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1921


DAISY MAY COOPER sighed softly. She wanted to cry. Why was life so cruel? She had lost her dear dad at the Somme and now her mother was desperately ill with the influenza that was sweeping the country. She held her mother’s gnarled hand and looked at the fingers that once did such fine stitches on clothes that were brought to her in need of repair. Daisy May remembered the nights she and her younger sister Mary Jane were in the bedroom and should have been sleeping, but knew their mother was sitting straining her sad brown eyes as she worked by the light of a candle to save the penny for the gas light and help pay for some food to put on the table. Now her breathing was laboured and her eyes closed, eyes that had seen so much pain in her life. Daisy gently stroked the back of her mother’s hand. She had been hoping the New Year would have been kind to them, but February was already proving to be bitterly cold.

‘Daisy May.’

‘I’m here, Mum.’ She bent closer to her mother to hear what she was saying, as her voice was very soft and the rattling in her chest frightening.

‘You will take care of Mary Jane, won’t you?’

Daisy held back her tears. Their mother always called them by their full names.

‘Course I will. But Mum, don’t worry. You’ll be up and around in . . .’ Her voice trailed off as she felt her mother’s hand go limp.

In the flickering candlelight Daisy sat looking at her mother. She wanted to scoop her up in her arms and run away. She didn’t know where she would go; they didn’t have any family as far as she knew. She was always told that her mother and father had come from over the Thames. They had been very young when they met and had run away to get married and finished up in Rotherhithe. Daisy always thought that sounded very romantic, but they had never kept in touch with their brothers or sisters. As most people of her parents’ age couldn’t read or write at the time, Daisy could understand that.

She felt tears run down her face. Who would come to her mother’s funeral? And how could she even pay for it? She brushed her tears away with the flat of her hand. She also had to think of her young sister, Mary Jane. How was she going to look after her? She was only six, eleven years younger than her. Daisy’s head was reeling as all the problems began to close in on her. She kissed her mother’s cheek and noted that for the first time in years all the worry seemed to have disappeared from her face and she looked very peaceful. Daisy blew out the candle and went into the other room they rented. By the light that came from the gas lamp in the street, she looked down on the dark hair of her sister. She managed to stifle a sob. Her mother had always said Mary Jane was very precious, as she hadn’t thought she could have any more children because after Daisy she had  lost two babies as soon as they were born. She always said she was being punished for running away from home to get married. But then Mary Jane arrived. Daisy had loved her from the first time she saw her. The little girl was now asleep on the battered brown leather sofa that had seen better days. She was covered with a threadbare blanket and her coat. Not that there was much warmth in either of them. This room was freezing, as since their mother had been taken ill, it was only the bedroom they could afford to have a fire in. Daisy would have to shovel up the hot coals and bring them in here to warm this room, and put a kettle on the fire so that in the morning they would be able to have a cup of tea. Her mind had gone into thinking about the practicalities of what was to be their life now.

‘Daisy? Is that you?’ Mary’s voice came through the darkness.

‘Yes, love. I’m here.’

‘Is Mum all right?’

‘No.’ Daisy went and sat next to her sister. She put her arms round her and held her frail, thin body close.

‘You’re freezing,’ said Mary, pulling away from her.

‘Mary, I’m afraid Mum has gone.’

‘Gone? Gone where? I thought she was . . .’ She stopped when she heard her sister sob. ‘D’you mean she’s . . .’ She couldn’t finish the sentence.

‘She’s with Dad now.’

Mary burst into tears. ‘You know I always said my prayers like Mum taught me. She mustn’t die.’

Daisy sat holding her small sister and could feel her thin body shaking, but she couldn’t find any words of comfort.

‘What we gonner do without Mum?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Will she have to go in the ground like old Mrs Turner from upstairs?’

‘Yes.’ It was only last week that Mrs Turner had died. She had been interred in a pauper’s grave and Mary, along with all the other kids in the buildings, had followed the handcart. She had been full of it when Daisy got home from the greengrocer’s where she worked.

‘I don’t want Mum to go in the ground.’ She shuddered. ‘Rene Watts said that all the worms will come and eat her up.’

There wasn’t any answer Daisy could give her sister. Her mind was full of things she had to do. Tomorrow she would have to go and ask Mrs Wilson to lay her mother out. Everybody in the buildings knew that the widow Wilson did the laying out and bringing the babies into the world and that she always had more than enough work. Daisy’s mother had told her that she only charged a few pennies. Daisy knew she had to get to work as soon as it was light. If she was late, she knew that her employer would shout and carry on. She didn’t like Daisy and made it very clear by the way she was always going on at her and making her lift heavy boxes when her husband wasn’t around. Daisy was a slight, thin girl and Mrs Martin was a big, robust woman who worked on the market before she married Mr Martin. She took great delight in watching Daisy struggle to lift the heavy boxes. But Daisy did not have any option other than to stay there. Jobs were very hard to get, as she was always being reminded, and besides, sometimes Mr Martin, who was very nice, let her bring home any fruit or veg that had gone off and couldn’t be sold. Gradually her heavy eyes began to close.
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‘Daisy, I’m cold.’

Daisy woke with a start. The arm that had been round her sister was numb and her body ached. It was light outside and she began to panic; she would be late for work. ‘I’ve got to go and see Mrs Wilson.’

Mary clung to her. ‘Don’t go. Don’t leave me alone with Mum.’

‘I must. I’ve got to find out what we have to do.’

Mary started to cry. ‘I don’t want to be left on me own.’

‘Well hurry and get dressed and come with me. But please don’t get in the way and don’t say anything or we’ll get into trouble.’

‘I won’t.’ Mary jumped off the sofa and quickly put on the coat that had been covering her. She had gone to sleep dressed. Before putting on her boots she rearranged the cardboard inside them to cover the holes and stop the water wetting her socks, not that it was any good when it rained heavily. ‘I’m ready.’

‘You’d better run the comb through your hair.’

Mary gave her a warm smile and Daisy’s heart went out to her. She was a pretty girl and her big blue eyes were full of expression in the pale face that looked as if she had lived far more than her six years. ‘Do you want to see Mum?’

Mary shook her head.

‘You will after Mrs Wilson has made her look nice.’

‘But she won’t bring her back, will she?’

‘No. Now come on.’

The stiff breeze cut through their thin clothes as they made their way to the next block of drab redbrick buildings that looked the same as the one they lived in. So many families were crowded into a few rooms. The people who lived here had nothing. Some of the tiny windows had a  piece of curtain stretched across, while others had been left bare. Rubbish was permanently blown about and old furniture that was too useless to be taken inside or used for firewood littered the path and was home to the rats that scurried about. Daisy hated this place. They had lived in a nice house when their dad was alive. He had had a good job working the huge presses for the newspapers, but like many others he had chosen to fight for his country and had been killed, and now their dear, wonderful mother who had tried so hard to make ends meet had gone too.

‘I think Mrs Wilson lives here,’ said Daisy. ‘I’d better ask that woman over there.’ She went over to a woman who was standing at the door.

‘Bleedin’ kids,’ she yelled up at the windows. ‘So help me I’ll string the lot of you up one of these days.’ She caught sight of Daisy and Mary walking towards her. ‘And what d’you two want?’

‘Please,’ said Daisy in her best voice, ‘d’you know what number Mrs Wilson lives in?’

‘Number forty-six. ’Ere, you don’t wonner for a birth, do you?’

Daisy shook her head.

‘Oh, a laying-out. Sorry. ’Ere, ain’t you the kid that works in the greengrocer’s?’

Daisy nodded.

‘Thought I recognised yer. Is it yer mum, love?’

Again Daisy only nodded. She knew if she spoke the tears would fall.

‘That missus you work for’s a right cow; don’t know how a nice bloke like him managed to get tangled up with her. Sorry, love, I’m speaking outta turn.’ She stood to one side. ‘You go on up. She is in.’

‘Thank you.’

Clutching Mary’s hand, Daisy began to mount the concrete stairs. Forty-six would be on the top floor. They passed the communal lavatory, and like most of them in these blocks the smell almost took their breath away; there was one on every floor that those families had to share and should take turns in keeping clean, but not many did. Daisy hated it when she had to sit in there while people banged on the door and shouted at her to hurry up.

‘This is it,’ she said as she knocked on the door of number forty-six.

‘Who is it?’ came the voice from inside.

‘Please, Mrs Wilson, it’s Daisy Cooper from Chapel Court.’

The door was opened and a tall, thin-faced lady stood in the doorway. Her white hair had been scraped back into a bun and her slippers were cut away to relieve her bunions. She looked at the two sad-looking girls. ‘Is it yer mum, love?’

Daisy nodded.

‘Come in.’ Florrie Wilson knew Mrs Cooper. She was a good woman who had fallen on hard times. All those men that went off to fight would be turning in their graves if they knew how their womenfolk had finished up. She would always be grateful that her mother had passed on her skills of laying out the dead and delivering babies. She was lucky; she could still make a meagre living, not like some round here.

They walked into a warm, cosy-looking room. Daisy couldn’t believe how nice Mrs Wilson had made her home look. Like their block, every one of these flats had only two rooms: a living room that had running water from a tap in the corner over a big white porcelain sink, and one bedroom.  In this room Mrs Wilson had put a pretty floral curtain round the bottom of her sink. The dresser that took up a wall had a row of hooks with odd cups hanging from them, and plates were standing neatly along the back. The mantelpiece was covered with a green cloth that had a deep fringe; on top there were little china animals and a clock with the glass missing.

‘Right, tell me what’s happened,’ said Mrs Wilson.

Daisy told her about her mother, and many times she had to stop and wipe her eyes. Mary was holding her sister’s hand very tight.

‘I see. I can come over now if you like. When I’ve finished, you’ll have to get a doctor to issue a death cersificate, then you can take it to the church and see about getting her buried.’

‘We can’t afford a funeral.’

‘I guessed that. Old Harry Thorn will take yer mum to the cemetery on his cart, and unless you can afford a plot you know that she’ll have to go in a pauper’s grave?’

Daisy nodded.

‘I don’t suppose she left any instructions?’

‘No.’ Daisy thought about last night. When Mary was asleep, she’d gone through the shoebox at the bottom of the cupboard. She knew her mother kept some papers in there and Daisy was hoping there was an address that would tell her where their relations lived. There were some letters from her dad to her mum when he was in the army, but she didn’t like to read them as they were very personal. It felt wrong somehow. There were a few photos of happier days, but no address. Mrs Wilson was talking to her.

‘Right. I’ll just get me coat and ’at and I’ll come along with you.’

‘Do you need me there?’ asked Daisy tentatively.

‘Why’s that?’

‘I should be at work and Mrs Martin will be very cross.’

‘That woman’s a right cow and no mistake. But don’t worry, I can manage, yer sister can take me across.’

‘No. No. I’m not going without Daisy.’

Daisy bent down and held her sister close. ‘Please, Mary, go with Mrs Wilson. I can’t get the sack, not now, we need the money.’

‘Come on, love. You’ll be all right with me. Then when I’ve finished you can go and find your sister.’ Mrs Wilson felt very sorry for these girls, who were now left all alone. How would they survive?
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‘AND WHAT TIME do you call this?’ Mrs Martin shouted as Daisy walked into the greengrocer’s shop.

The woman who was being served at the time looked round and Daisy could see the shocked expression on her face at the manner in which she had been spoken to.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Daisy, hurrying along to the storeroom and quickly removing her hat and coat and donning her sacking apron.

Mrs Martin turned to her customer. ‘Would there be anything else?’ she asked in a soft, unnatural voice that she could put on when the situation called for it.

Daisy hadn’t seen this woman in here before. She looked very well dressed, not like their usual customers.

‘No thank you.’

‘That’ll be one and six, thank you.’

The woman gave her the money and left the shop.

As soon as the door closed, Mrs Martin turned on Daisy. ‘Well, what sort of pathetic excuse have you got today?’ She was a large, round woman who because of her fat legs had difficulty walking. Her pale face was always powdered and  her grey, hennaed hair sat in a bun on top of her head that wobbled when she spoke. She smelt of strong perfume and sweat.

‘Me mum died in the night,’ said Daisy softly. ‘And I had to find the lady who lays ’em out.’

‘So I suppose you’ll be wanting time off to bury her?’

‘Yes please, but I don’t know when that’ll be.’

‘It ’ad better not be Sat’day, our busiest day.’ There wasn’t any sympathy in her voice. ‘Now you can bring in the box of oranges that’s outside in the yard, and don’t go pinching any.’

Daisy went outside and cried as she tried to lift the heavy box. She hated this woman and this job, but what else could she do?

‘Hallo there, Daisy. Everything all right?’

She was struggling to pick up the heavy wooden box, and looking up quickly she put it back down again and wiped her eyes on the bottom of her rough apron. ‘Yes thank you,’ she said softly. She hadn’t heard Mr Martin come in from making his deliveries. Every day he went out with his horse and cart doing the rounds selling vegetables and fruit.

‘Now what’s upset you? Has Ethel been shouting at you again? You know you don’t want to take too much notice of her, her bark’s much worse that her bite. She likes you, you know.’

Daisy wanted to say that she didn’t think so, but instead said, ‘It’s me mum, she died in the night and I was a bit late coming in as I had to see the lady who lays ’em out.’ It was said in a rush before the tears fell again.

‘Oh my poor dear, that’s very sad. I seem to remember she’s been poorly for some time now.’

‘Yes she has, but you always hope she’s gonner get better.’

‘Of course you do. Have you got everything sorted out now?’

‘Mrs Wilson’s going in this morning. And I hope to do the rest tonight.’

‘As I well know, there’s a lot to do when someone dies.’

‘I know. I’ll have to have some time off when we bury Mum.’

‘Of course you will. Now let me take that box in for you.’

Mr Martin was a small, slight man next to his wife, and although in Daisy’s eyes he was old, he was very strong. He was also very kind and gentle and he had given Daisy an extra shilling a week after her mother had been taken ill; at least that helped pay the rent. He effortlessly lifted the heavy box of oranges. As Daisy followed him back into the shop, she wondered what he had ever seen in this woman. She knew she was his second wife, Daisy never knew the first Mrs Martin; she had died many years ago before they moved to this area.

‘William, you’re back early,’ said his wife as Daisy opened the door for him.

He put the box on the floor. ‘Yes, my dear, I’ve run out of potatoes. Must be this cold spell. Everyone wants more than usual. I’ll just have a cuppa before I take a couple of sacks out again.’

‘Daisy, make Mr Martin a cup of tea, and you can bring me one in as well while you’re about it.’

Daisy didn’t bother to answer her.

When she walked in with the tray of tea, Mr Martin was sitting on the bentwood chair they kept next to the counter.

‘Daisy, you don’t have to worry about taking time off for your mother’s funeral. Just let us know what day it will be,  and I know you’ve got a lot to do, so you can go at six tonight as I’ll be back be then.’

‘Thank you.’ Daisy looked at Mrs Martin, whose face was like thunder.

For the rest of the day Daisy’s thoughts were on her mother, and she wondered what she would have to do next. Would Mrs Wilson set things in motion? If only she could get away, but the only thing she could do was to try and keep out of Ethel Martin’s way.

 



 



 



At six o’clock Daisy hurried home. ‘Mary,’ she called as soon as she opened their front door. ‘Where are you?’

There was no reply. The only light was from the gas lamp in the street. They were lucky; this room was at the front of the building, not like the bedroom, that overlooked the dark eerie courtyard.

Gently Daisy pushed open the bedroom door. As her eyes got accustomed to the gloomy room, she could see her mother lying peacefully with her arms folded across her chest. She went over and took away the two pennies that were on her closed lids. Her mother was very cold. She bent and kissed her forehead and stood for a while just gazing down at her. Suddenly she remembered Mary. Where was she? Daisy knew she wouldn’t be that far away and she also knew that she had to go and see Mrs Wilson, so decided she would do that first before looking for Mary. She left their cold, heartless rooms and went to see the widow lady.

She knocked on Mrs Wilson’s front door, and when the door was opened, Mary was right behind Mrs Wilson. She rushed to her sister and threw her arms round her.

‘ ’Allo, love, you’re early. Mary said you didn’t finish till seven on Mondays. Come on in.’

‘Thank you. I don’t usually but Mr Martin said I could go.’ Daisy stepped into the warm and cosy room.

‘I hope you don’t mind, but I brought Mary home here with me. Didn’t like the idea of her being on her own over there.’

‘No. That’s very kind of you.’ Daisy envied the blazing fire, and the warmth of the room was making her cheeks burn.

‘Now sit yourself down and have a cuppa. Kettle’s on. What did old misery guts say when you told her about yer mum?’

Mary settled herself down on the colourful rag rug in front of the fire. Daisy sat on the green uncut moquette sofa that had the luxury of two stiff hard cushions behind her. ‘She wasn’t very happy about me being late for work, but Mr Martin said it was all right for me to have time off for her funeral.’

‘I should bloody well think so an’ all.’

‘Mrs Wilson, what do I have to do now?’

The widow sat down on the sofa next to Daisy and took hold of her hand. ‘Don’t worry about it, love. I hope you don’t mind, but me and Mary here have taken care of everything, ain’t we, little ’en?’

Mary nodded and smiled, making her dimples deepen. Her face was flushed from the heat of the fire.

‘The doctor came and gave me the cersificate and then we went and saw the vicar and then old Harry Thorn. If it’s all right with you, she can be buried on Wednesday morning.’

Daisy could feel the tears trickling down her cheeks. ‘The day after tomorrow. Thank you,’ she sniffed.

‘Well I knew you didn’t want to hang about. Is that all right? Is there anybody you want to come?’

Daisy shook her head as she wiped her eyes. ‘When we moved here Mum tried to keep herself to herself.’

‘You ain’t got any relations that might wonner come?’

‘No. Mum and Dad didn’t come from round here.’

‘That’s all right then. We won’t be upsetting anybody.’

‘I wish everybody was as kind as you.’

Mrs Wilson patted the back of Daisy’s hand. ‘Think nothing of it. I know it’s been hard for yer. Now you’ve got to think of yourselves.’

‘I know, and I wish I could get a better job.’

‘Well beggars can’t be choosers, and let’s face it, you’re lucky to have a job at all. There’s plenty round here who’d like to be working.’

‘I know that. But I wish Mrs Martin was more like her husband.’

‘Different breed altogether, that one is. We all know she used to work on the market before she set her cap at him. His first wife was lovely, can’t for the life of me understand why he married that one. It ain’t as though she’s anything to shout about, lookswise that is. Now come on, love, drink up yer tea and I’ve got you a bit of mutton stew. Is that all right?’

Daisy broke down. ‘I’m sorry.’

Mary came and sat beside her and held her sister close.

‘There there, love,’ said Mrs Wilson as she hovered over the girls. ‘I can understand how upset you are. It’s been a very trying time for you. Now come on, dry yer eyes and sit up at the table.’

The smell of the mutton stew had filled the room and Daisy realised she hadn’t eaten for a few days, just an old apple that had been thrown out and was rotten.
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When the girls had finished their excellent meal, they were both very reluctant to leave Mrs Wilson and her warm comfortable room, but Daisy knew they had to.

‘Do we have to go home?’ asked Mary.

‘Yes, we must. We can’t stay here with Mrs Wilson.’

‘Why not?’

Daisy gave her sister a look that soon put her in her place. ‘Now thank Mrs Wilson for looking after you all day.’

‘Thank you,’ Mary said sweetly. ‘Can I come back tomorrow?’

‘Mary,’ said Daisy, raising her voice. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Wilson.’ She turned to her sister. ‘You really should be getting back to school.’

Mary looked up at them both. ‘But I want to stay with you.’ Large tears plopped on to her hands.

Daisy bent down and held her tight. ‘I’m sorry. I have to go to work and I can’t take you with me.’

‘Look, I have to go out tomorrow but Mary can stay with me, that’s if it’s all right with you? Just for one day.’

‘Oh no. We can’t. That’s very nice of you, but we can’t.’

‘Why not, Dais?’

‘Because I say so.’

‘Please. Please.’

‘No. Now come on, put your coat on.’

‘It’s so cold in our house.’

Daisy was beginning to get cross with her sister. Didn’t she understand Daisy had to look after her now? ‘Mary, come on.’

Mrs Wilson looked at the girls. ‘Look, Daisy, why don’t  you stop here for the night? You can both sleep on the floor and at least you’ll be warm.’

‘We couldn’t. Thank you all the same, but you’ve been more than kind and we can’t take advantage of that.’ Deep down there would have been nothing nicer than for Daisy to stay here for the night.

Mary was tugging at Daisy’s coat. ‘Please, just for tonight. I promise I won’t ask again.’

She looked down at her sister’s tear-stained face and melted. How could she take Mary back to their cold rooms with their dead mother in the bedroom? ‘Well all right. That’s if you’re sure we won’t be in the way?’

Mrs Wilson smiled. ‘It’ll be nice to have a bit of company for a change.’

Mary threw off her coat and cuddled her sister. ‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me. You must thank Mrs Wilson.’

Mary hugged Mrs Wilson. ‘Thank you.’

Mrs Wilson hugged her back and swallowed hard. She would have liked children but it was never to be; that was one of the reasons she loved delivering babies. She looked at the two girls; they had been well brought up and she knew they wouldn’t be any trouble.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING Daisy was very reluctant to leave Mrs Wilson’s warm and cosy room.

‘Now are you sure Mary won’t be in the way?’ she asked Mrs Wilson.

‘No. I told you I have to go out to see young Mrs Berry, her baby’s due next week and I want to make sure she knows what to do, it’s her first. Always frightened when it’s their first.’

‘Thank you. Now, Mary, don’t get in the way.’

‘I won’t. I promise.’

Daisy kissed her sister and held her tight. She loved her dearly and they only had each other now.

She was deep in thought as she took the short walk to the greengrocer’s. How would they manage? It had been very hard after their mother had been taken ill and she’d been unable to do her sewing and help out with money. She shivered as the cold wind went through her thin coat. She was dreading what Mrs Martin would say when she told her what day the funeral was.
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‘Me mum’s being buried on Wednesday morning,’ Daisy blurted out as soon as she got into the shop.

‘What time?’

‘Half past eleven.’

‘Well at least you’ll be able to come in for a couple of hours.’

‘I thought perhaps I could have the morning off.’

‘Thought wrong then, didn’t you? Couldn’t you arrange it for Thursday afternoon when we’re shut? Or was you hoping I’d let you have all day off?’

Daisy looked down. ‘It was the only time the vicar had.’

‘I bet.’

‘I was hoping I could go to the second-hand stall at the market and try and get something for me sister to wear for the funeral. She needs shoes.’

‘Hard luck. I need you here.’

Daisy walked away. She knew there wasn’t any point in her saying any more.

 



 



 



That evening Daisy slowly made her way to Mrs Wilson’s to collect Mary. She was tired and hungry after a heavy day when Mrs Martin seemed to want everything moved round the shop. She had dragged heavy sacks of potatoes from one side of the room to the other, only to be told to put them back as Mrs Martin wasn’t happy with them after they’d been moved.

The warmth of the room when Mrs Wilson opened the door overcame her and she just wanted to sit down and cry.

‘Come on in, love, you look fair whacked out.’

Mary came up to her and hugged her.

‘Have you been a good girl?’ Daisy asked her.

Mary nodded. Her bright eyes were shining. ‘That Mrs Berry’s ever so fat,’ she said. ‘She must be getting ever such a lot to eat.’

Mrs Wilson smiled over the top of Mary’s head. ‘How did you get on today?’ she asked Daisy.

‘Not too bad. Tried not to say to much to the missus. Although she did ask why Mum wasn’t being buried on Thursday afternoon, then I wouldn’t have had to take two hours off.’

Mrs Wilson made no comment; she only tutted. ‘Now get your hat and coat off. There’s some stew for you. Not got much meat in it, but the veg’s good for you.’

Daisy didn’t hesitate as the smell from the pot simmering over the fire was making her mouth water. ‘This is very kind of you.’

Mrs Wilson smiled. ‘It’s nice to have a bit of company now and again.’

Mary was sitting up at the small table under the window, ready to eat. ‘Will you be cooking like this, Dais?’

Daisy looked at her sister. ‘Things will be different when we go home. I won’t have Mum to look after and you will have to do a bit more to help me.’

 



 



 



After the delicious warming stew, Daisy helped Mrs Wilson wash up and the older woman told her about how lonely she got sometimes. Daisy couldn’t understand that, as this woman was so kind that Daisy thought she would have many friends.

At last the time came when Daisy knew they had to go home. She was very apprehensive; she didn’t want to go back to those cold rooms.

As soon as they were outside, Mary began whining. ‘Why couldn’t we stay with Mrs Wilson tonight? I don’t wonner go back with Mum.’

‘I know. But I have things to do, and besides, it’ll be the last time we can say goodbye to Mum.’

‘I don’t wonner see her.’

‘You can’t see her. Mr Thorn has put her in her coffin.’

‘So she ain’t Mum now, is she?’

‘Of course she is.’ Daisy was almost dragging her sister along. Although she too was very reluctant to go home, she had to get the place tidy before Harry Thorn came and took their mother away, and besides, she wanted to be alone with her and say her last goodbye in private.

Daisy lit the fire, and by the glow of the coals the two girls sat huddled together talking about the good times they’d had when their mum was alive. Although they never had a lot of money they would go to the park in the summer and play in the snow in the winter. When Mary’s eyes began to close, Daisy laid her down and, after putting the coats over her, went in to her mother.

She sat on the bed and stared at the cheap coffin. It was going to take her months to pay off the loan she’d had to get to pay for it. Tears dropped from her eyes. She was unable to grasp the fact that her mother was inside it. How she’d loved her mother. Daisy looked round the bare room and thought about how things used to be. Their mother had always been so particular about keeping the place as clean as possible. They always had a clean white cloth on the table, not like some, who only had newspaper. She could  almost hear her mother saying: ‘Just because our circumstances have changed, our standards mustn’t drop.’ Their window sills didn’t have lines of dead bluebottles, and although the curtains were thin, the windows were clean, apart from where the glass had fallen out or been broken by a stray stone thrown up from the courtyard below. Daisy sighed. How would she be able to keep up her mother’s standards? In many ways she was feeling like Mary. She didn’t really want to be here, but this was all they had. She knew she would have to look for another job as she didn’t earn enough to keep them both, but jobs were hard to get, as she knew when she saw the men back from the war standing on street corners with trays round their necks trying to sell matches, bootlaces and the like. She thought about the past and how things were before the war. Daisy had loved going to school and learning to read and write. That was how she got the job in the greengrocer’s: she was one of the few round here that could add up. She would always remember the nights she and her father sat learning together. He would help her with her sums, as he was very good with figures, and she would help him read and write.

Slowly she stood up. She was stiff with cold and her body ached. She bent down and touched the coffin. ‘Goodbye, Mum. I will always love you and I promise to look after Mary.’ Wiping her tear-stained face, she left the bleak, chilly bedroom and went and sat beside her sister, who was stretched out on the sofa. Mary’s tousled hair was over her face and very gently Daisy brushed it aside. ‘Oh Mary, how we gonner manage?’ she whispered.
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The vicar, Mrs Wilson, Mr Thorn and the girls were the only people at the graveside mourning Daisy’s mother. There were a few from the buildings who always went to gravesides to see the sort of coffin and where they were being buried. Daisy had been touched when Mr Martin gave her a bunch of flowers to put on her mother’s grave. She tossed a handful of earth on the coffin, the vicar shook her hand, and after blessing her he walked away.

‘Now you’ve gotter come back to my place,’ said Mrs Wilson to Mr Thorn, and talking hold of Mary’s hand, she put her other arm through Daisy’s.

‘That’s very nice of you,’ said Mr Thorn, replacing his cloth cap.

‘It’s only a cup of tea and a sandwich.’

‘Will be most welcome, I’m sure. At least the rain kept off,’ said Mr Thorn as they began the short walk back. ‘Always makes the ground very sticky when it rains.’

‘They were lovely flowers that Mr Martin gave you for your mum,’ said Mrs Wilson.

Daisy only nodded. She didn’t want to speak; her head was full of problems looming up in front of her.

‘You’re very quiet, little ’en,’ said Mrs Wilson to Mary.

‘Will the worms eat me mum up?’ Mary asked, looking up, her beautiful eyes red from crying.

‘No. Course they won’t.’

‘Rene Watts said they did.’

Mrs Wilson squeezed her hand. ‘You don’t wonner take no notice of her. How does she know, has she ever been buried?’

Mary shook her head.

‘Well then.’

As soon as they entered Mrs Wilson’s tidy and warm  rooms, the sound of a soft whistle came from the kettle sitting on the skillet in front of the fire. Mrs Wilson rushed over and poked the fire with a long brass poker, causing the coals to burst into flames. ‘Kettle’s been on all the while we’ve been out so I’ll make the tea right away. Take yer overcoat orf, Harry, otherwise you won’t feel the benefit of it when you go out again. Daisy, you can help me bring over the sandwiches. Plates are in the dresser.’

Daisy went over the dresser and took the plates and sandwiches to the table as Mrs Wilson made the tea.

‘You always make a lovely sandwich, Mrs W,’ said Harry Thorn. ‘People round here don’t appreciate what you do for them.’

‘I only try to do what I can.’

‘Yes, I know.’ He poured his tea into the saucer and drank it making a loud slurping noise.

For the first time in days, Daisy and Mary smiled.

After a while Daisy knew they had to go. She stood up. ‘Come on, Mary, put your coat on.’

Mary pouted.

‘And it’s no good you pulling that face. I’ve got to go to work. If you like we can quickly go round by the market and have a look at the stalls.’

‘Bit late for that, love,’ said Mrs Wilson. ‘Most of ’em pack up be lunchtime.’

‘You never know, there might be someone still desperate to make a sale,’ said Harry Thorn.

Daisy gave them a weak smile. ‘I’ll pay you as soon as I can,’ she said to them both. ‘I’m going to ask Mrs Martin for a raise.’

‘I shouldn’t hold out too much hope in that direction if I was you, love.’

‘I know, but there’s no harm in asking.’

‘No, s’pose not.’

‘Say good bye to Mr Thorn and Mrs Wilson, Mary.’

Mrs Wilson clasped Mary to her. ‘Goodbye, love. Pop in and see me now and again, won’t you?’

Mary nodded.

‘And you as well, young Daisy.’

‘We will, and thank you both for everything.’

As Daisy closed the front door, Mrs Wilson turned to Harry Thorn. ‘That girl deserves a lot more. She’s got a heart of gold and no mistake.’

 



 



 



Mrs Wilson was right, most of the stalls had gone, not that Daisy had any money to spend on her sister. She felt so miserable as they wandered around. She didn’t want to go back to work. Tonight she would look through her mother’s things again. There must be some way she could find out about their family over the river. Then they wouldn’t be all alone. As they walked past the town hall, a notice was being put up. In big bold letters it said that a new experience was coming to Rotherhithe: the showing of moving pictures. It was going to be next Saturday at eight o’clock and was going to cost one penny.

Daisy stood staring at the poster. Could she afford that?

She looked at Mary. ‘See that? It says that moving pictures are going to be shown here on Saturday. I reckon you and me should come and see them.’

‘What are moving pictures?’

‘I don’t rightly know, but we could do with a night out.’

Mary’s eyes lit up. ‘D’you mean we could come and see ’em? Could we?’

‘Don’t see why not.’ Daisy’s mind was working. ‘We’ll be saving our gas and it should be warm inside.’

So despite their shared sadness, hand in hand they made their way home. Suddenly Daisy felt that life might not be so bad. After all, they still had each other.




Chapter 4

 



 



 



 




AS SHE WALKED to work, Daisy’s head was full of what was going to happen at the town hall on Saturday. And what was she thinking about promising Mary they could go when she didn’t finish work till nine? The picture show would already have started. Would they be able to get in? She knew she shouldn’t have said anything to Mary. Besides, she shouldn’t really spend two precious pennies on that sort of thing, but in her mind she felt that she and Mary deserved a special evening out. After all, this was the first time anything like this had happened round here. Perhaps if the Martins went too, then they would shut the shop early.

Later that morning Daisy was intrigued when a well-dressed young man came into the shop and asked Mrs Martin if she would put a poster up in her window.

‘What’s it about?’ she asked abruptly.

Daisy’s ears pricked up when he said, ‘It’s the new moving picture show that’s coming here on Saturday. If it proves popular, they could end up building one of them posh cinemas that’s all the rage in America and has now come to the West End.’

‘So what do I get out of advertising your show?’

‘I’d give you two free tickets for Sat’day night.’

Mrs Martin smiled. ‘Well I s’pose that’s not bad. All right then.’

He handed over two tickets, and although Daisy smiled sweetly at him, he just nodded, touched his trilby and left. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. How she would have loved two free tickets.

 



 



 



For the rest of the week Daisy was apprehensive. All the customers were talking about what was going to happen on Saturday evening, and it seemed that most of the people round here were going.

‘What about you, love, you going?’ asked Mrs Bell.

‘No,’ said Daisy with her fingers crossed behind her back.

‘I told me old man but he ain’t interested, he’d rather go up the pub. Looks like it’ll just be me and me daughter. She’s seen ’em before, reckons they’re really good. I’ll have two of those cooking apples as well.’

Daisy weighed out the apples. All week she had been very careful about what she said, making sure she didn’t seem excited, as Mrs Martin would pick up on it and make her work late, since she hadn’t mentioned that they were going to use their free tickets. What could be worse was that Mrs Martin would hold her five shillings’ wages over till Monday, and then Daisy and Mary wouldn’t be able to go out at all.

She needn’t have feared for come Saturday morning Mrs Martin was as eager as Daisy was to go to the show. Instead of staying open till nine, she bustled about and shut the door dead on six, almost pushing the last customer through the  door. She turned the notice round in the window to Closed and with a big grin said, ‘I’ll see you on Monday. Don’t be late.’
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