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Nelly Kelly


The children stood in two long lines before her. Her name was Miss Victoria. She was an unmarried, middle-aged lady. Her name was reminiscent of a certain English queen, as was her appearance with the high, stiff lace collar clasped tightly around her scraggy neck. Her steel grey eyes looked down sternly over the tops of the pince-nez; a thick blanket of propriety kept out all signs of human emotion.


This was their last day at school. In the large, bleak hall the boys stood in one line, the girls in another. Some were tall and gangly having outgrown their strength from lack of vitamins; some were small and scrawny having ceased to grow for precisely the same reason. All were poorly dressed. The girls wore ragged pinafores and faded dresses, the boys patched trousers and old jerseys. They were all just fourteen and ready to leave school and disappear into a chaotic depressed world. They had spent most of their time in these cold marble portals of the County Council school and today was crucial as they were to receive that precious testimonial from the headmistress. That piece of paper was very important in those years of poverty. It meant survival. It could determine whether you get a good job, or remain unemployed.


First came the pep talk. They must, Miss Victoria instructed them, above all things be clean, punctual, very tidy and obedient to their employers. With this lesson in mind each one had to step forward in turn.


There was no one to wish them well, no congratulations, no fond farewells. Life went on in the rest of the school as usual. The drone of children’s voices from the nearby classrooms wafted across the hall as lessons were learned, as they always were, by rote.


‘Step forward first, John Hill.’ Miss Victoria’s voice rang out sharply. A skinny, tousle-haired boy took a step towards her. ‘Let’s see, now,’ the headmistress continued, ‘We must not forget you’re unintelligent. Let’s say you’re good with your hands.’


She scribbled this down on the report which she then held out in front of her. The boy blushed scarlet. Grasping the paper, he turned and shuffled out of the door into the world outside.


Everyone was dealt with in this way. Once all the boys had been attended to one by one, Miss Victoria turned to the girls.


‘Anything particular you would like to do, Mary?’


Mary was a large, blowsy girl with a grubby face. She already had a child at home – reported to be by her own father. She giggled. ‘Dunno. Up the factory, I think.’


Miss Victoria sighed. ‘Strong-willed girl,’ Miss Victoria said out aloud as she wrote down Mary’s report.


One by one she ticked them off until she came to a thin little girl whose gangly legs emerging from under her faded pinafore made her look taller than she was. ‘I want to write,’ Nelly announced loudly, sticking out her chin determinedly.


Miss Victoria looked quite taken aback. What insolence, she thought. This motherless child had hardly ever come to school and here she was saying she wanted to write. ‘Well,’ she answered sarcastically, ‘you’ll have to learn to type. Your hand-writing is atrocious.’


She wrote down Nelly’s report. ‘Unpunctual and needs discipline.’ Then, with a twinge of conscience, she added: ‘Might do well in connection with books.’


The next day, Nelly and Mary wandered through the narrow back streets on their way to the City in search of a job in a clothing factory. Mary swung her fat hips from side to side complaining loudly about her sister who had refused to recommend her for a job at the match factory where she worked. But Nelly just looked straight ahead and hardly listened to her friend. She was worried about Bobby, her small brother, who had fallen on his arm that morning. She knew she should have taken him to the hospital but she had been so anxious to get a job she had not. It had only just stopped raining and the pavements were wet and shiny. Nelly’s feet were cold. She had forgotten to put new cardboard in the soles of her shoes, and water seeped in, soaking her stockings and chilling her toes.


The girls had walked a long way before they finally came to the right address. They climbed a steep, smelly flight of steps up to the factory and entered the small muddly office. Mr Fox, the boss, had a bald, shiny head and bulbous red-veined eyes. As Nelly and Mary came in, he looked up from his desk. Nelly clenched her hands nervously.


Mr Fox surveyed the pretty girl in front of him. She hardly looks fourteen, he thought. ‘What’s yer name?’ he shouted.


‘Ellen,’ she murmured softly, ‘but I’m called Nelly.’


‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll call yer Nelly then.’


Sweat dropped from his broad forehead as he squinted at Nelly’s precious testimonial. ‘Books?’ he roared. ‘Won’t get much bleeding time to read books here. I’ll put yer on pulling bastings. Eight bob a week, time-and-half overtime.


‘Now, what about the other bugger?’


Nelly’s smile lit up her face. She had a job.


Without bothering to look at Mary’s testimonial, Mr Fox shouted out: ‘Harry, some kids to ’elp yer.’ A small wirey man came into the office and he took the girls off to sit in the busy workroom on a low wooden bench next to an enormous old-fashioned lift. Icy gusts of wind constantly blew up the lift shaft, making Nelly’s limbs numb with cold as she sat pulling out the basting stitches from huge grey woollen overcoats. The coats were so weighty it took both Nelly and Mary to life one off the pile.


Mary sat with her legs wide apart. A musty smell came from her as she used plenty of swear words to tell the surrounding male population what she thought of them. The cutter and tailor stood nearby snipping material with large shears. They made joking comments about the girls and encouraged Mary all the more.


Nelly was self-conscious and embarrassed. The pile of coats grew and spread out all around her. ‘Get a move on, Nelly,’ said Mr Fox whenever he passed.


As fast as they could Nelly’s thin little fingers picked and pulled at the strong white basting cotton amid the whirr of the sewing machines, the babble of conversation and the harassment of those waiting for her work. Nelly’s life in the sweat shop had begun.


The long piercing wail of the hooter cut across the dull humming of the sewing machines. It was six o’clock on the dot. With a clatter everyone downed tools and started rushing for the exit.


Nelly was still sitting on her bench. There was a buzzing in her ears even though the machines had stopped their chugging. Over the long day she had got used to the noise, but now was suddenly aware of it again.


She looked for Mary in the crowd of workers but she could not see her. She got up with stiff legs and her back ached as she started her way down the flight of stairs with everyone else.


It was all confusion on those steps as she got caught up in the homeward rush. Boys tore past jumping two at a time; fat women carrying large handbags waddled down more slowly. Nelly was pushed and shoved. Everyone had a desperate urge to get out into the cold air. It had been so hot in the building.


Nelly pondered on the finality of it all. These people did precisely the same thing every day. Was she to do it too? She felt trapped, and had a dull ache inside her. Her stick-like legs ached too. She felt as though she had been walking about all day, rather than sitting down.


Suddenly she felt a hefty blow in her side as Mary pushed past her. ‘Going home on the tram,’ yelled Mary as she ran on down the steps. ‘Scrounged a penny off some fella up there. Her wide shape disappeared from view.


At last Nelly reached the bottom of the stairs. It was nearly dark outside. She stood there in the night, watching the trams trundle past. Inside, passengers were fighting tooth and nail for spaces. Nelly had no money for a tram, she had to walk home but she was not sure of the direction.


After a moment of indecision she began to walk back the way she had come with Mary that morning. She flinched nervously as she passed the dim street corners where the unemployed men loafed. None had jobs and many no home.


Trying to ignore the shifty characters, Nelly relived the first day at work in her mind. She could still hear the guttural voice of the guv’nor, and taste the bland bread and margarine they had all eaten at midday, seated perched high at the tables.


But there was no use in complaining, at least she had got a job. But the thought of returning to it the next day made her heart sink.


She was glad when she finally reached her own little street with its row of grey brick terraced dwellings. It was in the heart of the East End, in Hoxton. It was a working-class area and the houses were small and cramped. Most of the families living in them were so large that there was no room inside for the kids to play. So their mothers would push them outside whenever they could.


The kids were still all out in the road, playing in the light of the street lamps. One mob chased another in a hectic game of tag; little girls played hopscotch in chalk squares. They yelled and screeched and fought with each other. The noise was almost deafening but Nelly found it a refreshing sound after the dull humming of the sweat shop.


At the end of the street was Nelly’s home. It was different from the other slum houses, which looked right onto the road, for there was a cobbled entrance that led to a dark yard where several carts were tipped up. Their shafts loomed balefully through the gloom.


A coster’s barrow obstructed Nelly’s path as she picked her way through the yard. She wove around it to find the familiar doorway that led up a flight of uncarpeted wooden stairs to the rooms where her family lived. Once inside, she sighed with relief. She was so scared of the yard when night came. Every single day of her life, she dreaded going through that dark yard. Often an urchin would be hiding in the shadows to jump out at her yelling: ‘Yah, yah, I’m the bogey man!’ And Nelly would nearly jump out of her skin. They were only small hooligans, so why she let them bother her she never knew. But she was always afraid when she entered Kelly’s Yard, as it was known in the street. Not that it belonged to her family, they had never owned much. They only rented the rooms over the stables for three shillings a week. That was all they were worth, Nelly was quite sure, and even that was not paid regularly.


Nelly’s confidence returned as she climbed the stairway. Reaching the top, she undid the wooden catch on the gate to the landing. It was strange how that home-made gate affected her. It was like a gateway to safety. Once she had opened it and was onto the landing she felt secure. Dad had made the gate from an old orange crate. It had originally been built to prevent the baby falling down the stairs, but there was no need for it now. The baby had died and that same year her mother had also died of pneumonia.


The big front living room was cold and empty. Nelly’s brother and sister were probably still playing in the street. Maybe Bobby’s arm had got better, she thought optimistically. Dad had not arrived home yet. She knew she had to hurry to build a fire and get the kettle boiling. Dad would be cold and tired too when he came in.


She removed her coat and set about making a fire. Once it was blazing she swept the hearth. Dad liked to see a tidy hearth. Then she put the heavy iron kettle on to boil.


In a bowl of cold water she washed the potatoes and placed them in a saucepan by the kettle. Dad loved spuds boiled in their jackets. Next, Nelly poked into the wire-covered ‘safe’ that hung on the wall outside the door. In the days before refrigerators this contraption kept food cool. She was pleased to find a bit of marge. Perhaps Dad would bring in some bread and sausages – then they would have a real feast.


She crouched beside the fire, her thin face worried and anxious, her wispy chestnut hair hung over her face in an untidy array. Her dark green eyes became misty as she thought about that lovely character who was within her during quiet moments.


Her name was Kitty Daly, and she had fair corkscrew curls and always wore a pretty dress. Nelly now had her away at boarding school with a whole wardrobe – a real gymslip, plimsolls, navy knickers, the lot. The rest of the dormitory was admiring her party dress and she had just returned, all suntanned, from a holiday abroad.


Sitting silent and still, Nelly could see Kitty having a good time with the rest of the girls in that big boarding school that Bessie Bunter attended. Yes, that funny fat girl who was always in the comics that Nelly read was there too.


Nelly’s daydream was suddenly shattered by the noisy arrival of Noni and Bobby, her sister and brother. Little Bobby looked pinched and pale, and he had a big woollen scarf wound around his arm.


‘Bobby’s arm don’t ’alf ’urt ’im,’ Noni declared. ‘Mrs Brown said yer ought to take ’im up Slope. Disgraceful, she says it is, a little boy going about crying all day.’


Nelly gently unwound the scarf from Bobby’s arm. It looked twisted and swollen. The boy’s long lashes dripped with tears. ‘I want me mum,’ he grizzled.


A lump came to Nelly’s throat. ‘Stop snivelling!’ She shouted impatiently. ‘I’ll take you up the Slope.’


Giving Noni instructions to mind the spuds, and without even a cup of tea inside her, Nelly took Bobby by the hand and started off for the casualty department of the Metropolitan Hospital. It was quite a way down the main road, and Bobby whined all the time.


The casualty department was called the Slope because the entrance way ran at a steep angle so that the stretcher bearers could run quickly down it.


Once they were there, Nelly and Bobby sat in a long line with all the other casualties – a motley crowd of emergency cases of cuts and bruises and broken bones. They all sat miserably waiting their turn, many periodically wincing or moaning with pain.


Bobby looked paler and sicker than ever, and his arm had turned a blue colour and was very swollen. When they finally reached the door of the surgery, he began to vomit.


One nurse ran out with an enamel dish while another dashed to get a mop.


‘Who is in charge of this child?’ roared the sister. Nelly stood up. ‘I am,’ she said. Now the doctor had arrived. ‘Great Scot!’ he cried. ‘This child has a broken arm. Why wasn’t he brought here before now?’


Nelly’s lips trembled and tears sprang into her dark eyes. ‘I had to go to work,’ she murmured.


‘Oh dear,’ muttered the doctor wiping his brow as he stared down at the young girl. ‘Where are your parents to let a little lad suffer all day?’


‘My mother is dead,’ said Nelly, ‘and Dad’s not home from work yet.’


The doctor looked bewildered, but then his voice became kinder. ‘Take this girl up to the canteen with you,’ he said to one of the nurses. ‘Get her something to eat and I’ll fix up this boy.’


It was half past ten when they left the hospital. Bobby now had his arm in plaster and looked much more cheerful than before. They had both been given hot Bovril and biscuits in the staff canteen, and been fussed over by the nurses there.


‘It’s nice in the hospital,’ announced Bobby as he trotted beside Nelly’s weary legs. But Nelly did not answer. She was so tired that all she wanted to do was get home and go to sleep, otherwise she would never get up in time for work in the morning.










2


The Blouse


After a few weeks the terrors of the sweat shop were not so great for Nelly. She became quite used to most of the other workers there, and she didn’t mind the cheekiness of the cutting-room boys who whistled and chanted little ditties about her: ‘Nelly Kelly, with a hole in her sock, a hole in her shoe.’ Nelly would hurriedly pull down the tattered skirt of her dress to hide the ladders in her stockings and run nervously past them pretending not to hear the last line – ‘Nelly was the prettiest girl down our alley.’


Flirtation and vanity were still very new to her, and anyway, it was the dirty old rats that concerned her most. She did feel a certain amount of pity for them, for she was a great animal lover but all the same, these huge grey creatures that crept up the lift and darted through the factory terrified her. The women leaped up onto the benches shrieking loudly and holding up their skirts while the men chased the rodents with shears. When the rat catcher was called he placed huge trails of evil-smelling jelly around the lift. Then the rats would get stuck on it and lie there dying all day. Sometimes there would be a female, and its babies would come out and lie beside their mother. The smell was always disgusting, but no matter how hard she tried, Nelly could not get her mind off the baby rats who now had no mother. She would stare anxiously at them until she got a thump from the nearest worker.


‘Get on with the bastings, Nelly. We’re working, never mind about the bleeding rats.’


But that sour, rank smell would stay under her nose even when she left work and walked home.


Her companion at night on the long trek home was a fair haired woman in her late thirties, named Lilly. She was a charge hand and had taken poor little Nelly, as she referred to her, under her wing. She was of a very nervous temperament, and having someone to walk home with at night was a godsend for her. She had been crossed in love and Nelly was subjected to the lengthy tale of her unhappy love life, hearing a fairly long installment every night. But Nelly didn’t mind. She found it strangely stimulating, like reading a romantic novel. Most of Lilly’s friends were sick of her tale, having heard it many times, but to Nelly it was all new, and she showed great interest. This really pleased Lilly who wore gloves and hand-knitted jerseys and pleated skirts. She had a kind of genteel air about her but she never had any time off work for she had to support her aged mother. Nelly looked forward to those long walks through the cold winding streets listening to her new friend. She would say goodnight to Lilly at the corner of the street, for Lilly lived in a more middle-class district a little further on.


‘I’ll get you taken off bastings, Nelly,’ Lilly said one day, ‘seeing as you are so nervous of the rats.’


Thus Lilly’s support got Nelly put on ‘specials’. This seemed like a big jump up, but in fact she was just an errand girl and chased about all over the factory looking for certain garments whose production had to be speeded up. There was also a good bit of bunce attached to this job, as Nelly soon discovered. At lunchtime she was in charge of bringing in the food from the shops. She would go round with a list and everyone ordered what they fancied. It was mainly a pen’orth of chips, for that was the cheapest, but sometimes it was hot pies and saveloys and fishy kosher foods that the Jewish tailors enjoyed.


Each day from quarter to twelve to quarter past, Nelly would wait in the warm atmosphere of the fish-and-chip shop, watching the chipman shovel up the long golden potatoes into paper bags. Fat Mary would often come with her and the two young girls would treat themselves to a pen’orth to share – for there was always the odd half-penny left over, and sometimes two or three. Then often on Fridays, when the wage packets were opened, the men would throw a sixpence in her direction. ‘Treat yourself, Nelly,’ they would say.


While still sewing, the men would hold up their heads and swallow whole raw-looking fishes. They looked like the sealions Nelly had seen on a visit to the zoo. Kosher food seemed very strange and smelly.


After they had finished eating they aimed the wrappers, and remains of the food on the floor for a stupid-looking boy to sweep up with a large broom. Nelly became wise to the job and copped all the odd pennies and tanners, spending them on chips and chocolate bars for herself. So she was never hungry any more.


The other workers relied on her too; she had a good head on her, they knew. ‘If you ask Nelly to take a message, she always gets it right,’ they would say. ‘Not more than two pints of piss high,’ said one uncouth fellow, ‘but she’s all there, our Nelly.’


Often there was a very important task for Nelly to attend to, like popping around to Kate Ward’s old mum with a shilling to buy milk. Kate was a short, robust little woman with an endless number of children. She was kind and humorous, and pressed trouser seams all day with a big flat iron. On Fridays when the pay envelopes came round, Kate sang popular songs and all the rest of the factory workers would join in.


‘Nelly, darling,’ Kate would say, ‘take this round to me mum, and don’t say nothing to no one.’


Full of importance, Nelly would nip down the road and hand the coin wrapped up in a piece of newspaper to the bedraggled old woman who sat on the doorstep nursing Kate’s latest baby.


So in some ways Nelly’s was a special job and it suited her. She loved listening to people talk about their lives and with this job she saw more and heard more of what went on around her than anyone else in the factory, and it all fed her lively imagination.


 


Nelly had started work in the same old black dress that she had worn for her mother’s funeral. It was long and hung around her legs, unevenly since she had lost the tie-belt. It did not get washed very often, but black did not show the dirt anyway.


But one day Nelly arrived at work in a white blouse and black skirt. It was the same old black dress but it had been turned into a skirt and washed, ironed and shortened. The blouse had cost three shillings and elevenpence from Levi’s, the local shop. It was snow white with a Peter Pan collar and three pearly buttons down the front.


Nelly was so proud of that blouse. She had looked at it is Levi’s window for a long time before she got up enough courage to ask the price. Now she was earning, she had two shillings pocket money each week. She had agreed with Dad that out of the eight shillings she earned she would give up six for her keep. He said he would buy the other children some strong boots for school with the money, and Nelly was perfectly happy with her cut.


When she asked the price of the blouse, Mrs Levi had replied: ‘It’s three shillings and elevenpence, dear, and a good bargain.’


Nelly’s face dropped in disappointment. ‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘I haven’t got enough money on me.’


‘How much have you got?’ asked Mrs Levi; anxious not to lose customers.


‘Two shillings, that’s all,’ replied Nelly unhappily.


‘I’ll tell yer what I’ll do with yer,’ gabbled Mrs Levi. ‘Pay two bob of it, and I’ll keep it for you. Then next time you come in you get it with another two bob, and a penny change.’


A smile lit up Nelly’s pale, worried face. ‘Can I do that?’ she asked.


‘Of course you can, darling,’ said the old lady kindly. ‘And you’re gonna look real nice in that white blouse. Gonna be a pretty girl when yer growed a bit.’


Feeling very excited, Nelly handed over her two shillings. Then she kept her secret safe for a week. The next weekend she paid off the rest of the money to Mrs Levi, collected the blouse and rushed home ecstatic. She washed her black dress, cut it into a skirt and put elastic in the waist.


On Monday morning, beaming with pleasure, she went off to work as excited as a young deb at her first ball. When she reached the factory she took off her shabby coat and walked leisurely through the workroom, displaying all her new finery.


‘Christ!’ yelled the cutter. ‘Just look at our Nelly!’


‘My, my, very nice,’ said the forelady.


All through that day, Nelly wallowed in the pleasure of being admired. At lunchtime Kate handed her an apron. ‘Put on my old pinny,’ she said. ‘You don’t want to mess up your nice new blouse with those greasy old chips.’


Nelly was completely spoiled that day. Everyone made a fuss of her. It was something that had never happened to her before. The warmth that came from being loved and admired at that grimy old sweat shop passed through Nelly like rays from the sun. In all her short life she had only experienced nagging misery and worry – over the housework, or the kids whenever her mother had been ill, and when her Dad was so careworn. The unhappiness that had built up inside her like a huge canker, was now all slowly beginning to disappear. Her cheeks filled out and she developed a saucy grin that made two dimples form on each side of her mouth. She even hummed tunes as she trotted up and down the stairs, from eight in the morning until the end of the day.


At home, however, things had gone from bad to worse. Noni did not have the slightest idea about keeping the place clean or caring for Bobby. She loved her little brother and was always taking him to play endless street games which he liked. But she was placid and plump and never cared how untidy either she or the home was.


After her mother had died and while she was still at school, Nelly had done all the cooking and most of the shopping. The family’s staple diet was pease pudding and faggots from the cook shop. But now that Nelly was working, Noni was supposed to organise the meals during the week, and she was always too busy playing after school to remember. She and Bobby snatched meals at the pie shop, of pie and a bowl of green liquor made from the eel water and coloured with parsley. Luckily, in spite of its appearance, it was quite nourishing and a ha’p’orth of liquor was often the staple diet for most of the kids in the street.


Another of Nelly’s previous errands had been humping fourteen pounds of coal home every other day from the woman down the road. Now it was Noni’s duty to get the coal but very often she forgot, being too busy playing hopscotch or tag in the street. So as well as the food cupboard and the outside ‘safe’, the coal cellar at home was nearly always empty.


Since Noni hardly ever prepared the meals, Dad was beginning to spend more and more time in the local in the evenings. Nelly began to dread returning from work to that cold, untidy, lonely room with the litter on the table and the old fireless grate. Often, during the week, all she would eat when she got home was bread and margarine as she had no energy to prepare a meal herself.


On Saturdays Nelly would valiantly try to clean up the week’s accumulation of mess. She swept the floor and dusted the battered furniture. She wiped the table and then prepared for the weekly baths and wash. After placing the old tin tub in front of the fire she filled it with water which she had carried in buckets from the end of the yard and heared on top of the stove. First Bobby was dumped in and thoroughly washed as he squealed and yelled like a struck pig. Then in went Noni who blew bubbles with the soap and larked about so much that Nelly always got frustrated and cross with her.


Finally it was Nelly’s turn. She would wash herself thoughtfully and carefully and then sit by the fire to dry off.


When she was dressed again, Nelly would collect more water and do some washing – vests, socks and shirts – and then hang them about the fireplace where they dried in no time.


At weekends Nelly would prepare the meals, so the family got more nourishment then than they did during the week. On Saturday evenings, with sheets of newspapers as a tablecloth, they would all sit down to a slap-up meal of pigs trotters, boiled spuds and cabbage. Sometimes they had skate, if the fishmonger had some going cheap.


Nelly was happy then, when the family are together in front of a blazing fire. It reminded her of when her mother had been alive. After the meal they would eat oranges Dad had bought from the market stall, and sweet nougat from the blind man who came into the pub at lunchtime.


Dad liked the kids to be in bed early on Saturday nights so that they would be up bright and early for Mass the next morning. Noni and Bobby did not mind; they would sit up in bed enjoying the goodies Dad had brought them and fooling around.


Once the younger kids had settled down and Dad had retired to the pub, Nelly would get out her books and comics and cuddle up in the old armchair in front of the fire. Of late she had tired of Bessie Bunter and the girls of St. Cliffe House, and was finding more stimulation from boys’ comics – Gem, and Magnet – for her heroine, Kitty Daly, was now becoming a bit of a tomboy. In her imagination Nelly had recently taken Kitty to a cricket match and, after reading Treasure Island, on a long sea voyage.


When Dad returned home after the pub had shut, he always found little Nelly looking exhausted with dark shadows under her eyes, still sitting in the chair and reading, her legs pulled up, her bony knees hugged tight against her small breasts. ‘Come on, gel,’ Dad would say gently. ‘Time for bed.’


His young daughter would look up at him, smiling, still completely immersed in her dream world. She was a good girl, his Nelly, thought Dad, but he was never quite sure how much of her attention was elsewhere. Since his beautiful wife had died so tragically, Nelly had coped well – despite her age. She was like a second mother to the youngsters and she did a good job keeping house – much better than Noni. But there were times when her mind seemed so far away, so distant.


‘You’re a foine gel, Nelly, but odd,’ he would say as he kissed her goodnight.


And still Nelly’s eyes seemed not to focus on him before she turned to watch the dying embers in the grate.
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A Political Problem


Sunday was always an important day. Dad rose very early and gave the kids cups of tea in bed. Then Nelly had to get Noni and Bobby clean and tidy for ten o’clock Mass.


Noni dressed in a clean frock and a straw hat bound with a green ribbon. Nelly always had to ensure that Noni’s knickers were pulled up tight and secured with a safety pin. But however carefully she fastened them, by the end of the day, Noni invariably had her bloomers at half-mast, as Dad would remark. Somehow one part of them would be hanging down; either the elastic had gone from one leg so that the material swung to and fro over Noni’s chubby knee, or the top elastic had gone so the child would frantically try to pull them up with awkward twists of her body, as though she had St. Vitus dance.


Bobby would look smart with his dark curls all brushed down and wearing a blue serge suit – worn only on Sundays. And Nelly would see that both had their boots laced up tidily. All set, Dad would proudly lead the younger ones down the market street to the Catholic church.


Since she had been working, Nelly had not been able to go to Mass with the rest of the family. She had too much to do at home. She would go later, sometimes catching the last minutes of the service while sitting in one of the pews at the back; sometimes meeting the others as they came out of the church; and other times just waiting quietly on the step outside the pub while Dad had his after-Mass drink inside.


Nelly liked the church but she could not abide the long Mass. The unintelligible drone of the Latin tongue annoyed her. Never having attended a Catholic school, she could not understand the words. She would kneel and rise with the congregation never knowing why. But she always looked in wonder at the beautiful circular window above the altar. It really thrilled her. It was made up of purple and gold stained glass and depicted lots of kneeling saints and flying angels. While the Host was being offered up to God and a holy silence reigned throughout the church, Nelly would be concentrating on the window, wondering what the saints and angels were doing. The tinkling of the Communion bell would lift her spirits and she would imagine she had wings and was floating over the heads of the congregation.


On her tardy way to church Nelly would often see a girl who lived in the same street. Her name was Flossie Brown. She came from a family of thirteen children and Nelly used to wonder how they all managed to squeeze into their two-roomed house and scullery.


Mr Brown, the father of those thirteen children, was seldom home. He worked long hours as a French polisher in the furniture trade, and he liked to have a drink in the pub on his way home. When he did eventually arrive back at his house, there was rarely even a place for him to sit down because there were so many children. He was a tiny man, soft-spoken and humorous. When the house was particularly crowded with his own children and their friends, he often clambered up onto the stone copper in the corner of the scullery and, with chin on his hands and elbows on his knees, he would try and sleep amid the clamour of all the young ones sitting and playing on the floor.


Flossie Brown’s family were always very clean, and their back yard constantly displayed long lines of snow-white washing hanging up to dry.


Mrs Brown was a large rosy-cheeked country woman who spent most evenings in her front room ironing. She would heat the flat iron and spit on it vigorously as she pressed all the small trousers and shirts and dresses so that each of her children could go to school neat and clean.


Whenever Nelly saw Flossie Brown scurrying down the road on a Sunday, she wondered where the other girl could be going. She would walk along behind her trying to think where it might be – not the Oarsmen’s Mission, not the Sally Army. Where could she be bound for?


One Sunday Nelly’s curiosity got the better of her. Gathering up her courage she caught up with Flossie. ‘Where are you going?’ she asked timidly.


Flossie was about the same age as Nelly, but plump and fair, and adult in her ways. ‘To the barves,’ she replied primly. ‘I go regular, every Sunday.’


‘Why can’t you wash yourself at home?’ quizzed Nelly.


Flossie’s mouth dropped open in surprise. ‘You must have a barf,’ she said. ‘You smell if you don’t have a barf.’


‘Can I come with you?’ Nelly asked. All thoughts of going to Mass had disappeared. The idea of doing something different for a change was very exciting to Nelly.


‘Well, you’re supposed to take your own soap and towel,’ said Flossie. ‘But if you’ve got tuppence you can hire them. Also, you’ll need another tuppence to get in,’ she informed Nelly in a business-like manner.


Nelly hesitated for a second. She had a threepenny bit which was meant for the church plate and a few pennies in her coat. She would take a chance, she decided, and go to these barves that Flossie seemed to enjoy so much.


They soon came to a large, grim-looking Victorian building whose green and white tiled corridors echoed coldly as the two girls walked. Flossie bossily guided Nelly through the turnstile. An irritated-looking woman glared at them from a small window. ‘First or second?’ she snapped.


‘Second class,’ Flossie replied.


The woman handed Flossie a ticket, and then Nelly.


‘My friend,’ said Flossie haughtily, ‘wants soap and a towel.’


Nelly handed over the extra tuppence and was given a hard white linen towel and a small square of green soap. Her heart pounded. Her knees felt weak with the excitement of it all.


The two girls sat silently on a long wooden bench. Other people who sat in front of them would now and then get up and disappear into another room from which came lots of noise and clouds of steam. Then a gruff voice roared: ‘Next!’


‘Now, Nelly,’ said Flossie, jumping to her feet, ‘don’t forget what number you’re in, and then we can make sure we come out together.’


Nelly nodded anxiously as Flossie disappeared from sight.


‘Next!’


It was Nelly’s turn. She got up and advanced slowly into what looked like a marble cell in the middle of which was a huge deep bath. Steaming water rushed from a pipe, pouring into the bath at a terrific rate.


‘Come on!’ snapped a stout woman with a purple face. The sleeves of her overall were rolled up to the elbow. ‘Get in! Don’t dawdle. And don’t lock the door – you kids lark about too much. Get it over, gel.’ She closed the door and left the terrified Nelly alone with all that water.


Bravely, Nelly undressed and tentatively dipped her big toe in the water. It was very hot.


Suddenly Flossie’s voice came from over the walls of the cell. ‘What number are you, Nelly?’


‘No. 5,’ said Nelly, looking up at the number of the door.


‘Good, I’m next door, No. 6,’ returned Flossie. Her voice had a comforting effect on Nelly.


‘I can’t get in it, it’s too hot.’ she called back timidly.


‘Call out for more cold, you silly cow,’ cried Flossie. ‘Like this . . .’ In a loud voice she yelled: ‘More hot for No. 6! Now you call out for cold, Nelly.’


Nelly’s thin voice tinkled up over her cell door. ‘Will you put more cold water in No. 5, please.’


Flossie roared with laughter, but it had worked, for the attendant’s voice growled: ‘Say when,’ as a great volume of cold water shot out of the pipe into Nelly’s bath.


‘When!’ cried Nelly, having at last mastered the problems involved in having a bath.


Soon she was immersed in the streaming water. All around her she could hear intimate conversations going on between the other people in the cells, and much singing of popular songs.


She splashed the hot water over her skinny limbs and lifted one leg high in the air to see the effect. Why, her skin looked a different colour! She suddenly felt so relaxed. She lay back and let the lovely warmth get right through to her bones. For the first time ever, Nelly experienced the satisfaction of a good hot luxurious soak.


From then on, every Sunday, instead of going to Mass Nelly went to the barves. She had to keep it a dark secret from Noni who was a terrible tell-tale, and would cause trouble if she could. Dad would be upset about Nelly missing church altogether, and Noni knew that.


Back at home there were still plenty of domestic upheavals as Noni refused to take any responsibility or help Nelly out very much. So Nelly had to cope on her own and it was hard not having a mother to depend on at all or to confide in, but at least she had her friends at the sweat shop.


After being worn every day for two weeks, Nelly’s lovely white blouse had become a little grubby. Kate Ward said in a motherly fashion: ‘Wash it out tonight. Get some warm soap suds to soak it in. Put in on a hanger to dry overnight and then wear your old jumper in to work tomorrow. Bring the blouse, and I’ll iron it nicely for you.’


That evening Nelly washed the blouse out and hung it up as Kate had advised. But the next morning she woke up late and rushed off to work forgetting to take the blouse with her.


‘Never mind,’ said Kate, ‘bring it tomorrow.’


But when Nelly returned home at dusk, she found Noni dressed in the beautiful white blouse, playing tag up and down the street with a mob of kids.


Nelly was overcome with rage. She dashed at her sister and tried to pull the precious garment off her. But Noni was sturdy and fought back violently until the blouse was in ribbons.


‘Ow, leave me alone!’ howled Noni struggling under Nelly’s grip.


‘You spiteful cow, Nelly,’ yelled a neighbour, ‘leave your little sister alone!’


Before Dad had reached the entrance to Kelly’s Yard that night, he was informed of the scrap by the nosey neighbours in the street.


‘Dearie me,’ he said later to his two daughters, ‘little birds in their nests don’t fight, and so brothers and sisters must love and respect each other.’


The girls stood before him, red-eyed and ashamed, scratched and bruised from their battle.


‘Now both say you’re sorry’, he said. ‘And Nelly, I’ll see you get a new blouse.’


Nelly and Noni never got on well together. Noni always seemed to resent the position of authority Nelly had inherited on her mother’s death, and Nelly was also probably a little too bossy and heavy-handed with her younger sister. Little Bobby, on the other hand, was a favourite with everyone. The only boy, he was the apple of Dad’s eye and although he was the baby he was never spoiled enough to ruin his good-natured ways. It upset Bobby to see his sisters fighting and he frequently distracted their attention while they were brawling, just to make them stop. He was a good boy, everyone agreed.


Of course Dad never did buy Nelly a new blouse, for he spent all his money too quickly, being over-generous with the hangers-on at the pub. Dad had a regular job as a navvy and had never had a day out of work since he had come over from Ireland, as he would proudly announce. But he was one of very few who did have work during the Depression. He was also rather fond of beer and the gee gees which took most of his wages, but he always made sure his family had food – even if their diet was sparse and plain. It was more than what most of the children in the street got.


Immediately after school, there was usually a general exodus of local children down to Daddy Burt’s Mission where they were given free food.


‘Going up to Truss,’ they would shout as they dashed out of the school entrance – ‘Truss’ being short for one of Father Burt’s Trusthouses. Father Burt was a great philanthropist who did much good work in that poor area of London.


Nelly had been to the Truss only once in her life during the school holidays. She had taken Noni and Bobby with her – they all wanted to see what it was like – and they had queued for an hour outside the doors. They stood their ground against all the rough children who fought and swore and persecuted the more timid ones.


When the doors opened there was a great rush, everyone pushing and shoving to get seats on the low benches by the long wooden tables. Once they were all settled, a prayer was said.


The very hungry children waited expectantly for the meal to arrive. Nelly watched one girl of about twelve in charge of four or five brothers and sisters, and some of the families seemed to be made up of sixteen or even seventeen ragged little children.


Finally a man came along and placed a tin plate containing pie and potatoes and a slosh of brown gravy in front of each child. At the word ‘Go’, the kids scoffed down the food like pigs at a trough. Those who finished first larked about, shouting, pinching the others’ food and throwing around spoons and plates.


Nelly was horrified by the sight, and she never went again.


 


Recently Nelly had begun to take quite a pride in her appearance. After her weekly baths her skin felt fresh and clean. She set her hair with clips, put a small kiss curl stuck down with sugar water on her forehead and wore a round slide that she had bought at Woolworths. Although she was very slim, her breasts had grown and her hips filled out to form a pleasing figure. Nelly did not own many clothes but she always made sure that the ones she did have were clean and tidy.


The boys on the corner gave her wolf whistles when she walked past but Nelly ignored them and strode on. No low life was going to influence her, she decided, not like poor Mary who was now expecting another baby and had got the sack from the sweat shop because of it.


It was about this time that she made friends with Kunner. The name was Yiddish for Anna, but everyone called her Kunner in such an expressive way it sounded like a rude word. This was probably because she was generally disliked by her workmates. She was classed as a ‘sweater’ because she was greedy for work, always on the look-out for an extra penny.


Kunner was an odd-looking woman in her thirties who sat on a high stool, with her head down and her shoulders rounded as she worked. She had short legs that were always crossed and high insteps that bulged out under the straps of her surprisingly smart shoes. She always wore red – a red high-necked jumper and either a red pleated skirt or a tight straight skirt that showed up her fat bottom and bandy legs. She wore silk stockings with seams down the back, and before leaving each night she spent a lot of time making sure they were straight.


Kunner rarely had any conversation with the workers around her, except to argue about the price of the work. But to Nelly she was always gracious. She offered her matzos spread with white butter which Nelly found strange but very appetising.


Kunner’s task was to line the handmade waistcoats. She was a fine needlewoman, and expert at her job.


At that time unions were frowned upon by many workers, as well as by the bosses. The defeat of the General Strike had left its mark, so anyone who had a steady job would hang on to it at all costs. But the tailors’ union was growing in strength among the foreign tailors. Many of the Jews from the East End had strict socialist principles having been students of Marx, and influenced by the Russian Revolution. Kunner was one of these and her unpopularity was partly due to this fact as well as her argumentative nature. She shrewdly noticed that Nelly was a bright little girl and soon set about using her.


‘Nelly, my dear, do us a favour,’ she said one day. ‘When you go down the basement, ask Mick for his union dues. Do it quietly and don’t tell anyone, and on Friday I’ll give you a tanner. When he gives you his threepence, put it in this little box and keep it in your apron pocket.’


So Nelly collected the union dues first from Mick and then gradually from the others who were recruited by Kunner. It had to be done secretly as the union was forbidden in the factory. Kunner managed to recruit many more men than women, for the women were rather suspicious of such goings on.


In a small notebook, Nelly kept a good record of all the money she collected.


‘You little wonder, Nelly,’ Kunner would say as she gave her a tanner every Friday.


During the lunchbreaks Nelly would sit with Kunner and talk about socialism with her. She was curious about other people and different ways of thinking, and she wanted to find out all about this movement that gave equal rights to rich and poor. Kunner loved to ducate her little disciple and surreptitiously gave her Communist pamphlets to read.


Kate Ward noticed their friendship and took Nelly aside one day. ‘Don’t get too thick with Kunner, Nelly,’ Kate said.


‘Why not?’ demanded Nelly, annoyed with her for interfering.


‘Well, she’s political,’ said Kate, ‘and you don’t know what she might get you into.’


This advice only made Nelly all the more interested in Kunner and her secret goings-on. So when Kunner asked her to go with her to a meeting on Friday, Nelly was pleased to say yes.


After work they set out for the meeting place – a room off a dark alley behind the church at Bethnal Green.


Nelly found the evening very enjoyable. A lot of people made speeches from the platform and during the interval everyone was served with buns and a cup of tea. She liked the atmopshere, it was so free and easy, and even though she didn’t understand much of the talk, she found it very stimulating. She also liked the buns.


Nelly decided then that she would go every Friday. Before long, she had absorbed the socialist doctrine and was often getting into heated arguments about it with her workmates at the factory.


 


Nelly had been working in the sweat shop for nearly a year, and Noni was now almost fourteen and about to leave school and start work in a box factory down the street.


Since there would be no one at home to look after Bobby when he returned home from school, it was agreed that he would be cared for by Nan – Nelly’s late mother’s stepmother – thus taking a lot of responsibility from Nelly, giving Nan a small subsidy and Dad more time in the pub. They would all miss Bobby but he wouldn’t be far from home.


Nan lived only a few streets away from Kelly’s Yard. Her stepdaughter’s sad death had upset her and she did her best to give the family extra treats, but she was very poor and getting on a bit, as well as having her own family to look after.


Nelly was very fond of Nan. If anyone had ever shown her any real affection as a child, it had been Nan. When things had got really bad at home, the girl would escape round to Nan’s to find her sitting on the doorstep if the weather was fine. Nan’s thick curly hair would be piled on top of her head, her dark gypsy-like eyes twinkling in amusement at the antics of the street population.


‘Come here, darling,’ Nan would say as she embraced Nelly. ‘Just look at what fools they make of themselves.’ Nan would point to two ridiculous women arguing over their children.


Nan did not belong to the East End. She came from an old French-Canadian family and had come to London in service. In her youth she had been very beautiful with dark skin and black hair, and her vivid personality easily won the heart of the strong wild Irishman who became her husband.


But he had now gone, and she sat reading the books she had collected throughout her life, and watched the world go by.


On the doorstep, Nelly would snuggle close to her and listen to Nan’s fascinating tales of her childhood in the wilds of Canada. When Nelly visited Nan her heart was uplifted and her imagination was well catered to.


She always recalled that warm day when Nan was not there on the doorstep when she arrived. The front door was shut tight. Nelly’s heart thumped as she peered down the grating into the basement kitchen. A strange sight met her eyes. Three well-dressed women sat around the table while Nan, dressed in a bright shawl, laid cards out in front of them.


Nelly was terrified, and crouched outside for about ten minutes until the grand ladies had left. She dashed into the house.


‘Nan! Nan, are you all right?’ she cried.


‘Sure, darling, what’s the matter?’ Nan said, comforting her.


‘I saw all those ladies playing cards,’ gasped Nelly.


Nan pulled Nelly onto her lap and held her tight. ‘Nothing to worry about, darling,’ she said. ‘Just some extra pocket money from those ladies. They come from the house where I used to be in service. I tell their fortunes every now and then. It’s something I inherited. Perhaps I’ll teach you one day.’


The warm love that Nan gave Nelly was well appreciated, and from her Nelly received an education that no school could ever have given her. And now Nelly knew that Bobby would be better off being looked after by Nan rather than being allowed to run wild in the streets after school.


Nelly’s original income had increased to twelve shillings a week, and with the odd tanner she made with her willing ways, she boosted her pocket money quite a bit.
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