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Chapter 1

June 1934

 



It was Saturday afternoon and Mary Harris and her best friend Liz were walking home from the biscuit factory in Rotherhithe where they worked. It was their half-day and, as ever, they were deep in conversation. As they neared the docks they could see a group of men laughing at a small figure sitting in the gutter. To Mary’s horror, she realised that the object of their amusement was her four-year-old half-brother Eddie. She knew from the state of him that he’d been begging for food: he had jam in his hair and all round his face. The dockers were taking great delight in throwing him sandwiches, laughing when he missed catching the bread.

‘Eddie!’ shouted Mary. ‘Come here!’ As she started towards the boy, she saw her friend Liz turn and hurry away, obviously embarrassed by the situation.

Eddie just grinned at his sister, but when she started to get closer he got up and began to run on his stubby little legs. When she finally caught hold of him, to her shame, he spread himself on the ground and started screaming and pounding the pavement with his fists. Mary had to physically drag him to his feet.

‘For Gawd sake, girl, leave the poor little sod alone,’ yelled  one man. ‘Daft Eddie ain’t hurting anyone.’

The other dockers joined in, urging Mary to leave Eddie be.

Finally she got a strong grip on Eddie’s arm and they started to make their way home. As they struggled along, Mary’s thoughts went back to four years ago. For the first two years after his arrival, Eddie had brought her family a great deal of happiness. With his big blue eyes, blond hair and funny little ways, he was idolised. He was a beautiful boy, but somehow he was different to other children his age. He was always behind them when it came to learning new things, and he never grasped how to talk. But he was a good-natured child and seemed happy in his own little world. Over the past two years or so Eddie had changed, and not for the better. He still didn’t talk, although he’d learned the word ‘no’. When he got frustrated he’d sit and bang his head, and he had terrible tantrums. The only peace her mother had found was during the few weeks that Eddie had been at school. But it didn’t last long as the teachers had sent him home saying they couldn’t control him. He had been naughty and he’d upset the other children with his shouting and strange noises. No one knew what to do with him when he was like that, and smacking him and locking him in the outside lavatory only made him worse.

After much pulling and shouting Mary finally got him home.

‘Thank God you found him,’ said her mother when Mary stepped into the passage. ‘I’ve been worried sick as to where he’d got to. I’ve been running up and down the street looking for him. I even sent Sadie’s kids out as well.’

‘He was down at the docks.’

Sarah put her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh no. Thank God he’s safe.’

Eddie was shouting.

‘Shut up! Why is he so naughty?’ asked Mary, who had lost  all patience with Eddie after her ordeal.

‘I only wish I knew.’

The shouting got louder.

‘Please, Mum, make him stop,’ pleaded Mary. ‘You’ve got to.’

‘How? Mary, I’m at my wits’ end.’

Mary looked at her mother and felt full of guilt. She knew Eddie was driving his mother, as well as herself, to despair. She began to cry.

‘Come along, love. That’s not going to help,’ said her mother.

‘I’m sorry. Was I like this?’

Sarah smiled. ‘No, love, you were the perfect baby.’

‘I wish we could understand why he’s this way.’ Mary ran her hand under her nose.

‘We will one day,’ said her mother.

With tears running down her cheeks, Mary helped her mother as they battled to tie him in the chair. He was getting very strong and had begun to fight back; soon her mother wouldn’t be able to control him.

‘If Gran was here she’d soon make him behave,’ said Mary, holding down Eddie’s hands as he tried to hit out.

Mary had idolised her gran. They had lived in this house with her all Mary’s life. She had never known her granddad, who had died before she was born, and she was only two when her father died. She didn’t remember her dad but her mum said she’d inherited his dark hair and eyes. Her mother had had to go out to work and it had been Gran who had looked after her while Sarah wasn’t there. Mary remembered when her mother used to work in the shirt factory; she was a very good needlewoman and always made Mary’s Shirley Temple-type frocks. They had all been very close. But when Mary was eight her gran had died. The bottom had dropped  out of Mary’s world. The loss was something she never thought she would get over; the house seemed very empty without Gran. Then, a few years afterwards, her mother brought a man home.

Mary thought about when she’d first met Ted. She hadn’t liked him. She hadn’t wanted anyone to come between her and her mother. It had taken a while for her to come round, but he’d been patient and kind. He had taken her out and with his lovely warm smile and generous ways he’d soon got round her.

Mary glanced at her mother. Sarah had married Ted Harding almost six years ago. Mary had been adamant about keeping her own name. It had upset Sarah at the time, but that feeling had long passed. Ted was a tall handsome man with fair hair and piercing blue eyes. Some had said: Change the name and not the letter, marry for worse and not for better; but her mother had been very happy. Sarah Harding had been a great beauty in her younger days; she was still attractive, with a mop of dark hair now streaked with grey. But for the past year or so her dark eyes always seemed to have a melancholy look about them.

Mary knew it was because of Eddie. Ted, who had always been thoughtful, had at first idolised his son and put his wild ways down to simple high spirits. Back in those early days, somehow he had managed to get through to Eddie even though he couldn’t speak. Now the only word they could understand was no, which he’d repeat over and over again. Most of the time he’d gabble and grunt or scream; he’d bang his head against the nearest surface or sit rocking back and forth when things didn’t go his way. It was very distressing for Mary and her mother. At first Ted said it was because he was frustrated and he’d grow out of it, but this past year even Ted began to find him impossible and most of the time either  shouted at him or just ignored him. The atmosphere in the house was often strained.

Sarah went into the scullery and busied herself doing the potatoes. She let her thoughts stray to happier days. For most of these past six years her life had been perfect, but things seemed to be changing now. She remembered when she had first met Ted. He’d been so loving and thoughtful: always worrying about her. When he first came into her life she’d felt like a woman again. After Ben’s death, she’d never thought she would be able to love again, but Ted had been so understanding. She never felt she had betrayed Ben; she knew he would have approved of her choice. As he lay so very ill, he’d told her many times that she should marry again, but that had been the last thing on her mind. After he’d gone, her life had been a struggle; thankfully she’d had her mother to look after Mary, who was still a toddler, while she went to work at the shirt factory. Her mother had never known Ted but Sarah knew she too would have approved of him. It had been hard for Mary after her gran had died; it meant her coming home from school and being alone till Sarah finished work. Sarah was very close to her daughter and at first she knew Mary resented Ted coming into their lives. Acceptance had taken time; he was very good to her. When Eddie was born life took on a new meaning. Ted was overjoyed with his son, who was the image of him. Sarah was thrilled that she could be home all day with this baby, giving him all the love he deserved. They were comfortably off now and Sarah didn’t have to make every penny count any more. She would hate to go back to those days again.

She had met Ted when she was assisting in the general strike. Ted had been helping to keep the transport moving; he’d said he enjoyed being a conductor on the trams, it was a change from being stuck in an office poring over columns of  boring accounts. He was charming and Sarah had been swept off her feet. Ted was very clever; he worked in an office in the City and used long words she didn’t always understand. Sarah smiled as she remembered when Ted proposed. She’d been very apprehensive and thought long and hard before she accepted. Her biggest worry had been: would Mary accept him? But she loved him and it was lovely to be in a man’s arms again.

It wasn’t long before they were married and Ted moved in with them in their typical back-to-back terraced house. Number sixty Doyle Street, Rotherhithe, had two bedrooms; the third had been turned into a bathroom, but they still had to use the outside lav. It was after Ted had had his name put on the rent book that he went to see the landlord about having that alteration done. Downstairs was a front room, which was only used on Sundays, the kitchen being the main room of the house; beyond that was a scullery. Ted didn’t have a home as he had lived in rooms after he came out of the navy. Doyle Street, like most in this area, had a couple of shops in the middle: the newsagent and the dairy. There was a pub at one end; at the other, high above the arches, were the railway lines. The infant school was round the corner.

It wasn’t a posh house, but Sarah kept it sparkling clean. Ted was always saying they would soon be moving out of Rotherhithe and into the suburbs, but so far that hadn’t happened. They would have to move one day, when Eddie got bigger and needed a room of his own. Although Mary loved him Sarah knew her daughter wasn’t willing to share her bedroom.

Mary came into the scullery with Eddie in tow. ‘He wants the lav.’

Sarah watched them go out into the back yard. That was one thing Sarah was pleased about. Although he couldn’t speak he didn’t like to be wet or dirty and made sure  everybody knew when he wanted to go. He would shout and, holding himself, jump up and down. It had taken Sarah years to teach Eddie he had to hold on until he reached the lavatory.

Mary went with Eddie to the lav. ‘I hope you learn to do this on your own one day.’ She laughed. ‘I don’t fancy being in here with you when you’re going to work.’

Eddie laughed with her.

‘Mary, don’t tell your father you found him at the docks,’ said Sarah when they returned to the scullery.

‘No, all right.’ Once before, when Mary had told Ted about finding Eddie down there begging for food, he had got very angry with her mother for letting him get out.

‘If he had got past the gatekeeper he could have drowned going there on his own. What were you thinking of, woman? You must be more careful,’ he’d shouted.

That was the first time Mary had ever heard him raise his voice.

‘What can I do to keep him in?’ Sarah had retorted. ‘I’m at my wits’ end with him now he can reach up and open the front door.’

‘Lock him in a room. Tie him to a chair or something. I don’t know. Use your loaf, woman.’

Mary’s mouth had dropped open at this conversation. She had never heard her mother or stepfather utter a cross word until then; now their son was driving a wedge between them. Why didn’t her mother tell him how Eddie behaved when he wasn’t here? Eddie had got crafty; he was very different when his father was around. He didn’t throw so many tantrums or hit out; he would cower down and simper. Mary knew her mother worried about Eddie, but when she asked if there was anything wrong with him, her mother quickly dismissed it. But surely there must be something amiss? He certainly wasn’t like other children.

Mary sat him in the chair and watched him banging his head against the back of it. ‘Eddie, stop that,’ she insisted.

As ever, he grinned and looked away, then his big blue eyes filled with tears.

Mary went over and with difficulty held him close. How could she get angry with him?’

He shook his head vigorously, shouting what Mary always said was: ‘No. No. No.’

Her mother came in the kitchen. ‘Is he being silly again?’

‘I don’t know. Does Dad know why he can’t talk?’

Sarah shrugged. ‘He thinks he’s just lazy and looking for attention. He was talking about taking him to see a specialist, but that costs a lot of money.’

‘I thought Dad got a decent wage.’

‘He does, but it don’t run to things like that.’

‘I could give you a few shillings more, if that would help.’

Sarah smiled. ‘You’re a good girl. I take more than enough off you now. You look after your money. You’ll need it for nice clothes one of these days when you start walking out with a young man.’

Mary laughed. ‘Mum, I’m only sixteen. And besides, just where am I gonner find one of those?’

‘You’ll be seventeen very soon and you never know. Could be someone at work in the packing room. What about all these new young drivers they’ve got now?’

Mary screwed up her face. ‘Don’t like the look of any of them. Some of ’em have got spotty faces.’

Sarah smiled. ‘Looks aren’t everything, my girl.’

‘I know, but it helps to start with.’

Eddie put his head back and began shouting.

‘Somebody feels he’s being left out. Mary, there are some jam crusts in the scullery. Bring them in for him.’

In the scullery Mary put the crusts on a plate. She stood  looking at them for a moment or two and thought about what her mother had just said. She would like to meet a nice young man and walk out with him. In fact, that’s the thing she and Liz talked about most of the time. Mary had known Liz ever since she started working on the line packing biscuits into the large boxes. She’d been at the factory for nearly three years, and she liked it there. She especially enjoyed listening to the girls and women talking about what they got up to – though it shocked her when they told her what they did with their boyfriends. Mary thought she could never do things like that, not till she was married. It was Liz whose company she enjoyed the most. She was just a month older than Mary and they went to the pictures and dancing together. Liz was one of four; she had two younger sisters, but it was her brother, who was four years older than her and in the Royal Navy, that Liz was always on about. Mary had never met Billy, he had been away for two years, but she had seen a photo of him. He was tall, and looked a bit like Liz, but unlike Liz’s mousy-coloured hair his was dark. And he had a cheeky grin. In his picture his sailor hat was perched on the back of his head. In some ways, he was quite nice-looking.

‘He’s got greeny-grey eyes,’ Liz had told her recently. ‘Not a bit like my pale blue limpid pools.’ She had laughed and fluttered her eyelashes.

Mary had laughed with her. ‘Limpid pools! Where’d you get that from?’

‘Thought it sounded rather grand.’

‘You read too many magazines. You sound like one of their heroines.’

‘So what? It does sound good. Don’t know who our Billy takes after, must be the milkman.’

‘Don’t let your mum hear you say that.’

‘I’d soon get a clip round the ear if she did.’

Liz had told Mary that Billy’s ship was coming back to Portsmouth soon and she had asked her friend to go with her to meet him. To Mary, going to Portsmouth did sound very tempting. The only seaside she’d been to was Southend on the factory’s outing. That had been a very boozy affair with many of the older ones getting very drunk and being sick all the way home. Liz did say that Billy liked the girls and probably had a girlfriend in every port.

‘Mary? Where are those crusts?’

‘They’re here,’ she said, coming back from her daydream.

 



That evening, before Ted came home, Sarah said again there wasn’t any need to mention Eddie being down by the docks. ‘Don’t want to worry him.’

Mary knew her mother wanted to avoid another row.

‘Are you going out tonight?’ Ted asked Mary after they’d finished their tea.

‘Yes. The pictures with Liz.’

‘That’s nice,’ said her mother.

Ted stood up. He put his hand in his pocket and, taking out a shilling, gave it to Mary.

‘What’s this for?’ she said, looking at the shilling resting in the palm of her hand.

‘Treat yourself. I know the lad here can be a bit of a problem at times and you’re a good girl helping your mother out.’

‘But, Dad—’

‘Shh, before I change my mind.’ His piercing blue eyes sparkled.

She threw her arms round his neck and kissed his cheek. ‘I’m so glad my mum married you.’

‘Not nearly as glad as I am.’

Sarah Harding smiled, but somehow Mary could sense she was troubled.

‘If we can get in the sixpenny seats I’ll bring back the change.’

‘No, treat yourself. Bring the lad back a bar of chocolate if you’ve got any over. I had a good afternoon on the horses today.’

Both Mary and her mother knew he liked a flutter on the horses and dogs; sometimes he’d even taken Mary to the dog track. She’d got almost as excited as he did when the grey-hound he’d backed had won. Ted also liked a drink or two, but there was nothing excessive about Ted Harding and Sarah never went short of money. Not like some that lived round this way. In fact, he was very generous.

Mary stood in front of the mirror that hung over the fireplace and brushed her short dark hair. She patted it into place and, wetting her finger, made a cute little curl to nestle on her cheek. As it was a warm June evening she didn’t have to bother with a coat to cover her frock. It was blue, and pretty enough, but she was hoping to get one of the fashionable short frocks she’d seen in the magazines. It was something she’d asked for for her birthday in August. That and pointed toe shoes with a neat little heel. She was so lucky, she thought; it had been hard and very lonely for her and her mother after Gran died. With her mother working long hours Mary had had to come home from school and start the tea alone. There is nothing sadder than coming home in the winter to a dark empty house. Now they didn’t want for anything. Life was so much better since her mother married Ted. If only something could be done to help Eddie.




Chapter 2

June had slowly moved into July. It was a fine warm evening and they settled down to their evening meal. But for some unknown reason Eddie, who had been quite happily lining up his wooden trains, decided to throw a terrible tantrum. Ted was home early and this was the first time for a while that he’d witnessed such a display. Normally Eddie had had his tea and was ready for bed before his father appeared, but tonight he was still about.

First Eddie slapped the dinner with his hands. When Ted told him to stop, he laughed and squeezed it through his fingers; he then threw his enamel plate down. It landed with a loud clatter on the lino, spilling the rest of the contents over the floor.

‘Stop that at once, young man,’ shouted Ted.

Eddie shook his head. ‘No. No. No.’

Ted stood up and, standing over him, told him to behave. This only seemed to make the lad worse and he screamed and screamed and began rubbing the dinner in his hair. Sarah went to hold her son’s hands down. He grabbed her hand and bit it hard. She yelled out in pain as spots of blood appeared. She sped into the scullery to run her hand under the tap; Mary, frightened, watched Ted snatch Eddie off the chair and tuck him under his arm. With a lot of shouting, kicking and  arm-waving, they left the room.

‘Mum, are you all right?’ Mary asked, following her mother into the scullery.

Sarah smiled. ‘Yes. I’ll just put a bit of rag round this.’

‘Is it very bad?’

‘No. I was silly to make such a fuss. Do you think you could tie this for me?’ She held out her hand to Mary.

‘Mum, it’s gone very quiet. Do you think Eddie’s all right?’

‘Of course. Ted knows how to handle him.’ Her mother went back into the kitchen and Mary set to and helped her clear up the mess that Eddie had left.

It was a while before Ted returned to the kitchen – alone.

‘I’m so very sorry, my dear,’ he said, going up to Sarah. Taking her bandaged hand, he kissed it.

‘It’s nothing,’ she said, giving him a loving look. ‘Is the boy asleep?’

‘Yes. He’s spark out. I think he just exhausted himself.’

‘I’ll go and make sure he’s all right.’

‘No, leave him. We don’t want him waking. Let’s finish this delicious meal in peace. What’s for pudding?’

‘Apple pie.’

Yet as Sarah dished up the pie she couldn’t tear her thoughts away from Eddie. What if he was crying? She couldn’t hear him so Ted must have closed the bedroom door. Now he’d taken to chewing his clothes, would he choke? Sarah desperately wanted to go to her son.

‘Don’t look so worried, my dear. The boy’s fine.’

Sarah gave Ted a slight smile. ‘I’d feel better if I could go to him.’

‘No. Sit down. You must let him see that you can’t be at his beck and call all of the time.’

Reluctantly Sarah sat down, but she only picked at her food; she had lost her appetite. What was to become of their  son? He couldn’t go on like this for ever. What about when he got older and bigger, how would she control him then?

Mary looked from her mother to her dad. She didn’t like the tension between them.

The following morning, for the first time in months, when Mary opened her eyes she didn’t hear Eddie shouting or rattling the bars of his cot as he usually did. When she quietly looked round the door of the bedroom that he shared with his parents he appeared to be sleeping soundly.

‘He’s still asleep then,’ said Mary, walking into the kitchen.

‘Yes, don’t wake him, I could do with a few more moments of peace and quiet.’

 



As Mary and Liz walked home from work that evening, Liz was once again talking about her brother Billy. He was coming home.

‘You will come to Portsmouth with me, won’t you?’

‘Do you know when?’

‘No, Mum’s still waiting to hear. It could be next month. Let’s hope it’s over the bank holiday; perhaps we could stay down there for a couple of nights. Mary, please say you’ll come with me, it’ll be really great. With all those sailors, who knows, we might find ourselves a boyfriend!’

‘Yes, it would be nice.’

‘Is that it? I’d thought you’d be a bit more enthusiastic.’

Mary smiled at Liz. ‘I’m sorry. I’d love to come.’

‘I’ve told Billy all about you,’ said Liz.

‘You haven’t. Why?’

‘I thought it might be a good idea.’

‘Oh, did you? I hope it was all good.’

‘Course it was.’

‘And what did he have to say?’

‘He reckons you sound a bit of all right.’

Mary laughed. ‘Cheeky so and so. Mind you, I’ll miss going to the fair on Blackheath.’ Every bank holiday since they had been at work the girls had gone to the fair on Blackheath. It was always the highlight of any bank holiday weekend.

‘So will I. Who knows, they might have one down there.’

However, try as much as she could to get enthused, it was Eddie that was filling Mary’s mind. ‘Liz, do you think there’s something wrong with Eddie?’

‘I don’t like to say it, but, well, if you ask me, he don’t seem all there.’

‘I wish I could help him. I wish there was someone I could go and see.’

‘Don’t think a doctor would be any good.’

‘No. But there must be someone.’

‘You wonner be careful who you talk to. They could end up putting him in a loony bin.’

‘Liz, don’t say that.’

‘Well, just you be careful then. Here, I hope it don’t run in the family.’

‘Thanks. So you think I’m daft as well?’

‘No, course not. But what about your stepdad’s family?’

‘Don’t really know that much about them.’

‘Where did he come from?’

‘Up north somewhere, I think.’

‘He don’t talk like Edna, she comes from Scotland.’

‘That’s true. I’ll ask him. He was in the navy in the war.’

‘Was he? D’you know what ship he was on? I might be able to find out something from Billy.’

‘No. He wasn’t on a ship. He said he was in the dockyard in Chatham.’

They continued chatting, as they walked, until it was time for them to part.

‘See you tomorrow,’ yelled Liz as she turned the corner into Bray Street.

‘I hope so.’ Mary waved, then carried on, deep in thought. She was worried at what Liz had said about Ted. Was there something bad in his background? She hoped she was wrong as she did love her stepfather.

 



When Mary walked into the house she found Eddie sitting on the floor. He had his back to her and was concentrating on lining up his wooden trains, a task that took up most of his time. This afternoon he was very subdued and didn’t shout or throw a tantrum when it went wrong.

‘Hello there,’ Mary said, ruffling his hair.

Eddie turned and Mary gasped. He had a multi-coloured bruise down the side of his face.

‘How did he do that?’ she asked her mother.

‘It happened in the night. Ted reckons he must have thrown himself against the bars of his cot.’

‘Was it there when you went to bed?’

‘No. At least, I don’t think so. He was lying on that side. Ted suggested that I didn’t take him out shopping today, as we don’t want people thinking that we did it. It should have nearly gone be Monday.’

‘Your poor little mite,’ said Mary, going to him and hugging him.

He stood up and, putting his arms round her neck, grunted and kissed her cheek.

‘I love you,’ said Mary with tears in her eyes. ‘Why can’t you always be like this?’

Eddie was smiling broadly.

‘He can be such a little charmer when it suits him,’ said her mother.

‘Mum, do you think he should see a doctor?’

‘Whatever for?’

‘That bruise.’

‘No. I was talking to Sadie and she said it’ll go in a couple of days. And she should know, she gets enough of ’em. She gave me some tincture of arnica to put on it, seems she’s always got some of that indoors.’

‘I was wondering if a doctor could find out why he won’t talk,’ said Mary.

‘He will in time. He’s a little slow, that’s all. Look how long it took him to walk and to be clean.’

‘I thought Dad was going to take him to see someone?’

‘He will when he gets the time. Now stop trying to see things that don’t exist and lay the table. Eddie has had his dinner so he can go to bed when we have ours.’

Reluctantly Mary went into the kitchen and took the knives and forks from the drawer of the oak sideboard that lined the wall one side of the fireplace. This must have been one of the few houses round this way that had a bowl of fruit on top. This room didn’t have a lot of furniture, just the table with four chairs under. When they weren’t having a meal the table was always covered with a green chenille cloth. All the while Mary was laying the table she smiled and chatted to Eddie, hoping to convey to him the fact that she loved him and wanted him to talk to her. ‘Look, Eddie, fork. Say fork.’ She said it very slowly, holding up a fork, but he just turned away. ‘I know if I keep on you will talk one day.’

Mary was going outside to the lav when Sadie who lived next door called her over. She removed the pegs from her mouth. ‘Hello, Mary. How’s young Eddie now?’

‘He’s got a nasty bruise, but it don’t seem to worry him.’

‘I know. I saw it this morning when him and yer mum come out in the garden.’

Mary smiled and looked round the yard; you could hardly  call this bit of dirt and concrete a garden.

‘I gave her something to put on it.’

‘So she said. Sadie, you’ve got enough kids to know if something was wrong with one of ’em, haven’t you?’

Sadie looked over her shoulder and moved closer to the odd bits of wood that served as the fence. She put her hands in the small of her back. ‘This one seems to be a proper live wire.’ She patted her large stomach.

Mary smiled. ‘Would you be worried if Eddie was yours?’

‘I don’t like to say, but I think he should be saying proper words be now. And I’d be worried he might do himself more harm, not just bruises now he’s getting bigger. Yer mum said you found him down the docks again. That ain’t right. He could come to a lot of harm down there.’

‘I know. I do worry about him.’

Sadie smiled. Although she was one of the poorest in Doyle Street she had a heart of gold and Mary and her mother thought a lot of her. Often when Sarah saw her hanging the pitiful rags she called her washing on the line she would keep her head down, and Sarah would realise she had another black eye. Sometimes Sarah passed food over the fence saying she’d cooked far too much. It was sad, Sadie tried so hard to keep her family fed and clean.

Mary’s old gran also used to worry about their next-door neighbour, especially when her husband, Wally Fellows, came in drunk and smacked her about. He couldn’t find work so he hung about on street corners scrounging a few bob from anyone daft enough to give it to him. Through the thin walls they could often hear the furniture being thrown about and the kids screaming out in fear.

Gran would sit in her chair tutting. ‘He’ll end up killing her one of these days. If it’s not with his bare hands, it’ll be by keeping putting her up the duff.’

Sadie had six kids and another on the way. ‘You’re a good girl, Mary,’ she said now. ‘Got a way with kids. My lot finks the world of you.’

Mary blushed. ‘Thanks. I’d better go and have a wee before I wet me knickers.’

After checking for spiders, she sat on the wooden seat. The thought that was continually running through her mind was, if Ted wasn’t going to do anything about Eddie, then she’d try and find out something herself. She glanced at the scrap of newspaper she was holding and something about Shirley Temple, her idol, caught her eye. She started looking through the cut-up squares of newspaper, which had been threaded with string and hung up on a nail, for the rest of the story, but gave up when she couldn’t find it.

 



That evening when Ted came home he didn’t look very happy. The moment Eddie saw his father he ran to Mary and, scrambling on to her lap, buried his head in her shoulder.

Ted kissed Sarah’s cheek, then threw his newspaper on to the table. ‘Have you seen this?’

‘No, love. What is it?’ Sarah picked up the paper.

‘That Hitler appears to be doing just what he likes over there in Germany. The paper says that he ordered the killing of the Brownshirts.’

‘What’s the Brownshirts?’ asked Mary.

‘You must have seen them in the newspapers, they stand on street corners shouting,’ said Ted.

‘I’ve seen ’em but never took a lot of notice of ’em. Why does he want to kill ’em? Are they the same as the blackshirts?’ asked Mary. She’d seen Hitler on the newsreels but wasn’t that interested.

‘No, the blackshirts are fascists. Hitler reckons the Brownshirts were hatching a plot to kill him. I can’t see that, not  with the amount of bodyguards he’s got.’

‘Should we be worried?’ asked Sarah.

‘Depends on how much power he wants. How’s he been today?’ He nodded towards Eddie.

‘Fine. He’s been fine.’

‘That’s good. I couldn’t stand any more of his tantrums, not tonight. Not after the day I’ve had.’

‘What’s happened at work then, dear?’

‘Just found out they could be laying some off.’

Sarah gasped. ‘Oh no. Would that affect you?’

‘No. But I could be the one that has to tell the poor blokes.’

With the atmosphere charged as it was, Mary knew this wasn’t the right time to talk about Eddie. ‘Shall I put him to bed?’

‘Yes, that’s a good idea. Say goodnight to your father, Eddie.’

Mary held Eddie’s hand and gently pushed him towards Ted.

Eddie yelled out, ‘No. No. No.’

‘Eddie, don’t be silly,’ said Sarah.

‘Leave him alone,’ said Ted. ‘Just take him on up and make sure he can’t get out.’

Mary took his hand and led him upstairs. As she undressed him she talked to him all the while. ‘I am going to make you talk, you know!’

He put his arms round her and held her tight.

‘Say Mary.’

He giggled and kissed her cheek.

She hugged him back. ‘You will say Mary one day.’




Chapter 3

For the past week the girls on the packing line had talked non-stop about what they were going to do August bank holiday Monday.

Those who worked near Liz and Mary were envious of them going to Portsmouth tomorrow.

‘You wonner be careful of all those sailors down there,’ yelled out Bet. ‘They love ’em and leave ’em, you know.’

‘How d’you know?’ asked Lil, who worked next to her.

Bet touched the side of her nose. ‘I wasn’t born yesterday,’ she said with a wink.

Lil grinned. ‘Silly cow don’t know what she’s talking about.’ And, waving a packet of biscuits at her friend, said to all within earshot: ‘She ain’t been any further than Southend and her old man’ll kill her if she ever went near a sailor, or anybody else for that matter.’

Bet tossed her head in the air and said with a laugh, ‘But it don’t stop me dreaming though, does it?’

‘Just as long as you keep yer drawers on you’ll be all right,’ said Lil.

‘They might have more fun with ’em off,’ said Bet.

Everybody shrieked with laughter.

Mary and Liz were very excited as they left the factory. The  girls were shouting after them, wishing they were going with them tomorrow.

Liz squeezed Mary’s arm. ‘You won’t be late in the morning, will you?’

‘What do you think? I’ve almost packed.’

‘Won’t take me long. I ain’t got that much.’

‘Just as long as you make sure you’ve got your clean drawers.’

They giggled as they made their way to their homes.

‘Now, you’re sure you’ll be all right?’ Sarah asked as she watched her daughter put her clean underwear, nightie and frock into a small suitcase.

‘Course. I’m really excited about it. Liz said she thinks they may have a big fair down there.’

‘You sure you ain’t thinking more of meeting her brother?’

Mary laughed. ‘Oh Mum.’ She gave Sarah a saucy grin. ‘I don’t know though. He does sound rather nice.’

‘Well, don’t get up to any mischief,’ said Ted, poking his head round the bedroom door. ‘Be careful. After all, you know what they say about sailors.’

‘I do – everyone keeps telling me! Mum said you was a sailor in the war.’ Mary tried to sound casual.

‘Yes, but I was only stuck behind a desk. I didn’t get the chance to sail the seven seas.’

‘Mary, you will take care, won’t you?’

‘Course, Mum. We’re only going for one night. And Liz’s dad will be with us to make sure we get a decent lodging.’

‘I expect there are places down there that young girls shouldn’t go.’

‘Oh Ted. Don’t say that, I’ll be worried.’

Mary grinned. ‘So how do you know about those places then, Dad?’

‘Bound to be, anywhere where there’re sailors. I dare say  this Mr Thomas has got his head screwed on.’

‘I hope so. It’s a pity the boy’s mum can’t get to see her only son.’

‘Yes,’ said Mary. ‘She’s really upset about that, but they can’t afford the fare for all of ’em and Mr Thomas will only get a cheap day return, he can’t stay the night.’

‘Surely the lad will get some leave? After all, you said he’s been away for two years,’ said Sarah.

‘Yes, he will,’ said Mary. ‘Liz said it’s because it’s Navy Days and he has to stay with his ship all week. King George and Queen Mary will be there as well. I hope I get to see them. I really am looking forward to it.’

Sarah smiled. ‘And I shall really look forward to hearing all about it. What is Navy Days?’

‘Liz was saying it’s when they open the docks to the public and anybody can go and see over the ships. There’ll be ever such a lot of boats there.’

‘Sounds very exciting. You’d better take a towel in case you want to have a paddle. Have they got a beach?’

‘I would think so. Don’t know if it’s sand though.’

‘It’s very stony,’ said Ted, settling down with his newspaper.

‘Have you been there, dear?’ asked Sarah.

‘No. I’ve just read about it.’

Later that evening, when she was getting ready for bed, Mary remembered Eddie would still be fast asleep when she left in the morning, so she went in to see her brother. ‘You look so peaceful,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll bring you something back.’ She kissed her finger and gently touched his forehead. He gave a long sigh and turned over.

 



The following morning Mary kissed her mother and Ted goodbye and hurried to the bus stop. She was so excited, she just hoped she wouldn’t be sick. This was the first time she’d  ever been away from home for a whole night.

When Mary caught sight of Liz and her dad she waved and Liz came bounding up to her. She gave Mary a huge smile and, after hugging her, slid her arm through her friend’s.

‘Hello there, young Mary,’ said Mr Thomas. ‘Here’s our bus. Looking forward to going to the seaside?’

‘I should say so. Is it like Southend?’ she asked, clambering aboard the bus.

‘Dunno. Ain’t never been to Portsmouth before. Go upstairs, love, I wonner have a smoke.’

‘I loved it when we went to Southend with the firm. I’d never ever been on a charabanc before, or seen the sea,’ said Liz, settling down next to her friend.

‘Yes, it was a good day out,’ said Mary.

‘And the sing song we had on the way back,’ said Liz, trying hard to sit still.

‘Didn’t like it when some of the blokes had too much to drink.’

‘Some of ’em did get a bit silly,’ agreed Liz.

Soon it was time to leave the bus and enter the station. Mary had never been to a railway station on a bank holiday weekend before and was taken aback at the chaos. Waterloo appeared to be full of people shouting and rushing about. The noise was deafening. Carriage doors were being slammed and the loud hissing from the trains letting off steam all added to the confusion.

‘Keep close together,’ yelled Mr Thomas. ‘Don’t wonner lose you.’

The girls tottered along in their high heels, pushing and shoving in order to get to their train through the crowds and luggage that was piled high on the platform.

‘I hope we can get a seat,’ said Liz, panting for breath. ‘Don’t fancy standing all that way.’

‘Good job your dad’s gone racing ahead to try and get us one. Let’s hope we can find him.’

‘In here, girls,’ shouted Mr Thomas, who had his head hanging out of a window frantically waving his trilby. He opened the carriage door and they fell into a seat.

And then they were on their way. The only other occupants in the carriage were a mother with her two children. Gradually they saw the houses and tall buildings give way to green fields.

‘How long will it be, Mum, before we see Dad?’ asked the girl, who was about ten.

‘A couple of hours.’

‘My dad’s on a big ship,’ said the boy, leaning forward to address Mr Thomas confidingly. He was a little younger.

‘That’s nice,’ said Mr Thomas. ‘My son’s on a big boat as well.’

‘You gonner see him?’

‘Yes, son.’

‘My dad’s on the Rodney. What’s your man on?’

Mary and Liz grinned at each other: these children were as excited as they were.

‘My boy’s on the Marley.’

‘Is it big?’

‘I think so.’

Mary was studying the little boy. ‘And how old are you?’ she asked him.

‘I’m six now.’

‘I have a young brother, his name’s Eddie. What’s your name?’

‘I’m Charlie and my sister’s called Amy. How old is your brother?’

‘Four.’

‘Does he go to school?’

Mary quickly glanced at Liz. ‘Not yet.’

‘Dad, d’you think we could have our sandwiches?’ said Liz.

‘That’s a good idea,’ said her father. ‘I’m starving. What you got in yours, Mary?’

‘Only cheese.’

‘I’ll swap you a fish paste,’ said Liz.

Mary handed over one of her sandwiches. ‘I thought I might be too excited to eat, but I’m starving.’

Everybody was smiling. The children were also enjoying their packed lunch. As they ate, they struck up a conversation with their mother and discovered she was very knowledgeable about Portsmouth; she had been there many times. When Liz told her they were going to stay the night she asked them where they were lodging.

‘Don’t know. Me dad’s gonner find us a room for the night. It’s gotter be cheap. Don’t fancy sleeping under the pier.’

‘Do you want a word of advice?’ asked the lady.

‘Yes, please,’ said Liz.

‘When you get out of the station turn to the right and head towards the High Street. There’re a lot of side streets down there and quite a few of the sailors’ wives do bed and breakfast this week. You don’t want to go the other way, as there are places there that cater for other things.’ She blushed as she added softly to Mr Thomas: ‘You know what I mean?’

‘Yes. Yes, I do. Thank you,’ said Mr Thomas.

With the warm sun streaming through the window and the steady rhythm of the train Mr Thomas was soon nodding off. Liz and Mary were too busy looking out of the window and at every station they watched the people get on, admiring the fashionable clothes many wore.

‘I can’t see the sea yet,’ complained Liz after a while.

‘Do we get out here?’ asked Mary, jumping up when the train pulled into Portsmouth and Southsea.

‘No, it’s the next stop,’ said the lady.

At Portsmouth Harbour the train slowly came to a halt and everybody spilled out on to the platform. Liz and Mary followed, then stopped on the station, looking completely bewildered.

‘Just follow the crowd,’ said the lady kindly.

Mr Thomas doffed his hat. ‘Thanks very much for all your advice. Right, girls, best foot forward. I think that first of all we’d better try and find you a room,’ he said. ‘So keep your eyes peeled for any houses that have got a “Rooms To Let” sign in the window.’

Soon they were swallowed up in the mass of people.

 



They passed several houses that looked dirty and unkempt, but then Mr Thomas stopped outside one of the terraced houses with a ‘Room To Let’ sign in the window. The brass doorknocker shone in the bright sunlight. Mary looked at the curtains. Her mother always said you could tell the sort of woman who lived there by the state of her windows and her curtains. This house had sparkling windows and the lace curtains gently moving in the breeze looked fresh and white, so Mary knew her mother would have approved of it. The doorstep on the pavement was also white.

A warm friendly woman who introduced herself as Mrs Johns took them upstairs to their room. It was clean, homely and bright, and the twin beds were covered with pretty floral bedspreads.

‘The other room is mine. I do let it out when I have a family staying, but your father said he’s not staying the night?’

‘No, he has to get back,’ said Liz, walking over to the window.

‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ asked Mrs Johns.

‘Thank you, that would be very nice,’ said Mary.

‘This is lovely,’ said Liz, bouncing on one of the beds as soon as they were alone. ‘You can sleep near the door.’

‘Thanks,’ said Mary, putting her small case on the bed. Oh, she was going to enjoy these couple of days!

When the girls went downstairs they found Mr Thomas drinking his tea.

‘This is grand,’ said Mr Thomas, looking round the front room. ‘I think you’ve landed on yer feet here, girls,’ he whispered.

Mrs Johns came into the room. ‘I’ll tell you how to get to the best places to see the ships. You say your son’s on the Marley?’

Mary and Liz didn’t really want to worry about tea, they wanted to go out and join the throng of people. They were beside themselves with excitement. But they swallowed their impatience, and after tea and a bit of social chit-chat they were on their way to the docks where the sight of the big ships took Mary’s breath away.

‘Look at the size of all these boats, and look at all these sailors!’ said Mary as her head turned this way and that.

‘Well, you’d expect to see ’em down here,’ said Liz.

‘Look, Liz.’ Mary pointed at a very old ship. ‘I think that’s called the Victory. I’d like to go over that.’

‘We’ll have to ask Billy, that’s if we can find him in this lot.’

‘I’ll ask someone to tell us where his ship is,’ said her father.

Mr Thomas went and spoke to a sailor with peaked cap and gold braid up his arm.

‘I reckon he’s an officer,’ said Liz, nudging Mary. ‘He looks a bit of all right.’

‘A bit old,’ said Mary.

‘S’pose he is.’

The girls watched Mr Thomas and the officer talking. After a lot of pointing, Liz’s dad came back.

‘Right, girls. This way.’

When they reached the ship, they looked up at its tall sides in awe.

‘Can we go on it?’ asked Mary.

‘Course. That’s what Navy Days is all about.’ Mr Thomas began to walk up the gangplank and the girls followed.

They were getting plenty of looks from the sailors and one or two winked at them. Mary felt silly and giggly. She had never seen this many nice-looking young men before.

‘Welcome aboard,’ said the young man at the top.

‘I’m looking for me son. Billy. William Thomas.’

‘Sailor,’ he called out. ‘Go and find Able Seaman Thomas. He’s down below.’

‘Yes, sir.’ The sailor saluted, turned smartly and quickly walked away.

A few moments later Billy came in view. He looked so handsome, Mary felt her knees buckle.

‘Take your family down below, sailor.’

Billy gave a smart salute. ‘Yes, sir.’ He gave the girls a grin. ‘Follow me.’

Mary was so happy. She knew she was going to enjoy these two days and meeting Billy was already a bonus.




Chapter 4

‘How’s Mum and the kids?’ asked Billy over his shoulder as they made their way down below.

‘They’re fine. Looking forward to seeing you again, son.’

‘Me too. This way. We can go in the mess; they’ve laid out tea for relations. I say, little sis, I can see that now you’re growing up you’ve not turned out to be bad-looking; I’ll have to watch out for you, I can see some of this lot are giving you the eye.’

Liz giggled. ‘You don’t look half bad yourself, you look taller. Was it a good trip?’ she asked, walking close to her brother.

‘Not bad.’

‘You look ever so smart in that uniform.’

He rearranged his hat. ‘I should hope so. That’s why I joined the navy, so that I could have all the women swooning over me. You should see me in me whites, I look dead handsome.’

‘What’s yer whites then, son?’

‘It’s the uniform we wear in hot countries. We wear shorts so we get our knees all lovely and brown.’

Mary’s heart skipped a beat as she imagined him dressed in white shorts.

Billy pushed open a door. ‘In here.’ As Mary passed him he said, ‘And you must be Mary.’

She nodded.

‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘All good, I hope.’

‘Sis, you didn’t tell me what a looker she is, she’s even better-looking than you.’

Mary blushed.

‘Billy. Sit down and tell us all about where you’ve been and, what’s more important, when will you be home?’ said Mr Thomas.

‘At the end of the month, I’ve got twenty-one days’ leave, so watch out, Mary, I shall be calling round your house to take you out.’

Mary was on cloud nine.

‘See? I told you what he was like,’ said Liz. ‘Me and Mary are staying down here for the night so can you get tonight off and show us the sights?’

‘I should say so. You staying as well, Dad?’

‘No, I’ve got to get back. But you look after these girls.’

‘I will. Where are you staying?’

‘I’ve got them in with a woman in Oyster Street. She seems a nice little old lady. It looks very homely.’

‘That’s all right then. Right, how about a cuppa?’

‘Can’t you show us round?’ asked Liz.

‘I can show you round this ship, but I can’t leave till I get off duty tonight.’

‘That’s fine. We’ll have our tea, then we can see what you do on this boat,’ said Mr Thomas, settling himself down.

‘She’s a ship, Dad. Never call it a boat.’

Mary giggled.

‘And she’s a she.’

When they finished their tea and walked out of the mess Billy touched Mary’s arm. ‘I’m glad Liz brought you down here.’

She could hardly speak. His touch had thrilled her in a way she had never known before. ‘So am I,’ she said, smiling up at him. Billy was head and shoulders taller than her; his dark hair was lighter than his photograph.

They had their tour of the ship, then Billy told them what were the best things to see while they were here in the dockyard.

‘I must go, I’ll see you two at the gates after six.’ He hurriedly kissed Liz’s cheek and disappeared.

Mary watched him stride away. He was so poised and sure of himself but not in a show-offy kind of way.

‘He seems to be enjoying himself,’ said Mr Thomas.

‘Sounds like it,’ said Liz. ‘That’ll please Mum, she worries about him so much.’

‘Well, he certainly liked being in the Mediterranean,’ said her dad.

‘It must be nice being a boy and to be able to go off like that seeing the world,’ said Mary. She was looking back at the ship, hoping to catch sight of Billy.

‘And get paid for it,’ said Liz.

‘It ain’t all honey, you know, he has to work hard,’ said her father.

‘I know, but it still must be better working in the sun and not stuck in a factory day after day.’

‘Could be. Now, where to, girls?’

‘You choose, Dad,’ said Liz. ‘You’ve got to go back tonight, we’ve got all day tomorrow to see what we want to.’

‘I’m really looking forward to going to the fair tonight,’ said Mary.

Liz hugged herself. ‘Me too. Billy made everything sound so exciting.’

Mary would have liked to add: it’s even more exciting now I’ve met your brother.

For the rest of the afternoon they wandered round admiring the ships.

‘What train are you catching, Dad?’

‘Why, you trying to get rid of me?’

‘No, course not.’

‘I’ll leave about eight.’

‘You’re not coming to the fair with us then?’

‘Why’s that, frightened I’ll cramp your style?’

‘No,’ said Liz petulantly.

‘I just want to see Billy again, that’s all. You know, take him for a drink.’

He wasn’t the only one who wanted to see Billy again. Mary was really looking forward to it.

 



They made their way back to Mrs Johns’s house. Inside they rushed up to their room to get ready for their big night out. They giggled as they got dressed.

‘What d’you think?’ Liz asked Mary as she stood in front of the mirror, smoothing down the skirt of her blue frock.

‘It’s lovely. I like those little sleeves. Are you taking a cardie?’ said Mary.

‘Better.’

‘What about mine, is it all right?’ Mary twirled round to give Liz a full view of her delicate floral frock.

‘That’s really nice. Did your mum make it?’

‘Yes. She was a bit worried about this boat neckline, what d’you think? Does it lay flat?’

‘Yes. I think it’s really nice. Now, you ready?’

Mary nodded.

‘Well, let’s go.’

Mr Thomas was sitting outside on a wall waiting for them and when they came out he wasn’t happy about the time they had taken.

‘But, Dad, we’ve got to look our best.’

‘Don’t take this long, does it? Come on, I’m starving.’ He ground his cigarette end under his boot.

‘Don’t be such an old grouch,’ said Liz as she tucked her arm through his.

‘We’ve got time to get a bite to eat before we see Billy. Mrs Johns said there’s plenty of cheap places round and about. Fancy a bit of fish and chips?’

‘That’s fine with me,’ said Liz.

‘Me too,’ said Mary.

After they’d eaten they strolled back to the docks. It was a warm evening and Mary was feeling full of anticipation.

When the sailors poured out of the docks, it was a swarm of blue. Everyone looked alike. Many ran into the arms of girlfriends and wives. Billy spotted them before they saw him.

‘I must say you two look nice. It’s gonner be a real pleasure taking you out tonight. I did think of bringing a mate, but decided I wanted to be seen with two lovelies on me own.’

‘You rotten thing.’ Liz playfully punched her brother’s arm. ‘It would have been nice to have another bloke with us. I quite fancy going out with a sailor.’

‘I’ll see what I can do for you.’

‘D’you fancy a drink, lad?’

‘I should say so. Thirsty work on a ship.’

‘I did see there was plenty of pubs about.’

‘That’s one thing, you could never die of thirst round here. Mind you, there are some you steer clear of, that’s unless you fancy getting in a fight.’

Billy took them to a pub away from the docks. Mary felt very grown up; this was the first time she’d been inside a pub. Billy told them this was one of the better ones – well, Mary thought as she looked around her, if that was so, she dreaded to think what the others were like. The floor was sticky with  beer, and it looked as if the dog ends had been ground in for years.

‘Right, girls, what you drinking?’ asked Billy.

‘Get them a ginger beer,’ said Mr Thomas. ‘They’re both under age.’

‘Oh, Dad,’ said Liz.

‘I don’t care. I promised your mother I’d look after you.’

‘I ain’t getting meself arrested if you’re both under age, so you’ll have ginger beer,’ said Billy. ‘Go and sit outside and I’ll bring it out.’

They did as they were told.

‘My dad’s rotten not letting us have a proper drink.’

‘I don’t mind.’ Mary sat on her hands and leaned forward. ‘It’s really lovely sitting here looking at the ships. To think, somewhere out there are the King and Queen. I’m so glad you asked me to come with you.’

‘It is nice down here,’ said Liz. ‘Me mum wouldn’t have let me stay if I’d been on me own. I wonder what fun we’ll have tonight?’

Mary giggled. ‘I’m glad that Mrs Johns gave us the key.’

‘So am I. I wouldn’t fancy waking her up.’

‘She’s all right.’

‘Not if she was woken up.’

‘P’r’aps not.’

Billy and his dad came out with their drinks.

‘Well, here’s to you,’ said Billy, raising his glass. ‘Happy holiday.’ He gave Mary a wink and her stomach churned.

They chatted companionably until it was time for Mr Thomas to leave. After taking him to the station they said their goodbyes, then they made their way to where Billy said they could catch the tram to the top of the hill.

‘Is that where the fair is?’ asked Mary.

‘That’s right.’

‘Is it very big?’ asked Liz.

‘You’ll have to wait and see. Here’s the tram.’

It was very crowded and as Billy ushered them along the lower deck he put his arm round Mary’s waist to steady her when the tram swayed.

Mary turned this way and that, eager not to miss anything as the tram left the city and chugged up the big hill.

At the top Billy said, ‘Right, girls. This is it.’

They stood looking at the fair with its big swing boats, musical horses and other hurdy-gurdies. Liz squeezed Mary’s arm. ‘It’s ever so big. I think it’s even bigger than Blackheath.’

Mary thought her face would split in half she was smiling so much. ‘Look at the view,’ she whispered. ‘It’s wonderful.’

‘Wait till it’s dark, it’s really smashing up here.’

‘You been up here much then, Billy?’ asked Liz.

‘A few times.’

Liz laughed. ‘And I bet you wasn’t on your own.’

‘I was to start with.’

Mary felt a pang of jealousy. But she knew she wasn’t going to be the first girl Billy had been out with.

They went on all the rides and laughed so much that Mary thought her head wouldn’t stop spinning. She was so happy.

‘Look,’ yelled Liz, trying to make herself heard above the hurdy-gurdy music, which was belting out. ‘Madam Za Za. She’ll tell you yer future for sixpence. Shall we have a go?’

Billy came up to Mary. ‘I can save you sixpence. I can tell you yer future.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ said Liz. ‘I bet he says that to all his girlfriends.’

‘She can see right through me,’ he said, laughing.

Mary was a little upset at that. ‘You go in first,’ Mary said to Liz.

‘All right.’

After a few minutes she came out smiling. ‘You’ll never guess. She said I’d be going out with a sailor. And I’ll have a long and happy life.’

‘She saw me and I reckon she thought we was sweethearts. Right, your turn, Mary, and I bet she tells you the same thing,’ said Billy.

‘Well, she ain’t gonner tell me I’m gonner drop dead next week, is she?’

‘No,’ laughed Billy. ‘If she does you’d better ask for yer money back.’

Mary was full of apprehension as she went inside the dark tent. Madam Za Za was sitting at a round table covered with a dark cloth; she had a glass ball in front of her. She was draped in what looked like old rags. On her head was a band with jangly bits like coins hanging down. Her fingers were covered with rings; the stones caught the light from the flickering candles, and her many bracelets jingled when she moved.

She held out her hand. ‘Sixpence first.’

Mary handed her money over.

‘Sit down, love, and give me your hand.’ She took Mary’s palm in her own gnarled, bent fingers; she studied it for a moment or two, then looked up. ‘You’re not very happy, are you?’

‘Yes. Yes I am.’

‘You seem to have a very heavy burden on your young shoulders. It’s to do with your family.’

Mary shuddered.

The old lady said, ‘It’s going to take time to resolve itself, I’m afraid. I see a very rocky road ahead for you.’ She looked up again and smiled. ‘But it will all turn out well in the end. Very soon you are going to meet a dark, handsome man. You both have something in common and you will be very happy.’  She patted Mary’s hand. ‘Believe me, it will work out fine for you but you must give it time. You are a sensitive and loving young lady.’ She sat back. ‘That’s it.’

Mary sat for a moment or two taking in what had been said to her.

‘You can go now. The reading’s over.’ Madam Za Za began straightening the cloth in front of her.

‘Thank you.’

‘Well, what did she tell you?’ asked Liz.

‘She said I had a burden. But it will all sort itself out.’

Liz laughed. ‘That it? What about meeting a bloke?’ Mary smiled. ‘She said I’d meet a dark, handsome man and we’d have a lot in common.’

‘Well, that’s something, I suppose.’ Liz nudged Mary. ‘My brother’s dark and handsome and you both know me, so that’s it. Come on, let’s have a go on the chair-o-planes.’

‘Why not.’ Mary wasn’t going to mention the rocky road. Could Madam Za Za have been talking about Eddie? ‘Where’s Billy?’

‘Talking to that sailor over there. He looks a bit of all right. I hope he brings him over.’

Then Billy turned and caught sight of them; he waved and sauntered over. To Liz’s joy he brought his friend over as well.

‘Liz and Mary, this is Pete. He’s on our ship.’

‘Hello,’ said Liz and Mary together.

‘Just to get things straight: Liz is me sister and Mary’s me girl.’

Billy took her arm possessively. He had called her his girl. Mary knew then that this was going to be a wonderful weekend.




Chapter 5

For the rest of the evening they laughed and joked as they went on all the rides. The boys managed to win them a cuddly toy each on the darts, and coconuts on the coconut shies. After failing to prove their strength by hitting a block with a hammer to make the bell ring, they wanted to show them how tough they really were when they stood outside the boxing booth, but the girls objected. The man with the big cigar was urging the boys to come in and fight the two thin, weedy, ugly-looking men who were up on the stage dancing about in front of them.

‘Don’t you dare,’ said Liz to her brother. ‘I ain’t carrying you back to your boat.’

Billy laughed. ‘Ship.’

‘Whatever it is, I ain’t carrying you back.’

‘And I don’t want you coming round to my house if you end up looking like those two.’ Mary pointed to the men.

Billy held up his hands. ‘All right. You’ve just talked me out of it. They’ve probably got tougher blokes inside.’

They moved on and the girls had a lot of fun running pennies down a wooden slope, clapping and squealing with excitement when they landed on a square that won them money. Mary thought that Blackheath was never like this; she never had a good-looking sailor standing close to her there.

‘The girls will like this,’ said Liz, holding up the toy dog Pete had just won for her.

‘And Eddie will love this,’ said Mary, cuddling a teddy bear to her. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Billy.

‘Who’s Eddie?’ asked Billy.

‘My young brother.’

They wandered around and, although it was dark, the lights and the tinny music from the fairground organs were magical. After a while, exhausted through laughing and being thrown about on so many rides, the four walked away from the fair and stood on the hill looking over Portsmouth with all the lights flickering below.

Billy had his arm round Mary’s waist. ‘Not a bad view, is it?’

‘I think it’s wonderful. You must have seen some lovely sights on your trips.’

‘We have. New York is great when it comes into view with that massive Statue of Liberty. Some places ain’t so good, they’re hot, noisy and stink, but it’s a great life and I wouldn’t swap it for a job on land.’

Mary sighed with contentment as she watched Liz and Pete, with their arms round each other’s waist, move a bit further away. They stopped; Liz had her arms round Pete’s neck and was letting him kiss her.

‘Looks like they’re enjoying themselves,’ said Billy, holding Mary closer. ‘Can I kiss you?’

She held up her face.

It was a warm soft kiss that he gave her.

‘Can I take you out when I get home?’

‘Yes, please.’

Billy laughed. ‘I’ve never had a girl say that to me before.’

‘What do they normally say?’ asked Mary, feeling embarrassed.

OEBPS/deew_9780755383368_msr_cvi_r1.jpg





