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Chapter 1

Sally Fuller bent down and picked up the last of the wilted brown flower petals lying forlornly on the colourful rag rug that had pride of place in front of the hearth. Many years ago Sally had watched her mother sit night after night, patiently pulling strips of cloth through a piece of sacking, gradually transforming it into the rug.

Sally looked at the photograph of her mother on the mantelpiece. It had been taken when she was young and the warm smile and twinkling eyes had never left her.

Although the front room curtains were pulled together, the last rays of May’s late evening sunlight were defiantly piercing through chinks in the thin material. Dust hovered and danced in their beams. All the curtains in Sefton Grove were drawn as a sign of respect, for Hilda Fuller had been very well liked by friends and neighbours alike.

Sally wanted to throw back the curtains and open the windows wide to let in the light and fresh air. The wreaths had made the room smell sweet and sickly. She slumped down on to the hard brown Rexine armchair and played with the petals in her hand. Tears slowly ran down her pale cheeks.

Her thoughts went to just a year ago, when, on Johnny’s eighth birthday, everybody in Sefton Grove had been  happy and had all joined in the street party to celebrate the coronation of King George and Queen Elizabeth. But this year, Johnny had spent his birthday sitting with his mother, holding her hand till the end.

‘Mum,’ whispered Sally. ‘What are we going ter do without yer?’

‘Sal, Sal, you all right?’ Pete Brent’s voice broke into her thoughts. He poked his head round the door, his dark eyes full of concern. Nervously he ran his hand over his slicked-down straight, dark hair. Today he looked more handsome than ever in his dark suit, his starched white collar and black tie such a contrast against his tanned face.

Sally quickly brushed the tears from her cheeks. ‘Yes thanks, Pete,’ she said, smiling faintly. She didn’t have to pretend to him. They had known each other all their lives. Pete, at twenty-one was two years older than Sally, and theirs was an easy and comfortable friendship.

‘Yer pop’s sitting outside in the yard – ’e’s a bit down. ’E said ’e fancies a drink so I’ll be off up the Nag’s wiv ’im. Yer don’t mind, do yer?’

‘No, course not. Where’s Babs and Johnny?’

‘In the yard playing wiv the cat. I’ll keep me eye on Pop, and I won’t let ’im stay too long.’

‘Thanks, Pete.’

‘Yer sure you’ll be all right?’

Sally nodded.

‘I’ll call back later.’

The sound of her father’s footsteps echoing along the linoed passage stopped. He called out. ‘Ready, Pete? Won’t be long, Sal.’ He didn’t come into the front room.

Pete looked round. ‘I’ll be off now.’ He quietly closed the door behind him.

Sally sat back wistfully and thought about her family. Dear Dad – he was going to miss Mum, and her younger sister and brother were very upset at losing their mother.

Babs, like Sally, took after her father in colouring. Her straight dark hair was cut to just below her ears, with a fringe framing her round face. Her dark eyes flashed with every mood. She was slim, and seemed to be all arms and legs. At twelve, she was growing up fast.

Johnny was the quieter of the two. He was sensitive, and a worrier. Pale and skinny, he never looked well, and with his light brown hair and soft green eyes, he took after his mother. His shirt was always hanging out of his trousers, and his socks permanently down in his shoes. Sally could almost hear Mum shouting at him to smarten himself up, ‘and pull up those socks.’ She would have been proud of him today – he had looked very smart, and had tried hard not to cry as he sat quietly in the carriage behind the hearse, watching the horses’ bobbing heads. Their mother’s funeral had been a very sad affair.

Sally sighed. What would they do without Mum? How would she manage to do the shopping, washing and ironing, and go to work at the chocolate factory, where she was a packer? Mum had always done everything for them. She had been loving and cheerful, and always found time to listen to them. A tear ran down Sally’s cheek. She would be nineteen next month and Mum wouldn’t be here to share her birthday.

Then there was Pete. He never made any bones about how ambitious he was. By day he was a stevedore like her dad and they worked in the docks together, but at night and weekends he helped his older brother Reg with the small printing business in the back yard. In between he was  taking driving lessons from his uncle, as the next thing he wanted was a car. Sally and Pete had been seeing each other for years, when he wasn’t busy. It wasn’t romantic like in the films she saw at the pictures, and she knew Pete wasn’t in any hurry to get married, but she was quite happy to wait for him.

Sally heard someone pull the key that hung on a piece of string behind the door, through the letter box. She looked up at the clock on the mantel shelf. It couldn’t be Pete and Dad back already, it was much too early. She jumped up and threw open the front room door.

‘’Allo, Sal. All right if I come in fer a bit? I saw Pete and yer dad go out so I knew you’d be on yer own, so as soon as I got the kids down I fought I’d pop in and see if yer wanted a bit o’ company.’

To Jessie Walters’ surprise, Sally threw her arms round her neck, almost knocking her off balance.

‘Oh Jess, I’m so unhappy,’ she sobbed.

‘Yeah, I ’spect you are. Yer’ve been frough a lot terday, and yer’ve bin ever so brave.’

Sally stood back and wiped her eyes. ‘I think it’s only just beginning to sink in.’

‘Yer shouldn’t bottle it all up, yer know. D’yer fancy a cuppa tea?’

Sally nodded.

‘Well, sit quiet in ’ere, and I’ll go and make one.’

Sally didn’t argue. Jessie was Sally’s only close friend. She had known her all her life. Jessie was a year older than Sally, but they had always lived in Sefton Grove, Rotherhithe, gone off to school together, then worked together at the chocolate factory till Jessie left to have her first baby.

Even though Jessie was expecting when she got married she didn’t care about all the talk and had her white wedding. Sally was chief bridesmaid, and they had a super party afterwards. A year after Harry was born, Pat arrived. She was almost two now, and Sally was godmother to both children. It was Sally who had comforted Jessie when her husband, Vic, whom everybody knew was a bit of a philanderer, ran off with a young girl from his work. He was good-looking and everybody was amazed he’d married Jessie, even though she was expecting. To Sally, she would always be Jessie Walters, never Owen. Jessie was a good needlewoman and Sally wasn’t surprised when, after her husband left, she took in sewing. Now she made just enough to make ends meet.

Jessie walked in carrying the heavy tray, and kicked the door shut behind her. ‘Young Babs said, could they finish orf the last o’ the cake?’ Without waiting for an answer she went on. ‘I told ’em they could – that all right?’

Sally nodded. ‘I could ’ave come out in the kitchen, yer know.’

‘Yeah, but it’s cosy in ’ere. ’Sides, I fink yer wonner be on yer own fer a bit.’ Jessie slowly stirred the tea in the brown china teapot. ‘That was a nice service ’e gave yer mum. Did yer wonner bit o’ cake?’

Sally shook her head. ‘No, thanks. Are the kids all right?’

Jessie smiled and patted the back of her fair wispy hair. Her smile lit up her full face, making her striking blue eyes almost disappear. Jessie had inclined to put on a little weight since having the children. ‘It’s finishing up all the bits they leave. Me dad can’t stand wasted food,’ she always told Sally.

‘Yeah, they’re fast asleep. I fink Mum was bit upset she ’ad ter look after ’em this afternoon, but I told ’er it was ’er or me what went to the funeral, and I won.’ Jessie smiled again. Although she and her mother had had their differences, she had stood by Jessie and would do anything for her and her kids, and Jessie thought the world of her mum. ‘The flowers were really nice. I fink the wreaf the Grove got was nice. D’yer know, everybody put sumfink in.’ She poured the tea and handed the cup to Sally. ‘I was surprised ter see Pete took the afternoon orf, wiv ’im always ser worried about money.’

‘Dad says there ain’t a lot of ships in at the moment, and the foreman said it was all right.’

‘Still, ’e didn’t git paid.’

‘Well, ’e wouldn’t anyway if ’e’d bin sent ’ome.’

‘No, course not. ’Ere, Sal, will this make any difference ter you and Pete?’

‘Why? What d’yer mean?’

‘Well, will yer be gitting married soon?’

‘Don’t think so. Besides I’ve got ter think about Dad and Babs and Johnny now, and anyway, Pete wants ter get a car.’

Jessie sat back. ‘Oh yeah, I forgot. Don’t ’e wonner git married?’

‘Jessie Walters, I’ve told yer before, Pete and me are friends. What is the ’urry ter git married?’

‘OK, keep yer ’air on. By the way, me and Mum was wondering what yer gonner do about the shopping and washing?’

‘I dunno.’

‘If yer like, we could do it for yer.’

‘I couldn’t let you—’

‘I ain’t saying we’d do it fer nuffink. We fought if we charged yer, yer wouldn’t be under no obligation – and,’ she smiled, ‘that way I’d be earning meself a few extra bob on top of me sewing. Anyway, ’ave a word wiv yer dad.’

‘Thanks, Jess. There’s so much ter think of now. D’yer know, I can’t believe Mum’s gone.’

‘Yeah, well, it’ll take time. She was a good woman. It seems all wrong someone like ’er should go when there’s that cow-son of an ’usband o’ mine still living, and sniffing around any bit o’ skirt that’ll give ’im the time o’ day.’ Jessie’s face was full of hate.

‘Still, in some ways it’s just as well ’e went off,’ said Sally.

‘Just think of all the kids yer might ’ave finished up with.’

‘That’s what Mum says. Good job ’e ain’t interested in the kids, ovverwise ’e’d be back. Then ’e’d git me fist in ’is face, and Gawd knows what Mum and Dad would do ter’im.’ She laughed. ‘I bet ’e’d ’ave a job walking after.’

Jessie stayed until it was time to get back to her children. Sally was sorry to see her go. A long evening stretched ahead of her now that Babs and Johnny had gone to bed. She was sitting in the kitchen alone, reading when her father opened the door.

‘’Allo, Dad. Pete with you?’

‘No, ’e went on ’ome. All right then, gel?’ he asked slumping heavily in his old wooden armchair. He suddenly looked old and drawn.

‘Yes, thanks. What about you?’

Stan leant back. ‘Can’t say I feel anyfink. I feel sorta numb.’

‘Oh Dad . . .’

He took his tobacco tin from his coat pocket, staring at it as he turned it over and over, almost as if seeing it for the  first time. With his head still bent, he said softly, ‘I’m gonner miss ’Ilda. Yer know, Sal, I loved yer mum.’

Sally choked back a sob. She had never heard her dad say anything like that before. ‘We all did,’ she whispered.

He opened the tin and carefully rolled a cigarette. After lighting it he sat back and silently blew the smoke in the air.

‘Dad, Jessie said she’d do some shopping fer us, and a bit of the washing as well.’

He sat up. ‘I ain’t taking no charity, gel, we’ll manage somehow.’

‘Dad, it won’t be charity. We’re gonner pay ’er.’

‘That’s all right then. Don’t want people ter feel sorry fer us.’

He sat back again and closed his eyes. The only sound that filled the air was the ticking of the wooden clock on the mantelpiece. When it chimed eleven he opened his eyes and sat forward, and with his finger and thumb put the cigarette out, letting the tobacco fall on to the clean hearth. ‘I fink I’ll be orf now. You coming up?’

‘In a minute. D’yer want a cuppa cocoa?’

‘No, fanks.’ He stood up. ‘Don’t stay down ’ere too long. Remember yer got ter git up fer work in the morning.’

‘I’ll be up soon, I promise.’ She kissed his cheek. ‘Good night, Dad.’

Sally stretched out her legs, clad in her best black silk stockings. She put her feet on the brass fender hoping she wouldn’t have to wear these stockings again, even though they’d cost her three and eleven. She didn’t like black.

‘I’ll ’ave ter stop Dad doing that now I ’ave ter keep it clean,’ she said to herself, looking at the mess her father had made in the hearth.

Her mother had always kept the fender well polished,  and with the range black-leaded and the hearth whitened, it was always pleasing to the eye. She had been constantly busy and bustling about, proud of her home and her family, forever cleaning and cooking. Even when the General Strike was on they hadn’t gone without, not like some round here. Sally could just about remember that time when her dad was out of work. Babs had been only a baby. Sally sighed. She knew she had a lot to live up to.

Tiger, the cat, jumped on her lap. She gently fondled what was left of his right ear. He’d lost most of it in one of his many fights. As she tenderly ran her fingers over his soft black fur he purred contentedly. Tears slowly ran down Sally’s face. Her mother, who had died of pneumonia, had always been a fighter, and Sally loved to hear her talk about the marches she went on when she was a young suffragette. Why hadn’t she put up more of a fight to live? Somehow Sally was almost angry with her mother. She blew her nose. She was being silly, she told herself. Tomorrow was going to have to be a new start.

‘And we’ve all got ter learn ter manage without yer, Mum,’ she whispered.




Chapter 2

The last Friday in June 1938 was Sally’s nineteenth birthday. Only six weeks had passed since the funeral but the family was beginning to settle down to a new routine without their mother, although they missed her dreadfully the whole time. Jessie and her mum were taking a lot of the chores off Sally, which meant she could just about cope with the house and her job and still go to the pictures now and again.

It was a warm pleasant evening, and as Sally hurried home from work she had a spring in her step. Normally she stayed in on a Friday night to have a bath, wash her hair, and listen to Henry Hall’s guest night on the wireless, but tonight was different. Tonight Pete was taking her out. He had just passed his driving test, and was borrowing his uncle’s car.

She had just come through the arches into Brigg Street, and was wondering excitedly what birthday present Pete could have bought her when she heard Vera Brent, one of Pete’s twin sisters, calling her name. Sally turned and waited until Vera caught her up.

‘’Allo, Sal,’ she puffed.

‘’Allo, Vera. You on yer own?’

‘Yeah, me mate’s waiting fer ’er boyfriend. You’re in a bit of an ’urry.’

‘Pete’s taking me out in yer uncle’s car tonight. It’s me birthday.’

‘Oh yeah, ’e did say. ’Appy birfday.’

‘Thanks. I’m ever so excited about it.’

‘I don’t fink our Reg is all that pleased about Pete going out ternight. ’E’s got a lot o’ dance cards to deliver, and wivout Pete, well . . . Our Reg can get very stroppy at times.’

Sally tossed back her dark curls. ‘I only ’ave a birthday once a year. Surely Reg can let ’im off this once. Me and Pete don’t go out that much.’

‘Don’t get on yer ’igh ’orse wiv me. I’m only telling you.’ Vera ran her hand over her damp forehead, pushing away stray hair from her happy round face. She wore her long hair tied back because of her job at the creamery. ‘It’s bin a bit warm terday.’

‘Sorry. Pete was saying ’e’s going to get a car now, then ’e’ll be able to deliver the goods a bit quicker.’

‘Well, anyfink’s got ter be better than waiting around fer a bus wiv a load of parcels, especially in the winter.’

As they walked past the arches that ran all along Brigg Street, Sally screwed up her nose. ‘Cor, those coalies’ horses smell worse than ever terday.’

‘It’s this warm weather – makes ’em stink ter ’igh ’eaven,’ laughed Vera, holding her nose.

High above them the steam engines chuffed and puffed, sounding their whistles as they rattled along to their destinations, but the girls didn’t notice; it was part of their lives. Day and night the banging of the trains hitting the buffers as they were shunted into the sidings  filled the air, but nobody really heard them.

A lot of the arches were bricked up at the back and had doors on the front. They were dry, and used for many purposes apart from stabling horses. There were a couple of blokes who mended cars, and some of the lorry and van drivers garaged their motors there. Not all of the uses were legal. Pete had told Sally that a card school often met there, and Tommy Tanner, the bookies’ runner, and his dad did a lot of their wheeling and dealing in one of the lock-ups.

‘Where yer going ternight?’ asked Vera.

‘Dunno.’

‘I’ve used Lena’s complimentaries this week, so ’e won’t be taking yer ter the pictures.’

Sally didn’t often go to the pictures with Pete, not when he was busy with the printing, despite Vera’s twin, Lena, being an usherette with a regular supply of complimentary tickets.

‘D’yer think ’e might take yer to the dogs?’

‘I ’ope not.’

‘’E nearly always goes to New Cross on a Friday night.’

‘Well ’e’s not going ternight.’

They left the cobbles of Brigg Street and turned into Sefton Grove, with its row of back-to-back houses, and closets out in the yard behind. Some of the houses looked smart, with clean lace curtains at the window and gleaming white doorsteps, while others were dirty and run down. The landlord didn’t do a lot to keep them looking nice, and a few years ago he was very reluctant about them having electricity. But in the end he agreed, and Sally was thrilled as it meant they could have one of the latest wireless sets and not have to worry about changing the accumulator.

‘Well, ’ave a good time ternight,’ said Vera, crossing the road and waving goodbye.

Pete’s house was next to Jim’s sweet shop, then came Tamar Street, cutting the Grove in half on that side; Florrie’s grocers was on the other corner. At the top end of Sefton Grove, looking very grand with its ornate windows and brightly painted front, was the pub, the Nag’s Head. On the other corner was the newsagent’s.

Sally walked on. She could see Mr Slater sitting on his window sill at number forty, and guessed his dog, Bess, was at his side. He was a nice old man. He wore his still-dark hair parted in the middle, and with his thin pencil moustache and bow tie, he always looked very dapper. He had been wounded in the war and walked with a stick. He wasn’t married, and talk was, that was because of his sister, whom he lived with. She was supposed to have sent his young lady packing. Miss Slater was thin, with sharp features and a voice to match. Jessie’s mum always reckoned it was never being married had made Miss Slater nervy and skinny. ‘Born ter be spinsters, some women are,’ she’d often say.

Mr Slater was talking to his mate, old Fred, who lived in Tamar Street, but spent most of his time with Mr Slater since his wife died a few years ago. They were drinking partners and probably waiting for the Nag’s to open. Every Friday and Saturday night everybody heard them come home, usually singing their heads off. The neighbours wondered what Mr Slater’s sister said to him, but they never found out. They reckoned the only time Fred was good company was when he drowned his sorrows, as he was always moaning about some illness he thought he had.

‘’Allo, gel,’ said Mr Slater. ‘All right then?’

‘Yes, thanks. Hello, Fred,’ said Sally, smiling. She dare not ask him how he felt.

‘’Allo, love. ’Ow d’yer like this wevver? Bit too warm fer me – plays me back up sumfink chronic.’

‘’Eard Pete’s passed ’is driving test then.’ Mr Slater gave her a wink and smiled as he leant forward on the handle of his walking stick. ‘When’s ’e gonner git a car ter take yer out?’

‘We’re going out in his uncle’s car ternight. Mustn’t stop. Bye.’ She hurried on, and as she pushed open the front door of number sixty-eight she noticed the brass knocker could do with a clean.

The sound of shouting came up the passageway. It was Babs having a go at Johnny again. Sally went to the kitchen door. ‘Now what’re you two arguing about?’

‘It’s ’im. ’E wet ’is bed again last night, and didn’t tell anyone about it, and when Jessie brought the clean sheets in, she ’ad a go at me. She said I should ’ave known about it. I told ’er I ain’t ’is keeper, dirty little devil.’ She stormed out into the yard.

Sally sighed. Johnny had become very withdrawn since their mother died and the bed-wetting had started then, too.

‘Oh Johnny, why didn’t yer tell me, or at least take the wet sheets off the bed? Look, if Jess is good enough ter change the sheets and do the washing, yer should tell ’er. How many times ’ave yer wet the bed this week?’

‘Only once. I’m ever ser sorry, Sal.’ He hung his head and his hair fell forward over his eyes. ‘I didn’t mean ter.’ Slowly his shoulders began shaking. ‘Babs said she’d tell the kids at school,’ he sniffed, his voice soft and sorrowful.

Sally pulled him close. ‘Come on now, no tears. I’ll ’ave a word with Babs. She won’t tell the other kids.’

He buried his head in her chest. ‘I don’t ’alf miss Mum,’ he sobbed.

‘We all do, Johnny,’ said Sally tenderly. ‘We all do. But Mum wouldn’t want us ter cry for ever. We’ve all got ter get on with our lives. Now come on, dry those eyes. Remember it’s me birthday, and I don’t want tears on me birthday.’

Tears streaked his dirty face, but he managed a smile. ‘Sorry, Sal. Did yer like the present me and Babs got yer?’

‘They’re lovely, and I’ll wear ’em tonight. They’ll look real smart with me frock.’ Johnny and Babs had given her a pair of pearl earrings, which Sally knew her dad had paid for. ‘Dad’ll be in soon.’ She looked up at the clock. ‘I tell yer what, why don’t you go up the road and meet ’im. It’s Friday, pay day, and if yer lucky ’e might even give yer ’apenny fer some sweets.’

Johnny’s face lit up. ‘D’yer fink so?’ He sniffed and wiped his nose on the sleeve of his shirt.

‘Go on, be off with yer.’

Sally waited till she heard him slam the front door before she went out to Babs.

‘Babs, yer mustn’t keep on to Johnny. ’E gets very upset about this bed-wetting.’

‘Yeah, I know. But ’e should tell us – Jessie wasn’t ’alf mad.’

‘I’ll go and ’ave a word with ’er a bit later on. Johnny’s very sensitive, and he’s still very upset over Mum.’

‘So am I, but I don’t pee the bed.’

‘No, I know.’ Sally half turned to go. ‘By the way, he’s worried you’ll tell the other kids – you won’t, will you?’

Babs’ smile lit up her round face. ‘Na, course not.’ From her expression, Sally wasn’t so sure. ‘Come on in and ’elp me lay the table. Dad’ll be in soon.’

‘What’s fer tea?’

‘I’ll pop round the corner fer some fish and chips.’

‘That ain’t much on yer birfday,’ said Babs sadly.

‘I know, but we ain’t got Mum ter make a cake.’

Babs followed her sister into the kitchen. ‘I ’ope I get a cake on my birfday.’

‘You’ll ’ave ter wait and see. ’Sides, yours is a long way off.’

‘You going out ternight?’

‘Yes, I told yer.’

‘But what about our bath?’

‘I’ll see ter it tomorrow.’

‘Can I go out and play with Connie after tea, then?’

‘See what Dad says.’

Babs smiled. ‘’E don’t mind me going out, but I don’t want Johnny ’anging round.’

‘Well, yer have ter see ter ’im if Dad goes up the pub.’

‘No I won’t. ’E can put ’imself ter bed.’

Sally wasn’t going to argue with her, but she wasn’t keen on Babs going out to play with Connie Downs. Her two older sisters had a bit of a reputation, and they could have a bad influence on Connie. Once Sally had caught Babs with rouge on her face.

But Sally’s worries were put aside when her dad came home from work carrying a small cake. Sally was surprised, and very pleased.

‘It ain’t got no candles, gel, but we couldn’t let yer birfday go wivout a cake.’

Tears filled her eyes, and she kissed his cheek. ‘Thanks,  Dad,’ she whispered. ‘I’d better dish the fish and chips up, before they get cold,’ and she hurried into the scullery.

After they’d finished tea, Sally went upstairs to the bedroom she now had to share with Babs to get ready for her outing with Pete. She didn’t like sharing, but Babs was getting too old to sleep in Johnny’s room, and since the bed-wetting she refused even to go in there, saying it stank. Sally sat on the bed. Poor Johnny, what could she do about it? The front door slammed shut and the window rattled – that must be Babs going out.

She looked at the watch Pete had bought her for Christmas. She sighed. Pete had been her only boyfriend, she loved him, but whenever she talked about getting married or even engaged he changed the subject. He always said he wasn’t in any great hurry and wanted a nice place of their own before they settled down – and that would have to come after he got a car. Sally wondered how could she leave her dad now.

She smiled at the box of chocolates on top of the dressing table her Dad had given her. Even though she packed slabs of chocolate all day, she was pleased to have a whole box. She would wait till the kids were in bed and her dad up the pub before opening them. So far, she had done very well this birthday, what with the earrings and a nightdress case Jessie had made her.

Pete arrived promptly at seven.

‘’Appy birfday, Sal,’ he said, kissing her cheek when she opened the front door. ‘Yer ready then?’

‘Come in, I’ll just get me bag.’

Pete stood in the passage. ‘I got yer this.’ He handed her a small brown paper bag. ‘’Ope yer like it.’

Sally smiled as she opened the bag and took out a small  jeweller’s box. She blushed and looked at him, but felt a little disappointed when she opened it and found a brooch inside.

‘Don’t yer like it?’

She quickly recovered and lightly kissed his cheek. ‘Yes, yes, I do, it’s lovely. Thank you, Pete.’

‘Lena got it for me. She ’ad one and I thought yer’d like it.’

‘I’ll just pin it on me frock.’

‘Ready then?’

‘Yes.’ She patted the brooch with its blue stones. ‘Bye, Dad,’ she yelled down the passage.

She felt like a queen when she stepped on to the wide running board of Pete’s uncle’s car. ‘I feel ever ser grand,’ she said, looking round, hoping some of the neighbours were watching her get inside the large black car.

‘Why, yer daft ’apporth, yer bin in it before,’ said Pete, walking round to the front, waving the starting handle. He pushed back his trilby and began cranking the car.

‘Yes. I know, but not on our own.’ Her voice was drowned as the engine burst into life.

‘Right, gel, off we go then,’ said Pete, grinning broadly as he slipped behind the wheel.

They drove out of Sefton Grove and Sally caught sight of Jessie coming down the road and frantically waved at her. Then she sat back in the soft green leather seat, feeling wonderful. ‘Where’re we off to?’

‘I thought we’d ’ave a run out Crystal Palace way, but I’ve got ter drop these off first.’ Pete nodded towards the back seat.

Sally turned, and for the first time noticed two brown paper parcels. ‘Where yer got ter take ’em?’

‘Only up to old Solly’s in Sydenham. They’ve got a dance on at the end o’ next month. ’Ere, d’yer fancy going? It’s at the town ’all. I’ll print us a couple o’ tickets if yer like.’

Sally laughed. ‘Ain’t they all numbered?’

‘Yeah, but old Solly don’t mind. ’Sides, I could pick up a bit a business there.’

‘All right then. Could yer do one fer Jessie as well?’

‘I’ll ’ave ter see about that.’

‘It was a shame Crystal Palace burning down,’ said Sally, her thoughts wandering. ‘I wonder if they’ll ever rebuild it?’

‘Shouldn’t fink so. I should ’ave liked ter ’ave seen that fire. I bet it wasn’t ’alf a sight.’

‘It was on the newsreels. I told you about it, remember? Now they’re full of things about Hitler and Germany.’

‘Yeah. It could get nasty over there.’

‘Yer don’t think there’ll be a war, do yer?’

‘Na,’ he laughed. ‘’Sides, I can’t go, got too much ter do, got a lot of dosh ter make yet.’

‘Oh you.’ Sally nudged his arm. ‘Yer always working.’

He turned to look at her. ‘No, joking aside, Sal, I wonner make a few quid. I want me own car, and you of all people should know that if there ain’t no ships in, then there’s no dough. That’s why I does all the overtime I can get me ’ands on, and the printing. I like ter ’ave a few bob in me pocket.’

‘And if yer don’t keep yer eyes on the road, Pete Brent, yer won’t be able ter drive this ’ere car, ’cause we’ll be all smashed up.’

‘You’re a right cheerful Charlie, and no mistake. Now I’ll only be a tick,’ he said, stopping the car. He grabbed the parcels and ran up the steps of Solly’s house. They exchanged a few words and he was back down and in the car in a flash.

She laughed, and her heart was full of love for him. ‘I wish we could go out tergether more, though,’ she said seriously as they moved on.

‘I’ve told yer before, Sal. I know what it’s like ter be ’ard up – really ’ard up, that is. To ’ave ter go ter the soup kitchen, and only ’aving one pair o’ boots between the three of us, and ’aving ter take fings up ter old Mick’s pawn shop. That was the only reason we all joined the Boys’ Brigade when we was old enough, ter get a uniform and not ’ave the arse ’anging out our trousers all the time. I tell yer, Sal, that’s not fer me, and I never want me mum ter be in that state again. So, all the while I can earn a few extra bob at the bottom of the garden, I will.’

‘Thank you fer that fine speech, Mr Brent, but you forgets, I’ve ’eard it all before. And yer forgot the bit about passing yer scholarship, and yer mum not being able ter afford ter send yer ter grammar school.’

‘Don’t take the mick.’

‘And,’ Sally went on with a grin, ‘I might add, it ain’t a garden, it’s a titchy little back yard that yer can’t swing a cat round in with that great shed in it.’

It was Pete’s turn to laugh. ‘I could swing that moth-eaten old cat of yours round in it.’

‘You’d better not, otherwise yer’ll ’ave all the Fullers after yer.’

He stopped the car near the park. ‘Look, I’m shaking in me boots.’

Sally laughed. ‘You’re daft.’

Pete put his arm round her shoulders. ‘I like you, Sal. Yer a good mate.’

Sally kissed his cheek. ‘Come on.’

They walked round the lake and watched the kids paddling and sailing their boats. Some of the boats were quite grand, but most of them were home-made.

‘I ain’t never been ’ere before,’ said Sally. ‘It’s ever so nice.’

‘Well, when I’ve got me car, I’ll be able ter take yer ter all sorts o’ places.’

She looked up at him and smiled. ‘Thanks. I’d like that.’

 



Throughout July the papers and newsreels were full of the events taking place in Germany.

The week of Solly’s dance approached. Sally had decided she wanted a new frock so today being Saturday she was going to take Babs to Peckham Rye shopping. She was in the yard taking in her bit of washing when Jessie came out of the lav.

‘You’re all dolled up – where’re yer going?’ she asked, smoothing down her skirt.

‘Rye Lane. Fancy coming with us?’ asked Sally.

‘Who’s us?’

‘Only me and Babs.’

‘I’ll ask Mum if she’ll keep an eye on the kids. She did say she wasn’t going up the pub with Dad any more, or ever again.’ She tutted. ‘I’ve ’eard it all before. Needless ter say they’ve ’ad another row.’

Sally smiled. ‘Well, ’urry up if yer coming. We’ll be waiting for yer outside.’

In a few minutes Jessie joined them. She had changed her frock, combed her hair, and plastered some lipstick on.

‘I’ll git out while the going’s good,’ she said, looking up at the bedroom window. ‘Just in case she changes ’er mind.’ Jessie’s mum moved as the mood took her. She’d said she wouldn’t look after Harry and Pat on the night of the dance, so Jessie wasn’t going.

When they got off the bus they wandered around, looking in the shops.

‘What yer gitting then?’ asked Jessie, looking at her reflection in a window and patting her hair.

‘I got ter get meself a new frock for next Saturday, and Babs needs a new pair o’ shoes – that’s if I see a pair cheap enough.’

‘I’d like a pair like Connie’s got.’

‘We’ll have ter see about that.’

‘’Ere, what they all looking at?’ Jessie jumped up to look over the heads of a crowd that had gathered in front of a shop window. They were watching a box that had a small screen, flickering. ‘’Ere, look at this.’ She pushed her way to the front with Sally and Babs close behind. ‘I ain’t seen nuffink like this before,’ said Jessie, with her nose pressed against the window.

‘It’s television,’ said a man behind them. ‘They reckon every ’ouse will ’ave one one day.’

‘What, at fifty guineas a throw? Yer got ter be joking!’ someone yelled out.

The crowd laughed.

‘Anyway, they only ’ave pictures showing fer a couple o’ hours a night,’ the man added.

Sally was standing mesmerised at the lady in the long flowing flowery frock and big hat, singing. She couldn’t  hear her, but watched fascinated at her moving in and out of some white pillars, her organdie gown wafting all around her.

‘Ain’t it smashing, Sal?’ said Babs, her nose pressed against the glass. ‘Cor, I’d like ter be rich.’

Sally smiled. So would she.

‘’Ow do they get them pictures on there like that?’ Babs asked her.

‘Don’t ask me.’

‘It’s waves,’ said the man in the crowd. He seemed to know all about it. ‘Comes through the air on waves, like the wireless.’

Sally wasn’t any wiser, as the working of the wireless still flummoxed her.

‘Look at that frock,’ said Jessie. ‘I bet yer’d like one just like that fer next Saturday.’

Sally laughed. ‘Could yer see me floating around in somethink like that?’

‘No, but there ain’t no ’arm in wishing.’

‘Come on,’ said Sally. ‘Let’s go.’

‘Just fink,’ said Jessie. ‘If yer got one o’ them there television sets it’d be like ’aving the pictures in yer own ’ouse.’

Suddenly Babs grabbed Sally’s arm. ‘Look, Sal,’ she whispered. ‘There’s those Blackshirts again. They frighten me.’

‘Don’t look at them,’ said Sally quickly. ‘And walk past ’em. Remember what Dad told us?’

‘Bloody Nazis,’ said Jessie, as they pushed past the crowd around them.

Some people were listening to the speaker, who was raised on a soapbox, his friends handing out leaflets to the  crowd, but most of those gathered were arguing and heckling as the Blackshirt leaders shouted about how good the fatherland was. ‘My dad reckons there could be anovver war.’

‘Don’t say that,’ said Sally.

‘Well, we ’ave seen some ’orrible fings at the pictures, and if—’

‘If there’s a war, what will ’appen ter us, Sal?’ asked Babs, her voice full of alarm.

‘Nothink. Don’t listen ter ’er, Babs.’ She gave Jessie a withering look.

‘I’m only saying, so don’t ’ave a go at me.’

‘I’m not. It’s just that I don’t like talking about it.’

‘Well, not saying anyfink won’t be able ter stop it.’

‘No, I know,’ said Sally thoughtfully. The idea of war filled her with fear. It was a reality she hoped she’d never have to face.




Chapter 3

Once or twice during the evening of the dance Sally got cross with Pete as he seemed to be spending more time talking to other people than to her.

‘I don’t know why yer bothered ter bring me,’ she said sulkily.

‘I told yer before, Sal, I’ve got ter make contacts if we’re going in fer big printing contracts.’

‘I wish Jessie could ’ave come. At least then I’d ’ave ’ad a couple of dances, instead of sitting ’ere all night looking like a lemon.’

He kissed her cheek. ‘Yer don’t look like a lemon. In fact yer look very nice. I like yer frock; blue suits yer.’

Sally smiled. At least he’d noticed her new frock. At that moment the band struck up with ‘The Lambeth Walk’.

‘Come on, gel, I can do this,’ said Pete, pulling her to her feet.

For the rest of the evening they danced and laughed. Sally was happy in Pete’s company – that was when he could find the time to be with her. She didn’t want to spoil their friendship in any way, yet sometimes she couldn’t help wondering if it was ever to become anything more.

 



It was in October when Pete finally got his car, a blue  Morris 8. It was his pride and joy, and he garaged it along with a few others under the arches.

One bright Sunday morning Sally was helping him clean and polish his baby.

‘We spend more time cleaning this thing than going out in it.’

Pete’s head shot up. ‘It ain’t a fing, it’s me Betsy.’ He ran his hand lovingly over the bonnet.

‘We still don’t go out in it all that much. I reckon yer think more of that than of me.’

‘Don’t talk daft, course I don’t. ’Sides, we went out in ’er last Sunday afternoon, didn’t we?’

She nodded. ‘To deliver some club cards.’

Suddenly the sound of hobnail boots, racing along Brigg Street’s cobbles, made them look up. Tommy Tanner and his father came rushing past, red-faced and panting. With sparks flying from their soles they disappeared into Rick the coalie’s arch.

Shouts of ‘Stop them!’ came from two policemen as they hurtled round the corner.

‘Which way did they go?’ one yelled at Pete.

‘Who we talking about?’

‘Yer know full well. The Tanners.’

‘Oh them. Dunno, I wasn’t looking.’

‘Don’t give us that. Yer must ’ave seen ’em. What about you, miss?’ the constable panted.

‘I was busy – I didn’t see.’ Sally carried on with her polishing.

The policemen hurried into the arch next to Pete’s. After a few minutes they came out and made their way towards the small group that had gathered.

‘Come on, one o’ yer must ’ave seen ’em.’

There was a low mumbling among the onlookers, but nobody volunteered any information.

‘’Ere, watch what yer doing,’ said Pete, as one of the policemen stepped back, kicking his bucket of water over. The police then made a move towards the doorway of Pete’s garage but he was too quick for them and stood barring the way. ‘This is my place, and they ain’t in there.’

They pushed him to one side and after a few minutes’ looking round, they moved on to Rick’s.

There was a lot of shouting and swearing, and the crowd could hear that a scuffle had broken out. The horses were neighing, as the banging, crashing and hollering got louder. A few more men joined those outside.

‘Someone better go and git Sadie,’ said one of the onlookers.

Sally glanced at Pete. ‘I’ll go,’ she said, wiping her hands on a piece of old towel, but before she could move the police came out of Rick’s, holding a very dishevelled Tommy and his dad by their coat collars.

One of the constables turned to Pete and Sally, and said, ‘Next time I ask yer a question, I expect an answer. I’ll remember you two if our paths ever cross again.’ They walked up Brigg Street, half pushing and half dragging the two reluctant wrongdoers.

Sally’s face went pale.

‘Don’t worry about them, love. You go and tell Sadie.’ Pete gently patted her back.

Sally hurried along to Mrs Tanner, who lived at number twenty Sefton, next door to Babs’ friend Connie. Connie had told the Fullers about the noise that came through the thin walls, and how they would listen to the rows and fights that went on in there, and everyone knew the abuse and  threats Connie’s dad got if he dared to complain. She also told Sally about all the blood-red stains on the walls from where the girls, with their shoes, squashed the bugs as they came through the cracks in the lathe and plaster at night. And if they sat very quiet they would watch the mice creep in through the holes in the skirting. Sally said the Downs family needed a cat like Tiger.

Sally lifted the knocker very carefully with her finger and thumb, and let it drop. It felt greasy and slimy. She shuddered and looked over at the front room window that had a piece of yellowed lace curtain stretched taut across it. When the front door was opened the smell from inside almost took Sally’s breath away. It stank of damp and dirt. Everybody knew Sadie never did any housework. The passageway was full of old junk, including a couple of pram wheels, and looked as if it hadn’t been swept for years.

‘Yeah? Whatcher want?’ Sadie was a big woman with a red round face, her dark wiry hair scragged up on top of her head in a kind of bun. Sally involuntarily took a step back.

‘It’s Tommy and Mr Tanner. The police ’ave just taken ’em in.’

Sadie slowly wiped her hands on the bottom of her faded floral overall. ‘Oh yeah, and where was that?’

‘The arches.’

‘Silly sods got ’emselves in trouble again, and I s’pose they want me ter bail ’em out?’ She sniffed and wiped her nose with the bottom of her overall.

‘I dunno.’

‘I’ll just git me coat. Fanks, Sally.’

Fascinated, Sally peered into the dingy passageway, her eyes gradually becoming accustomed to the dark. She  watched Sadie waddle away. Sadie had difficulty walking because her legs and feet were so large. When she stood on the rug at the bottom of the stairs, great puffs of dust swirled round her ankles. She took a scruffy black coat with a tatty fur collar from off a large nail that stuck out of the front room door, and after a few attempts at finding the right hole in her sleeve and not going through the lining, she pulled it round herself. There were no buttons left to do up. She bent down and fished under a table that was piled high with all sorts of items, including a stack of yellowed papers, and a vase full of flowers that must have been dead for many months, and pulled out a large black hat decorated with a rose now completely squashed out of shape.

She saw Sally looking at the flowers in the vase and a smile filled her round face. ‘Me old man gave me ’em munfs ago. I ain’t got the ’eart ter frow ’em out – it’s the only flowers ’e’s ever give me. ’E was drunk at the time, and I don’t s’pose ’e bought ’em, but it was a nice fought.’

She ran her hands over her hair and plonked the hat on top. ‘Yer don’t ’appen ter know what nick they took ’em to, do yer?’ she asked as she pushed a large pearl hatpin through the hat.

Sally shook her head. ‘No, sorry.’

‘Not ter worry. Old Perc’ll tell me. Mind you, I’ll kill those cow-sons when I gits me ’ands on ’em fer spoiling the dinner.’

Sally shuddered at the thought of what the kitchen looked like, and the idea of them all sitting eating their dinner made her cringe.

Sadie pushed past her. ‘Come on then, gel. Don’t stand there all day.’

They walked up to Brigg Street, and Sally was pleased when Sadie went off in the opposite direction, as the smell of dried pee was overpowering.

‘I tell yer, Pete,’ said Sally, when she rejoined him, ‘that place is like a pigsty, and she don’t half pong.’ She screwed up her nose.

Pete laughed. ‘Yeah, but she does look after ’er old man, and young Tommy – more so since ’is big brother, Ted, finished up in the nick. Come on, let’s be going, otherwise we’ll ’ave Ma shouting ’er ’ead off that I’m late fer dinner.’

Sally grinned. They all knew about Granny Brent, as Pete’s mum was known. Sally was glad her dad liked a pint on Sunday morning, and they had to wait till he came home after closing time before they had dinner. The meat was in the oven and should be doing nicely, and Babs was going to put the potatoes in.

As she and Pete wandered back he asked, ‘Coming in for a tater?’

‘I’ll have ter be quick as I’ve got ter put the veg on.’ For years she had gone over to Pete’s on a Sunday morning and if the printing business was busy she would help fold club cards and number dance cards, and her reward had always been one of Granny Brent’s golden roasted potatoes. Sally couldn’t resist them. There was something so deliciously different about them, she was almost drooling at the thought.

Although Mrs Brent wasn’t a granny, everyone in Sefton Grove called her that, and liked and admired her for the way she had worked hard and single-handedly brought up her five children after her husband had been killed at the very end of the war.

‘Sit yerself down, Sal,’ she said when they walked into the kitchen, the mouthwatering smell of the dinner filling their nostrils. ‘I’ve got yer tater ready fer yer.’

‘I’ll just go out and see what Reg and Danny’s up to,’ said Pete, going out of the back door.

‘The police took Mr Tanner and Tommy away this morning,’ Sally called after Granny Brent as she went into the scullery.

She was back immediately. ‘No!’ she said, plonking on the table a plate with a steaming roast potato on. ‘What they done this time?’

‘Dunno. I had ter go and get Sadie. ’Ave yer seen the state o’ that place? I tell yer, it stinks in there.’ Sally cut the potato in half with a fork and blew on it.

‘’Allo, Sal,’ said Pete’s sister Lena, coming into the kitchen. She walked over to the mirror that hung over the fireplace, and patted her short bobbed hair. She licked her fingers and twirled the flat curls that rested on her cheeks. Her large brown eyes expressed approval as she quickly took in her appearance. Lena wore a lot of make-up and was tall and willowy, so very different from her dumpy twin, Vera. With her job at the Red Lion cinema, she was always well dressed. ‘Dinner gonner be long, Ma?’

‘Why?’ came back the sharp retort.

‘I’m off work this afternoon and I’m going out.’

‘Anywhere nice?’ asked Sally.

‘Don’t know yet.’ She smiled, her full red lips parting.

‘Who’s this bloke then?’ asked her mother.

‘Just someone I met at work.’

‘Yer wonner be careful, my girl, going out wiv any old Tom, Dick or ’Arry what buys a ticket fer the pictures. Could be a right dirty old sod.’

Lena pouted. ‘’E ain’t old and ’e ain’t dirty. Yer always fink the worse of all me men friends.’ She stormed out of the kitchen and they heard her stamp all the way up the stairs.

‘She always goes orf like that when I ’as a go about ’er different blokes. I can see ’er finishing up in the family way, the way she carries on.’

Sally just smiled. Everybody knew about Lena’s reputation with men, more so since one of the wives came looking for Lena, threatening to tear her hair out. But Granny Brent always protected her flock, and had chased the woman away. Sally would have loved to have seen that fracas, it was the talk of Sefton for days. Poor Vera always said she was frightened to bring a bloke home in case Lena ran off with him.

‘Look at the time,’ said Sally. ‘I must go. Tell Pete I’ll see ’im later.’ She hurried across to home and, in crossing the road, changed the role of the child for that of mother in her own home. The cooking of Sunday dinner was a part of the new responsibilities she’d perfected over the months, but even so, the table was incomplete without Mum.

 



As the year was coming to an end, the Fuller family began thinking about Christmas. It was going to be hard without their mother.

Two weeks before the big day, Sally, Babs and Johnny were sitting at the kitchen table making paper chains. The flour-and-water paste was beginning to get low.

‘When it’s finished put everything in the box and then it’s off ter bed,’ said Sally.

‘Oh, do we ’ave ter?’ whined Babs.

Johnny slowly stirred the empty paste dish with his  paintbrush. ‘Don’t know if I want Christmas wivout Mum,’ he said softly.

‘Don’t talk daft. Yer can’t stop it,’ said Babs.

‘It won’t be the same.’ He brushed his hair from his eyes.

‘It’ll be nearly the same,’ said Sally, picking up the strips of coloured paper and putting them in the box. ‘I know we’ll still miss Mum but we’ve all got ter try.’

‘What about a pudding?’ asked Babs, obviously thinking more about her stomach. ‘You gonner make one?’

‘I’m gonner ’ave a go. I found Mum’s recipe. I’ll ’ave ter make it on Sat’day as it ’as ter boil fer eight hours.’

‘You gonner put some thrupenny bits in it?’ asked Johnny, cheering up at the thought of food.

‘How would a pudding be a Christmas pudding without ’em?’

Johnny smiled. ‘What about a cake?’

‘I’m going ter ’ave a go at making one o’ them as well.’

‘Good.’

Sally ruffled his hair. On the whole he seemed to be a lot happier these days, and had stopped wetting the bed.

‘I dunno why I ’ave ter go ter bed the same time as ’im,’ said Babs.

‘Yer don’t. Just go up and get ready. Then yer can come down ’ere and listen ter the wireless for a little while.’

‘Yuck, I don’t wonner listen ter that muck you like, I’d rather ’ave a read in bed.’

‘Please yerself.’ Sally pushed the box of paper chains under the dresser and sat in the armchair.

Her thoughts went to her mother and the fun they always had at Christmas with a tree and presents carefully placed  underneath. Jessie, her mum and dad, and the kids would come in for tea. Then when it was time for Jessie to put her little ones to bed Sally would go across to the Brents’.

She sighed. The Brents certainly knew how to enjoy themselves. They were a talented family. They could all play the old piano, which they’d got from the Nag’s Head years ago when it was being refurbished. It was beer-stained, the notes were yellowed with age and two of them didn’t work, but that didn’t matter. They could still thump out a good tune on it. Pete could also play the guitar, and Reg was good on his accordion, and Danny, the younger brother, strummed the banjo. There had been some good parties at the Brents’ . . .

Sally was dozing when her father returned from the Nag’s.

‘Sorry, Sal, did I wake yer?’

‘That’s all right. I should ’ave gone up ages ago. How did yer dominoes go? Did yer win?’

He smiled. ‘Yeah. Mind you, old Fred was a bit put out.’ He sat down and began undoing his boot laces. ‘I dunno how Slater puts up wiv ’im, always moaning.’ He took his boots off and sat back, resting his feet on the fender. ‘That dog of Slater’s got drunk again ternight.’

Sally laughed. ‘Who carried ’er ’ome this time?’

‘The landlord lent ’em a barra.’

‘I bet Miss Slater will ’ave a few words ter say about that.’

‘Well, at least they won’t try ter bury ’er again.’

Sally grinned, remembering the rumpus when Mr Slater thought Bess had died and was going to bury her the next day, only to find her sitting at the end of his bed in the morning wagging her tail.

‘Any strangers what puts their pints on the floor ask fer  trouble when that dog’s around. Yer should see the way she sidles under the chairs looking fer beer.’

Sally laughed again. ‘Sounds like a right old soak ter me.’ Her father paused and suddenly looked serious. ‘Sal? ’Ave you and Pete ever talked about gitting married?’

Sally blushed. ‘No, not really. Why, what’s brought this on?’

‘Well, wiv all this talk about a war.’

Sally sat forward. ‘Dad, yer don’t think . . .?’

‘Wouldn’t like ter say. Been ’aving quite a chat about it ternight.’

Sally smiled. She had heard all about the Nag’s bar-room politics. They were always trying to put the world to rights.

‘I reckon you two should git married. What if ’e gits called up?’

Sally froze. All the things she saw every week on the news at the pictures – it never occurred to her that they could happen here. ‘But, Dad, yer don’t think . . .? What about what Mr Chamberlain said? ’E’s made an agreement with ’Itler.’

‘Yeah, I know. But I still fink you and Pete should git married. Yer don’t ’ave ter worry about us, yer know.’
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