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Chapter 1


Caroline hesitated, her stomach turning with fear as she approached the railway station. It looked deserted. The only sound, apart from her two daughters laughing and giggling as they dragged and pulled their bundles along, was from the birds singing high in the trees, welcoming this warm, early summer morning.


She looked up. Where was this village of Dept Ford? Last night, after Miss Parker had told her she was no longer welcome in the house she’d lived in for over five years, Dept Ford had been the first place to spring to mind. Perhaps she should turn back now - really, she had no idea where she was going. But turn back to where?


Her baby stirred in her arms as May, her eldest daughter, tugged at her long black skirt.


‘Are we going on a train, Mamma?’


Hiding her anxiety she smiled down at her. ‘Yes, dear. Now come along, both of you, we’ve got to find someone to ask the way.’


Inside the station she nervously went up to a man sitting behind a counter in a box-like wooden room. He peered over his steel-framed half glasses at her, then gently eased them up from the tip of his nose.


‘Excuse me, sir,’ she faltered. ‘Could I have a ticket to Dept Ford?’


He pushed back his chair and walked across the room. Taking a book from a nearby shelf he silently thumbed through the pages. Wondering if he had heard her she cleared her throat.


He looked up from the book. ‘You’ve got to go to Waterloo. From there you’ll have to get a tram.’


‘Oh. Where’s Waterloo?’


‘London.’


‘London?’ she repeated, her voice full of astonishment.


He rubbed his chin and, taking a silver pocket watch from the breast pocket of his waistcoat, flicked it open. ‘The next train to Waterloo comes though in an hour. D’you want first or third class?’


‘I don’t know.’ She was beginning to get flustered. ‘I’ve never been on a train before. What’s the difference?’


‘The price.’


‘Oh. I haven’t got a lot of money.’


‘I’ll give you third class.’


‘London you said - but how will I ...?’


‘Don’t worry, you’ll know when to get off ‘cos it don’t go past there - just turns round and comes back again.’ His friendly weatherbeaten face broke into a smile, crinkling his eyes.


‘How do I know which train to get on?’


‘It’s the next one. Don’t worry, I’ll help you when it arrives. That’s what I’m here for.’


She thanked him for his help and paid for her ticket out of a few shillings she’d found in her husband’s pocket. She had felt guilty going through his personal belongings, but knew the well-being of her children depended on her alone. She’d known even then she’d get nothing from his sister.


The sun was now high in the sky, she was hot and sticky, and thankful for a chance to sit in the shade. She began to  recall the events of yesterday. Was it only yesterday? So much had happened. She gently rocked Jimmy and thought about the decision she had made - wondering if it was the right one. What would Miss Parker say if she knew she was going on a train, and to London?


Panic knotted her inside. London. She had no idea where that was, or how far away. She knew that it was the capital, but that was about all. Her thoughts went back to Miss Parker, and she tried to put on a brave face as she carefully mouthed the words that were in her head. ‘It’s her fault that I’m here,’ she kept telling herself, ‘throwing me, a widow with three children, out of my home. But I won’t let my children down. I won’t.’



The station-master was busy talking to the girls and showing them his small flower garden. As Jimmy stirred in her arms, Caroline looked down at her new baby with his downy fair hair, and long lashes that curled over his closed lids. ‘Well, young man,’ she whispered. ‘Whatever happens to us now, I promise that you and your sisters will have all the love I can give you.’ She felt proud, despite her fear, that for the first time in her twenty-one years she had made up her own mind. As she pondered on what the outcome would be, her eyes misted over, and her thoughts returned to yesterday.


When the crowd of mourners had left she had walked through the churchyard and hesitated for a brief moment to watch the man fill in her husband’s grave, crying silently.


More people had attended this funeral than the one she had been to four months before. This one had had four jet-black horses to pull the elegant hearse. Men wearing tall black hats with long black ribbons hanging from them had walked slowly ahead of the procession - their ribbons fluttering in the gentle summer breeze. The handsome black  plumes on top of the horses’ heads bobbed back and forth as they bowed and shook their heads before plodding down the hill to the small church on the other side of the village.


Mr Parker had been laid to rest in a fine oak coffin, decorated with beautiful brass handles. A spray of tall white lilies which Miss Parker had majestically placed on top of her brother’s coffin, and a sweet-smelling nosegay Caroline had picked from her garden were the only flowers.


Caroline had been pleased Miss Parker had gone on ahead: since she was the only one going back to the house she could dawdle without conscience. It had been Miss Parker who had demanded that the children accompany them to their father’s graveside. Caroline thought it was wrong and had told her so - but her pleas to leave them at home were in vain.


On the way to the church she and the children had followed the hearse in Alice Parker’s darkened carriage, the wheels rumbling and bumping over the hard, dry ruts. Theirs was the only carriage in the cortege, for the Parkers had never been popular with the villagers. Caroline had wanted to walk, but again Miss Parker had said no. ‘It wouldn’t be seemly for his wife to walk to the church,’ had been her tight-lipped comment.


Caroline was afraid of this woman with piercing grey eyes, whose mouth was permanently set in a grim fashion, and had wondered then what Alice Parker had in mind for them.


Many came on foot to look at this grand affair. Miss Parker had insisted it was only right and proper that a man of her brother’s standing should have a decent funeral. Caroline was puzzled as to where the money had come from to afford such an expensive show, and bristled when she recalled the many times money had been short.


Fortunately young Jimmy had slept throughout the short  journey, and in the church. Caroline, nervous and unsettled, had sat on the edge of her seat, terrified at what the girls in their innocence would say about all the pomp and ceremony. Alice Parker had told the vicar it was his heart. Caroline and the doctor knew the truth: the doctor had told her it was his liver — they both knew how much whisky he had drunk every day.


All through the service she had watched her sister-in-law’s hard face carefully. She had not shed one real tear for her brother. The delicate lace handkerchief held to her eyes and the genteel dabbing at her nose didn’t fool Caroline for one moment - she knew it was just to impress the vicar and the villagers.


But as she stood at the graveside, Caroline’s tears weren’t for Mr Parker either. True, she was upset at his death, and the shock of finding him cold and still beside her in bed that morning would stay with her for a long while. But her tears were for her baby, Maud, whose funeral she had gone to just four months earlier. ‘Consumption,’ the doctor had said. Caroline knew many people died from the disease but she really didn’t know what it was. All she knew or cared about was that her frail, beloved baby of only six months had been taken from her - gone forever. Caroline had been heartbroken, and now her husband’s funeral brought back the pain all over again. Maud had died despite the nursing and care Caroline had lovingly bestowed on her. Day and night she had placed warm bread poultices on her tiny weak chest - but it had been in vain, no one could save her.


She stood thinking about that sad day and tears trickled down her face. There had been no proper funeral. Mr Parker had said he couldn’t afford one. On that crisp cold morning they had walked slowly behind the hand-cart that took the tiny coffin to its final resting place. There were no tall white  lilies for Maud, just a few early spring flowers sprinkled lovingly on the simple wooden box as it was gently lowered into the ground. No ornate oak coffin with fine brass handles for Maud.


Before leaving the churchyard Caroline had looked up at the tall grey spire and said softly but angrily, ‘In the orphanage, the nuns always told us that Jesus said in the Bible, “Suffer the little children to come unto me,” whenever a child died. Why did you have to take mine?’ To her, the memory and the pain of that day would never be erased. Her husband’s death was nothing compared to that of her child.


Suddenly Caroline’s thoughts were interrupted. Coming round the bend, at the far end of the track, was a huge monster, hissing and puffing thick black smoke from its chimney. It towered high above them, frightening Caroline almost as much as the girls - who were by now hiding their heads in her skirts, terrified to come out. In the distance, from their bedroom window, the trains had looked friendly, but close up they were big, noisy and menacing.


The man from the ticket-office came over. He opened the carriage door and helped Caroline and her children settle in a ‘Ladies Only’ compartment. The only other occupant of the carriage was a middle-aged lady wearing a lovely big black hat that had a bunch of pink roses nestling on the brim. She inclined her head as Caroline looked nervously about her.


Doors slammed and a man blew loudly on a whistle. He waved a green flag and the monster leapt forward with a great deal of clanking and hissing. The girls lost their balance and fell against the seats; the fear in their eyes told it all. Caroline felt ashamed when their legs shot up in the air, revealing their long, lace-edged drawers and blue paper  poking through the holes in the soles of their boots. Last night she had carefully made inner soles out of the last of the thick blue paper bags they had in the shop, to fit inside their boots so their stockings wouldn’t get wet on the long trek over the fields to the railway station.


After a while they got used to the rhythm of the train and laughed and giggled at the countryside rushing past. This was indeed the journey of a lifetime.


Caroline was secretly admiring the smiling lady’s beautiful hat when she leant forward to peep at Jimmy.


‘Another girl?’ she asked.


‘No, a boy,’ said Caroline.


‘He seems a contented little chap. How old is he?’


‘Six weeks.’


The lady smiled again. ‘They seem happy little girls. Are you going all the way to Waterloo?’


Caroline nodded. ‘We’ve never been on a train before.’


‘There’s nothing to worry about. Is someone meeting you at Waterloo?’


Caroline shook her head. ‘I’m going to Dept Ford.’


‘I used to live near there.’


‘Please, could you tell me what Dept Ford is like?’


‘They call it Deptford. It’s very noisy and busy, with lots of factories and back-to-back terraced houses.’


‘What’s back-to-back houses?’


‘They’re in a long row and all the little back yards are joined together. Is someone meeting you at Deptford?’


Again Caroline shook her head and, very slowly, tears began rolling down her cheeks.


The lady quickly moved across the carriage and sat beside her. ‘My dear, whatever is the matter? Don’t let the children see you so upset.’


Looking away from the girls, who were now busy  watching the people walking to and fro along the corridor, Caroline propped Jimmy in the corner of the seat and discreetly dabbed her eyes.


‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘It must be the past week catching up with me. My husband died last week, and yesterday, after the funeral, his sister said I had to leave the house. It was left to her, you see.’


The lady looked shocked. ‘What? Where did she expect you to go with three young children?’


‘She didn’t care.’ Wincing at the memory, Caroline recalled the triumph in her sister-in-law’s eyes as she told her to go back to the workhouse from whence she’d come.


‘Goodness me,’ the woman replied. ‘Wasn’t there anyone in ... Where did you get on the train?’


‘We come from Chale. I wasn’t allowed to talk to anyone, so we don’t know anybody there. It’s a very small village.’ Caroline cast her eyes down. ‘And I don’t think Mr Parker, my late husband, or his sister were very well liked.’


‘Oh dear. What made you choose Deptford?’


‘That’s what it says on my birth certificate; that’s where I was born on the fourteenth of February 1877.’


‘Did you leave there to get married?’


‘No, my mother died when I was born and I was brought up in an orphanage. When I was nine I went into service for Mrs Williams, and when I was sixteen she ...’ Caroline stopped, she didn’t want to tell this lady that her employer had given her to Mr Parker for five guineas. It still hurt to think that, in effect, she’d been sold to her husband. ‘Mrs Williams said I should marry Mr Parker.’


The woman looked sad. ‘So you know nothing about London?’


‘No. I’ve been very silly, I don’t know where we are going to stay.’ Caroline’s voice trembled. ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do.’


‘I may be able to help you.’


Caroline quickly looked up.


‘I used to live quite near to Deptford, a place called Rotherhithe. I rented a couple of rooms in Culver Road for a few months whilst I was studying. Number 38. It wasn’t very grand but it was cheap. An old lady used to live downstairs. I can give you the address if you like, and if they’re taken I’m sure someone around there will be able to help you.’


Caroline immediately cheered up. ‘Oh thank you, thank you. That would be wonderful. How do we get there?’


Taking a pencil and paper from her bag the lady began writing. ‘I’ll draw a little map showing you where it is.’


Caroline looked sheepishly at the piece of paper she held out and whispered. ‘I can’t read.’


‘Oh dear, that could be a problem.’ She hesitated and put the pencil to her mouth. ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘When we get to Waterloo I’ll take you and put you on a tram. We’ll give the conductor the address and he can put you off at the right stop, and point you in the right direction. How will that do? I’m sorry I can’t take you myself, but I have to meet someone.’


‘Oh no, no, I wouldn’t want to put you out. You have been so kind. Thank you, thank you so much.’ Caroline couldn’t believe her luck - an address to go to. She really didn’t mind that it wasn’t in Deptford. ‘I’ve got a lot to learn,’ she confessed. ‘I didn’t even know Deptford was in London till this morning.’


The woman smiled and patted her hand. ‘Don’t worry, I feel sure everything will turn out fine. You are to be  admired for taking such a big step with three young children. Now sit back and relax.’


Caroline lay back and closed her eyes. Her mind was in turmoil. The swaying and rhythm of the train soon had her drifting off, not in a sleep, more in a state of limbo.


‘Look, Mamma, oh look out of the window,’ shouted May, shaking her arm.


‘We are almost there,’ said the woman. ‘You had better stay close to me when we get off the train.’


Caroline stared at the changing scene. The trees and green fields had given way to rows of red brick buildings. There were tall chimneys belching out clouds of black smoke. It hung like a haze over the roof-tops of houses that appeared to be all crammed together. She was amazed at the dozens of railway lines snaking off in all directions. The sudden rush of a train, passing so close they felt they could almost touch it, made them jump. Everything looked so dirty and covered with grime, even in the bright sunlight.


‘Look, there’s Big Ben.’ The woman pointed to a large clock. ‘That’s Westminster Abbey next to it, and the Houses of Parliament.’


‘Look at those big buildings over there,’ said May excitedly, turning to her mother.


‘Oh dear,’ she said sternly, ‘look at your dirty faces. They’re covered with sooty smudges. Come here.’ Taking a handkerchief from her bag she gave it a lick and proceeded to wipe their faces, her confidence returning as she smartened them up.


‘Please, Mamma, not so hard, it hurts,’ wailed May.


‘Can’t have you going to London with grubby faces, can we? We might meet the Queen, and that would never do.’ She was pleased she knew the Queen lived in London, although her smile was hiding her fear.


When they stepped off the train, she stood petrified once more at the hustle and bustle all round them. So many people seemed to be rushing about, and it was so noisy. The smell of steam and dust filled her nostrils. Men pushing trolleys piled high with luggage were shouting at people to mind their backs. Caroline noticed some of the women were wearing very elegant clothes, the like of which she had never seen before. She looked up at the iron girders holding the vast glass roof high above them. The girls were pointing at a huge clock that hung from the girders. The big hands showed it was three o’clock. They were talking to her but she couldn’t hear what they were saying as the hissing from a train was drowning their words.


To her relief their new-found friend with the lovely hat took control and, lifting the sleeping baby from Caroline’s arms, said, ‘Follow me’. Picking up their bundles the confused party stuck close to her side, terrified they might lose her in the chaos. They pushed their way through the crowds and out into the afternoon sunshine.


Caroline Parker had arrived in London.







Chapter 2


Outside the station was even more chaotic. Horses were pulling trams, as the kindly woman called them.


‘That’s the one you’ve got to get on, over there,’ she shouted, putting her arm out to restrain Caroline who was looking this way and that, trying to take in the new, bewildering surroundings. ‘Be careful crossing the road, my dear. These horseless carriages can be a bit frightening.’


Caroline wanted to sit down and cry she was so alarmed and confused. This wasn’t what she was expecting. This wasn’t a sleepy village. The hooting of the horns on the horseless machines made them all jump, terrifying her and the girls. There was so much noise and so many people.


When they reached the other side of the road and the tram they had to board, a man in a uniform helped them up the steps and settled them on to a seat. The woman in the hat spoke to him and he nodded and smiled in their direction. Then he pushed a bell and the horses began trotting towards Rotherhithe. Frantically they waved goodbye to their friend.


I’ll never forget this day as long as I live, thought Caroline. But it wasn’t over yet.


Living in the country all her life with plenty of open spaces she was intrigued to see so many houses built close together. Some of the front doors even opened straight out on to the pavements. Occasionally there were a few women sitting on  chairs outside their houses, talking to neighbours and doing their sewing, enjoying the late afternoon sunshine. The girls were fidgeting in their seats, turning and straining their heads, pointing and giggling.


The roads stretched before them. Identically placed windows in identically placed houses, all in an endless row like one long building. No pretty gardens and not a tree in sight. The air was dusty and choking and Caroline hated it.


‘This is it, love,’ said the conductor, helping them down the steps. ‘Yer gotter go down there.’ He pointed to a side road. ‘Then yer goes along there,’ he said, running his finger over her little map. ‘Good luck,’ he shouted, ringing his bell and waving.


Caroline looked at the piece of paper she was clutching. Culver Road didn’t seem to be far away now. She smiled at the girls busy jumping over the cracks where the flagstones met. Jimmy was getting restless; she knew he must be wet and hungry. ‘Let’s get a move on, then we can have some tea.’ She tried to sound hopeful.


Culver Road, with its row of neat terraced houses, looked like most of the others they had passed. They all had bay windows downstairs with concrete sills running all round them. The small area in front of the houses was concrete and surrounded with a small brick wall. Black painted iron railings were perched on top, almost as an afterthought. Some of the front doorsteps were gleaming white while others were grey and neglected. Some of the windows had neat lace curtains while others had a piece of cloth scragged across the window.


Two women, leaning on the railings that separated their houses, were busy gossiping. They fell silent when Caroline and her family walked past. She could feel their eyes following them - boring into her back. A few boys were  playing in the gutter with coloured glass balls. May stood watching them.


‘Wot yer starin’ at?’ asked one of them before wiping his nose on the cuff of his tattered shirt. Caroline noted he didn’t have any laces in his oversized boots.


May didn’t answer, and quickly ran to catch up with her mother. At a safe distance she turned and poked her tongue out. Caroline pretended she didn’t see her action and didn’t chastise her: she knew they would all have to stick up for themselves in this new life.


Number 38 was about half-way down, its ornamental iron gate wide open. The step hadn’t been whitened in months by the look of it, but the downstairs window did have nice lace curtains. Caroline knocked on the front door and waited restlessly. There was no reply. Once more a wave of anxiety came over her.


‘I’m hungry,’ whined Kate.


‘I can’t help that just yet,’ said Caroline sharply. She looked up the road at the two women who were still watching her - they made no move in her direction. She banged the round black knocker again, much harder this time. The door of the next house opened and a middle-aged woman came out. Her mousy-coloured hair was pulled back into a tight bun. The off-white overall she had wrapped around her was gathered across her ample bosom and firmly secured with a large safety pin.


‘Ain’t nobody ‘ome, love. Did yer want young Jim?’ Before Caroline could answer she went on with, ‘He’s gorn back ter ‘is ship - sailed a few weeks ago, it did.’ A warm friendly smile spread over her face. “Ere, I ‘ope yer ain’t come after Jim. They ain’t ‘is, is they?’ she asked, nodding towards the children.


Caroline shook her head. ‘What about the old lady?’


‘Oh she’s gorn - went munfs ago.’


Caroline was unable to hide her look of disappointment. Her head and body ached; she felt miserable and dejected. Exhausted, she sat on the window sill, and told this woman how worried she’d been about finding a room. She explained how she had met a woman on the train who said she lived here once.


‘Yeah, I remember ’er. Didn’t stay long, kept ‘erself to ’erself. Don’t fink we said more ’n ‘alf a dozen words. Mrs Flood took ’em after ‘er. She’s gorn now.’


Jimmy stirred in his mother’s arms and began crying. ‘So they’re empty?’ Caroline sighed. ‘We’ve been travelling all day.’


‘Yeah, upstairs is empty, ‘as been fer munfs - don’t know what state it’s in, mind.’


‘I don’t care,’ interrupted Caroline. ‘How do I get in?’


‘Yer’d ‘ave ter git the keys from the landlord.’


‘Where can I find him? Where does he live?’


‘Only round the corner. Look, my Alf’ll take yer round there. Yer looks fair done in. Come in ter my place and ‘ave a nice cuppa tea. I’ve just made one.’


‘Thank you, that would be lovely.’


The woman shuffled into her house; she was wearing a pair of holey slippers Caroline hadn’t noticed before.


‘By the way, me name’s Flo,’ she shouted over her shoulder as they all tramped noisily along the dark, linoed passage behind her. Inside her kitchen she added. ‘And this ’ere’s me old man, Alf.’ She waved her hand at a man seated at the table which was laid for tea.


Caroline hoped her face didn’t register too much surprise as she quickly took in the surroundings. It was so very different from her home with the snowy-white tablecloths and delicately embroidered napkins. Most of the flowers on  Flo’s printed oil-cloth tablecloth had faded away through years of being well scrubbed. A loaf of bread which had been badly cut, with one side higher than the other, leaned drunkenly next to a chipped milk jug.


‘Take yer cap orf, Alf,’ said Flo curtly. “Ow many times do I ‘ave ter tell yer?’


‘Sorry, old girl. Didn’t know we ‘ad visitors.’


Caroline guessed Alf was in his early thirties, so perhaps Flo wasn’t as old as she had first thought. Alf had a nice easy smile on his rugged outdoor face. And she noted his hands were those of a manual worker - so different from her late husband’s.


“Allo,’ he said, smoothing down his straight brown hair after removing his cloth cap. ‘What’s all this then?’


‘Hello. I’m Caroline. Caroline Parker.’


‘Caroline. Blimey, that’s a bit of a mouthful. ’ere, Flo, don’t she talk posh?’


Caroline quickly blushed and looked embarrassed.


‘She’s gonner live next door,’ said Flo.


‘That’s nice. We could do wiv a bit o’ class round ’ere. ‘Ere, love, what does everybody call yer?’ Again before she could answer he went on, ‘Carrie. That’s it. I bet yer it’s Carrie.’


‘Well... well,’ she stammered.


‘No well about it. If yer gonner live next door you’ll be Carrie - that’s of course if yer don’t mind.’


‘Take no notice of ‘im and come and sit yerself down. Now, what’s your name?’ Flo ruffled May’s curls.


‘May,’ she answered shyly.


‘Cor, yer looks just like yer muvver. And what’s this little ‘uns name? Ginger?’


‘No, her name’s Kate,’ said May, as Kate was too busy burying her head in her mother’s skirts to answer. ‘And he’s  called Jimmy,’ she said, pointing to the baby.


‘Well I’m blowed, same as young Jim next door. Right, now we all know each other let’s ‘ave a nice cuppa tea. And ‘ow about a nice bit o’ bread and sugar fer you two girls. Yer’d like that, eh?’


They smiled and nodded. Fascinated they watched Flo clasp the crusty loaf to her bosom and begin sawing at it. The huge thick doorsteps made them giggle, and when the sugar stuck on their noses, everybody laughed. Flo picked up the tea-pot. Covered with a tea-stained, tightly fitting, multi-coloured crocheted cosy, only the spout and handle were visible.


‘When yer’ve ‘ad yer tea,’ she said, pouring it into thick cups, ‘Alf ‘ere will take yer round ter see the landlord. Then yer can git the keys and take a look at them there rooms.’


‘She’s always bleedin’ volunteering me fer sumfink or other,’ said Alf, looking up from his cup.


Caroline’s face was filled with dismay.


‘Only larking about love,’ Alf said quickly. “Course I’ll take yer.’


‘Not everybody finks yer funny, Alf,’ said Flo.


‘D’you think he’ll let me have them?’ Caroline asked shyly.


‘Don’t see why not, long as yer pays yer rent on time,’ said Alf.


‘Does he charge much?’


‘Na,’ Flo said. ‘Should only be a couple of bob a week fer upstairs. Yer ain’t got a scullery like downstairs - all yer slops an’ water ‘as ter be carried up and down. Still, you take a look at ‘em first before yer makes up yer mind,’ said Flo, resting her elbows on the table and clutching the handleless cup with both hands.


‘This landlord ain’t a bad bloke,’ said Alf. ‘Does any  repairs yer wants done real quick - not like some of ’em round ‘ere.’


‘Where’s yer ‘usband, Carrie?’


‘Don’t be so bloody nosy, Flo.’


‘That’s all right, I don’t mind. I’m a widow. My husband died last week.’


‘Cor, I’m sorry love, I didn’t mean ter upset yer. Blimey, yer don’t look old enough ter be married, let alone a widder, does she Alf?’


He smiled. ‘Come on Carrie, if yer finished yer tea we’ll go round and git the keys while it’s still light. Flo ’ere will keep an eye on the kids.’


Carrie Parker picked up her bag and followed him.


 



It was almost dusk when Carrie and Alf returned to Culver Road. It was then that Flo took over and, leaving the children with Alf, she unlocked the front door of Number 38. Carrie followed her in. The smell of damp filled their nostrils.


‘Bloody ‘ell,’ said Flo. ‘What a stink. That’s the trouble wiv these old places, when they’ve been shut up fer a few weeks they start ter pen an ink. Be all right when we gits a few winders open.’


Carrie groped her way along the gloomy passage, her eyes gradually becoming accustomed to the half light.


‘Them’s Jim’s rooms,’ Flo whispered almost reverently as they passed two doors in the passage. ‘That’s ‘is bedroom, and that’s ‘is front room. ‘E’s only got a few of ‘is old mum’s bits in there - she died a long while ago. Down there’s the back door.’ She made a movement with her hand towards the darkness that stretched beyond the stairs. “Alf a mo, I’ve got some matches in me pocket, I’ll light the gas - that’s if the mantle ain’t busted. Can’t ‘ave yer falling  up the stairs and breaking yer bleedin’ neck first time yer sets foot in the place, can we? By the way, yer closet’s out back. Jim’s got a scullery and kitchen same as me.’ Once more she lowered her voice. ‘Keeps all ‘is doors locked while ‘e’s away.’


Carrie said quickly. ‘How do I get to the closet outside if it’s all locked up?’


‘Back door’s got a bolt on the inside.’ Flo struck a match and put it to the gas mantle. When it flared up, Carrie jumped back. ‘Wot’s up?’


‘I don’t think I like that.’


‘Wot?’


‘The way that flares.’


‘Oh, yer means the gas. What did you ‘ave then?’


‘Oil lamps.’


‘Yer’ll git used ter it. Come on, let’s take a look at yer rooms.’


Their feet echoed on the bare wooden floorboards as they climbed the stairs. At the top Flo unlocked the kitchen door.


‘Yer bedroom and front room’s up there.’ She flapped her arm behind her. Flo lit the gas and it flickered and popped.


‘Yer’ll be needing a new mantle in ’ere soon.’


Carrie slowly cast her eyes round the dingy room. ‘Look at that rusty old hob and oven. It’ll take me months to get that clean. I suppose I have to bring all the coal up? Is there somewhere to store it?’


Flo nodded. ‘There’s a bin out back. Yer can pinch a bit a Jim’s fer now, that’s if there ain’t none in yours.’ Flo walked over to the window and ran her fingers along the sill. Looking at her hand she tutted. ‘Old muvver Flood was a dirty cow - wouldn’t do a stroke if she could ‘elp it. She’s the one that ‘ad it before yer.’


‘Where is she now?’ asked Carrie to Flo’s back as they  made their way up the two stairs that led to the other two rooms.


‘Dunno, one of ’er daughters took ‘er ter live wiv ‘em down the seaside somewhere. Don’t rightly know. Didn’t like ‘er much.’ She pushed open the door of the room that was at the front of the house. It was bright, and the two sash windows let in plenty of light from the gas lamp outside.


‘This is nice,’ said Carrie.


‘S’all right if yer can afford ter put a few sticks o’ furniture in ‘ere.’


They stood gazing out at the street below.


‘That’s old Mrs Cox going ter git ’er jug of ale.’ Flo nodded towards a large shadowy figure who had just come out of the house opposite. ‘She’s a widder woman like yerself.’


‘Has she been a widow for very long?’


‘Dunno, she’s only been ’ere a few munfs. She does out-work.’


‘Out-work?’ Carrie turned.


‘Yeah, she skins onions fer the pickle factory. Christ, yer really ‘as ter be ’ard up ter do that job. The ‘ole ‘ouse reeks of onions, and all yer ‘ands turns yeller.’


‘Have you got someone living above you?’ asked Carrie, taking a liking to this honest, chatty woman.


‘No bleedin’ fear. Used ter ‘ave Alf’s muvver till she passed on last year. Vowed I’d never ‘ave anyone else after ’er. Right old cow she was — God rest ‘er soul.’


‘Have you got any children?’


‘Na. Kids didn’t seem ter come along. P’raps me and Alf was doing it all wrong.’ She laughed. ‘All the time Alf can pay the rent we’ll manage. Come on, let’s look in the bedroom.’


She unlocked the door and the smell of stale urine made  them cough. ‘Christ. See, I told yer she was a dirty old cow.’


In the half light through the open door they could see strips of brown-coloured paper hanging limply off the walls. At some time water had come through the window and large black furry patches looking like big black cauliflowers had formed underneath.


‘Let’s git some fresh air in ‘ere,’ said Flo, walking towards the window. ‘Eh, what the bloody ‘ell’s that?’ she yelled, stumbling forward in the half dark. ‘There’s sumfink all soft an’ ’orrible down ‘ere behind the door.’


Carrie stood frozen to the spot. ‘Quick, light the gas,’ she whispered, her eyes fixed on Flo who was easing her way round the dark mound in the middle of the floor. ‘What do you think it is?’ she asked.


Flo was busy keeping her eye on the mound while trying to feel her way along the wall for the gas bracket. She struck a match, and slowly the lamp cast its eerie glow round the room. ‘Ehhg,’ she screamed. ‘It’s ’er bloody stinking old mattress. Come on, give me an ‘and ter chuck it out the winder.’


‘No wait,’ said Carrie.


‘Wotever for? - ’ere, yer not finking of keeping it, are yer?’ ,


‘Just a minute.’ Carrie bent down and very slowly and very carefully she lifted the corner of the stained, smelly bundle - half expecting some form of wildlife to escape.


‘Me and the girls can sleep on this.’


‘Wot?’


‘Well, we haven’t anything else.’


‘No I know, but it’s a bit rough. ’Sides, it’s all ripped and the stuffing’s ‘anging out.’


‘It’ll do for tonight. Tomorrow I’ll take the flock out and give it a good airing, I’ll give the ticking a good scrub, then  sew it up. I’m very good with a needle,’ she said enthusiastically.


‘That’s as may be, but yer don’t know what’s living in there.’ She kicked the mattress.


‘I’ll have to take a chance for tonight.’


‘Yer taking them then?’


Carrie smiled and nodded. ‘For the time being. I’ll have to see how long I can afford to stay here.’


‘In that case come next door and I’ll give yer a couple of old Ma-in-law’s threadbare blankets — they ain’t very grand but they’ll do yer fer now.’


After more tea in Flo’s, Carrie bade her and Alf goodnight, kindly declining any more of their help, knowing she had to learn to fend for herself.


‘Are we going to live here?’ asked May, looking all around the kitchen as Carrie laid Jimmy on the floor.


‘I don’t like it,’ said Kate. ‘It smells.’ She held her nose.


‘It will look and smell much bettef when it has been cleaned up. Now bring your bundles over here. You’ve got a candle in yours, Kate.’


‘Why can’t we go home?’ whined May.


‘This is our home now.’


‘I don’t like it, I’m frightened.’ May began crying.


Kate looked confused, and both girls ran to Carrie, who knelt down and held them close.


‘Come along now, we’re going to sleep in the room at the front of the house for tonight.’


The girls followed Carrie, holding on to her skirt as they groped their way up the two stairs. ‘It has been a long day for you, you’re both tired, things will look better tomorrow, you see. I’ll pull the mattress into the front room - the light from the streetlamp will do for tonight. We’ve never had a light outside our bedroom window before, have we?’ she  said cheerfully. ‘I’ll wrap a blanket round you then you can lie down and go to sleep.’


‘Are we sleeping on that?’ May turned her nose up when she saw her mother dragging the bedding across the bare floorboards.


‘It won’t hurt you for tonight. Now, out of my way.’ Carrie continued pulling it into the front room.


‘Have we got to have our hair rags in tonight?’ asked May.


Carrie smiled. ‘No, not tonight.’


‘Goody, goody,’ shouted three-year-old Kate, clapping her podgy little hands. ‘I don’t like them ’cos they hurt.’


‘But it is only for tonight, mind. We mustn’t let our standards drop.’ Carrie was proud of her daughters, and religiously every night wound their hair in rag curlers so that the next day they had ringlets. May’s dark, sausage-like curls were such a contrast to Kate’s short copper-coloured hair.


She wrapped one girl in each of Flo’s blankets to protect them from the filthy mattress. Being pinned into the blankets made them giggle and wriggle and Carrie spoke sternly to them to calm them down. Jimmy began to whimper. She collected him from the kitchen, fed and changed him, and wrapped him in his shawl. As she nursed him she whispered, ‘Perhaps tomorrow we can find something to make into a bed for you.’ But he was soon asleep, and Carrie gently placed him on the floor. After the day’s excitement, it didn’t take the girls long to close their eyes. She looked down at her children and a warm feeling of pride swept over her as she watched them sleeping peacefully, and listened to their steady breathing.


Carefully she made her way back to the kitchen, her hand shielding the flickering candle. The three bundles she had brought with her were the only things in the room. She  sighed and, kneeling on the floor, tipped the candle to allow the wax to run on to the floorboards then pushed the candle firmly into the waxy pool.


‘Tomorrow I’ll have to ask Flo to show me how to put a penny in the meter, buy a new mantle, and set about learning the awesome task of lighting the gas,’ she said quietly to herself as she began untying one of the tablecloths that held her possessions. In this one was one pair of clean drawers and stockings for her and the girls, and four of her beautifully embroidered napkins, wrapped round her flat iron. Her thoughts went to how they were going to live. Perhaps she could take in ironing? Some of the ladies round here might like her to iron their delicate lace.


She pulled the bundle Kate had been carrying towards her. This one had two more candles, the Bible the orphanage had given her, matches and their clean chemises which she had wrapped in her Sunday-best skirt.


The last bundle was bulky. Inside was a vase, a tall black vase that had red roses climbing up. She had stuffed the vase with all her sewing notions, including her scissors, needles, cottons and trimmings. The cloths she used for Jimmy’s napkins had been wrapped around it and then tied up. She sat back on her haunches, surveying the sum total of her possessions. ‘I shouldn’t have broken that other vase,’ she said out loud. Then a smile crept across her face and she patted her bosom, for there, sewed into her chemise, was the gold sovereign Mr Williams her first employer, had given her, when she got married all those years ago.


Carrie began to feel tired and, scrambling to her feet, went into the front room, cradling the Bible under her arm. She pulled her shawl round her shoulders and settled herself down on the floor. She looked lovingly at her children and, leaning against the wall she began reflecting on the day in  which her whole life, and - it seemed - her name, had changed. They had seen and done so many new things, but still much more lay ahead of them. Tomorrow she had a lot of work to do. But, she mused, I think we will be happy here. The people seemed nice and friendly, even though she couldn’t always understand what they said. She thought about the rent. Two shillings a week: her sovereign wouldn’t last very long. She had to get some sort of work, but what? Perhaps she could take in sewing? She shuddered when she recalled Miss Parker’s suggestion that she might become a wet nurse. She couldn’t bear to have a strange baby suckling her. I can always sell my vase, she thought. She should never have smashed the other one, but that was Miss Parker’s fault. Carrie’s lids became heavy, and her thoughts went to the events of yesterday. Alice Parker had been pouring herself a cup of tea in the parlour behind Mr Parker’s shop when Caroline had returned from the cemetery.


‘Sit yourself down. I don’t like looking up at people,’ she had instructed.


Caroline carefully placed Jimmy at one end of the chaise-longue and ushered the girls upstairs. Slowly and deliberately she untied the ribbons of her black poke bonnet, playing for time. But Miss Parker just tutted and continued sipping her tea. She returned the cup to the saucer and said casually, ‘Now, I want you all out of here by tomorrow. That will give you plenty of time to get your few things together.’


Caroline gasped and sat down heavily. ‘But I thought we could still live here. I could get some work ...’


Alice Parker gave her a cold stare. ‘What could you do? You can’t even read or write. I suppose you could always be a wet nurse.’


Embarrassed, Caroline blushed and stammered. ‘But I, I thought that being Mr Parker’s widow I could have stayed  - if not for my sake, for the children’s?...’ Jimmy, sensing his mother’s distress, began to cry.


‘No buts,’ Miss Parker interrupted. ‘You are not staying in this house. You are nothing, and you get nothing. This is all mine to do with as I please.’ She gestured wildly with her hands, and her tone became low and menacing. ‘Just you be out of here before I return tomorrow. And shut him up. I’ve told you before, children should be seen and not heard.’


‘Where will we go?’ Caroline picked Jimmy up and held him close, soothing him with gentle words and kisses.


A shrug of the shoulders was the only answer she received.


Caroline had been aware Miss Parker might well turn them out, but had never dreamt it would be quite so soon. ‘Perhaps we could remain here for a few days - just long enough for me to find us a room somewhere.’ There was only silence. ‘Please, won’t you let us stay?’ she pleaded.


‘No, and that’s final. Be grateful I’m not turning you out tonight.’


Caroline was suddenly angry, and it gave her confidence to confront this hard woman. ‘What’s going to happen to this house, my home? You’ve got your own.’


‘How dare you speak to me like that? Don’t be so insolent. Besides, it’s none of your business.’


Carefully Caroline lay the sleeping Jimmy down again and turned to face Alice Parker. In a blaze of fury she banged on the table. ‘It is my business.’


Her opponent’s laugh was forced. ‘Temper, temper.’


‘What if I won’t go?’


Miss Parker’s face drained with anger. ‘Enough of this nonsense. This was my father’s house long before you moved in. Now it’s mine. And it’s me you have to thank for having come here in the first place.’


Caroline was taken aback. ‘You, but why?’


Alice Parker slowly stirred her tea. ‘I’d seen what a worker you were at the Williams’ household. She pushed a hard bargain, wanted five guineas for you. I told Willard to marry you then you wouldn’t run away. Nobody in the village would marry him, or work for him and he needed help in the shop.’


Caroline sat down. This answered a question that had been bothering her for years. Why, when he clearly didn’t love her, had Mr Parker married her? Finally, she pulled herself together. ‘What about Jimmy? He’s just a baby. And he’s your brother’s son.’


Alice Parker didn’t answer. She finished her tea and fastidiously dabbed the corners of her mouth with one of Caroline’s beautifully embroidered table napkins, then stood up. ‘Now make sure you only take what is yours. Oh, by the by, you can have the vases.’ She waved a gloved hand at the fireplace. ‘I never did like those, even when they were in my house.’


Caroline quickly glanced at the two vases standing at each end of the mantelshelf — the ones she had been given for a present. They were so like Alice Parker. Tall and thin. The gaudy orangey-red roses painted on them almost matched her brightly coloured hair. Caroline’s eyes wandered back to this unfeeling woman who was a churchgoer and called herself a Christian. Frustration and resentment began seething within her, her cheeks burned but she was unable to put into words what she felt. She pulled herself up to her full five feet two inches and said slowly and with as much force as she could muster, ‘I asked you about Jimmy. It’s his inheritance, his right by birth.’


Alice Parker smiled patronizingly. ‘You were nothing but an ignorant little maid when my brother brought you here  - just you remember that. I was given to understand that you were born in a workhouse, so you could always go back to your roots.’ Snatching her other glove from the table she pushed the fingers down one by one so hard that Caroline waited for her to burst the seams.


‘As I said before, you are nothing, and you get nothing. Now out of my way.’ She swept past Caroline, and the rustling of her skirts could still be heard after she had left the parlour.


‘Just one moment,’ called Caroline, but Alice Parker didn’t stop. ‘You’re a wicked, barren old spinster.’ With tears streaming down her face and trembling with rage, Caroline rushed to the door after her. As the door to the shop slammed, the bell tinkled excitedly. ‘You’re a wicked old cow,’ she screamed out.


Slowly she walked back into the parlour, her whole body shaking. The sickly smell of Alice Parker’s lavender-water filled the air. She stared at the vases and let her hand travel along the rich green velour mantel cloth. Gently she fingered the fringe of long hanging bobbles. Picking up one of the vases she examined it for a few moments, then, with all her pent-up anger and fury, threw it hard against the wall, smashing it into tiny pieces.


The crash had brought the girls running down the stairs, and Jimmy began to cry.


‘Why did you do that, Mamma? Are you angry?’ asked May, obviously surprised at her mother’s behaviour.


Caroline began to laugh and cry together as relief swept over her. Looking at the bewildered faces of her two daughters she said, ‘No, my darlings, I’m not angry, not any more. In fact, I think I’m going to be very happy.’ She danced round the table, the girls laughing and trying to dance with her.


‘Can I broke that one?’ asked three-year-old Kate, pointing to the other vase. ‘Please?’


‘No, said May. ‘Let me.’


‘No, we must keep that one,’ said Caroline, pulling herself together.


‘But why, Mamma? You broke that one,’ said May, pointing to the pieces of china scattered on the floor. May looked up. ‘Are you happy Papa is dead?’


Taken aback by her daughter’s remark she had felt deeply ashamed and guilty at dancing so soon after a funeral. She had bent down and gathered them in her arms, holding them very close, and said, ‘I will miss your Papa just as much as we all miss baby Maud, but our lives have got to go on.’


Always the quiet and loving one, Kate had put her arms around her mother’s neck and kissed her cheek.


Caroline looked fondly down at her sleeping children and thought to herself that one day that ugly vase might have to buy them all a meal. She felt sad and alone once more and tears stung her eyes. There had been some happy times before Mr Parker had got to like the taste of whisky, and at least the children had been cared for.


She stood up and, putting her hand up to the edge of her chemise let her fingers curl round her gold sovereign, twisting the shiny gold coin Mr Williams had given her. He had patted the top of her bonnet and put his finger to his lips, indicating he didn’t want anyone to know, and she had kept his secret all this time. Now she was pleased, pleased she had been clever and wise, and said out loud, ‘At least we won’t go hungry - well not for a while anyway.’


Her gaze fell on the Bible she’d been given by the orphanage, the children’s birth certificates protruding from it. Picking it up, she whispered, ‘Well Caroline Parker this has been quite a year for you.’ She lowered her voice. ‘So  far I’ve had a son, lost a daughter, a husband, and a home. What more can happen?’ She fumbled for her handkerchief as tears spilled from her eyes again. Her own birth certificate fluttered to the floor. Sniffing back her tears she picked it up and studied it for a while. The nuns had told her that written on that small piece of paper was Caroline Warren - born February 14, 1877. The thick black letters read ‘Dept Ford’, they’d said, the name of the place she had been born. Now she knew it was Deptford: they’d just pronounced it wrong.


Many times she had asked about her mother but was always brushed aside and told that she was a wanton woman who had finished up in a pauper’s grave, and that Caroline should thank the good Lord that she had been taken away from the workhouse where she was born. She had often wondered in those nine years if the workhouse could have been any harder than the orphanage. She wiped the tears from her eyes and said defiantly, ‘I’mnot going to finish up in a workhouse.’ She gave a little smile. ‘I wonder what Alice Parker will say when she can’t find out where we’ve gone to. Now I’ve got to stand on my own two feet, and for the first time in my life nobody will tell me what to do.’


Caroline Warren Parker - or Carrie, as Alf had christened her — slammed her Bible shut.







Chapter 3


Jimmy woke first. His cries bewildered Carrie, and for the moment she didn’t know were she was. There were none of the familiar sounds that came with the dawn in the country. No birds singing, no cocks crowing. She sat up. Every bone ached, and her leg was numb. During the night she had rolled on to the floor and her leg was twisted under her. ‘Shh, shh, there’s a good boy. We mustn’t wake the girls,’ she said, rubbing life back into her leg.


‘I’m awake,’ said May brightly.


‘And me,’ said Kate, wriggling out of the blanket.


The clanging of milk churns drew Carrie to the window.


‘Look girls, there’s a dairy across the road. The milk must be due, they’re putting out the empty churns.’ She pushed up the sash window and leaned out. ‘Yes, the horse and cart’s just coming down the road. I’ll go over and see if they’ll let me have a jug of milk. Then the three of us have got a lot of work to do.’


 



After putting the stuffing back inside the clean cover, Carrie neatly sewed the striped ticking together: she had worried that the flock might be home for some mice or even a few bed bugs but hadn’t found any.


She was sitting in Flo’s having a cup of tea, and knew she had to ask what was disturbing her. ‘Why does that man  come round in the night with a long stick and knock on people’s windows to tell them the time?’ At three in the morning she’d been woken by a man tapping at some of the bedroom windows in the street. When they’d been opened he’d moved on.


Flo laughed. ‘That’s the knocker-upper. A lot o’ blokes round ’ere work shifts, and ter make sure they git ter work on time they pays old Nobby ter wake ‘em up.’


‘Oh,’ said Carrie.


“Ere, if yer gonner keep nosing out the winder, I’d better give yer a bit of old lace curtain from me back room ter ‘ide behind.’


Carrie was embarrassed. ‘Oh no, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean ...’


‘Don’t be daft. I can always keep the curtains drawn tergevver up there - we don’t use it anyway.’


Carrie thanked her, and as she left she knew for sure she was going to be happy living here.


 



The Parker family quickly settled into Culver Road. Carrie scrubbed and cleaned every nook and cranny in the house and received many complimentary remarks from her new neighbours about her washing and her sparkling windows. Alf found a broken drawer which he repaired and made into a cot for Jimmy. Some of the neighbours gave her odd pieces of crockery and pots they said they didn’t need.


At the local street market Flo was a gem; she’d haggle over anything. The man on the stall wanted eightpence each for two kitchen chairs - she beat him down to sixpence. They were probably fourth - or even fifth - hand, but Carrie didn’t care. After Alf finished rubbing them down and going over them with button polish, they looked almost as good as new.


Proudly, in the centre of the kitchen, stood a table which she had also got at the market. It was covered with one of Carrie’s exquisitely embroidered white tablecloths. The vase had been sold to pay for the table, and the table napkins helped buy the chairs.


Carrie spent hours black-leading the hob and oven. It wasn’t as big as the one in the Williams’ household, nor indeed Mr Parker’s, but it provided them with hot food and hot water, and would keep them warm in winter. It gleamed magnificently when she finally restored it to its former glory.


Over the weeks it felt as if they had lived there all their lives. The front room remained empty and would continue to do so: Carrie had no intention of wasting her money in there. Money was beginning to be her biggest problem - her sovereign was rapidly dwindling. She managed to get a little sewing now and again, but unfortunately most of the people couldn’t afford very much, and usually it was nothing more exciting than taking up or letting down the odd hem, or taking in a seam after a baby was born.


She was sitting at the table counting the little money she had left, carefully trying to sort it into neat piles, one for rent and one for food, when May sidled into the kitchen and quickly sat in the chair.


‘You look guilty,’ said Carrie. ‘What have you been up to, young lady?’


‘Nothing,’ she said, looking down and fidgeting her feet.


Carrie walked over and stood in front of her, her anger mounting. ‘What’s happened to your pinafore?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Nothing? What’s this?’ shouted Carrie, pulling at a flap of cloth. ‘Look at you! How did you tear this?’ She grabbed May’s arm and began shaking her. ‘You know I haven’t got money for new clothes; these have got to last you.’


May’s brown eyes widened like saucers. ‘I couldn’t ’elp it. That Mrs Cox’s kid pulled it.’


‘And don’t talk back to me.’ She raised her hand, but good sense halted her action, and she sat down pale and trembling.


May stood crying, as did Kate who, hearing the commotion, had crept in behind her. ‘Don’t hit May. It’s not ’er fault,’ Kate protested in a small hurt voice.


Carrie felt ashamed: of herself or of her children, she wasn’t sure which. ‘You must learn to speak property,’ she snapped. ‘I can’t have you speaking like those ragamuffins in the street.’


‘They think we’re posh and won’t let us play with ’em’ said May, wiping her nose on her sleeve.


Carrie was at a loss for words. All the things she wanted for her children. Everything was going wrong. She knew if she couldn’t afford her rent she would have to move and it could only be to rooms in a worse part of London. Carrie looked at May, and suddenly realized how she had grown these past weeks. She’d be needing new clothes with winter approaching. Carrie sat in the chair and wondered what would happen to them.


 



‘What’s up wiv yer, yer quiet terday?’ said Flo as they walked up the road on their weekly visit to the market in Jamaica Road.


‘I think I might have to move.’


‘Wotever for?’


‘I haven’t got a lot of money left, and I’m worried about the rent.’


‘That all? Sumfink’ll turn up. Christ, you ain’t the first ter be ’ard up round these parts. ‘Sides, yer must ’ave sumfink ter pawn. What about yer wedding ring?’


Carrie looked shocked. ‘Oh, I couldn’t. What would people think, me having three children and no wedding ring?’


‘Must be better than no roof. What about yer fancy tableclofs?’


‘I suppose I could spare one of those,’ she said more cheerfully.


‘Only one?’ said Flo sarcastically. ‘Look ’ere Carrie, yer can make do wiv paper on the table so long as yer got sumfink in yer belly.’


Carrie knew Flo was right: she couldn’t keep up her standards with no money. Quickly she changed the subject. ‘I don’t like the way that man in Number 3 looks at me,’ she said as they approached his house. ‘He’s always sitting on the window sill whenever we go past. Look, he’s there now,’ she whispered.


“Allo love. Flo.’ He nodded when they reached his gate. ‘Settled in then I see.’ As he grinned, his fat, unshaven face screwed up and his little slitty eyes disappeared completely. The buttons at the top of his trousers were undone and his braces dangled from his waist, or where his waist should have been. His big flabby stomach hanging over his trousers made Carrie shudder.


‘Yer wanner watch old Kelly, ’e’s a dirty old sod,’ said Flo when they were well past him.


‘I don’t like the way he stares and rubs his bristly chin. What’s wrong with him, why don’t he go to work?’


“E’s a lazy sod. Got bleedin tireditis if yer ask me. ’E’s only good at knocking his old woman and kids about.’


Carrie gasped. ‘No. He never does, does he?’


‘Yer wait till yer sees ’er wiv a couple o’ black eyes. Real shiners ‘e gives ’er. And those two front teef of ‘er’s didn’t fall out by ‘emselves.’


‘What kind of work does he do?’


‘Not a lot. A, bit o’ wheeling and dealing mostly. ’Is eldest’s a bookie’s runner for Chalky White.’


‘What’s a bookie’s runner?’


“E collects bets from the blokes in the pub and takes ‘em ter Chalky. ’E’s a bookie and ‘e puts the bets on the dogs and ’orses.’


‘Oh,’ said Carrie. She wasn’t quite sure what Flo was talking about, so she didn’t pursue it any further.


Flo was happy to talk about the Kellys and went on. ‘I feel sorry for that Mary Kelly. She used ter be a smart little fing when they first moved ’ere.’


‘She always seems to be shouting.’


‘Wouldn’t you wiv six snotty-nosed kids and an old man like that ’anging round yer all day? Christ, the ‘eaviest fing ’e picks up’s a pint, and one of ‘is kids is a bit simple.’


‘Which one’s that?’


‘The eldest girl.’


‘I’ve never seen her. How old is she?’


“Bout ten. Yer will. She runs out the ‘ouse and sometimes, if yer not careful, she’ll follow yer ’ome.’


‘The poor thing. Do they know what made her simple?’


‘Na, but yer should see the way she cowers down and ’olds ’er ’ead when ‘er old man comes out after ’er. I fink ‘e must hit ’er round the ‘ead by the way she goes.’


‘That’s wicked. Poor little thing.’ Carrie stopped at the second-hand stall. ‘May could do with a new frock for the winter.’ She held up a large wool dress. ‘I reckon I can get the girls one each out of this.’


‘Yer bloody clever wiv yer needle, yer kids always look nice and well turned out.’


‘Thank you.’ She turned to the stall holder, pleased with Flo’s compliment. ‘How much d’you want for this?’


‘Tanner,’ came back the reply.


Her face dropped. ‘I can’t afford sixpence for that.’ Reluctantly she put it back on the stall and began walking away.


‘I’ll give yer tuppence fer it,’ said Flo to the stall holder.


‘Done,’ he shouted.


‘Pay up then, me gel,’ said Flo.


‘Thanks,’ said Carrie. ‘I could never have done that.’


‘Yer will if yer wants ter survive.’


Carrie rolled up the dress and put it into her bag. ‘You know, I’ll get something back from the rag-and-bone man on the bits I’ll have over: you always get more for wool and this is a good weight.’ She smiled. ‘I feel lucky, let’s go round behind the veg stall and see what he’s thrown away.’


‘Yer learning,’ said Flo with a grin.


 



Carrie missed the green fields and her garden, and one fine afternoon she set about clearing the back yard. Bending down behind the wooden fence she was aware of someone the other side. She hadn’t met the people in Number 40 to talk to, just passing the time of day with the old man when she saw him scuttling across the road to the dairy.


When she’d asked Flo who lived there, Flo told her it was an elderly couple who’d lost their only daughter years ago. ‘They’ve got a son who’s sumfink in the City, but ’e don’t come ter see ‘em very often since ’e got married and moved out Essex way. That’s all the fanks yer gits when yer sends ‘em ter school.’ Flo didn’t care for people who’d been educated.


Carrie was trying to dig a small patch of earth with a kitchen fork when it bent. ‘Damn,’ she said out loud, and sat back on her heels.


A face peered over the fence and Carrie looked up into  a pair of watery blue eyes. The morning sun shone on the man’s bald head.


‘Hello,’ said Carrie cheerfully. ‘Nice morning for the time of year.’


Her neighbour hastily glanced over his shoulder before answering. ‘What’s up?’


She held up the fork.


‘Oh dear. What yer trying ter do?’


‘Well, I was hoping to clear along here and make a small border, perhaps put a few seeds in - you know, try and cheer the place up a bit. I used to sow peas in my other garden; I’ve had a good few crops over the years.’


‘You don’t come from round these parts, do yer?’


‘No.’ She stood up and brushed the dust from her sacking apron. ‘I used to live in Surrey.’


‘Nice out there. Went out that way once. Look, I’ve got a little ’and-fork I can lend yer - but I want it back, mind.’


‘Thank you, yes of course. Your garden’s very pretty; I can see it from my kitchen window. It cheers me up when it rains.’


He looked up at her window. ‘I’ll let yer ’ave a few of me plants and cuttings when yer ready.’ He handed her the fork and disappeared into the house.


Carrie was sitting with Flo on the window sill later in the day and telling her about the man next door.


‘They’re a funny pair,’ said Flo. ‘Never said a lot before the daughter died. Now they don’t talk ter nobody. Yer want ter fink yerself lucky ’e spoke, let alone lent yer a fork.’ She laughed. ‘Mrs Davies in the dairy reckons they must eat like birds from the few bits ‘e gits.’ She bent her head nearer to Carrie. ‘Some say ’e done the old girl in years ago and buried ‘er in that garden of ’is.’


Carrie gasped. ‘I don’t believe that. He seems a very nice old man.’


‘Well, yer knows what they’re like round ’ere. Always looking fer sumfink ter talk about and, let’s face it, we ain’t seen ‘er fer years.’


‘I know, but that’s not a nice thing to say.’


Flo gently nudged her. ‘She’d make good fertilizer. P’raps that’s why ‘is flowers always look ser good.’ She threw her head back and laughed; as she did her feet left the ground.


‘Flo, that’s a dreadful thing to say.’


‘Don’t look ser worried. I told yer what they’re like round ’ere — always looking fer someone ter talk about.’


Carrie looked down and brushed imaginary dust from her apron. ‘What do they say about me?’


‘Well, Mrs Cox over there’ - she inclined her head towards the houses on the opposite side of the road - ‘finks you and yer kids are stuck up.’


‘Why’s that? I’ve hardly spoke to the woman.’


‘It seems your May won’t play wiv ’er kids cos they swear.’


Carrie picked up the bottom of her apron and ran her fingers along the hem. ‘I’ve always told them I don’t like swearing.’


‘Oh, pardon me fer living.’


‘I don’t mean you, Flo,’ said Carrie getting flustered. ‘I don’t take any notice of you.’


Tanks.’


‘Oh dear, I keep saying the wrong things. You don’t think I’m stuck up - do you?’


Flo threw her head back and laughed once more: hers was a happy infectious laugh. ‘Na course not. And yer don’t’ want ter worry too much about ‘er over there.’ She looked  across the road. ‘Yer know we’ve got a right old mixture round ’ere.’


Carrie could have sat for hours listening to Flo telling her about their neighbours, but May came running out of the house and began swinging on the gate.


‘When’s tea, Mamma? I’m ’ungry.’


‘Haven’t you dropped something young lady?’ said Carrie.


May looked down at the ground, puzzled. ‘Don’t fink so.’


‘Carrie, yer got a right old job on yer ’ands wiv the pair of ‘em,’ said Flo, her eyes twinkling with amusement.


Carrie took hold of May’s head and tucked it under her arm. ‘Come along, let’s feed you.’ She pulled her to the front door. ‘And try to make a lady out of you,’ she said, smiling.


‘Can we ’ave fish-paste for tea, Mamma?’ asked Kate as Carrie got inside.


‘I’ll have to go over the road and get some. You both go and wash your hands.’


Mrs Cox was in the dairy chatting to Mrs Wood, her next-door neighbour. They fell silent when Carrie walked in.


‘Hello Mrs Parker. I’m glad you’ve come over - we were just talking about you,’ said Mrs Wood timidly.


Carrie bristled.


‘I’ve got a favour ter ask of yer. I’ve ’eard yer does alterations.’


‘Yes, that’s right,’ replied Carrie, relaxing.


‘I wonder,’ continued Mrs Wood, ‘if yer’d mind taking up a hem fer me? I always ’ave a lot of trouble wiv being ser short.’ Her bright eyes darted about nervously.


Carrie noted she was short, even shorter than herself. ‘Bring it over, I’ll get it pinned up now if you like.’


‘Thank you. I’d do it meself but it’s got ter ’ave a lump  cut off. It’s fer me father-in-law’s funeral — he’s being buried termorrow and I want it ter look right. ‘Sides it might rain, and I don’t want me skirt dragging in the wet mud. It’ll have ter last me a few more years yet.’


‘Don’t worry, I’ll do it right away.’


‘She’s very good with a needle,’ announced Mrs Davies to all present. ‘Made a lovely job of me frock. Had to ’ave a bit put in the side. What can I get yer, love?’


‘Some fish-paste please, just enough for the children’s tea,’ said Carrie.


“Ow yer liking it round ‘ere?’ Mrs Cox was sitting on a chair alongside the counter. As she leant forward, the smell of onions wafted up from her large body, and Carrie noted her hands were stained yellow. The cheeks of her behind hung over the seat, and her slippers were cut away at the sides to let her bunions poke through, like Flo’s.


‘Yer want ter watch that one next door ter yer,’ she said, munching on her gums.


Carrie wanted to laugh when she thought of the way May imitated her. She’d pull her lip over her teeth and say, ‘Can’t yer play somewhere else? Keep bomping yer b — balls on me wall.’ Carrie told her it was rude to talk about people, but the only response she got was, ‘Well, she’s got the only good wall in this road to bounce a ball on.’ Mrs Cox’s house was on the opposite corner to the dairy.
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