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Be a Wonder and Join the Gang!
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I love sharing my stories with other readers, so I do hope you’ll sign up to my mailing list via jmcarr.com. 

If you do, you’ll receive a monthly email with book chat, offers and an exclusive to the gang digital Wonder Girls short story set in 1935, the year before this book opens. 

There are more details at the end of the book.
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THE BLACKSHIRTS
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In Britain in the 1930s, ‘Blackshirts’ was the nickname for the British Union of Fascists, who with their leader, Oswald Mosley, was a group of people with ideas similar to Hitler. They didn’t like Jewish people, people with a disability or people with brown or black skin.

Like Hitler, they did like people with white skin and blonde hair. They described these people as ‘Aryan’ and believed Aryans would become a master race to make Britain, and Germany, ‘great again’.

But in the 1930s there were enough people in Britain to stop the Blackshirts. Good people like the men and women of East London who, on 4 October 1936, prevented these British fascists, in their black shirts, from marching down Cable Street in Stepney . . .
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1: The Goldilocks Girl
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For most of her ten or eleven years, the London streets had been Baby’s home, but on that sunny autumn day, London didn’t seem too homely. According to Moll, America was the land of the free, and it was where they should be. Now that Moll was with the angels, Baby and her sister, ‘Fingers’, were setting off at last.

If only she could find the little tyke.

Baby pushed up her sleeves and burrowed through the angry crowd. ‘Fingers! Where are you?’ she shouted from way down her throat, but in all the shouting of ‘They shall not pass!’ her words were as lost as a drop of rain in Old Father Thames.

Baby shimmied up a lamp post on Gardiners Corner. Her old green jacket slipped off her shoulders and gathered at her elbows in silky folds. With the metal post warm between her legs, she looked desperately across a sea of heads for her sister.

Baby saw coppers waving truncheons, more on horseback, clip-clopping high and mighty through the crowds, and she saw rubbish hurled at that other horrible lot in their black shirts. She knew who they were. She’d felt their spit and heard their nasty words.

She didn’t see Fingers.

And she didn’t see the rotten old cabbage that smacked the side of her head with such a thump it made her lose her grip.

Baby hit the gutter with a thud.

People pushing and shoving round her swayed like they were on a boat. Then all of a sudden, the sky grew dark as thunder. 

A horse reared on its hind legs and neighed for England. It stretched up and up, clip-cloppy hooves pawing at the air, then down and down to trample Baby into the cobbles.

She gasped, but her lungs had been whipped from inside her chest. She curled up into a ball, shut her eyes tight and hoped it would be quick.

But a tug, so strong her arm could have come out of its socket, yanked her out from underneath the horse. 

When Baby opened her eyes, looking down at her from a bright blue sky was an angel from heaven. The noise of the crowds faded away, and in her head Baby heard singing. And like the windows in church, a face inside a golden halo peered down at her, glowing with kindness. For a moment the world stopped; had Baby died already?

The angel spoke. ‘I have you!’ it said, bumping Baby over the kerb and dragging her across the pavement.

And Baby found herself not dead but with her head resting on the lap of a girl in a smart blue coat, with two thick plaits of hair like gold.

‘You are all right?’ asked the girl in an accent that didn’t quite belong in London. 

Everything hurt: the smack on Baby’s head that had made her teeth judder, the grazes on her legs from the drag over the stones, and the bones all down the side that had hit the street. ‘Er, yeah ... I think so.’

Men and women, jackets flapping and shirts untucked, rushed past on the pavement. Baby pulled her legs up tight to her chest and tried to focus on the bright blue eyes staring at her. Then she remembered. ‘Fingers! Have you seen ’er?’

The girl reached for Baby’s hand. ‘They are good,’ she said, feeling each one of Baby’s grubby fingers in turn. 

The girl’s hand was cool and soft. For a moment Baby imagined it stroking her cheek like Moll used to.

‘They? No, not them, Fingers. Her real name’s Florrie. She’s me sister. I’ve lost ’er!’

‘Oh, I see,’ said the girl, gently laying Baby’s hand back in her lap. ‘You can stand?’

‘I expect so,’ said Baby.

‘Then we are better in here.’ The girl helped Baby up and took her into the shade of a shop doorway. She scraped golden wisps of hair off her face. ‘I think the fascists want to go to Cable Street,’ she said, glancing over her shoulder. ‘It will be safer if we wait. What is your name?’ 

‘Baby,’ said Baby.

The girl tilted her head to one side. ‘Baby?’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘Well, I am glad that we met, Baby,’ she said, shaking Baby’s hand.

The girl was truly lovely. Her clothes were so fine, or would have been if not for the dust from the street. Her Goldilocks plaits looked like a ma had brushed them once upon a time, and she sounded so kind and full   of goodness that Baby forgot about everything. If somebody told her that all she had to do from now on was stand there in the Gardiners shop doorway, gazing at this Goldilocks girl, Baby would have been happy. 

But this girl didn’t look like your normal kid on the street. Though it was warm as a summer’s day, her coat was done up smart for winter, and tucked inside the collar were the folds of a lady’s pink silk scarf. 

‘Where’s your ma?’ asked Baby.

A tear welled up in the girl’s eye. ‘I think my mother is in prison now, with my father. It was not safe for me in Germany, so she sent me to England, to find family. But I think they have gone too.’

‘To prison, you mean?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ The girl gripped her hands together so tight her knuckles went white. ‘Will you help me? And I help you, yes?’

Of course Baby would. But with a jolt, she remembered Fingers. Would Fingers mind if the Goldilocks girl came too? Baby couldn’t imagine Fingers not minding, but there was nothing else for it.

The angry men and women, the ones trying to stop the Blackshirts from marching, were running now, their feet smacking the pavement like wet fish. Loads and loads of them ran past. But just like on the beach at Canvey Island, when one minute the sea’s round your ankles and the next it isn’t, all the angry folk got pulled away somewhere else. Though Baby could still hear the rumpus in the distance, round her and the Goldilocks girl, it was still.

Baby remembered that she’d said her name, but she didn’t know the girl’s. ‘What are you called?’ she asked.

But before the girl could answer, the sharp, clean sound of a pair of well-heeled boots disturbed their little pool of quiet.

The girl stiffened and pressed herself against the shop door. She pulled Baby back into the doorway. ‘Hide me,’ she whispered urgently, and crouched in the corner.

Baby stood in front of her, holding open the flaps of her jacket like a screen. What was the girl scared of?

The shop doorway darkened as a toff with a cane, in a coat buttoned up to the neck, peered in at the two of them. He tapped his cane on the pavement. ‘Sophie, come on out now, there’s a good girl.’

‘You lookin’ for someone, mister?’ said Baby, her heart puffing up her chest as she did her best to shield her Goldilocks girl, Sophie.

With thick black eyebrows like two furry caterpillars, he frowned at Baby and screwed up his face like he’d just smelled a crate of rotting fish down Billingsgate. Then, hardly opening his mouth at all, he said, ‘And what does it have to do with you, you dirty little savage? Get out of my way.’ 

His words hurt Baby – they stung like a slap round the head.

But she remembered Moll. She jutted out her chin, pressed her lips together and, with a solid determination, made herself as big as she could and stayed put. Whatever savages were, it was plain he hated them, and she wasn’t dirty. It was her skin. Moll had told her she’d come from India on a boat when she was a little scrap, so she was born with it.

The man grabbed Baby’s sleeve and hauled her away from Sophie. ‘So be it.’ He stuck his cane under his arm, grabbed the fronts of Sophie’s coat and pulled her out of the shop door.

Baby rubbed her shoulder where it had bashed against the shop window.

Sophie wriggled and kicked. ‘Nein! No! I don’t want to go. I mustn’t go!’ Tears ran down her face. Her halo hair became a wild golden frizz, and screwed up in his fist like that, her coat was as good as the straitjackets they put the poor confused folk in. 

Head first, Baby charged at the narrow gap between Sophie and the toff, shouting, ‘She said she didn’t want to go, didn’t she?’ 

But the man swiped Baby away with his stick. It stung her chest and made her gasp for breath. She fell into the road; all her bones juddered as her backside hit the cobbles. 

An engine rumbled in the distance. Baby sat up, but again the street was tipping all over the place. She opened her mouth to tell Sophie, It’s all right. I’ll get you, but the next thing she knew was a gleaming dark red car hurtling down Whitechapel Road, straight for her. 

With a squeal of tyres, the car swerved and stopped by the toff. Sophie wriggled on the end of his arm, shouting, ‘Nein! Nein! I must not go!’

Baby did her best to stand up. But a woman in a tight black silk blouse eased herself out of the car. She trod on Baby’s hand as if Baby weren’t there at all, and sidled up to the toff. 

Baby’s fingers throbbed with pain as the woman, in a voice that dripped like cod liver oil, said, ‘Dear Arthur, you’re very clever to find one so soon. How much did you say he was going to pay?’ 

‘I’ve told you before, Hilda. The money is irrelevant. Think of the honour. Think of the glory! Our contact has the ear of Herr Himmler. If this girl is special, who knows what will follow?’

‘But how much for a special one, Arthur, dear?’

The toff frowned at the woman as he struggled to keep hold of Goldilocks Sophie. ‘Open the door, will you? She’s a slippery little so-and-so.’

The woman opened the door wide. ‘Do you think it might be more than a thousand?’

Sophie tried to pull herself away. Her pink scarf slipped out from her coat. The woman pulled it off Sophie’s neck with a greedy smile and tossed it round her own. All the while Sophie screamed, ‘Nein! Nein!’

Her heart angry and breaking at the same time, Baby curled her sore fingers into a fist. She scrambled up and, head first, tried again to push her way between Sophie and the toff. ‘You get your hands off her! She don’t wanna go!’

But he shoved Sophie behind the front seat and into the back of the car. He slammed the door shut, took his stick from under his arm and swiped Baby away again. 

Baby held her hand to her chest. She struggled to breathe where it hurt.

‘Two thousand at least, probably more,’ he said, and tried to push past the woman, annoyed at her questions.

But the woman stood in his way, slipped her hand inside his coat and pulled out two little bits of cardboard. ‘We’ll never need these again, will we?’ And she tossed two railway tickets into the street. 

As soon as the woman’s back was turned, Baby scrambled across the cobbles, snatched them up and tucked them in her pocket.

The woman stroked the bonnet of the flashy new car. ‘A fraction of two thousand pounds will cover the balance on this.’ She sauntered round to the driver’s seat and slid herself back into it.

Sophie smacked the back window, her face full of fear and hope, begging Baby to help.

The toff sat himself in the passenger seat and slammed the car door shut.

Baby leaped for the running board and pulled on the door handle. It wouldn’t budge.

And Sophie’s face, ghostly pale, stared out. She laid her palm against the window, like a giving-up, like a goodbye.

Baby laid hers against it. Though the glass separated them, their hands met. And as the engine rumbled into life, Baby felt the promise leave her heart and melt through the glass. I’ll save you, it said.

The car pulled away.

Baby clung tight to the door handle, for both their lives.

Inside the car, the toff unbuttoned his coat and loosened the collar, showing off his black shirt. 

The car picked up speed, bouncing over the ruts and potholes, and Baby bounced with it. She clung on as it turned the corner, but the man, the toff, the Blackshirt, flung the passenger door open and knocked her into the road.

She tumbled across the pavement, righting herself just in time to see the girl’s face, framed by the car window, disappearing into the distance. Baby ran, her brave beating heart urging her on.

But the car sped away.

When it was out of sight, with her chest heaving, Baby fell on her knees. ‘I’ll find you, just see if I don’t,’ she said, and looked to heaven, because that had to be where Sophie came from. 

Baby had one clue, two really, in the pocket of her green silk jacket, which Moll had found her wrapped up in all that time ago. The horrible woman’s two railway tickets nestled with a small card that had Look after Baby on it in elegant handwriting next to a smeary lipstick kiss. The card had been there so long it was stuck, but the new tickets, Baby had every intention of taking out and using. 

She heard a grunt behind her.

Baby turned to see a ratty little girl with a tangle of ginger curls piled on her head, a full skirt gathered into her scrawny middle, and tight fists resting where her hips should be.

‘I bin lookin’ for you,’ said Fingers, with a pout on her that would have pushed the Queen Mary out to sea.
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2: A Brand-New Austin Ruby
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Ida Barnes’s boots thudded on the pavement. The long hand on the church clock jerked to a minute before one as she hared round the corner, knocking a couple of spuds off the greengrocer’s display. ‘Sorry, Mr Winters!’ she called.

Oh dear, it was like she was stealing the spuds – Finest King Edwards the label said – and she’d absolutely never ever do that. Could she pick up the potatoes, now snuggled together in the gutter, replace them on Mr Winters’s display and get to Knipe’s Chemist before he closed for dinner? 

Before you could say Jack Robinson, she’d made an about-turn, leaped into the road, picked up the spuds, rubbed them clean on her cardy and balanced them back on the display.

Mr Winters the grocer, with his arms folded across his brown apron, stood in the shop doorway, nodding approvingly. ‘More haste, less speed, young lady.’

But up West Street, Alf the chemist’s boy was already winding up the shop awning. Ida ran like Jesse Owens at the Olympics.

One o’clock closing time chimed, no mistake, and through Mr Knipe’s door, Alf was turning the Open sign round to Closed.

Ida pushed against the glass with her shoulder and stumbled into the shop, all clatter and jangle.

‘What’s the meaning of this? Can’t you read, girl? We’re closed.’ Mr Knipe the chemist loomed over her with fists on his hips.

‘Please, please, Mr ... Knipe. Mum sent me for some aspirin.’

The chemist huffed, then ran his finger along one of the shelves of bottles. He slammed a small brown one onto the wooden counter.

Ida reached out to take it.

But Mr Knipe snatched it back. ‘That’ll be sixpence ...’ 

Ida opened Mum’s little purse, embroidered with A Souvenir from Margate, and counted out six pennies.

The chemist slid them off the counter one by one, opened the till with a ker-ching and dropped them in.

He shook the little bottle. It was empty. ‘I’ll fill it up after I’ve had my dinner. Now off with you, and come back in an hour,’ he said as he disappeared into the back of the shop.

Ida felt the blush warm on her cheeks. She snapped the purse shut and wanted desperately to stamp her foot.

Alf whispered in her ear. ‘You heard what he said. That’s two o’clock.’ 

And now she wanted to stamp it twice as much. Alf was only a few months older than Ida, but he still liked to try and lord it over her. 

‘’Spect you’ll be in that garage, won’t you? Well, I’ve got an apprenticeship at the docks – tugboats. What d’you think about that? They said I’m a natural, so they’re starting me before Christmas.’ With that announcement, Alf as good as pushed her out the door again. He jangled it shut and turned the keys with a clank as soon as she was on the step.

She made her own fists and stamped the pavement. Ida was as cross with Alf as she’d ever been through school. She was cross with Mr Knipe but mostly cross with herself for getting distracted by that new car in Trinity Street on the way – a Morris with four doors! Oh well. She waited for a tram to trundle past before she strode the few steps down Queen Street. 

She was going to the garage, and what had it to do with him? Bonnie wouldn’t be out of school until four o’clock. Ida had left school before her fourteenth birthday to help Mum while she was under the weather. So even though Mum didn’t think being a mechanic was really a job for a girl, she didn’t mind Ida popping into Rogers’s Garage, Dad’s old workplace, while she was having a rest. 

Mr Rogers’s bike was propped against the garage door. Ida nipped between the two petrol pumps that stood like sentries outside. She wheeled the bike out of the way and stood on tiptoe to look through the clean bit of windowpane.

His head was under the bonnet of a dark red Austin Ruby. No mistaking his blue overalls bent over the engine. She tapped on the glass.

‘Come on in, Ida. Door’s open.’

Ida leaned on the door. It juddered open enough for her to squeeze through the gap. 

‘Push it shut again, love – there’s a bit of a draught,’ said Mr Rogers from under the bonnet. 

‘Is it all right if I wait for Knipe’s to open here with you?’

Mr Rogers extricated himself from the engine of the shiny new car. He pushed a long flop of brown hair flecked with grey off his face, leaving an oily smudge on his nose. ‘How’s your mum? Any better?’

‘Er ...’ Ida didn’t have a clue how to answer. Ida knew Mum was seeing the doctor when she could afford it, but she didn’t let on much.

‘I understand, love. Hey, have a seat. You won’t want to be getting dirty if you’re going to sit in this beauty, will you? Give us a minute.’

Normally, the thought of having a go behind the wheel of a brand-new Austin would have turned her insides to jelly, wobbling with excitement, but something about how Mr Rogers had asked about Mum made her feel more worried than wobbly.

She did her best to shake it away and pulled her special stool out from under the bench. She perched on top, where she could look at the whole garage and soak it all in: spare tyres propped up against the wall, spanners, screwdrivers, hacksaws, ratchets, hanging up in their special places, and Mr Rogers sorting through a tangle of rubber tubing piled up on the bench. Apart from being at home with Mum and Bonnie, this was her favourite place in the world.

Mr Rogers had his wireless on. The announcer was talking about something that had gone on in London on Sunday. He called it a battle. Ida didn’t like the sound of that, and somehow that man she heard people talking about, Sir Oswald Mosley, was involved.

‘Oooh, I don’t like it,’ said Mr Rogers. ‘Mosley’s too similar to that Mr Hitler in Germany for my liking. A good job he hasn’t got anybody in Parliament, eh, Ida?’ 

Ida heard a lot of people talking about Germany nowadays. It worried her. They’d fought Germany in the war a few years before she was born. They said that fighting in the war was what had done her dad in. He might not have died in the trenches, but the trenches killed him even so. Germany still didn’t sound safe. 

Mr Rogers stuck his head under the bonnet again. ‘Hand us those pliers, will you, love?’ He waved his hand in the direction of a pair of adjustable pliers hung up on the wall. They had two rows of teeth, like a picture of a dinosaur she’d seen in a book at school. 

Ida slid off her stool, reached over a big can of Castrol oil and unhooked the pliers.

‘Thanks, love, just the ticket. This car’s brand new,’ said Mr Rogers, gazing at it longingly. ‘What has she been doing? That’s what I’d like to know. Came in early this morning, broken fan belt, gearbox, I dunno. Belongs to that woman up at the orphanage. No better than the workhouse is what I’ve heard ... but I’m sure that’s all gossip. Workhouses are a thing of the past, thank Gawd.’ 

A vague worry settled round Ida’s shoulders like a cloud of soot. She tried to shake it away, slipped off her stool and sidled up next to Mr Rogers for a look at the engine. His oily smell reminded her of her dad. She breathed it in. It wasn’t a nice smell, but it helped her feel normal, and if she closed her eyes, it was like Dad was alive again. Dad used to say that engineers and mechanics were getting so clever that one day motor cars would run on water, or at least something that didn’t make the place so filthy. Ida had decided then that that was what she wanted to do, and since Dad had died, she wanted to do it more than ever.

‘Is that where the fan belt should be?’ Ida pointed to two empty pulleys.

‘Watch out!’ Mr Rogers tugged away at something stretchy and brown tangled up round the fan. ‘Got it!’ He dangled the oily scrap of silk like a giant worm.

‘Isn’t that a lady’s stocking? Did it get stuck in there? Is that what made it break down?’ So much she wanted to learn. It was great that with school over and done with, she could fill her head with cars and engines instead of spelling, which she was terrible at.

‘No, lass. That’s what fixed it. Can’t imagine that missus getting her hands dirty to do the job though. Here, you take it. I don’t think she’ll want it back, but to be on the safe side, pop it over there, by the wireless. You got those pliers again?’

Ida swapped them for the oily stocking. ‘Have you nearly finished?’

‘Yes, nearly done. You’ve got the makings of a fine mechanic, Ida. Your dad would have been proud.’ 

The thought of Dad being proud was like a blazing fire on a cold day. Ida dropped the stocking next to the wireless, which was now playing some modern, jazzy music.

‘Better clean up though.’ Mr Rogers poured a few drops of paraffin on her hands from a rusty can.

As she rubbed, the fumes got into her head. She so wished Dad was still here. Mum wouldn’t have to work so hard, would she?

‘Chin up, Ida.’ Mr Rogers had the kindest smile. He gave her a clean rag to wipe her hands. ‘How about checking out the driver’s seat for me? No oil on that dress, is there?’

‘Don’t think so.’ Ida looked down at her old dress, on its last hem and barely covering her knees.

‘Here you are, then,’ he said, and opened the driver’s door.

Ida rubbed her eyes with her sleeve and slid across the leather. ‘It’s creaky ... and cold!’ 

‘Get away with you, girl. It’ll soon warm up. Now, let me finish tightening this belt.’

The car smelled of new, of leather, of wood and of a perfume – lavender, almost as strong as the paraffin. It all gleamed so shiny too; Ida traced the speedometer dial, the petrol gauge and the patent plate with her finger. She twisted to stroke the back seat, where a lady’s salmon-pink silk scarf was draped on a hanger, over a black blouse. The leather underneath felt as plump and polished as if it had never been sat on.

In the middle of all this luxury, Ida pretended the car was hers. The real world melted away. Mum was well and happy, and she, Ida Barnes, was about to take them all on holiday.

With the last bolt tightened, Mr Rogers closed the bonnet and gave her the thumbs up through the windscreen. ‘Off you go, then, Ida!’ 

With Mum and Bonnie in the back, she wound down the driver’s window, positioned her hands on the steering wheel and was on the open road of her imagination. She was motoring all the way to Scotland or the continent, or any of those faraway places with romantic names like Constantinople, Abyssinia or Casablanca. She wasn’t going to be one of those ladies who didn’t know how the car worked, not her. She’d be able to change a tyre, top up the oil, and now she reckoned she could fix a fan belt. This would be the perfect car for her. 

Ida was miles away when she realised that the garage door was rattling and, behind his back, Mr Rogers was signalling her to hide.

The real world crashed back into Ida’s daydream.

A heavily painted face with bright red lips peered through the clean pane of glass. Mrs Bullar, matron of Nettlefield Grange Orphanage and owner of the Ruby, was demanding to be let in.
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3: The Lillie

[image: image]


Baby felt a joggle on her arm, a tickle on her nose and warm sun on her face. She squinted up at Fingers standing over her, waggling a blade of grass like a magic wand.

‘Wake up. I’m hungry.’ Florrie Fingers, Baby’s sister since they’d toddled round Limehouse, clinging to Moll’s skirts, could be a grumpy little so-and-so. 

Baby had been dreaming about Moll and the crash and clatter of the docks, so it took her a moment to remember they weren’t in London any more but Nettlefield, where the train had brought them the night before, not far from some other docks at Southampton. 

Baby stood up. Her green silk jacket hung heavy with the damp of the morning dew. Fingers, on the other hand, was covered to her knees in a thick black workman’s jacket. A badge, a green train outlined in brass with SOUTHERN RAILWAY where the rails should be, glinted on the lapel.

‘Like yer coat. Nice badge too,’ said Baby.

‘Found it, didn’t I?’ Fingers brushed some invisible specks off the lapel where the railway badge was pinned. Fingers only ever ‘found’ stuff.

‘Let’s go and find some grub and a barrel to kip in tonight,’ said Baby.

When they arrived the evening before, they were so tired that they fell asleep at the top of a grassy bank outside the station, which was where Fingers had just woken Baby up.

On one side of her, a train chuffed into the station across the railway bridge and on the other side, in the distance, Baby could see the town and its shops. But in front of her, at the bottom of the bank and facing her from the other side of the road, between the railway bridge and a tram shed, was a prison. It had to be.

Behind high railings and even higher gates with a heavy-looking chain and padlock wound through them, stood a large building. Scraggy bushes dotted the grounds and two rows of tall, darkened windows stretched between the towers at each end of the building, broken only by an unwelcoming door in the middle.

All Baby’s hope drained away and she felt so sorry for anyone who had the misfortune to be locked up in there. So instead of rolling down the grassy bank, which was very tempting, Baby took Fingers's hand, pulled her away from the prison and down the hill to where a tram heading into the town, had at that moment left the shed.

On their way to the shops and, hopefully, a pub with a spare barrel, Baby told Fingers more about the Blackshirt toff, the horrible woman with the car, Sophie, her rescuing angel, and why they couldn’t go anywhere until they’d rescued her back. 

‘If it weren’t for ’er, I’d have been a goner,’ said Baby.

‘But what about catching the boat?’ 

‘Soon,’ Baby lied. 

Fingers had been desperate to set sail for America, ever since Moll had told them about the tall buildings, the bright lights and pickin’s like you’d never seen. But it wasn’t only the pickin’s. Just the idea of America smoothed out the little lines of worry that often creased her sister’s forehead. And now that Moll had gone, not to America but to heaven, it was up to Baby to be the ma and get them there.

Eventually.

Fingers’s shoulders slumped even lower with the weight of it all. She lagged behind, dragging her boots along the pavement.

They passed big houses set back from the street, a sooty old traction engine trundling along and a vicar in his billowy white dress. ‘She’s ’ere,’ said Baby. ‘This place ain’t big like London. We’ll find her soon enough.’ How she willed that to be true.

‘But what are we going to do with her when we have? She’s not coming too, is she?’

Baby turned round, ready to tell Fingers off for being so mean, but when she saw how the grumpy frown on her sister’s face had dissolved into a look so lost, it made Baby’s heart ache. ‘I don’t know,’ she said, and put her arm round Fingers’s shoulders like Moll used to.

But Fingers shook herself out from underneath it.

‘Tell you what,’ said Baby. ‘If we ain’t found her in a few weeks, say ... I dunno ... six weeks, that’s all. If we ain’t found her or that Blackshirt toff that took her by then, we’ll find a ship at Southampton and stow away from there. We’ll prob’ly find her and send her on ’er way long before then.’ Baby really wanted to believe that, but in those life-saving moments, not even a whole day ago, she’d gained another sister, and asking her to choose between them would be like asking a ma to choose between her kids.

Fingers dragged the back of her hand under her nose and sniffed. ‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’ Baby sounded as sure as sure, but the thought of leaving Sophie behind squeezed her heart.

Fingers, with a bounce back in her step, strode past Baby. ‘Well, let’s get on with it, then.’ And bold as you like, she skipped up the front path of the next big house. ‘Come on, this ’ere looks as likely a place as any for the toff!’

‘Hang on!’ called Baby but all she could do was run behind and do her best to stop her sister getting nabbed.

Luckily or unluckily, Baby couldn’t decide, they didn’t find the toff in any of the big houses. They did find people who screwed up their noses and shooed the two girls off their doorsteps, and nobody who’d seen a girl that fitted Baby’s description of Sophie’s golden goldilocks hair.

It was early afternoon when Baby and Fingers reached the shops. 

Outside a greengrocer’s they passed a girl about the same age as Sophie, Baby reckoned, but not golden at all. This girl had mousy-brown hair, gangly arms and legs and was scrabbling all over the pavement, picking up spuds.

In the town centre, shopkeepers were turning their signs to Closed for dinner and winding up their awnings. A woman with shiny red cheeks stood in a baker’s doorway and muttered something about ‘filth’ when Baby and Fingers walked past.

Baby wanted to hide. She pulled her sleeves over her hands and lowered her face. There was definitely more than one Blackshirt here. 

On the other side of the street, she saw a blue lamp above the door of a police station. Coppers weren’t known for standing up for the likes of her and Fingers, so Baby turned smartly away, up an alley next to a big shop. ‘This way,’ she said, as if she knew where she was going.

In a pet shop window, a little white dog was yapping desperately to be let out. Ahead though, a pub sign creaked in the breeze. ‘“The Ba ... ker’s Bon ... net”,’ read Baby. Underneath the sign, not a barrel but a dustbin without its lid was rolling around on the pavement while plinky-plonk piano music, laughing and the chink of glasses escaped through the door.

‘I’m really hungry now.’ Fingers riffled though her skirts but could only find a couple of bruised apples. ‘I’m gonna get some more grub,’ she said, and disappeared down the alley towards the street with the shops.

‘Watch out for yourself!’ called Baby, but her burgling sister was gone.

The pub music had turned to clapping and cheering, so Baby tipped the bin upside down under a window and climbed on top.

Through the window, she saw a well-fed young woman, in a slinky evening dress with satin roses round the neck, climb up onto a sturdy table in the middle of the saloon. Her short hair, set in ripples, covered one eye. She looked dressed up for a night out, but it was only early afternoon. She swooshed a feather boa round her neck and began to sing at the top of her voice to a tune an old lady was bashing out on the piano.

The old men in the pub clapped and cheered. They threw pennies and halfpennies at her feet. Then, in the middle of the song, she hitched up her dress and started dancing, her feet tapping on the table, like Ginger Rogers. The old lady at the piano bounced and wobbled on her stool with the music as more coins clattered across the table and rolled through the smattering of sawdust that covered the floor. 

One of the younger men started picking up the money for himself, but when she saw him, the young woman leaped off the table and pushed him away so hard he stumbled backwards into an old man with a full pint glass frothing at his lips. The beer splashed the old man’s muffler, and another one of the older men shook his fist, which the young man took exception to, and he shook his fist back. 

The young woman scooped up the rest of the coins off the floor and, with a little shiver, dropped them down the front of her dress. She got back up on the table and started singing and dancing again while the lady at the piano bashed out more music.

Very soon fists, beer and bar stools were being hurled round them.

The landlord, a big man with hair greased flat to his head, a long, dirty white apron tied round his belly and a cigarette bouncing on his bottom lip, grabbed the young woman, not much more than a girl really, lifted her off the table and walked her through the uproar to the door. The old lady carried on playing through cries of ‘Shame! Shame!’ But nobody was bothered about that for long, because another man leaned against the piano, conducting with two fingers, as the old lady struck up a new song: ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’. 

The pub door flew open, and the girl tumbled out, ending up on her hands and knees in the alley. 

The landlord stood behind her on the step with his fists on his hips. ‘I’ve had enough of your cheek.’ He took his cigarette between two fat fingers and pointed back
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