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She gripped the edge of the table and closed her eyes. She shouldn’t have to take this. She didn’t feel that she could. There
and then, she made a vow to herself that never again would she allow a man to use her, least of all a rotter like the man
she had married.
 

Such high hopes she had had on her wedding day. If anyone had told her then that he would use his fists on her whenever he
felt like it, keep her short of money and deny her children, she would never have believed them. But although she had never
admitted it aloud before now, those three miscarriages hadn’t come about naturally. He had had no respect for her at any time,
and the months she had been pregnant had made no difference. If anything, he had treated her worse. She was the one who was
out at five in the morning in all weathers, scubbing and polishing offices up in the West End, and ten to one Bill would still
be lying in their warm bed when she came home at midday, expecting her to cook him a meal. And like a fool she always had.
 

Well, not any more. It was a dreadful thing to admit, but it was the truth: she had not only stopped loving her husband, she
had come to loathe him.
 

She was going to have to leave him. Good. She was at least halfway towards making a decision. Then doubt crept in and she
fell to wondering how she would manage on her own. What would she do? Where would she go? She didn’t know, but at this moment
she didn’t care. She only knew beyond a shadow of doubt that very soon she was going to have to leave. If she stayed her life
would not be worth living.
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Bob


There is never a day
that I don’t miss your love,
your companionship and all the ups
and downs that make a marriage.


Human beings can live for quite a while
without water or food, but they cannot
withstand loneliness.


It is the worst of all sufferings.







Chapter One

SOUTH LONDON, 1926

MR GILBY, THE RENT COLLECTOR, was having a bad day. He was smartly dressed: dark suit, the trousers pressed to perfection, worn with a sparkling white
shirt and a dark blue tie. He also wore a bowler hat on his head. Usually he was in complete charge of any given situation.
But not today.
 

‘You’ve had enough warnings, Mrs Brown,’ he said, doing his best to remain calm, ‘and it won’t wash any longer. Seven days
and you pay in full or you and your whole family will be evicted.’
 

Martha Brown lost her patience. ‘My husband is on short time at the foundry and this last four weeks is the first time in
all the years that we’ve lived here that I haven’t had my rent ready and waiting for you.’ She stuck a finger within an inch
of his face. Mr Smart-arse, as the locals had nicknamed him, gasped and took a step backwards. Martha wasn’t finished, not
by a long chalk. ‘You might frighten some of the poor old souls round ’ere but you don’t frighten me. I’ve told you, as soon
as my man is set on full time again you’ll get every penny that’s owing. Meanwhile, if you dare t’ threaten me again I’ll
go straight up to Ensign’s offices and ask t’ see the owner of these properties, ’cos you’re not the organ grinder by any means. You’re only the employed monkey.’ Martha’s voice was set with emphasis. ‘You wanna
remember, two-thirds of these houses in all these three streets are occupied by my relatives and Ensign’s know we’ve always
been good tenants.’
 

The collector looked at her as if she were someone from the gutter. ‘Yes … well, I’ll be here as usual next Monday.’

Martha closed the door in his face and pressed her aching head against the solid wood. She closed her eyes and thought of
her children, but mostly of Rose, her only daughter.
 

Her two sons, Lenny and Bernie, were good lads and she loved them both dearly. Lenny, nineteen years old, was the image of
his father, and Sid Brown was a big man. In his stockinged feet he stood six foot one, though these days his back was no longer
ramrod straight. From the day he’d left the East End of London where he had been born and bred to move south of the Thames,
he’d held down an unbelievably hard job at Merton Foundry, where massive furnaces were kept going day and night in order to
separate metal from ore. Broad-shouldered and thick-set, he had grown tough over the years. It was said of him that he could
fell a man with one blow from his huge fist. Lenny was quite content to walk in his father’s shadow. He’d worked in Wandsworth
Brewery since he was fourteen years old and was never happier than when rolling the huge barrels of beer down the ramps which
led to the cellars of various pubs. His pride and joy were the enormous dray horses which he always groomed with the greatest
of care.
 

Bernie was different. Just one year younger than his brother, he was always frustrated. He wanted so much more out of life
than his parents had. He’d grown up with misery and poverty, and he yearned to be educated. Although he was not quite as tall
or as muscular as his father and brother he was still well-built and strong – and the best-looking one of the family. His
striking good looks would always be a powerful asset. He worked in Paines’ firework factory and hated every minute that he had to spend there.
 

Third time lucky, Martha and Sid had said when their lovely daughter had been born. ‘As beautiful as a rose, and well worth
waiting for,’ Sid had exclaimed. Martha had never known her husband to show such emotion and immediately decided that would
be her baby’s name. Rosie, with her blonde curly hair, pale skin and wide blue eyes, was the opposite of her brothers who
both had dark hair and sharp brown eyes. Most definitely Rosie took after her side of the family.
 

Rose was a gentle child, endearing herself to people by smiling readily and chatting away nineteen to the dozen. It was said
that she could charm the birds out of the trees. She’d learnt to twist her big brothers and her father around her little finger.
Her cheeky, expressive face with those big, innocent-looking blue eyes always captivated them completely. Almost every Saturday
one of them brought her something: a colouring book and crayons, a pretty hair slide, a bag of sweets, even a skipping rope
with colourful painted handles. The fact that just lately she had changed so much was worrying Martha more than she would
admit. At first she had supposed that turning thirteen and becoming a teenager a couple of weeks ago had made the difference.
She’d changed so suddenly, one minute behaving as if she were afraid of something and the next, without warning, back-answering
and acting too big for her boots. It was as if now there was a different side to her; she’d become deceitful, cunning and
wilful.
 

Slowly Martha walked into her scullery, filled the tin kettle from the single cold tap at the brown-stone sink, struck a match
and lit one of the four rings on the top of her enamel gas stove. Having placed the kettle over the flame she walked into
the living room and sat down to wait for it to come to the boil. After that rumpus with that pompous old git over the rent she badly needed a cup of strong tea.
 

She sighed heavily and murmured, ‘Oh, Rosie, Rosie, Rosie. Why won’t you talk to me?’ Even a blind man would be able to tell
there was something wrong and she was ninety per cent sure that she already knew what it was. If half of what she feared was
true there was no way she could shift the blame. It would all fall on her shoulders and Sid would do his nut. She’d had a
hard enough job persuading him to let their little girl do a favour for her Auntie Joan in the first place.
 

Joan was Martha’s elder sister by two years. Despite being up at the crack of dawn every morning to catch the tram which would
take her to the city where she cleaned offices, Joan had got herself an extra job making lampshades. It worked out very well
because she could work from home. Trouble was she had to report to the factory twice a week between four and six o’clock in
order to deliver her finished work and collect a fresh set of lampshade frames and material. Her mother-in law lived with
Joan, had done from the day she’d been married, and Joan loved her dearly. Sadly, in the latter years, the old lady had become
ill. Sick in the mind as much as bodily ill, but Joan cared for her to the best of her ability. Which was more than could
be said of her son.
 

Daily Joan washed and fed the old lady, and if she had the time she would give her a blanket bath, dress her and get her settled
in a chair by the front window to enable her to see folk passing by. She could never be left on her own, because her movements
were jerky and disjointed and she often fell. Martha helped her sister as much as she could and many a good neighbour came
in to sit with the old lady when Joan needed to go to the shops for a bit of shopping. But the evenings when she had to go
to the lampshade factory were awkward. Martha had to have dinner ready on the table for Sid and her own two sons when they came home from work and it was the same for most local women, and so she
had agreed that Rosie would go round, only into the next street, for those couple of hours and sit with the old lady just
to make sure she didn’t get out of bed.
 

Poor Joan! Christ knows she needs the money. Martha shook her head in disgust. Married to Bill Baldwin, Joan had not found life a bed of roses. Lazy sod he was and always
would be. Work was something other people did, not him.
 

Through the open door Martha saw that the kettle was steaming. She got to her feet, poured some water into the brown china
teapot and swilled it round before throwing it into the sink. She would have liked to use two heaped teaspoons of leaves because
she liked her tea hot and very strong, but it was the middle of the week and the way things were going there would only be
the few shillings that her sons gave her coming into her purse this weekend, so she sighed and made do with just one level
spoonful. ‘Don’t drown it,’ she muttered as she poured on the boiling water.
 

Settled back in what was Sid’s wooden armchair, she sipped at her tea. She’d bet her last penny that the way young Rosie was
acting up was something to do with Bill Baldwin. Quite unexpectedly Martha felt tears sting the back of her eyes. She swallowed
hard. She hadn’t cried in years, but now memory had her mind jumping back far into the past.
 

She’d been fifteen and flattered that her big sister’s boyfriend had paid her attention. Bill Baldwin had been twenty-one,
six years older than herself and four years older than Joan. She had gone for a walk across Tooting Bec Common with him and
he’d taken her into a pub, where he’d had a pint of beer and bought her a shandy. She shouldn’t really have been in a public
house because she wasn’t old enough but the experience had made her feel very grown up. And Bill Baldwin had acted nice, holding
her hand as they walked back across the common, but when they were almost home he’d tried it on.
 

‘God forgive me,’ she muttered beneath her breath. He’d almost got there. His kisses had been lovely to begin with and she
hadn’t given a thought to the fact that he was walking out regularly with Joan. It was only when he’d tried to get his hand
up the leg of her knickers that she had come to her senses.
 

She’d kicked him in the shins and run like the devil, never once stopping until she reached the safety of their porch. Even
then, for a good many minutes she hadn’t been able to pull the string through the letter box which held the key to the front
door. She’d had to get her breath back and straighten her clothing before she could face her mum and dad.
 

For months afterwards she’d been nervous whenever Bill Baldwin was in their house. She hadn’t been able to tell anyone, her
sister least of all, because only days after she’d gone for a walk with Bill he had given Joan a ring and they’d become engaged.
 

It had been an awful situation. Joan would be sitting snuggled up to him on the sofa and he’d look over the top of Joan’s
head and wink at her. Nothing had ever been said but the looks he gave her on the quiet made her flesh crawl.
 

But all that had been donkey’s years ago. She and Sid had been married for almost twenty years. They’d had their ups and downs
but they’d weathered them and, thank God, they had three healthy children. The same could not be said for her sister. Joan
had had one hell of a life. Although it was Bill’s mother whom Joan loved and cared for he never lifted a finger to help.
Any money that did come his way went into either a publican’s pocket or that of a bookmaker. Three times Joan had been pregnant
and each time she had miscarried. No one could tell Martha that the cause of her sister’s being unable to carry a baby to
full term was not down to that bugger of a husband of hers. She knew, when he had had too much to drink, or even when he hadn’t, he would think
nothing of using Joan as a punch bag.
 

‘Why the hell does your sister stay with him?’ Sid had often asked. Martha was sure she knew the answer. If Joan didn’t take
care of old Mrs Baldwin, then who the hell would?
 

Half the trouble was that Joan appeared to come from a different mould from the man she had chosen to marry. But in those
long-ago days when a whole host of East-Enders had moved to South London because both houses and employment were more plentiful
there, Joan had been deemed old enough to be put into service. Having had hardly any schooling she started at the bottom,
but as it turned out that period of her life had been a blessing in disguise. Her employers had been taken with this girl
who came from such a poor background. As a worker they thought of her as a little wonder. As to her looks, she was a beauty,
even if it was an unusual sort of beauty. Quiet and peaceful was how the mistress described her. She was small and slight,
with soft features, a gentle nature and long soft golden-brown hair which she mainly kept rolled up in a bun, which was a
shame, Martha thought, because it caused her, at times, to look stern. She had given her name as Joanie, but that was not
how they referred to her in that posh household. Always Joan. Her own way of speaking had soon altered, and not only that,
she was taught manners and that there was a right way to do everything one was asked to do. After proving that she was willing
to learn she rose from being a kitchen maid to a parlour maid, and finally she’d been promoted to the position of lady’s maid.
It was during that time she had learnt about clothes. Indeed she had. Even today Joan’s handiwork with a needle was something
to be admired.
 

Joan had quickly seen the vast difference between life at Morley House and life for lower-class families. The pampered Morleys wanted for nothing, totally unaware of the harsh realities
of the lives of their employees, especially when the man of the family was unable to find work even though he tramped endless
miles searching for it, willing to do the meanest of jobs if he could only earn enough to keep his wife and children in the
bare essentials of life. It hadn’t taken her long to realise that money bought not only necessities, but so much more as well.
How many times, Martha wondered, had Joan told her that her mother-inlaw needed medicines and nourishing food, not to mention
spare clean bedding. It was at such times that the pair of them had readily agreed that money is the answer to everything.
 

Martha decided that she was going to have to put some direct questions to Rosie. She had done her best to talk to her, and
although her daughter always avoided giving straight answers, on one occasion she had blurted out that her Uncle Bill had
been in the house when she was supposed to be on her own looking after Granny Baldwin.
 

Martha felt betwixt and between. Should she stop Rosie going round there? That would only be victimising Joan. Whatever was
going on couldn’t be Rosie’s fault. What did she know at her age? She’s always got on well with her Uncle Bill. He tickled
her, made her laugh, and as far as Martha was concerned, up until now, there had not been any reason not to trust him. She
decided, at least for the time being, she was going to have to keep her suspicions to herself. She couldn’t bear to think
that there might come a time when she would have to tell her husband, which would involve her two sons at the same time. Then
God help us. Things might get out of hand.
 

Rose came down the stairs just as the front door opened and her father walked in. ‘Daddy,’ she shrieked, totally forgetting that her mum had allowed her to stay home from school because she’d pleaded an awful headache. She ran down the
passage, her face wreathed in smiles.
 

Sid eased his great body towards her and swept her, the apple of his eye, up into his brawny arms, swung her round several
times until the walls whirled before her eyes, and then held her tenderly as he carried her into the living room.
 

‘’Allo, my luv,’ he said to his wife. ‘I’m sure we’ve got the prettiest daughter in the world. But what I can’t make out is
why she’s so small and dainty when our two boys are such great big louts.’
 

‘I’ve told yer often enough. You’ve only got t’ look in the mirror to see who Lenny and Bernie take after, while our Rosie
looks a bit like me but much more like her Auntie Joan.’
 

Sid put Rosie down and walked over to Martha and took hold of her arm before planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘You’re nice an’
plump ’cos you’re ’appy an’ well cared for whereas your sister, Gawd bless ’er, ain’t nothing but skin an’ bone ’cos she spends
’er entire life slogging away to keep that useless sod she married an’ his mother.’ When Martha didn’t answer he looked intently
into her eyes and asked very quietly, ‘What’s the matter, gal? Is something wrong?’
 

She didn’t answer, but turned her face away.

‘Why isn’t Rosie at school? There is something wrong, isn’t there?’ he said again, more loudly, at the same time catching
hold of her arm.
 

She shook his hand off. ‘No, nuffin’s wrong. She wasn’t very perky this morning – said ’er ’ead ached, that’s all.’

‘But you look worried. An’ yer jumped when I touched yer arm.’

‘No I didn’t. I was just surprised to see you ’ome so early.’

‘There was nuffin’ doing. They’ve even let two of the furnaces burn out an’ I ain’t ever seen that ’appen before.’ He turned
away, realising he wasn’t going to get any answers from her at the moment. He’d leave it for a bit. But for days there’d been a funny uneasy atmosphere. Why couldn’t he put
his finger on it? Before this day is out I will, though, he vowed to himself. I’ll get Martha on her own and I will find out what is going on.
 

He wandered over to where Rose sat and, doing his best to be gentle, he sat down on the floor at her feet and looked up at
her. ‘Do you feel better now, luv?’
 

‘Yes, Dad,’ Rose said quietly.

‘You would tell me if there was something troubling you, wouldn’t you, babe?’

Martha held her breath.

‘Course I would,’ Rose murmured, hanging her head.

Her father got to his feet and took hold of both of her hands. ‘Rosie, I know everything is not all right with you. Are you
gonna tell me about it?’
 

She didn’t raise her head, merely shook it and muttered, ‘Ask Mum.’

It took a lot to make Sid Brown lose his temper but when he did, God help the person who had upset him. He took a very deep
breath as he turned his gaze on to his wife and instinctively was aware that she knew more than she was letting on. This wasn’t
a bit like his Martha. Even when times had been really hard, with five mouths to feed, food and clothes to buy and money to
be found for coal because the kitchen range was the only heating in the whole house and there was times when the weather was
so cold that ice formed on the inside of the bedroom windows, his Martha had never let her feelings show. He couldn’t remember when he’d come home and Martha hadn’t
had a smile on her face. He clenched his fists in frustration. No matter what he said or did he was being balked at every
turn. He knew full well he wasn’t going to get anything out of either of them just yet but he couldn’t resist saying, ‘Well,
it’ll take a bit more talking to convince me that something ’asn’t ’appened to upset the apple cart in this family.’
 

Martha didn’t like the way Sid was scowling. ‘I’ve got to get the meal on. Let’s leave it till the boys are ’ome an’ we’ve
all eaten, shall we, Sid?’ She smiled, but there was no mistaking the note of pleading in her voice as she looked at her daughter
and added kindly, ‘You’re all right now, aren’t you, pet?’
 

Sid’s face was set straight, no answering smile. ‘All right,’ he said gruffly, letting her know that nothing was settled until
she had told him the truth.
 

There was no way out. Martha knew that she would have to voice her fears to her husband. He’d get the truth out of Rosie and
he’d know what to do, he always did. But there was one point she was going to make. Joan mustn’t know about this. Every time
Bill Baldwin got himself in a bit of bother it was always left to Joan to sort it all out. What with looking after old Mrs
Baldwin twenty-four hours of every day and trying to keep up with two jobs, Joan was almost at the end of her tether; certainly
she was in no fit state to take on more worries. She had no children of her own and Rosie was the light of her life, and if
she thought that her Bill had hurt the child in any way she would probably go berserk.
 

As Martha went towards the scullery, Sid stepped in front of her and said firmly, ‘Remember what you’ve promised. As soon
as we’ve eaten we’re getting this matter sorted. No matter what it is. Do you hear me?’
 

She nodded.

The vegetables she was preparing for their evening meal were done in next to no time because as she peeled potatoes and scraped
carrots she was venting her fury by muttering over and over again, ‘Bloody Bill Baldwin.’
 

  




Chapter Two

‘BUT, DAD, I LIKE sitting with Granny Baldwin. I tell her all about what we do at school and Auntie Joan always leaves us some sweets and an
apple or an orange which we have half each of. You won’t stop me going round there, will you?’ Rosie’s eyes were imploring.
 

Big Sid’s face was creased with worry. He was sitting opposite his daughter, and now he stretched out his hand and took hold
of hers and sighed deeply. Rosie was especially dear to him, as she was to all of them, and she would for ever be regarded
as the baby of the family. Yet the relationship she had with Granny Baldwin was amazing. She had the ability to listen, to
care, and to show kindness to the old lady – unlike the do-gooders who, when Joan had asked for their help, had only come
up with the suggestion that Mrs Baldwin would be far better off in a council home. The last thing he wanted was to forbid
Rosie to go and sit with the old lady. Besides, Martha would raise hell if he even suggested it. Martha was never one to mince
words or hesitate to go where even angels would fear to tread. All the same, he knew he and his two sons had to sort something
out, and soon. If it weren’t for the fact that Joan was Martha’s sister he wouldn’t be hesitating: he’d be round to Baldwin’s place and he’d make damn sure the
bastard wouldn’t be able to walk for weeks on end.
 

It was Bernie, the quietest of his two sons, who had gently got most of the story out of their Rosie.

‘Just tell me why you’ve suddenly gone off yer Uncle Bill,’ he had asked, his manner not accusing, just soft and soothing.
He smiled at her and his sister had smiled back and looked at him with utter trust. ‘Don’t you like him any more?’
 

Rosie seemed to be struggling to find an answer. Then quietly she said with complete honesty, ‘Not really, no. He gives me
the creeps.’
 

‘Get on with it,’ Lenny chipped in irritatedly. ‘I don’t know why we don’t just get round there an’ knock the bloody ’ell
out of him.’
 

Martha’s faced paled. If this all blew up into a full scale fight it would be poor Joan who would come off worst in the end.
‘Don’t be so damned stupid, Lenny,’ she snapped. ‘We don’t know the ’alf of it yet and we won’t unless Rosie tells us the
truth.’
 

Rosie wasn’t daft. No different from most of the girls in her class at school. It was just that she had two elder brothers
and her dad was a great big man and she knew exactly where she stood with them. If the three of them had their way they wouldn’t
let the wind blow on her. They were always questioning her as to where she was going and whom she was going with.
 

A lot of her friends plastered their faces with cheap make-up and some even smoked when they could cadge enough pennies to
buy a packet of fags. Two girls she knew had big breasts and they boasted about how they let the boys touch them. She was
probably the smallest girl in her class and her breasts were scarcely formed. She’d asked her mum to buy her a brassiere but she’d only laughed and told her to give herself a chance to have something to put into
it first. For all that, she liked boys as much as the other girls did; they could be great fun at times. But this thing with
her own uncle … well, it wasn’t the same. It was nasty.
 

‘I dunno why Uncle Bill keeps wanting to touch me.’ She suddenly opened up. ‘He always used to be out somewhere when I first
started going to sit with Gran, but not now. He’s always there. Granny Baldwin saw him come up behind me the other night when
he pulled my dress up and put both his hands on my bottom. I yelled ’cos he made me jump and Granny said he was a dirty twisted
git. I thought he was going to hit Gran and that’s when I told him I was gonna tell Auntie Joan.’
 

‘And did you?’ her mother asked, cagily.

‘No, I didn’t, ’cos Auntie Joan ’as all sorts of things to worry about. She works all the time. She’s always changing Gran’s
clothes ’cos sometimes she can’t get to the lav quick enough an’ she wets herself. And she dribbles an’ drops her food down
her jumper. She can’t ’elp it, though – her hands shake. Loads of washing Auntie ’as t’ do yet she still cooks lovely meals,
but Uncle Bill moans and shouts at her all the time and …’
 

‘And what?’ Her father and her mother bawled the question simultaneously.
 

Rosie shrank back into her chair, wishing she didn’t have to answer, but one look at her father’s face told her she had to.
‘Uncle Bill hits Auntie Joan,’ she said, trying not to cry.
 

Martha shook her head sadly, thanking God that she had a good man and wondering how Joan managed to put up with the life she
had to lead.
 

‘I can’t believe I’m hearing this.’ Sid’s anger was choking him. ‘Come on, Lenny. You too, Bernie,’ their father said, standing
up and straightening his shoulders. ‘It’s about time we paid that relation of ours a visit and believe you me by the time I’ve finished with him he’ll think he’s been hung, drawn
and quartered.
 

Bill Baldwin was feeling very proud of himself as he glanced in the mirror that hung over the fireplace. He’d used brilliantine
to smooth down his thick mop of jet black hair and as he rolled down his shirt sleeves he was well pleased with his brawny
arms which from wrist to elbow were covered in tattoos. He thought and acted tough and as he shrugged his jacket on he was
thinking he was well able to take care of himself. He’d only had to give Joan a couple of slaps around the head and she’d
opened her purse and given him a ten bob note. Why the hell hadn’t she given it to him in the first place? She knew it was
pointless arguing with him. He had to have a drink; any man was entitled to that and he hadn’t got a penny to his name. He
was whistling away, happy as a lark as he walked down the passage and opened the front door.
 

The flat of Sid Brown’s hand was shoved straight into Bill’s chest and he had no option but to stagger backwards down the
passage. To say that he was dismayed to see this great brute of a man was to put it mildly, but when he looked beyond and
saw Lenny and Bernie behind their father he knew he was in deep trouble and the colour drained away from his face. Already
he was conscious that if he made a wrong move or uttered a wrong word these brothers and their father would beat him so badly
it was quite possible that they might even kill him.
 

Sid was pleased to see Bill’s scared expression. Grabbing his tie and glaring into his eyes he yelled, ‘You’re a sodding coward,
yer pick on women, yer ignore the needs of yer own mother, yer’ve never done an ’ard day’s work in yer life but my God you’ve
gone too far when you start puttin’ yer filthy ’ands on my Rosie.’ By now Sid’s fury had got the better of him and without giving it a second thought he drew back his arm, clenched his fist and used brute force to land a punch
square on Bill’s face, breaking his nose and sending blood splashing all over the place.
 

He stepped aside and Lenny aimed his punches well, one in Bill’s kidneys and one in his belly.

Bernie went for his legs, kicking his shins with his steel-toecapped boots. As Bill Baldwin hit the floor, Sid stood over
him spattered with blood that was not his own.
 

Joan watched the commotion from her kitchen doorway. Bernie stared at her. She was wearing a thin cotton dress and an old
cardigan. She looked a mess. Her face was a mass of bruises and the side of her head was streaked with blood.
 

‘You all right, Aunt Joan?’ Bernie really liked his aunt and tonight he felt especially sorry for her.

Joan had heard her husband scream once and now it seemed as if his loud moaning was coming from far away. She had no idea
why her brother-in-law and his two sons were here, giving her Bill a right good going over by the looks of things. She thought
it must be about money, although she knew of old that Sid was wise enough not to listen to her Bill’s hard luck stories.
 

Then it came to her what these three men were threatening Bill with and her heart came into her mouth. Oh, no! She didn’t
want to believe what she was hearing. Lovely young Rosie! Christ almighty, she’s his niece! She had good cause to know that
her husband was selfish to the core, no good to man nor beast. But this! Even he couldn’t have sunk so low. Could he?
 

It was Lenny who manhandled his uncle to his feet and dragged him outside into the street. Bill was in such a state that they
had to let him slide down until he was sitting on the pavement with his back propped up against the front garden wall, head
hanging limply, chin resting on his blood-splattered chest.
 


Sid waved his two sons aside. He was going to be the one to make sure that this lousy sod understood that what he was about
to say was not empty threats or intimidation but that every word was for real. ‘This won’t be the end of the matter, Bill,
you realise that, don’t you?’
 

Bill was frightened and he didn’t try to hide it.

‘I can’t think what possessed you to think you’d get away with mucking about with our Rosie.’ Sid was in full steam now and
he bent over and hollered, ‘While we’re about it we may as well sort a few more things out that should ’ave been dealt with
years ago. Your wife works like a slave. She’s a decent woman. A bloody kind woman. Too good for the likes of you. Where would
your mother be if it weren’t for Joan? You’ve never brought a wage packet home in yer whole life. You’re no better than a
scavenger. Left t’ you she’d bloody starve, that’s for sure, or even worse you’d ’ave shoved ’er away in some lousy institution.
From now on me an’ my boys will stop at nothing to see that you start pulling your weight. You get yerself a job, you bring
yer wages ’ome every week an’ you take care of Joan and your mother.’
 

As Bill tried his best to raise himself on to his elbows, Lenny pushed his father out of his way. ‘My dad might be finished
with you but I’m not.’ By now quite a few neighbours had come out into the street and Lenny’s booming voice took them all
by surprise. ‘What goes on in your married life is your own business but from now on there are a couple of things you’d do
well t’ remember. One, your wife is our relation, part an’ parcel of our family, and two, you so much as lay a finger on our
Rosie and you’re a dead man. Don’t even look at her. Got it? I’m not threatening you, matey, I am pure an’ simply stating
a fact an’ you’d better believe it.’
 

Bill could hardly see through the blood that covered his face but he was well aware that the words spoken by Sid and his elder son were well and truly meant. He would have dearly loved to tell this bullying brother-in-law of his where
to go but he knew better than to put on an act of bravado. So when he did manage to speak, his words came out very meekly.
 

‘I’ve tried t’ get a job, honest I ’ave, Sid. There just ain’t any work about.’

‘Try harder.’ Sid taunted him. ‘’Cos this visit ain’t a one off by any means. Me an’ me boys are gonna pay you a weekly visit
t’ make sure Joan is getting regular housekeeping money and that your dear old mum is being well looked after. Oh, and by
the way, our Rosie is still coming round to your ’ouse ’cos she loves Gran Baldwin; an’ her auntie, but where will you be,
Bill?’ he asked sarcastically. ‘You’ll be at work. Won’t you?’ The last two words were hollered into Bill’s ear.
 

Sid and his two boys backed off, watching as Bill slowly got himself up until he was kneeling on all fours. That was when
Sid’s booted foot kicked his backside and he fell flat on his face this time. Bernie bent so low his face was almost touching
the back of his uncle’s head. ‘Don’t forget,’ he said mockingly. ‘Mend yer ways, you spineless bastard!’
 

Sid and Lenny turned to go, but Bernie seemed to have an afterthought. Bending his knees and leaning close to make sure that
Bill could hear his words he said, ‘Oh, and by the way, we’ll be round next week to see if you’ve learnt anything tonight
or if you will be needing another lesson.’
 

Bill Baldwin stayed put. He listened to his neighbours moving away, heard their front doors closing. The ring of heavy footsteps
as Sid and his two sons walked the pavement. At that moment he was wishing he could be miles away. There had never been a
time when he had needed a drink more badly than he did right now. There was a boozer on the corner of the street but it might
as well have been at the furthest corner of the world because he couldn’t even bloody well crawl there.
 

Let alone walk.

  




Chapter Three

JOAN WAS FEELING VERY THOUGHTFUL as she walked down Mitcham Road and turned right into Welford’s Dairy. Her basket already held a warm cottage loaf, and now
she was going to buy a half-pound of Welford’s speciality, a really strong Cheddar cheese. Then she was going to get on the
tram, only today she was not going straight home but calling in to see her sister. A crusty knobby off each end of the top
half of the loaf, a lump of cheese and a couple of Martha’s famous pickled onions washed down with a good hot strong cup of
tea plus a good old natter would set them both up for the day.
 

Just lately she had felt she had much to be grateful for, and one of the many blessings she counted was having a little time
to herself. And the way her life had changed for the better was all down to her sister’s husband and his two sons.
 

Things wouldn’t have altered if it weren’t for the fact that the three of them had kept their word. She had to smile as she
thought back to the first week after they had given her husband a beating. Bill had really kidded himself that the subject
was over and done with. They had made their point and to him that had been the end of the matter.
 


Not so!

Sid and his sons had turned up that weekend and the first thing they saw as they stepped into her living room was Bill stretched
out on the sofa, fag hanging from the side of his mouth, reading the Racing News.
 

In two strides Sid had crossed the room and was towering over Bill. ‘Got a job then, ’ave you?’ he had asked, his voice quiet
but menacing.
 

It had certainly been a shock to Bill’s system just to stare up at his brother-in-law, whom he’d freely admit he was terrified
of. From the position he was in Sid Brown appeared to be even bigger in stature than he was because of the largeness of his
frame, his broad shoulders and his powerful arms. He might be brawny and well built but there was no excess flesh on him.
He was all muscle and sinew and Bill had had first-hand experience of his unbeatable strength.
 

Sid grabbed him by the hair, pulling him to a sitting position. Bill let out a piercing scream which scared his mother, whose
bed was in the corner on the opposite side of the room.
 

‘It’s all right, Mrs Baldwin,’ Bernie softly soothed her.

And it was. Bill hadn’t made another sound because Lenny had stuffed his mouth with pages from the sporting paper he had been
reading. They only gave him a few slaps around his face and head before saying, ‘We’ll see you same time next week an’ if
you ’aven’t got a job by then, well, we’ll just say no more warnings, shall we?’
 

Joan grinned to herself at the memory. That had been eight weeks ago and after a third visit from Sid and his boys Bill had
shifted himself and got a job. Not much of a job, it had to be said, but Bill now knew better than to refuse it. He was night
watchman at Young’s Brewery which was situated in Wandsworth High Street. The few shillings he now gave her regularly every
Friday had made a huge difference, especially where his mother was concerned. Poor Granny Baldwin – she couldn’t last out much longer. Worn out as she was by the struggle to survive, riddled with consumption,
undernourished and constantly racked by a terrible chesty cough, she was beginning to fade. At least now Joan was able to
buy new-laid eggs and fresh fruit with which to tempt the old lady. Strange, wasn’t it, was Joan’s daily thought, that she
herself, related only by marriage, had come to love Gwen Baldwin so much, whilst her only son didn’t give a hoot as to whether
she lived or died.
 

Having finished her shopping, Joan boarded the tram at Tooting Broadway and sat smiling to herself as she thought of the welcome
she would get from her sister.
 

‘Cooee,’ she called loudly as she opened the door, using the key that hung on the length of string behind the letter box.
It was the first week in October and already there was a nip in the air, but the sight that met her as she opened the door
to the living room was heartening. A fire was burning brightly and there was a smell of baking coming from the oven which
was part and parcel of the kitchen range. ‘Anyone in?’ she called again, as she took off her coat and scarf and hung them
on the hook on the back of the door.
 

There was a thump, thump of footsteps coming down the stairs and within seconds a beaming red face appeared round the door.
‘I ’eard yer the first time,’ Martha said. ‘I was expecting you, anyway – that’s why I’ve got an enormous bread pudding in
the oven.’
 

Joan giggled at the sight of her sister but nevertheless she threw her arms round her bulky frame and hugged her close. Martha,
in her late thirties, was two years younger than her sister Joan but the way she dressed and neglected her overweight body
made her look much older. Joan was still giggling as she released her hold and stood back. ‘Don’t you ever wear anything different?’
she asked, her voice full of laughter.
 


‘Give a body a chance,’ Martha snapped. ‘I’ve been turning the boys’ rooms out an’ believe you me there ain’t much room to
turn round in there.’
 

Joan shook her head, doing her best to control her merriment. Martha was wearing a long grey dress over which she had tied
a floral wrapround pinafore. Her hair was covered by a pink scarf tied to look like a turban and peeping out here and there
was a mass of metal dinkie hair rollers.
 

‘Ain’t yer put the kettle on yet?’ she demanded as she dumped an armful of dirty bedlinen down on to the floor. ‘Don’t yer
want a cuppa? Christ knows, I could do with one.’
 

‘Give us a chance. I’ve only just got ’ere. But I have bought a few bits in for our midday snack.’

‘Good on yer, luv, that’s what I like to ’ear. Got t’ keep our strength up.’

It wasn’t long before Joan had set two ploughmans down on the table and fetched two great breakfast cups filled with scalding
tea from the scullery. ‘Come on, Martha,’ she yelled. ‘Come and take the weight off yer feet and feed yer face.’
 

Her sister was out in the outhouse where a stone copper had been fitted. This makeshift building was next to the lavatory
shed. Only cold water was connected and a fire had to be lit in the metal container which was fixed to the bottom of the copper
in order to heat the water before the washing could be done.
 

‘All right, luv,’ she yelled back, ‘just finishing poking these sheets in an’ I’ll be with you.’

The two sisters got on so well together, yet in a funny sort of way they were entirely different. Everyone took Martha to
be the older of the two. She was always happy and contented and with three great men and one little girl to feed and take
care of she was endlessly cooking and cleaning, so perhaps it wasn’t unreasonable that she had let herself go a bit.
 


Joan had the harder life. Even now, with Bill working, who was to say how long it would last? Yet she appeared neat and tidy
at all times. Most of her clothes she made herself. More often than not a dress or even a coat bought off a top barrow or
at a jumble sale would be patiently taken to pieces and remodelled. Her most precious possession was her Singer treadle sewing
machine. There had been times when Bill had sold almost everything of any value that they possessed, but even he knew it was
more than his life was worth to touch her machine. Every piece of secondhand calico or linen that she came across Joan would
haggle a price for in order to be able to run up spare nightdresses for Granny Baldwin and draw-sheets for her bed. If on
the odd occasion her sister queried her devotion to her mother-in-law, Joan’s reply would always be the same. ‘I’ll be old
some day and perhaps need help myself.’
 

‘Not from strangers if I’m still around,’ Martha would reassure her aggressively.

When their plates were empty and their cups drained Martha could not hold back her curiosity any longer.

‘So how’s your Bill been getting on at Young’s? Can’t be that the work is too ’ard ’cos he’s been there now, what, over two
months, ain’t it?’
 

Joan grinned. ‘I wouldn’t have laid bets on him staying there two weeks, not at first, that’s for sure.’ She shrugged her
shoulders. ‘Now, well, I wouldn’t say he is over the moon but he’s changed some, I have t’ give him that much. He doesn’t
tell me a lot but then he never was much good at holding a conversation.’
 

‘Except about racing.’ Martha laughed loudly. ‘The times he’s told me he’s been on to a dead certainty and the next day he’d
be scratching around for someone t’ lend him a couple of bob.’
 

‘Tell me about it,’ Joan muttered. ‘He wore that one out with me years ago and yet still he’ll try it on if he thinks he’ll get away with it. Everyone seems t’ know that there was a bit of trouble the first week my Bill started at Young’s,
but no one’s ever told me the extent of it. I do get the feeling he doesn’t like Mr Grant, who’s the general manager, but
on the other hand I’m pretty sure that Bill will do his best never to get on the wrong side of him.’
 

Martha giggled. ‘My Lenny told me about Mr Grant. Said he’s not over tall but by God he’s got a head like a bull on his very
thick neck and real broad shoulders. The saying goes he could fell an ox with his bare hands.’
 

‘Well, I know for a fact that when Mr Grant is not around Bill doesn’t think he has t’ graft so hard, which sits well with
him, but before he gets his head down for a snooze about midnight he tells me he has to groom the big dray cart horses, and
yer know what? He went on an’ on about how much he liked doing that job.’
 

‘Must be a smattering of good in him somewhere,’ Martha sneered, ‘though I bet a blind man would be glad t’ see it.’

The two sisters looked sadly at each other. Joan was the first to compose herself and with a note of sensitivity in her voice
said, ‘Well, if there is I’ve never seen sight nor sound of it, at least not since we’ve been married I haven’t. I wouldn’t
mind so much for myself if only he would spare a thought now and again for his mother. It’s such a shame. Honestly, Martha,
you wouldn’t believe some of the horrible things he says to her. Especially if she has an accident and messes her bed. There
are times when I could cheerfully murder him. He leaves her in no doubt that she’s nothing but a burden to him and anyway
that’s not true ’cos he does sod all for her. God forgive my language. I know it’s not the best situation, her having to be
in bed most of the time and the fact that her bed is in our living room, but there’ll come a day when … oh, I don’t know.
I daren’t leave her on her own with him, though.’
 

Joan was close to tears at that moment. She shook her head fiercely, her temper rising, and her face was twisted with a mixture of loathing and deadly intent. Suddenly Martha felt
afraid. More so when Joan said, ‘He hasn’t got a spark of humanity in him! His own mother!’ Her limbs were shaking, and her
face now showed confusion but also disgust.
 

‘He really is a nasty bugger,’ Martha agreed passionately, at the same time wondering to what lengths he would eventually
drive her sister. The very thought that Bill Baldwin might hurt his mother and that Joan might retaliate and do something
she would bitterly regret brought a sharp stab of pain to her heart. It took a moment or two for her to compose herself. Then
she took a deep breath, moved to take hold of her sister’s hand and say, ‘It’s all right, luv. God ’as a way of paying His
debts without any money.’ Then as an afterthought she added, ‘Why don’t Sid an’ me come round one night and sit with Mrs Baldwin?
You could take yerself off to the pictures or t’ the Hippodrome. A night out might do yer all the good in the world.’ Beneath
her breath she muttered, ‘Christ knows yer deserve a break.’
 

‘No, thanks all the same, Martha. I appreciate yer offer, but I don’t have the money to spare for one thing and another reason
is Granny would get in a state if I weren’t there t’ take her to the lav. Mrs Bradshaw is with her now – brings her ironing
over to do at my place and talks away to Gran and Gran don’t mind her so much ’cos she’s used to seeing her. There’s nothing
t’ stop you and Sid coming round, though. We could have a game of cards.’
 

Martha gave her sister a thoughtful look. ‘How about when our Rosie used to sit with her?’

‘She’s got a lot worse since then and I’ve given up that lampshade job since Bill started handing over a regular wage to me.’
She grinned. ‘Only ’cos he knows I’ll tell your Sid if he don’t.’
 

It was galling for Martha to see what was happening to her sister. Poor Joan! What made it worse was the fact that Joan had seen both sides of the coin. Having been in service she
knew there were other ways of living where one had lovely clothes to wear and really good food on the table at each and every
mealtime. Now she was nothing more than a drudge. She led such a monotonous life, scrimping and scratching around to make
every penny go a long way, and for what? Certainly no thanks or even a kind word from that rotter of a husband of hers. It
wasn’t as if she had any company, any children to lighten up the place, just day in day out she seemed to be at the beck and
call of Mrs Baldwin with no help whatsoever from Bill.
 

‘God knows how long it will last.’ Joan muttered her thoughts aloud. ‘Never in my wildest dreams did I think my Bill would
have held down a job this long, and it’s only down to your Sid that he has, but …’
 

‘But what?’ Martha cried quickly.

Joan sighed heavily, wishing she hadn’t mentioned her doubts, but it was too late. Martha had cottoned on to the fact that
not everything had changed for the better in her sister’s life and she wouldn’t rest until she got to the bottom of the matter.
So Joan took a deep breath and blurted it all out.
 

‘Bill’s still drinking more than he should and he’s gambling. Got in way over his head this time if what I’ve been told is
true.’
 

‘Oh yeah, an’ who was the kind person who gave you that information?’ Martha’s voice was full of sarcasm.

‘Well, if you must know it was Mabel Richards, and I believe her, Martha. Not that I want to, but I think she has got her
facts straight and she sounded very convincing to me.’
 

Martha leant forward and looked quizzically at her. ‘Mabel Richards? Ain’t ’eard tell of ’er for some time, let alone seen
’er. She moved down to Tooting last I ’eard an’ at the time there was more than a few of us remarked we’d ’ave t’ buy the bloody local paper now she wasn’t around to pass
all the gossip on. Try telling me what she’s told yer and see what my feelings are. Not that either of us should really be
surprised. Like you say, if my Sid and my boys didn’t keep a check on your Bill there’s no way he would still be working at
that brewery.’
 

Martha was like a dog with a bone. She wouldn’t let it go until she’d got some answers. Sighing again, Joan sat on the edge
of her chair and began.
 

‘You know where the back end of Tooting Market comes out in Totterdown Street?’

Martha nodded her head, showing she was all ears.

‘It appears Mabel’s got herself a job there, on the very last stall, which faces the roadway. Greengrocery and fruit is mainly
what they sell. Anyway, she gets to see everyone who comes and goes or is just passing, an’ you know what? They’ve opened
a club upstairs over the top of the market.’
 

‘Oh, fer Christ’s sake get t’ the point, Joan,’ Martha moaned. ‘The way you’re going on we’ll both be ’ere t’ the middle of
next week.’
 

‘It’s not only a drinking club, it’s a gambling club as well.’

The bitterness in her sister’s voice was like a red rag to a bull where Martha was concerned. ‘You don’t ’ave t’ say any more.
I can guess. That’s where your Bill ’as been spending his afternoons, isn’t it?’
 

‘Got it in one,’ Joan muttered.

‘You said he’s over his ’ead in debt. Did he tell you that himself?’

‘As if he would! Mabel Richards said she heard the Riley brothers talking an’ everyone knows you don’t mess with that lot.’

‘’Ave yer asked Bill about it?’

‘Not likely. I do my best never t’ wind him up. I just listen, if ever he talks to me, which is not very often. But how he’s going t’ get out of this mess God only knows.’ Joan’s voice was low with fright.
 

Martha shook her head impatiently. ‘That’s his worry not yours. Your ’usband is a stupid ignorant fool an’ he’ll never change.
Leave him t’ get on with whatever mess he’s in. After all, it’s of his own making.’
 

‘I know, but for all he’s no good I don’t want to see him really hurt. Those Riley brothers won’t stop at a warning if he
owes them a packet.’
 

Martha got to her feet and hugged her. ‘Come on, cheer up. I’ll put the kettle on an’ we’ll ’ave another cup of tea and a
lump of hot bread pudding, ’ow does that sound?’
 

‘Well, if it tastes as good as it smells I’m all for it.’

Martha was halfway to the scullery when she stopped and turned to face her sister. Her shoulders were heaving and her face
was creased up with laughter.
 

‘What the hell has tickled you?’ Joan asked, sounding bewildered.

It was a job for Martha to get the words out but eventually she said, ‘Don’t know what we’re doing worrying ourselves over
your Bill. The devil takes care of his own, an’ come t’ think of it, if Bill Baldwin fell down a sewage drain he’d come up
smelling of roses.’ Martha let out a hearty chuckle and Joan couldn’t help herself. She joined her.
 

  




Chapter Four

MARTHA STOOD AT THE FRONT DOOR and could not believe what she was hearing. Joan was screaming and shouting as if all hell had been let loose. Joan, the
quiet one, the one who looked after her mother-in-law day and night and was never heard to grumble, the one who did all the
cleaning and cooking and loads of washing and would bend over backwards to keep the peace.
 

Martha put her hand over her face to smother her smiles. If she was shocked she’d have loved to see her brother-in-law’s face.
Wondered how he was feeling knowing the worm had turned at last. She waited a few seconds before coughing loudly as she went
down the passage and walking into the kitchen with a big smile on her face.
 

‘’Allo, everyone. Everything all right?’

Joan was white-faced with anger as she pointed her finger at her husband. ‘He hit his mother! Can you believe it, Martha?
He actually struck his mother, an’ when I tried to reason with him he slapped me one and then kicked me.’
 

‘You asked for it, you lying cow. You said you’ve got no money and I know for a fact you’re lying through yer teeth.’ Bill
was red-faced and roaring with temper as he clenched his fist and stepped towards Joan.
 

Martha got between them. She was worried now. Her sister was not normally an aggressive person and in many ways that was more
than half the trouble. She had let Bill get away with far too much. Allowed him to see that she was frightened of him. Whatever
had set her off today it must have been serious and Martha would bet her last penny her sister was in the right.
 

Joan pushed herself past the pair of them and leant over the single bed where Granny Baldwin was lying. The poor old soul’s
face was so white she looked deathly. Her eyes were closed and there was a trickle of dark blood running down the side of
her face.
 

‘Oh, you didn’t deserve that, you poor darling.’ Joan was dabbing at the blood with a piece of white rag and she was nearly
crying with frustration and anger.
 

‘Oh, going to put on a show for yer sister now, are we?’ Bill shouted. ‘Playing for her sympathy? Well I’ll tell yer this
much, I’ve ’ad it up to my back teeth with the bloody pair of yer. You’re a mean pair of bitches, you and me mother; all you
do is make my life a misery. And you coming ’ere don’t ’elp, Martha. If it weren’t for your heavy-handed mob my life would
be a damn sight more simple. Always were a nosy lot, you Browns.’
 

With an effort, Martha held her tongue between her teeth as she watched Bill shrug himself into his coat and storm out of
the room. She didn’t really need to ask what had started this shemozzle: the smell coming from the old lady’s bed said it
all.
 

‘Take a few deep breaths, Joan, an’ calm down,’ Martha pleaded. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, get a nice bowl of hot water while
you take Gran’s nightie off, and between us we’ll give her a good wash and a nice clean bed.’
 

‘Ah, thanks, Martha, but you don’t have to do it. I can manage,’ said Joan, her voice still trembling.


‘I know I don’t have to, but I’m going to. I’m just glad I came round this morning. The way you were going on you might have done your old man
a real mischief.’
 

‘You’re dead right, sis. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so mad in my life before. Fancy, a son hitting his own mother! Bad enough
if she were up and about on her own two legs, but lying there utterly defenceless—Only a spineless git like Bill would do
such a thing.’
 

‘Wanting money, was he?’

‘Isn’t he always?’

Martha nodded and they both sighed.

‘Well, let’s get cracking.’ Joan took hold of her mother-in-law’s hand. It felt very cold and lifeless. ‘Mam, my sister Martha
is here and between us we are going to clean you up and make you nice and warm and comfortable.’
 

Gwen Baldwin opened her eyes slowly, as if to lift her lids was too much effort. ‘Thanks, Joan, luv,’ she said weakly. She
attempted to touch her daughter-in-law’s face, but she was too exhausted and her hand dropped limply back down on to the bed.
 

The two sisters worked well together. They tenderly washed her from head to toe, powdered her bottom and slipped a clean nightdress
over her head. Each guided a thin bony arm into a sleeve. Lastly, they gently sponged her thin white hair and softly ran a
comb through it. At last, when a piece of white lint and a plaster covered the gash on her forehead and she was propped up
by three pillows covered with snow-white cases, Joan whispered, ‘Here’s the final touch, Mum.’ Showing her a bottle of Yardley’s
lavender water, she dabbed a spot of the scent behind each of Gwen’s ears.
 

‘Ah.’ The old lady sighed deeply as her head rested back. ‘That feels so lovely. Yer a good girl, Joan.’ She paused, as if
talking was too much of an exertion, but after a minute or two had passed she roused herself. ‘Joan, when I go don’t stay
with my son. You deserve a much better life.’
 


Joan felt quite stunned, and she had to control her feelings before she was able to say, ‘You’re not going anywhere yet, and
neither am I. I’m staying here and I shall look after you.’ Tears rolled silently down her cheeks as she leaned forward and
kissed her mother-in-law’s forehead. ‘Go to sleep now. I’ll have a nice bowl of soup ready for when you wake up.’
 

Gwen Baldwin did wake up and she did manage to eat some of the soup which Joan had made. She also lived another three days.

It was the very early hours of the morning. It had not been a peaceful night. Joan had called the doctor the previous evening.
He had been very sympathetic but as Joan had gone to the front door with him he had shaken his head and held her hand for
longer than was necessary before saying, ‘I know it is sad, but the poor woman has no fight left in her. She is very much
weaker than when I last saw her.’
 

Joan had sat the rest of the night beside her bed and in the very early hours of the morning, when she saw Gwen stir, she
asked if she fancied a cup of tea. Gwen struggled to sit up. ‘No thank you, Joan dear, you’ve done enough for me. Nobody could
have done more,’ she said.
 

Her voice was so clear and so strong that Joan was startled. She caught her in her arms as she fell back. Gwen’s eyes were
wide open as she looked at her daughter-in-law. A loving smile briefly came to her lips and her bony hand came up and stroked
Joan’s cheek. She half smiled; sighed heavily.
 

And then she was still.

By the time Bill Baldwin returned from his shift at the brewery, he found his wife and sister-in-law just putting the finishing
touches to laying his mother out.
 


‘Yer mum died peacefully,’ Martha told him.

He drew in his breath sharply and stared at her, then looked across the room to where his wife was kneeling beside his mother’s
bed. Joan raised her head and said quietly, ‘I am so sorry you weren’t here, Bill.’ The look she gave him was full of sadness
and her shoulders drooped.
 

‘Oh my God!’ he exclaimed as he took off his coat and threw it on to a chair. ‘We ain’t got t’ live fer days now with nothing
but gloom an’ doom, ’ave we?’ When neither his wife nor her sister answered he said, ‘Why don’t yer stop being a pair of hypocrites?
She’s a darn sight better off dead than lying there all day, ain’t she? At least with ’er out of the way we might manage t’
have a decent Christmas. By the way, ’ave yer looked for ’er insurance policy? I know she ’ad one an’ all I hope is that it
will pay out enough t’ bury her.’
 

Joan was up and on her feet. Sadness, for the moment, had been swept away and she was seething with anger. Martha got in first.
Shaking her head in disbelief she said, ‘You’re something else, you are, Bill. Your own mother is lying there an’ you can’t
be bothered to cross the room and even look at her.’
 

‘Leave him be, Martha. He’s a cold-blooded sod. Never has had a decent bone in his body but I never realised until now just
how callous he can be.’
 

‘I don’t ’ave t’ take all this hassle from you two,’ he bellowed, as his attitude changed and became threatening.

It was at that moment that a discreet cough was heard and a cautious voice called out, ‘The door was open. Is it all right
to come in?’
 

Joan had asked a neighbour to go for the local undertaker and he could not have arrived at a more opportune moment. He and
his men went about the grave task of preparing to take the body of Gwen Baldwin to their chapel of rest, and her son sussed
out that it was a good moment for him to scarper. Joan and Martha were left to surmise what evil they might have done to Bill if there had been no intervention.
 

‘Perhaps it is just as well that Bill took himself off,’ Joan said tersely when she and her sister were finally alone. They
had both collapsed on to what had been Gwen’s bed, each quietly crying, whether from sadness or temper they couldn’t have
said at that moment.
 

‘Yer can’t believe that ’ard-hearted bastard, can yer?’ Martha muttered.

Joan sighed deeply. ‘I really could have killed him today. I didn’t realise how much I’ve come to hate him. When Gran’s funeral
is over I am going to get away from this place and from him. There must be more to life than this.’
 

Martha couldn’t answer her. There was nothing to add.

Joan had spoken the truth.

  




Chapter Five

MARTHA LOOKED AROUND her sister’s neat living room and said admiringly, ‘My, you must ’ave worked yer socks off. Made quite a difference, ain’t
yer?’
 

‘Well, without Gran’s bed it’s given us a lot more room.’ Joan sounded funny and Martha moved nearer and looked at her hard.
She gasped, then stood white-faced and silent. It was only a few moments before she felt her temper rise and her face burn
with rage.
 

‘How the hell? When? Why?’ Her questions poured out.

‘Please, Martha, leave it. Go and put the kettle on and we’ll have a cup of tea.’

‘Plenty of time for tea later.’ Martha’s voice was trembling with anger. ‘Sit down and tell me what ’appened ’cos I ain’t
moving from this spot till I get some answers.’
 

Joan stood still like a statue against the wall. Her eyebrow had been split open, and there was dark bruising and a huge discoloured
patch that ran from below her ear to her jawline. Martha couldn’t find words to say. That bugger must have given her a couple
of really hard punches.
 

The next thing Joan was aware of was her sister pulling her across the room and pressing her down into an armchair.


‘I’m going t’ make that tea. I brought some doughnuts with me and when we’ve had that I’m off t’ the chemist to see what he
thinks we should put on your face.’ Martha knew she was prattling, but the sight of her sister just sitting there utterly
listless was heartbreaking. She walked through to the scullery and went through the motions of filling the kettle, lighting
the gas and making a pot of tea.
 

Her mind was in a turmoil. If her bloody brother-in-law were here now she’d throw the whole kettle of boiling water over him
and stand and watch as it scalded him. Only a bully would attack a defenceless woman. But why in the name of God did Joan
never retaliate? If he went for someone the likes of me it would be a different story. Christ knows he’d only ever do it the once. He’d never
get a second chance. Why was there so much difference between herself and Joan? Was it because Joan had been in service, learnt to live with the
nobs? Surely not. Maybe the men in those big houses were gentlemen but they were still human beings so doubtless they lost
their tempers sometimes. Did ladylike women learn to take it in silence? God knows! She answered her own question. Whatever, the kind of life Joan was leading couldn’t be allowed to go on.
 

As Martha carried the tea tray through, her thoughts were muddled and fearful. Someday something terrible would happen. It
was quite possible that blighter might end up killing Joan. It crossed her mind that if that happened there would be total
disaster. The whole family would get involved. It would be the end of Bill Baldwin, that’s for sure.
 

Joan only nibbled at her doughnut but she gratefully drank her cup of tea. Martha hesitated to ask questions but the need
to know was great. Joan looked a shadow of her normal self and as she placed her cup down on the saucer Martha could see that
her hands were shaking.
 

‘What started him off this time, Joan?’

Joan sighed. ‘What does it ever take?’


Martha drained her cup and kept silent, knowing Joan would tell her in her own good time.

A loud knocking on the door made both of them jump with fright. The look that passed between them was dreadful and the expression
on Joan’s face told Martha that she was terrified.
 

‘Who do you think it is?’

‘How do I know, Martha? It could be anyone. But one thing’s for sure – they’ll be after Bill for money, ’cos he owes left
right and centre.’
 

The loud knocking was repeated.

‘Come on, I’ll come to the door with you.’

Opening the front door, Joan breathed a sigh of relief on seeing not more heavy-set thugs after her husband, but the owner
of the funeral parlour. He had removed his tall hat and was twirling it nervously between his hands. However, his voice was
firm as he said, ‘Good morning, Mrs Baldwin. I should like a word with your husband if it is convenient, please.’
 

His tone of voice might have sounded firm but somehow he looked nervous as he stared at the two women standing side by side.

‘I’m afraid he’s not in,’ Joan answered. It was just as she had thought. He might not be one of the great brutes who were
after Bill for gambling debts and what have you, but he was still someone to whom Bill owed money. It wasn’t fair. While she
had been sitting at home worrying herself sick, he had been spending his mother’s insurance money. Nevertheless, her conscience
was bothering her. After all, this gentleman and the men who had acted as pall-bearers had given her mother-in-law a very
respectable send-off, and he was entitled to have his fee paid. ‘Has he not been in to your office to see you?’ she asked
timidly.
 

The poor man suddenly looked extremely embarrassed. Perhaps it was the sight of Joan’s swollen, bruised face. He shook his
head. ‘No, I’m afraid he hasn’t.’
 


She sighed then, a long weary sigh. ‘I am sorry. I will talk to my husband as soon as he comes home and I will do my best
to settle our account with you before the week is out.’
 

‘I would be more than obliged, Mrs Baldwin.’

The two sisters watched as the somberly dressed gentleman walked away from the house. Back in the kitchen, Martha shook her
head impatiently. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’
 

‘I just don’t understand how my Bill could act the way he is.’

The bitterness in her older sister’s voice made Martha want to shake her, and she turned on her.

‘You’re covering up for Bill each and every way and what thanks ’ave yer got? All I can see is that he’s given you a bloody
good hiding and still you sit there and take it. The sad thing is, he’s not worth it. All he’s ever done is bully you an’
cause yer heartache.’
 

‘I know, I know,’ Joan murmured, and Martha was amazed to see her eyes brim with tears. This was all she needed. She so much
wanted to help her sister and yet at this moment she felt utterly useless.
 

‘I suppose you’re still waiting on him ’and foot an’ finger even though you’re still his favourite punch bag.’

Even Joan had to smile at that. ‘Since his mum died he’s been ten times worse. Hasn’t been near nor by me for the last two
days and whenever I have set eyes on him he’s always been the worse for drink. I’m terrified by the blokes that have been
here looking for him. You wouldn’t believe what rough types they are.’
 

‘I wouldn’t worry about him, Joan,’ Martha said. ‘Whatever they are after him for he’s brought it all on himself, and he’ll
’ave t’ learn that there’s a price t’ be paid for everything.’ She leaned across the table and squeezed her sister’s arm in
a reassuring way.
 

Joan shook her head. ‘He’s so downright deceitful. Never wants to discuss anything with me. You want to know something, Martha? He’s never let on to me how much the Prudential paid
out on his mum’s insurance. It couldn’t have been bad – I came in when he had the cheque in his hand and his face was wreathed
in smiles. Shoved it in his pocket quick enough and was out of that front door like greased lightning.’
 

Martha sighed. She’d only popped in for a cuppa, and the conversation was beginning to irritate her. She threw her sister
a furious glance, and said harshly, ‘Leave it out, Joan. You never expected anything different, did yer? You’ve wasted enough
of yer life worrying over that rotter. You did all yer could and more in looking after his mother, but now’s the time to start
thinking about yerself and what you are going to do.’
 

‘Easier said than done,’ Joan snapped.

Martha looked at her and sniffed. ‘I expect it will be ’ard, but yer won’t know till yer try, will yer?’

Joan looked startled, for it was unlike Martha to be so unkind, but before she could answer the kitchen door was thrown open
with such a crash that it bashed against the dresser and caused the china it held to rattle.
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