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Dearest Nan,


How are you? That’s probably a stupid question to ask you as you’ve been dead for almost 12 years now. But that’s just it. You don’t feel ‘deceased’ to me. You feel as alive as you were as a young girl, skipping and laughing your way through the slums of Bermondsey.


Since I started writing this tribute to your life, it’s been just like the old days. You holding court (in my head), telling me story after story, reliving even the darkest moments of your extraordinarily brutal upbringing, sharing with me the love you had for your mother and siblings, showing me that in even the most difficult circumstances there is always room for laughter and love.


You have been resident in my head and heart. But then it’s not like you ever really left. Can I make that point clear, Nan? Just in case you decide to haunt me in other ways. No, you never left.


I’ve shared many a conversation with you since you died, and I swear I’ve been able to hear you cackle your responses with that great capacity for joy (you were always doubled up with laughter), and your equal tendency for sorrow. I’ve had the slightly disturbing pleasure of hearing your voice again as I’ve written the words on these pages. Once or twice, I swear you’ve even scolded me for saying something the wrong way.


You came alive for me during the days and weeks I pieced together the story of your life. I heard you whispering in my ear, joking in my head. I even felt you arch an eyebrow at me, as you sometimes used to do when I’d overstepped the mark as a youngster. I was instantly corrected, showing you still have the power to make me feel like a small child.


I can’t take the credit for what is contained within these pages. These are your words, your stories, your life. I felt like I was the channel, guiding the words out from you, crafting them into something that resembled your memoir, and all the while hoping I did you justice.


You were the matriarch of my family. You were the maternal head and the overflowing heart. You loved us all with fierce loyalty and passion. Yet you suffered terribly at the hands of your father. You suffered extremes of poverty and deprivation, living in filthy, desperate dockside rooms. But you never lost your infectious laugh or your dream that you could build a better life than the one you’d been brought into.


Remarkably, you succeeded. You met the love of your life, your Bert, and you took your future into your hands. You never lost the twinkle in your eye or your innate sense of theatre. You lived life with gusto, just how it should be lived, and this book, your book, is my offering to you.


Even though it has been a strange pleasure reigniting our conversations so that I could write you the book I’d always promised you, I would like my head back now, please. Hearing any voice, apart from my own, should not be encouraged. I told you I’d write your memoirs and so, finally, I’ve come good on that promise. Sorry it took me so long, Nan, you know how it is. Life sometimes gets in the way of a good story.


Your loving granddaughter,
Cathryn
September 2014











CHAPTER 1


Bermondsey Slum


1928


The first we knew he was back was when we heard his key scratch on the door. It scratched again, then again, as my pa kept missing the lock. He was attempting to open the door to our dark, dingy rooms on the ground floor of a tenement in Bevington Street, Bermondsey, south-east London. The more he fumbled, the more drunk we realised he was, and so we huddled together for protection, listening to the expletives as they slurred out of Pa’s mouth.


When I say ‘we’ I mean my younger brother, Les, and baby sister, Joanie, and me, of course. I was the eldest child at seven years old, and it was me the young ’uns turned to for protection, not that I could do much in the face of what was coming.


The three of us moved instinctively together behind the wooden table in the centre of the tiny room that served as a front room and kitchen. We had a small scullery out back where we had our weekly Friday night scrub down in the old tin bath that hung on a nail in the yard, and one bedroom with the big iron bed we all shared. So there was nowhere to hide from Pa, but God knows we tried, every time we heard our father’s drunken temper as it built up outside our door.


I put my arms around little Joanie, who snuggled into my arms, her thumb in her mouth and her dark hair nestled against my shoulder. She already knew not to cry out in case she attracted Pa’s wrath, even though she was just a baby. Instead of wailing, she started to cry softly. She was only just two years old, a toddler, but already she knew the fear of his fury. Les was almost four years old; a cheeky, fun-loving little boy, except, of course, when he was faced with his father’s drunken rage. Then he cowered with the rest of us, his stick-thin legs curled up against him and his big dark eyes wide with fear as we huddled together for safety.


There was no one else there to protect us. My ma was asleep in the bed. Her latest illness had taken her hard. I was worried about her but right now I was more frightened for our safety.


We never knew how it would go with Pa when he got like this. Sometimes he returned home, covered in coal dust and grime from his heavy work down at the docks, and fell straight into bed, snoring minutes later in a drunken stupor. More often he would swear and rage, and then turn round to look for someone to blame for the black parts of his soul. It was always Ma and me who bore the brunt of his foul moods and raging tempers, trapped by these tiny dank rooms in this tall dark building. I felt the building tower over me, much like his temper, the danger of it frightening me to the core.


It was late. None of us had dared go to bed because Pa, or ‘That Man’ as I called him, often came home and he’d wake us with a swift kick, or grab one of us by the ear and drag us from the bed. He’d pull his victim into the kitchen to feed him or pour him a drink of whatever he had kicking around. It wasn’t safe to sleep, we were vulnerable on nights like this.


So we stayed awake, sitting cross-legged on the kitchen floor, pretending to play games while yawning and rubbing our eyes, shivering a little from the cold as we wrapped the thin, scratchy blanket we shared around us. All the while, my heart would be thumping, knowing what might come. We all felt the tension, waiting for That Man to come home and never knowing what state he’d be in. My stomach would feel tight, my senses on high alert, waiting for the sound of his heavy dockers’ boots to announce his arrival.


Last orders would’ve been called nearly an hour ago. None of us would dare ask where he’d been or what he’d done. He’d probably been out earning his next evening’s drink money by bare-knuckle fighting down by the docks or on the Old Kent Road or at The Ring in Blackfriars. These were the places where all the fighters would go to punch the living daylights out of each other for pennies. That money, which we sorely needed to buy medicine for Ma or for food for the littl’uns, would be thrown down his throat and there was nothing in the world we could do about it.


His key scraped against the lock. It fumbled, then scratched again. Les looked at me, his face pale. Our eyes locked for a moment, registering our terror. We heard the key turn. Then the door slammed open, kicked wide by those boots. We jumped. Joanie let out a wail and I shushed her, cuddling her close with trembling hands.


The first thing we saw were those terrible big boots. Then we saw Pa’s dark frame silhouetted against the blackness of the hallway outside. For a second nobody moved. Then Pa walked in, swaying as he entered. He wiped his chin and stood surveying the room, his face a picture of mean, sodden rage. His cap had slipped to one side, making him look almost comical.


Pa was 27 years old but already he looked like a man who was disappointed with his lot in life. Despite having a wife and three healthy children, he wore the surly sneer of someone who thought he deserved more. Perhaps that was why he made such a show of fighting. It was a way of proving himself and raising himself above the men of his class and status.


I looked up at him. He was a small, stocky man, but he seemed to tower above me. I noticed that his jacket, made out of sacking cloth and tied with string round the middle, was ripped on one arm. Evidence of his fighting, if we needed it. His lip was starting to swell up and he had a trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth, which he wiped away like swatting a fly. More work for Ma, I thought to myself. She would need to stitch his only jacket to hide the tear while he strutted about Bermondsey. There was only enough time to think these small, insignificant thoughts before That Man lurched into a chair, grabbing the back of it for support in his drunken swagger.


He looked around, searching for someone to take him on. He wasn’t done, I could see from his gait that he wanted more violence, more confrontation, like an itch he had to scratch. I knew it had to be me. Who else was there to take his rampaging temper? As I was the eldest, I felt it was my job to protect the others, even though I was not much more than a baby myself.


I couldn’t expect Ma to stand between her husband and her children as she was already poorly with a heart complaint. Her heart was always too big for her, we would say, as if knowing that made our worries about her recede. They didn’t of course, and there was never enough money to pay for a doctor. The idea of calling a doctor and being whisked into hospital with medicine and clean, crisp white sheets was a fairy tale fantasy, a scenario as far from our lives as it was possible to be. So I looked after Ma the best I could and she called me her ‘littl’ nurse’ and we pretended everything was okay, because what else could we do?


The light from the hearth cast shadows around the room. The peeling wallpaper that had once been jolly, with faded pink roses on pale green winding stems, made awkward shapes against the gloom. Pa looked black against the shadow – prowling, dangerous. He saw us then, huddled together near the hearth, and he growled at us, ‘Fuckin’ move, you lazy bastards, I need to warm me feet. Go on, get out of here, you ungrateful cunts.’


The other two moved against the far wall, as if by crouching there they could stay undetected, out of harm’s way. I stayed where I was. I watched Pa warily as he gripped the chair and pulled his backside down onto it. His body moved out of rhythm with itself, he stank of beer and fag smoke and there was now a line of bloody dribble running down the dark stubble of his chin.


‘What are you fuckin’ starin’ at? Get me a drink, girl,’ he snarled, running his large, dirty hands through his oily hair.


‘We ain’t got nuffink,’ I said, cowering a little under his gaze.


His eyes were bloodshot; small pins of red in his flat face. I hated him; no, I despised him with every ounce of flesh on my skinny body. Every part of me loathed this monster. He made our lives a living hell, when they were already tough enough with the hardship of poverty.


‘Well get me a fuckin’ sandwich then, I shouldn’t ’ave to fuckin’ ask ya, ’ilda. I’ve been workin’ down them docks all day, the least a man should expect is ’is dinner when ’e gets ’ome.’ With that, he looked up at me, sniffing the air, like an animal scenting its prey. ‘An’ where’s that lazy cow of a mother?’


‘She’s upstairs, Pa. Restin’, like. She ain’t well, Pa, ’er ’eart’s givin’ ’er gyp.’ I trembled as I spoke, my eyes averted. There was no point giving him the means to start a fight, yet.


With that he rubbed his chin with his right hand, then crashed it down onto the table. I jumped out of my skin with the suddenness of it. ‘I don’t want to know what that lazy bitch is doin’, she should be ’ere, feedin’ ’er ’usband. Now go an’ get me a fuckin’ drink NOW.’ He slammed his fist down again, to make sure I understood, and by God I did.


‘This bloody family. I ain’t done nuffink to deserve the likes of you lot. Work me fingers to the bone I do, and what for, I ask you? To be cheeked by me own flesh an’ blood.’


I looked, puzzled, at his fingers. There was no bone showing there. Instead they were thick digits, like sausages, the red veins lying under the grime of the dockyard. His fingernails were filthy and stained yellow with the tar from his baccy. I also knew he hadn’t been at work today. He’d been refused work at the dockside, or so his mate Billy’s wife told Ma this morning. His foul mouth and quick temper had got him into trouble with the foreman at the dock gates again, so how can he have worked his fingers to the bone?


Confused, I watched him as he launched the fury that froze me to the spot. My feet refused to move from under me, even though my mind was yelling to my legs to run away, run as fast as I could and get out and away from That Man. No good would come of tonight. The violence was coming, I could see him building up to it. I could only brace myself for the onslaught.


‘We ain’t got no drink, Pa.’ I shook as I spoke and then somewhere inside me I found the anger, the courage to answer him back. I now knew he was going for me, so I reckoned I might as well go down fighting after all. ‘We ain’t got no grog cos you drank it all.’


My voice sounded shrill, sharp in the black fog of the room. I could instinctively feel the others shrink into the wall, hoping they might disappear. I wished they could. This way, he’d forget about them and focus just on me. They, at least, would be safe tonight.


‘What did you say, girl? I’ve never ’eard such fuckin’ cheek, an’ comin’ from a daughter of mine wiv a mouth on ’er. I’ll bloody teach you for that. You don’t ever disrespect your old man. What the ’ell did that bitch of a mother teach you?’


And with that he launched. I had just enough time to brace myself, then the first blow landed.


My pa was a fighter, a proper fighter. He knew how to hit so the bruises didn’t show. He knew how to hurt me and I knew I would regret my cheek.


He landed the first blow as a cuff to my face. I felt the skin on my face move in shock then the saliva followed; I spat it onto the floor. I staggered sideways, almost hitting the hearth, with a surprisingly quick movement, he grabbed my hair that hung, brown, lank and dirty, and pulled as hard as he could. I tried to stop my cry, even then I didn’t want to startle the babies, but I couldn’t, it hurt too much.


‘Let me go, Pa, I’ll find you a drink, I promise,’ I whimpered, only just loud enough for him to hear.


He dragged me by the hair to the door. ‘Cheek me an’ I’ll chuck you out. I don’t want you, your ma don’t want you. You’re no good to anyone you littl’ cow.’


With that he reared his face up at me, his eyes screwed into ugly violence. His breath was as sour as the drinking holes he frequented, his skin was grey and mottled red with the booze and his latest fight.


‘I’ll find you a drink, Pa, I promise I will, I promise.’ My voice sounded small next to the storm that was building in him. Again he yanked my hair, dragging my body after him. I felt the door swing open. My head hit the side of it and was jerked round to face the blackness of the open doorway. I glanced back quickly with the smallest turn of my head which was in his fierce grip, tearing at my scalp.


‘It’s okay, I’m okay,’ I mouthed to Les and Joanie. They were huddled into the grime of the wallpaper, staring at me with huge, fearful eyes. I willed them to stay there, quiet and still, so no harm would come to them.


My head burnt with the pull of That Man’s thick fingers. ‘I’ll fuckin’ throw you out, you littl’ cunt. What d’you say to me, your pa? What d’you fuckin’ say?’


The spittle from his reeking mouth hit my face. I tried to hide my revulsion, my pain, because I knew it excited him even more.


‘I’m sorry, Pa. I shouldn’t ’ave said that to you. I ain’t a bad girl, I promise, Pa. I’ll do whatever you say next time, won’t I?’


I tried to look him in the eyes but my face was twisted round towards his body, my hands holding my head where the roots of my hair were tearing from my scalp. That must have satisfied him, because he threw me back into the room where I stumbled into the chair and grabbed the table for support. I backed off as slowly as I could, away from the babes, keeping his attention on me, wishing him to calm himself, to quieten down. For a second his eyes met mine and I almost saw something that in another man might’ve been regret, except it was him, that bastard old man of mine. Whatever it was, it vanished in an instant, leaving that panting, sweating, stinking brute with the remainder of his drunken anger still written on his face.


‘Get me a sandwich, then,’ he slurred. He looked tired now, defeated, as if the attack had drained him.


Rubbing my head, I edged towards the bread that lay under a grey-streaked piece of linen on the table top. There was half a loaf left, just enough to feed us children in the morning. It might possibly be our only meal of the day, but that wouldn’t worry him. I could hardly bear to give it to him, but I knew I had no choice. As if to underline our plight, my stomach growled with hunger.


We went to bed with empty stomachs but grateful Pa’s temper hadn’t been worse. We climbed onto the iron bed, next to Ma’s warm body. Three small children, a urine-stained mattress and a single blanket. I covered each of the littl’uns with their coats and finally settled down myself.


‘No ’arm done, sleep now, it’ll all be better in the mornin’.’ I almost meant it.


We huddled together, not just for warmth, but for the comfort of being together, relatively unscathed by the night’s events. I started telling them the same story I told them every night. It wasn’t a fancy story, there were no princesses nor handsome princes to rescue them from wicked wizards.


Instead, I told a story about a family who had three children. The mother and father were always happy and loved their little ones. There was always enough to eat, and they lived in a little house that was always warm. There was no need to triumph over evil, because it simply didn’t exist in that world we created in our minds. Eventually I heard small snuffles coming from the others and I knew I could finally sleep. I said my prayers. I never asked for much, just the courage to live another day under the same roof as my wicked Pa. This time though, I added a new prayer. I asked God in heaven for a proper family. One with a father who loves his children, and brings them sweets and gives them cuddles, though I knew my prayer would never, ever be granted.











CHAPTER 2


Bare Knuckle


1929


A clenched fist met solid bone. There was a crack, then a moan from the onlookers. One of the men swayed back, his face a mess of blood and gristle. Pa swung his fist back again, and launched the next blow. This time it found his opponent’s chin, and he staggered back with the impact. There was a split second when nothing happened. The crowd that stood around the men in a rough circle, as though it were a boxer’s ring, went instantly quiet. Then Pa moved again, his bare torso streaked with dirt and grime from the day’s work lugging great sacks from the barges and into the warehouse that stood behind him. He drew back his right arm, and in one elegant move he landed another punch to his opponent’s cheek. This time the bare-knuckle fighter fell backwards with a spray of sweat and hit the hard dockyard stone. With a victorious yell, Pa dropped his body on top of his victim with heavy finality.


There was a cry from the crowd then several men rushed to pull Pa up from the motionless body of the loser. Ted Johnson held his hands aloft, knowing he was the dockside champion. The crowd that gathered round him erupted, braying for more. Angry faces, men who’d lost their money betting on That Man’s vanquished rival, spat out insults, then turned to pull their man from the floor. Pa’s opponent, another docker most likely, was out cold and suffering the indignity of being dragged off to the nearest pub by his mates. Men were shouting and waving scraps of paper after having spent their day’s wages on illegal betting. They surged towards Pa with excitement, the day’s back-breaking work now forgotten.


I swayed as I stood with my back to the warehouse, keeping in the shadows in case I was spotted. This was no place for a young girl. I was eight years old and had never before witnessed a boxing match. Ma had sent me out to find Pa and ask him to go and forage for firewood, or steal some tar blocks from the roads as they made the best fires. I’d run around the dockyards until I found him. It was only 7 p.m., early enough for a girl to be out, but the sight of Pa bellowing his victory made me wish it was later so I would never have seen his triumph.


Despite that, I couldn’t find it inside me to leave. Part of me was fascinated by his stories of the fights he won and lost, and I felt like I was seeing a different side to my old man even though it was just as brutal. Somehow I’d never thought of him as a champion, but seeing the adulation of the crowd of dock workers, it struck me as a sordid kind of fame.


Men were starting to move off now the fight was over. They’d collected their winnings and were leaching away from the dockside. I hoped they were going home to their wives and children, but knew it was more likely they were heading to the local pubs. Pa bent down to pick up his shirt, wool coat and cap. I could hear his voice above the sounds of the men talking and laughing. He was regaling his pals with the match, revelling in the spectacle and the blood lust. It was time for me to leave. No one had noticed the young girl in the dirty grey dress standing at the back of the crowd, so focused were they on the heat of the two men’s battle. I could be spotted at any minute, though, and so, inching along the warehouse precincts, I edged away from the scene of Pa’s victory, wishing I’d turned and run away when I had the chance because I couldn’t bear seeing his blood-thirsty glory any longer.


Back at home, I ran in and launched myself into Ma’s arms. ‘What’s all this, ’ilda?’ was all she said. I buried my face in her apron, feeling the bump of the new life growing inside her underneath the worn cotton, wishing the images of the fight would drain away from my mind, like the blood from the face of the pale fighter who came off worse in the fight. I didn’t reply. Ma stroked my hair with her hand. I’d cut off my long tresses after Pa had dragged me by them, crying a little when my wavy brown locks had fallen to the floor.


Later that night, we waited again for That Man to crawl out of the pub with his winnings spent on booze and his bruises the only things left to show for his triumph. Les and Joanie were curled up in bed. I’d checked on them just after 11 p.m. and they were both breathing softly, their faces almost luminescent in the moonlight and damp with night sweat.


I heard Pa’s return before I saw him. His rough London voice rose above the sound of two other men as they careered their way home. They were drunk, and loud, and shouting obscenities at each other in a play of mock fighting.


Pa lurched through the door, still hollering after his mates. I felt a lump in my throat of pure tension. I tried to swallow but my mouth was suddenly dry. I had to go into the kitchen. I couldn’t leave Ma in there, alone, even though I was only a young girl.


‘What d’ya fuckin’ mean, there ain’t no dinner left?’ he growled. He was tanked up on cheap ale, and full of his own pride at his fighting prowess.


‘Wife, all I ask for is my fuckin’ dinner on the table when I get in from a day workin’ like a slave. Is that too much to fuckin’ ask?’ His voice was raised to shouting pitch. Les and Joanie wouldn’t be asleep for long, I just hoped they’d be sensible and stay where they were. No sense in getting involved.


At that moment I appeared in the doorway.


That Man’s head swivelled towards me, and I knew in an instant I should’ve stayed hidden. The sight of me seemed to rile him even more.


He turned back to Ma and stalked over to where she was sitting, her hands clutching her knitting in her lap, her mouth set in a line, of fear or determination, I didn’t know which.


‘Ted, there ain’t no dinner left because I gave it to the kids. They were hungry tonight and there wasn’t much in the pot,’ said Ma, adding, ‘you’ve been out all evening, Ted. How was I to know you’d ’ad nothing for yer dinner?’


Her voice trembled. Her hands smoothed over her belly as she spoke.


‘You’ve got another fuckin’ baby in there that needs feedin’ and who’s goin’ to go out and work? Who’s the one who ’as to work all the hours God sends to keep you all?’ Pa snarled.


His face was level with Ma’s. His breath must’ve stunk of stale beer but Ma didn’t move an inch. She looked back at him, silent and dignified. This seemed to inflame him even more. He shouted again, this time he spat into the corner of the room I was cowering in.


Pa stumbled slightly, then took a step back. He looked like he was thinking about what to do next.


His large, brutal hand moved quickly. Before I’d had time to draw breath, he slapped Ma across the face. She put a hand up to shield herself but he grabbed it, pulling her up to her feet to face him. I watched as her knitting rolled its way down her skirt and onto the wooden floor. One of the knitting needles came loose from the row of stitches, leaving the empty loops stranded.


I gasped as That Man held Ma’s arm, bringing her right up to his face so her swollen tummy rested against his torso. It looked like a lovers’ embrace, except for the pain in Ma’s face.


‘Stop it, Ted, you’re ’urtin’ me,’ she begged.


He laughed at that, clearly enjoying her distress. He shook off her arm, leaving behind a red ring round her wrist that would bruise by tomorrow.


As he released her, he swung his right fist round and this time hit her hard on the side of her belly. He was careful not to hit her bump. He knew just where to hurt without causing too much damage. Ma groaned, and staggered sideways, falling into the side of the table.


I started crying. I felt so helpless watching my mother being beaten.


‘Ted, stop it, you’ll hurt the baby!’ Ma cried, clutching her stomach and feeling for the chair behind her.


He didn’t stop, though. He slapped her again, then again, then raised his fist and brought it up to her face. She was crouched on the floor awkwardly, trying to lift herself back up.


‘This is your warning, Em. If I don’t get my dinner on the table when I get in, you’ll get it bad, d’ya understand?’ His voice was harsh and slurred, his gait awkward.


Ma nodded in response. She said nothing. I expect, like me, she was just praying for him to stop.


Pa turned round and pulled out a chair. Sitting down, he sat heavily, expectant, as Ma pulled herself back up. She didn’t look at him as she limped slowly round to the range. Even though it was past midnight, even though Ma was pregnant and weary, even though Ma had been beaten by him and was clearly in pain, she knew she had no choice but to prepare him his dinner.


The injustice stung me to babyish tears. There was nothing I could do to make this better, except help Ma peel a couple of potatoes and set the pot to boil.


We worked in silence. That Man stared at us as we cooked, his small, mean eyes glittering in the dim light.


Pa had learnt his craft during his brief stint in the Army, after returning from the Boer War. He’d honed his fighting technique, the speed of his right hook, the left coming in to finish what the right fist had started. Now he boasted he’d fight anyone ‘fer a penny’. He was agile on his feet, surprisingly so in light of his stocky frame and his love for the drink. He had a violent temper, a need to win and an ego that demanded the attention that small-time pugilism gave to men in the East End. It was a way of being ‘somebody’ and Ted Johnson loved the feeling he was ‘someone’ special. I sound hard on him, and I expect I am, but I saw him stagger through that door more times than I could count, boasting of having spent his winnings on beer and his ‘pals’. We never got to see that money, but by God we saw his rages.


I knew even at such a young age that I couldn’t change my father, but that night I think I finally knew it for sure. He was made to fight; his life was a battle for survival every single day. As a child he’d been beaten by his father and had boiling water poured on him by his stepmother. His life had been one of violence and very little love. I guess that’s what made him who he was. Ted Johnson would never put down his fists and settle his quarrels in any other way, he didn’t know how to, and I saw that so clearly I wish I’d been blind to it still.


*




‘Give me your faces, Joanie and Leslie Johnson. I ain’t never seen such a lot of filthy faces in all me life, I swear I ain’t,’ I joked, as my sister and brother tumbled out of the bed.


It was a cold morning, the type that made me want to stay under my thin blanket and coat for as long as possible to avoid the chill of the floorboards and the soft plumes of mist as my breath hit the cool air. Both of them yawned and shivered in the chill grey light of the morning, rubbing their eyes to adjust to the dim light coming from the open doorway, and greeting them with the harsh reality of life in the slum we called home. It was already past seven o’clock.


Ma was still in the bed we all shared, her belly swollen with her fourth child, my latest sibling and an extra mouth we would have to feed. Her pregnancy was hitting her hard this time and so she was spending more and more of her days propped up, breathing shallow breaths and grimacing in pain when she thought I wasn’t looking.


None of us knew what the trouble with her was and at three shillings and sixpence a visit, a doctor was a luxury far beyond our meagre pockets. Ma always said she thought it was her heart that hurt, giving her giddy spells and leaving her short of breath and permanently sallow-looking. Ma, or Emily, to give her her real name, had been a good-looking woman until the relentless poverty, and worries caused by That Man her husband, had robbed her of her beauty. Her brown hair had been glossy, and she always said she could turn heads in the borough in her day. Now the slim figure had disappeared as a result of the serial pregnancies; one baby following another by a few years, until this latest one, which seemed more than she could bear.


Despite that, I still thought she was beautiful, even in her patched and faded flowery apron and with her hair tied back off her face. It was the kindness that shone from her for us kids that made her pretty in my eyes. She always had a smile on her face for us, and her touch was always gentle, always caring. So different from That Man.


It was hard to see how they had got together in the first place. But they had, and now this woman, who everyone in the streets around us turned to for advice or help with their problems, was becoming a shadow of her former self. She no longer sang as she scrubbed clothes at the end of each day. Now, I did most of the washing as best I could because Ma was so tired, and had bags under her eyes to prove it. I was just a child but already I was my ma’s right-hand woman and had been since the age of six when I was old enough to dress myself and my siblings and help out at home with the chores that had to be done each and every day. I scrubbed the floor and I washed the clothes, even though I was barely tall enough to reach into the tin bath we used. I helped Ma wherever I could as life for a housewife in east London was one of hard, relentless graft. I hung the clothes on the line in the yard out the back and I ripped up bits of newspaper to hang on the nail in the lavvy.


But, still, Ma was becoming weaker by the day. There was little we could do except hope and pray that by some miracle she’d get better soon. Everything Ma had ever taught us, about being honest, upright and caring, was done despite That Man. She kept us clean, she made sure we all looked ‘spick an’ span’. She had the sunniest smile for miles around, and yet she faced that monstrous man every night without losing her gentle nature or her love of a good joke. She really was a woman of importance to us, she worked hard for all of us and asked for nothing in return.


She was one of 21 siblings, born in Merrick Place, to her mother, also Emily, and her father, Joseph Scoggins, who was a leather dresser journeyman, which meant that he worked in a tannery, converting the hide into leather by means of the stinking alchemical processes. Her brother Billy later became the famous Bermondsey Billy Wells, a welterweight boxer. He was a local celebrity. Everyone knew Bermondsey Billy, and he was greeted with drinks and slaps on the back in the pubs that he and Ted frequented. Billy was Ma’s family’s hero. He had escaped the drudgery of his station in life. Ma was younger than him, but spoke about him with pride, saying ‘ ’e’d made something of ’imself’. Every few months, we’d be taken, scrubbed and clean, to Ma’s parents’ home in The Grange, just a few streets away, and sometimes Billy would be there, with his shiny silver cups as proof of the prize fights he had won.


We’d troop up the rickety wooden stairs to the first floor tenement, which comprised two bedrooms, a kitchen and scullery. How her parents had brought up 21 children in the cramped, filthy rooms was anybody’s guess. Ma had always said the first time she slept in a bed rather than on the floor was when she married Pa and they finally got a few rooms of their own. It must’ve felt like she’d gone up in the world!


Ma and Pa lived with her parents at The Grange for the first year of their marriage. Ma gave birth to me in the smaller of those dark, dirty rooms. But they were forced to leave after Pa stole two of Billy’s cups and pawned them for beer money. I always thought that was a stupid thing to do to a prize boxer! Billy went mad with rage when he found out, throwing us all out of the flat, and giving Pa a beating in the process. Pa might have been tough but he couldn’t compete with Billy’s expert fists. Billy rarely lost a fight. That was why we only saw Ma’s family rarely, even though they lived so close to us.


The last time we’d gone was on Grandpa’s birthday. Ma had washed our clothes with extra vigour the night before to make sure we were smart, but That Man had started a fight with her and had smashed her face against the kitchen table by way of ending their argument.


I’ll never forget us arriving at her parents’ house, us children all smart looking but pale after the night’s events, Ma casting her eyes to the floor with the shame of her purple bruised eye and cut forehead which brushing her hair to one side could not hide. Pa strutted in with us, as usual, and no one said a word. We ate cake and drank tea, or milk for us kids, and left earlier than usual. I can still recall trying to swallow that cake, but finding my throat was tight with tension.


I used to ask myself why neither Billy nor Joseph ever intervened. And why didn’t Ma ever ask them for help and protection against that womanising thug, her husband? I suppose they thought she’d made her bed, now she had to lie in it. I’d pondered this many times over the years, and in my childish way I’d felt heartbroken that Ma seemed so alone against That Man.


I had no time for the worrying thoughts this morning, though. It was easier to dismiss my fears when there was work to do, and naughty children to get clean and dressed for school.


I yawned slightly as I walked into the scullery, goosebumps crept up my arms and I rubbed them down to try and generate a little heat. It wasn’t yet cold enough to have frost inside the window panes but I knew it wasn’t far off. This cold was more a damp kind of chill, the type that settles in your bones and won’t let go. Even so, I was grateful for winter as it was the only time of the year the smogs eased a little, freeing the borough from the stench of the factories and fug of the city. As winter breezes whipped up the Thames, we shivered in our woollen coats and too-small boots as we scurried between home and school, but at least we could breathe for a while, till the spring melt started the slow sinking back into the stews of summer.


We were always underdressed. There was never any money for new clothes. We each of us had one set of clothes and nothing for Sunday best. Pa was the only one who owned a set of best clothes: a dapper brown wool suit and a white shirt and tie. The suit regularly saw the inside of the local pawnshop when there was not enough left in Ma’s purse to buy food at the start of some weeks. ‘What Pa don’t know, don’t hurt ’im,’ she always said with a crafty wink, but even though she made light of it, it must’ve been a worry coming up with the extra pennies to pawn it back in time for Sunday morning. Pa never said anything, or maybe he didn’t notice. He was always too busy drinking and betting with his cronies down at the Dog and Gun to worry about what was going on at home in his absence.


But this wasn’t the time to dwell on Pa, or pawnshops. The children had to get washed and dressed before I could even start on getting breakfast together.


‘Will you stand still. This ain’t the time to fidget. You’re goin’ to make us late, you rascal,’ I said, with a grin, as I held Les’s angelic little face in my hands and scrubbed him clean. He gave me a smile, and with his brown locks and dark eyes, he stole my heart away. How could I possibly scold him? ‘Right, that’s your face done, now give me your ’ands. I bet them ’ands are just as dirty. I don’t know what you get up to, I really don’t!’ I exclaimed.


I couldn’t help but laugh at Les’s sweet smile, which hid his cheeky personality and love of mischief and jokes. He grinned back at me, and showed me his palms. Just as I thought, they were ingrained with dirt from his larks playing up at the docks or down at Southwark Park. I scrubbed his hands, making the water go black, and when he was clean I rubbed them dry with another cloth before handing him his clothes from the chair by the hearth.


I’d boiled the shirts and blouses in the copper the previous evening. It was set in brickwork over the fireplace and I was always very careful not to scald myself because I’d seen Ma do it when she wasn’t paying attention. Once the water, which had to be poured in jug by jug-full, was simmering nicely I added the Reckitt’s Blue, a tablet of carbolic soap wrapped in a small piece of muslin and tied up with string. If I was careful I could make it last several washes. Then once the water had turned its distinctive blue colour, which made the shirts go white, I squeezed them out as best I could and put them through the mangle we had in the yard. Then I put Les’s and Pa’s shirts out in front of the hearth. My own blouse went on the end of the iron bedstead and was rarely dry by the next day. That night had been cold though, so we were all going to have to go to school and work with the clammy feel of damp material against our skin.


‘Go an’ get yerself dressed, you ’orror,’ I shouted to Les with mock anger, and he scampered off into the bedroom. I could hear him singing as he took off his only pair of long johns by himself. He was only four years old but he was older than his years. We all had to be in order to survive, and he managed to dress himself with his collar sticking up to show the effort it had cost him. I undressed as quickly as I could so that I wouldn’t lose the residual heat from my nightgown in that chill room.


That’s how it was for us. We were cold all winter, and then we were hot all summer. We wore damp clothes because we couldn’t afford to buy a second set. Yet we barely noticed because that’s how it was for everyone in the borough. Our neighbours were no different. The old lady Mrs Mackintosh who lived on the floor above us wore the same clothes every day and there was no sign she’d ever washed them. A widow, she’d struggled to cope without her husband, and it was only looking after her grown-up son that seemed to keep her going through the drudgery and poverty of her daily life.


Ma, being the soft touch she was, took them up some dinner once or twice a week. Pa always grumbled about her ‘puttin’ food into other people’s mouths’ but she replied that it was good, Christian kindness, and when he stopped putting our food money into the pockets of the local publicans she would stop helping others. She often got a belt for saying that.


‘Now then, Les, are you goin’ to be difficult or can I wipe that saucy smile off your face?’ I winked at Les as he walked over to me. He was growing taller by the day, turning into a real beanpole, and I was worried about how we’d afford a new pair of breeches for him.


‘Alright ’ilda, I’m ’ere,’ he said in his little voice. ‘No need to get your knickers in a twist.’


‘I won’t ’ave that language from the likes of you,’ I frowned. I knew where he picked up these phrases, but there was nothing I could do about Pa’s filthy mouth. ‘Say that again an’ I’ll wash your mouth out wiv the Reckitt’s Blue.’


He looked completely unconcerned, and scampered off once I’d brushed down his hair and wiped his face.


‘Goodness, I can’t stand ’ere chattin’, I’ve got to get the kettle on, and make Ma ’er tea,’ I cried, looking up at the clock and seeing it was already 7.30 a.m. The kettle clattered as I tiptoed to reach the range and placed it awkwardly on top. I’d lit it upon waking, with a piece of rolled up newspaper. There was a steady heat emanating from it and I almost stopped there a second to appreciate it. From the shelf above the mantelpiece I pulled down three plates and four cups. Ma never ate first thing, she said she didn’t like having breakfast. I’d ask if she was perhaps saving the bread for us kids, but she’d always denied it with a wave of her hand.


Beyond the chimneys and the yards, the other women’s washing and the weaving streets, were the docks where Pa made his precarious living. They were the robust and noisy source of our livelihood. Even from here, if you squinted hard enough, you could make out the masts of the ships that drew in and out of the wharves daily, bringing their strange cargoes to the docks where an army of men worked like ants to unload the timber from Scandinavia, the spices from India and Africa, the gums and glues which had such a sweet-sour heavy aroma and the fruit and veg which came from goodness knows where. We never saw any of it, that was a fact. What we didn’t have, we didn’t miss, though, and those murky warehouses that lined the waterfront could as well have contained gold bars for all the good they did us.


Pa’s working days were spent among the bustle and noise, with the great juddering masts of the ships that lined the wharves, teetering over the cold stores at the end of our road. There were always the shouts from men lining the barges, throwing ropes to the smaller boats that were pulling in the steamers. The caws of seagulls joined the melee, mixing with the lively shouts and barked orders issued by men on the dock side, and the sound of the Thames, brown and churning as she discharged her vessels laden with goods. These sights and sounds were the backdrop of our lives, and we were bound to the sea beyond our briny horizon in a myriad of ways. Pa’s livelihood was centred on it, and with him our fortunes lay, as did our grumbling bellies and our clothes with layers of darning.


I didn’t ask questions. What went on with the money was between Ma and Pa, though I prayed for the day I could earn a wage and see the look on Ma’s worn face when I handed my pay packet over to her. I grabbed the remnants of yesterday’s loaf of bread, which was wrapped in a cloth, and started carving thin slices from it. There was a pot of jam on the shelf and a tin of condensed milk.


We’ll need something in our tummies for the cold today, I thought, as I opened the tin with fierce jabs, licking the sticky sweet milk off my fingers as I went. I poured the viscous liquid into the steaming tea in the four cups and hastened to give Ma hers.


Back in the kitchen, Joanie was perched up at the table, a spirited girl of three years old, and already wanting to be as independent as her big brother Les. She’d submitted to being dressed and I’d managed to brush her hair before she wriggled free of me and climbed onto one of the kitchen chairs.


I cut the bread and scraped a thin layer of jam onto it. Joanie grabbed the first slice out of my hands, and I scolded her, placing my hands on my hips just like Ma did.


She laughed at me and I couldn’t help but smile. Les munched on another slice of bread, chattering away to Joanie about his school day ahead. Once they’d both eaten and showed me their rinsed hands, I grabbed Les’s flat cap and shushed him out of the door. I listened to the sound of his hobnail boots as they clattered down the stone steps and out into the street.


‘Blimey I’m in a right doze this mornin’,’ I said to myself and started to clear up the plates, rinsing them in the stone sink. I cut off another slice of bread, carefully using the knife as Ma had taught me, and spread a thin layer of jam over it. Gulping down my tea, I added an extra splash of condensed milk, licking the drips from the side of the can before looking round guiltily to see if Ma could see me. She was still abed and so I quickly mopped round the floor, placed the wooden chairs back to the table and made sure we were all spick and span, just as Ma liked.


Joanie had slunk back into bed with Ma. With a last look round the tiny kitchen, I pulled on my navy wool coat, my pride and joy, tied back my hair with a ribbon which was my only ornament, bought when Pa was in one of his rare generous moods, and skipped out of the door, catching my breath on the cold air as I met the outdoors with an inward sigh.


Almost instantly I bumped into Mrs Mackintosh. She was carrying a small basket containing half a loaf of bread and a packet of lard.


‘ ’Ello, darlin’, ’ow are you all today?’ she asked with a smile.


I was late for school but I couldn’t be rude, so I stopped and we chatted for a moment. Just as I was about to leave she grabbed my hand and with the other dug around in the pockets of her black skirt, bringing out several small sweets wrapped in shiny silver paper.


‘For you an’ your bruvver an’ sister, darlin’,’ she said, nodding as I started to protest. ‘I always say, ain’t it a pity the way fings are for you and your mother at ’ome. A pity,’ she repeated, wagging her head from side to side.


She wasn’t the only one of our neighbours who liked to give little treats to Les, Joanie and me. They all knew about Pa. They all knew he gave us a hard time, and most of the time they heard him do it. The walls of the tenements were paper thin, and then, of course, we had the black eyes and bruises to show for it. I accepted the sweets, a small lump appearing in my throat.


‘Thanks, Mrs Mackintosh, but I’ve got to run,’ and I clattered down the steps and onto Bevington Street.




*


Waiting for me, outside our front door, were two of my friends from down the street: Margaret and Nellie. Both stood kicking their heels on the cobbles, with white, thin legs and too-small winter coats. We all smiled when I jumped out, and linking arms we hurried off to school. All of us had chores each morning. We all helped our mothers and we were often late, but we all waited to walk into school together regardless of whether we’d get into trouble. It was the fierce loyalty of girls who live the same kinds of difficult lives. Our friendship was one of our main consolations, but we never had time to dawdle.


Round us, housewives were already sweeping and scrubbing their doorsteps and the surrounding cobbles, marking their territory even though it was barely past eight o’clock. I could hear the sounds of our district; the women starting the morning gossip with exclamations of ‘ ’E didn’t, I don’t believe it, ’e’s got a nerve your old man ain’t ’e?’ and ‘Well she said to me, don’t you go botherin’ my Joe, ’e’s got enough on ’is plate.’


There was one thing you could guarantee, living here: everyone knew everyone’s business. There was no such thing as privacy; as I said, the walls of the tenement buildings were thin, the lavvies out in the dingy little yards were shared by four or five families, folk slept three or four people to a room and had maybe one other room that doubled as the scullery and parlour to live, talk and play, so the streets became our home. At all hours of the day and night children were out playing, dodging the carts plastered with Peek Frean and Pears Soap adverts and the steaming piles of dung left by the horses that pulled them.


The smell of the horses and horse dung, the whiff of sugar and vanilla from the custard and biscuit factories, and the spices and medicinal herbs in the cold stores created a heady mix, but overpowering all of them was the stench of the tanneries; acrid and heavy against the surprisingly salty smell of the Thames lapping against the end of our road. Added to this was the sounds of children shouting, housewives gossiping and the clatter of horses’ hooves. It was never boring, I’ll say that for Bermondsey. We might have been poor as church mice but we had the most exciting, exotic playground of any London child. We considered ourselves richer than kings when we were racing around the docks, watching ships coming in to harbour and throwing stones into the Thames. It was freedom, and we loved our rowdy, exciting borough.


I walked towards the school on Bevington Street. I loved being there, away from the worries at home. At school I felt safe and I took great pride in being a ‘scholar’, making sure I listened attentively to my teachers.


It was always disappointing when it came to home time, and today was no different. I sloped back, my head spinning with the three ‘r’s – reading, ’riting and ’rithmetic – that formed the basis of our studies. It wasn’t what you’d call a wide education, but it did for the likes of us. Us girls also learnt cookery and housewifery, though God knows I knew enough about that already! I always wondered why the boys never learnt those skills, but never questioned it. That wasn’t the done thing and I’d have got a clip round the ear for my cheek.


Les and I walked home together, chattering about our day. We bundled into the house, throwing off our coats and calling for Ma. There was no sight of her, either in the scullery or the yard. Confused, we looked at each other, our faces registering the first feelings of alarm. There was no note, and no sign that anything was taken, so I told Les to ask around and see if he could glean where Ma was.




Ma had been seen, hunched up like an old woman, being taken off by ambulance to the ’ospital at the other end of Southwark Park. She was having the baby! At once we were excited and nervous. We munched on the remaining bread, smearing it with jam and finishing off the condensed milk, and waited for news.


Pa arrived a couple of hours later, saying we had a new baby brother and wasn’t that ‘sumfink speshul’. He seemed genuinely pleased, or maybe it was the fact he got to celebrate by ‘wettin’ the baby’s ’ead’ that made him so animated, as it wasn’t long before he took his leave of us, putting me in charge and disappearing into the night with barely a backward glance.


For the next ten days I did all Ma’s jobs, even scrubbing the steps. Every morning I got Les up and dressed for school, and every evening I fed him, Joanie and Pa (who was being surprisingly well behaved) their dinner, washed their clothes for the next day, put the wet clothes through the mangle and hung them out. I told jokes to keep Les amused and kept him smiling so he didn’t worry about how Ma and the baby were doing. I stroked Joanie’s hair and tucked her up every evening with the blanket and her coat covering her. Each night I fell into bed and was asleep almost as soon as I shut my eyes.


At the end of the ten days, we trooped in from yet another school day, our collars up round our ears to stave off the biting cold of that blustery March day, and there was Ma, back in the kitchen like she’d never been away. She looked tired but happy to see us and we rushed up to cuddle her, talking nineteen to the dozen.


It took a moment to remember we had another sibling, which was what all the fuss was about. Then came a cry from the bedroom. It was the distinct high-pitched yell of a newborn baby. Without thinking, we raced into the bedroom to see a bundle of blankets wrapped in the top cupboard drawer, which was open, revealing the crinkled, red face of a yelling infant. We looked at Ma and she started laughing.


‘Come ’ere, you soppy ’apporths, and meet your new brother Ronald.’


We didn’t need any more introductions than that! We huddled around him, cooing and touching his little fingers and tiny nails, exclaiming with delight each time he yawned or opened his eyes in between yells.


‘Aw ain’t ’e lovely,’ I said, staring in wonder as Ronald gripped one of my fingers.


‘ ’E’s so small!’ said Les, who said he wouldn’t touch him for fear of breaking him.


Ma looked at us and smiled. Even though it was another mouth to feed, another little person to wash and clothe, it was a moment of pure joy for us all. It was just another ordinary day in the slums, but we had a new brother to love, and it was that love that always got us through each twist and turn of our embattled lives.
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