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PROLOGUE


Spring 1903




 


The scissors-grinder had parked his cart on the corner of Southwark Bridge Road and was pumping furiously on his foot pedal. In his right hand he held a carving knife that a washerwoman had just given to him, and as he pressed it against his rotating grindstone, sparks flew off in all directions.





He was not the only honest street trader trying to scrape a living on that mild spring day.


The salt-seller pushed his handcart from door to door, chipping a little off his huge block here, and a little there, until he had sold a couple of pounds.


A fishmonger, standing between the handles of his cart, announced to all the world that his fish were so fresh that ‘it’s a wonder they ain’t still floppin’ about’.


A street entertainer popped a piece of broken glass into his mouth in the expectation of earning a few coppers from the small crowd which had gathered round him, while a watercress-vendor held out his basket in the hope of tempting passers-by, and a sweep, his brushes over his shoulder, examined the skyline for badly smoking chimneys.


Nettie Walnut, ignoring all these diversions, turned left by Southwark fire station, and made her way towards number thirty-six, Lant Place, where she was certain there would be a warm welcome and a cup of tea awaiting her.


Nettie was a tramp – but no ordinary one. As she told anyone who would listen, her family had been vagrants for well over two hundred years – and if they didn’t believe her, they’d only to check the records that St Saviour’s Workhouse kept of its casual paupers.


Nettie had reached her destination. She knocked on the door, and waited patiently. There was the sound of footsteps coming up the passageway, then the door opened and Colleen Taylor was standing there.


‘Nettie!’ Colleen said. ‘I didn’t expect to see you round here at this time of year.’


‘I’s ’ere to see your babies, isn’t I?’


‘Then you’d better come in.’


Nettie followed Colleen down the passage to the kitchen. The twins were both there, Ted crawling around on the floor, and Cathy sitting in her highchair.


‘I ’asn’t seen them since the day they was born,’ Nettie said. ‘’Asn’t they grown?’


‘They have,’ Colleen agreed. ‘It’ll soon be their first birthday, and they’re becomin’ more of a handful with every day that passes.’


Nettie looked around the kitchen. ‘Your ’usband at the wood yard on the ’Ibernia Wharf, is ’e?’ she asked.


‘That’s right,’ Colleen agreed.


‘What’s ’e want to go down there for?’


Colleen laughed. ‘Because that’s where he works.’


Nettie nodded her head sagely. ‘Yes, I believe there is people who ’as to work for a livin’.’


Colleen picked up the kettle and headed over to the sink. ‘Fancy a cup of tea?’


‘I’s not bothered either way,’ Nettie said, ‘but if you’s makin’ one, I supposes I might as well.’


Colleen filled the kettle and put it on the range. ‘So where have you been since we last saw you, Nettie?’ she asked.


‘’Ere an’ there,’ the old tramp said vaguely. She stuffed some evil-looking tobacco into her old clay pipe, and struck a match on the heel of her boot. ‘I likes to see different places. That’s why I wouldn’t go into the work’ouse fulltime, even though they thinks the world of me in there.’


Colleen smiled. ‘Would you like a nice piece of bread an’ marge, Nettie?’


‘If you’s ’aving some.’ The old woman looked down at Ted, and then up at Cathy in her highchair. ‘Does you want me to tell your little babies’ fortunes for you?’


‘Is it really possible to read their fortunes when they’re so young?’


‘’Course it is. Their futures is written in their palms the moment they’s born.’


Colleen picked up a loaf and reached across to the Welsh dresser for the bread knife. ‘Go on, then, tell me what you see,’ she said. ‘It might be a bit of fun.’


Nettie squatted down next to Ted, who stopped crawling around and looked up in fascination at the brown-skinned woman with the clay pipe in her mouth.


‘Don’t be frightened, my little one,’ the old tramp crooned, gently taking his hand. ‘Nettie don’t want to ’urt, I just wants to see if you’s goin’ to be ’appy.’


Colleen cut an extra-thick slice off the loaf – Nettie always liked it that way. ‘What does it say?’ she asked.


‘I sees a long life for him. It’s in this line ’ere,’ Nettie told her, tracing her finger along Ted’s palm. ‘’E’ll give you a lot of grandchildren, this one.’


She released Ted’s hand, and walked over to the highchair where Cathy was sitting.


‘And what about you, my precious?’ she asked. ‘Is you goin’ to ’ave babies an’ all?’


Cathy gurgled happily, and didn’t look the least worried when Nettie took her pudgy little hand.


Nettie had read Ted’s palm immediately, but she stood gazing at Cathy’s for some time, as if she was searching for a different answer to the first one she’d found.


‘Well?’ Colleen asked.


‘Daft thing, fortune tellin’,’ Nettie said. ‘I sometimes don’t know why I does it,’ and then she released Cathy’s hand and headed towards the back door.


‘Are you goin’?’ Colleen asked.


‘Yes, I ’as to be on my way,’ the old woman replied, in a shaky voice.


‘But what about your tea?’


‘It’s not tea that I’s wantin’ right now. I’s off to ’ave a glass of gin.’




PART ONE


All Change!




Chapter One


Lant Place was not a big street by London standards, but the people who lived there liked it well enough. It started at the corner of Southwark Bridge Road, crossed Sturge Street and Queen’s Court, and then came to a dead end. The terraced houses had been built as two-up, two-downs, but over the years, several of them had had kitchen extensions added. Many of the residents took in lodgers, giving the paying guests the front bedrooms and settling themselves in the back, from where they overlooked their own yards and the yards of Grotto Place.


The houses all had tiny front gardens. Some of them – like Lil Clarke’s – were as lovingly cared for as if they’d been the grounds of stately homes. Others were treated as nothing more than dumping sites for things like broken furniture and rusty prams, which people couldn’t bear to throw away, yet no longer wanted in their houses.


There were no manufacturies on Lant Place, unlike the much bigger Lant Street, where there was both a patent leather factory and a corkmaker’s. It was a good thing there weren’t any factories, Lil Clarke often thought, because somehow it wasn’t quite respectable to have that kind of thing going on close to your own doorstep.


Annie Bates plumped up the cushion she’d painstakingly embroidered with poppies, then looked around her front parlour. The antimacassars were straight on both the mock-leather sofa and the matching armchairs. The rag rug in front of the tiled fireplace had been given a thorough scrubbing and was as good as new. The ornaments in the display cabinet positively gleamed, and the picture of the sailing ship, which she’d bought down at the market the day before, now hung pleasingly on the wall opposite the window.


The cushion with the poppies on it still didn’t look right. Annie picked it up and rearranged it again.


‘Stop yer fussin’, Annie,’ her husband Tom told her. ‘Everyfink’s fine for the party as it is.’


Annie smiled. ‘It might be fine to your eyes, but it won’t be to my mum’s.’


Tom grinned back at her. ‘I’ll tell yer what I’ll do for yer, then. I’ll make sure that the very first person ’oo arrives parks ’is bottom on that chair, then yer mum won’t even be able to see the cushion.’


‘Very clever,’ Annie said. ‘And what about the rest of the room? How are you going to hide that from the famous Lil Clarke tour of inspection?’


‘Yer worry too much.’


A slight frown came to Annie’s face. ‘Oh, I know I do. It’s just that I feel so guilty.’


‘Guilty? What ’ave you got to feel guilty about?’


‘You work so hard on the river, and all I have to do is look after the house.’


‘An’ a smashin’ job yer make of it.’


‘I don’t want it to be just smashin’. I want it to be absolutely perfect.’


Tom put his arms around her. ‘It is perfect – as long as you’re ’ere in it.’


Annie kissed his neck. ‘I love you.’


‘An’ I love you.’


They had been married exactly a year to the day, which was the reason for the party which Annie was getting herself into such a state about.


The sound of several sets of footsteps coming down the street alerted Annie.


‘That’ll be the first guests,’ she said, breaking away from her husband – though what she really wanted to do was to ask him to carry her upstairs and make love to her.


Annie walked over to the fireplace and checked her appearance in the engraved mirror. A pretty girl – with naturally springy hair the colour of dark chocolate, and green eyes which seemed almost to glow – stared back at her, and looking over the pretty girl’s shoulder was a man with jet-black hair, brown eyes and a strong chin.


‘Don’t worry. You look a real picture,’ Tom said.


There was a knock at the front door. ‘If only I’d had another half hour to get things really straight!’ Annie said.


Tom grinned again. ‘Yer could ’ave ’ad another day, an’ yer’d still not ’ave been ready,’ he told her as he stepped into the passage to open the front door.


Standing on the pavement outside were all four of Tom’s family: May, his widowed mother; Joey, his younger brother, who desperately wanted to be a boxer; and his two younger sisters, Mary and Doris.


‘Ow’s the ’atbox business, Mum?’ Tom asked, as he led the family into the front room.


‘Terrible,’ his mother told him. ‘There just ain’t no call for ’atboxes at the moment.’


‘So what are yer doin’ to earn a livin’ now?’


‘Makin’ paper flowers. An’ on a Friday, I boil up beetroot an’ sell it down at the New Cut market.’


Tom shook his head in admiration. When his dad had died, his mum had converted their front parlour into her own little factory, and now she made anything and everything from brushes to fly paper, according to demand.


‘Yer’ve got the place lookin’ very nice, I’ll say that for yer,’ May said to Annie, glancing around the front room.


Tom gave his wife a look which said that he had told her as much himself.


‘I had good training,’ Annie said, thinking of her mother’s front room, which was crammed with far too much furniture – most of which they still owed the tallyman for.


The Taylors turned up next. George had lost part of his left leg at the Battle of Omdurman, but he managed to get around fine on the wooden one which had replaced it – even if it did look like he’d stolen it from an old-fashioned Victorian table. Colleen had a lovely smile, despite her large nose. She had been brought up in her father’s pub in Cheshire, and now worked as a part-time barmaid in the Goldsmiths’ Arms.


‘So how are the kids?’ Annie asked Colleen.


‘A real handful,’ Colleen admitted. ‘I love ’em dearly, but sometimes it’s a pleasure to leave ’em an’ go to work.’


‘Who looks after them while you’re out at the Goldsmiths’?’


‘A girl who lives on Southwark Bridge Road. I don’t pay her much, but I think her family’s glad of the money.’


‘Yes, with the way things are on the river, I expect they are,’ Annie said.


She didn’t explain – she didn’t have to. Everyone in Southwark understood how much the mighty Thames could affect their lives. When the river was busy – when there was work for the dockers and watermen – then the costermongers sold all their wares and the clog dancers soon filled their caps with coppers. But when trade was in recession – as it was that summer – people lived on fish instead of meat and were always out when the rent man came round.


Another knock on the front door announced the arrival of the Clarke family, who lived at number thirty-four, and this time it was Annie who answered it.


‘How are you getting on, Dad?’ she asked, after she had kissed her father.


Sam Clarke’s eyes flashed, like they always did when he was going to make a joke. ‘Woolly ’eaded, that’s ’ow I am.’


‘Woolly headed?’ Annie repeated, looking at her father’s straight, thinning hair.


‘Yer lookin’ in the wrong place,’ Sam said. ‘It’s inside me head I’m talkin’ about.’


‘’E’s been unloadin’ a wool ship from New Zealand,’ Lil Clarke explained.


‘Goodness knows, I’m glad of the work,’ Sam told his daughter, ‘but so much of the wool ’as got up me nose that by now me brain must be full of it.’


Annie laughed. ‘And how are you, Mum?’ she asked.


Lil Clarke smiled. ‘I’d be doin’ fine if it wasn’t for these cantankerous children of mine.’


She turned to look at the two children in question. Eddie, who had dark, tousled hair, and had just turned sixteen, was training to be an automobile mechanic. Peggy, in complete contrast, was much paler and fairer than her older sister, and had an otherworldly look about her, as if she belonged in a fairy story, rather than on the streets of Southwark.


‘Just look how respectable yer sister is,’ Lil said to her two younger children. ‘An ’ouse of ’er own an’ everyfink. That’s what you should be aimin’ for.’


Annie laughed again. ‘They’re still only kids, Mum.’


Eddie scowled at being called a kid, but it didn’t seem to bother Peggy. Not much ever seemed to bother Peggy: as long as she had animals around her, she was quite content just to drift through the rest of life.


‘It’s never too early to start bein’ respectable,’ Lil said firmly. ‘Is it, Sam?’


Sam grinned. ‘You mean like your china plate, Nettie Walnut?’ he asked.


Even after nearly twenty years of marriage, Lil rarely noticed when Sam was making fun of her – and she didn’t now. ‘Well, Nettie is very respectable . . . for a tramp,’ she said weakly.


The front parlour was getting quite crowded, and there were still two more people to come, but nobody minded. It was nice to get together for a good rabbit every now and again. That was what families were for.


Tom Bates and Peggy Clarke were standing near the door.


‘’Ow’s yer goat gettin’ on?’ Tom asked Peggy.


‘Napoleon’s doin’ luverly,’ Peggy said enthusiastically. ‘It was ever so kind of yer to give ’im to me.’


‘An’ it was ever so kind of you to be one of the bridesmaids at my wedding.’


‘Think nuffink of it,’ Peggy said, but it was goats, not weddings, that she wanted to talk about. ‘When Napoleon’s finished growin’, I’m goin’ to get a cart an’ charge all the kids in the street a farthin’ to go for rides in it.’


‘Yer should make a fortune,’ Tom said, trying not to laugh. ‘What are yer goin’ to do with the money?’


Peggy checked around the room to make sure her mother, who was sitting near the fireplace, couldn’t overhear her, then said, ‘I’m startin’ me own zoo.’


‘An’ where are yer goin’ to ’ave this zoo?’


Peggy looked at him as if he’d lost his marbles. ‘In our back yard, o’ course.’


Tom shook his head doubtfully. ‘I can’t see yer mum ever allowin’ that.’


‘I’ll only be keepin’ little animals,’ Peggy said. ‘It’s not like I want an elephant or nuffink. Mum won’t mind.’


‘Is that right? Then why are we whisperin’?’


‘She won’t mind in the end. I’m just givin’ ’er a bit of time to get used to the idea.’


Annie was half-listening to Tom’s sister Mary talk about life at Stevenson’s match factory, but what she was really thinking was how much Mary had changed in the last year or so.


When they’d first met, Mary had been nothing more than a child, who still had her puppy fat and wore her short blonde hair straight. Now the fat had melted completely away, the hair was in curls which cascaded down to her shoulders, and what had once appeared to be nothing more than a cute little button nose was rapidly developing into her best feature.


‘It’s that Miss ’Unt, ’oo really gets me,’ Mary was explaining. ‘She’s always pickin’ on me . . .’


‘She always did pick on the pretty girls,’ Annie said, thinking back to her own days in the factory.


‘. . . an’ some days, I get so fed up with it all. I just feel like screamin’.’


‘I’m sure you do,’ Annie said sympathetically. ‘Why don’t you leave, like I did?’


‘It ain’t that easy when yer’ve got no trainin’.’


‘I hadn’t got any training when I joined the telephone company,’ Annie said, although that was not quite true. She’d had no training in operating switchboards, but before they’d ever agreed to take her on, she’d had to have elocution lessons from Miss Crosby, her old board school teacher.


‘That was a good job yer ’ad at the exchange,’ Mary said. ‘It’s a real shame that you ’ad to lose it.’


‘It was company policy,’ Annie told her. ‘They just don’t employ married women.’


‘Well, they should ’ave more sense. Losin’ a good worker like you, just ’cos yer’ve got an ’usband – that’s plain silly.’


And a great pity, too, Annie thought. She and Tom could certainly have used the extra money she would have earned. Besides, she’d never been used to staying home all day, and, if she was honest with herself, it was starting to bore her.


‘How’s that young fireman of yours getting on?’ she asked Mary.


Like Peggy earlier, Mary glanced quickly across the room to see if her mother was in earshot. ‘Fred’s doin’ fine,’ she said, almost in a whisper.


‘So what’s the problem? Doesn’t your mum like you going out with him?’


Mary sighed. ‘Me mum wouldn’t like it if I was goin’ out with the Prince of Wales.’


Annie laughed. ‘Quite right, too: he’s far too old for you. But what’s your mum got against Fred Simpson?’


‘She thinks I’m too young to start ’avin’ boyfriends, but you wasn’t much older than me when yer started goin’ out with our Tom, was yer?’


‘No, I wasn’t,’ Annie agreed, ‘but my mum didn’t like that any more than your mum likes you seeing Fred. You just have to give mums time to get used to things, Mary.’


‘I’ll ’ave grey ’air by the time my mum thinks I’m ready for a boyfriend,’ Mary said wistfully.


The last two guests to arrive were Harry Roberts and Belinda Benson. Harry, a powerful figure with sandy hair, was a sergeant in the river police – or the Wet Bobs, as they were known. He had once been in love with Annie, but despite that, he had still helped prove that his rival, Tom, had not committed the murder that he’d been imprisoned for.


Belinda was an ‘honourable’, though she never used the title. She was what people called a ‘big-boned’ girl, and though no one could deny that her face was attractive, every single feature which made it up seemed larger than life. She had worked as a telephone operator with Annie and now spent a lot of time with Harry – ‘giving him his supper’, as she liked to put it, which was a nice way of saying she was doing something nice girls didn’t do, and couldn’t give a hang about what anybody thought of it.


‘Have you finished preparing the food yet?’ Belinda asked Annie as they stood in the passageway.


‘I was just getting around to it.’


‘Good, then I’ve arrived just in time to give you a hand.’ Belinda turned to Harry. ‘You go through to the front room,’ she said bossily. ‘Annie and I have some work to do.’


‘An’ no doubt some gossip to exchange,’ Harry said with a knowing grin.


‘Possibly, but since most of it will be about you, and I know how modest you are, it’s better said out of your hearing. So why don’t you save yourself the blushes and go and make yourself amenable to the rest of the guests?’


‘Yes ma’am,’ Harry said, saluting smartly, then opening the parlour door.


Belinda and Annie walked down the passageway to the kitchen.


‘I must say, you two seem to be getting on very well together,’ Annie commented.


‘Oh, we are,’ Belinda agreed. ‘I was no innocent flower when I met our Sergeant Roberts, but the things he’s shown me in the last twelve months . . .’


‘Belinda!’


‘Oh, don’t come the blushing virgin with me,’ Belinda said airily. ‘From the looks of him, your Tom can put on a good show when he wants to.’


Annie smiled. Belinda could be simply impossible sometimes, but she was never going to change, so you just had to accept her for what she was.


The food – eel pie, oysters, cold cuts of beef and ham – was already out on the kitchen table, and all that remained to do was to arrange it tastefully on Annie’s best plates.


‘Have your family met Harry?’ Annie asked, as she stretched up to reach the crockery on the top shelf of the Welsh dresser.


‘They haven’t actually met him, but I’ve certainly told them all about him.’


‘And what did they say?’


‘What did they say? What do you think they said when they learned that their high-bred daughter was going out with a common policeman? They were outraged.’ Belinda chuckled. ‘I think that’s part of what makes it all so much fun.’


In the front parlour, Tom and Harry were talking about the river, where both of them felt much more comfortable than they did on dry land.


‘I tell yer, it’s gettin’ ’arder an’ ’arder to make ends meet as a waterman,’ Tom said. ‘Sometimes – like now, for instance – traffic on the river’s so slack that yer can go for hours without pickin’ up a passenger.’


‘That’s what I like about my job,’ Harry said. ‘Yer never spend any time just ’angin’ around.’


‘An’ when yer do get to row somebody out to their ship, they usually act like they was doin’ yer a favour by even gettin’ in yer boat,’ Tom complained.


‘Well, if yer not ’appy, then maybe it’s time you was lookin’ for some other line o’ work,’ Harry suggested.


‘I agree with yer. But what?’


Harry hesitated for a second. ‘’Ave yer considered joinin’ the Wet Bobs?’


‘Me? In the river police?’


‘Why not? Yer a smart lad an’ a good rower. Yer’d take to it like a fish to water.’


‘Yer forgettin’ me criminal record,’ Tom said. ‘First of all, there’s the twelve-month suspended sentence for the fight I got into with Rollo Jenkins an’ his gang. An’ then, of course, there was the murder charge.’


‘You wasn’t guilty of that, so it don’t count, an’ as for that other matter – yer suspended sentence – I was just thinkin’ that now I’ve got a bit of influence in the Force, we might be able to find some way of overlookin’ that.’


‘Yer’d be takin’ a chance, puttin’ my name forward. Are you willin’ to do that?’


Harry shrugged awkwardly. ‘Why not? If yer can’t go out on a bit of a limb for the bloke ’oo asked yer to be the best man at ’is weddin’, ’oo can yer go out on a limb for? So what do yer say? Do yer fancy joinin’ the Wet Bobs?’


Tom thought about it. As a river policeman he would be getting regular wages instead of being at the mercy of the wharfingers and sailors he normally had to rely on. And police work might be more interesting than ferrying people to and fro.


‘Well, do yer want to give it a try?’ Harry asked.


‘Do yer know, ’Arry, I rather think I do,’ Tom replied.


Eddie Clarke and Joey Bates did not really know each other very well, but as the only two lads at the party, they had naturally drifted towards one corner of the parlour together. They were about the same age, but they were far from the same size. Eddie was small and wiry, with the hands of an artist. Joey, thanks to his weight training, had grown four inches since his brother’s marriage, and had fists as hard as house bricks.


‘I’m goin’ to ’ave me first fight soon,’ Joey said.


‘Yer first fight?’


‘Yes. I’m goin’ to be a boxer.’


‘I see,’ Eddie said.


‘Somefink wrong with that?’


Eddie shrugged his shoulders. ‘Nuffink, I suppose. Leastways, not if your idea of fun is to step in a ring an’ ’ave some bloke beat ’ell out of yer.’


‘An what’s your idea of fun?’ Joey demanded. ‘Tinkerin’ about with motorcars all day? That’s no life for a man. It ain’t natural, neither. If God ’ad wanted us to ’ave motors, ’e’d ’ave put ’em in ’orses.’


The two boys glared at each other.


‘Boxin’,’ Eddie scoffed.


‘Motorcars,’ Joey retaliated.


Each of them looked around, deciding where to go next. Back to their mums? That was unthinkable. Go and join Harry and Tom? From the way they were talking to each other, it didn’t seem as if they would welcome the intrusion. So it looked, Joey and Eddie thought simultaneously, as if they were stuck with each other.


It was Eddie who broke the silence. ‘No point in fallin’ out now that we’re related, is there?’


Joey grinned. ‘Naw. Each to ’is own, that’s what I say.’ He hesitated for a second. ‘Will yer come an’ watch me first fight? Only, I could do with a bit o’ support to egg me on.’


Eddie thought about it. He didn’t want to see a boxing match, but the foundations of his newfound friendship were too shaky for him to refuse. ‘I’ll tell yer what,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll come an’ watch yer first fight if you’ll come down to the garage an’ let me show yer the cars.’


Joey said, ‘Yer’ve got a deal,’ and the two boys solemnly shook hands.


Belinda and Annie carried the food into the parlour and placed it on the table, while Tom dispensed the drinks – mostly beer for the men and port and lemon for the women. The children stuck to plain lemonade, but not without a certain amount of indignant protest from Joey and Eddie.


‘When yer twenty-one yer’ll be old enough to drink,’ Lil Clarke told her son.


‘But our Annie’s drinking, and she’s not twenty-one,’ Eddie protested.


‘Annie’s married,’ his mother said. ‘It’s respectable to drink when yer married, ’owever old yer are. Ain’t that right, Sam?’


‘Whatever you say, me old dutch,’ Sam replied, winking heavily at his son.


‘Looks like if I ever want a pint, I’ll ’ave to get ’itched first,’ Eddie mumbled.


‘What was that?’ Lil demanded.


‘Nuffink, Mum.’


Annie had prepared enough grub to feed an army, but somehow most of it managed to disappear, and by half-past six everyone was feeling bloated.


Harry went over to the window. ‘I’d like to propose a toast,’ he announced.


Belinda bent down, so her mouth was level with Peggy Clarke’s ear. ‘Oh Lord,’ she whispered. ‘Now the fat really is in the fire.’


‘Men are devils for makin’ toasts,’ Peggy whispered back, remembering her sister’s wedding.


‘It’s ’ard to believe it’s exactly a year since Tom an’ Annie got married,’ Harry continued. ‘Some’ow, the time just seems to fly by, don’t it?’


‘Not when you’re listening to men make speeches,’ Belinda whispered to Peggy.


Peggy giggled, and from the other side of the room, her mother shot her a hard stare.


‘Well, they say that the first year makes or breaks a marriage,’ Harry said, ‘and yer’ve only to see the way Tom an’ Annie still look at each other to realise there’s not been much breakin’ goin’ on in this ’ouse. I think that’s about all I’ve got to say . . .’


‘Hear, hear!’ Belinda said, a little more loudly than she’d intended.


‘. . . so now I’ll give yer the toast. To Annie and Tom. May all their troubles be little ones.’


They drank the toast, then Harry stepped aside, and Tom took his place.


‘I’d like to thank yer all for comin’,’ he said, ‘an’ if I can propose a toast of me own, it’s this. We’ve all been through some rough times in the past – what with me gettin’ arrested an’ everyfink – but the last year’s been about as quiet as it could be. So let’s ’ope things stay that way.’


‘Yer temptin’ fate,’ Sam called across the room, and though he’d meant it as a joke, he was closer to the truth than he realised.




Chapter Two


The narrow ledge was eighty feet above the ground. Behind it was a small sloping roof which formed the apex of the Southwark Bridge Road Fire Headquarters, and in front there was nothing but a stomach-churning drop.


Fred Simpson was perfectly at home up there. In fact, if he’d had time, he would have climbed the sloping roof, because he knew from past experience that the view from the top of it was spectacular: St Paul’s in one direction, and the Kennington Oval on the other; Lambeth Palace to his right, the Tower of London to his left. However, there was no time to climb up the roof: this was a fire drill, and the stopwatch was ticking.


Moving swiftly but carefully, Fred made his way along the ledge to where Archie Tucker, one of his comrades, was lying flat out. Once there, he bent down, picked the other man up and slung him over his shoulder.


‘Don’t you go botherin’ about breakin’ no records today,’ Archie grunted to him. ‘I’d rather get there slow than ’ave us both go fallin’ over that edge.’


Fred grinned. ‘Don’t worry, Archie. I ain’t never lost one of me customers yet.’


He walked quickly along the ledge to where a temporary sling had been erected, and slid Archie into its leather harness. Then, after wrapping the rope securly around his arms and back, he lowered Archie over the edge of the building.


‘Remember: nice and slow,’ the other man said.


Fred braced himself to take the weight. Archie was a big bloke – most of the firemen were – but he himself was a strong man with bulging muscles and a broad back, and, if he’d had to, he could have handled twice the load.


Fred began to let out the rope, and Archie, instead of being suspended just by the ledge, began to move towards the ground.


‘Too fast, yer eager young bugger,’ Archie shouted up. ‘Much too fast.’


Fred grinned again. He might complain now, but Archie knew that in a real fire, with flames lapping all around them, speed such as he was employing would be very important. Archie also knew that drills like this were the only real opportunity the firemen were given to make sure they’d got their techniques right.


The other fireman bumped gently to the ground. Now it was time for Fred to get off the roof himself. He couldn’t go by the sling, as Archie had done, because there was no one to operate it, so he’d have to go another way.


He looked down into the yard, and saw a group of firemen stretching out the jumping sheet. On other occasions, he’d held the sheet himself, so he knew just how big it was, but knowing something and seeing something were two entirely different things. Down on the ground, the sheet seemed huge. From the ledge, it looked no larger than a pocket handkerchief.


Fred stepped to the edge and launched himself into the air. It does not take a man long to fall three floors, yet there was time for him to feel the air whooshing past him and to see the ground looming up in front of him. Then he hit the sheet, bounced, and was soon back on his feet.


The captain consulted his brass stopwatch. ‘Not bad, Simpson. Not bad at all.’


Fred beamed with pleasure. To be told that by the captain was almost as good as getting knighted by the King.


The station’s recreation room, with its big old billiard table, was a popular gathering place for men who were off duty, but when Fred entered it, the only person sitting there was an ex-fireman called Bob Doyle.


Doyle was an ancient man with a mane of grey hair and a weather-beaten face. It was years since he’d retired from active duty, but he seemed unable to keep away from the fire station where he had spent most of his working life.


‘I saw the way yer conducted yerself up on the roof,’ Doyle said. ‘I think it’s just possible yer might ’ave the makin’s of a good fireman in yer.’


‘The captain said I wasn’t bad,’ Fred said.


Bob raised a bushy grey eyebrow. ‘Did ’e, indeed? Not bad! Well, yer honoured.’ He took a packet of Black Cat cigarettes out of his jacket pocket, and offered one to Fred. ‘Tuppence ’a’penny for ten, these things cost nowadays,’ he told the young fireman. ‘Ain’t that outrageous?’


Fred struck a match, lit the two cigarettes, and then sat down opposite Bob. ‘We spend all our time complainin’ about breathin’ in smoke when we’re workin’,’ he said, ‘an’ when we’re off duty, what’s the first thing we do? Why, we light up a fag!’


Bob coughed. ‘You’re right, there. Did I ever tell yer about the worst fire that I ever fought?’


‘No. I don’t think yer did.’


‘It was the great Tooley Street fire of ’sixty-one,’ the old man said. ‘Yer’ve never seen anyfink like it. Nobody ’oo’s workin’ at this station now ’as seen anyfink like it.’


Fred took another drag on his cigarette. ‘Yes, I ’eard it was pretty bad.’


‘Bad? That ain’t the word for it. It started in Cotton’s Wharf, an’ before yer knew where yer was, it ’ad spread as far as ’Ay’s Wharf – which is two ’undred yards if it’s an inch. The real problem was in what they’d got stored there, yer see – cotton, sugar, tallow, rice, spices, jute an’ ’emp.’


‘Doesn’t take much to start any of them things burnin’ up,’ Fred said.


‘Oh, an’ o’ course saltpetre for good measure,’ Bob continued. ‘Well, like yer say, all them things burn as easy as anyfink, an’ on top of that, we ’ad the problem of gettin’ enough water to fight the bleedin’ fire with.’


‘But the fire must ’ave been right by the river.’


‘It was.’


‘Well, then?’


‘Yer not thinkin’, Fred.’ Bob shook his head as if to say he really couldn’t imagine where they found young firemen these days. ‘’Ow much of a difference is there between ’ighest an’ lowest tide, would yer guess?’


‘About twenty feet,’ Fred estimated.


‘Twenty feet nine inches, to be precise. Well, when the fire broke out it was low tide, an’ we couldn’t reach the river, could we? The only water we could get was out of ’Ay’s Dock, an’ all the time there was explosions and things meltin’ like billy-oh. There was so many tons of molten tallow pourin’ into the river that in the end it caught fire. An’ if that wasn’t bad enough, we ’ad the general public to deal with.’


‘Gettin’ in the way, were they?’


‘They were doin’ more than that. They were takin’ risks even we wouldn’t have taken.’


‘What d’yer mean?’


‘They thought it was a great show, d’yer see, so they were ’iring watermen to row them out, so they could get a better view of it. Quite a lot of ’em got so close they were burned to death. There was more people lost their lives in the Tooley Street fire than ever did durin’ the Great Fire of London.’


Fred whistled softly. ‘I didn’t know that.’


‘Then the tide turned an’ a lot of the tallow was washed away. Watermen as far as Millwall were collectin’ it by the boatload.’ Bob chuckled. ‘Sellin’ it, too, the crafty buggers. Tuppence ’a’penny a pound, they got for it. Mind you, you didn’t even ’ave to be a waterman to collect it. All the roads round Tooley Street were ankle deep in tallow an’ grease.’


‘’Ow long did it take you to finally get it under control?’ Fred asked.


‘Believe it or not, it was two bloody weeks before we ’ad it all extinguished,’ Bob said. ‘I can still remember the amount of the damage.’ He closed his eyes. ‘Eighteen thousand bales of cotton were destroyed, ten thousand barrels of tallow, five thousand tons of rice, three thousand tons of sugar, a thousand tons of ’emp, another thousand of jute, an’ enough tea to quench the thirst of everybody in the country for a week.’


‘Could it ’appen again?’ Fred asked.


‘No reason why not,’ the old fireman replied. ‘The equipment’s better these days, an’ maybe the fire regulations are bein’ more strictly enforced, but them ware’ouses are still dealin’ in the same kind of stuff, an’ it’ll burn just as easy as it ever did.’ Bob rose creakily to his feet. ‘I’d better be gettin’ back to me lodgin’s. Me landlady plays ’ell with me if I’m late.’


‘An’ we don’t want that.’


‘No,’ Bob agreed. ‘We bloody don’t.’


The Goldsmiths’ Arms, at the corner of Lant Place, was considered by most of the locals to be a good boozer. The first of its three entrances led into the public bar, where men could speak as they liked without worrying about offending their womenfolk, and – if they were in the mood – have a spirited game of snooker. The second entrance led into the saloon bar, the haunt of couples – courting and married – and of men who perhaps felt themselves a little superior to the rough blokes in the public. Finally, there was the jug and bottle department, where it was possible to see children as small as six struggling with the big jugs to be filled with beer for their thirsty parents.


‘We’d be lost without the Goldsmiths’,’ Sam Clarke often said to George Taylor. ‘Well, more than lost if the truth was told. I think we’d all go doolalli,’ and he was right.


From her vantage point behind the bar, Colleen Taylor looked around the saloon of the Goldsmiths’. A lot of her regulars were in that night. There was Dick Todd, the milkman – and reputedly the worst-tempered man in Southwark – grumbling away at his beer, and Maggie White, who worked at the bath house and always came in for one drink on her way home – but only one. And there, in their usual corner, were Mary Bates and Fred Simpson.


Courting suited Fred, Colleen decided. When he’d first starting coming into the pub, he’d had such a baby face that if it hadn’t been for his broad muscular body – which could only have belonged to a fully grown man – she might have refused to serve him. Since he’d been seeing Mary, however, his face seemed to have grown more adult, and now a long straight nose and firm mouth lay beneath the thatch of dark brown hair.


Yes, Colleen thought, Fred had grown out of boyhood and turned into rather a handsome man. She herself was very happy with her George, but looking at Fred she could not help wishing – for just a second – that she was a few years younger and unattached.


Fred was telling Mary the story of the great Tooley Street fire. ‘Imagine it – the river actually burnin’ up with all that fat an’ tallow,’ he said.


‘Yer lucky that you’ve never ’ad to fight a fire like that one, ain’t yer?’ Mary said.


‘Well, I am in a way – an’ then again, I’m not,’ Fred replied enigmatically.


‘’Ow d’yer mean?’


‘Firefightin’s what I’ve been trained to do, an’ it seems a pity to miss the big one. Not that I ever want anywhere to catch on fire, yer understand, but it’s like . . .’ Fred waved his hands helplessly as he tried to express what was on his mind. ‘It’s like bein’ a good footballer, an’ only allowed to play against teams yer know yer could beat.’


Mary looked at him anxiously. ‘But wouldn’t yer be afraid of a big fire like that?’


‘Yes, but not in the way you mean. I wouldn’t be afraid of gettin’ killed – I’d be afraid of losin’ me nerve.’


The anxiety on Mary’s face increased. ‘Why is that more frightenin’ than gettin’ killed?’


‘Because in the Fire Brigade, yer not one man workin’ on yer own, yer part of a bigger operation. An’ if yer not doin’ yer job properly, then yer comrades probably can’t do theirs, either. So at best, yer not makin’ a proper showin’ of it, an’ at worst, yer could be riskin’ the lives of the other firemen.’


‘But surely they’d understand. Everybody gets scared at one time or another.’


‘It’s a luxury we can’t afford. That’s why, if a fireman once loses ’is bottle, none of the others ever want to work with ’im again.’ He laughed. ‘Work with ’im, did I say? It’s as much as they can do to bring themselves to even speak to ’im.’


‘It seems terribly ’ard,’ Mary said.


‘That’s the way it ’as to be,’ Fred replied, then changed the subject. ‘’Ave yer talked to yer mother yet?’


‘Talked to me mother?’ Mary repeated, although she knew full well what he meant. ‘What about?’


‘About us.’


‘Well . . . no.’ Mary admitted. How she wished that she was not so timid; that she could find the courage from somewhere inside her to tell her mum that she loved Fred and he loved her, and that was all there was to it. But she had always been timid – even at school – and it was terribly hard to try and change now.


‘She’ll ’ave to know sooner or later,’ Fred said, ‘An’ I’m gettin’ tired of seein’ yer be’ind ’er back.’


‘I will tell ’er,’ Mary promised.


‘When?’


‘Soon.’


‘Look,’ Fred said, ‘I’m a solid, honest bloke, an’ I love yer with all my ’eart. I want to marry yer, an’ the sooner the better.’


‘Maybe when I’m a bit older . . .’


‘Yer eighteen next birthday. As far as I’m concerned, that’s old enough to be thinkin’ about gettin’ married. I mean, it ain’t as if I couldn’t support yer. I’ve got a good steady job . . .’


‘I know that.’


‘. . . an’ in a couple o’ years I could be promoted up to Leadin’ Fireman.’


‘I’m sure yer will be.’


‘An’ there’s somefink else,’ Fred said, taking Mary’s two hands in his.


‘What else?’


Fred looked down at the table. ‘I’ve always shown yer the proper respect, ain’t I?’


‘Oh yes, yer’ve never been anyfink but the perfect gentleman with me.’


‘Well, that’s the problem,’ Fred said. ‘Feelin’ about yer like I do, I don’t want to be the perfect gentleman for much longer.’


Mary swallowed hard. ‘Maybe we could . . .’ she began. ‘I mean, if yer want to . . .’


‘No,’ Fred said firmly. ‘Not until we’re married. It wouldn’t be right. So yer will talk to yer mum, won’t yer?’


‘Yes,’ Mary promised, ‘but yer’ll ’ave to give me a while to get used to the idea.’


‘An’ ’ow long’s a while?’


‘A week or two.’


Fred sighed. ‘Well, I’ve waited this long. I s’ppose I’ll just ’ave to force meself to wait a little bit longer.’




Chapter Three


Colleen looked at the clock on the kitchen mantelpiece. It was a quarter past four and Maisie Dunn – the girl from Southwark Bridge Road who looked after Ted and Cathy while Colleen was at work – was already fifteen minutes late. Which means that I’m goin’ to be late gettin’ to the Goldsmiths’ an’ all, Colleen thought, an’ I don’t expect Mr Wilkins is goin’ to be very pleased about that!


She looked down at the children. Cathy was tugging on the ears of a fluffy pink rabbit, and Ted was making one of his slow, thoughtful expeditions across the kitchen floor.


‘The trouble is that I just can’t afford to lose me little job,’ Colleen told the twins. ‘Not now we’ve got all the expense of lookin’ after you pair.’


Ted came to a halt by the leg of the kitchen table, and gazed up questioningly at his mother.


‘Oh, I’m not complainin’,’ Colleen told him. ‘I’m glad you came along as twins, instead of one at a time. Honestly I am. But do you see how I’m fixed?’


Ted nodded seriously, as if he did see. Cathy, having failed to de-ear her toy herself, held it out so her mother could have a go at the job.


A sudden, unexpected shiver ran down Colleen’s back, and though she tried to fight it, the memory of Nettie Walnut’s last visit invaded her mind.


It had been a lovely spring day, Colleen remembered, the kind of day when it seems that nothing can possibly go wrong – and then Nettie had told the children’s fortunes.


‘I sees a long life for him,’ Nettie had said when she’d examined Ted’s palm, and then she had looked at Cathy’s – and her eyes had shown her shock.


‘Daft thing, fortune tellin’,’ Nettie had mumbled.


‘It is!’ Colleen said now, to both herself and her children. She picked up Cathy and hugged the baby to her. ‘Nothin’s goin’ to harm you,’ she promised. ‘I won’t let it.’


It was twenty past four when Maisie Dunn finally arrived and found Colleen in the kitchen, still holding her infant daughter tightly to her bosom.


‘I’m awful sorry I’m late, Mrs Taylor,’ Maisie gasped, as if she had been running.


‘I should think you are sorry,’ Colleen told her. ‘Mr Wilkins was expectin’ me at four o’clock, an’—’


‘Only the reason I didn’t get ’ere on time was ’cos I went to see about this job, yer see?’


‘A job?’ Colleen repeated, a sinking feeling in her stomach. ‘Another job?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Where?’


‘At the tannery.’


‘An’ did you get it?’


‘Yeah, I did. I don’t want to see yer stuck, so I’ll mind the kids tonight, but as from tomorrow, yer goin’ to ’ave to find somebody else to do the job.’


‘If you’d rather stay with us, instead of workin’ in that horrid place, I could maybe pay you a bit more than I do now,’ Colleen said, though without much hope.


‘Could yer afford to give me twelve an’ a tanner a week?’ Maisie asked.


‘No,’ Colleen replied heavily. ‘Twelve an’ six a week would be beyond me.’


‘Well, it’s what I could earn with overtime at the tannery,’ Maisie told her. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Taylor. I like lookin’ after the children, honest I do, but yer’ve got to be practical where money’s concerned, ’aven’t yer?’


‘Yes,’ Colleen agreed. ‘I suppose you have.’


When Colleen returned from the Goldsmiths’ Arms that night, she found George sitting at the kitchen table with a piece of paper in front of him and a pensive expression on his face.


‘I’ve been talkin’ to young Maisie,’ he said. ‘She seems set on leavin’ us.’


‘Yes,’ Colleen agreed. ‘I think she is.’


‘So, we’ll need to look for a new girl, won’t we? Are you workin’ tomorrow?’


‘No. It’s me day off.’


‘Well, that’s a blessin, at least.’ George picked up a pencil. ‘I’ll write out the advert now, an’ see it’s put up in the newspaper shop window first thing in the mornin’. With any luck, we should have somebody by tomorrow night at the latest.’


‘I’ve been doin’ some thinkin’ on the subject while I’ve been at the pub,’ Colleen told her husband.


‘That spells trouble,’ George said, and then he smiled to show that he didn’t really mean it. ‘An’ just what particular side of the subject have you been exercisin’ your brain over?’


‘We’re always goin’ to have trouble employin’ local girls, because sooner or later they’ll all find a better job in the tannery or the match factory.’


‘Call workin’ in the tannery a better job?’ George asked. ‘Ever smelled it when you were walkin’ past? The stink of all them hides is enough to turn your stomach.’


‘Some people’ll put up with any amount of stink if the pay’s good,’ Colleen said. ‘An’ you have to admit, George, twelve an’ six a week is good.’


‘Maybe it is,’ George conceded, ‘but I’m still not sure where all this is headin’. You say we’ll always have trouble with local girls, and perhaps you’re right, but what’s the alternative?’


‘We could take in a girl from St Saviour’s Work’ouse.’


‘From the work’ouse?’


‘Yes. Why not? We couldn’t pay her that much a week, but at least she’d have a room of her own here, instead of havin’ to sleep in one of them dreadful dormitories.’


George frowned. ‘I’m not sure I’d be happy about havin’ a live-in servant,’ he said.


‘A servant!’ Colleen repeated, giggling. ‘You are gettin’ ideas above your station. She’d be no more of a servant than Maisie was, ’cept that instead of goin’ home to her mam an’ dad every night, she’d be stayin’ here with us.’


George, who had always thought things out slowly and carefully – a fact which had made him an excellent sergeant in the army – turned the matter over in his head.


‘She’d have to be the right girl,’ he said finally. ‘I mean, I’m not acceptin’ the first one they send us.’


‘I’ll make that quite clear when I go an’ see ’em tomorrow,’ Colleen promised.


‘An’ I don’t want you gettin’ too attached to her, because if she doesn’t work out like we hope she will, she’s goin’ straight back to St Saviour’s.’


‘I won’t get too friendly.’


‘I know you an’ your soft heart . . .’


‘I won’t get too friendly with her,’ Colleen insisted. ‘I promise you I won’t.’


‘All right. I suppose it’s worth at least givin’ the idea a try,’ George said.


St Saviour’s Workhouse was bounded by four roads, but its main entrance was on Quilp Street, and it was to this gate that Colleen went the next morning. She gazed up at the tall brick walls which surrounded the workhouse. Even in the bright morning sunlight it looked imposing and totally unwelcoming.


Colleen knocked on the small door set inside the gate. A porter opened it. He was wearing a uniform which included a peaked military cap.


‘Overnight paupers ain’t admitted till six,’ he snarled, then he noticed Colleen’s neat appearance and his expression changed. ‘Sorry, madam, but yer don’t know ’ow persistent some o’ these wretches can be.’ He forced a smile to his face. ‘What can I do for yer?’


‘I’d like to see someone in charge,’ Colleen told him. ‘I’m looking for a gi— for a servant.’


The porter’s respect for her was going up in leaps and bounds. ‘Well, yer’ve come to the right place,’ he said. ‘There’s loads of young women in ’ere ’oo’d jump at the chance of workin’ for a respectable lady like yerself.’


Colleen, who had never been called a lady before, felt herself blushing.


The matron was a woman of around forty-five. Like the porter, she was wearing a uniform – a long white dress – and also like the gruff man on the gate, there seemed to be a hard edge lurking beneath her smile.


‘We are always most pleased to see our paupers settled in new homes,’ she said, ‘but we must first make sure that those homes are suitable.’


‘Of course,’ Colleen agreed.


‘Now, you say this girl’s duties would principally be to look after your two children?’


‘That’s right.’


‘And what are your circumstances?’


‘Pardon?’


‘What is your husband’s occupation, Mrs Taylor? And, since you want the girl as a nanny, am I to assume that you have a job of your own?’


‘I’m a barmaid,’ Colleen said.


The matron frowned. ‘Strong drink has been the downfall of many of the poor wretches whom we shelter inside these walls,’ she said severely.


‘But me husband’s the manager of Hibbert’s wood yard,’ Colleen added hastily. ‘He drinks himself – but not much – an’ I don’t touch the stuff at all.’


The matron nodded, somewhat mollified. ‘A wood yard manager. That seems most satisfactory,’ she said. ‘Would you like to take the girl with you now?’


‘Now?’ Colleen asked, surprised that it could all be accomplished so quickly.


The matron laughed, but there was not much warmth in it. ‘Why not?’ she asked. ‘How long do you think it takes a pauper to pack her belongings?’


‘Well, the thing is, me husband wants to see her first,’ Colleen said. ‘Interview her, like.’


‘That’s not the usual procedure,’ the matron said, frowning again. ‘Normally it is I who decides who’s placed.’

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/title_r1.jpg
South of the River

SALLY SPENCER





OEBPS/msr_cvi_r1.jpg
SOUTH of the
Biven






