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To old and valued friends, Frank and Vi, Terry and Joan,
Peter and Sue, Bernie and Barbara, and Jimmy and Joan.
Not forgetting the ‘Jolly Boys’.


Harry Bowling was born in Bermondsey, London, and left school at fourteen to supplement the family income as an office boy in a riverside provisions’ merchant. He was called up for National Service in the 1950s. Before becoming a writer, he was variously employed as a lorry driver, milkman, meat cutter, carpenter and decorator, and community worker. He lived with his wife and family, dividing his time between Lancashire and Deptford. We at Headline are sorry to say that THE WHISPERING YEARS was Harry Bowling’s last novel, as he very sadly died in February 1999. We worked with him for over ten years, ever since the publication of his first novel, CONNER STREET’S WAR, and we miss him enormously, as do his many, many fans around the world.


Prologue
1944

Outside the hall it was cool, with a gentle breeze tainted by brick-dust and charcoaled timbers, but inside the atmosphere was becoming oppressive. Cigarette smoke hung in the air and the scent of cheap perfume vied unfavourably with strong smells of saveloys and pease pudding, vinegared chips and spilled beer.

An ageing musician tapped his foot rapidly and throttled his squeeze-box, leering down from the rostrum at the confused dancers who were gyrating feverishly as the tempo of the music grew faster. Bodies collided and a roar of laughter rang out as the diminutive Charlie Catchpole was sent spinning by a large, red-faced woman in a tight flowered dress.

At the end of the hall a group of men stood at the bar holding pints of ale and watching with amusement the revellers’ pathetic attempts to perform the ‘Gay Gordons’ to the tune of ‘Cock o’ the North’.

‘They’d be better off stickin’ ter the “Lambeth Walk” or “Knees up Muvver Brown” if yer ask me,’ Tom Kelly remarked with a grin.

Joe Brennen nodded as he reached into his waistcoat pocket and took out his silver timepiece. ‘They’ll be roundin’ it up soon,’ he replied as he noted the time. ‘I’m off outside fer a bit o’ fresh air.’

Tom put down his empty glass and briefly glanced over to where his son was standing, then he slipped his thumb through his braces. ‘I fink I’ll join yer, it’s too bloody warm in ’ere fer me,’ he said.

The two railwaymen left the hall and stepped out into the June night, their eyes immediately drawn to the mangled waggon-shed away to the right.

‘It made a right bleedin’ mess of that, didn’t it?’ Joe Brennen said as they strolled along the line of laden waggons which had been coupled up that morning ready for the journey to Brighton.

Tom Kelly stopped briefly to tap his pipe against the heel of his shoe. ‘It was lucky it didn’t land the ovver side o’ the wall,’ he remarked to his friend. ‘It would ’ave bin carnage.’

The two men reached the end of the line of trucks and stood looking at the remains of the shed, the charred timbers and twisted girders poking up from the brick rubble and the large piece of mangled metal from the flying bomb lying some yards away on a disused section of track. They could see the damaged rooftops of the little houses beyond the yard wall and both knew only too well how fortunate their tight-knit little community had been when the flying bomb dived down just two days ago.

Joe leaned against a low embankment and watched his old friend Tom Kelly fill his briar pipe with care. Brennen was a large, portly man in his late fifties, with thinning grey hair, a wide, open face, and humorous blue eyes. In contrast Tom Kelly was slightly built, with a large mop of unruly dark hair, brown eyes, and a friendly face that was very often creased in a smile. Tonight, however, Tom was in a serious mood, and it had not slipped his friend’s notice.

‘When’s yer lad due back?’ Joe asked quietly.

‘Termorrer night,’ Tom replied as he sucked on his pipe. ‘They’ll be the first in, when it does start. I give it a few days. It can’t be long now, surely ter Gawd, what wiv all the stuff passin’ frew this place.’

‘Yeah, it must be like bedlam on the coast,’ Joe remarked. ‘They say yer can’t move down there fer tanks an’ guns an’ supplies, not ter mention the troops.’

‘The Airborne’s always the first in,’ Tom said, almost to himself.

Joe’s eyes followed the rising cloud of tobacco smoke as it drifted off slowly into the warm night air. ‘Your lad’s gonna be all right, Tom,’ he said encouragingly. ‘’E can look after ’imself. Remember that time ’e fell in the river?’

‘Do I,’ Tom replied with a grin. ‘’E came in soaked ter the skin, an’ did I larrup ’im? The little sod couldn’t sit down prop’ly fer a week. I used ter warn ’im time an’ time again about playin’ on those barges, but I might just as well ’ave bin talkin’ ter mesel fer all the good it did.’

‘Well, yer gotta be proud of ’im now, ole mate,’ Joe said.

Tom nodded and stepped over the silvery rails of the track to lean on the low wall. ‘Our Mary’s worried sick,’ he said with a deep sigh. ‘She dotes on that boy.’

Joe looked up at the red-flecked western sky and reached for his pocket-watch. ‘Come on, Tom, let’s get back before the last dance,’ he said smiling. ‘I promised our Ada I’d take ’er round.’

Kay Brennen sat with her three older sisters, oblivious to what Elsie was saying, though she occasionally nodded acquiescently. Her mind was on someone else and her eyes constantly flitted to the far end of the bar where a young soldier was in conversation with a couple of older women. She felt her stomach tightening and a strange tingling running up and down her spine as she watched him furtively. He was tall and broad-shouldered and his uniform fitted him perfectly. As he turned slightly Kay saw the red square patch on the arm of his open battle-dress, and above it the embroidered wings. He had his red beret tucked under his shoulder flap and his service tie was loosened over an open-necked khaki shirt.

Kay looked away quickly as the young man turned in her direction, but she prayed that he would notice her. He had been over earlier and joked with Elsie, Barbara and Dawn, and he had smiled and winked cockily at her as he stood by the table. If only she had responded he might have asked her to dance. Barbara and Dawn had both danced with him but they were spoken for; though it wouldn’t have been apparent to anyone, the way they flirted openly with him.

‘Kay? Is there anyone in there?’ Elsie said loudly.

‘I’m sorry, I was miles away. What was yer sayin’?’ Kay replied quickly.

‘I said look at Mum an’ Dad on the floor,’ Elsie told her. ‘Dad’s steppin’ all over ’er feet.’

Kay dragged her eyes away from the tall young soldier and saw her parents dancing the last waltz together on the crowded floor. They looked so happy as they held each other tightly. Everyone seemed happy that evening, even Elsie, whose marriage was a total mess. Everyone was smiling and joking together, and Kay felt sure that she was the only person in the hall who was miserable; miserable enough to die, and it was all his fault. He should have realised that she had feelings and she wasn’t a child any more. Well, see if she cared. Pat Kelly could flirt all he liked with those women. He meant nothing to her.

The night sky was now a patchwork of twinkling stars, and the freshening breeze was a much-needed change from the airless hall. Kay bit her lip and fretted at letting hardness creep into her heart; she blinked back sorry tears as she stood alone on the steps outside the social hall. Very soon Pat would be facing terrible dangers and maybe she would never see him again.

The music had ceased and people were singing loudly, ‘The White Cliffs of Dover.’

All day news broadcasts punctuated the wireless programme, and people constantly stopped each other in the street to exchange fragments of news. Mrs Thomas and Mrs Greenedge had been at each other’s throat ever since Billy Thomas had kicked his ball through the Greenedges’ parlour window, but now the two warring women stopped to talk together about the invasion that had taken place that very morning. Being good Catholics, Annie Thomas and Bet Greenedge went to a special midnight mass at St Luke’s, arm in arm, old animosities forgotten. The Kellys went to church too that evening to pray for their only son, Patrick.

Earlier that same evening, 6 June 1944, Kay Brennen had hurried home from her job as junior assistant at the borough council library in time to catch the early evening news broadcast. Her heart ached and a vice quickly tightened on her insides as she sat with her mother in the cool parlour.

‘They said the Sixth Airborne Division went in last night,’ Ada Brennen told her daughter. ‘They said there was only light casualties, but they always say that, don’t they?’

The vice tightened further still, and Kay fought back the sickness that threatened to overwhelm her. It was madness, she knew, but she had no control over her feelings. It was love: unrequited, but filling her every waking moment.

Joe Brennen walked in from the scullery, rolling down his shirt-sleeves. ‘It seems ter be goin’ very well so far,’ he said authoritatively.

Ada nodded. ‘Please Gawd it’ll all be over soon,’ she sighed.

Joe suddenly noticed the sadness in his daughter’s pale face and he put his arm around her shoulders. ‘At least it’ll be all over long before our Colin’s old enough fer call-up,’ he remarked.

Ada stood up and reached for the empty teapot. ‘Let’s ’ope so. It’s bin worryin’ the life out o’ me, the war draggin’ on so,’ she said. ‘Colin’ll be fourteen this November. ’Ow time flies. Kay’s sixteen next month.’


Chapter One
1950

Bermondsey’s docks and wharves provided work for large numbers of the borough’s inhabitants, as did the many tanneries and food factories, but there was another crucial element of industrial Bermondsey: its railway network. The huge freight yards off the Old Kent Road were a source of employment for many more of the local people.

Rail-tracks from London Bridge Station spread out like so many metal fingers above the backstreets, along the numerous Victorian viaducts, reaching through to the suburbs and then down as far as the south coast. At first there had only been a single line, the London to Brighton Railway that ran parallel with the riverside borough’s southern boundary. It had been opened in the middle of the previous century to cater for the more affluent city dwellers who could afford to leave the grimy industrial surroundings at weekends for the bracing Brighton air and the health spas. By the turn of the century a network of track had been laid and the freight yards built over an area of grassland to cater to the prospering food and leather factories. The railway system was developed until it was able to transport all the goods destined for the south of the country, and to export goods overseas, via the Southampton Docks; its importance to the well-being of Bermondsey and its inhabitants was vital.

As with the tannery businessmen, the Southern Railway Company were obliged to provide houses and tenement blocks for their ever-increasing workforce, and by the turn of the century large blocks of flats had been established. Brighton, Eastbourne and Worthing Buildings had become landmarks in the borough. Near to the large railway goods depot new backstreets sprang up, lined with the traditional two-up, two-down houses for the railwaymen and their families.

Waggoner’s Way was a small railway street situated behind the Old Kent Road. Neat little houses ran its length on both sides, and the turning ended at Hastings Street to the north and Dover Lane at the southern, Old Kent Road end. Behind Hastings Street were the huge freight yards, their tentacles stretching out almost to the Rotherhithe boundary.

At each end of Waggoner’s Way there were two corner shops. Joseph Mezzo’s grocery shop and Jack Springer’s newsagent’s straddled the corners of Hastings Street, while at the Dover Lane end there was Sammy Dinsford’s bootmender’s and an oilshop owned by Basil Cashman, a crusty individual who was never two days alike. The Waggoner’s Way folk were predominantly railway workers, although a few of the residents had inherited their tenancies and worked elsewhere.

At number 8, halfway along the little turning on the east side of the street, Joe Brennen sat reading the Sunday paper. His wife Ada was busy peeling potatoes in the scullery. She paused to rub the itch on the tip of her nose with the back of her hand and pop her head into the passage. ‘Oi, Joe, are you gonna do as I asked yer an’ go round ter see if Elsie’s all right?’ she shouted.

Joe put down the News of the World and sighed as he took out his silver pocket-watch. ‘I was gonna wait fer a while, luv,’ he called out. ‘I wanted ter give that monkey of ’ers time ter get out ter the pub.’

Ada glanced briefly out of the window at the January sky and sighed in resignation as she got on with preparing the Sunday lunch. She was a slightly built woman with a trim figure, short dark hair and brown eyes. Five years younger than her husband, she handled him very competently. Ada had always allowed Joe to make family decisions and then she did the necessary adjustments and policy changes by using guile and tact. Joe understood and acquiesced, knowing that after many years of happy marriage neither of them lost out, and common sense prevailed in the Brennen household. Ada Brennen was a very shrewd woman who never forgot that she had a gender advantage, with four grown-up daughters to call on for support if need be. She considered it a favourable situation, all told, and though he would not be unduly put upon, Joe Brennen knew the score.

Barbara came out into the scullery and sat down heavily. At twenty-five, she had a dark complexion with large brown eyes and a pretty oval face. Her figure was trim and she carried herself very confidently.

‘Is Jamie callin’ round this mornin’?’ Ada asked her, realising from the expression on her daughter’s face that all was not well between them.

Barbara shook her head. ‘’E makes me sick at times,’ she said with passion. ‘I’m sure it’s that miserable old muvver of ’is who causes ’alf the arguments between us. All I said to ’im was . . .’

‘Look, luv, I don’t wanna ’ear. You made yer bed an’ yer gotta lie on it,’ Ada told her sharply.

‘Yeah but . . .’

‘Yeah but nuffing,’ Ada cut in. ‘’Ow long you two bin courtin’? Four years? It’s about time you eivver tied the knot or kissed goodbye. Crikey, Barb, you’ll be an ole biddy before yer get wed, the way you’re goin’.’

Barbara made a moue as she got up to slice the cabbage. Her mother was right, she had to admit. Jamie was a really nice lad who treated her with consideration and respect, too much respect at times, she felt. She should have read the situation more clearly from the start and been more assertive. It was too late now though. Jamie would not change while his ageing, ailing mother was alive. She had too much of a hold on him.

Dawn came into the scullery looking bright and breezy. She was twenty-three, pretty and with a fair complexion. Her figure was full and inclined to chubbiness and her pale blue eyes seemed to sparkle in her round face when she smiled. Dawn was a romantic who, on her own admission, had fallen in and out of love more times than she cared to remember. Her current boyfriend was a young man with high hopes of a banking career in the City, and Dawn felt that this could be ‘it’.

‘I’ve a feelin’ Gordon’s gonna propose soon,’ she said with a childish shrug of her shoulders.

Ada nodded casually. ‘That’ll be nice,’ she said curtly. ‘I ’ope yer tell that young man o’ yours ter come an’ talk ter yer farvver first. Yer know yer dad’s a stickler fer propriety.’

Dawn smiled sweetly and studied her fingernails. ‘Course I will,’ she replied. ‘Gordon wouldn’t want it any ovver way.’

Ada sighed as she put the last of the peeled potatoes into a large pot. She had heard her daughter go on so many times about her young men and they had all wanted to propose at one time or another. Ada had come to the conclusion that Dawn was either prone to romanticising or else she was very fickle indeed.

The front door sounded and Kay, the youngest of Ada’s daughters, walked into the house. ‘I couldn’t get that material down the Lane,’ she announced. ‘The stall wasn’t out this week.’

‘Never mind, I’m not waitin’ fer it. Next week’ll do,’ Ada replied.

Kay caught the smug smile on Dawn’s face. ‘’Ow’s Gordon?’ she asked, probing.

‘We might be gettin’ engaged soon – after ’e’s ’ad a word wiv Dad,’ Dawn added quickly, catching the stern glance from her mother.

‘Tell me more,’ Kay said with a wicked grin.

‘Look, if yer wanna sit around chattin’ do it in the parlour, not out ’ere under me feet. In case yer’ve all fergot I’ve got a dinner ter get,’ Ada scolded them.

‘Dad’s readin’ the paper in the parlour,’ Barbara replied. ‘’E don’t like us chattin’ in there when ’e’s readin’ the paper.’

‘Don’t worry about yer farvver, ’e’s goin’ out very soon,’ Ada told them confidently. ‘You ready, Joe?’ she called out loudly.

‘Just goin’, luv,’ came the reply.

‘Dad’s not goin’ up the pub, is ’e?’ Dawn asked quickly.

‘I’ve asked ’im ter go an’ see ’ow yer sister is,’ Ada said with a concerned look on her face. ‘That gel worries the life out o’ me, what wiv one fing an’ the ovver.’

‘I dunno why she ever picked Ernie Gates fer an ’usband,’ Barbara remarked. ‘’E was always flash. Really fancied ’imself.’

Ada raised her eyebrows as she reached for the packet of salt. ‘People are not always what they seem,’ she said, pouring a measure of salt into the palm of her hand. ‘Our Elsie was impressionable an’ Ernie was a man o’ the world, so ter speak. It’s a dangerous combination, so you lot better not ferget. I’ve got one no-good in-law, an’ that’s quite enough ter be goin’ on wiv.’

Joe looked into the scullery. ‘I’m just off,’ he announced.

‘Don’t ferget ter try an’ persuade ’er ter come round fer dinner,’ Ada told him. ‘I ain’t seen anyfing of ’er or young Billy all week.’

Elsie Gates sat in front of her dressing-table mirror in Dover Lane and dabbed at her puffed eyes. ‘Christ, I look awful,’ she told herself aloud.

Downstairs the front door sounded and she breathed a sigh of relief. Ernie would be out all day now, thank God. It would be the Mason’s Arms until they closed at two o’clock, then the inevitable afternoon drinking session with the landlord and a few of his cronies, which often went on until the pub opened again at seven. Ernie usually played cards on Sunday evenings with a few friends, and if she was lucky he wouldn’t be in until very late, after she had gone to bed. What a terrible admission, Elsie thought, sighing at her image.

The pale-faced young woman had just finished dressing when her father arrived at the house. Joe Brennen gave his daughter a customary peck on the cheek at the front door and walked into the parlour. ‘Where’s our Billy?’ he asked.

‘’E’s playin’ next door wiv Amy’s kids,’ Elsie replied as she self-consciously straightened an ornament on the mantelshelf.

‘You all right?’ Joe asked, giving her a questioning look.

‘Yeah, course I am,’ she replied quickly.

Joe eased himself down into a fireside chair and clasped his hands across his middle. ‘Ernie’s gone out then?’

Elsie nodded. ‘Yer just missed ’im,’ she said casually.

‘Yer muvver wants you an’ young Billy ter come ter dinner, luv. She’s worried about yer,’ Joe told her.

‘Why should she be worried? We’re all right,’ Elsie replied defensively.

Joe looked down at his clasped hands for a few moments and then his eyes went up to his daughter’s. ‘Yer’ve not called in fer a week now, an’ let’s face it, gel, you only live round the corner,’ he said quietly.

Elsie sat down heavily and gave her father a wan smile. ‘Yeah, I know, Dad, but yer gotta understand I don’t get much time durin’ the day,’ she told him. ‘There’s Billy ter take ter school, then I go straight off ter the factory. OK, I know it’s only part-time, but when I come out at two there’s washin’ an’ ironin’, then I’ve gotta collect Billy an’ get the tea ready fer when Ernie gets in. I’m tired out by the evenin’.’

‘Well, what about terday? Yer can come fer dinner terday, can’t yer?’ Joe persisted.

‘I dunno. There’s so much ter do.’

‘Yer muvver’s gonna be upset if yer don’t.’

Elsie sighed in resignation. ‘All right, I’ll be round as soon as I’ve collected Billy and got ’im cleaned up. They’re playin’ out in Amy’s yard an’ they’ll all be black as Newgate’s knocker.’

Joe consulted his pocket-watch and stood up with a grunt. ‘Fings no better between you an’ Ernie, then?’ he asked.

Elsie shrugged her shoulders. ‘We’re all right,’ she replied dismissively.

Joe knew that it was no use going on and he made for the door. ‘Try not ter be late. Yer know Muvver don’t like to ’old the dinner up,’ he told her. ‘Anyway, it’ll be nice fer you an’ yer sisters to ’ave a chat. They all miss yer, yer know.’

‘’Ow’s young Colin?’ Elsie asked as she stood at the door. ‘It’s ages since I’ve seen ’im. ’E never seems ter be in when I call round.’

‘’E’s gone fishin’ down in Kent somewhere,’ Joe replied. ‘I don’t s’pose ’e’ll be ’ome till late.’

Elsie watched her father walk away along the turning and she sighed sadly as she went inside and closed the front door. He was beginning to look his age now, she thought. It must have been hard for him to adapt to working in the freight yard driving a shunting engine, after all the years he had spent on the main-liners. That burst ulcer had really been a blessing in disguise, though. His life had always been controlled by the clock. She had heard him say many times that seconds counted on the main-liners. Even now that he was working in a less time-intensive job, he still consulted that silver pocket-watch of his at every opportunity. God knows how he would have got on without it.

Ada leaned back in her chair after the Sunday meal was over and smiled happily at the family gathering. Only Colin was absent, and he would no doubt be enjoying himself with his friends, she thought. The girls all seemed cheerful enough, with the exception of Elsie, who was trying to put on a brave face. Joe was looking better too, although he had still not got his old appetite back after his illness.

‘Stay where you are. We’ll do the washin’ up,’ Barbara said as her mother reached out across the table.

Ada did not protest. She was looking forward to an hour in the armchair with her feet up. It would give the girls the opportunity to have a private chat, too. Dawn was good at wheedling information out of her sisters, and she would no doubt have noticed the way Elsie was. There was something badly wrong in her eldest daughter’s marriage, Ada was convinced of it. Ernie Gates had the reputation locally of being a hard man and a bully, and Ada felt sure that he had hit Elsie on more than one occasion. There was the time her daughter had stayed away for two weeks; when at last she did call round there had been signs of bruising on her face. Elsie had dismissed it as a minor knock, received when young Billy swung one of his heavy toys over his head. Another time Ada had bumped into her at the market. Elsie had looked in pain and was holding her ribs. That time too she had passed it off with some feeble excuse.

Ada slipped into the armchair and smiled as five-year-old Billy left the table and came to her. He was her only grandchild and she doted on him.

‘Well now, ’ow’s my little man terday?’ she asked, running her hand through his thick fair hair.

‘I’m all right, Gran’ma.’

Ada lifted the lad on to her lap and, as soon as the girls had carried the crockery from the room, she said casually, ‘Where’s yer dad, Billy?’

Joe had seated himself in the armchair facing her and he shook his head quickly as Billy’s eyes flickered in the direction of the scullery.

‘I dunno,’ he said softly.

‘Do yer see yer dad much?’ Ada asked him.

Billy shook his head. ‘Not much.’

‘Does yer dad ’elp yer play wiv yer toys?’

Again the youngster shook his head.

‘Leave it alone,’ Joe hissed angrily.

Ada looked at her husband defiantly, then came back to her grandson. ‘Tell me, Billy, do yer like your daddy?’

‘I like it better wiv just me an’ Mum,’ the lad replied after a pause.

Ada heard the clatter of dishes and laughter coming from the scullery and she decided to press a little further. ‘Tell me, Billy. Does your daddy ever spank yer?’

Billy looked up into his grandmother’s eyes questioningly and then he shook his head once more.

Joe motioned towards the door. ‘Mind they don’t come in,’ he warned.

‘Does Daddy ever ’urt Mummy?’ Ada asked him in a soft voice.

Billy suddenly slid down from her lap. ‘I’ll go an’ see if Mummy’s finished,’ he said.

Ada watched her grandson hurry from the room, then she turned to Joe. ‘That lad’s bin primed ter keep ’is mouth shut. It stands out a mile,’ she whispered.

Joe pinched out his cigarette-stub and threw it into the fire. ‘If I found out that monkey was ill-treatin’ our Elsie, or that boy, I’d swing fer ’im, I swear I would,’ he growled.

Ada leaned back in her chair and shook her head sadly. ‘Where did we go wrong, Joe?’ she asked him.

‘What d’yer mean?’ Joe queried.

‘Well, after all we’ve tried to instil into ’em as they were growin’ up, an’ then our Elsie goes an’ picks a wrong ’un,’ she said, sighing. ‘Then there’s Barbara an’ Jamie. They’ve bin goin’ tergevver on an’ off fer four years now an’ they still don’t seem ter know their own minds. Dawn, too. She’s ’ad more boyfriends than I care ter remember, an’ every one of ’em comes a cropper after a few weeks. An’ as fer our Kay, I dunno about that one, I’m sure. She’s a mystery ter me.’

Joe leaned forward to pick up his tobacco pouch from the hearth. ‘The way I see it, our gels are no different from anyone else o’ their ages,’ he replied. ‘They wanna be sure they pick the right bloke before they commit ’emselves. They’ve seen what’s ’appened to Elsie an’ they don’t wanna make the same mistake. There’s nuffink wrong in that, surely?’

‘Yeah but that’s what I’m sayin’,’ Ada went on. ‘What about Elsie? Where did we go wrong wiv ’er?’

Joe carefully rolled his cigarette and licked the paper before answering. ‘I don’t see that we can be ’eld ter blame,’ he said finally. ‘Yer gotta remember the war was on when our Elsie wed. I don’t fink any of us thought much about the future. It was enough ter stay alive. It was more like, live a day at a time an’ the devil take the rest, so ter speak. When yer look back, yer gotta say that Ernie was all right at the beginning. Fings seemed ter turn sour after Billy was born. P’raps she wrapped ’erself up in that lad an’ Ernie felt ’is nose bein’ put out o’ joint, or p’raps ’e didn’t want children an’ blamed ’er.’

‘Well, that’s just the way a man would fink,’ Ada said sharply. ‘They want their pleasures but they don’t wanna pay the price. If that flash git didn’t want kids ’e should ’ave made sure himself. You know what I’m talkin’ about.’

‘Now look, luv, I’m not sayin’ that’s what the trouble’s bin. I’m only sayin’ it could be,’ Joe replied in a mollifying tone, not wanting her to get worked up. ‘Yer’ll find out what’s goin’ on, I’m sure. I just didn’t want yer blamin’ yerself fer the way fings ’ave turned out, that’s all.’

Ada was still frowning. ‘Yeah well we’d better leave it fer now,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll get ter the bottom of it one way or anuvver.’

The washing-up had been done and the four sisters stood talking together in the small scullery. Elsie was careful to steer the conversation away from herself, and in doing so she inadvertently pulled the proverbial rug from under her youngest sister’s feet.

‘By the way. I bumped into ole Mrs Catchpole the ovver day,’ she remarked. ‘I ’adn’t seen ’er fer ages. She was tellin’ me that Pat Kelly’s back in the neighbourhood. Apparently ’is marriage broke up an’ ’e’s livin’ back ’ome till ’e sorts ’imself out.’

Barbara’s wide eyes rolled from side to side in sham alarm. ‘Watch out, gels. Pat the Rake’s in town,’ she purred.

Kay felt her face flush at the mention of the young man’s name and she fought to hide her embarrassment from her sisters. It was so stupid, she told herself. It was a childish crush she had had. Patrick Kelly had never shown any interest in her, but she had become obsessed with him. It had taken her all of two years to get over the upset of him marrying the Carter girl, and just when she thought she had put it behind her, Elsie had to go and stir it all up again.


Chapter Two

Joe Brennen left his house on a cold January night for his monthly meeting with the Jolly Boys. He had shaved, put on his best blue serge suit and a collar and tie, as befitted the treasurer, and as he walked purposefully towards the railway depot, Joe was feeling relaxed.

It had been an honour to be elected as treasurer, though at first he had worried whether he would be able to perform his duties competently. That was a year ago, and now that he was established as an official within the select group, he felt a sense of pride.

The Jolly Boys had been founded after the London Blitz, when a group of Bermondsey rescue workers banded together socially to raise money for various charities. Five years after the end of the war, the group was still going strong, and although they were older now, the men still gathered together religiously once every month at the railway social club.

Joe Brennen walked into the hall and was immediately buttonholed by Charlie Catchpole. ‘’Ere, Joe. I gotta tell yer. We’ve just ’ad an application fer membership from Scatty Jim,’ he said, grinning widely.

Joe shook his head slowly. ‘Who’s put ’im up to it?’ he asked, trying not to laugh.

Charlie’s wizened face took on a pained look. ‘I reckon it was Errol, don’t you? After all, ’e works alongside the bloody idiot.’

Joe felt that Charlie was being a little hard on the man. Jim Carney could hardly be described as an idiot, more an eccentric. He was a loader at the depot who was always provoking argument by his garbled outpourings; he had an opinion on every subject of discussion under the sun, and his often controversial viewpoint set arguments flaring. He also had a knack of upsetting the loading bank foremen and checkers by being deaf, when it suited him, and one rather uncharitable foreman had nicknamed him Scatty Jim.

Jim Carney had never married and he lodged with the Bradys at number 13 Waggoner’s Way. He was a lonely man in his forties, tall and ungainly, and thanks to his actions and opinions and his sometimes strange behaviour, he found it difficult to make friends with people, though he was anything but stupid. Over the years he had learnt to use his peculiarities to best effect, but his playing the fool did not stop his workmates making a fool of him too. He took the jokes and pranks against him very well, nevertheless. The way he saw it, it was better to be noticed than ignored, and although it was sometimes not very nice to be laughed at, he was sure that they all meant well really.

Errol Baines was the ringleader on the loading bank when it came to pranks against Jim Carney, and the latest joke had been devised when the subject of the Jolly Boys came up.

‘What are they exactly?’ one loader asked during the tea-break one morning.

‘They’re a group o’ blokes who do work fer charity,’ came the reply.

‘Can anyone join?’ another asked.

‘Nah, it’s a private club.’

‘That ain’t right,’ Jim Carney chipped in. ‘They should be only too glad to accept new members who’d work fer charity.’

Errol Baines nudged his colleagues. ‘I make yer right, Jim, but yer see, they ain’t exactly closed ter people. It’s a case o’ bein’ particular who they accept, if yer get me meanin’.’

‘No, I don’t,’ Jim replied, scratching his unruly dark hair.

‘Well yer see, they set tests fer applicants,’ Errol told him.

‘What sort o’ tests?’ Jim asked innocently.

‘Well, yer see they ’ave ter be very careful who they take on. After all, anybody could say they was collectin’ fer charity, couldn’t they?’ Errol went on.

Jim Carney was getting impatient. ‘I know that. Anybody wiv ’alf a brain would know that,’ he said, shuffling about on his size-thirteen boots.

‘Yeah, but I just wondered if you understood,’ the ringleader of the loading team said with a sly grin.

‘I understand, so tell us about the tests,’ Jim pressed.

‘Look, if yer really serious about joinin’, go in ter the club after work an’ see the secretary about an application form,’ Errol suggested.

The big ungainly character was by now feeling very irritated. ‘The tests! What about the tests?’ he shouted, sticking his face forward and leering.

‘Oh, the tests. Well, yer gotta get four sponsors,’ Errol told him, having stalled long enough to think of a suitable idea. ‘They gotta say that they know yer and that you’re a pillar o’ society.’

‘Pillar o’ society?’

‘’S’right.’

‘What’s that mean?’

‘Well, like doin’ good turns fer people.’

Jim Carney scratched his head vigorously. ‘So the four people ’ave gotta know I done somefink good?’

‘’S’right.’

Jim Carney spent the rest of the day pondering on what he had been told, and by the time the shift was finished he knew what he had to do.

That evening at the social club the Jolly Boys’ meeting was almost over and the members were looking forward to a pint or two in the bar.

‘Is there any ovver business?’ the chairman concluded.

Charlie Catchpole raised his hand. ‘An application fer membership from a Mr Carney.’

‘Mr Carney? Anyone know ’im?’ the chairman asked.

‘’E’s a loader at the depot,’ Charlie told him.

‘Well, p’raps you’ll be good enough to inform Mr Carney that this is a closed club an’ we don’t take on new members,’ the chairman said, peering over his glasses at Charlie. ‘Now if that’s all, I declare the meeting closed.’

Joe Brennen sat with Charlie and Tom Kelly around a table in the comfortably furnished bar. ‘I understand yer lad’s comin’ back ’ome,’ Joe said, looking up from his pint.

‘Yeah, fer a while, just till ’e sorts ’imself out wiv the divorce,’ Tom replied. ‘It’s a bloody shame really, but there yer go.’

Joe nodded thoughtfully. His own daughter’s bad marriage made him worry for her.

‘So there’s no chance of a reconciliation then?’ Charlie asked.

‘Nah, it’s all over. They both feel the same way. I’m just glad there’s no children ter consider,’ Tom told him.

For a while the three men sipped their beers in silence, then Charlie turned to Joe. ‘’Ere, I bin finkin’ about Scatty Jim,’ he said. ‘I ain’t got the ’eart ter tell the poor bleeder ’e can’t join the club. I fink I’ll ’ave a word wiv Errol Baines. I’ll let ’im break the news to Jim.’

Kay Brennen sat at the dressing table combing out her long blonde hair. The young woman was alone in the front bedroom which she shared with her two sisters, and in the quiet solitude she felt troubled. Until Barbara had mentioned Pat Kelly the way forward had seemed clear. David had been open and honest about his intentions and she had had to make a decision. She was sure that her feelings for him were strong enough to overcome the problems their clandestine affair would encounter, and she was prepared to accept things the way they were. David had not pressed her for an answer, but she knew she could not keep him waiting too long.

Outside the fog was thickening and Kay pulled the curtains together over the window to shut out the night. Why should the mention of Pat Kelly’s name throw her plans into turmoil, she fretted? There had never been anything between them, although it must have been obvious to him how she felt about him. He must have noticed.

Kay adjusted the collar of her dressing gown and rested her chin on her cupped hands as she stared into the mirror. It was as though it was only yesterday that she had come face to face with Patrick Kelly in the street. He had just returned home after the end of the war in Europe and he was still in uniform. She remembered mumbling how nice it was to see him back home in one piece, and he had smiled at her in that lopsided way of his. It had set her heart pounding and she recalled how flustered she had got. Patrick was in his early twenties and she was not yet seventeen. She had wanted to tell him that every night she had prayed to God to keep him safe and she loved him very much, but all she could do was smile back at him and let him walk on without another word.

Patrick had picked up where he left off as far as his flirting went. The local young women knew of his reputation, but it didn’t seem to make any difference. There was always some young woman on his arm, and Kay had hoped that one day he would ask her out, but he never did.

She had just turned nineteen and was feeling very grown up when Patrick started going out with Eileen Carter. It wouldn’t last, she remembered telling herself. The Carter girl had a reputation to match his, and Kay was determined that she would be ready and waiting when Patrick was free of her. It was not to be, and the news of his engagement to Eileen Carter came as a terrible shock. It was as though her whole world had crumbled into pieces. Even then she did not give up hope. Engagements were known to end, she told herself.

The day Patrick Kelly got married was the worst day in her life. Along with her family she had gone to the church and to the reception afterwards, and she remembered dancing with all the young men who asked her. It was a pathetic attempt to let Patrick see that she was desirable, but he obviously had eyes only for his bride. Now, just two years later, the marriage appeared to be over and he was coming back into the fold. Well, he had had his chance long ago. There was someone else on the scene now and, as far as she was concerned, Patrick Kelly had come back too late.

Elsie had enjoyed the time she had spent with her family but, as she tucked five-year-old Billy up for the night, her heart was heavy. She had not been able to fool them into believing that things were fine with her, and they had all tried in their own ways to get her to open up to them. How could she, if she were to be totally honest, she sighed? How do you tell your own family that the man in your life finds you uninspiring in bed and has lost all interest in you as a person? Where had it all gone wrong? Had she been too wrapped up in young Billy to notice her husband?

Elsie was still sitting at the foot of Billy’s bed when she heard the front door open. The lad was sleeping soundly by now and she left the room quietly and went down into the parlour.

‘The card game broke up early,’ he said flatly.

‘D’yer want some supper?’ Elsie asked him.

‘Nah, I’m off ter bed. I got an early start termorrer. I gotta go ter Manchester. It’s a two-day trip, by the way, so don’t wait up.’

After he had left the room, Elsie sagged down into the armchair. It seemed ages now since he had even called her by name. This was worse than when he used to raise his hand to her, she told herself. At least there was some passion then.

The fire was burning low and it had grown very late as Elsie sat alone in the quiet room. She glanced over to the sideboard and saw the two pictures of happier days. Ernie looked very handsome then, and she was smiling happily at his side. The other picture was of the three of them. Billy was two years old, and he looked very serious and wide-eyed in his father’s arms. How soon it had all changed. Tomorrow her husband would be driving his laden lorry up north, probably feeling glad to be away. After all, it was how she felt when he went on those long-distance trips.

Ernie’s voice carried down the stairs. ‘You ain’t gonna sit down there all night, are yer?’

Elsie sighed in resignation and turned out the light as she left the room. Not so very long ago he would have called down to her much earlier, and with a vastly different tone to his voice.

Errol Baines had decided that the little ruse should continue as there was growing interest amongst the loaders, and as soon as Jim Carney arrived for work, the prankster was ready.

‘I got a call from the committee last night, Jim,’ he said.

Carney’s eyes widened. ‘What they say?’ he asked quickly.

‘It’s a bit involved. We’ll talk about it at tea-break,’ Errol replied.

‘Can’t yer tell me now if I’ve bin accepted?’

‘No, I can’t.’

‘Yer’ve only gotta say yes or no.’

‘Yes or no.’

Jim Carney shuffled impatiently. ‘What’s that s’posed ter mean?’

Baines pointed towards the line of waggons drawn up along the bank. ‘We got fifty tons o’ canned goods ter stick in those this mornin’,’ he said sharply. ‘If I stand ’ere natterin’ ter you fer the next ten minutes or so, we’ll both end up wiv our cards, so be told.’

Jim Carney reluctantly gave in and set to work, lugging the cases of food from the sheds into the waiting waggons. His workmates were enjoying the joke and the whole affair was threatening to get out of hand.

‘I reckon it’s a definite no,’ one said as he passed by.

‘I fink Baines black-balled yer,’ another muttered offhandedly.

‘You’re gonna be all right, Jim boy,’ someone said, smiling crookedly.

‘Bung ’im a quid an’ yer in, no trouble,’ yet another whispered.

The plot was thickening. ‘I reckon it’s a bloody disgrace,’ a serious-faced loader said in passing.

Jim Carney was hooked. ‘What is?’ he asked anxiously.

‘I can’t say. It’s a bloody disgrace, none the less.’

When tea-break arrived, Errol Baines grabbed the dupe by the arm and propelled him to one side. ‘Now listen carefully ter what I’ve got ter say,’ he told him with a stern look. ‘I’ve just ’ad a word wiv Charlie Catchpole, that’s why I couldn’t tell yer before. Charlie said the Jolly Boys are only takin’ one or two new members this year, so yer gotta pull yer finger out. Get four decent sponsors – not anybody, mind – an’ get ’em ter give yer a good reference.’

‘I bet my lan’lady would oblige,’ Jim said, stroking his chin.

‘Nah she’s no good. It’s gotta be someone outside the ’ome,’ Errol explained with a deep frown.

‘Gawd knows who I could get,’ Jim muttered, shaking his head slowly.

‘I s’pose yer could get a reference from Farvver O’Brian at St Augustine’s, an’ maybe the depot manager’d give yer one, as long as yer don’t tell ’im I put yer up to it,’ Errol said gravely.

Jim nodded animatedly. ‘Fanks, Errol, I really appreciate it. I wouldn’t say you told me ter see ’im, honest. ’Ere, but what about the ovver two references though?’

‘I’m afraid yer’ll ’ave ter sort that out yerself,’ Errol told him, hiding a smile.

That evening after he had finished his tea, Jim Carney calmly announced to his landlady that he was going to church.

‘When was the last time you set foot in church?’ a very surprised Sara Brady asked him.

‘I gotta see Farvver O’Brian,’ Jim told her.

‘But yer not a Catholic, are yer?’

‘I might be, after ternight,’ he replied.
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