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  December 1932




  It was a sunny winter’s morning and ladders of gold streamed in through the registry office windows. It was also the last Wednesday before Christmas and Lizzie rejoiced

  in the fact that, at last, in her twenty-seventh year, she would be married to the love of her life, Danny Flowers.




  The scene was set – low-key, no frills, just as she had wanted. Beside Danny stood Bert, her brother and best man. The ring was poised carefully between his great clumsy fingers, ready to

  pass to the groom. Bert’s towering six-foot-four frame strained every stitch of his ill-fitting wedding suit, his presence giving her a feeling of reassurance. As did her good friends Lil and

  Doug Sharpe, seated in the row behind, the only witnesses to today’s brief civil ceremony.




  Lizzie looked into Danny’s clear blue eyes, spaced evenly in his handsome, weather-beaten face. A jagged scar on his forehead was still visible, the handiwork of her late husband, Frank,

  Danny’s older brother. Thankfully, nature had healed the vertical slash of smooth, pale skin and Danny’s blond hair fell lightly across it, disguising any unsightliness. But the thought

  of Frank and the violence he had been capable of still made her shiver.




  Uncannily, a door ground open at the back of the room and her mother’s words flashed into mind. ‘Someone’s just walked over my grave, Lizzie, girl. The hairs on my neck are

  standing on end.’




  But why had she thought of that now? Lizzie wondered as Danny took her hand in his. Frank was dead and buried; a swollen, almost unrecognizable corpse dragged from the River Thames seven months

  ago, now laid to rest in East London Cemetery.




  She and Danny were to be man and wife today. Nothing could spoil this moment. Not even those painful memories she had buried, sealed and locked away, and hoped would fade completely as the years

  passed.




  Danny moved closer. His tall, powerful figure was dressed impeccably in a hand-finished black suit and silk tie. Thick blond waves parted on his crown and a smile curved over his even white

  teeth.




  Lizzie’s heart lifted in anticipation. This was the moment she had dreamed of since Danny had sailed out of her life to seek his fortune in Australia almost twelve years ago. She had loved

  him then. She loved him now. It was as if she had never lost him, never taken his brother for her husband.




  And lived to regret it.




  







  Chapter One




  ‘I love you,’ Danny whispered, tracing his thumb gently over her fingers. ‘Always and forever this time.’




  Her heart raced, missing yet another beat. ‘Always and forever,’ she repeated, her voice lost as the registrar, pasty-faced and squat, cleared his throat noisily.




  The door rattled again.




  Danny held her gaze, as though forbidding her to turn round. She saw Bert pass Danny the ring and the golden band gleamed, poised to glide effortlessly over her finger.




  But it was as if her eyes couldn’t help themselves. As if in slow motion, she turned, the minute details of the room imprinting themselves on her mind. The shabby wallpaper, the

  well-thumbed reference books on the shelves, a vase of white chrysanthemums placed on a small table and a sprig of holly pinned precariously above the handwritten notice wishing the public at large

  a Festive Christmas and Happy New Year.




  ‘Oh Christ, it can’t be,’ she heard Lil gasp behind her.




  In that moment, Lizzie’s world began to crumble. The feeling of unreality she had been trying so hard to suppress all day now fully encompassed her. The man – the intruder

  – was walking towards them. A dark fedora shaded his eyes. A camel-coloured coat was buttoned over his chest. But it was the two-tone brown-and-white brogues that sent real fear throughout

  her body. Shoes that were her late husband’s trademark in life.




  And so – Danny had told her – in death.




  Lizzie shook her head, refusing to believe what she saw. If this was a ghost, then everyone else was seeing it too. Lil and Doug stood open-mouthed, staring at the figure in the aisle. The

  registrar frowned, a look of annoyance on his face at the interruption. But it was Danny who stepped forward and squared his shoulders, confronting the apparition. ‘Frank? But you’re

  supposed to be—’




  ‘Brown bread,’ Frank acknowledged, his pale blue eyes moving uncertainly in their red-rimmed sockets.




  Lizzie felt fingers of ice on her neck. Frank, her dead husband, was here, in this room. The same man Danny had identified in Limehouse morgue, back in May.




  ‘But it can’t be you,’ Danny said. ‘I saw you. Fished out of the river—’




  ‘Not me,’ Frank replied softly. ‘Sorry to disappoint.’




  ‘Is this some sick joke?’ Danny demanded. ‘What are you playing at, Frank?’




  ‘This ain’t no game, Danny. I’m flesh and blood standing here. Same as you.’




  ‘But I saw what I saw,’ Danny insisted. ‘It was you—’




  ‘Floaters are ten a penny in the docks,’ Frank interrupted with a slight shrug. ‘You should have took a closer gander.’




  Before Danny could reply, the registrar spoke. ‘Who are you, sir? This is a private ceremony, with invited guests only.’




  ‘You’d better ask her.’ Frank nodded at Lizzie.




  But she was speechless; like Danny she couldn’t believe this was Frank. He was thinner and paler than he used to be, his cheeks sunken under his eyes. But he was still wearing his

  trademark stacked-shoulders overcoat and ridiculous two-tone brogues.




  ‘Mrs Flowers?’ the registrar prompted. But Lizzie could only shake her head as she tried to speak.




  ‘I . . . I . . . don’t know . . .’ she mumbled at last, her voice a distant echo in her ears. ‘He was – he is—’




  ‘Alive and kicking,’ Frank said quietly. ‘Last time I saw you, gel, I was on my way out of this world. And no one is more surprised than me to be standing here in one piece.

  But this time, you have my word I ain’t here to make trouble.’




  ‘Your word?’ Danny repeated incredulously. ‘Why the hell should anyone take your word? You’re nothing but bad news, Frank. And though you are family and in all

  conscience I should be relieved that it wasn’t a brother of mine they fished out of the river, I am truly gutted.’




  As the two men faced each other, all Lizzie could think was why in God’s name had she married a man like Frank Flowers? She could still smell his drunken breath on their wedding night.

  Feel his hands ripping at her clothes. The dream had turned to a nightmare. She had been blind. Naive. And worst of all, she had lost Danny.




  ‘Get out of here,’ Danny continued with quiet menace. ‘You ain’t welcome, Frank. This is my and Lizzie’s day. We are going to finish what we came here

  for.’




  ‘Problem is,’ Frank said, slowly raising his eyes, ‘the law thinks different.’




  Suddenly Lizzie understood what was truly happening. It didn’t matter where Frank had been or why he was here. The sad truth was there wouldn’t be – couldn’t be –

  any marriage today. No blushing bride or wedding kiss after Danny had slipped the ring on her finger, no congratulations and confetti on the registry office steps. No wedding breakfast. Gone was

  the planned knees-up, the tinkling of ivories and serious drinking until dawn. Frank had robbed her of happiness once again.




  ‘Come, come!’ the registrar exclaimed impatiently. ‘Please either leave or be seated, Mr— ?’




  ‘Flowers,’ Frank provided. ‘This lady here is my wife.’




  The silence in the small room was deafening; Lizzie could hear her own heartbeat. No one moved, or drew a breath.




  ‘It’s true, ain’t it, Lizzie?’ Frank insisted. ‘You and me tied the knot – when was it? Must be all of seven years back.’




  ‘Wife?’ the little man repeated as he turned to Lizzie. ‘But you have applied as a widow to be married here today.’




  Lizzie felt her face flush. She stared at Frank and into his expectant gaze. ‘Y-yes . . . I was,’ she faltered. ‘But there’s been some kind of mistake—’




  ‘Obviously,’ the official replied, and taking the ledger in front of him, he snapped it closed, pushing it to one side of the desk with an expression of undisguised anger.




  







  Chapter Two




  A bead of sweat rolled down Lizzie’s back. Her two-piece suit, the perfect shade of green that she loved and only a shade lighter than her deep, sea-green eyes, was

  clinging uncomfortably to her skin. Her jaunty, narrow-brimmed hat of the same shade, with a delicate three inches of embroidered veil, felt a mockery now.




  She heard Danny breathing hard, watching Frank as he stepped towards her. ‘You’re the one good thing that’s happened to me, Lizzie. And I’d cut off my right arm if I

  could change what I did. I’ve seen the error of me ways and I reckon, if we gave it a shot, you and me could make a go of it. It’s never too late to change.’




  Lizzie glared in disbelief at the man who had cheated on her from day one of their marriage. Not caring how much he hurt her or how deeply she had been humiliated. Staring into his face, she

  felt the breath leave her lungs as she shook her head. ‘Listen to you, Frank! Listen to what you are saying! After all that’s happened do you really believe there could be a future for

  us? Look at me, look at Danny, we’re here to begin a new life. A life that, until you walked into this room, we had intended to make together.’




  ‘But you can’t leave me now, Lizzie,’ Frank pleaded, opening his arms and gazing into her eyes. ‘Not now. Not now I’ve sorted myself out. And I have, honest to God,

  I have. On my life, Lizzie, they only just unlocked the door. Can’t you see I’m gen this time?’




  Lizzie’s head started to reel. ‘What door?’




  ‘I’ve been ill, gel. Really bad. But they cured me. They knocked the shit out of me in the hospital and it worked.’




  For one moment Lizzie wanted to laugh. She wanted to laugh long and deeply at the irony of such a statement. If only she could laugh! If only she could see the funny side of the ruination of her

  wedding day.




  ‘You have got some nerve,’ Danny burst out, pulling his brother round to face him. ‘You turn up at the very minute we’re about to get wed and give us some sob story about

  being in hospital?’




  ‘It’s true,’ Frank said with a nod. ‘I was in a loony bin. Mad as the proverbial hatter.’




  ‘What’s new? You’ve never been the full shilling,’ Danny replied, pushing his brother away from Lizzie. ‘It takes a nutter to try and blow up his family and think

  he can get away with it.’




  ‘I swear it’s the truth,’ Frank insisted as he shrank back. ‘That day I set the bomb off in Lizzie’s shop, I was out of me mind. I didn’t know what I was

  doing. All I can remember is I heard these voices in my head. Voices saying I had to get rid of you to get my wife back. Then Ferreter turned up and it’s all a blank from there, till I woke

  up, ranting and raving, in this hospital. I was out of my mind. I didn’t even know my own moniker. The shrinks put me behind bars with all these crazies. I thought I’d died and landed

  up in hell. It’s been the worst six months of my life.’




  Danny drew a breath and shook his head fiercely. ‘Pull the other one, Frank. Can’t you think up something more convincing?’




  ‘It’s the truth, Danny. I swear it.’




  ‘Enough!’ Danny shouted, pushing his brother’s shoulder again, until he stumbled back and almost fell against a chair. ‘You are nuts, Frank. That’s old news. But

  listen to me and listen good. Stay away from us. Stay away from Lizzie. Somehow you’ve managed to cling on to life. But enough is enough. You’ve had all your chances and blown them. If

  I ever see you round here again I’ll personally put right what Ferreter failed to do.’




  Frank looked at Lizzie. He said quietly, ‘Is that what you want too? Don’t you believe me, gel?’




  Lizzie felt the tears very close as she stared at the man whom she had married and promised to love, honour and obey. Whose child she had adopted as her own. It wasn’t enough that Frank

  had put her sister in the family way and out of it had come their one blessing in Polly, an innocent child whom Babs and Frank had heartlessly chosen to abandon. Now he was claiming that madness

  had driven him to lie and cheat and almost kill his family. She shook her head slowly and whispered, ‘Danny’s right, Frank. You’ve used up all your chances.’




  ‘One more,’ Frank implored huskily, reaching out. ‘I can do it now. I can look after you and Polly like I should have. And Babs too. I can make things right—’




  ‘Get out, Frank!’ Danny shouted. ‘Get out before I lose my temper. You are on borrowed time, chum, do you hear me?’




  Lizzie saw the understanding slowly settle on Frank’s face. His eyes were moist and suddenly devoid of expression. He swallowed, his breath flowing out of him as he pleadingly searched the

  faces turned towards him. No one spoke; Lizzie knew they were all in shock and Frank’s shoulders slumped in resignation. Finally he turned, making his way slowly to the back of the room.




  The door ground noisily on its hinges. Lizzie found herself staring at the empty space where a few seconds ago her dead husband had stood, alive and breathing and telling her he wanted her back.

  ‘The law is very strict about remarriage.’ The registrar’s voice broke into her tangled thoughts. ‘The law also frowns on threats and violence of any sort. This is a most

  reprehensible state of affairs.’




  Danny ignored him and pulled Lizzie gently into his arms. ‘Looks like we have to think again,’ he said in a choked whisper. ‘I don’t know what to say to you, except,

  I’m sorry. Heart sorry he’s back in our lives again.’




  ‘Can you believe it?’ Lil demanded, finding her voice. ‘It’s the Franks of this world that get away with murder,’ she told the registrar angrily. ‘Including

  his own. These two were marrying in good faith today. That toerag was supposed to be dead and none of us gives a rat’s arse about what the law thinks. It’s these two people standing

  here that matter. So you can stop looking so po-faced and get on with the service.’




  The registrar pulled himself up and tugged at his waistcoat. ‘I’m sorry, madam, there is nothing further I can do. The office is now closed.’




  ‘He’s right, this changes everything,’ Doug said, taking hold of his wife’s arm. ‘Nothing for it, but to get back to the house and try to sort something

  out.’




  ‘But it just ain’t fair,’ Lil objected again, her eyes filled with angry tears. ‘That cow son is like bloody Lazarus!’




  Lizzie felt Danny slip his hand around her waist. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he said, acknowledging Doug. As if in a dream, Lizzie found herself walking out of the room and into

  the cheerless winter’s day.




  







  Chapter Three




  ‘You’re kidding me,’ Ethel protested, after she had listened to what Lil and Lizzie had had to say. ‘Frank is alive?’




  ‘And twice as ugly,’ said Lil.




  Lizzie leaned against the sink in Lil’s kitchen and stared at all the food that Lil had prepared. What would the guests think when they arrived and were told there was no wedding? Would it

  all be wasted? But it was Danny who was really worrying her. He’d not said more than a couple of words on their drive from the registry office.




  ‘Danny’s taking it badly,’ Lizzie admitted. ‘He was so sure it was Frank in the morgue.’




  ‘Danny did his best,’ Ethel replied. ‘That body had been in the river a long time and must have looked like Frank.’




  ‘I should have made the identification,’ Lizzie said wearily. ‘But at the time I couldn’t face it.’




  ‘No wonder, after what you went through,’ Lil replied as she lit up a cigarette.




  ‘So what else did Frank say?’ Ethel enquired as she poured herself and Lizzie a sherry.




  ‘He wants me to take him back.’




  ‘No wonder Danny is gutted.’ Lil jerked her head angrily towards the front room where Danny, Bert and Doug were commiserating over a glass or six of beer. ‘Danny was a breath

  away from slipping the ring on your finger. Another ten minutes and Frank couldn’t have done nothing.’




  Ethel sipped from her glass thoughtfully. ‘I can’t believe Frank would have the nerve to come to the registry office.’




  ‘Exactly!’ exclaimed Lil as she threw a gin and lime down her throat. Licking her lips she banged the empty glass down on the draining board. ‘How come he walks in on your

  wedding at the very moment you’re to be wed? I mean, that’s one heck of a coincidence, by anyone’s standards. And then all that rubbish he spouted about being in hospital.

  He’s lying, of course he is. Porky pies is what your old man does best. You of all people, Lizzie, should know that by now.’




  ‘Yes, I do. But why make up such an unbelievable story?’




  ‘I reckon he’s done six months in the nick.’




  Ethel removed her apron and pressed her hands over her slim-fitting blue dress. ‘So why not admit it?’ she asked as she slipped a loose strand of honey-coloured hair back into place.

  ‘You’re not going to take Frank’s nonsense seriously are you, Lizzie?’




  ‘No, but what does it matter what’s true or not? The fact is, I can’t marry Danny. We’ll have to drop all our plans.’




  ‘It’s just not fair,’ Lil grumbled. ‘Polly ain’t stopped talking about Christmas and how you was all going to be together.’




  Lizzie glanced out of the window to where Polly, her niece, and young Tom, Danny’s adopted son, were mucking around with a ball. Timothy and Rosie, Ethel’s teenage children, were

  sitting on the wall, watching them. They all had big smiles on their faces. Those smiles would soon disappear when she broke the news to Tom and Polly.




  ‘Here, watch out!’ Lil rushed to the window as the ball banged against the glass. She yanked open the kitchen door. ‘Keep that ball away from me window, if you don’t want

  your ears boxed. Timmy, you’re the oldest. Give an eye to the youngsters, won’t you?’




  All four heads nodded. ‘Sorry, Gran,’ Timothy shouted.




  ‘That’s all right, love. But breakages don’t come cheap.’




  Lizzie smiled as Lil closed the door, a grin on her face. ‘Your Timmy is a card, ain’t he?’ Lil chuckled.




  ‘Remember, Mum, it’s Timothy now,’ Ethel corrected. ‘Timmy’s a thing of the past.’




  ‘It’s bit of a mouthful when you’ve known him as Timmy since the day he was born.’ Lil rolled her eyes.




  ‘Yes, but he’s fifteen now. And just started work.’




  Lil scoffed loudly. ‘I’ll bet it was his other gran who made him change his moniker.’




  ‘No, it wasn’t,’ Ethel said quietly.




  Lizzie knew Ethel had a hard time with her mother-in-law. After Mr Ryde had died a few years back, Richard Ryde began to divide his life between his mother’s house in Lewisham and his own

  at Blackheath. It was a sore point for Ethel and Lizzie knew that Lil was only too eager to prove it.




  ‘He’s a looker, your lad,’ Lil said with an affectionate smile as she studied her grandson through the window.




  Lizzie nodded. Timothy was tall and lanky like his father, but he had Ethel’s fair skin and blue eyes.




  ‘Your Rosie will turn out a cracker, too.’ Lil took a sly glance at Ethel. ‘You’ll have to watch out for the boys.’




  ‘Give us a break, Mum, she’s only just turned fourteen.’




  ‘Wait till she starts stopping out late, like you used to. Then we’ll see sparks fly.’




  Ethel laughed. ‘I liked to enjoy myself when you weren’t watching.’ She paused, frowning at Lizzie. ‘Amazing, isn’t it? They grow up so quickly. Only a year or two

  ago, she was playing with dolls like Polly.’




  Lizzie smiled, staring wistfully at her six-year-old niece as she followed Tom around the yard. At nine years old Danny’s adopted son was the spit of Danny. All blond hair and big blue

  eyes. While Polly was auburn with pretty blue eyes just like her mother, Babs.




  At the thought of her absent sister, Lizzie felt a pang of sadness. Babs, a year younger than herself, had left the East End over a year ago, preferring a life on the streets to caring for

  Polly. Would she ever come back to the East End, she wondered sadly?




  ‘Your ex is a cunning sod,’ Lil warned, taking a long puff. ‘He knows how much you think of Pol. He also knows he stands a good chance of being her father.’




  ‘Not that it’s ever been proved,’ Ethel said quickly. ‘Babs kept tight-lipped about that one.’




  ‘We all took it for granted when Babs was up the spout that Frank was responsible,’ Lil said with a shrug. ‘They was going at it like rabbits behind Lizzie’s back all the

  time she was married.’




  ‘Mum!’




  ‘Well, it’s true, Ethel.’




  ‘Yes, but Lizzie doesn’t need to hear it again, does she?’




  ‘Doesn’t bother me,’ Lizzie said, although this wasn’t strictly true. It still hurt somewhere deep down when she let herself think about Frank cheating on her.

  ‘Babs wasn’t the only one, anyway. Frank had plenty of affairs. But if Polly is his, one day she’ll have to know it. I don’t want her to think the worst of her

  father.’




  ‘So what you going to tell her?’ Lil said archly.




  ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.’




  ‘And if Frank comes to the shop?’ Lil asked. ‘Chucks his weight around like he used to? The kid ain’t daft. She’ll see him in his true light then.’




  ‘Let him try,’ Lizzie said firmly. ‘Bert wouldn’t have that.’




  ‘True, Mum. It’d be a brave man who’d argue with Bert,’ Ethel agreed and all three nodded.




  Lil sniffed and cuffed her long nose with the back of her wrist. ‘Poor Pol. She don’t deserve a father like him, a two-bit crook with a knack for bashing women. Or a mother like Babs

  on the game.’




  ‘I don’t want to think about all that, Lil.’




  ‘I only speak the truth, love. When Frank appears again, as he will, he’ll come out with all the soft soap. You’ll have to remember that he got Babs in the family way. And

  Polly was just a couple of weeks old when she decided she’d had enough of motherhood. The silly cow couldn’t wait to go back to her life as one of Ferreter’s trollops. Aided and

  abetted by Frank, needless to say. Christ, Lizzie, you’ve been to hell and back with that scoundrel!’




  All three women were silent for a moment. Lizzie knew deep in her heart that Lil was right on all scores. But Polly meant more to Lizzie than the sins of the past. And even though Frank had been

  and done all Lil said he had, and worse, it was Polly who counted now.




  ‘Look on the bright side,’ Lil continued, gulping down smoke, ‘at least Babs ain’t shacked up with Frank still. She don’t give a damn about Pol. Where is a

  mother’s love in all that?’




  Ethel crossed her legs, glancing at Lizzie. ‘Have you ever thought of adopting Polly?’




  ‘Yeah,’ interrupted Lil eagerly, unable to stay quiet. ‘Good idea. Tell them how your husband knocked off your sister, and how when Polly was born they abandoned her, leaving

  you to do the honours. And how, six years on, you’re the closest to a mother that Polly has ever had.’ Lil pointed the cigarette and the ash spilled on the table. ‘Oh, yes, and

  there’s the small matter of your old man trying to blow up your shop and you and your family with it. They’ll put up no argument then!’




  Lizzie shook her head. ‘The welfare won’t help the likes of me. I’m married to Polly’s father, they’d say, and tell me to get on with it. And without Babs’s

  consent there’s nothing more I can do.’




  ‘Your Babs was always flighty,’ Lil said bitterly as she ground her dog-end into the metal ashtray. ‘What with her and your brother Vinnie, who was always a sod, your mum had a

  tough job on her hands. If she couldn’t keep them on the straight and narrow, what hope is there for you?’




  But no matter what anyone said, Lizzie still felt she had failed to keep her older brother Vinnie out of prison and Babs from the streets. And though she looked on Polly as her own, Babs was

  Polly’s birth-mother.




  ‘You look all in, gel.’ Lil placed a hand on Lizzie’s arm. ‘Why don’t you go next door? Have a chat with your sister. She’s got her drawers in a twist about

  not being able to get the morning off work for your wedding. As it stands, she didn’t miss nothing.’




  Lizzie had put off going in to see Flo, her younger sister. She knew she would be very upset. Flo hated Frank with a vengeance and had cause to.




  ‘Better get it over with,’ Lil urged. ‘Remember, your little sister has stuck by you through thick and thin, whereas Babs and Vinnie buggered off. Flo had Frank taped right

  from when she was a kid and had the scarlet fever. He took you to visit her at the sanatorium and turned on the charm. But Flo wouldn’t have none of it.’




  Lizzie recognized the truth, even though it was painful to hear. What a fool she had been to fall for that charm. And it had been Flo who had tried to warn her.




  Ethel touched Lizzie’s shoulder. ‘Chin up, love. Flo’s bark is worse than her bite.’




  Lizzie looked fondly at her good friend. They had grown close over the years; close enough to know what each other was thinking. And now the glance that passed between them spoke volumes.




  Polly ran into Lizzie’s arms as she walked into the yard. The little girl was a picture of Babs at her age. All coppery hair and big smiles. Lizzie felt the familiar pang of guilt that

  somehow along the way she had failed Babs. How could she not want to share in her daughter’s life? Was it something that Lizzie had done?




  ‘Did you marry Uncle Danny?’ Polly asked breathlessly. ‘Did they throw the confetti?’




  ‘Uncle Danny and me decided to wait a while.’




  ‘Are we still having a party?’




  ‘Course we are.’




  ‘What about Christmas? I thought we was all going to live over the shop and get a big Christmas tree and stay up late.’




  ‘We’ll still have a party.’ Lizzie touched Polly’s beautiful hair. ‘And lots of nice things to eat.’




  Polly giggled. ‘That’s all right then. Can I tell Tom and Rosie and Timothy?’




  ‘Yes, but mind that ball on Auntie Lil’s window.’




  Polly scampered off. Relieved that Polly didn’t seem too disappointed, Lizzie made her way over the broken fence to her sister’s house. Somehow she had to deliver the news to Flo

  without more eruptions, then try to get through the rest of the day.




  







  Chapter Four




  Danny Flowers sat in the decked-out front room of No. 84 Langley Street, his beer untouched beside him. The clock on the mantelpiece showed almost an hour to go before the

  guests arrived. An hour in which to steady his nerves. He had a suspicion the news of Frank’s return would already have circulated. The sympathy, the handshakes, the winks and nods were all

  coming his way. And he had no choice but to take them on the chin.




  Danny lifted his glass and, for the first time that day, enjoyed the bite of the alcohol. Not that it would douse the fire in his chest that still raged. Anger and bitter disappointment fanned

  the flames of his resentment towards Frank. Yet, he asked himself, where was his compassion for the brother who’d cheated death and returned to life? Even if Frank was the devil incarnate, he

  hadn’t deserved to die by Ferreter’s hand. Frank was his brother, his only kith and kin other than Dad. They were family and blood-linked. But he didn’t trust Frank further than

  he could throw him. And now, it seemed, history was about to repeat itself.




  ‘Cheer up, lad. It might never happen.’ Doug Sharpe, nursing his ale, glanced at Danny with a frown of concern.




  ‘I’m angry at myself, Doug. How could I have been so mistaken about Frank? I saw him on that marble slab – or what was left of him.’




  ‘Not your fault,’ his old friend insisted. ‘You were ninety-nine per cent certain it was Frank the coppers dragged out of the water.’




  ‘And the one per cent manages to turn up on our wedding day.’ Danny sat forward, gazing into Doug’s fatherly face with its calm expression. At sixty-seven, Doug had been a

  white-collar worker at the docks, and had always provided for his family. But after the loss of his two sons in the war, he’d aged dramatically. Danny admired him for the way he’d

  pulled through the nightmare and somehow got on with his life. He was wise and steady and had been in all their lives since forever, standing by Lizzie through the mess of her marriage to Frank.

  For that, Danny would be eternally grateful. They were good people and Danny loved them for it.




  Doug’s smooth forehead wrinkled under his thinning grey hair. ‘Stop beating yourself up, cocker. We all know you did your best.’




  ‘I saw a body wearing Frank’s clothes and shoes, and half a face. I didn’t hang around to find out I was wrong.’




  ‘Any one of us would have given the nod,’ Bert agreed in his deep, lumbering voice. A voice, Danny reflected, that could only have come from a man who weighed over nineteen stone and

  stood almost with his head in the clouds. Bert sat squashed in an armchair, his tie removed and the buttons of his shirt undone. ‘You wasn’t going to get any help from Old

  Bill.’




  ‘I’ve got a nasty feeling it don’t end here.’ Danny stretched his broad shoulders, uncomfortable under the restrictive tailoring of his wedding suit. He was more

  accustomed to his overalls, the ones he wore at the garage. He wore them with pride, knowing the business was his own little kingdom. He’d thought he was on the way to a happy life now, with

  the garage on its feet and Lizzie as his wife. How wrong could a man be?




  He stared desolately at Doug. ‘The point being, who did I identify as Frank?’




  A knock at the front door prevented anyone from venturing an opinion. Danny stood up. ‘That’ll be Cal. I asked him to go by the pub and see if there was word on the grapevine. If

  there is, the landlord will know.’




  ‘Y’all right, Danny?’ Cal Bronga, Danny’s mechanic, best friend and only employee, stepped in. Black-bearded, with ebony shoulder-length hair, Cal was the agile bushman

  Danny had first met in the gold mines of Australia. No one had been more pleased than Danny when Cal had eventually followed him to England last summer.




  ‘Find out anything?’ Danny kept his voice low.




  ‘No, boss. Not a breath.’ Cal shook his dark head. ‘Like you told me, I checked at the Quarry and the Ship, then drove past your old man’s drum. Quiet as a dingo’s

  fart.’




  ‘I can’t see Frank visiting Dad.’ Danny felt the swell of anger again in his chest. Their father was entitled to some peace in his twilight years. Frank had never given Bill

  Flowers the respect he was due. Despite all the effort Bill had put in to compensate for the early death of their mother, Frank had still turned out the bad apple.




  Cal followed Danny in, grinning broadly at the two men seated in the chairs. Bert stood, dwarfing Cal momentarily as he clasped his hand.




  Doug said after a while, ‘Frank don’t have any friends on the island. Without Ferreter’s muscle behind him, I can’t see him making waves.’




  ‘Well, he managed more than a ripple today.’ Irritably, Danny flicked undone the top button of his shirt and slid out his tie, stuffing it in his pocket. ‘Five minutes later me

  and Lizzie would have been wed with an official signature to prove it.’




  Cal moved closer to the window and nodded to the street. ‘Looks like we’ve got company.’




  Danny joined him, to see their guests approaching. He knew without a shade of doubt that not one of the invited stepping into the house this day would welcome Frank’s return.




  







  Chapter Five




  ‘Calm down, Flo, don’t upset yourself.’ Sydney Miller reached out for his girlfriend.




  ‘Don’t tell me to calm down, Syd.’ Flo Allen pushed him away. ‘Frank has screwed up our lives again. Why couldn’t he stay dead, like most people do when they stop

  breathing?’




  Lizzie gazed at her sister. Flo had to get her annoyance off her chest. Flo, although five years younger than Lizzie, was protective, loyal to the last. More to the point, she could not forgive

  Frank for the unhappiness he had brought to their lives.




  ‘You don’t believe his bullshit, do you?’ Flo thrust back her short, shiny brown hair and raised her black eyebrows challengingly.




  ‘No, course I don’t,’ Lizzie assured her. ‘The registrar had no choice but to call off the wedding.’




  ‘Lizzie ain’t at fault,’ Syd agreed. ‘But we know who is.’




  Lizzie liked Sydney Miller a lot. He was officially Flo’s lodger, but Lizzie knew he had shared Flo’s bed since moving into Langley Street. Syd had been Flo’s first boyfriend

  and Lizzie had disapproved of him. But somehow he had managed to distance himself from the influence of his notoriously troubled family.




  Lizzie sighed deeply as she sat on the well-worn fireside chair. This was the house she and her brothers and sisters had been brought up in. Passed now to Flo, it still held the memories of

  their childhood and she loved it.




  ‘Well, someone’s got to eat all the food,’ Flo said with half a smile as she stuck out her ample bust under the soft material of her damson chiffon blouse. The colour was

  flattering but was currently at odds with the scarlet blush of anger flooding into her cheeks. ‘I’ll just get me bag and we’ll go next door.’




  ‘Where the hell has Frank been?’ Syd asked Lizzie when they were alone.




  ‘In hospital, so he says. A mental institution.’




  ‘In that case, why don’t you and Danny just move in together?’




  ‘What would it be like for Polly and Tom if we did? The gossip was bad enough after Frank bombed the shop. The kids at school wouldn’t go near Polly. They were afraid Frank would

  come after them too. I can’t let that happen again.’




  ‘Yeah, I get your meaning.’ Syd pulled a white square of crumpled cloth from his trouser pocket and blew his nose. He was wearing a white shirt and armbands and a smart grey

  waistcoat. Standing only five foot seven tall, he was a pocket Hercules. He made up for his lack of height with his strength and bulging biceps. With his close-cropped light brown hair, square jaw

  and fresh-faced complexion, he looked every inch the Billingsgate porter. ‘How’s Danny taken it?’ he asked in concern.




  Lizzie looked away as her insides tightened. There wasn’t a bad bone in Danny’s body, but Frank had pushed him to his limit today. Even when Danny had returned to England last year

  and learned of Frank’s treachery, he’d still refused to believe that Frank had deliberately deceived him. Even now, it was hard to believe that she’d fallen for Frank’s

  twisted version of Danny’s married life in Australia. Who could blame Danny, after discovering the truth, for hardening his heart?




  ‘I’ve got five brothers,’ Syd continued in a whisper, turning to glance over his shoulder. ‘I’ve only got to say the word and your problem will be sorted. You

  won’t see Frank for dust.’




  Lizzie lifted her eyes to the man who would soon be her sister’s husband. Syd was tough and kind and he would love Flo until his last breath. But he was also a Miller. And their name in

  the East End was legendary. It was a known fact that each brother had spent more time in custody than at liberty. Lizzie always marvelled that her soon-to-be-brother-in-law was the only Miller to

  be born with an instinct for goodness.




  ‘No, Syd,’ she refused. ‘Thanks all the same.’




  ‘I’d stick my neck out for you and Danny.’




  ‘Better we sort it ourselves.’




  Syd nodded, flushing slightly. ‘Just as long as you and Danny know I’ve got your backs.’




  Flo walked into the parlour, pulling on her coat, and Syd was beside her in seconds. ‘You all right now, love?’




  ‘As right as I’ll ever be with that cheapskate about still.’




  No more was said as they all trooped out through the kitchen door and made their way into Lil’s over the broken fence.




  







  Chapter Six




  Lizzie was relieved to find that their friends and neighbours were enjoying the occasion even if there was no wedding to celebrate. But it was Danny she was concerned

  about.




  Going over to where he stood she reached down to run her fingers gently across his hand. His glance met hers and she smiled. Since their hurried departure from the registry office, they had only

  had time to exchange a few words. Their wedding day had been turned on its head. Neither of them had found the sentiments to soften the blow.




  ‘So what do we do now?’ he said, frowning slightly, a question in his deep blue eyes. ‘I still want us to be together. Do you?’




  ‘Yes, that goes without saying.’




  ‘Then let’s go ahead. Move into March Street.’




  Lizzie looked up at him and tried to think of the right words to say. ‘We’ll talk about it later,’ she said. And knew they were the wrong ones, as Danny stiffened and pulled

  away.




  ‘There never will be a later, will there?’ he said, his voice filled with raw emotion. ‘Not as long as Frank’s around. You’re still tied to him by a damned piece of

  paper!’




  ‘Give me time, Danny, please—’




  Suddenly he left her, his broad shoulders disappearing into the crowd. Lizzie felt as though the earth was opening up and pulling her down into it. The happy future she had thought was beginning

  as from today had gone and Frank had driven a wedge between them. She stared ahead sightlessly, then realized someone was talking to her. Putting on a brave face, she smiled and managed to get

  through the pleasantries. Then as soon as she could, she left the room and made her way to the kitchen.




  She opened the door and to her surprise found Ethel and Cal standing together. They moved apart quickly, but not before Lizzie had seen the guilty expression on Ethel’s face.




  ‘Cal was just describing Australia,’ Ethel said nervously. ‘How big it is and how warm, even in winter.’ She paused, glancing up at Cal, and blushed.




  Cal tore his gaze away and smiled at Lizzie. ‘I’d better be off. We’ve got a few motors in for repair at the garage. The owners will want them for Christmas.’




  ‘Thanks for calling by,’ Lizzie said as he left by the back door.




  ‘Did I interrupt something?’ Lizzie asked her friend mildly.




  ‘No, course not. Why?’




  ‘You look like a girl of sixteen again.’




  ‘Oh Christ!’ Ethel blushed, much deeper this time. ‘Lizzie, I never wanted this to happen. But I knew the moment I saw him. It was as if we were old friends. Yet he’s

  lived on one side of the world and me on the other.’




  ‘You’re seeing him?’ Lizzie rolled her eyes. ‘When did this start?’




  ‘The day he came over to your shop. Danny sent him to help us with the decorating, remember?’




  Lizzie nodded. She had never thought Ethel would be telling her this.




  ‘We just sort of clicked. Not that I don’t feel guilty. I do. Me and Richard were so young when we got married. Everyone expected us to wed, so we did. But when the babies came along

  Richard just seemed to go his own way. It was as if he resented my attention going elsewhere.’ Ethel’s face clouded. ‘His mum was always there to provide the looking-after he

  wanted. Sounds silly, but me and the kids never really came into the picture. Richard is the golden boy, always was, always will be. And now it’s like we lead separate lives. Funny,

  I’ve played the part of a good wife. I tried to do my best but I always knew something was missing. I didn’t know what it was till I met Cal.’ Ethel took a long breath. ‘But

  you guessed that, didn’t you?’




  ‘I just didn’t know how unhappy you were,’ Lizzie admitted. ‘Does Richard know anything?’




  ‘Don’t think so. He never tells me he loves me. That stopped a long time ago.’




  ‘What about the kids?’




  ‘They’re fourteen and fifteen. Teenagers. Off enjoying themselves.’




  ‘But how do you find time to see Cal?’




  ‘I was given the sack at Rickard’s. The depression hit them badly. But Cal seemed to make things better. We talk and laugh and I forget all my troubles.’




  ‘So what are you going to do?’




  Ethel shrugged. ‘I might ask you the same question.’




  Lizzie raised her dark eyebrows and sighed. ‘Danny wants us to move in together.’




  ‘Will you?’




  ‘I don’t know what to do.’




  Ethel smiled. ‘Looks like we’re in the same boat.’




  Lizzie’s heart went out to her friend. She had never known Ethel to look at another man and it was her who kept the family together. Richard seemed to spend more time with his mum than his

  family.




  ‘What are you thinking?’ Ethel asked anxiously. ‘Do you think I’m a bad person?’




  ‘No, but I wish you’d told me before.’




  ‘You’ve had a wedding to plan. The happiest time of your life.’




  ‘Yes,’ agreed Lizzie ruefully, ‘though it ain’t turned out quite that way.’




  ‘I know. And all the more reason I shouldn’t be bothering you with my worries. I’m cheating on Richard and the guilt keeps me awake at night. But in the morning, I need to see

  Cal again.’




  Lizzie sighed softly. ‘When Danny came back from Australia last year, I was still a married woman. Frank was my husband, for all that was said and done. But Danny was on my mind all the

  time.’




  ‘You never cheated on Frank, I know that for a fact.’




  ‘Not until Frank was supposedly found dead. And then—’ Now it was Lizzie’s turn to blush. ‘We thought we were free to be together.’




  ‘You’d waited a long time.’




  Lizzie nodded. ‘I’ve loved Danny for the best part of my life. But I’m another man’s wife. Where does that leave me now?’ Lizzie asked, knowing Ethel couldn’t

  provide an answer. At least one that she wanted to hear.




  







  Chapter Seven




  All the guests had left and it was almost dusk. Flo and Syd were washing up in the kitchen and Lizzie was helping Lil and Ethel to clear up the leftovers and dirty glasses and

  plates strewn about the front room.




  Just then a loud screeching noise outside made Lizzie turn to the window. Lil joined her and they peered out into the murky evening. A car drew up and a man wearing a raincoat climbed out of the

  vehicle’s passenger seat. Walking over to Danny and Bert who were smoking in the street, the man reached inside his coat. At the same time a uniformed police officer emerged. Lizzie gasped

  aloud as she saw Danny being pushed roughly inside the car. At this, Bert leaped forward, only to be confronted by the smaller man who barred his way.




  ‘Oh God, Lil, it’s the coppers!’ Lizzie ran from the window and into the passage where she collided with Flo and Syd and the children. ‘Danny’s being taken

  away,’ she blurted as they all scrambled to open the front door.




  ‘Danny!’ Lizzie ran outside, coming face to face with the stranger.




  ‘Where are you taking Danny?’ she demanded. ‘Who are you? What do you want with him?’




  ‘I’m Detective Inspector Bray from the Limehouse Constabulary,’ the officer told her, his voice thick and low. ‘We think that Mr Flowers will be able to help us with our

  enquiries.’




  ‘Enquiries?’ she repeated foolishly. ‘What sort of enquiries?’ She looked round for Bert who stood staring at the car. ‘Bert, do you know anything about

  this?’




  Bert shook his head. ‘We was just having a smoke and this motor drives up.’




  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ Flo interrupted, rushing to stand beside Lizzie. ‘You can’t just take someone away like that.’




  ‘I’m afraid I can,’ the detective replied, sliding his trilby hat over his greasy brown hair. ‘Now, I advise you all to go—’




  ‘Where are you taking my dad?’ Tom slipped by the policeman and pulled on the handle of the car.




  ‘Your dad is coming with us for a while, son. Now, off you go, there’s a good lad.’ The detective turned and climbed into the front of the car. Lizzie and Flo jumped back as

  the vehicle roared off, turning the corner of the street with a squeal of its tyres.




  ‘The swines,’ Flo cursed as they all stood staring after it. ‘What makes them think Danny can help them? And how did they know where to find him?’




  ‘It’s ridiculous,’ Lil muttered bewilderedly. ‘Downright ridiculous!’




  ‘Yeah, but did you clock what the geezer said?’ Bert pushed his big hand over his face. ‘He’s from the Limehouse nick. And that was where Danny went to identify the

  stiff.’




  ‘Of course,’ Flo groaned, nodding fiercely. ‘This is to do with Frank. Think about it. For the past seven months we’ve had peace and quiet. Now, on the very day Frank

  shows up, all hell is let loose.’




  ‘You’re right there, gel,’ Syd agreed angrily. ‘It’s Frank they should be questioning. Not putting Danny through the wringer.’




  Lizzie looked at Tom and Polly. Tom’s cheeks were wet with dirty tears and he rubbed them with his knuckles.




  ‘Is the policeman taking Uncle Danny to prison?’ Polly asked with a sniff.




  ‘No, of course not.’ Lizzie opened her arms. ‘Come here for a cuddle, you two.’ She hugged Polly and Tom. ‘Everything’s going to be all right, I

  promise.’




  ‘Look, we won’t solve anything by freezing out here on the street,’ Lil decided as the cold darkness settled around them. ‘Let’s have a cuppa and put our heads

  together. When Doug comes back from taking Ethel home, I’ll cook a fry-up. We need a good meal to put a lining in our stomachs. By the time we’ve eaten, I reckon they’ll have

  brought Danny back.’




  ‘They better, or else me and my brothers will be paying them a visit,’ Syd muttered as everyone trooped indoors. A comment that Lizzie dearly hoped was made in the heat of the

  moment.




  ‘You’re welcome to kip in the spare room,’ Flo said as the clock on the mantel struck ten. ‘I’ve got plenty of blankets to go round.’




  ‘Tom could sleep here, in the boys’ room,’ Lil suggested, looking across to the couch where Tom had fallen asleep in the crook of Doug’s arm. ‘The poor kid is

  knackered.’ Though Greg and Neil, the Sharpes’ two sons, had perished in the Great War, they still called the room they used as a spare the boys’ room.




  ‘Bert can kip on the put-you-up,’ Doug agreed quietly.




  Lizzie stroked the top of Polly’s auburn head. Curled against her, Polly was also fast asleep. ‘Thanks, but I’d like to go home.’




  ‘You think they’ll keep Danny in?’ asked Syd, and not waiting for an answer continued, ‘I reckon it’s not too late for me and Bert to drive over and have it out

  with Old Bill.’




  Lizzie knew Syd was eager to take action. But common sense told her that frayed tempers could make things worse for Danny.




  ‘I’d prefer to go myself, Syd, thanks. It’s been a long day and I want to get the children home to bed. If Danny isn’t back by morning, I’ll have Bert take me to

  Limehouse.’




  ‘The coppers are out of order,’ said Doug with a nod, ‘but Lizzie’s right, far better a good night’s kip for everyone. Tomorrow’s a new day.’




  Lizzie disentangled herself gently from Polly. She placed her in Bert’s arms. Doug roused Tom and when the two children were settled in the van, Bert coaxed the engine into life.




  Lizzie hugged Flo and Lil. ‘Thanks for everything.’




  ‘Take care, now,’ Lil said, shivering.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Flo told her. ‘Danny will be back in no time.’




  Sinking down on the damp leather of the passenger seat, Lizzie watched as the small group of figures melted away in the darkness. Bert cursed softly as the rattling vehicle moved forward.

  Lizzie’s thoughts swept back to the events of the day.




  Frank was alive. Her dead husband was not the corpse Danny had identified at Limehouse in May. How had that happened? She had believed Frank to have been drowned and her tears had been few after

  the life Frank had led her. But she hadn’t wished him dead. And despite all he had done, he was still, as far as she knew, father to Polly.




  Sighing softly, Lizzie stared from the window that was streaked with dust and pigeon fouling. The interior of the van reeked of vegetables together with a sour whiff from its previous owner, a

  fishmonger. A small, brown metal box with three oblong windows and a flat front, it clattered noisily along the road. Finally Lizzie glimpsed the deep blue sky. The moon was a slim silver crescent

  pushing its way between the stars and into the Christmas night. She yearned for Danny and the future they had hoped for. A future now out of reach.




  Silently she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. Bert cursed again, grinding the gear with such force that every bone in her body jarred.




  ‘What baffles me,’ said the policeman as he lit himself another cigarette and narrowed his eyes at Danny, ‘you’ve got your only kith and kin, a man as I

  understand it who has well and truly shafted you. And you’re looking down on him – he’s a bit worse for wear, granted – and you give us the thumbs-up that this drowned

  package is your brother.’




  Danny shifted uncomfortably on the hard wooden chair. His arm still throbbed from the rough handling. He couldn’t begin to understand why he was here, other than the copper’s

  continual reference to the day, seven months ago, when he was faced with the sight of a corpse and asked to identify it. But, Danny wondered, why collar him like this?




  Danny froze as he looked up at the plain-clothes policeman. Did they suspect he had something to do with the dead man’s drowning? ‘How do you know Frank shafted me?’




  Bray smiled as he leaned back on the chair positioned at the table. He threw the packet of cigarettes on its filthy surface. ‘I know all about you. I know everything there is to know. I

  know because I’ve done my homework. The man you identified as your brother turns out to be one Duncan King, late of Whitechapel. Thief, bookie’s runner, grass, small-time black

  marketeer, you name it, King tried it. Now, a week or so after you’d given us the nod in the morgue, King’s missus paid us a visit. She was complaining her other half hadn’t shown

  up for a while. But King was a fly-by-night, a shape-shifter – even she admitted that – so we dismissed it. Then, a couple of months later, she pays us another visit. This time she

  slaps a tatty black book on my desk, claiming it was her old man’s bible and he never left the house without it. I ask her why she hadn’t found it before. She says it was hidden, that

  she’d torn up every floorboard in her search for a few bob. King kept his swag well hidden, especially from her. The book, she insists, was his bible with all his punters’ names and how

  much they owed him. So the good lady is convinced her husband is deep in the shit. And after going through this new evidence, we are convinced too. The man has enemies. Lots of them. He lost more

  on the gee-gees than he ever made from his life of crime.’




  Danny studied the policeman’s face. The unkempt greasy brown hair, flaky skin and unhealthy pallor of a hard-drinking, hard-living copper who was after a collar. Without lowering his gaze,

  Danny scraped back his chair and leaned his elbows on his knees. He frowned slightly as he said, ‘I didn’t know the man.’




  Bray nodded slowly. ‘In the week we brought up the body from the river we had five deaths in six days. Four didn’t match our lad. But the fifth, in appearance, height and stature,

  did.’ Bray grinned showing uneven browned teeth. ‘So we dug him up. And guess what?’




  ‘What?’ Danny steeled himself.




  ‘Our soon-to-be grieving widow identified a birthmark on her husband’s backside. It was the size of a half-crown, the closest our thief ever got to the monarchy’s boat

  race.’ He paused. ‘So here we are, you and me, having this nice little chat.’




  ‘I was wrong, I’ll admit,’ Danny said.




  ‘That’s good of you,’ Bray sneered sarcastically.




  ‘I don’t know King. I wasn’t his friend or his enemy. I believed the dead man was my brother. It was a simple mistake.’




  ‘A simple mistake to you. Might be the answer for us.’




  Danny nodded understandingly. ‘So I’m up for the frame, am I? You’ve got hassle from your superiors and want to tie up the loose ends. I’m nothing to you, so you ask

  around and there’s plenty of punters who’ll tell you what you want for a couple of bob.’




  ‘Your brother is alive, as you well know.’




  ‘I didn’t,’ Danny objected. ‘Until this morning. But I have an idea you know about Frank turning up at my wedding.’
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