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 Chapter One

Rain had been falling heavily all day, but as darkness set in, it finally ceased. In the empty Bermondsey backstreet the rain-sodden brickwork of the little houses glistened in the flickering light of the two gaslights, and overhead, pungent smoke from coke fires poured out of rickety chimneys towards the night sky. Rainwater ran along the gullies and down the drains with a gurgling, sucking noise, carrying with it soot and industrial dirt from the cobblestoned roadway.

In the chill night air of the deserted street two middleaged men walked along together, their hands thrust deep into their trouser pockets. They were of the same height, though one walked with a pronounced stoop and a rolling motion of his shoulders, betraying the fact that he had spent some time in the boxing ring. His companion walked straight-backed, his cap pulled down over his forehead and his red neckerchief tied loosely round his throat. They remained silent as they rounded the elbow of Page Street and caught sight of the light from the Kings Arms public house up ahead. At the bend stood a derelict yard, its entrance barred by high wooden gates that were peeling paint, sealed with a rusting padlock. Above the heavy gates was an arched signboard which had once announced in gold lettering that George Galloway & Sons, Cartage Contractors, operated  from the premises. The words had been painted over when the firm moved to a larger site and a rag sorter moved in, but he too had gone, and now the yard was left to the mice and rats.

The straight-backed man glanced quickly at the first house on his right as they turned the corner. It was the house where he had been born, where he had grown up, until his family were forced out and had ended up stuck in the notorious Bacon Buildings nearby.

The two rows of little houses, all with their front doors bolted against the night, led up towards the corner pub and the Jamaica Road, and as the two men walked along to the end of the turning, a lone tram rattled by, shattering the quietness of the night.

Sounds from the bar piano reached the men’s ears, and as they entered they were greeted by the florid-faced, heavily built landlord Alec Crossley, who stood with his arms folded and his bulk pressing against the counter.

‘What’ll it be, gents?’ he asked.

Before they could answer him an elderly man staggered up to the new arrivals and pushed between them, looking up at the round-shouldered one.

‘Bloody ’ell, if it ain’t young Billy Sullivan,’ he slurred. ‘’Ow’s the ole man? I ain’t seen ’ide nor ’air of ’im since ’e left the docks.’

Alec leaned forward over the counter and glared at the inebriate. ‘Now I told yer before ter sit down an’ be’ave yerself, Nobby,’ he scolded him. ‘I ain’t gonna tell yer again. I can’t ’ave yer annoyin’ me customers. If yer don’t sit down I’ll chuck yer out meself. Is that understood?’

The elderly drunk grinned lopsidedly at Billy, ignoring the landlord. ‘It’s that silly ole mare Axford. That’s who’s upset ’im,’ he explained, jerking his thumb in Alec’s direction. ‘I wouldn’t care, I was only jokin’ wi’ the scatty cow. I dunno why ’e wantsa get so upset.’

Alec prodded the elderly man’s bony shoulder. ‘This is the  last time I’m gonna tell yer, Nobby. Sit down an’ be’ave yerself,’ he growled.

‘All right, all right,’ the ex-docker growled back. ‘I only ’ope the new lan’lord is a bit more cheerful than you, yer miserable ole sod.’

The angry pub owner raised his eyes to the ceiling and watched as the old man returned unsteadily to his seat in a corner, then he turned to the two men. ‘’E ’ad the cheek to ask ole Florrie Axford of all people what colour drawers she was wearin’,’ he said, shaking his head and hiding a grin. ‘If it wasn’t fer Maisie grabbin’ ’old of ’er, Florrie would ’ave floored ’im – old as she is. Anyway, the first drink’s on the ’ouse ternight. What’s yer pleasure, lads?’

Billy Sullivan grinned at his companion and leaned an elbow on the polished counter. ‘I’ll ’ave a mild an’ bitter, Alec,’ he replied.

The landlord turned to the straight-backed man. ‘What’s yours, Danny?’

‘I’ll ’ave the same,’ Danny Tanner told him, pushing his cap onto the back of his head and revealing a mop of fair wavy hair.

While he was pulling down on the beer pump, Alec Crossley cast his eyes around the bar. There were the usual familiar faces, folk he had come to know very well over the years, and there were one or two strangers as well. Barflies, he thought. The sort who had heard that the pub was changing hands and had come along partly out of curiosity, and partly to see if there were any free drinks going. Well, they had been unlucky. Free drinks were for the likes of Danny Tanner and Billy Sullivan, men who had patronised the pub since they were young striplings.

The portly landlord passed over the two pints with a wide grin. It did not seem all that long ago that the two men had stood there at the counter looking smart and proud in their army uniforms before they went off to the bloody fighting in France. How quickly the years had rolled by, Alec thought with a sudden  twinge of sadness. Now it looked as though history was going to repeat itself. Another war was looming, he felt sure, despite the views of certain politicians and some newspaper editors.

The two younger men picked up the frothing pints and raised them to the landlord in salute.

‘Well, ’ere’s ter you an’ yer missus, Alec,’ Danny said with a smile. ‘May yer retirement be an ’appy one.’

‘I’ll drink ter that,’ Billy said, taking a large gulp and rubbing the back of his hand across his lips. ‘I bet yet yer gonna miss this place.’

Alec shook his head. ‘Me an’ Grace ’ave ’ad this place fer nigh on firty-five years an’ we’ve made a lot o’ good friends,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s gonna be sad when we leave ’ere termorrer, but we made our decision an’ there’s no goin’ back.’

‘Yeah, it’s a long time ter be in one pub,’ Danny remarked.

Alec leaned forward on the counter and stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘D’yer know, lads, I was only finkin’ about it last night. I’ll be seventy in December. Grace is sixty-five. I fink we’ve earned our retirement.’

‘Yer certainly ’ave,’ Danny replied. ‘Anyway, yer might be well out of it, if the curtain does go up.’

‘D’yer reckon it will be war?’ Billy asked, concern showing on his broad, ring-scarred face.

‘I’m certain of it,’ Alec told him. ‘All right, I know people was linin’ up ter cheer ole Chamberlain when ’e drove back ter Downin’ Street a few weeks ago, but yer’ve got ter look at the facts. Read yer papers an’ see what’s goin’ on in the world. Look at the air-raid shelters they’re puttin’ up everywhere, look at the amount o’ gas masks they’re dishin’ out. It stan’s out a bleedin’ mile what’s gonna ’appen. It’ll come sooner than later, if yer want my opinion.’

The piano player was taking a well-earned rest, and among the voices raised in earnest conversation at least one was holding forth with authority about the dangers of war. Nobby  Smith was beginning to irritate another customer with his expert declamations.

‘What’s the good o’ dishin’ out gas masks?’ he remarked to Granny Phillips. ‘That there mustard gas can burn the boots orf yer feet.’

‘Well, I ain’t gonna put the gas masks on me bleedin’ feet,’ Granny Phillips told him in no uncertain terms.

‘What I’m sayin’ is, one sniff o’ mustard gas an’ yer done for,’ Nobby persisted. ‘Yer ain’t gonna ’ave time ter put the bloody mask on.’

‘Oi, you,’ a voice piped up. ‘Why don’t yer stop frightenin’’er. Piss orf an’ frighten somebody else.’

Nobby turned to the wizened figure of Jack Whitmore, a pensioner who had been making eyes at Granny Phillips for the past hour. ‘Shut yer noise, you,’ he countered. ‘What d’you know about such fings? What I’m sayin’ to ’er is, that there mustard gas is terrible stuff. A lot o’ people don’t know anyfing about it.’

‘Well, I was in the trenches an’ I do,’ Jack replied, his eyes bulging with temper.

‘Yeah, but she’s never bin in the trenches,’ Nobby went on, slurring and blinking in an effort to keep his eyes focused on his adversary. ‘The silly ole cow ain’t bin nowhere.’

The diminutive pensioner had heard enough and he staggered to his feet. ‘I’ve a good mind ter smack yer in the chops,’ he said, his voice rising.

‘Yeah? You an’ whose army?’ Nobby goaded him.

Alec had been watching the confrontation. He lifted the counter flap with a sigh and walked over to the tables. ‘Look, Nobby, I’ve ’ad me fill o’ you. Now c’mon, out yer go,’ he said firmly, hands on hips as he jerked his head in the direction of the door.

Nobby could see that it was useless to argue and as he attempted to reach for the dregs of his ale, Alec took hold of his  arm and propelled him to the door. Jack Whitmore meanwhile had taken his seat once more and he smiled in Granny Phillips’ direction, only to be given a blinding look.

The pianist had returned and as his hands moved quickly over the keys some of the customers began singing loudly. Billy Sullivan finished his pint and turned to Danny. ‘I’ll get this one,’ he said. ‘Same again?’

With their glasses refilled, the two men spoke of their own fears of a likely war, raising their voices to be heard against the din.

‘Me an’ Annie ’ave bin talkin’ about what we’re gonna do wiv the kids if the worst should come,’ Billy said. ‘She reckons we should get ’em evacuated.’

Danny stared down at his drink. ‘I dunno what we’re gonna do,’ he replied. ‘Ter be ’onest I’d sooner keep ’em ’ere. Iris feels the same way, though we ain’t decided fer sure yet. Trouble is, Billy, if war breaks out, this area’s gonna be a target, make no mistake about it. They’re bound ter go fer the docks an’ wharves, as well as the railways an’ factories. It could get really nasty. We’ll just ’ave ter wait an’ see.’

Billy nodded and took a swig from his glass. ‘’Ow’s your Carrie doin’?’ he asked after a while. ‘I ain’t seen much of ’er lately.’

‘She’s a different woman now,’ Danny replied. ‘Joe’s ’elpin’er wiv the business an’ she told me ’e ain’t touched a drop since ’e’s bin back. Young Rachel’s pleased as punch. After all, it was ’er doin’ they got back tergevver.’

‘Yeah, she’s a smart kid,’ Billy remarked. ‘She’s growin’ up fast too. I see ’er the ovver day, spittin’ image of ’er muvver when she was ’er age.’

Danny afforded himself a smile. ‘Rachel’s talkin’ about joinin’ up if there is a war,’ he said. ‘Carrie’s worried over ’er. She knows very well she wouldn’t be able ter put ’er off. The girl’s too strong-willed. Like the rest o’ the family I s’pose.’

‘Ain’t you gonna try an’ talk ’er out of it, Danny?’ Billy asked. ‘After all, you are ’er favourite uncle.’

‘Not me,’ Danny replied. ‘Young Rachel wouldn’t listen ter me or anybody else fer that matter if ’er mind’s made up.’

The singing grew steadily louder as the evening wore on and the fears of a probable war were forgotten for a little while by the Kings Arms’ customers as the pints of ale flowed. The fact that Alec Crossley was remaining quite sober on their last night in the pub did not go unnoticed by his wife Grace, and she could see that, like her, he was saddened about leaving the noisy metropolis for the comparative peace and quiet of the country. Grace had been flitting between the two bars talking to old friends and exchanging reminiscences, and she knew how sorely they would miss all the old locals.

‘Are you all right, luv?’ she asked Alec during a brief lull in the busy evening.

‘Yeah, I can’t fancy a drink ternight,’ Alec replied quietly. ‘I know it sounds stupid, but I feel sort o’ guilty.’

‘Whatever for?’ Grace asked, her eyebrows raised in puzzlement.

‘I dunno, really,’ he answered. ‘I feel like we’re runnin’ away at a bad time. I can foresee a terrible time fer this area an’ the poor sods who live around ’ere. I keep gettin’ this feelin’ we’re desertin’ ’em.’

Grace squeezed his hand fondly. ‘Now listen ter me, Alec,’ she began. ‘Ever since we’ve bin in this pub both of us ’ave tried ter be good listeners when it’s bin required of us. We’ve ’elped people when an’ where we could, an’ we’ve earned respect from the folk round ’ere. We can leave this pub termorrer mornin’ wiv our ’eads ’eld ’igh. Now pour yerself a stiff drink. Yer know yer get all mean an’ ’orrible when yer go wivout one.’

 



Sunday evening was quiet for Carrie Bradley. She had finished going over the weekly accounts of her transport business and  she leaned back in her comfortable armchair. The fire was burning brightly and the warmth had spread throughout the small parlour. Opposite her, Joe Maitland dozed, his head to one side and his arms folded over his broad chest. The wireless was turned off and only the sound of Joe’s light snoring broke the silence. Her mother would be back from evening service at St James’s Church soon and then she would get Joe to lock the front gate for the night.

The Tanner family’s house in Salmon Lane was situated inside the transport yard which stood halfway along the street, wedged between a row of little houses on the left-hand side when looking down from the Jamaica Road. The houses leading on from the yard ended at a pickle factory, and facing them was an unbroken row of identical houses which reached along to a large warehouse. At the end of the turning a narrow walkway, bounded by a four-foot-high wall, ran past between the factory and warehouse and the swift-flowing River Thames. At high tide the water rose over the old banking and thick stanchions and lapped against the base of the wall, and when there was an exceptionally high tide the river threatened to flow over into the street.

Salmon Lane was one of the many little turnings which led off from the wide, busy Jamaica Road, and there had been a transport business sited there as long as anyone cared to remember. Carrie had bought the horse transport firm from a George Buckman after selling her transport cafe in Cotton Lane. With the business had come a couple of lucrative contracts with local firms, and Carrie had worked hard and successfully to build up the concern and win further contracts, despite the general opinion that a woman would never succeed in the fiercely competitive transport business. She was now held in high regard by all who knew her and she had earned the grudging respect of her business rivals, including the Galloways, father and son, who had played such a fateful role in the Tanner family’s fortunes over the years.

Carrie had called the business ‘Bradley’s Cartage Contractors’. It was her married name, and she had purchased the firm at a time when her husband Fred was very ill. He had known that he was not going to get better and he had given her his blessing in his own way, hoping that it would provide for her future in a way that their cafe business never could. Fred had been ten years older than she was and although she had never loved him in the way she now loved Joe Maitland, she had been a dutiful and caring wife until the day he passed away.

Inside the yard, the Tanners’ house stood on the right, and opposite was a small office and a stable for twelve horses. The carts were stored in a large shed adjoining the house and the four Leyland lorries that Carrie had recently acquired were parked in the yard itself. The house was well maintained and neatly furnished. The upstairs bedrooms were occupied by Carrie’s mother Nellie, who slept in the back bedroom, and Carrie’s daughter Rachel, who had the bedroom overlooking the yard. Carrie and Joe slept in the downstairs bedroom which led off from the end of the passageway. Since her father had died, Carrie had seen the gradual change in her mother and she worried for her. Nellie Tanner had lately become a regular attender at the local church, and in her daylight hours, if she was not visiting her old friends in nearby Page Street, she tended to spend much time shut away in her bedroom, usually sitting by the window which looked down onto the back yards of neighbouring houses and the pickle factory yard.

The years had been kind to Carrie. Her face was unlined and her pale blue eyes were bright and clear. Her fair hair reached down to the middle of her slim back, when it was not piled high on her head like it was now, and her figure was still shapely and slim. As she sat in front of the glowing fire, Carrie watched Joe’s handsome face twitching as he slept and she sighed contentedly. He had been her lover since the physical side of her marriage had ended.

Joe Maitland had once owned a thriving buying and selling business, until he fell foul of a powerful enterprise that not only put him out of business but got him sent to prison as well, where he spent five years. As she gazed at the sleeping figure facing her, Carrie remembered the time when he stood at the front door, looking gaunt and tired on his return from prison. He had stayed with her at first as a paying lodger, but there had been too much darkness inside him, and she remembered with a shudder the day he walked out of the house and out of her life.

Joe was stirring now, baring his even white teeth as he yawned, his dark, greying hair tousled. Carrie got up quickly and went to the scullery. She found it hard not to be a little frightened every time Joe woke up from an evening or afternoon nap. When he had been drinking to excess, those moments of waking had filled her with dread. He would be snappy and hard to talk to, and one day, when the drink had almost pickled his liver, he had raised his hand to her. That was when he had walked out on her.

As she waited for the kettle to boil, Carrie bit on her lip. How close she had come to losing him for ever, she thought. He was the only man she had really loved, and who had loved her with an all-consuming passion. She loved him still, and he loved her, but now their love was different. It had grown from the desolate wreck of their earlier relationship, and they were each determined to hold on to what they now had together.

Joe grinned drowsily as he took the cup of tea from Carrie. ‘What’s the time, luv? ’Ave I bin asleep long?’ he asked.

‘Not long,’ she replied, glancing up at the clock.

Joe followed her eyes. ‘Christ! I’ve slept fer hours,’ he said, stifling a yawn.

Carrie sipped her tea. ‘I’ve just finished the books,’ she told him. ‘You was in a good sleep so I left yer.’

‘Is yer mum back yet?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘I’m gettin’ a bit worried. She should’ve bin ’ome by now,’ she replied.

‘Shall I slip out an’ see if I can see ’er?’ he asked.

Carrie looked up at the mantelshelf clock once more. ‘Let’s give it a few more minutes,’ she said. ‘She might’ve called in ter see one of ’er ole friends. She’s done it before.’

Joe went out to the scullery where he splashed cold water over his face, dabbing it dry on a clean white towel. The desire to take a drink tormented him only rarely now but occasionally he found a sudden urge assailing him, and he threw icy water on his face and neck in an effort to shock it out of him. He stood in the cold, stone-floored room at the back of the house and looked through the window at the rising moon, half hidden behind a chimneypot. He wondered whether he would ever be totally free of the urge to swallow a strong drink and let it ease the feeling of want which had invaded his stomach. He dare not succumb to the desire, he knew that only too well. He owed it to Carrie, who had taken him back and given him her love once more, and to young Rachel, who had sought him out from the dark debris of humanity and led him unashamedly into the light once more.

Joe gritted his teeth as he recalled those terrible days and nights he had shared with the tragic figures who lived and worked in the fish market beside the river. Drink-sodden, cold and hungry, he had wandered aimlessly through the dark cobbled lane one evening and found himself on Tower Hill, and there he stood listening to a preacher who was addressing a small gathering. Joe remembered how he had looked down at his raw, shaking hand when the preacher ranted, ‘If thy right hand offends thee cut it off.’ He had wanted to do just that, but he had known full well that he would cheerfully sip from the gutter, had the liquid he craved flowed there – anything to sate the agonising pain he felt then in his stomach. Now, as he stood alone in the scullery, Joe looked down at his hand and turned it over slowly. He still carried the corns and scars from pulling the fish  barrows up the steep lanes but his hand did not shake any more. He could remember well the rasping pain in his chest as his breath came in gasps at the top of the wet and slimy cobbled hill, and how the drivers of the horse-carts and lorries shouted abuse at him and the rest of the up-the-hill men as they struggled with the laden barrows.

Joe smiled to himself and took comfort. Just a few short months ago the shake had been marked. He knew that he was winning the long fight and nothing would make him slip back into that dark abyss of degradation and despair.

‘Joe?’

He turned quickly, startled by Carrie’s voice, and saw her framed in the doorway. She moved towards him and he encircled her with his strong arms.

‘D’yer still feel it?’ she asked fearfully, her head against his chest.

‘It’s there at times,’ he said truthfully, ‘but it’s easy ter manage now. After all, it’s bin over eighteen months since I took a drink.’

Carrie could feel his heart beating strongly as he held her to him. ‘Never shut me out, Joe,’ she said softly. ‘I’ll always be ’ere for yer.’

Joe eased her away gently and looked down into her anxious face. He could see the pleading look in her blue eyes as he gazed appraisingly at her. He saw her firm full lips, the line of her fair hair and her tiny ears. ‘Yer still a beautiful woman,’ he said, a smile showing on his face. ‘D’yer remember that time at my place in Tower Bridge Road when we first made love?’

Carrie nodded. ‘I’ve never stopped lovin’ yer, Joe,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll always love yer. That’s why yer must never shut me out.’

He put his arm round her shoulder and led her back into the warm parlour. ‘I s’pose I’d better go look fer that muvver o’ yours,’ he sighed.




 Chapter Two

Nellie Tanner had enjoyed the service, and when it was over she took a roundabout route back home via Page Street. The night air felt cold on her face but the thick coat with the fur collar which Carrie had bought her last winter kept her body warm, and she felt that the extended walk would do her good. The little backstreet was quiet as she turned into it from Jamaica Road. Ahead she could see the gates shining under the corner gaslight and the little house where her children had all been born. At the elbow of the turning, Nellie stopped and stared along both stretches of road. Apart from a couple up ahead, caught in the glare of the far gaslight and walking arm in arm away from her, the street seemed uncannily devoid of life.

Nellie puckered her thin lips as she stared over at the house next to the padlocked gates, and as though from far away, getting gradually louder, she heard the clatter of horses’ hooves. She could see children swinging from a rope hanging from the gaslamp and she heard their laughter. William was standing by the gate beckoning to her. How handsome he looked. Behind him she could see George Galloway. He was half smiling, half leering at her and Nellie’s eyes narrowed. Hatred for the man who had almost ruined her and William burned fiercely in her breast and she gritted her teeth. She looked away and fixed  her gaze on the little house with its whitened front doorstep. Was that Charlie standing there by the front door? Yes, it was. He looked smart in his uniform, and there was James too, his arm round his younger brother. William was pointing to the boys, trying to draw her attention to them. ‘It’s all right, Will, I’ve seen’em,’ Nellie called out to him. Her husband had vanished among the shadows now but Nellie’s eyes were on the two young men. ‘Where’s young Danny?’ she called out to them. ‘Yer know yer promised me yer was gonna keep an eye on ’im. I’ll give yer what for if yer disobey me.’

James was moving off, away from his brother, and there was a smile on his pale face. Charles was beckoning him back but James raised an arm and with a fleeting wave disappeared from his mother’s sight.

‘Danny, Danny,’ Nellie called out. ‘C’mon in, it’s gettin’ late.’

‘It’s all right, Ma. Danny’s at the gym,’ Charles said reassuringly.

‘Go an’ get ’im this very minute, d’yer ’ear me, Charlie?’ she called out. ‘Yer know I can’t abide the boy fightin’.’

‘But, Ma.’

‘If yer stand there arguin’ I’ll take the strap ter yer. Now get’im this minute.’

The night mist was beginning to drift in from the river and it was turning colder. Nellie shivered and pulled the fur collar of her coat up round her ears. The street was empty again but she could hear noises. Everyone was coming out from the houses. Sadie Sullivan was carrying a rolling pin and Maisie Dougal had her knitting with her. Florrie Axford was there too, her gaunt face set firmly. Nellie could see the women lining up across the street. They had brought their own chairs out and Maudie was singing ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. ‘It’s all right, Nellie, jus’ leave it ter yer ole friends,’ someone called to her.

The mist was thickening and Nellie strained her eyes. They  had gone now, all except Aggie Temple. She was bent double, a brush and pan held in her hands as she swept the dust from her doorstep. It was deathly quiet, and Nellie leaned against the corner lamppost, her heart beginning to pound and her breath coming in short gasps. For a while she stayed there until the pounding of her heart grew calmer. As she started to walk on, a lorry thundered along the turning and she saw Aggie Temple get up from her knees at her front door and curse after it, shaking her clenched fist at the trail of dust. ‘Yer can’t keep yer step clean fer five minutes wiv those bleedin’ lorries,’ she grumbled.

‘’Ow’s the ole man?’ Nellie called out to her.

Aggie shook her head. ‘It’s ’is back. Bin out fer weeks wiv it,’ she replied.

‘It’s the cold,’ Nellie told her, but Aggie had gone.

She felt the pressure of a hand on her arm. ‘Well, yer better get indoors an’ get yer feet in front o’ the fire,’ Joe Maitland told her.

‘’Ello, Joe. What yer doin’ out on a night like this?’ Nellie asked him.

‘I’ve come lookin’ fer you, Mum. Carrie’s bin worried about yer. D’yer know it’s nearly nine o’clock?’

Nellie slipped her arm through his. ‘It’s all right, Joe. I was just takin’ a stroll down the old street. Yer know somefink? There was a time when I could tell yer the name of everybody in this turnin’. I knew all the people an’ all their troubles. I’ve seen ’em come an’ I’ve seen ’em go. D’yer know somefink else? I knew the names of all the kids in this street once upon a time.’

‘I know, Ma,’ Joe said in a kind voice. ‘Now let’s get yer’ome before yer catch cold.’

Nellie blinked once or twice as though trying to compose herself and suddenly she swayed forward. Joe quickly put his arm round her waist to steady her and after a moment she looked up into his eyes. ‘I must ’ave lost meself fer a while,’ she said slowly. ‘Where are we, Joe?’

‘Memory Lane, luv. C’mon now, ’old on tight ter me arm,’ he told her.

 



In the small front bedroom overlooking the yard, Rachel stood peeping through the drawn curtains. She had heard the wicket gate creak open and she frowned as she watched Joe help her grandmother through the opening and escort her to the front door. She heard her mother’s enquiring voice and mumbled words from Joe, then the door banged shut and it was quiet again.

Rachel resumed her position in front of the dressing table and studied her face. The spot just to the side of her full lips irritated her and she put a dab of foundation cream on it in an effort to hide it. Every month the spot seemed to flare up. Rachel pulled a face at herself. ‘Tonight of all nights I wanted to look my best when Derek comes round and instead I look terrible,’ she groaned to herself as she picked up the hairbrush and proceeded to run it through her long flaxen hair. It was important that she looked her best for her special date with the young man who had attracted the attention of most of the young women at the Methodist youth club at Dockhead. Derek worked in a shipping office in the City and all the young girls thought he was very handsome. His quiet way and good manners were in contrast to most of the other young lads who frequented the place, and his sense of humour often had the young ladies giggling as they sat together in the club’s canteen. Rachel had tended to avoid him at first due to her natural reserve, and Derek had been prompted to get to know the one young woman in the club who showed little interest in him. They had been dating for some time now and he had approached her earlier that week and asked her to go to the jazz club with him on Sunday evening.

Rachel was not too keen on jazz, from what she had heard on the wireless, but she was excited to be asked out to the club by the young man and felt that it could be an exciting evening.  Derek had mentioned some of the more famous jazz musicians and he seemed to know a lot about the music, although he told her he did not play an instrument himself. She was worried about what her mother might have to say, however. Derek laughed when she told him of her fears. ‘It’s a pub off the Old Kent Road where jazz musicians get tergevver on Sunday evenin’s. The music’s really good an’ lots o’ young people go. Everybody enjoys ’emselves,’ he told her enthusiastically.

At first Carrie had been worried about her daughter going to a pub with the young man but Rachel had found an ally in Joe, who said that he used to go to certain pubs where jazz was played and it was all very civilised.

Finally, when her hair was shining and secured in front of both ears with small bone clips, she studied her face once more, turning her head first one way and then the other. With a sigh she tucked her tight-fitting white blouse further into her black woollen skirt and reached for her coat.

Carrie glanced up and smiled at her daughter as she came into the parlour. ‘You look really nice. I told yer that blouse o’ mine would go wiv that skirt,’ she said, leaning back in her chair as she appraised her.

Joe grinned at Rachel and nodded in agreement as Carrie glanced at him, but Nellie continued to stare into the fire as she sipped her tea. Rachel gave her mother a quick puzzled look but Carrie shook her head quickly to stop her saying anything. ‘Now I don’t want yer out too late, young lady,’ she said firmly as Rachel reached down to slip on her shoes.

Joe and Rachel exchanged a furtive grin, and suddenly Nellie lost her grip on the cup and saucer and it clattered into the hearth. Joe got up instantly to go to her but Nellie waved him away.

‘I’m all right,’ she said quickly. ‘I jus’ lost meself fer a second.’

Carrie’s face was lined with concern. ‘Why don’t yer get an  early night, Mum?’ she suggested as she bent into the hearth to pick up the pieces. ‘You go up, an’ when yer settled I’ll bring yer up a fresh cuppa an’ a couple o’ those biscuits yer like.’

Nellie glared at her daughter. ‘Why? D’yer want me out o’ the way before Rachel’s young man calls?’

‘No, Mum,’ Carrie replied with a sigh. ‘I’m jus’ worried about yer, that’s all.’

‘I’m all right. I’m not plannin’ on snuffin’ it yet,’ the older woman said sharply. ‘Anyway, I’m goin’ up now,’ she added and abruptly left the room without saying any more.

Rachel turned to her mother. ‘I saw Joe bringin’ Nan in. ’As she bin wanderin’ again?’ she asked.

Carrie nodded. ‘Joe went out ter look fer ’er when she was late gettin’ back from church an’ ’e found ’er in Page Street. She was standin’ by the lamppost talkin’ to ’erself.’

‘Poor Nan,’ Rachel said quietly.

Joe slumped down in the armchair facing Carrie and shook his head sadly. ‘The ole gel’s bin like this on an’ off fer a few weeks now,’ he remarked. ‘I don’t want ter worry yer, Carrie, but I fink yer mum’s in fer an illness. I noticed ’ow ’er arm seemed ter slump when she dropped that cup. I fink yer should ’ave a word wiv the doctor. ’E could give ’er a check-up an’ maybe give ’er somefink.’

The gate bell sounded and Joe took hold of Rachel’s arm as she made for the door. ‘I’d better answer it,’ he said, ‘just in case it’s not Derek.’

Rachel slipped on her coat quickly and cast a glance at her mother as she sat by the fire watching her.

‘Now remember what I said,’ Carrie reminded her.

Rachel’s face flushed slightly as Derek came into the room followed by Joe. The young man was tall and slim, with a thick mop of dark brown hair and he smiled shyly at the young woman. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late. I fink the fog’s slowin’ the trams up,’ he said, concern showing in his eyes.

Rachel glanced at the mantelshelf clock as though somewhat peeved, but really she had been glad for the few extra minutes to get ready. As the two young people prepared to leave, Carrie had a parting word for Derek. ‘Don’t keep her out too late, young man,’ she said with a searching look.

Later, when the house had become quiet, Carrie turned on the wireless in time to hear the solemn chimes of Big Ben heralding the nine o’clock news. During the broadcast Carrie noticed the serious expression on Joe’s face and when the news had finished she stood up and turned the volume of the radio set down.

‘It’s worryin’,’ she said with a sigh.

Joe attempted an encouraging smile. ‘I don’t fink it’ll come to it,’ he said shaking his head, but Carrie was not fooled.

‘I wish I could believe yer, Joe,’ she said, leaning back in her chair and glancing towards the ceiling. ‘I fink it’s gotta come. Gawd ’elp us if it is war. Look at last time. What a terrible waste o’ life.’

Joe leaned forward in his chair and reached out, taking Carrie’s hands in his. ‘We should get married,’ he said, looking intently into her eyes.

Carrie gave him a brief smile and gazed down at the fire. ‘We’ve agreed to wait, Joe,’ she reminded him in a soft voice. ‘Yer know I’m not worried about what people might fink, an’ what they say, outside the family that is, but I need ter be careful about Mum’s feelin’s, especially the way she is lately.’

Joe released her hands and slumped back in his armchair. ‘I realise that. It’s just that the way fings are goin’ it might be better not to wait. It’s just a feelin’ I’ve got, but don’t ask me why. Anyway, yer know the way I feel about yer. I’ve not touched a drop an’ there’s no way I’m gonna slip back. Yer’d ’ave no regrets, Carrie.’

Carrie gave him a warm smile and stared back into the flames without replying, remembering the discussion they had  had soon after Joe returned to her. ‘I want ter marry yer, Carrie,’ he had said. ‘I want yer ter know that I’m off the booze fer good an’ I’ll make yer a good ’usband. I realise that we both need time an’ I’m prepared ter wait as long as it takes fer yer ter say yes.’

Carrie could remember how she had felt on that evening when she was nestled in his arms before the fire. She loved him dearly and needed him desperately, but there was a lingering fear between them that made her wary. He was sleeping in his own room then and would come to her occasionally very late at night. She wanted time, they both did. She needed to know for sure that he was going to be as good as his word over leaving the drink alone before committing herself to marriage. Since then, during the past few months, Joe had proved to her that he really had beaten his addiction, and he had worked hard alongside her in the business. He had made her very happy by leaving his room for hers and now they were living as man and wife. They had planned to wait until the spring of ’39 to get married properly. Carrie felt that by then enough time would have elapsed since Fred’s death. She knew that her mother did not want her to marry too soon after her husband’s death, though her daughter Rachel seemed to think it did not matter. But then Rachel was different in outlook to the matriarch of the family, that was plain. The old lady was concerned about wagging tongues and had said as much to her daughter, while Rachel laughed contemptuously at what folk might think. ‘Yer’ve got one life, Mum,’ she had said on more than one occasion. ‘Yer can’t mourn ferever. Just be ’appy.’

The sound of her mother’s voice carried into the room and Carrie hurried up the stairs to the back bedroom. Nellie was sitting up in bed with a shawl round her shoulders, holding a photograph of her late husband William in her hands.

‘Could I ’ave anuvver cuppa before I go ter sleep, Carrie?’ she asked, looking somewhat sorry for herself.

Carrie nodded as she sat down on the edge of the bed. ‘That’s a nice picture o’ Dad,’ she said softly.

Nellie brought the photo nearer to her face. ‘ ’E was very young then,’ she replied. ‘That was taken just after he started work fer ole Galloway. We was ’appy then. I was expectin’ you at the time an’ yer dad was gettin’ all excited. Little did I know what was in store fer us.’

Carrie nodded her head slowly. She knew what her mother was thinking about. ‘Yer shouldn’t dwell too much on the bad fings,’ she told her. ‘There was a lot of ’appiness in our family. I was very ’appy as a child, especially when Dad let me near the’orses.’

Nellie gave a brief smile and then her face became sad again. ‘Young James took after yer dad,’ she said, nodding her head slowly. ‘’E was the one most like ’im. I can picture the lot o’ yer sittin’ roun’ the table at mealtimes when we lived next ter the stable. James ’as gorn, an’ Charlie too. There’s only you an’ Danny left now.’

‘I’m sure we’ll see Charlie again one day, Mum,’ Carrie told her.

Nellie shook her head sadly. ‘I won’t,’ she said almost in a whisper. ‘India’s the ovver side o’ the world. My Charlie made a new life fer ’imself out there an’ ’e won’t ever come back now. George Galloway’s got a lot to answer for, an’ I’m not altergevver free from blame when yer come ter weigh it all up.’

Carrie gently took the photograph from her mother’s limp hand and stood up. ‘I’m gonna bring yer up a nice cuppa an’ I want yer ter try an’ get some sleep,’ she said soothingly. ‘P’raps we’ll pop roun’ an’ see ole Dr Baker termorrer. ’E might be able ter give yer a tonic.’

Nellie’s face stiffened. ‘I ain’t goin’ ter see no doctor,’ she said quickly. ‘There’s nuffing wrong wiv me that a good milk stout won’t put right. As a matter o’ fact I’m goin’ round ter see  me friends termorrer night. We’re goin’ up the Kings Arms ter see what the new landlord’s like.’

Carrie shrugged her shoulders in resignation and left the room. As she went down the stairs, her mother called after her. ‘Make this one a bit stronger, gel. The last one tasted like gnat’s piss.’

 



The evening had gone well and Rachel felt happy, chatting easily with Derek as they walked to the Bricklayer’s Arms junction to catch the tram home. She had sipped her port and lemon and enjoyed the music; everyone seemed friendly in the pub and the jazz had been a series of impromptu renderings, with musicians getting up on the stage and joining in at will. The final piece of music had had the whole place buzzing and all the musicians taking part. Rachel had found her feet tapping, and when she glanced across the table at Derek he seemed enraptured by the music and his eyes were closed as he tapped his fingers on the table-top in time to the finale.

Now as they strolled to the tram stop, Derek suddenly took her arm. ‘We’d better cross here,’ he said.

Rachel felt a familiar little shiver at his hand on her upper arm, and when they reached the other side of the road she slipped her arm through his. Derek looked pleased and he smiled briefly at her, then gazed steadily ahead until they reached the tram stop and joined the people already waiting there.

‘That there bloody Adolf ’Itler’s gotta be stopped, that’s what I say,’ the large woman in front of them declared loudly to her friend.

‘Too bloody right,’ her equally large friend agreed. ‘My ole man finks it won’t be long before we’re all in it.’

Rachel grimaced to her escort and Derek merely smiled.

‘I don’t know, I’m sure,’ the first woman said. ‘It was bad enough the last time. It’ll be ten times worse this time. I was only talkin’ ter Mrs Allen the ovver day. She reckons they’re  buildin’ a great big shelter under Weston Street. They say it’s the sewers they’re doin’, but they would say that, wouldn’t they? Anyfing ter stop people gettin’ worried.’

When the tram arrived and everyone climbed aboard, the two large women sat together on the bottom deck and continued their conversation in loud voices, to the consternation of those around them. Rachel turned to Derek with a worried look on her face. ‘Everybody seems ter be talkin’ about a war,’ she said in a whisper.

Derek’s face looked serious as he turned his head to her. ‘I’m goin’ in the navy if there is a war,’ he said without emotion.

Rachel looked out of the window at the shuttered shops for a few moments and then she turned to Derek again. ‘You don’t really fink it’ll come to it, do yer, Derek?’ she asked him.

He saw how concerned she was and smiled. ‘Course not,’ he said, and then paused for a moment. ‘Would yer like ter come ter the pictures on Wednesday?’ he asked.

Rachel nodded and snuggled close to him. ‘Yes, if yer like.’

‘Shall I call fer yer at seven?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, all right.’

The conductor had been collecting fares up top and when he hurried down the stairs and started issuing tickets on the lower deck he became aware of the loud discussion going on, which by now had spread to other passengers. ‘No war talk on this tram,’ he announced in a loud voice, winking cheekily to Rachel.

‘The trufe will out,’ the large woman told him in an even louder voice.

‘What trufe? It’s all rumours,’ the conductor told her, feeling pleased with the smile Rachel gave him.

‘Oh, I see,’ the large woman’s large friend cut in sarcastically. ‘So all the gas masks they’re dishin’ out ain’t really ’appenin’. It’s jus’ rumours.’

‘An’ that bloody great shelter they’re diggin’ in Weston Street ain’t really a shelter.’

‘Yer know somefink, missus. I used ter like my job,’ the conductor said, trying not to laugh.

‘Well, if the war does start, yer can ’ave a change, can’t yer?’ the first woman told him.

‘They won’t take me, luv. They ain’t got no trams in the army,’ he replied, grinning broadly now.

‘Yer’ll be laughin’ the ovver side o’ yer face when they put yer in uniform an’ give yer a rifle an’ bayonet,’ the second large woman said sharply. ‘Yer won’t ’ave it so cushy then.’

For a moment the conductor’s face showed a glimmer of anger, then he chuckled. ‘They wouldn’t trust me wiv one, missus.’

As the tram reached the corner of Tooley Street, the conductor stepped down painfully into the roadway and hobbled over to switch the points. His war wound had been playing him up all day and he was thankful that his shift would end a mile or so along the road at Rotherhithe Tunnel.

At Dockhead, Derek helped Rachel from the tramcar and together the two walked through the foggy night to Salmon Lane. At the entrance to the yard they halted and the young man turned to his partner. ‘I’ll call on Wednesday, then?’

Rachel agreed with a smile but made no attempt to press on the yard bell. She was waiting for his arms to go around her, impatient to feel his lips on hers.

‘I’m glad yer liked the jazz,’ he said, moving close.

‘Yeah, I did,’ she replied.

‘P’raps we could go again, if yer really enjoyed it,’ he went on.

‘I said I did,’ Rachel said quickly, her eyes flitting briefly along the quiet street.

Derek detected a note of impatience in her reply and suddenly he slipped his arms round her waist and pulled her to him, his head tilted as he pressed his lips to hers. The touch of his body as she slipped her arms round his neck made Rachel  shiver with pleasure and she moulded herself to him. She could feel the warmth of his body and she closed her eyes to savour the kiss as his arms tightened around her slim waist.

They stood in the shadow of the yard gate for some minutes, locked in a warm embrace, until the sound of revelry drifted down the turning.

‘Well, good night then,’ Derek said as they moved apart reluctantly.

‘Well, good night, Derek,’ she answered, reaching for the bellpush.

Suddenly, they could hear the strains of, ‘There’s an old mill by the stream, Nellie Dean,’ and they saw two lurching figures coming toward them.

‘I’ll see yer then,’ Derek said with a sigh of resignation as he turned to walk away.

Rachel watched him until he passed by the drunken revellers and then she returned his wave before stepping into the cobbled yard.




 Chapter Three

At number 22 Tyburn Square, George Galloway sat with his son in his large front room. The houses in the quiet Bermondsey backwater had all been electrified recently and behind the curtains bright lights shone, but at the Galloway residence the front room was only dimly lit by a low-wattage table lamp standing in a corner. George sat in a large leather armchair beside the fire, with his son Frank facing him. Both men were heavy of build with florid complexions. Frank’s thick wavy hair was grey at the sides, while his father’s was now snowy-white and thinning. George Galloway was in his eighty-second year and still very much the man in charge of the thriving transport concern. He had taken to drink many years ago after the death of his wife in childbirth, and some people were convinced that he would end up killing himself unless he eased up on the Scotch whisky. Nevertheless, as the two men sat together in the gloomy room, the old man had hold of a glass containing his favourite tipple, and for his age he looked hale and hearty.

Frank was George Galloway’s younger son and the sole survivor of the three children born to George and Martha Galloway. He ran the cartage business and was given a free rein in the everyday matters of management, but the overall direction of policy and major decisions required the old man’s say-so.  Frank was resigned to the situation, knowing that in a few years he would inherit the business and the properties that his father had amassed over the years.

Frank Galloway was married to Bella Ford, once a popular music-hall star who was now reduced to pleading for minor roles in musicals and revues. They had one child, a daugher named Caroline, who at twenty-one was as spoilt and inconsiderate as her mother. Frank knew full well that his marriage had been a disaster from the beginning, and that Bella had taken lovers throughout their miserable union. He too had had his share of available women over the years, and now in his middle age he was a very unhappy man.

Tonight the two men were discussing the possibility of their transport concern being taken over by the Government if war broke out. ‘The Road Haulage Association don’t seem to know exactly what will happen,’ Frank was saying. ‘It seems that the railways have told the Government they can handle all the extra freight but the road hauliers have contested it. From what I can gather, as long as we’ve got regular contracts that don’t rely on dock collections solely, we’ll be all right. They seem to feel that a lot of shipping will be re-routed to West Country ports in the event of war. As it happens, that brewery contract we’ve managed to acquire could be our get-out. Then there’s the food contract with Murray’s. The main problem is likely to be petrol rationing, but there again it depends on the sort of goods we’re hauling.’

George downed his Scotch and pulled a face. ‘It seems ter me that the ’ole bloody lot don’t know their arse from their elbow,’ he growled. ‘We’ll jus’ ’ave ter wait an’ see.’

Frank stared at his father as the old man toyed with the small gold medallion that hung from his watch-chain. ‘I’ve heard that Carrie Tanner has got rid of her horses and she’s getting two new lorries,’ he remarked.

George snorted as he stared at the flickering flames of the  dying fire. ‘I should fink she’s takin’ a chance, the way fings are,’ he said coldly.

Frank had come to respect the business acumen of Will Tanner’s daughter even though he disliked her intensely. She would know what she was doing, and must have the necessary cartage contracts to warrant the purchase of two more lorries. They were not cheap by any means, he knew, and the sale of her horses would not have raised enough capital to buy the vehicles. ‘I don’t think we should underestimate her, Father,’ he remarked. ‘She’s caused us enough problems over the years and well we know it.’

The old man leaned down and took up the poker. ‘I’m well aware of that,’ he grunted as he disturbed the low fire. ‘It’s up ter you ter see that she don’t give us any more problems. In fact I’d be much ’appier if I thought we could pinch a couple of ’er contracts when they come up fer renewal. See ’ow she copes then, wiv the bank breavin’ down ’er neck.’

‘That’s not going to be so easy,’ Frank told him. ‘Carrie’s got a good reputation. Besides, the businesses around this area are not likely to change their cartage contractor with the danger of war looming.’

‘Well, that’s your worry,’ George said, eyeing his son sharply. ‘You run our business now, get yer finkin’ cap on. Who knows, we might buy ’er out yet.’

 



On the wintery Monday morning in nearby Page Street at eight thirty a car pulled up outside the gates of the derelict yard and three men got out, each carrying papers and clipboards. The eldest of the trio seemed to be in charge and he walked up to the rusting padlock and gave it a tug.

‘It’s locked. Yer can’t get in there,’ a voice called out to him.

The men looked over and saw the buxom figure of Maisie Dougall standing on the corner clutching an empty shopping bag.

The leader nodded and proceeded to push on the gate as though testing its strength.

‘I told yer it’s shut. Nobody’s there,’ Maisie informed them.

‘Yes, I can see that,’ the man said testily.

‘It used ter be a transport yard, Galloway’s as a matter o’ fact. After that some ole rag sorters took it over. They’ve bin gorn fer some time too,’ Maisie went on.

‘Really,’ the man replied, turning his attention to the gates once more.

‘I dunno who’s got the key,’ Maisie said, trying to be helpful.

‘It’s not important.’

‘Well, yer gonna need the key ter get in, ain’t yer?’

‘I don’t need to get in, I just want to have a look,’ the man said with a condescending smirk in her direction.

His two companions were grinning as the helpful lady from Page Street sauntered over.

‘ ’Ere. Yer not bin sent by Kate Karney, ’ave yer?’ Maisie asked.

The two subordinates turned away to hide their amusement while the older man gave Maisie a scornful look. ‘Kate Karney?’ he almost shouted.

‘We ’eard that Kate Karney was gonna take this yard over fer a new music ’all,’ she explained, scratching the side of her head through a tattered hairnet. ‘Ter tell yer the trufe though, I fer one never believed it. Who the bleedin’ ’ell in their right minds would open a music ’all in this turnin’? They wouldn’t, would they?’ she asked.

‘Look, if you don’t mind, I’ve a lot to do. Thanks for your help,’ the man told her.

‘Well, yer can’t do much if yer can’t get in there,’ Maisie went on. ‘Why don’t yer send one o’ yer lads ter see if ole Galloway’s got the key? I should be careful though.’

‘Oh, and why’s that?’

‘I bet there’s rats in there big as our moggie.’

The official turned to his two subordinates, who were by now wearing even bigger grins. ‘Let’s get started then,’ he said irritably, and in a lower voice he added, ‘I hope she’s not going to stand over us.’

Maisie had other plans. She had glimpsed the wording on the paper pinned to the clipboard and felt that her old friend Florrie would be interested in her little discovery. She was planning to visit her anyway that morning.

‘Well, I’d better be off,’ she told the men.

‘Hurry up then,’ the leader growled under his breath.

As soon as Maisie left, the men proceeded to take measurements, pavement to wall and across the gates; then they stood back and studied the site, scribbling on the clipboards and conferring with each other, unaware that they were being observed from behind more than one pair of lace curtains.

 



It was bright but still cold, and the early morning frost had left the cobbled transport yard wet and slippery. The last of the horse-carts had left and Joe was busying himself in the end shed repairing the splintered side panel of the spare wagon. Across the yard Carrie was sitting in the office going over the work schedules with Jamie Robins, her clerk and book-keeper.

Jamie was a quiet, slim young man who, having once worked for George Galloway, enjoyed the more congenial working atmosphere at Bradley’s Cartage Contractors. Carrie had been lucky to find Jamie, for not only was he a sensible, reliable clerk and book-keeper, he was a mine of information. He had been able to give his new employer a good deal of advice on contracts and charges, as well as having contacts with many of the local firms’ transport and dispatch managers. He had settled in very happily with the Bradley firm and was well thought of by the young owner.

‘What’ll ’appen ter the contracts if war breaks out, Mrs Bradley?’ he asked, looking up from the ledger.

Carrie shook her head. ‘I really don’t know, Jamie,’ she replied. ‘As far as food goes, we’ll prob’ly carry on as normal. As fer the rum an’ leavver contracts, we might lose ’em. It all depends. Anyway, I’m not worryin’ over somefing which might never ’appen.’

‘I read in the Sunday paper that they might call up twenty-year-olds soon,’ Jamie informed her.

‘You’re twenty-four, aren’t yer?’ Carrie said.

‘Yes, but they’ll soon get round ter the older ones,’ Jamie replied, looking a trifle worried.

‘Well, if that’s the case I’ll ask fer a deferment for yer, Jamie. I can’t manage this business efficiently wivvout yer, an’ I’ll tell’em so too,’ Carrie told him forthrightly.

Jamie’s face brightened. ‘That would be really good if yer could,’ he said. ‘Me mum’s worried about me gettin’ called up now me dad can’t work.’

Carrie knew the problems his family faced since his father had been badly injured in a factory accident and she gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘Yer might be able ter get off by claimin’ yer the sole breadwinner,’ she suggested.

‘I ’ope so,’ Jamie replied, dropping his head once more to the sea of figures in the ledger.

Carrie left him to cope while she went across the yard to make their morning tea. She felt sorry for the young man. He was painfully shy and did not have a girl friend, and he had been quick to point out to her when she had asked him if he was courting that he could not think about marriage while things were difficult at home. Carrie knew, however, that it had not stopped Jamie being attracted to Rachel; she had seen the young man’s reaction whenever her daughter walked into the office. His eyes would light up and he would become flustered when she spoke to him. Rachel had mentioned Jamie’s shyness and how nervous he appeared when she helped him prepare the men’s wages every Thursday. Carrie hoped that the young man  would gain in confidence, but she had to admit to herself that things did not augur well for him at the moment.

 



Maisie Dougall had been to the market to get her groceries, and once back in Page Street she pulled on the doorstring of number 10 and stepped into the dark passageway, wiping her feet carefully on the coconut mat as she called out.

‘I’m in ’ere,’ the old lady answered in a weak voice.

Maisie walked into the tidy parlour and found Florrie huddled over a low fire with a black shawl wrapped round her, the tasselled ends resting in her lap. Her face looked ashen and she raised her head slowly. ‘What’s bin goin’ on over there then?’ she asked, nodding towards the window.

Maisie knew very well that ill as Florrie was, any unusual happenings in the street would not go unnoticed by her, unless she was confined to her bed. ‘Did yer see those blokes pull up in that car this mornin’?’ she asked her.

‘I saw ’em from the winder,’ Florrie replied. ‘Who were they?’

Maisie sat herself down in the vacant chair facing the old lady and put her shopping bag down by her side. ‘Well, I was just orf ter the market when I saw the motor draw up. Aye, aye, I ses ter meself, who’s this then? They looked a bit posh ter me an’ I see the old bloke tryin’ the padlock, so I asked ’em what they wanted.’

‘An’ what did they say?’ Florrie asked, taking her eyes from the fire.

‘Well, I couldn’t get much out of ’em,’ Maisie said, ‘but I saw what was written on the piece o’ paper this bloke was ’oldin’. “Bermon’sey Borough Council” it said.’

‘I reckon they’re gonna pull the place down,’ Florrie offered.

Maisie shifted her position in the chair and folded her arms. ‘I was finkin’ it might be somefing ter do wiv what Maudie was sayin’. She ’eard at ’er muvvers’ meetin’ that Kate Karney was finkin’ o’ buyin’ it fer a music ’all.’

Florrie pulled a face. ‘I’ve told yer not ter take any notice o’ that there Maudie Mycroft,’ she growled. ‘She’s as silly as a box o’ lights, an’ I fink that crowd she gets wiv lead ’er on, I do really.’

Maisie had been watching the older lady while she was speaking and there seemed to be something different about her, something that was beginning to puzzle her. There had been a note of irritation in her voice as she sat there huddled up.

That was it. Florrie had not reached for her usual pinch of snuff from her tin, and Maisie realised that the difference was apparent on the old lady’s face. The brown snuff mark was missing from around her nose. ‘’Ere, Flo, ain’t yer takin’ yer snuff?’ she asked her.

Florrie shook her head slowly. ‘Ole Dr Baker come in yesterday,’ she said. ‘I was feelin’ bad an’ I knocked on the wall fer Mrs Wallis next door. ’Er boy went fer ’im. Anyway, ’e examined me an’ then ’e stood there scratchin’ ’is ’ead. “ ’Ow old are yer?” ’e asked. “Eighty next birthday,” I told ’im. “Well, it’s yer blood pressure,” ’e said. “Leave the snuff alone till yer feelin’ better. Snuff makes yer blood pressure go up.” “Gawd ’elp us, doctor, I’ve bin takin’ it fer years ter keep it down,” I told ’im.’E got a bit shirty but ’e give me some tonic an’ some pills fer me back, so I thought I’d better leave the snuff orf fer a few days.’

‘D’yer feel any better fer it?’ Maisie asked.

Florrie shook her head. ‘I feel worser terday,’ she replied.

‘Well, why don’t yer try a pinch then?’ Maisie suggested.

‘As a matter o’ fact I was just out of it when I was taken bad,’ Florrie said.

Maisie stood up and buttoned her coat. ‘I’ll run up the shop an’ get yer some. I’ll leave me bag ’ere.’

As the good Samaritan hurried to the shop in Jamaica Road she wondered and worried about Florrie. She shouldn’t be on her own, Maisie thought. Not at her age. As far as she knew, Florrie had no relatives to look after her and, apart from Mrs Wallis, no one was on hand should she have another bad turn.  Maybe she could come and live with me and Fred, Maisie considered. I’ll have a word with Fred soon as I get in.

 



At eleven o’clock that Monday morning a removal van pulled up at the end of Page Street. Watched by one or two sad faces, the removal porters started to load up the possessions of Alec and Grace Crossley. Their work was soon done and the van drove off. A little later the publican and his wife emerged from the pub and stepped into a waiting taxi. The few bystanders shouted their good luck messages and waved to the sad couple. Grace dabbed at her eyes and Alec blew hard into a handkerchief as the cab slowly drew out into Jamaica Road.

‘I’m gonna miss their moanin’ an’ their miserable faces,’ Grace said quietly.

Alec nodded. ‘When yer come ter think of it, they ain’t got much ter be ’appy about,’ he replied. ‘Still, never mind, luv. We’ll come back an’ see ’em all before long.’

Grace stared out of the cab as it swung round the bend in the road and accelerated towards Tower Bridge. She felt in her heart that they would never return to the riverside borough and to the folk they had grown to love over the years.

It was as the taxi turned towards the high twin towers of Tower Bridge that she saw the placard at a newspaper stand: ‘New German visit planned for Premier’.

‘Gawd ’elp us all,’ she said aloud.

 



Word had spread about the Council officials’ visit to Page Street, and by the time Nellie Tanner was feeling fit enough to look up her old friends it was commonly accepted that work was to start soon on a new block of flats to replace the old houses.

‘They’re all comin’ down soon as the flats are ready,’ Maudie told Nellie when the ladies had gathered at Maisie’s house.

‘We’re all goin’ in there. There’s gonna be barfs an’ ’ot water,’ Maggie Jones added.

Sadie Sullivan snorted. ‘I don’t see as ’ow any of us are gonna be able to afford the rents.’

Maisie was ever the optimist. ‘I think they’ll charge us the same as we’re payin’ now. They know we can’t afford ter pay any extra.’

Florrie was feeling better and had regained a little of her perspicacity since resuming her lifetime habit. ‘Well, I fink yer all barkin’ up the wrong tree,’ she told them. ‘If yer wanna know what I think, I’ll tell yer. They’re gonna build a great big air-raid shelter there, mark my words.’

Maudie bit on her lip and Maisie chanced a grin. Sadie shook her head, but Florrie was undaunted by her friends’ reaction. ‘Don’t you lot ever read the papers?’ she went on. ‘I tell yer somefink, fer what it’s werf. I bet yer there’s a war before the year’s out, an’ I bet yer that shelter’s gonna be needed.’

Maudie Mycroft was by now feeling more than a little sick with worry. ‘My Ernest said there’s not gonna be any war. ’E said we’ve signed a treaty wiv ’Itler an’ Mussolini.’

‘Well, all I can say is, your Ernest is talkin’ out of ’is arse,’ Florrie said quickly.

Maudie turned her head away from Florrie’s icy stare and fiddled with the straps of her handbag while Maisie set about collecting the empty teacups.

‘I’ll give yer an ’and,’ Nellie offered as she followed. Maisie into the scullery, glad to stretch her legs.

‘I ’ad a word wiv my Fred about lettin’ Florrie live wiv us,’ Maisie told her as she put the kettle on, ‘but ’e wasn’t too keen on it. My Fred reckons the old lady would be more than we could manage. After all, we’re gettin’ on ourselves. I’m seventy-two this year an’ Fred’s nearly seventy-five. ’E reckons she wouldn’t come anyway, so what I’m gonna suggest is that we all take turns ter keep an eye on ’er. I can’t say anyfing while she’s’ere though.’

Nellie nodded. ‘I fink it’s a good idea. After all, we’ve all bin friends fer more years than I care ter remember.’

Maisie proceeded to swill the cups under the running tap and line them up on the draining board. ‘I know Florrie talks a lot o’ sense at times but I fink she’s got it wrong about the yard bein’ turned into a shelter,’ she remarked.

‘Well, I fink Sadie’s right about one fing,’ Nellie said. ‘I reckon that if they build flats there we won’t be able to afford the rents.’

Maisie looked a little downcast as she spooned tea into the large teapot and Nellie decided to change the subject. ‘My Carrie’s gel ’as got ’erself a young man,’ she said. ‘Nice lad, ’e is. Ever so polite. ’E’s got a good job too, so Carrie told me.’E works in a shippin’ office in the City.’

‘ ’Ow old is Rachel?’ Maisie asked.

‘She’ll be nineteen soon,’ Nellie replied. ‘She’s a good gel. There’s not many who’d ’ave done what she done when my Will was ill. She ’elped Carrie an’ me no end. Proper little nurse she was. It was ’er who found Joe when ’e was on the piss an’ run orf.’

Maisie had heard the story before but she feigned surprise. Nellie seemed prone to repeating herself lately and it made Maisie feel sad. They were all showing the ravages of time now, but it seemed to Maisie that she herself was the only one of the old group who still looked fairly well and younger than her seventy-one years. Had she known what was going through Nellie Tanner’s mind at that moment she would have been very upset. For some time Nellie had considered her to be a scatter-brain, and as she watched Maisie pick up the tea caddy again and open the lid she sighed. I’m sure the woman’s beginning to lose her mind, she thought as she gripped Maisie’s arm. ‘Yer’ve already put the tea in,’ she said.

 



A week later a lorry pulled into Page Street and workmen jumped down. One attacked the padlock with a crowbar and other workmen put up a rope on iron stands across the pavement on both sides of the yard. Maisie had seen the lorry arrive, as  had Florrie, who went to her front door to watch. They saw the gates being quickly removed and loaded onto the back of the lorry, and then as the lorry disappeared from the turning a high-sided vehicle took its place. It reversed into the yard and it was not long before the noise of demolition carried along the turning. Dust rose into the air and black smoke climbed up into the sky from a huge bonfire the men had lit. All day the noise went on, and by early evening when work ceased the yard buildings had been reduced almost to a pile of rubble. Only the main stable remained, without its roof.

That night a watchman sat in the yard in front of a burning brazier guarding the workmen’s equipment and Maisie in her infinite wisdom decided to take the man a mug of tea in the hope of gleaning some information from him.

‘’Ere we are, luv, get that down yer,’ she urged him. ‘Yer must be fed up o’ sittin’ all on yer own.’

The man gave her a toothless smile and sipped the hot tea gratefully. ‘I used ter be on the demolition but I got an injury, yer see,’ he told her. ‘Can’t do no ’eavy work now, so they gave me this job. I gotta be fankful, I s’pose.’

‘I reckon yer still know what’s goin’ on though,’ Maisie said with a crafty grin.

The elderly man nodded vigorously. ‘Oh yeah. Me an’ the guv’nor’s quite friendly. ’E keeps me in the know.’

‘What they gonna build ’ere then?’ Maisie asked him.

Albert Twist was ready for it. He had been warned only that day that should anyone ask him such a question he must say simply that he did not know, and he had been made to understand that his job depended on it. But he felt that giving out a little information, wrong though it was, would be better than saying he did not know what was going on, especially after what he had just told the woman.

‘As a matter o’ fact it’s a church they’re buildin’ ’ere,’ he told her in a low voice.

‘A church?’

‘’S’right, missus. Though yer mustn’t let on to anybody, or I’ll get the sack,’ he warned her.

‘I can’t believe it. We’ve got plenty o’ churches round ’ere already,’ Maisie told him.

Albert was enjoying her consternation. ‘Well, it’s not yer usual sort o’ church,’ he went on, sipping his tea while Maisie scratched her head through her hairnet. ‘It’s more like one o’ them there monastery churches. It ain’t gonna be fer everybody.’

‘Yer mean ter tell me monks are gonna live ’ere, in Page Street?’ Maisie asked incredulously.

‘’S’right.’

‘I don’t believe it.’

‘Well, yer can believe what yer like, but I’m tellin’ yer what I know,’ Albert said, staring down into his tea so as not to laugh at the look on Maisie’s face. ‘Yer see, there’s a problem wiv overcrowdin’.’

‘Overcrowdin’?’

‘’S’right.’

‘What d’yer mean?’ Maisie asked, furrowing her brow.

‘Well, yer see,’ Albert went on, ‘there’s a lot o’ blokes who won’t sign on fer the army an’ what ’ave yer, an’ quite a lot of’em are joinin’ the monks. That way they can’t be touched. I ’eard there’s fousands signin’ up ter be monks.’

‘Well, I fink it’s downright disgustin’,’ Maisie stormed.

‘Yer will do when they come knockin’ at yer front doors scroungin’ food an’ money,’ Albert told her.

‘I didn’t know monks scrounged fer food an’ money,’ she said.

‘This lot will,’ he told her.

‘Who’s buildin’ the place?’ she almost shouted.

‘It’s the borough council,’ he replied, still not looking at her.

Maisie felt her temper rising to screaming point. The houses in the street were almost falling down and the council were more  concerned about building a monastery. It’s about time we all woke up round here, she thought as the nightwatchman noisily sipped his tea. Wait till Florrie and Sadie know.

‘’Ere, yer ain’t gonna let on to anybody about what I just told yer, are yer?’ he asked, eyeing her with a worried look on his angular face. ‘I don’t wanna end up on the dole.’

‘Well, somefink should be done about it,’ Maisie said angrily. ‘Jus’ look around at these bleedin’ ’ouses we all live in.’

‘They look all right ter me,’ he replied.

‘All right?’ she spluttered. ‘They’re leaky, cold bug ’utches, an’ the lan’lord won’t pay out a penny on repairs till ’e’s forced to.’

‘Well, it ain’t fer me ter say,’ he told her, scratching his head, ‘but if I was you lot I’d get tergevver and go roun’ the council offices wiv a petition, but fer Gawd’s sake don’t tell ’em where yer got the information, ’cos I’d just ’ave ter deny I said anyfing to yer if I’m asked.’

Maisie took the empty cup he was holding and smiled at him. ‘Don’t worry, mate. I won’t drop yer in it, I promise. I’ll jus’ say somebody over’ eard the council people talkin’ in a pub.’

When Maisie had left, Albert settled back in his seat facing the warm fire with a satisfied smirk on his lean face. If the women did go to the council with a petition, the proverbial sprat might catch a mackerel, he thought. If they find out what’s really going to be built on the site, they’ll be more than a little worried.

 



Wilson Street, just a few turnings away from Page Street, was where the Galloways operated their transport firm. It was also the site of Murphy’s Gymnasium, named after a much-loved priest, Seamus Murphy, who had spent a lifetime in the borough and had organised money-raising for the boxing club. Murphy’s was the brainchild of Billy Sullivan, once a leading contender for the championship before the war put an end to his ambitions. Billy now laboured for a local building contractor, and on two  nights a week, along with his friend Danny Tanner, he taught the young lads of the area to box at the club.

Murphy’s Gym was administered by St Joseph’s Church, which had appointed Father Kerrigan to take charge. Patrick Kerrigan was a huge, genial Irishman who allowed Billy and Danny a free hand at their coaching sessions, but change was threatening. The church committee had agreed to the use of the gym as a gas-mask fitting station and for civil defence training. They had also discussed plans to turn the club into an air-raid shelter in the event of war. The committee had informed the two coaches of their plans and it was the subject of discussion at the Sullivan household that Monday evening.

‘I s’pose we can’t argue, Billy,’ Danny said, spinning the wheels of a wooden toy belonging to Billy’s son Brendan. ‘If the worst came, most o’ the youngsters would be evacuated anyway. There wouldn’t be enough lads left ter teach.’

Billy picked up his five-year-old daughter Mary Jane who was standing by his knee and sat her on his lap. His face looked troubled as he glanced at the room door and then back at Danny. ‘The church ’as bin on to Annie about movin’ out o’ London if the worst comes ter the worst,’ he said in a low voice.

Danny’s face dropped. ‘Where would yer go?’ he asked, puzzled.

‘Not me,’ Billy replied. ‘Only Annie an’ the kids. Apparently there’s a Catholic ’ome in Gloucester fer young gels who ’ave babies wivout bein’ married. Farvver Kerrigan was tellin’ us they might need some more workers down there. Wiv Annie’s nursin’ experience wiv babies she could work there an’ the kids could stay in the ’ome wiv ’er.’

‘What does Annie fink o’ the idea?’ Danny asked.

‘Well, she don’t wanna leave me ’ere on me own but there’s the kids ter fink about. I could go down ter Gloucester some weekends ter see ’em. At least they’d be more safe there than in London.’

‘Yer could always come round ter me an’ Iris. She’d cook yer meals,’ Danny offered.

Annie entered the room with cups of tea. Her dark hair was piled onto the top of her head and her deep blue eyes had dark circles round them. Her pretty, angular face was pale and she had a worried expression. ‘Has Billy told you about Gloucester, Danny?’ she asked.

Danny nodded as he took the cup of tea. ‘Let’s ’ope it don’t come to it,’ he said quietly.

Annie sat down in the only vacant chair and smiled at Billy. ‘I’ll be worried about him if we have to leave him here on his own,’ she said to Danny with a sigh. ‘Billy can’t even boil a kettle and I’m sure he’d starve.’

‘I’ll go back ter me muvver,’ Billy said, grinning.

‘I’ve already told ’im Iris’ll cook fer ’im,’ Danny reassured her.

The children were seeking attention and Annie took Mary Jane from Billy’s lap. ‘Come on, chicken, it’s past your bedtime,’ she said hugging the child to her.

Eleven-year-old Patrick was getting the better of his younger brother Brendan in a tussle and Billy got up to pull them apart. ‘ ’Ow would yer know these two were Sullivans?’ he grinned.

Danny stood up and ruffled Brendan’s hair. ‘Well, I’d better be off,’ he said stretching and reaching for his padded coat. ‘It’s gonna be a long night. We’ve got a union meetin’ before we start work an’ we can’t afford ter miss the tide. We’ve got a line o’ barges ter moor.’

Billy collected the empty cups as his lighterman friend left for his night shift and he sighed deeply. He could not help thinking how terribly he would miss Annie and the kids if they did leave London.




 Chapter Four

Christmas was over, the New Year church bells rang out through the little backstreets of Bermondsey, and worried folk raised their glasses to peace. But as 1939 got under way, at workplaces, on doorsteps and in the pubs everyone was talking about the preparations for war. People read of massive rearmament and the dwindling unemployment queues, and in March the headlines announced that Germany had swallowed up Czechoslovakia. Men hurried to join the Territorial Army, and everyone was talking about the news that Britain had signed a pact with Poland.

‘Well, that’s it as far as I’m concerned,’ Nobby Smith said to a frightened Granny Phillips as they sat round an iron table in the Kings Arms one Friday evening. ‘That git ’Itler ain’t gonna pay no ’eed ter no pacts. ’E’s already marched inter Czechoslovakia. Poland’s next, an’ where does that leave us, I ask yer?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ Granny Phillips told him with a worried look on her face.

‘I’ll tell yer where,’ Nobby went on. ‘Right up the Swannee.’

Jack Whitmore, Nobby’s arch enemy for the attentions of Granny Phillips, puffed loudly as he leaned forward on the table. ‘Them Germans won’t start war wiv Poland,’ he said  emphatically. ‘Not now we’re signed up wiv the Poles. Those Germans ’ad enough of us last time.’

Nobby gave Jack a withering stare. ‘Don’t talk such rot,’ he growled. ‘The Germans ’ave bin itchin’ ter take us on again. They’ve bin rearmin’ fer years now.’

Jack was not to be put off. ‘Yeah, but what you don’t seem to understand is, we wasn’t rearmin’ then an’ the Germans knew it. Now we’ve let ’em know we’re gettin’ ready, they’ll back down,’ he said, smiling at Granny Phillips.

Nobby looked over towards the counter where the new landlord was busy talking to a couple of dockers. He was well aware how his views often caused his rival to take offence, and in the past the raising of voices had always upset the landlord. The new tenant of the Kings Arms looked a mean character to Nobby, not someone who would tolerate their little discussions so easily, he thought.

‘Look, me ole mate,’ the ex-docker went on in a conciliatory voice. ‘I ain’t sayin’ that it’s definitely gonna be a war, but yer gotta realise that once yer go too far, there ain’t no goin’ back. That’s all I’m tryin’ ter say.’

Jack leaned forward, a wicked glint in his rheumy eyes. ‘In the first place, I ain’t yer ole mate,’ he growled. ‘In the second place, I ain’t interested in yer views, an’ nor is Mrs Phillips fer that matter, are yer, luv?’

The elderly lady was upset at having to endure the constant bickering of the two men; she felt they were old enough to know better, and she decided that a change of seating was the answer. With a huge puff of indignation she got up and took her empty glass to the counter, and when it had been refilled she walked over to another table and sat down beside Florrie Axford who had just come in on the arm of Maisie Dougall.

‘Yer don’t mind me sittin’ ’ere, do yer, Flo?’ she asked. ‘Those two are drivin’ me roun’ the bleedin’ twist wiv their talk.’

Florrie shook her head. ‘Them two caused enough trouble  when Alec Crossley was runnin’ the pub,’ she said. ‘This one don’t look like ’e’ll put up wiv it. ’E looks a bit of a cowson ter me.’

Nobby had been expounding the international situation and had not noticed Granny Phillips move places. Jack had, however, and he knew then that he had lost his chances of encouraging her to accompany him home when the pub closed, for a cup of tea and a little canoodling. He looked at Nobby with venom.

‘Look what yer bin an’ gorn an’ done now,’ he grated. ‘I was gettin’ on all right wiv ’er, till you opened yer big trap.’

Nobby looked over to where Maria Phillips was seated and then back to the angry suitor. ‘Don’t worry, mate,’ he said, trying to mollify him. ‘They’re all the same. Fickle, that’s what they are. Take my first ole woman.’

‘I don’t want ’er,’ Jack cut in quickly. ‘What’s more, I don’t wanna listen ter you spoutin’ orf about fings yer know nuffing about. Now why don’t yer piss orf an’ leave me alone.’

Nobby felt he had tried hard to be friendly but there was a limit to what a man could stand. ‘Right, that does it,’ he said, getting up as quick as his legs could manage it. ‘I know where I’m not wanted.’

‘’Ave yer only jus’ found out?’ Jack growled, picking up his pint and taking a large swig.

‘Yer askin’ fer a smack on the ’ooter,’ Nobby replied, leaning forward menacingly.

‘Oh, an’ who’s gonna do it?’

‘I am.’

‘You an’ whose army?’

‘Me an’ meself.’

Jack put his glass down heavily on the table. ‘Why, yer silly ole sod, yer couldn’t punch yer way out of a paper bag.’

Nobby forgot his promise to himself and raised his fists. ‘C’mon then, on yer feet,’ he snarled.

Terry Gordon, the new landlord, had been warned about  Nobby and he knew from hard experience learned in various other pubs that trouble of this sort had to be nipped in the bud. He had already decided, however, that on this occasion it would be more prudent to use a bit of guile rather than brute force. He quickly slipped through the counter and confronted the sparring ex-docker.

‘Now look, Nobby, I’ve ’eard all about you from Alec Crossley,’ he said in a quiet voice. ‘Alec told me yer’ve done a bit o’ boxin’ in yer time, is that right?’

Jack snorted contemptuously and was rewarded with a brief warning glance from the landlord, but Nobby’s face relaxed somewhat and he rolled his shoulders. ‘Yeah, yer could say that,’ he said proudly.

‘Well then yer know yer mustn’t get yerself inter scrapes outside the ring, or you’ll get it in the neck if yer get taken ter court,’ the landlord reminded him.

Jack was still fuming over his spoilt evening with Maria Phillips. ‘I wouldn’t waste me time takin’ ’im ter court,’ he growled. ‘I’d knock the silly bleeder right out.’

Terry had succeeded in getting Nobby seated once more by pressing down on the man’s bony shoulder with his large hand, and he turned to Jack. ‘I should ’ave thought yer’d seen enough fightin’ in yer time, you bein’ an ole soldier,’ he said, shaking his head sadly. ‘Now look, why don’t yer call a truce an’ I’ll send yer over a pint each?’

‘Suits me,’ Nobby said grinning.

‘Righto, guv’nor,’ Jack said grudgingly. ‘Long as ’e don’t start up again.’

Terry walked back behind the counter with a satisfied grin on his face. He wanted to start off on the right foot in his new pub, and he considered that banning two harmless pensioners from the place before he had established himself with the locals would not make for very good business.
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One sunny morning in April Jamie Robins walked into the office carrying the Daily Mirror and sat down heavily in his seat. He had read that young men of twenty and twenty-one were being conscripted and he was worried. It would be his turn to go soon and how would his hard-up family manage then? As he set about his tasks he could not get the problem out of his mind and he hoped his employer would remember her promise to help him get an exemption.

When Carrie came into the office Jamie showed her the paper. ‘I don’t s’pose it’ll be long now before I’m called up, Mrs Bradley,’ he said, hoping for a positive response, but Carrie was preoccupied at that moment and she merely gave him a sympathetic smile.

Later that morning Rachel made an appearance and Jamie’s eyes lit up. ‘I’d better keep these books up ter the minute, Rachel,’ he said, giving her a smile. ‘I’ll be gettin’ called up soon.’

Rachel, too, was preoccupied, and his mentioning the call-up only served to remind her of what Derek had told her only last evening. She merely nodded with a smile and busied herself at the other desk, much to Jamie’s disappointment. He had wanted to attract her interest and sympathy, and he went back to his book-keeping feeling suddenly very depressed.

Rachel tried to sort out a pile of tax forms, aware that Jamie kept sending furtive glances in her direction, but her mind was on Derek. He had decided not to wait for his call-up and had volunteered for the Royal Navy. He had told her that if he waited until he was called up he might be drafted into the army instead. It was the navy for him and on that he was adamant. Derek was a determined young man, and he had argued away her objections.

‘If I get called up in the army I might be sent abroad and not see yer fer years,’ he had told her. ‘At least wiv the navy yer get back ter port now an’ then.’

‘But yer signed on fer five years,’ Rachel had reminded him.

‘If war does break out it could last a lot longer than five years,’ was his reply.

She had been going out with Derek for almost a year now and their relationship was getting more and more passionate. Now he had surprised her with his announcement Rachel felt vulnerable to his advances. He would be away for some time before his first leave and if war broke out he might be sent away to fight and maybe get killed or maimed before they had experienced full love together.

Jamie watched Rachel nibbling away at her bottom lip as she sat deep in thought. When he had mustered up enough courage, he put down his pen and turned towards her. ‘Is there anyfink wrong?’ he asked, a nervous tone to his voice.

Rachel was shaken from her reverie. ‘No, I was jus’ finkin’,’ she said quickly, giving him a smile.

Jamie tried to appear fatherly. ‘It’s an uncertain time, but I’m not worryin’ unduly,’ he said, leaning back in his chair. ‘There’s nuffink we can do about it anyway.’

Rachel nodded. ‘My boy friend’s volunteered fer the navy,’ she said turning to face him. ‘’E felt it was better than waitin’ ter be called up.’

Jamie’s heart dropped. He had cherished the thought that one day he would pluck up enough courage to ask her out and now she had a boy friend it was no use. Maybe there was hope, though, he told himself quickly. ‘If yer ever need somebody ter talk to, I’m ’ere,’ he said suddenly, feeling his face going red.

Rachel smiled kindly. ‘Fanks, Jamie. I’ll remember what yer said,’ she replied.

The young man lowered his head over the ledger once more. He was pleased with himself for planting the seed there in Rachel’s mind but he felt he should have been more bold. Maybe she secretly liked him, enough to go out with him. Perhaps she was only waiting for him to ask her, despite the fact that she had  a boy friend at the moment. He would be very proper if she did agree to a date with him, Jamie dreamed to himself. He would shake her hand when he said goodnight on the first date and then he would give her a gentle kiss the next time. Later of course she would become passionate towards him and he would be the gentleman and not take advantage of her maidenly desires. There would come a time, however, when she would expect him to make love to her and Jamie started to sweat as he thought about it. He would be very gentle and try not to hurt her. She would lie in his arms and sigh contentedly, then vow her undying love. God, the thoughts were making him feel shaky.

Rachel, too, was dreaming of love as she sat a few yards away from Jamie Robins watching the young man’s Adam’s apple moving up and down his neck. Derek was going to be very pleasantly surprised on their next date, when she would not attempt to remove his hand when they were in a passionate embrace. God, she thought, he had better not let her down or, worse still, get her pregnant . . .

 



Across the quiet, sunny yard Carrie was sitting in the parlour with Joe and her mother. Her face was set hard. ‘Yer know ’ow much I love those ’orses, Mum, that’s the reason I’ve decided ter let ’em go,’ she said forcibly.

‘Is it?’ Nellie responded with a disbelieving look. ‘I fink it’s the old feelin’s showin’. It’s yer ’atred fer Galloway what’s swayed yer finkin’. I know you, gel. Yer won’t rest until yer put that man out o’ business. It’s bin yer aim ever since yer went inter the transport game. Galloway’s got rid of ’is ’orses an’ now yer followin’ ’im. It’ll turn yer, Carrie. It’ll make yer bitter an’’ard if yer don’t ease orf. Let it be, there’s bin enough grief over the years an’ nobody’s got reason ter detest the man more than me, but I’ve come ter terms wiv it. There’s little room fer revenge inside me any more.’

Carrie felt the emotion in her mother’s voice and she went to  her and sat on the edge of her armchair, putting her arm round her shoulders. ‘I can’t ’elp the way I’m made, Mum,’ she said softly, ‘but I promised that one day I’d see George Galloway out o’ business. I can never change where ’e’s concerned.’

‘Galloway is an old man now, Carrie,’ Nellie said, looking up at her. ‘ ’E knows the wrongs ’e’s done ter people all frew ’is life. ’E knows that one day there’ll be a judgment.’

Carrie caught Joe’s eye and he shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to get involved in the discussion.

‘Galloway might not be the force ’e was,’ Carrie went on angrily, ‘but ’e’s still the guv’ nor. All right, Frank Galloway’s in control but the ole man’s still pullin’ the strings. Don’t ask me ter ferget all what’s ’appened, Mum, ’cos I can’t. ’E got rid o’ Dad after all those years o’ loyal service an’ we were chucked out on the street. It was the Galloway firm, too, that was be’ind that trouble wiv our transport. An’ what about Charlie, Mum?’

Nellie suddenly dropped her head and Carrie could have bitten her tongue off. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, I shouldn’t ’ave said that,’ she whispered, squeezing her mother’s shoulders. ‘It was stupid.’

Joe got up and left the room, and as the door closed Nellie raised her tear-filled eyes. ‘It’s all right, luv, I know yer didn’t mean anyfing by it,’ she said in a cracked voice, ‘but yer see I’ve never got rid o’ me own feelin’ o’ guilt, an’ Gawd knows I’ve suffered over the years, knowin’ what a good man yer farvver was an’ ’ow I deceived ’im. It takes two ter make a baby an’ Charlie was the result o’ my weakness. I can’t put the blame solely on George Galloway. What transpired was fate. What makes two people come tergevver in the first place? Of all the young ladies around, what made our Charlie fall fer young Josephine, the one gel wiv the same blood? Gawd knows, I dunno.’

Carrie slipped down on her knees in front of her mother and  took both her hands. ‘Dad can’t be ’urt now, Mum,’ she said quietly. ‘An’ yer mustn’t keep blamin’ yerself. Galloway took advantage of yer an’ if ’e’d ’ave bin closer ter ’is poor daughter she’d still be ’ere now. Josephine ’ad nobody ter turn to. She killed ’erself out o’ despair. There’s only one person ter blame, an’ that’s George Galloway.’

Nellie forced a smile. ‘Anyway, don’t let it turn yer mind, gel,’ she said, patting her daughter’s hand. ‘If yer really gonna let the ’orses go, make sure it’s fer the right reasons.’

Carrie kissed her mother’s forehead and sat down once again on the arm of her chair. ‘There’s only one reason, Mum,’ she replied. ‘I don’t want ter frighten yer but as far as I can see there’s gonna be a war before long, an’ this area’s likely ter get bombed. At the meetin’ last week some o’ the transporters were discussin’ their ’orse transport an’ quite a few of ’em ’ave decided ter send the ’orses out o’ London if war starts. I’m not waitin’. I’ve already ordered two more lorries wiv the ’elp o’ the bank, an’ I’m seein’ somebody about the ’orses next week. I’ve got all the work I can ’andle an’ they’re regular contracts, so I can pay off the loan easily.’

‘What about the carmen?’ Nellie asked.

‘I’ve got ter talk to ’em this Friday,’ Carrie replied. ‘I don’t see any trouble.’

Nellie stared down thoughtfully for a few moments and then her eyes met Carrie’s. ‘D’yer remember when yer was little?’ she asked. ‘Yer wouldn’t go ter school if there was a chance of a ride out in the country. Remember the time the stable in Page Street caught light an’ yer grabbed that Cleveland that Galloway used ter use? I thought it was gonna trample yer farvver’s ’ead in that night. You got it out safely though. I don’t fink anybody else could ’ave managed that ’orse. Remember Titch, an’ the big Clydesdales? Yer cried all night when Titch died. I ’ope yer not gonna miss the ’orses too much, gel, that’s all I ’ope.’
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