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About the Book

Ellie is a sweet-natured brunette, generous of heart with a sparkling smile and an accent which reveals her East End background. Bonny is beautiful and spoilt, with cascades of blonde hair, the brightest pair of blue eyes and a mouth like Cupid’s bow.

The two girls meet in London at the end of the war when, seduced by two American airmen, they pool their wits and resources and set off to make a living on the stage. Set against the hardship and austerity of post-war Britain, and the glamour and ruthlessness of life in variety theatre, their story is one of sacrifice and burning ambition. But most of all of a powerful friendship that lasts against all odds.
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For Hilda Sargent and Rowneen Phillips, two very different kinds of women, but both formative influences in my youth.

Hilda, my stepmother, was a tough old bird, but it was she who encouraged my love of books, taught me self-reliance and a great deal more. Rowneen was a friend’s mother, a lady who knew how to love, laugh and make the world a brighter place. Sadly they both died in 1995, within days of one another. I remember them with a smile.
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Chapter One

Stepney, London, 1939

‘’Ere, Poll! Your bleedin’ ‘Elayna’s broke the bog seat again,’ Edna shouted indignantly from the bottom of the stairs. ‘She might have a name like an effing duchess, but she don’t sit on the khazi like one.’

Polly Forester paused in searching her daughter’s long, dark brown hair for nits, and half smiled.

No one ever called Ellie by her real name, ‘Helena’ – which was intended to be pronounced in the Greek way, with an ‘a’ sound – not unless they wanted to tease or ridicule her. Edna Ross, their garrulous and often fearsome neighbour, loved to bawl it out as the ultimate, affectionate insult, always adding an extra ‘a’ or two for special effect.

‘’Ow can you be sure it weren’t Wilf?’ Polly shouted back good-naturedly. ‘’E’s got an arse like a rhinoceros!’

‘’Cos ’e’s bin down the pub all bleedin’ day,’ Edna shot back. ‘An’ I ’opes ’e stays there all bleedin’ night too.’

‘I’m sorry, Ed,’ Polly called back, spluttering with laughter. ‘I’ll fix it later.’

‘Don’t matter.’ Edna’s indignation was gone now, replaced by wheezy laughter. ‘Just tell our Ellie if she’s goin’ to live wiv toffs, she’s got to be’ave like one.’

It was four in the afternoon, August 31st, 1939. On any other warm day, Alder Street, Stepney would be ringing with the sound of children’s voices, skipping ropes thumping on the pavement, balls thudding against walls and women gossiping on their doorsteps. But an unnatural, eerie silence had fallen over the street in the last hour, as children were called in to prepare for evacuation tomorrow.

‘Ave I got nits?’ Ellie asked, wincing as her mother scraped the fine-toothed comb through her hair.

Ellie was described as ‘a big girl’ by her neighbours, a kindly euphemism for ‘fat’. At twelve she was almost as tall and several inches wider than her dainty mother. She escaped being labelled ‘plain’ simply because of her exuberant personality. Her dark eyes sparkled with ready laughter, wide mouth constantly curved into a smile, and she had the ability to make all those around her laugh too.

But anyone seeing Ellie straight-faced, without witnessing her infectious jollity, could be excused for considering her appearance unprepossessing. Black hair, a sallow big face, too fleshy to see if there might be interesting cheekbones beneath it, a nose too small to add any definition. In a worn, striped, cotton dress, long since outgrown, her puppy fat was all too apparent, buttons strained at the chest, sleeves tight, and the short skirt emphasising dimpled knees.

‘Can’t see any, ducks, but I’d best make certain,’ Polly replied, moving her daughter closer to the window for a better view. Ellie’s long, glossy hair was perhaps her best feature and it was a matter of pride to her mother to keep it that way. ‘We don’t want yer new uncle and auntie to think all us cockneys are lousy, do we?’

‘Can’t I stay with you, Mum?’ Ellie twisted her head so she could see her mother. ‘You’ll be so lonely all on your own.’

‘You must go.’ Polly’s mouth smiled but her eyes were bleak. ‘I’d rather be lonely than worrying about you being ’urt.’

Ellie desperately wanted to find some joke to lighten the mood, but for once nothing came to her. ‘I’ll be scared you might cop it,’ she blurted out. ‘Wot if one of them bombs gets you?’

Polly sighed deeply. All her thoughts were channelled into getting Ellie away to safety, drilling her on how to behave and making the most of this opportunity. Until now she hadn’t even considered the danger to herself.

‘There ain’t gonna be no bombs,’ Polly said with as much conviction as she could muster. ‘That’s just scaremongering to keep us on our toes.’

‘You ain’t scared then?’ Ellie slid her arms round her mother, leaning on her shoulder.

Ellie had never seen her mother scared. She might be small and slender but she could chase rats out of the outside lavatory with a broom, stand up to the often formidable actors and actresses at the Empire Theatre in Holborn where she worked as a dresser, and take Edna Ross in her stride.

‘Only of not seeing you each day.’ Polly hugged her daughter fiercely, fighting back tears. ‘But it’ll all be over by Christmas, you’ll see. Maybe I’ll be able to get a better place for us while you’re gone. Now get yer bits and bobs together and we’ll go up Auntie Marleen’s, she said you could ’ave a bath. She’s got some supper for us an’ all.’

This unexpected treat wiped out Ellie’s fears of separation. She disengaged herself from her mother’s arms, her customary wide smile splitting her face in two.

‘Wot, in that posh place? You said you wasn’t never going there!’

Marleen was Polly’s oldest and best friend, but from what Ellie had overheard, Marleen had a new fancy man her mother didn’t approve of, and until now she’d refused to take Ellie to see Marleen’s flat.

‘Even I can change my mind for summat special,’ Polly sniffed, turning her head away and wiping her damp eyes surreptitiously. ‘Besides, Marleen loves you and she’d be mad if she didn’t get to say goodbye.’

Polly sat down at the chair by the window as Ellie went into the bedroom to get ready. The forced gaiety she’d been keeping up all day was wearing thin. She was sending Ellie away for more than just her safety: Polly hoped a new home in the country would give her daughter all the things she couldn’t even dream of supplying. But for twelve years Ellie had been the centre of her world. How was she going to cope without her?

There was nothing in the small room to reassure Polly that she hadn’t failed her child. Two worn fireside chairs, a rag rug on bare boards, a small table with one leg supported by a wedge of cardboard, and on the mantelpiece, two plaster dogs with chipped ears flanking a clock which had long since stopped working. Just looking out of the window was enough to depress her further. The terraced street was so narrow, the sun rarely penetrated it. Soot-ingrained brick, so many windows broken and the panes replaced by cardboard or rags. Edna and Iris were gossiping in one patch of sunshine, headscarves tied over their curlers. Old Mrs Schoebl was sitting in her doorway, legs splayed wide, revealing an inch or two of long pink drawers, her head nodding sleepily down on to her chest. Normally the sound of children playing drowned the hum of sewing machines from the workshop at number 21, but now it filled the air like a swarm of bees. Two boys were sitting listlessly on the doorstep, their haircuts making them look like a couple of convicts. As Polly watched, Alf Meeks came into view, his rag-and-bone cart piled high with goods. Even his horse looked defeated, plodding wearily towards the yard further down Alder Street.

Polly was still a very pretty woman. Not even twelve years in Alder Street had dulled the shine in her coppery, naturally curly hair, or banished the poise and grace of the dancer she’d once been. Although she was thirty-seven, men still cast covetous glances at her trim figure, her upturned nose with its sprinkling of freckles, and wondered why the little widow hadn’t remarried.

She had moved into these two tiny rooms above Edna and Wilf Ross when Ellie was born, a desperate, temporary measure. She’d been optimistic then, believing the good times would come back, but before long she realised she was trapped, just as all her neighbours were. Jews, Poles, Irish and native Londoners, their customs and beliefs might vary, but poverty united them all. Whole families huddled in tiny, damp, squalid rooms, on a relentless treadmill of hard work for poor wages and no hope of anything better.

It was for Ellie’s sake that Polly hadn’t stopped trying to make the best of things. She’d learnt to live with the stink of the outside lavatory, the mess that Edna left in their shared kitchen. To eke out her meagre wages from the theatre she often prepared a meal for her daughter and pretended she’d eaten hers earlier, or put up with the cold all day and lit the fire only minutes before Ellie came in from school. Mice overran the house; there were bugs in the walls. In summer they stifled in the heat, but winters were an endurance test. Making pretty curtains didn’t disguise the mould growing on the walls, or the rickety furniture. Only Ellie’s presence made it a home.

How was she going to face this place without Ellie? They had shared everything – from the bed, to gossip, chores and laughter. What purpose would there be in her life now?

Polly had seen for herself today that she wasn’t alone in loving Ellie. All morning there had been a steady stream of neighbours calling at number 18 to say goodbye to her, many of them bringing small gifts. Old Mrs Schoebl, the Polish woman from across the street, brought a few sweets. Ossie Freidburg brought a length of red flannel for Polly to make into a nightdress and Mrs Green, who ran the paper shop on the corner, offered a couple of comics for the journey.

Ellie was such a gregarious and warm-hearted child, that she assumed her neighbours’ kindness was extended to every other mother and child in the street. She had no idea that she’d won a special place in people’s affections.

Humour was the traditional way in the East End of dealing with the grimness of life. ‘If I couldn’t have a laugh every day I’d sooner die’, was a remark heard constantly, and Ellie made them roar with laughter. Whether she’d become a comedienne through her close contacts with comics at the theatre, or simply to rise above her size and situation, Polly didn’t know, but Ellie’s ability to mimic and entertain was appreciated by everyone, from her schoolfriends, to the oldest residents in Alder Street.

Ellie was an observer. Whether she was sitting on a bus, in a shop or just in a room full of people, she listened and stored away information. Later she would re-enact the characters she’d studied with faultless precision, using the simplest props like a headscarf or a pair of glasses.

‘You should put your Ellie on the stage,’ Edna often said to Polly when she’d had a few gins. ‘She ’ad me laughin’ fit to bust.’

Polly was never sure how she should react to this. She felt Ellie was destined for it, believed she had the raw talent to succeed, but yet she knew the pitfalls of such a life first-hand. So she took the easy way out, a smile which could either be translated as acceptance, or as disbelief. She never let on that Ellie’s birth had finished her own career on the stage, or showed how hard she found it merely to dress entertainers, when once she had been out there in the footlights.

*

‘I’m ready!’ Ellie said from the doorway. Polly turned at her daughter’s voice and for a second caught a glimpse of how Ellie might look once she’d lost her puppy fat.

With the light slanting over Ellie’s shoulder, Polly could see there were high cheekbones and her own delicate, pointed chin buried beneath surplus flesh. Ellie’s eyes were glorious, deep pools, so like her father’s. That wide mouth, with a slightly protruding bottom lip, hinted at sensuality and her small nose was perfectly shaped.

Polly wasn’t quite comfortable with this sudden flash of Ellie as a woman, especially on the eve of evacuation. Guilt stabbed at her as she remembered she hadn’t yet got round to broaching that awkward subject of menstruation.

‘You don’t need a towel.’ Polly took the dingy thin grey one from beneath Ellie’s arm, shamed as much by this symbol of their poverty as by failing to have seen how fast her daughter was growing up. ‘Marleen’s got plenty. Just take your cardigan in case it’s cold when we come ’ome.’

Polly swiftly ran a comb through her hair and put on a little lipstick. She was wearing her one and only decent dress, a pale blue crêpe that Marleen had given her. If only Ellie wasn’t going away tomorrow, having the night off from work would’ve been a rare treat. As it was, she felt more like crying than pretending this was a celebration.

Ellie would have walked right past the Gray’s Inn Road mansion block. Polly grabbed her arm to stop her.

‘Is this it?’ Ellie asked, looking up at the elaborate red brick Victorian facade with awe.

Polly nodded, smiling at her daughter’s expression. Polly had seen smarter places in her time, but today she saw it through Ellie’s eyes.

The steps were white marble. A red patterned carpet, similar to the one in the Odeon, softened their footsteps as they plodded up the stairs to the second floor. Maybe it hadn’t been repainted in years, perhaps the tenants weren’t as aristocratic as those it had been designed for, but compared to 18 Alder Street it was a palace.

‘Hello, darlings!’ Marleen said as she opened the door, her theatrical greeting matching her appearance. She wore a vivid green and orange long kimono, and her hair was dyed a deep, dark red, arranged in loose curls on the top of her head. ‘Come on in, Cyril’s just left.’

Ellie felt rather than saw her mother’s warning finger on her lips, and smiled to herself.

Although Ellie was young, she knew a great deal more about adult relationships than her mother realised. An intuitive and observant child, she could work out for herself exactly how Marleen, who was too old now to dance, managed to have such smart clothes and live in a place like this.

Marleen and Polly had been friends since joining the same dance troupe at seventeen. Ellie sensed, when the two women spoke of those days, that her mother’s past was almost as racy as her friend’s. She had seen photographs which gave a glimpse of this thrilling, glittery world. Showgirls in spangled costumes and feathered head-dresses, the pair of them in short ‘flapper’ dresses and beaded headbands on the arms of men in evening dress, always exuding an aura of glamour and sophistication.

Ellie had to assume, though neither Polly nor Marleen could be drawn on the subject, that it was her birth which finished her mother’s ritzy life. Maybe if Polly had married one of those suave gentlemen instead of Tom Forester, they might be living in one of those big houses she saw in the background of those pictures.

*

‘What’cha think of it then?’ Marleen asked as she ushered them along the wide, carpeted passageway into her sitting-room.

Ellie stopped short at the door, gasping in admiration. ‘Cor, it ain’t ’alf nice, Auntie Marleen,’ she said. ‘It’s like a palace.’

‘The only palace I’ve ever seen was the one in Brighton,’ Marleen giggled, looking at Polly. ‘Remember that place, Poll? You caught my side too tightly when we did the wheel routine and your nails split my costume.’

Normally Ellie would hang on every word of this sort of reminiscing, but just now she was too taken aback by the room before her.

It was full of sunshine, even though the big windows had thick lace curtains which muted it. It had a carpet too, pale blue with scrolls in a darker colour, which went right up to the skirting boards. A big three-piece suite with floppy feather cushions and the covers all greens and blues. As if that wasn’t enough, there were gilt electric lamps, and a low table with lion’s feet, so highly polished she could almost see her face in it.

Ellie often parodied Marleen. She would drape a coat over her shoulders, pretending it was her aunt’s musquash, and mince around, fluttering her eyelashes and talking in that special posh voice Marleen put on for effect. Yet, young as she was, Ellie knew there was another Marleen hidden beneath the brash, hard exterior. She was generous with love and money, loyal and kind-hearted, and when she hit low spots in her life she laughed about it, picked herself up and started out again. It was typical of her showy, caring aunt that she’d chosen to buy a new blue velvet party dress for Ellie to take away with her, rather than something practical like shoes or a coat.

Marleen was still glamorous. Although her face was thin and her features unremarkable, she made the best of herself. Never a hair out of place, her eyebrows just a thin painted line, skin like a porcelain doll. Like Polly, she still retained that dancer’s stance, straight-backed, head up, tummy tucked in. She was always entreating Ellie to copy it.

Ellie explored the rest of the flat with ever-growing amazement. A kitchen almost as big as their entire flat, with proper cupboards all built in and that unheard-of luxury, a refrigerator. The main bedroom was pink, with a silky padded cover right over the big double bed.

‘You ain’t got married ‘ave you?’ Ellie said, trying very hard to sound guileless.

‘Me get married!’ Marleen raised one thin eyebrow. ‘That’ll be the day, luv! My ship come in, that’s all.’

Finally they came to the bathroom. Once again, Ellie was dumbstruck. It had white tiles right up to the ceiling and the bath was big enough for two. Pink soap sat on the wash-basin, there was a fluffy rug on the floor, and the lavatory had a shiny wooden seat. Ellie could only remember ever having had a real bath on three occasions – and all of them had been in Marleen’s many different homes. But those had been dingy, cold places, shared by other tenants, not this kind of opulent splendour.

‘Want yer bath now?’ Polly asked, smiling as she saw the excitement bubbling out of her daughter.

‘Yeah, ’ave it now,’ Marleen agreed, opening a mirrored cupboard on the wall and taking out a bottle of something pink. ‘And for a special treat, a touch of my smellies!’

Ellie watched, fascinated, as Marleen poured a little of the pink liquid into the gushing hot water. Instantly, bubbles began appearing. The whole room smelt of roses.

‘Cor, that’s the stuff film stars ‘ave.’ Ellie hugged her aunt impulsively, dark eyes dancing with glee.

‘You can practise being one then,’ Marleen laughed, tickling the child’s upturned face. ‘Now wash yourself properly, mind, and when you come out I want to see if you can still do those dance steps I taught you. Just because you’re going away don’t mean the earth stops moving.’

Ellie was in seventh heaven as she lay back amongst the bubbles. Her mother and Polly would be attacking the gin, soon there’d be a nice supper, and tomorrow would be a real adventure.

Ellie had only been out of London two or three times in her entire life, and then only to Southend with Marleen. Although she was sad at leaving her mother, this was outweighed by the prospect of the new, exciting experiences before her. Miss Parfitt, her teacher, had assured Ellie there would be plays and school concerts she could take part in.

It was inevitable that Ellie would want to go on the stage. As a baby she’d slept in a wicker costume box, and sometimes even been borrowed as a real-life prop when an act called for one. Actors, actresses, dancers and comics had all become an extended family, and she learnt their lines watching from the wings, noting timing, movements and gestures. Instinct told her which were good and bad performances. But Ellie knew she needed experience of acting to further her ambition, and she would never get that in Bancroft Road School.

‘Ellie’s a lovely kid,’ Marleen said as she took a large swig of her gin, a cigarette poised in her scarlet-tipped fingers. She and Polly were sitting at the kitchen table, a warm breeze from the open window ruffling the white lace curtains. ‘You’ve made a good job of bringing ’er up, Poll, so don’t worry about ’er with strangers.’

The two women had shared much more than a dancing career. Their deep, close friendship had been cemented with highs and lows, sorrows and joys since 1917, when they’d taken part in their first concert for a group of wounded servicemen. Marleen had been the ambitious one, grasping opportunities for both of them as the First War ended, when people were hungry for entertainment and fun. Yet it was Polly who had the real talent. She wasn’t a mere dancer, but a singer and brilliant comic actress. It was she who coached Marleen and comforted her when the breaks didn’t come as quickly as she’d hoped. They had cried on each other’s shoulders when love turned sour and supported each other in times of need, and though in those early days it had been Polly who was more often than not the provider, Marleen had reciprocated when Ellie was born.

‘I just ’ope they find ’er a good place,’ Polly said anxiously. ‘I dream of ’er getting set up with some toffs.’

‘I ’ope she keeps up ’er acting and singing,’ Marleen replied. ‘She’s got your talent, Poll, a lovely voice and she can take off anyone.’

‘I know.’ Polly smiled. ‘She was being Tommy Trinder this morning and if I ’adn’t bin feeling so down in the dumps I’d ’ave wet myself laughing.’

‘This bloody war,’ Marleen exploded suddenly. She knew Polly would be like a three-legged chair without Ellie around and it grieved her to think she could offer no consolation. ‘It ain’t even started yet and already I’m sick of it. Cyril was even talking about joining up today and I thought ’e was certain to wriggle out of it.’

Polly shook her head in disbelief. Many of the entertainers had already joined up in the hope they’d get a cushy number rather than waiting for conscription, and she was worried the Empire might close with war coming. If a big shot like Cyril Henches, who ran everything in the East End from sweat shops to clubs, had turned patriotic, it seemed the world was going crazy.

‘Where will that leave you if ’e does?’ Polly asked. Marleen had been Cyril’s mistress for a couple of years and when he set Marleen up in this flat Polly was sure it meant that he intended to leave his wife at least.

‘Up shit creek,’ Marleen smirked. ‘Can’t see ’im sending me a few bob every week while e’s playing soldiers, can you? Even if I got a job I couldn’t manage this rent.’

Polly thought for a moment before replying. ‘I could move in with you if push came to shove.’

Marleen’s pencilled brows shot up in astonishment. ‘Blimey girl, that’s a turn-up,’ she said. ‘Thought you didn’t approve of my carryings on?’

‘I don’t,’ Polly said quietly. ‘But with Ellie away and Cyril maybe joining up we’ll both be alone. I ’eard there’ll be well-paid jobs in factories soon. Perhaps it’ll be good for both of us to start something new.’

Marleen topped up their glasses. Working in a factory was her idea of hell, but she knew Polly meant well. ‘It’s a thought,’ she said. ‘But let’s see if Ellie settles in the country first.’

Polly knew what Marleen meant. Marleen couldn’t and wouldn’t change her lifestyle: there would always be men around her. But though Marleen had few morals, she cared too much for Ellie to expose her to anything potentially damaging.

Marleen wasn’t a tart, not in the true sense of the word, anyway. She just didn’t waste her time and energy on men with nothing to offer her, and Cyril was the latest in a long line of men. Polly worried about her friend, though. She wasn’t getting any younger, she drank too much, and though still attractive, the day would come when she’d be forced to fend for herself.

Polly sighed. ‘I’ve gotta get out of Alder Street,’ she said, looking around her with envy. ‘It’s getting me down. Wilf leers at me when I go to the kitchen or the lav. Edna’s always prying. What with them and the mice, it’s ’ell. Edna even started digging about Tom the other day.’

‘Well, I told you years ago it was daft to take ’is name,’ Marleen said tartly, getting up again and flinging thick slices of ham on to three plates. ‘You could’ve called yourself Jones, or Brown, made up a story about ’ow ’e died. I never understood why you picked on Tom.’

‘You do,’ Polly retorted. ‘You know exactly. Besides, ’e would’ve married me, given ’alf a chance.’

Back in 1926, when Polly found herself pregnant by a married man, she had run away rather than let him be disgraced by scandal. She had known Tom Forester since childhood and he’d always been sweet on her. When she heard he’d been killed in a tragic accident at the docks just a couple of months before Ellie was born there seemed nothing wrong with taking his name. But one lie led to another. She even deceived the registrar by giving Tom’s name as her husband when she registered Ellie’s birth.

Once the false date and place of their marriage had been entered on her daughter’s birth certificate, there was no going back. She had a new identity, a faded photograph of Tom and her together taken at Southend, and some happy memories of the big, kindly man who adored her. Enough, she thought, to stop tongues wagging. The only person who knew the truth was Marleen.

‘You’re a mug, Poll.’ Marleen cut a few tomatoes into slices and scooped them on to the plates. ‘You could’ve ’ad ’elp from you-know-who.’

Ellie padded out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped round her, hair dripping on to her shoulders. She’d forgotten to take her clean underwear in with her and she wasn’t sure now where her mother had put the bag. As she approached the open kitchen door she heard Marleen speaking and stopped short, instinctively knowing she was hearing something secret.

‘If I’d told ’im, soon other people would’ve found out,’ Ellie heard her mother reply. ‘I couldn’t do that to ’im, I loved ’im too much to see ’im ruined.’

Ellie knew it was wrong to eavesdrop, yet she couldn’t turn away.

‘He loved you an’ all,’ Marleen said stoutly. ‘And ’e was stinking rich. If I’d been in your shoes I’d ’ave grabbed anything I could get.’

This curious revelation, together with the sensation of thick carpet curling round her bare toes, gave Ellie the strangest feeling of having stumbled into an alien, yet luxurious world. She crept closer to the door, curiosity getting the better of her.

‘Divorce might be possible wiv an ordinary bloke,’ Polly said, her tone oddly wistful. ‘But not wiv someone wiv a bleedin’ Sir stuck in front of ‘is moniker.’

‘Get the pickles out.’ Marleen’s voice was close to the door now and Ellie was forced to retreat. But what on earth was it that her mother couldn’t tell ‘him’, and why hadn’t she ever admitted she was once in love with someone other than Tom Forester?

Ellie woke up first the next morning. Her mother was flat out on her back, her mouth wide open, her breath smelling of gin.

It had been a lovely evening. Once the supper had been eaten and a few more gins had gone into her auntie and mum, they were very funny, telling her all those stories she loved, about their time with the travelling dance troupe. Ellie had prompted Marleen to talk about the ‘stage door Johnnys’ with the hope she might discover where this mysterious titled admirer fitted in. But though Marleen told her about a butcher who gave them a leg of lamb when they had nowhere to cook it, and about ‘Dandy Jim’, whom they had to climb out of a window to avoid, and Big Frank who serenaded them under the boarding-house window in Margate, there was nothing about a ‘Sir’ anyone.

A violent storm began just before they left Marleen’s – thunder, forked lightning and the heaviest rain Ellie had ever seen. They borrowed an umbrella from Marleen, and Ellie had to catch hold of her mother’s waist tightly as they hurried to the tube, because she was quite drunk and unsteady on her feet. When they went out to the lavvy before going to bed, Polly kept singing, ‘The boy I love is up in the gallery,’ and Wilf shouted for her to shut up. Ellie had been on the point of admitting she’d been eavesdropping when they got into bed, but her mother had fallen asleep the moment her head touched the pillow, and the chance was gone.

Now Friday 1st September had finally arrived. My last morning here, Ellie thought, wriggling closer to her mother’s side. Polly was too hot and a bit sweaty but it was the last chance to cuddle her.

Ellie knew why Polly had got so drunk last night: it was the only way of coping with sending her child away. She might keep insisting that Ellie would get a better education, and come back speaking posh with swanky manners, but Ellie knew she was breaking up inside.

Teachers at school had often suggested it was wrong of Mrs Forester to take Ellie to work with her every night. But as Polly always said, ‘Better under my nose than under another woman’s thumb.’ Ellie loved helping get the costumes ready for the cast. She had learnt which stars would bite her head off if they so much as saw her, which ones appreciated her running messages and helping with the hooks and eyes. Perhaps most children would find it tiring, but Ellie had the theatre in her blood and the cast and backstage hands were family.

‘What are you thinking, Ellie?’

Ellie turned her face, surprised by her mother waking so soon. Polly’s blue eyes were bloodshot, her skin looked as worn as her old nightdress, but there was a softness in her voice that meant she too was holding on to these last precious moments with her child.

‘Just wondering whether you’ll remember to eat when I’m not here,’ Ellie whispered. She couldn’t voice her fears that her mother might start drinking like many of the theatre people did. Or admit she had butterflies in her tummy. ‘You will, won’t you, Mum?’

Polly looked at Ellie’s troubled face and her heart seemed to swell alarmingly. ‘Of course I will,’ she said firmly. ‘Now don’t you go worrying about me, sugarplum. You just be a good girl and make the best of your new home.’

A lump grew in Ellie’s throat. The pet name ‘sugarplum’ was one she had as a little girl and it evoked all those memories of sitting on her mother’s knee, of being bathed in a sink and carried home half-asleep in her arms through dark streets. It meant love, that word they never actually said, but she felt it now, hot and sweet.

‘We’ve never been apart for even one night before,’ she whispered, wriggling closer in her mother’s arms. ‘I’ve never even slept in a bed without you there.’

‘It’s all part of growing up, baby,’ Polly whispered back. ‘And it won’t be for long.’

As they reached the junction of Alder Street and Whitechapel High Street there was a sea of mothers and children thronging towards the school. Only a few carried a real case like Ellie’s, a leather one which Polly said was once part of a fancy set. Mostly the other children had only oilskin shopping bags, pillowcases or canvas haversacks, but every one of them had a big brown label with their name on it pinned to their chest and the square box containing a gas mask over their shoulder.

Women pushed prams with as many as three small children inside, bigger children holding on to the handles. There were few men, and most of those old enough to be grandfathers. Some children had entire families clustered round them. Grown-up brothers and sisters, aunts and grannies. Many of the children looked shamefully bedraggled.

Ellie looked down at a girl a couple of years younger than her, whose dress was torn and dirty. The sole of her shoe flapped as she walked. Ellie felt proud of her new blue checked dress and the matching ribbons on the ends of her plaits.

‘Don’t look like that,’ Polly whispered, shaking Ellie’s arm. ‘She ain’t so lucky as you, that’s all.’

It was enough to chasten Ellie. She was lucky. Maybe she was fat and plain, but she had the nicest, prettiest mother and she was going off on a big adventure.

‘How much longer, Mum?’ Ellie looked beseechingly at Polly. It was cooler after last night’s storm, but her legs ached from standing. There was a desperate kind of atmosphere in the playground. Some children had dumped their belongings and ran around wildly, others were clinging to their mothers and crying. They’d been waiting for over two hours.

‘Not long now.’ Polly smiled, sliding an arm round her shoulders. ‘Miss Parfitt said she thinks you’re going to somewhere in Suffolk. I’ve been in shows up that way and it’s right pretty.’

Miss Parfitt, Ellie’s teacher, was flushed, rushing around with a register in her hands. A tall, hatchet-faced woman who normally ruled her pupils with fear, today she seemed to have lost her grip.

‘Line up now, in twos,’ she shouted, blowing her whistle. ‘Say goodbye to your mothers now please and we’ll be off.’

Here in the school playground, Ellie had no wish to look like a baby and cry, yet she felt as if someone was pulling out her innards as she gave her mother one last frantic hug. She breathed in her mother’s smell deeply, that mixture of face powder and soap, and tried to imprint it on her memory. Never before had her mother’s skin felt so soft, her arms so comforting. Even though she struggled to fight it, a tear came rolling out.

‘Bye, sugarplum,’ Polly whispered, struggling not to cry too. ‘Best behaviour mind and write to me soon. I love you!’

The train journey was interminable. Doris Smithers had eaten a whole box of Pontefract cakes and then been sick. Reggie Blythe kept sticking his head out of the window and had black smuts all over his face. Carol Muller hadn’t stopped crying since they left Liverpool Street.

Their sandwiches were gone, apple cores and sweet papers littering the carriage floor and it smelt as if someone had done something in their pants.

Ellie was glad she’d got the seat by the window, furthest away from Doris and her sicky smell. At first it had been exciting seeing cows and sheep and the fields of ripe wheat being harvested. She’d marvelled at quaint cottages, rivers meandering through green meadows, and the strangeness of going for mile after mile without one house. But now she was only seeing her mother’s face, imagining her preparing for the evening’s performance, and she wished she could jump from the train and run home.

‘Five minutes!’ Miss Parfitt slid back the compartment door and forced a grim smile. She had been run ragged since early that morning and couldn’t wait to be shot of her charges. ‘Get all your belongings together and wait for the train to stop. On the platform I want you all to line up silently.’

Ellie looked down the station steps at the hordes of children ahead of her and grasped the hand of little Rose James more firmly.

‘Stop crying,’ she ordered. ‘No one will pick you if you’ve got a runny nose. I’ll look after you.’

Miss Parfitt said this place was called Bury St Edmunds, though that meant little to Ellie aside from it being in the middle of Suffolk. Around four hundred children had got off the train, but many more had remained on it, going on further still.

Rose smiled bleakly and wiped her nose on the sleeve of her cardigan, leaving a snail trail.

Once out in the forecourt, Miss Parfitt and the other helpers marshalled the children into small groups, joined by other, local women. Some of these groups were led to buses and even a couple of lorries standing by, but Bancroft Road children were herded up an incline towards the town.

Ellie’s apprehension left her, excitement taking over. The station was big and important-looking, to her eyes almost like a castle. Huge trees, bright flower beds and the clean, fresh air made it seem very welcoming. She had never really been aware of the grime in Stepney before, but now as she saw the whitewashed picket fence, the lush green of the railway embankment, the scarlet poppies and golden dandelions, it was like taking off grime-tinged spectacles and seeing the world anew.

‘I want my ma,’ Rose bleated, tugging at Ellie’s hand, presumably reminded of home by the group of women who stood waiting to view the London children. ‘I don’t like it ’ere.’

The crocodile came to a halt and Ellie gave the little girl a hug.

Rose was only five, a tiny blonde with a squint, still bearing the tell-tale marks of chicken-pox. But she was better dressed than most of the children, in shiny new sandals and a blue print dress.

‘Look, Rosie.’ Ellie felt she had to spell it out. ‘You’ve gotta be jolly, or no one will want you. You’re pretty and small, all those ladies want someone like that. So cheer up, your mum’ll come down to see you.’

Just voicing what she expected potential foster parents would require, reminded Ellie that Rose in fact fell far short of being an ideal candidate. She took her own clean handkerchief out of her pocket, spat on it, and vigorously scrubbed Rose’s face clean.

‘You lucky people,’ she said in her Tommy Trinder voice. ‘Here we have one pretty little girl for some lucky, lucky lady. And she’s got a ’eart-stopping smile an’ all!’

Rose giggled. With one eye on Ellie, the other fixed on somewhere distant, she wasn’t so pretty, but she was at least clean.

A stout woman in a beige felt hat led the crocodile across the road, holding up her arms to stop the nonexistent traffic. To their right was a huge gasometer behind a terrace of small houses not unlike the ones at home, but they were being led past them, up a hill into a pretty town.

Many women stood in groups on doorsteps watching the children pass. It was a little disarming, the way they eyed the children up like cattle going to market, and even more distressing to hear their disparaging remarks.

‘Thass a rumman!’ one old lady said loudly, pointing out Michael Bendick who had a built-up boot.

Slowly all the children stopped chattering, listening to remarks about their thinness, pallor and shabby clothes, about ‘big boys being a heap of trouble’, or more personal snipes like ‘Look at ’e with the red hair.’

But as Ellie passed by two middle-aged ladies leaning out through an open window, a remark pointed at her stung like a bee.

‘I wouldn’t want that fat one. Cost a fortune to feed and she’s got sly eyes.’

Ellie was in the habit of calling herself ‘fat’ or even ‘gigantic’ when she wanted a laugh. But until today, the only time the word ‘fat’ had been flung at her was in a light-hearted way in the playground, just as she called other kids snot nose, or big ears. Now she was painfully aware just how much bigger she was than all the other girls, and though she wanted to walk tall, with her tummy held in, as Marleen always entreated her to, she felt like a huge, ugly slug.

If Ellie hadn’t been smarting inside she might have been cheered by the bustling town. Quaint cobbled streets, pretty little houses all crammed up together like a picture in a magazine. The shops looked exciting too, with things she’d never seen before like gunsmiths and saddlers tucked in between teashops, milliners and haberdashers. It was all so clean, even though many of the houses were ancient. Whitestoned steps, sparkling windows and brightly striped sun awnings competed with flower-filled window boxes.

They were taken to the Corn Exchange, where bunches of balloons had been tied to the pillars. But although this made the majestic old building look welcoming, the eyes of the women grouped around the door were cold.

Once inside the large hall, faced with a long table covered with plates of cakes and sandwiches, most of the children forgot why they’d been brought here. They broke ranks and darted forward, eyes wide with greed, hands reaching out to grab. Ellie didn’t dare join them, even though her stomach was rumbling with hunger. She let Rose go and shrunk back as the townswomen came closer to study them all, avoiding her ’sly eyes’ falling on anyone.

Back home in Stepney, married women past twenty-five or so were uniformly shabby and worn-looking. Bad teeth, poor posture and bodies sagging from many pregnancies made them look old before their time. In fact, Polly Forester, with her vibrant colouring, her good skin and teeth, was something of a rarity. The hordes of women here, pressing into the hall to look at the children, were quite different. Even though they fell into three distinct groups, they all shared a robust and healthy look. Yet although Ellie scanned them scrupulously from beneath her lashes, she could see no one she could immediately identify with.

The ‘posh’ women with the smart hats and costumes were getting the first pick of the children. Some of these were young and pretty, but most were middle-aged. Ellie heard their plummy tones, noted the smarmy false smiles, yet still hoped she’d be picked by one of these because that was what her mother wanted.

The middle group looked more intensely at the children, presumably weighing up which would give them the least trouble. These women were neatly dressed, many in summer frocks, their plump arms brown from the sun. Ellie thought they probably lived in the small houses She’d passed on the way from the station.

The final group stood apart. They were the oddest: all were shabbily dressed, some in trousers and men’s boots, with neglected hair and weather-beaten faces, as if they’d tramped in from an outlying farm. There were old ladies in this group too, with bent backs and white hair, wearing clothes from the last century.

Men were outnumbered by ten to one. A couple of red-faced farmers in Norfolk jackets and gaiters, several schoolmaster types, and others, possibly shopkeepers, in suits and ties.

Ellie took everything in. The jovial insincerity of the posh women, the keen anxiety of the organisers and the sharp eyes of those strange women from the farms who looked as if they were sizing up horseflesh.

A woman in a smart green costume picked out Muriel Francis, a small, curly-haired enchantress. She saw a man in a tweed suit with a plump rosy-faced wife single out Billie and Michael Green. One of the odd-looking women in men’s boots took the three Coombes boys, and even gave a cheerful, gummy smile when Ed informed her his youngest brother had wet his pants.

It soon became clear, though, that many of the women gathered here had no intention of taking anyone at all.

Rose was eventually led off by a women in a green felt hat without even a backward glance at Ellie. Doris was selected, despite the vomit stains down her dress. An hour had passed since they had arrived at the hall and one by one children were chosen, and a bag of rations handed over to their new foster mothers. Still Ellie waited.

There were only twenty or so children left. Ellie found herself flanked by Phillip Hargreaves, whose knees and hands were covered in scaly sores, the twin boys with red hair from further down Alder Street, and Alfie Smith, who had clearly messed his pants.

Ellie was a foot taller than any of these boys and she felt like a giant. She who could jump up on a table and do an impromptu tap-dance or a stand-up comic routine lost all her nerve. Worse still, she could hear Miss Parfitt pleading for someone to take her. For the first time in her life she discovered what rejection really meant.

‘Can she sew?’ A squawky voice came from amongst the cluster of women who had already turned their backs on the remaining children, clearly losing interest.

‘Oh yes!’ Miss Parfitt’s voice rang out crisp and bright. ‘Helena is very handy with the needle.’

Ellie peeped through her lashes. A woman was pushing her way through the crowd. She was tall and very thin, wearing a severe dark dress and cloche hat, and even at one glance Ellie knew this woman was a witch.

It wasn’t just her thick spectacles, her long nose, or her tight, pursed mouth, but the way the more motherly looking women parted to let this apparition pass through, almost as if they were afraid of her.

‘Miss Gilbert,’ the woman announced herself, holding out a long, limp hand to Miss Parfitt. ‘My brother is an undertaker, but we’ll take the girl as long as you can vouch for her good behaviour. We can’t be doing with boisterous children in our line of business.’

Ellie gulped at the word ‘undertaker’. She had seen dozens of comic routines about such people, and although they always got a laugh, she’d always found them scary. Surely Miss Parfitt wouldn’t let her go with this woman?

But Miss Parfitt was smiling, coming over to Ellie and urging her forward. ‘Helena, or Ellie as we all know her, is a delightfully composed girl,’ she said treacherously, clearly relieved to get rid of another child. ‘She knows how to behave under any circumstances. I’m sure you’ll get on famously.’

‘Please, miss, don’t send me with ’er.’ Ellie caught hold of Miss Parfitt’s arm. ‘I don’t like ’er.’

‘Now Ellie!’ Miss Parfitt took her two arms and half shook her. ‘Don’t be foolish. What would your mother say about such ingratitude?’

‘She wouldn’t like me being at an undertakers.’ Ellie’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Please, miss, I’ll go wiv anyone else!’

‘There isn’t anyone else,’ Miss Parfitt snapped. ‘If it doesn’t work out you can speak to the billeting officer. Maybe if your mother hadn’t filled your head with fanciful ideas you’d be glad to be going to a clean, comfortable home instead of whining at me.’

For a moment or two Miss Gilbert spoke to the billeting officer in the beige hat and Ellie crossed her fingers and hoped for a last-minute reprieve. But to her dismay, Miss Gilbert returned and prodded her in the back.

‘Come along then, child,’ she said crisply. ‘I’ve got the potatoes on at home and I’ll have to add another for you.’


Chapter Two

Miss Gilbert’s bony fingers dug into Ellie’s arm as they came out of a narrow lane lined with tiny shops. Ellie’s heart plummeted down into her shoes as she saw their destination.

It wasn’t one of the many pretty little houses that seemed to be Bury St Edmunds’s standard, but a grim, grey, almost institutional building, dominated by a large, central shop window. Purple satin was draped in the window, two marble angels stood either side of a large ebony cross and ‘Amos Gilbert, Undertaker’ was printed in bold, black lettering on the glass.

During the ten-minute walk, Ellie had seen much to like about this bustling market town. Winding alleys, ancient cottages and houses from every period in history, fine Georgian buildings and as many shops as in Whitechapel. Although Miss Gilbert’s silence was alarming, Ellie’s naturally ebullient character wasn’t quite defeated.

But now, faced with this forbidding building, the last strands of optimism fled.

‘Today you can enter at the front,’ Miss Gilbert said in a tone which implied this was a privilege. ‘But in future you’ll use the back entrance.’

Miss Gilbert’s voice was as unattractive as the house – a shrill, seagull-like squawk which made Ellie wince.

A bell rang as Miss Gilbert opened the door. She put her hand up to it and held the clapper. ‘Hurry up child,’ she snapped. ‘Don’t stand gawping.’

It was difficult not to gawp. The room had a church-like solemnity: a black and white tiled floor, a large, dark, highly polished desk bearing only an arrangement of wax lilies and a leather-bound blotter. The walls were painted a shiny, dark green, with wood panelling below waist level, and a discreet sign in gold lettering saying ‘Private Chapel of Rest’ hung on one wall.

‘Is there bodies in ’ere?’

Ellie shot out the question without thinking. Miss Gilbert rounded on her sharply and waved a long, bony finger at her. ‘We never refer to bodies,’ she squawked. ‘You must remember at all times to show the utmost respect for the dead, and you will never, I repeat, never, poke into any rooms down here.’

Ellie had not the slightest desire to poke into anything, in fact if Miss Gilbert hadn’t hurriedly pushed her through another lace-curtained door, she would have made a bolt for the street. The passageway she found herself in was gloomy and narrow, with several firmly closed doors on either side, and smelt peculiar, heightening her fear. But Miss Gilbert pushed her on relentlessly through yet another door to a small hall.

‘Sit there,’ Miss Gilbert snapped, indicating a wooden settle like a small church pew, and promptly disappeared into what Ellie guessed was the kitchen.

The staircase was opposite Ellie’s seat. From somewhere above came muted daylight, just enough for her to see that the wallpaper was a browny pink and the narrow strip of carpet up the middle of the stairs was mud brown, held back by highly polished brass stair rods. The bannisters and the sides of the stairs were varnished the same as all the doors, a murky orangey brown colour. But although this decor had clearly remained unchanged for years, it was spotlessly clean, not one scuff or grease mark anywhere. Two large sepia photographs hung on long chains, one of a hearse drawn by black plumed horses, a tophatted bearded man standing beside it, the other of the same man standing with his bride before a church doorway.

‘My brother is engaged in something at the moment,’ Miss Gilbert said as she came back through the door. She’d abandoned the small bag she had earlier and had put a white apron over her dress. The removal of her cloche hat made no significant difference to her appearance. Her hair was thinning and fair, secured firmly in a plaited knot at the nape of her neck. Ellie supposed her to be around forty, for although her drab clothes and manner suggested she was older, her face was unlined. ‘Come with me, you can wash before supper.’

Miss Gilbert led Ellie to the end of a dark landing. ‘This will be your room. I expect it to be kept tidy at all times and I don’t hold with sitting or lying on the bed.’

If that remark had been made by anyone else, Ellie would have laughed and asked how she was intended to sleep in it. But Ellie instinctively knew this woman wouldn’t understand a joke.

The room held nothing but a narrow bed covered in a dull blue counterpane, a small chest of drawers on long spindly legs and an upright chair. Ellie put her case down by the window and looked out. Close to the house was a small wooden shelter, where headstones were presumably engraved in bad weather. She could see rows of chisels and mallets fixed to an inside wall in leather straps and a half finished stone on a bench. All around this shelter were dozens of marble slabs, monuments and urns, weeds curling up round them as if they’d been there for years.

To Ellie’s left the yard was cobbled. Black wrought-iron gates led to the side street and next to them was a big building which looked like a stable. Beyond the row of houses behind she could see the tops of trees.

‘You got ’orses?’ Ellie asked. She had always liked to visit Dolly, the rag-and-bone man’s horse, to give her a carrot or apple, and the prospect of having one close by was comforting.

‘No,’ Miss Gilbert said curtly. ‘We have a motor hearse. The old stable is my brother’s workshop.’

Ellie felt a creeping sensation down her spine. Was that where he kept bodies?

‘The bathroom is next to this room,’ Miss Gilbert continued, her small mouth pursed as if she couldn’t open it. ‘You will have a bath tonight, but after that only when I give permission. I expect you to present yourself downstairs each morning ready for the day. I will not allow you to return to this room afterwards, not until bedtime. During the day you use the outside lavatory. The bedcover is to be taken off and folded neatly at night, your bed to be made properly each morning before breakfast. Now let me see your clothes.’

Ellie had no idea what Miss Gilbert was searching for. She watched as the woman set aside her hair ribbons, a pink striped dress, the blue velvet dress and a Fair Isle cardigan in one pile.

‘Your mother?’ Miss Gilbert sniffed, finding a photograph of Polly.

‘Yes.’ Ellie snatched it up and held it tightly, afraid the woman was going to take it away.

‘Keep it up here,’ the woman snapped, examining her underwear and nighties as if searching for something unpleasant. ‘You may keep those clothes to wear,’ she said, pointing to the grey pinafore dress, cardigan and white blouses. ‘The other things are quite unsuitable for wear here. I’ll put them away until you go home.’

‘But Auntie Marleen bought me the velvet frock,’ Ellie cried out in alarm, putting out a restraining hand on the woman’s. ‘She said it was for Sundays and parties.’

‘Parties?’ Miss Gilbert peered at Ellie over her glasses, pale eyes registering extreme shock, her mouth opening just enough to reveal yellow teeth. ‘We don’t have parties here.’

It soon became clear to Ellie that laughter, friendly chatter and even kindness were all as unknown to Miss Gilbert as parties. First Miss Gilbert came back into the room and caught her sitting on the bed and smacked her leg hard. Later, when Ellie was asked to present her hands for inspection, dirt under a couple of nails brought on a lecture on the evils of spreading disease. When ordered to lay the kitchen table for supper, Miss Gilbert rapped her knuckles with a knife for placing a knife and fork round the wrong way.

Ellie counteracted this hostility by making careful note of everything, intending to put it all in a letter to her mother later that night. She watched Miss Gilbert cut a few slices of bread, then measure the loaf with a piece of string before putting it away, and she also saw her add some water to the milk in a jug.

The kitchen was very warm because of the old-fashioned black-leaded range. Yet despite being a large and scrupulously clean place it was devoid of homely touches, or even splashes of colour. The curtains were plain, unbleached cotton, the plates on the dresser pure white. The wooden hoist up on the ceiling had its airing clothes folded neatly. When Miss Gilbert opened the door of the larder, that too had the same ordered appearance, of jars of jam and marmalade in straight lines; even carrots and onions were arranged carefully on a tray. All this was perhaps very laudable, yet the way Miss Gilbert whipped around the kitchen, wiping and straightening as she prepared the meal, made Ellie feel distinctly uncomfortable.

It was a house of many closed doors. The moment Ellie walked into the kitchen, that door too was closed behind her and she was told to sit at the table. Although it was warm and sunny outside, the kitchen was gloomy, the windows and the door leading out into the yard shut, heightening the feeling of oppression. Ellie had never before had any difficulty in striking up a conversation with anyone, but her attempts to talk to Miss Gilbert were crushed by withering glances and sniffs of disapproval.

Mr Gilbert came in just as Miss Gilbert was putting a dish of boiled potatoes on the table. He paused in the porch outside the kitchen door to remove his boots, frowning at Ellie, then beckoned to his sister to come closer. ‘I thought I said a boy!’ Ellie heard him say in a low voice, and her heart sank even further.

Ellie’s mental picture of an undertaker was of a tall, thin man in black with a chalk-white face and a stuckon black moustache. Mr Gilbert was tall, but there the similarity ended.

Amos Gilbert had more in common with a docker than with the undertakers parodied at the theatre and music halls. He was heavily built, with muscular tanned forearms and a ruddy, fleshy face. Fragments of wood shavings were stuck on his moleskin trousers and grey flannel workshirt and he had ominous red stains on his hands which Ellie thought were blood.

‘She can sew,’ Miss Gilbert sniffed, her tone suggesting she expected no further criticism. ‘So she can help with the trimming, and around the house.’

Mr Gilbert didn’t reply. He came right into the kitchen in his stockinged feet, looked hard at Ellie, then as if he didn’t like what he’d seen, he turned to wash his hands at the sink. Ellie caught a faint whiff of turpentine and realised, slightly reassured, that the stains were only varnish.

‘Your name?’ he asked. Grey eyes just like his sister’s bored into her as he took a seat at the head of the table.

‘Elena Forester,’ Ellie said nervously. ‘But I’m always called Ellie.’

‘How old are you?’

‘Twelve, sir.’

He said nothing for a moment, frowning as if pondering on it. Ellie was aware, although she didn’t dare check, that Miss Gilbert had become tense.

‘Well, Ellie,’ he said eventually, his tone a little gentler but no welcoming smile on his craggy face. ‘My sister and I aren’t used to children. You will do as you are told, and behave in a dignified manner at all times. Is that clear?’

‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, head bowed. She had no intention of staying here for more than one night. It had to be a terrible mistake. Miss Parfitt, her mother and Marleen had all said she’d live with a nice family. The Gilberts and their weird, smelly house were like something from the spooky serials she’d seen at Saturday morning pictures.

Miss Gilbert pressed her hand on Ellie’s neck, forcing her to kneel.

‘Say a prayer,’ she hissed.

It was Sunday morning. Ellie was sandwiched between Mr and Miss Gilbert in St John’s Church, just five minutes away from the house in High Baxter Street. Mr Gilbert looked like an undertaker today, in a dark suit with a high wing-collar, his brown hair slicked back with oil. Miss Gilbert’s everyday dark blue dress was replaced by an identical one in pale grey with a matching hat and gloves. She had given Ellie back her pink dress this morning, but made a point of saying it would only be worn on Sundays and that in her opinion it was far too short for such a big girl. She’d also insisted on her wearing a borrowed straw boater hat and white cotton gloves and was appalled that Mrs Forester hadn’t considered such items essential requirements for a young lady.

All Saturday, Ellie had waited patiently, expecting a billeting officer or even Miss Parfitt to call at the undertakers. She had a little speech prepared, a polite but insistent demand that she was either moved or sent back home. But when no one arrived, Ellie took this to mean no one cared about her at all.

Ellie knew little about churches, and even less of the procedure of a service. Her mother never had time for such things. It smelt funny in here from something they were burning and she didn’t like the gruesome pictures of Jesus carrying his cross. It wasn’t even a pretty church: compared with some she’d seen, it seemed too high, chilly and bare. She did know, however, that it was God’s house. Since no one else seemed to realise how unhappy she was, perhaps he might be a good person to have on her side.

The prayer she offered up was more of a bargain. ‘Get me out of this and I’ll do anything to please you.’ For good measure she asked that he kept her mother and Marleen safe and that the threatened war wouldn’t happen after all.

The first hymn gave Ellie hope. It was ‘Fight the Good Fight’ – one she knew well from school, which she loved singing. The church was packed, right up to the back pews. She could see little Rose across the aisle between two bigger girls with dark hair. Someone had clearly put her blonde hair in rags as she had fat, shiny ringlets. Ellie didn’t dare look behind her, but she’d spotted Doris Smithers and Carol Muller as they came in, and both of them looked happy enough. She wondered where the rest of the children from Bancroft Road had been billeted and whether any of them felt as desperate as she did.

Miss Gilbert had made her stay in the house all day yesterday helping with the cleaning, so Ellie knew nothing more of the town than she did on her arrival on Friday. But glancing around here at the congregation, she thought they looked like the people on the posters in stations advertising ‘Bracing Skegness’ or ‘Wonderful Weston-super-Mare’, with rosy scrubbed faces, no missing teeth and straight backs.

Seeing all these healthy, happy families dressed in their Sunday best, Ellie could appreciate why her mother had sent her away. Had she been billeted with the motherly lady in a blue polka-dotted dress with artificial daisies on her straw hat, surrounded by her five children, she’d be more than content. But Miss Gilbert wasn’t motherly in any way.

Mr Gilbert had barely spoken to her yesterday, but Ellie felt this was more because he was unused to children than from real nastiness. She had heard him speaking to the stonemason out in the yard and his tone was that of a reserved, private man, not another tyrant. As she had seen so little of him, it was hard to make a real judgement, but she had the distinct impression he didn’t like his sister any more than Ellie did.

In Ellie’s view Miss Gilbert was not right in the head. Aside from her inability to speak unless she was squawking out an order, she was obsessed by cleaning. She never stopped, scrubbing the table, polishing, dusting
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