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To my granddaughter Poppy with love
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Prologue



November 1952


The heavy night rain had eased, but the morning air was wet with saturating mist already polluted by the sulphurous smoke from coke fires, lit against the cold of that inhospitable Saturday morning in riverside Bermondsey.


It should have been a day for huddling by the fire and brewing more tea, for staying in off the streets, but it was, after all, Saturday, when the markets beckoned and food queues had to be faced, and for Sue Parry there was a visit that had to be made, unavoidable after the letter that had filled her with trepidation and unease.


As she threw the covers back and slid her feet down on to the small rope mat by her bed she sighed sadly. A few short months ago she would have been woken with a cup of tea, and in the front room the fire would have been drawing up nicely. Her mother would be buttering the toast and Aunt Sara would be sitting by the fire, her dressing gown pulled tightly round her thin frame, her grey hair looking tortured by the metal curlers which did little if anything to enhance her appearance. Now though, on that cold Saturday morning, Sue Parry was alone.


Back in August Aunt Sara had left to find other accommodation after a bitter row, and then before the month was out Lucy Parry had suddenly been struck down with pneumonia and died two days later in the Rotherhithe infirmary. Sue was still trying to come to terms with the loss of her mother and the stark changes in her life, her days and nights filled with soul-searching and restlessness. She was getting married early in February and her mother would not be there, nor would Aunt Sara, and neither would Charlie Foden. Not now. Uncle Charlie she had called him, the man who was to have escorted her down the aisle, but now it was unthinkable and he would have to know the reason why.


The first-floor flat in Rye Buildings had been the family home for less than two years, ever since Cooper Street was emptied under a slum clearance order, and as the young woman reached for her dressing robe she thought about the forced move and how it had affected her mother. She had seemed to fade a little every day, and Aunt Sara too had become more and more morose and unreachable.


As she walked out of the bedroom Sue brushed her fingers over the framed photo of Alan. He was smiling up at her, looking smart in the navy-blue dress uniform of the Royal Signals. Alan Woodley, the rock she clung to, the one stable part of her life, the man she had loved and who had loved her since forever, it seemed. He had seen the letter and understood. ‘Better to get it sorted once and for all,’ he had agreed, ‘otherwise the unanswered questions’ll come back to haunt you, to haunt us both.’


There was just time for two cups of strong sweet tea and some toast in front of an unlit fire before setting off, and as the young woman turned into the Old Kent Road the rain started to fall heavily once more. She hurried through the dreary drizzle, tightly wrapped in a heavy black coat, the collar turned up to a chiffon scarf tied loosely round her neck. Her blond, shoulder-length hair was partly concealed under a matching black beret, and she stepped carefully across the puddles in her wedge-heeled shoes and dark stockings. The small handbag she had tucked under her arm contained the letter, and one other, addressed to her mother and postmarked Bristol 1943.


There was no real need to use the derelict Cooper Street as a short cut to Charlie Foden’s flat in Lynton Road but she found her feet taking her in that direction, and as she turned the corner Sue sighed deeply. Two years and still the houses remained, boarded up and ghostly, sounds of children long gone, the presence of women chatting on doorsteps just a memory, but the old Victorian gas lamp still there halfway along the turning. Two wasted years while the Council and the town planners argued and still there seemed to be no solution in sight. The street remained abandoned to its past.


Charlie Foden looked surprised as he answered the knock. ‘Well, if it ain’t young Susan. Come in, gel.’


The young woman walked into the small parlour and took off her rain-sodden beret. ‘I needed ter talk ter yer, Charlie,’ she said.


The older man helped her off with her coat and hung it behind the door. ‘I’m sorry I’ve not been round ter see yer since yer mum’s funeral,’ he said guiltily. ‘Yer know ’ow it is, all good intentions, but I ain’t bin too good lately. Nuffing bad – I just bin a bit off colour.’


Sue sat down by the fire and ran a hand over her hair. ‘About the weddin’, Charlie,’ she began hesitantly.


‘It’s all right, gel, I’ll be there, never fear,’ he said, smiling. ‘Now, can I get yer a nice cuppa?’


Sue shook her head as she slid her handbag down by her feet. ‘No fanks, Charlie.’


He eased himself into the chair opposite her. He was a stocky man in his mid-sixties, with a full head of hair, white now but still inclined to wave, and a broad face with wide-spaced hazel eyes. He clasped his gnarled hands together and leaned forward slightly. ‘What is it, Sue?’ he asked, seeing the troubled look on her pretty face.


For a moment or two the young woman stared down at her hands, then she took up her handbag before fixing him with her pale blue eyes. ‘Charlie, there’s only one way ter say this,’ she told him with a sigh. ‘I can’t let yer give me away at the weddin’.’


Charlie looked surprised and a little wounded. ‘It’s your choice, gel, but it’d be nice ter know what I’ve done ter make yer change yer mind. It must be somefing. You always called me Uncle Charlie, remember?’


Sue gave him a pale smile. ‘The day before the funeral I was goin’ frew Mum’s fings an’ I came across a bundle o’ letters. They were tucked away in the back of ’er dressin’-table drawer, tied up wiv pink ribbon. Every one of ’em was postmarked Bristol, an’ all from you. I’ve read ’em all, Charlie, but even before I did I knew the truth.’


‘What did yer know, gel?’ he asked quietly.


‘That you an’ my mum were – were lovers.’


For a few seconds Charlie’s eyes fixed on hers. ‘I don’t deny it, an’ I wouldn’t try to,’ he replied.


Sue lowered her head, and when she raised her eyes again to meet his they were misted. ‘I was wiv Mum when she passed away, an’ she called out your name. Not my dad’s name, but yours. They were ’er dyin’ words. I was shocked, naturally, but I thought the two of you ’ad got tergevver after me dad was killed, which would ’ave bin understandable. You was always good to us an’ I know Mum leaned on you many times when fings were bad.’


‘But the letters you found told you ovverwise,’ Charlie prompted her.


She nodded her head slowly. ‘You an’ me mum were cheatin’ on Dad. It was goin’ on before the war started.’


‘That’s true, an’ ter be John Blunt I don’t regret it,’ he said plainly. ‘I don’t expect you to understand, not from your position, but the fact is it wasn’t some lustful, grubby affair. Me an’ yer mum both fought against it ’appenin’, but the mutual attraction was too strong, an’ that’s the gist of it.’


Sue opened her handbag and took out the more recent letter. ‘I’ve thought of nuffing else since I ’eard your name on Mum’s lips,’ she said quietly. ‘I was goin’ ter say somefing at the funeral, but I just couldn’t. It wasn’t the right place. There was plenty o’ time ter dwell on it afterwards, though. Too much time, but I did try to understand. After all, I couldn’t change anyfing. My mum ’ad obviously loved you so I felt it was best ter bury the past an’ get on wiv me own life. I still intended fer you ter give me away, but this week I got a letter from Aunt Sara, and as I read it all the old doubts an’ questions came floodin’ back.’


‘Doubts? Questions? I don’t understand yer, gel,’ Charlie said with a frown.


‘You’d better read this letter,’ she answered, holding it out to him.




Dear Sue,


I hope you and Alan are keeping fit and well. As for me, I am not in the best of health. It’s my heart, so the doctor tells me.


I bumped into Mrs Roach last week and she told me that you and Alan were tying the knot in February. It’s good news and I wish you all the very best on the day. I will not be at the church but I’ll be thinking about you both. Try not to feel too badly towards me. I was guilty of harsh words on the day I left, but your poor mum did not spare me either, God rest her soul.


Do me one favour, Sue. Get someone else to give you away. Charlie Foden doing the honours would be an insult to both your mother and your father’s memory. Charlie Foden is a bad man, and I should know. He was behind the beating your father got from the Coleys. He coveted your mother from the start, and nothing he ever did to help was done out of kindness. Even I was not safe from his lecherous intentions, as he made quite clear to me on numerous occasions. He despised your father, played on his weaknesses and almost got him killed. It was a bone of contention between me and your mum, but she saw no harm in him, not even when it was brutally obvious, staring her in the face.


I could say more but I don’t want to upset you too much, now that your future happiness lies ahead of you. Suffice it to say that Charlie Foden will have to live with his sins the way we all have to, and one day he will be called to answer for them. I hope he will be able to face Wally Coates in the hereafter.


Think kindly of me if you can. I was very close to your mother despite what you might think.


My love to you and Alan, and may God go with you.


Aunt Sara.





Charlie’s face had grown dark with anger as he read the spidery handwriting and when he had finished he handed the letter back with a shaking hand. ‘The woman certainly showed her true colours,’ he growled. ‘Do you believe all that rubbish?’


‘I don’t know what ter believe any more, an’ I’m all confused,’ Sue sighed. ‘Who was this Wally Coates? I’ve heard the name mentioned once or twice but it was always whispered. What did Aunt Sara mean by it?’


Charlie allowed himself a brief smile. ‘I’ll tell yer somefing, Sue. Yer muvver used ter look on the time we were tergevver as the whisperin’ years, an’ that just about summed it up.’ He stood up slowly and reached up to the mantelshelf for his pipe and tobacco pouch. ‘I understand why yer feel the way yer do,’ he said quietly, ‘an’ I’ll ’ave ter go along wiv yer wishes, but I would like ter fink that you’ll keep an open mind on that woman’s rantin’ fer the time bein’. There’s always two sides to a story an’ yer’ve not ’eard mine yet.’


‘I’m listenin’, Charlie,’ she said spiritedly. ‘I’ve not planned ter go anywhere else this mornin’.’


‘In that case I’ll make us a cuppa, an’ then you’ll be able to ’ear it,’ he answered.


Outside the rain beat down on the cobblestones and rattled the windowpanes. It bounded up from the pavements, ran gurgling down the swollen drains and cascaded from a broken gutter across the street. Charlie Foden sucked on his pipe as he glanced through the net curtains, then he turned and made himself comfortable in the chair facing the young woman. ‘It ’ad been much like terday when I first walked inter Cooper Street,’ he began. ‘The winter of ’35 it was. I was soaked ter the skin an’ it was still rainin’, an’ gettin’ dark . . .’





Chapter One



November 1935


For two days and nights the yellow choking fog had blanketed the mean Bermondsey streets, but on Friday morning heavy rain cleared the air and continued falling all day. Now, in the chill evening, water was coursing down the drains and the cobblestones were clean and glistening. With some relief the tired man dragged himself into the warmth of Joe’s fish and chip shop in the Old Kent Road, the clothes on his back wet through and his saturated trousers sticking uncomfortably to his legs.


Two younger men were in front of him at the counter, hungrily eyeing the food as Joe the Italian scooped up a portion of chips from the stainless steel fryer into a small piece of greaseproof paper and then flipped a piece of haddock on top. ‘Tenpence ’a’penny. You wanna wally?’


‘Nah, that’ll do,’ the taller of the two answered with a momentary glance at the large jar of dill gherkins standing on one side of the counter.


Joe dropped the bundle of food on to a pile of newspaper sheets and finished the wrapping. ‘You wanna fish an’ chips?’ he asked the second man.


‘Nah, we’re sharin’ this,’ he laughed as they left the counter.


Italian Joe stirred the vat of chips and scooped a large wire sieveful from the boiling fat before looking up enquiringly at Charlie Foden. ‘It’s a bad night,’ he remarked.


The sodden customer nodded as he pushed his cap back from his forehead. ‘Same again,’ he said, reaching into his coat pocket for the coppers.


While Joe was wrapping his order Charlie glanced over at the two young men. They were standing by a table and the taller one was sprinkling salt and vinegar on to the chips. ‘’Ere, you ’alve the fish. Yer ’ands are cleaner than mine,’ he said.


With the fish and chips carefully shared out the young men ambled out into the rain and Charlie turned to pick up his bundle. ‘D’you know Cooper Street?’ he asked.


Joe scratched his wiry grey hair. ‘It’sa behinda Croft Street. You knowa Croft Street?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘Nah.’


‘Yer walka that way,’ the Italian told him, jerking his thumb to the right. ‘Yer see-a da big-a clothes shop. Turna da left. That’sa Croft Street. Cooper Street’s da nexta street yer come to. Righta da bottom.’


Charlie thanked him, liberally sousing and salting his food before stepping out into the wet night. A deep doorway some way along the road gave him shelter while he wolfed down the fish and chips before, licking his lips, he set off again, hoping that the room had not already been taken.


At number 8 Cooper Street Lucy Parry was busy gathering up the used crockery. She was an attractive woman in her mid-thirties with fair hair and deep blue eyes set in an oval face. She wore an apron tied tightly round her waist which accentuated the curve of her hips, and as she piled up the used plates she was frowning. ‘What did they actually say, then?’ she asked.


George Parry looked up at her from the armchair by the fire and shrugged his shoulders. ‘The manager just said that they’d ’ave ter look at the situation carefully, bearin’ in mind the drop in sales.’


‘What else do they expect?’ Lucy said. ‘Three million on the dole an’ no sign of any relief. That’s what it said on the wireless yesterday.’


George sighed and sagged back in his chair. He was a slightly built man just a year older than Lucy, with thinning dark hair and grey eyes which tended to widen when he spoke. He worked in the gift department of William Knight’s tobacco company in Shoreditch and he had known for some time that the firm was intending to suspend its gift coupon scheme. ‘It’ll mean the sack fer the ’ole twenty-five of us,’ he said. ‘That’s the long an’ short of it.’


‘Won’t they transfer some of yer?’ Lucy asked.


‘Where to?’ he retorted. ‘There’s no vacancies anywhere else in the firm. Some o’ them’ll be gettin’ their notices as well, I shouldn’t wonder.’


Lucy took up the plates. ‘Well, it’s not werf worryin’ too much about it just yet. Fings might look up. They say one door shuts an’ anuvver one opens.’


George Parry grimaced at her show of spirit. There were no doors opening in Bermondsey at the moment, he thought. All the local factories were on short time or going that way, and on the very rare occasion when a job was advertised the firm was swamped with applicants who seemed quite capable of murder to land the position.


‘Daddy, I’m tired.’


George reached down and picked his four-year-old daughter up in his arms. ‘It’s all right, darlin’. Mummy’ll see ter yer soon.’


Lucy gave her husband an irritated look. ‘Can’t you put the child ter bed fer once? Yer know what I’ve got ter do ternight. There’s all those clothes need darnin’ an’ ironin’, an’ I gotta sort that copper out. It’s all clogged up.’


‘All right, all right, don’t go on about it,’ he replied sharply, giving Lucy a hard look. ‘Come on, sweet pea, Daddy’s takin’ yer up ter bed.’


Susan rested her blond curls on her father’s shoulder as he carried her out of the room and Lucy sat down at the table with a sigh. George was not normally snappy, but she knew why he was in this mood. He was worried over his job, and also not too happy about her decision to take in a lodger. He knew that the few extra shillings would come in handy but he had been angry at her for not discussing it with him first. What was the use, she asked herself? She knew what his reaction would have been. He would have ended up by saying that she should do as she saw fit. George was not the most inventive or demonstrative of men and it was always left to her to make the decisions and take the initiative. He was a good man, it was true, and she knew he loved her and Susan above all else, but at times he could be infuriating with his indecisiveness.


‘She was asleep soon as ’er ’ead touched the piller,’ George said as he came back into the parlour.


‘Sara’s late,’ Lucy remarked as she looked up at the chimer on the mantelshelf.


George followed her glance. ‘Yeah, she’s normally in by now.’


Lucy stifled a smile. ‘I expect she’s got ’erself tied up wiv some new-fangled idea at the fellowship. Last time it was patchwork quilts. Spare us anuvver quilt, please.’


George forced a smile and then his face became serious again. ‘I know she can be tryin’ at times, but yer gotta take fings inter consideration,’ he said. ‘She’s not ’ad the best o’ luck over the years, an’ she’s not too well at the moment.’


Lucy looked at him quizzically. ‘I’m sure Sara’s well. She just likes ter put fings on a bit. She should get out an’ about a bit more instead o’ sittin’ in that chair from mornin’ till night. The church fellowship’s the only place she goes to. And it would be nice ter see ’er take a little more pride in ’erself.’


‘What d’yer mean? She keeps ’erself clean an’ tidy,’ George said quickly.


‘I’m not disputin’ that,’ Lucy replied. ‘What I’m sayin’ is she could do somefing about that ’air of ’ers. I’ve offered ter perm it for ’er. She could dress a bit younger, too. She looks like an old woman in those long frocks an’ skimpy cardigans she wears. Christ, George, she’s only forty, not sixty.’


‘You should ’ave anuvver word wiv ’er,’ George suggested.


‘I’m fed up wiv talkin’ to ’er,’ Lucy said, frowning. ‘She’s your sister, you should do it. She’d take it more kindly comin’ from you.’


George leaned forward in his armchair. ‘Yer don’t regret us takin’ ’er in, do yer?’ he asked.


‘Course I don’t,’ Lucy lied. ‘I’m used to ’er ways by now. ’Ow long’s it bin, four years?’


‘Goin’ on four,’ George corrected her. ‘It’ll be four years next March when me mum died. Sara came to us at the end o’ March. What else could we ’ave done but take ’er in? There’s no way she would ’ave stayed in that old ’ouse alone, bearin’ in mind ’ow nervous she is.’


Lucy nodded and reached for her sewing box. Sara’s stay was only supposed to be short-term, she thought, until she could find something suitable. After nearly four years she treated the house as her own and there was no way she was even considering leaving.


The sound of a key in the lock heralded Sara’s arrival and she came into the parlour with a dripping umbrella which she placed in the hearth. ‘What a terrible night,’ she said in greeting. ‘It’s absolutely pourin’ down.’


‘Never mind, it’s got rid of the fog,’ Lucy said tartly.


Sara made herself comfortable in her favourite chair by the fire. ‘Mrs Phelps ain’t none too good,’ she remarked. ‘She wasn’t at the club ternight. That nice Reverend Beeney was, though. I made ’im a cup o’ tea an’ ’e told me ’ow nice it was. ’E liked those rock cakes I took along, too. It’s nice ter be appreciated.’


Pity you don’t try making the tea here some time, yer scatty mare, Lucy thought.


‘I fink I’m goin’ down wiv somefing,’ Sara announced. ‘I’ve got this sharp pain keeps catchin’ me in me left side. I’m sure it’s me kidneys.’


‘There’s only one that side,’ Lucy pointed out. ‘It could be stones, or those rock cakes yer made. You didn’t eat any yerself, did yer, Sara?’


‘There’s nuffing wrong wiv my rock cakes,’ Sara replied indignantly.


‘No, nothing a sledgehammer wouldn’t put right,’ Lucy muttered under her breath.


‘I fink I’ll take me cocoa up ter bed wiv me,’ Sara said. ‘This side’s playin’ me up somefing awful. If yer wouldn’t mind, Lucy.’


The younger woman put her darning down on the table and went to boil the milk, and as soon as she was out of the room Sara leant towards her brother. ‘You should ’ave put yer foot down when she got the idea ter take in a lodger,’ she growled. ‘Yer can’t be too careful these days. There was a woman murdered in ’er bed a few weeks ago over in Brixton an’ it turned out it was the lodger what killed ’er.’


‘Where did yer ’ear that?’ George said, smiling.


‘It was in the Sunday paper,’ Sara replied. ‘An’ you shouldn’t laugh about it neivver. When yer take people in yer don’t know anyfing about ’em. They could be wanted by the police, or escaped prisoners.’


The sharp knock made Sara jump and she frowned as George got up to answer it. ‘Who could it be at this hour?’ she wondered.


‘We’ll soon find out,’ he said. ‘It could be one o’ those escaped convicts after a room fer the night.’


‘Don’t mock,’ Sara implored him, her eyes wide and frightened.


George Parry opened the front door to a bedraggled figure standing in the rain. ‘Yeah?’


‘The name’s Charlie Foden, I’ve come about the room. Is it still goin’?’


George nodded. ‘Yeah. Come in out the rain. I’ll fetch the missus.’


Lucy was standing in the scullery mixing the cocoa in a large beaker and she heard what was said. ‘There we are, luv. I’ve put two sugars in. All right?’


Sara glanced along the dark passageway as she nodded. ‘I’ll go straight up. Yer don’t want me in there when yer talkin’ business,’ she said in a low voice. ‘You just be careful. It’s a bit late at night fer anyone ter come askin’ after a room.’


‘Sara, fer goodness’ sake,’ Lucy sighed.


‘You can make light of it, but I’m very wary o’ those sort,’ Sara muttered as she climbed the stairs to her back bedroom.


George offered his armchair to Charlie but the visitor declined. ‘I’d better not, I’m wet frew,’ he said. ‘It’ll make yer seat all wet.’


‘’Ere, take a dinin’ chair, then,’ George told him.


Lucy came into the parlour, smiling, and Charlie stood up quickly. ‘I’m Charlie Foden an’ I’ve called about the room.’


‘I’m Lucy Parry an’ this is me ’usband George.’


Charlie reached out and shook hands with him. ‘Nice ter meet yer.’


‘The room’s still vacant, but first fings first,’ Lucy said cheerfully. ‘You look like you could do wiv a cuppa.’


‘I’d be more than grateful,’ Charlie said, smiling.


‘I’ll do it,’ George offered, wanting to let Lucy sort things out herself.


‘I should begin by tellin’ yer that I am in work,’ Charlie said as George left the room.


‘That’s good,’ Lucy replied. ‘The room’s on the bend o’ the stairs an’ it’s quite small but cosy. There’s a fire in there an’ the bed’s nice an’ comfortable. There’s a wardrobe fer yer clothes as well. The rent’s as on the advertisement, twelve an’ six a week wiv breakfast or fifteen shillin’s if yer want the evenin’ meal. Did yer see the notice yerself?’


‘Yeah, in the paper shop in the Old Kent Road.’


Lucy appraised him and liked what she saw. There was a calm expression on his open face as he sat holding his saturated cap in his large hands. He was obviously a manual worker, she decided. His wet greying hair was thick and inclined to curl about his ears and his shoulders were wide, giving him a powerful appearance. ‘Are you from round ’ere?’ she asked.


‘Walworth Road, but I’ve bin lodgin’ in Lucas Street, off of Abbey Street,’ he explained. ‘The places ’ave bin condemned an’ we’ve all ’ad ter get out. At the moment I’m stayin’ at the workin’ men’s ’ostel in Tooley Street but it’s not ideal.’


‘I’m sure it’s not.’


‘I’m a docker.’


‘I understand fings ain’t too rosy in the docks neivver,’ Lucy remarked.


‘I get one or two days’ work as a rule,’ he replied. ‘The rest o’ the week most of us ’ave ter bomp on at the labour exchange. It’s not good but we’re better off than many.’


George came in with the tea and Charlie drank his down gratefully. When he had finished, Lucy led the way up to the small bedroom and lit the gas mantle. ‘As you can see, it’s quite ’omely.’


‘It’s very nice an’ I’d be glad ter take it, wiv the evenin’ meal,’ he told her.


She glanced at his sodden garments. ‘Right, then. First fing is ter get yer somefing ter put on while I dry those clothes out. You’re bigger than my George but there’s a large dressin’ robe be’ind the door that’ll fit, an’ I’m sure I can find some long johns an’ a vest you can squeeze into. Just leave yer wet stuff outside the door. Me an’ George usually ’ave a bite o’ supper before we go ter bed, cheese or a brawn sandwich wiv a cuppa. Can I get yer one?’


‘That’ll be smashin’,’ Charlie said, smiling gratefully. ‘An’ by the way, I do appreciate yer takin’ a chance wiv me.’


‘Why? Yer not some escaped convict, are yer?’ Lucy said, grinning.


He looked embarrassed. ‘No, I’m ’armless, I assure yer.’


As Lucy was leaving the room she stopped and turned back to him. ‘By the way,’ she said quickly. ‘Me ’usband’s sister’s stayin’ wiv us fer the time bein’. She’s a spinster an’ gets a bit ratty at times, but take no notice of ’er. I thought I’d better put yer on yer guard.’


Charlie smiled at the expression on her face. ‘Fanks fer warnin’ me,’ he said.


George was poking the fire when Lucy came into the room. ‘I noticed ’e ’ad no luggage wiv ’im,’ he remarked.


‘Yeah, I noticed too.’


‘Don’t yer fink it’s a bit strange?’


‘Not really. It doesn’t mean anyfing.’


‘Doesn’t it?’


‘George, what yer gettin’ at?’


‘Someone on the run wouldn’t let ’imself be bowed down wiv luggage.’


‘Nor would someone who stormed out of the ’ouse after a row,’ Lucy countered.


George put down the poker and eased himself back into his chair. ‘I dunno, there’s somefing about the bloke I can’t put me finger on an’ it’s bovverin’ me.’


Lucy looked at him closely. ‘You don’t fink ’e’s a criminal on the run, do yer?’


‘No, but there’s somefing . . .’


It was cosy and warm in the room on the bend of the stairs and Charlie Foden felt at ease as he reached for his pipe and tobacco pouch on the chair by the bed. The makings had stayed dry in the oilskin wrapping and once he had got the pipe glowing he picked up the tatty old wallet from the chair and opened it. There were two sepia photos inside the flaps. One looked stern and military, a picture of himself as a young fusilier taken just before he went to France in 1916, and smiling up at him from the other was a beautiful young woman with classical features and hair that hung in long ringlets over her shoulders. Charlie closed the wallet with a deep sigh and placed it back on the chair. Outside the rain was easing and he could hear the clanging sounds of metal on metal and screeching wheels from the nearby freight yards. He drew on his pipe and blew the smoke upwards to the cracked ceiling as he took stock of his situation. He was forty-eight and had taken his share of kicks, suffered loss, and made mistakes which had cost him dearly, but there had to come a time when life finally turned in an upward direction, when a man could again enjoy some of the good things in the world, live contentedly and walk tall once more. That might be some way off as yet, he thought, but it had to start somewhere. Why not here, now?


The tap on the door startled him and he wrapped the dressing robe around him as he got up from the bed.


‘There’s some bread an’ cheese an’ I ’ope yer like strong tea,’ Lucy said cheerily.


‘It’s the only way ter make it,’ he said, smiling.


The rain had finally stopped and a lone star shone down from among the driven clouds. Yes, it had to start somewhere, Charlie told himself with conviction as he sipped his tea.





Chapter Two



Charlie Foden stepped out of number 8 Cooper Street and stood for a moment or two looking up and down the small turning. The rain had given way to a bright Saturday morning and already he could feel the pleasant warmth of the winter sun on his face. His coat and trousers were badly creased but at least they were dry, he thought. His boots felt damp, though. The sooner he picked up his suitcase from the hostel the better.


As he stood at the front door taking his bearings, Mrs Goodwright from number 7 opposite nudged her next-door neighbour, Mrs Black. ‘Who’s that?’ she asked.


Ada Black peered through her glasses, then took them off to get a better view. ‘Must be the Parrys’ lodger,’ she replied.


Emmie Goodwright huffed. ‘Didn’t take ’er long ter get fixed up, did it?’ she remarked. ‘She only put the ad in the shop a few days ago ter my knowledge.’


Ada folded her arms over her ample bosom and nodded. ‘There’s a lot movin’ inter the area lately,’ she said. ‘It’s the factories, I expect. There’s always the odd job goin’ in one o’ them. Pearce Duff’s took a couple on last week, so Mrs Reefer told me. ’Er ole man got a start there. Two years ’e’s bin out o’ collar.’


‘My ole feller’s bin out o’ work more than that,’ Emmie replied stiffly. ‘It knocks the stuffin’ out of a man after so long. I know by ’im. So moody ’e is. I’m frightened ter talk to ’im at times. Bites me bloody ’ead off.’


‘Your Bert’s all right, Emm,’ her neighbour remarked. ‘It’s nuffing a few weeks’ work wouldn’t put right.’


‘That’s what I was just sayin’.’


‘Yeah, well, we know ’ow it affects ’em bein’ on the dole.’


Emmie Goodwright sensed that Ada was beginning to drift off on one of her mental rambles and felt that enough was enough. ‘Well, I can’t stand ’ere chattin’ all day. I gotta get me shoppin’ done,’ she said quickly.


The two watched Charlie Foden set off along the street and Emmie brushed her hands down her clean apron. ‘’Ow long d’yer reckon ’e’ll last there?’ she asked.


‘What d’yer mean?’ Ada replied with a frown.


‘Sara Parry, that’s what I mean.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, it depends whevver the bloke lets ’er get to ’im or not,’ Ada said. ‘We all know what a miserable cow she is. If she gives ’im too much grief ’e might decide ter piss off.’


‘Couldn’t blame ’im, could yer?’


‘Not really.’


‘Oh, well.’


‘I’ll pop in later,’ Ada told her friend.


Charlie bought a pair of socks at Cheap Jack’s stall in the Tower Bridge Road market and then called into a shoe shop nearby. Wearing his new brown brogues he made his way to the hostel in Tooley Street and was surprised at the activity going on outside. Men were milling around the entrance and the warden was trying to keep order. ‘Now look ’ere, it’s no good you all tryin’ ter get in at once,’ he growled. ‘Mr Coley’ll see you all in good time. Now just line up an’ be patient.’


Fred Wilson spotted Charlie and pulled a face. ‘They’re all goin’ mad ’ere this mornin’,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Coley’s recruitin’ again.’


‘Who’s Coley?’ Charlie asked.


‘Yer tellin’ me yer never ’eard o’ the Coley bruvvers?’ Fred said disbelievingly. ‘I thought everybody knew those nasty bastards.’


‘Well, I’ve never ’eard of ’em,’ Charlie told him. ‘Let’s pop in Ted’s café an’ you can put me in the picture.’


Fred Wilson was at a loose end that Saturday morning and was quite happy to oblige. The two men sat clutching huge mugs of tea inside the steamy café and when Fred had painstakingly rolled a cigarette he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘Those poor bastards don’t know what they’re lettin’ themselves in for,’ he began. ‘Every now an’ then the Coleys get a subber, an’ they—’


‘’Ang on a minute,’ Charlie interrupted. ‘What’s a subber?’


Fred smiled. ‘Sorry. I fergot you ain’t familiar wiv the buildin’ game. One o’ the big buildin’ firms get a large contract an’ they subcontract some o’ the jobs. That way they don’t ’ave to employ too many new workers an’ people like Coley can take on casuals fer next ter nuffink. The big firms don’t lose by it – they get their cut an’ everyone’s ’appy, ’cept the poor bleeders Coley takes on.’


‘That bad, is ’e?’ Charlie said, sipping his tea.


Fred Wilson shook his bald head slowly. ‘Worse. I worked fer the buggers once. Never again.’


‘What work is it they do?’ Charlie asked.


‘Pipe layin’, mainly,’ Fred explained. ‘This contract’s fer sewage pipes by all accounts, an’ that can be a killer. Yer gotta go down furvver fer sewage pipe layin’ an’ yer diggin’ clay. ’Ave you ever dug out clay?’


‘No, but I can imagine.’


‘Yer can’t, Chas, not till yer’ve actually done it. A lot don’t last the day, an’ if yer do yer so tired an’ full of aches yer just fall inter bed exhausted. Yer gotta remember too that Coley needs so much done every day an’ ’e’s on yer back all the time, ’im an’ ’is bruvver. They’re ’ard men an’ they’ll get their quota by ’ook or by crook, even if it means thumpin’ a few ’eads.’ Charlie looked unimpressed and Fred leaned forward on the marble table. ‘I’ve seen Frank Coley drag a poor sod out the trench an’ give ’im a right-’ander before tellin’ ’im ter piss off. That feller ’ad worked most of the week an’ was dead beat. Coley didn’t pay ’im any wages an’ the poor bleeder was in no position to argue. Take it from me, Frank Coley’s a real bad ’un, but there’s a lot’ll tell yer that ’is younger bruvver Ben’s even worse.’


‘’Ow do they get away wiv it?’ Charlie asked, frowning. ‘Workers ’ave rights. What about the union?’


Fred snorted. ‘Union? What union? The Coleys won’t entertain any union an’ they get away wiv it. They recruit casual labour from places like the ’ostels an’ dole queues an’ they rule by fear, an’ any talk by the men o’ gettin’ themselves organised is likely ter get ’em sorted out good an’ proper. They’ve got a few gangers runnin’ the jobs who are as ’ard as them, so you can see it ain’t no good complainin’. You eivver sign on an’ do the work wiv yer mouth shut or yer give ’em a wide berf. Once was enough fer me, I can tell yer.’


Charlie drained his mug. ‘Well, it’s bin nice talkin’ ter yer, Fred. I’m off ter pick up me suitcase. I got meself a nice little lodgin’s.’


‘I’m sorry ter see yer go,’ Fred replied, ‘but yer better out of it. There’s gonna be a lot o’ sad, sorry faces in the ’ostel next week.’


Charlie picked up his case from the office and saw the welter of people in the dining hall at the end of the corridor. Wanting to get the smell of the place out of his nostrils he strode briskly off into the morning sunshine.


Sara Parry sat by the fire holding a saucer under her chin while she sipped a cup of tea. Drinking tea was a refined art as far as George’s older sister was concerned. The brew had to be weak and milky, with a half-teaspoon of sugar, and not too hot. Given a suitable concoction Sara would spend quite some time sipping at her cup while she expounded her opinion on whatever the current topic of conversation happened to be. It usually conflicted with Lucy’s opinion, but the younger woman thought it better to ignore her silly ways than to create an atmosphere in which Sara would sulk, often for days.


‘’E’s collectin’ ’is fings at the ’ostel,’ Lucy told her.


‘’Ostel?’ Sara said with feeling. ‘Is that where ’e’s bin stayin’? I ’ope ’e don’t bring any bugs or fleas in ’ere.’


‘Workin’ men’s ’ostels are usually clean, not like the flop-’ouses,’ Lucy answered.


‘Well, I’m still worried,’ Sara went on. ‘It’s always the way when yer take people in. We don’t know anyfing about ’im. I really don’t know why yer decided ter take a lodger. After all, yer not much in after the food’s taken inter consideration. That sort usually eat yer out of ’ouse an’ ’ome, if yer let ’em.’


Lucy bit on her tongue as her temper rose. Sara had little room to talk. She paid very little towards her keep and had been cosseted from the day she arrived. ‘I fink you’ll find ’e’s a decent bloke, Sara,’ she said. ‘’E seems very friendly an’ ’e is workin’.’


‘Well, we’ll just ’ave ter wait an’ see, won’t we?’ the older woman replied haughtily. ‘I must say I’m gonna feel uncomfortable wiv ’im sittin’ round the table wiv us.’


Lucy forced a smile. ‘Who knows, ’e might even brighten the place up fer a change. It’s not bin very cheerful lately, yer gotta admit.’


‘Well, it’s understandable,’ Sara said sharply. ‘George is naturally worried about ’is job an’ ’e’s the breadwinner. Some women go out office cleanin’, but you can’t, can yer? Not till Susan starts school.’


Lucy was tempted to suggest that Sara herself might feel a lot better if she dragged her arse out of that chair and found an office-cleaning job. She could just see her, off to work beneath a pig-filled sky. ‘If George loses ’is job I’ll ’ave ter go out ter work,’ she said. ‘George can look after Sue, an’ you can pitch in, can’t yer?’


Sara looked horrified. ‘I wouldn’t be much ’elp, not wiv my chest,’ she replied with a pained expression. ‘An’ you can’t expect George ter do all the fings you ’ave ter do.’


Lucy watched her sister-in-law slide the bottom of her cup across the edge of the saucer yet again and wanted to scream. ‘D’yer want anuvver cup?’ she said out of desperation.


‘Presently,’ Sara said. ‘By the way, I’ll need ter go ter the wool shop in the Old Kent Road later, once the streets ’ave aired. It’s fer the church fellowship.’


‘I’m sure the streets are aired by now, Sara,’ Lucy said, a note of irritation stealing into her voice. ‘Leave it too late an’ it’ll start turnin’ cold.’


Sara placed the cup and saucer down on the table and held a hand to her back. ‘I’m sure there’s somefing wrong wiv my kidneys,’ she groaned. ‘Lucy, ’ave you gotta go out any more?’


‘No, why?’


‘You wouldn’t like ter collect the wool for me, would yer? I don’t fink I could make it ter the shop the way my back is this mornin’.’


‘Yeah, I’ll collect it, if yer tell me what it is.’


For the first time that morning Sara raised a smile. ‘George should be in soon. I’ll put the kettle on, shall I?’


Lucy would normally tell her that she would do it, and that was exactly what Sara expected to hear. ‘All right, if yer don’t mind,’ she replied instead. ‘I’ll just slip upstairs an’ sweep the lodger’s room out before ’e gets back.’


Sara looked a little hesitant as she lit a match and reached for the gas tap. Lucy knew how she hated lighting gases, especially when there was air in the pipes. As the jet belched Sara shut the tap off quickly and stood back, and at that moment George walked into the house carrying Sue in his arms. ‘You all right, Sara?’ he asked as he put the child down and looked into the scullery.


‘Yer’ll ’ave ter get these pipes blown,’ she declared with irritation. ‘Yer know I get frightened lightin’ the gas.’


‘Where’s Lucy?’ George asked.


‘Where’s Mummy?’ the child demanded, tugging at Sara’s dress.


‘She’s upstairs,’ Sara told her. ‘Don’t pull me dress like that, Susan. It’s naughty.’


George looked at his sister enquiringly.


‘She’s tidyin’ the lodger’s room up,’ Sara puffed. ‘I dunno why, it was done yesterday. She fusses too much.’


George lit the gas and put the kettle over the flame. ‘Go an’ sit yerself down, Sara,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’ll make the tea. Come on, Sue, let me take yer coat off. Look, there’s yer dolly. Now sit down at the table an’ I’ll find the dolly’s clothes.’


When George put the biscuit tin of dolls’ clothes down on the table Sue flipped open the lid and it dropped with a clatter on to the stone floor.


‘Do be careful, child,’ Sara scolded her. ‘I’ve got a bad ’eadache as it is.’


The sharp tone of her voice brought tears to Sue’s eyes and she jumped down from the table and ran out into the passage as her mother was coming down the stairs.


‘What’s the matter, luv?’ Lucy asked with concern as the child buried her head in her skirt.


‘Aunt Sara shouted at me,’ she mumbled in a tiny voice.


‘Whatever for?’ Lucy said, directing her words at Sara.


‘She banged that tin down on the floor an’ I told ’er ter be careful,’ Sara complained. ‘I’ve got a splittin’ ’eadache.’


‘If you went out an’ got some air in the mornin’s instead of sittin’ on yer arse all day yer wouldn’t get those ’eadaches,’ Lucy growled.


‘I’m not well enough ter go gallivantin’ about in this weavver,’ Sara retorted indignantly.


‘This weavver? It’s a nice mild day, it’d do yer good.’


‘Not the way I feel.’


Lucy gave her a stony look and took herself off to the parlour. The woman’s getting worse, she thought, scowling. It’s about time I had a word with George. Throwing childish tantrums and constant petty bitching are one thing, but upsetting the child like that for the slightest reason is another matter entirely. It’s a pity she can’t find a man to take her off our hands. George is feeling it too, but being her brother he suffers her in silence. Well, I won’t, not for much longer. ‘Is that tea ready yet, Sara?’ she called out loudly.


‘George is doin’ it,’ Sara replied as she walked into the parlour and sat down in her armchair with a heavy sigh. ‘Is there any aspirin?’


Lucy reached for her handbag. ‘’Ere’s two,’ she said, imagining shoving the whole packet down her sister-in-law’s throat.


‘Can yer get me some water?’ Sara asked in a small voice.


A few minutes later Charlie Foden knocked at the front door. ‘I’ve got me case,’ he announced, grinning at Lucy. ‘Bought a pair o’ shoes, too. Feelin’ a bit more civilised now.’


Lucy smiled back as he stepped into the passageway. ‘When yer’ve put yer case in the room I’d like yer ter meet our Sara,’ she said, rolling her eyes in warning. ‘An’ you ’aven’t met Sue yet.’


‘Sue?’


‘My daughter. She’s four years old.’


Charlie nodded. ‘Give me a minute,’ he replied as he hurried up the stairs.


Susan came scurrying into the passage and followed him up to his room. ‘Are you our lodger?’ she asked, standing in the doorway.


‘Well, as a matter o’ fact I am,’ he answered, kneeling down in front of her. ‘An’ who might you be?’


‘I’m Susan an’ I’m four.’


‘An’ do you live ’ere?’


‘Yes. Wiv my mummy an’ daddy.’


‘An’ Aunt Sara?’


‘Yes, but she makes me cry sometimes. She’s very grumpy.’


‘Oh, an’ why’s that?’


‘She shouts at me.’


‘I wouldn’t shout at you.’


‘What’s in that case?’ Susan asked.


‘All my clothes an’ fings.’


‘What fings?’


‘All sorts o’ fings.’


‘’Ave you got any dollies?’


‘No. I’m too old ter play wiv dollies any more,’ he chuckled.


Lucy had come up the stairs and was standing behind her daughter enjoying the chatter.


‘I’ve got a dolly an’ I’ve got lots o’ dollies’ clothes. Would yer like ter see ’em?’


Lucy bent down and scooped the child up. ‘Now leave Mr Foden alone,’ she said fondly. ‘’E’s got some unpackin’ ter do.’


‘It’s all right. I was really makin’ some ’eadway there,’ Charlie remarked with a smile and a wink in Sue’s direction.


‘I don’t fink yer’ll do as well wiv our Sara,’ Lucy told him drily. ‘She’s got one of ’er bad ’eadaches. P’raps yer’d better come down an’ say ’ello, though.’


Charlie followed his landlady down the stairs and entered the parlour behind her.


‘Sara, I’d like yer ter meet our lodger, Mr Foden.’


‘Charlie’ll do, if yer’ve no objections,’ he said pleasantly as he took a step towards her armchair.


Sara allowed him to take her limp hand. ‘Pleased ter meet yer, Mr Foden, I’m sure,’ she said without enthusiasm. ‘Will yer be stayin’ fer long?’


‘I can’t say,’ he replied with a shrug. ‘Maybe as long as you’ll all ’ave me.’


Lucy gave him a smile and suddenly caught her sister-in-law’s look of distaste. If Sara had her way Charlie Foden’s stay would be very brief indeed, she realised.





Chapter Three



Lucy had made a meat pie for the Saturday evening meal and served it with boiled potatoes and mint peas. George sat at the head of the table with his daughter to his left, who seemed quite pleased to have Charlie on the other side of her. Lucy faced the lodger across tureens and was gratified to hear him say that the pie smelled delicious. Sara sat lackadaisically at the opposite end, and glanced at the cutlery before she began to eat. It was a habit that always irked Lucy, and she gave George a quick glance, but her husband was already tucking into the meal.


Sue seemed to manage quite comfortably with her knife and fork and she occasionally gave Charlie a coy look. His collusive wink made her smile and Lucy knew that one friendship at least was being forged. ‘That’s a good gel. Eat it all up now an’ yer’ll be as big as Mr Foden,’ she said, smiling.


‘Call me Charlie.’


‘Can I call yer Charlie too, Charlie?’


‘Yeah, course yer can.’


When everyone had finished the meal Lucy got up and gathered the plates. ‘There’s stewed apples an’ custard fer afters,’ she told them.


The tea was brewing under a cosy out in the scullery, and while Lucy served up their portions George carried the laden tea tray into the parlour. Outside the temperature had dropped and a river mist was creeping into the backstreets, but in the Parrys’ parlour the fire was glowing and the licking flames reflected in the blue china cups intrigued the little girl, who sat at the table with her chin cupped in her hands as she drifted towards a wonderland of fairies and wizards, magic wands and shooting stars.


‘She looks tired,’ George observed.


Lucy nodded. ‘There we are. Now eat it all up,’ she said, putting the small portion in front of Susan.


When the plates were scraped clean and hunger was satisfied, the Parrys and their lodger leaned back in their chairs and began to get a little better acquainted.


‘You work in the docks, then, Charlie?’ George said.


‘Yeah, I’m a plain docker. I work on the quay; the stevedores work the barges an’ ships’ ’olds,’ Charlie explained. ‘Mind you, there’s very little work there at the moment, same as everywhere else. I’m lucky ter get two days’ work a week. Usually it’s only one day.’


‘Yeah, it’s bad all round,’ George replied with a sigh. ‘I’m sweatin’ over my job foldin’ up very shortly. I work fer a tobacco firm over the water, in the gift-wrappin’ department, an’ now the company are talkin’ about stoppin’ the gift coupons. If they do that it’ll mean the dole queue fer all of us.’


Lucy wanted to steer the conversation away from unemployment and misery and she was pleased when Charlie quickly changed the subject. ‘I noticed that photo on the mantelshelf,’ he said. ‘You was in the Navy.’


George’s face brightened somewhat. ‘Yeah. I went in the boys’ service when I was sixteen an’ I did twelve years’ full service,’ he replied. ‘I came out ter get married, but I’m still on the reserve. They pay us a few bob every year an’ it comes in very ’andy. I was an artificer.’


‘You could be pulled back in if there was a national emergency?’ Charlie queried.


George nodded a little self-importantly. ‘Yeah. Knowin’ all about marine engines means that I’d be straight in.’


‘I read that the Germans are mobilisin’ under that man ’Itler an’ we’re startin’ ter build up our Navy,’ Sara cut in.


Charlie glanced down the table. ‘Yeah, that’s right. There’s bin quite a bit about it on the wireless lately. At least it’ll put some more jobs people’s way.’


Sara looked pleased with herself and wanted to impress a little more with her knowledge of current affairs. ‘Of course, it doesn’t ’elp when the Italians march into a poor, ’armless country like Ethiopia. Fascist bullyin’, just like Franco in Spain.’


Lucy hid a smile. Sara was going to wind herself up if she wasn’t careful and start one of her nasty headaches. ‘More tea, anybody?’ she asked, reaching for the teapot.


Sara passed her cup and saucer over. ‘If it’s not too stewed,’ she said fastidiously.


Lucy got up and took the teapot into the scullery to add some hot water, and Sue turned and tapped Charlie on the arm. ‘I’ve got a tin box fer my dollies’ clothes,’ she announced.


‘That’s nice,’ Charlie replied.


‘Would yer like ter see ’em now?’


‘Sue, let Charlie be,’ George told her crossly. ‘’E doesn’t wanna see dollies’ clothes.’


Charlie saw the child’s face drop abruptly and felt for her. ‘Of course I would,’ he enthused.


Sue jumped down from her chair and hurried out of the room as George grinned, raising his eyes to the ceiling. ‘She spends hours dressin’ an’ undressin’ that doll of ’ers,’ he said.


‘She’s a little smasher,’ Charlie remarked.


The child was soon back clutching the biscuit tin and she lifted the lid carefully, stealing a quick glance at Sara. ‘Look, this is dolly’s,’ she said, holding up a tiny woollen vest.


‘What a lovely jumper,’ Charlie replied.


‘That’s not a jumper, it’s a vest,’ Sue corrected him quickly.


‘Oh, I see. An’ what’s this?’ Charlie asked, picking up a cardigan from the box. ‘I know, it’s a woolly coat.’


‘No it’s not, it’s a cardigan,’ she told him with a look of long-suffering superiority. ‘Anyone knows that.’


‘So do I now,’ Charlie said, chuckling.


‘Come on, leave Charlie alone, Sue. It’s time fer your beddy-byes,’ George reminded her.


‘Night, Charlie.’


‘Night night, luv. Sleep tight.’


Lucy placed the fresh tea down on the table and took Sue by the hand. ‘I’ll see to ’er. Pour the tea, Sara.’


George reached up to the mantelshelf for his cigarette makings. ‘Care fer a roll-up?’ he asked.


Charlie nodded. ‘I smoke a pipe, but I’m confinin’ it ter me room,’ he said. ‘The tobacco I use is a bit strong. I would like a roll-up, though.’


George pulled some tobacco strands and a strip of rice paper from the cigarette tin and passed the container over. ‘We’ve bin lucky as a family so far,’ he said, looking serious. ‘Most o’ the poor sods in the turnin’ are out o’ collar an’ findin’ it ’ard ter put a meal on the table. The Naylors’ two boys were sittin’ on the doorstep eatin’ bread an’ marge fer their tea yesterday an’ they ain’t got a decent pair o’ shoes between ’em. Then there’s the Whittles. Bill Whittle’s bin out o’ work fer almost three years now. ’Is wife’s an invalid an’ they’ve got five kids. They’re existin’ on the UAB money, such as it is. It’s the same story at almost every ’ouse yer knock on in this turnin’, an’ it’s the same everywhere else. Where’s it all gonna end?’


Charlie had rolled his cigarette and was sliding it thoughtfully between his fingers. ‘I dunno,’ he replied with a sigh.


‘It’ll end when we’re in our boxes,’ Sara declared as she handed over the tea. ‘It’s the fate o’ workin’ people. Yer can get so far an’ then somefing ’appens ter put yer back. There’s too many people chasin’ too few jobs, an’ wiv mass unemployment there’s always ovver fings that come wiv it, such as epidemics an’ disorder. It’ll take anuvver war ter sort fings out, I’m sorry ter say.’


Charlie lit his cigarette and blew a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling. Maybe Sara was being melodramatic, he thought, but there was something in what she said. The influenza epidemic of 1918 had cost him dearly, as it had many thousands of others, and its virulent spread was linked to poor housing and living standards. Since then the old hovels had been pulled down and sewage now flowed through pipes instead of the gutters, but many people today were existing just above starvation level, and there was no easy way up.


‘Are you married, Mr Foden?’ Sara asked.


‘Yeah, but we’ve lived apart fer quite a few years now,’ he told her.


‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t ’ave asked,’ Sara replied with unaccustomed humility. ‘I was just curious, the way you ’ad wiv Sue. I imagined you’d ’ad children of yer own.’


‘It’s OK, it doesn’t upset me ter talk about it,’ Charlie reassured her. ‘It was a long time ago when we split up, an’ ter be honest I fink we’d both realised early on that the ’ole fing was a mistake from the start. But there you are. None of us are perfect.’


George was surprised at his sister’s rare show of interest, but felt encouraged by it. She could be trying at times, and was quite capable of driving a lodger away with her tantrums and attitudes. ‘Sara keeps very busy at the church fellowship,’ he said. ‘She’s always involvin’ ’erself in somefing or ovver. What’s the latest business, Sara?’


‘Mr Foden doesn’t want ter know about such fings,’ Sara said quickly.


‘On the contrary, I’d be very interested,’ Charlie replied with a smile.


‘It’s patchwork quiltin’,’ she informed him. ‘We’re makin’ quilts fer those in need, an’ there’s a big demand as you’d imagine.’


‘That’s very commendable,’ Charlie remarked.


Sara looked suddenly embarrassed. She stood up and gathered together the dessert dishes. ‘I’d better make a start on the washin’ up while Lucy’s gettin’ Sue settled,’ she said.


George looked across at Charlie as soon as Sara had left the room. ‘Me sister gets a bit morbid at times but she’s very feelin’,’ he explained quietly. ‘She spent a lot o’ time lookin’ after our mum, till the day the ole lady died as a matter o’ fact, an’ then she found she couldn’t live in the empty ’ouse. Me an’ Lucy told ’er she could stay wiv us fer a while an’ she’s bin ’ere ever since. We don’t mind really, even though she’s got ’er funny ways.’


‘’Aven’t we all?’ Charlie replied with a smile.


‘Sara never ’ad a steady boyfriend,’ George went on. ‘Our mum was very critical o’ the few lads who did come callin’ earlier on. She seems to ’ave accepted the way fings are an’ she’s ’appy in ’er own way.’


Charlie took another drag on his cigarette and stared down for a few moments at the dying glow. How easy for George to make that assessment, he thought, and how wrong it probably was. Sara didn’t strike him as a happy woman, though he had to admit that he hardly knew her. Who was it said everyone was an island unto themselves?


Lucy came back in and slumped down in the armchair. ‘She’s off ter sleep,’ she announced. ‘She got me readin’ to ’er.’ She smiled as she glanced at Charlie. ‘She wanted ter know if you was gonna stay wiv us fer a while, ’cos she finks you’re a nice man.’


Charlie grinned. ‘Kids an’ dogs, I never fail. It’s adults I ’ave trouble wiv.’


‘Sara’s started the washin’ up,’ George told her.


Lucy gave him a hard look. ‘All right. I’ll take over in a minute or two,’ she replied irritably. ‘After all, it won’t ’urt ’er ter do it once in a while.’


Charlie stood up. ‘Well, I’ll leave yer in peace,’ he said. ‘I’ve a couple o’ letters ter write.’


‘Look, you’re welcome ter stay down ’ere as long as yer like,’ Lucy said quickly. ‘That’s right, ain’t it, George?’


‘Yeah, course it is,’ George agreed. ‘We want yer ter treat this ’ouse as yer own. As far as we’re concerned you can come an’ go as yer please.’


‘I appreciate that an’ I’ll bear it in mind.’ Charlie smiled. ‘I do ’ave a letter or two ter get off, though. By the way, the meal was excellent.’


‘What d’yer fink of ’im?’ Lucy asked as soon as she heard the bedroom door close.


‘I fink ’e’s a nice bloke,’ George replied. ‘’E’s certainly made strides wiv young Sue.’


‘I’ve never ’eard Sara get so involved in the conversation neivver.’


‘’Ow old d’yer fink ’e is?’ George asked.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
HARRY
BOWLING

The Whlsperlng

Years









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





