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 Prologue

An old man walked slowly past the shuttered shops that spread along the base of the building on the Riverside Estate, and took the walkway to Conner Point. The wind caught the door of the high rise building as he opened it and slammed it behind him as he crossed the hall. As he waited for the lift, the door again creaked open and slammed behind a woman carrying a bulging shopping bag. She put it down and pulled up her coat collar against the cold wind that whistled through the glassless window panel beside the door. A plastic sheet had been crudely nailed to the frame and it flapped fiercely. The woman held a hand to the middle of her back. ‘’Ello Mr Bowman,’ she said, glancing up at the light above the lift which had remained on above number ten. ‘It’s them kids wot do it. They press all the buttons.’

Bob Bowman looked at her and grunted.

She stabbed at the lift button impatiently. ‘I keeps on tellin’ the porter, though a fat lot o’ good ’e is.’

The old man nodded and looked up at the light that had now started to move along the numbers. At last there was a clunk and the lift door slid open. The two entered the lift and the woman’s face screwed up as she noticed the puddle at the rear. ‘Bloody kids. They don’t even live on the Estate. ’Arf of ’em are gyppos’ kids.’

Bob Bowman was getting irritated. He pressed the button marked fifteen and the woman reached across and pressed the button above. Bob noticed that she had a tic. Her eyes blinked and her nose twitched like a rabbit’s. A grin ghosted over Bob’s hawkish features and his pale blue eyes twinkled. ‘Coffins,’ he said, and the lift stopped at the eleventh. He pressed the correct button and the lift moved up.

The woman looked at him blankly.

‘That’s right yer know. These lifts were made ter take coffins. Saves slidin’ ’em down the apples.’ The woman’s nose twitched. ‘Well, coffins an’ stretchers,’ he added as the lift stopped on the fifteenth. He alighted grinning, aware of her stern gaze boring into the back of his head.

There was a numbered door at each corner of the hallway. He made for the one to his right and put his evening paper under his arm as he started to search for his key. The door opened suddenly and Brenda his daughter stood in the doorway. ‘I heard the lift, Dad. We were getting worried.’

 



The lights below spread out into the distance. They twinkled, a myriad earthbound stars. A twin row of lights arced away, tracing the path of the Old Kent Road. Eastwards, a square of lights lit the railway station. A commuter train slid along towards the dark hills of suburbia, its carriages coughing out blue flashes. Immediately below, the grassed area looked clean and deserted in the light from the tall concrete lampposts.

Brenda sat in an easy chair, a sewing basket at her feet. She held a needle and cotton out at arm’s length, her eyes squinting as she sought to thread the needle. On her lap lay a pair of torn trousers. Her husband Joe sat facing her, his back to the window. He had the evening paper spread out over his crossed legs as he tried to interest himself in the news. Right then sleep  seemed to be the better proposition, and his eyes started to close.

Bob Bowman sat by the window. The curtains remained open, for as his daughter often remarked, ‘only the birds can look in’. The young woman studied her father’s face as he sat hunched in the high-backed chair. Concern showed in her eyes. She had noticed the change in him since he had moved in with her and Joe just over a year ago. His shoulders sagged more of late, and his sure stride had become slower, more deliberate. His eyes were now growing glassy and faded. Worse still, he had started to mumble to himself on occasions. He was doing it now. Brenda thought about their impending move down to Sevenoaks. Her father had flatly refused to leave dockland. ‘’Ere I was born, an’ ’ere I’ll die,’ he’d said.

The council had promised her father a bedsit in the old people’s dwellings near the river, and the old boy was looking forward to it, but as yet there was nothing definite. Brenda hoped that once he got away from the tower block and among people he knew, her father’s health would improve. Brenda felt helpless. Her husband’s firm was moving, and there were houses made available for the staff. If only she did not feel so worried about her father. She turned to Joe but her husband was lost to sleep. His head hung to one side, his mouth gaping open.

Down below a car turned into the estate, its headlights scything a path before it. The car revved along the road and the muffled sound of its engine was lost on the old man. He had heard a different sound, the deep, throaty sound of a river boat as it dragged its charge towards the Pool. The tug belched again; a long hoot, then a shorter one. The familiar sound stirred his memories. He was back once more amongst the river men: stevedores, dockers, cranemen, like himself, and lightermen. He could almost taste the river, with its pungent-smelling, greyish mud, its sudden fogs that crept up from the Estuary and  spread inshore, swirling over the quayside and into the narrow, cobbled dockside streets. He remembered the muffled sounds of the chugging workhorses of the Thames, the tugs that sat low in the oily swell and hauled and fussed at the complexities of moorings. He remembered the dangerous climb up the cold iron ladder that took him high above the quay, up into a space above the sheds, where he was powerful, where he lorded it over the men below, yet was attentive to their every signal and gesture. Up here he pulled and pushed the levers that moved the monstrous crane jib and arm, which hoisted, swung, lowered, and set down rope-slung cargoes gently onto the quay. Up here the smells drifted, smells of sweating wine casks, ripening fruit, and sour mud.

There were other sights that the old man’s memories surveyed. He saw Tower Bridge rising and he sighed deeply. He saw again the cantilevers rise and sink, the slender part reaching high for the bridge towers, the bulk sinking into the giant stone bastions. He heard the warning bell and saw the large vessel as it slipped slowly and silently out from the Pool of London, toward the Estuary and the oceans beyond. He saw once more the scene down river, the rotting boatyards where ships were once made of stout English oak. He saw the riverside taverns, where long ago corsairs hung to rot, their popping, sightless eyes meat for the crows, and a terrible warning to returning mariners.

Bob Bowman raised his shoulders and let them sag again. The river ache was in his bones and he looked down below. The scene changed. He saw the little backstreet and felt its heartbeat. There was the iron lamppost, its light spreading over the cobbled stones. A looped rope hung from the ladder support and at the bottom of the rope a coat was folded to make a seat. A young girl occupied the seat. She swung slowly, her feet scraping over the cobbles. Above her the hiss of the damaged  mantle sounded and the escaping flame burned blue in the cold evening air. A small boy stood inside the lighted area, his face stained with the juice of the half orange that he held in his dirty grasp. Bob Bowman looked down into the dark backyard. A door opened and a shaft of light caught the rusting wringer with its dry wooden rollers that had started to split. He saw the long bathtub and the dartboard hanging from the whitewashed wall. The door shut and the darkness reclaimed its secrets.

Iron wheels sounded on the cobbles as the horse-cart rounded the turn. A carman sat, his shoulders drooping in fatigue, while his eager horse was struggling home to its hayfilled stall. Bob Bowman, sitting by his window in the sky, saw the lights all go out. A terrifying wail reached his ears as the generator on the police station roof started up. As the scream of the siren died so another familiar sound reached him. It came from the dark sky, and Bob stiffened in his chair. He watched as the pencils of light danced about the heavens and then converged on a tiny silver object floating in the light. The object drifted on. There was a loud swish and a louder roar as mortar and bricks flew skywards and the rush of flames engulfed the wharf. A whole wall toppled into the Thames and the water burned. The old man’s head was held sideways, his ears straining for the sound. It floated up to him, ‘There’s an old mill by the stream.’ Softly, then more loudly, ‘Nellie Dean,’ it said, and he looked down, his eyes searching for the place. There it was, the mound of earth, like some prehistoric barrow. From the bricked vents on top of the mound, the voices were now loud and clear. The song went on, ‘Where I used to sit and dream.’

Another roar, and the urgent shout of ‘Oil bomb on the factory!’ Burning contents from the building spewed over the mound and the earth burned. Gun flashes lit up the street and the running feet as the men raced to the shelter. They dived  down into the gutter for safety, then jumped up and ran faster. One man stayed still, his life-blood draining out and down into the sewer.

There was a shout ‘The warden, get the warden!’

He was running; steel helmet held down by the tight strap under his chin. His hands were blackened and cut. His chest was heaving and his coat scorched and torn. He saw the faces; grey, dust-caked and pleading, ‘’Elp us, Bob! . . . Don’t leave us, Bob! . . . Gawd bless yer, Bob.’ Bob Bowman shuddered and sank back into his chair, his eyes closed.

A voice, nearer and louder, came to him. ‘Dad. Dad.’ He felt the hand on his shoulder. ‘There’s your tea, Dad. Was you dreaming?’

Bob sat up, shook his head and clasped the mug of steaming tea. ‘Sorry girl, must’ve dozed orf.’

His daughter looked out of the window at the full yellow orb floating in the night sky. ‘It’s a full moon,’ she said.

‘Bomber’s moon we used ter call it, once upon a time.’




 Chapter One

The early morning light had filtered very rapidly into the velvet sky, and caused the elevated signal box at Bermondsey Crossing to stand out in sharp relief. The white painted weatherboards around the four sides of the cabin had lost some of the grime after the night storm, and the water had run down on to the six feet high bricked base, which had absorbed the moisture like a sponge. The storm had laid the dust and the air was crystal. The rows of track glistened, and seemed to forge into a silver strip away into the distance. Westwards, the track bent, a long arc that reached the London Bridge terminal. One track split from the sweep and took an opposing curve into the goods depot, a half mile from the station.

Inside the cabin Joe Harper yawned and stretched his aching back. The first of the morning trains was due, the Kent milk train.

A bell sounded; a shrill ring that told the signalman the ‘milkman’ was on time and he responded by throwing over the heavy lever that controlled the bisection of the track. He then pulled on an adjacent lever that dropped the signal-arm into the ‘clear’ position. Joe glanced down the track to check that the green light showed, then wiped his hands on a piece of cotton waste. The kettle rattled as the blue gas flame licked  around its sides. A steam ring popped from the spout and enlarged as it floated upwards. Joe carefully counted out four heaped spoonfuls of tea leaf from a battered canister into a brown enamel teapot. A minute later the milk train clattered past and the cabin became enveloped in steam. Rivulets of the condensed vapour ran down the windows and the cabin shook. The kettle started to boil and Joe Harper filled the teapot to the brim, stirring the brew thoughtfully. Fred Harris, the day man, was due soon and, as was the custom, the shift always started and ended with a strong brew.

Joe put the filled teapot under a ragged looking cover and stretched again, his fingers reaching around for the offending ache. There was a stained mirror taped onto the wall and Joe Harper looked at his reflection. The wide spaced eyes, greygreen and tired, stared back at him. He studied the thick dark hair that had started to recede and the square chin that had sprouted a black stubble. He looked at his broad nose and noticed how the skin was becoming loose around his neck. He sighed and pulled a face at his reflection, then walked over to the window facing down the track. He grinned to himself as he saw Fred Harris limping towards the cabin. The day man carried a canvas bag that was slung over his shoulder, his thumb crooked around the strap. Fred’s limp was the result of a shell splinter, obtained on the Somme in ’15. Pieces of the metal had been removed by doctors, and by Fred himself over the years, as tiny pieces worked their way to the surface of his leg. Fred was convinced that the steel portion still embedded was going rusty. ‘Stan’s to reason, don’t it? Wiv all the rain we get.’

The two men were lifelong pals. They had run the streets as boys, and marched out of those backwaters to fight in France. They took the ‘King’s Shilling’ and suffered the mud and slush of the trenches, and they both returned. Fred Harris limped  back on crutches and his pal returned with his lungs blistered and scarred from the evil vapours of the mustard gas.

Fred Harris climbed the wooden steps up to the cabin and walked in. ‘Mornin’ mate, quiet night?’

‘Not too bad, Fred, got two extra early on. One looked like a troop train.’

Fred sat down and rubbed his leg. ‘It’s the bloody rain, bin givin’ me ’ell all night,’ he complained. Joe grinned, handed a mug filled with red-coloured tea to Fred, and sat down on a tall stool. ‘That’ll oil your rusty leg, me ole mate.’

Fred sipped the hot tea noisily. ‘Rained all night, so my little woman tells me.’

Joe nodded and he took a swig at his tea. ‘Left off around four this mornin’. ’Eavy too.’

Fred Harris rubbed a large hand over his eyes. ‘My Sara woke me up just about then. Said she could ’ear the water drippin’ in. I said to ’er, wadja s’pect me to do, shin up the drainpipe wiv a load o’ slates? Go back to sleep I told ’er.’

Joe laughed and finished his tea. He collected Fred’s empty mug and washed them both under the running tap. There was a large calendar hanging on the wall which depicted a young lady in tennis clothes and sporting a large green eyeshade. She smiled down into the room. Joe tore the date slip off to expose the new date. It read Sunday 3rd September, 1939.

‘Well I’m away ’ome, mate, take it easy.’

‘See you, Joe,’ Fred replied.

The night man paused by the door. ‘I’m goin’ to stay up for the speech, it looks bad.’

Fred nodded. ‘Don’t see no way out now, wot wiv the Czechs, an’ now the Poles.’

Joe opened the door of the cabin. ‘Gawd ’elp us if it does start. Be a sight worse than the last lot.’

 



A flock of pigeons flew over the pickle factory as Joe Harper walked along the empty street. Birds were singing and the sun had started its journey into the sky. Joe was feeling a sense of uneasiness as he walked on. The sound of iron wheels on cobbles reached his ears, and from around the corner Taffy Davies appeared, struggling to get his heavy milk-cart on an even course as the wheels slithered over the cobbles. The empty milk bottles on top of the cart rattled in their containers and two small metal churns swung together on the side rail. Taffy leaned forward against the weight, his head down and his neck muscles straining. Joe nodded a greeting but the Welshman ignored him. Joe stood for a moment watching as the cart resumed a straight course, then he turned into Tanners Alley, a cobbled pathway that led to Conner Street. The alley was flanked on one side by the high wall of the leather factory, and on the other by a row of pretty little cottages. The local kids had named the place ‘Door Knocker Alley’ — and for good reason. On every door there were the most hideous-looking door knockers. One was of a lion’s head, snarling; another, the grinning face of the devil. A mailed fist warned from one door, and many other leering, threatening monstrosities confronted the passer-by.

It was as though someone had looked at the pretty cottages, with their ivy-covered walls, their colourful flower-boxes that hung below the shuttered windows, and had decided to exact a penance. This someone had looked at the front doors that opened onto the cobbled path and maliciously concluded that a reminder would hang there. Beauty had no place in such an area; for how could any tranquillity exist with the grimy wharves and warehouses, the noisy grind of the leather factories, the belt-driven machines and the steam presses that thrashed and thumped, the ugly arches and cold iron bridges that carried the railway, and the run-down streets and tenement  blocks, stained and covered with sulphur and carbon. Why should there be such a place in the morass that was dockland?

The knockers were fitted, and the perpetrator stood back to ponder. He was not pleased, for the ugliness of his work was partly concealed, subdued by the flowering beauty that grew from the window boxes, and from the wall-rooted vines. Yellow primrose, and bright red geranium calmed the ashen iron. Shades of begonia and pansy and the white of the doorsteps soothed the trepidation of the passer-by and he breathed more easily. Young children walked the alley without fear as they leered back at the faces, and they gave the place its name.

Joe Harper heard the gurgle of rain water running beneath the drain grill as he walked along the path and into Conner Street. At the point where the alley opened into the Street was an iron hitching post. It stood upright and embedded in the path. The post was once the barrel of a Crimean war cannon. But now its muzzle was plugged and faced the sky. Joe touched the cold, smooth surface as he passed by and thought it strange that he had never really recognised the significance of the harmless looking piece of ironmongery, until this morning. But then this particular morning was different.

The signalman turned left, and strolled along the quiet street towards number 22. As he passed the Flannagan’s house at number 30, he heard the new baby yelling, the loud shout from Patrick, then the soothing voice of Bridie as she no doubt satisfied the belly pains of the child. The Flannagans were a large brood. Bridie fussed over them all like a mother hen over her chicks. She also kept a firm hold over her huge husband, although she barely reached his shoulder. Patrick worshipped them all, but there were times when the strain, and the din, would force him to seek the peace and quiet of the ‘Eagle’, a little pub on the corner of Conner Street.

Joe reached his house and pulled on the door string. He  walked into the dark passage and entered the tiny parlour. His lodger, a wizened looking old man, followed him in and stood waiting as Joe sat down heavily into his favourite chair.

‘Like a cuppa, Joe?’

‘I could do, Skip,’ replied the younger man.

The old man blew his nose on his large red handkerchief.

Joe started to take off his boots. ‘Is Rosie awake?’

The old man poked the handkerchief into his back pocket. ‘I took ’er up a cup, gone back to kip,’ he answered.

‘You’re up early this mornin’, Skipper.’

‘Couldn’t sleep for the rain, and that wind. Reminded me of those storms we used to get at sea.’

Joe licked his lips and grinned. ‘I’d really like a cuppa, Skip.’

The lodger pointed his long boney finger at him. ‘Comin’ up.’

Joe Harper knew the man well. If he allowed the old seaman to get started on a subject concerned with the sea, then the chances of a quick cuppa would evaporate. There were nights, when the wind howled and the fire burned bright, when Joe and Rosie listened with interest as the old seafarer spun his yarns from the oceans. On this particular morning, however, and at this early hour, he was not inclined to listen.

Skipper was in his mid-seventies, a dapper little man, with a full mane of snow-white hair that hung over his coat collar, and defied the comb. He had spent his youth walking the piers of the world and sailing the oceans under canvas; in the coalfired tramps, from Yokohama to Lisbon, from Valparaiso to San Francisco. He’d weathered the storms and suffered the food, until the pains in his bones and the hardships became more than he could bear. He had said goodbye to the feel of the wind and spray and settled for the lodging room near the docks. That way, he could still walk near the ships, and meet the like of  himself, men that smelt of the sea and talked of the ships. For a time the old seaman moved around, then he found the Harpers and he loved them like his own. They were a real family, and they cared for his needs. He’d seen the girls grow into women and marry. He’d been around when the eldest’s two were born. Yes, this was his home, his family.

Joe sat back in his chair and lit a cigarette. Skipper came in with the tea. ‘’Ere we are, son,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Skip,’ Joe answered, looking quizzically at the other’s fluffy white hair. ‘Wot you been doin’ to your barnet?’

The old man ran his fingers through his mane. ‘Rosie got on to me to get it washed, said I was goin’ lousy, so I used some of them there Lux flakes.’

Joe smiled. ‘Looks like a pile of candyfloss, mate.’

Skipper growled and sat down.

Rosie came into the room. She had her dressing gown wrapped tightly around her ample figure.

‘Mornin’, luv, busy night?’ she asked.

‘Not so bad, bit of extra traffic.’ he replied. ‘Did you sleep okay?’

‘Didn’t ’ear a thing, I was that tired out.’

Joe puffed a cloud of cigarette smoke ceilingwards. Rosie started to remove the wire pipe-cleaners which served as curlers from her hair. ‘I’ll get you some breakfast,’ she said.

‘No rush, luv, I’m staying up for the news anyway.’

Rosie looked into his pale eyes. ‘Bad ain’t it?’

‘Yeah, it is, an’ there’s no use sayin’ otherwise. There’s goin’ to be a war, my love, an’ it’s goin’ to be a nasty one.’

Rosie pulled up a chair and sat down at the table. She placed a small mirror in front of her and started to comb out her hair.

Skipper took out his pipe and greasy tobacco pouch then proceeded to fill the blackened bowl. When he’d packed the ‘Nosegay’ strands down tight, he struck a match and drew on  the stem. Sparks flew onto his dirty waistcoat and he quickly brushed them off. Rosie gave him a cold stare. ‘One of these days you’re goin’ to set yourself alight.’

 



The street was coming to life. Footsteps sounded as folk went for their Sunday papers and their usual weekend supply of winkles and shrimps. Near Tanners Alley, the old rag-and-bone man leaned on his battered barrow and called out his unintelligible cry. On the pavements, the children played at hopscotch and with their coloured glass marbles along the kerbsides. They cracked their whips and sent the wooden tops skidding along pavements and in amongst the cobbles.

Two girls slowly turned a skipping-rope as a smaller girl hopped in and out of range of the thudding cord, singing a ditty as she went. The sun shone down from a cloudless sky, and at the end of the street the ice-cream man fixed the canopy above his stall.

Skipper had gone for the morning papers and Joe sat with Rosie in their tiny parlour. The woman looked up at the framed photograph sitting on the mantelshelf. ‘I’m worried over ’em, Joe, what with them children bein’ so young. I’ve told Josie to try an’ get out of London, get ’em into the country somewhere.’

Joe looked at her. ‘Listen Rosie, Josie nor Brian would let them kids be evacuated. Brian will be called up soon and as for Mary an’ Bob, well, Bob’s bin mobilised now, an’ Mary’s workin’ at the ’ospital. It’s goin’ to be difficult.’

Rosie looked down at her hands and studied her nails. ‘Mary’s takin’ it well, but young Josie seems upset,’ she said.

‘I’ve noticed ’ow our Josie’s got lately, seems jumpy with the kids,’ replied Joe.

Rosie’s eyes filled with tears and her husband leaned forward, taking her hands in his own and gently squeezing them as he planted a kiss on her forehead. Rosie dabbed at her  eyes and stood up. ‘I’d better get those breakfast things washed up,’ she said.

The door latch slid over against the pull of the string and Skipper came into the parlour and dropped the papers onto the table. He had his clay pipe held in the corner of his mouth. Joe ignored the papers and lit another cigarette. Skipper sat down by the empty firegrate and reached for a pipe-cleaner. ‘Rosie looks upset, Joe.’

‘Yeah, it’s the girls, an’ the two little ones. Rosie wants ’em to try an’ get away from London.’

Skipper threaded the pipe-cleaner along the stem of his stained pipe and worked it back and forth. He then tapped the bowl gently against his foot and blew hard down the stem. ‘If it does start we’re goin’ to get a pastin’ aroun’ this area. Stan’s to reason, there’s the docks, an’ railways. The bastards are gonna get them sort of places.’

Joe stood up. ‘I’m goin’ for a breath of air.’

The signalman leaned against the door post, his gaze wandering up and down the street. A large woman was having an argument with the ragman, ‘You want to get that there contraption fixed. It must come to more than that,’ she exploded.

‘I’ve ’ad this spring balance for donkeys’ years, it’s right to the penny,’ the man said with conviction.

‘Looks like it could do wiv a drop of oil,’ she replied, not wishing to be outdone.

The ragman counted out a few copper coins and dropped them into the woman’s hand. She turned without another word and marched off. The man tucked the spring scale into his belt and threw the bundle of old rags onto the near-empty barrow.

Joe’s gaze took in the row of terraced houses opposite. The sulphur and black carbon stains on the bricks were somewhat toned down by the white-laced curtains and the clean whitestoned front door steps. The grey slated roofs sloped down to  meet drooping gutters and above, perched precariously, were the brick stacks, supporting red earthenware chimneypots.

Almost directly across from the Harpers’ house was a newly erected structure. The design was of a hump-shaped tunnel with a thick wall placed down the centre to divide the space into two separate caverns. The roof was at ground level, and to get inside a path had been provided that sloped down to the entrance. The whole thing was covered by a thick layer of rubble and earth, making it invisible from the air. The path was flanked by metal railings and a gate closed the entrance. Just inside the iron gate there stood a wooden post set into the ground. A square board was nailed on top of the post and the square was painted a dull green. Beneath the painted part a sign was hung which said: ‘In the event of a GAS ATTACK the paint will change colour’. What the notice did not say was which colour the board would take, nor did the sign inform the curious that, should they wait around to see the miracle happen, they also would change colour.

Joe looked over at the shelter and noticed that the padlock was missing and the gate ajar. He pondered over this and went into his house. The loud ticking clock on his parlour mantelshelf said ten forty-five.

A few miles away, in a room overlooking the quiet Westminster street, last minute preparations were taking place for the broadcast that was to change the lives of the folk of Conner Street. In fact it would never be the same again for millions of people throughout the whole world.




 Chapter Two

The long, wide Tower Road stretched from the wharves and docks to a junction, and from that junction main arteries led away to tidy suburbia, to large homes and to well kept gardens. The arteries led away to open green areas and to places with large smart shops. Tower Road had shops, but they were not smart, and the only greenery in Tower Road poked out from the boxes and bloomed from the barrows and stalls in the market. The dockland market was famous, for it was said that if an item could not be purchased there, then it wasn’t made.

The Conner Street folk were proud of their market, and when they walked up the street, and dodged across the busy road between the clattering trams, they found themselves right in the middle of the kerbside trading.

The bone-shaking trams squealed to a stop at the beginning of the market and disgorged stern-faced, basket-carrying women who hurried into the trading place. The trams also transported idlers, who came to be part of the bustling scene and who strolled along the line of stalls at a leisurely pace.

Early each weekday morning a number 68 tram brought Stanley Nathan to Tower Road market. Stanley walked through the area at a brisk pace, for he had a business to attend to and by nature he was punctual and conscientious. The stall-holders  acknowledged him as he passed by and Stanley returned their salutations with a nod and a grin. Stanley Nathan was wellliked and a respected member of the market fraternity. He had been a ‘market man’ for as long as he cared to remember, as his father had before him. The bustling scene and the smell of the place never failed to stimulate him and as he walked to his particular place of trading his face took on a cherubic expression. Stanley had had his share of sadness, however, and sometimes he dwelt upon it, but this was his home and he experienced a feeling of contentment when he looked about him.

Fruit and vegetables were piled high on the stalls, and there were barrows stacked with odd clothes, salads and toiletries. There was a fish barrow, and a live eel stall, where the children peered into the galvanised tanks to watch the squirming, sliding snakes of the sea. There was a ‘Cheap-Jack’ stall, where cards of buttons, thimbles, needles and pins, and blocks of coloured dyes were heaped together with cough mixture, soap and soda. When the pile started to diminish, Cheap-Jack would tip another box of mysteries onto the heap. One day, Mrs Wallace stopped to search for some shirt buttons and, delving into the pile, she discovered a bottle of patent cough cure. The label was dirty and stained, but she was able to read about the miraculous qualities of the tar-black contents. As her husband had a racking cough, Mrs Wallace took the bottle home.

It didn’t cure her husband’s cough, but it did turn the spoon green and a small drop burnt a hole in her only tablecloth.

Spaced about the market were solemn-faced hawkers, who stood over their open suitcases displaying bundles of boot and shoelaces, cards of collar studs, and razor blades. They sold dusters, handkerchiefs and cheap brooches, little celluloid dolls and rubber ducks. The hawkers stood in the gaps between the  stalls, alongside the traders, their backs no more than a couple of feet from the passing trams.

One character stood between the eel stall and a salad barrow. He wore a dirty, faded raincoat with a row of campaign medals pinned to the lapel. A strap slung around his neck supported a tray, which contained matches and shoelaces. A ginger-tinged moustache grew down over his lower lip. The man never, ever, spoke, nor did he ever seem to move his eyes. He stared ahead, like a sentry, protecting the space between the stalls. Even when a passing baby, held over the mother’s shoulder, grasped a packet of laces the man’s eyes remained perfectly still.

The smells of the ripened fruit and the fresh fish hung in the air, and were carried on the wind into the little backstreets, so that the inhabitants became aware of the market the moment they opened their front doors. The sounds too carried into the backwaters, above the noise of the clattering, rocking trams.

The market had shops that faced the stalls and barrows, and if an item was not available at the kerbside then it could more than likely be found in one of the shops.

The fame of Tower Road market spread afar, so that one day a lady in a moth-eaten fur coat came to the market to buy a parrot. She went away with a fine specimen, a talking parrot in a tall round cage. It was Cheap-Jack who told the story when he’d attracted an audience around his stall: ‘True as I’m standin’ ’ere,’ he said. ‘This ’ere lady takes this lovely parrot ’ome, an’ stan’s it on ’er sideboard. Well the bleedin’ parrot won’t say a word. So back she comes an’ gives ole Silas an earful. Anyway, the ole man knows what’s wrong, an’ ’e sells the lady a little mirror. It turns out that parrots like to see ’emselves, it perks ’em up. “That’ll make the cow-son talk,” ’e says. Anyway, next week, back come this ’ere moth-eaten lady. “That bleedin’ parrot’s not said a word yet.” “P’raps the thing’s  short-sighted,” ’e says. ’E sells ’er a little silver bell, an’ ’e says that when the parrot ’ears the tinkle it’ll answer.’ Cheap-Jack cleared his throat and a customer who had just stopped at the stall asked him how much was a packet of collar studs. ‘Just a minute lady, I’m tellin’ ’em about this parrot. Anyway, the lady goes away an’ sure enough, back she comes the next week an’ gives ole Silas a right mouthful. “The bleedin’ parrot’s dead,” she says. Silas can’t understand it. “Didn’t it say anythin’?” ’e asked ’er. “Well”, this lady said, “it did try to mumble a few words before it croaked it . . .” “Well, go on,” Silas almost shouts at ’er. The lady dabs ’er eyes cos she’s a bit upset. “It sounded like it tried to say food . . . food.”’

The customers erupted in laughter, and the woman holding the card of collar studs asked him again about the price.

‘Just a minute, lady, I’m nearly finished. Ole Silas went berserk. “You mean to stan’ there an’ tell me you never fed the bleedin’ thing? Strike me pink, lady, it only needed a sprinkle o’ birdseed.”’ The customers were laughing, and Cheap-Jack went on, ‘Ole Silas was raving. ’E reckoned the lady should ’ave known ’ow to look after pets, she ’ad enough of ’em on ’er bleedin’ coat . . . Oh now don’t laugh, girls, the story’s true. Sure as Gawd made little apples.’

The woman with the card of collar studs finally left satisfied, and the market settled down to normality. The hustle and bustle of the place contrasted with the peace and quiet of the little backstreets. Conner Street though had its fair share of activity. The ‘Eagle’ and a small hatter’s shop occupied the corners at the market end, and then the row of houses continued on each side until they were halted by the two factories: the leather works and a small custard powder factory.

At the Kent Road end were two small corner shops. The one on the left was owned by a little old lady who sold sweets and tobacco, whilst the shop opposite boasted a multitude of things,  from vinegar and hearthstone, paint and putty, to tin-tacks and shoe leather. Behind the counter, hanging high from a large hook in the ceiling was a bundle of canes. They had crooked handles and were looked upon with awe by the visiting children.

On this Sunday, the shops were closed and shuttered and the stalls and barrows stored away in a backstreet shed. The only one to be seen was the shrimp and winkle stall that stood outside the hatter’s shop. On the stall was a white cover, nailed in place over the wooden boards. An aproned lady with a ruddy face scooped up a pile of winkles into a pewter pot and dropped the pint-worth into a brown paper bag. A customer waited while the lady scooped up a pint of shrimps. The ice-cream man had just arrived and was tightening the red and white canopy above the four brass poles that stuck out of his barrow. He then opened up a box and stacked up columns of wafer cones ready for the children, two of whom were already waiting, copper coins held tightly in their sticky palms.

 



There was a strange tension in the air on that warm Sunday morning. Everyone felt it, as women snapped at their children and men stood in small groups talking quietly. It would soon be eleven o’clock and the waiting would be over. The suspense had grown during the past few months when signs and posters began to appear on hoardings, walls and lampposts. The signs pointed out first-aid posts, gas mask fitting stations and gas cleansing stations; the air-raid shelters and the wardens’ posts, which were set up inside sand-bagged and strengthened buildings. The posters issued terrifying instructions, ‘What to do in the event of an air raid or an invasion’.

The past few months had also heralded in a new sound; the air-raid siren. There had been demonstrations of this new, frightening device that screamed out a warning from the roofs of police stations and public buildings. The tone of the siren  rose from a low pitched moan to an ear-splitting scream and, although broadcasts and leaflets had warned them what to expect, the sound still struck fear into the hearts of everyone who heard it. Bridie Flannagan called the siren a ‘scream from hell’. Her husband Patrick used somewhat earthier adjectives to describe the noise.

The periodical ‘try-out’ of the air-raid warning was sure to awaken the Flannagans’ baby, and as soon as Bridie had settled James again the long high-pitched sound of the all-clear would reverberate through the streets. James immediately woke up and made his own contribution to the cacophony.

 



The Spencer Street Primary School was a gas mask fitting station. Every day the people came with their children, the young leading the old. They came for their gas masks and they stood patiently in line as the uniformed workers fussed and instructed. The conversations were repeated daily: ‘No, Mrs Smith, you musn’t worry over your hair . . . That’s right, pull the straps over your head . . . I’ll try you with a medium one . . . It’s only condensation, Mrs Smith . . . Yes, put your chin right into it . . .’ So it went on. They brought out the children’s masks, the red and blue ones with the two eye-pieces and the flat nose that rasped when the wearer breathed out. So it went on: ‘No, Johnnie, don’t frighten your sister . . . Don’t pull the nose off, sonny . . .’ The ‘Mickey Mouse’ masks were not at all frightening and the children rushed to try them on. ‘That’s all right, Mother. If he won’t take it off, let the little dear walk home in it.’ And mother walked from the centre with little Johnnie still wearing his mask and terrified two old ladies on their way in. The frailer of the two clung to her sister as a rasping noise came from the ‘Mickey Mouse’ mask. Johnnie’s mother cuffed his ear and a wailing sound came from inside the mask as she led her son away.

The Fletcher sisters entered the centre to be confronted with a strange scene. One of the workers was demonstrating how to place a baby in a large container that was then zipped up. A hand pump supplied oxygen to the infant, who could be seen gurgling happily through a large cellophane visor. ‘C’mon, Mother, let’s see you use the pump . . . No, not so fast! It isn’t a bicycle pump . . . That’s better, a nice steady action.’ There was a tearful outburst, and a reassurance, ‘Look here, I don’t suppose you’ll ever need to use this, but it is as well to be prepared, isn’t it?’

Maud Fletcher whispered to her sister, ‘I wonder if they have anything here for the parrot?’ and was rewarded with a despairing look.

One morning, Mrs Jenkins walked into the centre and stood patiently in line until it was her turn. Someone put on a mask and adjusted the strap over her head. When they had picked her off the floor they tore the mask off and applied the smelling salts. Later they tried again. Mrs Jenkins was picked up once more and eased into a chair. She sat ashen-faced for a while; then, when the colour had returned to her cheeks, they made towards her with a mask. Mrs Jenkins was adamant, ‘If you think I’m goin’ ter put that bleedin’ contraption on again, yer got another think comin’. Take it away, an’ if there is a gas attack I’ll piss on my ’ankey an’ ’old it round me face. They say it’s just as good!’

Mrs Brown nudged Mrs Jones, ‘That won’t worry ’er much, she’s always pissed anyway.’

Nan Roberts sauntered into the centre and fluttered her eyelids at one of the male workers. She was soon attended to and left the centre with a gas mask case slung casually over her shoulder. Mrs Jones nudged Mrs Brown ‘Did yer see that?’

‘See what?’

‘Didn’t yer notice? ’Er gas mask box. It was marked “large”. I always said she ’ad a big ’ead.’

Having decided that there was little more to interest them, Mrs Lizzie Brown and Mrs Emmie Jones left the centre. Both were carrying a gas mask in a box, and on the side of each box the word ‘medium’ was stamped with indelible ink.

Soon after, the Fletcher sisters left the centre and slowly made their way home to Conner Street; Minnie stern-faced, Maud tearful. Like everyone who collected their gas masks, the sisters were worried, and they knew better than most about the effects of a gas attack. Their younger brother had been gassed during the Battle of the Somme and had never fully recovered. They would never forget the silence when, a few years ago, the laboured breathing from his blistered lungs had finally ceased.

Each day people came and went. The mothers left the centre with large cartons resting on their prams, and the youngsters with small cases slung over their shoulders. Everywhere the preparations went on . . .

 



As the sun rose higher in the sky, the tension mounted. In Conner Street, as with other streets in dockland, the inhabitants gathered around their wireless sets. The tension was mounting too in the Flannagans’ home, but for a different reason. ‘I’m goin’ to be late, woman, where’s my boots?’ the big Irishman said as he glanced at the clock.

Bridie puffed and handed him a pair of elastic-sided black boots from under the table. Patrick Flannagan took a brush and started to apply some polish to the dull toecaps. Two-year-old Terry grabbed one of the brushes and threw it at the cat who darted under the table. Patrick retrieved the brush and Terry kicked his foot under the table in an effort to get at the cat. ‘Terry, you leave that cat alone,’ screamed Bridie, her shrill  voice waking up little James. The baby started to cry and Bridie cooed to him as she rocked the pram. ‘You naughty boy, now see what you’ve done.’

The seven-year-old twins, Sheena and Sally, played in one corner, watched closely by Patrick junior, who waited his chance to poke at the doll’s glass eye. At five years old Patrick junior was beginning to feel the urge to take everything to pieces, and he wondered what his father would say when the dismantled alarm clock was found.

Maureen came into the room, placing her hands on her hips. She puffed at Terry who immediately scuttled away to the scullery. Maureen was the eldest of the brood and at ten she felt sufficiently grown up to scold the children. Maureen was Patrick’s favourite, although he would not admit to it. The child had her mother’s colouring, with raven hair and very deep blue eyes. She had her mother’s mannerisms too and the children knew when Maureen was angry with them. Bridie spoke to her daughter, ‘Will you see what Terry’s up to, darlin’?’

The two-year-old was standing on a chair in the scullery, watching the goldfish as they swum lazily around inside their glass bowl. He imitated their mouth-gaping movement for a while before his eyes lightened on the iron wringer. In his wisdom he knew why the fish were so sad. Anyone would be sad if they had to stay wet all day he reasoned. He’d seen his mother put the dripping wet clothes from the boiling copper into those wooden rollers and had seen how dry the clothes had become at the other side. If only . . .

‘Terry, you naughty, wicked boy,’ Maureen shouted. Terry removed his hand quickly from the bowl and the fish settled back to their lazy swim. The girl tucked Terry under her arm and carried him along to the parlour. Terry was crying. ‘Terry dry fish,’ he sobbed.

Patrick was nearly ready. He scooped up a pat of brilliantine  and rubbed it between his palms to soften it, then plastered the grease over his dark wavy hair.

Bridie was watching the operation, ‘Don’t be late, Pat, promise me you won’t be late.’

The man looked puzzled. ‘I’ll not be late, woman,’ he answered.

Patrick Flannagan let himself out of the house and walked quickly along the street. The ‘Eagle’ did not open until noon on Sundays but the conniving Irishman would taste his first beer well before then. He had struck a deal with Florrie Braden, the ‘Missus’ of that pub, and he smiled to himself as he recalled the incident.

It had been a quiet night in the ‘Eagle’ as he stood against the bar counter listening to Florrie’s protestations. ‘Do you know, I have to do everything here,’ she was saying. ‘I’ve got to stack the shelves, empty the drip trays, polish the counter, and everything else before I open. He’s become absolutely useless. The drink’s killing him, so the doctor told him.’

The subject of Florrie’s tirade stood at the far end of the bar. He was trying to roll a cigarette, watched by the only other customer, who was leaning on the bar counter. Florrie glanced at him, her eyes showing her disgust. ‘Look at him, doesn’t it make you sick. He’s like that first thing in the mornings, can’t keep still. It wouldn’t take me long to get out.’
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