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Grass Roots


To overseas tourists our city of London is a grand sight. They see the Houses of Parliament and the splendour of Westminster Abbey. They pass down Whitehall and emerge onto Trafalgar Square to view the statue of the great Lord Nelson, looking down the Mall from on high, as if reviewing his fleet. They may even admire the setting sun as it shines down the Embankment, gilding the shadowy dome of St Paul’s and lighting up the gold flash on top of the Monument.


But if those travellers had come before the Second World War they would have stumbled with some surprise upon a maze of small slum streets which twisted and turned through houses built so close together that they seemed to fall over one another. Here there were houses with shiny slate roofs and smoky chimneys, for this was before the age of demolition and before the Blitz, as the Londoners called the hail of bombs that tore the heart out of our great city.


It was in this area of back-to-back houses and long narrow market streets hemmed in by the river that Lizzie grew up. Here, amid the city office blocks, the shopping crowds and the market stalls which sold commodities to the working class folks who inhabited this noisy and colourful district. The buying and selling went on from early morning till as late as ten at night, when huge paraffin flares would light up the stalls and the ragged-arsed kids still scavenged under them. Lizzie was a Coster, a true cockney, born within the sound of Bow bells in a little house just off the market street, address number four, Brady Street, The Nile, N1.


Her mother was the local flower seller. On weekdays she sat in the market with her big basket of blooms, and on Sundays outside the hospital in the main road she would cry out in her hoarse voice, ‘ ’Ere yer are, lidy, luverly blooms. Nice flowers very cheap.’ Her drooping shoulders were wound very tight in a black shawl, a flat battered old hat hid her wispy hair, and her face was florid and weather-beaten, for she plied her trade in all weathers.


From her ears swung little gypsy earrings made of tiny turquoise stones framed in gold that matched her hard, shrewd, blue eyes. Lizzie would sit beside her mum and carefully wrap tissue around the flowers she had sold. She had nice curly blonde hair and deep brown eyes, but even in her teens Lizzie was very small, frail-looking and rather timid, and she never strayed very far away from her mum.


‘Lizzie’s the last of me litter,’ Mum would often jokingly remark. She had brought up a big family, but Lizzie was different from the rest of Mum’s husky brood and was kept firmly under her heavy wing.


When she was fourteen Lizzie had started as a junior at the local Black Cat cigarette factory in the immediate locality. Now, at seventeen, she had adjusted to her working class way of life, trudging back and forth every day to the factory and helping Mum at weekends. On her way to work each day she would pass the spot where Bobby Erlock lounged. Hands in trouser pockets, cap on the back of his head, he nonchalantly whistled a popular tune as he kept a watchful eye out for the law to come prowling down the narrow street. For Bobby was a bookie’s runner, recruited from the out-of-work population of the Depression. Betting was strictly illegal, but most of the street corner bookies made a very profitable business.


‘Up and dahn, double stakes, any back glad of it,’ was a favourite cockney expression, meaning that you could back a horse both ways but would be lucky to see any of your money back. On the day of a big race like the Derby or the Grand National the excitement would be intense as all the threepenny and sixpenny bets were placed and the population waited expectantly for the results. Then suddenly the coppers would come out from the Police Station in the main road in all sorts of disguises: trilby hats, dark glasses, raincoats, even overalls, anything to confuse the runner and catch the bookie with the pay slips in his possession. The alarm would go out and the runner would tear off down the street with the coppers chasing him, while the bookie sneaked into the greengrocer’s and hedged the bets – that is phoned them off to a big up-town bookie so that all the money was not lost.


In most cases the runner was caught, fined or did twenty-eight days. The bookie would compensate him when he came out and usually looked after his family while he was away. And because of this system Bobby Erlock had spent most of his youth in and out of the nick, as the cockneys called prison. He had grown very big and was as tough and hard as nails. But so tall and good-looking, that Lizzie held her breath with excitement every time she passed by, always hoping that he would notice her as he hung about that corner every day, chatting up the factory girls. Then one day he said:


‘Howdy, blondie,’ and she was too thrilled to reply.


‘Wanna come up the flicks on Saturday?’ he asked the next day. She gave a coy little smile that lit up her pale face and nodded assent. Bobby was no stranger to her. He had always lived in a funny little house at the end of her street which backed onto a yard full of old lumber. His father was well-known locally as ‘Old Tom the Totter’ who pushed a coster barrow around the streets crying out, ‘Any old iron, any old rags, any old lumber’. Lizzie remembered Bobby as a long-legged barefoot lad, who raced along beside the barrow knocking at the street doors to collect the lumber, then sat outside the local pub when his day’s work was over while his father got drunk.


Now this tall young man with the charming smile and a mop of brown wavy hair had actually asked her out on Saturday night. He had been Lizzie’s dream lover for a long time. She could not believe her luck. Saturday night did not come around soon enough. Lizzie put on her best outfit, a navy blue dress and a tammy hat, and was there on time. They went to the cinema in the City Road. He put a rough arm around her shoulders in the darkness and planted a wet kiss on her cheek. Then, having done what he considered was expected of him, he concentrated on the cowboy film.


While they were walking home, he suddenly picked her up in his arms and exclaimed, ‘Why, you’re like a little old dolly! So small.’


Lizzie’s Mum, spying through her window, confronted Lizzie as she went in.


‘Lizzie,’ she declared loudly, ‘don’t you go out with that lad any more. Why, he is twice your size!’


Yet in spite of Mum’s warning Lizzie still continued to meet her Bobby. Then one Saturday night he called for her. He smelt of brown ale and his cap was set very jauntily on the back of his head. It was a cool, dark evening and they walked to Bunhill Fields – part of an ancient cemetery where lovers could be found sheltering under the huge grave stones most nights.


When they got there, Bobby said, ‘Now Liz, if you really want to be my regular girl you must let me love you.’


So they sat down on the grass and she allowed him to fondle her, to touch her breasts and to put his hand up her skirt. She had never allowed liberties and was so totally unprepared for the shock and the pain of losing her virginity that she fainted away in fright.


Afterwards Bobby held her close and whispered, ‘I’m sorry if I hurt you, Lizzie, but now you are really my very own girl.’


The next week Bobby went off to do another stretch in the nick, and this time, because he had clobbered the copper, it was six months’ hard labour. Every day on her way to work Lizzie passed the corner that Bobby had occupied, and wept. But it was not for several weeks that she began to worry about the queasiness which now attacked her every morning.


It was only a matter of time before Mum heard her vomiting and waylaid her as she came out of the outside toilet. Peering into her eyes, she dragged her into the bedroom and felt her stomach with her hard hands.


Oh my gawd,’ cried Mum, ‘not our Lizzie!’


That there was such a thing as cockney pride might really astound some of us, but there is no doubt that a kind of built-in stiff pride did exist in that small slum area. Troubles were shared, but only within the family circle, and so the coster family crisis was handled under a veil of strict secrecy. Once it was known that young Lizzie had got herself in the family way the heavy mob descended on one of its infrequent visits to Mum’s. The mob consisted of three brothers, one of whom owned a shop, the other a transport depot; and the third brother who lived locally.


They all gathered in Mum’s front parlour to discuss the crisis and eventually agreed to chip in and give Mum the money to get Lizzie’s baby aborted. They were true born costers and owed no allegiance to any church or religion, but even so the decision was a hard one. In those days abortion was considered a terrible disgrace. Normally when a young girl got into trouble she would have the baby and it would be raised in the family – often with grandma taking charge.


But Lizzie’s mum was too old and the father was missing, so finally the brothers decided to get young Lizzie out of trouble and settle with Bobby when he came out of the nick. Without a murmur of protest, Lizzie went with Mum a few weeks later to visit the local back street abortionist: a woman known as Crochet Hook Kate.


Lizzie always recalled the morning when she went cold and trembling to Crochet Hook Kate’s smelly house. Kate was middle-aged, a kind, cheerful, chatty woman, always smiling, whose front teeth stuck out and were very discoloured. She had a strange, upturned nose clogged with brown powder, for Kate was addicted to snuff, and on her head she wore a grubby grey turban. ‘Come on in, gel,’ she said cheerfully.


Lizzie sat nervously on the edge of a wooden chair in the slovenly kitchen while Kate and Mum disappeared to the next room and talked in loud voices, just as if she were not there.


‘She’ll be all right, it won’t hurt her.’


‘I don’t like the idea,’ said Mum tearfully. ‘But what else can I do?’


‘You can’t watch them all the time.’


‘He’s a rogue, never have been any good to her.’


‘Bloody shame . . . in the nick of time . . .’


A period of whispering.


Then Kate said loudly, ‘Well better get on with it. Cost yer a tenner, but I knows me stuff. She won’t come to no harm with me.’


All this time Lizzie sat listening and shivering with fear. In a moment Kate came bustling in, cleared the dirty dishes from the draining board and produced an enamel bowl. She began to slice huge chunks of red soap into it with a big carving knife, poured in some bright yellow liquid from a bottle, then a kettle full of boiling water. Lizzie sat watching. She was absolutely terrified. Mum hovered in the background in a very nervous manner. Kate busily rinsed her hands under the cold water tap, then stirred up the contents of the bowl with her hands. Lizzie felt sure she would vomit, but sat perfectly still, too afraid even to move.


‘Yer wanna pee?’ asked Kate.


‘No thank you,’ whispered Lizzie.


‘Yer’d better go and empty yerself out,’ said Kate, holding open the back door for Lizzie to use the outside toilet.


So Lizzie got up and did as she was told. When she returned to the room a stool had been placed in the middle of the room, and on it was a white china chamber pot. Kate rolled up her sleeves.


‘Come on, luv,’ she said, ‘cock yer leg over that. Now take orf yer drawers, silly cow.’ Mum stepped forward to help Lizzie off with her knickers. Lizzie cried out in alarm.


‘Now keep still, there’s a good girl,’ said Kate. ‘It won’t take a minute.’


Lizzie felt a sudden sharp pain and fainted right away. When she came round she was sitting on a chair, Mum was passing smelling salts under her nose, and Kate was busy clearing up the scene of her crime.


‘Now get her home quick before she starts,’ she instructed Mum.


As soon as Lizzie stepped out into the air, a dreadful, searing hot pain shot through her. She hung desperately onto Mum. Behind them Kate closed her front door with a definite slam, her job over.


All that day Lizzie lay in bed, rolling and screaming in pain. Poor old harassed Mum sat weeping beside her, awaiting the abortion of her grandchild. Mum heaved a sigh of relief it was over, but for Lizzie the suffering was just beginning. Many a young woman in that district had died at the hands of Crochet Hook Kate. But such was the code of the cockney that it was stumm. Finger to the nose and no one dared tell. Our Lizzie survived, but only a pale shadow of her former self. She was more retiring than ever, and absolutely terrified lest anyone learn about her misdemeanour.


When Bobby finished his sentence, her brothers gathered to beat him up, as was the custom. But Bobby, being Bobby, compromised and offered to marry Lizzie. So they were wed one Saturday morning just before the war at Shoreditch Register Office; big, tough, rather uncouth Bobby, and tiny, pale, nervous Lizzie.


Mum wept very loudly, crying repeatedly, ‘You will rue the day you wed that oaf, Lizzie.’


But Lizzie was very happy. They moved into Mum’s back room upstairs and Bobby went back to his spot on the corner to keep a weather eye out for the law. He brought in very little money. What he did earn went back on the gee gees, so Lizzie kept her job at the Black Cat. In this way, they got by. The only cloud was Lizzie’s fear of sex. Ever since the abortion she had had an absolute terror of lovemaking. But even that didn’t really matter because Bobby seemed temporarily to have lost interest.


‘It’s the stuff they put in the tea at the nick,’ he would complain.


But Lizzie was pleased and did all she could to avoid close contact.


Then one day Mum came in, and putting her basket of flowers in the sink for the last time, she sat down in that rickety chair and went into her last deep sleep. Lizzie was devastated, but consoled herself with the thought that now she had her big husband to cling to. She and Bobby became the tenants of Mum’s little house in The Nile and settled down. Lizzie went out to work and Bobby tried to keep out of trouble.
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Gambling Man


Six and a half years later Lizzie still worked at the Black Cat cigarette factory. But now she held the important position of checker and charge hand. Living with Bobby had developed her personality. Her hair was now a brassy blonde shade. Kept very bright with peroxide rinses, it contrasted oddly with her deep brown eyes and lily white skin. Lizzie liked to dress up to her position as charge hand, and wore very dressy black lace gowns with chiffon sleeves, usually rather long, full and flowing. The factory girls called her flash, for to dress up to work was rather overdoing it. In that depressed area one wore a blouse and skirt. Anything did under an overall. Best dresses were kept for Sunday. But small Lizzie ignored convention and paraded the factory in her smart gowns, with little golden medallions swinging from her ears, and nice diamond rings on her fingers.


In her gentle voice she would explain, ‘Mum left me the earrings. They were all she had to give me, poor old Mum.’


Then one day Lizzie’s nice jewellery began to disappear.


‘Gone to uncle,’ she said frankly. ‘Gone to keep me squirrel coat company.’ Uncle was the cockney term for the pawnbroker, the most essential trader in that poor district. At once the catty little claws of her workmates would come sliding out.


‘Ain’t your Bobby working then?’ one would inquire.


‘Oh yes,’ Lizzie replied haughtily, ‘but he’s working away from home.’


A kind of gloomy silence would descend while the girls exchanged meaningful glances.


‘Told yer so, he’s been nicked again,’ one would say.


‘Spends more time in than out he does,’ was another’s bitchy comment.


‘I think it’s a pity, she’s so sweet and so gentle,’ said a third.


‘She’s a bloody fool if yer ask me. Been married six years, no kids, and him still a bookie’s runner.’


‘What a shame, gets picked up regular. Silly sod,’ was the final verdict.


Lizzie would trot by, her gown flowing out gracefully, as the white-coated women slaved and gossiped amid the thud and drone of the huge machines, while the endless supplies of fags rolled off them and many nimble fingers pushed them into packets. Lizzie sorted out their problems, checked their bonuses, working through the long day that began at eight in the morning and went on till six at night.


Regularly at ten past six Lizzie would return to her own home in the small slum street behind the market. This was the house that she had been born in. The rest of the family had gone out into the world when Mum died, but Lizzie, the last of the litter had stayed on amid the gloom and squalor of number four, Brady Street, The Nile.


As she inserted her latch key into the battered old street door, a kind of black melancholy seemed to possess her. It seemed so cold and lonely in there. Oh how she wished she had moved on when her Mum had died. She went into that untidy back kitchen and lit the gas mantle, which flickered and flared into action, disclosing grimy walls and shabby surroundings. She put her supper, a paper full of fish and chips, down onto the littered table and still with her outdoor clothes on sat down to eat, finding it difficult to swallow the food, even though she was very hungry. Gloomily she surveyed the muddle. Oh dear, she wished she had the energy to tidy up, but with Bobby away it was no longer home for her. She made herself a cup of tea, and with big tears pouring down her cheeks, went wearily up to bed.


The bedroom seemed cold and damp. She lay awake a long time, thinking over the days when the house rang with noise from that host of big brothers and sisters. She recalled the scrub-down in that old tin bath in front of the fire on Friday nights; she remembered perspiring, hard-handed Mum, the strong smell of lifebuoy soap, and the apple and glass of lemonade with which she was sent to bed. Oh yes, they were great times. She could still smell them faintly: the cut flowers reposing in the kitchen sink, ready for Mum to put in her basket in the morning. She began to recall those early morning trips with Mum to the flower market. They would walk through the City all the way to Covent Garden where the flower market was. The early morning air was so cold that it would nip her fingers and make her nose red. Mum would talk about the rest of the family and of her own youth during the First World War. Usually a very glum silent woman was Mum. But on those early morning market trips, she chatted quite light-heartedly. Lizzie had a clear picture in her mind of her Mum with her black shawl flying out in the wind as she briskly strode along, and knew that the memory would stay with her for the rest of her life.


She fingered the blue earrings that Mum had left her. She would never let them go to uncle, however hard up she became. Mum’s voice as she said, ‘You will rue the day if you marry that oaf Bobby Erlock’, echoed in her mind. Yet she had no regrets. Bobby was her man, even though he spent so much time in prison, and she loved him with all her heart.


‘Ow, ’e’s ’ome then,’ was the cockney girls’ first remark when Lizzie arrived at work on that important day. She had prepared for her entrance with meticulous care, and wore a new black satin dress with a silver trim. Her hair, freshly washed and bleached, formed a halo of curls around her head, and her sensitive brown eyes glowed with a kind of inner love light.


‘Oh yes,’ she said in a friendly manner, ‘my Bobby came home on Friday.’ She was quite oblivious of any hidden spite.


‘He got me rings out of pawn,’ she informed them. ‘Get me coat out next week.’


‘Oh good for you,’ they giggled.


‘Like my new dress?’ She was anxious to be admired.


‘Oh it’s lovely,’ murmured the kinder girls.


‘Let’s hope he stops out,’ muttered the catty ones.


None of them meant to hurt Lizzie. On the whole they allowed her to live undisturbed in her dreamworld. Happy with her fantasies, Lizzie knew only that Bobby was at home once more. She did not mind the poverty, the depressed area where she lived, or the fact that she trotted around for eight hours each day for very little wages. The square block of slum streets, squashed in between the big city office blocks, was her town, as was the long busy market street, and the slum dwellings. She had no desire for any other place.


A trip down to the market to rummage over the stalls was the highlight of her weekend. When she was able to afford it she would buy cream for her skin and the cheap perfume of which she was so fond. She was well-known in the little community with her neat figure and her bright blonde head, and she would walk very sedately, smiling serenely, occasionally stopping to talk to people. Bobby had nicknamed her his duchess and liked nothing more than to see her all dressed up.


‘All right, duchess,’ he would say when he was in the money. ‘Just tell Bobby and it’s yours.’


So Lizzie had furs and jewels. They were not always honestly come by, but Bobby did not let small things like that bother him. There was always someone who wanted to flog something that had fallen off a lorry.


Bobby would say, ‘You and I, Liz, were deprived as kids, so there’s no need for us to do without anything we want now. Let’s spend it while we’re still healthy enough to enjoy it. We take the rough with the smooth because that’s the way I’ve been raised.’


Bobby was a compulsive gambler. He made a precarious living, but spent most of it on his duchess. They survived mainly on the money that Lizzie earned and because she was very thrifty they managed quite well. When he returned from his last spell of twenty-eight days hard labour he put a bundle of notes on the table and Lizzie smiled at him in her sweet, slow way. He was far from happy.


‘Went to see old Simon first to dig my stake out of him. The old bastard’s getting meaner than ever. Someone’s going to take up a razor and chiv him one day. And it might even be me.’


Lizzie’s lower lip trembled, and tears came to her eyes.


‘Oh Bobby,’ she pleaded, ‘don’t talk that way.’


‘Oh well, I get mad when I think of us lads doing his time for him, and him rolling in money.’


Lizzie had already begged him not to go back with the bookie. ‘Now,’ she said, ‘couldn’t you get a job on the trams, or something regular?’


He stared at her in amazement, and then, in a very loud voice, roared, ‘Oh my gawd, duchess, you must be joking. I’m just about to set myself up in business. Why, I could end up a bleeding millionaire.’


He stood up and proceeded to wave his arms about like a maniac, now and again touching his nose and his cheek, then frantically waving his arms in the air again.


She stared dolefully at his antics, ‘It’s no time for jokes, Bobby.’


‘Yer don’t get it, do yer, duchess?’


She shook her head.


‘It’s tic tac,’ he yelled gleefully. ‘Some old lad in the nick taught me. Now I’m an expert. I picked it up very quickly, now I’m going to try my luck on the racetrack.’


‘Horse racing,’ muttered Lizzie, very dismayed.


‘Yes, me darlin’, it’s a code known only to the bookie. It will make us a fortune. Now don’t get upset, duchess, put your titva on and we’ll go and have a booze-up.’


Lizzie put on her new black velvet hat with a brim and a nice long, curled feather.


Bobby held out his arm, ‘Come on, duchess, we’re on our way.’


Like a royal couple they stepped out to the pub in City Road which belonged to Pat O’Keefe. He was an old chum of Bobby’s, and a one time champion all-in wrestler. There was nothing spectacular about Pat’s pub, it was just a dreary old tavern where everything was painted a dull emerald green. There was sawdust on the floor, there were spittoons and long wooden benches for the customers to sit on, although most of them hung around the bar with its old-fashioned brass beer pumps. On the shelf behind the bar stood rows of trophies and silver cups, souvenirs of Pat’s wrestling days. Prints of famous racing horses decorated the walls and everyone talked wrestling, gee gees or football. There were huge notices proclaiming that the writing of bets or the taking of them was illegal. But Pat had a few shares invested in some very good racehorses, and spent his leisure at racetracks all over the country, so the writing and making of bets did not worry him unduly. All day little wizened old men would sit in there to keep warm and to study the racing page, or even get a tip straight from the horse’s mouth. Whenever Pat came back from some big event his tavern was the regular rendezvous for Lizzie and Bobby. There was just one wooden seat with arms on the corner and that was Lizzie’s spot. There she would sit, all dressed up in her finery, quietly sipping her white port, while her Bobby stood up at the bar arguing and talking sport. The duchess, as they called her, was well taken care of. The small table in front of her was covered with glasses of port, her favourite drink.


Occasionally Bobby would call out, ‘All right over there, duchess?’ And she would reply quietly, ‘Yes Bobby, I’m fine.’


Pat’s wife was an Irish woman, who brought up their five lovely daughters very strictly and seldom entered the bar herself. So it was serviced by a grizzled old gel called Gladys, the barmaid and general maid of all work. Gladys was a strange character. She was exceedingly short; her tousled head barely showed above the counter as she served at the bar, grabbing at the beer pumps as if they were old enemies. Not even a grimace or a smile, not one hint of a friendly gesture did anyone get from Gladys. Pat called her ’ole poker face’.


‘She will only hear if she wants to, and that’s for sure.’ Gladys was impervious to insults and praise alike, worked continuously, and seldom took a day off. Everyone was quite used to her. She was part of the surroundings.


‘She will only go with the foundations,’ some wag said.


On this special Saturday night after Bobby had come out of prison, a strange thing happened. Gladys broke down and became very angry, and it was all Lizzie’s fault. Bobby joined his cronies at the counter as usual, while Lizzie sat demurely in her corner, her pale face contrasting with the enormous black hat and its raven feather.


Bobby, in a peculiarly hilarious mood, shouted, ‘Have something different, duchess, something nice and expensive.’


She thought for a moment and then replied in a whisper, ‘I’ll have a Pimms Number One.’ Not that Lizzie had ever drunk a Pimms No 1, but she had heard the girls at work talk about drinking them when they went up the West End.


A kind of uneasy silence descended on the bar. Gladys stood still and stared evilly in Lizzie’s direction with her little dark eyes.


‘Come on, Gladys, old gel,’ yelled Bobby, ‘get your finger out. If the duchess wants a posh drink she will have it.’


Gladys began to stomp about the bar with a very aggressive expression on her face, then disappeared up the stairs and rattled down again to the cellar. The regulars banged their pint pots on the counter, shouting, ‘Fill ’em up Gladys’, but she marched back and forth, totally ignoring everyone, in her quest for the ingredients that went into a Pimms No 1. At last she emerged triumphantly with a tall frothy glass of liquid on a tray. On top of it floated a slice of lemon, a slice of orange, cucumber and watercress and sticking out of it were three straws. Flushed and excited she banged it down on the counter in front of Bobby.


‘That will cost you five bob,’ she snarled nastily.


‘Christ,’ roared Bobby, gazing down at it. ‘Where you been to get it? Spitalfields’s Market?’ and the bar rang with coarse laughter.


Gladys almost exploded, blew out her cheeks and showed her teeth like an enraged puppy, then rampaged round the bar, banging down the bottles and glasses. Lizzie stayed silent, feeling very embarrassed.


‘I never liked it,’ she said. ‘I’ll stick to port in future.’ But the joke of Pimms No 1 for the duchess was never to die down in Pat’s sporting tavern.


Once Bobby had drunk his fill that night he decided to give an impromptu display of his new found art, tic tac. He stood on a chair amid his admiring audience and, with Pat’s aid, put on a show. With flailing arms, fingers and elbows, Bobby flashed the message, while Pat decoded it and wrote it on the slate beside the dartboard.


‘Two to one the field,’ signalled Bobby.


‘What price Wise Child?’ returned Pat.


‘Ten to one.’


‘Whose bastard?’


‘Don’t know,’ returned Bobby. ‘It’s a favourite, should win if he don’t stop to shit.’


Amid the applause Bobby held his hands high, clenched together in a sign of victory, and all agreed that he was the best of the tic tac men. Meanwhile Lizzie sat yawning in her corner, waiting for Bobby to take her home.


After this Lizzie’s Bobby became a professional tic tac man, going with Pat several times a week to different racetracks up and down the country, gambling away most of the money he earned. But whenever he got a good run of luck, he brought the money home to Lizzie. She would stare at the notes in a bewildered way, then march straight to the Post Office and put them in her savings book. Life began to get more comfortable. Bobby had discarded his old cloth cap and wore a soft felt hat, and a nice suit with well-padded shoulders. He was tough, husky and as happy-go-lucky as ever. He walked with a swagger and wore a wide grin most of the time. Sometimes he would lose his temper with Lizzie.


‘Why don’t you clear up this bloody dump?’ he would yell when the muddle of washing up and dust got especially chaotic.


‘I don’t get the time, Bobby,’ she replied mildly. ‘I do go out to work all day, you know.’


‘Well give that bleeding job up. I give you enough money,’ he complained. ‘Can’t ever find me best ties. Got to have a clean shirt; can’t travel with old Pat looking scruffy, can I?’


Lizzie had no intention of giving up her job in order to clean the house. She hated housework, and never liked to spoil her lily-white hands and long manicured nails. They were her chief vanity. She would take care of her own nice things and Bobby’s white shirts. She would wash, starch and iron them, taking lots of time to get them in good condition, but it was the general donkey work, the dusting and the cleaning that she hated. After a bit of squabbling Bobby would roll up his sleeves, clean the floors, scrub the outside lavatory and clean the windows.


‘You are a good boy,’ she would say sweetly.


‘Someone’s got to do it. Might as well be me, poor sod.’ Between them was a deep and unique understanding of each other’s faults.


When he came back with Pat O’Keefe after a trip to some northern racetrack, Lizzie would cuddle up to Bobby’s broad back, and she would not have minded his tough arms around her, or his big body on top of her. But Bobby would mutter, ‘Go to sleep, I’m tired, I’ve been travelling.’ Their marriage was still not a passionate one. In fact their sex life was almost non-existent, for he was big and robust and Lizzie, being small and rather frail, found lovemaking painful. She often wondered if he found that part of their married life irksome.


She had no idea that once out of sight and at large Bobby enjoyed everything that life offered. Many was the time that he went on a binge with Pat and ended up in a strange bed. He was constantly off to Ally Pally, as they called Alexandra Palace, the London racetrack, or away down south at Brighton with Pat. Of late a new love had come into his life; he had gone to White City and won money on the great racing greyhound, Mick the Miller, and couldn’t stop talking about him. Lizzie was not very interested but she would listen quietly as she carefully ironed the white shirts he was so fond of.


‘Might take a trip over to Ireland with old Pat,’ he informed her on one such evening. ‘Going to take a look at a dog over there.’


‘Why all that way?’


‘Because, duchess, that happens to be the best place to buy a dog.’


‘Why can’t he go down the Lane and get one?’


Bobby went off into cascades of laughter. ‘Because we are going to buy a racing dog that runs around a track.’


‘Well I never did,’ replied Lizzie, really amazed.


Bobby was almost a week in Ireland and came back looking as if he had been swimming in booze, and completely broke.


‘Got to ask you for a loan, duchess,’ he said, ‘but guess what I bought you?’ She stared at him in concern. ‘Half a bloody dog, that’s what,’ roared Bobby. ‘I bought you half a grey-hound.’


‘I don’t think I want a dog,’ complained Lizzie. ‘They tiddle around the place.’


‘Not this one,’ grinned Bobby. ‘He’s a champion, going to make us a fortune.’


She sighed. ‘How much do you want?’


‘Twenty quid,’ said Bobby. ‘Just enough to get a few bets going.’


Reluctantly she unlocked her cash box and handed him the notes. ‘Don’t be late tonight.’


‘I’ll come straight home once the racing’s over,’ he promised. But like the proverbial pie crust, his promises were made to be broken.


Later that week he said cheerfully, ‘How’d yer like to come out for a trip Sunday morning?’


‘Hampstead?’ she said eagerly. They often used to go over the heath to the fair when they were first married.


‘Nope,’ he shook his head. ‘I’m going to take you to see our dog make a trial run over Hackney Marshes.’


She sighed. ‘Well, if you want, but I’m not really keen.’


‘Get ready, I’ll call for you in an hour.’


So Lizzie put on her best silk suit and her large hat. She made up her face, put gloves on her dainty hands, nice high-heeled shoes on her feet, and waited until Bobby returned with an old lorry. Fat Pat sat in the driving seat and in the back were three greyhounds.


‘Squeeze in,’ said Bobby, ‘you can sit on my knee!’


She held onto her best hat as they sped off over to the place where the river crossed the flat windy marshes. There were no women out there, only men and young boys who drank out of bottles while they yelled and argued about dogs. While Bobby and Pat took wager on the dogs, Lizzie sat on a damp park seat holding down her flowing skirts, looking nervously at the greyhounds, and wishing she were back at home beside the fire. The dog of which Bobby owned half was called Marzipan. It looked so thin that Lizzie thought it must be underfed and felt sorry for it. After a lot of excitement the dogs, which had been held by their owners, were let loose to chase a rabbit skin that went past on a rope. Pat and Bobby stood haggling with men they had taken bets with, for this was an unlicensed track.


At length Bobby brought his greyhound over to Lizzie. ‘Cop hold of this dog, Lizzie,’ he said. ‘Might be some trouble with the lads.’


She gazed down at the skinny dog in surprise. For a second his long moist nose twitched as if he sensed he was in alien hands, then he shot away. Lizzie held valiantly onto the lead, her feet slipping and sliding, her skirt billowing high as Marzipan gathered speed, towing her after him. Bobby came tearing back, roaring with laughter. ‘Ten to one on the duchess!’ he yelled.


Lizzie fell headlong onto the muddy field and the dog sat on his haunches, looking just as if he was sneering at her. She wept with mortification.


Bobby cuddled her. ‘Sorry, duchess, but you looked so funny.’


‘It’s no joke, Bobby,’ she said seriously. ‘I’ve ruined my best dress.’ He retrieved her hat with its now crumpled feather, and put it on her head.


‘I’ll buy you a new one. Come on, we’ll go home in a cab. Pat can take care of the dogs.’


Lizzie said, ‘Bobby, don’t you ever ask me to go racing with you again, because I will not go, and I mean it.’


So that was the beginning and the end of Lizzie’s sporting career.
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On the Run


There were times during those pre-War years when Lizzie would very much have liked to give up going out to work each day, when she played with the idea of staying at home, and of having a baby. Often when the young married girls left to have their first baby Lizzie would be the one to go around with a subscription list collecting money from the rest of her work-mates. Sometimes she made the lucky mum-to-be a present of the money, but often they preferred her to go down Nile Street to buy baby clothes. How tenderly she would examine those white ribbon-trimmed bonnets, those tiny woolly pram suits, and she would wish they were hers to put on her own darling newborn baby.


She could not help worrying about her childless state, and she thought frequently about the confused pattern of her sex life. She was puzzled by what had happened to her in the past. She and Bobby had been very young when they had lain down on the wet grass in Bunhill Fields. She had not been afraid, just anxious to make him happy. He had been gentle and very persuasive, and perhaps that was why she had immediately got pregnant. But why was Bobby so different now? It had all begun the first time he had come out of prison. At first he had shown no interest in sex, and she had been grateful. But then, on the very rare occasions that he wanted to make love, he was rough and uncaring, as if he did not realize that only gentleness would make Lizzie enjoy sex again.


‘For Christ’s sake, Lizzie, relax,’ he would holler at her. But she screwed up inside with a kind of hidden terror. Often she thought it was to do with the abortion, and she wondered if Crochet Hook Kate had permanently injured her. She remembered the terrible pains, and the fever through which Mum had nursed her for weeks afterwards. She wished she had the courage to discuss it all with someone, as the other girls at work did. Bedroom secrets were part of the daily conversation. But Lizzie could not even bring herself to talk to her Bobby about it.


‘Blimey, Lizzie,’ Bobby would say, with his usual dry humour, ‘I’ll have to go up the Dilly if you won’t let me in.’


Yet lately he had stopped pestering her, would fuss and fondle her, put her hands on the stiffened part of him and whisper, ‘Go on Lizzie, you do it for me.’ So she would gently massage him until he was relieved. They settled for this peculiar kind of lovemaking and Lizzie had begun not to care. He was good and kind to her. But it would have been nice to have a baby of her own, and she knew that would not happen until she conquered her fear of the sexual act. She loved her big, rough rogue Bobby with all her heart, but there was a deep coldness inside her which she could not overcome. Sometimes she thought she might summon up enough courage to consult a doctor, but she always seemed to be too busy at work, or coping with Bobby’s problems.


Every weekend during that Spring of 1939, Bobby raced Marzipan the greyhound over at the White City dogtrack, and at last he began to get lucky. Lizzie did not mind. She was caught up with her domestic chores and had to rest to be fresh for work on Monday. He would come home bringing fruit and flowers for her, wanting to talk about his racing dog. But Lizzie seldom heard him. She would get ready for bed with her meticulous care, cold-creaming her face, putting thirty or forty big curlers in her hair, neatly rolled up and covered in a lace nightcap. She was happy just to have Bobby home, and didn’t really want to hear details of the life he led when he was away from her.


One night, after a big win, be brought her home a gold bracelet, but her face was white and doleful.


‘Crikey, don’t you like it?’ he asked. ‘That’s cheap. Some bloke wanted a quick sale, having done all his money in.’


‘I’ve been listening to the wireless,’ said Lizzie, ‘and they say we might have a war with Germany.’


‘Never in our life,’ announced Bobby. ‘Besides, what’s it to do with us? They’ll never get me in the bleeding army. Had enough of being institutionalized when I was in the nick.’


‘But Bobby, they say we will be bombed. Isn’t it terrible?’


‘Give over, duchess,’ cried Bobby. ‘Don’t get bleeding melancholy, because I don’t intend to let it worry me, and if it does happen I’ll go on the run.’


‘Oh Bobby, don’t say that.’


‘What? No dogs, no gee gees? Life won’t be worth bloody well living.’


‘Oh Bobby,’ wailed Lizzie, ‘I do wish you would take something seriously, just once. The girls at work have all been up the town hall to get their ration and identity cards.’


‘Good luck to them,’ said Bobby, ‘I’ll stay as I am.’ Then with a little show of temper he added, ‘Are you coming up to bed, or are you going to sit there all night worrying about something that might never happen.’


But Lizzie had developed a kind of cold fear inside her and couldn’t dismiss it from her mind.


The factory was very busy turning out specially packed cigarettes for the forces. Jokes about Hitler and Mr Chamberlain’s umbrella had now died down, and there was a quite realistic atmosphere, as if they knew their fate. But the machines thumped on, young boys left and joined the forces, and the territorial soldiers marched around the streets on Sunday mornings – pimply-faced boys in free uniforms, feeling very smart. Tall Bobby and small Lizzie stood in the doorway of their tiny house, waving them past.


‘Look,’ sneered Bobby, ‘stupid gits. For just two bob a day those silly sods will be first at the front when the war comes.’


Lizzie looked up at him with her steady brown eyes. She did not even reach his top waistcoat button.


‘So you do think a war is coming and you won’t admit it?’


‘Well, Liz, it looks pretty bad I will admit. Come on, let’s go,’ he grinned. ‘’Fore old Hitler gets us.’


From the little front parlour the wireless announced that the Prime Minister was coming on the air to make a special announcement. They stood listening as he told them that with deep regret they were now at war with Germany. Before they had time to take it in, the first war siren screeched out its warning of an air raid. Lizzie ran to her big man and he held her tight.


‘Don’t worry so much, Liz, he can’t kill us all,’ he jested.


And indeed it was a false alarm. As soon as everyone had calmed down, Lizzie went down to the market and watched all the little kids being evacuated: a long line, queueing outside the school with gas masks, suitcases and tickets of identification round their necks. A crowd of weeping mums and dads stood with her, but the kids seemed to be having a great time. Lizzie wished she were a little girl again and could run away from the cold fear that gripped her. It was just as well that she didn’t have a child. How awful it would have been to part with it, never knowing when you would all meet again. She was so depressed.


‘Oh Bobby,’ she wept, ‘why can’t all the people say that they don’t want a war.’


‘It’s out of our hands, duchess,’ replied Bobby. ‘It’s the blokes with the lolly that’s running this event. But I’m bloody sure they won’t get me. I’ll go on the run.’


‘Oh Bobby, don’t say such things. It’ll get you into trouble.’


‘I’ve been in plenty of bloody trouble before,’ Bobby retorted, ‘so a bit more won’t hurt me.’


They temporarily closed race tracks and dog tracks, much to Bobby’s chagrin. The greyhounds were kennelled in Pat O’Keefe’s back yard and Pat O’Keefe and Bobby hung around there nearly all day, looking after them.


‘Might as well let Marzi have a litter. War can’t last that long,’ he announced.


Lizzie bottled up her sick fear inside and still went off to work each day. Money began to get short, with Bobby not working the tracks. Gradually the husbands and boyfriends of her workmates got called up. There were farewell parties and unhappy scenes as they were drafted abroad.


Bobby only jeered. ‘Soppy sods. A few shiny buttons and two bob a day. I ain’t that kind of fool.’


Then the Blitz began in earnest and Pat sent his family to Ireland. Lizzie took up residence in Old Street tube station and went down regularly every night, whether there was an air raid or not. As soon as dusk fell she put a blanket over her arm, packed her treasures in a suitcase and went underground to the small space which had been allotted to her on the platform. She found herself between a well-built, quarrelsome Jewish couple on one side and a mum with two nervous little girls whom she had refused to have evacuated, on the other. Once down there Lizzie felt safe. The sick feeling in her stomach disappeared.


Bobby would jest, ‘I do believe that you’ve got a fancy man to sleep with down there, duchess.’


‘Bobby,’ she said severely, ‘there’s no reason why you should not come down with me. Other men sleep with their wives.’


‘Get away,’ cried Bobby, ‘and have the law pick me up? No thanks, I’ll take my chance up here.’


So he hung around all day with Marzipan and her puppies, then got drunk and slept through the Blitz down in Pat’s cellar. Meanwhile Lizzie lay awake listening to the crump of the falling bombs and worrying about where he was. Early in the mornings she came up to see the devastation, the piles of burning rubble, the fire and the ambulances tearing around. She would go home in a daze, and be astonished to find her own house still standing, then make herself a cup of tea and go to work.


During the first winter of the Blitz this was the pattern of her life. But in spite of the separation and the dangers, Lizzie and Bobby still remained very close. When he was in the right sort of mood and needed to borrow some money from her, Bobby would walk as far as the entrance to the tube and carry her suitcase.


‘Why don’t you come down with me, Bobby?’ she pleaded.


‘Sorry, duchess, you ain’t never going to get me down there. I’ve got plenty to do up here. See you in the morning.’


Lizzie, with a deep sigh, would find her regular spot and carefully prepare for the night. She would rub cold cream on her face and hands, put in her hair curlers, and cover them with a lace cap. Then she would take off her rings and put them into separate little boxes, before stowing them away in the suitcase.


‘Gawd blimey, Lizzie,’ the cockneys yelled, ‘are you expecting visitors?’


‘I like to keep my hair and my skin nice,’ she replied gently, then grasping the handle of her suitcase, she would cover herself with a blanket and try to sleep through the long night. Lizzie provided immense entertainment for the surrounding inhabitants.


‘Who’s she?’


‘Duchess of Nile Street, didn’t yer know?’


‘What’s in the case?’


‘All the bloody family heirlooms, of course.’


Undeterred by their laughter Lizzie would hold firmly on to her suitcase and settle under the ground while the bombs rained down on London. That autumn it became much worse. The London docklands caught fire and more and more families were bereaved.


All the boys in Lizzie’s family had gone out into the world, but she had one sister four years older than herself, who had married a docker. Sallie lived in the East End and had four children of whom Lizzie was very fond. They often visited her in the school holidays but she had had no news of them since the Blitz. It was with some amazement, therefore, that she returned from the shelter and found Sallie on the doorstep with her four bedraggled children. Sallie was plump, and as extrovert as Lizzie was introvert.


As soon as she saw her sister, Sallie opened her mouth wide and howled, ‘Ow Lizzie, I’ve been bombed out.’


‘Poor cow,’ cried Lizzie, holding out her arms to the children.


‘Oh Lizzie, we ain’t got nowhere else to go.’


Sallie and her brood moved in with Lizzie. That night they all went together down to the shelter: long-legged Charlie who was ten years old, skinny, slow-moving Rene who had turned twelve, short plump Maisie who was nine, and two-year-old baby Robin, sitting in a pram piled high with covers.


‘Blimey, you got a house full tonight, Lizzie,’ said the warden when she arrived.


‘It’s my sister, she’s been bombed out down the docks.’


‘Tell you what, they have started to put in wooden bunks further down the line. I’ll see if I can get you some.’


So Lizzie got new premises, an alcove with two wooden bunks on each side and nice new, striped mattresses.


‘Crikey,’ cried Sallie, ‘it’s bleeding home from home.’


So the kids were packed down and Sallie and Lizzie sat gossiping about the good old days before the war. Sallie’s man was out in France.


‘Why ain’t your Bobby been called up?’


Lizzie lowered her voice. ‘He’s gone on the run, he didn’t want to go in the army.’


‘He would,’ replied Sallie in disgust. ‘It’s a good job they ain’t all like him. Bloody old Hitler would be here tomorrow.’


Lizzie fell silent, feeling for the first time truly ashamed of Bobby.


When Bobby came home in the morning he found the house full of kids.


‘Where’s all the bloody kids come from?’ he yelled.


‘They’re all Sallie’s children, and they are staying with me while the Blitz is on,’ Lizzie told him firmly.


‘Well I’m orf,’ retorted Bobby, ‘because I ain’t going to get no bloody sleep with that lot rampaging about.’


Lizzie was quite calm about it. ‘He won’t go far,’ she told Sallie, ‘just down old Pat O’Keefe’s pub.’


But even Lizzie was surprised when Bobby turned up again a few days later bringing oranges and tins of spam – real luxuries which were very hard to come by.


‘Just a bit of grub to feed all those kids,’ he said.


‘Now Bobby, where did you get all that stuff?’ Lizzie inquired.


He put his finger to his nose, ‘Stumm,’ he said, ‘got a little fiddle going. See if you can get me some fags to flog, will you, Liz?’


Lizzie did not have to be told twice. Bobby was now very profitably employed in the black market. She was not sure if she cared; at least he was not out in France being shot at. So, without a twinge of conscience, she scrounged fags from the factory for him to sell at a profit. Sallie did the housework and the shopping, and that meant Lizzie could keep her job. Each night they went to sleep down in the deep shelter. By this time they had made it fairly comfortable; they had coloured curtains for privacy and always took a flask of tea and food down with them. A canteen had even been installed, along with a first aid post. When the kids were in bed, the parents took it in turns to pop out for a drink. If it was a quiet night with no air raids, it often became chaotic down there what with family parties, family squabbles and even the odd amateur concert. Lizzie was quite content; she played games with the children, and loved and fussed them. What happened in the outside world did not worry her; she felt safe underground.


She used to let Sallie go out for a drink while she took care of the children. Sallie would paint her face, put on her beads and earrings and go out through the Blitz to the local pub. She would always come back sloshed, and swore loudly throughout the night.


‘Lizzie’s a mug,’ said the gossips.


‘Her ol’ man is a real villain, and on the run from the army.’


‘Oh yes, I know him. Tall, good-looking. Don’t arf like the women.’


‘He ain’t got a lot of competition, what with all the men being in the forces.’


‘Do you think she knows?’


‘Too naive. Spends all her time with those kids of her sister’s.’


‘She’s a right one, that Sallie.’


‘Likes the men and the booze.’


So the tongues wagged as the knitting needles clicked. If Lizzie had heard this conversation she would have been extremely hurt, but luckily no one wanted to upset her. And at length Sallie became a bit sheepish.


After one particularly long week of raids she said to Lizzie, ‘I think I’ll get the kids evacuated. It’s not much of a life for you, stuck down here looking after them.’


‘Don’t be silly, Sallie,’ returned Lizzie. ‘I love it. Why, I’ve never been so happy. I always wanted children. You know that.’


Sallie shrugged. ‘Wish I could say the same. But if you want children, you should spend more time with your Bobby. I know men, more’s the pity, and I assure you that it don’t take long for them to start looking around for someone else.’


Lizzie looked up at her in concern. Gossip never bothered her; it went in one ear and out the other. But this was Sallie, her own sister, trying to warn her. Sallie lowered her gaze and went on counting the stitches in the sock she was knitting.


‘All right, Sallie, if you promise to stop down here with the kids, I might go back up on Saturday night. I hope it will be a quiet night; I think I’d drop dead with fright if I was caught out in an air raid.’


Sallie brightened up. ‘I’ll certainly do that, Liz. It’s a hard world we live in. Don’t hurt us to help each other.’


At ten o’clock that Saturday night Lizzie gave her treasures into Sallie’s keeping, put a headscarf over her bright hair and went timidly into the blackout. It was the first time she had done so since the war began. She shone her little torch on the ground until she reached home. The house was in darkness. Of course Bobby was up at the pub. He would be home soon, and so pleased to see her. She was glad she had found the courage to come up out of the tube. She wouldn’t put on the light because the blackout curtains were not all that good. She did not want the warden knocking. So Lizzie sat calmly in her kitchen and waited.


She did not have long to sit there. Pretty soon she heard the ring of familiar footsteps. Bobby was tipsily strolling down the street. She perched anxiously on the edge of the chair, then started as a high-pitched giggle rent the silent air. Someone was with him. She could hear a lot of whispering outside the front door.
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