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1937: The year of the coronation of King George VI and a pivotal year for Grace Higgs. Her father’s death not only brings loneliness and heartache, but also the shocking revelation that his business was in trouble. A hard-working, practical girl, Grace is more concerned with paying off her father’s debts than finding someone to share her life with. A disastrous love affair has put her off men - for good.





Chapter 1



Old Clapper was up at the crack of dawn. By the time the first rays of sunlight had filtered through the cracks of his stable door, he had finished the bucket of oats Gus had left for him overnight, and when young Grace came in to brush him down, he was as sprightly as a young foal, all bright and alert, up and ready for the long trot with his master and mistress around the cobbled backstreets of Islington.


‘I don’t know why everyone keeps calling you old,’ said Grace, as she used a hard brush on Clapper’s bushy white tail. ‘Seems to me six years old is no age.’


Clapper snorted. By popular consensus, he was one of the most handsome dray horses around the streets of Islington, and his gleaming sandy and white coat was probably the envy of all his mates he passed during each working day.


‘You know your trouble, Clapper?’ Grace asked irritably.


Clapper turned round to look down at her.


‘Dad spoils you,’ she said, brushing and stroking him vigorously. ‘I mean – just look at you. If Dad’s customers go on giving you lumps of sugar, you’ll be as fat as a pig!’


‘Hey!’ called Grace’s dad, Gus Higgs, who came into the stable carrying a fresh bucket of water for Clapper. ‘Mind ’ow yer go wiv that brush, Gracie gel. The poor ol’ boy’s got a sensitive skin. Ain’t yer, Clap?’ He gave the horse a gentle tap on his back, then stroked him affectionately.


Grace sighed, and gave up on the grooming. She knew it wasn’t worth arguing with her father. As far as she was concerned, she could never dare say a wrong word about the creature.


Gus knew only too well that he spoilt Clapper, for he was always fussing around the animal, checking his hoofs to make sure he hadn’t picked up any sharp objects on the road, peering into his ears for bugs that sometimes got lodged there, and constantly stroking his back and telling him, ‘You’re a good’un, Claps, that’s fer sure.’ In fact, Gus thought the world of Clapper; they were inseparable and, more often than not, once Grace had turned in for the night, Gus would go down to the stable to have a little good night chat with the horse, which was also a way of getting things off his chest. And he had plenty of things to get off his chest.


He was beginning to find that getting up at the crack of dawn every day to travel around the streets in all sorts of weather was wearing him down. Oh yes, he liked his work all right, the business he had built up with such meticulous care over the years selling grocery provisions from the back of his ‘shop on wheels’, and collecting rent from his tenants for the small terraced houses he had invested in.


Meeting his regular customers and tenants was never dull, for they always stopped for a few minutes’ chat, and a grouse about something before paying their rent and buying a few bits and pieces from his mobile grocery shop. His customers were his kind of people: the rough-and-ready working-class folk of backstreet Islington, where he and his late wife, Alice, were both born, and where young Grace had been brought up and given the chance of a good education – which was something that he himself had never had – at Shelburne Road and Highbury Fields Girls’ School.


Gus was a self-made man. Because he was inarticulate and uneducated, he had learnt his job the hard way, making mistakes and putting them right, and using his common sense to fathom out how to save money in order to make more money. His motto was, and had always been: ‘If yer want to get on in this world, Gus ’iggs, then yer’ve got ter get on an’ do fings fer yerself.’ However, just lately he had felt that the shine had gone out of the job, maybe because he was at last feeling his age. After all, this was 1937, and he was now sixty-seven years of age, which meant that he’d been working for the best part of his life. He was beginning to slow down, there was no doubt about that, and it was time to call it a day. It was not only that his tired old bones were trying to tell him something, but also the fact that at night he often lay awake thinking of that glorious life before he was married long ago, when he was a young ship’s chandler in the Merchant Navy, a job he had always loved so much. ‘A Life on the Ocean Wave’ – ah, those were the days!


‘Don’t forget Mrs Jolly owes you four weeks,’ Grace said, giving Clapper a final stroke.


‘Four weeks, is it?’ asked Gus, who, as usual, hadn’t really taken in what his daughter had told him. ‘Time soon goes, don’t it?’


Her father’s lack of concern about tenants not paying their rent on time always irritated Grace. ‘You can’t give that woman any more time, Dad,’ she said sharply, washing her hands in an enamel wash-basin. ‘Bad payers only get worse.’


‘What difference does it make?’ replied Gus. ‘Gert Jolly’s been a tenant er mine fer years. Fings ain’t bin easy for ’er since poor ol’ Bill died. She’ll pay when she can afford it.’


Grace was incensed. ‘Dad, you say that about everyone who doesn’t pay up on time. You’re not a philanthropist. You can’t afford to go around letting these scroungers get away with not paying their rent.’


Gus cast a brief look at her. He suddenly wondered where this daughter of his had got her frosty ways. It wasn’t from him, and it certainly wasn’t from her mum, who had died from consumption at such a young age. Alice had been a warm, loving person, who would never say boo to a goose. True, Grace wasn’t much to look at – pint-sized, with her light brown hair tied up in a bun like a school teacher, and her back always as straight as if she was stuck to a plank of wood. Even so, he did love his little girl. It was just that she could sometimes be a bit difficult.


‘Gert Jolly ain’t no scrounger,’ he said. ‘She’s as honest as the day is long. It don’t matter ter me if she’s a bit late payin’ up ’er ’alf-crown a week. I ’ave a great deal er time fer that woman.’


‘Why?’


Grace’s stark question took Gus by surprise. ‘I don’t know why,’ he said, collecting Clapper’s bridle. ‘Maybe it’s ’cos I like ’er name. Jolly brings a smile ter me face.’


Grace bristled. ‘I’ve never seen Mrs Jolly with a smile on her face.’


‘As yer gran always used ter say, “a smile gets a smile”,’ said Gus, teasing her affectionately. ‘Yer should try it some time. It can work miracles.’


Grace felt herself tense, but she decided not to answer him. She had learnt only too well over the years that, in his own quiet way, her dad had always managed to get in the last word. ‘I’m going to get ready,’ she replied, quietly going to the door.


Out of the corner of his eye, Gus watched her leave the stable. Then he turned back to Clapper, and stroked him. ‘She’s a real problem that one, Clapper ol’ mate,’ he said, with a sigh. ‘Don’t know wot ’er mum’d say if she was still alive. Don’t know wot gets into ’er sometimes. Reckon it’ll take ’er a long time ter get over all she’s gone fru.’


A short while later, Higgs’s grocery shop was on the move. Now fully groomed, the brass nameplates on his harness gleaming in the early morning sun, Clapper picked his way carefully out of the stable yard just behind Caledonian Road market, and headed off down towards the Nag’s Head. With Gus at the reins, togged up in his usual bowler hat, dark three-piece suit and pocket watch and chain, and Grace at his side wearing one of her drab floral summer dresses, and brown straw hat, it was a journey they had all covered many times over the years, so they had grown used to the rough cobbled roads, in need of repair. Caledonian Road itself was always quite a busy thoroughfare, especially for buses, trams and lorries heading back and forth past Pentonville Prison in the direction of King’s Cross, but most drivers respected the right of four-legged creatures to share the road with them, and usually kept their distance. Occasionally, however, a bunch of kids would run alongside Clapper, trying to keep up with him, but he always responded impeccably when they tried to give him a gentle pat as he trotted at a slow pace, his head and bushy mane bobbing up and down.


It wasn’t long before they were passing a large, elegant new building, which looked as though it was in the final stages of completion. ‘I’ve ’eard they’re goin’ ter call it the Mayfair,’ Gus called to his daughter. ‘Bit posh for a place like the Cally!’


‘I couldn’t care less what they call it,’ replied Grace, with no more than a passing look at the grand façade of the cinema, with its beautiful large first-floor windows in the process of being glazed. ‘I could think of a lot better things to do with my time than sit in the dark for so long.’


‘Well, I shall give it a try,’ insisted Gus. ‘Your gran and granddad used ter love a pennyworth er flicks at the pitture ’ouse. They often went ter see Charlie Chaplin or Fatty Arbuckle.’


Grace hadn’t the faintest idea who Fatty Arbuckle was, so she didn’t reply.


‘Yer know, it worries me about you, Gracie,’ said Gus, his eyes concentrating on the road ahead.


Grace swung a look at him. ‘What are you talking about?’ she asked sharply.


‘Well, the way yer never seem ter get out. I know that git Eric Tyler was enuff ter put yer off blokes fer life, but a young gel like you oughta ferget the past, an’ get on wiv enjoyin’ yerself.’


Grace sighed irritably, and turned away. ‘Please don’t go into all that again, Dad,’ she said haughtily. ‘We’ve been through it time and time again.’


‘Well, it’s true, ain’t it?’ he persisted. ‘All yer do is come out wiv me on the rounds each day, then yer cook the tea, and spend the rest of the evenin’ knittin’ or sewin’.’


‘I like knitting and sewing.’ Grace was getting exasperated.


‘Maybe,’ said Gus. ‘But who’re yer knittin’ for?’


‘Well, you haven’t done too bad for cardigans!’ snapped Grace. ‘And Auntie Hilda says she loves the bedspread I made for her.’


Now it was Gus’s turn to sigh. Auntie Hilda. Even the mention of his elder sister’s name made him feel like getting boozed. No wonder her own husband upped and walked out on her soon after they got married. Gus shook his head. Thank God for his younger sister, Josie. At least she cared for more things than money. ‘Anyway, I can’t see wot yer Aunt ’Ilda needs a bedspread for,’ Gus said. ‘She ain’t got no man ter share her bed wiv ’er.’


‘Really, Dad!’ Grace was shocked. ‘That’s not a nice thing to say about someone. Especially your own sister.’


Gus turned to look at her. ‘I’m not only talking about ’Ilda, Gracie,’ he said pointedly.


Grace stiffened.


‘What I’m talkin’ about is wot yer’ll do when I’m gone.’


Grace waved her hand dismissively, and turned away again.


‘It’s no good tryin’ ter ignore the facts, gel,’ he said, refusing to be ignored. ‘It’s the law of nature that one of these days yer’ll be on yer own. ’Ow d’yer fink you’re goin’ ter carry on the business if yer ain’t got no man at yer side?’


Again, Grace swung a look at him. ‘Look, Dad,’ she said indignantly, ‘you’re still a young man – well – relatively young. So will you please stop talking as though you’re about to die?’


Gus shook his head despairingly. In the split second that he looked at his daughter, he could see the determination and obstinacy that had been the ruin of her life ever since she had been jilted by that young nutcase Eric Tyler when she wasn’t even old enough to have learnt about blokes like him. It was such a shame, Gus told himself. If only she’d pull herself together, wear some nice clothes and put on a bit of make-up, she could easily find a man who’d take a shine to her. At least she had her mum’s dazzling blue eyes and, in Gus’s mind, they alone were worth a fortune.


‘And as for having a man at my side . . .’ continued Grace, clearly put out.


Gus emerged from his brief thoughts to find Grace glaring at him. ‘Wot?’ he mumbled. ‘Wot d’yer say?’


‘I said,’ repeated Grace, ‘as for having a man at my side, I’ve never heard so much nonsense in all my life. Women are perfectly capable of running a business without the help of someone else. Especially a man. But in any case, if anything were to happen to you – which it won’t – I’m not so sure I’d want to carry on the business.’


Shocked, Gus gave a sudden pull on Clapper’s reins, and brought him to a halt. ‘Wos that?’


‘I said there are other things to do in life, Dad, apart from dragging a shop around the streets day after day.’


Gus wasn’t given to letting anyone get him worked up, but he was being tested to the limit by the way his own daughter was talking about the business he had built up with such hard work and perseverance over the years. ‘This shop, young lady,’ he said firmly, ‘’as been our lifeblood. It’s a good, respectable business, and it’s kept you fed and watered well enuff!’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Dad,’ replied Grace, ‘the way you talk to me sometimes, you’d think I was a horse!’


‘Not at all,’ insisted Gus resentfully. ‘An ’orse is a grateful creature. ’E appreciates what ’e gets.’


As if to agree with him, Clapper snorted impatiently.


‘Look, Dad,’ replied Grace, ‘you love this business. You love getting up at the crack of dawn every morning, dragging all these groceries around the streets, collecting the meagre rents you get, chatting to people who have absolutely nothing in common with either you or me. But I’m not cut out for all this. I want an ordinary nine-to-five job, and a place I can come back to in the evening and really call home.’


‘Before yer can ’ave an ’ome of yer own, Gracie,’ said Gus, ‘yer ’ave ter find someone ter share it wiv.’


Grace pursed her lips and turned away.


Realising he had upset her, Gus leant across and placed his hand over hers. ‘Yer know, Gracie,’ he said fondly, ‘yer mum loved this ol’ shop of ours. She always used ter say—’


Grace swung back to him. ‘Dad,’ she sighed, ‘I’m not Mum. I never could be. I never want to be. Why can’t you understand that?’


Now it was Gus’s turn to look hurt.


‘That’s not to say I didn’t love her,’ she said, trying to mollify him. ‘I loved her a lot. I loved her an awful lot. When she died, I felt as though my whole world was finished. But I’m not like her. I don’t enjoy the things she enjoyed. I have to do the things I want to do.’


‘So you’re sayin’ that when I’m gone, the business goes wiv me. Is that it?’


‘All I’m saying, Dad, is that I can’t be the person you want me to be.’ She tried to smile at him, though she’d learnt to keep her feelings hidden these days. ‘But I will promise to carry on working for you for as long as I can.’


Without replying to her, Gus gently pulled on the reins, and Clapper started to trot on. As they moved off down Caledonian Road towards Holloway Road, the long terrace of Victorian and Edwardian houses on one side of the road was suddenly flooded with a burst of stifling hot June sunshine, relieved only by a titillating breeze that sent the red, white and blue bunting, stringed down from nearly every house, fluttering with total abandonment. It was hard to believe that only a month before, the Cally, together with the rest of the entire nation, had celebrated the coronation of a new king and queen.


Gert Jolly scrubbed her front doorstep so thoroughly that it was clean enough for any toff to walk across. However, in her eyes she couldn’t make a really perfect job of it because she was almost out of pumice stone, so it was a good thing Mr Higgs was coming today; he always carried plenty around in his shop.


Trouble was, it was also rent day, and Gert felt a nervous strain in her stomach, knowing that she didn’t have even a tanner towards the ten-bob back rent she owed him on her terraced house. She hated being poor. She hated owing money to anyone, but especially to someone so good-hearted as Gus Higgs. He was a fine man all right, an understanding one too. If he knew you were in trouble, he’d never make things worse for you. Oh no. A million times Gert had told herself that if it hadn’t been for Gus Higgs, she would have gone downhill, and probably ended up in the workhouse. A good, Christian man, honest as the day was long, that was Gus Higgs. Which was more than she could say for his daughter, Grace. A real madam, that one. Wouldn’t give you the time of day – wouldn’t give you the skin off her nose. Not a patch on her dad. Nor her mum.


The sound of Clapper’s hoofs, turning the corner into Mayton Street from Hertslet Road, was the first indication that Higgs’s shop on wheels had arrived. Within moments, three of Gus’s regular tenants were out on their doorsteps, waiting for him with their rent books. Further down the street at the Hornsey Road end, however, Gert Jolly leapt to her feet, grabbed her bucket of water, scrubbing brush and flannel, and disappeared inside, slamming the door behind her. In her small back parlour, she quickly took off her hairnet, put a comb through her rapidly greying hair, and tidied her pinafore. By the time she heard the knock on her street door, her stomach was churning so much she just wanted to run out into the back yard and hide behind the heap of junk that had been piled out there since her husband, Bill, had died ten years before. But then she took a deep breath, and thought about Gus Higgs. He would never throw her out of the home she’d lived in for years just because she owed a measly ten bob or so. Gus was a reasonable man, a kind man. He’d understand. He always understood.


The strength began to return to her legs, and she made her way along the gloomy dark passage to the front door. By the time she had got there, she was all ready to greet Gus with a huge, brave smile. But when she opened the door, the smile disappeared immediately.


‘Good morning, Mrs Jolly.’


Gert’s heart sank as she found Grace Higgs standing on her newly washed doorstep.


‘Twelve and sixpence this week,’ said Grace, checking Gert’s entry in the notebook with the black leather cover that she always referred to when collecting a tenant’s rent. She looked up with a curt smile. ‘May I have your rent book, please?’


Poor Gert was so completely taken aback, she didn’t know what to do. ‘I – I,’ she stuttered, ‘I wonder if yer could . . . I mean . . . if it’s all right . . . I could pay next week. I – I’ve got some money coming back to me from the Pru. I know it’s a bit late, an’—’


‘Mrs Jolly,’ interrupted Grace, ‘up until today, you’re four weeks overdue. I’m afraid my father can’t continue to give credit. If he gave it to everyone, he’d have nothing left to carry out repairs. Now I’m sure you understand that – don’t you?’


Gert was totally flustered. ‘Yes,’ she replied, biting her lip anxiously, ‘I know. But yer see . . .’


‘’Allo, Gert!’


The reassuring sound of Gus’s voice brought a moment of hope for Gert.


‘Yer doorstep looks t’rrific, gel!’ said Gus, raising his bowler hat to her as he approached up the narrow front path, carrying a large, bulging paper bag. ‘But then it always does. I’ve always said, Gert Jolly’s doorstep is so clean, yer could eat yer breakfast off it!’


Gus’s hearty remark brought a grateful glimmer of a smile to Gert’s face.


‘Mrs Jolly doesn’t appear to have the rent, Father,’ said Grace sternly. ‘Including today, she owes five weeks.’


‘Is that so?’ said Gus, looking as though he was surprised. ‘Oh dear.’


Gert’s moment of hope seemed dashed as Gus seemed to be giving her a scolding look.


‘We’d better ’ave a little chat about this, Mrs Jolly.’


‘It’s twelve and six this week,’ Grace said to her father, as she consulted her accounts book for the umpteenth time.


‘Right yer are, Grace,’ said Gus. ‘Yer can leave this ter me.’


Grace darted him a look. ‘But—’


‘Run along now,’ insisted Gus. ‘Sid Wilson’s across the road. ’E’s waitin’ ter buy ’is Woodbines.’


Grace glared at him. Slamming her book shut, she strode off back to the street.


‘I’m sorry, Gus,’ said Gert, as they both waited for Grace to go back to the shop. ‘I will pay yer as soon as I can, I promise yer I will. I’ve ’ad so many problems just lately . . .’


‘Take yer time, gel,’ said Gus, in his usual unflustered way. ‘I’m in no rush. Yer mustn’t take too much notice er my Gracie. She likes ter do fings by the book. It’s the only way she knows.’ As he looked at Gert, he saw all the pain and anguish in her face that he had seen so many times before in the faces of his other tenants. Life amongst poor folk was always a struggle for survival – he knew that only too well from his own early days. He was only thankful that he had enough to see himself through, so why should he put the screws on people who were less fortunate than himself? People like Gert, who was standing there, looking as pretty as a picture in her clean cotton dress and pinny and tatty carpet slippers, her lovely large brown eyes protruding out of a skinny gaunt face, but not knowing from one day to the next where the next penny was coming from. It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. He knew damned well that Gert worked her fingers to the bone as a cleaner, scrubbing floors in local offices, doing her best to make ends meet. She deserved better. ‘Oh, by the way,’ he said. ‘Brought yer those few fings yer asked me fer last time.’ He handed her the large paper bag.


Gert looked astonished. ‘Fings?’ she asked, taking the bag, totally bewildered. ‘Wot fings?’


‘Oh, you know,’ replied Gus impassively. ‘Bibs and bobs.’


Gert quickly looked inside the bag. There was a loaf of bread, some spuds, a bar of soap, some dried peas, half a pound of broken biscuits and a lump of pumice stone. ‘Gus!’ she exclaimed. ‘I didn’t . . . I can’t . . . I won’t be able ter pay yer fer all this.’


‘Oh, yes yer will,’ insisted Gus. ‘One day.’ With a twinkle in the eye, and a cheeky smile, he winked at her and briefly tapped the side of his nose with his finger. ‘Mum’s the word,’ he said. ‘See yer next week, gel.’ He quickly turned and went back to the street.


Clutching her bag of ‘bibs and bobs’, Gert watched him go in absolute stunned silence. She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t thank him because the words were stuck in her throat, and her eyes were welling up with tears.


By the time Gus had got back to the shop, another of his tenants, Sid Wilson, had already paid his half-crown rent money, and Grace was just serving him with a packet of five Woodbine cigarettes, a jar of pickled onions, and a half-pint of dried peas. ‘My Elsie’s got a real fing about dried peas,’ he was saying, an unlit fag dangling from his lips. ‘Trouble is, she never soaks ’em long enuff. They’re always as tough as bleedin’ nails when she’s cooked ’em.’


Grace carried on serving him without comment, but Gus greeted Sid with one of his usual wry remarks.


‘’Allo, mate,’ he called. ‘’Ow’s yer love life?’


‘Better ask the missus,’ Sid replied, as he took his purchases from Grace, paid for them, and climbed down the two steps from the shop on to the pavement.


‘It wasn’t your missus I was finkin’ of,’ returned Gus mischievously.


Sid panicked, and immediately swung a look over his shoulder to make sure no one had heard what Gus had said. ‘Give over, Gus!’ he said, voice lowered. ‘Yer wanna get me ’ung, drawn, an’ quartered?’


Gus laughed. ‘I ’eard yer was ’avin’ a nice, cosy pint up The Eaglet wiv that gel from the flower shop.’


‘I don’t know who told yer that,’ protested Sid indignantly, carefully arranging the quiff in his hair to cover a bald patch in the middle of his head. ‘I was merely givin’ ’er some friendly advice about – about . . .’


‘Life?’ asked Gus, again mischievously, with a broad grin.


‘About a good boardin’ ’ouse ter stay in,’ retorted Sid haughtily. ‘Fer an ’oliday in Southend.’


‘Oh, yes?’ said Gus, ribbing him. He had known Sid for years, especially his lecherous ways with the girls he was always meeting in his job as a railway guard on the LNER up at Finsbury Park station. ‘You’d ’ave first-’and information about a place like that, wouldn’t yer, Sid?’


Even Sid had to chuckle at that. ‘I tell yer, Gus,’ he replied, keeping his voice down to ensure that Grace couldn’t overhear him, ‘this one’s a real cracker. Name’s Sadie. Comes from up Tottenham way.’


‘You dirty ol’ bugger!’ retorted Gus. ‘If Elsie finds out, she’ll castrate yer.’


‘Yer only ’ere till yer time’s up,’ said Sid. ‘Got ter make the best of fings.’


Gus nodded in agreement. ‘True.’


They both went quiet until Grace had climbed down from the shop, and moved on to collect rent at one of the other houses.


‘Yer know, Gus,’ said Sid, ‘yer should take a leaf outer my book. Find yerself a nice bird or two.’


Gus laughed. ‘Not at my age, Sid!’


‘Give over!’ said Sid. ‘Yer’re only a few years older than me. Yer should ’ave some fun while yer still can. Yer’ve bin on yer own fer too long, mate. An’ yer never know . . .’ he drew closer, ‘yer might even find a nice little woman ter settle down wiv.’


This remark clearly stung Gus, for his mischievous smile immediately gave way to a look of pain. ‘Gotta be goin’, Sid,’ he said, turning back towards the shop. ‘See yer next week.’


Sid suddenly wished he could have bitten off his tongue. ‘Din’t mean no offence, Gus,’ he said quickly. ‘I just thought, well – it’s bin a good few years since . . . well, since yer lost Alice, an’—’


Gus stopped and turned. ‘No offence taken, Sid,’ he said, climbing up into the shop.


‘Yer need someone ter look after yer, Gus,’ said Sid, only making matters worse. ‘A man needs a little woman at ’is side.’


‘I’ve got someone ter look after me, fanks, Sid,’ returned Gus, calling from inside the shop. ‘Gracie’s a good gel. She does ’er best.’


Making sure that Grace couldn’t hear him, Sid called up to him, ‘Grace ain’t a wife, mate. She’s yer daughter. It’s diff’rent.’


‘Say ’allo ter Elsie fer me,’ called Gus. He then disappeared out of sight further back into the shop.


Sid felt terrible, and turned away. But he suddenly remembered something, dug into his trouser pocket, and brought out a carrot. ‘Mind if I give Clap ’is treat?’ he called.


‘Go ahead,’ came the reply from inside the shop.


Sid went up to Clapper and held the carrot out for him to crunch, which the animal did energetically.


‘We’d sooner you didn’t do that, if you don’t mind, Mr Wilson.’


Sid looked up to find Grace, accounts book tucked under her arm, just climbing up into the shop.


‘Too many of those things are not good for his teeth,’ she added.


A few minutes later, a small collection of local residents were gathered around Higgs’s shop on wheels to buy the ‘bibs and bobs’ they hadn’t thought of when they were doing their regular daily shopping. The King Edward potatoes were a great favourite, but the shelves on either side of the shop inside carried more goodies than that, and pretty soon, Gus found himself running out of shoelaces, pumice stone, and Jeyes Fluid carbolic. As usual, Grace kept out of the way whilst her father served his ‘regulars’. Her job would come later that night at home, when the rent money had to be counted, and checked against the tenants’ balance sheets. With the June sun now pounding down on to the roof of the shop, it was like an oven inside, and Gus finally had to discard his jacket, occasionally stopping to fan himself with his ‘ol’ faithful’ bowler. By the time the last customer had gone and he had shut up shop, he had done his best to forget what Sid Wilson had suggested to him about finding himself a ‘nice little woman’ to settle down with. But it wasn’t easy. Not with Grace sitting alongside him, firm and resolute as ever.


Higgs’s shop on wheels pulled away from Mayton Street to head off to its next stopping place. All that was left behind in the gutter was a pile of Clapper’s manure, which was always a godsend for Alf Broadway and his rosebed, round the corner in Roden Street.


Pedlar’s Way seemed an appropriate place for Gus Higgs to live. Tucked discreetly behind the main thoroughfare of Caledonian Road just a stone’s throw from the tube station, it had once been used as a short cut for traders and farmers doing business in the nearby Islington cattle market, which in earlier times had been known as ‘thieves’ market’, mainly because of the many illegal hawkers and highwaymen who used to gather in the nearby Boar’s Head Inn. Today, however, it was a very different place, sealed off to everyone except the people who lived there, which suited Gus very well, for he had enough space at the back of his house to keep his horse stabled, in what had once been used as a barn for pigs and hens. The house itself, known as ‘The Chapel’ because of its tall, arched windows and stained-glass doors, was suitable enough for a family when Gus’s late wife, Alice, was alive, but was now too big for two people to share. A detached, narrow, red-brick building erected during Victorian times, it was set on three floors, with Gus, at his own request, sleeping in a converted bedroom on the ground floor next to the kitchen, so that he could get out to the stable to have a chat to Clapper whenever he couldn’t sleep. The first floor was Grace’s bedroom and a washroom, and the top floor and attic were unused since Alice’s death more than ten years before. Grace had always hated the place, not just because it was too big, but because she was the one who had to keep it clean and do the chores. Gus, however, loved his home, and had always vowed that the only way he was ever going to leave was when they had to carry him out in his wooden box. What he really loved, of course, was the atmosphere of the place, the fact that his beloved Alice had lived there with him for so long. Many a night, when he was sitting alone smoking a fag in front of the fire in the kitchen, he could feel Alice’s presence all around him. He could smell the apple pie she used to cook for him for ‘afters’ on a Sunday, the tinge of nutmeg she added, and the smell of her own special gravy with the roast beef and Yorkshire pud. Although Grace tried her best in the kitchen, she was no match for her mum – not that her dad ever wanted her to be. And it did leave Gus very melancholy to know that Grace didn’t seem to share his love of the place.


The Chapel was bathed in the uncomfortable heat of a humid June evening. In an effort to get some cool air into the place, the kitchen door was left wide open, so that the smell of the shepherd’s pie Grace had cooked for the early evening meal was no longer lingering. Whilst her dad sat smoking his fag outside the kitchen door in the back yard, Grace cleared the kitchen table, washed up, then sat down to check through the day’s rent collections. It was an arduous job, one that she always resented doing, for there were the usual bad payers who made endless promises about having the cash on time the following week, and those who would clearly never pay, not until they were threatened with eviction, which was most unlikely, for she knew only too well that her dad would sooner die than call in the bailiffs on people he considered to be part of his own family.


By the time she had closed the accounts books for the day, she was in her usual despondent mood. She could see no future for the Higgs family business. She had often tried to work out how her dad managed to make any money at all. Of course she respected him for being a self-made man, having started his business by buying one small terraced house with a handful of savings, and cashing in on the property market after the war, when houses could be picked up for a song. But now, instead of building on that wonderful enterprise, he had squandered so much on people who were always taking him for a ride.


Even more important was that she had very little hope for her own future. But she blamed herself. When she had left school, over ten years before, she had allowed herself to be dragged into a business that was routine and mundane. How much longer could she go on like this, she asked herself, being at her dad’s beck and call? Hadn’t she a right to a life of her own, a chance to do things for herself? But then, she wondered, what kind of life did she really want?


She got up from the kitchen table and went outside to join her dad in the back yard. ‘We’re three pounds, seven and sixpence short on the rents,’ she said accusingly.


‘Oh?’


Her dad’s predictably disinterested response always infuriated her. ‘I haven’t done any stocktaking. It’ll have to wait until the morning.’


‘Best fing,’ replied Gus. ‘It’s Saturday. We can take our time.’


‘We can’t take our time, Dad,’ Grace replied tersely. ‘I have no idea how short we are on everything. We have to restock on Monday, otherwise we’ll have nothing left to sell.’


Gus took a drag on his fag, and looked up at her in the fading light. ‘You worry too much, gel,’ he said. ‘It’ll all come right in the end.’


‘What does “right” mean, Dad?’ she asked. ‘Just think what Mr Rumble at the bank is going to say if we keep on having a shortfall like this.’


‘Stop worryin’ yerself, Gracie gel,’ was Gus’s unfussed reply. ‘I keep tellin’ yer, everyfin’ll sort itself out.’


‘Everything will not sort itself out, Dad,’ insisted Grace. ‘I’m the one who has to sort things out, not you. It can’t go on like this for ever. We’ll have nothing left.’


‘Gracie,’ said Gus, getting up from his chair and going back into the kitchen, ‘I fink it’s about time you an’ me ’ad a little talk.’


Grace followed him in.


‘I’ve bin meanin’ ter ask yer this fer some time,’ he said, going to the kitchen dresser to collect his pint-sized glass mug and a bottle of brown ale. ‘You don’t like workin’ fer me, do yer, gel?’


Grace stiffened and lowered her eyes.


‘Oh, it’s all right,’ continued Gus. ‘I know. I can tell.’


‘It’s not that I don’t like working for you, Dad,’ replied Grace. ‘It’s just that I can’t bear the way we never seem to get anywhere with the business. You work so hard, and yet we seem to have very little to show for it.’


‘You don’t know wot I’ve got, Gracie,’ he said, pouring his drink carefully so that the froth didn’t flow over the top of his glass. ‘But I promise yer, there’s enuff. Enuff ter see me out – and you too. Now I’ve always ’ad it in my mind that when I’m gone the business would automatically come ter you. After all, you’re me only kiff and kin, and you’re entitled to it. But . . .’


Grace was watching him closely.


Gus sat down at the kitchen table, and took a gulp of his brown ale. ‘This mornin’,’ he said, ‘you told me that when I’ve gone, you wouldn’t want to carry on the business.’


‘Dad, I did not say that exactly.’


‘Well, it’s wot yer meant – more or less.’


Grace joined him at the table. ‘What I said was, I can’t be the person you want me to be. I can’t be like Mum, and carry on living and working for the same business for the rest of my life.’


‘So wot do yer want ter do?’


Grace sat back in her chair. ‘I don’t know, Dad,’ she sighed. ‘I just don’t know.’


‘But yer don’t want ter get married?’


She looked up with a start. ‘Please don’t let’s go through all that again,’ she snapped.


Gus leant forward in his chair, and stared at her across the table. ‘Gracie,’ he said softly, ‘you’re just comin’ up ter twenty-six. Yer don’t want ter end up an ol’ maid – do yer? Surely yer wanna settle down wiv a nice young feller, an’ ’ave kids of yer own?’


‘I don’t know what it is about parents,’ replied Grace, without looking at him. ‘All they’re interested in is making sure they get grandchildren.’


Gus pulled a face at this, and sat back in his chair. ‘What I’m interested in, Gracie,’ he said, ‘is makin’ sure that my daughter – my Alice’s daughter – don’t spend the rest of her time sittin’ on ’er own in front er the fire, knittin’ bedspreads fer people whose only interest is ter get their ’ands on any of the pickin’s that ain’t due to ’em. Bein’ on yer own’s a terrible fing, Gracie – believe me I do know.’


‘You’re not on your own, Dad,’ Gracie said immediately. ‘You never have been. I’ve always been here whenever you’ve wanted me.’


Gus looked up at her, and shook his head. ‘It’s not the same, gel,’ he said. ‘It’s just not the same.’ He got up from the table with his glass of ale, and went to look at the small, oval-shaped framed snapshot of Alice on the top shelf of the kitchen dresser. ‘But I have ter know. I have to make plans. If you don’t want this business when I’m gone, yer’ve got to tell me now.’ He turned round to look at her. ‘D’yer understand wot I’m tryin’ ter say, Gracie?’


Gracie thought for a moment, then got up from her place at the table. ‘No, Dad,’ she said firmly. ‘I don’t understand, and I don’t want to understand. I won’t have you talking as if you’re about to die. You’re not going to die, because you’re not old enough to die. And in any case, for a man of your age, you’re as fit as a fiddle. So please don’t let’s talk about this again.’ She made her way to the passage door, but stopped and turned. ‘I’m going to bed now,’ she said, very businesslike. ‘I want to forget that we ever had this conversation.’ She opened the door, but again hesitated before leaving. ‘As I said before, I’ll go on working for you for as long as I can. But just don’t expect too much of me.’ She left the room, quietly closing the door behind her.


For a moment or so, Gus just stood where he was, staring at the door Grace had just closed, a little concerned about what she had said about going on working for him for as long as she could. Then his eyes flicked back briefly to the small snapshot of Alice. ‘I know, gel,’ he said, with a sigh. ‘I know. Wot are we goin’ ter do about ’er?’ He drained his glass, left it in the old stone sink, and went outside into the back yard again. The sun had only just set, and the rooftops all around were gradually casting off its deep red glow to allow the first shadows of night. Gus closed the kitchen door behind him, and made his way to the stable.


Clapper was already settled down in his bed of straw, ready for the sleep that he had so richly earned after a long day trotting around the backstreets of Holloway. But he was not asleep. He was too used to Gus’s nightly visits to close his eyes, and the moment his master appeared, he raised his head and snorted. Gus didn’t light up the paraffin lamp, for he could still see the silhouette of his ol’ faithful spread out on the stable floor, and he could hear the creature’s soft breathing, which somehow sounded so comforting in the half-light.


‘Well, there we ’ave it, Clap, ol’ son,’ said Gus, crouching beside what he considered to be his best mate in the whole world. ‘There’s nuffin’ I can do about ’er. Our Gracie just don’t know wot she wants.’ He sighed, and gently stroked Clapper’s nose. ‘If only she knew wot’s ahead, Clap. If only she knew wot’s waitin’ for ’er. But I can’t tell ’er, mate. Oh no. One of these days she’ll find out fer ’erself, won’t she, eh? One of these days she’ll find out that ’er ol’ dad ain’t bin ’alf the mug she finks ’e is.’




Chapter 2


The early morning sky was a riot of colour. It was as though Turner had just thrown up a pot of red paint at the massive profusion of tiny clouds, which had gathered before dawn. It was a wild and spectacular sight; even the local moggies couldn’t resist a quick peek, as they made their way home after yet another night out sifting through the dustbins along the back of ‘thieves’ market’. The only one not to notice the wonders that nature was offering was Grace Higgs, who was far too busy brewing up a pot of Sunday morning tea for her and her dad. But then Grace never looked up at the sky unless she had a particular reason for doing so. She had better things to do with her time.


Gus Higgs loved his Sunday morning lie-ins. It was about the only day of the week when he really felt relaxed enough to sleep late, sip the cup of tea Grace had brought him in bed, and read the Sunday Pictorial, which was always delivered to their doorstep, come rain or shine on the dot of eight, by Jimmy, the local newsboy. However, like everything else in his life, there was always something that spoilt the complete enjoyment of his day off. Sunday was traditionally the day for the family’s get-together, the time when either Gus’s two sisters and the gang came to eat Sunday roast cooked by Grace, or they all went over to his younger sister, Josie, who often made Gus’s favourite ‘afters’ – bread and butter pudding. The trouble was, with the exception of Josie, the last people Gus wanted to see on his day off were his family. They were a shifty lot, at the best of times, especially his elder sister, Hilda, a real trouble-maker, if ever there was one, who couldn’t wait for him to pop off so that she could get her hands on anything he might have left behind. No, all Gus wanted to do was to lie in bed all morning, then spend the rest of the day with Clapper.


‘Can’t yer tell Josie ’ow much I ain’t feelin’ up to it terday?’ he said, as Grace came into his bedroom with the tea.


‘No, Dad,’ replied Grace sternly. ‘You know the trouble Auntie Josie takes for Sunday roast. You know how fond she is of you.’


Gus grunted miserably. ‘I still don’t see why we ’ave ter do this back-an’-forth fing every Sunday. It’s a ruddy ritual. Why can’t we ’ave a day off sometimes? I don’t like leavin’ Clapper all that time.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Dad,’ said Grace, putting the cup of tea down on Gus’s bedside cabinet, ‘I’ll take Clapper for a walk before we go. And, in any case, you remember what Auntie Josie said when she was here last Sunday. She’s got a special reason for wanting us over at her place this week.’


And then Gus remembered. The last time he had seen Josie she had told him how she had lined up some boy for Grace to meet. God knows who he was or where he came from. All he knew was that it would be a waste of time, because Josie had tried this so many times before, and it had never worked. Grace was set in her ways and didn’t want to have a boyfriend. Not after what Eric Tyler had done to her. She hated the idea of a relationship with any man, and Gus was convinced that there was nothing anyone was going to be able to do to change her mind.


‘Ruddy little twerp!’


Grace, about to leave the room, turned with a shocked start. ‘What was that?’ she snapped.


Gus looked up from his newspaper. ‘Not you, gel,’ he replied, ‘’im!’ He turned his copy of the newspaper round for Grace to see. On the front page was a headline photograph of Adolf Hitler.


‘Who is he?’ asked Grace, peering at the photograph.


‘Come off it, Grace,’ said Gus. ‘Don’t yer ever read the papers?’


‘Not if I can help it,’ replied Grace haughtily.


‘This is ’Itler,’ said Gus, glaring at the image. ‘This bloke who’s in charge in Germany. Sounds like a real nutcase ter me. He says ’e’s a Nazi – whatever that’s s’pposed ter be. I mean, just look at that ’tache. Stupid twit! A real nutter, if yer ask me.’


‘Why d’you say that?’ Grace asked naively. ‘What’s he done now?’


Gus slammed down his newspaper. ‘Done?’ he asked uncomprehendingly. ‘’Onest, Grace, sometimes I wonder about you. Don’t yer know wot’s goin’ on in the world? The Boche are on the march again. This bloke ’Itler’s got ’is eyes on grabbin’ as much land as ’e can lay ’is ’ands on. You mark my words, it’ll end up wiv us goin’ ter war wiv that lot again. That is, if ol’ Chamberlain ’as any sense.’


Grace sighed, and went to the door. ‘Why is it that men always want to go to war?’ she said, without expecting the kind of answer she wanted. ‘Haven’t enough people died already fighting for lost causes?’


‘Lost causes?’ asked Gus despairingly. ‘Would you like ter see ’Itler an’ ’is army marchin’ down Whitehall?’


‘I would have thought that most unlikely,’ replied Grace, turning at the door. ‘I can’t believe that anyone these days wants to go to war – whatever the reason. Now please don’t lie there all day, Dad. We’re due at Auntie Josie’s at twelve.’


She left the room without waiting for any further comment from her father. But she paused just long enough outside to ponder over what Gus had told her about this man who was now in charge in Germany. Of course she knew who he was. It wasn’t possible to walk the streets without seeing some reference on newspaper billboards about the demands he was making to other countries around Europe. But the fact was, the prospect of another war frightened her. The last time it had lasted for five years and was a great human tragedy. The next time could be a catastrophe for the entire world. But at the moment, she had more important things to think about than Adolf Hitler. Fond of her Auntie Josie as she was, she guessed only too well what she was up to.


A short time later, Grace took Clapper on his morning trot around the backstreets behind Caledonian Road, his horse-shoes tapping rhythmically on the cobblestones as he went. It was still quite early, so there was not much sound or movement coming from any of the houses they passed on the way, mainly because it was Sunday morning, and the one day of the week when people weren’t pressurised by the clock. Soon, the bells of St Mary’s church would be ringing out over the rooftops to call Sunday morning worshippers to prayer. Whenever Grace heard them, she tried not to feel guilty, for when she was a little girl and her mother was alive, a visit to church on Sunday mornings was a ritual that they always looked forward to, not only for the service itself, but because it gave her mother her only real chance to have a good old chinwag with her neighbours.


Grace missed her mum. Grace had been fifteen when she died, and Alice Higgs had meant a great deal to her. The two of them had been inseparable, and, when Grace was little, if ever her mum and dad had gone out to visit someone without her, Grace would wait at home with her grandmother, constantly staring out of the window until she could see her parents coming down the street. Alice was not only kind and gentle, but also practical. Grace often thought back to the time when she went out shopping with both her mum and dad, and how on one occasion her mum had seen some dresses in a shop in Camden Town that would have been suitable for Grace to wear for her first days at school. Characteristically, Gus had wanted to buy the more expensive one of the two dresses she was shown, but Alice was absolutely adamant that it was unnecessary to go to the extra expense of buying something that at that time they couldn’t really afford. Grace liked to think that she had inherited her mother’s ways – practical to a fault. If she couldn’t afford something, she simply wouldn’t buy it. In her mind, it was the same thing with their tenants. If they couldn’t afford to live in the properties they were renting, they should find somewhere cheaper. As much as she loved her dad, she hated the way he behaved like a benefactor.


In Stock Orchard Crescent, Grace tugged at Clapper’s halter, and brought him to a standstill beneath a huge elm tree whose great expanse of foliage provided the shade Grace was looking for. Although it was not yet eleven in the morning, the sun’s rays were harsh and unrelenting, and once she had tied Clapper’s halter to the tree trunk, she paused for a few minutes to wipe the perspiration from her forehead. The lush green leaves above her glistened in the bright summer sunshine, and whilst she stood there looking around the elegant crescent of Victorian houses, it crossed her mind that, after all the years she had lived in the neighbourhood, she had never ever stopped to talk to anyone there. In fact, she had no idea who any of the people in those houses were.


‘Oh well,’ she shrugged, ‘who cares? If they’re not interested in me, why should I be interested in them?’ At that moment, Clapper snorted, nodded his head up and down, and emptied his bowels right there in the road beside her. ‘Oh, Clapper,’ sighed Grace. ‘Did you have to?’


‘’Scuse me, miss.’


Grace turned with a start to find someone approaching her. It was a young man, probably in his mid-twenties, in flat cap, well-worn shirt, baggy trousers, and plimsolls. In his hand he carried a bucket and hand shovel.


He came to a halt and doffed his cap. ‘Would yer mind if I collect the droppin’s?’ he asked courteously.


Grace stiffened, then looked at the pile of steaming horse dung that Clapper had just provided. Then she looked back at the young man. ‘It’s a public place,’ she shrugged. ‘If you want the stuff, take it.’


‘Fank yer very much, miss,’ said the man, putting his cap back on.


Grace watched him shovelling up Clapper’s droppings. ‘What do you want all that stuff for?’ she asked somewhat critically.


He looked up. ‘’S marvellous manure fer the garden, miss,’ he replied. ‘I’ve got plenty er customers who pay well for soil fertiliser like this.’


‘Customers?’ asked Grace warily. ‘D’you mean – you do this as a business?’


‘Well – yes an’ no. I do a little bit er this, an’ a little bit er that – window cleanin’, clearin’ out people’s drains, cuttin’ the grass in their back gardens – that sort er fing. But ’orse dung – it brings in an extra bob or two. Every penny ’elps.’


Grace watched in disbelief as he shovelled up Clapper’s droppings and filled his bucket. Although she found the young man a bit grubby in appearance, she could see that he was quite good-looking in a rough kind of way, his short blond hair just visible beneath his cap, and with pale blue eyes and a fair complexion, and a blond stubble on his face and chin that looked in need of a razor.


‘But – can’t you get a regular job?’ she asked. ‘Something that brings you in a regular wage? I mean, what does your father do?’


‘My ol’ man ain’t around no more, miss,’ replied the young man. ‘Died er consumption two years back. No wonder really. Used ter catch rats down the sewers.’


Taken with the young chap’s enterprise, Grace went across to him. ‘What about your mother?’


‘The ol’ lady?’ he asked. ‘Oh, I ain’t seen ’er fer donkey’s years. She run off wiv some bloke up Canning Town way – breeds pigeons or somefink.’ He grinned up at Grace. ‘Who knows – I’ve probably got some ’alf-bruvvers or ’alf-sisters runnin’ round all over the place somewhere!’


Clapper joined in this cheery banter by letting out a loud snort and nodding his head up and down.


Having filled his bucket, the young man straightened up. ‘Fanks a lot, mate,’ he said, giving Clapper a hearty stroke on his neck. ‘I’ll remember you in my will!’ He picked up the bucket and shovel, then turned back to Grace. ‘Fank you too, miss. Most grateful.’


Grace tried to respond with a smile, but it didn’t come easy.


The young man started to move off, but suddenly stopped and looked back at her. ‘Oh, by the way,’ he called, ‘I also do boots an’ shoes. Give ’em a real shine. If yer know anyone who needs somefin’ done, just tell ’em Mickey Burke’s their man!’ With that, he was gone.


Grace watched him go with curiosity, but also with just a touch of admiration.


Although Auntie Josie’s house in Stoke Newington wasn’t exactly palatial, it was quite spacious, and this was because she and her husband, Stan, had knocked down a dividing wall between two rooms on the ground floor, making a large front room. The Edwardian house itself was part of a terrace of houses situated in a quiet street just off Stoke Newington Church Street. It was set on four floors, which included a basement with a coal hatch on the pavement outside. The three bedrooms were light and airy, and offered lovely views of nearby Clissold Park, which could just be seen between the semi-detacheds on the other side of the street. The only problem for Grace and her dad was that to get there they had to take a bus to Manor House underground station, then another one down Green Lanes to Church Street, which Gus, in particular, always found a bit of a chore. However, Auntie Josie was always worth a visit, for she was such a warm-hearted character, who, unlike her sister, Hilda, never had a bad word to say about anybody. Josie owed much of her contented life to her husband, Stan Cooker, who had not only given her two kids, but a fairly trouble-free life together, mainly because he had always had a good job as a foreman for a local building contractor. Therefore Josie was never happier than when she had her family around her for Sunday roast. For Gus and Grace, however, it was a different matter, especially for Grace when she arrived to find that her Auntie Josie was up to her old tricks again.


‘Grace, dear,’ said Auntie Josie, in her most genteel North London accent, and an absolute picture of unsubtle well-meaning, ‘I want yer ter meet ’Arry Wilkins. ’Arry’s the son of my best friend Ada’s next-door neighbour.’


The poor young bloke being introduced to Grace could not have been more than nineteen years old, but he looked younger, with neatly parted greased brown hair, lips that looked as though they stretched from one end of his face to the other, and a two-piece navy-blue suit that was clearly only worn on high days and holidays.


‘H-how d’you do, Grace?’ said Harry, boiling over with embarrassment, but offering his hand. ‘P-pleased ter meet yer.’


Grace could muster nothing more than the weakest of courteous smiles. ‘Hallo,’ she replied. But the boy’s handshake was so firm, it nearly pulled her arm out of its socket.


‘’Arry’s got a marvellous job, ’aven’t yer, ’Arry?’ said Auntie Josie, egging the poor boy on. ‘Go on, tell Grace all about your job.’ She turned eagerly to Grace. ‘You just won’t believe it, Grace.’


The rest of the family, gathered round in chairs and sofa in the front room, looked on. It was hard to know who found the whole thing more cringe-making.


‘I work in – wireless communication,’ said the boy falteringly.


‘Oh – really?’ replied Grace, without even a hint of curiosity.


‘Fascinatin’, in’t it, Grace?’ added Auntie Josie. ‘’E works up at Ally Pally. They’ve got studios an’ fings up there. ’Arry says they’re workin’ on wireless wiv pictures. In’t that so, ’Arry?’


‘Wireless wiv pittures?’ spluttered Stan, a thickset man in his fifties, who insisted on smoking his own-rolled tobacco fags. ‘Impossible! Where yer goin’ ter put pittures in a box like that?’ He looked across at a wireless set on a table on the other side of the room. ‘Stupid idea!’


‘Oh, no it’s not!’ said Josie haughtily. ‘It’s goin’ ter ’appen. Go on, ’Arry. Tell Grace ’ow it works.’


‘Oh, I don’t think so, Auntie,’ said Grace, backing away tactfully. ‘I’m afraid I’m not very technically minded.’


Auntie Josie was a little disappointed that Grace went to join her Aunt Hilda on the sofa, leaving her and Harry afloat in the middle of the room.


‘Well, I don’t fink yer can beat the pittures meself,’ said Gus, filling his pipe with tobacco from a tin. ‘Why sit at ’ome when yer can go out an’ get a bob’s worf of dark up the pitture ’ouse.’


‘That’s your trouble, Gus,’ said Hilda, who was even more slight of build than her sister, Josie. ‘You want yer entertainment laid out for yer.’


‘Well, I’d much sooner go to a good football match up the Arsenal any day than sit an’ watch a stupid bleedin’ film,’ said Reg Cooker, who, at eighteen, was Josie and Stan’s youngest, and was perched on a pouffe beside the fireplace.


‘’Ear, ’ear!’ agreed his dad. ‘Up the Gunners!’


As if in protest, Josie immediately went and opened both bow windows to let out the stifling smell of tobacco smoke from her brother and her husband. Then she drew back the white lace curtains to let some sunshine and air into the room.


Grace looked around the room. With all her family sitting in a circle, it seemed to her more like a wake. But she was always fascinated to watch the way they made small talk out of nothing. Over the years she had heard them talking about every mundane subject so many times – the ‘pictures’, football, where you could buy the freshest vegetables in both Holloway and Stoke Newington, and politics – always politics. When they’d all come over to The Chapel the week before, there had been yet another row about the abdication of King Edward VIII, with everyone having different ideas about whether he would have made a good or bad king.


Although she was very fond of Auntie Josie, Grace had never had much time for her two cousins, Reg and Viv. Reg had always been a bit of a weed and a big-head, and had none of his dad’s practical qualities. As for Viv, well she hardly ever contributed a word to any conversation. At twenty-one, she was the elder of Josie and Stan’s two kids, but whenever Grace had managed to talk with her, her only topic was her boyfriend, Alan, whom no one had somehow ever actually seen.


Grace looked across at Aunt Hilda, who seemed to be dwarfed by the large armchair she was sitting in. There wasn’t much of her, but her tongue certainly had a sting in it, and she had just a suggestion of lipstick which, with her snow-white complexion and skeleton frame, made her look like a suitable candidate for a box in the mortuary.


‘All right Stan,’ said Josie, bustling around the table that had already been laid at the far end of the room. ‘Yer’d better give everyone a fill-up before we eat. My Yorkshire puds must be almost done.’


‘Right!’ called Stan, getting up from his chair by the window. ‘Last orders, please, ladies an’ gents!’ The first person he went to was the nonplussed Harry, who gave every appearance that he didn’t know what the hell he was doing there. ‘Same again, son?’ Stan asked.


Harry, who was sitting on a high chair between Viv and Aunt Hilda, gulped down the last of his shandy. ‘Yes, please, Mr Cooker,’ he replied eagerly.


Stan looked at him, sighed in deep despair, and took the boy’s glass.


Seeing her Aunt Josie leaving the room, Grace found a good excuse to get away from the others. ‘I’ll come and help,’ she called, following Josie out.


In the kitchen, the smell of roast beef, roast potatoes, and Yorkshire puddings in the oven was sending Josie’s two cats into a state of ecstasy, whilst on the stove, cabbage, cauliflower, and carrots were all gently simmering in their saucepans. Grace had hardly got into the room when Josie immediately turned to her. ‘So,’ she asked, bursting with excitement, ‘what d’yer think?’


Grace came to a sudden stop. ‘What d’you mean?’


‘What d’yer fink I mean?’ spluttered Josie, hardly able to contain herself. ‘’Arry! What d’yer fink of ’im?’


Grace sighed. ‘Oh, Auntie,’ she replied in despair.


‘But yer must like ’im,’ persisted Josie. ‘’E’s so good-lookin’, an’ ’e’s got wonderful prospects.’ She moved closer to Grace, and held her at arm’s length. ‘Yer must be just a bit interested, Grace – aren’t yer?’


Grace looked into Josie’s eyes. They were so blue, so warm, and even though the tight little brown, greying curls that dangled over her forehead made her look like a lampshade, Grace knew that her aunt was someone she could always trust. In fact, Auntie Josie was the kindest person Grace had ever known – honest, supportive, and so well-meaning. But being well-meaning had its drawbacks, for Josie’s trying to find a prospective husband for her was rapidly becoming an irritation, and she didn’t know how to tell her aunt that enough was enough. Finding a husband was the last thing on Grace’s mind, and, even though it may not be what she wished for herself, if she had to go through her life an old maid, then so be it.


‘Auntie,’ she said, with just the faintest sign of an affectionate smile, ‘I appreciate what you’re trying to do, but I’ve told you lots of times, I’m not interested in any man, that is – a man to spend the rest of my life with.’


Auntie Josie was crushed with disappointment, and realised that once again her attempts to interfere in something that was none of her business had, inevitably, ended in failure. ‘I’m sorry, Grace, dear,’ she said, lowering her eyes guiltily. ‘It was just that, when I first saw ’Arry, I thought ’e was such a nice boy, not at all pushy, an’ such lovely manners. I thought ’e was definitely someone that you’d like.’


Grace was embarrassed. She had never known how to deal with situations like this. ‘I do like him, Auntie,’ she said awkwardly. ‘Harry seems like a very nice person.’


For one brief moment, Josie looked at her with renewed hope.


‘But I don’t want him as a friend – not a regular friend.’


With her hopes finally dashed, Josie turned away, and went to look at the vegetables cooking on the stove.


Now realising that she had hurt her aunt’s feelings, Grace followed her across and put her arms around her waist from behind. It was an unusual thing for Grace to do; she had never been one to show her own feelings. ‘You mustn’t feel bad about it, Auntie,’ she said. ‘I know you mean well, but I—’


To Grace’s surprise, Josie turned round to answer her. ‘It’s not me I care about, Grace,’ she said. ‘It’s yer dad.’


Grace sighed again. ‘Yes, I know,’ she replied, pulling her arms away from Josie’s waist. ‘But he’ll just have to get used to the fact that I’m not the marrying kind.’


Josie looked horrified. ‘Yer mean – yer don’t want ter get married? Not never?’


Grace shook her head.


‘But don’t yer want ter ’ave kids? You’re nearly twenty-six now. In a few years’ time it’ll be too late.’


‘I don’t want to have children, Auntie,’ insisted Grace unconvincingly.


Josie’s jaw dropped in astonishment. ‘Yer don’t want ter ’ave kids?’ she asked incredulously. ‘But that’s not natural, Grace. Every woman wants ter ’ave kids of ’er own.’


‘Not every woman, Auntie,’ said Grace, with a weak, none-too-believable smile.


It took Josie a moment for this to sink in. Then she returned to stir the carrots on the stove behind her. ‘Poor Gus,’ she said, half to herself. ‘No grandchildren.’


Grace shrugged. ‘I’m sure Dad will get used to it,’ she replied.


‘I don’t think ’e will,’ replied Josie. ‘I don’t think ’e ever will.’ She turned round to face her again. ‘Yer don’t know yer dad. I know ’e’s a funny ol’ devil, but ’e thinks the world er you. I’m telling yer, not ’avin’ gran’children ter look forward to is goin’ ter cut ’im up. ’E ’as such plans for yer.’


Grace was curious. ‘Plans?’


‘Oh yes,’ replied Josie. ‘Nothin’ I know about, though – not really. ’E’s a dark ’orse, yer dad. Yer think ’e doesn’t care about things – but ’e does. ’E sits an’ works ’em out all on ’is own. ’E was like that when we was kids tergevver. Mum always used ter say that Gus was the dark ’orse er the family. If yer ask me, ’e’s got quite a few fings up ’is sleeve fer you.’ She looked hard at Grace. ‘One thing I do know is that if anythin’ ’appens ter ’im, ’e wants you ter take over the business.’


‘Yes,’ said Grace wearily. ‘I know he does.’


‘But a word er warnin’, dear,’ said Josie, lowering her voice. ‘Yer’ll ’ave a battle on yer ’ands if yer Aunt ’Ilda ’as anythin’ ter do wiv it. She’s ’ad ’er eye on yer dad’s business fer years. She’s a sly one, is ’Ilda. It’s no wonder Bert Barnet left ’er.’


Grace thought about this for a moment. She knew only too well about her Aunt Hilda. Her dad had told her lots of times about her – about how, whenever they met, she would constantly question him about how well the business was doing, and how, in the event of his death, it should be divided up equally amongst members of his family, and that clearly meant her, for after all it was a family business. He also told Grace about an incident when he and his two sisters were kids, about when Hilda had told her mum and dad that Gus had stolen money from her moneybox, and that if it hadn’t been for Josie, who had actually seen Hilda taking the money out of the box herself and hiding it under her bed, Gus would have been punished. ‘I tell yer, Grace,’ her dad had always said, ‘yer Aunt ’Ilda’s got pounds, shillin’s, and pence signs written all over ’er.’ If her dad had been the dark horse of the family, then her Aunt Hilda was certainly the black sheep.


‘You don’t have to worry, Auntie,’ said Grace. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to Dad for a very long time. He loves the business. It’s his whole life. As long as he’s still got breath in his body, Dad will hang on to it for as long as he can.’


A short while later, all the family were sitting around the dining table, tucking into Josie’s roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. To Grace’s great relief Harry Wilkins had merely been invited for a drink, and to his great relief, had gone back home. This left everyone free to run down other members of the family, both past and present, who, for a whole variety of disagreeable reasons, were never invited to either The Chapel or Stoke Newington. However, once that gossip was out of the way, the conversation soon reverted to the topic that was being featured daily on the wireless and in the newspapers.


‘I don’t see why we ’ave ter keep talkin’ about Spain,’ said Stan, struggling to cut an obstinate slice of beef on his plate. ‘If they want ter keep scrappin’ wiv each uvver, then that’s up ter them.’


‘It’s not a case of scrappin’, Dad,’ retorted his son, Reg. ‘It’s a civil war. People are bein’ gunned down all over the place. It’s all the fault of those Falangists.’


‘Who?’ asked his dad, mouth full.


‘The Falangists,’ repeated Reg, stretching across the table for the gravy jug. ‘Don’t you ever read the papers?’


‘Only the back page!’ replied Stan.


‘Franco!’ splurted Reg, mouth full of cauliflower, pointing his fork menacingly at his dad. ‘’E’s the one. Bombin’ and mowin’ down ’is own people, and what for? Power!’


‘Wot are you, Reg?’ asked Gus, looking up at him from the opposite side of the table. ‘A Bolshie, or somefin’?’


‘Look, Uncle Gus, if I’m against people bein’ forced ter live in poverty just because a bunch of bleedin’ capitalists want ter boss over a country, then yes – I’m a Bolshevik.’


‘Stop usin’ that word in front of yer mum,’ Stan warned his son. ‘I’ve told yer before, an’ I won’t tell yer again.’


Reg, exasperated with his dad, quickly returned to his food.


‘Well, I don’t like the Bolsheviks either,’ said Josie, also struggling with a fatty slice of beef. ‘Just think wot they did ter that poor Tsar an’ ’is family. ’Orrible!’


‘To ’ell wiv the Spanish Civil War,’ said Gus. ‘We’ve got quite enuff trouble comin’ our way as it is.’


‘What’re yer talkin’ about?’ asked Hilda, at the far end of the table.


‘’Itler!’ growled Gus. ‘That little nutter in Germany. If yer talkin’ about power, then ’e’s the one ter watch. Both ’im an’ ’is dago mate in Italy. I’m tellin’ yer, the way they’re goin’, it won’t be long before we’ll all be back in uniform again. There’s anuvver war comin’, that’s fer sure.’


‘War!’ growled Hilda. ‘That’s all you men can ever think about. It’s time they put a few more women in Parliament. Then we’d ’ave a chance ter make a go of this country.’


‘Women in Parliament!’ spluttered Stan, nearly choking on the roast potato he was eating. ‘A prime minister in a petticoat?’ He roared with laughter. ‘Now that’d really be a turn-up for the books!’


Hilda came straight back at him. ‘Well, she couldn’t do worse than that idiot Chamberlain. Just look at him. More like a bank clerk!’


‘At least he’s better than Baldwin,’ added Josie. ‘I never liked that man’s eyes. Much too shifty.’


‘I don’t care wot you say,’ said Reg. ‘The civil war in Spain is goin’ ter get worse before it gets better. Give me ’alf a chance, an’ I’d be out there ’elpin’ the freedom fighters.’


Josie looked up with a start. ‘Wot’s that?’ she asked anxiously.


‘Lots of blokes my age are volunteerin’ ter go over there,’ replied Reg. ‘An’ quite a lot of older people too!’


‘Oh dear,’ sighed Josie. ‘Are they?’


‘Don’t listen to ’im, Jose,’ said Stan. ‘As long as I’m around, ’e ain’t goin’ nowhere.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure if I was you,’ muttered Reg under his breath.


‘Wot was that?’ snapped Stan.


‘That’s the trouble wiv this generation,’ said Hilda, giving Reg a chance to avoid his dad’s question. ‘They think they can save the whole world by goin’ off ter fight for a cause they know nuffin’ about.’


‘As a matter of fact, Auntie,’ said Reg haughtily, ‘I happen ter know quite a lot about the war in Spain.’


‘Is that so?’ replied Hilda, glaring at him over the top of her metal spectacles. ‘Well, did yer know that countries all over the world ’ave banned any of their own people from takin’ part in the Spanish war?’


‘I know that,’ replied Reg. ‘But that wouldn’t stop me from volunteerin’.’


‘Oh, I do wish everyone would stop talking about war,’ said Josie, putting down her knife and fork. ‘It does so scare me. It was bad enuff with all our boys gettin’ killed in the last war.’


‘That’s not the only thing,’ said Hilda pointedly. ‘War’s always bad fer business.’ She looked down the table at Gus. ‘Isn’t that so, Gus?’


‘War’s bad fer anyone,’ he said, refusing to look up at her from his plate.


Grace watched Hilda carefully. She knew what was coming.


‘So what would you do with the business, Gus,’ Hilda asked artfully, ‘if we suddenly had to go to war again?’


‘Oh, I imagine Dad and I would cope,’ interrupted Grace, answering the question for her father. ‘Just the same as everyone else.’


Hilda snorted indignantly. ‘People never ’ave much money when there’s a war on. I bet you any money yer like yer’d ’ave trouble gettin’ rent out er ’alf yer tenants.’


‘It’s not easy getting money out of tenants at the best of times, Auntie,’ said Grace. ‘Whether there’s a war on or not.’


‘Anyway,’ said Gus, putting down his knife and fork and taking a gulp from his glass of brown ale, ‘it won’t make much diff’rence ter me an’ Grace – once I’ve got rid of the business.’


Everyone around the table froze, and turned to look at him.


Hilda took off her spectacles. ‘What’re yer talkin’ about?’ she asked warily.


Gus put his glass down and looked at her. ‘I’m sellin’ up,’ he said mischievously. ‘Didn’t I mention it to yer, ’Ilda?’


Hilda was taken aback. ‘No, you didn’t!’ she growled, through clenched teeth.


Although what her dad had said had come as just as much of a bombshell to her as to everyone else, Grace said nothing.


‘You’re sellin’ up, mate?’ asked Stan. ‘The shop an’ everyfin’?’


‘Why not?’ replied Gus. ‘I reckon I’ve done my bit fer long enuff.’


‘Yer mean – business ain’t doin’ well?’ pressed Stan.


‘No,’ replied Gus. ‘Nuffin’ ter do wiv that.’ He flicked a quick glance across at Grace. ‘I just fink it’s about time me an’ Grace did somefin’ else wiv our lives.’
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