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Prologue


September 1940


It was a warm and sunny Saturday, and the country had been at war for exactly one year and four days. In the North Atlantic the conflict was raging and the toll in human lives and shipping had risen alarmingly; in France two massed armies faced each other across the Maginot Line; and in Bermondsey, on that balmy Saturday afternoon, the Eagle Street women went shopping.


The stalls that stretched in a long ragged line along Tower Bridge Road were piled high with fruit and vegetables, and there was wet fish fresh from Billingsgate Market. Cheap Jack’s stall was heaped up too with his usual paraphernalia, and next to it a haberdashery stall was decked out with cottons and ribbons, frills and lace in a colourful display. The war seemed to have wrought no changes here in the market, except for one thing: there were no bananas to be seen anywhere.


The women shopped as usual, traipsing from one end of the market to the other, buying from the stalls and squeezing in and out of the neighbouring shops, stopping briefly to hear from one stallholder that Godfrey’s Tonic was the answer to practically all their problems, and a bargain at one shilling and sixpence a bottle. They smiled cynically and walked on, and gradually shopping bags became heavier and ration books were marked, ticked and stamped for the week. Some of them stopped at the sarsaparilla stall and sipped the hot concoction, which according to the costermonger, ‘Looks good, tastes good, an’ what’s more it does yer good.’


On that warm, sunny Saturday afternoon the children of Eagle Street played in their small turning off the Tower Bridge Road, happy, innocent and unaffected as yet by the war, except that they were missing their friends who had been evacuated, and there were no bananas to eat. They played at the bone-dry kerbside, rolling glass marbles and scraping cryptic messages in the dust, constantly being warned to keep away from the smelly drains for fear of scarlet fever and worse. They sat on their doorsteps exchanging cigarette cards, parading lead soldiers and cuddling tatty dolls, and on the doorstep of number 6 the street’s newest arrival was being discussed.


‘Well, she is very pretty, but she’s all crinkly an’ sort o’ red,’ Linda Weston told her best friend.


‘I fink all babies look really ugly at first,’ Kate Selby replied. ‘My sister looked like a little pig when she was born.’


Linda pulled a face. ‘My little baby bruvver’s got ginger ’air an’ a screwed-up nose, but ’e’s very pretty.’


The two eight-year-olds lapsed into silence and then Kate popped the question, ‘Can I see ’er?’


Linda looked thoughtful for a while. ‘I s’pect yer can, but not terday. You can be the first one ter see ’er though, ’cos you’re my best friend.’


They looked along the turning and saw a large woman approaching. She wore a long black coat and hat and carried a small, oblong leather bag. Her feet sounded loudly on the pavement, and as she drew near the two children made way for her to enter the house. She gave them a brief smile and Linda saw that her forehead was covered in sweat.


‘Is she gonna barf the baby?’ Kate asked in a low voice.


Linda nodded. ‘She ’as ter come every day till Mum’s better.’


Her friend glanced furtively along the dark passage and watched the large woman moving about the scullery, then she turned to Linda. ‘My mum said it’s dangerous to ’ave too many children, ’specially when yer not very young.’


‘My mum’s not old,’ Linda told her sharply.


‘Yeah, I know, but six is a lot o’ children to ’ave.’


Linda’s father came to the front door and smiled weakly at his eldest child. He was a big, stocky man with dark hair greying at the sides and soft brown eyes. He wore a collarless, blue-striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up over his elbows and a thick leather belt around his waist. His heavy boots were covered in dust and his thick trousers stained with grease.


‘As soon as the midwife’s finished I’ll be doin’ the tea, so don’t go wanderin’ too far away,’ he warned her. ‘I’ll want yer ter collect the little ones.’


Linda nodded obediently and watched him hurry back down the passage. ‘I better not go down the market, Kate,’ she said, and seeing the look of disappointment on her friend’s face, ‘but we could go up on the roof.’


Kate shook her head. ‘My mum said I mustn’t go up there, in case I fall.’


‘Yer can’t fall unless yer climb up on the wall,’ Linda told her.


‘Yeah, but the porter might catch us, an’ ’e’ll tell us off ’cos we don’t live there,’ Kate replied, looking apprehensive.


‘C’mon, the porter won’t know we’re there if we’re very quiet,’ Linda pressed her. ‘Besides, ’e’s always up the pub on Saturdays. It’ll be nice up there an’ we can see fer miles. Yer can even see St Paul’s an’ lots of ovver places.’


‘Oh, all right then,’ Kate sighed.


Linda stood up and brushed her hand down her shabby cotton dress, the mischievous look in her pale blue eyes lighting up her pretty face. ‘Charlie Bradley goes up there sometimes,’ she said.


The two held hands as they walked across the street and slipped into the block entrance facing number 6, with Linda urging her reluctant friend on. They climbed the creaking wooden stairs of Sunlight Buildings to the first landing and walked on tiptoe past the front doors to the next flight of stairs. As they walked quietly along the second landing a door opened and an old lady came out carrying a shopping basket.


‘You gels aren’t s’posed ter be up ’ere,’ she growled at them.


‘We promise we won’t make a noise, Mrs Brown,’ Linda told her.


They reached the top landing and Kate looked frightened as she stared up at the short flight of stairs which led out on to the flat roof. ‘The door’s locked,’ she whispered.


‘No, it’s not. C’mon, scaredy-cat,’ Linda urged her.


‘I’m not scared, but I’m goin’ down though. I gotta be ’ome early fer tea,’ Kate told her, glancing up nervously at the roof door whose ancient coating of brown paint was peeling away.


‘Well, I’m goin’ up,’ Linda said firmly. ‘I’ll see yer termorrer then.’


The asphalted roof was soft underfoot as the young girl stepped out through the doorway and walked quietly towards the balustrade. It was chest high to her and she reached up on her toes to peer down into the street below. She could see the Colton children by the lamppost and then her friend Kate walking quickly along to the end house. The sun beat down from a cloudless afternoon sky and there was just a hint of a breeze. Linda stood staring out into the distance, her fair hair barely stirring. She could see the tops of the riverside cranes and the tall factory chimneys and smell tar and woodsmoke, and as she sauntered round to the other side she saw the golden-tipped dome of St Paul’s glistening in the sunlight. Here at the back of the roof Bill Simpson kept his pigeons in a ramshackle lean-to, which was enclosed with a wood framework of wire mesh. The old man never seemed to mind who went on the roof provided they gave his beloved pigeons a wide berth. In his seventies now, Bill lived with his wife in the top flat just below the roost, and flying his birds and getting his pint of beer were all he cared about. Today he was sitting comfortably in the Beehive on the corner of Eagle Street, and Linda Weston was left alone with the whole roof to herself.


Another baby in the family had been quite an upheaval so far. Her dad was pleased, but her mother had had a hard time with the birth and was still confined to bed so he was rushed off his feet and sometimes shouted at them all. The midwife was nice but she had a loud voice and made everyone feel a little frightened. Tommy, Linda’s three-year-old brother, cried every time he saw her and four-year-old Pamela looked very frightened too. Six-year-old James did not seem to mind too much and his usually dirty face took on a curious look whenever she arrived. Frankie was the most daring of the Weston children and he made the rest of them giggle with his antics behind the big woman’s back.


Linda stared out over the rooftops to the far patch of green. It would be lovely to live in a nice house in the country, she thought. They could have a swing in the garden and play in the fields. The war would be over and they could grow potatoes and cabbages and carrots. Maybe they could have pet rabbits and a puppy dog that didn’t bark very much. When the winter came they could all build a big snowman with coke for its eyes and it could have a pipe and a scarf. Their father would get a job on a farm and take them all to see the animals. He would earn lots of money and not have to work nights in the factory any more.


The distant hum grew slowly louder and Linda stared into the sky, suddenly becoming frightened as she spotted the planes. They were getting nearer, flying together like a swarm of bees and she heard the terrible wailing noise of the siren start up nearby. Thuds reverberated, dull at first but then louder and louder. She could see the small white puffs of cloud around the planes as they grew larger in the blue sky. There was a flash of fire and immediately after a loud crash sounded. Black smoke and flames rose upwards and it seemed as if the whole world was on fire. The noise was deafening and the petrified eight-year-old slid down against the balustrade and pressed her hands hard over her ears. She was too frightened to move, too terrified to look out at the carnage being wrought and she huddled against the warm brickwork, tears beginning to fall.


She heard him gasp before she saw him and then he was kneeling down in front of her.


‘It’s all right. They’re bombin’ the Surrey Docks,’ he said knowledgeably. ‘We’ll be OK. They’re not bombin’ us.’


Linda looked up at him and through her tears she could see his large brown eyes wide with excitement. His black curly hair was unkempt and his grubby face flushed. He had a grey pullover over his dirty white shirt and grey trousers, and his socks were hanging down over his dusty shoes.


‘I’m frightened,’ she said tearfully.


‘C’mon, I’ll see yer down,’ he told her confidently.


‘Fanks, Charlie,’ she mumbled in a tiny voice.


The eleven-year-old boy stood up and reached out his hands and when she clasped them he pulled her up. She leaned against him as the noise increased to a crescendo and he put his arm around her. ‘It’s our guns firin’ at ’em,’ he told her reassuringly. ‘Look, yer can see the bursts comin’ from the park.’


Linda shook her head. ‘I can’t look. Take me down, Charlie, please,’ she implored him.


The lad laughed, made to feel like a knight in shining armour as she nestled closer against him. He led her down to the street below and the terrified faces of the Eagle Street folk. Her father was out on the street, his face chalk white, and when he saw her he stretched his arms out.


‘Fanks, Charlie,’ she said quickly, before she ran into her father’s arms.


‘It was nuffink,’ Charlie said, walking away calmly with an exaggerated swagger.




Chapter One


1951


The warm June evening sky was full of fire; molten reds and gold shifting and blending into deep purple as the night came down. On Eagle Street the children were waiting, knowing that soon the clanging bell would herald the arrival of the toffee-apple man. Pennies rattled and grew hot in clenched fists as anxious faces looked towards the Tower Bridge Road.


‘I’m gettin’ two, one fer me an’ one fer me bruvver,’ one child announced to all and sundry.


‘Yer gotta be careful they ain’t got worms in ’em,’ another young lad said. ‘Worms can grow ter be snakes if yer eat ’em.’


‘Who wants to eat snakes?’ the first lad replied.


‘There ’e is!’ they cried out as a bell sounded loudly and the tall, ungainly toffee-apple man pedalled his rusty bicycle into the small turning. The large wicker basket on the handlebar disappeared beneath a seething mass of heads and arms and outstretched hands. More children came flowing out from the little houses, pennies clasped tightly in their hands as they joined the throng around the bicycle.


‘Now, don’t push an’ shove. There’s enough ter go round,’ the vendor told them sternly.


The children stood wide-eyed as the man separated the sticky toffee-apples and passed them out.


‘Two, mister.’


‘Me first.’


‘I want two as well.’


‘Now, don’t push an’ shove, I told yer. There’s plenty left.’


‘Where’s me penny?! I’ve dropped me penny,’ one small lad shouted out.


‘There it is, on the kerb,’ his friend told him.


The children of Eagle Street were joined by those from the neighbouring backstreet and the growing rumpus around the bicycle was duly noted and frowned upon by the two hawks, Mrs Harriman and Mrs Chaplin.


‘I fink they should stop it this time o’ night,’ Doris Harriman remarked.


‘I make yer right,’ Phyllis Chaplin said. ‘Kids should be in bed by now. I dunno where their muvvers are to allow it.’


‘I’d never let a kid o’ mine out this late,’ Doris went on.


‘Me neivver. They just don’t care,’ Phyllis remarked, her arms folded over her apron.


The two thin-faced middle-aged women were never apart and were often taken for sisters. They might as well have been, for their views on everything and everybody seemed to coincide to an unnatural degree.


‘Did yer ’ear that Dopey Dick’s bin banned from the pub?’ Phyllis asked.


‘’As ’e?’ Doris said, looking surprised.


‘’E was blasphemin’ in front o’ some priests who were in there ’avin’ a drink an’ the guv’nor chucked ’im out,’ Phyllis went on. ‘I mean, ’ow could yer?’


‘’E could.’


‘’E should be locked up. Fancy swearin’ at priests.’


The frenzy at the kerbside had abated and the toffee-apple man was catching his breath. He served the last of his impatient customers and then decided to pedal home for another supply before it got dark. The two viragos had run out of breath themselves and decided to retire to their respective parlours, but not before Doris had given her friend an update on the medical condition of one of their near neighbours.


‘’E’s bad again, by all accounts.’


Phyllis followed the direction of her friend’s jerking head. ‘Who, John Weston?’


‘Yeah. Dora’s bin ter the doctor’s fer some more jollop. I don’t fink it does ’im any good, but there you are. If ’e finks it does, what can yer say?’


‘Oh well. Night, Doris.’


‘G’night, Phyllis.’


John Weston leaned back in his chair and grunted as the sharp pain in his side stabbed like a knife. ‘It’s easin’ up but it still catches me now an’ then,’ he said.


‘Well, you just take it easy, an’ don’t start worryin’ about gettin’ back before yer feel prop’ly fit again,’ Dora told him firmly. ‘We can manage.’


John frowned as he looked at his devoted wife. ‘Yer gonna be short o’ Frankie’s money soon,’ he said in a worried voice. ‘’E’ll be called up any time now. Then there’s James. ’E’ll be eighteen next year. We’ll ’ave two of ’em away tergevver.’


‘Well, it can’t be ’elped,’ she replied cheerfully. ‘Pam’s leavin’ school this September an’ Tommy next year. They’ll balance it out.’


John moved his heavy frame in the chair to ease the dull ache and picked up the glass of barley water. ‘This stuff’s fillin’ me up like a bleedin’ balloon,’ he grumbled.


‘That’s as it may be, but yer gotta take notice o’ the doctor. ’E said it’s the finest fing ter take when yer got kidney trouble,’ Dora reminded him.


‘It’s only a cold in me kidneys, it’s not exactly kidney trouble,’ John demurred.


‘Doctor Sweetley said it’s a kidney infection an’ the only way ter clear it is ter do as ’e ses an’ drink gallons o’ that. Bloody ’ell, John, it’s cheap enough, pearl barley, an’ it’s no ’ardship boilin’ it up. An’ while we’re on about yer kidneys, take my advice an’ see if yer can get a dry job. Standin’ in all that wet’s brought yer trouble on, mark my words.’


‘Yeah, it’s all right you sayin’ that but the steam room pays the best wages,’ John told her. ‘If I went anywhere else in the factory I’d ’ave ter take a drop in pay.’


‘Well, sod it. Take a drop,’ Dora replied angrily. ‘Yer gotta look after yerself now. You ain’t a spring chicken remember.’


John gave his wife a warm smile. ‘Yer right, luv. I got you an’ the kids ter fink about,’ he said quietly.


Linda Weston walked along Eagle Street and entered Sunlight Buildings. She climbed the three flights of stairs to the top landing and then the short flight that led out on to the roof. They were all there. Kate Selby was standing some way apart from the others, talking intimately with Peter Ridley who lived in the Buildings. Kate was dark and shapely, with full lips and eyes that teased and tempted the young men, but those who knew her well enough realised that Kate Selby was no siren, although she flirted with such enthusiasm. In fact she was still a child at heart.


The rest of the young people stood in a group, drawn up on to the roof away from the street below by the quietness and intimacy of the place. It was their domain, a place to plan, plot and scheme, and a place to weave dreams.


The old Buildings had been erected way back in 1876, a time when the borough was developing as an industrial area. Docks, wharves, food factories and tanneries, sheet-metal firms and the growing railway network were all attracting a large workforce, and enterprising businessmen saw the sense in buying up the available land that was already occupied by stinking insanitary hovels. They put up new tenement blocks with inside toilets and running water, and rows of terraced houses for the rapidly growing population. Some of the large tenement blocks had flat roofs, accessible from adjoining blocks, which afforded alternative means of escape from the buildings; thus the new safety law was satisfied without proper fire escapes being installed, and money was saved. The flat roof idea was also convenient for the tenants. It was a good place to put the washing out, instead of stringing it across the living room or hanging it over the fire and the gas stove, and risking setting the whole place alight.


The big disadvantage with the flat-roof tenement, however, was that rainwater tended to puddle and eventually penetrate the roof, seeping down through the walls. Sunlight Buildings had suffered in that way and was now a damp, unhealthy place to live in the winter, and even in the summer was not much better. The smell from the communal rubbish tip at one end of the tenement caused more than just discomfort. Flies and bluebottles swarmed into the flats, and Cheap Jack found it necessary to order ever-increasing stocks of flypapers to meet the growing demand. The young people of Eagle Street enjoyed using the roof, nevertheless, and on such nights as this it was never deserted.


Linda Weston waved a greeting to her best friend and left her and Peter Ridley on their own. The main group of young people was sitting around on planks stretched between upturned buckets or standing by the balustrade, and she went over to stand with Jenny Jordan, a girl of her own age who lived in the Buildings. The sky was darkening now, with the last tinge of gold and red fading rapidly.


‘I love Friday nights,’ Jenny sighed. ‘There’s the weekend ter look forward to. Two whole days away from that bloody thumpin’ machinery.’


‘Yeah, I like Friday nights too,’ Linda told her with a sigh. ‘It’s bin bleedin’ murder at the vaults this week. We ’ad a big contract ter finish an’ we were on target fer our bonus, an’ what d’yer fink?’


‘Tell me,’ Jenny said smiling.


‘We run out o’ labels, so we ended up on flat rate.’


‘Oh dear. Never mind, it’s Saturday termorrer.’


Linda was quiet for a while, her mind going back to the early days of the war, as it invariably did on nights like this. She had been standing almost on the same spot eleven years ago, when the roar got louder and the docks started to burn. She could see Charlie Bradley’s face clearly and she smiled to herself as she recalled how grown up he had seemed that terrible afternoon. She had fallen in love with him that September day when he led her safely down into the arms of her father. It was an innocent puppy love that had stayed with her and grown; and despite the fact that he was three years older than her and never chatted her up the way he did other girls in the neighbourhood she still loved him, but now it was an adult love, and there was a desire inside her that frightened her sometimes with its intensity.


‘Look at Kate Selby,’ Jenny grumbled. ‘Don’t it make yer sick? She’s all over ’im. I feel like goin’ over an’ tellin’ ’im ’e’s wastin’ ’is time. ’E’ll never get ’is ’and up ’er skirt.’


Linda laughed as she saw the look on Jenny’s face. She was a plain girl in comparison with the voluptuous Kate. Her dark hair was thick and unruly and her mouth was small, with thin lips in an oval face. She was inclined to chubbiness too, but Linda suspected that underneath she had a passion and fire that would put Kate Selby in the shade.


‘Seen anyfing o’ Charlie Bradley?’ Linda asked her.


‘Only once since ’e got demobbed,’ Jenny replied. ‘I saw ’im goin’ in the Bee’ive. ’E was wiv those Carter boys. I don’t like them, they’re right dirty gits. It was Nick Carter who got Beryl Page pregnant, an’ that bruvver of ’is makes me shiver every time I see ’im. Boy-boy Carter’s definitely the worst o’ the two.’


Linda looked out over the rooftops of the houses opposite and saw the distant City buildings, some bathed in light and others grey and shrouded beneath a velvet blanket of dark sky. A gentle breeze touched her face and she sighed. ‘It’s a lovely night, Jenny,’ she said quietly, her mind conjuring up the young man of her dreams, the brave knight who had rescued her from terrible danger and had later ridden to her rescue and saved her from a fate worse than death. Well, maybe not, she smiled to herself, but it was a long while ago and she had been very young. Tonight though, in the balmy, calm twilight, she felt tempted to share her childhood secret.


‘We used ter meet up ’ere, me an’ Charlie Bradley,’ she told Jenny.


‘Did yer?’


‘Well, it wasn’t planned. Nuffink like that,’ Linda said smiling. ‘But ’e always seemed ter be around when me an’ Kate came up ’ere. I remember one day. It was school ’olidays durin’ the doodlebug time, an’ I was sittin’ over there by the stairs talkin’ ter Kate. I remember ’er gettin’ upset over somefing or the ovver an’ she stormed off. Yer know ’ow she was.’


‘’Ow she is,’ Jenny corrected her.


‘Yeah, well anyway I stayed up there by the stairs, leanin’ against the slope. It was very warm an’ then those Carter boys came up wiv a few o’ their mates. They saw me an’ started showin’ off. Yer know what I mean. I ’ad me slippers off an’ they nicked ’em. It was all fun ter them. They was passin’ ’em to each ovver an’ then Boy-boy Carter said ’e was gonna chuck ’em over the roof. I started cryin’ I was so upset. But then I saw Charlie Bradley come up an’ ’e grabbed the slippers an’ brought ’em over ter me. The Carters started takin’ the rise out o’ me ’cos I was cryin’, an’ Charlie got really angry. ’E challenged Boy-boy to a fight, but it never came ter that. They all run off an’ then Charlie sat wiv me fer a while. ’E was smashin’. ’E showed me this knife ’e’d found. It was one o’ those Tarzan knives the lads used ter wear in their belts. Charlie sharpened it up on the concrete an’ while we was chattin’ away ’e cut a love-’eart in the washin’ post. It’s still there, let me show yer.’


Jenny followed her over to the stair doorway and Linda pointed to an adjacent post. ‘There it is,’ she said.


The post had been ravaged by the weather but the small neat heart shape could still clearly be seen in the light by the door. The initial ‘C’ had been cut inside the heart and below it at an angle there was a deep scratch mark.


‘Charlie never finished it then,’ Jenny remarked smiling. ‘Was it meant ter be your initial?’


Linda nodded. ‘There was an air raid an’ before we could move this flyin’ bomb came over. We both stood transfixed. It looked like it was comin’ directly at us. Suddenly the engine stopped an’ we saw it start ter dive. Charlie grabbed me an’ we both crouched down by the stairs. It ended up on the factory in the street. Twenty people were killed that day.’


‘Yeah, I remember me mum an’ dad talkin’ about it,’ Jenny replied. ‘I was evacuated at the time.’


Linda walked over to the balustrade and leaned on the high wall. That was the second time Charlie had been there when she needed him, she thought; then she had needed him as a child, seeking comfort and protection, but now she needed him in the way a grown woman would.


‘Well, I’d better get in, it’s gettin’ late,’ Jenny sighed. ‘See yer around, Lin.’


‘Yeah, see yer around, Jen.’


Night had settled down now, with a pale moon rising and stars beginning to dot the deepening sky. The breeze strengthened, moving Linda’s soft fair hair, and she shivered as she reluctantly turned towards the stairway, away from the twinkling lights and the place that haunted her dreams.




Chapter Two


The warm June weather seemed to have settled in and the rays of the morning sun struck Sunlight Buildings, highlighting the old brickwork and the neglected window frames. The little row of houses facing the tenement block was still in shadow and folk enjoyed the cool air as they stood chatting at their front doors.


Eagle Street led off from the centre of Tower Bridge Road, from the middle of the market, and when entering the small turning from that end the Beehive public house was on the left-hand corner. Beyond the pub was a yard protected by a pair of stout wooden gates, and past the gates were the terraced houses. At the end of the row there was a cleared, open bombsite, where the leather factory had once been. On the right-hand side of the turning, Sunlight Buildings followed on from the corner bakery and took up the whole length of the street, and at the far end of the tenement block there was an alleyway where the huge communal bins were placed. Gale Street led away at right angles at the far end, and its twin rows of terraced houses stretched the whole length of the road.


Eagle Street’s closeness to the market meant shopping could be done in a relaxed way. The Eagle Street women tended to shop as they saw fit and as the need arose, rather than try to do all their shopping in one trip. While the market was set up and the shops were open there was a continual coming and going in Eagle Street. The women of Gale Street used it as a route to the market, and a rapport grew up between the denizens of the respective streets. Everyone in Gale Street knew what was going on in Eagle Street, and nothing in Gale Street could ever be kept from the inquiring Eagle Street folk.


At number 6 Eagle Street, John Weston was feeling better and his complaint was yielding favourably to gallons of barley water. At number 10 Gale Street, Mrs Watson was feeling a little more sprightly too; her arthritic hip was always easier in the summer. They and their ailments were being discussed and exaggerated by interested neighbours, as was everyone else who purposely or otherwise put themselves in the limelight.


Dora Weston usually made two trips to the Tower Bridge Road market on Saturdays if the weather was kind, and today it was warm and sunny. First she bought her vegetables and fruit from the stalls, calling in at Cohen’s grocery store on her way home. The next visit was more leisurely. She strolled along the line of stalls, idly looking at what was on offer, and as she stopped at Cheap Jack’s stall she felt a tug on her arm.


‘’Ello, luv. I ’ear John’s not too good then.’


Dora turned to see Phyllis Chaplin, her neighbour from number 2. She was a slightly-built woman in her mid-fifties, hawk-faced and with her brown hair scooped up into a bright blue hairnet. She was with Mrs Harriman from number 1. Like Mrs Chaplin, Doris Harriman was small and thin. She had piercing brown eyes and a headful of curlers. Dick Conners, the street’s drunk, had named them the hawks, and as she faced the two women that morning Dora had to admit that it was an inspired description.


‘As a matter o’ fact, ’e’s a lot better terday,’ she said, smiling at them both.


‘I’m glad to ’ear it,’ Phyllis replied.


‘It just shows yer can’t believe all yer told, can yer?’ Doris added.


‘It’s funny ’ow bad news gets round quicker than good news,’ Dora said stiffly.


‘We’ve just bin talkin’ ter Mrs Watson. ’Er wiv the bad ’ip. Terrible pain she’s in,’ Phyllis said, pinching her chin between thumb and forefinger. ‘She was sayin’ she might ’ave ter go in again.’


Dora could not help feeling somewhat sorry for the two hawks. Phyllis Chaplin’s husband had left her for a younger woman a few years ago and Doris Harriman’s husband had been killed while firefighting during the Blitz. They were both lonely souls who found comfort in sharing their time with each other, and they took pleasure in gleaning all the information they could and then spreading the news far and wide.


Feeling sorry for the two was one thing, but to stop and trade the current local gossip, unreliable or not, was a different matter, Dora thought. ‘Well, I better get ’ome. John might be needin’ me fer somefing,’ she told them.


The two hawks moved off and Dora continued her stroll, hoping to avoid any more confabulations. She passed the clothes shops at the end of the market and turned back towards Eagle Street, reminding herself to get some shoelaces from the haberdashery stall. The sun was high in a clear blue sky and she strolled along leisurely, enjoying the afternoon jaunt. As she reached the haberdashery stall she met up with her next-door neighbour, Maggie Gainsford. Maggie had five children, the eldest nine, and she was too busy to stand chatting to the likes of Doris and Phyllis. She had been caught on the hop today, however, but had managed to make a quick getaway.


Dora turned quickly as Maggie touched her arm. ‘’Ello, luv, I didn’t see you there,’ she said, smiling.


‘I’ve just seen the ugly sisters,’ Maggie told her, smiling wickedly. ‘They started ter tell me all the tales o’ the old iron pot but I wasn’t ’avin’ any of it.’


‘I ’ad the pleasure just a little while ago,’ Dora told her. ‘Still, they’re ter be pitied.’


‘Yeah, I s’pose so,’ Maggie replied grudgingly.


Dora bought shoelaces and some white cotton and then the two women walked home together.


‘I must say you’re lookin’ more cheerful this mornin’,’ Maggie remarked.


‘Yeah, I feel it,’ Dora said. ‘My John’s a lot better. It’s bin a worry.’


‘I was the same when my Wally got that back trouble. Off fer weeks ’e was. I was gettin’ really worried in case ’e could never work again. Fortunately ’e made a good recovery.’


‘I wish my John didn’t ’ave ter do that night work,’ Dora said sighing. ‘It’s a killer. ’E ain’t bin really right since ’e started it.’


‘I know what yer mean,’ Maggie replied. ‘When my Wally was at the gasworks ’e done a lot o’ shift work. I couldn’t sleep prop’ly on me own, even though the kids were there. It sounds funny but it’s true.’


They turned into Eagle Street past the Beehive just as the public-bar door opened and Dopey Dick Conners staggered out into the turning. ‘All right! All right! I know where I’m not wanted. In future you can stuff yer bloody pub right up— sorry gels, I didn’t see yer there,’ he said, raising his cap in an exaggerated gesture as he reeled backwards on the pavement.


‘I thought ’e was barred from the pub,’ Maggie said quickly, looking puzzled.


‘Only the saloon bar, so I was told,’ Dora replied, before turning to the drunk. ‘Now what’s the trouble wiv you, Dick?’ she said sharply. ‘I ’ope you ain’t bin makin’ a nuisance o’ yerself again after what yer promised.’


Dick Conners stood up straight with an effort and put his cap back on his wiry fair hair. ‘I wasn’t causin’ any trouble, gel, as the good Lord’s my judge,’ he said slurring. ‘I was just – just ’avin’ a quiet pint when that load o’ camel shit came in. They fink they own the bloody pub.’


‘Who’s they?’ Dora asked him, hiding a smile.


‘Why, those bookies. Fink they know everyfing they do,’ Dick grumbled. ‘I foxed ’em though. I asked ’em who won the Lord Derby Gold Cup in nineteen ’undred an’ frozen ter death. None of ’em knew the answer. I told ’em though. I told ’em it was Charlie Peace the burglar when the ole boy was out. Ha ha.’


‘Yer better get ’ome an’ sleep it off,’ Maggie advised him.


‘It’s all right, darlin’, I’m fine. The guv’nor chucked me out the pub ’e did. Bloody rabble,’ the inebriate went on, trying hard to keep his balance. ‘We used ter shoot the likes of ’im when I was in India. Bloody punkah wallah, that’s all ’e is.’


The two women tried hard not to laugh at the unfortunate drunk, not wanting him to feel humiliated. During the twenties and thirties Dick Conners had been a proud soldier in the British Army, serving in India, Africa and the Middle East, and had retired on a small pension just before the Second World War. He volunteered as an air-raid warden when war broke out and was dug out from beneath a pile of rubble when part of Long Lane was flattened by a high-explosive bomb at the height of the Blitz. Dick had never been the same afterwards and as time went on he became more and more dependent on drink. He was merely an object of ridicule to many who did not understand or did not want to, but there were some kind souls who still had a high regard for Dick Conners and sympathised with him, tolerating his foibles.


‘Come on, Dick, I’ll see yer ter yer door,’ Dora said, attempting to take him by the arm. The drunk was too quick for her however, and he staggered back alarmingly.


‘I’m all right, gel,’ he slurred. ‘I’m gonna take a nice steady stroll down ter Manzies an’ get meself a nice pie an’ mash.’


Maggie and Dora looked at each other in resignation. There was nothing more they could do, though they both remembered the incident a few weeks ago when they passed the pie shop together in Tower Bridge Road and saw the crowd gathered. A policeman was trying to revive Dopey Dick after he had fallen asleep in the shop, snoring loudly with his head resting in a plate of fresh pie, mash and liquor.


‘Mind ’ow yer go then,’ Dora warned him. ‘An’ no fallin’ asleep.’


‘Bloody shame,’ Maggie said sadly.


‘Yeah it is,’ Dora replied. ‘Anyway come in fer a cuppa. I wanna ask yer somefing.’


Mr and Mrs Coombes were the elderly occupants of number 9, the last house but one in Eagle Street, where Dick Conners lodged. Ginny and Albert Coombes had heard the news from Lucy Perry, who had popped in during the late afternoon. Enjoying a cup of tea with Ginny, she had voiced her concern for John Weston before going home to dust and polish her house ready for her husband Bernie when he got back from watching Surrey play at the Oval.


Albert Coombes was very deaf and did not hear a word but Ginny listened to it all, not that she was all that interested. The elderly lady felt that she had enough on her plate to contend with, what with Albert’s deafness and contrariness, not to mention that drunken cowson Conners who lived upstairs, without concerning herself too much with the neighbours’ business. She did feel sorry for Dora though and she nodded her head, pulled a face and left it at that. She paid Lucy for the shopping, saw her to the door, then prepared herself for the usual grilling.


‘What she want?’ Albert asked.


‘She brought me the shoppin’,’ Ginny shouted, pointing at the bits and pieces lying on the table.


‘I know that, but what was that she was tellin’ yer?’


‘Mr Weston’s not too good. It’s ’is kidney.’


‘Sidney? Sidney who?’


‘I said kidney.’


‘What about the kidney?’


‘Mr Weston’s. It’s packed up,’ Ginny yelled even louder.


‘All right, there’s no need ter shout,’ Albert moaned.


‘Oh sod yer,’ Ginny growled. ‘I’m gonna put the kettle on.’


Albert smiled and picked up the paper. ‘Go on then.’


Ginny could never understand how Albert always seemed to hear quite clearly whenever she mentioned putting the kettle on. It wasn’t as though he could read her lips, because if he had he would have walked out on her long ago.




Chapter Three


The Westons were gathered around the table for their Sunday lunch; for Dora it was the one day in the week when she was able to lavish time on the meal and her family. John worked nights and ate at different times to the rest of them. The two eldest boys, Frankie and James, both worked as labourers on building sites and during the favourable weather they did all the overtime available. Meals in the Weston household were always difficult to organise but on Sundays Dora insisted on propriety. The table flaps were pulled out, four fold-up chairs were brought out from under the stairs to accommodate the large family and Dora usually had a few words to say to her two eldest sons. ‘We’ll all sit down tergevver, an’ I don’t want you two comin’ in after ’avin’ a skinful o’ beer an’ settin’ a bad example round the table,’ she told them. ‘What’s more, I want yer both ’ome early, not when the pub turns out at two. Anyway, you’re not s’posed ter go in a pub, James.’


The two young men considered themselves to be hardworking adults and quite able to hold their beer, but their mother’s word was law and they respected it. Nevertheless they did manage to get a few pints down them at the Beehive, with one eye on the clock.


Frankie and James were both stocky like their father. Frankie also had his colouring and mannerisms, while James favoured his mother, with fair wavy hair and pale blue eyes. The Weston boys drank in the saloon bar on Sunday lunch times and they always dressed for the occasion, feeling that after wearing boiler suits or thick cord trousers and heavy working boots all week it was nice to be well booted and suited on Sundays.


Linda enjoyed the Sunday get-together. She helped her mother prepare the meal and was allowed to take a lot of credit for the crisp batter pudding and perfectly cooked roast potatoes, as well as the cabbage and brussels sprouts, all covered with thick meat-stock gravy. She usually made the apple pie too, but she had to admit that no one could make creamy, lump-free custard better than her mother.


Pamela, Tommy and Ben helped by laying the Sunday table. Pamela at fifteen was leggy and beginning to fill out, and like the rest of the womenfolk she was fair-haired and blue-eyed. Tommy was fourteen and of dark complexion like his father, but eleven-year-old Ben, the youngest of the Westons, was ginger-haired, with a cheeky, freckled face.


‘The Carters were in the pub terday,’ Frankie said to his father as they tucked into piled-up plates of food.


‘Oh yeah?’ John replied. ‘They seem ter be makin’ the Bee’ive their local these days.’


‘They got chucked out o’ the Risin’ Sun, that’s why,’ James cut in.


‘They didn’t exactly get barred,’ Frankie told him. ‘They got warned off by the Kerrigans. They was gettin’ a bit too flash wiv their money an’ Tommy Kerrigan didn’t want any rozzers sniffin’ round an’ queerin’ ’is patch.’


‘The way you boys talk, anyone would fink they’re Chicago gangsters,’ Dora remarked. ‘Now stop talkin’ an’ get on wiv yer dinner.’


Linda was listening to the conversation with interest. She had heard from Jenny Jordan that Charlie Bradley was often in the Carters’ company and she was eager to find out if he had been at the pub that day. ‘Were there ovver fellers wiv ’em?’ she asked casually.


‘The Carters usually drink mob-’anded,’ Frankie told her. ‘They was on their own terday though.’


‘I don’t fink Bert Warner was all that ’appy ter see ’em,’ James remarked. ‘’Im an’ Gladys like ter keep it a family pub.’


‘Well, they won’t if they let the Carter boys an’ their cronies make it their local,’ John Weston said, cutting his slice of beef with precision. ‘They’re trouble, that lot.’


‘Yeah, an’ if they upset the Kerrigans an’ they come lookin’ for ’em the Bee’ive’ll turn into a battleground,’ Frankie remarked. ‘It’ll be just like the Crown was when the Fisher boys upset the Malts.’


‘I’m gettin’ a little tired o’ this,’ Dora growled. ‘Now shut up an’ finish yer dinner, or I’ll stop yer afters.’


John caught his wife’s eye and they exchanged smiles, while Frankie and James pulled long faces. Pamela, Tommy and Ben had been listening avidly at the crowded table but they looked at each other with serious expressions on their faces when their mother made the ultimate threat.


Once the plates had been scraped clean, Dora looked round the table. ‘Now listen, you lot. I’m gonna serve the afters up, an’ if I ’ear any more about the Kerrigans an’ the Carters, an’ all that stupid talk about gang fights, it’ll go straight in the dustbin,’ she warned them.


A dutiful silence reigned and the Weston children were able to enjoy the hot, sugary apple pie, dripping in creamy, lump-free custard.


Bill Simpson, now a frail eighty-four-year-old widower, still managed to climb up to the roof of Sunlight Buildings from his top-floor flat to see his beloved pigeons, but he now had a young helper, Jack Marchant, who lived in the flat below. Jack was a mere baby at seventy-six and he argued all the time with his mentor.


‘What you should do is say to ’em, “Now, look you lot. I’m not ’avin’ yer come up ’ere frightenin’ my birds.” That’s what you should say,’ Jack told him as the two old men sat together on the roof.


‘Cobblers! Why should I go gettin’ meself in ’ot water over the birds when they ain’t frightened?’ Bill replied derisively.


‘Yeah, but they shouldn’t be up ’ere anyway,’ Jack persisted.


‘What, the birds or the kids?’


‘The kids.’


‘Who ses?’


‘I say.’


‘Who are you?’


‘I’m a tenant.’


‘So am I.’


‘Well, yer should keep ’em in check.’


‘It ain’t my job ter be a nose-wiper.’


‘Nah, but it might teach some o’ them saucy gits a lesson.’


‘They never sauce me.’


‘Well, they did me.’


‘P’raps it’s yer attitude,’ Bill Simpson told him sharply as he reached down beside him for his bottle of brown ale.


‘S’posin’ they started larkin’ about an’ one of ’em fell over the top?’ Jack Marchant pressed him.


Bill filled his empty glass with a surprisingly steady hand. ‘They don’t lark about, at least not ter my knowledge,’ he replied.


‘Ah now, there you are. You ain’t always ’ere, are yer?’


‘Well, I don’t exactly live up ’ere.’


‘But don’t yer see, if one o’ those little monkeys fell off the roof you’d be the one who’d take the can back fer allowin’ ’em up ’ere in the first place,’ the younger man went on.


‘Cobblers! ’Ow can they blame me?’


‘Well, I still say you should put yer foot down.’


Bill Simpson took a long swig from his glass then he wiped a gnarled hand over his froth-covered whiskers. ‘Now, you listen ter me,’ he said with authority. ‘I’ve kept pigeons on this roof fer over fifteen years, an’ in all that time I’ve seen plenty o’ youngsters come up ’ere. They stand about an’ chat, just like we do. Sometimes they joke an’ get a bit excited, but in all that time I’ve bin comin’ up ’ere they’ve never given me one minute’s grief. They’re good kids fer the best part, an’ when yer fink of it, what else is there fer ’em ter do? The pub? The dance ’alls? It strikes me they’re more likely ter get in trouble at those places than sittin’ up ’ere in the fresh air. I love it up ’ere, Jack, an’ I expect they do too. I’ve come ter terms wiv a lot o’ fings up on this roof. It’s quiet an’ yer got time ter fink clearly. In the warm weavver like we’re ’avin’ now it’s pleasant ter feel the breeze what you ain’t got down below. An’ in the cold weavver I come out ’ere all wrapped up an’ look up at the stars. I’ve even spoke ter my ole dutch while I’ve bin up ’ere on me own. She can ’ear me too, I’m sure of it. She’s up there somewhere an’ she’s waitin’ patiently fer the day I go up an’ join ’er.’


Bill took another long swig from his glass and then his rheumy old eyes twinkled. ‘When I do get up there I might just come down an’ haunt yer one stormy night; if yer don’t get a bit more charity in yer soul, that is. Yer a bloody ole moaner, that’s what you are.’


Jack Marchant drank his own glass down to the dregs and passed it over for a refill. ‘What makes yer fink yer goin’ up there?’ he said, a wicked glint in his eyes.


‘Now, don’t get all upset,’ Bill told him. ‘When me time comes I’m gonna ’ave it out straight away wiv Peter or Moses, or whoever else is givin’ out the weekend passes. I gotta ’ave a regular pass fer the ovver place, I’ll say to ’im, ovverwise my ole pal Jack Marchant is gonna fret.’


Down below in the sun-baked street, as the evening shadows lengthened and a gentle breeze stirred, the two hawks stood together at Doris’s front door. They were discussing their neighbour from the last but one house.


‘I fink it’s a bloody disgrace,’ Doris was going on. ‘D’you know, I was in me front room fixin’ me curtains when I saw ’im walk by terday. Stagger by, I should say. Just after two o’clock it was, an’ ’e was pissed out of ’is brains.’


‘Disgustin’,’ Phyllis agreed with a shake of her head. ‘Go on, luv.’


‘Well, far be it fer me ter stand spyin’ on me neighbours,’ Doris continued, ‘but I couldn’t ’elp noticin’ ’im. ’E was all undone.’


‘What, yer mean . . .’


‘All ’is buttons were undone down the front.’


‘Good Gawd!’


‘I gotta tell yer, luv. ’E banged inter that lamppost an’ ’ow ’e didn’t do ’imself a mischief, I’ll never know.’


Further along the turning Maggie Gainsford was sitting dreamily in an old wicker chair at her front door, humming gently to her youngest lad who was slumped against her with his head in her lap as she scratched his tousled hair. She looked up to see the tall, lean figure of Dick Conners standing watching her.


‘I wish I ’ad a camera right now,’ he said with a smile.


‘You gave me a scare,’ she said quickly.


‘Sorry, luv,’ Dick replied. ‘I was just takin’ a stroll down ter the pub fer a pint an’ I said ter meself, what a lovely picture that is.’


Maggie’s son Michael looked up at the street’s drunk and yawned widely, and Dick jerked his thumb in the direction of the corner pub. ‘I see the ugly sisters are at it,’ he remarked. ‘I wonder who them two ole biddies are slaggin’ off now.’


‘Me, you, maybe both of us, I shouldn’t be at all surprised,’ Maggie told him.


Dick Conners scratched his dishevelled mop of sandy hair, an amused look on his thin face. ‘D’yer know somefing,’ he said, narrowing his eyes. ‘Those two just reminded me of Ali Jaffa’s women, the way they’re gabbin’ away.’


‘Who the bloody ’ell’s Ali Jaffa?’ Maggie Gainsford said as she got to her feet with a grunt.


‘Ali Jaffa was a Bedouin chief,’ Dick told her. ‘Bedouins are like our Gipsies, always on the move, but they set up bloody great tents in the desert an’ they ’ave harems.’


‘Nice if yer can get it,’ Maggie remarked.


‘No listen, Maggie,’ the drunk urged her. ‘While I was in the army I done some time in the Middle East an’ I got ter know ole Ali Jaffa. ’E ’ad loads o’ wives an’ some of ’em were really ugly. Anyway there were two who looked somefing like them two standin’ down there. They was always gabbin’ tergevver an’ old Ali got the ’ump wiv ’em. ’E was always usin’ the whip on ’em but they still kept on rabbitin’, so one day when Ali was breakin’ camp an’ movin’ off frew the desert ’e broke the Arab code. Instead o’ the women followin’ after the men ’e let these two women walk in front.’


Maggie was perplexed and she shook her head. ‘I dunno what yer talkin’ about, Dick,’ she sighed.


‘Well yer see, Ali Jaffa an’ ’is tribe were goin’ frew a dangerous part o’ the desert. It was sown wiv mines an’ nobody seemed ter know where the minefield was. Ali found it, or should I say Ali’s two wives found it. ’E told us all about it when ’e passed frew our area again. ’E wasn’t a bit concerned. In fact ’e told us that ’e was only too glad it was them an’ not two of ’is camels what stepped on the mine.’


‘It sounds like ’e was a charmin’ sort o’ cowson, this Ali what’s-’is-name,’ Maggie replied.


Dick Conners’ blue eyes were twinkling as he looked down the street and saw the two hawks approaching them. ‘Look out, Maggie, they’re comin’ this way,’ he warned her.


‘They’re off on their usual evenin’ stroll,’ she groaned aloud.


‘Nice evenin’, Mrs Gainsford,’ the two chorused as they passed by, ignoring Dick Conners completely.


‘I wonder where they go every evenin’?’ Maggie said to him once they were out of earshot.


Dick watched them disappear round the corner, then he turned to Maggie. ‘I dunno, but ole Ali Jaffa would ’ave ’ad a few suggestions ter make, given the chance,’ he told her, grinning evilly.




Chapter Four


Early on Monday morning the dustcart drove into Eagle Street and pulled up at the end of Sunlight Buildings. The dustmen called twice a week, now that the weather was warm, and on Mondays the weekend collection of rubbish was overspilling the two bottomless cylindrical bins. The dustmen worked at a fast rate, upturning the bins and shovelling the refuse into wicker baskets which were humped out from the alleyway into the covered dustcart. As they worked, a fetid smell grew in the turning and people shut their front doors and closed their windows until the dustcart pulled away. Once the job was done the porter swilled down the yard and sprinkled a copious amount of disinfectant powder around the bins, and slowly the stench drifted away and the street returned to normal.


Just as the dustcart pulled up Linda Weston left for work. It was a fine day and she walked out into Tower Bridge Road past the stalls and shops, exchanging pleasantries with the costermongers she knew, and then crossed the end of the market into Bermondsey Street which ran down the side of the Trocette cinema. The long stretch of road led to the wine vaults in Tooley Street where she worked, and as she passed a lorry that was being loaded with empty wine barrels she heard a sharp wolf whistle. ‘Dirty gits,’ she muttered, grinning to herself as she carried on.


She walked briskly through the long railway arch at the end of Bermondsey Street and turned into Tooley Street at five minutes to eight. The familiar vinegary smell greeted her as she walked into the wine vaults, took her time card from the rack and slipped it into the machine. The air was cool beneath the huge brick arch of the railway viaduct, and the women assembled round a long wooden bench as their forelady Irene Cutler came up hugging a clipboard to her bosom.


‘Right, gels. We got anuvver bonus job,’ she announced cheerfully. Then, seeing the looks on her team’s faces, ‘It’s OK, I’ve already warned ole Wilson I don’t want any balls-up wiv this one.’


The women quickly set to work and very soon they had slipped into their accustomed efficient routine. Linda hummed quietly to herself as she expertly rolled the freshly labelled bottles of Algerian white wine into tissue sheets and twirled the paper at the top before slipping them into cardboard cartons for each specific order. The team made good progress, with Kate Madigan running the labels through the roller and spreading them out on a large square of plywood, while Doll Williams stuck them on to the bottles and lined them up for the forelady to wipe clean and pass along to Linda. While they worked at the bench another woman was busy making up the cartons and inserting the partitions, and one of the young lads hurried back and forth from the bottling chamber with fresh supplies of the newly bottled wine. The filled cartons were finally sealed with a strip of gum paper by another young lad and stacked on a pallet board ready to be hauled away to the loading area.


It was mundane work, but the bonus was a good incentive and the women rallied, chatting, singing together and giving the young lads a hard time if the supply of bottles dwindled. Irene ran the team well. She was middle-aged, small and wiry and her sharp eyes missed very little.


‘Oi, Freddie, when yer gonna move that pallet, it’s in the way,’ she shouted to the hard-pressed young lad with a mop of ginger hair.


‘Gis a chance, Irene, fer Gawd sake,’ Freddie moaned. ‘I’ve only got one pair of ’ands.’


‘Get that lazy bleeder Colin ter move it then,’ the forelady grumbled.


‘’E’s out in the chamber ’elpin’ the foreman fill the boxes,’ Freddie told her.


Irene gave him a hard look. ‘Well, go an’ tell ’im,’ she ordered him.


The women smiled at each other, knowing that an argument was in the offing, and they did not have long to wait.


A large, red-faced foreman came hurrying out from the bottling chamber to confront his opposite number. ‘What’s all this about gettin’ be’ind, Irene?’ he shouted as he came up to the workbench. ‘Yer got a table full o’ bottles.’


‘Yeah, an’ my gels ain’t ’angin’ about, Jim,’ she replied quickly. ‘We got a target ter reach.’


‘Yeah, so ’ave I,’ Jim Watson growled.


‘Well, get this pallet moved so we can get on,’ Irene insisted.


‘I’ll get Freddie ter stick anuvver one beside it,’ the foreman said in a conciliatory manner.


‘Oh no, you won’t,’ Irene said sharply. ‘Yer’ll block us right in.’


Freddie came hurrying up. ‘There’s a lorry just pulled up outside wiv wine drums on,’ he told Jim.


The forelady gave the women a quick look. ‘’E’ll ’ave ter wait till yer sort us out, Jim,’ she told the harassed foreman.


‘Don’t you start givin’ me orders,’ he retorted angrily.


‘I wouldn’t dream of it,’ Irene went on at him. ‘All I’m sayin’ is that yer’ll ’ave ter get that pallet moved right away or I’m gonna go an’ see Mr Norman.’


‘Don’t you start stirrin’ up trouble, luv. I got enough ter worry about wivout ’im givin’ me a bad time,’ Jim told her.


The women listened in silence, trying to hide their amusement. They knew that when Irene Cutler got her teeth into anything she would not let go until she got her way.


‘Look, I know yer very busy, but surely it won’t take five minutes ter get that board moved,’ she said in a slightly less bullying tone.


Jim Watson’s face became even more red. ‘I’m just about sick of it,’ he raved. ‘It’s do this, do that. Don’t you lot ever stop ter fink I’ve got ovver fings ter do? There’s the bottlin’ team moanin’ about the shortage o’ bottles, there’s corks ter soak, loadin’ an’ unloadin’ ter see to, an’ you want me ter stop everyfing ter get that poxy pallet moved. I’m runnin’ around like a blue-arsed fly. Give us a chance fer Gawd sake.’


Irene knew just how far to go in dealing with her opposite number and she switched her attack. ‘Look, Jim, I know yer under the cosh, an’ no one knows more than I do ’ow ’ard you work,’ she said quietly. ‘Trouble is I gotta fink o’ my gels, an’ it don’t become yer ter start swearin’ at me, just ’cos I’m lookin’ after their interests. If it was just fer me I’d say shift the pallet when yer can.’


Jim sighed and shook his head slowly. ‘All right, luv, I’m sorry if I got a bit carried away, but you know ’ow it is.’


‘Yeah, I do, an’ I appreciate what yer do fer us, Jim. You always do what yer can. Nobody can say yer don’t earn yer wages.’


The foreman looked around the workbench and caught sight of the amused expressions on the women’s faces. ‘Freddie!’ he called out loudly.


The young lad came out from behind a stack of crates where he was sitting comfortably on a large bag of corks. ‘Yeah?’


‘Move that pallet,’ he told him.


‘Jim, yer a diamond,’ Irene declared with a big smile.


The large man looked a little abashed. ‘I’m gonna see ole Norman about gettin’ anuvver loader,’ he said firmly as he turned away. ‘We need an extra man badly.’


Doll Williams sniffed loudly and arched her back to ease her aching muscles. She was a buxom woman, with a large moon face that always looked glum. ‘My friend’s feller came up ’ere fer a job but that boss-eyed git Norman turned ’im away,’ she remarked. ‘Apparently ’e’d done time an’ Norman found out over ’is cards not bein’ stamped.’


‘I don’t fink the pay’s all that good ’ere,’ Kate Madigan cut in. ‘Yer wanna tell yer friend ter tell ’im ’e should try Fry’s the furniture removers down the Elephant. My bloke got a start there on the lorries a couple o’ weeks ago an’ ’e likes it. The pay’s pretty good an’ they get tips as well.’


‘The problem wiv this job is, it’s a bonded ware’ ouse,’ Doll said, ‘an’ they gotta be careful who they take on.’


‘That’s why my bloke couldn’t get a start ’ere,’ Kate replied. ‘’E’d done two years fer nickin’.’


The women continued to chat together as they worked, and far from merely tolerating it the forelady encouraged them, knowing from experience that, unlike men, women worked more efficiently when they were able to natter amongst themselves. There was a bonus to be earned every week and it was very rare that the targets were not met.


‘’Ere, Irene, our Kate’s got a new lodger who looks like Tyrone Power,’ one of the women said.


Kate nudged her in the ribs. ‘Shut up, yer silly mare,’ she growled.


‘Tell us about ’im, Kate,’ the forelady said, pouring a new batch of glue into the roller.


‘There’s nuffink ter tell,’ Kate replied.


‘I wouldn’t tell neivver,’ a buxom woman said. ‘I’d just feed ’im up, do ’is dirty washin’ an’ then drop a few ’ints before I went ter bed.’


‘Like what, Mary?’ Kate asked.


‘Well, I’d say I wasn’t sleepin’ too good ’cos I couldn’t get warm in bed, an’ I’d tell ’im I sometimes got frightened o’ sleepin’ alone on stormy nights,’ Fat Mary said grinning.


‘While yer piss-ballin’ about like that, yer might just as well come out wiv it an’ tell ’im yer’d like ’im ter pay yer a visit one night,’ Irene remarked.


‘What I’d do is lock me bedroom door every night fer a week an’ I’d do it loudly so ’e ’ears me,’ Doll cut in. ‘Then after a week I’d give ’im the ole come-on an’ that night I’d leave me door unlocked. If ’e didn’t get the message then ’e’d be a right prawn an’ I wouldn’t be missin’ much, would I?’


‘I knew somebody who used ter take in lodgers,’ Irene told them. ‘She ’ad a large room wiv four beds in it. She used ter take in lorry drivers. Anyway, there was a regular lot o’ fellers stayed every Monday night an’ one o’ these blokes who was called Chunky used ter sleep in the nude.’


‘’Ow did she know that?’ Doll asked.


‘’Ow the bloody ’ell do I know?’ Irene replied quickly. ‘I s’pose she peeked. Anyway, ter get back ter the story. One mornin’ this woman came in the bedroom where these fellers were, an’ she saw this bloke who slept in the nude doin’ ’is exercises.’


‘Exercises?’ Doll queried.


‘Yeah, apparently ’e used ter do arms-up, arms-out, an’ then ’e’d grab ’is ole bill an’ give it a couple o’ shakes fer good measure. It must ’ave bin good measure ’cos the next time the fellers all met on Monday night they could see that there was only three beds in the room. “Who’s missin’?” they asked. “Chunky’s sleepin’ in anuvver room,” the landlady told ’em. “’E’s bin complainin’ about you lot snorin”.’


‘An’ did they snore?’ Doll asked.


‘Doll, you are a dozy cow at times,’ Irene told her amidst loud laughter.


The women enjoyed the banter and good-humoured chafing and it made for a good atmosphere. The work was hard at times and almost always tedious, but the chatter helped to make the day pass quickly and today it seemed to be flying by. Their forelady hurried off after the next pallet board had been filled and came back smiling. ‘I just offered ole Jim a quick feel if ’e got that pallet shifted,’ she joked.


Laughter filled the arch, and as the banter went on Irene had another story to relate. ‘’Ere, gels, talkin’ about lodgers, I knew a woman called Florrie Batley who took a lodger in, an’ ’e was a real cracker,’ she began. ‘A real charmer ’e was. Anyway, one night ’e come ’ome wiv this dog, a little mongrel who looked ’alf starved. Now Florrie didn’t like dogs. She wouldn’t ’ave one in the ’ouse normally, but like I said, ’er lodger was such a charmer ’e managed ter talk ’er into it. She fancied this bloke like crazy. ’E could do nuffink wrong. Anyway, ’e started takin’ the dog out for a walk every night wivout fail. Never missed. Now one night Florrie’s ’usband ’ad ter go an’ visit ’is sick muvver who lived in Brighton. ’E’d arranged ter stay down in Brighton fer the night so she saw ’er chance. She did ’erself up ter the eyeballs an’ put a bit o’ scent in the important places all ready fer when the lodger got in. She cooked ’im a nice meal an’ fed the dog wiv chunks o’ best meat instead o’ scraps to impress ’im. The lodger, not the dog. She done everyfing she could fink of. When ’e finally arrived ’ome that night Florrie was all over ’im. She told ’im ’ow good an’ kind ’e was ter care fer a poor little doggie an’ ’ow impressed she was. She told ’im that ’e only ’ad to ask an’ ’e could ’ave anyfing ’e wanted. Well, Florrie thought she was ’ome an’ dry when ’e knelt down an’ took ’er ’ands in ’is an’ told ’er ’ow much ’e’d admired ’er from afar an’ ’ow ’e’d bin taken by ’er warm an’ tender feelings fer ’im an’ the dog. Then ’e said that as they were alone ’e wanted to ask ’er somefing really darin’, but ’e didn’t know ’ow ter say it. “Ask me, just ask me, Clarence, I’m yours ter command,” she told ’im.’


Irene paused and stifled a chuckle. ‘Anyway, while Clarence is divverin’ she goes upstairs an’ comes back wearin’ a dainty nightdress that was so skimpy it barely covered Paris. Clarence looked at ’er in amazement. “Command me. Anyfing,” Florrie whispered. “I can’t,” Clarence groaned. “Why not?” Florrie said. Clarence moved nearer. “I’m feelin’ tired an’ I was gonna ask if yer’d mind takin’ the dog fer a walk,” he told her, “but yer’d catch yer death o’ cold in that outfit”.’


The laughter finally subsided but the chatter went on. The day turned out to be a good one, with a bonus comfortably earned, and when Linda left the vaults that evening she hurried home feeling tired but contented.


The evening sun was an orange-red disc low in the sky as Bill Simpson plodded wearily up the short flight of stairs on to the roof. He unlocked the small padlock on his pigeon-shed compound and went in to inspect his charges. The small bird he was particularly interested in was a comparative newcomer. It had been there only two weeks and had arrived exhausted. Bill had examined it and seen that there was no tag attached to its leg. It had not appeared to be harmed in any way and looked able to fly away once it had recovered, but it seemed reluctant to do so. Sometimes it fluttered up to the balustrade and just perched there as though trying to make up its mind, but it invariably went back to the compound.


The old man opened the loft and let the flock fly off into the evening sky, then he stood with his hand cupped to his forehead as he observed them circle the buildings, high up and in close formation. Finally they swooped down in a group and settled themselves back in the roost, and the newcomer was with them. Bill scratched his head as he stood alone on the cool roof. Jack Marchant would be up the next morning to clean the loft and he would have to talk to him about that bird. It should be encouraged to leave, he thought.


The sun was going down now, like a huge red coin sliding very slowly into a giant stone money-box. Splashes of purple and ash-grey cloud changed colour subtly as the fiery orb slipped away out of sight, and as he leaned his elbows on the stonework and watched, Bill felt a sense of contentment. His life had been a full one. He had sailed the oceans as a young man in the old tea clippers on their fast runs to China and back, and then he had tasted life as a stoker on the coal burners. He had seen the world and its wonders and watched the sun dip into the Pacific, fall in icy splendour behind the high, snow-tipped mountains, and set beyond the steamy tangled jungles of the tropics, and never had he thought to worry that he might not live long enough to see it rise again. It was different now though; he was an old man, to whom every day was a gift to savour. Still, it did not seem to matter all that much that he might lay his head on the pillow and never wake up again. He trusted that he would meet Tessie again in the hereafter, and his sailor son, who had not survived the war. He would miss the sunsets, true, but maybe he would see far better ones. He was content, and hopeful, and he thought that he understood what Lord Tennyson seemed to be saying in the tattered little book of poems that he kept beside his bed:


Twilight and evening bell,


And after that the dark!


And may there be no sadness of farewell


When I embark.




Chapter Five


On Wednesday it rained, a soft summer rain from a fitful, unsure sky, but on Thursday the sun was out early. The day turned out to be hot and sultry, and in the evening after tea Linda met Kate Selby and they walked out together and talked. Once it had been club night at St Mary’s Church that brought them together, but they had outgrown that. Now they met on Thursday evenings to talk about themselves, their hopes and aspirations, and the young men who took their fancy. They paraded themselves, coyly but proudly, linking arms and often strolling out to where the young men would be. If the weather was nice they walked as far as Southwark Park and sauntered along to the rose gardens or the bandstand where young men congregated to brag about their conquests and puff on cigarettes while they ogled the girls who walked by.


Tonight the air remained close and it was Linda who suggested that for a change they might take a stroll over the river to the Tower Gardens.


‘Peter Ridley asked me out,’ Kate revealed, trying to appear casual.


‘Will yer?’ Linda asked her.


‘Will I what?’ Kate queried with a look of mock horror.


‘Go out wiv ’im,’ Linda replied smiling.


‘I dunno. ’E wants me ter be ’is steady but I just dunno.’


‘’E’s a nice feller, an’ a nice-looker,’ Linda remarked.


‘Yeah, but ’e’s so juvenile,’ her friend sighed.


Linda hid a smile as they crossed over the centre span of the high, white stone bridge. She had known Kate for as long as she could remember and the girl was incorrigible. She had walked out with quite a few lads and there was always a postmortem at the end, but it seemed that she was jumping the gun a bit this time.


‘Pete’s a nice feller but ’e talks so much rubbish,’ Kate told her. ‘’E wants four kids, two of each, an’ ’e reckons that women shouldn’t ’ave ter go out ter work once they’re married.’


‘’Ave yer snogged wiv ’im then?’ Linda asked her.


‘We did ’ave a kiss, an’ ’e put ’is arms round me when he was up on the roof one night, but it wasn’t anyfing special,’ Kate explained matter-of-factly.


‘So yer told ’im no,’ Linda said.


‘I told ’im I’ll fink about it,’ Kate corrected her.


As they drew near the Tower of London, two young men came towards them. They were smartly dressed in light suits and crepe-soled shoes and they glanced nervously at the young women as they passed by.


‘I fink they’re gonna foller us,’ Kate remarked, pulling a face.


‘They’ve stopped,’ Linda said, looking over her shoulder.


‘I don’t fancy ’em,’ her friend replied, walking on with an exaggerated sway of her hips.


The young men seemed to be having a difference of opinion, then they walked on.


‘Are they still follerin’ us?’ Kate asked.


Linda looked over her shoulder again. ‘Nah, they’ve carried on walkin’,’ she replied.


Kate looked disappointed. ‘What about you?’ she inquired after a while.


‘What about me?’ Linda said, brushing a wisp of fair hair back from her forehead.


‘Are you still carryin’ a torch fer Charlie Bradley?’


Linda smiled and shook her head. ‘I’ve always liked Charlie but there was never anyfing between us,’ she replied. ‘Besides, Charlie’s bin in the army fer eighteen months an’ most o’ that time ’e was in Germany. I only saw ’im once when ’e came ’ome on leave, an’ that was only fer a few minutes.’


‘Yeah, but ’e’s demobbed now an’ I’ve seen ’im about,’ Kate told her. ‘I thought yer might ’ave bumped into ’im. Everyone used ter fink you was ’is gel. You was always wiv ’im when you was younger.’


‘Yeah, but we was always in a crowd. I was never on me own wiv Charlie; well, not on a date or anyfing,’ Linda reminded her.


The two young women followed the line of railings and passed through the gate of Tower Gardens. Flower beds flanked the narrow pathway that skirted the moat, now a dry area that had been lawned and rolled, and here and there a few wooden benches were set back amongst the flowers. One or two old folk sat on the seats, their eyes staring out at the strong white walls of the Tower, and a young couple came towards them, the woman pushing a pram and the young man carrying a small canvas bag. The baby was crying loudly and as they passed by Kate glanced at her friend.


‘Four kids ’e wants. Bloody ’ell, Lin, one would be more than enough fer me,’ she growled. ‘I can’t stand all that screamin’. When me sister brings ’er kid round an’ it ’as a tantrum I feel like shakin’ it.’


‘So yer don’t plan on ’avin’ any then?’ Linda said, her eyes straying to the smooth green lawn below them.


‘Not right away at any price,’ her friend said quickly. ‘I wanna see a bit o’ life first. I wanna get tied up wiv a feller who can show me a good time. I wanna go places, see fings. I wanna move away from that dump we live in. That street drives me mad at times.’


Linda tugged on her friend’s arm and they stopped to look down at two large ravens which were strutting towards a flock of sparrows feeding on the lawn. ‘I ’eard once that if those ravens leave the Tower the monarchy’ll fall,’ she said.


Kate shrugged her shoulders. ‘C’mon, let’s move on. It’s too quiet ’ere,’ she said irritably.


They walked along to the far gate and out on to Tower Hill.


‘I used ter bring Pam an’ Tommy up ’ere when they were little,’ Linda told Kate. ‘Ben as well sometimes. This is where they be’ eaded the traitors.’


‘Oh yeah?’ Kate replied in a bored voice.


‘C’mon, let’s walk along by the cannons,’ Linda suggested. ‘We can get back on ter the bridge that way.’


They entered the wide gates and carried on along a cobbled riverside path. Across the quiet river the cranes and the ships berthed at the wharves were lying idle. On either side of the path, cold iron cannons of various shapes and sizes were positioned at regular intervals on stone bases, and a beefeater was standing with his hands clasped behind his back and a benign look on his ruddy face. Some children were clambering over a large cannon, and up ahead an old man held a camera up to his face and pointed it towards an old lady who was smiling widely at him as she stood with her back to the river.


‘I dunno why yer suggested we come ’ere,’ Kate Selby moaned. ‘It’s dead as a doornail. We should’a gone up the park.’


‘C’mon then, let’s go,’ Linda sighed, beginning to grow a little tired of her friend’s attitude.


‘I fink I might go out wiv Peter after all,’ Kate announced as they made their way back to Bermondsey.
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