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Prologue 1901-1903

In January two young women sat together on a low wooden bench in a side room of the church. It was cold and the women shivered and pulled their cotton shawls tighter around their narrow bodies. The black and white marble floor had been freshly scrubbed and smelt of carbolic. There was a large, gilt crucifix on one of the white stone walls, and high up on the opposite wall a stained-glass window let in the pale sunlight.

The two women could hear muffled voices coming from behind a huge oaken door. They exchanged fearful glances and then looked hopefully in the direction of the silent figure who stood beneath the window.

‘It shouldn’t be too long now,’ the church sister said kindly, smiling briefly at the two and then reverting her gaze to the high window.

The mumbling coming from behind the closed door went on, and when the sister had excused herself and left the room one of the women got up and paced the floor.

‘This poxy waitin’ is gettin’ me down, Lil,’ she grumbled, adjusting her grubby shawl around her shoulders. ‘Why they takin’ so long?’

‘Gawd knows,’ her friend replied, staring up at the crucifix. ‘I didn’t fink we’d be this long, Daisy. I’ve left a bleedin’ suet puddin’ boilin’ in the copper. Me ole man’ll go mad if ’is tea ain’t ready when ’e gets in.’

In the adjoining room the church committee sat pondering the future of the two women and their families.

‘What we have to consider is the whole question of eligibility,’ the bearded member concluded, glancing around at his colleagues. ‘The families are not members of St Joseph’s. We must be seen to be observing and living up to the responsibilities which have been placed upon us, and we must be quite sure that all our tenants will live clean, orderly lives. We must be careful not to throw the homes open to the riff-raff from those riverside slums.’

Councillor Arnold Catchpole looked around at the nodding heads and felt the sudden urge to pull the chairman’s beard out by its roots. The old goat has been prattling on for the past twenty minutes, he thought, flipping open the hood of his Ingersoll pocket watch and glancing at it. He coughed loudly, his usual way of gaining attention, and when everyone’s eyes were on him he stood up, hooked his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets and cleared his throat.

‘What we have here are people sorely in need of some Christian charity,’ he began, staring hard at the chairman. ‘We have two properties vacant and two deserving families who have each lost their youngest child to the fever. We all know of Salisbury Street and the terrible living conditions there. The families have been nominated by our welfare workers and their report shows that both families could be relied upon to maintain the properties to a good standard of cleanliness.’ Catchpole’s eyes glared at each member of the committee in turn. ‘Now, gentlemen, and our good lady member, I would like you to agree to let these two properties to the Almond family and the Allen family forthwith. Let us be seen to be acting  correctly, but let us also discharge our duties with some measure of compassion and social justice. After all, no family should have to endure life in those deplorable fever-ridden slums. We have the opportunity here to give hope to two families; modern homes in which their children can grow up healthy, free from the scourges of rickets and tuberculosis. I ask you to take the vote now, without more ado.’

Councillor Catchpole’s passionate plea was warmly greeted by the lady member, who dabbed her eyes and smiled sweetly at him.

The vote was finally taken and the church sister carried the result out to the two women, who hugged each other in their delight.

‘Jus’ fink of it, Daisy,’ Lil Allen cried. ‘Runnin’ water, a scullery wiv a real gas copper, an’ a flush toilet. Gawd! I can’t believe it!’

Daisy Almond retied the strings of her coarse apron and pulled her shawl up around her neck. ‘C’mon, Lil,’ she said. ‘Let’s get goin’ or you’ll ’ave no bleedin’ puddin’ left.’

 

One Friday night a couple of years later Jack Almond and Albert Allen left the tannery and took their usual route home through the gardens of St Joseph’s Church. Halfway along the gravel path they stopped and looked around furtively.

‘Well, go on then,’ Albert said, thrusting his hands deeper into his overcoat pockets.

‘All right, Alb, gissa chance,’ Jack replied, whistling tunelessly as he walked on to the grass and bent down beside a mound of newly dug earth.

Barely a minute had passed before the two men were back on the path, glancing behind them stealthily. ‘Me ole woman loves plants. I reckon this’ll look nice in ’er front parlour,’ Jack said as they walked on out of the gardens.

As usual on Friday nights the two friends stopped off at the  Railway Inn for a pint. When they had settled themselves at a table with drinks at their elbows, Albert glanced down at his hand at the slender sprig which had a few leaves sprouting from its tip and he grinned.

‘It don’t look much ter me. Yer sure it’s an aspidistra?’ he asked.

Jack wiped the froth from his moustache with the back of his hand and studied the plant. ‘That’s what the gardener bloke said when I asked ’im,’ he replied.

Albert was not convinced and he scratched his bushy hair vigorously. ‘Me ole lady ’ad one o’ them aspidistra fings in ’er winder an’ it didn’t look anyfing like that bloody fing yer got there,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Right proud of it, she was. ’Ad it fer donkey’s years, she did. It broke ’er ’eart when it died. I remember the poor ole cow standin’ in the parlour cursin’ them mice.’

‘Did the mice eat the plant then, Alb?’ Jack asked, a comical look on his flushed face.

‘Nah. The bloody moggie killed the plant. It used ter piss over it.’

‘Why did yer ole lady curse the mice then?’ Jack asked, becoming confused.

‘Well yer see, we was runnin’ alive wiv mice down in Salisbury Street an’ the ole gel got this cat,’ Albert explained. ‘The moggie killed the mice, an’ the bloody aspidistra in ter the bargain.’

‘What ’appened ter the cat, Alb?’ Jack asked. ‘Did she chuck it out?’

Albert shook his head slowly. ‘Nah. It got poisoned.’

‘Poisoned?’

‘Yeah, we started gettin’ rats comin’ in from the river an’ me ole lady stuck some rat poison down. Yer can guess what ’appened.’

Jack felt that the conversation would soon begin to turn him  off his dinner and he picked up his pint quickly. ‘Don’t tell me, Albert,’ he said.

The bar was filling up and suddenly Albert nudged his friend. ‘ ’Ere, Jack. There’s ole Isaac Porter over there,’ he whispered. ‘Look, ’e’s readin’ that bible again. ’E knows a lot about plants an’ fings. Why don’t yer ask ’im about that scrawny-lookin’ fing yer got there?’

Two pints later Jack felt able to approach his strange neighbour, and he was surprised at Isaac’s response.

‘It’s a sycamore sprig. Yer can tell by the leaves,’ Isaac said confidently. ‘See the pointed shape of ’em? I understand they’re plantin’ a lot o’ them in the parks. That’ll grow ter forty feet at least, wiv care, o’ course. Where did yer get it?’

‘One o’ me mates at work give it ter me,’ Jack said, mindful of his neighbour’s religious convictions. ‘I was gonna give it ter me missus. She likes plants.’

Isaac laughed. ‘It wouldn’t survive indoors. It needs air an’ lots o’ sunshine.’

Later, when Isaac had finished his drink he closed the bible as he prepared to leave, and then he caught sight of the unwanted sycamore sprig that his neighbours had left leaning against the wall. With a smile he picked it up and walked out of the pub.




Part One

1942




Chapter One

Paragon Place in Bermondsey led off from the middle of Stanley Street, a long, narrow turning which threaded its way under railway arches in the general direction of the river. Paragon Place was a small square containing ten two-storey houses which had been built in 1880. Four houses were situated on each side of the paved square and at the closed end two more houses faced the entrance. The brick-built homes with their grey slate roofs were tidy-looking compared with many of the dwellings in the area, although some of the red chimney pots had become lopsided over the years. The two-up, two-down houses were identical, except that the four houses on the left-hand side of the square each had an extra room above the scullery. The other houses had a sloping roof over the scullery. No one had ever discovered why this should be, but rumour had it that the builders had run out of money and had taken it upon themselves to revise their plans hastily.

The houses in Paragon Place had been built with money put into a trust by one of the area’s wealthy businessmen, who had found religion in later life and adopted the Roman Catholic faith before he died. The trust fund was administered by the church, who had engaged the services of a reputable estate agent to manage the property. It was the church committee who  nominated prospective tenants and who upheld the wishes of the benefactor that the homes would be for God-fearing people of the area and their descendants. Paragon Place had survived the blitz, although one of the houses facing the entrance had suffered damage and its upstairs rooms were boarded up. The rooms of the houses were small, with stone-floored sculleries that had gas-lit coppers and iron gas stoves. From the scullery a door led out into a tiny backyard with a draughty toilet. In the early thirties electric lighting had been installed, but the gas lamps were still left intact. There was a Victorian gas lamp at the entrance to Paragon Place, and a sorry-looking sycamore leaned towards the brickwork of number 5, its leaves brushing the guttering.

It was back in 1903 that Isaac Porter, the grandfather of the present occupant of number 5, brought home a sapling and planted it in the space provided by a broken paving-stone. Isaac watered and tended the sapling every day and his neighbours shook their heads and mumbled that the thing would never thrive there, but to their surprise it took root and started to sprout. When the sapling had thickened up so that a child’s hands would not meet around the bole, and its leaves were brushing the upstairs windowsill, Isaac Porter died. His tree had struggled skywards ever since, and when its branches spread above the grey slate rooftops and its roots lifted the paving-stones the council decided it would have to go. Workmen called around only to be met with angry protestations from the tenants of Paragon Place, who sent the men on their way with instructions to the council to leave the tree alone and replace the paving-stones.

Isaac Porter’s sycamore survived, a memorial to its God-fearing protector, although his descendant, who had hardly ever set foot inside a church, had little interest in the tree. Alf Porter had lived alone at number 5 since the early days of the blitz, when the upstairs flat was gutted by a falling incendiary bomb.  The tenants, an elderly couple, had escaped unhurt and had been taken off to a nearby rest centre. Alf Porter had reason to thank the tree on the occasions it had held him upright when he staggered into the square the worse for drink. There were also times when he had cursed his grandfather’s tree, after he had walked full tilt into it on returning from a long session at the Railway Inn. The rest of the tenants in Paragon Place had grown fond of their tree and they felt that it added a little colour to their drab surroundings. Like the rest of Bermondsey’s trees the sycamore had had a band of white paint applied to it when the blackout regulations came into force, and when the houses in Stanley Street suffered a direct hit during the height of the blitz the tree had had its bark torn and pitted with shrapnel. On its sheltered side a small, crude heart had been carved, enclosing the inscription ‘B B loves S R’.

On a grey Saturday morning in early 1942 Sally Brady walked into Paragon Place clutching two heavily laden shopping bags. The queues had seemed extra long that morning and the walk back had made her feel rather tired. Sally noticed Blind Bob sitting on his windowsill, his head held to one side, and she knew that the sound of her footsteps had reached his ears. Bob was not an old man, but due to his handicap he had acquired a careful, deliberating manner that belied his age. His mongrel dog sat upright at its master’s still feet, its leash slack and held around Bob’s wrist. As she approached, Sally saw the man’s sightless eyes darting from side to side and she called out to him, ‘Mornin’, Bob.’

The blind man pulled on his dog’s lead. ‘Mornin’, Sal. ’E’s ready fer ’is walk as usual,’ he said with a chuckle.

The dog looked up at his master as if understanding what had been said and Sally smiled as she passed by. At the end of the square she stopped, put down one of the shopping bags and pulled on the doorstring of number 4. Inside, the passage was damp with steam and Sally could see her mother standing over  the boiling copper in the scullery, pressing down on the clothes with a large stick. The woman replaced the lid and walked out into the passage rubbing her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘You’ve bin a while,’ she said. ‘Long queues?’

Sally nodded as she carried the shopping into the front parlour and sat down heavily on a chair. ‘Any tea in the pot, Mum?’ she asked, unbuttoning her coat.

Mother and daughter sat sipping their tea in silence. The ticking of the clock on the mantelshelf sounded loudly, and from outside they could hear children’s laughter. Annie Robinson glanced at her daughter wondering whether or not she should mention seeing Ben Brady that morning. Her eyes returned to her teacup and she decided against it. Annie was a small woman in her mid-fifties. Her greying hair was pulled tight around her ears and set in a bun at the nape of her neck. Her small dark eyes stared out from a thin face and her small mouth tended to droop at the corners. She looked older than her years as she sat slumped in her chair, her face hot from standing over the copper and her flowered apron wet and clinging to her narrow body. Sally was staring thoughtfully into the unlit grate as she sipped her tea. She had her mother’s angular features, although her deep-set brown eyes were large and enquiring. Her dark hair was cut short and waved, barely touching her straight shoulders. Sally was taller than her mother, with a slim, shapely body that was hidden beneath her loose-fitting and rather shabby coat. She glanced at her mother and wondered why she did not mention talking to Ben. Mrs Mynott from number 6 had told her while they were standing together in the bread queue. ‘ ’Ere, Sal. I jus’ seen yer mum talkin’ ter that ’usband o’ yours outside the paper shop,’ she had said. ‘I thought yer’d like ter know.’

Sally kicked off her shoes and leaned back in her chair. It was over a year now since she had left her husband Ben and taken a room in nearby Dockhead, and only a few weeks after the split her mother had taken to her bed with pleurisy. Sally  recalled the day her younger sister Lora called round and there had been harsh words. ‘You can’t expect me ter manage on me own,’ Lora had said. ‘Mum should be in ’ospital really, an’ yer know Dad’s useless about the place. Then there’s Bill. I don’t know why mum ever took a lodger. It’s all extra work, an’ I can’t be expected ter do everyfink. Besides it’s not fair on Bernard. I mean, yer can’t expect ’im ter sit in nights. It’d be different if you were there. After all, you’re on yer own now. You’ve got no one ter worry about.’

Sally felt her chest tighten in anger as she recalled her sister’s words. She had agreed to come home to help out for a week or two and now she found herself trapped. The whole family seemed to be relying on her more and more.

Annie put down her empty cup and sighed deeply as she slumped back in her chair. ‘See if that washin’s done, will yer, Sal?’ she said heavily. ‘I’m fair whacked.’

Sally put on her shoes and walked out into the scullery. Hot steam rushed up into her face as she eased the lid from the copper. She turned off the gas and carefully lifted out the washing and put it in the tin bath. What could Ben have wanted? she wondered. Was he asking after her, or had her mother stopped him in the street? Whatever had been said she was determined there could be no going back. She was determined that her resolve would not weaken, despite Ben’s very persuasive ways and her treasured memories of how good things had been between them at first. The gas popped loudly and Sally jumped. She could hear her mother’s voice calling from the parlour. ‘I meant ter tell yer. Vera Mynott came over. She said can yer give ’er a knock this afternoon. Oh, an’ can yer take Bill’s clean sheets up when yer get a minute? It’ll save me legs up them stairs.’

After she ran the washing through the wringer and pegged it on the line in the backyard Sally gathered the freshly ironed sheets from the chair beside the scullery door and hurried up  the stairs. She tapped on the door and a rough voice bade her enter. The old man was sitting at a small table and he gave her a toothless smile as she placed the sheets at the foot of the bed. Beside him on the table was an open book and next to it a large magnifying glass.

Bill Freeman had lodged with the Robinsons for the past five years. A loner who was loth to encroach on the Robinsons’ hospitality, Bill had but two passions in life. One was Western novels and the other was ducks’ eggs. Every morning he had two ducks’ eggs for breakfast and every evening he sat crouched over a lighted candle and read a Western novel through the large magnifying glass. Bill was a strange character who never wandered very far from Paragon Place. His past was a mystery. All the Robinsons knew about him was that he had once worked in a tannery nearby and was now retired. He never mentioned anything about a family or where he came from but his ruddy complexion and slow, unruffled manner indicated to the Robinsons that he might possibly have hailed from a country area. Bill stayed in his tiny room and preferred to eat his meals alone. He never used the electric light or the gas jet over the small fireplace; instead he resorted to candles which he stuck into a metal candleholder. The only time he had ventured out from his room after dark was during the height of the blitz, when he sat with the Robinsons under the stairs. Bill’s one outing of the week was when he visited the public baths in Grange Road on Tuesdays and then collected his pension at the nearby post office.

Bill’s rheumy eyes fixed on Sally as she walked around the table. He enjoyed the occasional chats they had when she brought his meals up to him and he was hoping she would stay for a while. ‘ ’Ow’s yer mum, lass?’ he asked, folding his hands on the table.

‘She’s okay, Bill,’ Sally replied, sitting down facing him. ‘Jus’ tired.’

The old man pulled the coat closer around his shoulders and brushed a gnarled hand over his bald head. ‘Yer sister was up ’ere this mornin’. She nagged me about the candle grease on the table.’

Sally laughed and tapped the old man’s wrist playfully. ‘You bin fallin’ asleep over yer book again, Bill? You’ll set the room alight one o’ these nights.’

Bill pointed to a pile of dog-eared novels on a wooden shelf above the head of his bed. ‘I’ve read ’em all, yer know. Next week I’m gonna change that lot. There’s a little shop near where I get me pension. Yer can change books there fer a few coppers. Books is important, lass. When I was a young whippersnapper I was encouraged ter read. I used ter read ter me farver. ’E never mastered readin’, yer see. Paid a lot of importance ter books, though. I remember ’im sayin’ once that books was second only ter bread on the table. Lot o’ sense in what ’e said. You should read more. It’s good fer yer.’

Sally grinned and rested her elbows on the table, cupping her chin in her hands. ‘I’m too tired at night, Bill. I fall asleep over the evenin’ paper.’

Bill shook his head. ‘Yer work too ’ard, gel. You should let that sister o’ yours do a bit more.’

Sally shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’ll come back later an’ change yer bed, Bill,’ she said, looking around the room. Bill had adopted his usual blank expression, his eyes staring towards the window. Sally got up and stretched. ‘Oh well, I’d better get goin’. There’s work ter be done.’

The old man eased his legs from beneath the table and stood up slowly. ‘Afore yer go I wanna show yer somefink, Sally,’ he said, fxing his watery eyes on her. ‘It won’t take a minute.’ Sally looked puzzled as he went slowly over to the window and opened the drawer of a small cabinet. He retrieved an oblong tin and placed it on the cabinet’s smooth surface. ‘When I first moved in I didn’t bring much wiv me,’ he said, scratching the  back of his hand. ‘Most of it’s in ’ere. I want yer ter know about this box. When I’m gorn yer can open it. I jus’ want yer ter know where it is, lass.’

Sally laughed quickly. ‘What d’yer mean, when yer gone? Yer got years yet, Bill,’ she said, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

He shook his head slowly and replaced the tin box in the drawer. ‘Jus’ so’s yer know,’ he said, going back to the table.

Sally paused in the doorway. ‘You jus’ be careful with that candle, Bill,’ she laughed, closing the door gently, but as she turned down the stairs, a shadow of concern darkened her expression.

 

The afternoon sky was heavy with rain clouds and in the small parlour Charlie Robinson was rousing himself. A nearly cold cup of tea stood at his elbow on the table and opposite him Annie was sitting darning a woollen sock that was stretched over an upturned teacup. She gave her husband a malevolent glance and tut-tutted as he yawned and scratched his corpulent stomach. ‘You’ve bin snorin’ fer the last hour,’ she said. ‘Why don’t yer get up an’ put some water over yer face.’

Charlie sat upright in the chair. He was a big man who had worked in the docks since he was eighteen. His thick grey hair was cropped short, and his pale blue eyes stared out from a wide, flat face. He was of average height and had powerful shoulders and large gnarled hands which testified to the work he did. Charlie had been working at the Surrey Docks that morning and after clocking off he had gone to the Railway Inn for a pint and a game of darts with some of his pals. ‘It’s bin a bloody ’ard week, gel,’ he said, yawning again. ‘I must’ve dozed off.’

Annie was not impressed. She knew that her husband had never gone into a pub without drinking at least three pints of ale and she knew that it was the drink which had made him  sleepy. She looked down at the sock in her hand. ‘I seen Ben Brady this mornin’,’ she said suddenly. ‘ ’E stopped me as I was comin’ out the paper shop.’

Charlie grimaced. He had never liked his son-in-law very much. They had on occasion worked together on the quayside and the young man’s demeanour had irked him. Charlie considered Ben Brady to be just a little too sure of himself and loud-mouthed into the bargain. He had seen Ben grow up and follow his father into the docks and he had warned Sally about hanging around with him. Now it seemed that he had been proved correct. ‘Oh, an’ what did ’e want, then?’ he asked.

Annie looked up over her spectacles. ‘Not a lot,’ she said quickly. ‘ ’E just asked ’ow our Sal was, an’ said ter say ’ello fer ’im.’

‘Did yer tell the girl you’d seen ’im?’

‘No. It’d only upset ’er. Yer can see she still finks a lot of ’im.’

Charlie nodded. ‘I warned ’er right at the start about that Ben Brady. She wouldn’t listen, though. The flash ’Arry was always chasin’ the girls round ’ere. I always knew our Sal was gonna regret gettin’ involved wiv ’im.’

Annie put down her darning and took the cold tea out into the scullery. She returned with two clean teacups and filled them from the teapot which was standing in the hearth. When she had settled herself once more she looked across to her husband. ‘That girl worries me, Charlie. She’s goin’ on thirty an’ what’s she got ter show fer it? It might ’ave bin different if she’d ’ave ’ad a baby. It might ’ave kept the pair of ’em tergevver.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t ’ave made any difference whatsoever, Annie. ’E was jus’ the wrong bloke fer ’er. She deserves better than that one.’

Annie sipped her tea. ‘I can’t ’elp finkin’ ’ow different those two girls of ours are. I can’t imagine our Lora bein’ taken in by someone like Ben Brady.’

Charlie snorted. ‘Leave orf, Muvver. Look at that bloody idiot she’s runnin’ around wiv. Toffee-nosed little cow-son. ’E’s makin’ ’er as bad as ’im. Did yer ’ear ’er last night goin’ on about me drinkin’ tea out o’ me saucer when ’e’s ’ere? She’s gettin’ a little too big fer ’er boots.’

Annie tried to hide a grin. ‘Well, yer must admit yer did go on a bit when she brought ’im round, Charlie. Jus’ ’cos the lad works in an office. We can’t all be dockers.’

Charlie grinned. ‘ ’Ere, did yer see ’is face when I started talkin’ about jellied eels an’ pie an’ mash. I thought ’e was gonna be sick.’

Annie got up and straightened the tablecloth. ‘You’re just a pig, Charlie Robinson. Now are yer gonna get that accumulator changed before the shop shuts, or are we gonna ’ave no wireless ternight? Yer know I like ter listen ter the news an’ Sat’day Night Theatre.’

Charlie grunted as he got out of the chair and went to the sideboard. He unscrewed the terminals from the square glass battery and lifted it clear of the wireless. ‘I fink it’s about time we bought one o’ those electric wirelesses,’ he grumbled. ‘This bloody fing don’t last more than a few days at the most.’

 

Heavy rain spots were spattering the paving-stones as Sally Brady walked past the sycamore tree and knocked at number 6. Vera Mynott answered the door and beckoned her friend in. Vera was an attractive-looking redhead in her late twenties. Her hair was long and tied at her neck with a black band and her green eyes seemed to sparkle with mischief. The two girls had grown up together and both worked as machinists at a Tooley Street clothing factory. Vera had a boyfriend, a local lad who was in the merchant navy. She loved dancing and was forever attempting to persuade Sally to go along with her to the Town Hall dances on Saturday nights, but without success. While her boyfriend Joe was away at sea Vera was loth to remain quietly  at home, and she was currently flirting with one of the lads at the factory where she worked.

Vera led the way up the winding stairs to her bedroom at the back of the house. Her elder sister Doreen had recently married and Vera had used the extra space provided to put in a gramophone and a washstand. She had also repapered the room herself and had smartened it up with cream paint. ‘Well, what d’yer reckon?’ she asked, showing Sally into the room. ‘Don’t yer fink I done a good job?’

Sally nodded. ‘Is that yer dad’s gramophone?’

‘ ’E said I could ’ave it,’ Vera answered. ‘Dad never plays the bloody fing. ’Ere, I’ve got some good dance records. Wanna ’ear ’em?’ Without waiting for a reply Vera opened the lid of the gramophone cabinet and placed a record on the turntable. She wound up the motor and gently eased the needle into the record groove. The metallic notes of a foxtrot sounded loudly throughout the room and Vera’s feet tapped out the rhythm on the coconut mat.

Sally had seated herself on the edge of the bed and was looking around the room. ‘When’s Joe due ’ome, Vera?’ she asked presently.

Vera pulled a face. ‘Next week, I fink. I never can tell exactly since ’e’s bin on them convoys.’

‘It must be a worry, what wiv all them ships gettin’ sunk,’ Sally said.

Vera’s head was shaking in time with the music and her dreamy expression did not change. ‘Yeah, o’ course it is, but ’e always turns up. My Joe’s like a bad penny. ’E’ll be ’ome soon, dyin’ fer it as usual, an’ I’ll be fightin’ ’im off - not too ’ard though,’ she added, grinning slyly.

Sally smiled. She secretly envied her friend. She had good looks and confidence in herself, and she remained totally unaffected by everything that went on around her. It was the same at work. She never seemed to get ruffled or taken aback  by anything that was said to her. Some of the women felt that Vera was a little too easy with the lads but Sally knew the truth. Joe was the only man in her life, and the only one who meant anything to her, although she did engage in mild flirtations while he was away.

The record had finished and Vera slumped across the bed. ‘I wanted yer ter see me room now I’ve finished it,’ she said. ‘Now what about you an’ me goin’ ter the Town Hall dance ternight?’ Her eyes widened. ‘Come on, Sal, it’ll do yer good.’

Sally shook her head. ‘No fanks, Vera. I don’t dance all that well, an’ besides, you’re goin’ wiv Jimmy Kent. I’d only be in the way.’

Vera waved away her friend’s excuses with a sweep of her arm. ‘I’m meetin’ ’im there. ’E’s got friends. We might be able ter get yer fixed up fer the evenin’,’ she laughed.

‘No fanks,’ Sally said, shaking her head again and staring down at her laced-up shoes.

‘You still carrying a torch, Sal?’

‘No. It’s all over wiv me an’ Ben.’

‘Is it?’

Sally’s large dark eyes hardened as she looked into those of her friend. ‘We’ve bin apart now fer over a year. It jus’ didn’t work out, that’s all. Fings would still be the same if I got back wiv ’im. You know it’d be impossible fer us now, Vera. I’d still want kids an’ Ben’ll never be able to oblige. Then there was the medical,’ Sally sighed sadly. ‘ ’E didn’t ’ave ter go as ’e’s a docker. But yer know Ben. I think ’im gettin’ turned down ’cos of ’is ears an’ not bein’ able ter farver children made ’im change. It was as though ’e was always tryin’ ter prove somefing. I’m sure that’s what turned ’im ter the drink an’ ovver women. We was ’appy as anyfink fer the first couple o’ years.’

Vera could sense the rising emotion in her friend’s voice and she went quickly over to the gramophone. ‘Let’s put anuvver  record on, Sal,’ she said brightly. ‘C’mon, I’ll show yer the steps.’

Sally smiled and ignored Vera’s outstretched arms as the music filled the small bedroom. Vera sat down, disappointed.

Rain spots pattered against the windowpane as they sat listening to the gramophone. Vera studied her friend with a sense of sadness. She had noticed how Sally had let herself go since the breakdown of her marriage. Her clothes were shabby and she had taken to wearing old-fashioned low-heeled shoes. Her hair could do with a perm, too, she thought. Maybe it was her way of discouraging the opposite sex. She never seemed to go out anywhere, other than the weekly trip to the pictures. Sally can’t be content to go on being a drudge to that family of hers, Vera thought. Maybe she still secretly hoped that she and Ben would be able to get back together, despite what she had said to the contrary. Vera’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the needle stuck in the groove of the record and she went over to attend to the machine.

Sally got up and stretched. ‘I’d better be goin’, Vera,’ she said, buttoning up her coat. ‘Enjoy the dance. I’ll see yer tomorrow.’

The little square was deserted and the tree hung limp beneath the heavily falling rain as Sally made her way back to her house. Distant thunder rolled and a zig-zag of lightning momentarily lit the dark sky.




Chapter Two

Mr and Mrs Carey had been God-fearing people who had heeded the call to do Christian work in Bermondsey, and when their home was demolished along with the run-down mission the church committee which administered the trust fund nominated the couple for number 1, Paragon Place. The Careys had two daughters, Harriet and Juliet. Both children were brought up in the faith and Harriet, the elder, followed her parents in becoming a church worker. Juliet, however, was the more outgoing and less impressionable, but like Harriet she remained unmarried, and both sisters spent their young lives caring for their aging parents.

After their parents died the Carey sisters remained alone at number 1 until they were paid a visit by the estate agent, who stated that he had another nominee to share the house. The sisters then agreed to move to the upstairs rooms leaving the ground floor to a family who had fallen on hard times and had been thrown out on to the street. The new arrivals in Paragon Place were a Mrs Taylor and her five children. The father, a drunkard and a bully, had met his end by falling under a bus one night on his way home from the pub. In the years that followed four of the Taylor children married early leaving Muriel, the youngest, who was reserved and devoted to her mother, at home.

The beatings and abuse by her husband and long years of struggling on her own to make ends meet finally took their toll on Gladys Taylor, and one night she put a sixpence in the meter and stretched out in the scullery with her head on a pillow in the gas oven. Nineteen-year-old Muriel found the body when she returned from work in the evening. The church committee met and after a long discussion they came to the decision that, the suicide notwithstanding, the tenet of their benefactor must be upheld, and therefore the young Taylor girl should be allowed to stay on at number 1. The committee were comforted somewhat by the fact that the Carey sisters lived above and would no doubt be willing to watch out for the poor unfortunate child.

Muriel Taylor was grateful for the roof over her head but she found staying alone in the house unbearable. She began to go out more often and soon got into bad company. Her character slowly changed after her mother’s death. She started to wear make-up and her mode of dress became louder. She visited pubs and often came home the worse for drink, much to the consternation of the Carey sisters. Harriet tried to talk to the girl but found it very difficult. Juliet on the other hand felt that there was nothing to be done and she argued with her elder sister that they should accept the way things were. When Muriel started to bring men home the sisters clashed again. Harriet became scared of what might happen, whilst Juliet, who was becoming more and more irritated by her sister’s attitude, took the view that the Taylor girl was evidently in need of men’s company, and after all, it was her life.

Now, at number 1, the Carey sisters were sitting together in their upstairs flat discussing the occupant of the flat below. ‘Well, I think we should say something to the girl,’ Harriet said, the corner of her mouth twitching with distaste. ‘It’s immoral the way she’s behaving. She brings those men home without so  much as leave nor bye. We don’t know who they are. They could be anybody. Her poor mother would turn in her grave if she knew the goings-on.’

Juliet looked long and hard at her elder sister. ‘We know who the men are, Harriet. She picks them up at the docks. They’re seamen. But still, it’s no concern of ours. It’s her flat. I suppose she’s got the right to bring anyone home she chooses, as long as they don’t come up the stairs.’

Harriet was fussing with the tiny china ornaments on the mantelshelf. ‘That’s just it, Juliet. She could bring some maniac home. We could be murdered in our beds, or worse!’

The younger sister could not think of anything worse than being murdered in bed, but she understood her elder sister’s fears. Harriet was terrified of men. She was fifty-two years old and only once in her life had she been with a man. The bad experience had turned Harriet away from sex for life and from that moment on she had lived a life of celibacy. Juliet had no such problems, although she valued her independent state. At fifty she was still involved with her boss at the insurance office in the City. The affair had been going on for the past twenty years. Basil Lomax’s wife had been confined to a wheelchair since she contracted polio as a young woman. Basil’s liaison with the younger Carey sister seemed to be an ideal arrangement for both of them. They made love in his office after work, or when she accompanied him on business trips. Sometimes Juliet would go to his home with deeds or titles for urgent inspection, always when Basil’s wife was spending time at a convalescent home. Harriet was ignorant of all the goings-on and as far as she was concerned her sister, too, had turned her back on men. Juliet leaned back in her chair and picked up the evening paper. ‘I wouldn’t worry too much, Harriet,’ she said pacifyingly. ‘We always put the bolt on when we retire for the night. Besides, who would want to molest two old creatures like us?’

Harriet was unconvinced and vowed to have a discreet word in Muriel Taylor’s ear at the first opportunity.

In the downstairs flat the object of the two middle-aged ladies’ discussion was busy preparing herself for a very active night. The flat had been thoroughly cleaned and Muriel had been around with the scented water which she dispensed from a bottle spray. The flower-patterned cushions had been tastefully placed about the front room and a bottle of whisky was left on the sideboard. The heavy brocade curtains were drawn tightly and a fire was laid ready for lighting. The bedroom, too, had been arranged carefully, with a new mauve eiderdown spread over the bed and new cushion covers in place. The ashtrays had been emptied and a firescreen was placed in front of the empty grate. When Muriel had satisfied herself that all was ready she set about the task of making herself presentable. By eight o’clock in the evening the rain had abated and Muriel was about to let herself out when Harriet Carey happened to come out on to the landing. ‘Er, excuse me, Muriel,’ she called down. ‘Could I have a quick word with you before you go out?’

Muriel rolled the chewing gum to the side of her mouth, adjusted her fur stole and stood with her hands on her hips while Harriet came slowly down the stairs.

‘I hope you won’t think I’m being unreasonable, Muriel, but my sister and I have been talking.’

‘Oh yeah,’ the young woman said coldly.

‘Oh dear, it’s very awkward really,’ Harriet stuttered.

‘C’mon, luv, spit it out. I’m listenin’.’

‘Well if you must know, my sister and I are concerned about the men you bring back.’

Muriel looked at her. ‘Why, d’yer wanna borrer one?’

‘Oh my God no!’ Harriet gasped. ‘You see, Juliet and I are worried one of them might find his way up the stairs. After all, we’re just two ladies on our own. Supposing one of your  visitors was the worse for drink or something. Why, anything could happen.’

Muriel tried to hide her amusement but a wide grin broke out on her round, well-rouged face. ‘Don’t you worry yer ole self, luv. I’m pretty careful, an’ the men I bring ’ome won’t be interested in anyone but me, I can assure yer. Jus’ bolt yer door and sleep in peace. You’ll be as safe as a Muvver Superior, take my word fer it. Now if you’re finished, I must dash. I’ve got some work ter collect.’

 

Near the railway arches in Stanley Street muffled sounds of merriment carried out into the dark, deserted turning. Inside the Railway Inn the local folk tried to forget the rationing, the depressing news broadcasts and the rainy night as they gathered together and sang their favourite songs around a battered upright piano. In the snug bar two old ladies sat with glasses of Guinness in front of them. Granny Almond took a pinch of snuff and blew loudly into her large stained handkerchief. Granny Allen nudged her friend as the door opened and Muriel Taylor flounced in.

The young woman gave them a wide grin as she leaned over the counter. ‘Give us a gin an’ lime, will yer, Bert,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’m in an ’urry.’

Bert Jackson put the drink down in front of Muriel and gave her a sly grin. ‘Got business ternight, gel?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ the young woman replied, picking up the glass and swirling the contents around. ‘I’ve gotta meet somebody at nine. Mustn’t be late.’

Bert’s eyebrows raised. ‘Yer wanna be careful, young lady. There’s some funny ole characters around these days.’

‘Ain’t I always the careful one?’ Muriel said with a smile, downing the drink in one gulp.

As she turned and hurried out Bert grinned at the two old ladies. ‘I dunno what this area’s comin’ to,’ he said with mock seriousness.

Granny Allen snorted. ‘It ain’t what it used ter be, that’s fer sure. Used ter be quite nice round ’ere one time.’

Granny Almond nodded her agreement. ‘The bleedin’ place ’as gorn right down the pan. It’s the war what’s done it. Used ter be right select in this part o’ Bermondsey when I was a girl.’

Bert laughed loudly. ‘Go on, Daisy. I bet yer used ter get up ter some tricks when you was a girl.’

Daisy Almond chuckled. ‘Yeah, so we did, but we was more discreet. These youngsters do it right out in the open.’

The landlord of the Railway Inn picked up the empty glass left by Muriel. ‘I don’t fink that one does it in the open, Daisy,’ he grinned, nodding towards the door. ‘She likes it in comfort.’

Tobacco smoke hung in the air and both saloon and public bars of the Railway Inn had become packed. In the snug bar the two old ladies were warming to their regular chat together. ‘I see they’ve put soap on rationin’ now, Lil. That’ll please the kids,’ Daisy said, chuckling.

Lil took a sip from her Guinness. ‘ ’Ere, while I fink of it. I was talkin’ ter Mrs Mynott terday. She told me she see that there Ben Brady talkin’ ter Annie Robinson. I ain’t seen ’im fer some time.’

Daisy nodded. ‘It’s a shame about ’im an’ young Sally. I used ter fink they was well suited. They was always tergevver as kids, wasn’t they?’

Lil shook her head. ‘Well, ter be honest, Daisy, it doesn’t surprise me one little bit that they split up. ’E was always one fer the girls. She’s a nice kid as well. Very polite. I’m surprised she come back ’ome ter live, though. She got a place of ’er own when she left ’im, so I ’eard.’

‘So she did,’ Daisy replied. ‘Down at Dock’ead, it was, accordin’ ter Mrs Mynott. She come back ter look after ’er muvver when she went down wiv pleurisy. Bloody painful, that pleurisy.’

Granny Allen took a sip of her Guinness. ‘Strange she never went back ter the flat when Annie got better, Daisy.’

Granny Almond nodded. ‘Yeah, funny that. Mind you, that girl’s always workin’. She gets the shoppin’, cleans the step, an’ Annie Robinson told me once she does all ’er washin’ an’ ironin’ fer ’er.’

Lil sipped her Guinness. ‘Bloody drudge if yer ask me, Daisy. She’d be better off back at Dock’ead.’

The storm had passed over and rainwater ran along the gutters and gurgled down into the drains. Inside the Railway Inn the noise of the pounding piano and singing had become louder. In the quieter snug bar the two old ladies had finished their drinks and were arguing about whose turn it was to get the next round.

‘You got the last one, Daisy. It’s my turn,’ Lil said, reaching down to the large handbag at her feet.

‘No, you got the last one, Lil. I’ll get this one,’ Daisy replied, sorting out some silver from a small purse.

Bert had already replenished the ladies’ glasses and was leaning on the counter, a look of resignation written on his large florid features. His eyes went up to the ceiling. It’s the same every Saturday night with these two, he told himself. They’re a couple of con artists. ‘ ’Ere, girls, ’ave this one on me,’ he said without much enthusiasm.

Daisy looked pleased with herself as she collected the drinks. ‘ ’E’s a nice feller, is Bert,’ she said loudly enough for the landlord to hear as he walked back into the public bar.

‘Bloody crafty ole bats,’ Bert groaned aloud to his wife Elsie. ‘They’ve done it again.’

 

In the quiet after the rain had stopped Sally sat beside the fire with the evening paper resting on her lap. Her parents had gone to the Railway Inn and Lora had been out since early evening. Sally welcomed the opportunity of being alone in the house on  this wintry night, and as she leaned back in her chair and listened to the dreamy music coming from the wireless she closed her eyes and let her mind wander. Her Saturday evenings had once been very pleasant, she remembered wistfully, especially during her courting days. After a hectic working week at Harrison’s she had often looked forward to going to the pictures with Ben, and then maybe having a drink or two in a nearby pub before he walked her to her front door.

Sally sighed and let the sounds of the soft music flow over her. It seemed so long ago now since the two of them had first become more than childhood friends. They had never taken much notice of each other at school and it was not until Sally was in her late teens that Ben began to pay her any special attention. She recalled how Ben had bragged to her about the girls he had taken out and she had sniffed contemptuously and tried hard to ignore him. He was just twenty and had only been working in the docks for a short time. He would wear his cap at a jaunty angle and knot his scarf the way the older dockers did. He had often stood talking to her in the square, his thumbs stuck through his braces, and his easy, infectious laugh would make her heart flutter. She had been nineteen and felt very grown up, but she was still slightly in awe of the good-looking lad who had suddenly started to take an interest in her. Her father was very strict and saw to it that she did not spend too much time talking with the ‘flash young pup’ as he called him. Sally recalled the time Ben had first asked her out and she’d refused. His reputation with the local girls was well known to her and when he offered to take her to the pictures she told him that she already had a date. Ben merely shrugged his shoulders and sauntered off, leaving her feeling red-faced and wild with herself for not taking up his offer.

That night she and her friend Vera were sitting in the Old Kent Picture House when they saw Ben. He was with Barbara Haines who had a reputation locally for being a flirt. Sally  remembered how she had slunk down in her seat trying not to let him see her, but Ben spotted the two of them and when the show was over he gave her and Vera a big grin as he walked past, arm in arm with Barbara. Sally knew that Ben was bound to tease her and try to make her jealous the next time she saw him, and she vowed to herself that she would refuse him again when he asked her out, but for a long time he did not come around. When he finally made an appearance along with a few of his young friends he seemed reluctant to talk to her. Sally smiled briefly to herself as she recalled how her interest in him had begun to develop. She had gone out of her way to talk to him then, much to her parents’ dismay. They had always felt that Ben was cheeky and disrespectful as a child, and a bad influence on the other children. They saw him now as being arrogant and too self-assured. But Sally had ignored their warnings that he was the sort of young man who got girls into trouble and had let him see that she was interested in him.

It was her twentieth birthday when Ben finally asked her again for a date and she lost no time making up her mind to accept his offer. It had been a lovely evening, she recalled. Ben had given her her first real romantic kiss in the darkness of the cinema, and then after sauntering into the King’s Arms pub with her holding tightly on to his arm and buying her a gin and lime he had walked her home. Sally remembered how her head had been swimming from the unaccustomed drink that evening, and she had allowed him to hold her tight and kiss her passionately as they stood in her doorway. They had been abruptly interrupted when her father had called out in a gruff voice for her to come in and shut the door. She had already fallen in love with Ben, although at first he would never admit to her what his true feelings were. Sally knew there was a sensitive side to him behind his swaggering image - she had never forgotten, when they were children, how he’d braved the sharp claws of a maddened cat to remove the tin can the local  bullies had tied to its tail - and so that he would not feel he was becoming trapped she hid her feelings from him for a long time. Their relationship had developed slowly, but one sunny Sunday afternoon she discovered that he had childishly carved their initials on the sycamore tree in the square.

Sally smiled sadly to herself as she sat in the quiet room listening to the wireless and thinking about the past. Ben had always found it hard to put his feelings into words, and he would easily become embarrassed when he tried to talk about his own emotions, but like the crudely carved heart and initials on the tree he had always found touching little ways of letting her know that he loved her. She remembered with a deep sense of loss how happy she and Ben had been when they were first married, and how Ben had tried so hard to be a perfect husband, before their marriage fell to pieces around them.

A red-hot cinder tumbled into the hearth and Sally picked up the fire-tongs to replace it. The wireless crackled and distant thunder rolled. Sally leaned back in her chair and sighed deeply.

 

Later that dark, wet night, while the Carey sisters were listening to Saturday Night Theatre on the wireless, Muriel Taylor came back home. Harriet heard giggling and the sound of an empty milk bottle being kicked over. She got up and peered carefully through the heavy curtains into the street below. She turned and looked at Juliet, her face grey with horror. ‘It’s her, Muriel. She’s got men with her!’ she gasped.

Juliet tut-tutted. She had missed hearing the detective announce the identity of the murderer. ‘Really, Harriet. It’s none of our business,’ she said irritably, becoming secretly curious about just what Muriel had planned for that particular evening. She was still wondering when they both retired to bed.

[image: 001]

The Robinson family were gathered together in their front parlour discussing the Prime Minister’s speech which had just ended. It was Sunday evening and the news was that Singapore had fallen to the Japanese. Charlie was sitting back in his chair beside the low-burning fire, a serious look on his face. ‘It’s bad news,’ he said angrily. ‘The bloody place was s’posed ter be impregnable. Jus’ shows yer. I pity them poor bastards what survived. Them Japs are wicked gits.’

Lora was sitting beside her boyfriend Bernard and she winced at her father’s strong language. Bernard glanced at Lora, his pale, weak face taking on a pained expression. His light blue eyes were heavy-lidded, and a strand of unruly fair hair hung down over his high forehead. Bernard was twenty-one and had just finished a college course in accountancy. He had had to register for military service and was very concerned about what the future held for him.

Annie was sitting in the other fireside chair facing her husband and she looked up from her knitting. ‘I bet George Tapley’s worried out of ’is life over them two boys,’ she said. ‘Young Laurie’s in the Far East.’

Charlie nodded. ‘I was talkin’ to ’im in the pub yesterday. ’E ain’t ’eard from ’im fer some time.’

‘What about ’is eldest lad, Tony?’ Annie asked. ‘ ’E’s in the Middle East, ain’t ’e?’

‘Yeah. George told me Tony’s a corporal now,’ Charlie answered as he stretched his legs out in front of the fire.

Sally had been sitting at the table sorting through a pile of buttons and bits and pieces she had tipped out of the sewing basket. She looked up and caught the exchanged glances between her sister and Bernard. ‘You gonna put the kettle on, Lora? I wanna get on wiv this,’ she said sharply.

Annie got up. ‘I’ll do it,’ she said, putting down her knitting.

Lora made no attempt to get up and Sally gave her sister a withering look. Charlie tapped his pipe against the heel of his  boot and turned to Bernard. ‘Yer know what that means, don’t yer?’ he said quickly.

Bernard looked at him blankly. ‘What’s that, Mr Robinson?’

Charlie jerked his thumb in the direction of the wireless set. ‘Well, what they’ve jus’ said about Singapore fallin’. It means we’ve lost anovver base. We ain’t got many in the Far East as it is, wivout losin’ Singapore.’

Bernard’s eyes widened. ‘Oh,’ he said simply.

‘Bernard’s registered fer service, ’aven’t yer, Bernard,’ Lora prompted.

The young lad looked embarrassed, and Charlie took advantage of his discomfort. ‘I s’pose you’re gonna volunteer fer the Pay Corps or somefing, you bein’a qualified accountant now,’ he said mockingly.

Bernard sat up straight. ‘As a matter of fact I’ve put down for the Air Force,’ he answered proudly.

‘Yer gonna fly then?’ Charlie asked sarcastically. ‘Yer gonna be a pilot?’

Bernard smiled at Lora. ‘I’ve put down to be a navigator. You need to have a qualification in maths to be a navigator.’

Charlie looked into the fire. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said slowly, unimpressed.

Sally glanced over at her father and then over to Bernard. She felt sorry for the lad. He was forever being goaded by her father and his face showed his discomfort by flushing a deep red. Lora was getting angry, and she did little to ease her boyfriend’s discomfort by saying, ‘Bernard passed the accountancy exam wiv top marks, didn’t yer, Bern?’

Charlie ignored her indignant tone and leaned towards the fire with a rolled up piece of paper. He lit his pipe and brushed the shower of sparks from his waistcoat. His face took on a happy expression as he puffed on his briar, and when Annie appeared with the teapot and cups balanced on a wooden tray  he resumed his attack. ‘Our Bernard’s passed wiv flyin’ colours, Mum. ’E’s come top o’ the class,’ he said drily.

Annie smiled. ‘That’s nice for yer, Bernard,’ she said, putting down the tray and laying out the cups.

‘ ’E’s goin’ in the Air Force, Annie. Gonna be a navigator, ain’t yer Bernard?’ Charlie went on, the sneer evident in his tone.

Lora looked at her father with disgust showing on her face. ‘If you’re not careful you’ll catch yer boots alight,’ she said quickly.

Charlie moved his feet back from the fire and glanced over at his younger daughter. He could see the anger on her pretty face and he felt a little sorry for goading Bernard, but the lad irked him. He seemed to have little spirit and was completely under his daughter’s influence. Charlie thought how different his two daughters were. Lora was the more domineering, and he felt that she had been getting a little too above herself since she got her job in a City office. Sally, on the other hand, was quiet and patient and she very rarely complained about anything. They were different in looks, too. Lora was fair-haired and blue-eyed and the prettier of the two, but Sally had a kind face and a pleasant personality. She was easy-going and seemed to accept things for what they were. Charlie felt some relief that his eldest daughter had made a firm break from her husband, but he knew there was still much sadness that the girl kept locked up inside her.

Annie was pouring the tea and Charlie watched her, puffing thoughtfully on his pipe. ‘ ’E’s a nice man, that George Tapley,’ Annie said, as if to break the silence. ‘So was ’is wife Sadie. Shame the way she went.’

‘ ’Ow did she go, Mum?’ Lora asked.

‘It was complications after young Laurie was born,’ Annie said, adding sugar to the cups. ‘George brought those two boys up all on ’is own. I must say they’re both a credit to ’im. When they was kids they was never any trouble, was they, farver?’

Charlie nodded. ‘I thought ’e’d ’ave got spliced again, jus’ fer the boys’ sake. I mean, they ’ardly knew their muvver.’

Annie passed around the tea. ‘I fink everybody expected ’im an’ Ginny Almond next door would ’ave got tergevver. I mean, there’s ’er, a widow, wiv five young kids an’ ’er ole muvver ter look after.’

Charlie laughed. ‘She ain’t a widow. Frankie Almond pissed orf years ago, an’ Granny Almond is Frankie’s muvver, not ’ers.’

Lora had gulped down her tea and was hurrying Bernard along. ‘We’d better dash if we’re gonna get in ter see the first picture,’ she said, looking up at the clock on the mantelshelf.

 

Sally had finished tidying up the sewing-basket and was scanning through the News of the World. Charlie had said he was off to the pub for a pint before it closed and Annie was sitting listening to the wireless. The music ended and the announcer’s voice introduced a talk on how to make the food rations go further. Annie groaned and twiddled with the knobs of the set. The sound of hymn-singing filled the room and she quickly turned the wireless off.

Sally folded the paper and looked over at her mother. ‘Vera’s mum told me she saw yer talkin’ ter Ben yesterday, Mum,’ she said suddenly.

Annie picked up her knitting. ‘Yeah, ’e stopped me in the street,’ she answered without looking up. ‘ ’E just asked ’ow yer was. Told me ter say ’ello. I didn’t say anyfing, case it upset yer.’

Sally sighed deeply. ‘Yer should ’ave told me, Mum. It wouldn’t ’ave upset me. It’s all over between us. It ’as bin fer some time.’

The room was quiet, except for the clicking sound of Annie’s steel needles. After a while she said, ‘Me an’ yer Dad thought yer might ’ave got back tergevver again.’

Sally stared down at the folded newspaper on the table in front of her. ‘No, it’s final,’ she said quietly.

‘I was sayin’ ter yer farver it might ’ave bin different if you’d ’ave ’ad a child,’ Annie said, pausing in her knitting to pull a length of wool from the bag at her feet. ‘Children keep a marriage tergevver, I always say. A marriage is no good wivout children.’

Sally felt the bitterness rising up and she ran her fingers down the back of her short dark hair. ‘We tried, Mum. It jus’ wasn’t ter be. We both wanted children.’

Annie put down her knitting. ‘It’s the way it goes sometimes,’ she said.

The clock showed ten minutes to ten and its ticking sounded loudly in the quiet room. Sally watched as her mother picked up her knitting once more and started to count the stitches, her eyes squinting behind her metal-rimmed glasses. A suffocating feeling of depression weighed down on Sally as she stared into the fire. Was she destined to spend the rest of her life in this house, she wondered in a moment of despair, growing old slowly and without a man’s love? She would have to make the break soon and leave the family home to find herself a flat somewhere or it would be too late to change anything. The clicking of the metal knitting-needles and the ticking of the clock seemed to become louder, counting out the seconds of her life as they slipped away from her for ever, and a sudden desperate panic welled up within her. With a sharp pang she thought of her decision never to go back to Ben. He wanted her to come home. He had told her often enough when they had first parted. He had often been waiting for her when she left work or when she went shopping at the market. He had said that she was the only one he cared for and begged her to forgive him, but she had made it clear how resolute she was and gradually he had stopped meeting her.

Sally breathed heavily. When the sudden moment of panic  passed she began to think about the decision she had made. It had been hard, even though the hurt and anger at what he had done made her bitter. They had been blissfully happy at first. Ben had told her many times during their early days together that all his past girlfriends had meant nothing to him and he had eyes only for her. Sally had been convinced of his sincerity, and it seemed hard to believe now how everything could have changed so quickly as the war clouds gathered and Ben talked more and more of volunteering for the army. He had said that they should not consider having children the way things were and it was then that the rows started. Sally recalled the bitterness and disappointment she felt, and how she had accused him of being selfish and putting his pride before their happiness. He had been furious with her for not understanding that he would feel like a coward if he spent the war in a reserved job at home. Sally felt her anger rising as she thought about those early rows. She had not been able to make him see that he would be doing a vital job and it would at least be better than going off to fight and maybe getting killed or maimed.

On the day after war had been declared Ben volunteered, and he had been shocked and angered when he was turned down for military service because of a perforated eardrum. He became morose and angry at being rejected for the army, and it was only after much prompting by Sally that he reluctantly agreed to start a family. By the following spring Sally had still not become pregnant, and it was then that Ben turned to drink.

It had started slowly with him stopping off for a pint or two after work, but his drinking had soon got out of hand and often he had staggered home and fallen into bed after merely picking at his tea. The rows had become more frequent and their lovemaking was by then a rare event. Sally remembered becoming convinced that Ben was seeing someone else, and she could still feel as if it were yesterday the pain and anguish she had suffered when she came home from work early one  afternoon and found him in her bed with Barbara Haines, one of his past girlfriends.

It had been the end of their life together. She had hurried from the house and walked the streets for hours until, finally drained of all feeling, she had sunk exhausted on to a park bench and fallen into a fitful sleep.

As soon as she could collect her things she took lodgings in Dockhead and made a firm resolution never to go back to Ben after the terrible humiliation she had suffered. Sally shuddered as she recalled those weeks she had spent alone in the dingy flat. When Lora called to tell her of their mother’s illness she had welcomed the excuse to return to her family home, if only to escape the sheer loneliness of her situation. Now she knew that being with her family could not help her to forget what she had lost, and as the days slipped slowly by she was becoming less and less able to face the future with any kind of confidence.

The clock chimed the hour and she saw her mother’s head jerk and her sleepy eyes glance up at the mantelshelf. Without saying a word Sally left the warm parlour and climbed the stairs to her bedroom.

 

In the small back room Bill Freeman put down his large eyeglass and closed the book he was reading. The candle had burned low and was beginning to sputter. He got up and walked to the window to stretch his cramped legs and as he did so the candle went out. The room was in darkness, except for the small amount of light from the landing which came under the door. The old man peered through the curtains at the black night outside and then he turned back to the cabinet and fumbled for a new candle. When he had finally managed to light it Bill opened the cabinet drawer and took out his box. Seating himself at the table, he slowly opened the lid of the box and removed the contents. He shivered and pulled his shabby  overcoat tighter around his shoulders as he picked up the magnifying glass and studied the old photograph that was lying on the top of the papers. It was of his father. The man wore baggy trousers which were tied beneath the knee. His collarless shirt was open at the front and the sleeves were rolled up over his brawny arms. The man’s face looked stern and a thick moustache covered his mouth. He held a long pitchfork in his hand and behind him was a loaded hay wain. Bill put the faded photograph to one side and started to sift through the bits and pieces. He found the folded marriage certificate which was almost in pieces. He looked at the small blue envelope and took out the folded piece of matching paper. His tired eyes squinted in the light of the flickering candle as he read the letter once more.

The candle had burned for some time and a thin trickle of wax had run down to the holder. Outside the wind had risen and it rattled the small windowpane. The old man stared into the moving, conical flame and he saw her face clearly. She was young, with hair the colour of straw. Her eyes mocked him and her pretty mouth was parted, revealing her small white teeth. She stood, hands on hips, her long dress reaching down to her tiny feet. He was coming towards her over the grassy mound and her smile grew wider. He saw her, too, as she sat in the rocking-chair and he heard the rhythmical grating as the rails moved back and forth over the stone floor. The baby slept peacefully in her arms and her gentle crooning was sweet to his ears. The candle danced in the draught and he saw the men coming over the hilly mound. They wore long frock-coats and their black top hats were smooth and shiny. He heard the wailing as he led the small procession down the cobbled lane. He felt the icy wind on his face and saw the flakes of snow sticking to the men’s hats as they led the way up the rising path. Bill sighed deeply as he stared into the flame. The distant sound of a night train into London Bridge station reached his  ears and he saw the fields slipping by and the steam from the engine floating over the furrows like balls of cotton wool and evaporating. He heard the bustle and remembered his fear as people jostled around him and noisy traffic filled the strange London streets. All that remained of his past was the small bundle of papers he carried in his inside pocket, and the key to a new life in the big city was the one letter he had with him. He recalled the huge, frightening building, with its high dusty windows which turned the light of the sun brown as it filtered through the grimy panes. He smelled the stench of the tannery pits and saw the large animal skins hanging on the stretching frames. He felt again the sharp pain of his grief and the almost overwhelming desire to rush back again to the rolling countryside and the old stone cottage above the cobbled lane. Bill gave out a long, low sigh, and his head sank down on to his chest.

The first light of dawn was creeping up over the roof-tops and the birds were awake when Bill climbed into his cold bed. The few words he had written were sealed in a brown envelope and safely stowed in the old tin box. He was satisfied that his affairs were now in order and he felt relieved. The old man did not sleep, instead he lay thinking of the many years he had spent in the Bermondsey leather trade and of various lodgings he had had in the area. It was in 1937, the year of his retirement, that he moved in with the Robinsons and he considered that the years he had spent with them had been happy ones. The family had allowed him to live his life the way he wanted and had looked after him very well. His meals had always been taken to his room and no one minded that he did not eat at the family table. Bill liked eating alone. He realised that it must seem rather strange to the Robinsons, his reading by candlelight when there were gas and electricity available. When he first moved in he had said that gas fumes tightened up his chest and made it difficult for him to breathe and reading  by electric light caused him to suffer bad headaches, and his request to be supplied with candles had been complied with. Bill kept himself quietly to himself, but he enjoyed Sally’s company now that she had moved back home. She said very little about her life and Bill understood. He himself preferred to leave the past behind, and the occasional chats they had together were happy and lighthearted. Now he had told Sally about the tin box he felt content, and his one simple hope was that he would live long enough to see the end of the war.
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