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Prologue

September 4th 1939

Albert Levy opened up his wireless shop at the stroke of nine on Monday morning and went straight into the back room, which served as a workshop, to put the kettle on. It was a ritual he had carried out almost without thinking for the past six years and he had always been eager to get another day of trading under way. Today however a dark shadow lay over him; his mind was troubled and his insides were churning. Less than twenty-four hours ago he had sat on the sofa in his living room along with his wife Gerda while the Prime Minister spoke to the nation over the radio. He had taken the news calmly but Gerda had broken down and sobbed quietly into her handkerchief. ‘This will kill Abel. I know it will,’ she had gulped. ‘He’s talked of nothing else for weeks now.’

Albert had tried to reassure her but he too feared for his old friend. Abel had said it many times and he was utterly convinced of it: if war was declared the country would be overrun within weeks.

As he poured the boiling water into the chipped china teapot and covered it with a cosy, Albert glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was nearly ten minutes past the hour and Abel had still not made an appearance. Lately business had been brisk and there were at least half-a-dozen wirelesses awaiting repair and several accumulators to be put on charge, which Abel was well aware of. Normally he would have been standing outside the shop chafing at the bit but, as Albert hardly needed to remind himself, today was no ordinary workday.

At nine thirty Albert Levy put the closed sign on the door and walked out into the bustling Old Kent Road. His old friend and employee lived ten minutes away, in Carter Lane, a small, insignificant backstreet in the riverside borough of Bermondsey, and as he hurried along Albert could not suppress the tension inside him. It was in the air, everywhere, and it showed on people’s faces as they passed by.

The international events of the past few days had been shocking, but had succeeded in drawing together two countries as unlikely allies, and the shopkeeper took comfort in knowing that the country of his birth and England, his adopted country, had become united in their opposition to the Nazis. Albert Levy was Polish and had moved with his family to Germany at two years old when his father, a minor official in the Polish Diplomatic Corps, was posted to Frankfurt. He had been happy growing up in Germany and remained there with his mother in a small Jewish community in Wiesenbad after his father died in office. Proud of their roots the family decided to retain their Polish nationality, and Albert prospered in business, opening his first shop in Wiesenbad while still in his twenties.

As he made his way into Carter Lane to seek out his old friend and employee, the shopkeeper thought how different it would have been for him and Gerda now, had his mother decided to become a German citizen all those years ago.

Abel lodged with Daisy and Bill Harris at number 12. He was a frail, private man in his mid-fifties, in the habit of keeping a discreet distance from his neighbours, not out of cussedness, but rather from a natural shyness and an inability to comprehend the language properly. The locals knew him as Mr Abel the Jew and that was about it. His full name was Abel Finkelstein and he had a six-digit number tattooed on the inside of his right forearm. Once a skilled technician at a large radio firm in Wiesenbad, Germany, Abel had enjoyed a good life until the Brownshirts began their campaign of terror. Arrested and convicted on trumped-up charges by a vindictive Gauleiter during the early days of the persecution, he was convicted and sent to a concentration camp in eastern Germany.

Albert Levy had been Abel’s childhood friend and had left Germany for England with his wife Gerda at the first serious signs of German racial purification, before it became obvious that a mad canker was consuming a nation’s soul. He had built up his wireless business and had managed to save enough to secure the release of his old friend with a large bribe before the loophole was finally closed.

Abel Finkelstein arrived to begin a new life in England in ’37 as a refugee sponsored by Albert, but the scars of his internment remained with him, and when he listened to the Prime Minister’s broadcast on Sunday morning he knew without a doubt that the nightmare was about to start again. It was just a matter of time.

‘Good morning, Mrs Harris,’ Albert said, doffing his trilby. ‘I’m calling to see if Abel’s well. He hasn’t come in this morning.’

Daisy Harris knew Albert Levy from his weekly visits to Abel, when the two men enjoyed a game of chess and a few glasses of wine, but today she looked troubled. ‘I ’aven’t ’eard ’im about this mornin’ ter tell yer the trufe,’ she replied. ‘P’raps yer’d better go up. ’E was worried sick last night over the war startin’.’

Albert climbed the steep flight of stairs and knocked on Abel’s bedroom door. Getting no answer he went in and saw his old friend lying on his back in the bed with his hands clasped at his throat. His eyes were closed tight and a film of froth had dried around his blue lips. On the chair at his bedside was a tablet bottle with the lid lying beside it, next to a half-empty bottle of brandy. Albert turned to Daisy as she stood behind him speechless, and he shook his head sadly. ‘We’d better get the police,’ he said. ‘It looks like he’s left us.’

The declaration of war had had an immediate impact on two of Carter Lane’s residents. One was now past caring about anything this Monday morning, but the other was slowly and painfully coming to life in a police station cell. His head felt as if it would explode at any minute and he groaned in agony.

‘Yer better pull yerself tergevver, Joe,’ the duty policeman said grinning as he handed him a plate of streaky bacon, an over-fried egg and a slice of burnt toast on a tray. ‘The beak’ll chuck the book at yer if ’e sees yer like this.’

Joe Buckley eased his legs over the hard bed and sat forward, supporting his pulsating head in his huge hands. It was slowly coming back to him now and he winced. ‘Is the dingo pressing charges?’ he asked.

‘I dunno, I’ve only just come on duty,’ the officer told him.

Joe ate the food with some difficulty, but after using the toilet he began to feel a bit better. ‘I hope I didn’t give you any strife, mate,’ he said to the policeman who came to escort him.

‘Nah, yer came in like a good ’un,’ the officer said with a smile. ‘Mind you, yer language wasn’t all that clever, considerin’ we ’ad Farvver Feeney ’ere at the time.’

‘What’s he been up to?’ Joe asked.

‘’E was visitin’ a prisoner,’ the policeman replied.

Joe noticed from the wall clock that it was ten o’clock as he was escorted up from the cells and taken along to the court, where he sat pensively on a hard bench alongside the officer and waited to be called.

‘Joseph L. Buckley, you have been charged with drunk and disorderly conduct, assault, and damage to property at The Sun public house in Dockhead. How do you plead?’

Joe looked up at the elderly magistrate and gave him a sheepish grin. ‘Guilty, your worshipful. Guilty as hell.’

Mr Durrant looked over his spectacles at the huge character before him and smothered a smile. ‘Sir will do, and we can dispense with the expletives,’ he said in a reedy voice.

Joe nodded dutifully. ‘Guilty, sport. I mean guilty, sir.’

Durrant had the case file in front of him and he studied it for a few moments. ‘I see here that you are Australian.’

Joe nodded with a brief smile.

‘I understand that the aggrieved has decided not to press charges and the publican has waived the claim for damages,’ Durrant continued. ‘I would say that you are a very fortunate man. You could have been in much more trouble than you are, but nevertheless the charge of being drunk and disorderly still stands. Throwing someone over a pub counter because they disagree with your point of view is not a proper way to carry on, and taking up police time by refusing to move from the pavement is deplorable. Do you realise you had to be carried into the police van?’

‘I was dead beat, sport – sir,’ Joe said quickly. ‘I was stretched out ready to sleep when the blue boys came along.’

‘Do you consider that sufficient justification to have said, according to Constable Perkins’ report . . .’ The magistrate turned the papers in front of him and frowned. ‘“Chew on your boot, you Pommy shirtlifter. May your ears turn into arseholes and crap on your shoulders. Mate.”’ He looked up and fixed the accused with an intent stare. ‘Do you have anything to add to that before I pass sentence?’

Joe scowled inwardly. The bloody poofter didn’t have to write that down, he fumed. Next time I’ll just save my breath and conk him. ‘If you don’t mind, sir, there is something I’d like to say,’ he replied, standing up straight and throwing his shoulders back.

‘Go on, and be brief,’ Durrant said peremptorily.

‘I shouldn’t be here in the first place,’ he began, ‘but things got a bit smelly back home, so I decided to move on.’

‘So you chose England.’

‘No, I went up to Queensland where I earned some good money as a jackaroo on a sheep station. It was fair yakka really, but I got the ants in me shoes again an’ off I went.’

‘To England?’

‘No, Padang.’

‘Padang?’

‘Yeah. It’s in Sumatra.’

Mr Durrant sighed in exasperation. ‘I asked you to be brief, Mr Buckley,’ he said in a tired voice.

‘I will be, sir,’ Joe answered, ‘I just wanted to give you the drum, so to speak. You see I’m a marine engine mechanic by trade an’ I thought if I went to Sumatra I could make a fresh start. A good mate o’ mine was in the marine diesel business there, but when I arrived I found out that the bastard ’ad crocked it.’

‘Watch your language, please, Mr Buckley.’

‘Sorry, your worship. “Died”, I meant to say.’

The magistrate pinched his temples and slowly drew in a deep breath. ‘Go on, Mr Buckley,’ he sighed.

‘I suddenly got this idea o’ seeing the old country,’ Joe continued. ‘I knew that things were starting to go down the pan over here, what with Adolf digging in dirtier than a shithouse rat, and I thought the Royal Navy could do with a good marine mechanic if the worst came to the worst, so I worked me passage on a ship bound for Southampton. I wanted to get in on this war but I wasn’t too keen on going back to Oz and waiting to be drafted into the infantry.’

‘So here you are,’ Durrant said summarily. ‘In the country five minutes and already you’ve caused criminal damage and assaulted a customer at a public house.’

‘I couldn’t stand by and listen to the crap this dill was coming out with,’ Joe replied with conviction. ‘He said we should’ve signed a pact with Hitler and let Poland get on with it. I told him he was talking cobblers and he chucked a punch at me. I just grabbed him, to restrain him, like.’

‘And somehow he ends up being “restrained” over the bar counter,’ Durrant said sarcastically.

‘I was spitting blood, your worship,’ Joe went on. ‘Our two countries are mates, after all. We fought together in one world war and it looks like we’re together in this one too, so I let him know the best way I could that you don’t kowtow to the likes of Adolf Hitler.’

‘Your sentiments are admirable,’ the magistrate said, moving his spectacles up onto the bridge of his nose, ‘but your methods leave a lot to be desired, and I have to treat your unruly behaviour with the due means at my disposal. Tell me, are you still intending to join the armed forces?’

‘Soon as ever I can, judge,’ Joe told him firmly, ‘I’ll be off like a bride’s nightie.’

Durrant cleared his throat and looked very serious. ‘Taking your patriotism into consideration, I fine you forty shillings or fourteen days,’ he declared.

‘That’s a pity,’ Joe said sighing. ‘I’m pretty well cleaned out at the moment. I’ll have to take the fourteen days.’

An hour later Aussie Joe Buckley was back at his lodgings in Carter Lane. His landlady Liz Kenny had been in court that morning and she had paid the fine. She also had a few words of advice for her erring lodger. ‘Yer’d better control that temper o’ yours in future, Joe,’ she said sternly. ‘You was lucky this time.’

The big Australian looked up at her as he sat at the parlour table, his wide blue eyes full of remorse. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I’ll pay you back soon as I can, Liz,’ he said. ‘I hope your Bert doesn’t lose ’is dummy over this.’

‘You let me worry about Bert,’ she told him. ‘Now get cleaned up an’ I’ll fix yer somefing to eat.’

‘You haven’t got a drop o’ the old grog handy by any chance, have you?’ he asked.

Liz held back a smile as she nodded towards the sideboard. ‘I dunno why I bovver,’ she sighed.

Joe poured himself a tot of whisky. ‘I hope Sadie Flynn doesn’t get to hear about me little barney,’ he said anxiously.

‘Don’t make me laugh,’ Liz chuckled, slipping her hands into the arms of her clean apron. ‘It’ll be all round the street in no time.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ Joe replied with a pained look on his wide handsome face.


Chapter One

Carter Lane was a small backstreet of two-up, two-down houses that faced each other, with a corner shop and a public house called The Sun at the Old Kent Road end and a small factory at the other end. The turning linked Defoe Street with Munday Road, which ran alongside the railway. The factory was owned by the Solomon family and had been there as long as anyone could remember, producing leather goods and providing employment for some of the Carter Lane folk. The corner grocery shop was owned by Tom Jackman and his wife Sara, a genial couple in their late fifties.

At number 11 Carter Lane, Dolly Flynn was chopping vegetables into a large stew-pot on the scullery table. She was a buxom woman with grey hair which she had fixed hurriedly on the top of her head that morning. She was nearing her fiftieth birthday and was still attractive, with a wide, open face and piercing blue eyes which were watering as she sliced a large Spanish onion. Dolly felt like crying anyway, without the onion’s pungent fumes. Her boys had been full of the war last night and she knew it wouldn’t be long before they were in uniform. The eldest Frank had been going on about getting into the navy and Jim was set on the air force. Pat, the baby of the family, was an independent cuss and he had announced that if his brothers were for the air force and navy then he had no choice other than to go in the army.

‘Surely they won’t take all three of yer,’ Dolly had said. ‘They didn’t in the last war.’

‘Oh yes they did,’ Mick had told her. ‘The Sullivans ’ad four in uniform at one time.’

Dolly recalled how she had rounded on her husband and sons. ‘You treat it like a Sunday-school outin’, an’ you should know better, Mick. You saw enough fightin’ in the last one. This’ll be a bloody sight worse, you mark my words.’

Mick had realised how upset she was and tried to make light of it, but even he could not hide the concern and worry in his grey eyes. The girls had had their pieces to say too, just for good measure. Sadie reckoned that all single women would be called up for war-work, and young Jennie had said she was going to see about joining the ARP.

A knock on the front door jerked Dolly back to the present and she smiled when she saw Liz Kenny standing on her doorstep. They were old friends and Liz could always be relied upon to cheer her up when she was feeling down. ‘Come in, luv,’ she urged her, ‘I was just doin’ the veg fer ternight.’

‘Don’t let me stop yer,’ Liz replied. ‘Carry on what yer doin’ an’ I’ll make the tea.’

‘Nah, you sit yerself down,’ Dolly told her. ‘I’ve almost finished anyway.’

Liz Kenny walked into the parlour and sat down in the armchair with a deep sigh. Slightly built with dark hair and brown eyes, she presented a distinct contrast to her old friend, but they shared much, not least a lively sense of humour. Today though there was little gaiety in either woman’s voice. ‘Gawd knows what’s gonna ’appen to us all now,’ Dolly sighed when she came into the room. ‘I still can’t get it inter me ’ead that we’ve gone ter war.’

‘Nor can I,’ Liz said heavily. ‘An’ ter crown it all I bin up the court this mornin’.’ She saw the enquiring look in her friend’s eyes and smiled wryly. ‘Big Joe got in some trouble last night at The Sun.’

‘Yeah, Mick told me about it,’ Dolly replied. ‘From what ’e said, Cafferty got what ’e deserved. ’E’s a loudmouth git at the best o’ times. Mick can’t stand ’im.’

‘’E seems to ’ave done a runner anyway,’ Liz went on. ‘’E didn’t press charges an’ Charlie Anson didn’t ask fer damages. But it still don’t alter the fact that Joe was out of order doin’ what ’e did.’

‘Ter be fair, Liz, Big Joe ain’t one ter take liberties,’ Dolly remarked. ‘Mick told me Cafferty punched ’im first, an’ ’e ain’t no light-weight.’

Liz shrugged her shoulders. ‘Anyway, Joe got fined forty shillin’s. ’E didn’t ’ave a pot ter piss in an’ they was gonna give ’im fourteen days, till I told ’em I’d pay the fine. Mind you ’e’ll pay me back soon as ’e can. ’E was upset about it but I fink ’e was more concerned about your Sadie findin’ out. Joe finks the world of ’er.’

‘It’s a pity she don’t feel the same way about ’im,’ Dolly replied. ‘She could do a lot worse. I just can’t understand ’er at times.’

‘Is she still seein’ that feller?’ Liz asked.

‘Yeah, but it’s an on-an’-off fing,’ Dolly told her. ‘If you ask me the bloke’s tryin’ ter patch it up wiv ’is wife, from listenin’ ter Sadie. Why she ever got in tow wiv ’im I’ll never know. Gawd almighty, there’s enough single fellers about. A gel don’t need ter get ’iked up wiv a married man.’

Liz rubbed her aching calf muscle and settled back in the armchair while Dolly went out to see to the tea. ‘What about young Jennie? Is she still keen on that feller at work?’ she called out.

Dolly grinned despite herself. ‘Nah, it’s all off,’ she answered.

A few minutes later she came back into the room with two mugs of tea. ‘I don’t fink I’ll ever live ter see all my crowd married off,’ she sighed. ‘The boys are the same. They spend most o’ their time up The Sun. Young Pat’ll be the first one ter get spliced. ’Im an’ that Ross gel seem ter be ’ittin’ it off, so I s’pose I gotta be fankful fer small mercies.’

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation, and when Dolly finally came back into the parlour she looked shocked. ‘That was Mrs Bromilow. Did you ’ear what she was sayin’?’

Liz shook her head. ‘No, I never.’

‘Apparently they took a body away from number 12 this mornin’. Mrs Bromilow finks it’s their lodger.’

‘Mr Abel?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Good Gawd. I didn’t know ’e was ill,’ Liz said quickly. ‘Then again, p’raps ’e wasn’t. It could ’ave bin an ’eart attack or a stroke.’
 
‘’E always looked a sick man ter me,’ Dolly remarked. ‘A very nice man though. ’E always nodded an’ gave me a smile.’ She sipped her tea. ‘Did you know ’e was in prison in Germany?’

Liz shook her head. ‘No, I never did.’

‘Mrs ’Arris told me,’ Dolly went on. ‘Apparently ’e ’ad a number tattooed on ’is arm. Abel’s guv’nor paid ter get ’im out an’ bring ’im over ’ere by all accounts. Cost ’im quite a bit too.’

‘’E must be a good guv’nor,’ Liz chuckled.

‘It’s that feller who owns the wireless shop in the Old Kent Road,’ Dolly explained. ‘That one next ter the greengrocer’s by The Dun Cow.’

‘Yeah, I know it,’ Liz replied, ‘though I’ve never bin in the shop.’

The two women sipped their tea in silence and then Dolly put her mug down on the table. ‘Will your Bert ’ave ter go on war-work?’ she asked.

‘I shouldn’t fink so,’ Liz told her. ‘’E’s gonna be needed ’ere if the air raids start. Bert knows the buildin’ game inside out. ’E can do plasterin’ an’ joinery an’ everyfing else. Besides, ’e’s talkin’ about goin’ in the rescue squad. They’re callin’ fer volunteers ter do trainin’.’

‘It’s the same wiv Mick, ’im workin’ fer the Council on the roads,’ Dolly said. ‘’E’s gonna be needed too.’

Liz put her cup down next to Dolly’s. ‘Well, I’d better be off. I gotta sort me washin’ out.’

Dolly saw her to the door and then went back into the quiet room. Normally she enjoyed the lull in her busy day, but this morning it was different. The quietness set her thinking too much and she slipped on her coat to go out for some air.

Big Joe Buckley had recovered sufficiently from his drunken exploits at The Sun to visit the recruiting office in the Old Kent Road. When he arrived he found a crowd milling around the entrance and there seemed to be some heated discussions going on.

‘It’s a bloody disgrace,’ one slim young man was saying. ‘There’s a bloody war started an’ you can’t sort fings out.’

‘We can and will, if you’ll just be patient,’ the recruiting sergeant replied with a sigh. ‘They’re sending me some help and in the meantime I’ll take your particulars, if you’ll just form an orderly line.’

As Joe reached the unruly mob a man who looked to be in his fifties turned to him. ‘Short staffed, would you believe?’ he growled. ‘In the last war they come round the street wiv the brass band an’ we all marched off be’ind ’em. I was in France before I ’ad time ter spit. Four years I did. Saw it all frew. Lucky Bob they called me. I got trench foot an’ dysentery though. Bloody painful that trench foot.’

‘I should fink you’ve done your bit already, mate,’ the slim man remarked to him.

‘Yeah, an’ I’m ready fer anuvver basinful,’ the older man replied enthusiastically.

Joe smiled. ‘I’m after goin’ in the navy.’

‘You sound like an Aussie,’ the older man remarked.

‘’S right. Joe Buckley’s the name. Anything’s me game.’

‘Yer’ll ’ave ter go ter the navy office in East Street then.’

‘East Street? Where’s that, digger?’

‘See that pie shop over there across the road?’ the man said pointing.

‘Yeah, I got it.’

‘Well it’s down the side o’ there.’

Joe thanked him and set off, only to discover when he arrived that things were no more organised over there. The place was full of volunteers and a long disorderly queue curved round the room.

‘Over an hour I’ve bin standin’ ’ere an’ the bloody queue ain’t moved,’ the man in front of him complained.

Joe stood patiently for a while and then decided to come back the next day. By then things might be more organised, he thought. He walked off, his mouth grown dry and his head still aching from the hectic night before. His pockets were empty and he desperately felt the need for a drink. He couldn’t ask Liz Kenny for a sub. She had already paid his fine and it wouldn’t be right. Maybe he should go into The Sun and apologise for the upset he’d caused last night. Charlie Anson might feel disposed to give him a drink on the house. Then again he might show him the door and tell him he wasn’t welcome any more.

As he was about to turn into the backstreets Joe got an idea.

One of the very few possessions he had of any value was the fob-watch nestling in the breast pocket of his shirt. There was no chain with it but the watch itself had cost him quite a bit back in Sydney when he had money to spare. He might be able to get a few pounds on it and he could redeem it when things looked brighter.

The pawnbroker screwed his eye up round the lens and grunted. ‘Yes, it’s a nice piece but it’s only gold-plated. I couldn’t let you have more than two pounds, what with the war and all.’

‘Can’t you make it fifty shillings, mate?’ Joe asked.

The pawnbroker took the glass from his eye and looked at the fresh-faced young man across the counter. ‘All right. I’ll give you a ticket.’

Joe walked out of the shop feeling as though he’d parted with an old friend. The watch had gone everywhere with him and now he had two pounds ten shillings in his pocket that would soon evaporate.

He made his way back to Carter Lane and gingerly pushed open the door of the public bar.

‘Cor blimey! Look who’s shown up,’ Danny Crossley said grinning.

Joe smiled sheepishly at Charlie Anson as he walked to the counter. ‘Wotcher, sport. Am I still welcome?’

Charlie looked at him severely. ‘You cost me a nice few bob last night,’ he growled. ‘It’s a good job the mirror wasn’t smashed. It’s a figured antique.’

‘I’m very sorry, Chas, but you saw what happened,’ Joe said holding out his hands. ‘That one-pot screamer was out of his stroller, going on like that.’

The landlord looked a little confused. ‘Well, that’s as it may be, but yer can’t go chuckin’ customers over me counter every time yer fall out wiv ’em,’ he said firmly. ‘’Ow’d yer get on in court?’

‘Forty shillings,’ Joe told him with a shudder.

‘You should fink yerself lucky,’ Charlie replied. ‘They could ’ave sent yer down.’

‘It won’t happen again, mate,’ Joe assured him. ‘Now let me shout you a drink.’

The elderly Danny Crossley ambled over and gave the Australian a toothless grin. ‘I gotta tell yer,’ he said with a wink, ‘me an’ the regulars were pleased yer sorted that Cafferty geezer out. ’E caused trouble ’ere the ovver night wiv ’is poxy rebel songs. Shorty Beaumont was gonna give ’im what for an’ I ’ad ter stop ’im. Yer know what Shorty’s like when ’is dander’s up.’

Joe smiled as he laid a ten-shilling note down on the counter. Danny Crossley’s friend was seventy if he was a day and he coughed noisily every time he lit up his Nosegay-packed clay pipe. ‘Yeah, I know,’ he said, and turned to Charlie Anson. ‘Give Danny a drink too, Chas.’

The Sun at lunchtime was usually busy, but today it seemed as though very few people were in the mood for drinking and Danny remarked on how quiet it was. ‘The bloody place feels like a morgue. I should fink they’ve all gone ter join up. I only wish I was a few years younger. I’d be there.’

‘I’ve just tried to sign up,’ Joe told him. ‘I’ve gotta go back tomorrow.’

‘What yer put down for, son?’ Danny asked.

‘The Royal Navy.’

‘Good fer you. Yer’ll look the part in that uniform,’ the old man chuckled. ‘Yer’ll ’ave all the young women after yer. I just wish I was young enough ter go.’

The door opened and Shorty Beaumont walked purposefully in. ‘Bloody ’ell!’ he said, holding on to the bar as he fought to get his breath back. ‘I was sayin’ ter me ole dutch last night, you reminded me o’ the Iron Duke the way yer bounced that no-good git over the counter.’

‘The Iron Duke?’ Joe queried.

‘Yeah, the wrestler. The Iron Duke’s the British ’eavy-weight champion,’ Shorty informed him. ‘’E chucks ’em out the ring every time.’

The landlord leaned on the counter. ‘I understand there’s a few schools round ’ere sendin’ the kids away ter the country,’ he said, apropos of nothing. ‘Just as well too. They should evacuate all the kids before it gets really nasty – an’ it will, mark my words. We’ll be in fer a right ole pastin’ before long. Yer’ve only gotta look at what’s ’appened in Spain wiv the German airforce. Besides, they’ll be after sortin’ out the docks an’ wharves, an’ the factories round ’ere’ll be on their list too, yer can bet yer life.’

‘’Ere, that reminds me,’ Shorty piped in. ‘I just come past that shelter in Munday Road an’ I saw a couple o’ geezers stickin’ up a wooden stand outside. I stood there watchin’ ’em fer a while an’ then I ’ad to ask ’em what they was doin’. Apparently they was puttin’ up a poison gas warnin’. There’s a flat board wiv paint on it an’ when it comes inter contact wiv gas it changes colour. So that’s ’ow yer know.’

‘That’s bloody stupid,’ Danny Crossley remarked scornfully. ‘I was in the trenches in the last lot when they dropped gas shells on us. I can just picture our ole sergeant major sniffin’ the air an’ sayin’, “It smells like gas. ’Ang on lads, I’ll just take a look at the board ter check.”’

Their merriment died abruptly when another elderly customer walked in and announced that the German navy had sunk a freighter in the North Atlantic. ‘It come over the wireless just as I was comin’ out,’ he said wide-eyed.

Joe finished his drink and refused the landlord’s offer of one on the house. Somehow he felt that he couldn’t stomach it and he made his excuses to leave. The two pounds nestling in his pocket would repay Liz Kenny and then it was the navy or bust.

On the first full day of the war the Flynn family gathered round the table for their evening meal of beef stew laced with dumplings. Dolly sat at one end and glanced lovingly from one to another as they chatted together. Mick her husband sat at the head of the table facing her, his shirtsleeves folded back over his brawny arms and his thick dark hair combed back from his forehead. To his left Frank sat mopping up gravy with a thick hunk of dry bread. At twenty-six he was the eldest of the brood, dark, stocky and broad-shouldered like his father, with brown eyes and a physique kept well toned by his job as a drayman at the local brewery. To Frank’s left was Sadie who was a year younger. She had fair hair that was cut short and set in soft waves around her ears, and her pale blue eyes seemed preoccupied as she cut into a dumpling. Jennie, who sat the other side of Frank, was a pretty redhead with large hazel eyes, a small nose and expressive lips. Facing her was Jim who was eating like a starving man, and Dolly had to smile to herself. Food was a passion with him and her beef stew was his favourite. Jim was dark like Mick and Frank, though he had deep blue eyes which sometimes looked almost violet. He too worked at the brewery as a drayman, and was as muscular and broad-shouldered as his brother. Patrick, coming up to nineteen and the youngest of the clan, sat at the corner of the table wedged between Dolly and Jennie. He was sandy-haired with grey eyes like his mother, of a slighter build than his two older brothers, and he was a carpenter by trade.

‘There’s some more stew left if anyone wants any,’ Dolly told them.

Everyone shook their head contentedly, with the exception of Jim, who gave his mother a crafty smile. ‘I fink I could just about manage some more,’ he said, looking round for a reaction.

‘I dunno where ’e puts it,’ Mick remarked shaking his head.

Jim smiled. ‘I’m tryin’ ter put a bit o’ weight on,’ he replied.

Dolly ladled the steaming stew onto Jim’s plate and added a dumpling. ‘I fink I’ll let you do the washin’ up,’ she joked.

‘Yeah, I’ll do it,’ the young man answered, reaching out for another slice of bread. ‘I ain’t above ’ouse’old chores like those two,’ he said grinning at his brothers.

Dolly sat down again and tried to appear relaxed, but it was not easy. Here before her was her family, the ones she loved more than life itself, and hanging over their heads was the war. Soon there would be spaces at the table with the boys away, fighting for their country. They seemed eager to go and Dolly had to concede that their sentiments were noble, if foolhardy. But she knew that sooner or later they would all be called up anyway and there was nothing she could do about it.

‘That was a bit special,’ Jim said, sighing as he rubbed his midriff.

Sadie pushed her chair back. ‘You put yer feet up, Mum. Me an’ Jennie’ll wash up.’

Mick stood up and belched loudly. ‘I’ll put the news on,’ he said.

Dolly watched while her two daughters cleared the table, then ignoring their suggestion that she relax she went out into the backyard. The sky above was clear and tinged with orange as the sun sank slowly into the west. This night, with the whole family sitting round the table together, was something she wanted desperately to imprint on her mind. A moment in time she would be able to call up in the uncertain days ahead. What the future held for them all was something Dolly tried not to think about, but the thoughts came regardless, and her heart was breaking.


Chapter Two

By Wednesday Joe Buckley had managed to volunteer for the Royal Navy and he went back to his lodgings around midday feeling pleased with himself. He had also managed to waylay the works foreman at the site where he had done some casual trench-digging work and he had finally got his money. At that moment he was free of debt, and if his call-up came soon he would stay that way.

‘You look like the cat that’s ate the canary,’ Liz remarked as he sat down at the scullery table.

‘Yeah, I just got meself all fixed up, Liz,’ he told her with a wide smile.

‘You signed on?’

‘Too true I did.’

‘I’m gonna miss yer, Joe,’ she said. ‘Bert will too.’

‘I’ll be lobbing in when I get some leave, don’t worry about that,’ he replied.

Liz Kenny sat down at the table facing him and clasped her hands on the well-scrubbed surface. ‘What time d’yer make it?’ she asked, her eyes narrowing slightly.

Joe glanced over at the battered alarm clock on the dresser. ‘Is that bloody contraption jiggered again?’ he replied. ‘It’s about ten after twelve.’

Liz stood up and reached for the clock. ‘I fergot ter wind it last night,’ she told him, moving the hands round the dial. ‘Give us the exact time, could yer,’ she said, staring at him.

The big man tapped the breast pocket of his grey cotton shirt and grinned evasively. ‘Strewth, I ain’t got me watch.’

‘You pawned it, didn’t yer?’ Liz said knowingly.

Joe shrugged. ‘I needed the money, girl,’ he replied.

‘There was no need ter pay me back so soon,’ she chided him. ‘I told yer I could wait.’

‘Aw it’s no hardship,’ he assured her. ‘I got paid up for the work at the site so I’ve got a few quid, and I’m gonna ask Sadie Flynn out for a drink as soon as I see her.’

‘I fink yer wastin’ yer time, Joe,’ she warned him. ‘Yer know she’s seein’ a bloke. Apparently ’e’s married, so Dolly Flynn told me.’

‘Well, I’m not chucking the towel in yet,’ Joe said firmly.

‘I wish yer luck,’ Liz sighed.

Frank and Jim Flynn had finished early that afternoon and they sat together in the brewery canteen discussing their plans.

‘I’ve bin givin’ it some thought,’ Frank said sipping his mug of tea. ‘I’ve decided it’s gonna be the army fer me.’

‘You’ve changed yer mind quick,’ Jim said frowning. ‘Why’s that?’

‘I wanna get in soon, Jim,’ his brother told him. ‘Vic Moseley was tellin’ me ’e volunteered fer the navy two weeks ago an’ ’e’s still waitin’. ’E was tellin’ me they’re pickin’ men wiv trades that’s suitable, like engineers an’ electricians.’

Jim put down his empty mug. ‘Are yer goin’ down the recruitin’ office terday?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Come on then, let’s go.’

Frank gave his younger brother a questioning look. ‘You’re goin’ in the RAF ain’t yer?’

Jim grinned at him. ‘Nah, I’ve changed me mind. We’ll join up tergevver. Yer gonna need somebody ter look after yer, yer dozy big git.’

‘You saucy little sod,’ Frank said slapping his brother round the head playfully. ‘You show a bit o’ respect. Well come on then, let’s get goin’.’

Albert Levy walked into the small workshop and sat down heavily on the high stool, staring down sadly at the tiny solder balls and bits of coloured wire that were strewn over the wooden worktop. A wireless chassis stood apart from its Bakelite casing ready for inspection, and to one side was a box of assorted valves. Abel was gone for ever and Albert found it very hard to come to terms with the fact that he was dead.

‘Why, old friend?’ he mumbled aloud. ‘You were safe here in London. The Nazis’ll never reach here. You should have known that. Didn’t I tell you? Every time we spoke about those things I tried to reassure you. Was I talking to myself? It seems I must have been. And what about me? Did you give me a thought when you poured that brandy down your throat and swallowed those tablets? Who do I play chess with now? Gerda can’t play, as well you knew. You were good, Abel. Very good. I was getting your measure though. Soon I would have beaten you. I nearly did the last time we played. It’s all right, I collected the chess box and board as you instructed. But you left me feeling guilty, old friend. I should have listened more than I did, not given up till I was sure that I’d put your mind at rest. I should have insisted you stayed with me and Gerda, instead of letting you go into lodgings, even though I knew it was what you wanted. At least I’ll always be thankful I was able to get you out of that camp. It was the one thing I took real pleasure in being able to do. Well anyway, you’re at peace now and I know that wherever you are you’ll think of me kindly. We’ll talk some more, old friend. Now I’ve got to see the young man who’s going to take your place. According to his references, he seems skilled enough, but he won’t come up to your standard. You were the best, Abel.’

Albert Levy walked out of the room and glanced round at the smart wirelesses and the two new press-button sets that were on display. Abel had mastery of them all and it wouldn’t have taken him long to get the measure of those push-button ones too, he thought. Later he would have to go through his old friend’s personal effects that were still in the workroom cupboard. Abel had been a hoarder and it was going to be a painful experience.

The leather-goods factory on the corner of Carter Lane seemed to have been there for ever and the older locals thought that it hadn’t changed much since old Abraham Solomon drove up every morning in his horse-drawn trap. Now the firm was run by Abraham’s two grandsons Martin and Joseph, and on Wednesday morning the two of them assembled the workforce in the main workshop to give them the news.

‘I reckon we’re goin’ on war-work,’ one of the stitchers remarked.

‘I reckon it’s about that shelter they were finkin’ o’ puttin’ in down the basement,’ her workmate said.

Sadie Flynn worked in the accounts office, and as she hurried down from the first floor to join the rest of the workers she feared the worst. Rumours had been flying round, and when she saw Joseph Solomon standing at the side of the room talking to Leonard Parker the works manager she knew it was a serious matter.

‘Good afternoon, everyone,’ Joseph began his address. ‘I have some important news to give you. From next month we will be working solely on Government contracts. Our luxury range of leather goods will be suspended for the duration of the war, and as from next month we will be producing leather flying suits and gloves, as well as various other items of equipment for military, naval and airforce use. Now obviously you will be unfamiliar with the new methods of manufacture, so I want you to know that ample training and guidance will be available, which brings me to the most important point of all. As you will be aware, this area of London is vulnerable to air attack, given its position with regard to the docks and wharves, so in the light of that, and because of our important contribution to the war effort, it has been decided to move our operations to Bedfordshire.’

A mumble of voices grew in volume and Joseph Solomon raised his hands. ‘It is unfortunate that this step has to be taken, but rest assured that all of you who decide to move with us will be found accommodation locally, with the advantage of being near enough to London to come home for the weekends. Now the company does understand that for some of you this move will be out of the question, for family reasons, so we will be talking to every one of you personally in the next few days. We have to move fast on this because of the training programme which will begin in two weeks’ time. At the end of next week those wishing to leave may do so with two weeks’ wages in lieu. Our factory in Bedford is being prepared and we hope to make the move by the end of the month. Now if there are any questions Mr Parker will be able to deal with them, which only leaves me to say good luck to you all whatever you decide to do.’

Sadie went back to the office and sat down to think. She had been happy at the firm and she had made some good friends, but the thought of being away from her family during the week did not appeal to her. It wouldn’t be so bad at the moment, but what if air raids started? She would be worried sick if she were not around. Then there was Len Regan to think of. She would only be able to see him at weekends and he wouldn’t be too pleased about that, to say the least.

‘What are you gonna do, Sadie?’ one of the girls asked her.

‘I really don’t know,’ she said frowning.

‘I’m gonna move wiv the firm,’ the girl told her. ‘My bloke’ll be goin’ in the forces soon an’ I’ll be alone ’ere anyway. I might just as well get away from London in case the bombin’ does start.’

A few minutes later Audrey Smith the office manager walked into the room and sat down heavily at her desk. ‘I’ve just left a sorry sight,’ she said, sighing sadly. ‘Some of the girls are crying and poor old Mrs Chambers is inconsolable. She’s been here for donkey’s years.’

Sadie tried to concentrate on her work but found it almost impossible. She was meeting Len Regan at lunchtime, the first time for a whole week after his extended business trip to Brighton, and she was looking forward to seeing him again.

‘I’ve heard that Martin Solomon’s going in the army soon,’ Audrey told her colleagues. ‘I always felt he was more approachable than Joseph.’

‘Yeah, he’s very nice,’ one of the girls remarked. ‘He could take me out any time.’

‘If we stay in London we’ll end up being recruited for war-work,’ another girl groaned. ‘There’s been a lot in the papers and on the wireless about recruiting single girls for essential work. We could be sent anywhere.’

Midday could not come quickly enough for Sadie, and when she finally stepped out into the warm sunshine excitement was rising inside her. Len had arranged to meet her at Giuseppi’s Restaurant in the Old Kent Road, one of his usual haunts, and Mario Giuseppi would have made sure Len’s regular table was available.

As expected she saw him sitting by the window and he looked immaculate in his light-grey suit and pale-blue shirt. His thick dark wavy hair was brushed back from his forehead and partly covered his ears, his slim silver tie was knotted tightly and the peaks of his shirt collar were held together with a thin gold tie-pin. He smiled at her, showing his even white teeth, and Sadie felt a familiar thrill as she slipped into the seat facing him. A few of the customers were looking at them together. Len was well known in the area and his position as business manager and right-hand man to Johnnie Macaulay gave him respect. Mario tended to fawn over him and there were always nods of recognition wherever he went, but he rode the attention calmly and with good humour.

‘You look good, Sadie,’ he said smiling. ‘Are you eating?’

Mario was there at her side with his notebook, pencil poised. ‘Would the lady like something to drink first?’ he asked.

Sadie shook her head. ‘Er, just water, please,’ she replied.

Mario was soon back with a jug of iced water and he filled the two tumblers. ‘I can recommend the meat pie and veg,’ he said encouragingly. ‘Or maybe an Italian dish. The spaghetti’s very . . .’

‘I’ll ’ave the meat pie,’ Sadie decided.

‘That’ll suit me fine too,’ Len said smiling at the owner, and as Mario hurried off he leaned forward over the table. ‘The poor geezer’s worried sick. Apparently there’s bin some threats made against ’im. Someone dropped a letter frew the door this mornin’ sayin’ the place was gonna be torched. It’s all this talk about Italy comin’ inter the war. It’s a shame. Mario was born over ’ere. ’E’s as English as you or me.’

‘Is there anyfing you can do about it?’ Sadie asked as she sipped her cold water.

Len shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘The word’ll go out that if this restaurant gets done a few known troublemakers’ll answer for it,’ he told her. ‘That’ll ensure that the small mobs keep their ’ot-’eads in order. At least it should work that way, but yer never know. It could be someone independent, someone wiv a grudge, or a nutter. Anyway, let’s not get too tied up wiv Mario’s problems right now.’

‘Tell me about Brighton,’ Sadie said brightly.

‘It went off very well,’ Len replied. ‘We’ve got control o’ the Blue Max night club an’ Johnnie’s bid fer the big ’ouse facin’ the promenade was accepted.’

‘What’s ’e want that for?’ Sadie enquired innocently.

‘You shouldn’t ask,’ Len said with a sly smile.

‘Let me guess. It’ll be turned into a brothel.’

‘A top-notch one, not some seedy establishment.’

‘I shouldn’t be knowin’ these fings,’ Sadie said, her face suddenly becoming serious. ‘You won’t be involved in settin’ it up, will yer, Len?’

‘Nah, of course not,’ he chuckled. ‘Chance’d be a fine fing. No, I’ll get a suitable person ter recruit the right gels an’ run the place, an’ I’ll organise a bit o’ back-up in case o’ trouble, an’ that’s me finished.’

‘I’ve missed yer, Len,’ she said in a low voice as Mario came over carrying a laden tray.

‘I’ve missed you too, kid,’ he replied with a saucy wink.

They tucked into a delicious meal, chatting casually, and Sadie told him of her firm’s plans to move away from London. ‘Obviously I won’t be goin’ wiv ’em,’ she said, ‘but I’ll need ter get a job locally that’s involved in war-work, or I might end up in some munitions factory ’undreds o’ miles away.’

Len pushed his plate back and sighed contentedly. ‘Mario was right. That pie was first rate,’ he remarked, then reached for his cigarette case. ‘I shouldn’t worry about lookin’ fer anuvver job just yet. I might be able ter come up wiv somefing.’

‘There’s no way I’m gonna work in that Brighton establishment,’ she said wide-eyed and smiling.

‘No seriously, leave it ter me,’ he told her. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

‘Len Regan can fix it,’ she mocked. ‘’E can fix anyfing.’

‘That’s what Johnnie Macaulay pays me for,’ he grinned.

‘’Ow did yer get involved in the first place?’ she asked. ‘You were gonna tell me, remember?’

‘Not ’ere,’ he said quietly. ‘Let’s get some air.’

They walked out into the bright daylight and the tension was evident everywhere. Serious-faced people passed by, many already carrying their gas masks over their shoulders. Sandbags were being placed outside the Council rent office and in every building windows were being strengthened with brown paper strips. The tops of red pillar-boxes were now all painted in a yellowish gas-detector paint and high above in the clear blue sky silver barrage balloons floated like huge toy elephants.

‘Johnnie an’ me grew up round ’ere,’ Len said as they walked into a small Council park in Defoe Street. ‘We were good pals. We did Borstal tergevver an’ then Johnnie got two years fer ware’ouse breakin’. I was able ter take care o’ fings for ’im while ’e was away an’ ’e never fergot.’

They sat down on a wooden bench facing a row of swings where children were playing noisily and Len smiled. ‘Me an’ Johnnie used ter play on them, would yer believe? It seems a lifetime ago now, an’ I s’pose it is. We went our own ways after we grew up, as usually ’appens, an’ Johnnie got involved as a minder wiv the Logans. ’E built up a reputation an’ went from strength ter strength. People were beginnin’ ter sit up an’ take notice.’

‘An’ what about you?’ Sadie asked.

‘I went inter business cartin’ machinery up an’ down the country an’ fings were lookin’ good,’ Len remarked, his face becoming more serious. ‘I ’ad three lorries an’ plenty o’ work, an’ then it all fell apart. It was soon after I got married when the trouble started. Ann was very ambitious an’ she encouraged me ter go in wiv ’er farvver who ’ad a transport company workin’ out of Essex. They ’ad a big contract fer movin’ sand an’ gravel an’ fer a while fings got better an’ better. I sold my lorries an’ the machinery contract an’ bought four tipper lorries. The money I ’ad left I sank inter the gravel business. We ’ad plans ter make the company the biggest around, but it wasn’t ter be.’

‘What went wrong?’ Sadie asked, intrigued.

‘Ann’s farvver was a compulsive gambler,’ Len said contemptuously. ‘Unknown ter me an’ the rest o’ the directors ’e started filchin’ money from the company. That was the beginnin’. Then Ann started ’avin’ an affair. I s’pose it was partly my fault. I was obsessed wiv buildin’ up the business an’ I left ’er alone fer too long. Anyway one night I came ’ome an’ caught ’em tergevver. I went over the top an’ beat the geezer up pretty badly. I was sent down fer two years an’ it would ’ave bin fer longer if I ’adn’t ’ad a good barrister. It cost me a fortune but after all, two years was better than seven, an’ that’s what I was starin’ at. When I got out the business was failin’ fast. Ann’s farvver did a runner wiv a lot o’ cash an’ there were creditors under every stone. So that was it. I cut my losses an’ pulled out, wiv less than two ’undred smackers.’

‘Let me guess,’ Sadie cut in. ‘It was then that yer met up wiv Johnnie Macaulay again.’

‘Yeah, but not in the way yer fink,’ he told her. ‘I moved back ter Bermon’sey an’ went inter business wiv an ole pal o’ mine, Joey Spain. We rented one o’ those arches in Druid Street an’ got a contract ter make wooden crates fer the local brewery. We was doin’ very nicely, but what we didn’t know was, we were steppin’ on Johnnie Macaulay’s toes. We were undercuttin’ one of ’is concerns an’ ’e came round mob-’anded ter put us out o’ business. When ’e saw it was me ’e couldn’t get over it. Mind yer ’e still closed us down pronto, but me an’ Joey got work wiv ’im. It was small stuff ter begin wiv, but ’e must ’ave seen that I ’ad somefing about me an’ I started gettin’ important jobs ter do. It just went from big ter bigger.’

‘An’ now you’re the top man.’

‘Yeah, yer could put it like that.’

‘An’ what about Joey Spain?’ Sadie asked.

‘Joey’s still around,’ Len said with a smile. ‘’E’s one o’ Johnnie’s minders.’

‘Do you ever see your wife?’

Len shook his head. ‘I told yer she was a Catholic, didn’t I?’ Sadie nodded and he stared down at his hands. ‘I can never get me freedom, an’ frankly I don’t care a toss. Marriage an’ me don’t work.’

Sadie looked sad. ‘It would ’ave done, if yer’d met the right person.’

‘If I’d met you first it could ’ave bin different,’ he said quietly, ‘but it’s all water under the bridge now. We got it tergevver, kid, an’ let’s enjoy it. Life’s too short ter go makin’ too many plans.’

They left the park and walked back to the factory, and Sadie stretched up on tiptoe to kiss him on the lips as he clasped her shoulders.

‘When can I see yer, Len?’ she asked.

‘I’ve got some business wiv Johnnie this evenin’,’ he replied, ‘but I’ll be free on Friday night. See yer at the same place?’

‘Same place, same time,’ Sadie said smiling. ‘Take care, Len.’


Chapter Three

The Lockwood sisters shared the house at number 20 Carter Lane. They had lived together ever since the winter of ’29 when Cynthia’s husband Aaron Priestley went missing. Charity Lockwood had called in to offer her younger sister her support and comfort and never left.

Cynthia Priestley was not really in need of much comfort and support. In fact she was glad to see the back of her uncouth, lazy and lecherous husband. Aaron had had many bad habits, as Cynthia soon discovered, but being the dutiful wife she had devoted herself to his comfort and well-being and suffered him in silence for twenty-five years.

When Aaron went missing Cynthia was sporting a black eye, which she explained away by telling her neighbours that the wind had slammed the backyard door in her face. The neighbours nodded their heads in sympathy and concurred that Cynthia Priestley was a poor liar. They knew of Aaron’s violent temper and his drunken habits, and they were all glad to see the back of him. Had Cynthia been a more robust woman, with perhaps a more volatile temper, they might even have suspected that the good woman had had something to do with his disappearance. As it was, they all knew that Cynthia was too meek and mild even to step on an insect.

Charity Lockwood was a little less meek, though she too was very mild-mannered and retiring. She had never married, and when she realised that her younger sister would be alone in the house at night, in a rough area such as Bermondsey, she rallied to her aid. There were things to be done and Charity took charge. She forced Cynthia to report her husband’s disappearance to the police, and between the two of them they furnished the attending officer with a fine description. Charity told the police that Aaron Priestley was an ugly, lecherous pig and when Cynthia added that her husband was not too particular about changing his underclothes on a regular basis, the constable had to remind the sisters that this was not exactly the information he needed. A facial description, height and build, colouring and distinguishing marks on the body were the kind of details he required from them, and they duly obliged.

Aaron was never found, though there were a few reported sightings, to which the sisters reacted unequivocally when they got to hear.

‘As long as the old goat doesn’t come back here,’ Cynthia would say to her neighbours.

‘If he does you must send him packing with a flea in his ear,’ Charity would remind her in front of them.

Now in their late sixties, the sisters were seen as sweet, quaint and eccentric by everyone in the street. They spoke very properly, dressed neatly and tidily, with their grey hair carefully waved and set, and they always went out together, be it to the market or to church on Sundays or the local park on warm balmy evenings to feed the ducks and pigeons.

With the coming of the war Cynthia wanted to go and live in the country but Charity decided otherwise. ‘We have our friends and neighbours here,’ she pointed out. ‘In the country we wouldn’t know anybody and when it snows we could be cut off from civilisation.’

Cynthia felt that they were hardly likely to be cut off in Clacton, and she said as much, but as usual Charity came back with an answer. ‘Yes, but do you realise that Clacton is on the east coast? The Germans could come that way. We’d be in the front line, and at our time of life. We could be raped and pillaged.’

‘We might get raped, though I doubt it at our age,’ Cynthia remarked, ‘but we certainly won’t get pillaged. Property and belongings get pillaged.’

‘Well all right, but I still don’t think that Clacton is a good idea, especially at this stage of the proceedings,’ Charity persisted.

With the decision made the sisters decided to visit the saloon bar of The Sun to drink to it, and as always they ordered sweet sherries.

Cynthia looked troubled as they waited for the drinks to be poured. ‘Would you say you were as alert as me, Charity?’ she asked. ‘I mean, do you notice things, little things, things that don’t look important but are?’

‘Whatever are you getting at?’ Charity said sighing, as Charlie Anson put the drinks down on the counter.

‘On our way to the market this morning I noticed something about that pillar-box in Munday Road.’

‘What about it?’

‘A man was painting the top of it.’

‘Well?’

‘I was going to mention it to you,’ Cynthia went on, ‘but you started talking about poor old Mr Abel.’

‘Cynthia, pillar-boxes do get painted occasionally,’ Charity told her with a patronising note in her voice.

‘Yes, red, not yellow.’

‘Yellow?’

‘Yes, yellow – well the top of the pillar-box anyway.’

‘I didn’t notice,’ Charity said.

‘No, you were too busy talking, but I noticed it,’ Cynthia replied smugly. ‘Postboxes are Government property and it’s a criminal offence to interfere with a pillar-box.’

‘Quite right too,’ Charlie cut in. ‘Pillar-boxes are Crown property ter be exact.’

‘Then who gave that man the right to paint a pillar-box yellow I’d like to know,’ Cynthia said indignantly. ‘Pillar-boxes should be red. That’s where the name comes from, pillar-box red.’

‘P’raps ’e’s a fifth-columnist an’ ’e’s tryin’ ter disrupt fings,’ Charlie remarked, trying his best to keep a straight face.

Charity Lockwood sipped her sherry. ‘Come now, Mr Anson,’ she said stiffly. ‘You don’t think things would be disrupted by someone painting the top of a pillar-box yellow, do you?’

‘Ah but ’e might ’ave just started,’ Charlie replied with due seriousness. ‘P’raps ’e was gonna paint the ’ole of it yellow, then people wouldn’t be too sure whether they could still post letters there or not.’
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