



[image: ]






DOCKER’S DAUGHTER

 

 

Sally Worboyes

 

 

[image: logo]

www.hodder.co.uk



Also by Sally Worboyes

Wild Hops

The Dinner Lady

Red Sequins

Keep On Dancing

Down Stepney Way

Over Bethnal Green

At the Mile End Gate

Whitechapel Mary

Banished from Bow

The Girl from Brick Lane

Down by Tobacco Dock

Where Sparrows Nest

Jamaica Street

Time Will Tell

Room for a Lodger



Copyright © 1995 by Sally Worboyes

The right of Sally Worboyes to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 1995 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK Company

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Worboyes, Sally

Docker’s daughter

1.Domestic fiction

I.Title

823.9′14 [F]

Epub ISBN 978 1 444 71943 7

Book ISBN 978 0 340 79375 6

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk


For my family

– Pete, Esther, Duncan and Robin


Acknowledgements

I am indebted to Geraldine Cooke for her vision and encouragement, Jenny Page for her patience, and Divisional Commander, Phillip Hagon, Metropolitan Police Service, for his help and advice on how to deal with Kay’s arrest.


Chapter One

London 1962

It was two in the morning when the shrill ringing of the telephone pierced the dark silence of Kay’s bedroom. Instantly awake, she was filled with panic. Why would anyone ring at such an hour? Blanking horrid thoughts from her mind, she listened for sounds from her parents’ bedroom. Not afraid of the dark but of what might lie behind the phone call, she pulled herself up in bed and waited, hoping it would stop. Maybe someone had dialled a wrong number.

Three rings later she shot from her bed out of the room and along the passage, her hand sweeping the wall until it found the light switch.

‘Hallo?’ Kay’s voice was quiet but her tone almost dared the caller to give her bad news.

‘Kay . . .’ It was her aunt Liz. The heavy pause that followed told her something terrible had happened to her uncle Bert. That wonderful, healthy, lovable man who had just celebrated his birthday. Pushing her long blonde hair from her face, Kay composed herself before asking what was wrong.

‘Get Daddy for me, there’s a good girl . . .’ Liz’s weak voice trailed off.

Jack being a heavier sleeper than Laura moaned and turned over as Kay’s urgent voice woke her mother. ‘Was that the phone?’ She was still half asleep.

Before Kay had a chance to say who it was, Laura was out of bed in a flash. Just awake but alert enough to realize that only grave news came at that hour, she repeated over and over to herself, Please don’t let anything have happened to Dad. Grabbing the black receiver with one hand, she steadied herself with the other, gripping the back of the chair, feeling light-headed and giddy from getting out of bed too quickly. Her heart was thumping as the dread of hearing her ageing father ask for help swept through her. She had asked him many times to give up his cottage and move in with the three of them.

‘It’s Aunt Liz,’ Kay whispered as she stood in the kitchen doorway waiting to hear the worst.

‘Liz – what’s wrong?’

‘I think Bert’s . . .’ her voice trailed off.

Slipping on to a kitchen chair, Laura drew her feet up off the cold linoleum and tucked her thin cotton nightdress under her toes. ‘Liz, please . . . what is it?’ A cold chill ran through her. ‘What’s happened?’

‘I’ve phoned for an ambulance.’ Liz’s voice sounded thin and empty. ‘He called out—’ She broke into a high-pitched cry, ‘I thought it was just a nightmare! I thought he’d gone off again. I went back to sleep.’ Another tense pause filled the space between them.

‘I went back to sleep, Laura! May God forgive me . . .’ Her pained voice struggled to control the sobbing. ‘I went back to sleep.’

Backing away from her mother along the narrow passage, Kay leaned against her bedroom door and tried to control her breathing. She knew that something serious had happened. Gripping the handle to the door of her room, willing her hands to stop shaking, she stared back at Laura. She didn’t want to hear what was coming. She wanted her mother to smile and relax her face.

‘It’s your uncle Bert. I can’t protect you from this, Kay. And it’s going to hurt.’

At that moment, Kay knew by instinct that this was going to be a turning-point in her life. Her mother was admitting that she could not protect her from everything that life threw her way. She had no choice but to deliver the crushing blow which was hovering like a weapon between them.

‘He’s dead,’ Laura murmured, ‘gone.’

Turning away, Kay threw herself on to her bed and screamed into her pillow. ‘It’s not fair! He’s my uncle, Mum! My uncle Bert!’

Liz had taken Bert’s sudden death very badly, and was unable to cope with anything, especially having him laid out in her front room as was the East End custom. She had been given tranquillizers, and could only just manage to drag herself through the days leading up to his funeral. Her round, smiling face which so often lifted those around her, was now ashen and drawn as she sat in her small, quiet living room with her younger brother, Jack. Her hair seemed to have gone from grey to all white in just a couple of days and her red-rimmed eyes were swollen from crying.

‘If only I hadn’t gone back to sleep Bert might still be alive.’ She gazed into her cup and pushed a floating tea leaf to one side.

‘Stop tormenting yourself, Liz. You heard what the doctor said, it was all over in seconds. There wasn’t anything you could have done about it.’ Rubbing his eyes, Jack sighed heavily. ‘We have to be thankful he died in his sleep.’

‘The house is so quiet. I’ll never get used to it.’ She sipped her tea which had been laced with whiskey.

‘Why don’t you stay with me and Laura for a couple of weeks? Till the funeral’s over and you’ve had a bit of time to get used to the idea of being on your own,’ he said, believing she would turn him down flat.

‘That’d be nice, Jack. I would like that.’

Pleased that his sister offered no resistance, Jack thought he might as well touch on the other idea he had been turning over in his mind. Finding the right words was the most difficult part.

‘Lizzie, I don’t quite know how to say this.’ Turning his head to avoid her searching eyes, he caught sight of Bert’s polished boots in a corner of the room. ‘I can see why it would be too much for you to have Bert’s body . . .’ he took a deep breath. ‘Why don’t we have him laid out in my front room instead of the chapel of rest?’ He reeled the words out quickly. A painful silence hung in the room.

‘His mates could come and go, and—’

‘Yeah,’ Liz cut in, making it easier for her brother. ‘I would prefer that.’ She slipped one of her heart pills under her tongue to ease the pain.

‘Good. That’s good.’ He was relieved to have got that over with. Reaching for his hand, Liz squeezed it and looked into his grief-stricken face. ‘Thanks, love. I would never ’ave got through this without you and Laura.’ She gave him a weak smile. ‘Laura won’t mind having me there, will she?’

‘What d’you think?’

‘Yeah. Silly question. We’re like sisters really.’

‘Too right.’ He leaned across and tipped a little more Irish whiskey into her cup. ‘We’ll soon ’ave some colour back in those cheeks of yours.’

‘What about our Kay?’ Liz asked sadly. ‘How’s she taking it?’

‘She’s young. Seventeen. Still a baby. She’ll get over it quicker than we will.’ Jack lowered his head, praying to God he was right.

Laura had hardly entered their spare room since Jack had moved out of it and back in with her. With Kay by her side, she scanned the room in silence.

‘Let’s make it nice and bright for aunt Liz, Mum,’ Kay said.

‘Yeah.’ Laura swallowed hard. ‘Good idea.’

‘I’ll make a pot of tea.’ Laura felt her daughter squeeze her arm before she left the room, and was thankful for the natural warmth she gave.

Standing by the window, the daylight falling across the pale blue candlewick bedspread, Laura imagined Jack lying there all those nights by himself and wondered why they had let it go on for so long. They had spent over four years living under the same roof but not sharing the same bed, until Kay was nearly drowned in Kent two years previously, and both she and Jack were brought sharply back to reality.

The pale blue cover was significant for another reason. This third bedroom had been intended for their second child, Baby John, who had died in his sleep when he was no more than three months old. Neither Laura nor Jack had forgiven themselves for not waking when, as they believed, their baby would have made some small noise for attention. The cot had been placed as close to their bed as possible, yet neither of them had heard a thing.

Pulling the blue cover from the bed, Laura decided she would buy a new brightly patterned one for Liz. The curtains could come down too; she would run up some more on her new electric sewing machine. It wouldn’t take her long and it would be worth it for more reasons than one. She didn’t want to be reminded any more of the time when her marriage had almost broken down and she had done little, if anything, to stop it happening.

Had it not been for Kay’s accident, she and Jack might not be together now. They did love one another, and probably always had. Pride and other people had got in their way and almost ruined it for good.

Sighing, Laura folded the bedspread and squeezed it on to a shelf inside a cupboard. The blue lampshade would go too; and so would the multicoloured rag mat. They could all go to the charity stall at Bethnal Green market. She silently thanked Bert for giving her the courage finally to bury the saddest time of her life.

‘Goodbye, Baby John,’ she whispered as she unscrewed the light bulb from the lamp and lifted the soft-blue shade from the stand. ‘God bless.’ She closed her eyes and willed herself to be strong. After all, that tragedy had happened a long time ago.

As Laura held the shade close to her, she looked out of the window and up at the sky. The sun was just coming out from behind a grey cloud and its rays streamed in and lit up the room.

‘Look after Baby John for us, Bert.’ The sun was on her face now, and its warmth seemed to flow through her body. Smiling, she sat down on the edge of the single bed, trying to recognize the new sensation filling her being. If she could have given it a colour it would be pale gold. Warm comfort seemed to fill the room as if someone who loved and cared were there.

‘My God,’ she whispered. ‘You’ve found him. You’re with him!’ Leaping up from the bed, she pulled open the bedroom door. ‘Kay! Kay!’

As Kay appeared in the kitchen doorway at the end of the passage, she and Laura stared at each other.

‘It’s Baby John,’ she finally managed to say, ‘he’s alive. Your brother’s alive.’ She waited for the pained look on Kay’s face to dissolve.

‘Not here, not in our world, but somewhere else,’ she said reassuringly as Kay came slowly towards her. ‘He’s happy. He’s with your uncle Bert and they’re both happy.’

Kay reached out and pulled her close, burying her face in her mother’s thick, sweet-smelling hair. ‘It’s all right, Mum, it’s all right.’

Laura pulled away and gazed at her. ‘Kay, something just happened.’ She swallowed hard and wiped the tears that were streaming from her hazel-green eyes. ‘It was wonderful. I don’t know how to tell you, but I’ve just been allowed to see into another world.’

‘Come on. You’ll be all right.’ Kay led her into the kitchen, hardly daring to look at her for fear she would break down too.

‘But these tears ain’t grief. Don’t you understand?’ she said, emphasizing each word, as if Kay were too young to take it in.

‘I’ll put a little drop of brandy in. We could both do with it.’ Still Kay couldn’t look at her mother.

Then Laura realized. The experience had been meant for her and her only. It wasn’t something she would be able to share. She would have to settle for that, and not go shouting it across the world.

Kay awoke to the sound of her dad sobbing in his sleep in the next room, and his tormented face sprang into her mind. She wondered whether she should go in and shake him out of the nightmare, knowing that once he stirred, he would not get back to sleep again. She decided against it. She didn’t want herself or her mother to see her dad’s sad eyes which had often been referred to as ‘laughing blues’.

Having made up her mind to leave him, believing that dreams only lasted seconds, Kay climbed out of bed to make herself a cup of strong tea. She could always catch up on sleep.

Warming herself by the two-bar electric fire in the kitchen, she tried not to think about her uncle Bert lying so still on the other side of the wall, and started to make a mental list of the food she and her mum would need to buy for the funeral guests. It wasn’t until the sound of birdsong began to break the silence that Kay felt brave enough to go into the front room and put the cut flowers in water. She caught a glimpse of her pale, freckled face in the mirror and grimaced at her red puffy eyes and lank hair. She vowed to catch up with herself soon and pay a little more attention to the way she looked. Her own mother, her fortieth birthday approaching, still took pride in her appearance and Kay didn’t want to let the side down.

As she slowly pushed the door open, the array of colourful blooms delivered courtesy of the florist brought a lump to her throat. She thought that if her uncle Bert’s spirit was in that room he would be touched at the kind gesture made by their local shop. With this thought in mind, Kay took great care in arranging the flowers in glass vases.

Adding a light blue iris to red and white carnations, she felt lighter in mood as the early-morning April sun presented itself, shining through the net curtains and across Bert’s open coffin. Up until then, she hadn’t been able to look at him lying there so peacefully, but the sun seemed in an instant to have lifted her spirits, and Kay went over and looked down at the uncle she had loved, not caring that her tears were dropping on to the crisp white gown he was dressed in. Her dad had been annoyed about that. Jack had wanted Bert to be buried in his dark blue serge suit, but it was the last thing he had thought to tell the undertaker, and now it was too late.

When the day of the funeral finally arrived, Kay and Laura were busy all day pouring cups of tea and forever cutting more sandwiches for the stream of relatives, friends and dockers who arrived. Numberless bottles of brandy, whisky and beer found their way into the flat. Every man brought a bottle of something, knowing how much they would all need the drink to help them through the day.

As the time drew nearer for the hearse to arrive, the noise reached a crescendo. A mixture of crying and laughter filled the flat as stories unfolded about Bert and some of the things he had unwittingly got himself into. Kay heard it all from the kitchen and smiled to herself. This was more like it. This was what uncle Bert would have wanted, everyone enjoying a good drink on his behalf.

She caught Laura’s eye and smiled back at her. She had said earlier that she didn’t want her seventeen-year-old daughter to wear black. Kay lowered her head and hugged herself, perched on a chair in the crowded kitchen. The sharp contrast of her long blonde hair against the little black dress she was wearing looked wrong. She was too young to be in mourning but respect had to be paid.

Weaving among the guests, Laura reached Kay and took her by the shoulders, gently guiding her out and into her bedroom. Sitting her down on the edge of her bed, she lifted Kay’s chin and smiled bravely into her face. It was just a couple of weeks ago that Laura had said how grown-up Kay was, but now the expression on her mother’s face showed that she was seeing her as a baby again.

‘I know it hurts, Kay,’ she said gently. ‘It’s the first time for you . . . well, apart from your brother, but you were too young to remember that.’

She hadn’t been too young. She did remember it. But this wasn’t the time to say so. ‘Will it ever go away, Mum, this feeling inside? This pain that doesn’t hurt like a pain usually does?’

Unable to answer, Laura moved across the room and looked out of the window, anything to avoid Kay’s searching blue eyes.

‘BERT, BERT, I LOVE THAT SHIRT!’ The suddenly booming voice of good old red-faced Harry the insurance man, and the robust laughter that followed, took them by surprise.

‘Mum, how could he?’

‘I knew it wouldn’t be long before they’d have to say something about them white frills,’ Laura chuckled through her tears.

‘WHERE DID YOU GET THAT SHIRT? WHERE DID YOU GET THAT SHIRT?’

Now it was the turn of Bert’s brothers, Frank and Freddie. The song resounded through the flat, and there was no doubt in Kay’s mind that the entire block could hear it. Shrugging, a wan smile on her lips, she joined in and encouraged her mum to do the same. Within seconds, they were singing at the tops of their voices and crying at the same time.

While the mourners braced themselves inside the flat, ready for the undertaker to arrive and screw down the lid of Bert’s coffin, wreaths and tributes were arriving, and neighbours dutifully laid them outside the block of flats until the tarmac where the children usually played was covered in flowers, with only a driveway left for the funeral cars when they arrived. A wreath had even been hung over the No Spitting sign.

There were hearts, crosses, footballs. One arrangement was shaped like a docker’s hook. It was a farewell fit for a king. Bert’s family were known and liked in the East End, even by men who had connections with the underworld.

Kay watched proudly as her dad slipped his broad shoulders underneath the front of the coffin, and together with Bert’s three brothers, carried it out of the flat and down the flights of stairs while the official pallbearers stayed close by, ready to move in should any of the intoxicated men give way. They need not have worried; these were strong men, full of pride, and nothing in the world would have stopped them fulfilling their role of carrying Bert to the hearse.

‘Chin up, Liz mate,’ one of the neighbours called out as the women stepped into the funeral car.

‘Take care of ’er, Laura!’ called another.

Through her black veil, Liz’s tear-stained face could only manage a weak smile as she showed a hand to the crowd that had turned out.

The procession following the family mourners seemed to go on for ever, until they had left the council estate. The funeral cortège made its way along the narrow backstreets, passing several elderly gentlemen who stood with their heads lowered, caps in hand, as the cars continued towards East India Docks, where they would pause to allow the rest of the dockers to pay their last respects.

‘So when we remember our dearly departed Albert, let us not forget that God has always been there, from the moment of birth until death. And in our hearts we shall always remember that . . .’ the vicar glanced down at the papers in front of him, ‘that . . . Albert—’

‘Bert!’ Jack cut in impatiently. ‘He was known as Bert!’ His voice echoed around the silent church and was followed by mumbling from the rest of the congregation. Some were embarrassed by his outburst, some agreed with Jack, others just wanted to get the whole thing over with.

‘He was christened Albert, Dad,’ Kay whispered.

‘I know that!’ Jack’s angry face turned away from her and glared up at the vicar in the pulpit. ‘Just get on with it, will yer! You’ve bin up there for twenty minutes telling us what a lovely man we’re about to bury. D’yer think we don’t know that?’

‘Shush, Jack. Show some respect.’ Laura gripped his arm. ‘The man’s only doing his job.’

Jack swallowed, ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head slowly at the vicar. ‘You said the same things—’ there was a crack in his voice, ‘two years ago, when we buried Alf the Overcoat!’

Whether it was from drink or delayed shock Kay had no idea, but she found herself giggling at her dad’s remark. When she heard other people trying to stop themselves laughing she let herself go. Adding insult to injury, a mourner in the back pew then relieved himself by evacuating a long, psalmodic gust of wind.

‘God, that’s terrible.’ Kay was deeply embarrassed by the way the vicar was losing control over his drunken congregation. The service was quickly turning into a farce.

‘I’m sorry, Kay,’ Laura chuckled, ‘but you’re gonna have to get used to the idea that this lot won’t put up with hackneyed sermons. Especially not at a time like this.’

Turning her head to look at everyone, a faint smile appeared on Kay’s lips. ‘You’re right,’ she murmured, ‘and so are they. And uncle Bert would ’ave been the first to say so.’

Kay squeezed Laura’s hand, then looked from her mother up to the perplexed vicar and wondered how he would manage to conduct the rest of the service. She needn’t have worried; as if by telepathy, her uncle’s brothers, Frank and Freddie, were making their way towards the coffin with her dad and a family friend close behind. As they lifted it on to their broad shoulders, the vicar quickly signalled to the organist to play.

A respectful hush fell upon the church as everyone softly sang Liz’s chosen hymn:


Abide with me: fast falls the eventide;

The darkness deepens; Lord, with me abide:

When other helpers fail, and comforts flee,

Help of the helpless, O abide with me.



With Liz, Kay and Laura following closely behind, the men walked in a stately manner along the aisle, carrying the much loved Bert to his final resting place.


Chapter Two

‘Freelance docker? There’ll be bloody murders, I’m telling yer! Once the word spreads. Then we’ll see. Sly bleeders.’ Jack pinched the smouldering tip of his roll-up between his thumb and finger and dropped the dog-end into an ashtray. ‘Giving Bert’s job to an outsider? They knew what they were doing, all right.’ Pushing open the lid of his tobacco tin with his thumb, he pulled out a few strands of Golden Virginia. ‘They’ll get more than they bargained for, you mark my words.’

Curled up in an armchair, gazing up at the ceiling, Kay couldn’t help thinking about her uncle and how his name might be used to stir up more anger and add another wharf to the growing unofficial dock strike that was spreading through London. Only two weeks out of this world and not allowed to rest in peace.

‘Does it really matter, Jack?’ Laura said. ‘At least they took someone on. One more off the dole queue.’

Jack’s light blue eyes glared back at her, his high cheek-bones flushed with anger. ‘You can’t see it, can you? The reason the strike started up in the first place was because they did the very same thing at another wharf! A supervisor died and they gave his job to an outside man. They’ve done the selfsame thing to Bert. If that’s not deliberately pouring oil on the fire, I dunno what is.’ He flicked the top of his Zippo and lit another roll-up.

‘And now more and more cases are coming to light. Most of them casuals don’t hold union cards.’

Turning his back on Laura, Jack stared out of the veranda windows and sighed. ‘Six regulars applied for that job, and it goes to a casual labourer.’ He turned and looked her in the face. ‘How d’yer reckon Bert would ’ave felt about that, eh?’ He swallowed hard and pressed his lips together, willing himself not to break down.

‘Leave him out of this, Jack. You’ll only upset Liz. Best she doesn’t know about it—’

‘’Course she’ll get to know about it!’ he barked, not bothering that she hated to be interrupted. ‘You think I’m the only one who’s livid?’ He stormed towards the living-room door and pulled with vengeance at the handle. Turning back to her he said, ‘Our blokes’ll come out now; join the other wharves on strike, and if you ask me, it’s about time as well!

‘Once Jack Dash gets the bit between his teeth, you’ll see, we’ll bring this government to its knees.’

The slamming of the door behind him sent a shiver down Kay’s spine. In her heart she felt that her dad was right and secretly believed that the Import Trades Committee wanted to break the trade union and eventually would. As far as she could tell from listening many times to Billy, her grandfather, who had been a stevedore for a good part of his working life, some union officials were inclined to push management too far too fast, and their demands could lead to the end of the London docks.

Slipping her feet into her shoes, Laura sat upright on the sofa, where she had hoped to have a little doze on her afternoon off. Thursday was the day she looked forward to all week. A time when the flat would be empty and she could spend an hour or so thinking.

‘What time d’yer think you’ll be in for dinner?’ she called after Jack.

‘Don’t know! Leave it on steam if I’m late. And if any of the men drop by – tell ’em I’ll be in the Carpenter’s Arms later on!’

Relieved that Jack would be out for the rest of the afternoon, she kicked off her shoes again and lay down, flinching at the sound of the front door banging behind him.

‘I wish he wouldn’t slam the door like that,’ Laura said, closing her eyes.

‘I’m going out for a walk, to the museum.’ Kay kissed her mother lightly on the cheek.

‘I thought you’d grown out of that,’ Laura smiled as her eyes glazed over. She was remembering. ‘You used to spend hours in that place, gazing at that big doll’s house . . . you must know every nook and cranny.’

‘I won’t be long. Enjoy your catnap.’

Resting her head on a cushion, Laura closed her eyes and tried not to think about the turbulent weeks that lay ahead. For Jack to walk out of the docks as soon as he heard about Bert’s job going the way it had meant that a few others would have followed him. It was just over an hour since he had thrown down his docker’s hook in a temper. The entire wharf would have heard about the business and there would be pandemonium.

It was all a far cry from the dreams of tranquillity and country living she had been caught up in just over two years ago. Allowing the face of Richard, her ex-lover, to move into her imagination, she wondered if they would ever see each other again.

While Liz sadly packed her few belongings into a small suitcase, Kay sat on the edge of the bed studying a holiday brochure. She had given up trying to persuade her aunt to stay on another week until she had had more time to get over uncle Bert. Looking up from the colourful pictures of sand, sea and sunshine, Kay studied Liz’s face. She was caught up in another world.

‘Why don’t you come to Spain with me, aunt Liz? I’ll look after you.’

A faint smile swept across the ageing face. ‘I couldn’t take that foreign food, Mog. I’ve only just got used to the idea of eating chicken chow mein. Besides, they eat horse meat over there, don’t they?’ She chuckled, carefully folding her mauve cardigan and laying it on top of a grey skirt.

‘Dad always goes on about that, but I never know if he’s kidding or what.’

‘Your dad’s all right about you going, then?’

Knowing how her dad had first reacted to the idea of her going away with her friends, and abroad at that, Kay knew that he wouldn’t give in on this one. ‘He’ll come round.’ She couldn’t keep the touch of defiance from her voice.

‘I wouldn’t bank on it.’

Kay laid the brochure on top of her aunt’s open suitcase. ‘Look at that. He can’t have anything against me going there. It looks like paradise!’

‘Yeah. So do all the pictures in them magazines.’

‘It beats hop-picking though, don’t it?’ Kay smiled, turning over the pages, hoping to impress her aunt.

Sitting on the edge of the bed next to Kay, Liz became pensive, staring at nothing. Kay knew she was thinking about uncle Bert. She had a vision of him herself, bending down by the fireplace outside the huts, setting it up ready for cooking the Sunday pot-roast.

‘He was a good picker.’ Liz smiled. ‘Loved the smell of them ’ops; and the flavour it added to his cheese sandwiches.’

‘Didn’t put hops in with the cheese, did he?’ Kay said, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

‘No. The taste came from handling ’em.’ Liz looked down at her own hands and thumbed her wedding ring. ‘Poor old Bert,’ she whispered, ‘two years of saving up for that caravan and now he’ll never get the chance—’

‘But you will, aunt Liz, and that’s why he bought it in the first place,’ Kay cut in. ‘For you. To make up for no more hopping. You know he did.’

‘Yeah.’ Liz patted her niece’s hand, ‘You’re right there, Mog. He would ’ave died a little bit easier knowing he’d left me that hut on wheels.’

‘Liz!’ The bedroom door flew open and Laura stood in front of them grinning from ear to ear. ‘That was the employment officer at Hammond’s on the phone! You’ve got the job! The crotchety old cow’s turned out to be human after all.’

‘Oh, Laura. I ’aven’t worked for over five years.’ A worried expression came to Liz’s face.

‘You’ll fit into that canteen like a glove. The women are great, you’ll love ’em.’

‘What will I ’ave to do?’

‘Serve the staff with tea and sandwiches. Couldn’t be easier.’

‘It will get you out of the house, aunt Liz,’ Kay added.

Sighing, Liz rolled her eyes. ‘When do I start?’

‘Monday.’ Laura grinned.

‘What do I wear?’

‘They’ll give you a pink and white check overall and a little white hat.’

‘But will they ’ave one in my size?’

‘Will you care if it’s a bit loose?’

‘Do me a favour, Laura. Whose uniform will I be slipping into, two-ton Tessie’s?’

Laura gave Liz a quick once-over. ‘You’ve lost at least a stone Liz, I bet you’re down to ten now.’

Liz liked that. She stood up and examined herself in the mirror. ‘You could be right there, Mog. This frock’s hanging off me. Reckon I’ll ’ave to use a bit of the insurance money to buy some new clothes.’

An encouraging cheer went up from Kay and Laura as Liz turned away, embarrassed. ‘To please Bert, of course,’ she added quickly. ‘He wouldn’t want me looking like a sack of potatoes.’

Making fun of her own position in the fashion department at Hammond’s, Laura stood behind Liz and pulled at the spare fabric of her dress until it was skin-tight. ‘This dress was simply made for modom! A little tuck here and a little tuck there.’

‘Think I might ’ave a little rinse when I go to the hairdresser’s. What d’yer reckon on a Deep Chestnut?’ Liz was beginning to sound like her old self again.

‘Only if you let me pay,’ Laura said.

‘You’re on. Manicure?’ she asked, pushing her luck.

‘A bottle of nail varnish. If you behave yourself.’ Laura turned to Kay and the smile drained from her face when she saw the holiday brochure in her hands.

Letting go of Liz’s dress, Laura looked at the reflection in the mirror and raised an eyebrow. Then picking up one of the brochures she flicked through the brightly coloured pages and slowly shook her head.

‘It’s no good, Kay. Your dad won’t budge on this one. No way he’ll let you go abroad.’

‘No?’

‘No!’

‘Pamela’s parents can’t seem to understand his attitude. She’s ready and waiting to book. Waiting for me to make up my mind.’ Kay was feigning indifference, determined to get her way in the end.

‘She’ll be going with a proper travel agent, Laura.’

‘Talk to Jack, Liz, not me. She can go to Australia for all I care!’ Laura stormed out of the spare room.

‘She doesn’t want you to go either, then?’

‘No.’ Kay was close to tears.

‘It’s only because they’re worried about you. You’re all they’ve got. You mean everything to ’em.’

How many times that thought had gone through Kay’s mind she couldn’t say. One thing was clear though. She was beginning to feel trapped by their devotion. Somehow she would have to make them realize that she was a person as well as their only child.

‘I only wanna go for two weeks. And to Spain, not outer space.’

‘Perhaps next year, eh? Give ’em time to get used to the idea that you’re growing up.’

‘Don’t you mean grown-up?’ Turning away Kay lowered her voice. ‘And still a virgin, in case that’s what’s bothering them.’ Before Liz had time to butt in, she continued, ‘And if they think I’m going all that way just to lose it to some Spaniard they need their brains looking at.’

‘I don’t think that’s what’s on their minds.’ Liz couldn’t help smiling.

‘Oh, of course it is! Why else would they want to stop me?’

‘You don’t listen to a word I say, do you?’

‘I heard what you said but I don’t agree. It’s not because I’m an only child!’ She hid her face behind the pages and murmured, ‘Anyway I’m going, no matter what they say.’

‘You think I don’t know that? You’ll be forging his signature on your passport, knowing you.’ With that risky remark, Liz quietly left the room.

Staring into space, Kay suddenly felt lighter inside as she remembered an article she had read in a woman’s magazine. An astrologer had written that while some people felt trapped by invisible bindings others put on them, what they failed to realize was that all it took was an invisible knife to cut themselves free.

Turning back to the picture of white sand and turquoise sea, Kay knew that it was time for her to do just that. How that could be achieved and when was something else. But do it she would, before they suffocated her.

Reversing into the edge of the kerb outside Liz’s house, Jack’s face fell as he caught sight of the white blinds on the windows. A reminder of what they had left behind. ‘You sure you’ll be all right on your own, Liz?’

‘You are gonna come in?’ She tried to cover the concern in her voice.

‘’Course I am. I’m talking about once I’ve left.’ He pulled the brake on and turned to face his sister. ‘I would stop the night, but I’ve got the meeting—’

‘I don’t want you to stop the night,’ Liz cut in. ‘I’ve got to start fending for myself sometime.’ She looked back into Jack’s face. ‘You can stay for a cup of tea though, can’t yer?’

‘’Course I can. Don’t ’ave to be there for another hour.’

Liz sat her handbag square on her lap and sighed. ‘I hope you know what you’re letting us all in for, Jack. If this strike spreads the way you want it to.’

‘It will,’ he cut in. ‘We’ll go for an all-out if the managers don’t back down. Hundreds ’ave joined us already.’

‘Yeah, and hundreds of wives will be wondering ’ow they’re gonna feed their kids on strike pay.’

Jack leaned back in his seat and stared out of the window. ‘I’m telling you, Liz, this is the beginning of the end. If we let the London Port Employers get away with this one, they’ll be replacing registered dockers with non-union and casual labourers in no time.’ He looked her straight in the eye. ‘I’ve got a horrible feeling that the Dock Labour Board might welsh on us. So far it’s just their attitude, but it all starts with a look, don’t it? I reckon they’ll approve listed men to unload vessels. They’ll be condoning this “unofficial strike” next; you see if I’m wrong.’

‘You’re spending a lot of time on this strike, Jack. Kay and Laura’s not seen much of you, if anything.’

‘I know that. But this is our livelihood, Lizzie. If we don’t safeguard it, who knows what the future’ll hold?’ He gave her one of his cheeky winks. ‘Our Kay might marry a docker for all we know. For all ’er grand ideas, she might just settle for living by the docks in the end.’

Liz didn’t want to get into that conversation right then. She had argued enough with her brother that he should encourage Kay to see a bit more of the world.

‘It’s a changing world all right,’ she said instead, shifting the subject. ‘Remember I said it would be different in the sixties? There’s a strong feeling in the air. It’s as if someone’s messing about with the electricity; new lights coming on and old ones going out.’

‘Well, all the more reason then to make sure our light bulbs stay right where they are and linked to the power!’ Jack reached out and pulled one of Liz’s carrier bags from the back seat. ‘Now get out and get in there! I’m gasping for a cup of tea.’

Once inside the small terraced back-to-back, Jack took the stairs two at a time, saying he needed to have a pee. Slowly pushing open Liz and Bert’s bedroom door he took a deep breath and went inside, making for the double bed. With one swift movement he pulled both pillows together, centred them and laid the special sympathy card he had bought that day on the silky gold eiderdown. Jack knew that going to bed alone was going to be a crippling emotional experience for his sister. At least she would have his letter, which he had slipped inside the card to help her through that first night.

With his invisible blinkers firmly in place, Jack strode out of the room. The last thing he wanted was to see Bert’s personal bits and pieces around. Had he looked down, he would have seen the brown socks beside the bed that his brother-in-law and best friend had peeled off the night before he died.

‘You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to get yourself a decent-sized telly out of the insurance money, Liz.’ Jack had been racking his brains for what he might suggest could fill his sister’s lonely evenings. ‘I know someone who’d snap up your old set.’

‘We’ll see, Jack, we’ll see.’ Liz didn’t want to think about the insurance money. ‘Don’t rush me, eh?’

‘I just don’t like to think of you by yourself.’

‘Are you kidding? By myself? I’ll have to pretend I’m out once my bingo friends start coming round to see me.’

‘Yeah, that’s true.’ Jack smiled. ‘You’ve always drawn ’em like a magnet. I was forgetting.’

‘You was getting downhearted, Jack, I know that. I’m not daft. You’re sitting in your best mate’s front room, drinking a cup of tea, and he’s not here and never will be.’ Liz seemed to be drawing strength from her brother’s weakness.

‘Lizzie! You’re one in a million, you know that?’ He shook his head at her. ‘And you can read me like a book.’

‘Yeah. Who d’yer wanna give my old television set to, then?’ she asked with a knowing smile.

‘No one! I was thinking about you!’

‘So you wasn’t trying to kill two birds with one stone?’ She pulled her little blue tin out of her pocket and sprinkled some snuff on to the back of her hand.

‘’Course I wasn’t.’ Jack looked away and wondered if Liz could see into his mind. It was true, he did have an ulterior motive, but the thought really had only just come to him.

‘Anyway, if I do decide, I’ll let you have first refusal,’ Liz said, in a mock-posh voice.

‘Don’t do me any favours,’ he grumbled and sipped his tea, wishing he hadn’t mentioned it in the first place. Liz was a canny woman and probably had a hunch he was thinking of paying Patsy a visit.

As Kay gazed out of an upper window of the 253 bus into the city on her way to work, the idea of forging her father’s name on a passport form became a real possibility. It seemed the only way, since Jack had repeated the night before that she would only be allowed to go abroad when she was twenty-one. Unable to contain herself, she flashed a smile at the plump West Indian lady sitting beside her. Kay blushed as she heard herself telling a complete stranger that she was going to Spain for a holiday. ‘Any room in your suitcase for me?’ The woman grinned, showing off gleaming white teeth. ‘I could do with some sunshine in me bones.’

Standing up ready to get off at the next stop, Kay bent down and whispered into her travelling companion’s ear, ‘I’m gonna forge my passport form.’

The woman’s eyes widened and before she could say anything, Kay shrugged. ‘It’s the only way. My dad won’t let me go.’ Making her way along the aisle, she grabbed the handrail as the bus pulled to a halt. ‘Don’t look so worried,’ she called back, ‘it might never happen!’

‘I hope for your sake that it don’t!’ The woman shook her head at another traveller. ‘Kids,’ she said, and suddenly burst out laughing. Her peals rang through the bus and caused a fever of excitement to light Kay up as she jumped down on to the pavement. The woman was wishing her luck.

Making her way towards the building where she worked as typist and Girl Friday in the company secretary’s office of Thompson’s Windows, Kay began to make a mental list of the clothes she would take on holiday and the things she would need to buy. Her fortnightly salary amounted to just under fifteen pounds after stoppages, and she had hardly any savings. She would have to take the part-time job she had been offered in the tobacconist’s the previous week, which would mean a ten-minute walk after work. It would also mean that her Saturdays and Sunday mornings would be spent serving customers instead of seeing her mates in the coffee bar.

‘Day-dreaming again?’ Jane from the typing pool grinned as she leaned across Kay and caught the far-away look in her eyes.

‘Yeah,’ she smiled, ‘well, you know.’

Laughing, Jane looked up at the big round clock which hung below the company sign. ‘We’re ten minutes early. Fancy a frothy coffee?’

‘Yeah, but that would make us ten minutes late, and you know what Mr Grieves is like for punctuality.’ Kay pushed open the heavy glass-panelled door.

‘I’m sorry to hear about your uncle,’ Jane said, pressing her finger on the small brass lift button.

‘Thanks.’ Kay didn’t want to think about it.

The sudden arrival of the lift, and the crash as Alf threw back the metal concertina doors, ended the conversation. Alf was thick with establishment.

‘Makes a change for you girls to be early,’ he said in his high-handed way. ‘After a rise, are you?’

‘No, Alf,’ Kay smirked as she stepped into the lift, ‘we just can’t wait to see your welcoming face.’

Looking at his watch, the stern-faced man put it to his ear to check it hadn’t stopped. ‘We’ll wait a few minutes,’ he said, raising his chin defiantly. ‘No point in wasting energy. There’ll be more staff arriving soon.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Alfred, we’ll walk.’ Kay stepped out of the lift followed by her friend, and together they quickly stepped up the wide granite stairway, their stiletto sling-back shoes creating a clicking echo as they raised their voices so that Alf would hear them say how antiquated the lift was, and it was time the firm changed it for an automatic one. Then, slipping into one of the panelled boardrooms, they sat down on velvet-covered easy chairs and shared a filter-tip cigarette, keeping an eye on the frosted glass walls for anyone passing by.

Kay listened with keen interest as her friend related her crazy weekend adventure. She had met a gorgeous mod at the Tottenham Royal dance hall and was in love again. A feeling of envy flared briefly in Kay but soon died. She had had boyfriends and a fair share of dates, but none of them had made her feel the way she had about Zacchi, the gypsy she left behind on the hop fields in Kent, just over two years ago. One day he would appear on her doorstep – she felt sure of it.

‘So what was you day-dreaming about earlier on?’ her friend asked, hoping for a return love story.

‘Nothing much.’ Kay pushed back her chair ready to leave. ‘Come on, we’d best get out of here before we’re caught.’ She had no intention of telling her about the plan, no matter how friendly they were. No one must know. They might just spill the beans and stop her doing something that now seemed the most important thing in her life – getting a passport.

Cautiously the girls crept out of the plush surroundings; if Kay had had any idea right then that she would feel like ending her misery in that very same boardroom, after being falsely accused of a crime she did not commit, her smiles and hopes would have been shattered. She had had a glimpse of prison life as a young child, when her dad had taken her to see her uncle Bert’s brother, Frank, on the Isle of Sheppey – before she was taken for a paddle in the sea.

‘Hallo, Thompson’s,’ said Kay in her poshest accent, learned from Marge on the switchboard. ‘Thank you – putting you through now.’ She pulled a plug on a black lead and pushed it into the correct extension number; pushed another key forward and told another caller she was sorry to keep him waiting. Answered another outside line, pulled at another plug and put the customer through; pushed another key forward and told someone else that the extension they wanted was now free, that she was connecting her. Reflexes on the switchboard had to be fast and concentration at peak level. Kay loved it. It was the highlight of her day when she relieved one of the telephonists for an hour, and was always surprised at how the time had flown by once the woman returned to take up her position.

‘Come on, Kay, up you get,’ Marge smiled at her apprentice. ‘You’ll be putting me out of a job soon.’

‘Did you remember to buy my fruit?’ June, the second telephonist asked. ‘I’ve lost four pounds already. Hallo Thompson’s. Thank you, you’re through – I forgot to ask you to get me some cottage cheese for my dinner tonight. Sorry to keep you – line’s still engaged. I’ve got to lose a stone in three weeks.’

Laughing, Marge said that one day June would say the wrong thing to the wrong person and upset a caller. Turning to Kay, who was removing the headphones, she gave her a studious look. ‘You’re looking a bit serious, lovey. Nothing wrong is there?’

‘No, I was just thinking about my second job. I should be starting next week. I’ve never served in a shop before.’

‘Second job?’ Marge was grave.

‘Maynard’s, up by the Angel station.’

There was a heavy silence as both Marge and June looked from her to each other and back again. ‘They don’t allow you to have a second job here, lovey.’ Marge spoke as if it were written in blood.

‘Well, I won’t tell them then.’

June covered her ears and chuckled. ‘I never heard a word of that.’

‘If they find out, Kay, they could give you the sack.’

‘Oh, Marge . . . they wouldn’t do that!’

‘It’s happened before, sweetheart. They don’t like to think that your mind’s not on the job they’re paying you to do. And let’s face it, Kay, you are a bit of a scatterbrain at times.’

‘No I’m not! Well, not when it comes to my work.’ The door suddenly flew open and Mr Grieves appeared, looking far from tranquil.

‘Isn’t it time you were back in the office, Kay?’ He looked at his pocket watch. ‘You should have been off the switchboard four minutes ago.’ He let the door swing shut between them.

‘See what I mean?’ Marge said, half smiling.

‘Yeah,’ Kay was thoughtful. ‘You two won’t say anything, will yer?’

They shook their heads; they wouldn’t dream of splitting on her, but they didn’t think she should take the risk of losing her job.

‘I need the money,’ said Kay, walking towards the door, ‘I’m saving up to go on holiday. To Spain.’

‘I don’t know,’ Marge shook her head again. ‘That kid seems to tempt providence at least once a month.’

Laura tried to keep the worry of Kay out of her mind while she was at work in the fashion department at Hammond’s. She knew her daughter could be moody at times, but this business of going abroad seemed to have possessed her. She wasn’t sure that, should Kay get a taste of travelling, she would want to settle down again.

‘I can’t see anything wrong with it.’ The customer looked sideways at herself in the long mirror.

‘I’m not sure . . .’ Laura was trying tactfully to persuade a fifty-year-old woman away from the trapeze-line dress which stopped just above the knee, and was beginning to lose interest. When Liz came bustling in she was more than pleased to see her.

‘Laura – I don’t think I can go through with it.’ Liz looked flushed and out of breath. Perspiration was trickling from her forehead down the side of her face. ‘This bloody watch Jack got me to replace the bangle I lost is losing time, I swear it.’

Laura lifted Liz’s hand and checked the time. ‘It’s fast, Liz, by ten minutes.’

‘I’m sweating like a pig.’ Liz wiped her forehead with a hanky, and then her armpits, feeling acutely embarrassed when the customer threw her a disgusted look.

Laura knew this woman was capable of finding a few select words to make her sister-in-law feel like dirt, so she took Liz by the arm and guided her away.

‘I shan’t keep you a moment.’ Turning from the smirking face she winked at Liz. Then looking back at the woman Laura paused, and pretended to admire her from the short distance between them. ‘You know I think you were right, that style and colour does suit you. I thought those pink roses were too much, but they bring out the colour of your eyes.’

‘Oh really?’ The woman lapped up the compliment like a cat with double cream.

‘I’ll leave you alone for a couple of minutes. Feel free to wheel the other mirror over so you can see how lovely you look from all sides.’ Seeing the suppressed grin on Liz’s face, Laura marched her away.

‘She looks like a lampshade gone wrong,’ Liz murmured, keeping a deadpan expression. ‘How she couldn’t tell you was giving her the old flannel, I’ll never know.’

‘It’s what she wanted to hear,’ Laura whispered.

‘I didn’t mean to be late, Laura. I didn’t wanna let you down.’

‘You’re not late, Liz. Bang on time. Stop worrying – you’re making me feel nervous.’

As they moved through the store and into the staff canteen, Laura felt Liz relax when she saw the other members of staff smiling and sharing a joke or two. Once they spotted Liz, they gathered round and made her welcome. Feeling comfortable about leaving her there, Laura went back to the ageing would-be Dior model in her own department.

After her first day at work, Liz was only too pleased to follow Laura through the green gate into Delamar Place to spend ten minutes with Kay’s grandfather. Once inside that small haven with the old brick wall separating them from the busy Whitechapel Road, Liz sighed with relief and admired the tiny front gardens of the cottages which were full of daffodils, tulips and hyacinths. Laura’s dad, known as Billy to Liz, looked up, smiled and stretched. He was proud of his front garden and even prouder of the lovely, weed-free old paved pathway.

‘Well?’ he grinned, showing off a new set of teeth. ‘How’d you get on, Liz?’
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