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1936


In the clear October morning, clusters of people from around the East End were gathering in Cable Street with one aim in mind – to stop the Blackshirts from marching through Stepney. Some were filling their pockets with stones from ready-made piles while others armed themselves with pieces of splintered wood and bottles. The sombre mood changed to one of unease when a local lad arrived, excited and out of breath, to announce that the march had begun. The Jewish Party and the Communists were joining forces to make it clear that the Fascists would not get through.


Oswald Mosley had originally planned to meet his legion at Royal Mint Street, march on to Aldgate, along Commercial Road and into Salmon Lane in Limehouse, where a big outdoor meeting was to be held, but the route had been changed. He was in fact leading the Blackshirts along the Highway by the docks towards Cable Street.


The police were out in force, there to see the procession through without trouble, but men, women and children were ready to rebel against authority and had come out to make their voices heard and to show their outrage. Along the route barricades had been built of beds, chairs, and anything else that the people could lay their hands on. Prepared for the worst, the Jewish Party had set up a first-aid post in Aldgate, near the Whitechapel library, and a team of cyclist messengers had been organised between main points and headquarters. Another team was ready to rally those still inside their homes and urge them to come out and help stop the march of the Fascists.


Suddenly another young messenger climbed onto a make-shift platform and yelled, ‘They’re coming! They’re coming! The Blackshirts are coming!’


There was a roar of protest and then the brass band began to play. Soon the streets were filled with patriotic song: ‘Rule, Britannia, Britannia rules the waves, Britons never never never Shall be slaves …’


Jessie Warner gripped her younger brothers’ hands and pulled them through the seething mob. Pushing and dragging the boys, she wove her way through as best she could, cursing herself for taking this route home from the Tower of London.


‘Is it a war, Jessie? Is it?’ Stephen, the seven-year-old, was too frightened to cry.


‘No, Stephen, but we shouldn’t be here! There’s going to be a fight!’


‘Why, Jessie? Why are they going to fight? They’re grown-ups …’


‘Just don’t let go of my hand,’ she ordered.


‘It’s the Blackshirt march, Stephen!’ screeched Alfie, fired up and doing his utmost to pull away from his sister. ‘We can watch from a side road!’


‘No! Keep moving!’ Jessie kept a tight hold on both of them but the sudden jerking as thirteen-year-old Alfie stopped in his tracks caused her to lose her balance and twist her ankle. Her scream shot through the noise of the mob but was ignored. She limped across the pavement to sit on the windowsill of an old terraced house.


‘You shouldn’t have done that, Alfie,’ said Jessie, wincing in pain. ‘You could have brought the three of us down.’


Alfie wasn’t listening; stretched to full height and craning his neck, he was desperate to get a view through the ever growing assembly. ‘I’m gonna make my way up the Highway to watch ’em march!’


‘You are not! You stay right where you are until this pain eases, then we’ll go home, together.’


‘Come out of your houses!’ a young Jewish lad flew by, yelling at top voice. ‘They’re on their way. Come out and fight!’ He was waving a red flag. ‘The police are there as well! The police are coming!’


‘It is a war, Jessie,’ murmured Stephen, tears now rolling down his cheeks. ‘They’re going to blow us up. I want to go home.’


‘We will, sweetheart. We will. Just give me a minute.’ She pulled the silk scarf from her neck and tied it round her ankle.


‘Ready now then, Jess?’ asked Stephen, gripping her hand.


‘Nearly.’ Jessie removed her combs which had come loose, pulled her long wavy hair back and secured it. ‘Now we’ll go. We’ll stop off at Grandfather’s and—’


‘The police are on horseback!’ Alfie was beside himself. ‘They’ve got batons and guns!’


Within seconds, stones and bottles were being thrown in the direction of the mounted police. Shouted insults followed. More stones. More bottles. The sound of breaking glass and yells of abuse were terrifying. ‘Surrender!’ yelled one man. ‘They shall not pass! They shall not pass!’ Others joined in with the chant and more groups arrived carrying banners. The noise reached a crescendo and Cable Street was packed with an army of civilians ripe for confrontation.


Alfie cheered loudly. ‘They’re pulling up railings and paving stones!’ he said excitedly.


‘We should go now, Jessie,’ said Stephen, trying to be brave.


‘Yes, we should.’ Grabbing Alfie by the collar, Jessie hauled him away, defying the sickening pain shooting through her ankle. Alfie half-heartedly struggled against her but deep down he, too, was frightened. The oncoming clatter of hooves on cobblestones and sound of breaking glass urged Jessie on and gave her the strength of two people. She pushed through the mob, her ears ringing with the roar of the protesters: ‘Down with the Fascists! Fuck off to Germany! Sod off to Spain! Go and live in Italy! Get out of England!’


When the three of them reached their grandfather’s house in Broom Court, Jessie was trembling. Stephen had stopped crying but the occasional sob still escaped as his mind filled with what he had seen and heard. Alfie was moody with himself because secretly he had wanted to leave the frightening scene. But he could always blame his big sister – it was she, after all, who had forced him away. Still, he was angry at missing an opportunity to throw stones at the police.


‘It’s not fair,’ he grumbled. ‘There were lots of kids there who were younger than me. I shouldn’t ’ave took any notice of you, Jessie. If it wasn’t for you hurting your ankle, I wouldn’t ’ave come away.’


‘Shut up, Alfie, and don’t you dare cheek Grandmother Blake this time.’ Instead of knocking respectfully on the door, as she would normally, Jessie found herself banging the knocker with some urgency. Grandmother Blake appeared looking very stern and disdainful.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Jessie, shrinking, ‘we were in Cable Street and—’


‘You’ve woken your grandfather,’ came the terse reply. ‘You shouldn’t be knocking at all, never mind nearly smashing the door down. What do you want?’


‘If we could just come in … I’ve sprained my ankle and—’


‘If you could walk from Cable Street to here, you can walk home. Let your mother see to you.’ Her unyielding expression showed no sign of weakening as she began to close the door.


‘I’m very thirsty,’ said the brave Stephen, ‘and Jessie’s ankle is very, very swollen!’


Glancing dispassionately at Jessie’s leg, Grandmother Blake raised her eyes and sighed. ‘That’s nothing. Tell your mother to put a cold flannel on it.’


‘If we can just come into the passage for a tiny while,’ pleaded Jessie. Her ankle was throbbing badly. ‘I need to sit down on the stairs and if Stephen could have a glass of water—’


‘No. Your grandfather’s resting. He needs the quiet.’ The door was slowly closing between them when Jessie heard the familiar quiet cough of her grandfather in the passage.


‘That’s all right,’ came the softer voice of the man she loved. ‘Let them come in for a minute.’


‘Please yourself,’ said Grandmother Blake, turning away. ‘They can wait in the hall. I’ll fetch a glass of water.’


‘You shouldn’t bang on the door like that,’ said Willy, as his grandchildren filed in. ‘What’s the matter?’ He looked from the boys to Jessie. ‘Did someone hurt you?’


Alfie peered up at him. ‘What’s a Fascist?’


Quietly chuckling, Willy pulled on his braces. ‘Someone who’s not a Jew. Why?’


‘There’s a battle going on in Cable Street and—’


‘Blackshirts and Reds,’ sighed Willy, rolling his eyes. ‘I might have guessed. Go on down into the scullery, you can wrap a wet cloth round that ankle, Jessie. I’ll get Grandmother Blake to make a pot of weak tea to warm your bellies, then be off home.’ Gazing into Jessie’s frightened face he tried to comfort her with one of his infrequent smiles. ‘Gang warfare, that’s all it is. Give it a month and it’ll be forgotten.’


‘I’m sorry we didn’t go straight home, Grandfather, but my ankle – I could hardly walk another step.’


‘That’s all right,’ he said, ‘you did the right thing, but don’t stay too long. You know your grandmother likes her quiet.’


That was the last time Jessie saw her grandfather alive. A few weeks later, Willy returned from a day’s work at his cobbler shop, sat down by the fire and slept his last sleep. He had told no one about the severe pains in his chest that had been troubling him of late.


Jessie took his death very badly, crying into her pillow nightly and asking the same question of God over and over. Why? Why him? Why was her grandfather dead when there were so many wicked people walking about in the streets?


Unlike Willy’s other grandchildren, Jessie had been a regular visitor to 10 Broom Court since she was old enough to walk there on her own. Sometimes when she’d banged the iron knocker of the dark green door, one of her uncles would appear in the doorway, frowning. He’d put a finger to his lips and whisper in warning, ‘Grandfather’s in a mood.’


Shrugging, Jessie would slip past, along the narrow passage-way and down the staircase to the basement where she knew he would be sitting in his armchair, looking into the glowing coals of the fire. Willy Blake had spent most of his leisure time thinking or reading. When he was absorbed in a book, Jessie would tiptoe across the room, lower herself into the other armchair by the fire and keep quiet until spoken to.


She loved the small, quiet room, with just the sound of the hissing coals, the rustle of a page as he turned it, and the breathing of his black mongrel dog, Peggy, who lay quietly at his feet. It was here that she discovered the reward of patience. When in the right mood, her grandfather would draw her into his private world, arousing her interest and curiosity. Then, he would tell her fascinating stories of times gone by. Other times, not one single word passed between them. He would end the visit by closing his book and giving her a nod or she would leave of her own accord, sensing his mood, and quietly pull the door shut behind her until she heard the brass catch drop.


When arrangements were being made for his funeral, Jessie was mortified to hear that even though she was sixteen, a working girl and the eldest of her brothers and sister, she was still considered too young to attend his funeral.


‘It’s not an occasion for young people, Jessie,’ explained her mother, Rose. ‘Stop fussing now and be more like your brothers and sister. They don’t want to go.’


But Jessie did want to go, very much. There had been a special bond between her and her grandfather. She had inherited his Germanic looks, hair so blonde it was almost white and blue eyes, and was the only grandchild to have done so. She knew she was closer to him than any of the others.


On the day he was buried, Jessie stood with her arms woven through the black railings outside his house in Broom Court, watching with the neighbours as the hearse slowly pulled away. The sound of the horses’ hooves echoing on the flagstones reminded her of the last day she saw him alive, the day of the Cable Street battle.


An occasional shake of the head and pursing of lips were the only movements from onlookers. To the people who lived in the courtyard, he was an ordinary man, of few words, who’d always return a smile and doff his hat or cap and who kept himself to himself. A silver-haired gentleman, no more, no less.


Jessie often thought about his last comforting words to her after the riot in Cable Street. Give it a month and it’ll be forgotten. But he had been wrong. People were still talking about it. Communists were boasting that they had won the biggest fight in working-class history and the Blackshirts were angry because their march had been stopped. Insulting slogans against Jews were still appearing on walls in Jessie’s neighbourhood.


Much to the family’s dismay, Grandmother Blake soon married. Her new husband was a man with whom she had been having a secret affair. The grandchildren were told to call him Uncle. It was then that Jessie stopped going to the house. The mood there changed – the parties had begun. The piano in the best room, where Willy used to sit and play soft tunes, was used to accompany bawdy songs of the day, sung by the gathering of boozy friends. Laughter and ribald conversation filled the place, forcing out any trace of Willy’s presence as master of the house.


On her last visit and before the new ‘uncle’ moved in, Jessie asked permission to tidy the locked cupboard to the left of the fireplace where her grandfather used to sit. It was his private cupboard and no one had been allowed to pry into it. Grandmother Blake grudgingly let her, though it was clear the contents of the cupboard didn’t interest her much. Jessie hadn’t got far in her search for something that would remind her of him when she found a small worn family album. She didn’t recognise anyone in any of the faded photographs except for the one of her grandfather, which was loose and at the back of the album. Younger though he was, his eyes and high cheekbones placed him. He was standing with one hand resting on the hood of a large, old-fashioned pram, and in the pram, cramped together in a space for one, were two baby girls, sitting up and smiling.


Before closing the album, Jessie found, tucked inside its leather cover, a marriage certificate – between William Ernest Gunter and Ingrid Weiss. She held her breath and stared at it, knowing it was important but not understanding why. Then, for the first time in her life Jessie stole something. She stole the certificate and the loose photograph, stuffing them quickly into her boot, half afraid Grandmother Blake would burst in and catch her. For some reason she felt that the two were connected and that the piece of paper belonged to Willy, even though the surname wasn’t the one she knew him by. The name of the woman he’d married, according to the certificate, was a mystery too, because it wasn’t the name of her grandmother, or at least not the name of the person she had believed to be her grandmother. Was it possible that the cold, unfeeling woman known to her as Grandmother Blake was not kin after all? She’s Willy’s daughter, all right, is what Jessie had heard said about her own mother, Rose, but she couldn’t remember anyone saying that she was the daughter of Grandmother Blake.


With the marriage certificate and photo safely hidden inside her ankle boot, Jessie left that special room for the last time. Heart pounding, she took the stairs two at a time, terrified that she might be found out. Once outside in the street, she made her way home to Stepney Green, and in the privacy of the bedroom she shared with her sister, Dolly, she pulled the crinkled document from her boot and read it again. William Ernest Gunter, occupation shoemaker. Her grandfather’s Christian names were William Ernest and he had been a shoemaker but the surname was wrong. His name, so everyone had been led to believe, was Blake, and the woman thought to be his wife was hardly German, and her name was not Ingrid.


Jessie glanced around her bedroom for a secure place to hide her finds. She fixed on the air vent which had a metal cover. She climbed onto a chair and slipped both the certificate and photograph inside, safe in the knowledge that she could reach in and take it out whenever she wanted. Happier, she lay down on her bed, feeling as if she still had a very special part of her grandfather to herself. She wondered if Ingrid Gunter might still be his wife and her own real grandmother. She must have died – it seemed the only explanation. Jessie allowed herself a brief dream that the old woman was alive and lived nearby.


Jessie felt a mixture of hope and warmth at the thought. Maybe the strange feeling that had come and gone all through her life could now be explained. The feeling that something or someone was missing from her world. She decided then that somehow she would find out the truth and perhaps discover her real grandmother.


On Christmas Eve, following Willy’s death, Jessie woke to the sound of her father, Robert, coughing in the passage. His footsteps on the lino had seemed to be part of her dream, but from the thin stream of light shining through the gap under the bedroom door she could make out her surroundings and was relieved to realise that she was in her room and out of the bad dream which had gripped her. Shadowy, evil men had been chasing her and her grandfather through dark woods. She had been having recurring nightmares since her grandfather died.


Safe and secure, she glanced at her sister Dolly, fast asleep in her bed a few feet away. Dolly, at the age of fifteen, slept as soundly as a baby. Alfie and little Stephen shared the bedroom next door and above them were the two attic rooms where the lodgers Mr and Mrs McCarthy lived.


Lying in her warm bed, with the sound of muted voices below, Jessie looked forward to the beginning of this special day, her seventeenth birthday. Hearing the mantel clock strike six, she did as she always did and drew her feather eiderdown round her, making the most of it. The room was freezing cold and condensation had iced on the inside of the window. She would wait until she heard the sound of the street door close behind her father as he went out into the frosty morning, on his way to the docks where he worked as a crane driver. Much as she wanted to see him before he went out, she knew he wouldn’t have time to see her open her presents.


A few minutes after the street door closed behind him, she got up, wrapped her grey blanket round her and crept out of the room, only to find that her brother Alfie was in the passage, ready himself to creep downstairs.


‘Where do you think you’re going, Alfie?’ said Jessie, all-knowing.


‘To get a glass of water. I’m gasping.’


‘Well, just you go back to bed and I’ll fetch it up.’ This wasn’t the first time that Alfie had tried to creep downstairs on Christmas Eve before her.


‘I can get it myself,’ he barked. ‘I’m not a cripple.’


Smiling at him, Jessie slowly shook her head. ‘It won’t work, you know. It’s my birthday and you know that you’re not allowed to go down before me. The same as none of us are allowed to go down before you on your birthday.’


‘That was when we were kids,’ he said. ‘You’re seventeen now, and I’m nearly thirteen. I can’t be bothered with all of that baby stuff.’ He turned towards the staircase, but Jessie was too quick for him. She grabbed the corded waist of his pyjamas and would not let go.


‘You’re not too old for a clip round the ear,’ she said. ‘Now get back to bed and I’ll bring you a glass of water up, and don’t start arguing or you’ll wake the lodgers. If they leave, Mum loses the rent and that means no pocket money for you and Stephen.’


‘What do I care about pocket money? I’ll be going to work soon.’ He pulled away from her and slouched back to his room.


‘Alfie, haven’t you forgotten something?’


‘No. Oh, yeah. Happy birthday,’ he mumbled grudgingly.


She couldn’t blame him, thought Jessie, going downstairs; it was, after all, Christmas Eve and as grown-up as Alfie liked to act, he was still a boy, especially at this time of year. More excited than little Stephen at times.


In the kitchen, after a birthday kiss and greeting from Rose, Jessie sat by the warm cooking range, her bare feet close to the glowing coals, and watched her mother lay the table. As well as the two best cups and saucers and small china plate of tea biscuits, Rose had spread the special lace-edged cloth the way she always did on her birthday and for some reason Jessie was reminded of the Christmas Eve morning when she was thirteen. Dolly had been given a new doll with arms and legs which were double-jointed, Alfie had got his train set and little Stephen, after months of pleading, was rewarded with something which was a strange request for a boy – a plain doll’s house, made by their father, in which he’d placed quite a few of his lead soldiers.


Jessie had been given a red patent-leather box handbag and matching shoes, the first time she’d not been given a toy of some sort for Christmas. It was also the first time she had given Dolly one of her prize possessions. She gave her sister her bassinet pram for her new doll.


‘I hope those boys are not going to come bounding down yet,’ said Rose, breaking into her thoughts. ‘There’s a lot to do before I feed them.’


‘I don’t think they will.’ Jessie’s mind turned to her grandfather. She would miss the family visit made to him each year on Christmas morning, when he would be spruced up in his best clothes, with a small present for each of them piled up next to the fire. The few words that he repeated every year went through her mind. It wasn’t cheap so look after it.


Gripped by a sudden need to touch and look at his photograph, she slipped out of the kitchen and went quietly to her bedroom. Standing on a chair, her hand inside the air vent, feeling for the secret document and photograph, she was appalled to find they had gone.


Rose’s quiet voice behind her made her jump. ‘I had a feeling you’d be digging around for those. You’d best come downstairs, Jessie.’


Jessie looked across to Dolly, worried.


‘Don’t fret about lazy bones,’ said Rose. ‘The house could fall in and she’d still sleep on. I dare say she’s dreaming about Christmas time in the days of old.’ Only one subject had interested the rebellious Dolly during her schooldays – the history of London from the time of the Romans who had named it Londinium. A casual reference to ‘the twin-hilled City of the South … girt about by fen and marshes’ by her teacher had caught her imagination. From that day onwards, when she was no more than nine years old, Dolly had read and listened and questioned and bored to death even those who were interested in her chosen subject – and most were not.


Back in the kitchen, Rose, a little shaky, poured them both a cup of tea. ‘I suppose your seventeenth birthday is as good a time as any to tell you a bit of home truth,’ she said.


Ashamed, Jessie felt herself blush. ‘I shouldn’t have hidden Grandfather’s things like that but, well, I wasn’t sure what to do about them once I’d taken them and time just went on and—’


‘It doesn’t matter about that. I noticed that the metal cover on the air vent wasn’t on properly. That’s how I found your secret. The marriage certificate’s safe now in my document box. Best we don’t say anything to Dolly or the boys just yet.’


Flattered that her mother was speaking to her as an equal, Jessie rose to the occasion. ‘I know you don’t like me to be disrespectful but I’ve never really warmed to Grandmother Blake.’


‘I know, but that’s to be expected. She’s not exactly put herself out for you, has she? She’s not interested in any of my children, or me, for that matter, and I think you’ve worked out for yourself the reason why.’ Rose sipped her tea, and waited.


‘I’m not really sure, Mum, but I think I can guess.’ Feeling as if she was treading on eggshells, Jessie went on, ‘It was the name Gunter … and, well, I did happen to see your birth certificate once and on that you’re down as Gunter as well. Rose Maud Gunter. I wasn’t spying, it’s just that—’


‘You were curious. You don’t have to feel bad about it. I’d be disappointed if you didn’t care less. Grandmother Blake is not my mother. What’s more, and this you must keep to yourself, she and your grandfather were never married. He never married her because he never divorced his first wife – my real mother. You can work out what that makes my half-brothers and that’s why we have to keep the skeleton locked in the cupboard. They don’t know about it.’


Mystified by the casual way Rose was revealing family secrets to her, Jessie did her best to look and sound normal and to keep it going. ‘So … your real mother couldn’t have married again either.’


‘No.’ Rose lowered her eyes. ‘I really don’t want to say much more than that, Jessie. It’s enough that you’ve brought things to the surface. I shall tell you about it, but not now. Not today. Let’s keep today a happy one. It’s Christmas Eve and it’s your birthday.’ She looked at Jessie pensively. ‘We’ll keep the lid on it for now. It’s a sad can of worms, I’m afraid.’ Pulling herself out of her mood, Rose brightened. ‘I’ve got a present for you which belonged to my mother. I was keeping it for your twenty-first when I thought I’d be ready to tell you everything about my past, but you may as well have it now. Now that you know.’ Rose handed Jessie a small wrapped packet. ‘It’s a bit old-fashioned, so you don’t have to wear it if you don’t want to.’ Wanting her daughter to open the present before Dolly or the boys came down, Rose urged her on, reminding Jessie that they had to make a start on the bird and plucking it in the back yard was out of the question. It had turned much colder in the night and the water barrel outside had a layer of ice on it. ‘Look after it and keep it safe,’ Rose went on. ‘I’d like to think that you’ll pass it on to your own daughter, one day.’


Untying the ribbon, Jessie slowly unwrapped the paper, savouring this time alone with her mother. She wasn’t really expecting it to be anything more than something a bit special, but she was wrong. She could tell by the beautiful, small, red velvet box with domed lid that there was something really lovely inside.


Pushing open the lid with the tip of her thumb, she gazed at the delicate gold and pearl brooch. It wasn’t a child’s brooch, it was proper jewellery. For a second she thought her mother must have given her the wrong box.


‘You clip it on to the collar or neckline of a dress,’ Rose told her.


Touching the smooth reddish gold with the tip of her finger, Jessie couldn’t find the right words to express herself. It was beautiful.


‘My mother gave it to me when … when I was very young,’ said Rose, casting her eyes down. ‘She used to wear it all the time. That much I do remember. That and her sweet smell.’ She drew a trembling breath and pushed back her shoulders. Composure was all-important to Rose. ‘I’ve got something put by for Dolly as well. A locket. Apart from a ruby and diamond ring, those two pieces of jewellery were all my mother possessed.’ Again, Jessie saw Rose summon her willpower as she quietly coughed and swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘She was more of a plain woman than a fancy one when it came to dressing herself.’


Sorry now that she had caused painful memories to surface, Jessie remained quiet. Rose had always lived according to her own Victorian upbringing – that children should keep no secrets – yet here she was, confiding one to her daughter.


‘I don’t really understand,’ Jessie murmured at last, longing to know more.


‘You will in time.’ Rose locked her fingers together and straightened. ‘Now that you know about Granny Blake you’ll understand why she’s never shown any of you affection. Although to give her her due, she treated me much the same as her sons, more or less. Your grandfather made up for it when he could. I believe he loved me more than he loved my half-brothers, and he loved you, Jessie. He just wasn’t very good at expressing himself.’


‘He didn’t have to show it. I knew.’


‘Yes, I suppose you must have. You did spend a lot of time with him. I was pleased about that. It meant a lot to me.’ Rose turned away then, saying, ‘Maybe I’ll be able to talk about my mother in years to come, Jess, but not yet … and not so soon after your grandfather passing away. So, wear the brooch for high days and holy days and put it somewhere safe the rest of the time.’ She added, ‘You’ll find that life will start changing from now on. Take it as it comes and ask me whatever you have to. I can’t promise to answer all of your questions but I’ll be disappointed if you go to others for answers.’


Jessie thought of the photograph that had been with the certificate. ‘What about the photo of grandfather and the babies in the pram? Who were they?’


‘I don’t know. I expect it came loose in the album.’ Rose turned her face away, hiding her guilt. ‘I don’t recognise it.’ Quickly she changed the subject to the day’s work and told Jessie she was to make the porridge while she herself got on with other things. ‘No doubt those boys’ll be down any minute,’ she sighed, emptying her cup. ‘I expect Dolly will sleep on until I drag her out of bed.’


Five minutes later she was busy with her chores, quieter than usual, but clearly the day would continue as normal, as if nothing had changed.


That night, before she turned off the gas mantle above her bed, Jessie wrote a few lines in her notebook: ‘24 December 1936 – Mum’s told me a secret which I must keep from Dolly and the boys and it has to do with the mysterious marriage certificate. There are three million unemployed and we are very lucky that Dad has work. In November, Mum became the official owner of Grandfather’s cobbler shop.’


It was a good Christmas, despite their recent bereavement. They all loved their presents and were allowed to stuff themselves full of chocolate, oranges and nuts, once they’d eaten their modest Christmas dinner. On 31 December, Jessie wrote in her diary: ‘The most important things that happened this year were – on 20 January King George V died. On 10 December King Edward VIII abdicated from the throne. On 4 November William Ernest Gunter died.’


Very soon into the new year of 1937, the country saw a rise in trade and by the end of March Rose took on a cobbler full time. Jessie continued her employment in the offices of a soap factory in Hackney and Dolly started work as a waitress in a gentlemen’s club, so small extra treats could be afforded.


The Warner family had been one of the luckier ones in the East End. Not only had Rose made a few pounds each week during the bad times but her husband, Robert, had always managed to get work in the docks, due to his size and hard-working nature. With so many unemployed, ordinary folk hadn’t been able to afford to have their footwear soled and heeled but now that things were improving, Rose was considering selling new boots as well as repairing old ones. Spring brought a new feeling of hope to the working classes. Sadly, though, the Jewish problem had rekindled and Fascist slogans were appearing on walls and hoardings again. No matter how many times the insulting remarks were scrubbed off the wall at the top of Jessie’s turning, it did nothing to deter the culprits from slipping out after dark and re-chalking DOWN WITH THE JEWS!


Jessie, deep in thought, was trying to fathom the thinking behind it. The early evening May sunshine streamed in through the scullery window where she was sitting. She had also been remembering that dreadful day when she and the boys had walked innocently into the centre of the battle in Cable Street.


It wasn’t just because Max, her boyfriend of two years, was Jewish that she was worried. Having seen the ugly mood of the anti-Facists as well as the menacing behaviour of Blackshirts, she was in fear of what might happen next. After Cable Street and all the publicity that followed, the Blackshirt movement had gone quiet, it was true, but during the past few months it had all started up again.


Shaking herself out of her sombre mood, Jessie got up and washed the pine table with soda water, cursing her sister Dolly for managing, yet again, to duck out of helping in the kitchen. Not that she wanted her around, with her endless chatter about Fred, her boyfriend. When she’d done the table, Jessie took off her apron and slipped into the parlour.


Dolly wasn’t sewing the hem of her skirt as she had said but copying another poem from an ancient poetry book she’d found in a second-hand shop in Aldgate and which she would tell Fred she’d written herself – especially for him. She glanced up, her face full of innocence. She was wearing her best orange and black frock.


‘If you think you’re going to sneak out to see Fred, Dolly, you’re out of luck.’ Jessie glared at her sister.


Dolly turned a page of her book and sighed, as if she was sick of the sight of Jessie. Adding insult to injury, she then asked in her usual offhand way if she could borrow two shillings. ‘It’s Friday, pay day, so I know you’ve got it, Jess. Fred’s taking me to the pictures and paying for my seat but I need the bus fare there and back.’


Sometimes Dolly really did push her luck. The new frock she was wearing had cost her an entire week’s wages and was one which Jessie had seen in the window of Pearls Fashions in Mile End Road and told Dolly about. Dolly knew full well that she’d set her heart on buying it and had got in first. That was Dolly.


‘No, I won’t lend you the money,’ said Jessie. ‘And what’s more, you’re not allowed to be by yourself with Fred till you’re sixteen and that’s nearly a year away.’


‘If you tell on me,’ said Dolly smugly, ‘I’ll tell on you. I saw what you were doing with Max on the doorstep last night. He had his hand up your skirt and you’re not meant to be doing that, seventeen or not.’


‘Your mouth needs to be washed with carbolic. Max isn’t like your dirty boyfriends. He respects me.’


Closing her book with a snap, Dolly began to laugh. ‘Miss High and Mighty. If you could only see yourself. Acting as if you’re over twenty-one. You’ll die a spinster, the way you go on. A stuffy, dried-up old maid.’


Hearing their parents coming down the stairs, Jessie bit her tongue. They were going to Hammersmith to visit some of Robert’s family, the uppity Warners who had always believed that he had married beneath himself because Rose was a girl from the East End. Jessie was to look after the boys and see to it that Dolly didn’t creep out. In truth she was glad that her sister was in a rebellious mood. She wanted her out of the house. Max was coming round.


Jessie leaned towards her sister and spoke in a quiet voice. ‘I’m not lending you one penny.’ She said this knowing full well that she would pay up, just to see the back of Dolly.


‘Are you in there, girls?’ Rose’s voice drifted in from the passageway.


Dolly answered for them. ‘Yes, Mum. I’m just about to do my sewing and Jessie’s borrowing my poetry book for a read.’ There was a sly smile on her face.


Popping her head round the door, Rose looked pleased. ‘Good girls. See the boys go to bed at their proper time, Jessie, and you put away the dishes, Dolly. We’ll be in later than usual. You can both stay up till ten o clock and listen to the wireless.’


‘Thanks, Ma,’ cooed Dolly, adding, ‘If I clean all the windows inside and out tomorrow, would you treat me to half-a-crown? I thought I’d pop down to Riley’s and buy some coconut ice, for all of us.’


‘Take a shilling out of the lodgers’ rent tin,’ said Rose, straightening her hat, ‘and learn a lesson from your reckless ways, spending all that money on a dress and leaving yourself with nothing. You should be ashamed of yourself. And don’t think you’ll get out of paying double keep next week, because you won’t. You’ll be just as hard up as you are now because you’ll have your borrows to pay back as well. Bus fares to work and the like.’ With that Rose disappeared and Robert looked round the door.


‘If those boys play up you can send them to bed early, and no arguing, you two. I’ll hear it from Alfie if a row breaks out.’ He winked at his daughters and left.


Following him to the front door, Jessie asked her father if it would be all right for her to march with him the next day.


He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. ‘Well, I don’t think anyone else’s daughters’ll be on the dockers’ march, but then not many are like my Jessie, are they? I didn’t think it would take long before you took an interest in politics. All right. You can come.’


When they’d gone, Jessie turned her thoughts to Max. Dolly had been lying when she said she’d seen them on the doorstep. It wasn’t possible to see the front step from any of the windows. She’d guessed right though, Max had put his hand up her skirt and not for the first time. Little did Dolly know that they’d gone much further than that.


‘I heard you talking to Dad, Jessie. You needn’t have crept to the front door to ask if you could go with him tomorrow. We all know you’re his favourite and can wind him round your little finger. Dockers’ march? What are you after then?’


‘I’m not after anything. I feel like going on a march with lots of handsome dockers, that’s all. Don’t worry, I’ll tell them I’ve got a young sister at home who can’t wait for it.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ said Dolly tartly. ‘Won’t catch me with my knickers down.’ She tilted her head to one side and recited, ‘“Jessie this and Jessie that and Jessie wouldn’t pee on the new doormat.” If Dad only knew what his beloved Jessie got up to with Max on the doorstep.’


‘I don’t s’pose for one minute that you’ve thought any more about our grandmother?’ said Jessie, changing the subject which might have led to a scratching session. ‘Our real grandmother. Because if you haven’t, I think it’s time you did.’


Dolly looked away, feigning interest in something she’d seen though the window. ‘No, Jessie, I ’aven’t. Mum’s not bothered so why should I be? She’s probably dead anyway.’ She went back to her copying of other people’s thoughts.


‘You surprise me. Isn’t history what you live and die for? Apart from boys.’


‘My interest goes back one thousand seven hundred years, Jessie. You can keep this century and the one before it. I’m only—’


‘Yeah, all right, Dolly. No lecture, thank you. As for our grandmother, you’ve known since February, your birthday, and you love the gold locket Mum gave you, which was hers. For all we know she might be living in poverty somewhere, all by herself, wondering if she’s got any grandchildren, wondering what her own daughter looks like. She could be a lonely old—’


‘Well, whoever she was and wherever she is, she can’t be all that ’ard up – she had some nice jewellery so she must’ve had a few bob. That brooch you collared must be worth something.’


‘Three bits of jewellery aren’t exactly the crown jewels. For all we know, what she’s given us might ’ave been all of her precious belongings.’


Dolly raised her eyes to the ceiling and sighed theatrically. ‘I see poor lonely old women every day. You only ’ave to walk down Whitechapel. There are plenty of war widows to take pity on if that’s what you want to do with your time. You should join the Salvation Army, the uniform’d suit you.’


Refusing to rise to her sister’s bait, Jessie satisfied herself with the fact that Dolly would soon be out of the house and the boys in bed. She had stopped off and bought them a comic each on the way home from work, the Eagle and the Dandy, which she’d promised they could read by gaslight, ensuring that she and Max would be undisturbed in the sitting room.


Pouring herself a glass of water, Jessie thought about the next day and the real reason for wanting to go on the dockers’ march. She wanted to have some time alone with her dad. She would ask him if her real grandmother was still alive and where she was living. He had always listened to her in the past when she had other questions and he’d always answered as best he could – they were close, which made Dolly jealous. Not that Robert showed favour but Dolly loved to be the centre of attention and resented her sister getting some of it.


Jessie opened the tiny iron fire door to the copper boiler and checked to see if the fire needed stoking. The weekend hock of bacon in the simmering water, according to Rose’s instructions, had to be taken out at eight o’clock. She was relieved to see that most of the coals were bright orange since the coal bucket was low and the last thing she wanted was to have to go into the dark, damp coal cupboard to fill it. The heat from the boiler didn’t do much for her complexion; it was hot enough to redden her pale cheeks and once that happened no amount of face powder would tone them down. She didn’t want to look a sight when Max arrived.


She straightened, pushed the fire door shut with the tip of her shoe and went to the window, pressing one side of her face against the cool pane and then the other. Sudden loud banging on the front door startled her.


She hurried to open it. When she saw their neighbour, old Bob Jennings, on the doorstep Jessie knew instantly why he was there. His wife had been very ill, and Jessie guessed she had just passed away and the old man wanted Rose to lay her out. In Tanner Street, it was Rose Warner that people turned to when someone died.


Cap in hand, eyes red-rimmed and too distressed to speak, Bob’s grief was all too evident. He and his wife had been married for sixty-two years.


‘Mum’s not in, Bob,’ Jessie said gently.


‘Oh,’ was his choked reply, ‘that’s a pity. Do you know what time she’ll be back?’


‘About half past ten.’ Jessie stood to one side and invited him into the passage but he raised a trembling hand.


‘I must get back. She’s on ’er own – not that she knows much about it.’


‘Shall I tell Mum to come over once—’


‘No,’ he cut in. ‘I dare say that’ll be too late … I don’t know. What do you think, Jessie? Should I try and get one of the other neighbours?’


She squeezed his arm affectionately, telling him that her parents were walking to Stepney Green station and if she ran she would get to the station before they went through the barrier. Slowly nodding, the old man pushed a hand deep into his trouser pocket and pulled out a shilling, telling her to get a cab. For him to offer her a shilling out of his meagre earnings as warehouse porter meant that it was Rose Warner he wanted to see to his wife, and no one else. Jessie assured him it wasn’t necessary to take a cab and that she would be able to catch them up.


Rapidly telling Dolly to see Max into the sitting room when he arrived, Jessie rushed out of the house and hurried through the back streets of Stepney Green, taking every short cut and forcing herself to remember the times when Bob’s wife had been full of life. The couple had no children of their own and had made up for it by keeping open house where the children of neighbours were concerned.


Before she fell ill, Mrs Jennings would take in washing each week and sometimes Jessie, as a child, would help out by putting it through the mangle and folding it before carrying neatly ironed piles along the street to the owners. For this she sometimes received sixpence. Sixpence, a mug of cocoa and a biscuit.


As she neared the station, Jessie saw her parents chatting to friends outside the barrier, obviously in no great hurry. Relieved that she’d caught them, she hurried towards them. It was Robert who saw her first and he guessed immediately that something was wrong. His smile dissolved. His first thoughts were for Dolly, Alfie and Stephen.


‘It’s Betty Jennings,’ said Jessie quickly. ‘Bob came over …’


Rose understood at once. ‘Oh dear, I’d better get back.’


‘Bob’s waiting for you,’ said Jessie. ‘He’s really upset. You go on. I’ll catch my breath and follow.’


Robert kissed the top of her head. ‘We’ll wait while you pull yourself together.’


Jessie shook her head, telling him that she would rather stop there for a minute or two. ‘Five minutes, that’s all, Dad.’ She wanted to be by herself. Leaning against the brick wall of Stepney Green station, she waited until they had gone before she shed a tear. Covering her face, she tried to block out the echoing sound of people talking and laughing in the entrance to the station. Not all of them were there to catch a train; it was a meeting place. Ben the bookie, a familiar figure, small and skinny, was taking bets as usual, eyes darting everywhere, on the look-out for the local bobby.


‘You all right, love?’ Jessie looked up to see a tall, good-looking man with lovely green eyes smiling at her. ‘You ain’t asleep, are you?’


‘I’m catching my breath if you must know.’ Embarrassed, she pulled her handkerchief from her sleeve and blotted her face.


‘That’s funny, ’cos I’m catching mine as well,’ he chuckled.


‘Why, is someone chasing you?’


‘The law. Some bugger pinched my cap so I pinched someone else’s.’ He flicked the peak of his cap and winked. ‘Best quality as well.’


‘I could tell by your voice that you was a tea leaf.’


‘And I could tell by your face that you’d have lovely blue eyes – once you opened ’em. Fancy a drink?’ He nodded towards the pub on the corner.


‘No thanks.’ She stepped away, not really wanting to turn down the offer. She would have loved to have had the courage to say yes and go with him, but it didn’t seem right.


‘I’m sure I know you from somewhere.’ He took her arm, as bold as brass. ‘What school did you go to?’


Easing her arm away, Jessie asked him the same question. ‘Which school did you go to?’


‘Be fair,’ he grinned, flirting with her. ‘I asked first.’


‘Please yourself,’ she said, feigning boredom.


‘Cephas Street,’ he confessed, shrugging.


‘I might have guessed.’ He was obviously a show-off and probably from a rough family if the school he’d attended was anything to go by; just another tall, good-looking charmer, she thought, turning away.


‘Tom! What are you doing here?’ A woman in her sixties, nicely rounded with a friendly face, was hurrying towards them. ‘You promised me you’d help your dad get the dinner ready!’


‘Give me a break, Mum. I was just helping this young lady.’ The tone of his voice had changed and now he was touching her with anxious concern.


The woman rolled her eyes and turned to Jessie, her face relaxing into a warm smile. ‘Not in any trouble, are you, love?’


‘No. I’ve just had some sad news, that’s all.’


‘I can see you’ve been shedding a tear or two. All right now, are we?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ she said.


‘Where d’yer work then?’ Tom asked her.


‘Hackney soap factory – in the offices,’ she said, and turned to walk away. She reproached herself for telling him where she worked and then questioned her reason for doing it.


‘The name’s Tom. What do they call you?’


‘Everything under the sun!’ she called back, smiling to herself. There was something about Tom and his good-natured mother that seemed familiar, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. She hadn’t met either of them before and yet she felt as if she might know them.


Tom was thinking the very same thing as he walked home with his mother Emmie.


‘You were a bit shy with that one, Tom. Was it my imagination or were you blushing?’ she asked, watching his expression.


‘Course I wasn’t blushing, Mother. She seemed all right, though, bit of a snob but there you go.’ Tom shrugged.


‘So, my son, a knight in shining armour. Whatever next?’


‘Talk sense. I cheered her up a bit, that’s all, Anyway, mind your own business, nosy cow.’


Emmie quietly laughed at his cheek, but he was right, when it came to her three lads, she did want to know all the ins and outs.


‘Nice girl, though,’ murmured Tom. ‘She reminded me of someone.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Emmie wasn’t really interested; Tom fell in and out of love more times than he had hot dinners.


‘Didn’t remind you of anyone then?’ he asked.


‘No, Tom, I can’t say she did.’


‘Same colour hair, I s’pose.’


‘As?’


‘Hannah.’


‘There must be hundreds of natural blondes living in the East End, son.’


‘I know, I know, she just reminds me of her, that’s all.’


‘If only Hannah was part of a decent family, the way that young lady likely is. At least Hannah’s got you to look out for her. She values your friendship more than you realise.’


‘Friendship? What are you on about? She’s more like a sister than a mate.’


‘That’s true. Oh dear,’ Emmie paused for a rest, ‘my poor old pins. I’ve been on my feet all day long, serving snooty customers in Wickham’s and then seeing to those poor sods down the home. I think I’m gonna ’ave to give up my charity work, Tom.’


‘Oh yeah? Pull the other leg. Anyway, about Hannah …’


‘What about her?’ said Emmie, putting her weight on his strong arm and resuming her slow pace.


Tom looked at his mother sideways. ‘You should have adopted her years ago. I doubt that Gerta the German would have cared, there’s no love lost between mother and daughter there.’


Emmie didn’t want to get into this topic, she’d kept a tight secret for many years and idle chitchat wasn’t going to catch her out. ‘Lumbago’s a terrible thing, you know,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘One of my old ladies has got it real bad. I hope to God that when I go it’ll be a quick death, a good strong heart attack while I’m in my bed. Let’s hope our Johnnie’ll do what he promises and get to be a millionaire, then I can have private nurses looking after me.’


‘Johnnie,’ chuckled Tom, ‘my elder brother the entrepreneur. Anyway, be no need to pay out for a private nurse, will there? Not if you go quick, in your sleep.’


Johnnie’s latest venture was to sell threepenny coupons outside Millwall, West Ham and Arsenal football grounds.


Emmie’s youngest, Stanley, was a different kettle of fish, regular as clockwork and never missed a day’s work down at the bell foundry. Tom, content with his earnings from the docks and a little bit on the side from his perks, didn’t have the same ambitions as Johnnie. He was a romantic, through and through. Emmie hoped that when he did finally settle down, he would stay in the East End – which, as far as she was concerned, wasn’t a bad place to be. Besides which, she would miss him if he left.


They reached the turning where they lived. Emmie couldn’t wait to get inside her house and put her feet up. ‘I’m gasping for a cup of tea, Tom,’ she said.


‘So am I. Let’s hope Hannah’s still there, with the kettle on the stove.’ Tom pushed his hand through the letter box and pulled at the key-on-a-string. He opened the door and followed Emmie inside.


‘Hello,’ smiled Hannah as they came into the kitchen. ‘I was just about to give up on you, Tom, and go home. Charlie’s gone down to the pub, Emmie, he got fed up waiting too. Your dinner’s in the oven.’


‘Fed up with waiting? Do me a favour, he’s casseroled the lamb chops instead of frying ’em just so that he could go down the pub. It’s dominoes night. Trust my husband not to miss that.’ Dropping into a kitchen chair, Emmie kicked off her shoes, glancing sideways at Hannah’s face – at her swollen eye. ‘Who did that to you?’


‘It’s not as bad as it looks. One of the Reds slapped me with the back of his hand, outside the Blackshirts’ club, and caught me with his ring. I slipped out early before my mother got on the platform to give another of her long and well-rehearsed talks.’


Emmie chucked gently. ‘You’ve got to be more careful, Hannah. The chief librarian won’t take kindly to you turning up for work looking like that. Don’t forget, you’re a public servant in a respectable place, you have to look the part. I take it no one there knows that you’re a Blackshirt?’


‘Don’t call me that, Emmie. You know why I go. If I refuse my mother will get into one of her spiteful moods.’


‘You’ve got to learn to stand up to her, love. She’s just a silly, ignorant woman. Your father going off didn’t help matters, but there we are.’


There was a silence from Hannah which was to be expected. Emmie had criticised Hannah’s dad, Jack, and that was a mistake. His memory was all that the girl had to cling on to. Jack and Gerta had planned to emigrate to New Zealand when Hannah was just a baby but for some unknown reason, Jack had gone alone leaving Gerta, a German, with Hannah. If Jack had taken her with him, Hannah would be out there living the good life instead of having to put up with Bethnal Green and three miserable rooms above a tobacconist’s shop. But she was a survivor and had learned very early in life that it was better to be servile where Gerta was concerned. Maybe Jack would come back for her one day. It was Hannah’s dream that he would, a dream that had kept her going. He had loved her more than life itself and he was the one who took her to the zoo and carried her on his shoulders to Bethnal Green gardens and to the fairgrounds. In his letters to her, Jack always made a point of writing about New Zealand and how healthier the life was there, but the worst of it was, Gerta cut his address out of the letters so that Hannah couldn’t write back.
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