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Tilbury Docks – January, 1959

      Five black beetles scattered when Flo Blundell lifted a rusty Oxo tin from the larder. Their green iridescence flickered into a dark corner. Flo didn’t flinch; the tenement flat was riddled with them. The tin was good and heavy. She added that week’s shilling and frowned, put her hand to her throat. The thick smell of the cold chip pan hung in the damp air, congealed lard, brown and speckled from use. She re-shelved the tin and ran for the only bedroom in the cramped flat, fell on to her knees, pulled the chamber pot from under the bed and spewed a rod of bile, sharp and hot, into the slops from the night before.

      The muted bass tone of a ship’s horn rolled off the river. Flo swallowed away the acid in her throat, swiped at her wet mouth and tucked a clump of blonde hair back into her headscarf. She stood to think for a moment, bit her thumbnail and spat out a fragment in the direction of the pot. The clock on the mantle ticked. She stared at it, reckoning how many times she had been on her knees at the pot recently. And how long she had left to consider her position.

      Her knitting bag sagged on top of the two apple crates Fred had nailed together for a cupboard. Knitting needles poked out of a ball of red wool like two fingers up. Flo wiped her nose upwards with the palm of her hand and leant over to pull one out. The pale turquoise-painted steel was smooth and cold as she drew it through her fingers.

      Flo closed her bedroom door and lay down on the lumpy horsehair mattress. The cotton sheets were cold on her bare legs. Outside a seagull screeched and she imagined its open mouth and bulging eyes. She reached overhead to grip the iron bedstead, her other hand held the needle between her thighs and she blinked to try to focus on the dirty green floral wallpaper. The edges were unstuck and curled away from the wall. Rusty brown bed bugs crawled in and out of the opening; the wallpaper moved with the energies of the nest behind it. Their musty almond scent mingled with the ashes in the empty grate. She fumbled with her knickers and the needle, her body clenched as its coldness touched her skin.

      ‘Mum?’ A voice called from the other room.

      Flo jolted, pulled down her dress and slid her legs off the bed.

      Eight-year-old Mikey opened the bedroom door, wheezing, his greasy brown hair hung in the shape of a pudding bowl over outgrown back and sides.

      ‘What you doing home?’

      ‘Mr Greenwood says I have to have a bath.’

      ‘Oh for god’s sake.’ Flo gestured for him to come over, sniffed at his head and wrinkled her nose, looked at his legs and short grey school trousers filthy with a week’s dirt. Thank goodness he hadn’t come in ten minutes later. She was glad he’d disturbed her, she knew of more failures than successes in that regard. And not just that it hadn’t worked either – Maureen Palmer had been found in her back garden in a pool of blood. Mikey’s eyes searched hers for an answer to his dilemma.

      ‘Oh stay off then, it’s your Friday wash tomorrow.’

      Mikey jumped in the air and whooped, then frowned and pointed at the knitting needle in Flo’s hand.

      ‘What’s that for?’

      ‘What do you think it’s for?’ Flo pushed past him into the living room. ‘I’m off to work. Don’t answer the door in case it’s the School Board man.’

      Flo tugged on her coat and thought twice. ‘No, you can go and sit with your nan for a bit.’

      She ushered him into the flat next door, peered into the gloomy front room that was fogged with cigarette smoke.

      ‘All right, Mum?’

      Ella Walker sat bundled in blankets and chin-to-toe winceyette in her fireside chair. She shifted and grunted in response. From the threshold, her perpetually hair-netted rollers gave her head the appearance of a savoy cabbage on a gnarled stalk.

      ‘Here’s Mikey to sit with you. I’m off to work.’ Flo nudged him inside and pulled the door shut on the flat she was born in thirty years ago. She liked to think of her fingerprints on that door over the years, starting low down and getting higher and higher.

      Outside, the whistle of gulls and clang of steel were amplified. Flo stood for a moment in the salty biting air, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She hugged her coat around her and hurried along the fourth-floor landing of the long, stone building known as the Dwellings. Wet washing marked with soot smuts slapped in the cold wind along the communal balcony. She held a damp sheet back, leant against the wall for a view of the docks. The lattice booms of black cranes and blue gantries jutted upwards across the skyline, gesticulating in all angles, dangling nets, hooks and winches. Vast grain silos and grey corrugated storage sheds towered above the dock wall. And over by the landing stage sat the immense white and yellow Orient Line SS Orion cruise ship in dock. Flo tutted, she was late.

      Quickly through the docks entrance and she darted into the gatehouse to clock on. Reg the gatekeeper, bundled in pea coat and wind-beaten skin, stood smoking with one foot up on his desk.

      ‘Hello, beautiful. Heard your Fred’s in a ditch again, love.’ He smiled and shrugged.

      Flo closed her eyes and sucked in a breath.

      ‘Best get him up, the flour boat’s in the lock, get him over to Western if he wants the work.’

      ‘Thanks, love,’ she said, glancing up at the gate clock. ‘At Eastern, is he?’ Reg nodded. She started to sprint to the Eastern quayside, knowing where he would be. The dockmaster’s office loomed on the left. She veered around then picked up the pace and raced to the grassy outskirts of the dock.

      The River Thames stretched out before her, washed around the pilework jetties and slopped up the mud banks, a grey expanse that lay between Essex and Kent, the industries of those counties competing for air, their smoke and chimneys cluttering the sky.

      There he was, asleep on his back on the dusty grass, three feet in from the sea wall, his blood ale-warmed. One good kick and he’d be over. She strode across to him, a big meat carcass, his flat cap drawn down over his eyes, his open mouth emitting phlegmy snores. She picked up a long stick and prodded his neck. He growled and sat up with a jolt, his cap dropped to his lap and his black fringe flopped into his eyes. He frowned at Flo and then grinned, scratched his neck, rubbed the stubble on his chin with a slow rasp. That smile, even when he’d slept rough, was a remnant of what he had once been, a souvenir.

      ‘The boat’s in.’

      ‘Eh? Oh Christ. Help me up then, woman.’

      He held a hand up to her. She took it and gave a half-hearted tug. He pulled her down and, reacting too slowly, she lost her footing and toppled over on to him. His big hands pressed her body against his crotch.

      ‘No, Fred, get off.’

      ‘Ah come on, there’s no one about.’ Up close his breath was a sick-sweet booze tang, the corners of his mouth clotted with curdled spit. He laughed and pinned her arms to her sides. As she squirmed and struggled to get free, her head butted his jaw. She heard his teeth knock together.

      ‘Shit.’ He pushed her off. She bumped against a disused mooring bollard and jumped up ready to run, rubbing her shoulder. ‘Stupid cow,’ he said under his breath, reaching for his tobacco tin.

      Flo hesitated. ‘It wasn’t on purpose.’ He eyed her, too hung-over to get up. ‘See you at dinner time,’ she said, uncertainly, and took her chance to walk away, heading for the landing stage. At a safe distance she turned back to see him stand up and pull his cap on. She was satisfied he’d go over to Western for the call to work.

      The cruise-liner terminal loomed up before Flo, a long brown-brick building emblazoned with Port of London Authority and topped with a turquoise cupola. The behemoth that rose up behind it was the SS Orion, a vessel inconceivably immense. Her corn-coloured hull, white decks and terraces, her single funnel in the heavens, her mast pricking the hand of God. In all her years Flo had never ceased to be awed by the sheer scale of these structures. Dock workers scurried, readying her for the next voyage to Australia. She was a migrant ship, ferrying the ten-pound poms to a new life. The land of tomorrow: opportunity, good wages, sunshine, sport and a wonderful future for your children. And all for £10 with assisted passage. Children go free.

      She ran along the quayside, spotted the weather-hardened foreman. The cold wind fussed with his dark work suit, wiped his stoical face.

      ‘Sorry I’m late, Jerry, my Mikey’s not well.’ A little white lie to keep her out of trouble.

      Narrowed eyes peered from the peak of his cloth cap, appraised Flo’s bosom. ‘Go on then, get your bucket. Starboard gallery.’

      ‘Thanks, Jerry.’ She ducked into the shed to grab a white tin bucket of cleaning materials and trotted up the gangway into the belly of the ship.

      Flo was a ‘Tilbury scrubber’, cleaner of the cruise ships. The liner was luxury travel, first class, ferrying emigrants in the decks beneath those occupied by the top-notch passengers. Swimming pools and promenades and first-rate food in air-conditioned dining rooms. She hurried through the passageway of the lower deck, clanged up the stairway and stepped out on to the parquet flooring of the passengers’ gallery that was set with curved sofas, large round woven rugs and a long chromium and glass bar. Flo often rehearsed how she would tell the kids her plan to join the ten-pound poms. It’d be like going on holiday, they’d have a cabin and eat in the dining room. Mikey would love it, and it would get him out of their damp tenement that aggravated his chest, away from the bed bugs that bit him and the rats that sometimes gnawed his toes in the night.

      The girls she wasn’t so sure about. Babs might go for it, if she could tear herself away from that ruinous Billy. Babs’s twin sister Jeanie was the difficult one. Not that she was talking to Flo or Fred. She’d been in a five-year sulk for some reason and walked around like she was waiting for the next war. Flo polished the coffee tables and wiped the Bakelite ashtrays, slipped into her familiar dream. She’d tell the children at the last minute so as not to alert Fred. She’d tell them about the ship first, the swimming pools and food, the sports deck and lounge. Then Australia, the sunshine and the beaches, the better life. And she’d tell them Fred would come later when he had the money. Although she worried that he would.

      But Fred had put paid to all of it without even knowing. She scrubbed the rug harder, biting her cheek. It had all gone to hell.

      ‘Flo?’

      Beryl came running through the ship’s gallery with her tin bucket, her grey cardigan flapped away from her floral pinafore, her cat-eye spectacles bounced off her nose and dangled from a chain around her neck.

      Beryl had started it. Take the kids and your mum, she said, don’t tell Fred. Flo had laughed it off at first. Everyone had problems, it wasn’t done to go around mouthing off about them. But Beryl knew – she’d pull her chin back and her eyebrows down, mumble things like He’s quick with his hands – and Flo didn’t openly admit it, but she let her guard down a bit. And she started to save her shilling a week, a lot when you’re on the debtors’ list at the butchers. On a list in the window, the tight bastard. Beryl mentioned that too, cheeky cow. But you’re all working, how come you’re on the list? Beer and bets don’t come free, that’s why. The dream of Australia kept her going, it got the spuds peeled for tea and gave her a reason to lie there while Fred took his husband’s rights. She couldn’t let the dream go, couldn’t have another child with him, just didn’t have it in her.

      ‘Quick, love, something’s up.’ Beryl rushed past Flo, then rushed back, clattered Flo’s polish and rags into her bucket and dragged Flo up by the arm.

      ‘What is it?’ Alarmed, Flo jogged along to keep up with her friend.

      ‘A fire, over on Western, a fire on a ship, they’re sinking it.’

      Flo tutted and slackened her pace, put her hand on Beryl’s arm.

      ‘What is it?’ Beryl frowned and looked along the corridor.

      ‘I’m expecting.’

      Beryl’s sweaty excitement faded. She replaced her glasses on to her nose and peered into Flo’s face, glanced down at her stomach. ‘You sure?’

      Flo nodded. ‘Been sick every day for two weeks.’

      ‘But you can still come, can’t you?’

      ‘How can I, Bels? Would I even pass the medical if I wasn’t going with him?’

      Beryl reached for Flo’s hand and held it against her. They had been friends long enough to make some assumptions, a friendship like that gives you certain rights, it lets you say things you wouldn’t dream of saying to anyone else. And if you happened to be a woman, you were used to making unalterable decisions, you had to. ‘Look, maybe it’s best if, you know…’

      ‘Get shot of it? Yeah I know but that’s all my money, isn’t it?’ Flo snapped, looked helplessly at her friend. ‘I’ve been saving that up for ages.’

      ‘Look, it’ll be all right, drink some gin, have a hot bath, I bet it’ll be all right. Then, just think, when we’re in Australia, you’ll meet a nice fella, you’ll be a posh housewife with a twin tub and all, a proper little homemaker who doesn’t have to work, you’ll cook nice dinners for him and look so pretty, just like in the magazines.’

      ‘I’m married, Bels, did you forget?’

      ‘I know, but when you’re over there you can say you’re a widow, no one’ll know, will they?’ Beryl gave her a conspiratorial elbow nudge as if she’d concocted a brilliant plan. Flo shook her head. It was pie in the sky. Four more of the charwomen rushed past them, their white tin buckets clanging.

      ‘Come on, let’s go and see.’ Flo let Beryl pull her along by the hand. They made their way over to Western dock, where a cargo vessel was berthed to be unloaded. The boat had caught fire, the entire superstructure burning and doomed. Flames slid along the decking, thick smoke boiled upwards and whorled around the dock.

      In the next berth a flour ship was being discharged of its cargo. The dusty white dockers ran about, the dockmaster bellowing orders for them to help with the fire, his face flushed red against his grey moustache. Several hoses pumped water in to sink the burning ship. It looked like she’d go down any minute. The hold was already well under, the cargo flooded, pulling her down. One side dipped below the surface, the water pooled on to the upper deck and pushed the boat under, a rush of water flooded each side and met together with a clamorous slosh. The fire fizzed away, acrid smoke stung Flo’s nose. Just the funnels and mast protruded from the water.

      Beryl elbowed Flo. ‘There’s your Fred, look.’

      He stood quayside peering down into the dock, dusted head to foot with flour. He took off his cap to smooth back his black hair and stared harder into the water. Flo followed his gaze, squinted her eyes at what looked like little black balls floating about in the dock.

      ‘Oi, give us a sack,’ Fred cried out. Another docker passed him a flour sack and Fred stepped back, took a run up and jumped in.

      ‘What the hell’s he doing?’ said Beryl. They ran to the dockside, leant over with the others, waiting. Fred popped up to the surface and raised his hand, with a big grin he held up two dead black eels, his hair pasted down over his eyes. Everyone pointed and laughed. ‘It’s the sugar,’ someone shouted. ‘The sugar cargo.’ The dead eels bobbed head-first to the surface in their hundreds. Fred trod water to stuff them into sacks, passing them to men who hung off the dock-wall ladders.

      The dockers were chuffed. They would all be having eel for dinner. Fred finally climbed out and sat down, dripping wet on the wooden boards. The men laughed and slapped him on the back.

      Flo didn’t laugh. Fred grinned over at her, held up an eel. She turned and walked away.

       

      ‘What time do you call this?’

      Babs waltzed in, late as usual and there was me making pasties in the stockroom.

      ‘Yeah, all right, not short of words when it’s just me, eh?’

      She took off her Teddy girl jacket, which was really just Granddad’s old suit taken in, and peered into her compact, fancying herself, while I stuffed minced meat and onions into folded circles of pastry.

      You wouldn’t know she was my twin. The pretty one. Everyone thought she was older than me but we were both fifteen. She set and curled her hair into that silly Teddy quiff and ponytail, wore eyeliner, made clothes. Long and lank, that’s what Nan always said my hair looked like. Mr Purvis liked having Babs front of house, I was usually stuck out the back doing the donkey work. He said about me: ‘She don’t talk much but she weighs and counts a blinder.’ So what? Any idiot can weigh a bag of bloody flour.

      ‘Billy been in yet?’ said Babs, pinning Nan’s cameo brooch over her top blouse button and pretending she didn’t care whether he had.

      Making sure she was watching, I pulled a hair out of my head and coiled it down on to the mince and onions. I folded the pastry over and pressed the edges with my thumb to seal the pie.

      ‘Nope, but here’s his pasty all ready.’

      ‘Jeanie, you’re bloody disgusting, you are.’ Babs hissed into my face and pushed the side of my head. ‘You jealous or something?’

      I just smiled and cut another bit of pastry, happy I’d made a dent in her annoying cheeriness.

      The bell over the shop door jangled. Babs smoothed back the sides of her hair and pulled her white pinny on.

      ‘This might be him,’ she squealed.

      ‘I’m telling Dad you’re going out with that Teddy boy.’

      ‘You better not, you rotten cow.’ She snapped at me but she knew I wouldn’t tell, it weren’t like I was even talking to Mum and Dad anyway. Then she looked sly like she knew something I didn’t. ‘I’m gonna move in with him.’ She stuck two fingers up at me, swung round and disappeared into the front shop.

      My guts turned over. She wouldn’t do that, silly cow, get herself in trouble. Not even to get away from Dad.

      Something in the corner of the stockroom caught my eye. A greyish lump in the mousetrap. I nudged the trap with the toe of my shoe into the middle of the floor beneath the dangling light bulb and squatted down to see. A little mouse. At least it was dead, poor thing. Better than being trapped and alive. Like me in that job. The trap had come down on its middle, its belly had split. It was gory but that didn’t bother me. I knew from my medical book out the library that they were the intestines and that might have been the tiny liver.

      The shop bell rang three times, so I had to go out the front to serve. Dodging the open sacks of flour and dried prunes on the floor, I ducked round the side of the curtain and stood behind the counter next to Babs who was serving Mrs Bent. Noting down a box of Lux in the book for Mrs Proctor was Mr Purvis. Spare pencil stub stuck to the side of his meaty head, white coverall buttoned up over the grey chalk-stripe demob suit he wore every day. His shop stood on the corner of Dock Road and The Broadway, opposite Tilbury Dock train station. You couldn’t miss it.

      An old bag called Mrs Juniper marched over to my counter, bashed her wicker basket down on the glass top. She was a piece of work that one.

      ‘Two of flour,’ she ordered, squinting at her shopping list and not even looking at me.

      The doorbell rang. It rang twice, and I looked over when it rang a few more times like it had gone doolally. Babs did a stiff double take, packed up Mrs Bent’s basket and leant against the counter. Billy Moss stood by the open door in his Teddy boy get-up. High-necked white shirt with bootlace tie, long grey drape jacket, which he must have bought on the never-never. Pale blue drainpipe trousers showed his bright green socks sticking out of his stupid scuffed brothel-creeper shoes with the sole flapping off.

      The swanky Ted with his big greasy quiff and duck’s-arse hairdo smirked around at us all. He thought he was something else. And so did Babs. He swaggered over to our counter and fingered the watch chain strung across his waistcoat.

      ‘How are my two beauties today?’

      He had some nerve. Babs looked at the counter and giggled. I went bright red and stood on her toe.

      Eyeing Billy, Mrs Juniper talked at me out the side of her mouth. ‘Windolene and tin of peaches.’

      The wooden stepladder made a right racket when I dragged it along the floor. I climbed up to the Windolene on the highest shelf.

      ‘Hmph, no stockings in this weather?’

      The old bitch. Everyone stared at my legs.

      ‘Here, what’s them two pipe cleaners sticking out the bottom of your skirt?’

      Bloody Billy. Babs burst out laughing. I wished I could turn into a beetle, fly away and burrow into the flour sack. I tried to reach out for the Windolene, the ladder wobbled and I grabbed on to the nearest shelf, knocked a tin of evaporated milk off. It bounced outwards, landed on the stacked cans of stewed steak and gravy on the counter in front of Mrs Juniper. You’d have thought she’d been shot in the arse. She patted her chest and blew out her cheeks. Mr Purvis rushed forwards to apologise, giving me a dirty look. I grabbed the damned Windolene and creaked back down the steps. Billy and Babs were in stitches. Mr Purvis shot Babs a look and she soon straightened up.

      ‘And what can I help you with, sir?’ She bit her lip to stop herself from laughing.

      ‘Five of your best Woodbines, if you don’t mind, madam.’ Billy bowed low, pretending to tip his hat.

      Babs opened a pack of twenty, counted five cigarettes into a paper bag.

      ‘Would you like a little something on the house, Mrs Juniper? For the shock?’ Mr Purvis put his hand on a glass jar of sherbet lemons.

      Her eyes shone, but she kept her mouth dragged down at the corners and gave a pathetic nod. The sweets clanged into the weighing pan, two ounces, Mrs Juniper coughed, three ounces. Her fingers wormed into the paper bag while it was still on the counter.

      As Billy took his bag of cigs off Babs, he put his hand over hers.

      ‘Fancy the pictures tonight?’

      Babs tried to stop a big grin from spreading across her face. ‘Yeah, go on then.’

      ‘Rock around the Clock down the Bug Hutch. At seven. What you reckon?’

      Babs nodded and gave me a sideways smile. She was mad going out with him. I tried to kick her ankle but missed. The doorbell rang.

      ‘Dad,’ I hissed to Babs. We both stood rigid. Babs pulled her hand out from under Billy’s, who hadn’t seen him yet. Dad came into the shop looking like he’d slept rough. He strode over to our counter and stopped to see the after-trace of Billy’s hand on Babs’s. The guilty look in her eye, the bombshell that went off in Billy’s face when he turned to see Dad standing next to him. Billy fumbled in his trouser pocket for a shilling, clicked it on to the counter and turned on his crepe heel. Dad watched him go, a hand-rolled fag clamped between his lips.

      ‘What can I get you, Dad?’ Babs said it brightly like he was an idiot.

      ‘Box of Swan.’

      Mr Purvis had the matches on the counter before Babs could reach for them. Dad slid his penny across and kept his finger on it, fixed his eyes on Babs. My guts dropped, she was in the shitter for sure. Once he’d got his message home he took his finger off and left the shop without saying anything.

      ‘Decent young ladies should be careful about the company they keep,’ said Mrs Juniper, slurping the spit off her sweet. ‘And you’ll never meet a nice boy with that expression, young lady.’

      She said it to me and Babs spluttered a spiteful laugh and pushed past me into the stock room. My face burned hot and I started stuffing the bags into Mrs Juniper’s basket, didn’t care when she tutted and fluffed herself up. All of a sudden Mrs Juniper gripped the edge of the counter and stared at me like her eyes would pop out. I covered my smile with my hand. Babs must have seen the mouse in the back room. Screamed her head off, didn’t she.

       

      A week later and Flo stood in the great Customs House baggage hall without her bucket and without her pinafore. Beneath the lofty arched ceiling people rushed around her, high excited voices shot through the air and ricocheted off the walls. A porter shouted mind your backs and wheeled a trolley of suitcases with Australian shipping labels out on to the quayside. Children ran about the brown brick pillars in games of tag, dodging away from mothers’ hands snatching at their collars. Hems of best dresses peeked out from smart winter coats, necks were scrubbed clean and hands were gloved.

      Outside, the SS Orion thundered a bass note reminiscent of the earnest Welshman in the Sally Army choir. A fresh wave of energy came over the passengers and officials, the scurrying increased and more feet headed out on to the landing stage. Flo followed them, stood out in the hard wind and looked up at the great yellow wall before her that obscured the river and the sky. The wall was punctured with a line of port holes, above which were upper and lower decks partitioned into promenades edged with white iron railings.

      The first-class passengers were already ensconced in their luxury rooms, somewhere Flo went only to clean the lavs and ashtrays. Those who had bought assisted passage crowded along the lower deck prom. The children stood upon the railings, hanging over to wave and shout. Thick mooring ropes were strung across from the ship to the dock. The towering mast fluttered with bunting and the lifeboats hung above like fat yellow beetles threatening to descend upon Flo’s head. The remaining passengers boarded, their feet clattered up the metal gangway. Flo pulled her coat tighter around her, slipped one hand inside to settle on her belly. She searched the decks and strained her ears, shot up her arm when she saw Beryl waving at her from the lower deck. The two women imparted their goodbyes with silence and small smiles. Flo touched her bruised left eye, covered it with her fingers. She had told Fred about the baby several days before.

      ‘Get the bath out,’ he said.

      They had pushed the tin bath close to the range and heated pans and kettles of water on the stove. Fred laughed while Flo’s skin burned and he made her drink nearly a whole bottle of potcheen he’d got from a navvy down the Irish club. She was blind drunk and vaguely remembered him pulling her out and on to the bed, having his way with her before she passed out. As if that would have helped.

      The bath and booze hadn’t worked though and when nothing happened, they talked about it again. Fred had come in late from work, pissed off.

      ‘Just have the damn thing and lay over it.’ He said it as naturally as anything, as though it wouldn’t be killing a tiny baby on purpose.

      ‘Go and see the old missioner,’ he said later. ‘He does it for six guineas. Lend the money from your mother, I bet she’s got a bob or two stashed in her mattress.’

      Flo knew her mum had some savings, had hoped it was enough to fund her own passage to come with her and the children, but she’d never tell Fred that.

      ‘But the missioner is a dirty old man who’d likely scrape me to death after he’d had his fun.’

      ‘I’ll come with you, won’t I,’ Fred had insisted.

      Flo had pretended to borrow the money from her old mum, but instead had raided her precious Oxo tin. Her savings for a new life with the children, away from him. Fred arranged it and she waited for him to come home when it was time, but he didn’t. She walked on her own in the dark to the run-down house on the corner of Calcutta Road and Dock Road, made her way through the piled rubbish and post-war scrap in the bombed-out back garden. She had brought the bottle of potcheen and downed the remaining few mouthfuls, remembered what Fred had said about laying over the baby, and rapped on the back door of the lean-to. The missioner, a moth-eaten green cardigan hanging from his skinny shoulders, let her in without a greeting. His greedy eyes roved her body as he ushered her into the back room with a wave of his fingerless gloves.

      There was a wooden table in the middle of the room covered with a green army tarpaulin. No proper curtains but the nets were brown with dirt and obscured the window well enough. Flo pulled her coat tightly around her and shivered. Effigies of Jesus hung around the room stared down at her.

      ‘Well?’ said the missioner in a whispering voice. His scraggly grey hair hung to his shoulders, his watery eyes wide. Flo noticed his long fingernails and nicotine stains when he took a drag from his cigarette.

      She stared back at him and with a jerk reached into her pocket for the money, handed him a paper bag of change. The corners of his mouth twitched as he took the bag and set it down on a sideboard. He spoke in a laborious rasp.

      ‘There is a strong likelihood you shall need to go to hospital after I have helped you with your little problem.’ His mouth twitched again. ‘You may need blood and medicine to prevent sepsis.’ He watched for her reaction. Flo gritted her teeth and said nothing. ‘If asked, you will say you think you have miscarried.’

      He paused, his bloodshot eyes scrutinising her. ‘I know plenty of people in this town who will come after your family if you reveal my name. And remember, God is watching you. Is this understood?’

      Flo nodded and tried not to cry.

      ‘The doctors will guess what has happened but will treat you without contacting the authorities, that is what usually happens. If you tell them the truth you will be sent to prison.’

      Flo nodded again. The musty room made her lightheaded as if she was in a dream, her skull seemed to melt and her mind leaked out of her head and filled the space around her.

      ‘Please disrobe and lie down,’ he said, indicating the table with his cigarette. He removed his woollen gloves and tied on an oilcloth apron, similar to those worn in the butcher’s shop. As she pulled off her dress she could feel his eyes on her, and hesitated, kept her slip on and removed her briefs with modesty. The table was high, she climbed up on to its hard surface and lay down, pulled her slip up over her thighs and cradled herself with cold arms.

      ‘Shall I tie down your arms or will you stay put and keep quiet?’

      The old missioner ruched the skirt of Flo’s slip upwards to her waist and eyed the new subject on his kitchen table. She flinched when he gripped her ankles, pushed them apart and towards her body, making her knees bend.

      ‘Stay put,’ she whispered. She wasn’t at liberty to ask him why he didn’t wash his hands or wear surgical gloves and she turned her head away sharply when she saw that he held what looked like a long metal pickle spoon.

      Back on the quayside a four-piece brass band started up. Flo shook her head to dislodge the image of the missioner and found Beryl’s face along the crowded railing. She started to cry, she couldn’t help it. Beryl gripped the rail and leant forward, pressed her hand over her mouth, and her face crumpled too.

      The brass band played ‘Rule, Britannia!’ The image of the missioner sprang back, as it had done since, how he had prepared her for the procedure, getting inside, whilst his cigarette burned away in an ashtray on the instrument table. Her body clenched and she pushed her nails into her palms when he inserted his fingers and his implements. He whispered things to himself too low for her to hear. Then the pain, whatever he did, the scraping pain that she bore without any help. She held her breath and thought about Mikey. One day she’d get him out of that tenement and somewhere better, and she’d get away from Fred’s fist, they all would.

      When she opened her eyes she saw the top of the missioner’s head, the balding pate with the scraggly grey hair hanging down on to her and she cried out with pain and bit down on her fist when he told her to shut up. She looked up at Jesus on his cross hanging there on the wall with his cheek on one shoulder and tried to find comfort in him.

      Finally the missioner had straightened up. Wiping his fingers on his butcher’s apron he told her to stand and keep hold of the rags stuffed between her legs. He draped her coat around her shoulders and told her to call an ambulance from Calcutta Road, guided her towards the door with his hand on her back and closed it silently behind her.

      Flo stood on the lamp-lit pavement and let out one sob, ground her teeth against the pain and the cold. She felt dizzy but made herself walk. Holding the wet rags in place between her legs she shuffled along, glad it was dark. She stumbled and put out a hand into space, shook her head and blinked, took another step and went down on one knee.

      She woke up beneath clean white sheets and the glare of electric lights in Orsett Hospital. They told her she had lost her baby and was lucky to be alive and, just as the missioner had said, they asked no questions about what had happened. The knowing looks on their faces were terrible. Flo asked them to try calling the telephone box at the end of their street, but they told her no one knew where Fred was and she was driven home in an ambulance. Gripping the rail, she made her way slowly up the tenement stairs and into bed, waved the girls and Mikey away when they came in asking for their tea.

      Fred came stumbling in that evening, his cloth cap askew.

      ‘Where you been?’ he towered above her as she lay in bed, the smell of fags and booze coming off him.

      ‘Missioner.’ She flinched and tried a small smile, hoped for a word of comfort or praise.

      ‘You went without me? You wanted to be on your own with that letch?’

      ‘What? Don’t, Fred, I need to rest.’

      ‘Did you enjoy it?’

      She realised in an instant she should have waited for him, made another appointment when he hadn’t come home. In his eyes she saw revulsion that the missioner had touched her. She saw the memory of Fred’s mother with another man. She stuttered, started to say sorry. Fred leant over her, his breath foul, the light in his eyes gone out. He was a boy following his mother to the pub to see who she had gone to meet.

      He didn’t need to draw back his hand when he struck her, the weight of his arm ensured good enough purchase to her eye. Flo sagged back against the pillow and turned her face away, unable to protect herself.

      On the quayside, Flo fingered her bruised eye and watched the excited passengers. She might have been there on board with them, laughing and waving, might have swapped her white tin bucket for a suitcase. She’d be getting her old mum into a deckchair perhaps, or tutting and fussing over Mikey’s scuffed shoes and Jeanie’s sour expression, or consoling Babs about leaving that Billy. It was all done with. Her Oxo tin had been gutted for the abortion money, not emptied for passage to Australia as a ten-pound pom.

      A loudspeaker blared, All passengers aboard, all visitors ashore, and the brass band played ‘A Life on the Ocean Wave’. The anchor chain emitted a deep rattling rumble as it was winched up, the sound startling a flock of gulls from the cupola on the terminal roof. The whistling and cheering from passengers and those dockside increased to a jarring blister of noise. Multicoloured streamers shot out from the promenade deck. Flo backed up and leant against the wall of the baggage hall. The waving hands and laughing faces blurred into one moving image, the din of excitement made her head ache. She couldn’t bear to wipe her eyes and refocus on the ten-pounders flapping their handkerchiefs side to side, couldn’t bear to think about the swimming pools and first-class food, how like a holiday it would be, and the new life waiting at the other end.

      Dockers ran along the quayside slipping the mooring lines. There was a roar of pain as one of them trapped his hand in the rope, his fingers sliced off, and the terminal foreman and workers dashed over to crowd around him. The accident was lost within the occasion of departure. Flo took a breath as the hardworking little tugboat pulled the ship heavily away from the dockside. A great plume of black smoke puffed from the liner’s enormous funnel and rose to the heavens. The ship’s horn bellowed an impossibly low note and the ropes slipped into the water and trailed away.
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      ‘Here you go, Mum.’

      Flo knelt at Ella Walker’s feet, dipped a rag into a chipped enamel bowl of steaming water and dabbed at the red sores on her mother’s ulcerated legs.

      ‘Hot,’ said Ella. She tutted and sucked her breath through a gap in her missing front teeth, her lips burnt brown from wedging a cigarette in there and falling asleep. She had the appearance of an aged hen. Her rollered head sat atop a scrawny neck, her large chest was wrapped in a patchwork blanket pulled tightly around her shoulders and her skinny ankles stuck out from the hem of her nightie. She had gammy legs and a cataract in one eye that caused her to squint, and she refused to believe you no longer had to pay for the doctor, so consequently never went.

      ‘What’s in the pie?’ asked Ella.

      ‘Mum, something’s happened.’

      Ella looked down at Flo, tightened her lips in anticipation.

      ‘Babs, Barbara’s gone.’

      ‘Gone? Where?’ Ella pushed her head forward and squinted. Flo kept her eyes down.

      ‘To stay with her fella, that Billy.’

      Ella shifted in her chair, lifted herself up several inches and sat down again with a groan.

      ‘Well, you better go and get her then, hadn’t you? It’s you all over again.’

      Flo gave her a look but held her tongue. Her parents were used to the neighbours whispering, they had refused to bow to shame and lose their only daughter. Flo was grateful they hadn’t kicked her out.

      ‘I know, Mum, but Fred has to do it and he’s why she left.’

      The bedlam at home the night before. Flo sitting by the fire knitting a jumper for Mikey when Babs came home from the pictures.

      ‘Where you been so late?’

      ‘Just the pictures,’ laughed Babs.

      Jeanie poked her head through the box-bed curtain to see and they all turned as a coal ember spat out a jet of flame from the grate. A moment later the door flew open and Fred crashed into the room, drunk and out of breath. He took one stride over to Babs and grabbed her arm.

      ‘You been out with that boy?’

      Flo’s knitting fell to the floor and Jeanie cowered back behind the curtain.

      ‘No I haven’t,’ shouted Babs.

      ‘Fred, please,’ said Flo, out of her chair and pulling at his arm. ‘Here, I’ll make a cuppa.’

      Fred dragged Babs through to the scullery. She slipped and tried to get to her feet.

      ‘I saw you with that Moss boy,’ he growled. ‘What have I told you about him? You’re fifteen, you little tart.’

      ‘I didn’t do anything, just went to the pictures.’ Babs sobbed and shielded her face as Fred raised his fist and brought it down hard on her back, making a dull thud. She yelped and crumpled.

      ‘Stop it,’ Flo shouted. He let go of Babs’s arm and turned on Flo, knocking Mikey’s jar of sticklebacks off the shelf. It shattered on to the floor, tiny brown fish flapping in the water and shards of glass. Fred held Flo’s head back by her hair, his arm high up behind him. Flo winced and tried to turn her face away but couldn’t. The children waited, impotent and scared, and the long distinctive horn of a cargo ship carried on the wind from the docks.

      ‘The boat’s coming in,’ said Flo, cringing. With a pause of realisation, Fred released his wife, let her down slowly to the floor and the broken glass. He straightened his cloth cap and strode out of the flat, slamming the door.

      They all watched him go. Flo let Babs help her up, but avoided her daughter’s eye and dusted the glass from her legs.

      ‘He doesn’t mean it, love.’

      ‘How can you say that? He’s a pig. I hate him.’

      Flo’s face twisted. ‘It’s the drink, that’s all. Just remember he’s your dad,’ she said, blotting her bleeding leg with a rag. ‘He’s had a hard life, you know he has.’

      ‘Well, I’m having a hard life – I’m gonna lodge with Billy and his mum.’

      Flo winced at Babs’s words. She reached out, gripped her daughter’s arm. ‘No, Babs. What, get in trouble like I did at your age? Over my dead body.’

      Babs tried to pull away but Flo gripped harder.

      ‘And what, marry him at sixteen? Or worse, get in trouble not married?’

      Babs started crying.

      ‘I’m no idiot, Babs, I bear it because I understand your father, I know what upsets him. Promiscuous, know what that means?’ Babs nodded. ‘Infidelity? War? You know what happened to Nan and Grandad. Your dad gets a rage he can’t control.’ And the drink makes it worse, she wanted to add, and he can’t control that now either. Mikey called out from the bedroom and coughed.

      ‘Mum? What is it?’

      ‘It’s all right, love.’

      Flo released Babs’s arm and pushed her away, glaring.

      ‘No more talk like that, do you hear?’

      ‘Yes, Mum.’

      In the bedroom Mikey lay on a mattress on the floor next to his parents’ bed.

      ‘Go on, back to sleep now.’ Flo closed the bedroom door and brought a bowl of cold water to the armchair in the living room. Feeling for tiny pieces of glass, she tended to her legs. She could hear Babs crying in the box bed with Jeanie. There was only just enough room for them both to squeeze in there; they didn’t mind in the winter when it was too cold to sleep on the floor. They’d always been close like that, since they were babies. Flo stayed still, listening to their whispers.

      ‘I hate him,’ sobbed Babs.

      ‘Me too,’ said Jeanie. ‘What was it like then?’

      ‘Oh,’ Babs sniffed and cheered up, ‘there were all these Teds and in one bit in the film they all started going mad, jumping around and jiving in the aisles, and Mr Richards was running along with his torch shouting at them to sit down, and they started pulling the seats out, it was a scream.’ She paused. ‘And after, we went out the back and he snogged me.’ She giggled. ‘And other stuff, you wouldn’t know.’

      Flo imagined a boy touching her baby and wanted to rip the curtain back and give Babs a clout around the ear. She’d have a talk about it with Babs tomorrow. She tried to remember what Ella had advised her at that age. Something about not leading boys on, not getting carried away, nothing about what boys actually want, those things are best not mentioned.

      ‘You have to watch it, Babs, you’ll get in trouble.’

      ‘Oh, you’re about as much fun as the bloody Bomb, you are,’ said Babs, yawning.

      When Flo came home the next day, Babs had gone, and so had her things.

      ‘Do you know where he lives, I said?’ Ella snapped her question.

      Flo twitched and resumed bathing her mother’s legs. She nodded.

      ‘Is it that slattern Biddy Moss’s boy? Get my coat, I’ll go and get the little tart back.’ She stood up and winced.

      ‘Sit back down, you silly old bat, where do you think you’re going with your legs?’

      Ella fell back into her chair, adjusting the blanket around her shoulders.

      ‘Well, what you gonna to do then? You can’t leave her there. She’ll get herself in trouble and then what?’

      Flo shook her head and shrugged, put her head down and squeezed her eyes shut.

      ‘Don’t you start crying on me, my girl. You’re made of stronger stuff than that. Always moaning, you don’t know you’re born.’

      ‘It’s not that, Mum. I did something terrible.’ Tears slid down Flo’s face.

      ‘It’s all coming out now, I know what you done.’

      Flo’s eyebrows rose in alarm.

      ‘And you’re not the first nor the last woman to do it either,’ she spat.

      Flo wiped her face with her arm and looked gratefully at her mother.

      ‘Fred hasn’t been working much lately.’

      Ella frowned. ‘It’s the drink, I bet. He’ll never change, that’s your lot, you chose it, you like it or lump it. But I tell you this for nothing, I’m not leaving my little palace if he gets laid off.’

      Flo looked around the pokey flat her mother referred to. It stank of mildew and smoke. The walls and ceiling were dark brown from the fire and cigarettes, the pattern on the wallpaper could barely be made out. The only other armchair in the room was brought close to the fire, straight-backed with wooden arms, a cloth cap on the seat, no one allowed to sit there. A newspaper cutting of the Queen and Prince Philip on Coronation Day curled on the mantel next to a faded black and white photograph in an oval frame of Ella and her late husband.

      Ella took on a defiant tone. She knew Flo had heard it before but she was going to say it anyway.

      ‘Your dad brought us here when we got out the workhouse. My knight in shining armour. We had our own rooms and food on our table and we was grateful for it.’ Ella banged the side of her fist down on the arm of the chair, just like her husband used to do. ‘And we had you and we kissed you every night before you went to sleep, because we knew what it’s like when you don’t get them kisses.’

      ‘I know, Mum,’ said Flo softly.

      ‘Oh you know, do you?’ snapped Ella. ‘When I was your Mikey’s age, younger even, I was put to work at the mangle, folding sheets and getting beat with a splintered stick of wood if those sheets touched the floor. Six years old.’

      ‘Yes, Mum.’

      ‘Yes, and you go moaning about this and that, you should thank your lucky stars for what you got. Keep the family together, that’s priority.’

      ‘Fred won’t get laid off anyway, he’s a docker through and through,’ said Flo, reaching for her mother’s pack of cigarettes and lighting one for her. Ella took a puff and leant back into her chair. Flo wrapped clean dressings around her mother’s thin legs and put her feet back into her slippers.

      ‘What’s in that pie then?’ Ella gestured with her cigarette.

      ‘Sparrow,’ said Flo, her eyebrows raised.

      ‘It’ll have a crunch to it then,’ said Ella with a chuckle.

      ‘I reckon it will.’

       

      Fred Blundell pulled up his jacket collar against the easterly wind and stopped walking. Something brushed against his face in the dark. He looked up into the yellow sphere of light around the gas lamp on Dock Road and saw it was shot through with fat white clumps falling slantways. He lit a cigarette in his cupped hand and resumed his walk to the docks.

      He nodded to Reg on the gate, who stood smoking with one foot up on his desk. There was no need to clock on as his wife Flo did. He didn’t know if he had a job yet. The work for dock labourers like him was only as good as the tide and the number of men needed. When the tide was in, whatever time of day or night, he could turn up for the call. If he was chosen for work, then he worked. If he wasn’t, he didn’t.

      Fred’s great-grandfather, Walter Blundell, was one of the original navvies who built the docks in 1882. At sixteen years old Walter had watched when they were first flooded with river water. Fred was the fourth generation of dockers in the family since then. His grandfather and father had worked there before him, it was tradition. They had all lived in the Dwellings, too. A tenement flat came with the job. Fred was a Blundell, and the Blundells were dockers.

      Taking a shortcut he vaulted over the low wall by the Customs office and jogged to the Eastern dock. By the floodlights he could make out the dark bulk of the cargo vessel moving through the main dock from the lock. He squinted at the markings on her black funnels and made out two stripes of indiscernible colour, but could see a white diamond on the house flag and knew which berth to head for. He picked up his pace when he heard the rumble of voices. Rounding on to the Clan Line quay, alongside the foreman’s hut, there stood around fifty men shuffling their feet in the cold, the quayside gas lamp animating their flat silhouettes, cigarette smoke rising in warm breath from snow-white cloth caps.

      The door of the hut opened. Stan Winsford, foreman of Eastern dock, stood on the top step with his pipe in his mouth. He considered the looming cargo ship, glanced up at the falling snow, took out his pocket watch and checked the time. Without seeming to move his lips he projected his deep voice around his pipe and over the heads of the men.

      ‘I need two dozen men.’

      At this, there was a clamorous scuffle amongst the labourers. They raised their hands, called out the foreman’s name, jumped in the air. Stan picked out man by man, by name or by pointing the stem of his pipe. Fred balanced with one foot on a mooring bollard and waved his hand in the air, calling out, ‘Stan, over here.’

      Fred knew he’d be all right. Stan Winsford had known his dad, Morris Blundell. When Stan was on duty the Blundells always got called for work. He’d been in the war with Morris and after had made sure Fred got work as a dock labourer.

      Twenty-two. Fred shouted louder, and the remaining men jumped higher and pushed themselves up by other men’s shoulders. Twenty-three. Fred bellowed, ‘Oi, Stan, over here, mate,’ and waved his cap in the air.

      Stan Winsford took a puff of his pipe, ran his eye over the remaining men and turned to put his hand on the door handle of the hut. Without looking back, he called out, his booming voice resigned and sombre.

      ‘Fred Blundell,’ and let himself back inside.

      ‘Cheers, Stan,’ shouted Fred. He jumped down from the bollard and sauntered over to the sheds to join the others. The unlucky ones spat on the floor and shuffled off, their cigarettes bobbing away into the darkness.

      The black prow of the SS Clan Allen moved towards the men in the gloom. Mooring lines were thrown down and caught up by the dockers, five or six men on each rope, pulling her in, securing her tight to the bollards. Audacious rats, black and arched, ran along the ropes off the ship and disappeared into the cargo sheds with quiet efficiency.

      Fred hung back inside the door of number thirty-four shed until the ship’s holds were opened and the cranes and winches were in operation. He lit a cigarette and kept an eye on Stan Winsford’s hut while he stuffed handfuls of loose tea from an open crate into a large bespoke pocket inside his jacket that Flo had sewn in for him. Pulling a jemmy off the rack he wrenched open a banana crate and helped himself, sitting down for a late supper, soaking up the three pints he’d had earlier. A brown Brazilian wandering spider crawled over the crate’s edge, as big as his hand and deadly poisonous. Fred watched its progress to the floor and squashed it with the heel of his boot.

      John Shelton, known as Shelto, rolled the first of the hogshead barrels of tobacco ahead of him into the shed. Fred put out his foot to stop the barrel.

      ‘Ah now, that will do nicely,’ he said, grinning.

      Shelto pushed harder on the hogshead but Fred put out his hand.

      ‘I said, that will do nicely. Now you just roll that birdy over there and let’s say accidentally bust the top open, eh?’

      ‘Bust it yourself, you bleeding slacker. Sitting there stuffing your cakehole, letting us do all the work.’

      ‘Now then,’ said Fred, jumping up off the crate. ‘You’re feeling off colour tonight, I reckon. Now do as you’re told and bust that barrel.’

      ‘Bust it yourself,’ hissed Shelto, setting the barrel against a flour sack to keep it steady. Several other men were in the shed now. They stopped work when they saw the row.

      Fred took off his jacket, rolled up his shirtsleeves and grinned at Shelto, who looked like he wanted to rip Fred’s head off, despite Fred’s head towering above his own. The two of them went at each other. Shelto’s fist caught Fred in the gut under the ribs. Fred, winded, doubled over but straightened up and laughed, grabbed Shelto’s head under his arm and rammed it into the tobacco barrel.

      ‘You’ll do as a box knocker,’ he shouted as the wood splintered with the force and the onlookers cheered. Fred let go of Shelto, who dropped to the worn wooden boards in the dust.

      ‘So you’re knocking the shit out of each other already, eh?’ Stan Winsford’s voice boomed, parting the onlookers. He came into the clearing and saw Fred standing over Shelto. A line of blood ran down Shelto’s face from his hairline. Stan prodded him with his boot; he groaned and rolled over.

      ‘In the office, now,’ he said to Fred. ‘See to that,’ he ordered one of the men, indicating Shelto.

      ‘What?’ laughed Fred, shrugging his shoulders and holding up his hands. As Stan strode away, Fred coughed loudly and punched through the split crate, grabbed a handful of dried tobacco leaves for his other inside pocket and jogged after Stan.

      The foreman sat at a little wooden table in his office, looked up at Fred standing before him.

      ‘Empty your pockets.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You heard me.’

      Fred shrugged, turned out his trouser pockets, produced a few shillings, half a crown and a dirty handkerchief.

      ‘Not those ones,’ rumbled Stan, and pointed his pipe stem at Fred’s jacket.

      The smile dropped from Fred’s face. He emptied the contents of his hidden pockets on to the table.

      ‘It’s cold, ain’t it, son?’ said Stan looking at the piles of tea and tobacco.

      Fred gave a sullen shrug of his shoulders.

      ‘There’s a bad winter coming, son, and you’ve just been laid off.’

      Fred’s head jerked up. He laughed. ‘You’re joking, ain’t you?’

      ‘No. You’ll never work in these docks again.’ Stan eyed him.

      ‘You can’t do that, I’m a Blundell.’

      ‘Yes, you are, and a sorry sight for your old dad.’ He paused and straightened his back. ‘I’ve done what I can for you, son, but you’re no good, and it’s no good keeping you here.’

      ‘What, the fighting? I’ll stop it.’ Fred said it with a scowl, as if the solution was obvious enough. ‘And the thieving.’

      Stan sighed. ‘It’s the drink, son, you know that. I can smell it on you. You’re a danger to yourself and to the men. There’s enough accidents around here without asking for them. And there’s plenty of other good men who need the work.’

      ‘Now look,’ said Fred, putting his hands on the table and leaning down to Stan’s eye level. ‘You can’t do it, I don’t know nothing else.’ Fred’s eyes flickered. ‘And what about my Flo and the kids?’

      ‘I can do it, Fred. And you should have thought about that.’ Stan blinked but held his gaze. He paused and took a puff of his pipe. ‘I might know somewhere you can try. It’s Monday’s Leather along the river, you’ve heard of it. You go along there, but watch your manners, mind, they don’t like wrong ’uns there. If you toe the line there’s good money and regular work, maybe even a house for the family.’
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