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To the memory of Geoff Webster.
A courageous man.


Harry Bowling was born in Bermondsey, London, and left school at fourteen to supplement the family income as an office boy in a riverside provisions’ merchant. Called up for National Service in the 1950s, he has since been variously employed as lorry driver, milkman, meat cutter, carpenter and decorator, and community worker. He now writes full time. He is the author of eleven previous novels: That Summer in Eagle Street, Waggoner’s Way, The Farrans of Fellmonger Street, Pedlar’s Row, Backstreet Child, The Girl From Cotton Lane, Gaslight in Page Street, Paragon Place, Ironmonger’s Daughter, Tuppence to Tooley Street, and Conner Street’s War. He is married and lives with his family, dividing his time between Lancashire and Deptford.

‘What makes Harry’s novels work is their warmth and authenticity. Their spirit comes from the author himself and his abiding memories of family life as it was once lived in the slums of southeast London’ Today


Prologue

1923

Sister Beatrice gave out a deep sigh and shook her head sadly as she watched the young lad wolf down the hot potato soup. ‘Cut the boy another slice of bread, Sister Consuela,’ she said, and noticing the questioning look on the younger woman’s pale face she added impatiently, ‘hurry now, the poor mite’s starving.’

Sister Consuela was aware that the supply of bread was running low and there would be no more forthcoming until the next foray down to the market, but when Sister Beatrice adopted that particular tone of voice she was not to be argued with.

Outside the heavy autumn rain fell in the cobbled yard and poured out from the broken guttering, cascading down over the ancient green stains on the grey stone wall. In the chilly convent refectory the young lad picked up the thick hunk of bread that Sister Consuela had placed in front of him and glanced up at the Sisters of Mercy with hesitation in his large dark eyes.

‘Eat it up, child,’ Sister Beatrice bade him kindly. ‘Then it’s a bath for you and we’ll see what we can do about your feet.’

Jimmy Bailey unconsciously wriggled his toes and felt a nail press into the sore patch on the sole of his foot. He ignored the discomfort and broke the hard dry bread, dropping a piece into the remains of the soup. He felt tired and in awe of the two tall women with their white, flat faces and strange cloth hats, but the hot broth was beginning to work on his stomach and he felt less afraid as the warm glow rose up into his pallid face.

Father McCarthy came into the room and exchanged quick glances with the two Sisters before studying the lone figure who sat hunched over the soup bowl at the long pine table. ‘I’m truly sorry to have to bring in another mouth to feed, Sister,’ he said in his pronounced Irish brogue. ‘Alas, there was nothing else I could do in the circumstances.’

Sister Consuela walked quietly over to the wide stone sink and set about washing the large pile of dirty crockery, leaving Sister Beatrice to admonish him.

‘You know of our difficulties, Father,’ the older woman said sharply. ‘We have to rely on the kindness of the traders for donations of food and we have little to offer by way of clean clothes and footwear. The dormitory is full and we’ve two children sleeping in the meditation room as it is.’

Father McCarthy kept his distance, not wanting Sister Beatrice to get a whiff of his breath. She was not very tolerant of his fondness for a little tipple or two. ‘I’m very sorry, but I was left with little choice,’ he replied. ‘St Mark’s have taken in the other two children but the Mother Superior was desperate for help. If you could have seen the plight of that poor family, Sister, your heart would have been pained for them just as mine was. The children have no father and there was very little food in the house. The mother had taken to her bed with pleurisy and the children were trying to make her some broth with potato peelings, would you believe?’

‘Nothing surprises me any more, Father, and my tears dried up long ago,’ the nun told him with a harsh note in her voice. ‘I resign myself to prayer these days.’

‘I prayed too, Sister, when I saw the look of pain and suffering on the face of that poor woman,’ the priest rejoined. ‘I asked the Lord for guidance, for the grace of providence. I have to tell you that for a moment or two I felt that God had forsaken these poor wretches, but in my heart of hearts I know that he hasn’t. He’s working through us, and we can’t fail him, can we?’

Sister Consuela dropped a plate and the noise of it shattering on the cold stone floor made Sister Beatrice jump sharply. ‘Oh, do be careful with that crockery,’ she said testily. ‘There’s little enough as it is.’

Sister Consuela bowed her head and Father McCarthy smiled at the rebuke. ‘Never mind,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I’ll go and see the Monsignor tomorrow. We need more funds from the charity coffers if we’re to respond to the demands being made on us.’

Jimmy finished his soup and stared down at the empty bowl. He could not remember when food had tasted so good and it seemed ages since his stomach had felt so full.

‘Come along, child,’ Sister Beatrice said, giving the lad a reassuring smile.

Jimmy followed the nun along a stone-floored corridor, limping slightly as the nail bit into his foot. He could hear the swish of her clothing as she walked and was aware of the sweet aroma of incense hanging in the air. It was like a hospital, he thought, suddenly recalling the day his father had led him along a corridor like this one to the ward where his mother lay. It seemed so long ago and yet he could still remember clearly the feel of his father’s arm around his shoulders and the hugeness of the man beside him. The kind eyes looked down at him and the mouth, half hidden by a thick moustache, split in a wide grin as they walked into the long ward. Jimmy remembered the noise his father’s boots made as they walked down to the far bed and the smell of tobacco on the big man’s breath as he bent down and lifted him up to greet his mother.

And there was that other day, in the little church by the river. The pews had been full and the hymn ‘Eternal Father’ had rung out into the cobbled lane as the congregation sang with a disturbing fervour. Jimmy was sitting upright on the hard wooden seat along with his sisters and glanced furtively at his tearful mother as she sat wringing a wet handkerchief in her long thin fingers. The booming voice of the vicar and the solemn fear of the grown-ups around him had made Jimmy frightened, and as the names of the drowned mariners were read out by the cold altar like a final calling and he heard his father’s name pronounced he had burst into tears.

Jimmy could not remember who it was had carried him from the church out into the cobbled lane. He knew it hadn’t been his mother; it had been a man and he remembered the strong arms around him and the soft voice urging him to be brave. ‘Big lads don’t cry,’ the man had told him. The bad dreams had started then, when the waves washed over him and he felt himself sinking into endless water and he called out in the blackness, fighting for breath as his mother rushed into the bedroom to comfort him. He remembered his sisters sitting up in bed crying with him and his mother hugging him to her. ‘Big boys mustn’t cry,’ she had told him. He wanted her now, to hold him and hug him tightly, but she couldn’t. She was back in hospital, and his sisters had been taken by the nuns. He must be brave once more and let the lady in the swishing clothes see that he was too big to cry.

‘There you are,’ Sister Beatrice said, putting her hand into the hot water. ‘If it’s too hot give me a call, I’ll be outside the door.’

Jimmy felt better at being allowed to bath himself and he sat down on the stone floor to take off his worn-out boots and his ragged clothes. Blood had congealed in one boot, and when he finally managed to ease it off he examined the hole the nail had made in the sole of his foot before climbing into the hot water.

In his office Father McCarthy eased his bulky frame in the padded chair and reached into the drawer of his desk to take out a bottle of Irish whiskey. He smiled sadly to himself as he recalled the look of horror on the young lad’s face when told that he would be spending the next few days at the convent. The boy had merely nodded in resignation but the look in those large dark eyes had spoken volumes. During the short journey by taxi from Rotherhithe to St Mary’s in Dockhead he had tried to put the child at ease, offering some gentle words of comfort and encouragement, but he was not sure that it had done the trick. Maybe it would not be so traumatic for little Jimmy Bailey after all, the priest thought as he poured himself a large measure of the fiery spirit. From what Sister Beatrice had said it might well mean another one for Saddler Street.

Bill Curtis threw down the evening paper and sighed. ‘I dunno, it’s all bloody gloom an’ doom in the papers these days,’ he told Lottie. ‘There’s martial law bin declared in Germany an’ there’s trouble in Spain, an’ I turned the page, an’ what yer fink? It’s all about the earthquake in Tokyo. It said there’s fousands bin killed out there.’

Lottie looked at her husband with concern. ‘Are yer feelin’ all right, Bill?’ she asked him. ‘Yer bin a bit moody lately.’

‘No I ain’t.’

‘Yes you ’ave.’

‘Well, I ain’t noticed it.’

‘Why don’t yer pop up the Crown fer a pint?’

‘I ain’t in no mood fer a pint,’ Bill said tersely.

Lottie was not so easily fooled. It had been a quiet time along the river lately and she had seen the men standing around aimlessly on street corners when she went to the market. Bill had managed to get some work nevertheless and she had gone along to ‘Uncle’s’ that Monday with the ruby ring her mother had bequeathed her, and the extra bit of money had kept the wolf from the door. Bill wasn’t too happy about it though. He was a proud man who felt that it was the husband’s duty to bring in the money, not rely on his wife using the pawnshop to make ends meet.

Lottie stood up and brushed her hands down her crisp, flowered apron. She was a short woman in her late fifties, with grey eyes and a small round face, and her greying hair was parted in the middle and pulled tightly into buns above her ears. She reached up and took down a small green vase, then sat down again to turn the contents out into her lap. ‘There we are, go an’ get yerself a pint,’ she said, handing Bill a sixpence. ‘A man needs a bit o’ sustenance inside ’im.’

‘Are you tellin’ me yer food ain’t good enough?’ Bill said grinning, reluctant to take the money.

‘Look, don’t piss-ball about. Just take it,’ Lottie replied.

Bill took the sixpence from her and got up from his armchair. ‘I’ll pay yer back, gel,’ he said with a grateful smile. ‘There’s a bacon boat due in at Mark Brown’s next week.’

Lottie heard the door open and then Bill’s loud voice. ‘Bloody ’ell, it’s pissin’ down.’

She knew that with the chance of going out for a drink her husband would not be deterred by the weather. ‘Put yer cap on then, an’ yer big coat,’ she called out.

The fire was burning low and Lottie hummed contentedly to herself as she deftly sewed up the split seam of her cotton dress. It was too shabby to be seen out in but it was all right for working about the house, she reasoned. It was good to be able to find a few coppers for Bill. He hadn’t complained when he handed over his pay packet this week and there had been no money left over for a pint of beer. As for the tally man – he would have to wait.

The sharp rat-tat on the door made Lottie start and she hurried along the passage with a look of concern on her face. Who could it be on such a night? she thought.

Her heart sank as she opened the front door and found the two Sisters of Mercy standing there with a small lad huddled between them. Jimmy Bailey stood just inside the parlour door grasping his wet cap in his hands as his temporary guardians spoke with Lottie.

‘I know this is a terrible imposition, Mrs Curtis, but we are desperate,’ Sister Beatrice explained. ‘There’s simply no more room at the convent. Jimmy is that much older than the others. He can fend for himself quite well.’

Lottie sighed in resignation. ‘How long for?’ she asked.

‘We have no way of knowing at the moment,’ the Sister replied. Then lowering her voice she said, ‘The boy’s mother was taken away with the fever today and there’s no one else able to look after him. He’s poorly nourished but apart from that he has a clean bill of health.’

‘Well, that’s somefing at least,’ Lottie remarked.

‘Can you manage him?’ Sister Beatrice asked her.

Lottie turned to look at Jimmy who was staring along the passage at the fire. ‘Yeah, I reckon so,’ she said smiling. ‘I can put Lucy in wiv Ellen an’ the lad can ’ave ’er bed.’

‘Are you sure you don’t want to talk it over with your husband first?’ the Sister asked tentatively.

Lottie gave the nun a knowing look. ‘Come off it, Sister,’ she said. ‘Yer wouldn’t bring that little lad out on a night like this unless yer was certain I’d take ’im in, now would yer?’

‘You make me feel very sinful, Mrs Curtis,’ Sister Beatrice replied. ‘I’ll pray for forgiveness, and I’ll say a prayer for you and your husband. You are both righteous people.’

‘While yer at it, Sister, yer might spare a prayer fer that little mite,’ Lottie told her, nodding towards the weary young lad.

Sister Beatrice smiled at her and then turned to Sister Consuela. ‘Come, Sister. I think we can leave in peace now,’ she said, glancing back down at Jimmy. ‘Goodbye, young man. Be good for Mrs Curtis.’

Lottie closed the door behind the two nuns and led the new arrival into the parlour. ‘Are you ’ungry, Jimmy?’ she asked him.

The young lad shook his head. ‘The ladies gave me some soup, an’ I ’ad a barf too,’ he replied, his eyes open wide.

‘Well then, yer better get some rest,’ Lottie said smiling kindly. ‘C’mon, luv, let’s get yer ter bed. We’ll need ter go quiet so’s not ter wake the ovver two.’

The chimer on the centre of the mantelshelf struck the hour of ten and Lottie put down her sewing once more. Bill will be surprised when he finds out there’s another child in the house, she thought. But as he said at the very beginning, ‘They’ve only got little bellies an’ it don’t take much more ter feed anuvver one.’

Upstairs in the quiet bedroom Jimmy turned over on to his side and looked out from under the bedclothes at the dark night. It must be very late, he thought. His two younger sisters Lillian and Glenda would be asleep now, and his mother too. The nuns had frightened him but the lady seemed very nice. She even gave him a kiss on the cheek when she tucked him in.

Drowsy mumbling from the bed across the room brought a tear to the lad’s eyes. Lillian and Glenda always mumbled in their sleep. He would be seeing them again very soon, he told himself. Jimmy felt the silent tear run down his face and he screwed up his eyes. His mother had told him, and the strange man outside the church had told him: big boys don’t cry.

Bill Curtis let himself into the house and took off his saturated coat. ‘I met Darbo up the Crown,’ he said casually as he lowered himself into the armchair.

‘Did yer? That was nice for yer,’ Lottie replied. ‘I’ve done yer a cheese sandwich an’ there’s a few gherkins left in the jar if yer want ’em.’

‘Darbo was saying’ . . .’

‘Bill.’

‘Darbo reckons . . .’

‘Bill, will yer listen ter me.’

The docker eased his position in the armchair and gave his anxious wife a big grin. ‘Don’t tell me. Yer gone an’ took anuvver one in,’ he said.

Lottie looked shocked. ‘’Ow d’yer know?’ she asked quickly.

‘Darbo come in the pub grinnin’ all over ’is face,’ Bill replied. ‘When I asked ’im what the bloody ’ell was the matter wiv ’im, ’e said ’e’d just seen two nuns wiv a little kid knockin’ on our front door.’

‘What’s so funny about that?’ Lottie asked.

Bill tried to straighten his face. ‘Darbo reckons they got yer taped at St Mary’s. “Full up? Never mind. Send ’em all round to our Lottie. She’ll take ’em in,” ’e goes.’

‘’E’s a lovely little lad wiv beetle-black eyes. It’s so sad,’ Lottie told him. ‘Are yer sure yer don’t mind, Bill?’

‘All the same if I did,’ he said wryly.

‘If I thought yer’d object I’d refuse ’em, honest I would, luv,’ she told him.

‘Of course yer wouldn’t. You ain’t got the ’eart,’ Bill said, getting up. ‘C’mon, let’s get off ter bed.’

‘What about yer sandwich?’ she reminded him.

‘I ain’t ’ungry. I’ll take it ter work wiv me,’ he replied. ‘Let’s creep in an’ take a peep at that new little perisher.’

Lottie got up from her chair and kissed her husband on the cheek. ‘You’re a good man, Bill,’ she said, sighing loudly.

‘An’ you’re a soft touch, Lottie,’ he told her. ‘Darbo was right. I can just ’ear ’em. “Sorry, we’re full, Farvver.” “Never mind, Sister. One more fer Saddler Street.’”


Chapter One

1946

During the second half of the nineteenth century people had flooded into the riverside borough of Bermondsey to work in the tanneries, wharves, and new food factories that were opening up. The workers and their families were forced to live in disease-ridden hovels which were little more than encampments. Raw sewage flowed through the roughly carved ditches and rats infested the ramshackle dwellings. The men fought each other to grab one of the metal tokens tossed amongst them which entitled the holder to a day’s work on the quayside, while others slaved away in the factories for a few paltry coppers. For them and their families, the ravages of hunger, empty bellies, deprivation and sickness were their lot, like a millstone around their necks.

From such living hell strong characters emerged, and they organised, challenged and fought for better working conditions and better housing. Trade unions sprang up and workers marched through the streets to protest. They were joined by the privileged, by crusading Christians, and people from the professions. The ranks were swelled by others, campaigners, moralists and ordinary working-class folk, all outraged by what they saw and what they experienced. Like a large snowball set rolling down a hillside, the clamour of protest gathered power as it grew ever larger until it became unstoppable.

Housing trusts and charities were set up, and a few far-sighted people worked hand in hand with them to rid the borough of its stinking wooden hovels. By the end of the century brick houses had been erected, roads laid and an underground sewage system installed. From the sprawling chaos order was born. Trees were planted and the borough began to breathe again.

Saddler Street was like many of the other neat little backstreets of Bermondsey that had sprung up out of the cruel squalor of the past. For the people who lived in such backwaters theirs was a kind of inheritance, a legacy of the bitter struggles, suffering, and all too often early death. Like their neighbours, the people of Saddler Street were proud of their own little road, and it showed. It could be seen in the whitened doorsteps of the little two-up, two-down terraced houses, in the windows where crisp lace curtains hung, and it was reflected in the locals’ faces and in their very demeanour. They held their heads high and walked proud, the men with their thumbs hooked into their braces and their cloth caps askew, and the women with their arms folded magisterially over fresh flowered aprons. For many the struggles of the past were still fresh in their memories and would remain so, and the younger folk were not allowed to forget the lessons of history.

Saddler Street ran off the main thoroughfare of Jamaica Road in Dockhead towards the River Thames. It had facing rows of houses and boasted two corner shops at the main-road end. On the left-hand side looking into the turning was Robey’s, the newsagent’s and sweetshop, and on the other corner there was a grocery shop owned by the Logan family. At the river end Saddler Street led into River Lane, which ran parallel to the Thames. The river itself was hidden by Allen’s Wharf which rose above the backstreet, though the two crane arms pointing skywards behind the building were a constant reminder to the Saddler Street folk of its nearness.

At number five, Ann Johnson stood in the scullery stirring a large potful of stew. The late October weather had changed and there was now a distinct nip in the air. She had felt it that morning when she left the house at seven o’clock to go to her office-cleaning job at a provision merchants in Tooley Street.

Ann was a buxom woman nearing her fiftieth birthday, with pale blue eyes and fair hair that she wore short and shaped to her head. She had married Frank Johnson, a dock labourer, when she was just nineteen. Frank was twenty-one at the time and came from a large family. Within the first year of marriage their son, Alan, was born. Eighteen months later their second, Derek, arrived, and it was then that Ann Johnson’s mother decided to make her views known. ‘’E comes from a large family ’imself so the chances are yer gonna be weighed down wiv an ’ouseful o’ kids, unless yer put yer foot down,’ Maggie Prentiss had told her.

Ann wasn’t quite sure how to go about it. She loved Frank and was loath to spurn his advances. He was a kind and considerate lover and he made her feel good. She realised she would have to be careful, however, and was grateful for the fact that two years passed before their third child was born. Frank was ecstatic over it being a girl and he chose her name, Lana Louise.

While the boys favoured their father’s dark looks and stocky build, Lana had her mother’s colouring. Her hair was golden and hung to her shoulders, and her eyes were a deep blue. She developed into a strikingly attractive young woman who at twenty-five had undoubtedly broken a few of the local lads’ hearts, Ann felt sure.

As she slowly stirred the contents of the iron pot on that Friday evening Ann’s mind was troubled. Her son Alan and his wife Beth were expecting their first child and Beth had had a couple of scares during the early days of her pregnancy. As if that wasn’t enough, Lana seemed to be serious about Ben Ferris, a local small-time villain whom Alan described as a no-good con artist. Derek had also added his opinion, though not in front of his sister, and as far as Ann Johnson could see her daughter was making a big mistake.

Like their father the two boys worked in the docks, and every Friday they stopped off to pay their union dues at the Crown and Anchor. Lana would be home soon from her job on the telephone switchboard of Baldwin and Meyers, a large insurance company near London Bridge, and there would be time for a quiet chat before the men arrived, Ann told herself.

Nearby, in a working-men’s cafe in River Lane, two young men were in earnest conversation.

‘I don’t give two monkeys what Sammy reckons, the price is a dollar a pair,’ Soapy Lomax growled. ‘Yer’ve seen the commodity. They ain’t yer everyday stockin’s. They’re first-quality Yankee nylons, as worn by all the film stars. If yer could buy ’em straight, which yer can’t, they’d set yer back at least twelve an’ a tanner a pair.’

Ben Ferris looked hard at the scruffy little individual with the darting eyes and felt like shaking him by the neck until he rattled. Soapy would be adding his usual cut, and buying in at five shillings a pair would leave no margin for a bargain price to the punters. Selling them at seven and sixpence a pair meant that they would not move very fast, and selling them in dribs and drabs brought added problems. There was always the chance of his house being turned over by the police. He had expected to buy in at three and sixpence and be able to sell the whole consignment of two hundred pairs to Sammy Goldbloom at six shillings a pair in one fell swoop.

‘I got a fair idea who’s got the gear,’ Ben said, his dark eyes narrowing. ‘I’ve a good mind ter go an’ see ’im meself an’ make ’im an offer fer the ’ole lot.’

Soapy’s unshaven face broke into a sly grin. ‘That’s your prerogative,’ he replied.

Ben realised that the bluff had not worked and he breathed out through his teeth. ‘I tell yer what,’ he said. ‘Go back ter yer pal an’ tell ’im I’ll take the lot off ’is ’ands for four an’ a tanner a pair, an’ that’s me final word.’

Soapy drained the cold tea from his mug and got up. ‘I’ll be ’ere the same time termorrer, but I can’t promise anyfing,’ he said quickly.

Ben watched him leave and then went over to the counter. ‘Give us anuvver mug o’ tea, will yer, Joe?’ he said.

The cafe owner smiled as he dropped the used mug into a sink full of suds behind him and picked up a clean one. ‘Yer know who Soapy’s frontin’ for, don’t yer?’ he said.

‘Who?’ Ben asked quickly.

‘The Carmichaels. Lol an’ Freddy Carmichael came in ’ere yesterday round about four o’clock,’ Joe Slavin told him. ‘Then ten minutes later Soapy walked in. They was mumblin’ away tergevver fer over an hour, an’ all they bought was two mugs o’ tea. I’d go out o’ business if I ’ad ter rely on the likes o’ them.’

Ben adjusted the cuffs of his white shirt and straightened the knot of his slim-Jim silver tie and he watched Joe pour his tea from a stainless-steel teapot. ‘That’s bad news,’ he growled. ‘I can’t see Lol an’ that boss-eyed bruvver of ’is movin’ on the price.’

Joe scooped a heaped spoonful of sugar into the mug and added some milk. ‘’Ere, you ain’t ’eard any more about that case o’ tea, ’ave yer?’ he asked as he pushed the mug towards Ben.

‘I’m expectin’ a delivery termorrer, Joe,’ he replied. ‘If so I’ll bring it round, providin’ me van’s fixed by then.’

The cafe owner felt that he was being fobbed off and he gave Ben a quick look as he picked up the three pennies from the wet counter. ‘What’s the matter wiv yer van?’ he asked.

‘The bloody ’alf-shaft’s gone,’ Ben told him. ‘The trouble is gettin’ the spares. Toby at the garage said ’e might be able ter pick one up at the army surplus dump, but yer never sure wiv ’im.’

Another customer walked into the cafe and Ben took the mug of tea over to his seat.

The newcomer gave him a quick glance and then turned to Joe. ‘I’m lookin’ fer Ben Ferris,’ he said.

The cafe owner looked questioningly in Ben’s direction and was relieved when the young man called the stranger over.

‘What can I do fer yer?’ he asked casually.

‘I’ve got a message for yer from Mick Constantine,’ the man replied. ‘’E wants yer ter meet ’im at the Crown, eight sharp.’

‘I’ll try an’ be there,’ Ben told him.

‘I wouldn’t be late if I were you,’ the man said in a quiet voice. ‘Mick ain’t too ’appy at the moment. I thought I’d just tell yer.’

Ben sighed in resignation. ‘I’ll be there at eight sharp,’ he replied.

The stranger turned and left without a further word and Ben bit on the inside of his cheek in consternation. From the tone of the man’s voice Constantine was not going to extend his credit, he thought, and it looked very much like he would have to find the fifty pounds owing to the bookie by this evening. It was a tall order. Maybe Lana might be able to lend him the money. It would only be a short-term loan, until the silk-stocking deal was sorted out.

Joe Slavin had been busying himself behind the counter but he had heard every word and he shook his head slowly as Ben Ferris stood up and hurried out of the cafe.

Lana Johnson hurried home from work that Friday evening realising that her mother would take the opportunity of them being alone in the house to question her about Ben. News of his recent brush with the law had reached her ears and she had mentioned it that morning. Lana had made the excuse of being late and left the house, saying that she would explain when she got home from work.

‘Is that you, Lana?’

The young woman smiled briefly to herself at the usual greeting. Her mother knew it could only be her at this time on Friday. ‘It’s turned cold ternight,’ she said as she hung her coat in the passage.

‘Can yer lay the table, luv?’ Ann called out. ‘This stew’s takin’ a time.’

Lana set about the task, thankful for the brief respite before the grilling. She was aware that her family was not very happy about her going out with Ben Ferris and her mother in particular had made it crystal clear that as far as she was concerned the man spelt trouble. Ben was a little wild in comparison with the usual young men in the neighbourhood, but he was nothing like the picture they all painted of him. He would settle down in time and want the things she wanted, like a home and children. In the meantime she would enjoy his company and live a little, despite the criticism from her family. They should try to see her side of it. Ben was good fun to be with and he had taken her to places she had never envisaged going to. The club they had visited in Soho and the race meeting at Epsom had made her realise that there was more to life than one night a week at the pictures and Saturday night at the Crown. Ben knew how to treat a girl and he made her feel good – how different from Tony Walsh, her previous boyfriend.

‘Lana, when yer finished layin’ the table will yer come an’ give this stew a stir while I do the bread?’ Ann called out.

The young woman walked out into the scullery and took the large wooden spoon from her mother. ‘Lottie was tellin’ me yesterday that that feller’s poppin’ in ternight ter fix ’er scullery winder,’ she remarked.

Ann took a large Vienna loaf from the bread bin and set it down on the small table. ‘Who, Jimmy Bailey?’

Lana nodded. ‘’E looks a real scruff.’

Lottie finished cutting the crust from the loaf and then looked up at her daughter. ‘The feller might be scruffy, but I tell yer somefing. ’E’s the only one o’ those kids that Lottie took in who ever bovvers ter come an’ see ’er. Never fergets a card on ’er birfday neivver. As far as I’m concerned ’e’s a lot better than some I could name.’

Lana clenched her teeth and remained silent as she stirred the stew.

‘Lottie told me that lad looks after ’is ole mum,’ Ann went on. ‘She’s a sick woman by all accounts. It can’t be very nice fer the poor sod.’

‘Yeah, but ’e could smarten ’imself up a bit,’ Lana remarked. ‘The last time I saw ’im goin’ in there ’e ’ad both pockets ’angin’ off ’is coat.’

‘P’raps the feller ’ad just come from work,’ Ann replied.

‘I saw ’im goin’ in there a couple o’ Sundays ago,’ Lana told her. ‘’E was just the same then.’

Ann shook her head slowly. ‘D’you know, Lana, sometimes yer give the impression o’ bein’ very unfeelin’,’ she said quietly. ‘I know different, but if ovver people were listenin’ to yer they’d be inclined ter fink bad of yer.’

The young woman sighed as she wiped the edge of the spoon on the side of the large iron pot. ‘I didn’t mean anyfing nasty, Mum,’ she replied. ‘I just don’t reckon it’s right fer a young bloke ter let ’imself go the way ’e does.’

‘Yer gotta remember, the feller’s just come back from the war,’ Ann reminded her. ‘Gawd knows what ’e went frew. It could ’ave a bearin’ on the way ’e is.’

‘’Ow old would yer say ’e is?’ Lana wondered.

‘Lottie told me ’e was seven years old when she took ’im in. That was in nineteen twenty-three. That’d make ’im firty.’

‘’E looks older than that.’

‘Well, anyway, ’e’s a good sort ter fink of the ole lady the way ’e does,’ Ann remarked as she set about cutting up the rest of the loaf.

Lana turned the gas down low under the pot and replaced the lid. ‘That’s about ready,’ she said.

‘Are you off out ternight?’ Ann asked her.

‘Yeah, but I’ve promised ter go in an’ see Lottie first,’ she replied quickly, sensing what was coming. ‘I wanna make arrangements ter do ’er nails for ’er some time this week. She told me ’er feet are playin’ ’er up again.’

Ann was not to be put off. ‘I would ’ave thought it was about time you ’ad a night in,’ she remarked. ‘Yer’ve bin out every night this week.’

‘Ben’s takin’ me ter see a show up West,’ Lana told her.

Ann put the bread knife back in the table drawer and then turned to face her daughter. ‘What was all this I ’eard about Ben gettin’ pulled in by the police?’ she asked.

‘It was nuffing really,’ Lana replied. ‘It was over some lead that went missin’ from the roof o’ that church in Abbey Walk. Someone told the police that they saw Ben an’ a couple o’ blokes unloadin’ some lead in Ben’s yard last Friday night so they called ter see ’im.’

‘An’ what ’appened?’

‘Well, they called round this Monday, an’ by that time the yard was empty, so they’ve got nuffing ter go on.’

‘Did ’e ’ave the lead?’ Ann asked.

Lana gave her mother a hard look. ‘Ben might be a bit of a chancer but ’e’s not about strippin’ church roofs, Mum,’ she said sharply.

‘Did ’e tell yer that?’

‘’E didn’t ’ave to.’

‘Yer seem ter put a lot o’ trust in that bloke,’ Ann replied quickly. ‘I only ’ope yer don’t end up gettin’ ’urt.’

‘Look, Mum, I know yer don’t like the feller,’ Lana countered, ‘but Ben’s never treated me badly, an’ ’e’s straight wiv me. As a matter o’ fact ’e was unloadin’ lead in the yard that night, but it didn’t come off the church roof. The fellers who bought it were demolition men. They sell lead an’ copper ter Ben. It’s a regular deal ’e’s got wiv ’em. There’s nuffing dishonest about it.’

‘Yer not tellin’ me Ben’s squeaky clean, are yer?’ Ann retorted. ‘The bloke’s got a right ole name by all accounts. From what I ’ear ’e’s got ’is ’ands in everyfing.’

‘Yer shouldn’t believe all you ’ear, Mum,’ Lana told her. ‘A lot of it is just plain jealousy. They’d like ter be able ter dress like ’e does an’ go ter the places we go to. I could do a lot worse than Ben, believe me. If yer listened ter ovver people they’d say that Tony Walsh would make an ideal ’usband fer a gel, but I know different. At least wiv Ben I know where I stand.’

Ann did not reply for a while as she busied herself buttering the bread. Finally she looked up at her daughter. ‘Lana, you’re not sleepin’ wiv ’im, are yer?’ she asked.

The young woman’s cheeks flushed and she shook her head. ‘Of course not,’ she replied.

Ann looked relieved. ‘I just want yer ter give it time before yer get too serious,’ she said quietly. ‘Don’t be in too much of a rush. Just remember there’s two sides ter most fellers. The side yer’ve yet ter see is the side that only shows when the wrappin’s come off. I’d die a death if you ever got pregnant an’ was left stranded.’

Lana smiled. ‘Don’t you fret over Ben, Mum,’ she told her. ‘I know what ’e’s really like, an’ when you get ter know ’im yer’ll find out ’e’s not nearly as bad as ’e’s painted.’

‘I just ’ope so,’ Ann said. ‘I really do.’

Ben Ferris looked into the mirror and studied his reflection for a few moments before walking out of the bedroom of his flat above the yard in River Street. His dark wavy hair was combed back from his forehead and the day’s stubble shaved smooth with a sharp razor. His dark-grey pinstripe suit fitted him well, the coat hanging straight from a broad pair of shoulders. His black patent-leather shoes shone and the dark-blue tie he wore was knotted neatly over a pale-blue shirt.

Ben had a worried expression on his handsome face as he hurried down the stairs and let himself out the front door beside the yard. In ten minutes he was due to meet Lana at the bus stop in Jamaica Road, and in ten minutes he was also due to meet Mick Constantine in the Crown public house. Mick would no doubt get angry at being stood up, but he could be made to see the sense in waiting another twenty-four hours for his fifty pounds, Ben reasoned, especially if a five-pound note was added as interest. He was feeling hopeful. Word was out that Gerry Knowland had made a nice little profit on a warehouse job in Rotherhithe, and when they met up at Rivellino’s in Soho tonight there would be plenty of time to ask him for a little favour.
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