that was so threadbare you could see the lines of the bare boards beneath? But money was scarce, and she began to consider how she would stretch her income this week. A

  full two-and-sixpence was coming her way tomorrow, when the ladies of Hailing House were to collect the coat and two dresses. Then there was the four-and-six due from their lodger, Harry Chambers.

  All in all, with the three shillings Pat would provide from his wage, she would have enough for the rent and a shilling spare for the gas. This still left the larder, but somehow she would make

  ends meet.




  Just then, Wilfred Connor walked in. Dressed in his crumpled Sunday suit and best shirt, he closed the door quietly behind him. ‘What’s up with the young ’un, lass? Run past me

  as though he had a match under his arse.’ Heavy brows creased into a bushy grey curve as he stood warming his hands over the fire.




  ‘He’s got an oiling job to do,’ Birdie explained, although through the window she had just seen Pat scoot off on his bicycle to see Willie Mason. ‘For his rounds

  tomorrow.’




  ‘Let’s hope that job don’t go to his head,’ muttered Wilfred as the wheeze from his chest erupted and the rough rasp followed.




  ‘Sit down, Dad. I’ll bring your medicine.’




  ‘Fat lot of good it’ll do an’ all,’ coughed Wilfred, collapsing in the chair. ‘I’d be better off going down the Quarry for me pint.’




  Birdie didn’t bother to reply but went to the scullery, where a strong smell of disinfectant clung to the walls, the only deterrent to the scuttling roaches.




  Birdie took the bottle of J Collis Browne’s Mixture from the shelf and Wilfred frowned in distaste as he swallowed the unpleasant dose. At fifty-two years of age, too old to serve in the

  forces and now suffering with his health, her father was nevertheless a proud man. So she was not in the least surprised at his reply.




  ‘Thanks, ducks. Climbed out of bed the wrong side this morning. When I get me breath back, I’ll go out and give the backyard a sweep.’




  Birdie knew that climbing out of bed the wrong side had nothing to do with the coughing fit. And despite him being determined to keep active, he was often thwarted in his efforts, for the cold

  winter months had brought him very low. After years of inhaling the gases from the chemical factory where he’d worked, he was now retired, the poisonous fumes having taken their toll.




  ‘So when is Donald calling?’ he managed to ask.




  ‘Pat saw him walking Aggie and Lydia to church. So it’ll not be till this afternoon.’




  ‘A good man to do his best by them women. You’ll do well as his wife, Brigid. Just as long as you settle the matter of your children being raised as regular Catholics.’




  Birdie was tempted to say that she’d never be married at all if children were to be taken into consideration. She knew it would not please Aggie one bit to see her grandchildren on their

  knees to the Virgin Mary.




  ‘A sad pity that Don’s father had to die last year,’ Wilfred continued, coughing slightly. ‘And Don then having to leave a good job like he had on the railways and go

  into the business. Had he lived, Ted Thorne would have been proud of his two sons. Both the one that lived and the other that died.’ Wilfred shook his head gloomily. ‘I only wish I

  could boast pride of me own elder son.’




  Birdie’s cheeks flushed. She hated it when their father spoke about Frank in this way. ‘We don’t know exactly what happened,’ she protested. ‘The Army never gave us

  a chance to see Frank.’




  ‘What are you saying, Brigid?’ Wilfred’s mouth tightened as he looked up.




  ‘It’s just that we ain’t heard his side of—’




  ‘I’d have any man abide by the laws of his country,’ Wilfred cut in angrily. ‘There is no excuse for disappearing from the battlefield and turning up after the action is

  over!’




  ‘But, Dad, our Frank—’




  ‘Not another word, girl!’ shouted her father, beginning to cough and going red in the face.




  Birdie patted his back, demanding of herself why she couldn’t keep a still tongue in her head for once. Hadn’t she only just a minute ago warned Pat to do the same? Sure, she had her

  own fierce opinion on men being needlessly slaughtered in their thousands, but this wasn’t the time to voice it.




  ‘Don’t fuss, leave me be.’ Breathless and gasping, Wilfred turned away.




  Silently Birdie sank to her knees and shovelled the last of the coal on the fire. The scuttle was empty and very little coal was left. Just as she picked up the bellows to encourage them to

  light, her father sat forward, his body and face contorting as he coughed.




  ‘Dad, are you all right?’




  Wilfred didn’t seem to hear her as he coughed and gasped for breath, his eyes staring blindly into space. She dropped the bellows and went to him. A trail of spit rolled out from his mouth

  and Birdie gasped as he twisted this way and that, wrestling himself from her grasp. She ran outside in the hope that Pat was within calling distance, but neither her brother nor his bicycle were

  to be seen. Her heart pounding in fright, she rushed back, only to find that her father had collapsed on the floor.




  
 





  Chapter 2




  Birdie had never seen her father so ill. He lay shaking and jerking, with his eyes rolling upward.




  ‘Dad, what’s wrong?’ she cried, trying to make him hear her. But there was no response as he continued to choke and splutter, his face deathly pale. What was she to do? If she

  ran for the doctor, she would have to leave him alone. Birdie knew she must stay close, yet she had no power to help him.




  ‘Birdie? What’s going on?’




  She looked up to see the tall lean figure of Harry Chambers, their lodger. ‘Oh, thank God you’ve come home, Harry!’ she blurted as he hurried from the passage and kneeled

  beside her. ‘Dad’s taken a turn and I can’t rouse him . . . oh, Harry, what shall I do?’




  Harry swept off his cloth cap and threw it aside, then unslung his work-bag from his shoulder. ‘When did this happen?’ he asked, his weather-beaten brow furrowed in concern.




  ‘A few moments ago . . . he began coughing and choking and looking all queer. So I called for Pat outside but he’d gone. And when I came back Dad was—’




  ‘Steady now, girl, let’s have a look at him.’




  Gently, he lifted Wilfred’s head and slipped a cushion beneath. For a moment Wilfred’s eyes opened wide, as if in recognition, and Birdie called his name, hoping he might speak. But

  very soon he began to twist and turn again despite Harry’s firm restraint.




  ‘What’s wrong with him, Harry? Why is he acting like this? I’d only just given him his medicine and he started to cough, but not normal like. I tried to help him but it was as

  though he didn’t hear or see me.’




  ‘It looks like a seizure,’ Harry muttered as he held Wilfred’s arms. ‘I’ve seen them before, in the army.’




  ‘A seizure? But why?’ Birdie asked in distress.




  ‘I can’t say; I’m no medical man,’ Harry shrugged. ‘But one thing I do know is we must stop him from harming himself.’ He looked around. ‘Give me the

  spoon from the mantel there.’




  Birdie grasped the spoon, still sticky with linctus. ‘Do you want the linctus too?’




  ‘No, just the spoon. It will stop him from biting his tongue.’




  Birdie turned away, unable to witness her father’s distress as Harry gently slid the spoon between Wilfred’s agitated lips.




  Birdie sat in the chair beside her father’s bed. She watched Harry loosen the laces of her father’s boots, relief filling her as Wilfred seemed calm again. If it

  had not been for Harry, she dreaded to think what might have happened. But the spoon had prevented an accident and the seizure had gradually left his thin body. Then, taking Wilfred’s light

  weight, Harry had assisted him upstairs to the safety of the bedroom.




  ‘How are you feeling Dad?’ Birdie asked as Harry placed the boots under the bed and folded the counterpane over him.




  Her father nodded slowly as he rested his head on the pillow. ‘Not bad, girl.’




  ‘I think the worst is over, Mr Connor, but you should see a doctor.’




  At this, Wilfred stirred sharply. ‘No, lad. No!’




  ‘But it would be for the best.’




  ‘It won’t happen again,’ insisted Wilfred, coughing. ‘I just need a bit of shut-eye.’




  Birdie took her father’s cold hand and, seeing the fear in his eyes, said softly, ‘I’ll do as you ask and not call the doctor this time, Dad.’




  Wilfred smiled weakly. ‘It was just a touch of the ague, lass. I’ll have forty winks and be up on me feet in no time at all. Now draw them curtains and leave me be.’




  Birdie’s knees were still trembling as she drew the heavy drapes and followed Harry downstairs.




  ‘I’ve never seen him so bad, nor ever want to again,’ she admitted as they stood in the kitchen. ‘Goodness knows what I would have done if you hadn’t come home,

  Harry.’ She nodded to the table. ‘Sit down for a moment, won’t you, and I’ll make us a brew?’




  As Birdie boiled the water, she couldn’t help wondering if it was the talk of Frank that had brought Wilfred’s seizure on. In trying to defend Frank, had she made things worse? With

  Wilfred believing that his son’s cowardice had caused him to desert his post on the front line, there seemed nothing she could say to change his mind. The court had given its verdict and

  Frank had been pronounced a deserter. He had been sentenced to prison, bringing shame on himself and his family. Had their father forgotten that when their mother had died, Frank had been the

  strong shoulder to lean on? At sixteen, with baby Pat to care for, he’d done all he could to help her when his work in the docks allowed. He had been their breadwinner and protector, whilst

  Wilfred had been grieving, too wrapped up in his sorrow to care. It was Frank who had taken responsibility for the family and raised Pat. Birdie had never believed that her brother was capable of

  any crime, let alone desertion.




  ‘That tea you’re stirring will be getting too giddy to flow from the spout,’ Harry chuckled, sliding his hand through his wild black hair.




  ‘Oh!’ Birdie blushed as she came back to the present. ‘What am I doing?’




  ‘Here, let me help. Sit down and rest awhile.’




  Birdie sank gratefully to the chair as Harry set out the mugs, poured the tea and placed the cosy over the pot. Birdie saw how burned brown his skin was, even in winter. No doubt this was from

  his service in the Middle East during the war. Even now he was out in all weathers, doing back-breaking work on the roads. The whites of his eyes were very bright and seemed to gleam like his

  straight, even teeth. He was a pleasant young man but without much desire to smarten his appearance. Unlike Don, she found herself comparing proudly. Don, her beau, who was the neatest and most

  dapper man she had ever known! Yet Harry seemed unconcerned about his looks. Perhaps it was because he seemed to have no girl in his life? He was barely thirty years old and had been eager to

  rejoin his regiment earlier in the year, but the bout of the jaundice that had interrupted his service lingered until the end of the war. Birdie always felt it was to the Connors’ good

  fortune that the armistice had been called and Harry had remained with them instead as a well-paying and trustworthy lodger.




  ‘I owe you me thanks, Harry,’ Birdie said quietly as he took the chair beside her. ‘Are you certain it was a seizure?’




  Harry nodded. ‘A pal of mine in the Buffs went this way as a result of the shock and upset of the shelling.’




  ‘Shock and upset? Oh, so it might have been the words we had over Frank that set him off!’ she exclaimed helplessly.




  Harry looked at her for some while before speaking. ‘Your father spoke only once to me of your brother. It was on the day I came to enquire after lodgings. He told me his son had been

  sentenced as a deserter. Said it might change my feelings towards lodging here, and he’d understand if I looked elsewhere.’




  ‘Harry, that’s the first I’ve heard of it.’




  ‘Your father is a fair man, Birdie. He made the case plain, so there should be no misunderstanding. But I told him it was no business of mine. I was grateful for a roof over my head in a

  decent house and with a decent family. In my opinion the war is past and should be set to rest.’




  ‘A grand way of thinking,’ said Birdie admiringly, wondering what Don would have to say about such a rare sentiment. Although Don hadn’t served in the war as he had done

  essential work on the underground railways, he was of the same mind as her father. She felt resigned to the fact now that Don went along with the general view of deserting, yet it was still a bone

  of contention between them. The Thornes were a proud family. Birdie knew that they had lost Stephen in battle, and both Aggie and Lydia stood taller for his sacrifice, making Frank’s

  desertion look even more disgraceful.




  ‘Where is Frank now?’ Harry asked after a moment.




  Birdie found it a strange thing indeed to be talking about her brother so freely. It was only between her and Pat he was mentioned and then in whispers.




  ‘He wrote once or twice from Wandsworth. But his letters stopped when our dad wouldn’t hear of me visiting him.’




  ‘So you don’t share your father’s opinion?’ Harry asked.




  ‘Frank was my guardian angel when our mum died. Though he was only sixteen, barely five years older than me, I reckon he saved us from destitution,’ Birdie explained, a pain across

  her heart as she remembered. ‘He brought in a good wage from the docks, and paid a neighbour to look after Pat till I left school. Me dad didn’t have much left in him after he came home

  from the chemicals factory, stinking of their gases and still grieving for Mum.’




  ‘Then Frank has my greatest respect,’ answered Harry sincerely.




  Birdie smiled sadly. ‘You’ll be the only living soul who’s ever said a kind word about my brother.’




  ‘What evidence did the Army have that he deserted?’ asked Harry.




  Birdie could only shrug. ‘He was tried and found guilty. We was told he was lucky to have escaped the firing squad.’




  ‘It’s a true and shameful fact,’ nodded Harry with a hitch to his soft voice, ‘that many young men were mistaken for deserters and met their ends unjustly.’




  Birdie had never shared such things with anyone before. It felt like a weight falling from her shoulders. ‘I don’t blame me dad for feeling the way he does,’ she conceded.

  ‘He went through a lot when Frank was put away. Ma Jenkins from number thirty-two was the first to say her four-penn’orth, going on about bad blood being in some families. And then

  there were the Carter sisters, gasbags both of them, who crossed the road to avoid him, their noses in the air. Though I’ve not let them get away with such bad behaviour and have stood in

  their way deliberate, like, with my arms across me chest and a fire in my eyes that lets ’em know Birdie Connor won’t be ignored!’




  Harry smiled. ‘Good for you, Birdie.’




  ‘And I’d have something to say to all the gossips that make young Pat’s life a misery,’ Birdie continued. ‘But I can’t fight his battles, much as I’m

  tempted.’ Birdie looked up and nodded at the faded photograph on the mantel. It stood beside a small statue of the Virgin Mary, a wooden rosary draped round it. ‘Our mum wouldn’t

  want that. Pat has to prove himself as a man now.’




  Harry followed her stare. ‘A handsome woman, indeed.’




  Birdie’s eyes glowed with pride. ‘It was taken in County Cork, Ireland where she was born. But there was no work there and so she came to London and met our dad. It was soon after

  they married that he got work at the chemical factory down by the docks. It was known to be a rotten job, and is what gave Dad his bad chest. But he kept at it, as there was nothing else better and

  he had a family to raise. Mum did sewing and cleaning, but it was barely enough to keep body and soul together. And when Mum died giving birth to Pat . . . well, our dad just gave up. He went in on

  himself like, and it was Frank who took over. Frank who kept us going and made more of a father to Pat than . . .’ she sighed again, glancing up into Harry’s thoughtful stare.

  ‘And what about you, Harry?’ she asked, regretting that she hadn’t done so before. ‘Your family?’




  Harry’s face clouded. ‘Sadly, I have none.’




  ‘What, none at all?’




  ‘None that I know of.’ He smiled too quickly. ‘I’m the screaming scrap who was left on the orphanage doorstep, that’s me. Newborn they said, and took me age from

  that day.’




  ‘Oh, what a crime!’ Birdie’s voice softened with sadness. ‘How could a mother do such a thing?’




  ‘I’ve often wondered,’ Harry said quietly. ‘But over the years I’ve come to believe she may have been ill, or too young or poor to care for me. But she saw I was

  found, not left to the elements, and for that I’m thankful. And for the roof over me head that I was given at the orphanage, and turned me out with a thirst for freedom so fierce that I

  joined the navy at fourteen, a baker’s scullion and saw places and people that many have never seen in a lifetime.’




  ‘Oh, you are a decent man to think like that, Harry Chambers.’




  He smiled cheerfully at her, the twist of his lips and twinkling eyes showing not a glimmer of self-pity. ‘Well, now that you’ve heard me life’s story I’d best be on me

  way,’ he chuckled.




  At the front door, he paused. ‘You know where I am if you need me. Don’t hesitate to knock.’




  ‘Indeed, I won’t,’ Birdie assured him as he returned his cap to his head and left for his rooms below. When Birdie heard the airey door close, she glanced left and right in the

  hope that Pat would appear. But the street was empty, save for the children playing after Sunday school.




  She shivered, gazing along March Street at the many tall, terraced, three-storeyed houses that were so blackened with soot and grime that even the dullest of lace curtains strung at the windows

  looked white. How lucky she and Frank had been to grow up as a family in this house, to know what it was like to have a mother and father, even though Bernadette’s life had been cut short.

  Harry had never had a family or a home. Not even a slum tenement over at Blackwall, or a derelict cottage on one of the foreshores. Yet, not a word of complaint had ever dropped from his lips. And

  what would she have done without his help today?




  Hugging herself, she went back in. All was silent and still. Could Harry be mistaken about these seizures? The only way to find out was to consult the doctor. But she knew Wilfred would not

  agree. After the shame brought on them by Frank, her father believed that people were eager to brand Wilfred Connor a malingerer, a pariah on society. Even though his poor health had been caused by

  the chemicals at the factory, he knew the sight of the doctor would give rise to gossip. Anything to confirm the fact that the Connors were cast in the same mould as their cowardly son.




  Birdie went in to the parlour. A chill was setting in. She gazed from the window through the carefully darned curtains to the street and wondered if she might just have time to finish stitching

  a seam or two before Don arrived. At the thought of him, her heart leaped; a great comfort after what had happened to Wilfred.




  It was late in the afternoon when Don finally arrived. Dressed in his dark blue Sunday-best suit, starched white shirt and neatly knotted tie, he was, as always, immaculately

  turned out. Not a hair on his head seemed out of place, the middle parting as straight as an arrow and his brown hair combed sleekly in a wave either side of the parting. He was an upright man and

  stood with his chest out and his shoulders back.




  Birdie never tired of admiring his clean-shaven chin, and though he was not a great height, perhaps five foot nine or so, he had elegant shoulders and a straight back that took a good-quality

  cloth very well. It was his smart appearance that had caught her eye one day early in 1914, a few months before war broke out. Dressed in his guard’s uniform, he had offered to carry her bags

  and Flo’s to the train that was to take them to Finsbury Park, where Flo’s aunt and uncle lived. They were to stay for a weekend, and had packed an enormous amount. He had smiled at her

  and talked in such a way that she had looked for him on their return journey. Fate had brought them together again, and when he told her that his family owned a store in Poplar, she had promised to

  shop there one day. And so their friendship had begun, to be interrupted by the war and its repercussions on their families, sometimes causing Birdie to doubt they would ever tie the knot.




  He bent to peck Birdie’s cheek. ‘I thought we might walk to the park,’ he said as Birdie led him into the parlour. ‘And then to Greenwich, if there’s time.

  It’s a pity we don’t have the day, but—’




  ‘It was heaven-sent that we didn’t go out this morning,’ interrupted Birdie, her words spilling out in a rush. ‘Sit down and I’ll tell you what happened.’




  Birdie saw a frown appear on Don’s smooth, high forehead as he sat on the couch. She thought how handsome he was. His wide-set hazel eyes, more green today than brown, were filled with a

  pinch of surprise. How flattered she felt that he had made every effort to disengage himself from his own family in order to make time for her.




  He looked critically at the hearth. ‘Brigid, the fire has gone out.’




  ‘We’re rationed a little on the coal.’




  ‘But the room is freezing.’




  ‘My customer doesn’t pay for the alterations until tomorrow. I’ll see the coalman then.’




  ‘But how is it you’re always running short?’




  Don shifted his position slightly in order to avoid the horsehair that leaked through a hole in the leather. They had had this conversation many times before. For some reason, Don’s

  opinion of her management of the household expenses was not very high. He’d hinted that when they were married, he would expect a sharper degree of accounting. But Birdie knew she

  didn’t overspend in the least. It was often a case of robbing Peter to pay Paul, as no two weeks ever tallied.




  ‘Shall I make us a cup of tea?’




  Don held out his hand. ‘Brigid, come and join me.’




  Eagerly she sat beside him. He bent and kissed her, his lips warm and inviting. ‘I like your waves,’ he murmured, ‘though I can’t imagine how long you spent in arranging

  them. Now, tell me all your news.’




  ‘Well,’ said Birdie slowly, blinking her long lashes in an effort not to try his patience, ‘it happened so quickly and I’ve no idea why – no idea at all.’ She

  placed her hand on her chest to calm herself and was glad to see that Don was still smiling. ‘This morning, Dad dressed and came to sit by the fire.’ She added quickly as she glanced at

  the lifeless embers, ‘Almost a bonfire it was, an’ all. Then suddenly he was coughing – no, not coughing, but heaving up his lungs. And his face was a dreadful colour, the shade

  of a sky full of thunder, and me heart started a dance in me chest as he was twisting and turning, sort of jerking, with his eyes rolling at the back of his head—’




  Don put up his hand and laughed. ‘Brigid, slow down. I can’t keep up with you.’




  At this little interruption, Birdie obediently took time to gulp a deep breath and clear her throat. ‘Well, it was like this,’ she faltered. ‘I ran for Pat, so I did. But he

  was not to be seen. And then I saw Harry. And Harry came in and said it was a seizure. So we put a spoon in his mouth—’




  ‘A spoon?’ Don repeated with a frown.




  ‘Yes, I didn’t think of it meself. But it stops the tongue from being harmed, you see.’




  ‘I think I see,’ said Don, bending to kiss her brow. ‘But how was your lodger to know this event was a seizure?’




  Birdie tried to concentrate, as the little spot where Don had kissed seemed to be tingling. ‘It was dead lucky really. Harry had a friend in the services, a soldier who suffered the shell

  shock. He took on in just the same way, though don’t ask me where they found the spoon in all the fighting.’




  Don drew back his shoulders and smiled. ‘You do have an imagination.’




  ‘It’s all true, I swear it.’




  ‘What was the doctor’s verdict when you called him?’




  Guiltily Birdie twisted the bow on her dress. ‘I’m afraid our dad refused to be seen.’




  ‘Refused?’ Don repeated, his eyes wide in disbelief. ‘But why should he do that?’




  ‘You know me dad don’t like a fuss.’




  He stared at her. ‘But in this instance surely?’




  Birdie had run out of breath and excuses, and for the first time was silent as Don studied her.




  ‘I think I should speak to your father.’




  She gripped his arm. ‘No, Don, he’s dozed off. And it’s the rest that’ll do him good.’




  ‘In that case,’ he murmured, drawing her close, ‘I see no reason why we shouldn’t take our walk.’




  Birdie’s heart sank. As much as she wanted to be with her sweetheart, she couldn’t leave her father alone. ‘A walk would be a fine thing, but not right this

  minute—’




  ‘Brigid,’ Don interrupted, holding her away, ‘this wouldn’t be a sulk, would it? Because of my postponement of our day together?’




  ‘A sulk?’ she repeated, eyes very wide. ‘Would you accuse me of such a thing, Don?’




  ‘Listen, my sweet, you must understand that I had no choice this morning. Mother reminded me I’d promised to take her to the morning service. Prayers were said today for Father and

  Stephen. So of course, Lydia and James joined us.’




  ‘Of course,’ agreed Birdie, lifting her face and particularly her lips, hoping he would kiss her again.




  ‘I would have liked you to join us,’ Don continued regretfully. ‘And when we’re married, I hope that you might.’




  ‘Oh, I don’t know, Don. I’m a Catholic. Me dad would have something to say on the matter, so he would.’




  ‘But he’s not even a Catholic himself,’ Don said dismissively.




  ‘No, but our mum was. She brought us all up as Romans and Dad expects us to follow.’




  ‘We shall see,’ Don smiled as he kissed her.




  Birdie thought how much she loved him and wanted to be his wife. What did it really matter in what building a person worshipped? It was people that counted.




  Don kissed her so passionately that her body filled with delight. She was aching for love and for motherhood, for a family of her very own. And by Don’s eager embraces, she felt certain

  that he too, felt the same.




  At the loud shouts from the passage, Don let her go and she jumped to her feet, smoothing down her rumpled dress and adjusting her little bow with shaking fingers.




  ‘Pat, where have you been?’ she stammered as her brother flew in.




  ‘I called for Willie. We went up Poplar for a ha’penny of winkles and then I saw Harry. Is it true Dad took a turn?’




  ‘Good afternoon, young man,’ interrupted Don, standing up and straightening his tie.




  Pat returned a disagreeable mumble, and Birdie was about to check him when Don gave a sharp cough. ‘Whatever you’ve been told, Pat, none of us will know the truth until your father

  consults with the doctor.’




  Pat’s cheeks crimsoned. ‘Harry knows what he’s talking about. He’s been in the war.’




  ‘Pat!’ Birdie exclaimed. ‘Where are your manners?’




  ‘Can I see Dad?’




  ‘Not till you’ve washed that dirty face and combed your hair.’




  ‘Brigid, your brother’s behaviour has in no way improved,’ Don complained gently when they were alone, although his cheeks had gone a bright pink.




  ‘And I’ll be telling him so, never fear,’ Birdie agreed with a swift nod.




  ‘I don’t want that sort of talk rubbing off on James. Lydia would disapprove most strongly.’




  This remark set Birdie back for a moment. What had Lydia to do with the matter? There had been no agreement – yet – on living at the store with the Thornes.




  ‘Don, there’s something we should—’




  ‘My dear,’ Don interrupted, seeming to recover his good humour, ‘I think we should adjourn our day’s meeting, don’t you? After all, you have your brother and father

  to attend to.’ Swiftly he kissed her.




  ‘I wish you would stay.’




  ‘Go along now, and we’ll see each other next Sunday.’




  ‘Could you call in the week?’ she begged.




  ‘You know the answer to that as well as I do. My day doesn’t end when I close the shop doors. Not like it did when I worked for the railways when I came home and the evening was my

  own.’




  ‘I wish you were still on the railways,’ Birdie sighed, immediately regretting what she’d said as Don’s face clouded.




  ‘I had no choice but to leave,’ he reminded her. ‘Father built the business from nothing. And Stephen was his right arm. Whilst they were alive, I pursued my own career with a

  freedom that is denied me now. It was only fair to Lydia and Mother that I took over last year. It wasn’t my wish, but the store is a good livelihood, at least as good as any

  other.’




  Birdie felt very selfish for having voiced her true feelings. ‘Yes, I know, Don. A very good livelihood indeed.’




  ‘Goodbye, dear.’ He kissed her once more, then left.




  Birdie watched him stride down March Street, his upright figure soon disappearing as he turned into the alley towards Poplar.




  As Birdie’s eyes lingered she reflected on the terrible shame it was that they hadn’t been able to marry on her twenty-second birthday, as she’d hoped. She had met Don when she

  was twenty-one and he had been her only true beau. Had not the war been declared, perhaps she would have been Mrs Donald Thorne by now. Everyone had thought the conflict would be over by the

  Christmas and so Don had suggested a summer wedding. But as time wore on and more men were called to the front, Don had hesitated. He’d speculated that even though he worked for the railways,

  if Germany really put Britain to the test, every man in the nation would be needed.




  Thank God, Don had never been called up, thought Birdie gratefully. But just as her hopes reignited for marriage, along came the death of his brother and father, and once more their plans had

  taken a back seat.




  Birdie closed the door and gave a deep sigh. How sensible Flo had been to have persuaded Reg to marry her before he went to the front. And despite being wounded twice, Reg had survived the war.

  Not that Flo and Reg had two pennies to rub together, but they were still a family. She had a husband and children of her own, whilst she, Birdie, had a father and young brother who sometimes felt

  like her children. How long would it be before Don decided to slip a wedding band on her finger?




  
 





  Chapter 3




  ‘Now, didn’t that mutton stew slip down a treat?’ Birdie eagerly studied her father’s face, which, although gaunt and tired, looked a little more lively

  than it had this time a week ago. Since the seizure, she’d fed him up and watched him with an eagle eye, and had seen no signs of the shaking and jerking. All the same, she’d kept a

  spoon in her pinny pocket, just in case.




  Wilfred made no reply but gave a grunt of approval and sipped from the enamel mug that brimmed with water.




  ‘And I’ve baked a nice rice pudding for afters,’ Birdie continued encouragingly, ‘with a sprinkling of sugar on the top and browned to a crust, just as you like

  it.’ Removing his plate, which still held a knuckle, reluctant to waste the meat, she discreetly set it aside.




  ‘I’m finished now, Brigid.’ Wilfred stood up. ‘But I’m sure there are two stomachs at this table that still need filling.’




  ‘But, Dad, the rice pudding—’




  ‘I’ll sit meself down by the fire for a while.’




  Birdie watched him walk slowly out, the sound of his barking cough echoing in the passage.




  ‘I’ll eat Dad’s leftovers,’ offered Pat as he pushed forward his empty plate.




  In the warmth of the big kitchen, where the smell of the stew had risen up into the drying clothes overhead, two healthy faces stared at her. Both her brother and Harry had finished every

  scrap.




  ‘Ah, well, at least nothing is wasted with you, Pat,’ smiled Birdie, placing the knuckle on his plate and returning it with a spoonful of gravy. ‘Harry, will you have a little

  more broth?’




  ‘I’d rather see you eat it,’ Harry replied, a smudge of dirt still on his nose from his day of labouring. His black hair curled over his ears and crawled down to his open

  collar, which was also less than clean. But the poor man had been working all day, despite it being Sunday. Birdie noticed, that, although on the lean side, his arms were strong and muscular under

  his rolled-up shirtsleeves. And now that her eyes were in this area, she could see a button missing on his shirt. She said nothing, but made a mental note to repair it.




  ‘I can’t fit a spoonful more inside me,’ Birdie shrugged as she ladled a good helping over Harry’s spotless plate. It was decent manners of him to consider her, though.

  But having enjoyed one modest portion of stew, she had deliberately saved the lion’s share for the men. If there was any pudding left, she might have a thimbleful. After all, there was more

  than enough to go round tonight; Pat had paid his three bob and Harry had insisted she take two shillings more for his laundry. He was generous indeed, but it was never going to be said of Brigid

  Connor that she didn’t give her lodger a good innings for his board and keep.




  When the meal was over, Pat joined his father in the parlour, but Harry lingered. ‘That was a grand dinner, Birdie,’ he said as he took his empty dish to the draining board and

  placed it with the others. ‘Can I help with the dishes?’




  ‘No, but thank you for the offer,’ smiled Birdie.




  ‘In that case, I’ll bid you good night and look in on your father before I go.’




  ‘Good night, Harry.’




  As Birdie washed the dishes, she thought how their lodger had never been one to wear out his welcome, nor had he forgotten his manners. Why a healthy young man such as Harry wasn’t walking

  out a nice girl, she couldn’t fathom. He was a hard worker and decent-looking, and his money wasn’t wasted in the pub, nor was he daft in the head.




  Perhaps he relished his freedom after the years he had spent at war? Pensively smoothing the bar of Sunlight soap over the dirty dishes, she caught her reflection in the window and was happy to

  see that despite the hours she had spent in the steamy kitchen, her finger-waves were still in place – thanks to the Vaseline that Lady Hailing’s money had bought. Her frilled white

  blouse peeped above the cross of her pinny, looking as fresh as a daisy; a blouse she’d starched and ironed with such care for her outing with Don this afternoon. If only he could have spent

  longer in her company! But they’d hardly had time to walk to the park before having to turn back. The shop needed a good turn-out before tomorrow, he’d said, a duty, he’d

  impressed on Birdie, that was to be hers one day.




  At the memory of Don’s gentle hint, Birdie decided the very next time she saw him, she must speak her mind. If she was to be part of the business, then she would insist on a Saturday boy.

  Why, imagine her having to scrub that dirty floor where the Thornes stored the bundles of fire-wood tied with tarry string, placed almost on top of the creosote and the paraffin dispenser! In

  Birdie’s opinion, the perishables should be kept separate, for even Flo, who was not really that particular, had commented that she could taste tar on the Thornes’ butter!




  Birdie was staring into space when suddenly her heart gave a lurch. Looking directly into her gaze there seemed to be another face, one on the other side of the glass. Birdie closed her eyes and

  opened them, very firmly, only to find her own reflection staring back again. Leaning closer to the glass, she searched the inky blackness outside. The silhouette of the closet became clear under

  the moonlight and she could just discern the outline of the broken gate that led to the back alley. But other than this, there was nothing. Not a single movement.




  Birdie dried her hands and went to the back door. Cautiously opening it, she felt the cold air blow in with a rush. There was only the echo of the Kirby kids, three doors up, knocking seven

  bells out of one another. This was a reassuring sound and gave Birdie the courage to step out. Nothing moved but the breeze. Braving a step or two more, she jumped when next-door’s cat

  scooted across her path, but as the sounds of the river and the great city beyond filled the dark night, there was no movement, not even from the alley beyond.




  It was a while before she turned back, telling herself how daft she was. Then a hand went over her mouth. Silently he carried her, with no effort at all, it seemed. As much as she wriggled, it

  was no use, her heart trying to fight its way out of her chest as she smelled the oil and tar on the palm of the man’s rough hand.




  Though it was darker than an inkwell, Birdie knew she hadn’t been taken far. If she was to have her throat slit, it would be in her own back yard. The thought was of

  little comfort, but her panic eased at the sound of the soft Irish curse amongst the harsh cockney.




  ‘Quiet, gel. Bejesus, you’re kickin’ me shins black and blue.’




  ‘F . . . Frank?’ she stammered as the fingers slipped away from her mouth. ‘Is that you?’




  ‘It’s me. Now speak in a whisper.’




  She felt her feet touch the ground as he lowered her. Then, in the moonlight she saw the face clearly. It was not Frank as she remembered him, but an older, more haggard version, with staring

  eyes, white-rimmed with fear.




  ‘Oh, Frank! Frank! Is it really you?’




  ‘I’ve made a bolt from the nick.’




  Birdie gasped. ‘You’ve run away? But how? When?’




  ‘The guards from Wandsworth was taking me to the ’ospital.’




  ‘Are you ill?’




  ‘Nah, I got these spots.’ He pulled open his coat and scratched at his chest. ‘I reckon it’s the bloody lice and nits. They’re all over me, eating me alive.

  See?’ Birdie strained her eyes and got a strong whiff of unwashed body. ‘Last night I swelled up like a balloon and none of the screws would get near me in case it was the pox. So they

  shoved me in an ’ospital wagon and it was on me way there I hopped it.’ He raked his dirty fingernails over the sores on his face. ‘I still got these buggers but they ain’t

  nothin’ catching. If it was the pox, I’d surely be dead by now.’




  ‘Oh, Frank, won’t they punish you when they catch you?’




  ‘Yeah, but they haven’t yet.’




  Birdie stared at the dishevelled bent figure that only vaguely resembled the good-looking, blue-eyed young man who had gone to war.




  ‘Don’t suppose Dad has changed his mind about me?’ Frank asked hopefully.




  ‘I wish I could say he had,’ confessed Birdie, her teeth chattering with cold. ‘But me and Pat don’t believe what they said. I told you so in me letters.’




  ‘Thanks for them, gel.’




  ‘What happened, Frank? Why did they judge you a deserter?’




  ‘They didn’t give me no chance to prove I wasn’t. One minute I was on the battlefield walking towards this Hun and then it all went black. Came round in this farmhouse, with a

  foreign lingo in me King Lears. This old geezer looked after me and eventually took me back to me unit.’




  Suddenly the back door opened. A figure emerged and blocked the light of the window.




  ‘It’s Dad,’ croaked Birdie, and once more Frank’s big hand squeezed her shoulder as the silhouette was briefly illuminated by the light of a match. They remained still,

  until a few minutes later when, coughing softly, their father returned inside.




  ‘I been watching you all through the window,’ whispered Frank, scratching himself violently. ‘Who was that geezer sitting next to our Pat?’




  ‘That’s Harry Chambers, our lodger.’




  ‘Lodger? Is he kosher?’




  ‘He’s a very nice man, is Harry. Pays a good rent and never oversteps the mark.’




  ‘Does he know about me?’




  ‘Course he does. Oh, Frank, I’ve missed you. The house ain’t the same without you.’




  ‘Birdie, the coppers might come round.’




  ‘Dad won’t like that.’




  ‘I know, but I didn’t know where else to go. I ’oped the old man might’ve had a change of heart but I ain’t got a chance wiv him, have I?’




  Birdie said nothing and Frank shook his head sadly. ‘Wouldn’t visit me in gaol, just wrote that he couldn’t forgive any man for deserting his post. Christ Almighty, Birdie,

  I’m his kin!’




  ‘I know, I know,’ Birdie nodded, ‘but you running away again isn’t going to help.’




  ‘I’ve got to prove I ain’t no deserter.’




  ‘But how will you do that?’




  Frank shrugged. ‘Dunno, I got to think of a plan.’




  ‘Oh, Frank, I don’t know what to say. I’m worried about you.’ He smelled so unpleasant that she stepped back. ‘Where did you get this old coat?’




  ‘I found it in a bin.’




  Birdie’s mind was racing. Should she try to persuade him to return to prison, where perhaps the authorities might lessen his punishment if he went back of his own accord? But if he was

  innocent, was this the only chance he’d ever have to prove that he was no deserter? If only she knew what to do for the best.




  ‘Listen, you can’t stay here, Frank. But there’s those old broken-up barges down on the silt. You could kip there and I could meet you tomorrow, bring clean clothes and food.

  I’ve got a couple of bob put by.’ She would take it from the rent, and think how to replace it later.




  ‘Would you do that for me, gel?’




  ‘Course I would. You’re me brother.’




  ‘Now I’m out, I don’t wanna go back to that hellhole.’




  Birdie was doubtful that Frank would stay free for long; they would be looking for him, searching first south of the river and then the East End.




  ‘Where will we meet?’ she asked hurriedly.




  ‘The park, under the arches.’




  ‘All right. I’ll come about ten.’




  ‘Thanks, Birdie.’ He gave her a big hug and Birdie held her breath as the bad smell enveloped them.




  ‘Be careful, Frank.’




  She watched him creep across the yard and lift the back gate. It had been missing a hinge, though Wilfred had tied string round the top and it creaked noisily.




  Quietly she opened the back door and stepped in; perhaps no one had missed her. But then she heard her father calling.




  ‘Where have you been, gel?’ demanded Wilfred when she entered the warm parlour.




  ‘Thought you was making the cocoa,’ said Pat with a frown.




  ‘And so I was,’ Birdie retorted, hoping the flush on her cheeks didn’t show. ‘What’s wrong with a girl taking a breath of air, first?’




  ‘I had a smoke,’ said Wilfred with a frown. ‘Didn’t see you outside.’




  ‘I was in the alley, minding my own business, gazing up at the stars and hoping for five minutes’ peace.’ Birdie lifted her chin. ‘But seeing it’s doubtful I should

  have even that, I suppose I’d better be making those drinks!’




  With that, Birdie hurried back to the kitchen, feeling guilty, as though she herself had committed a crime and lied into the bargain.




  Frank was a wanted man, on the run from the law. How could she help him? Would the authorities come here? And would he turn up tomorrow as they’d arranged?




  
 





  Chapter 4




  It was nine o’clock the next morning when Birdie set off after telling Wilfred a half-truth: that she was postponing the wash for a much-needed shop at the market. So,

  having gone via Cox Street, it was past ten by the time she got to the park.




  The grass was the only stretch of green for miles around, save for the Fields, as everyone called the undeveloped piece of wasteland on the very southern tip of the island. Birdie cautiously

  glanced behind her; she’d had a curious feeling at Cox Street as she was badgering the old girl who ran the second-hand clothes stall, like someone was watching them. But when she’d

  paid for her purchases, then bought bread, cheese and a lump of ginger cake, stuffing them deep in her shopping bag, she was sure no one had followed her out of the market.




  All the same, she was careful. She’d taken short cuts through the back alleys, and walked a big circle, waiting on the corner of the East India Dock Road to make certain she wasn’t

  followed. Now, as Birdie trod over the brittle grass, scuffed and holed by the kids’ boots, she gave a last glimpse over her shoulder. Save for two old men, smoking and stamping their feet to

  encourage warmth, the park was empty. Making her way towards the arches, she stopped by a plane tree. Leaning against its barren trunk, she waited as her eyes adjusted to the gloom under the

  railway line. No Frank. A mongrel dog lifted its leg and nosed for scraps. A sheet of old newspaper wrapped its way around the brick walls. In the far back yards, boarded up with broken bits, a

  woman in a headscarf, with an ancient perambulator, bounced it across the uneven ground.
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