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Prologue

May 1941

More than a week had passed since the worst night of the Blitz, and on the Monday morning of the nineteenth they laid George Merry to rest. He had died a hero and his wife Lucy held her head up high as Father Dooley gave the eulogy. The spring morning carried a chill and the mist was slow to clear, but by the time the mourners arrived back in Totterdown Street the sun was shining.

Lucy Merry had no children of her own to share her grief, though her little terraced house was full of cousins, nieces and nephews, as well as the neighbours, who on the whole had had few kind things to say about George Merry during his lifetime but were singing his praises now that he was gone.

The Carey family spared Lucy Merry the hypocrisy and gathered instead in their own home, along with the Duggans who lived next door. The two families sat quietly talking over very welcome cups of tea, brewed ready for their return by Aunt Ellie, who now sat stony-faced in her high-backed chair by the hearth.

‘’E must ’ave bin goin’ on seventy,’ Martha Carey remarked. ‘I remember Lucy Merry sayin’ ter me ’ow worried she was about ’im takin’ the night-watchman’s job after all those years drivin’ fer the firm.’

Mabel Duggan patted the bun of her dark hair and then folded her arms over her ample middle before replying. ‘I didn’t fink ’e looked ’is age. ’E was still very sprightly.’

‘I feel sorry fer Lucy. She’s all on ’er own now,’ Martha went on. ‘Shame she didn’t ’ave any kids. They’d ’ave bin a comfort to ’er now.’

Aunt Ellie had heard enough, and after dabbing at her eyes she got up from her chair without a word and made her way to the sanctuary of her room on the bend of the stairs. The tears she shed and the pain she felt were not for George Merry. Her grief was for the man who smiled out of a framed photograph that stood on a small cabinet beside her bed.

Martha Carey gave her husband Joe a quick glance that spoke volumes as Ellie left the room and then she eased back in her armchair. ‘I dunno where it’s all gonna end,’ she sighed. ‘We can’t take much more o’ this bombin’.’

Mabel Duggan’s daughter Pamela sat quietly listening to the conversation. At eighteen death should have been a stranger to her, but the Blitz had changed all that. At the funeral she had felt as cold as ice and she wept to see her mother weeping. She was blossoming into a beautiful young woman, with sparkling green eyes and red hair, but as she sat listening unobtrusively to the older women talking the colour had drained from her pretty face and she shivered involuntarily. She had hardly known George Merry but the solemn occasion had touched her deeply. As she saw her mother crying before her she was hardly expected to know that the tears she shed for other neighbours who had died during that terrible night, the elderly Simpsons, Flo Thomas, Hilda Moore and Granny Knight, were tears not only of sorrow but of shame.

Joe Carey and his old friend Charlie Duggan had taken their leave and gone into the backyard where they sat on upturned beer crates. The sun was warm now and the light ale tasted better than tea, but Joe was pensive as he watched the progress of a spider that was crawling down the underside of the tin bath hanging on the grimy brick wall.

‘It was a nice piece in the Bulletin about ole George,’ he remarked, still staring at the spider.

Charlie nodded as he ran his fingers through his thinning grey hair. ‘Yeah, they did it well,’ he replied. ‘I expect it’s a comfort ter Lucy.’

Joe eased his stocky frame against the wall and sighed deeply. ‘Our Mo looked in early this mornin’,’ he said flatly. ‘I was still in bed but Marfa was up. ’E didn’t stop long.’

‘Our Stan’s callin’-up papers came this mornin’,’ Charlie said. ‘It’s the Navy. ’E’s gotta report ter Chatham. Mabel ’ad a few tears but it’s just as well ’e’s goin’.’

‘Yeah, it’s a bad business,’ Joe continued, noticing that the large spider was now running down the wall. ‘In a way I wish our Mo was able ter go. It would ’ave bin the best fer all concerned. Mind you, Marfa wouldn’t agree.’

‘Nah, I s’pose not,’ Charlie replied.

Joe Carey took a tobacco tin from his coat pocket and flicked off the lid, then he noticed the wry smile on Charlie’s ruddy face. ‘Yeah, I know. I shouldn’t be smokin’ wiv my chest,’ he said quickly. ‘That’s what our Marfa’s always tellin’ me.’

‘I never said a word,’ Charlie replied, his grin increasing.

Joe lifted his foot and brought it down quickly as the spider crossed the yard, only to see it scamper off under the toilet door. ‘It ain’t so bad this weavver. It’s durin’ the winter I suffer.’

For a few moments neither man said anything. ‘’Ave you ’eard from young Tom lately?’ Charlie asked finally.

‘We got a letter a few weeks ago but nuffing since,’ Joe told him. ‘’E seemed ter fink ’is regiment was bound fer the Middle East but ’e couldn’t be sure.’

‘They’re still only kids at eighteen.’

‘Just like us. We were the same.’

‘Yeah, an’ if we’d ’ave only known.’

‘Kitchener wants you! ’E would ’ave bloody whistled.’

‘Be a lot different this time, it will.’

‘That’s fer sure.’

The two old friends were silent again for a short while then Charlie Duggan’s grey eyes suddenly became sad as he tapped his pipe against the heel of his shoe. ‘Best ter try an’ put that business ter the back of our minds,’ he said quietly. ‘No use dwellin’ on fings.’

‘I make yer right,’ Joe answered, nodding. He leant forward to lick his cigarette paper. ‘We can never be expected ter ferget it, but as I said ter Marfa, we can’t let it destroy us, an’ it will if we let it.’

‘We can start right now by promisin’ ourselves that we’ll never mention it ever again,’ Charlie said solemnly.

‘Good as done. It’s the only way,’ Joe replied gravely.

Martha Carey had gone to Ellie’s room and remonstrated with her. ‘Look, I ’ope you ain’t gonna sit up ’ere mopin’ fer the rest o’ the day,’ she said sharply.

‘I can’t ’elp the way I feel,’ Ellie replied with a long face.

‘Well, pull yer bleedin’ self tergevver,’ Martha told her despairingly. ‘I got enough ter worry about wivout you gettin’ ill again.’

‘I’m all right. I’ll be down in a minute,’ Ellie replied as she stared down at her crumpled handkerchief.

With the two families assembled once more Charlie Duggan did his best to raise a smile. ‘’Ere, did yer see what it said in the Bulletin this mornin’?’ he asked.

Blank looks spurred him on and he picked up the newspaper. ‘It ses ’ere that the government’s asked the ’ead o’ the ’Eavy Rescue Squad ter nominate some o’ their men fer bravery medals, an’ yer know what ’is reply was? “Medals? We don’t want no effin’ medals. The ’ole effin’ borough deserves an effin’ medal.”’

‘You mind your language in front o’ young Pam,’ Mabel said sharply.

Aunt Ellie’s bottom lip quivered and she got up again.

‘I fink I deserve one o’ those bleedin’ medals,’ Martha sighed as she went to comfort her elder sister once more.


Chapter One

1947

The early days of April had been cold, but as the month wore on the weather had become more seasonal. This Saturday morning a heavy shower had died out and the sun was once again shining down on Totterdown Street.

The local folk were keen to make the most of the break in the weather, and now women hurried off to the market while the children went out to play in the quiet street. A few elderly people took the air at their front doors, and even Aunt Ellie Emberson stood on the doorstep of number 6 for a short while to peer along the turning, until she spotted the large and vociferous Bessie Woodward approaching. Ellie detested the woman and quickly went back inside.

Ellie Emberson was fifty-seven, four years older than Martha Carey, her married sister, whose home she had lived in ever since the day war was declared. Until then she had lived alone in two rented rooms supplied by the church, but the tenancy had been a little too near the river for Ellie’s peace of mind. Drunken seamen and dock workers spilled out of the pubs every Saturday night at closing time and very often fights broke out. What was more, she had read a newspaper article back in the summer of ’39 which, in her words, ‘put the fear of God into me’. If war did break out London would be a prime target, and in particular the dock areas. The hack had gone on to point out that the German air force had won their spurs in the Spanish Civil War, and there was a picture of Guernica which had been totally destroyed by the Condor Squadron.

Martha Carey had been worried about her sister’s lonely existence, and when she suggested that she move into Totterdown Street with them Ellie needed no coaxing. As Martha pointed out, she was family and at such times families should be together. Martha’s husband Joe was a staid, homely man and he had raised no objections, though sometimes Ellie had the feeling he was merely suffering her presence in silence.

On the whole Totterdown Street was a good place to live, Ellie felt. It was a small turning leading off from Abbey Street and quite close to the large market in Tower Bridge Road. The cobbled turning had two rows of neat terraced houses with corner shops: Ogden’s the tobacconist and newsagent and Field’s baker’s shop were at the Abbey Street end, while at the far end that led into Ship Lane John Raney ran an oilshop and opposite him was Kenward’s the cobbler’s shop. The street had survived the war intact, unlike Ship Lane, once a thriving industrial turning but now one huge bomb ruin, a ravaged wasteland hidden from view by corrugated sheeting that ran right along its length.

On that Saturday morning Ellie was feeling quite excited; a rare occurrence for her, admittedly, but today was a little special. It was her fifty-seventh birthday and Martha had had a cake made especially for the occasion. There had been cards too and presents from the family. The Duggans were calling in for tea that evening and Martha had insisted that Ellie look her best. She had done her hair for her and set it tightly in curlers, and at this moment she was collecting her best dress for her from the cleaners.

Sue Carey pushed her chair back and stretched leisurely. Saturday mornings were usually quiet at the Bulletin, and today was no exception. There had been very few callers and only a couple of messages to deal with, and time was dragging as it approached midday.

‘Are you still here?’ Paddy O’Brian said as he came out from the reporters’ office. He was a large man in his mid-forties and he had amorous designs on the pretty receptionist, but he was sad to reflect, the young filly treated him like nothing more than a benevolent uncle. He could show her a good time, all the same, even though she was most likely quite worldly wise after her war years in the ATS.

‘I was just about to switch off the phones,’ she told him.

Paddy sat down on the edge of her desk and folded his arms. ‘Why don’t you let me take you to the flicks tonight?’ he said. ‘There’s a good musical on at the Trocadera.’

‘Sorry, Paddy, I’m all booked up,’ she replied with a smile.

‘P’raps another time then,’ he said, not trying to conceal the disappointment on his pale flat face.

Sue reached down for her handbag, aware that his eyes were following her every movement. ‘I’m afraid I’m spoken for,’ she told him lightly.

The reporter shrugged his shoulders. ‘All the best ones are,’ he remarked, then he leaned towards her conspiratorially. ‘By the way, did you hear the latest? There’s a new reporter starting soon.’

Sue was fishing for her powder compact and she shook her head. ‘I haven’t heard anything.’

‘Bit of a flash monkey if you ask me,’ Paddy went on. ‘I bumped into him when he came out of Spencer’s office. Been with the Star and the Evening News as a cub reporter before the war and then he was involved with the services’ magazine, according to Spencer’s secretary. I wonder what’s so attractive about coming to work for this rag? The way things are going we’ll be lucky if we’re still printing by the end of the year. Sales have dropped again and Spencer’s walking around like a bear with a sore head.’

Sue had found the tiny silver compact and she looked at herself in the small mirror, quickly applying the powdered pad to both cheeks. ‘He must have his reasons,’ she replied.

Paddy got up from the desk and did up the buttons of his shabby coat. ‘Well, I’d better be off,’ he sighed.

Sue watched him leave. Poor Paddy, she thought. His weekend would be spent mainly at his local in Balham, and on Monday morning he would arrive late with a king-sized hangover and a crumpled shirt that he had slept in. There would be messages waiting for him, and Spencer on the warpath, but despite everything Paddy would survive. He was a good reporter for all his shortcomings and Spencer knew it.

As she hurried from the newspaper offices near London Bridge the young woman was looking forward to the weekend. Del Abelson had promised to take her dancing that evening which gave her an excuse to wear her new dress and shoes. There was Aunt Ellie’s birthday party to get through first though, and there would no doubt be a few tears shed when the port took effect. Poor Aunt Ellie. Put into service as a young girl and then falling in love with the young man of the house. It could almost have been a fairy story, especially the way her mother had told it, but fairy stories have happy endings, and it hadn’t worked out that way for Ellie and Charles Langley, son of Lord Langley and heir to the Langley wealth. The young man had joined the Royal Flying Corps at the beginning of the First World War and been killed in combat over France. Aunt Ellie had loved him dearly and there had never been any other man in her sad life. Now, on her fifty-seventh birthday, she would cut her birthday cake, take a couple of glasses of port and then feigning a headache she would retire to her room, to sit on the edge of her bed dabbing at her eyes as she stared at the sepia photograph of her one and only love, the handsome young airman Charles, who had been so tragically killed more than thirty years ago. How sad that she had never let him go.

Martha tutted as she worked at removing Ellie’s curlers. ‘Now keep still. They’re nearly all out,’ she said crossly.

‘They were very tight. They’ve given me a bad headache,’ Ellie moaned.

‘Tight me arse,’ Martha growled. ‘Anyway they’ve gotta be tight or they won’t curl yer ’air. Yer can ’ave a couple of Aspros. They’ll soon shift yer ’eadache.’

‘Do you have to be so common,’ Ellie went on. ‘There’s no need for it.’

Martha smiled as she removed the last of the curlers. Ellie had adopted a refined accent during her days in service and it had been the subject of amusement ever since. ‘I’m not common, Ellie,’ Martha said with mock severity. ‘I’m just a born-an’-bred cockney wot talks a bit rough, not wot like you do.’

‘Now you’re making fun of me,’ Ellie retorted. ‘You take Sue. She speaks properly and it sounds so nice. It puts that young man of hers to shame.’

‘Don’t you let Sue ’ear yer criticisin’ ’er bloke,’ Martha said quickly. ‘Del’s a smashin’ feller an’ ’e finks the world of ’er.’

‘I’m not saying he doesn’t. All I’m saying is …’

‘Now shut up an’ keep still or yer barnet’ll never get fixed,’ Martha ordered. ‘I’m tryin’ ter make yer look like Joan Fontaine.’

Ellie bent her head and suffered the discomfort as her younger sister combed out her thick greying hair. Joan Fontaine, she thought. And the ensemble were playing Strauss for the midsummer gathering, and the sweet aroma of honeysuckle scented the warm night air as the strains of the ‘Blue Danube Waltz’ carried out along the colonnade from the brightly lit ballroom. What a wonderful night it was, she recalled with a deep sigh.

‘Darling, I had to see you,’ he said with a tremor in his deep voice.

‘Won’t they miss you, Charles?’

‘I don’t care,’ he replied passionately. ‘My life is with you, not them. There’s so little time and so much to say.’

‘I do love you dearly, Charles, but I’m afraid,’ she told him almost tearfully. ‘We come from different worlds. I’m just a maid, a paid servant from a poor background, and you, you’re the future Lord Langley, with a place in the history books. Let me go, darling. We can never be together.’

Ellie smiled to herself as she remembered her theatrical performance that summer night in the shadows of the arbour. How delicious the memory of his lips on hers, the pressure of his body and the sensation of his strong arms around her. That night it was as though the world stopped turning, and in the seclusion of the copse he had laid her down on the mossy slope and smothered her with his kisses. Her resistance soon melted away and she let him love her, urging him on with soft moans of pure ecstasy, grasping the too brief moments of passion before the imminent parting.

The next morning, as the mist rose off the lawns in the hazy dawn light, he left. Elegant in his tight-fitting uniform, his shoulders straight and proud, he took his leave of his family. He sat in the rear of the Daimler, the throaty roar of its powerful engine sending the sleepy birds skywards with protesting caws. She was waiting by the gate half hidden, but he saw her, saw her hesitant wave. His brief smile had turned her legs to jelly and kindled anew the longing in her aching heart, and cherishing the memory of his little clandestine gesture she had turned away, never to see him again.

‘There we are. Yer look very nice,’ Martha commented. ‘Just let me put a bit o’ rouge on yer face, it’ll ’ide the paleness.’

‘For goodness sake, Martha, stop fussing,’ Ellie complained. ‘It’s a birthday party not a coming-out party.’

Down in the parlour Joe was talking to his daughter. ‘I ’ope our Tom ain’t too sloshed when ’e gets in,’ he sighed. ‘Yer know ’ow Aunt Ellie gets wound up about ’im gettin’ drunk.’

‘Any chance of Mo calling in?’ Sue asked him.

‘I shouldn’t fink so, though yer never know wiv ’im,’ Joe replied.

‘He is very busy, Pop,’ Sue said in mitigation.

‘No one should be too busy fer their family,’ Joe said sharply. ‘Tom’ll make the effort, pissed or not.’

‘Well, maybe Mo’ll make the effort too,’ Sue said hopefully. ‘He is pretty fond of Ellie, despite her funny ways.’

Joe Carey eased his heavy bulk back in the armchair. ‘I dunno, strike me if I don’t,’ he declared. ‘There’s our Tom earnin’ a pittance at that poxy firm ’e’s workin’ for, an’ not a care in the world, an’ there’s Maurice wiv a good business that’s makin’ a lot o’ money, but is ’e ’appy? Is ’e ’ell.’

‘Money’s not everything, Dad,’ Sue said a little reproachfully. ‘Mo wanted to join up when the war started. He’s always regretted not being able to do his bit. That accident changed him, we all know that.’

‘’E should remind ’imself sometimes that ’e was lucky it was only a smashed foot,’ Joe said quietly. ‘That poor sod on the back o’ the bike was killed outright. The driver o’ the car was badly ’urt too. ’E spent six months on ’is back. All right, so Mo couldn’t join up, but there again it could ’ave bin a blessin’ in disguise. ’E might not ’ave bin ’ere terday.’

Sue could never fathom the tension between her father and her elder brother. Whenever they got together, which wasn’t very often, they always seemed to argue. It was uncharacteristic of her father, who was normally very easy-going. He had been a bookkeeper with Napier and Sons, the Tooley Street wine firm, for almost sixteen years, and she felt that he was happy with his lot. Maurice seemed to rile him, however, and it was usually left to her mother to act as peacemaker.

The front door opened and slammed shut, followed by a shuffling in the passage. Tom Carey came into the room with a fixed grin on his handsome face. ‘I’m not too late fer the party, am I?’ he said with a slight slur. ‘I’ve bin chattin’ wiv the lads.’

‘Mum’s upstairs doing Aunt Ellie’s hair,’ Sue told him.

Tom slumped down in the vacant armchair and puffed loudly. ‘I bin celebratin’,’ he announced.

‘Celebratin’ what?’ Joe asked.

‘A strike, that’s what,’ Tom replied. ‘It seems we’re all gonna be out on the cobbles on Monday mornin’.’

‘I shouldn’t fink that’s anyfing ter celebrate,’ Joe said curtly. ‘Strikes never solved anyfing.’

Tom burped loudly and sat up straight in the chair. ‘I dunno about that, Farvver,’ he replied. ‘We’ve bin tryin’ ter get union recognition fer this new depot Brady’s opened up in Barley Lane but ’e won’t ’ear of it. Del Abelson’s seein’ ’im on Monday mornin’ ter try an’ talk sense into ’im, but I fink ’e’ll be wastin’ ’is time. Brady ses we’re all gonna be sacked if we push the issue an’ come out on strike.’

‘’E can’t do that,’ Joe said firmly. ‘Men ’ave the right ter join the union.’

‘You try tellin’ ole Brady that,’ Tom said with disgust.

‘He could be bluffing,’ Sue suggested.

‘Well, if ’e is ’e’s doin’ a good job,’ Tom told her.

Footsteps on the stairs halted the conversation and Sue smiled as Ellie walked into the parlour with Martha behind her carrying a small birthday cake. ‘Your hair looks really nice, Aunt Ellie,’ she remarked.

Ellie smiled and stood back while Martha set the cake down on the table. Tom got up and planted a quick kiss on his aunt’s cheek. ‘’Appy birfday, Aunt Ellie,’ he said, nearly losing his balance and quickly grabbing the back of the armchair to steady himself.

Martha gave him a blinding look and smiled at Ellie. ‘Come on, luv, it’s no good waitin’ fer the Duggans to arrive,’ she told her, ‘let’s cut the cake now.’

Ellie picked up the long-bladed knife. ‘I decided against having candles,’ she remarked as she slipped the edge of the blade into the soft icing.

‘There’d ’ardly be room fer forty candles, Ellie,’ Joe told her with a smile.

‘You’re just an old charmer,’ she replied.

Just at that moment there was a knock at the front door and Sue went to let in Charlie and his wife Mabel, along with Pamela their daughter.

‘’Ere’s a little somefing from the three of us, Ellie,’ Mabel said, handing her a small parcel.

Aunt Ellie untied the string and removed the pink tissue paper carefully to discover a silver trinket box. ‘It’s really beautiful,’ she said with feeling. ‘Thank you all very much.’

‘It’s real silver. It’s got an ’allmark,’ Mabel told her. ‘We know yer like pretty fings.’

‘I do and it’s just the right present,’ Ellie said smiling.

Joe went to the sideboard. ‘C’mon, let’s open the port,’ he said.

Sue gave her mother a quick glance and saw that she was trying to warn Joe against being too hasty, but she did not catch his eye quickly enough. Conversations sprang up between the families, and in the general chatter and joking that followed Tom and Pamela had slipped quietly out of the room.

‘She’ll be three parts pissed in no time,’ Tom said with a grin as he stood with Pamela in the scullery.

‘You are awful,’ she told him with mock severity.

Tom smiled as he looked into Pamela’s large green eyes. ‘When are yer gonna ditch that no-good Bernie Catchpole an’ come out wiv me?’ he asked.

‘Don’t go talkin’ about my bloke like that, Tom Carey,’ she reproached him. ‘Bernie’s a nice fella, an’ ’e’s respectful. Which is more than I could say fer present company.’

‘Yeah, but at least I’m straight. Wiv me what yer see is what yer get.’

‘An’ what’s that s’posed ter mean?’

‘Yer’ll soon find out,’ Tom said with a sly grin.

‘D’you know somefing I don’t?’ Pamela asked quickly.

‘Not really,’ he replied, still grinning.

Pamela looked up at his dishevelled dark hair and saw the mischievous glint in his large brown eyes. ‘Bernie wants us ter get engaged,’ she said, looking back down at her feet.

‘Don’t do it, Pam,’ he warned her. ‘Yer’ll be makin’ a mistake.’

‘An’ goin’ out wiv you wouldn’t be, I s’pose.’

‘Yer could do worse,’ he said, becoming serious.

‘I like yer, Tom, but yer don’t seem ter take fings seriously. Wiv you everyfing’s a joke. Bernie’s got plans. ’E don’t wanna stay a lorry driver all ’is life.’

‘Will you two come in ’ere,’ Martha called out. ‘We’re drinkin’ a toast to Aunt Ellie.’

The two families gathered around the table to drink Ellie’s good health and Tom let his free hand slide down to touch Pam’s.

‘I wonder if Maurice has forgotten it’s my birthday,’ Ellie said, looking at Martha.

‘He’ll be here soon, you’ll see,’ Sue told her kindly.

‘Yeah – an’ pigs’ll fly,’ Tom muttered to Pamela under his breath.


Chapter Two

The Palais de Danse at the Elephant and Castle was packed on Saturday night, though only a few couples were dancing. The slow foxtrot was not a particularly popular dance among the mainly young people, and they tended to sit around and watch the more adept and light-footed older couples as they glided confidently across the polished wooden dance area.

‘Look at that bloody fairy,’ one of the young men said resentfully to his friend. ‘’E only wants a number on ’is back.’

Billy Cuthbert smiled as he leaned over the balcony rail. ‘She’s a bit of all right though,’ he replied. ‘Wonder what she sees in ’im?’

‘She’s dance mad. Dance wiv the devil she would.’

‘That scruffy-lookin’ git can dance though.’

‘Yeah I s’pose so.’

‘One fing’s fer sure, ’e won’t be takin’ ’er ’ome.’

‘Nah I shouldn’t fink so.’

The dance ended and the partners walked blithely from the floor, which provoked another snide remark from the envious Chalky White. ‘Look at that smug look on ’is face. Really fancies ’imself.’

Billy Cuthbert was not a dancer, by his own admission, and like many of the young men present on that mild April evening he only went to the Palais de Danse to ‘pull a bint’, as he put it. He could manage the waltz, and the quickstep with some difficulty, but his forte was standing at the bar above the dance floor and busily eyeing up the talent.

‘’Ere look at ’er. She’s a stunner,’ he remarked with a nudge.

Chalky glanced over to the nearby table and smiled at his friend. ‘Yer better keep yer eyes off. She’s spoken for.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘That’s Del Abelson’s bird.’

‘Well, I can’t see ’im about,’ Billy replied quickly. ‘I fink I’ll ask ’er fer the next dance.’

‘It’s up ter you but she’ll only give yer a blank.’

‘’Ow d’yer know?’

‘I’ve tried before.’

‘Yeah but p’raps yer didn’t use the right technique.’

‘Let’s see you try.’

Billy Cuthbert ambled over with a confident sway of his shoulders and smiled down at the young woman who sat alone at the table. ‘’Ello, luv,’ he said. ‘I bin watchin’ yer dance an’ I’d just like ter say yer very good.’

Sue Carey looked up at him and returned his smile, waiting for the inevitable follow-up.

‘I wonder if yer’d care to ’ave a dance wiv me. I can only just about manage the waltz but I promise not ter step on yer toes.’

‘I’m sorry but it’s already promised,’ she told him.

Billy frowned. ‘Where’s yer partner?’

‘Getting the drinks,’ Sue replied with a nod towards the bar.

‘If ’e don’t ’urry up the dance’ll be over,’ Billy said quickly.

‘Then we’ll do the next one,’ she said, irritation creeping into her voice.

Billy flipped open his coat and slipped his hand into his trouser pocket, his face flushed as he grinned mockingly. ‘I reckon yer feller’s found anuvver partner,’ he remarked.

‘I’ve told you he’s at the bar getting a drink.’

‘So why don’t you an’ me get shufflin’. ’E won’t mind.’

‘No really, but thanks anyway.’

‘C’mon, luv, be a sport,’ Billy persisted. ‘I’m a pretty good dancer really.’

Sue Carey suddenly glanced over his shoulder and Billy Cuthbert caught the look in her eyes. He straightened up and turned to see a tall, well-built young man standing behind him holding two glasses of beer.

‘Sorry, mate, I was just askin’ …’

‘Askin’ what?’

‘If the young lady wanted ter dance.’

‘Well, she don’t.’

‘Sorry, mate, I wasn’t ter know.’

‘Well, yer do now.’

Billy saw the steely look in the young man’s eyes and attempted to ease the tension. ‘No ’arm meant. I was just …’

‘Piss off while yer still in front, will yer?’

Billy Cuthbert would normally have argued his corner but there was a cold look in the man’s dark eyes that warned him not to press the issue, and he sloped off with a hostile backward glance.

Del Abelson set the two glasses down on the table and sat down with a sigh. ‘That monkey bin bovverin’ yer?’ he asked.

Sue looked at him with concern. ‘He was only asking if I wanted to dance,’ she told him quickly. ‘There was no harm in it.’

Del glanced over his shoulder and then met Sue’s eyes. ‘’Im an’ that pal of ’is are a couple o’ chancers,’ he growled. ‘One o’ these days somebody’s gonna sort ’em out.’

Sue lowered her eyes as she pulled the glass of beer closer to her, then she matched his angry stare. ‘What is it with you, Del? You’re like a bear with a sore head. You’ve been like it all evening.’

He sipped his beer without replying, which only served to irritate the young woman. ‘Is it that union business? ’Cos if it is I wish you’d learn to leave it at home. It’s Saturday night and we’re supposed to be on a date.’

Del Abelson leaned back in his chair and his shoulders sagged. ‘I’m sorry,’ he sighed. ‘Yer right, I just can’t relax. I keep seein’ Brady’s ugly face an’ that cocky grin. I’m sure ’e finks we’re gonna swaller it an’ back down.’

Sue reached out and laid her hand on his. ‘Del, I know what the union means to you and I’m proud of the way you take on everyone’s troubles,’ she said quietly, ‘but you’ve got to know when to switch off. Just now I saw that look in your eye and I was frightened. I’m sure that if that bloke hadn’t moved off you would have hit him. It wasn’t him you were seeing, it was Brady.’

The young man smiled, showing even white teeth, and his eyes softened. ‘C’mon, Sue, let’s dance.’

They stepped around the floor and the young woman felt the strong yet tender grip of his arms around her and smelt his spicy aftershave as she rested her head on his shoulder. It was nice to be close like this, moving together with his hips tightly pressed to hers. They were gliding effortlessly, the sweet music instilling them both with a sense of well-being. Above them the ceiling was a blaze of coloured moving light, silvers and reds, yellows and gold, projected upwards from the revolving machines. The short clarinet solo followed by the roar of trumpets and the roll of drums sent a shiver of pleasure through Sue’s body, and almost reflexively she caressed Del’s neck with her fingers. In response he squeezed his arm around her waist and brushed his lips along her tiny ear. How delicious it felt, and how she wished it could go on for ever. He was all man, tender and loving, still to make her his, but how volatile, how dedicated in his beliefs, almost to the point of fanaticism, and with a sudden rush of anxiety she saw the dangers, knew that what they had together could all be washed away in bitter tears.

Pamela Duggan was dancing the quickstep, wrapped in the arms of the older man whose skill at the slow foxtrot had irritated the young men at the bar. She was a very good dancer and never off the floor, and her obvious enjoyment served to irk Billy Cuthbert even more as he stood idly with his friends. ‘Why don’t yer cut in, Bernie?’ he growled. ‘That scruffy git wants sortin’ out.’

Bernie Catchpole looked unconcerned. ‘I fink that sort over there fancies me,’ he replied. ‘She’s bin givin’ me the come-on.’

Billy glanced over at the group of young women standing some way away and shook his head in puzzlement. Bernie must be mad, he thought. None of that lot could hold a candle to Pamela Duggan, and there he was letting her dance with that soapy git while he made eyes in all directions.

Chalky White nudged Bernie and nodded towards Billy Cuthbert. ‘’E got a blank ternight,’ he chuckled. ‘’E tried ter chat up Del Abelson’s bird.’

Bernie Catchpole’s face took on a dark look. ‘Don’t talk ter me about that flash git,’ he grumbled. ‘If ’e ’as ’is way we’ll all be out on the cobbles on Monday.’

‘I ’eard ’e was a good shop steward,’ Chalky replied.

‘Who told yer that?’

‘I just ’eard it.’

‘Well, whoever told yer that was talkin’ out of ’is arse.’

‘Sorry I spoke,’ Chalky muttered.

Tom Carey moved away from a nearby group and ambled over. ‘Still ’avin’ a moan, Bernie?’ he said with a mocking smile. ‘I couldn’t ’elp over’earin’. I fink Del’s done us proud so far.’

Bernie sneered. ‘Can’t you see what ’e’s doin’?’ he grated. ‘We’re just steppin’-stones as far as Abelson’s concerned. ’E’ll walk all over us ter get that full-time job wiv the union.’

Tom smiled calmly. ‘Yer talkin’ a load o’ crap. Del’s OK in my book, an’ in most o’ the ovver drivers’ too.’

‘Yeah, well yer would say that, wouldn’t yer,’ Bernie replied quickly.

Tom ran his fingers through his fair hair, his handsome face growing serious. ‘What d’yer mean?’ he asked.

‘Yer wouldn’t run ’im down, what wiv ’im datin’ yer sister,’ Bernie sneered. ‘Get wise, Carey. Del Abelson’s only concern is feavverin’ ’is own nest, an’ your sister’s gonna find out soon, just like everybody else.’

Tom Carey’s pale blue eyes hardened and he clenched his fists angrily. ‘You’re all mouth, Catchpole,’ he snarled. ‘Why don’t yer button it.’

Pamela Duggan had returned from the floor and heard the exchanges. ‘C’mon, Bernie, let’s dance,’ she said, with a wicked glance at Tom.

‘Nah wait a bit,’ Catchpole said sharply. ‘’E’s got a bee in ’is bonnet. What’s yer problem, Carey?’

‘I reckon you’re a mouthy git who ain’t got the courage of ’is convictions,’ Tom replied coolly. ‘You let Brady walk all over yer an’ yer run down anyone who tries ter stand up to ’im.’

‘C’mon, Bernie, I’m waitin’ ter dance,’ Pamela entreated him.

‘Piss off an’ let me be,’ he shouted at her, turning back to face Tom. ‘You want trouble?’

‘I wouldn’t mind puttin’ me fist in that big mouth o’ yours,’ Tom threatened.

‘Yer can try,’ Bernie said, moving towards him.

‘Right then. Outside. Me an’ you.’

Bernie Catchpole’s face had drained of colour and he gritted his teeth as he led the way down the back stairs to the street.

Pamela rounded on Bernie’s friends. ‘Why didn’t anyone try ter stop ’em?’ she shouted.

‘Nuffink ter do wiv us, Pam,’ Chalky said quickly. ‘This ’as bin brewin’ fer some time.’

‘I’ll kill that Tom Carey if ’e marks my Bernie,’ she cried.

‘Bernie ain’t no slouch, gel,’ Chalky told her. ‘’E can look after ’imself.’

‘You’re all useless,’ the young woman yelled above the music as she hurried away.

The evening air was cool after the stuffy atmosphere inside the dance hall and Sue let herself relax in Del’s strong arms. ‘Promise me you’ll try harder, Del,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t like you when you’re so screwed up.’

In answer he moved his fingers over her full lips and then delicately raised her chin, bending his head as he kissed her gently. ‘I’ll try. I promise,’ he said quietly.

She looked up into his eyes and saw nothing to convince her. Instead that hardness was still there. He was his own person and nothing she could say or do would change that. She sighed in resignation, aware of her desire for him, wanting him so much to make love to her, but it had to be right and he had to be ready for her, not preoccupied with anything else. It was too important to her.

They were standing in an alcove at the side of the hall, in a paved area of tall plane trees, and suddenly Del stiffened. He gripped Sue’s shoulders and pushed her from him as a group of young men spilled from the hall. He could see Pamela Duggan trying to pull Bernie Catchpole away from the group and then in desperation turn to Tom Carey who was following up. ‘There’s some trouble,’ he said quickly. ‘Your Tom’s involved by the look of it.’

Sue glanced over and saw Catchpole take off his coat and pass it to a friend. Tom was trying to get away from Pamela and he looked furious.

‘C’mon then, Carey. Don’t let a woman stop yer,’ Bernie snarled.

Tom loped up to his opponent still dragging off his coat and Bernie’s rush slammed into him. Still entangled in one sleeve he fell to the ground and the heavier man sat astride him, pummelling punches down. Del Abelson reached them and grabbed Catchpole by the shirt collar, pulling him off and shoving him down into a heap. ‘If it’s gonna be a fight let it be a fair one,’ he growled.

Tom struggled to his feet and slipped his arm from his coat. ‘Right I’m ready,’ he said breathlessly as he wiped blood from his split lip.

Sue Carey had hurried over and she placed herself in front of her younger brother. ‘You make me sick,’ she blurted out. ‘You’re all supposed to be workmates and you carry on like bloody animals. You too, Del. You’re as bad as these two. Can’t anything be said in anger without it getting settled by fists? God Almighty, won’t you ever learn?’

Pamela moved in front of Bernie. ‘She’s right. You’re like a big soddin’ kid. Now put that coat back on. I wanna dance, not watch a fight.’

The incensed women seemed to have won the day as Tom bent down to retrieve his coat, but Billy Cuthbert had other ideas. ‘Go on an’ let ’em fight,’ he shouted.

Del’s right arm shot out and his fingers closed around the young man’s neck. ‘Shut yer noise,’ he snarled.

Billy struggled free and looked shamefaced at the shop steward. ‘I was only––’

‘Well don’t,’ Del cut him short. ‘Now let’s get off before the coppers get wind of it.’

The last waltz was playing and Sue snuggled even closer to her partner. ‘Del, I was proud of you tonight,’ she whispered.

Pamela danced in the arms of the older man who could not believe his luck. ‘Can I see yer ’ome?’ he asked as they drifted across the floor.

‘Sorry, luv, I’m booked,’ she told him.

Up on the balcony the young men finished their drinks, and Bernie Catchpole’s face was still dark with anger as he drained his glass. Some way apart Tom Carey stood with a few friends. He knew that he had not done anything to enhance his chances with Pamela Duggan. Quite the reverse. He also knew that on Monday knives would be drawn at Joe Brady’s transport firm and the feud between him and Catchpole would be intensified.

That Saturday night the knives were already drawn in a pub not too far away from the Elephant and Castle. Joe Brady’s large frame dwarfed the men beside him as he held counsel. He gripped a glass of whisky in his large fist and his bulging neck was turning red in anger. ‘If it goes the wrong way I want Abelson’s ’ead on a plate,’ he said forcefully.

‘Don’t worry, Joe, we’ll sort it out soon as we get the word,’ the pale-faced man at his side replied.
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