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 Part One




 Prologue 

The year of 1920 had spawned a good summer but, when the winter took grip and nightly fogs drifted in from the river, tired workers left the factories, offices and wharves to hurry home as quickly as possible. Belching smoke from the factory furnaces and from the lop-sided chimneys of the shabby houses and tenement blocks merged with the wet fog and made it sulphurous. The fog rolled into the Bermondsey backstreets, a yellow soot-blanket that snuffed out the night light from the hissing gaslamps and made the cobblestones wet and slippery. Inside the ramshackle houses coke fires were banked up and draughty doors and windows were plugged with old coats and yesterday’s newspapers. There was no inclination to chat on the front doorsteps, nor to stop off for a pint of ale as the November fogs thickened.

On a Friday in mid November the weather turned bitter cold. The cold red sun was shut out as the Thames fog swirled through the cobbled riverside lanes and out into Bermondsey. It thickened during the early afternoon and the dismal sound of fog-horns carried from London’s river as tugs struggled to place their trailing barges into safe anchorage before night fell. Traffic slowed and trains crawled out to suburbia through the yellow, poisonous blanket, and homeward-bound workers held scarves and handkerchiefs to their mouths as they moved wearily home.  The fog blotted out the view for old Fran Collins but she gazed out from a fourth-floor window in Jubilee Dwellings anyway. She had done all she could for the moment and everything was at hand. Kate Morgan was resting comfortably and Fran knew that it would be some time yet. The room was warm and clean and the dampened coke was piled high in the grate. The warmth radiated around the shabby room and Fran Collins tucked her hands into her crisp white apron. ‘What yer’opin’ for, luv?’ she asked.

Kate shifted her position in the kitchen chair. ‘I don’t care. So long as it’s all right.’

Fran looked closely at the woman. All the tales she had heard about Kate Morgan’s love life, the men she had supposedly been with and the identity of the lover who had made her pregnant were of little interest to her at the moment. She had been summoned to deliver the child and she could sense that the woman facing her in the chair was not disposed to discussing the whys and wherefores of her condition. Fran straightened the front of her apron and walked through into the tiny bedroom that led off from the front room. Everything looked ready. A small fire burned in the grate and the bedclothes had been turned back. A rubber underlay had been placed beneath the freshly laundered white bed sheet, and on the chair beside the bed was the maternity bundle. Fran checked once again through the napkins which had been cut from thick towelling and found the clean nightdress and a pack of muslin. She took the tin of vaseline and the thin scissors from the washstand and placed them on top of the bundle beside the bed before going out of the room.

The kettle had boiled for the second time and when Fran Collins returned from the scullery she glanced at the fidgeting Kate. There was something about the woman that puzzled the street’s midwife. Almost without exception, all the confinements  she had attended over the years were happy events. Happiness always seemed to shine out from her clients’ eyes, which were bright and clear, even when the pregnancy was unwanted or when the latest birth would bring more hardship to the family. There was a short time when, just before the pain took over, that special light in the woman’s eyes expressed the satisfaction at reaching her time. Kate Morgan’s gaze did not reflect any satisfaction, Fran thought. The woman’s large blue eyes were dull and lustreless: a deep hurt reflected in her empty stare.

In the street below Jubilee Dwellings the fog covered the ugliness of the place. It blanketed off the dilapidated tenement block and the row of tumbledown houses opposite, and it shut out the drab metal factory which stood astride the end of the turning. The swirling fog shrouded the rusting iron gates of the factory and laid its cold fingers on the cobblestones and on the grey slates of the roofs. It wrapped itself suffocatingly around the one streetlamp and squeezed out the cold light. In the full light of day, after the fog had cleared, the grey ugliness of Ironmonger Street would reappear, one of the most unsightly turnings in Bermondsey. It stood some way behind the Tower Bridge Road and it boasted two corner shops at the entrance: one, a rag shop that was hardly ever opened; and the other, an oil shop. Next to the oil shop was a pair of large wooden gates that led into a yard which was used to store the Tower Bridge Road market barrows and stalls. From the yard the four-storeyed tenement block carried on and ended short of the factory wall. A narrow alley led around to the back of the dwellings and it was there that the tenants placed their refuse in a large bottomless bin. As the rubbish built up the bin disappeared beneath the stinking pile and every Friday it was recovered by the Council dustmen, who carried the rubbish out from the alley in large wicker baskets.

On that fog-bound night in mid November, Kate Morgan gave birth to a baby girl. It was nearing eight o’clock when her waters broke and the reliable Fran Collins calmly took control. Fran was a sixty-six-year-old grandmother whose husband Tom was a docker at the Surrey. Their four children had all flown the nest, were married, and had broods of their own. Many of the local kids had been delivered by Fran, who was often called upon when there was no money to pay for the doctor. She usually got paid, eventually, but she never refused the summons to a birth, whatever the time of night or the state of the weather. Her grey hair was tied up in a bun on the top of her head and her large dark eyes shone out from a moon-face. She was a buxom lady, and her calm manner helped her charges through even the most difficult of labours. Fran Collins had had no formal training; the whole business seemed to come naturally to her, and she had gained invaluable experience over the years.

The birth of Connie Morgan was a straightforward affair and it was over very quickly. When both mother and daughter had been made comfortable Fran took her leave. As she edged her way out into the pea-souper she could not help but puzzle over the moment she had placed the tiny bundle into Kate’s arms. The ‘look’ was missing, she felt sure. It was a certain look that made her glow inside every time she placed a newborn baby into its mother’s arms and watched her gaze upon her child for the very first time. Tonight there had been no gaze of wonder and love, only a look of resignation. Maybe she was wrong, maybe it was her own tiredness and fatigue that made her miss the glance. She hoped so. But, as Fran Collins inched along to her front door, she was convinced that all was not well with Kate Morgan.




 Chapter One

As the wind carried large snowflakes against the windows of the tenement block early on Christmas morning Kate’s sister Helen also gave birth to a daughter. The confinement was a long and difficult one and Doctor Morrison was in attendance. He looked serious as he snapped his black bag shut; he had seen the signs all too often before. He glanced at the white-faced woman who lay back against the pillow, her arm cradling the child, and he smiled sadly. ‘I’ll pop in again tomorrow,’ he said. ‘You try and get some sleep now.’

Matthew Bartlett hovered by the bedroom door and, as the doctor turned from the bed, he stood back and glanced anxiously into the man’s serious face. Doctor Morrison put a finger to his lips and motioned with his eyes to the front door. Matthew followed him across the living room and waited while the doctor buttoned up his overcoat. ‘What is it, doctor?’ he asked finally.

‘I’m not sure yet. I need to see the child tomorrow. In the meantime make sure your wife gets some sleep. She’s exhausted.’

Matthew felt his heart miss a beat. His mouth went dry and he struggled to form the words. ‘Is anyfing wrong wiv the baby, doctor?’

Dr Morrison looked hard at the man. ‘I suspect there might  be a deformity of the spine,’ he said gravely.

Down in the street below the sound of happy children carried up to the quiet flat in Jubilee Dwellings. The snow was falling heavily now, and already the cobblestones were hidden beneath a white carpet. Kate came down from her flat on the floor above to see her sister’s baby and to offer to cook the Christmas meal. Matthew politely refused. Helen and the baby were sleeping and he wanted to be alone. The doctor’s words had stunned him. How could such a thing happen, he wondered, and on Christmas Day? Wasn’t it meant to be the holiest of days? How could God let a baby be born deformed on Christmas Day? Maybe the doctor was wrong. They weren’t always right. He bit on his bottom lip. How could this thing happen to us?

Down in the street someone hailed their neighbour. ‘A merry Christmas to yer, Bert.’

‘Merry Christmas,’ Matthew whispered aloud to himself as he buried his head in his hands.

 



On the last Sunday in January Connie Morgan and her cousin Molly Bartlett were christened together at the tiny church in Bermondsey Street. The christening service was attended by very few of the Ironmonger Street folk. Mrs Walker, Kate’s next-door neighbour was there, resplendent in the new hat she had bought for the occasion. As the party walked through the arched portal and into the white stone-walled vestibule they were greeted by Fran Collins, who bent over each tiny bundle in turn, gently easing the shawl back. She looked up at Kate Morgan with concern showing in her eyes. ‘’Ow is the little mite? Is she sleepin’ well?’ she asked.

Kate nodded briefly and a ghost of a smile creased her lips. ‘She’s no trouble,’ she said. And as an afterthought she added, ‘Thanks for comin’, Fran.’

The midwife smiled back. It was her custom to attend the christenings of all ‘her babies’.

When Molly was held over the font she cried loudly, but when the blessed water was splashed over Connie’s forehead she screwed up her tiny face and then went back to sleep. Mrs Walker nudged Fran urgently. ‘I thought all babies cried at the christenin’s.’

Fran Collins shook her head. ‘Most do, although some sleep right frew the service.’

Mrs Walker leaned towards her. ‘She’s gonna be a placid one, you mark my words. I ain’t ’ardly ’eard the little mite cry at all, an’ I would ’ave ’eard ’er. You can ’ear every bloody sound in our buildin’s.’

Fran winced as the vicar gave the old lady a cold glance. ‘Shh! Yer not s’posed ter swear in church,’ she admonished her.

Mrs Walker looked abashed. ‘I wasn’t swearin’. Anyway, most of them vicars swear. You ought ter ’ear ole Farvver Kerrigan swear when ’e’s got a drop o’ terps down ’im. ’E’d make the devil ’imself blush.’

Fran winced again and took hold of the old lady’s arm. ‘C’mon, luv, it’s all over now.’

When the group was outside in the cold morning air Matthew Bartlett took his baby daughter from Helen and held her close against the cold wind.

Kate turned to Fran and said, ‘Wanna carry the baby back ter the street?’ Fran smiled and took the tiny bundle in her arms. She accepted that Kate was paying her a compliment by the suggestion, but something deep down inside her told her that her earlier hunch was correct. All was not well with Kate Morgan. The street midwife almost detected a sigh of relief as Kate handed over the child.

The party walked back along the Tower Bridge Road, past the shuttered shops and the shrimp and winkle stall before  turning off into the backstreets. When they reached the corner of Ironmonger Street, Mrs Walker caught sight of Jerry Martin the oil shop owner as he swept the pavement outside his premises and she nudged Fran Collins. ‘Look at that miserable ole sod. ’E’d crack ’is face if’e smiled.’

Fran, benign as ever, merely smiled. She had always felt a little sorry for the wizened-looking character with the spiky hair and the metal-rimmed glasses, although she had occasionally been the victim of his sharp tongue.

Jerry Martin was known by everyone in the street as ‘Misery Martin’ but, as far as Jerry was concerned, he felt he had very little to smile about anyway, and he certainly professed no loyalty to the little turning. When someone once walked into his dismal-looking shop and asked him why he didn’t take down all his shutters his reply was, ‘Leave orf! The bleedin’ kids round ’ere would fink nufink of lobbin’ an ’ouse brick frew the winder’.

Jerry had been trying to sell his business for some time, but no one seemed to be interested in the corner shop. In fact most strangers would pass the little turning with a casual glance and hurry away with no regrets for not having entered the cul-de-sac named Ironmonger Street. The local folk had no desire to enter the turning either. No one ever did, unless they lived in the street or worked at Armitage and Sons, Sheet Metal Workers. Ironmonger Street had got a bad name over the years though one or two of the more notorious families had since moved on. The stigma remained and, when one particular tallyman walked into the lamp-post while consulting his account book and then walked dazed out of the little backstreet with a large bump on his forehead, the story got around that he had been caught in a compromising situation and thrown out of the house by an angry husband whose wife had spent the weekly payment and had offered her services in lieu. Folk in  the infamous backstreet ignored the slanderous asides and were proud of their ugly turning. Some even boasted of the fact that there were some ‘right ’ard nuts’ living there. Folk spun stories and the goings-on in the street had become almost mythical.

Matthew Bartlett was troubled as he climbed the stairs of the tenement block on that Sunday morning. He knew that 1921 was going to be a bleak year for his family. He was on short time at the furniture factory and he had read in the daily newspapers that over two million people were unemployed and many more were, like himself, on short-time working. Helen had said that the Armitage factory was putting workers off, according to old George Baker, who lived in one of the houses, and whose daughter Mary worked as a metal stamper at the factory. Matthew had also heard of the unrest in the local docks and wharves; there was talk of a strike and he was well aware of the effect it would have in the area. He sighed deeply as he clutched the warm bundle in his arms tighter and he felt suddenly guilt-ridden. What right did he have to bring a child into this world when he was struggling to earn enough to survive? What sort of burden had he placed on Helen? He had fathered a child who was malformed and sickly, and who would need constant care and attention. There would be hospital visits and doctor’s bills. He would have to find the money somehow, and always there would be the constant threat of being put out of work. Behind him on the stairs he heard Helen’s laughter at something Kate had said and he could feel a movement in his arms as Molly started to whimper. He looked down at his tiny, defenceless daughter and hoped he would be able to do all right by her.




 Chapter Two

The Horseshoe Public House stood on the corner of John Street, a small turning between Ironmonger Street and the Tower Bridge Road. The pub was popular with the local folk, and it was here that they gathered to discuss the state of affairs. Most vociferous of all was the domino team, who would often pause between games to expound on current events and anything else that took their fancy.

‘An’ I’m tellin’ yer, Knocker, that Lloyd George is gonna’ave ter do somefink,’ said Harold Simpson, a grizzled old man in his seventies who lived two doors away from the pub. ‘The country’s goin’ ter the bloody dogs. Look at yer unemployed. Two bleedin’ million out o’ graft. They should ’ang the bleedin’ Kaiser!’

Harold’s next door neighbour Knocker Johnson moved his glass of beer out of the reach of Harold’s flailing arms and rubbed his grey stubble. ‘What’s ’angin’ the Kaiser gotta do wiv the state o’ the country?’

Harold took a quick sip from his beer and wiped a grubby hand across his full moustache. ‘I tell yer what it’s gotta do wiv it. That there war we’ve jus’ bin frew ’as milked this country dry. Bloody millions o’ pounds it’s cost us, an’ look at the way fings are now. Two bleedin’ million out o’ collar an’ now there’s the miners on strike an’ talk of the transport workers  joinin’ ’em. Most o’ those what’s workin’ are on short-time. The only people earnin’ money are the bloody pawnbrokers. My suit’s ’angin’ up in Harris’s more often than in me poxy wardrobe. I tell yer straight, Knocker. That there Kaiser Bill is larfin’ at us. You mark my words. We ain’t ’eard the last of that bleedin’ stiff-legged bastard!’

George Baker sipped his beer and pushed his metal-framed glasses up on to the bridge of his nose with a forefinger. ‘I dunno about ’angin’ the Kaiser. I reckon they should ’ang ole Armitage.’

‘Why?’ Harold piped up.

‘Don’t yer know what ’e’s gorn an’ done?’

‘No,’ replied Harold. ‘Any danger o’ you tellin’ us?’

‘Well ’e’s put all ’is workers on short time, ain’t ’e? Me eldest daughter works there. She said it’s quite bleedin’ likely they’ll all get their cards if fings don’t pick up very soon.’

‘I don’t see what else ’e can do if there’s no work,’ Knocker butted in.

George banged a domino piece down hard on the table top. ‘I’ll tell yer what else ’e could do. ’E could show a bit o’ loyalty to ’is workers, that’s what. ’E could keep ’em all on full time an’ let ’em clean the place up or somefink. You take them there winders. Bloody well filfy they are. An’ what about them gates? There’s as much rust on them as on ole Widow Pacey’s pram she uses fer the bagwash. Ole Armitage could get ’em ter paint the gates. Matter o’ fact ’e could get ’em ter give the ole place a lick o’ paint.’

‘It’s all very well you sayin’ that,’ Knocker replied, ‘but it all costs money.’

George’s cue had been delivered. ‘Money?! That ole goat Armitage is werf a packet. The bleedin’ wages ’e pays ’is workers is disgraceful. My Mary only brings ’ome twenty-seven bob after stoppages. She works bleedin’ ’ard fer that, I can tell yer.’

Harold looked dolefully at his diminishing pint. ‘I still say they should ’ang the Kaiser.’

George brooded as he shuffled the domino pieces. ‘I’ve seen ole Armitage drive in our turnin’ in that posh motor car wiv those two dopey-lookin’ sons of ’is in the back, an’ I’ve said ter meself, George, there ain’t no justice. There just ain’t no justice. There’s ’im ridin’ about in that jalopy, an’ there’s me wivout two pennies ter rub tergevver.’

The fourth man in the group leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his corpulent stomach. ‘Yer right, George. I fink it’s what yer lotted out for. Some ’ave the luck, an’ some get kicked in the kybosh. You take them Bartletts in our turnin’. My Fran was tellin’ me that their kid was born wiv a curvature o’ the spine. On Christmas Day, too. ’Parently there’s nufink can be done about it. The poor little mite ain’t got the best o’ starts, ’as she?’

 



The year wore on and an overcast summer gave way to chill autumn winds. There had been little to rejoice about as short-time working continued, and only the pawnshops were doing good business. The relief officers called round to the homes of those unfortunates who had to seek assistance, and any item of furniture or chattles deemed a luxury had to be sold before any help was given.

Mrs Clara Cosgrove was waiting for a visit from the relief officer after her husband lost his job at the local tannery. And as she walked back from the market she had a worried look on her face. The small loaf and the two pound of potatoes she carried in her bag had used up the last of the housekeeping money and there was still a doctor’s bill to be paid. At the corner of Ironmonger Street she almost collided with Helen Bartlett.

‘’Ello, girl. Where’s the babies?’ Clara asked.

Helen grinned and jerked her thumb in the direction of the tenement buildings. ‘Matt’s mindin’ ’em while I pop down the market. ’E’s on short time.’

Clara shook her head sadly. ‘Gawd knows what’s ter become of us all. I’m waitin’ fer the RO ter call. I tell yer,’Elen, it’s made me ill ’avin’ ter call ’em in, but there was no ovver way. First me ole man got put orf, an’ now ’e’s laid up wiv that there bronchitis. I dunno which way ter turn.’

Helen squeezed the old lady’s arm and fished into her purse. ‘’Ere, Clara, there’s a couple o’ bob till fings look up. It’s all right, Kate gave me a bit extra fer lookin’ after Connie.’

Clara looked down at the florin and then into Helen’s eyes. ‘Gawd bless yer, luv. I’ll pay yer back soon as I can.’

When the relief officer called on Mrs Cosgrove he cast his covetous eyes over the tidy parlour as the small woman glared at him, her arms folded over her aproned bosom. ‘How long have you lived in the street, Mrs Cosgrove?’ he asked in a thin voice.

‘’Bout firty years or more. Me an’ my Fred moved ’ere when we got spliced.’

‘Hmm. Now what about that piano?’

‘What about me pianer?’

‘Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to sell it, Mrs Cosgrove.’

‘Do what?’

‘That’s right. I’m afraid it will have to go before we are in a position to offer you any assistance.’

Until that moment Mrs Cosgrove had controlled her anger but the thought of being parted from her beloved piano proved too much. ‘Now listen ’ere, yer long skinny git,’ she said, her face reddening, ‘it’s lucky fer you me ole man’s upstairs in bed wiv bronchitis. ’E’d ’ave given yer the back of ’is ’and. Now piss orf out! Yer can keep yer palsy few bob! We’ll manage wivout yer ’elp.’

‘But, but . . .’

‘No buts. Jus’ piss orf out.’

The white-faced official hurriedly left Ironmonger Street and one more bad mark was chalked up against the little turning.

As the foggy December days followed the windy autumn things looked up a bit and a few seasonal jobs became available as the dockers were enjoying a busy time unloading cargoes of fruit for the Christmas markets. Mr Cosgrove got a job stamping out biscuit tin lids at the Armitage factory, and Mrs Cosgrove was able to keep her beloved piano. Matthew Bartlett’s flagging spirits were cheered by the news that normal hours were to be restored at the furniture factory where he worked, and he whistled to himself as he left for work on Monday morning. Now, with Christmas drawing near, there were presents to buy for Helen and the baby, and there was also a loan from the moneylender that had to be cleared up.

 



It was late on Christmas Eve when the two sisters met in the Bartletts’ flat in Jubilee Dwellings. The gaslit room was cosy, with a tarry-log burning brightly in the grate. Helen had hung up some coloured paper-chains and spread a clean tablecloth over the rickety table. A few greetings cards were arranged on the high mantelshelf, and in one corner a tiny Christmas tree stood in a bucket, garlanded with silver strands and tiny bonbons. The smoke-streaked ceiling and grimy papered walls were brightened by the colourful decorations and the traditional bowl of nuts placed in the middle of the crisp white tablecloth.

Helen sighed as she took a bottle of port down from the dresser. ‘Has Connie settled in okay?’

Kate nodded. ‘Yeah, she’s fast asleep.’

Helen poured some port into two small glasses and handed  one glass to her sister. Kate took a sip, enjoying the sweetness. Helen sat down heavily and toyed with her glass. ‘This time last Christmas I was gettin’ the first twinges.’

The sound of a baby coughing came from the bedroom and it was Helen who got up quickly to check on the two babies in the bedroom. When she returned she filled Kate’s empty glass and sat down facing her. For a short while there was silence.

‘What time are yer expectin’ Matt?’ Kate asked.

Helen shrugged her shoulders. ‘’E’s ’avin’ a drink wiv ’is workmates, an’ the pubs are open till twelve. ’E won’t be in much before.’

The two women faced each other across the table. Since Helen married they had drifted apart. Kate’s numerous relationships with men had been surrounded by rumours and Helen had been critical of her sister’s lifestyle, so there had been rows. Now, the birth of their babies seemed to draw them together again, though the strain in their relationship still simmered below the surface. At twenty-eight, Helen was two years younger than her sister, although she looked the elder of the two. Her figure had filled out and her face had become slightly bloated. Her dark hair was pulled tightly into a bun at the nape of her neck and there was some puffiness beneath her small brown eyes. Kate had her father’s complexion. Her eyes were pale blue and her hair was fair and inclined to be wavy. Her figure was still firm and slightly padded around the hips and her full breasts stood out against her tight dress. She had a high forehead and small nose, and her lips were thin, which could sometimes make her appearance seem rather stern.

A stone shot out from the tarry-log and Helen got up and turned the log over with a poker. ‘’Ave yer thought about gettin’ yerself married, Kate?’ she said, still staring into the flames.

Kate laughed mirthlessly. ‘Men! I’ve given ’em up. Who needs ’em?’

Helen turned and looked into her sister’s pale face. ‘I was finkin’ about Connie. Every child should ’ave a farvver.’

Kate felt the old animosity towards her sister rising within her. ‘My baby’s got a farvver, but she’ll never know ’im.’

‘Won’t yer ever tell ’er about ’er farvver – when she’s older I mean?’ Helen asked, sitting down again.

Kate shook her head slowly. ‘No. What’s the good? She’ll know soon enough ’er muvver wasn’t married. What do they say about kids like Connie? Born the wrong side of the blanket? That’ll be enough for ’er ter go on wiv.’

Helen winced at Kate’s bitter tone. She clasped her hands together and arched them under her chin with her elbows resting on the table. ‘You know best, Kate. But if it was me . . .’

‘Look, ’Elen. I’ve made me mind up, an’ that’s the way it’s gonna be. I don’t want ’er ter know about ’er farvver, an’ you’re the only ovver person that knows who ’e is. I want yer ter promise me you’ll keep it from Connie when she’s old enough ter start asking questions.’

Helen nodded. ‘If that’s the way yer want it.’

‘That’s the way I want it,’ Kate said with emphasis.

Helen reached for the bottle of port. ‘Come on, Sis. It is Christmas. Let’s ’ave anuvver drink.’

Kate let her shoulders sag and smiled. She felt sorry for the way she was behaving, but she was always aware of her sister’s disapproval of her lifestyle. Helen had been the plodder. The first man, the only man, she had known was Matthew. Helen was the strong one in their marriage, but then Helen was like their mother. She had been strong, too. She had handled their father’s weakness for drink with quiet resolve, and when he had finally walked out on the family when the children were still very young she had cried briefly, then took over the role of provider. It was the struggle of making sure there was always enough bread on the table, always enough money to pay the  rent man and the tallyman that finally killed her. The early morning cleaning and taking in washing and sewing had worn her out until there was no life left in her. And Beatrice Morgan had been one of the first to succumb to the epidemic of influenza that swept the area in 1919.

Kate’s thoughts were interrupted by Helen getting up quickly and going once more into the bedroom. When she returned and sat down at the table she sighed deeply. ‘Connie’s as quiet as a lamb. But Molly’s restless. It’s ’er chest. I fink it’s the croup.’

Kate looked hard at her sister. She could see the concern and fear in her eyes and she felt a wave of pity rise up inside her. ‘Don’t worry. She’ll be all right. She’s a fighter.’

Helen laughed mirthlessly. ‘She’s gotta be, Kate. It’s gonna be ’ard fer ’er. The ’ospital said ’er growth will be stunted an’’er lungs might be affected later on.’

Kate saw the tears well up in Helen’s eyes and she reached out and clasped her sister’ s ands in her own. ‘Try not ter worry too much, sis. There’ll be lots of ’elp when yer need it. I know you an’ me ain’t always seen eye to eye, but we’ve gotta ferget the past. We’re family, ain’t we?’

Helen smiled and dabbed at her eyes. ‘I’d like that, Kate. I’ope our two kids grow up close. They’ll be family to each ovver too, won’t they?’

‘You betcha. They’ll be inseparable those two, you mark my words.’

 



A cold moon looked down on the ramshackle backstreet and lit the ugly prison-like factory that straddled the turning. Shadows of the rusted iron gates fell across the empty and deserted yard, and a rising wind rattled the glass case of the street gaslamp. The turning was empty, except for one drunken reveller who staggered along the pavement, his face obscured  by the turned-up collar of his overcoat. A cloth cap was set askew his dipping head and he carried a quart bottle of brown ale under one arm. The drunk reeled two paces past Mrs Cosgrove’s house then staggered back and almost fell against the street door as he grasped the iron knocker. When the door opened, a patch of light lit up the cobblestones and the sounds of a ragtime piano carried out into the street. Someone was trying hard to imitate Sophie Tucker with a rendering of ‘Some of These Days’, above raucous laughter and, as the door slammed shut, the sounds died.

In Jubilee Dwellings everything was silent.

 



The Bermondsey folk toasted their neighbours that Christmas, and then they toasted in the New Year. The Great War was still fresh in their minds and now they were fearful for their jobs. Everyone hoped for a peaceful future, and an end of being poor, although for most folk it seemed that the days to come would be very bleak.

Up in the tenement block in Ironmonger Street as the distant chimes rang out the old year Helen and Matthew clinked glasses and drank a toast to the two young babies who were sleeping unconcernedly in their cots. Next to each other before a brightly burning fire, they sat talking into the early hours of the new year and, as Matthew began to broach a sensitive subject, Helen was immediately on her guard.

‘Won’t she even try ter get some maintenance money? I mean, it’s only right.’

Helen looked into Matthew’s pale grey eyes and saw his concern. ‘You know ’ow she is. Kate’s a proud woman. She won’t ask fer nufink.’

‘But she wouldn’t be askin’ fer ’erself. It’d be fer the baby.’

Helen shrugged her shoulders, hating Matthew probing. She had never let on to him that she knew the identity of  Connie’s father. She had told him more than once that she had not been taken into Kate’s confidence but she was sure he did not believe her.

‘I can understand ’er bein’ reluctant, ’specially if the bloke’s married, but surely she could sort it out wiv ’im some’ow?’ Matthew persisted.

Helen felt her temper rising. ‘Look, Matt. I don’t know if the baby’s farvver is married or not. I’ve told yer umpteen times, Kate ain’t told me anyfink. She don’t take me into ’er confidence, she never ’as. It’s only since the children were born she’s started comin’ in ter see me.’

Matthew sipped his beer and thought for a while. ‘I wonder if it’s somebody round ’ere? From the street I mean?’

‘I’m not interested,’ Helen said sharply. ‘It’s none of our business. Kate’s bin out wiv a lot o’ fellers. She’s never bin interested in settlin’ down wiv one man. Mum always said she takes after our dad. ’E was always footloose, even after they was married. I honestly don’t fink Kate could settle down.’

‘It’s different now though,’ Matthew said, sitting up in his chair. ‘She’s got a kid ter look after. Every kid should ’ave a farvver. It’s gonna be ’ard wivout a man ter provide fer ’em.’

Helen stared into the flickering coals. ‘My sister’s a determined woman, Matt. They’ll get by. It’ll be ’ard, but as I said, she won’t take charity. Anyway, there’s not many fellers who’d take on somebody else’s kid. The pair of’em will get by. As fer young Connie, she’ll grow up wiv ’er muvver’s stubbornness, I’m sure.’

The clock on the mantelshelf chimed the half hour. The wind rattled the windows and a down-draught sent smoke billowing into the room. Matthew waved his arms to clear the air and Helen poked at the ash with the poker, her face sad. As long as she could remember, she had looked forward to Christmas with great excitement. She had loved helping her  mother to make paper-chains and put up the decorations, she had loved the visits to the late market in Tower Bridge Road. She remembered when she was a child and had gone on those trips to the market along with her parents and Kate. She recalled the wide-eyed excitement just looking at the stalls displaying piles of fruit and nuts. She remembered the hissing Tilley lamps that bathed the stalls and barrows with a bright white light, and the special treat after the shopping was done when her parents went to the pub and she and Kate sat on the step sipping gassy lemonade that made her nose twitch, and nibbled on huge Arrowroot biscuits. The memories of those childhood Christmas times had made the festive season special – until last Christmas.

Her joy at having a baby at the most happy time of the year for her had been snatched away the following morning, when the doctor told her that Molly would have to go to the Evelina Children’s Hospital to see a specialist. The knowledge that her baby would grow up deformed had been hard to bear. Matthew had been reduced to tears and she, too, had felt hollow and cheated. She had had to be strong for both of them. For a short time she had been terrified that her husband would reject the child, but he had, thankfully, become totally devoted to Molly once he had grown used to the idea of her deformity. For herself, the knowledge that her child would have a cross to bear for as long as she lived made her even more determined that at least Molly would have all the love it was possible for her to give. She hoped that she and Kate could become closer. It would be really nice if Molly and Connie grew up as friends as well as cousins.




 Chapter Three

Just after Connie’s second birthday Kate got a seasonal job at the Armitage factory. Her sister looked after Connie during the day, which was an arrangement that suited Helen’s needs. It gave the two children the whole day to play together, and let the closeness they had felt very early on develop into a strong bond of friendship. Helen could already see the physical differences between the two as they played happily together. Connie was a sturdy-limbed child who toddled around confidently; Molly was inclined to fall about as she tried to copy her playmate. Helen noticed that Connie was already an inch or two the taller and she felt a lump in her throat as she watched Molly smiling and laughing at Kate’s fair-haired daughter, wondering if Molly’s evident difficulties had already started to give her pain. Connie seemed to be a very placid child, and she never become angry or annoyed at Molly’s awkward shows of affection. Helen felt a great comfort in seeing Connie accept her daughter, and yet it only made her think of the problems her daughter would probably have to face as she grew older. How many times would Molly be rejected, pushed away, and perhaps even laughed at? She hoped with all her heart that Connie would always be a friend and would protect Molly from others’ cruelty.

 



Early in 1923, trade at Armitage picked up and Kate got a permanent job there. She worked a stamping machine and although the work was hard and repetitive she was happy in the knowledge that at last she was bringing in a steady wage, even if it was barely a pittance. Overall the wages paid to the Armitage workers were very poor. There was some unrest amongst the factory hands and talk of joining a trade union, but no one wanted to be labelled as a troublemaker and so the griping was normally aired at the street corner and the doorsteps after working hours.

George Armitage, the owner of the factory, had an intuitive feeling that his workers’ discontent could become dangerous. He stood at the window of his large comfortable office looking down at the yard, a smart, upright man despite his advancing years. The factory that he had built up from practically nothing had been his whole life, but now that his wife had died he was beginning to feel very weary, and he realised that perhaps it was time for his two sons to take over the running of the business. His elder son Peter would assume general control, and Gerald would take responsibility for organising the production. He sighed as he thought of the problems that would arise. There was too much tension between the two brothers. Peter was competent and seriousminded, and happily married with a young son, whereas Gerald was overconfident and brash, and his marriage was breaking down badly. George knew that his boastful younger son would try to dominate Peter, and he realised that discontent among the workers would be aggravated if Gerald went ahead and sacked Joe Cooper, the well-liked young foreman, and some of the older hands on the factory floor. George Armitage gazed out over the yard as the wind disturbed scraps of paper wrapping and torn pieces of cardboard. I wonder what all this will come to, he thought.

His thoughts were disturbed as Gerald opened the door and walked confidently in.

‘Hello, Gerald,’ George said. ‘Sit down for a minute, can you? I’ve just been thinking about a few things.’

As Gerald made himself comfortable in an easy chair he noticed the worry and concern on his father’s face. He always felt irritable when his father called him in to discuss business, for he believed that the matters which often caused his father so much concern could be summarily resolved quite simply, without so much fuss. His lack of real power in the company irked him, and he was impatient for his father to hand over control to him and Peter.

George Armitage looked over at his son with stern eyes. ‘Are you having any trouble with the workers wanting to join trade unions, Gerald?’ he asked shortly.

Gerald shrugged dismissively and a ghost of a grin appeared on his chiselled features. ‘Well, I’ve heard rumours about rumours, Father,’ he said. ‘But it’s not worth paying any attention to them. If they are true, it’s only one or two idiots getting above themselves. Most of the hands are no problem at all.’

‘Mmm.’ For some time George seemed to study a piece of paper on his desk and then suddenly he looked up. ‘Gerald, I want you to organise an outing,’ he said.

‘An outing!’ his son said, hardly able to disguise the incredulity in his voice.

‘That’s right. I think it’ll take their minds off trade unions and pay rises and God knows what else. A nice summer trip to Southend. Lay on a barrel of ale and some sandwiches, and a meal at the other end.’ George smiled to himself as he felt in the pocket of his waistcoat for his pipe. ‘Yes,’ he continued, ‘we’ll reap the benefits in the long run, I feel sure. By the way, Gerald, order the charabancs from Thomas Tilling. I know one  of their directors and we should get a nice discount.’

Gerald tried not to show his scorn. Outings for workers, he thought, trying to come to terms with the idea. Beer and a meal as well. We might as well put their wages up and give them the bloody afternoons off!

‘I think it would be good if one of us put in an appearance on the day, Gerald,’ George continued. ‘Would you be prepared to do that? You know, do a short speech before they sit down to eat and keep an eye on things. Well? Will you do it?’

‘If you insist, Father,’ Gerald said curtly. He was cross with his father’s stupidity and he rose quickly to leave. ‘I have to go. We were having a problem with one of the machines downstairs.’

‘Of course, son,’ his father said, leaning back in his chair. ‘I’ll see you later to finalise the details.’

Gerald closed the door behind him. George Armitage leaned forward on his desk and breathed heavily as he gazed around his large office. Now the initial excitement of the idea of an outing had worn off the long hours of the day seemed to pass very slowly and the room in which he spent so much time seemed to have become more and more empty.

 



A few days later the news spread around the Armitage factory that there was to be an outing in the summer, and for a time the grumbles about the low wages diminished. One or two workers were sceptical though.

‘I’ll believe it when we’re on that charabanc,’ Mary Baker remarked to her friend as they walked out through the factory gates one Friday evening.

Joyce Spinks giggled. ‘Won’t it be luvverly. I ’ope that Johnny Sandford goes. ’E’s really nice.’

Mary grinned. ‘You’d better be careful. Johnny Sandford’s got a reputation.’

‘I don’t care,’ her friend replied. ‘’E could put ’is shoes under my bed any night!’

Just outside the factory they saw Kate Morgan talking to one of the young lads. Mary nudged her friend. ‘Look at ’er chattin’ ’im up. She’s old enough ter be ’is muvver.’

Joyce pulled a face. ‘She’d ’ave anyfing in trousers. If we do ’ave a day out she better keep ’er eyes orf o’ Johnny. I’m bookin’ ’im.’

‘Are yer linin’ ’im up fer the outin’, Kate?’ Mary called out.

Kate Morgan walked over smiling. ‘What outin’? I’ll believe it when it ’appens.’

‘That’s just what I was sayin’ ter Joyce,’ Mary said, nodding. ‘If they do row the boat out are you gonna go?’

‘’Course I will,’ Kate replied. ‘All that free beer an’ all those fellas. I might find meself a chap.’

‘What about yer baby?’ Joyce asked, a touch of hostility creeping into her voice.

‘Connie’s no trouble,’ Kate answered, quickly. ‘She’s good as gold wiv me sister. Anyway, I’m not lettin’ a kid tie me down. I’ve seen enough of it round ’ere. I’m gonna enjoy myself while I can.’

The two friends started off along the street and Kate veered off towards the tenement block. ‘If yer can’t be good be careful,’ she called out, smiling.

‘An’ if yer can’t be careful remember the date,’ Mary countered, when Kate was out of earshot.

They reached Mary’s house and stopped by the front door. ‘What shall we do ternight?’ Joyce said.

‘We could go up the Tanner’op, Joyce. I ’eard there’s a new band there. We could practise the foxtrot an’ the quickstep.’

‘I don’t fancy dancin’, Mary. That fella shoutin’ down the megaphone gives me an ’eadache, especially after all that noise in the factory.’

Mary thought for a while. ‘I know. Let’s go up the South London. Marie Lloyd’s up there. It’ll be a good show. We’ll’ave ter line up fer tickets though.’

Joyce looked up at the evening sky. ‘It’s a nice evenin’. Let’s jus’ go fer a long walk.’

Mary squeezed her friend’s arm. ‘We could take a tram ter the Embankment, an’ walk along the Strand,’ she said excitedly.

Joyce turned up her nose. ‘What d’yer wanna go over there for?’

Mary shook her head in disbelief. ‘Ain’t yer never bin up the Strand? There’s all those posh ladies in their fur coats an’ latest dresses, an’ there’s lots o’ really ’andsome men in top’ats and smart suits all goin’ in ter see the shows. It’s really excitin’, Joyce.’

‘Okay, I’ll come round soon as I finish me tea. I’ve gotta be in by eleven o’clock though. If I’m late me ole man’ll skin me alive.’

Mary laughed aloud. ‘Your dad’ll be too pissed ter know whether you’re in or not. ’E always goes up the Horseshoe on Friday nights, don’t ’e?’

‘Not any more, Mary. ’E’s on short time again.’

 



As the summer days lengthened, excitement grew at the Armitage factory. A notice had gone up in the canteen stating that the firm’s outing to Southend would take place on the first Saturday in July. The workers’ rumblings about becoming unionised ceased for the time being, and Gerald Armitage had to concede that perhaps the old boy was right after all.

The day of the outing was warm and sunny, and the street folk watched from their doorways as the Thomas Tilling charabancs drove slowly out of the turning. The women sat upright on the open vehicles, showing off their new summer  hats and their crisp cotton dresses, while the men, grinning widely, had their hair slicked down and some even wore silk scarves, knotted at the neck and twirled around their braces. George Baker watched as the Armitage workers left the street, then he turned to Toby Toomey.

‘Gawd ’elp Soufend when that lot gets down there.’

Toby looked on enviously and wished that the totters could have an outing to Southend.

The long summer day had turned to night and a full moon was rising over the rooftops when the charabancs returned, drawing up at the end of the turning. Helen Bartlett heard loud voices and then Kate’s footsteps on the wooden stairs and when she opened the door she saw her sister coming along the landing, a surly look on her face. Kate’s fair hair was hanging loosely and raggedly about her drooping shoulders and her knee-length, mustard-coloured coat was unbuttoned.

‘Did yer ’ave a nice day?’ Helen asked.

Kate glared at her sister and nodded without comment, her mouth tight.

‘Connie dropped off ter sleep,’ Helen said, eyeing her sister intently. ‘She’ll be okay wiv us till mornin’. Are yer all right?’

Kate moved on to the next stairway. ‘Yeah, I’m jus’ tired. It’s bin a long day,’ she said turning and wearily climbed the stairs.

Helen sighed and shook her head slowly as she went inside and closed the door. Matthew looked up from the armchair and ran his fingers through his wiry hair. ‘She’s pissed I s’pose?’ he said quickly.

Helen sat down facing him with a sigh. ‘I wonder about that girl sometimes. I dunno about Soufend. She looks like she’s bin to a funeral. She didn’t even ask about young Connie.’

Matthew’s face showed his disgust as he got up and walked into the bedroom.

 



During the days of short-time working and ragtime music, amid the gas-lit tenements and ramshackle houses of the tumbledown backstreets, the daughters of Kate Morgan and Helen and Matthew Bartlett slept peacefully, while all around the signs of industrial strife were growing. The humiliation of accepting starvation wages, the desperate scramble for a day’s work in the local docks and wharves, accidents in the saw mills and in the factories inspired the activists to organise their fellow workers into trade unions. Industrial diseases in the tanneries, lead mills and skin factories outraged the health workers, and questions were raised in Parliament. There were calls for proper hygiene and safeguards in workplaces, and when little was done the atmosphere of resentment and anger grew stronger.

In the backstreets of Bermondsey very little changed. Women sat in the corner-street pubs drinking ‘Lizzie Wine’ while they shelled their peas into containers resting on their aproned laps. The men drank pints of porter and slipped out of the pub to place their dog bets with the street bookmaker – keeping one eye open for the local bobbie. Children played in the gutters and paddled in the muddy River Thames, and the more daring climbed the barges and dived into murky water beside the huge iron buoys, or scrambled down into the empty holds and scooped up nut kernels and coconut husks. In Ironmonger Street the children spoke in whispers about a strange old lady who pushed a pram covered with washing to the local laundry every Monday morning. Legends had grown up around Widow Pacey and, as she slowly walked along pushing her contraption, some of the younger children would hide in doorways, unable to take their eyes from the long white hairs on the end of her chin. The older children said she was a witch who cooked babies for her supper and carried the bones  down to the river hidden in her pram. When their parents heard the stories and smacked them for talking nonsense, they knew that the legends must be true.

Connie and her cousin Molly were too young to have understood such stories, but Molly cowed whenever the bagwash lady passed by, frightened by the mere presence of the woman. Connie reacted in a different way, however; her large eyes stared out solemnly at Widow Pacey’s bristling chin and at the laden, squeaking pram, and her small round face remained impassive. A contest of wills developed. The widow would smile or wink at the inseparable young children, but she got little response, except for Molly’s frightened look and Connie’s wide-eyed glance. When looks, smiles and gesticulations failed, the Widow Pacey tried to win the children over with toffee bars as she left for the laundry one morning. On her return trip the bagwash lady saw that the two children were halfway through the toffee sticks, faces smudged and hands stuck to the sweets. But still there was no smile forthcoming, and Widow Pacey gave up trying. One or two of the older lads who had seen the toffee bars being handed out spread the word that Widow Pacey had taken to poisoning children.

One person in the street was sure he had found a way to keep the local children in order. And one dismal morning he took delivery of a large brown paper parcel. Misery Martin’s normally dead-pan features changed into an expression of pleasure as he quickly secreted the parcel under the counter for the time being. At the end of the day, after he had put up the only shutter he had bothered to take down that morning, he slipped the bolts on the front door and went back behind the counter. He placed the large parcel on the linoleum-covered surface, slit the string with a sharp knife and opened the bundle. There in front of him were two dozen thin canes. Misery picked up one by its curved handle and brought it down on the counter  sharply. The swish and smack sounded loudly in the quiet shop and a wide grin creased the shop owner’s face. That’s just what the little brats around here need! he thought, considering how to display the canes in the most threatening manner. The parents in the street are always going on about giving their kids a good hiding. Let them buy these canes, they should do the trick. One good thrashing with one of these little beauties should be enough, he ventured to himself.

The expression on the oilshop owner’s face as he thought about his new merchandise would have shocked the streetfolk. No one had ever seen him smile – except for Mrs Walker. When she walked into his dingy shop one day for some nails.

Misery adopted his usual weary tone. ‘What size?’

‘Two inch,’ Mrs Walker said, changing her weight from one foot to the other.

Misery shook his head. ‘I ain’t got two inch. I’ve got inch an’ ’alfs, an’ I’ve got two an’ ’alfs, but no two inch.’

Mrs Walker puffed out her cheeks and bit on her bottom lip in consternation. ‘My ole man will be pleased,’ she groaned.

‘What’s ’e want the nails for?’ Misery asked.

‘’E’s puttin’ a shelf up in me scullery. I bin askin’ ’im fer weeks ter put me one up but . . .’

‘What size is the wood?’ Misery cut in, not wishing to hear Mrs Walker’s matrimonial problems.

‘’Bout this size,’ the lady said, spreading her thumb and forefinger.

‘Inch an’ ’alfs will do. ’Ow many d’yer want?’

‘I dunno. Enough ter put a shelf up I s’pose.’

Misery reached down below the counter and scooped up a handful of nails and threw them into the scale pan with a vengeance. ‘That’ll be tuppence,’ he said, glaring at his customer out of his narrow-set brown eyes.

Mrs Walker thought for a moment, frowning. Misery scratched his wiry grey hair as he stared at the lady. ‘D’yer wan ’em or not, muvver?’ he rasped.

‘I’d better see me ole man first. If I get it wrong ’e’ll be in a right ole mood.’

‘Please yerself,’ Misery muttered as he tipped the nails back into the box under the counter.

Mrs Walker turned on her heel and started for the door. She caught her foot in the doormat on the threshold, slipped down the step and stumbled out into the street. When she had straightened her hat and regained her composure she looked around into the open doorway. She was about to give Misery Martin a piece of her mind about the maintenance of his shop when she saw his face. A huge grin had spread over his features. He reminded her of one of those evil-looking door knockers down Tanner’s Alley that she had always hurried past. Mrs Walker turned smartly without making any comment and walked back to the Dwellings.

‘Bloody ole goat,’ she grumbled aloud with a shiver. ‘’E should be struck like that! Larffin’ at people’s mis’aps. It’s the only time ’e’s ’appy.’

 



The long summer times were balmy and days of blue skies were followed by starlit nights. The winters were severe, with poisonous fogs and winds that chilled the bones. In the dockland slums, beyond the whitened front doorsteps and crisp lace curtains, the houses were infested with bugs. Wax tapers were lit and applied to the bedsprings and soft green soap was packed between woodwork and plaster in the constant battle against infestation. The local people frantically kept themselves clean with carbolic soap and Lysol and, as money was short, they would use homemade medicines and applications for their ailments: bread poultices, soap and sugar applications  for boils and abscesses, and vinegar-soaked towels for septic throats. Steam kettles were used to ease bronchitis in children and horse hairs were tied around warts.

During the ’twenties, as Connie Morgan and Molly Bartlett grew up in the little backstreet behind the Tower Bridge Road, the street became used to the sight of the two cousins toddling around together, inseparable. Connie was becoming tall and leggy whilst Molly’s growth was slow and painful. Her flat round face was set upon a short neck, but her large dark eyes shone out like defiant beacons, and her laugh was infectious. She waddled along, swaying from side to side beside the pretty fair-haired girl whose pale blue eyes were set in a finely moulded face. Connie’s placid character contrasted sharply with her playmate’s changing moods. Molly’s alert and agile mind was trapped inside her retarded body and it often made her frustrated and angry. Connie quietly bore the brunt of her anger and changing moods with gentle patience. When the street children chased a ball or followed coloured glass marbles in a scurry, Connie would stay close to Molly. It was as though she had made herself responsible for her cousin’s safety and wellbeing and, whenever Helen watched the two together, it tugged at her heart. She had cared and tended her sister’s child since Kate first took the job at Armitage’s. When she had suddenly left the factory after the outing in twenty-three, Kate had got a job as a barmaid and young Connie was left more and more in Helen’s care. Helen had grown to love the girl as though she were her own and she was aware of the deep bond between the children. It helped to quell the grinding bitterness and heartache at seeing her own child’s malformed body struggling to develop and mature.




 Chapter Four

During the early ’twenties the Government changed hands with almost monotonous regularity until, in 1924, a Conservative government under the leadership of Stanley Baldwin took office and remained in power for five years. Then, in 1926, a general strike paralysed the industrial areas, and in Bermondsey the trams stopped running and the docks and wharves closed. Some local factories shut, and in the Armitage factory some of the younger members of the workforce attempted to organise their own support for the strike by walking out and standing at the gates. The main section of the workforce was confronted with hastily prepared leaflets when they reported for work one Monday morning and many workers joined the protesters at the gates. Joe Cooper was standing amongst them. Joe had earned the respect of nearly every worker at the factory. He had been instrumental in helping to improve relations between the workers and management and in the process he had made an enemy of Gerald Armitage. Gerald saw that Joe could coax and cajole the best out of the factory hands and he was jealous of Joe’s influence. He was convinced that the foreman was the troublemaker behind the growing demands for the factory to become unionised. But Joe had also earned the respect and trust of Peter Armitage, the factory’s new managing director,  and he was not afraid to take the shop floor grievances directly to Peter and bypass his more inflexible brother. Although this was a blatant infringement of normal procedures it was an arrangement which persisted, and it caused a few eyebrows to be raised.

Peter Armitage stood at the window of his office, looking down at the yard. His father had recently handed over control of the business to him, and the realities of running the factory weighed heavily upon him . . .

With a deep sigh he left the window and slumped down at his desk. His forefinger twirled the paper knife as he thought about the conversation he had had with his wife Claudette the previous evening. They had been sitting beside the log fire and Claudette was industriously working on a piece of embroidery. Suddenly she had looked up. ‘Will the factory have to close, Peter?’ she asked.

‘I think it’s more than likely, my dear,’ he replied. ‘The strike seems to be spreading everywhere.’

Claudette clicked her tongue. ‘But you can’t allow yourself to be dictated to. You’ll have to stand up to them. Gerald was saying that it’s only a few troublemakers leading the rest and he thinks it’s about time you showed them just who’s running the factory.’

Peter had given his wife a withering glance. ‘Exactly. I think Gerald should bear that in mind, too,’ he growled and flicked open the evening paper. And, just as he had turned to read it, he had caught a strange smile on Claudette’s face as she worked the needle through the tapestry . . .

The sound of loud voices coming from the yard jerked Peter out of his reverie and he got up and went back to the window. He watched with growing anxiety as some of the workers defied the call for solidarity and marched defiantly through the pickets. Scuffles broke out and the situation became tense.  Some of the strikers were holding up banners calling for support for the miners and, as other workers tried to pull them down, the fighting got worse; banners were broken and the sticks used as clubs. As he watched the disturbance by the gates Peter was shocked and sickened. His trusted foreman Joe Cooper was fighting on the side of the strikers, and Peter saw him punching out at a couple of strangers who were trying to snatch a banner from one of the female workers. Peter was convinced that the two ruffians did not work at the factory.

The door opened and Gerald strode in. ‘Miss Jones has already called the police, Peter,’ he said quickly. ‘They’ll sort out this bloody mess.’

Peter looked hard at his younger brother and pointed in the direction of the yard. ‘Who are they? Those two thugs don’t work here.’

Gerald looked down towards the gates. His brother noticed the ghost of a wry smile cross his face. ‘I don’t know them,’ he said. ‘They look to me like strike breakers.’

‘They look to me like strike breakers, too,’ Peter said pointedly. ‘Are they the strike breakers you were telling me about who were involved round at the Matthew’s factory last week?’

Gerald glared coldly at his brother but didn’t speak.

Peter looked down into the street and saw Joe Cooper lying on the ground, several boots raining kicks into his curled-up body. Other workers started to drag the attackers off as police rushed up to the gates and pulled the fighters apart. With its bell ringing, a Black Maria roared into the turning and screeched to a halt. Peter watched people being bundled unceremoniously into the back of the van, and he saw the halfconscious figure of Joe Cooper dragged along the cobbles and thrown in with the others. He turned away from the window and looked at his younger brother, his face contorted with  anger. ‘I suppose you think this is the way to deal with this sort of thing?’ he said loudly.

Gerald’s face darkened. ‘What are you accusing me for?’ he said with a nonchalant shrug.

‘You must think I’m stupid,’ Peter said, his voice quiet and scornful. ‘A friend of yours gets strike breakers in to deal with his troubles and you think it serves his workers right, and now you don’t know what’s been going on down there?’ He shook his head. ‘Bring in the toughs and let them beat up the workers. If the old man gets to hear of this it’ll kill him. Christ Almighty, Gerald, you’re a fool.’

His younger brother’s face reddened with anger. ‘This business belongs to the family. I’ve got as much right as you to look after its best interests. What gives you the right to preach to me?’

Peter breathed in deeply. He knew that if he continued he would be opening a black chapter in Gerald’s past that they had agreed to bury. He walked around behind his desk and sat down heavily. Gerald watched his progress, a look of distaste on his handsome features. Peter said nothing. He clasped his hands on the desk top and pressed the tips of his fingers together until the nails went white. After some time he looked up into his brother’s eyes and said quietly, ‘They’ll be needing you on the factory floor if we’re to get the machines running, Gerald.’

Gerald turned and stalked to the door. He paused before turning again to face his elder brother. Peter’s head was bent forward and he appeared to be inspecting a document. Gerald eyed him warily; he knew that his past misdemeanour would always be held against him, and would be used to make sure he behaved. He was trapped. ‘I’ll come up later when I’ve sorted things out,’ he said coldly, and stepped out into the passageway, shutting the door behind him.

 



The General Strike lasted just nine days, and the factory strike less than one week. Joe Cooper appeared at the Tower Bridge Magistrates Court and was fined ten shillings for disorderly conduct. His bruised and battered head remained unbowed as he paid the fine and walked out of the court to back-slapping and cheers from his workmates. The next Monday morning an apprehensive group of workers walked through the gates of the factory and clocked in. There were no cases of victimisation, but the following week the management declared that working hours were to be increased by one hour and the early Friday finish would now be a thing of the past. Though they could do nothing about it, it angered the subdued workers and made Joe Cooper all the more determined to bring trade union membership into the Armitage factory.

Another confrontation which took place during the strike was the subject of discussion at the next domino group get-together.

‘We was all outside the pie shop in Tower Bridge Road,’ George Baker began. ‘I was standin’ there mindin’ me own business an’ eatin’ me ’ot pie, when along comes this tram. Yer could ’ave knocked me over wiv a feavver. I says ter young Bernie Cornbloom, “’Ere, Bernie, the trams are s’posed ter be on strike ain’t they?” “’S’right,” ’e says. So I looks up the road an’ there’s this dirty great tram wiv a geezer drivin’ it who wasn’t yer regular tram driver. ’E ’ad this posh coat on wiv a fur collar, an there was a copper standin’ on the platform next to ’im. The tram was packed wiv them bleedin’ office workers from Tooley Street. This copper ’ad ’is arms folded over ’is truncheon an’ there was anuvver copper on an ’orse trottin’ be’ind. Before yer could say Jack Robinson, young Bernie grabs me pie an’ runs out in front o’ this tram. ’E aims me dinner at this geezer who’s drivin’ the tram an’ it ’its the copper  instead. Right in the dial it caught ’im. Everybody starts cheerin’ an’ clappin’, an’ young Bernie’s orf like the clappers wiv this copper chasin’ ’im. Some o’ the lads jumped on the tram an’ tried ter pull this driver geezer orf. Now, the copper on the ’orse don’t know whevver ter chase Bernie Cornbloom, or ’elp the scab volunteer. ’E yanks the poor ’orse’s neck round an’ it slips on the tramlines. Over it goes an’ this Tom Mix copper can’t get up. ’E’s got ’is leg trapped under the animal. Ole Clara Cosgrove is standin’ watchin’ the fun an’ suddenly she grabs an ’andful of eggs orf of Teddy Oldham’s stall an’ starts peltin’ the copper wiv ’em. Talk about a laugh. I ain’t laughed so much since ole Knocker ’ere got pissed that night an’ mistook ole Clara’s ’ouse fer the urinal.’

‘I don’t remember doin’ that,’ Knocker said, stroking his thick stubble.

‘’Course yer don’t. You was legless. Yer made a right mess of ’er passage wallpaper, I can tell yer.’

‘Did they catch Bernie?’ Harold Simpson asked.

‘No fear,’ George said emphatically. ‘Bernie runs across the road, roun’ the corner, an’ straight frew ole fat Sara’s front door.’

‘Blimey! I bet she was pleased,’ laughed Knocker.

‘Not ’alf. She grabs young Bernie an’ tries ter pull ’im in’er bedroom. Bernie told me ’e didn’t know whevver ter give’imself up an’ take ’is medicine, or take some of ’ers.’

‘What did ’e do, George?’ Knocker asked.

‘Gawd knows. ’E never told me what ’e did.’

‘What would you ’ave done, George?’ Harold asked.

‘I’d ’ave give meself up. I ain’t too keen ter get a dose o’ the clap. Ole Sara’s ’ad ’alf o’ Tower Bridge Road in ’er place.’

‘Yer right there,’ Harold agreed. ‘I’ve even seen ole Ferris the chimney sweep divin’ in an’ out o’ there.’

‘Fat Sara ain’t got a coal fire. She’s on gas,’ Knocker chipped in.

‘’Ow the bloody ’ell d’you know?’ Harold piped in, amid roars of laughter.

 



As the ’twenties drew to a close the young cousins became settled into their lessons at the local Webb Street School. Every morning they walked to school together, and every afternoon they strolled home, lazily laughing at the peculiar teacher who took them for lessons. It was already apparent that Connie would develop into a very pretty adult: her deep-set blue eyes were very striking, their colour vividly shaded. Her long blond hair reached down almost to her waist, and was usually tied carelessly at the back of her neck with a black lace, revealing her rounded forehead. She moved with childlike grace and her posture was straight and proud. By contrast Molly did not appear to be growing very fast, her pathetic young body looked thick and squat with her back becoming more and more rounded. She managed to walk at a steady pace, although she tended to sway from side to side when she tried to hurry, and her breathing was quick and shallow. Her flat face was constantly changing in expression; it was as though all her suffering, all her struggles to accomplish the day-to-day tasks were written in her round face and reflected in her large dark-brown eyes. The constant awareness of her condition had made her look older than her tender years. She already seemed to have lost the carelessness of childhood and behind her simple appearance there was a maturing mind that was fast outstripping the growth of her tragic body. Already, as a nine-year-old, Molly was beginning to interpret the looks and the remarks of people on the streets. Their attitudes were often well meant and sympathetic, but their careless and unthinking pity pierced the child’s heart.

One day Connie and Molly were later than usual coming home from school. Helen Bartlett put on her coat and scarf and went to look for the youngsters. As she reached the bottom of the stairs she found Connie with her arm around Molly’s shoulders. Her daughter seemed to be crying.

‘Molly, what’s wrong?’ she called out, rushing up to them. She leant down and gently touched the side of Molly’s face, but her daughter would not look up. She stared at the ground, tears running down her cheeks and falling from her chin.

‘Connie, what’s the matter?’ Helen asked, looking over at her niece. Connie looked away, and Helen could see that she did not want to tell her. ‘Come on luv, what’s bin ’appenin’?’ she asked her quietly.

Connie frowned. ‘It’s those Flynn kids,’ she said. ‘They kept on sayin’ “umptybacked” and callin’ Molly names. So I bashed ’em.’

‘Oh, Molly darlin’, come ’ere,’ Helen said as she went to cuddle her daughter. But Molly burst out sobbing and pushed past her to hurry away up the stairs.

 



Although Helen and Matthew were devoted and adoring towards their only child, whose disabilities made them pander to her every need, they sensed that Molly found it very difficult to believe she could be loved. Connie, however, received no such lavish affection from her mother, although she was kept clean and well clothed. For the most part Kate never seemed to be around. Her job as a barmaid took her out every evening, and at weekends there always seemed to be parties and appointments which left Connie either alone in the flat or in Helen’s care. More and more Connie turned to Helen for her needs, and the gap between Kate and her daughter widened. There were also times when, for reasons that the young child  did not understand, she was suddenly taken from her own flat and foisted upon Helen, even though it was clear that Kate remained at home. This usually took place at the weekends, and the two children became quite used to sharing the same bedroom. Over the years it became more and more difficult for Connie to approach her mother. Conversations between them were very rare, and whenever Connie asked about her father she was told quite coldly that her father was dead and she should not keep asking those sorts of questions.

Connie was chatting to her cousin on their way home from school one day when Molly suddenly asked, ‘Why ain’t yer got a dad, Connie?’

‘Me dad’s dead,’ she said.

‘’Ow did ’e die?’

‘I dunno.’

‘When did ’e die?’

‘I dunno, Molly. Me mum didn’t say.’

‘What did ’e look like?’

‘I dunno.’

Molly turned her dark eyes towards Connie and said, ‘It mus’ be ’orrible not to ’ave a dad.’

‘Oh it’s all right, I s’pose.’

‘We could share my dad,’ Molly said suddenly, her eyes sparkling.

‘We share ’im now, silly, I’m always stayin’ in your flat.’

Molly thought for a time and then said, ‘I know. Why don’t you ask my mum about your dad? My mum knows everyfink.’

That same evening when the two girls were sitting in front of the coal fire in the Bartlett’s flat, Molly looked up as her mother came into the room and nudged her cousin. ‘Go on. Ask me mum.’

‘Ask me what, Molly?’

Connie put down her colouring book and looked up at  Helen. ‘I asked me mum about dad, Auntie ’Elen. Mum said’e’s dead. Did you know ’im?’

Helen sat down in her fireside chair and stared down into the enquiring eyes of her niece. She wanted to tell the truth. She knew that it was not right to keep such a thing from the child. She had a right to know, but Kate was still adamant that Connie was not to be told anything about her father, and Helen realised that she would have to go along with her wishes. ‘I’m sorry, Connie. I didn’t know your dad. ’E died when you was a baby.’

‘Didn’t mum ever bring ’im round ter see yer, Auntie?’ she asked.

‘No, she never did,’ Helen said truthfully.

 



In 1929 the Wall Street crash made headline news. Shares tumbled everywhere and there was talk of a world-wide depression. Unemployment rose to three million. A blight quickly struck all the large industrial areas and thousands of factories closed; almost everywhere workers were put once again on the dreaded short-time working. In Bermondsey, folk realised that the times were going to get even harder as more and more workers received their notices and the docks and wharves ground almost to a standstill. Over the next few years the effects of the economic slump bit deeply everywhere and a grey, depressing gloom overhung the whole of the docklands. During 1931 Ironmonger Street lost one of its most loved characters. Fran Collins died two months after her husband Tom, and the whole street turned out to pay their last respects. Many of the families who stood at their front doors sobbing quietly into handkerchiefs had good reason to be grateful to old Fran. She had slapped the breath of life into many of the street’s kids, and right up until the end she had retained her cheerfulness and good-natured attitude to everyone. One  middle-aged lady stood sobbing loudly. Fran had delivered all of her seven children and for the last birth the payment was still owing.

In that same year the Armitage Factory closed for a whole day in mourning for George Armitage who had died in his sleep. In his will he had stipulated that all his workers were to be given a day off with full pay on the day of his funeral. But, in these times, the closing of the factory for a day seemed almost ominous to the workforce rather than a special boon.

‘I dunno. It’s bin a bad year, what wiv one fing an’ anuvver,’ Joe Cooper said one day to old George Baker. ‘There was ole Fran goin’, an’ ole Armitage. It seems ’alf the characters round’ere are leavin’ us ter get on wiv it.’

George sucked on his pipe and looked up the street. A slow smile spread over his grizzled face as he watched the antics of the man who had just pushed a battered old pram into the turning. The contraption was laden down with bits of old iron and, as the man struggled to keep it on a straight course, pieces of scrap fell from the load and bounced over the cobblestones. ‘There’s a few characters still knockin’ about this turnin’,’ George grinned. ‘Just look at that clown Toomey.’

The Toomeys were looked upon as a strange crowd by the street folk. Toby Toomey was a frail, harmless-looking individual who struggled to earn a living by pushing an ancient pram through the streets to collect scrap iron and old newspapers. He invariably wore a battered trilby hat and an overcoat that almost reached his down-at-heel boots. Toby was fearful of his domineering wife Marie, and very much aware that nothing he did was right in her eyes. Marie was a large woman with straight black hair which hung down her back. Her face was always powder-streaked and her eyes dark and brooding. The Toomeys had a daughter Lillian, who was fast gaining a reputation for being a ‘loose woman’. Lillian was in  her twenties, and her way of dressing was a constant talking point amongst the street folk. She wore very high-heeled shoes and dresses which were either too short or too tight. She used heavy make-up and outrageous hats and, like her mother, she had raven hair and very dark eyes. Lillian and her mother were a formidable pair and Toby had realised early on that it was useless to argue with them. Nevertheless, he harboured murderous thoughts as he struggled to manoeuvre the pram into his passageway, against a tirade of abuse from Marie.

 



The decade moved on slowly, and there was no respite from the suffering and deprivation of the poverty-stricken backstreet folk. Pawnshop owners were the only people who could afford to walk around with satisfied smiles on their faces. The pawnbroker shop in the Tower Bridge Road was particularly busy, and it was now a weekly meeting place for many of the women of the area. It had become the usual ritual for the matriarchs of the family to parcel up their husband’s suit or overcoat or maybe a pair of linen sheets and hurry over to Uncles with the bale. They would join the line of patient customers, stretching out from the back room, along the dark passageway, and sometimes out into the street. If the pawnbroker was in a good mood they might get their bale pledged for seven shillings and sixpence if it contained a decent suit or overcoat, and five shillings for a pair of sheets. The articles would be exchanged for a pawn ticket on Monday mornings and redeemed that Friday or Saturday when the few shillings earnings came into the home. It had become a way of life for many, and some pawnbrokers began to take advantage of their customers’ desperate need.

It was a cold autumn Monday morning when Mrs Cosgrove parcelled up her Fred’s best suit. Now in her late sixties, Mrs Cosgrove had been caring for her invalid husband for the past  year, and she knew that he would not miss his best blue serge in his condition. It troubled her to have to make the visit, but she could see no alternative. When she reached the pawnshop the queue stretched almost to the door. Waiting in front of her in the line was Mrs Halliday who was carrying a large bundle under her arm.

‘’Ello, girl. What you doin’ ’ere? Buyin’ a bit o’ jew’llery?’ she said.

Mrs Cosgrove gave her a toothless grin. ‘Same as you, Ada. I’m tryin’ ter work the oricle.’

‘Gawd ’elp us, Clara.’

‘I fink ’E’d better. Nobody else seems ter be.’

The queue moved forward and Ada Halliday whispered into Mrs Cosgrove’s ear. ‘I ’ope the old bastard ain’t bein’ too fussy terday. If ’e is I’m in the shit.’

‘Why’s that, Ada?’

Ada looked around to make sure they were not being overheard, then she gave Clara a huge wink. ‘Me mate’s borrered me best coat ter go to a funeral, so I wrapped up me old ironin’ blanket an’ the pissy ole coat the moggie sleeps on an’ I took a chance. If ole ugly’s in a good mood ’e won’t bovver ter open me bundle. Blimey, ’e’s seen enough o’ me this last few months, an’ it’s always bin me best coat I’ve brought over.’

Clara hid a grin behind her raised hand. ‘’Ere, Ada. I ’ope ole ugly ain’t got a sensitive snozzle. I can smell that pissy ole coat from ’ere.’

‘That ain’t me bundle yer can smell,’ Ada whispered. ‘It’s ole muvver Adams up front. She takes in all the stray mogs.’Er place smells like a public urinal in Pennyfields.’

The line of customers moved slowly forward, and at last it was Ada’s turn to present her bundle. ‘’Ere we are, same again,’ she said with bluster.

The wizened figure who stood on a raised dais behind the high counter slapped the bundle down hard on the polished surface and sighed deeply. It had been a heavy morning and he was feeling nauseous. Every bundle he had opened smelled of moth balls or lavender water. Then there was the moggie lady with her smelly blankets. It was all getting too much, he groaned to himself as he threw the bundle through the hatch behind him and proceeded to write out the pawn ticket. ‘There we are,’ he said, slapping down a handful of coins on the table. ‘Seven an’ six less fourpence, an’ there’s yer ticket.’

Ada grinned at Clara as she turned to go. ‘See yer later, girl. I’m orf ’ome ter do me ironin’!’




 Chapter Five

In 1933 a name began to appear regularly in the daily newspapers which soon became more and more well known to anyone who followed the international news. Political cartoonists were fascinated by the new figure and some of their drawings began to worry those who were old enough to see something all too real and familiar in the caricatures; an ominous reminder of the past. Old George Baker was sitting with Joe Cooper in the public bar of the Horseshoe and he prodded the newspaper which was spread out on the table in front of him. ‘Yer Kaiser was one fing, Joe, but this Adolf ’Itler’s a sight more dangerous. See what it ses in ’ere. ’E’s took the country out o’ the League o’ Nations an’ got forty million votes fer rearmament. It’s bloody frightenin’ when yer fink of it. If somebody don’t stop ’im it’ll be anuvver bloody world war, mark my words.’

Joe’s mind was on other things and he grabbed the two empty glasses. ‘Pop, you’re givin’ me the bloody ’ump! Let’s get a refill.’

The events that were shaping the destiny of the world were of little interest to Connie Morgan and her cousin Molly. In 1934 they were both fourteen and feeling very grown-up as, during the year, they discussed the prospect of trying to get a job together when they left school at Christmas. Although  work was generally hard to find, many firms were taking on children straight from school to learn machine work of all types. It was seen by many employers as prudent to use what was little more than child labour to keep their costs to a minimum. Kate wanted Connie to get a job in an office, though, and Helen was afraid that her daughter would find it hard to get any type of job at all. The cousins’ school-leaving certificates did not paint inspiring pictures of their capabilities. They were identical, as were those of all the school-leavers that term: ‘Good at needle-work and housecraft. Punctual and trustworthy’.

Kate was still working as a barmaid and most of her free time was taken up with an endless round of parties and so the two friends spent most of the time together during the holidays. Helen and Matthew had gone to the pub on Christmas Eve and the two youngsters were sitting in Helen’s front room listening to the wireless that Matthew had bought only a couple of days before. The fire burned brightly in the grate, and paper chains were hung around the walls. A sprig of holly was pinned over the fireplace and Christmas cards lined the high mantelshelf. Outside, the night was cold and windy, with a pale moon peeping through moving clouds. Connie crossed her legs under her and rested her arms on her lap as she sat on the hearth rug. Molly was sprawled out on her side facing her, her chin supported on her cupped hand. The room was warm and cosy and, after listening to the wireless for a while and chatting about trivial things, Molly brought up the subject of work.

‘I wonder what jobs the labour exchange will offer us, Con?’

Connie shrugged her shoulders. ‘I bet they won’t send us after office jobs. Me mum keeps on at me ter get a job in an office. She reckons I should learn ter type an’ do short’and. I don’t wanna work in offices, Molly. Most o’ them office  workers are real posh. I couldn’t talk posh, could you?’

Molly laughed and sat up. ‘Fancy us bein’ all posh. The kids round ’ere wouldn’t talk to us. Anyway, those office fellas ’ave got funny names, like Clarence and Rodney. There’s a fella who works in the office at Armitage’s called Bertrum. Fancy’avin’ a name like Bertrum. I couldn’t go around all day sayin’ names like that. I’d burst out laughin’.’

Connie grinned and leaned forward. ‘I reckon they’ll send us ter Shuttleworths, or Peek Frean’s. Most o’ the girls who left last term work at Shut’s.’

‘Cor! Fancy ’avin’ a job packin’ choc’lates. We could eat’em all day, Con.’

‘What about workin’ at Peek’s, Molly? Cream biscuits, jam rolls, and luvverly choc’late digestives.’

Molly pulled her knees up. ‘I bet yer don’t get a chance ter touch a fing. I bet they’ve got some ole witch of a forelady standin’ over yer all day. Someone like Widow Pacey.’

‘P’raps they’ll send us ter one o’ those bottlin’ stores,’ Connie said, as she picked up the poker and stabbed at the glowing coals.

‘What would we ’ave ter do there, Con?’

‘Well, accordin’ ter that Rita Arnold, yer label wine bottles an’ do packin’. She’s worked there fer ages.’

Molly stretched her legs and rubbed the side of her back. ‘I’ope we do get ter work tergevver, Con. The labour exchange might send us ter different places. Can’t we say we wanna work tergevver?’

‘I s’pose we could do,’ Connie replied.

Molly’s face became serious and for a time she stared into the fire. Presently she looked at Connie. ‘S’posin’ they won’t give me a job?’

‘What d’yer mean, Molly. ’Course they’ll offer yer a job. You could do any job I could do.’

‘I dunno. Lots o’ firms won’t take people like me on. Bella Richards couldn’t get any jobs at all. I don’t fink she’s ever ’ad a job since she left school.’

Connie looked into her friend’s large sad eyes and felt a familiar wave of pity flowing through her. ‘Don’t be so silly, Molly. Bella Richards is not like you. She’s got somefing wrong wiv ’er brain. She keeps ’avin’ fits. That’s why she can’t get a job. There’s nufink wrong wiv yer brain. You was always better than me at classes. You’ll get a job anywhere.’

Molly stared back into the fire, her eyes fixed on the flickering flames. ‘Will yer get married one day, Con?’ she asked suddenly.

Connie laughed, and a slight flush tinged her pretty face. ‘Oh, I dunno. I might, one day.’

‘Will yer ’ave lots o’ babies?’

‘I might. What about you?’

Molly’s eyes had remained fixed to the flames. ‘Yer need boys ter make babies, Con. Boys won’t wanna go out wiv somebody like me.’

Connie leaned forward and squeezed Molly’s arm gently. ‘Yes they will. You jus’ wait. Now let’s ferget boys. Let’s talk about Christmas presents, an’ mince pies, an’ ’ot chestnuts.’

Laughter rang out in the cosy room, while across the gaslit landing, in the flat opposite, old Mrs Walker wrapped her thick shawl around her frail shoulders and dreamed of Christmas long ago. The laughter that carried into her drab, draughty flat was the laughter of the street in more tranquil times, when the ragtime piano blared out, and when the banging coming from the scullery was music to her ears. The shelf was now hanging off the wall, although she did not notice. The fire was dying in the grate, but she did not take heed. She pulled the shawl tighter and closed her eyes.

 



Throughout the whole of the depression years West End restaurants and clubs still took deliveries of clarets and Madeiras, French Sauternes and vintage ports. The bottling stores and wholesale wine merchants around the Tooley Street area remained on full-time working to meet the demand, and it was there that the two young school-leavers found their first jobs together at John Priday and Sons. Connie was put to work labelling French wine, while Molly was placed on a different work bench, a couple of folded sacks on her stool to give her height, pasting out year labels for the bottle necks. With some trepidation, the two began their working lives.

The hours seemed long, and the work was dull. The only relief came when the daily tot of wine was handed out. The women labellers chuckled as Molly took her first sip of wine and pulled a face. It tasted like vinegar and she had difficulty in swallowing it. Connie, too, found the taste strange, but it was not long before both girls got used to it and in fact even began to look forward to the wine break. The ribald jokes, and the raucous laughter which often brought the foreman out of his office to see what was going on, were at first frightening to the cousins. But the women, mostly old hands, took the two young girls under their wings, and though life in the bottling stores was tedious and hard, in no time at all the young girls felt that they were part of the group. They soon began to understand the logic of the bawdy jokes which were, more often than not, directed towards the men workers.

Liaisons were established, and the banter and repartee often resulted in little favours being done by the men to ease the workload. Women could take a break in the toilets to have a smoke or take a swig from a bottle of wine that had been secreted behind the cistern while one of the men took over the labelling. Other little favours helped everyone through the day and, when someone had a birthday, one of the men would run  over to the bakers across the road from the stores and fetch cakes. The most important reason for befriending the men, however, was the fact that the bottling stores worked on a bonus system. To have an ally amongst the men meant that the full boxes of labelled bottles would be more quickly removed and another empty box made ready; it could also ensure that a speedier supply of labels and paste kept production going and the bonus figure being reached.

At five o’clock every evening the two friends left the dank, gas-lit railway arches where the bottling stores were situated and walked home arm in arm to Ironmonger Street. As they walked through the warren of little backstreets to reach their homes they usually talked about their funny workmates and the young lads who were employed to load and unload the vans and horsecarts. One of the lads, a scruffily-dressed individual with an impish look, had seemed to have taken a shine to Molly and it was the subject of much talk amongst the older women. Molly was finding his attentions embarrassing, and she always blushed when the lad came through the arch and gave her a huge wink. Connie though was grateful for his friendship and she decided to find out a little about him.

The opportunity presented itself when the bottling machine broke down one morning. While the broken glass was being extracted from the cogs the labellers took a well-earned rest, and some of the lads came in to the bottling arch for a chat. The impish character sidled up to Connie and leaned on the work bench. ‘’Ello. What’s your name then?’ he asked, his eyes gently mocking her.

‘Connie Morgan. What’s yours then?’ she countered.

‘Michael Donovan. I live in Tower Bridge Road,’ he said quickly, flicking a tuft of hair from his eyes with a quick move of his head.

‘I live in Ironmonger Street,’ Connie said.

Michael’s eyes lit up and he broke into a grin, showing a row of wide even teeth. ‘Ironmonger Street. Cor! That’s a right ole street ter live in.’

Connie gave him a hard stare. ‘What d’yer mean? Our street’s okay. I’ve lived there all me life. Molly lives there too. We’re cousins.’

‘I know you’re cousins. They told me,’ he said, nodding to the group of women who had produced a pack of cards and were beginning a game of pontoon. ‘Why don’t yer cousin talk ter me when I wink at ’er? Is she shy?’

‘She is a bit, I s’pose,’ Connie conceded.

‘I used ter go out wiv one o’ the girls ’ere,’ Michael said, standing up straight and puffing out his pigeon chest. ‘She left though. Got anuvver job in an office.’

‘Oh, an’ is that why yer packed ’er up?’

‘I didn’t pack ’er up. She packed me up,’ he admitted as he toyed with a pasting brush.

Connie studied the tall, slim lad and felt suddenly sorry for him. His demeanour was innocent enough, although she sensed a fierce pride simmering below the surface. His face was open and friendly and his unruly mop of fair hair almost covered his ears. His clothes seemed to be hanging on him, and his boots were tied up with string. He had a pleasant smile and his full lips were constantly moving. He seemed somehow to be different from the rest of the lads in that he took every opportunity to chat to everyone within reach.

‘’Ow old are yer?’ Connie asked suddenly, flushing at her own impudence.

‘I’m nearly seventeen. ’Ow old are you?’

‘I’ll be fifteen in November,’ Connie replied.

‘Yer just a kid, Connie. Don’t worry though. I’ll keep me eye on yer. Some o’ those women are crafty,’ he whispered,  nodding in the direction of the card players. ‘They’ll give yer all the worse jobs, you bein’ new an’ everyfing.’

‘I’m not a kid,’ Connie retorted sharply. ‘I’m only a little bit younger than you. Anyway, yer not a kid once yer start work,’ she added pointedly.

‘What’s up wiv yer cousin, Con?’ Michael said, in an effort to change the subject.

‘What d’yer mean what’s up wiv ’er?’

‘Well, she looks sort o’ different. Like she’s a dwarf or somefink.’

Connie was furious at his impudence, and wanted to lash out with her tongue, but something stopped her. He seemed genuinely interested in Molly’s condition, and she saw the look of sympathy and concern on his elfin face.

‘Molly’s got a spine defect. She was born wiv it. That’s why she gets shy when boys talk to ’er,’ she said quietly. Michael’s look of puzzlement made her go on. ‘Yer see, Molly finks people pity ’er. She gets mad when people pity ’er.’

‘Can’t the ’ospital do anyfink – ter make ’er walk better I mean?’ Michael asked.

Connie shook her head. ‘No. ’Er mum told me she might’ave ter wear irons on ’er legs soon. Don’t you tell ’er that, will yer?’ she said, her eyes widening.

‘’Course I won’t. What d’yer take me for?’ Michael said indignantly.

Connie glanced over to where her friend was working and saw that the group on that particular bench was huddled around one of the women who seemed to be pointing out something from a catalogue. Molly appeared to be interested in what was being shown and did not seem to have noticed the conversation she was having. Connie looked back at Michael who was leaning against the work table, his arms folded across his chest. ‘I’ve not seen yer in Tower Bridge  Road,’ she said. ‘I’m always there, doin’ shoppin’ fer me aunt.’
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