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About the Book

It is 1945, and all over England people are looking forward to being at peace.

Except for recently married Zelda Fluck, for whom peace means the return of her husband – and this is bad news indeed. Not only is she frightened of him – and she has reason to be – but she is also concerned for the safety of her good friend Zinnia Makepeace, owner of one of the choicest of garden allotments in London’s East End.

Meanwhile young Tony, Zelda’s nephew, is going off the rails. His dad’s missing, presumed dead, his mum’s in a state, and he is running wild with the local gang of thugs and thieves. But Tony can sing – he has, in fact, the voice of an angel – and Zelda thinks she may have found a solution to all their problems. But she has reckoned without the trouble raging in Paradise Gardens …
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‘Zeld! Zeld! Zelda! Have you heard? It’s over, it’s finally bloody over. Answer the door, there’s a love. I feel a right prune standing here, yelling myself hoarse.’

It was my friend Dilly’s voice, husky with excitement. It was late Monday afternoon; I’d just finished my shift at the canteen, or British Restaurant as it patriotically called itself, and was up to my eyebrows in cold, scummy water at home. I was wrestling with a greasy frying pan without benefit of either soap or a shilling for the gas, so it was a relief to drop the thing and hurry downstairs to the street door. Dilly’s lovely face, normally pale, was glowing with joy under her blue headscarf, and her brown eyes glittered with tears. Dilly was always inclined to blub when she was happy; and when she wasn’t.

‘Oh, Zeld!’ she yelled, then threw her arms around me, yanked me into the street and hurled me up the road to Hobbs the butcher’s and back again in a mad polka. It took a fair amount of navigational skill to dodge the broken paving stones and pot-holes that still littered our East London streets despite the best efforts of the authorities.

It was a good half an hour before we were free of the small crowd we’d collected and had settled at my kitchen table, toasting the great news in weak tea with no sugar. The war in Europe was over! Hitler had chucked in the towel. Of course, we’d been hearing rumours for days and our harkers had been glued to the wireless at the canteen, but there’d been no official announcement, so we’d hardly dared to believe it until we heard it from Mr Churchill’s own lips. The buzz around London would not be denied a second longer, though. We had won at last, announcement or no announcement!

We were ready to let our corsets out and our hair down and to throw caution to the wind. We were sick of it, heartily sick of it, and we wanted our proper lives back. Of course, some of us didn’t really know what our adult lives were supposed to be like, having been young when the war started, but we were willing to find out. Most of us were, anyway. I had a horrible feeling I knew what my real life with Charlie was going to be like, and I was sure I wasn’t going to like it. Still, the time to worry about that was when I heard the bleeder’s hobnails on the stairs. Until then, I could join in the merriment along with everybody else.

‘Some Yank told me that Hitler blew his own brains out,’ Dilly told me. Her face split in an evil grin as she lit up a Chesterfield. American servicemen kept her supplied with life’s luxuries like cigarettes, stockings and, God bless ’em, chocolate. Which was very handy indeed, what with the black market not being cheap and us being broke most of the time.

‘Ma Hole says he swallowed poison and Hobbs the butcher says he’s been hanged, drawn and quartered by his own bodyguard, but I reckon that’s wishful thinking myself. Nobody’s found the body yet, so it’s all guesswork. He’s always been bloodthirsty, that Lenny Hobbs. He was like it when he was at school, you remember.’ Dilly’s face was getting pinker by the second.

Lenny Hobbs had indeed been a bloodthirsty kid. A picture of his large, red face when he was a schoolboy floated across my mind. We were all huddled behind the toilets staring at a pair of sheep’s eyeballs in the palm of his grubby hand. There was no telling what Lenny Hobbs was likely to whip out of his pocket next – once it had been a pig’s trotter – and we girls learned to scuttle to the toilet at top speed when he and his pals were on the loose. But he didn’t matter at that moment, and neither did Hitler. The main thing was that the war in our neck of the woods was over.

‘Your mum says to come round to the Gardens tonight,’ Dilly continued, still breathless with it all. ‘I bumped into her and she says there’s going to be a knees-up to end all knees-ups. They’ve decided the weekend for the street party, but there’ll be a bit of a do tonight.’

And Mum should know, because she could drum up a party in an empty house. She just loved to celebrate. Any old excuse would do. She’d been known to bung a candle in our bread and dripping and call it a ‘Bloody Monday party’ because she hated bloody Mondays with the mountains of wet, smelly washing hanging all over the place, and would do anything to put a shine on things. Added to her natural inclination towards jollity, she dearly loved to organize anything with a heartbeat, which was handy because she’d had six kids and a husband to care for on a very few quid most weeks. She always said that Winnie, Mr Churchill, should have had some mums in his war cabinet; they would have shown him a thing or two about getting the right bodies in the right place at the right time, fully clothed and with bellies suitably filled.

Paradise Gardens was a miracle, or so everybody said. Somehow, throughout the war, it had remained more or less intact, although large chunks of the surrounding area had been flattened by doodlebugs or burned to blackened stumps by incendiary bombs. The only things missing from Paradise Gardens were the railings, and the Men from the Ministry had had those away at the beginning of the war, along with our pots and pans, to churn out ammunition and to build ships, tanks and Spitfires. I often wondered if Grandpa’s tin chamber-pot had wound up landing on some Nazi’s nut, but of course, there was no way of finding out. I simply had to hope.

Apart from the ironwork, though, there had been very little damage to the Gardens. The odd roof tile had been shifted by the shock waves from nights of particularly heavy bombing in our bit of Hackney, and Zinnia Makepeace’s shed window was blown in at number 23, but that was about it. As people said, it was a miracle, especially with the Gardens being so near the railway line and presenting such a beautiful sitting target.

Mum and Dad had lived at 3 Arcadia Buildings ever since they’d married and moved in with Gran and Grandpa. All six of us had been born in that narrow, three-storey terraced house. We had the top two floors, four rooms in all. One doubled up as kitchen, living room, and bathroom on bath nights. Mum and Dad slept in one room, us girls were in the one next to them and the boys had the room next to the kitchen. Gran and Grandpa lived on the ground floor and had their kitchen in the basement, with a window overlooking the area and the dustbins. We all shared the one toilet, which was at the end of the garden by the back gate on to Paradise Alley. The Alley ran behind our rank of buildings, snaked behind Zinnia’s place and joined the narrow path that hugged the far side of number 23 and led from the Gardens out on to Paradise Gardens allotments and the railway just beyond. The line was so close that Zinnia’s house shook whenever the heavy coal and munitions trains went by, while our carrots, onions and King Edwards got liberal doses of soot from the belching engines.

Grandpa was long dead. My sister Vi lived with Gran now, along with her son Tony and, when he was on leave from the army, her husband, Fred. But Fred hadn’t been home in some considerable time. He had gone missing in action and nothing had been heard of him. Fred was Dilly’s older brother, so the pain of losing him had spread through my family and my best mate’s family as well. He was a good bloke, was Fred; kind, funny and solid.

Tony missed him more than any of us; he idolized his dad and they had been very close. Like all the kids around our way, Tony had been evacuated, but like a good many others, he was soon back. The phony war and homesickness saw to that. Once the Blitz started in earnest, it was clear that he, his cousin Reggie and a lot of their friends wouldn’t be wrenched away to the sticks again, bombs or no bombs. I think that later Tony believed that, if he took his eye off of us, we’d disappear the way his dad had done when he marched off to war, and he simply couldn’t bear it.

Upstairs, Mum and Dad rattled about in their four rooms, mostly empty now, with their chicks scattered to the four winds. Well, littered about the surrounding houses, streets and the army and navy, to be exact. Except for Albert, the oldest: he’d bought it early on in France, and nobody liked to talk about him for fear of setting Mum off again. The telegram from the War Office had sent Mum spiralling into one of the darkest moods we had ever seen. If Winston Churchill was stalked by a ‘black dog’, then our mum had the whole bleeding pack baying at her heels. It took her ages to come out of it. As she said, losing her eldest boy and a much loved son-in-law to a bloody madman wasn’t something a body’s quick to forget. And she never, ever did: nor forgave it either.
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Although there still hadn’t been an official announcement that the war in Europe was over, London heaved that night. Everywhere you went, men, women and children were delirious with joy. People were hanging off the lampposts in Trafalgar Square, there being no room to stand, and the Palace was besieged by a mass of loyal subjects, hell-bent on sharing their ecstasy with the Royal Household, even if a lot of them were away at Windsor. Every pub in London, and probably the whole country, was stuffed to the rafters with happy punters. Bomb sites were raided to provide the wherewithal to build victory bonfires that twinkled like millions of giant fireflies. And the fire in Paradise Gardens outshone them all.

Unless you knew your way around our bit of Hackney, you’d never find Paradise Gardens. It was tucked away down a narrow alley – Paradise Row – that led from one of the maze of little side streets that huddled behind the bustling main road. Most of the Gardens was made up of terraces of tall brick houses shoe-horned into the meanest possible space. Those Georgian speculators knew a thing or twenty about squeezing the last farthing from their investment. Some things never change.

However, they hadn’t managed to get their greedy hands on the narrow end – the bit with the footpath that led out on to the allotments. Number 23 Paradise Gardens hogged that, sprawling untidily, like an ancient mongrel, over the whole plot. Our mum’s good friend, Zinnia Makepeace, lived there alone, apart from a motley crew of cats and dogs that came daily to be fed and her own pair of tabbies, Hepzibah and Hallelujah. Makepeaces had lived at number 23 as far back as anyone could remember. They were a funny lot. Everybody said so. Our dad swore they were witches, and that the presence of Zinnia in the Gardens explained its amazing escape from Hitler’s evil intentions.

‘Let’s face it, would you take the old battle-axe on?’ he’d ask, then plough ahead, without waiting for a reply. Our dad didn’t usually need replies, being certain in his own mind about what was what. ‘I know I wouldn’t, and ’Itler wouldn’t neither, not if he wanted to hang on to that last bollock of his, that is. One look from her and it’d shrivel to a sultana, only smaller.’

There was no love lost between Zinnia and our dad. He thought she was a bossy old boot and too lippy by half. According to him, that was why she was still a spinster. I always thought the word ‘spinster’ was a terrible insult, like ‘bastard’, until I married Charlie. During the reading out of the banns, I was referred to as ‘a spinster of this parish’ and as I couldn’t imagine dear old Reverend Cattermole swearing, especially in church, I worked out it couldn’t be rude.

Our mum liked Zinnia, though, and had been her friend since her arrival in the Gardens more than thirty years before. That was another thing about Zinnia: she was mysterious, like Primrose Makepeace had been before her. According to our mum, Zinnia arrived one day, hat skew-whiff and scarf stuffed into a lumpy tweed coat that was the colour of peat and heather and smelt strongly of sheep (or what our mum imagined was sheep; if it wasn’t, she shuddered to think what it was).

Anyway, Zinnia arrived carrying a very small suitcase and said she’d come to nurse Primrose. This was the first anyone knew about old Prim being ill, apparently, but sure enough, she died three years later. She lasted just long enough to teach Zinnia everything she knew about the people in and around Paradise Gardens, which came in handy as she was called upon to help us into and out of this world. Zinnia, like Primrose and the other Makepeaces before her, was the local midwife, layer-out of bodies and unofficial first port of call when there was sickness in the house. Before you flashed out your hard-earned cash for the doctor, it was a good idea to find out if it was necessary, or whether a little something from Zinnia’s garden or allotment, mixed with a drop of brandy or, more boringly, a slosh of boiling water, would do the trick. Either way, Zinnia was asked to make the judgement. If a doctor was needed, she’d even lend you the money if your old man’s suit had already been pawned. By the end of the war, I think even our dad had a sneaking respect for her, despite her ways.

Old Primrose may have told Zinnia all about us and our doings, but even after all those years, we still knew bugger all about her. Well, about her past, anyway. As far as our mum could gather, she was an obscure cousin of Primrose and was brought up on some island called Harris, where the tweed comes from, and it was way up north. And that was it.

That, and the fact that she was a good friend, an excellent gardener, the soul of discretion when the need arose and a wonderful gossip when it didn’t. There wasn’t a lot that Zinnia didn’t see or hear. She had seen four of our mum’s six kids into the world, had seen Grandpa out of it and was busy keeping Gran’s knees in working order and young Reggie’s chest clear in winter. Reggie was one of my older sister Doris’s brood, a pale, skinny scrap of a lad who was inclined to be chesty.

On top of all that, Zinnia Makepeace kept my poor old feet in mid-season form, and for that I will love her until the day I die. I’ve always been a martyr to my feet, ever since I was knee-high to something small with knees. She produced a cream every winter that kept the chilblains at bay and some concoction that I swallowed that kept my joints from swelling and aching too badly. According to Zinnia, it wasn’t just old people who got painful feet, and judging by my poor plates, she was right; even my bunions had bunions.

Number 23 took up the whole of the narrow end of the Gardens: Arcadia Buildings formed the left-hand side, Paradise Buildings were on the right and at the wide part, opposite Zinnia’s place, were Utopia Buildings. In the middle was the garden itself, now filled with vegetables and soft fruit, the smutty laurels and sooty privet having been dug up for victory long before.

As Zinnia said, ‘The man who had the job of naming this place allowed religious zeal or brainless optimism to cloud his judgement just a wee bit. It’s hard to imagine a spot further from the Promised Land.’ And then she’d added, graciously, ‘I like it fine, though.’

She was never one to over-egg the pudding. The truth was, it was hard to imagine the Gardens without Zinnia or Zinnia without the Gardens, despite the tiny trace of haggis-noshing accent she still had after all her years in the East End.

That Monday night, the people in Paradise Gardens went completely off their trolleys. Although there was a proper ‘do’ – a street party – scheduled for the following Saturday, there was no holding us back. We danced, sang and drank the night away. Lenny Hobbs found a fistful of rockets, God knows where, so we even had fireworks. The King’s Head rolled its piano into the street and I took my turn to bash out ‘Roll Out The Barrel’, ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’, ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’, ‘The Lambeth Walk’, and one or two other favourites.

The Gardens was a sea of heaving bodies as we twirled and danced our joy. Black, brown, green and blue skirts flashed their stripes or flowers among the sombre shades of khaki and navy blue uniforms as they waltzed, tangoed or jitterbugged by. The pigeons roosting in the plane trees almost dropped off their twigs, stunned by the deafening racket of ‘Rule Britannia’ being belted out by so many happy, drunken sets of vocal cords.

We kept the party going well into the next day, and some folk started all over again once Winnie had made his official broadcast. That famous voice drifted out over the Gardens from a hundred wirelesses. You could have heard a feather drop right up until the last full stop and then a roar went up that shook the sparrows out of the eaves and the knees-up started all over again.

Well, it was more of a knee-wobble really, everyone being half-cut and knackered already. Some braver souls managed to line up behind their eyes just enough to totter into work, only to be sent home again: it was a holiday. Let’s face it, most of us wouldn’t have been much use, so they might as well make it official.

* * *

For me, the best bit of Monday’s celebrations was when the men had repaired to the boozer and the women and children settled down for a good old natter over the teacups and the crumbs of the Victory cake Dilly and I had knocked up. We had made it mostly from this and that scrounged from Terry Rainbird, the grocer with the corner shop next to Hobbs the butcher. Dilly had worked for Terry ever since we’d left school at fifteen. He was a bit sweet on her, I reckon, but she wouldn’t have it.

‘Don’t be daft, Zeld, he’s old enough to be my dad. You’re disgusting, you are. Now then, as all your stockings are so full of darns you’ll look like a two-legged Dalmatian, we’ll have to do a paint job. I brought my eyebrow pencil just in case. Stand still and stop your rabbiting or your seams’ll be all over your legs and you don’t want that. Your Vi’ll be on about ’em all night.’

She licked the precious stub of eyebrow pencil and screwed her forehead up in concentration, desperately trying to get the fake seams to look straight and real. I swear that girl was as blind as a blindfolded bat, but she was too vain to wear specs.

I wore the rose print frock I’d made up out of half of some old curtains from Zinnia’s front parlour. The other half went to make skirts for my sister Doris’s twins and a blouse for my other sister, Vi. Very fetching we looked, too, even if I do say so myself. Naturally, all of us turned up at the party in the same curtains, not having discussed what we were wearing beforehand, but I think we carried it off. As long as we made sure we didn’t stand too close together when we were indoors, in case some drunk mistook us for the furniture and sat on us, we were all right.

Most of the women present had set my old Singer humming at one time or another. I knew for a fact that at least half a dozen of us were wearing silk knickers knocked up from a parachute donated by one of Dilly’s many admirers. She was a stunner, was Dilly, a natural blonde with surprising brown eyes, soft like a cow’s, and a curvaceous figure, topped off with a cheerful and generous disposition when you got past the shyness.

Once we were dolled up to the nines we made our way, with the cake – which was meant to be a Victoria sponge, but was more municipal manhole cover – round to the Gardens, which were already heaving with merriment. The walk there had been a strange one. At least, it seemed so to me. The deliriously happy people, the women in their very best clothes and full, red-lipped make-up and the men spruce in uniform or their Civvy Street suits, contrasted sharply with the narrow, dark streets around them. These were littered with the twisted, broken remains of houses, shops, factories and warehouses that had been caught up in the fury and shattered, their insides gaping for all the world to see, like open wounds. Which I suppose they were.

Even among all that joy, I was aware of the people whose lives would never, ever be the same again, in my own family and the families of friends, neighbours, countrymen, allies and foe alike. Each ruin of a familiar house reminded me of who was missing. And despite all the happiness around me, I was immensely sad.

As soon as we arrived in the Gardens, Dilly disappeared into a group of merchant seamen, who were pouring out of the King’s Head, led by our friend Ronnie. They’d come straight from the docks and were eager to get started. I made my way to 3 Arcadia Buildings to dump the cake in the familiar kitchen. Mum, Gran and Zinnia were there. Dad had disappeared to the pub with Lenny Hobbs and his dad, Leonard.

‘Zelda, love, you’re here, and about time too,’ Mum greeted me. ‘Vi’s somewhere around with your cousins and Doris will be back soon.’

‘Aye, I saw her chasing Vi’s Tony and that Brian Hole off the bomb site opposite the church,’ said Zinnia. ‘They were collecting for the bonfire but those stairs weren’t a bit safe.’

She turned to me. ‘How are you, hen? You’re looking a wee bit peely-wally if you ask me. I see my curtains are holding up.’

I never got to answer, because my sister Doris turned up, breathing like an old traction engine, and sank into a chair, large face creased in concern. ‘You know, I don’t like our Tony hanging around with that Brian Hole. He’s trouble, just like the rest of that family. Where’s Vi? And why ain’t she keeping an eye on her son and heir, that’s what I want to know?’

Vi and Doris were so different, it was hard to imagine that they came out of the same stable. Doris had taken to marriage and motherhood as if born to it, which I suppose she was, being a woman and all. Most women got married, and those that didn’t were pitied by the rest, which always seemed a bit hard to me. But that’s the way it was – and always had been, as far as I knew.

Zinnia once told me a story about how a woman saddled with a work-shy, drunken husband and twelve ragged, snotty-nosed children, asked her what it was like being a spinster. Zinnia had told her about her own beloved home, her satisfying job and her annual holiday in Scotland. The mother, looking green with envy, said, ‘Ooh, it sounds lovely; I’d like that – if it wasn’t for the shame.’ Which just about summed it up, really.

Vi liked being a wife all right, but she was nowhere near as keen on being a mum. She had hated being pregnant, had referred to her growing lump as ‘the parasite’ almost as soon as she knew it was there. Mind you, she had been horribly sick for most of the pregnancy, which was enough to try the patience of a saint. Even Zinnia’s herbs seemed to be failing, until we found out Vi wasn’t taking them, preferring a Woodbine, weak tea and a biscuit.

When baby Tony finally struggled out a month premature, we all heaved a sigh of relief, thinking things would improve – but they didn’t. Vi wouldn’t put him to the breast. She refused point blank, despite the pleadings of Mum and Zinnia, to part with a single drop of mother’s milk. I know they were very worried about her then, but all she’d do was stare out of her parlour window, hour after hour, looking for God knows what or who. Every time I walked past in the street, there’d be the glimmer of her round, plain, pale face, behind the nets, staring. I’d wave, but she wouldn’t wave back. I’d knock on the door, but she wouldn’t answer. In the end, Fred gave us a key to let ourselves in while he was at work to make sure poor little Tony was still alive at least. Luckily, Doris was still feeding her Reggie at the time, so she had plenty left for Tony and he began to thrive, but it was touch and go there for a bit.

Zinnia said she’d seen it before: it was a kind of melancholia brought on by childbirth and that it would eventually go away. And it did, but Vi never really took to her Tony, or him to her. He preferred going to Doris or our mum for comfort when he was little, and he hung about with his dad a lot as he got older. But then Fred went off to war, and Tony, well, he had to shift for himself, poor little mite. When he came back from being evacuated to Wales, he began to go about with Brian Hole, or ‘Bung’ole’ as we called him.

Even moving in with our Gran, a year or so after his return, when it was obvious things weren’t too clever between mother and son, hadn’t improved things that much. Vi was less lonely, perhaps, but Tony was still far too friendly with Bung’ole for anybody’s comfort. Then, just to make things a million times worse, another telegram had come, saying that Fred had gone missing. And later, a letter from his commanding officer saying he’d been brave and had disappeared in the thick of the fighting.

‘Aye, well.’ Zinnia sighed and stood up. ‘I’m away home. Zelda, why don’t you keep me company?’ Zinnia had a way of putting things that made it quite clear this was more than a suggestion.

‘You’ll be back later, for the real party?’ It was still early in the evening and Mum was amazed that anyone would leave a party before the very last knockings. ‘The men’ll be back from the pub later and the kids’ll be tucked up in bed and we can let our hair down. What do you say, Zin, Zelda?’

‘Aye. We’ll be back. Keep a wee dram for me. I’m just going to find some food. That Victory cake barely touched the sides before it crashed to the pit of my poor stomach. I can take a look at Zelda’s feet while I’m at it.’ And Zinnia swept out, with me in tow and wondering why she was so keen to get me on my own.

It took quite a while to find out, because we were stopped every few yards by our happy neighbours, singing and dancing, staggering and falling, depending on how far gone they were. It seemed like hours before we fell through Zinnia’s front door and the thick walls reduced the singing to a distant hum.
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I don’t know how long we were holed up in Zinnia’s kitchen, but it felt like ages. I loved that kitchen. In fact, I loved the whole house. It was different from anybody else’s place that I’d ever been to.

The basic house wasn’t very big: two up, two down, with a scullery tacked on the back. But over the years – centuries, Zinnia said – various Makepeaces had added bits, so that it was a jumble of rooms, one of them made almost entirely of glass that the bombs failed to shatter. Maybe Dad was right: perhaps Zinnia had cast a spell to save her windows.

Out the back was a wooden workshop and storage sheds. There was even an old railway carriage, complete with window-boxes and curtains, at the end of the garden, nestled under some of the few apple and plum trees to be found in Hackney. As kids, we played for hours in that walled garden. It was always a magical place.

The kitchen was low and dark, with a small pine table, scrubbed almost white over the years, in the centre. A pine dresser took up the whole of one wall and china twinkled from its shelves in the lamplight. The gleaming butler’s sink, with its brass tap jutting above it like a big, hooked nose, was under the window that faced on to the garden. There was a large, black range along the third wall, while the fourth held a door into the parlour and the stairs to the rooms above.

Nothing on this earth would get Zinnia to trade in her range for a proper cooker. She said she’d been brought up with one that burned peat, and although coal and coke weren’t the same, they’d do. Every now and then, out would come the Zebra black leading and the monster would get a good seeing-to, brush and cloth seeking out every little cranny – and there were hundreds of them. I should know; I had helped with the ritual more than once.

Luckily, the coalie, Mr Whitelock, had a brood of thirteen kids that Zinnia had birthed and treated for measles, chickenpox, whooping cough and mumps as those childhood lurgies had run through the lot of them like the dreaded cascara. She’d saved young Ivy from diphtheria and nursed her in her own home to stop the other twelve from getting it, so she had plenty of goodwill stored up round at the Whitelocks’. This meant that when there was coal to be had, Mr Whitelock made absolutely certain that Zinnia got some, and the range rarely went out, war or no war.

When there was no coal, the Whitelock tribe collected wood from the bomb sites and delivered that on their old cart drawn by Dobbin the Third, a huge dappled grey with shaggy hooves. While they were at it, they supplied manure for Zinnia’s garden and allotments, too. It was what Zinnia called ‘a happy arrangement’; she had loads of those with the people round and about.

‘So, hen, the war’s over. Have you given any thought to your future at all?’ That was typical of Zinnia, dismissing six years of world war as if it was just a bit of a squabble. There she was, ready to move on to the next thing the second that particular unpleasantness was over.

‘Give me a chance, Auntie Zin, I haven’t taken it all in yet. Nobody has.’ Truth to tell, I had been avoiding thinking about the future, it being a bit bleak, as far as I could figure it.

‘Aye, well, to my mind it’s time you did give it some thought. That Charlie of yours is no good. You don’t need me to tell you that. I didn’t believe you when you said that you fell when you lost the baby, and I don’t believe it now. You were pushed down those stairs when Charlie was in drink. You know it and so do I.’

Zinnia held up her hand to shut me up when she saw my mouth open to protest. I snapped it shut. There was no point; I could see it in her shrewd, grey, far-seeing eyes. Zinnia always looked as if she was scanning some distant horizon, even when she was staring right into your face from not five feet away. It made you feel as if you were there, but not there, as far as she was concerned. It was very odd, until you got used to it. I knew I could argue till I was blue in the face; nothing would change her mind, because she was right. I had been pushed.

‘We’ll not waste time examining the point,’ she told me, ‘we’ll just concentrate on what comes next. Unlike your revered father, I don’t take the view that, having made your bed, you should be made to lie on it. We all make mistakes, especially the young. Some folk forget that.’

My eyes filled with tears. Zinnia always seemed to be able to see right into my mind to the things that worried or frightened me the most. Sometimes she caught on before I realized I was upset at all. But then, I had trailed around after her almost since I could walk, fascinated by her knowledge of herbs, gardening, birds, bugs and bees, and her brisk common sense with her patients, so I suppose she knew me well.

‘Hold your water, young Zelda. We don’t have time for your tears,’ she said firmly. ‘We’ve a party to attend and you’ll ruin your mascara. All I’m saying is this: should you ever need to run away from it all, you have a sanctuary here with me. Your mother and I have talked it over and we’re agreed. Your dad won’t abide the shame if you walk out on your wedding vows, but that’s no reason for you to stay where you’re not safe. He wouldn’t have you home; you know it and so do we. So, if ever you need to run, run here. Charlie’ll not interfere with me. And if he does, he’ll regret it.’

Sympathy always undoes me. All that time I’d thought that terrifying night when Charlie had gone berserk and bounced me off the walls before slinging me down the stairs had been my secret. Bearing my mascara in mind, I made a big effort not to cry, but the expression on Zinnia’s face finished me off. Every inch of its hard, angular lines was softened by tenderness and understanding, and her eyes told me there wasn’t a lot she hadn’t seen and there was even less she couldn’t imagine. I cried for what seemed like hours, but felt better at the end of it. I hadn’t realized, until that moment, just how afraid I had been of my future with Charlie. It was a relief to know that Zinnia and my mum knew, even if I hadn’t had the nerve to tell them.

The whole thing was such an awful mess. I’d thrown my life away at seventeen on one stupid act of defiance that had wound up in a tipsy and sweaty struggle on a grave behind St Mary’s. Next thing I knew, I was dragging myself up the aisle of the selfsame church, three months gone and desperate to get away. That was just after Charlie had joined up, early on in the war, and I’d barely seen him since. Chucking me down the stairs had been the last thing he’d done before he rejoined his regiment at Catterick after his first leave. All those years I’d kept the secret, and it turned out to be hardly any secret at all.

In the end, Zinnia became businesslike. ‘Aye, well, here’s a hanky, have a good blow.’ She gave me a little shove towards the sink. ‘Wash your face – you look like a tabby cat with all those black streaks. Let’s get away to that party before all the whisky I know your dad’s been hoarding is drunk. Just remember what I say, lassie, you’ve a home here if you’ve a mind. Any time.’ She collected up our cups and saucers, ran them under the tap, absentmindedly dried them and put them away in the cupboard before turning back to me, smiling.

‘Now, where’s that wee dram I was promised? I’ll not get it standing here blethering with you, that’s for sure.’

As we walked back to Arcadia Buildings arm in arm, I wondered, not for the first time – nor the last – how Zinnia and my mum seemed to know everything.
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The piano was going like the clappers and voices were raised in song, telling us how Hitler only had one ball, to the tune of ‘Colonel Bogey’. A good time was being had by all. Mum and Dad were by the bonfire fishing out hot spuds from the cinders with long toasting forks. Their faces glowed with happiness, booze and firelight as Zinnia and I wound our way through the crowd to join them.

I had two choices that night. I could worry myself to death about what life was going to be like in the future or I could let my hair down and enjoy the moment that every person I knew had been waiting for for six long years. It took just an instant to make up my mind. I was going to enjoy the moment, because it was one that would never come again.

The whole thing was a blur of singing, dancing and drinking. Lots and lots of drinking. God knows where all the drink came from. It’d been so long since spirits had been freely available, us younger ones thought they were something to do with ghosts. We knew little about the sort that came in bottles. Things had been very tight for the previous six years. What little there was around certainly wasn’t wasted too freely on the young, who hadn’t had the chance to develop a taste for it. So, inexperience might explain why, for only the third time in my life, I got myself stupid giggling drunk.

The very first time I was the worse for wear, the giggling had stopped abruptly on that grave in St Mary’s churchyard. I remember looking, when Charlie’d finished, at that grave, to see who had been my silent witness. Her name was Emily Alice Davies, 1821–1838, Beloved Daughter of Ezekiel and Eliza. She was seventeen, the same age as me at the time. It seemed important, that, to hang on to the fact that poor Emily Alice had died, which was a fate worse than a fate worse than death, in my opinion. I often took flowers and chatted to Emily Alice. I still do now and then.

The second time was a lot more fun; the bits I can remember were, at least. I was up West with a whole load of pals. Charlie was already at Catterick, so wasn’t there to spoil everything like he always did when he’d had a few. This third time, the night war ended, was the very best time of all. I danced with Terry Rainbird, Ronnie Rigby and Lenny Hobbs in the flickering light of the bonfire until I thought my feet would drop off, closely followed by my legs.

I went into the house to rest and collapsed at last next to my gran, who was three sheets to the wind, singing ‘Danny Boy’ in a quavering soprano and waving a large glass of stout about in the most alarming fashion, stopping just short of slopping it on the lino. Every now and then she’d break off singing, cackle, tap her feet as if she was dancing and chant, ‘We won the war! We won the war!’ at the top of her lungs.

She was having a fine old time until Ma Hole, Bung’ole’s mum, stumped into the kitchen. ‘Bleeding ’ell, Ida Smallbone,’ she said, ‘why don’t you shut your tuneless trap and offer a body a drink?’

Gran stopped abruptly and eyed Ma Hole as if she’d come in on someone’s shoe. ‘Because, Gladys Hole, I normally choose only to drink with my friends, and you ain’t no friend of mine. However’ – she paused as she gathered herself up for a big effort – ‘as it is such a wonderful occasion, I’ll overlook past trouble between our families and give you a convivial glass of stout. Zelda, pour the woman a drink.’ So I did. Then I went outdoors again to carry on dancing.

The last thing I remember of that night was my nephew Tony, standing in the dying light of the bonfire as dawn was just beginning to glow red in the east, looking like a fallen angel, but sounding like one that was soaring to the sky, as he sang ‘Oh for the wings, for the wings of a dove’ in a voice so pure it broke every heart within hearing distance.

The next thing I knew, I was being gently woken by Gran. I had been put to bed in my old room in Arcadia Buildings sometime after dawn.

A hair of the dog, a cup of tea and two aspirin – Dad’s remedy for hangovers – was waiting for me on the bedside table. Along with the cure came instructions to proceed downstairs to Gran’s to calm Vi down. Dad had nipped round to the police station to pick up Tony and Mum had gone round to the baker’s before the bread ran out.

I couldn’t get my brain working enough to instruct my mouth to ask what had happened before Gran disappeared as well. I was left wondering what on earth our Tony was doing at the nick. I was pretty sure the little bugger wasn’t signing up to join the police, on account of him being a good bit too young and far too short. That meant he was in trouble, but the last time I’d seen him, he’d been singing his heart out to a rapt audience.

I tottered downstairs, clutching my cup of tea like it was the Holy Grail, and walked into a storm of weeping, wailing and gnashing of teeth. When our Vi wasn’t staring out of windows, as if in another world, she could get into such a state and make such a bloody racket that you wished she was in another world, preferably one a good long way away from this one. Another universe would be nice, and you were half inclined to help her into it as well. It wasn’t hard to see where Tony had picked up a talent for being heard.

It took me ages to get Vi to stop crying long enough to tell me what had happened. Tony’d been seen, apparently, loitering watchfully outside a warehouse just off Homerton High Street in the early hours when there was a break-in going on. The thief or thieves had got away with two pounds, seven and sixpence three-farthings from the petty cash, and three and a half feet of rubber hose.

Neither money nor rubber goods had been found on Tony when he’d been picked up, which was why he hadn’t yet been accused of being involved. He was simply at the police station to answer some rather pointed questions. But according to PC George ‘Nosher’ Grubb, who’d come to pick him up only half an hour after the poor kid had finally got to bed, there were suspicions, serious suspicions. Just to add to the general joys, the lad had been found to be drunk when he was woken up and had put up a token struggle as he was marched away, which meant that he’d got a clip around the ear for being drunk and disorderly while he was at it.

Maybe I was being unusually dim, being hungover and all, but I couldn’t work out when Tony’d had time to get himself into trouble. I asked Vi.

‘According to George Grubb,’ she said, ‘he was seen at least a couple of hours before he sang for us, and it’s true, I did lose sight of him for a while round about then. I thought he’d put himself to bed,’ Vi wailed, working up to a new storm of weeping. I was beginning to be afraid we’d both drown.

I was just thinking that if Tony had been involved in some skulduggery, then he had to have some nerve to stand there singing like an innocent choirboy, when the door burst open. Ma Hole stumped into the room, face red with fury. There were times when I wished we locked our doors round our way, and this was one of them. Nobody in their right mind wanted Ma Hole cluttering up their kitchen, but there she was, standing in the middle of the room like a malevolent toad, all saggy, swarthy and warty.

‘What the bloody hell are you carrying on about?’ demanded Ma, glaring at the sodden Vi. I have to admit, it was a good question, and one I’d been thinking of asking myself. True, it was not good that Tony was suspected of a crime, but on the other hand, it looked as if nobody had proved anything, so shouldn’t we be giving him the benefit of any doubt there might be? And as for being drunk and disorderly – well, it was far from ideal behaviour in one so young, but then, everybody had been the worse for wear ever since peace had broken out. And his family didn’t seem to have set much of an example.

‘Belt up, Vi Gunn, or I’ll make you,’ said Ma Hole, but the warning fell on deaf ears, so she stepped forward and slapped Vi’s face hard. ‘I said belt up, you stupid mare.’

‘Now,’ she demanded, ‘where’s your Tony?’ She rested her fat hands on her large hips. Her eyes bulged like organ stops and her mouth was set in a thin line. Poor Vi went white and seemed to be struck dumb; her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came.

I stepped in and replied for her. ‘What’s that got to do with you?’

‘My Brian said he saw him being taken away by George Grubb this morning. What do the rozzers want with him?’

‘I’d have thought that was our business, Mrs Hole. What’s it got to do with you?’ At a guess, I’d say Brian was worried our Tony’d blab and drop him in it. Whatever her interest was, we never got to hear about it, because a commotion at the door told us that Dad and Tony were back, along with Gran and Mum. They’d met in the High Street and had come home mob-handed.

All hell broke loose as soon as Gran spotted Ma Hole in her kitchen. She wouldn’t wait for an explanation, just launched straight into a tirade. ‘Oy, you. Out!’ Gran glared, grabbed her broom from the corner and made sweeping motions as if to brush her away. ‘I don’t recall asking you in and I’m damned sure my granddaughters didn’t. They’ve got more sense. So, out with you!’

‘I just came to …’ Ma began.

‘Save that for someone who cares. Me, I don’t give a tinker’s curse what you’re here for. We’re in the middle of private family business and you’re not family, so OUT!’ Gran turned to Dad. ‘Harry, sling her out if she won’t go voluntary,’ she ordered, puffing up to her full four foot eleven and three-quarter inches tall and three and a half feet wide. Her dander was well and truly up.

It suddenly seemed to dawn on Ma Hole that she was all alone in extremely hostile territory. None of her ‘boys’ were around to provide muscle and she was far too fat to fight or to dodge or to stand her ground against determined opposition. She normally relied on an assortment of spivs to impose her will on the unwilling, but she must have charged over to us before she’d had time to think properly.

Her eyes glittered as she headed for the door. ‘Just you keep your gob shut, Tony Gunn, if you know what’s good for you.’

‘Are you threatening my great-grandson, Mrs Hole?’ Fury shook Gran’s body as if it was jelly.

‘Just a word to the wise, Mrs Smallbone,’ Ma spat back, and was gone.

We all heaved a sigh of relief. But we never did get young Tony to tell us what he was doing outside that warehouse, or who he was with, either, because in the kerfuffle of getting Ma Hole out of the basement door the little blighter had slipped out of the room, and we heard the front door slam upstairs.

You didn’t need to be a genius to work it out, though. The appearance of Ma told us everything. Tony had been at the warehouse with Bung’ole, or Brian Dudley Hole, as the Clerk of the Court would address him each time the magistrates had the pleasure of telling him what an incorrigible little villain they thought he was, even if they couldn’t prove it.
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There were three distinct physical types in our family. Doris and Vi were typical of the majority of Marriotts: mops of mid-brown hair, grey/blue eyes, sturdy figures on average-sized frames and rather round faces. There was no mistaking who they belonged to, because it had been the Marriott look for generations. You only had to scrutinize the family photographs to see it. Even in the olden days, when the poor souls had had to stand or sit for ages, holding the pose, and their faces had set in concrete, they were still obviously Marriott faces.

The Smallbone element made itself obvious too. They were on the short side, with little pointed, pinched, pixie-like faces, fair, thin hair and pale blue, squinty eyes. Some were shortsighted as well and wore specs, like Reggie, who was a Smallbone down to his socks. Mum had the blue eyes and pixie face but had run to plump in middle age.

Every now and then, though, a cuckoo would appear in the nest. I’m one, with my black hair, dark brown eyes, pale skin and pink cheeks. I can be half dead, yet my cheeks still have a healthy glow. It’s just the way they’re made. It can be a bloody nuisance, in fact; I have to be covered in spots or chucking my boots up before people believe I’m poorly.

According to the photographs, Great-Aunt Zelda was another cuckoo, her flashing black eyes and dark ringlets sticking out like a sore thumb in a sea of pudding faces at Great-Uncle Harry’s wedding. Because of the sepia, I couldn’t vouch for her cheeks, but I’d put a pound to a penny they were a cheery and healthy red. Which would have been ironic really, because she died of consumption at the age of twenty-one. I bet nobody believed her, either, until she coughed her last, poor girl.

I was christened Enid Zelda, after my dad’s mum and his aunt. Everyone called me ‘Enie’ for the first fifteen years of my life, but when I left school and started work, I chose to be called Zelda. I hated the name Enie, and anyway, I had a soft spot for my namesake and a previous generation’s cuckoo and I wanted to remember her. It was something to do with her not having had a decent innings, as well as the fact that we looked so much alike. Only my dad and Charlie called me ‘Enie’ after that, and they only did it to annoy; they succeeded, too.

Nephew Tony was yet another cuckoo. There were the huge dark soulful eyes – his fringed with black lashes about a yard long, I swear – the milky white skin and flaming cheeks. And like Great-Aunt Zelda and me, he’s a little on the small side, with narrow shoulders that make him look frailer and younger than he actually is. Unlike me and Great-Aunt Zelda, he’s not endowed with the large bosom that made us both look a tad top-heavy; which is just as well I suppose, him being a lad.

Some said that the dark thread that ran through our generally mousy lot was due to gypsy blood way back. Others said it was Italians, from Naples. Dad favoured the Italian theory, despite them being foreigners, because according to him, anything was better than ‘gyppos’, but I secretly disagreed. I rather fancied a gypsy connection, though I have to admit our Tony looked like one of those angels in Italian paintings you get on jigsaw puzzles and posh cake tins. Funny thing, he sang like an angel, too, and I played the piano, but the rest of the clan could barely carry a tune in a bucket. Maybe the first cuckoo was a singing Italian gypsy pianist; that would explain everything.

By the time we saw Tony again, some hours after he’d legged it, he looked anything but angelic. I eyed him as he sat there, still hungover but looking defiant despite the hint of green around the gills and a room full of angry relatives. He was a spunky little devil, I had to give him that. He didn’t look even remotely cowed, despite his mum’s hysteria and the formidable rage of his grandfather.

He wouldn’t say where he’d disappeared to or who he’d been with at the warehouse the night before. In fact, he’d barely speak at all. He just sat there, looking scruffy and faintly grubby, until I thought Dad would blow a gasket. Dad always had a terrible temper, and didn’t believe in sparing the rod to spoil any brat who broke his rigid rules. Girl or boy, it made no difference. Off would come the belt and it wouldn’t go on again until the buttocks of the guilty party glowed in the dark and gave off enough warmth to heat a small room. Spittle had begun to form at the corners of Dad’s mouth and his red eyes bulged as he roared his questions at a silent Tony.

Dad’s stubby, freckled fingers began to fumble with his belt buckle – a move that always made me cringe, even when I wasn’t the object of his wrath. Then the door flew open and Gran marched in. She took in the situation immediately but started to chatter as if she hadn’t noticed anything. ‘I’ve just seen Mabel Cattermole talking to Ruby Whitelock outside the church. You’ll never guess’ – she didn’t wait for us to try – ‘It’s about Ruby’s sister, Iris’s youngest girl, Joan. Well, they just found out the poor girl was born without a womb. They’ve been waiting and waiting for her monthlies to show, poor little mite …’

Her voice trailed away as Dad grabbed his cap from beside the door and left. All Gran had to do was start talking about ‘women’s troubles’ and Dad would almost break a leg in his haste to get away. She’d saved many a kid’s hide in much the same way over the years; it never failed!

The look of relief that flashed across Tony’s face was the only sign of how scared he’d been. He might have been reprieved that time, but what worried me and the rest of the women in his family was what he was going to get up to next. I couldn’t help feeling that the boy was heading for big trouble, in bad company, unless we could find him something else to do. Beating him was all very well, but it didn’t seem to be working. Doses of Dad’s belt had become more and more frequent recently, and so had Tony’s spots of bother.

I’d talked it over with Zinnia and my mum many times and we were all agreed: the lad needed a healthier direction to head in than Ma Hole’s boarding-house. The trouble was, the war and having little money limited the options.
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