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Chapter 1

Polly Perkins, elbows on the kitchen table, cupped her face in her hands and watched her mother hack at the loaf of bread.

Behind Mrs Perkins sat Polly’s grandfather, in his old, straight-backed wooden armchair, reading his newspaper. His holey-slippered feet rested on the large ornate brass fender. At each end was a box: one held a few pieces of coal, the other junk. It was only the fender’s sheer size that stopped Mrs Perkins from taking it to the pawnbroker’s. The chair’s faded floral cushions, tied to the back and seat were, like the old man’s grey cardigan, dotted with tiny burn holes. Often a lighted piece of tobacco fell from the end of his hand-rolled cigarette, which he would bang out with much arm waving and hollering.

‘Dad. You gonner sit up at this ’ere table?’ her mother’s harsh voice made the old man jump.

‘What is it? What’s the matter?’ He must have been dozing behind his newspaper. It slipped to the floor, and lay in a crumpled heap at his feet.

Sid and Billy began to laugh.

‘And you two can shut yer faces.’ Mrs Perkins waved the bread-knife menacingly at her sons before turning on her father-in-law. ‘And pick up that paper, it makes the place look untidy. It’s a pity we don’t ’ave a bit more respect and a few more manners in this ’ere ’ouse. And you can take yer elbows off the table, young lady.’

Polly quickly hid her hands under the table when the bread-knife  was pointed in her direction.

‘If my mother’ – Mrs Perkins raised her eyes to the ceiling – ‘God rest her soul, could see what I’ve finished up with, she’d turn over in ’er grave.’ She continued attacking the loaf as if it was to blame for her troubles.

‘We gonner ’ave all that again, Doris. Dunno why yer always ’as ter bring yer mother into it, she’s been dead fer Gawd knows ’ow long.’ The old man stood up, smoothed down his sparse grey hair and limped to the table, scraping his chair on the lino as he tried to get in close. ‘’Sides, she was only too glad ter git rid of yer. Fought yer found yerself a nice cushy little number when yer latched on and married my Tom.’

Polly looked down at her hands nestling in her lap. She didn’t like them talking about her dad; the memory of his death still hurt.

Grandad put his arm on the table and leaning forward added, ‘And yer got yerself a ’ouse full of furniture inter the bargain – wot’s left of it. You ain’t done ser bad.’

‘Humh.’ Doris Perkins tossed her head and pushed back a loose strand of her short dark hair which was now sprinkled with grey. She tucked it into the tortoiseshell slide she wore just above her left ear. ‘And I got you wiv it.’

Polly glanced at her beloved grandad and grinned. At eleven years old she wasn’t always too sure what he was talking about.

She looked across at her brother Sid, stuffing great thick doorsteps of bread and jam into his mouth. He was only two and a half years older than her, but acted like boys twice his age. He called Polly names, and was always pushing and hitting her. When she fought back and told him she didn’t like him, he laughed in her face to make her angry, and he enjoyed getting into scraps and fights at school. She knew he was their mother’s favourite, but that was only because he brought home vegetables he said he found round the back of the barrows at the market – Polly had her doubts about the truth of that. Miss Harris at school said it was wrong to steal, it said so in the Bible.

Billy, the youngest of Doris Perkins’ three children, was sitting  next to Polly licking the jam off his fingers. He was nearly eight. A frown wrinkled Polly’s brow. Her dad used to say he came with the Wembley Exhibition; that was in 1924 when she was only four. She remembered being carried around on her dad’s broad shoulders that day. Her mum was happy then, always laughing and smiling. She’d hung on to Dad’s arm with one hand, and held Siddy’s hand with the other – but Billy wasn’t there.

Polly loved Billy and secretly hoped he wouldn’t grow up to be like their big brother, who she knew stole things. Once she saw him take some sweets from the corner shop, but when she told her mother about it she was told to stop tittle-tattling, and to mind her own business. Siddy threatened to punch her face in if she dared breathe a word of it to anyone.

Her mother pushed a slice of bread and jam towards her. ‘’Ere are.’ She plonked one in front of the old man. ‘When I think of all the sacrifices I made when I got married, it makes me sick.’

‘Don’t let’s go through all that again, Doris. Yer knows I’d work if I could. What ’appened in the past is over, and yer can’t bring Tom back. What’s upset yer this time? They been giving yer a ’ard time at work?’ Grandad winked at Polly.

Her mother cast her eyes up to a riding whip that was curled up and hung on the wall above the fireplace.

The old man followed her gaze and fidgeted in his chair. He began nervously tapping the table. He was agitated, and as he narrowed his blue eyes, said with a tremble, ‘Don’t start on that again. It’s no good you looking up there. You ain’t pawning it and that’s that.’

‘Oh yes, we could all starve ter death and yer’d still leave it stuck up there. Just a bloody dust harbourer that needs cleaning – that’s all it is.’

‘I don’t ask you ter clean it,’ he snapped.

‘I should fink not.’ Doris Perkins threw the bread-knife on to the table. ‘But I still have you and the kids ter feed, and find the rent and coal money.’ She wagged her long thin finger at  the old man. Slowly and deliberately the words came from her taut lips. ‘I’ll ’ave it one day, just mark my words.’

‘It’ll be after I’m carried out in me box and not before.’

She tossed her head and mumbled something that sounded like, ‘That could be arranged.’

Polly looked from one to the other. They all knew the story about the whip that had pride of place on the wall above the mantelpiece. The handle was made of silver with leaves and garlands of flowers skilfully worked and woven on to it. When Grandad ceremoniously took it down to clean, she was allowed to hold it. To Polly it was like holding something sacred; she loved running her fingers tenderly over the handle, feeling the bumps and dips. The leather whip was fine, almost like string. Grandad knew the trick of making it crack very loud, but only when her mother was out. It spent most of its life curled up high on the wall.

Polly also knew why it hadn’t been pawned along with all the other ornaments and knick-knacks they used to have around the house before her dad died. It was the only possession Grandad had of his father’s, who for many years had been a cab-driver to a wealthy family, and it was given to him on the day ill-health forced him to retire. Grandad had told them many times about his parents, who on the following week had taken a day trip down the Thames on the pleasure-steamer ‘Princess Alice’. They were going from London Bridge to Sheerness, and Grandad, who was six years old at the time, was spending the day with his Aunt Molly.

Polly would often clamber on his knee when her mother was out and ask him to tell her the story about his mum and dad. The old man had told her that, according to the newspapers, on their way home, when the ship came up the river and rounded Wool-wich bend, another ship, the ‘Bywell Castle’, came from the opposite direction and sliced the paddle-steamer in two. Almost everybody on board was drowned, including his mother and father. He was lucky that Aunt Molly, a spinster lady, was willing to bring him up, otherwise he would have gone into a home.

Polly looked lovingly across at him as he pushed his chair away from the kitchen table and slumped in the armchair. Poor Grandad. He’d had so much unhappiness in his life. A great sadness welled up inside Polly. She could feel some of his hurt through her own grief when her father died. That was another blow to him – he was Grandad’s only child. She never knew her grandmother, he didn’t talk a lot about her – only that she died soon after the war in the great ’flu epidemic. Her picture stood on his chest of drawers. She had a lovely smile and kind eyes, and a very tiny waist. Polly knew he loved her dearly.

‘Margaret, Margaret. Stop daydreaming and git on and clear the table.’ Her mother’s voice broke into her thoughts.

It was only her mother and the teachers at school who called her by her real name. When she asked her dad why he always called her Polly, he would gather her up in his strong arms, sit her on his lap and sing the song about ‘Pretty little Polly Perkins of Paddington Green’.

‘We don’t live in Paddington,’ she used to say. ‘We live in Rovverhive.’

‘I know, but you’re my “Pretty little Polly Perkins”.’

She remembered being cradled in his arms as he softly sang to her, gently rocking her back and forth as he stroked her blonde hair.

Her arm was being shaken. ‘I’ll ’elp yer Pol,’ said Billy, scrambling off his chair.

‘You take the bread out, then.’ She followed him into the scullery carrying the plates which she plonked on the wooden draining-board.

‘I’ll wipe up for yer if yer like.’ Billy looked up at her.

She filled the enamel bowl with cold water and, tossing in a handful of soda which she took from the stone jar standing on the window sill, swished it round and round. Polly was gangling and skinny, and a good head and shoulders taller than him. ‘Naw, s’all right, you go out and play. I’ll manage. ’Sides there ain’t much on Thursdays.’

‘Don’t want to.’

‘Why not? ’Ere, ’ave some of the kids been knocking yer about?’

‘Naw, course not.’

‘You sure?’

‘Honest. Cross me ’eart and ’ope ter die.’ He crossed himself. His two front teeth were missing and the gap made her laugh. ‘What yer laughing at?’ His face crinkled and his large blue eyes almost disappeared. Polly always thought he looked like the angels in the pictures they had in church – with his big round eyes set in his round, rosy-cheeked face, and a mop of tousled fair hair sprouting out in all directions. She could see him with wings, and flying around playing a harp.

Laughing at the thought of that she said, ‘Yer looks funny wiv yer teef missing.’

A sadness came over him. ‘I bet you looked funny when yer lorst yours.’

She gave him a playful shove. He laughed, and buried his head in the multi-coloured stripes of the threadbare towel hanging on a nail behind the door that led out into the back yard.

‘Right, what’s going on out ’ere?’ Sid parked himself in the doorway. He leaned against the door frame and folded his arms. ‘Mum said ’urry up and finish clearing the table.’

‘Couldn’t you ’ave brought sumfink out?’ Polly pushed past him and collected the remaining plates, cups, and the sticky jar of plum jam with the knife still standing upright in it.

 



The following day on their way home from school, Polly and Billy were playing ‘he’.

‘You’re it,’ shouted Polly, touching Billy’s arm as they raced round the corner into Penn’s Place, where they both stopped dead in their tracks. There seemed to be hordes of kids charging about, and some men and women were unloading furniture off a hand-cart and all going into Number 13, next door to their house.

‘That’s been empty fer years,’ said Polly as they got nearer. ‘I don’t ever remember anyone living in there. Grandad said  he’s seen rats as big as cats running about in the back yard.’ Polly counted five kids: one of the girls looked about the same age as her.

‘’Allo,’ said the girl as Billy pushed their gate open. She was plumpish and very untidy. The front of her pinny was grubby, and her long dark hair hung round her face, straggly and dishevelled. She brushed her hair away from her face and tucked a stray lock that had hung over her large brown eyes behind her ear.

‘’Allo,’ said Polly. ‘Yer gonner live ’ere then?’

She nodded. ‘D’yer live in there?’ She pointed to Number 15.

‘What’s yer name?’ asked Polly.

‘Shirley, what’s yours?’

‘I’m called Polly, and ’e’s Billy.’

Billy climbed on to the black iron gate that was rusting through lack of paint. Polly began pushing him backwards and forwards. It squeaked loudly, its worn hinges calling out for oil. ‘’E’s me little brother.’ She gave him another push before going up to the front door and pulling the key through the letter box. Opening the door and disappearing inside the house, she giggled and raced along the passage ahead of Billy, shouting, ‘Grandad, grandad. Quick, quick, come and look out the front-room window.’ She pushed open the kitchen door. ‘There’s new people moving in next door, and they’ve got loads o’ kids.’

The old man roused himself from his chair and shuffled along the passage to the front room. ‘I wondered what that racket was. All afternoon we’ve ’ad kids yelling and shouting all over the place.’ He pulled the lace curtain to one side. ‘Humh, that’s not gonner please yer mother, ’aving that lot living next door. Billy, stop jumping on that sofa.’

Billy slid off the hard, shiny, brown leather sofa that stood in the middle of the room. There used to be a beautiful embroidered firescreen in front of the empty fireplace, but that too had been pawned, along with the long-legged wooden aspidistra stand, which had once held a dark-leafed plant, filling and overflowing a large green pot, and which had graced the front  of the window. This room now smelt damp and musty; it had never been used since Tom Perkins’ funeral.

Doris Perkins would have sold the three-piece suite long ago if she’d had her way, but it belonged to the old man, and was the only furniture left in the room. Grandad knew it was only a matter of time before it went.

Excitedly Polly said, ‘There’s a girl living there like me, ’er name’s Shirley.’

Grandad turned to look at her. ‘Oh Polly, fer Gawd’s sake wipe yer nose. Can’t yer feel those candles running down, yer dirty little toe-rag?’

‘I’ve lorst me bit a rag.’

‘Well use the bottom of yer pinny then.’

She wiped her nose. ‘I’d better lay the table ’fore Mum gits in.’

The old man shivered. ‘This is a bloody bare cold old room. Come on, love, let’s git in the kitchen, it’s nice and warm in there.’

 



Doris Perkins came home from work an hour later and, even before removing her hat and coat, sank wearily on to the hard wooden upright chair opposite her father-in-law. ‘Margaret, take this inter the scullery.’ She handed her a shopping bag.

Polly returned to the kitchen and pushed the knives and forks into the middle of the table which was covered with a piece of faded oilcloth. The centre of the cloth’s painted flowery pattern had been scrubbed away years ago, leaving a bright coloured border of red roses climbing up a brown trellis, hanging over the edge.

‘Got yer a nice piece of ’addick fer yer tea, Dad.’

Polly smiled to herself, and thought, We always ’ave ’addick on Fridays, just as we always ’ave bread and jam on Thursdays when the money’s run out.

She glanced at her mother and suddenly realized how painfully thin she was. She wasn’t round like Miss Harris and the other teachers at school, whose bosoms stuck out and their  beads rested on them. Polly sheepishly cast her eyes down to the two small buds she knew were hidden under her liberty bodice. She was pleased at being able to put a cardigan over her jumper to hide them, even if it was like her mother’s – well-darned at the elbows. She knew Sid would take the mickey as soon as he found out she was growing up at last.

Although it was cold, her mother still wore the same thin, washed-out cotton skirts in both summer and winter. She had cut down her thick ones for Polly who, she said, never seemed to stop shooting up.

Her mother stretched her legs out in front of the fire. Even under her thick, darned lisle stockings, the lumpy knotted veins, and mottling – brought on through sitting too near the fire – showed through. Her ankles were red and swollen with chilblains; she bent down to scratch them with equally red and swollen hands. ‘Friday’s the best day of the week. Tom always used ter say it’s the only day’s work yer gits paid for.’

Polly’s brow furrowed, and again she looked across at her mother. She didn’t often talk about her dad.

Grandad carefully folded his newspaper. ‘You all right, Doris?’

‘A bit tired, that’s all. Must be me age.’ She pointed to his newspaper. ‘I’ll git Sid ter git yer a new one.’

‘Best wait till Sunday, they’re the fickest. Then it takes me all week ter read it, and they’re best fer putting over yer feet at night. Paper ’elps ter keep yer warm.’

Polly wondered what was wrong with her mother. Why was she so quiet? Polly was aware she worked hard, but she never said too much about her jobs. They knew she left the house very early in the morning, long before anyone was up. She worked over the other side of the water, cleaning a factory in the East End. Her mother always walked to work winter or summer as she couldn’t afford the bus fare. In the afternoon she did for a lady in the pub round the corner. Polly sighed. Things were so different when her dad was alive.

Something banging against the wall startled them.

‘What the bloody ’ell’s that?’ Doris Perkins sat up straight. ‘What’s that noise?’

The kitchen door flew open and Billy burst in. ‘Yer seen that lot next door, Mum?’

‘What?’ Once more Doris Perkins’ looks and voice were back to normal.

‘Looks like a family’s moved in there. Didn’t yer see ’em when yer come in?’ asked Grandad.

‘No, it was all dark. Who’d wanner rent that damp place? Must stink ter ’igh ’eaven in there.’

‘Dunno,’ said Grandad. ‘They look a right old bunch ter me.’

‘How many in there?’ She nodded her head towards the wall.

‘Dunno. This street’s gone ter the dogs these past few years. When me and Annie first moved ’ere it was all respectable like. Now look at it, there’s all sorts of ’obbity ’oys down ’ere now.’

Mrs Perkins gave a hollow laugh but didn’t make any comment as she took a penny from her purse. ‘Billy, git the pudding basin and go round and git a pen’orth of liquor.’

Billy went into the scullery.

Mrs Perkins shouted after him. ‘Don’t fergit the plate.’

He returned carrying a china basin and an enamel plate. He ran through the kitchen with the basin on his head.

‘Mind that basin, it’s the only one I’ve got,’ she called as he disappeared from the room. She turned to Polly. ‘Margaret, where’s Sid?’

‘Dunno, I ain’t seen ’im. ’E ain’t come ’ome from school yet.’

‘Well ’e’s got ter go round the coal yard and git a bag of coal when ’e gits in.’

At that moment the front door slammed and Sid ambled into the kitchen. His socks were as usual, like Billy’s, wrinkled round his ankles and halfway into his boots. Boots that were two sizes too big for him and had come from one of the market’s many second-hand stalls. Trousers that once belonged to his  father had been cut off to just below his knees to give him room to grow into them – they were held up with a length of string tied round his waist. He pushed his brown hair – which was combed forward and cut straight across his forehead into a fringe – out of his eyes. Brown eyes that were narrow and, Polly always thought, sly-looking. He cuffed his nose with his coat sleeve. ‘Seen that lot next door?’

‘Not yet,’ said his mother.

‘Six kids she’s got. Four boys and two girls.’ He put his elbow to his waist and hitched up his trousers.

‘You seem ter know all about ’em,’ said Polly.

‘Been in there, ain’ I?’ He nodded his head in a cocky manner towards the wall.

‘What’s she like – the mother?’ asked Doris Perkins.

‘Fat,’ came back the answer. ‘The old man’s got a barra down the market. Fruit and veg.’

Doris Perkins picked up her other shopping bag and made her way into the scullery without voicing her opinion.

Billy returned from the pie-and-eel shop clutching the basin covered with the chipped enamel plate. He kicked the door shut behind him, and deposited the basin on the table.

 



‘Nice bit of fish this Doris,’ said Grandad, dipping his bread in the parsley sauce.

Friday’s treat was the thick, delicious, creamy-white liquor, with green thick bits of parsley. As Polly dipped her bread in it she couldn’t understand how they would argue and row nearly every Thursday, yet the next day, pay-day, they’d be as nice as pie to each other.

Sid began choking and spluttering. ‘I’ve got a bone stuck,’ he croaked.

His mother jumped up and began pounding him on his back. His eyes bulged as he gasped for breath.

‘All right, all right. It’s gone.’ He shoved his mother’s hand away.

‘’Ere, ’ave a drop of tea ter wash it down,’ she said, returning to her chair and pushing a chipped cup with no handle towards him.

Polly and Billy started laughing.

‘It ain’t funny,’ said Sid, swallowing hard and holding his throat.

That made them laugh even louder.

‘You two, that’s quite enough of it,’ said their mother.

‘I’ll git you,’ croaked Sid furiously and flicked a fish bone across the table.

‘Oh, that ’urts.’ Polly rubbed her face where the sharp point of the bone pricked her.

Sid laughed and screwed up his eyes; they almost disappeared into two small slits. ‘I’ll teach yer ter laugh at me,’ he said spitefully. Balancing a bone on the prongs of his fork, he carefully took aim and flicked it at Polly.

She yelled in pain, quickly covering her face. ‘Me eye. Me eye,’ she spluttered, her voice muffled behind her hands.

Once again her mother rushed out of her chair. She pulled Polly’s hands away from her face. ‘Oh my Gawd,’ she said softly.

Polly was screaming. ‘Mum, Mum, I can’t see . . .’




Chapter 2

On Monday afternoon Polly walked along the road clutching her mother’s hand. She held her head on one side, as the left eye was covered with a large wad of cotton wool and heavily bandaged, obscuring her vision.

They turned into what the kids always called the posh end of Penn’s Place. That was only because the first house along the row always looked clean and nicely painted, and it was the only one with a window-box in the front. They passed the long row of identically placed windows, all looking alike save for different curtains – like one long continuous building.

It was winter, and the far end of the road was shrouded in yellow smoke from the chimneys of the large red-brick factory that dominated the view at the bottom of the road. In summer, if the sun was bright enough, it would filter through the smoke and warm the houses, and the people who lived at that end of Penn’s Place.

As they walked along, Polly looked at the front doorsteps. Some had been freshly whitened, while others were grey and neglected. The houses had black iron gates fronting their area: some still stood, neat and upright, some were hanging on only one hinge at drunken angles, while others had been ripped off and slung in any dark corner. Although she had lived here all her life, she was beginning now to look at things differently.

Kids were running about shouting and playing. A couple of boys were kicking and fighting over a newspaper that had been rolled into a ball: their noise bounced off the walls. Some of  them had boots and coats, others didn’t; most of the boys had holes in their trousers.

In 1932, London, like a great many other places in Britain, had high unemployment, and this was a poor neighbourhood. When the Means Test man came riding around on his bike, the kids yelled and chased after him. They knew he was calling on homes and making his decision on how much money people would finally get after they had pawned almost all of their home and belongings.

‘’Allo Polly,’ shouted Shirley. She was turning a long piece of rope tied at the other end to a lamp-post and a young skinny girl, who had grown out of her coat, was skipping in the middle of it. ‘Cor, yer looks like a wounded soldier. Does it ’urt?’

Not wanting to stop and talk, Polly nodded, and quickly disappeared into her own house.

‘’Allo love.’ Grandad struggled out of his chair and held her close, the comforting smell of tobacco all about him. ‘We ain’t ’alf missed yer this weekend. Did they look after yer in that there ’ospital?’

She nodded as the silent tears ran from her deep blue eye and on to his chest.

‘What did the doctor say?’ He addressed his question to her mother.

‘Shh.’ She inclined her head towards Polly.

Freeing herself from Grandad, Polly ran out of the room and up the stairs to the bedroom she had shared with her mother since her father died. Throwing herself on the bed, she cried. The more she cried the more it hurt. She knew what her mother was telling him; she had overheard the doctor saying they couldn’t save the sight of her left eye.

After the safety of the hospital she felt alone and vulnerable. Would her mum make a fuss of her now? If only her dad was here. But she knew Grandad and Billy would be kind, and what she wanted more than anything else at this moment was to be loved. Yet somehow she just couldn’t face them right now.

Gradually the tears subsided. She turned over on to her back  and gazed up at the ceiling. Her mind was blank. How different everything looked with only one eye. She studied the grey flaking distemper curling at the edges, defying gravity. The brown rings, made from the rain-water that used to drip, drip, into enamel bowls with monotonous regularity before the landlord put new tiles on the roof, had left stains that had spread and interwoven, making pictures and pretty patterns.

‘What will I look like when the bandages come off?’ she whispered. A sob rose from deep within her. ‘Oh Dad,’ she said out loud. ‘I’ll never be your “Pretty Little Polly Perkins” ever again.’ She turned over and buried her face in the pillow.

There was a gentle tapping sound at the door. ‘What d’yer want?’ she shouted.

The door opened slightly and Billy poked his head round. ‘You all right, Pol?’

‘Humm.’ Sitting up she wiped her nose on her sleeve, trying to pull herself together.

‘Mum said ter tell yer tea’s ready.’ Billy’s eyes were fixed firmly on the floor and with his hands deep in his pockets he kicked his boots one against the other.

He was about to go when she asked, ‘Is Sid downstairs?’

‘Naw, ’e ain’t come ’ome from school yet. I s’pect ’e’s in next door. ’E’s ’oping ter ’elp the old man wiv ’is barra down the market.’ He lifted his cherub face. Polly wanted to hold him and cuddle him – but she knew he’d push her away thinking she’d gone daft or something. ‘Anyfink else yer want, Pol?’

‘No, I’ll be down in a minute.’

Billy closed the door and Polly slid off the bed. She walked slowly towards the triple mirror on the dressing-table, and examined her reflection from all angles. It didn’t shock her quite so much now; in hospital she had looked at herself in any mirror or surface that reflected her image. But would the sight of her face shock her when the bandages came off? Quickly she turned away and went downstairs.

In her usual seat at the table, Polly kept her head bent very low. Sid came in and sat down without a word. Nobody spoke  during the meal, and when they finished she began clearing the table as normal.

‘Leave that. I’ll see ter that,’ said her mother.

Polly was taken by surprise. ‘But I always do it.’ Then she glanced up and gasped. ‘Where is it? Where’s it gorn?’

They all followed her gaze to the empty space above the mantelpiece.

‘Where’s the whip gorn?’ she asked again.

‘I’ve pawned it,’ said her mother.

‘Oh Mum, yer didn’t?’ She looked at Grandad, horrified.

He tried to smile. ‘It’s all right, love, I said she could.’

‘But why? Why?’

‘We needed the money, that’s why,’ answered her mother curtly.

‘But we’ve needed money before, and Grandad always said . . .’

‘It was different then,’ interrupted the old man.

‘They ’ad ter pay fer yer ’ospital,’ piped up Billy.

She sat down and gripped the edge of the table. ‘Yer did that fer me?’

‘Yes love. I wanted yer ter ’ave the best.’

Leaping up she rushed over and threw her arms round his neck. ‘Oh Grandad, Grandad.’

‘Steady on there gel,’ he said, trying to control his voice.

Nobody noticed Sid quietly slip away.

 



For the rest of the week Polly never left the house other than to go to the cottage hospital to have the dressing changed and drops put in her eye. She had always been shy even with two noisy brothers, and since her dad died she had become more withdrawn than ever. The thought of going to school wearing the bandage terrified her: she knew the kids would laugh and take the mickey out of her when the bandages came off, so she pleaded with her mother to let her stay at home, at least till then.

Polly was quite happy to be with Grandad. Over the years he had taught her to draw, and she had become very good. The only  time she came face to face with Sid was at meal times. Even then he would not look her full in the face, sensing the terrible hate that burned within Polly.

On Friday afternoon she was sitting at the table drawing when Sid walked in. Hate filled her mind. She pressed the pencil hard on the paper, and the lead broke with a sharp snap. She vowed to herself that one day she would get even with him.

Grandad looked up. ‘You all right, Pol?’

‘Yes. I pressed too ’ard and broke me pencil,’ she said quietly.

‘Give it ’ere, I’ll go and sharpen it for yer.’ The old man began to struggle out of the chair.

‘I’ll do it,’ said Sid, quickly snatching the pencil from Polly’s clenched fist, so avoiding her threatening look.

 



It was the first Monday in November, and a week after Polly had come out of hospital. Today they were going to take the bandages off. Polly was very nervous. All week she had been hiding behind them, now today all the world would see her sightless eye. Her mother’s hand was shaking almost as much as her own when they walked into the doctor’s room.

‘Sit down Margaret. Nurse, draw the curtains.’ Carefully the doctor unwound the bandages and, with a flourish, removed the great pad of cotton wool. He took his torch and peered into her eye. ‘There young lady, I bet that feels better.’ He pulled at her eyelid.

Polly blinked rapidly. ‘I still can’t see out of it.’

‘No, my dear, and I’m afraid you never will.’

She knew that already, but thought she’d tell him just the same. ‘What does it look like?’ she whispered.

‘Not too bad, a bit cloudy that’s all. Here, see for yourself. Nurse, open the curtains and give Margaret a mirror.’

She blinked at the light and cautiously took the hand mirror the nurse offered. The dead eye was criss-crossed with tiny broken veins. The dull, hazy, blue-grey iris stared back at her.  The pupil had disappeared, and the eye seemed to dominate the mirror.

‘The veins will heal in time, and it won’t look so bad then,’ said the doctor.

Knowing she would be looking at it for the rest of her life, she handed the mirror back without another word.

That night, sleep wouldn’t come. Polly lay in the big bed next to her mother, listening to her steady breathing. Normally she would have been asleep long before this, but tonight her mind was racing and her thoughts jumbled. The familiar night sounds that filled the air seemed loud and intrusive. The shouts and scuffles from drunks as they left the pub; the cats fighting and calling for their mates, making the dogs bark; the noise from trains shunting and banging against the buffers, filtering down from the top of the high arches that ran along the bottom of the road. Now and again, in the far distance, the deep mournful tone of a ship’s hooter joined in as a ship made its way along the River Thames.

She lay flat on her back with her matchstick legs stuck straight out. Her feet were cold, even though she was wearing Grandad’s socks, and despite the extra weight of the coats her mother had thrown over the threadbare blankets. Her arms were rigid at her sides; the only movement she could make was to clench and unclench her hands which, because she was nervous, were sweaty. She wanted to wipe them, and desperately longed to bring her knees up, but knew all these movements would disturb her mother. Her thoughts drifted on.

Next week it’s me birfday, she thought. I’ll be twelve. I wish Dad was still alive, I had nice birfdays then, and nice presents. I don’t get any now.

Her mind was filled with that awful day when the men from the docks came and told them a stack of wood had fallen from a high crane and on to her dad. He was still alive when her mum rushed to the hospital – when she came home they knew he was dead. At first her mother cried all the time; then she had to go out to work and was bad-tempered and miserable; then she  started shouting at everyone. Poor old Grandad: it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t work. He was in the war and his leg was injured, and he got gassed.

Tears ran from the comer of Polly’s eyes and filled her ears. It surprised her that she could still cry out of her blind eye. Slowly and very carefully she brought her hand up to brush away her tears gently. She lightly fingered the lid of her blind eye. In the darkness it didn’t seem any different from the other one.

Putting her hand over her good eye, she strained through the blackness, trying to see the yellow glow from the street’s gas-lamp which always shone through the thin, faded curtains. There was nothing. Hastily she pulled her hand away. The sudden movement disturbed her mother.

She turned over, letting her arm fall across Polly, drawing her close. ‘Tom,’ the whisper came in her sleep.

Polly held her breath and squeezed her eyes tighter to stem the tears that were ready to flow. ‘She misses ’im like I do,’ she said to herself in wonderment. Happy at that, she relaxed and, nestling comfortably in her mother’s arms, soon drifted into a sound, untroubled sleep.

 



‘’Ere are,’ said Shirley. ‘Billy said it was yer birfday terday, so me mum got yer this.’

Hastily Polly undid the brown paper parcel. ‘It’s Ludo,’ she shouted. ‘Cor, fanks.’

And for the first time the lady who worked in the office at the factory where her mother cleaned gave her a present. She was so proud of the royal-blue dress with its lacy Peter Pan collar that she preened and pirouetted all round the room. The lady in the pub where her mum worked gave her a box of chocolates.

‘It’s ’cause they feel sorry for yer,’ said her mother.

Polly didn’t know whether to be happy or sad at that.

On Saturday Shirley asked her and Billy in to tea. ‘Wear yer new frock. Mum said cause it was yer birfday everybody should be nice ter yer.’

Polly couldn’t believe it. There were little cakes and fishpaste sandwiches and a lovely red jelly. In pride of place in the middle of the table stood a bowl of fruit. Shirley’s twin brothers, Thomas and Terry, were there: they were about the same age as Billy. Shirley’s eldest brother Ron was helping his dad at the market. And Vera, her older sister, was out shopping. Baby James began to cry and Mrs Bell took him out of his pram.

‘D’yer wanner ’old ’im, Polly?’

‘Oh, please.’ She cradled him in her arms and gently kissed his forehead. ‘’E’s lovely, Mrs Bell. I’m gonner ’ave lots of babies when I grow up.’

‘They’re all right, I s’pose,’ said Shirley. ‘’Cept when ’e cries in the night. ’Ere, at Christmas me dad’s letting us ’ave a party. D’you two wanner come?’ Without waiting for an answer she went on. ‘Dad’s gitting some new furniture for our front room on the never-never, and me mum’s gonner light a fire in there.’

‘We never ’ave a fire in our front room now. Me mum can’t afford it,’ said Polly.

Mrs Bell came waddling out of the scullery, proudly carrying a cake and singing, ‘Happy birfday to you, happy birfday, dear Polly.’

Enthusiastically everybody joined in. ‘Happy birfday to you.’

‘’Ere are, love. We’ve only got one candle, so ’urry up and blow it out,’ said Mrs Bell.

‘That fer me?’ asked Polly in amazement.

‘Yes! Yes!’ they all shouted and nodded excitedly.

‘Go on, Pol, blow it out,’ said Shirley.

Polly looked at it in wonder. It wasn’t a very large cake, and it didn’t have white icing and pretty pink flowers on it like the ones in the shops, but it did have a lighted candle that flickered in the draught.

‘’Urry up and blow it out,’ urged Billy.

Polly pursed her lips and blew hard.

‘Yer should ’ave made a wish,’ shouted Shirley.

‘I did,’ came the soft reply.

 



Christmas came and went. The whip was never returned to its rightful place above the mantelpiece, and it was never mentioned. But Polly knew where it was – in Harding’s, the pawnbroker in Rotherhithe Street. Her mother had to pass the shop every day to get to work, Polly knew that, and she also knew Harding’s was the shop Mrs Bell reckoned you got a better price from. She told Polly they had to keep things a year before they could sell them.

Ron Bell left school at Christmas and went to work with his father on the vegetable stall full-time. He always spoke to Polly whenever he saw her, giving her an apple at the market, or saying hello when she was playing with Shirley, who in turn would give her a friendly push, saying, ‘I fink ’e’s got a soft spot fer you. All I ever gits from ’im is a clip round the ear’ole. ’

Polly would blush. ‘’E’ s only being nice cos of me eye,’ she’d insist, ‘that’s a bit more than what our Sid does.’ She tried to make it sound casual, but Ron did make her go all hot. After all, he was older than her, and with his dark hair slicked back he was very good-looking.

Whenever she grumbled about Sid, Shirley would stand up for him. ‘Your Sid ain’t ser bad,’ she’d say after Polly’s angry swipings at her brother. ‘After all, yer eye was an accident. Me mum says yer shouldn’t go frew life ’olding a grudge.’

In the spring when Sid was fourteen, he left school and went to work at the market. Mr Bell managed to get him a job on the egg stall. He bought himself some second-hand clothes and looked very grown-up in his long trousers, boxing anyone’s ears who dared laugh at him. Sid and Ron, like Polly and Shirley, were always together.

One day after school, Polly and Billy rushed into the house. Polly threw herself on Grandad’s lap, sobbing.

‘Oh my Gawd, now what’s ’appened? Whatever’s the matter wiv yer?’ Polly looked up at him, her face wet and dirty. Billy had a bloody nose.

‘Oh Grandad,’ her voice quivered. ‘The kids at school ’ave  been calling me names again and Billy ’it this big kid, and ’e ’it ’im back.’

Her younger brother proudly cuffed his bloody nose.

‘There, there love.’ The old man affectionately patted her back as she buried her head in his chest. ‘Now come on, dry yer eyes, tell me all what’s ’appened.’

She sat up and wiped her nose on her piece of rag. ‘The kids always call me Polly One-eye, and today, when I lorst the pin in me drawers, they started laughing and shouting and pushing me about, trying to pull me drawers down. They chased me and yelled, “Look at Polly Longdrawers.” I couldn’t run very fast cause they were ’anging down round me knees.’ She sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve this time.

‘I ’it one of ’em,’ said Billy. Looking down at the floor he added, ‘Then this big kid ’it me back and pushed me in the mud. I ’ope Mum don’t clip me round the ear-’ole fer gitting mud all over me trousers – and look, me shirt’s got blood on it.’

Grandad ruffled his hair. ‘It’s a good job yer ain’t got yer front teeth yet, else ’e might ’ave knocked ’em out. Where was yer mate Shirley? She always sticks up fer yer, don’t she? And if she bashed ’em they’d know all about it.’

‘She ’ad ter stay in and write out lines again.’

‘That girl’s always in trouble. Wot she done this time?’ Polly half smiled. ‘Talking in Assembly.’ She sniffed. ‘I don’t like school, I’ll be glad when I’m fourteen an’ can leave.’

‘Come on, let’s see if we can git yer cleaned up a bit ’fore yer mother gits ’ome. She ain’t all bad yer know.’

‘I ’ate the kids at school, they’re always making me cry.’

‘Polly, fer Chrissake stop yer grizzling and go and wash yer face. Yer’ll ’ave ter learn ter take a few more knocks and name-calling in this old world before yer much older, I’m afraid.’

Polly knew Grandad had told her mother about the incident, but it was never mentioned. To her delight, the following Friday her mother asked her if she would like to go to the factory with her on Saturday morning.

‘Yer’ll ’ave ter work a bit, and run a few errands, and yer  got ter git up early. No loafing about in bed.’

Polly was elated, and sharp at six the next morning she wrapped her scarf round her neck and plunged her hands deep into her coat pockets – she could go down a long way as the lining was torn. In the dark she skipped along the road beside her mother, becoming a little apprehensive when they crossed Tower Bridge.

‘Come on, don’t dawdle, we ain’t got all day. ’Sides, it’s bloody cold up ’ere.’

Polly stopped at the join in the road. ‘What ’appens if all of a sudden it goes up?’ Quickly she jumped over the crack, and running over to the iron railings looked down at the dark, murky, swirling River Thames below. ‘I can’t swim – we’d all be drowned like Grandad’s mum and dad was.’

Her mother laughed. ‘Come on, yer daft ’aporth. It don’t suddenly go up, yer gits plenty of warning when a ship’s coming through. A hooter sounds and a barrier comes down across the road, and you’re not allowed on the bridge.’

‘Oh,’ said Polly looking behind her, still very unsure about it as they crossed into Mansell Street.

It was silent, dark and eerie when they entered the large building. Their footsteps echoed on the concrete stairs as they made their way behind the night-watchman, up to the work-room. When he switched on the lights, Polly stared in wonder at the rows and rows of sewing machines. Each one had a basket of unfinished clothes standing beside it.

Mrs Perkins went to a cupboard and took out a broom and a galvanized bucket. She put on her sacking apron, filled the bucket with water and began sprinkling it over the floor to settle the dust. ‘Margaret,’ she called over her shoulder as she began sweeping the wooden floor between the machines. ‘Make yourself useful, put all these pieces of cloth inter that bin over there.’

Polly loved bustling around, picking up the pieces of material that were strewn over the floor. ‘Look at this bit, Mum.’ She held up a small scrap of cloth. ‘It’s the same as me frock the  lady gave me. D’yer fink she might let me keep it?’

‘Dunno, you’d better ask Miss Bloom when she comes in.’

It was just before eight o’clock when a lot of women arrived. They walked up to a large-faced clock that stood against the wall and, one by one, took a card from a rack at the side. They put it in an opening at the bottom of the clock, pulled a lever that rang a bell, took the card out and put it in a rack the other side. Polly stood open-mouthed watching them, completely fascinated. Some gave her a nod before they sat at their machines. They were all talking at once, then someone blew a whistle and all the machines started. Polly quickly put her hands over her ears: the noise was deafening. A tapping on her shoulder made her jump.

‘Hello, young lady.’

Spinning round, she could barely hear the lady who beckoned her to follow her outside into the corridor. To Polly she was the most beautiful person she had ever seen. Her dark-brown eyes twinkled, her shiny brown hair was neatly bobbed to just above her ears, and the beads on her ears glinted like diamonds.

‘You must be Margaret?’

Polly nodded and thought that this must be Miss Bloom. Guiltily, she screwed up the piece of cloth she had in her hand and hurriedly put it behind her back in an attempt to hide it.

‘I’ve heard all about you from your mother. She’s been very worried. I was sorry to hear about your eye, do you mind if I have a look?’

Polly shook her head. Suddenly she felt scruffy; she was aware of the large dams at the elbows of her cardigan, and she kept her arms behind her back. The welt of her jumper showed peg marks where it had been hanging on the line, and she knew the hem of her skirt was hanging down.

The lady bent down and a lovely smell wafted all round her: it was nicer than Shirley’s sister Vera’s scent. ‘It doesn’t look too bad.’ She straightened up. ‘By the way, did you like your dress?’

Polly nodded vigorously.

‘Lost your tongue as well?’ she laughed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be unkind.’

‘That’s all right, Miss.’ She looked down at the floor. ‘Me frock was smashing, fanks.’ Shuffling her feet nervously, she brought the piece of material from behind her back. ‘Can I keep this bit of stuff?’

‘I should think so. May I ask what you’re going to do with it?’

‘Make a frock fer me doll.’

‘Have you got a nice doll, then?’

‘Well, she’s a bit old. Me dad bought ’er a long while ago. ’Er frock’s a bit scruffy.’

A telephone’s shrill bell interrupted them.

‘Excuse me a moment.’ Miss Bloom disappeared into a small room and closed the door behind her.

Polly stood staring at the door that had the word ‘Office’ painted in big bold black letters on the glass part at the top. The roar of the machines seemed to melt into the distance as Polly took in her surroundings.

She was full of it when she got home, telling Grandad and Billy all about the factory, the rows of machines, and the women who worked on them. After dinner she couldn’t wait to run in to tell Shirley.

‘I fought Jews ain’t suppose ter work on a Saturday. It’s their Sabbath,’ said Vera, not bothering to look up from her magazine.

‘Mum says Miss Bloom only pops in ter make sure everyfink’s all right. She didn’t stay very long.’

‘I’d like ter come wiv yer,’ said Shirley.

‘Well yer can’t.’

‘D’yer git paid?’

‘Naw, course not, it’s just sumfink ter keep me occupied, so me mum says. Why don’t yer go and ’elp yer dad an’ Ron on a Saturday? They’d pay yer.’

‘No fanks, I don’t wanner work on the market. ’Ere, your  Sid don’t ’alf look posh in ’is trilby.’

‘I fink ’e looks daft.’

‘Well I don’t.’

‘That’s cos yer loves ’im,’ she giggled.

‘No I don’t, Polly Perkins, so there.’

‘Come on you two, out the way, I’ll ’ave yer dad and Ron ’ome soon, and they’ll be dying fer a decent cuppa.’

Polly left Shirley and, on the way out, bumped into Ron.

‘’Allo Pol, all right then?’

She blushed and, nodding, ran indoors.

 



From then on, Polly went to the factory every Saturday morning. The women who worked on the machines really took to her, sending her out for errands, and sometimes when there was a ’apenny or farthing change, letting her keep it. Others gave her biscuits and pieces of cake. She was very happy and all week wished for Saturday to hurry up and come. With the scraps of cloth and trimmings Miss Bloom let her have she taught herself, with the help of some of the machinists, to make dolls’ clothes.

‘Yer know Polly, yer got a real flair fer that sort a fing,’ said Mrs Bell, admiring a dress she’d made for Shirley’s doll.

‘I’m gonner work at the factory making frocks when I leave school.’

‘’Ere, d’yer fink yer could git me a job working there?’ asked Shirley.

‘Dunno, I’ll ’ave ter ask Miss Bloom’

‘’Ere, what yer gonner buy wiv all the money yer gits?’ and as usual Shirley went on without waiting for an answer. ‘I knows what I’m gonner git. First it’ll be a fox fur.’ She pulled an imaginary fur over her shoulders and strutted round the room.

Her mother and Polly laughed.

‘Then it’ll be a posh ring.’ She held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. ‘Oh, and some smashing scent like wot our Vera’s got.’

‘You’d better git the job first, young lady,’ said Mrs Bell.

‘What’s Vera’s scent called?’ asked Polly, knowing it wasn’t as nice as Miss Bloom’s.

‘California Poppy. What you gonner git, Pol?’

‘The first fing I’m gonner git is Grandad’s whip back . . .’




Chapter 3

During the school’s summer holiday, Polly was thrilled at being able to go with her mother to the factory on Tuesday and Thursday mornings as well as Saturday. With the odd scraps of material and trimmings Fred the cutter gave her, and with help from the women on the factory floor, she put bows and many extras on her clothes. Polly always made sure her hems were up, and tried to look as neat and tidy as she could, determined not to look scruffy again in front of Miss Bloom.

One morning she was called into the office. ‘This is the young lady I was telling you about, Father.’ Miss Bloom was talking to a fat, balding old man sitting at her desk.

Polly stood in the doorway, afraid to go in.

‘Oh yes,’ he said, not bothering to look up from the papers he was going through which were strewn all over the desk.

Polly’s knees began to shake, and her mind raced. Oh my Gawd, she thought, ’e’s gonner tell me orf fer pinching ’is stuff. But then Fred had said it was all right. She wondered why on earth she was being drawn to the man’s attention.

‘Sarah, make sure this order goes out on time. He’s a valued customer and we don’t want to lose him.’ The man, well-spoken like his daughter, continued writing as he spoke.

Sarah Bloom picked up the order sheet he’d pushed to one side. ‘Margaret, would you go over to Charlie’s and get my father a tin of Zubes. He’s got a tickly cough.’

‘Yes, Miss.’ She turned to hurry out.

‘Just a minute,’ she called after her. ‘You need some money.’  She took a purse from her shiny black handbag and handed Polly a thru‘penny piece. ‘That should be more than enough. You can keep the change.’

That was the first of many errands she ran for Sarah Bloom. Although she often saw Mr Bloom coming and going, and he always appeared to be in a hurry, he nevertheless gave her a polite nod whenever they met. It seemed that she hadn’t done anything to upset him after all.

 



All too soon the summer was over, and reluctantly Polly had to go to school, only going to the factory on Saturday mornings once again.

One Saturday lunch-time, after they finished at Bloom’s, Polly and her mother collected their usual pie and mash from the eel shop. All the way home Polly felt restless and fidgety. She picked at her dinner for a while, then pushed her plate to one side and played with her fork. She got up from the table and sat in Grandad’s armchair.

‘What’s up wiv yer? Fer Christ’s sake sit up and eat yer dinner,’ said her mother.

‘I don’t want it.’

‘I’ll eat it, Pol,’ said Billy, quickly pulling her plate towards him.

‘What’s wrong? You was all right this morning.’

‘I don’t know, p’raps I’ve got Grandad’s cold coming.’ She looked miserable.

‘Yer’d better ’ave a good dose of castor oil now, and a dose of syrup of figs ’fore yer goes ter bed.’

‘I’m all right really. It’s just that I don’t feel like going to the market wiv yer. Can I stay ’ome?’

Her mother eyed her suspiciously. ‘Well, all right. Anyfink ’appened?’

‘What d’yer mean?’ asked Polly.

‘Yer’d know soon enough.’ She took the dirty plates into the scullery. ‘Billy,’ she shouted. ‘Git yer coat on, you can come wiv me.’

‘Oh Mum.’

‘Don’t “oh Mum” me,’ she said, walking back into the kitchen. ‘Someone’s got ter ’elp me carry the shopping.’ She put on her coat and adjusted her hat in front of the mirror that hung over the mantelpiece. ‘Margaret, if yer staying ’ere, you can do the washing up.’ She picked up her shopping bag and added. ‘Don’t go worrying Grandad, ’e’s none too well.’

As her mother left Polly thought, I hope Ron puts a couple of extra apples in Mum’s bag like ’e does mine every Saturday afternoon. Now Sid was working, things were getting a little easier. They had eggs more often, and now and again they even had a scraping of margarine on their bread. A small bowl of fruit had stood on the dresser on Saturdays since the Bells had moved in next door, but it had to be eaten quickly as it soon went mouldy.

Polly sat quietly for a few minutes after hearing the front door shut then, unable to contain herself any longer, raced up the stairs, careful to avoid the sixth stair, the one that creaked. She didn’t want to disturb Grandad. ‘I wonder why he went to bed,’ she mumbled to herself, ‘’e always sleeps in the armchair. I ’ope ’e ain’t gonner die. ’E can’t, not yet.’ She stood on the landing outside his room, listening to his snoring. It made her laugh, and she put her hand over her mouth to suppress the sound that was ready to explode.

Polly began mimicking him; when he was told to shut up he always said, ‘I never snore.’ She suddenly thought how old her grandad was looking. She knew he was old – he had white hair, but he didn’t laugh so much anymore.

Turning the handle of her mother’s bedroom door, she held her breath as the old man’s sudden bout of coughing startled her. When it went quiet again she slowly pushed the door open, a little at a time. Praying it wouldn’t squeak, she squeezed through the narrow gap and took hold of the handle the other side. Once in the room, she put the flat of her hand against the door and, still holding the handle, turned it in order to close it quietly. Safely inside the room she ran her sweaty hands down  her frock, anxious not to let her grandad know she was upstairs. Out loud, she said, ‘Don’t worry, one day I’ll make you laugh again.’

Then she went over to the dressing-table and sheepishly pulled open one of the small top drawers. It was the drawer her mother kept her ‘personal things’ in, as she called them, and they weren’t allowed to go there.

Polly didn’t read any of the letters or neatly folded papers. She knew what she was looking for. Quickly she put them to one side and, picking up a delicate lace handkerchief, put it to her nose and sniffed. It smelt of the lavender that came from a pretty pink satchet which felt all lovely and scrunchy when she squeezed it.

She lifted out a small square red box. Inside, on the red silk lining of the lid, the name ‘Saunders’ was written in gold. There was a split in the red lining where a ring once sat – but it was empty. Another long narrow brown box had the same jeweller’s name written on its white satin lining – that too was empty.

She took out an old tin tea-caddy and tipped its contents on to the dressing-table. Glancing up at the door she hastily began rummaging through the bits of paper, tickets, and other odds and ends. Polly had seen Harding’s pawn tickets many times. Sometimes, when the weather was bad and Mr Bell couldn’t take his barrow out, Shirley had to take his best suit into Harding’s. Not that Mr Bell ever knew. Mrs Bell would wait till he was at the pub, then she’d undo the screws on the bottom of the chest where he kept it under lock and key, remove the suit and screw the bottom back on again. So far he’d never found out, as somehow she’d always managed to redeem it and put it back before his Saturday night out. Shirley had once said, ‘Fank Gawd ’e don’t git called out ter go to a funeral or sumfink in the week. If ’e ever caught ’er ’e’d kill ’er.’

Shirley’s words ran through Polly’s head as she sorted through Harding’s tickets. There were some for the vases and ornaments they used to have round the house, and one for the  silk firescreen. There was one for a three-diamond ring, another for a watch, and one for a rolled-gold dropped pearl necklace. Then she found what she was looking for. A smile came to her face as she read the ticket for a silver-handled whip. She carefully replaced everything except that pawn ticket. Looking at it she wondered how long it would take her to save seven and sixpence, when all she had at this very moment was fivepence ha’penny. Tucking it in the back of the handbag Miss Bloom had given her, she felt sad, knowing it was almost a hopeless task she had set herself.

 



Polly and Shirley were growing fast, experimenting with hairstyles, trying to look like the women in Vera’s fashion magazines, and, when Vera was at work, using her make-up.

One day, on their way home from school, they stood drooling over the posters outside the cinema. ‘Be glad when we leave school and git a bit a money,’ said Shirley, ‘Look at the lovely frock Ginger Rogers has got on. Ron said ’e’ll give me some money if I clean ’is boots fer a week, then I can go and see ’er and Fred Astaire. Why don’t yer ask Sid fer the money, then we can go tergevver?’

‘’E won’t give me the drippings from ’is nose.’

‘Well, try ter be a bit nice to ’im.’

‘Humm, I’d rarver be friends wiv a snake, and I ain’t cleaning ’is boots.’

‘D’yer know, Pol, sometimes yer makes me feel really sick the way yer keeps on about Sid. ’Ere, why don’t yer ask yer mum fer some money?’

‘Could you see my mum giving me money fer the pictures? She makes enough fuss over ’aving ter buy me a new pair of shoes. I wouldn’t git any if she didn’t wanner be shown up when I goes ter the factory.’

‘Wot about the girls at the factory, don’t they give yer sumfink fer running their errands?’

She looked away from Shirley. ‘Sometimes they let me keep the change, and I gits the odd ’apenny, but not very often.’

Shirley slid her arm through Polly’s. ‘Come on. Let’s git ’ome. Looks like I’ll ’ave ter go wiv Vera.’

 



By the beginning of December 1934, Polly and Shirley were fourteen, and at last the time came for them to leave school.

Shirley grinned as she glanced anxiously over her shoulder at the women busy working on the sewing machines, then clattered down the concrete stairs after Polly. Outside in the crisp, cold air she shuddered. ‘I’m a bit worried.’ Her breath formed clouds of vapour in front of her mouth as she spoke.

‘Wot about?’ asked Polly.

‘The forelady. She looks a bit of a cow, everybody seems ter be frightened of ’er.’

‘Big Vi? She’s all right if yer gits on wiv yer work.’ Polly tried to sound knowledgeable.

‘D’yer see the size of ’er arms? Wouldn’t like ter git a swipe from ’er.’

‘Well, behave yourself and yer won’t.’

‘It’s a bit noisy in there.’

‘You’ll git used to it, you see.’ Polly felt very grown-up and very confident advising Shirley like this.

‘Ta ever so much fer gitting me a job,’ said Shirley, slipping her arm through Polly’s.

‘Miss Bloom’s nice, ain’t she? I said she’d take yer on. It’ll be a time ’fore yer allowed on a machine. She said we’ll ’ave ter clear up and make tea, and fings like that fer a while.’

‘I know. I ’eard,’ said Shirley brusquely.

‘I was only saying.’ Polly pulled her thin coat tighter at her throat. ‘Come on, let’s git ’ome. This time next week we’ll be working girls.’

‘And on Friday we’ll git a wage packet.’

‘We ’ave ter work a week in ’and, remember,’ said Polly.

‘Oh yer, I forgot.’

Giggling, they ran up the road.

 



‘Answer the phone, will you?’ said Miss Bloom one afternoon  when Polly walked into the office with her tea.

‘What me, Miss? I don’t speak proper.’

She looked up from her papers. ‘Just say, “Hello, Bloom’s Fashions, can I help you?” That’s all.’

Hesitantly Polly lifted the persistently ringing telephone off the cradle and tentatively holding it near her ear, whispered, ‘’Allo, Bloom’s Fashions, can I ’elp yer?’ Her face filled with horror when someone gabbled something, and she quickly held it out to Miss Bloom.

Polly was about to leave the office, when Miss Bloom beckoned her to stay. ‘That was Margaret,’ she said into the mouthpiece. ‘A bit younger than you . . . Yes she is pretty.’

Polly blushed and looked at her feet.

‘All right, we’ll see you Friday evening. Bye.’ She replaced the receiver. ‘That was David, my young brother. He’s at college and he’s coming home for the weekend. Margaret, how would you like to work in the office full-time?’

Polly’s face lit up. ‘Could I, Miss?’

‘You won’t get as much money as the girls working on the machines.’

‘I don’t care.’

‘You had better have a word with your mother first. I don’t want to upset her.’

‘What would I ’ave ter do, Miss – in the office that is?’

‘Well you’d have to do some filing, answer the phone . . .’

At that Polly’s face fell.

‘Don’t worry. I think we can sort out your dropped aitches. It’ll be like another Eliza Doolittle.’

‘Who’s she, Miss?’

‘A George Bernard Shaw character.’

‘Oh,’ said Polly, still none the wiser.

 



In May 1935, the street party that was held for King George and Queen Mary’s Silver Jubilee was the most wonderful thing that had ever happened in Penn’s Place. To Polly and Shirley it had been transformed into wonderland. There were flags  everywhere, and the tables from the pub at the end of the road were full of cakes, jellies, and sandwiches. Even the wind was in the right direction, sending the factory’s smoke the other way. Polly and Shirley sat next to each other and ate as much as they could. Billy was sick and Mrs Perkins got very annoyed with him for showing her up.

‘Anyone would fink yer never gits anyfink like that in our ’ouse the way yer stuffed yerself.’

‘Well we don’t,’ he retorted, quickly ducking when she went to clip him round the ear – he’d had years of practice.

‘And as fer you, young lady, you didn’t behave much better. I saw yer, four cakes yer ’ad on yer plate, greedy little cow. Now git on up ter bed.’

Grandad gave her a wink. His face was rosy, and his eyes sparkled. He had enjoyed himself sitting outside the pub supping the free beer.

‘But Mum, Sid ain’t ’ome yet.’

‘Don’t “but Mum” me, you’ve got ter git up fer work in the morning, remember? ’Sides, Sid’s older than you, and brings in more money. Now orf ter bed.’

Polly smiled. Her mother was always going on about her not bringing in as much as Sid, but she didn’t care now she was working in the office with Miss Bloom. She raced up the stairs, now she certainly had something to look forward to every day. Her job meant everything to her.

 



Throughout the year, Polly was happy, despite still being very self-conscious about her eye.

‘Like yer new frock, Polly,’ said Grandad one Sunday afternoon as she was getting ready to go out.

She smoothed the blue cotton over her hips. ‘Made it meself. Miss Bloom lets me use the sewing machine in me lunch break. Shirley helped, she’s a good machinist.’

‘She’s gitting ter be a fast little hussy if yer asks me. I’ve seen ’er in the yard whistling and shouting at all the blokes, and ’aving a smoke round the back. ’Ere, I ’ope you ain’t wasting  yer money on fags, me gel,’ said Mrs Perkins.

Billy laughed. ‘Where yer off ter, Pol?’

‘Up the park.’

‘Wiv Shirl?’

‘Course.’

‘You watch yerself, young lady. Don’t wantcher bringing no trouble ’ome ’ere.’

‘Oh, Mum.’

‘Don’t “oh Mum” me. I’ve seen wot some of these girls gits up ter.’

‘Why is it always the girls? I don’t ’ear yer go off at Sid fer staying out late.’

‘Cos it’s different wiv boys, it’s the girls that always brings the trouble ’ome, that’s why.’

Polly picked up her handbag. ‘Anyway, I don’t fink yer got nothing ter worry about, do you? Don’t s’pose anybody fancies me – me only ’aving one good eye.’ She swept out of the kitchen.

At work life was good for both her and Shirley. Shirley was on the factory floor, working on a machine, and had become very efficient. Meanwhile Polly, in the office, was trying very hard to speak like a lady. After work they walked home together, laughing and talking about the day’s events.

‘’Ere, did yer see that lovely hunk of a bloke that brought the clorf in terday? ’E’s new, ain’t ’e?’

‘Yes. Old Mr Cooper’s retired. Where did you see him?’

‘I was downstairs ’aving a crafty fag. Is ’e gonner do all Webber’s deliveries now?’ asked Shirley eagerly.

‘Should think so. You wonner watch it. Just cos Big Vi’s off sick, you shouldn’t go sliding off. Miss Bloom will go mad if she catches you. You’ll be going back on piece-work with this new order.’

‘Thank Gawd fer that.’

‘You won’t go sliding off, then.’

‘No bleedin’ fear. Christ, yer’ll ’ave ter drag me away from me machine then. Anyway, I knew I was safe, I saw ’er go out.  ’Ere, find out ’is name,’ Shirley gave Polly a playful shove. ‘And if ’e’s married.’

‘Shirley Bell, you’ll git me the sack, I’m not suppose ter keep the drivers waiting – just sign the dockets and send them packing.’

‘Yer can send ’im packing in my direction any day.’

Although they worked in different parts of Bloom’s, and Shirley was very popular with the girls on the factory floor, out of work the two friends were inseparable. Polly loved her job and was greatly liked by the customers, and nobody mentioned, or seemed to care about her eye.

‘You meeting your mum tomorrow night?’ asked Polly.

‘Course, I always does on Friday. Why?’

‘No reason.’

‘Did yer wanner come shopping wiv us then?’

‘No, no thanks.’

‘What about coming ter the pictures ternight?’ said Shirley as they were walking home from work. ‘Lizzy on the presser was telling me that on the news they’ve got pictures of that Mrs Simpson.’

‘OK. Where d’you fancy going, Odeon or Gaumont?’

‘Not fussed, let’s see what’s on when we pass ’em.’

‘I think the King is really good-looking. That Mrs Simpson must feel very special. Mind you, I don’t know if I fancy her being Queen of England.’

Shirley began laughing.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘You. ’Ark at yer, you don’t ’alf talk posh now.’ She nudged Polly’s elbow.

Polly laughed. ‘It’s being in the office with Miss Bloom. And I might tell you we’ve got some very posh clients, so I do have to try.’

‘D’yer really like it in there? Yer don’t git as much money as us lot on piece-work, and yer don’t ’ave as much fun as us, eyeing and shouting at all the lorry drivers.’

‘No I know, but I love it. Mum nags a bit about me not  bringing home as much as you do. You get good money, you know.’

‘I works bloody ’ard fer it,’ said Shirley quickly, and then added with a laugh, ‘’Sides, they’re not allowed ter give yer bad.’

‘Oh I know, I know you’re very good at the work. What d’you mean, they’re not allowed to give you bad?’

‘D’yer know sometimes you can be so dim. You know, they’re not allowed ter give yer bad money,’ she said slowly. Tutting and tossing her head she added, ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘Oh,’ said Polly again as they stood outside the Odeon looking at the posters. ‘I don’t fancy this, do you?’

‘No, don’t like gangsters. Still it’s a good fing we’re both sixteen, now we can see an “A” film wivout asking someone ter take us in.’

Polly laughed. ‘We didn’t have a lot of trouble before. When was the last time you had to ask someone to take you in? Look at you, you look more like twenty than sixteen.’

Shirley smiled and preened in front of the chrome fascia. She loved being flamboyant and showing off. They both tried to wear fashionable clothes on their limited budget, but even with her flair for altering and adding, Polly still felt like a meek little mouse beside her friend, although she was the taller of the two.

Shirley, with her long dark hair now stylishly bobbed, had a small black hat perched on her head. She also wore thick make-up, unlike Polly, whose mother carried on if she put too much on. They both painted their nails to match their ruby lips. Shirley, being shorter, always wore very high heels, while Polly always wore a hat with an eye veil. As usual they continued walking home, talking and laughing.

Ron and Sid were leaning against the wall, deep in conversation, when the girls arrived at their gates.

‘’Allo you two,’ said Shirley. ‘What yer up to now?’

‘’Allo Ding Dong. Polly.’ Ron gave her a slight nod. Ding Dong was his nickname for his younger sister. ‘We’re not up  ter nufink,’ he said, smoothing down his slick black Brylcreemed hair.

Polly smiled and, feeling herself blush, quickly looked down. Since she’d lost the sight of her eye, all boys made her feel shy and ill at ease, unlike Shirley. Ron was always nice to her and seemed grown-up and worldly.

‘’Allo Shirl,’ said Sid. ‘You going out ternight?’

‘Me and Polly’s going ter the Gaumont.’

‘Who wiv?’

‘No one, just me and Polly. Why?’

‘Well, girls, yer in fer a treat.’ Sid flicked back his dark-grey trilby with one finger. ‘Cos ternight we’re gonner take yer ter the flicks. What d’yer fink of that?’

‘Don’t know,’ said Polly regaining her composure and looking at her brother suspiciously. ‘What’s the reason?’

‘Bloody ’ell. See what I mean. I try ter do sumfink nice fer ’er, and she still finks I’m up ter sumfink.’

‘You forget I know you too well,’ she said confidently, suddenly forgetting how uncomfortable she had been with Ron.

‘Come off it you two,’ interrupted Shirley. ‘If you’re paying then you can take us, but no hanky-panky, Sid Perkins. I know you, so just make sure yer keeps yer hands ter yerself, that’s all.’

‘What d’yer say, Pol?’ Ron touched her arm.

She shivered with excitement. ‘Well, all right then.’

That evening she was a little in awe of Ron. He was her first date. She had never been out with a boy before, and felt silly and giggly. Ron was nice to her, buying her sweets and ice cream, and she enjoyed his company. By the end of the evening she relaxed, and felt very grown-up when he kissed her goodnight.

After that they often went out in a foursome. She let him put his arm round her, but Ron never tried to put his hand up her skirt like she could see Sid doing to Shirley – not that Shirley objected, in fact her giggles told Polly she must have been enjoying it. Ron always kissed her goodnight, and they left  Shirley and Sid almost eating each other. Relations were improving between Polly and her brother, especially when they were out, as he was always good for a laugh. But she could never understand why Ron and Sid, who were forever in each other’s company, always appeared to have plenty of money, even when the weather was bad and they couldn’t work the markets.
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