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‘Inspiring tales of courage in the face of hardship’
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‘The way Kate Thompson writes … made me feel that I was reading about old friends. I just had to keep the pages turning’
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‘Kate Thompson writes books that make you laugh and make you cry, sometimes at the same time. You cannot put them down. I advise you to read them all!’
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PROLOGUE

Wednesday 20th June 1917

Queen Alexandra’s open landau slides along the wide elegant thoroughfares of Knightsbridge, past the cheering crowds waving paper and silk roses in celebration of the annual Rose Day procession. Thousands have been bought by the time Her Majesty’s carriage sets out from Marlborough House, raising funds for the sick and needy.

Their petals drift through the blue skies, getting caught in the smart hats of the gentry. They coat men, women and children up from the provinces, and skitter through the London parks. Smiling flower sellers in bonnets throng the crowds, pinning roses to sailors on leave, children’s straw boaters and washerwomen’s aprons. Hawkers on bikes sell ices and sarsaparilla to keep the onlookers cool. It is quite the spectacle of pomp and pageantry.

But further east, through the city, past the Aldgate pump and into the guts of Whitechapel, a very different procession winds its way through the cobbled quarters. Here the streets are narrow and the buildings blackened. The stench of horseshit curls through the hot air on a gusting westerly. Every window has its blinds pulled closed, even in the middle of the day.

Residents of Poplar and the surrounding boroughs have taken to the streets in their thousands, filling the highways, in some places so thick it slows the progress of the fifteen tiny coffins, each covered in a blanket of pink and white blossom.

This part of the East End has never been so quiet. Even the endlessly toiling docks have stopped work for the day. Grief has wrapped its bony fingers around the whole community.

Usually it’s trucks, loaded down with goods, which rattle their way from the docks along the East India Dock Road. Today, it’s bodies.

Hundreds of floral wreaths line the road. Simple offerings of sweet wild flowers from remote rural villages, cherry blossom from the Workers’ Suffrage Federation, an elaborate harp fashioned from carnations from the Women Workers of the Woolwich Arsenal. Even a primary school from New Zealand has sent its condolences on a wreath of white roses.

It is an extraordinary outburst of feeling from every corner of the Empire.

At the graveside, as the tiny coffins are lowered into the ground, the mourners watch in a horrified hush at the ghastly spectacle, kept back by a wide ring of three hundred wounded soldiers home from the battlefields. The noise of weeping is drowned out only by the drone of two military aeroplanes circling overhead, keeping a watchful eye on proceedings.

This is a mass coming-together of humanity, a powerful global outpouring of love and grief, as if flowers alone can close over the dark empty space in the heart of the East End. No one will ever forget the day the newspapers have dubbed ‘The slaughter of the innocents’.

The world shudders at the murder of all those children, but even the smell of flowers cannot mask the deeper stench of fear. For who will be next?

Before dawn broke over the docks, a solitary man hastened under cover of darkness to place a tiny bouquet of orange blossom beside the freshly dug earth of the open gravesides. Now, his simple flowers are buried under the avalanche of elaborate wreaths.

His note contains just one word.

Sorry.


PART ONE

Twenty-six years later


1

Esther

Sunday 25th July 1943

At 4 a.m., Esther finally gave up on sleep. A twinge of excitement reminded her that today was the day. She pulled on her old dungarees, tied a headscarf over her curling rags and crept from the house.

Outside, all was still, as the residents of the Shoot slumbered. It wouldn’t be for long. Give it an hour and this place would be a riot as the race began to see who’d be out first whitening their doorstep and bashing the daylights out of their rag rug.

Odds on it’d be Nell Gunn, Esther’s landlady at number 10. But Mrs Povey at number 14 – since she’d got herself an American lover, she was enjoying a new lease of life thank you very much! Then would come the coal man, the cat’s meat woman and the beigel seller, making their way noisily through the Shoot, all adding to the daily theatre of life in this straggly elbow of the East End.

Esther smiled as she walked towards the Dig for Victory allotment in the centre of the square. She’d found the doorstep etiquette bewildering when she had first arrived in Stratford.

It was only now, after four years of living here, that Esther finally felt she belonged among the grimy back alleys of the Shoot.

But the place she loved the most was here, in the sanctuary of the allotment. The enthusiasm and skill cockneys had shown in transforming every spare patch of land had stunned the authorities! Hitler and his Huns thought they could break East Enders’ spirits by bombing their homes in the Blitz. Instead, they had simply stuck two fingers up and planted veg.

Even the most uninviting soil had yielded – bombsites and playgrounds, railway sidings and factory yards – but it was this plot, in the grounds of the cemetery around the Shoot’s church, which concealed all their secrets.

Esther pushed open the wooden gate and breathed in the smell of creosote. The sky over the jumble of rooftops was striated with bands of palest lemon and peach as a new day dawned. Snowball’s compost lay gently steaming in the morning mist. 

And there was the alchemist himself, digging over the soil around the rhubarb.

‘Can’t sleep?’ she called.

Snowball turned around, his face obscured by the gloaming.

‘I ain’t slept in ten years, love,’ he replied, digging his pitchfork down into the soil. Sometimes it was hard to see where the earth ended and Snowball began.

‘Ain’t brides-to-be supposed to be beautifying themselves with curlers and wot not?’

‘Not this one,’ she shrugged. ‘You don’t think Walter’ll mind if I get hitched in these?’ she asked, pointing down at her crusty old dungarees.

‘Ooh love … I don’t think …’

‘Don’t worry,’ Esther laughed. ‘I know women in slacks isn’t the scandal anymore, but I think brides in dungarees would be a step too far!’

‘Thank the Lord for that,’ he replied, his lovely smile lighting up every corner of his craggy face. ‘I’m just brewing up. Want one?’

‘Ooh, not many,’ she replied, following him into the shed.

Somewhere among the tomato plants, tools, packets of seeds and Dig for Victory gardening pamphlets, Snowball kept an old primus stove and a caddy of tea.

‘Sit yourself down, love,’ he said, brushing the earth off a small wooden bench made of old Yardley’s pallets. ‘How you feeling? Nervous?’

‘If I had my way, I’d get hitched on the quick and not make a fuss.’

‘And rob your mum, Nell and the women of the square of the chance for a knees-up? To say nothing of your future mother-in-law!’ he remarked. ‘Now, I know you’re brave girl, but you ain’t stupid.’

Smiling, Esther took the cup of tea from Snowball.

‘True. You know what they say about Maureen Smith?’

‘She’s the only woman who can go on holiday and come back with a sunburnt tongue?’

Esther chuckled.

‘Maureen’s met her match in my mother though. Do you know the difference between a Rottweiler and a Jewish mother?’

‘Enlighten me.’

‘The Rottweiler eventually lets go! I dared to mention to Mum that I may wear my old blue frock and I haven’t heard the end of it.’

Snowball burst into laughter.

‘Oh dear. It’s been that bad?’

Esther smiled at him through the steam, breathing in the comforting tangy smell of tomato plants and tea leaves.

‘It’s to be expected. It’s taken Walter nearly three years to convert and we can’t let that go without a big shindig. And it’s mine and Mum’s chance too, to say thank you to Nell and the women of the neighbourhood for taking us in, making us feel like family.’ She hesitated, trying to find the words to articulate what he, Snowball, meant to her too.

‘And I’ve never properly said thank you to you either. When we moved here from Vienna and then getting that dreadful news …’ she hesitated. ‘I … I was so scared. I couldn’t imagine ever being free of fear, but you … You’ve been so kind to me.’

Snowball waved a hand in front of his face.

‘I only treated you as any decent human would.’

Esther knew he was uncomfortable discussing emotions, but some things needed to be said.

‘Since my father died, I’ve come to look upon you as a kind of a father. I … I hope that’s not too forward to say?’

‘Not at all, love,’ he said. ‘You know I think the world of you too.’

‘You remind me of him,’ she persisted. ‘You’re kind and gentle, selfless and …’

‘No, I’m not,’ he interrupted stiffly.

There it was. That look where he suddenly seemed to lose himself, drift off to an unknown place where no one, not even Nell Gunn, the woman he loved, could reach him. Esther longed to shake out his secrets, because no one really knew about the old soldier’s past.

When Esther had first arrived in Stratford at the outbreak of war, she’d been a frightened fifteen-year-old refugee, on the run from the dark force of fascism. Snowball’s enemy was invisible, but no less ruthless. Back then, he had been a dosser, leading a largely peripatetic existence, invisible to society.

‘A disgrace’, her mother Julia had called it, when she had seen him and the other veterans of the Great War, washed up like flotsam on the foreshore. When Snowball returned home from the trenches, it was supposed to have been to a ‘Home for Heroes’, as all the returning soldiers had been promised. Those promises never came to much in the finish, but that’s politics for you. Men who had fought the most terrible war the world had ever seen were reduced to picking mouldy veg out of the gutters and queuing for soup. The sun apparently never set on the British Empire, which was odd, as Esther had seen enough broken men slumped in its long shadows.

One of those broken men was Snowball. Until three years ago, his home had been the church porch or whatever dry doorway he could find down Angel Lane Market.

But over the years, as Esther had found her feet at Yardley’s, blossomed through work and Walter’s devotion, so too had he.

The love of Nell Gunn, the Shoot’s chief female, had been his salvation. That and this allotment had been balm to his troubled soul, offering not just a use for his hands and a roof over his head, but a return to society. They’d all found that in surviving the Blitz, but of all the transformations, Snowball’s had been the most profound.

Perhaps bound by their uncertain pasts, she and Snowball had grown and twisted closer together, like the roots of a tree.

‘What happened to you, Snowball?’ Esther probed now. ‘Why did you end up on the streets? Only you’ve never said …’

She knew she was pushing her luck, but something about the golden dawn light, the breaking of a new day, her wedding day, felt symbolic. How could she move on to a new life, when the man she had come to regard as a father was still haunted by his past?

Snowball’s eyes flickered to his tomato plants.

‘Do you know I read the other day in the Stratford Express an allotment thief was fined fifty pounds for nicking some tomatoes under the new Defence Regulations, what about that then?’

‘I don’t want to talk about tomatoes! I want to talk about you!’

Snowball said nothing, just pulled out an old button from his pocket and turned it over between his fingers. A strange old thing it was, shaped like an anchor, fashioned from ivory or perhaps shell, the gloss long worn away.

‘Please, you can trust me.’

Her voice hung in the soft gloom of the potting shed. Snowball stared down at the button in his fingers, then at the compacted soil beneath his feet as if searching for the strands of his story.

‘I’m not who you think I am.’

‘You are,’ she insisted. ‘What you went through in the Great War makes you a hero in my eyes.’

She laced her fingers through his.

‘I only want to help.’

‘What the hell are you doing hiding away in this dirty, smelly shed?’

Nell’s voice was like a klaxon. Snowball jumped, dropping the button as the large, aproned figure of his good lady filled the doorway.

‘Oh hello, love,’ he flustered. ‘I was just having a cuppa with the bride-to-be.’

Nell Gunn’s bulk filled the tiny potting shed. She was a formidable-looking woman at the best of times. Not fat; more like a solid brick wall, with a voice that sounded like a laugh and a shout at the same time. She had shrewd green eyes with a built-in bullshit detector.

‘None of your chicanery you. It’s her wedding day! She don’t want to hang out in a shed!’ Nell scolded, before clamping her hand on Esther’s arm.

‘Come on, you, I’ve fixed you a nice bit of egg and fried bread and I’ve got the hair tongs heating. We need to get you out of them dungarees and looking like a bride.’

Esther was hustled from the shed. She turned back to see Snowball hunting among the flowerpots for his button and it occurred to her: she still didn’t know his real name.

Eight hours later, Esther stood with Walter before the rabbi as he read the ketuba in Aramaic. She could tell by his frozen top lip how nervous Walter was, but as he turned to make his declaration to her, his whole face softened. Above them hung the Jewish wedding canopy; behind them, half of Stratford. But as Walter spoke, the space between them melted away.

Walter’s freckled face shone as he pledged his love, and Esther felt overwhelmed with gratitude. Just nineteen years old and she had already been tested so much in the dips and swells of her short life, but Walter was her one constant. He had never let her down, not from the moment they had first met at the Yardley factory when she was fifteen. He’d been by her side when they had worked together to save Yardley’s from burning in the Blitz, and he had comforted her when her good friend Renee Gunn had been killed in the bombings. The thought of the beautiful blonde livewire caused a sudden ache in her heart. How she would have loved today.

But Esther felt her there in spirit, right beside her under the chuppa. She forced a smile. Today was about looking forward, not back.

The rabbi said the blessing over the wine before passing the goblet to first Esther, then Walter. He nodded at Walter, who brought his foot firmly down on the wine glass at his foot. The glass exploded into pieces and the guests erupted.

‘Mazeltov! Mazeltov!’

‘May the Lord bless you and keep you,’ said the rabbi over the noise.

The ceremony was over and the guests descended on them.

Her mother was first up on her feet, squeezing Esther.

‘Aren’t you pleased you wore that dress now?’ she whispered. ‘A bride should always wear white. Make sure you tread on his feet on the way down the steps, that way you’ll always have the upper hand.’

Esther rolled her eyes at the old wives’ tale. ‘What if I don’t want to have the upper hand?’ she went to answer, but she was drowned out as the others pushed forward.

‘Welcome to the family, ducks,’ said her new mother-in-law. Maureen Smith looked like she’d been ironed and starched into one immovable package. ‘I must say, I never thought we’d have a Jew in the family.’

Walter extracted himself from an elderly aunt and raised an eyebrow at his mother.

‘I’m Jewish too now, mother, remember? And Esther’s husband.’

‘But still my son!’

Esther’s head began to spin from the attention.

It was a relief when Nell and Snowball finally reached her. Snowball kissed her gently on the cheek. Esther smiled at the sight of him. Out of his tattered old gardening clothes and cardie, and manhandled into a serge suit, he looked uncomfortable but proud. With the grime of the garden washed away, he had brown, leathery skin and a pink scar that ran the length of his right eyebrow.

‘You scrub up well, Snowball.’

‘You don’t look so bad yourself, love,’ he grinned.

‘Not so bad? She looks an absolute picture,’ said Nell.

Esther was glad now that she’d saved some of the white silk from a Jerry parachutist who’d been shot down over the factory during the Battle of Britain. From it, her mother had made her the most exquisite dress, cut on the bias, which shimmered under the candlelight. Her long, dark hair cascaded down her back, threaded through with jasmine from the allotment.

‘This is the only thing I’m going to say on this matter,’ Nell went on, her voice unusually quiet, ‘but I feel my Renee here today. Weddings were her favourite thing, that and jawing. Cor, she was a chatterbox, weren’t she?’

Esther smiled.

‘Yes, she was a force of nature. I feel her presence too, Nell …’ Esther hesitated. ‘She would have been proud of you. For moving on with your life.’

The loss of Nell’s youngest daughter was not the only tragedy to have struck at the heart of the Shoot during the Blitz. Nell had also lost her husband, Pat, in the bombings, leaving her to raise their youngest son Frankie alone – until Esther and her mother Julia had moved in that was, shortly followed by Snowball.

Tramps, refugees and widows. They were an unorthodox wartime family at number 10, but for the past three years, it had worked.

Esther glanced over at her new husband. He stood stoically as Maureen scrubbed at a lipstick stain on his cheek with her handkerchief.

‘I’m going to miss you so much,’ Esther said suddenly, throwing her arms around Nell. The lavender-scented bulk of her was so reassuring. The thought of leaving Nell’s warm and cosy home to move in with Maureen Smith was not one she relished, but Walter’s mum had insisted. She had a larger home a few streets away with two whole rooms for the newlyweds to start their married lives in. It made sense on a practical level.

‘Don’t be crying over that, you daft little article. Come on, the girls have been decorating the square, wait until you see it.’

Walter led her from the wedding car and up Cat’s Alley, with his hands over her eyes.

‘Can’t I look? I’m going to break my neck on these cobbles,’ she laughed.

‘Wait a minute … All right … now you can.’

Esther blinked.

‘Oh my!’ Her hand flew to her mouth.

‘Ta-da! Wotcha think then, girl, you like it?’

‘Lou!’ Esther exclaimed. ‘Did you do all this?’

‘Not on me own no, I had a little help from the girls.’

Esther’s good friend Lou Button stood in the middle of the square with half the lipstick and soap department of the factory where they all worked.

All the crew was here. Betty, Joanie, Joycie, Little Irene (Big Irene had joined the ATS years ago, but the name had stuck), Mavis and a dozen more Yardley girls – or, as they preferred to be known, the Lavender Girls. Out of their red-and-white overalls, they looked the business. The more the privations of war had been thrust upon them, the more they had hit back with bold glamour. Elaborate hairstyles had become badges of honour. Elegant pompadours, with hair pinned up at the sides and swept high on to the top of the head in a striking Eugene wave; gleaming victory rolls, chignons and pin curls. Lips were stained a rich red with carmine, eyes dark with kohl or, more often than not, boot polish.

Esther felt a burst of pride. The factory girls hadn’t let clothes rationing cramp their style, and old clothing had been renovated and recycled with amazing ingenuity. East End girls had style, swagger and a magic way with a needle and thread. She was still amazed how they could copy the latest styles from the West End and be wearing them within days. To anyone else, sixty-six coupons’ clothing allowance a year was disheartening, but to the girls, it had become a matter of personal pride to see who could put together the best rig-out.

‘I don’t know what to say!’ Esther cried.

‘Fanks’d be a good start,’ piped up Little Irene. ‘I nearly broke me bleedin’ neck getting that bunting up.’

‘Thank you, Irene,’ she gushed. ‘Thank you all, in fact.’

Little Irene blushed. ‘It was nuffink. Thank God it ain’t rained. I prayed for a fine day.’

With weather reports forbidden since the start of war, it had been anyone’s guess how the day would turn out. But Esther smiled as she looked at the July sunshine drenching the square. ‘Your lips to God’s ear,’ she uttered.

Faded red, white and blue bunting – dug out from the old King’s silver jubilee – had been strung from gas lamps, ribbons streamed from the sweet pea bushes in the allotment, and fat bunches of lilac sat in jam jars on trestle tables.

Even the square’s shabby window boxes were sprouting red geraniums. At least two pianos had been rolled out on to the cobbles, and most of the women of the Shoot were already at the drinks table handing round what looked like Scotch.

And the spread! All the guests had contributed a dish and all of Esther’s favourite foods, such as smoked salmon beigels, wallies, rollmops and hot latkes, were mixed in with cockney wedding classics like pork pies and sausage rolls.

‘How much did you pay on the black market for that?’ Esther asked.

Nestled in the middle of the table was a huge bowl of peaches smothered in cream and a bowl of cherries. She hadn’t seen food like that in years.

‘Nah, no fences. We’ve got them lot to thank for the nosh,’ Joanie said, nodding to the far side of the Shoot. ‘And the Scotch.’

As one, the girls’ gaze turned to where Mrs Povey, a widow from the start of the war, was standing chatting to half a dozen men in the sharpest cut uniforms Esther had ever seen.

‘Who invited the Yanks?’ muttered Walter.

‘Mrs Povey and praise the Lord,’ said Joanie. ‘She’s having it off with one of them by all accounts.’

‘She ain’t the only one,’ muttered Lou, gesturing towards Mrs Mahoney. ‘Rumour has it she’s doing the double shuffle with a Polish airman.’

‘I heard it was a Yank,’ said Joycie.

‘Either way, I don’t reckon her husband will care when he gets released from that prisoner of war camp to find he’s miraculously fathered another kid,’ remarked Little Irene.

They hadn’t called it the friendly invasion for nothing. Esther had seen the American GIs around Stratford a lot since the spring of ’42; they were a common enough sight as they set to work helping to rebuild the bombed areas and visiting children’s schools and hospitals on morale-boosting trips. But up close, Esther had to admit, they made a fairly awesome spectacle of glamour.

‘Who’d have thought? Lucky old Mrs Povey – I’d love an American boyfriend,’ said Joanie. ‘Look at their smart uniforms. They’re another class, ain’t they? All shiny and new. Even their buttons.’

‘Play your cards right, Joanie,’ nudged Mavis.

‘It ain’t the buttons I’m looking at,’ said Lou, with a lairy look on her face. Esther braced herself. Lou, or Fat Lou as she was more commonly known in the factory, had a right mouth on her.

‘It’s the bums. Check out that one with his back to us. Like cream on strawberries.’

‘I’d pluck him any day,’ Joanie quipped.

Walter’s mouth tightened as the girls fell about.

Esther knew it wasn’t Lou and Joycie’s potty mouths he objected to. It was the presence of handsome males in his territory that ruffled his feathers. Despite proving himself in the Home Guard during the Blitz, Walter still felt ashamed that his poor eyesight had prevented him from going off on active service like his pals at Yardley’s.

Their laughter tailed off as Mrs Povey’s boyfriend snaked his arm around her waist, drew her into his arms and kissed her so hard on the mouth, her fascinator fell off. A chorus of wolf-whistles flew round the square.

‘Watch out, Mrs P!’ yelled Nell Gunn.

‘Yeah, one yank and your drawers’ll be down yer ankles!’ hollered Lou.

‘Just as well you’re leaving this place, dear,’ said a disapproving voice in Esther’s ear.

‘Maureen,’ said Esther, swinging round to face her mother-in-law.

‘Mum to you now! What a disgrace, she’s making a right show of herself.’

‘Why’s that then, Maureen?’ asked Nell, who had also joined them. Nell saw herself as having responsibility for the women of the square and didn’t take kindly to outsiders passing judgement.

Maureen’s eyebrow shot up, making her look like a plump little owl.

‘You have to ask? Her with her husband barely cold.’

‘Her husband killed himself the day after war was declared and I’ve sat with that woman while she’s cried oceans into her fireside,’ Nell snapped. ‘She’s worked her socks off this past four years to keep her nippers fed, so if she wants to have a bit of fun, good luck to her.’

‘Thought you might take that stance, Nell,’ Maureen said flintily.

‘Meaning?’

‘Well, it weren’t long after your Pat died that you took up with that old tramp, was it? Got a thing for dossers, have you?’

‘How fucking dare you!’ Nell thundered, drawing nervous glances from round the square.

‘Mum!’ gasped Walter. ‘Snowball ain’t a tramp. He’s a war hero who fell on hard times, and I think Mrs Gunn is the best judge of who to share her home with. Let’s not forget how kind she’s been to Esther and her mum.’

‘Well, when your father died, I swore no man would ever take his place,’ Maureen replied.

‘You’re getting right up my bugle,’ Nell snapped.

‘Just saying it as I see it.’

‘How about you keep your trap shut for a change?’ Nell replied, knuckles twitching.

‘Shall we enjoy this lovely wedding?’ interjected Esther’s mum, Julia. ‘Look at all that good food going to waste. Let’s go and tuck in.’

‘I intend to,’ said Lou, who, along with the rest of the Lavender Girls, had eagerly been watching Nell and Maureen’s showdown. ‘Come on, girls, let’s go and introduce ourselves to those nice boys while we’re at it.’

‘Ooh, before you go, girls, can you keep an eye out for the new girl who’s starting at work tomorrow?’ Esther called. ‘She’s called Patsy Jacks. I invited her today to meet us all informally, make her feel less nervous about starting. She’s moved into number twelve.’

‘Course we can darlin’,’ said Lou. ‘What’s she look …’

Lou’s voice was drowned out by the scraping of a sash window up above. An elderly lady poked her head out of number 16.

‘You’ll never believe it, I just heard on the wireless, Mussolini’s only been arrested.’

An enormous cheer rang out through the wedding party.

‘’Bout bloody time!’ yelled Nell Gunn over the hubbub. ‘Our lads got ’em on the run again.’

No one dared to hope this was an end to the war, or even close, but at the very least the news had broken the strained atmosphere, Esther thought in relief. She silently wondered how on earth she was going to live with someone as domineering as Maureen Smith. Mussolini had nothing on her mother-in-law.

From that moment on, the celebrations went into full throttle as the wedding party kicked up their heels and did what East Enders do best. The news of the Italian dictator’s arrest, coupled with the syrupy summer sunshine, to say nothing of all the food, booze and the presence of so many good-looking men, had raised everyone’s morale. Blind Eric, who usually played the piano in the Yardley canteen at dinnertime, had kindly agreed to perform at the wedding and was belting out an enthusiastic version of ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’.

Esther weaved her way in and out of the crowds, hand in hand with Walter, making sure to chat to all her guests.

Maureen and Nell were now on separate sides of the square. Nell was sitting back expansively, the queen of the Shoot, ready to hammer out some gossip. Maureen, meanwhile, looked a little more relaxed after a few port and lemons and was offering an opinion to whoever would listen on the Allied advance and the future of the ‘Eye-talian fleet’, as she called it.

Esther caught sight of Lou and the rest of the Lavender Girls and laughed out loud. Lou was holding court with the Americans, draped over the piano, showing them her best Mae West impression with one of their cigars clamped between her red lips. Joycie, Joanie, Betty and Mavis were perched on the knees of four GIs in a fug of smoke.

‘She’s a case, our Lou,’ Esther chuckled. ‘Them GIs won’t know what’s hit them.’

‘I still don’t think Mrs Povey ought to have invited them,’ Walter said. ‘Honestly, Esther, to listen to them, you’d think they was all film stars from California; penny to a pound most of ’em are from a shack in Hicksville.’

Esther stared at him, dismayed, and on impulse, grabbed his hand and pulled him over to the allotment.

‘Are you going to tell me what’s wrong? You’re not the jealous type, so I know something else is bothering you. This isn’t you, Walter.’

‘Nothing is all,’ he said, folding his arms.

Esther stroked the soft patch at the back of his neck, where his red hair curled in tendrils over his collar. Poor Walter, no matter how much brilliantine he put on his hair, his curls refused to lay flat.

‘Really?’ she said, playfully poking his ribs until, at last, a smile spread over his face. ‘Only we’re married now, and you can’t keep secrets from your wife.’

‘Oh, Esther,’ he said, turning to look at her with a crooked smile. ‘I don’t mean to come over like an old grouse. It’s only, I wanted so much more for my new wife than a spare room at me mum’s and utility furniture. I should be out there helping to beat the Boche, sending you home enough money to keep a nice house and rising up through the ranks …’

‘Oh Walter. Not this again. I didn’t want to marry a war hero. Besides, you’ve already proved you’re no coward. It’s not like it’s been plain sailing on the home front, has it?’

‘No one’s going to be pinning any medals on my chest for putting out a few incendiary bombs, are they?’

‘The Blitz was more than that and you know it,’ she replied. ‘And had they invaded after Dunkirk, you and the Home Guard would have stopped them.’

‘Would have, should have, could have … Hardly the stuff of family folklore, is it?’

A silence smothered the allotment. From the distance came the deep rumble of American laughter, followed by a whoop and a squeal.

‘No, I have to face facts,’ he said, scuffing at the earth with his shoe. ‘There are two types in this world, their sort and mine.’

Esther gripped his face in her hands.

‘Now you listen here, pal. I’ll take your sort anytime – the brave, loyal and kind type, thank you very much.’

She pulled his face to hers and kissed him for a long time.

‘I’m already so very proud of you, you silly berk.’

As she rested her forehead against his, the sun was beginning to bend to the horizon, and a soft mauve light deepened to indigo over the jumble of chimneys.

‘Come on, we’d better get back to our own wedding,’ said Walter, looking a little brighter. ‘Before it’s blackout time and gawd knows what mayhem will happen after dark.’

Esther stood up, dusting down the back of her dress as Little Irene came running up the path.

‘Oh, there you are,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Come on, you’ve got to do a first dance and pretend to cut the cake before the light goes. It’s quarter past ten. Blackout’s at ten twenty-six. Oh, and I’ve met Patsy, the new girl.’

Out in the square, an enormous cheer went up as they emerged from the allotment.

‘Oi oi, Walter my old son! Can’t you keep yer grubby mitts off your new wife for one minute?’ shouted a voice. ‘You’ve left your hat in the potting shed.’

Walter’s hand flew to his head before remembering he wasn’t even wearing one.

‘Cretin,’ he mumbled under his breath.

Blushing, he led his wife into the middle of the square.

He whispered something in Blind Eric’s ear before folding Esther in his arms.

As the smooth silky notes of ‘When the Poppies Bloom Again’ floated through the crowd, he murmured in her ear.

‘This silly berk will always love you, Mrs Smith.’

Then he waltzed her round and round, until the white silk of her dress flew up and jasmine petals tumbled from her dark hair. Esther saw the faces all round her soften, as each and every one dreamt of a missing sweetheart and an end to this war.

‘Love is all that matters,’ he murmured, echoing their favourite saying.

And he was right. Who cared that there was no honeymoon, the cake was made of cardboard and married life would be two rooms at his mum’s? It was a start.

As the music stopped, Snowball tapped his glass with a spoon and the crowd fell silent.

‘Most of you know what this young woman has been through since she arrived here. I don’t think there’s too many of us could leave behind their home city, with their life in tatters, and find the guts to start all over again. From the moment we all met Esther, she has surprised us over and over, with her remarkable spirit …’ Snowball’s eyes misted over as he smiled at her. ‘You are cunning, courageous and compassionate. And you deserve nothing less than magic!’

‘Hear hear,’ murmured the crowd.

‘Will you all please join me in a toast to the bride and groom. They embody British courage, London pride, East End fortitude!’

As the crowd applauded and drinks were charged, Esther weaved her way towards Snowball, but as she did, an odd thing happened.

His smile slipped and froze. He was staring, dumbstruck, at the far side of the Shoot. Esther felt a peculiar sensation crawl through her as she looked in the direction of his gaze.

There, on the doorstep of number 12, stood Patsy Jacks, the Gunns’ new neighbour and Yardley’s latest recruit. Beside her was a woman Esther took to be her mother. An extraordinary looking creature she was, cloaked head-to-toe in black. Her arms were folded and her dress sleeves rolled up, revealing heavily tattooed forearms.

Only Esther saw it – the look that passed between her and Snowball as she stood on the doorstep. His mouth opened and his lips mumbled something Esther could not make out. She glanced back, but with a rustle of her black skirts the woman was already gone, the door closing softly behind her.

Esther turned back and scanned the crowd, but Snowball seemed to have vanished too.

‘Come on, girl, conga line time,’ whooped Fat Lou, who was clinging to the back of a Yank. ‘Bride up front, groom at the back. By order of the Yardley girls.’

Esther surrendered and found herself at the head of a giant conga line that snaked round the square and through the allotment. A sneaking feeling of disquiet crept up on her as the sun set over her wedding, and she resolved to speak to Snowball as soon as she could. Since the Blitz, she’d developed a sixth sense when it came to trouble.
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