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FOR ANGELA


WHO ENCOURAGED AND INSPIRED ME




BOOK ONE




1


Childhood


The back streets of Stepney was where it all began. Maggie could still see her own mean little street, Witton Street, with its houses along each side of the road without a space in between. ‘Up-and-downers’ they called these dwellings in Stepney, with their two rooms up and two rooms down. There was a pub on each corner at one end of the street and the overpowering spire of the Roman Catholic church at the other. The whole of Maggie’s youth had been spent in that dim street where the rough stones that made up the road cut into your bare feet and a tumble made a nasty cut or graze, often ending with a trip to the hospital when the dirt infected it. But still the kids played out there. The street teemed with them for there was no room to play in the up-and-downers, especially since there was often ten to a family. But Maggie, she was different: an only child was Maggie amid huge families.


You could always find Maggie during opening hours, sitting on the doorstep of the Barley Mow – the most popular of the two locals which adorned the street. From six in the evening until ten at night, and longer at weekends, in a little plaid dress and black stockings with holes in them, Maggie sat on the wooden doorstep waiting for her beloved father – or Dah, as she called him. In later years she often thought back to those long hours of waiting and she would remember the smell of the fish-and-chip shop round the corner and the oily taste of the ha’p’orth of cracklings – for that was all that Dah, who was Irish and a navvy on the tube, could afford in the week. But Friday and Saturday were gala days when the wages were paid. Then, Maggie had a whole pennyworth. At the fish shop she would order skate, and maybe get a pig’s trotter from the man on the barrow who came past at nine o’clock in the evening.


In the cold of winter she would wait in the corridor of the Barley Mow, standing silent and still, while the children played outside. On summer evenings she would watch the flies as they crawled up the pub door. They used to go to sleep in the cracks of the wood, drowsy with the smell of beer, and Maggie would push them along with her finger.


At ten o’clock the men would all begin to come out of the pub. As the large boots covered with white cement passed, Maggie knew it was her Dah and she would tag on behind him. He would stay outside for a while with his mates. Sometimes they talked, other times they argued and even fought. But it was all the same to sleepy Maggie; she just waited until the toil-worn hand grasped hers and she and Dah went home together.


Home was a little up-and-downer three doors from the pub. There was an old brass bed in the corner where Dah slept, with its four ugly brass knobs. If you looked in them, your face seemed alternately long and then fat, and kept changing as you moved. This was a favourite game of Maggie’s on the long days alone. She faintly remembered someone who slept with Dah in that bed; must have been her mother, but it all seemed so vague and in the distance.


Because another family lived upstairs, Maggie slept in the same room on an old horse-hair sofa which had arms that wobbled and squeaked. Whenever she turned over the horse hair came out and pricked her legs. In the summer, there was the ‘red army’, but Dah had a cure for them: he drowned everything in paraffin which smelled even worse than the bugs. This was Maggie’s bed – the only one she had ever known and she was quite content in it as long as Dah was near.


Dah rose early every morning. Even on Sunday, he would bring her a mug of weak tea and say, ‘Here ye are, gel, just a wet.’ On Sundays they never had a proper breakfast until after Mass. Punctually, at ten to ten, they would set off down the street towards the church – Maggie in her best white dress and a little straw hat with an emerald green ribbon, and Dah, with all traces of cement removed from his boots which had plenty of ‘spit and polish’, wearing his best tweed jacket and grey flannels. This was a terrible ordeal for Maggie; she was so conscious of the street, of the eyes that peered from downstairs windows and the looks of the women that hung out of the upstairs, and worse, the conversations of the shawled women who sat on the windowsills.


‘There’s old Con, off to holy Joe’s,’ they would call out.


‘Needs to do a bit of praying, the old bastard,’ others would retort.


To this, Dah seemed deaf. He just marched on holding Maggie’s hand. Nothing and nobody was going to make him late for ten o’clock Mass.


Once they were safely inside the cold church and Maggie had placed her fingers in the cool holy water at the door, a grand feeling of relief came over her and her knees went weak as she knelt beside her Dah. It was a feeling that never left her all her life, even when hard living made her lose her faith – it was always there. It was probably nerves, Maggie used to console herself, but really it was the extreme tension of walking through the street that was the cause.


After Mass, home to eggs and bacon cooked by Dah – that was luxurious living in those hard days. Then off to the Barley Mow and Maggie to her seat on the doorstep.


On Sunday morning the street was teeming with kids, most with their backsides out of their trousers. They played, boys and girls together with a thick rope stretched right across the road. They did skipping and sometimes a game called Tibby Cat which they played with pieces of wood for bats as the two players tried to hit the ball into each other’s chalked-up square on the ground. The windows often got broken and there were many rows.


So there was plenty for Maggie to see as she sat out there. As the customers went in and out of the pub they said hello to her, and she was even given the occasional halfpenny.


The one person Maggie dreaded was Mrs Burns. When she saw her tall figure coming down the street Maggie would shiver in her shoes. There was no reason for this as Liza Burns was really quite a kind-hearted woman. On Sunday mornings she would be coming for her ‘livener’, as she called it, still wearing the sacking apron that was wet at the edges with traces of hearthstone decorating it. For Liza cleaned doorsteps for twopence a time; in better class districts in the main road she got fourpence. In this way she had managed to bring up five fatherless children after her husband, Jim, had gone down at sea, as she repeatedly informed the neighbours during the little outbursts of trouble that often broke out. Now in her thirties and still handsome (no widow’s cap or shawl for her), her black hair was bound tightly in a bun and never moved while her black button eyes swept the streets as she sailed along – and woe betide anyone who spoke out of turn . . .


‘Get your arse off that doorstep, gel,’ she would say to Maggie. ‘Tain’t natural sitting there like a bloody old woman. Go and play with the kids.’


But little Maggie never moved or spoke. She just twisted her long plaits nervously with both hands while tears flooded her blue eyes.


Liza would flounce into the bar and say, ‘Con, get that kid of yours off the doorstep, she’ll grow up daft.’


Then Maggie would hear the soft brogue of her Dah as he said, ‘Now Liza, leave the child be, ’tis better she sits there than runs with hooligans in the street.’


‘Calling my kids hooligans?’ Liza’s voice would become shrill and then there would be shouting. But Dah would just retire to the corner, quietly drinking his pint while Liza let off steam.


Little Maggie on the doorstep would listen but never move until Dah put his hard-working hand in hers and they went home to Sunday lunch of boiled bacon and spuds in their jackets.


In comparison to the rest of the kids in the street, Maggie had a good life, so Dah said, as he put huge lumps of fat from the bacon on her plate. A newspaper was their tablecloth in the sparse kitchen which was furnished with only the table and two chairs.


‘Tis not many sees a good Sunday dinner like this, girlie,’ Dah would say. ‘Half starved, them poor bloody kids out there. All on the bunghouse they are. Me, never had a day’s charity in me loife – not while I got a pair of hands to work with.’


So there sat little Maggie, trying to swallow the fatty food, and learning the philosophy of working-class life in Stepney from the lips of her beloved Dah.


Goodbye to Dah


As the weeks and months passed Maggie’s legs grew too long for the black stockings and the sides of the plaid dress burst out. She had turned thirteen and a half now – almost a young woman. But with her long legs stuck out over the pavement, Maggie still kept up her long vigils.


This was about the time when Jim Burns came home. He was the eldest of Liza Burns’s brood and, as they say in the East End, he had been in a ‘bit of bovver’ with the law. Jim had been lucky, for instead of being sent to an approved school, he went to a training ship as a special concession for a naughty boy whose dad had died serving his country. Now, with his hair cut very short and wearing a smart sailor’s uniform, he swaggered down the street. Jim was fifteen, big and broad-shouldered; the open-air life and good food aboard the Arethusa had matured him. He was Liza’s son all right with the same black button eyes, now combined with a crooked nose – the result of many fights on board. He was no beauty, but Jim with his big shoulders was quite unique in the street where weedy little boys worked in factories to support the home. So when Maggie saw Jim her blue eyes stared in admiration and she tried to pull her skirt down to hide the holes in her stockings.


The etiquette of the street demanded that the first place Jim visited was the Barley Mow, the family local, where he stood up to the counter and drank pints of ale, amidst an admiring audience of little men in checked caps and white mufflers who felt his muscles and said how much like his pa he was.


Jim had taken a good look at Maggie as he went in. ‘What’s that daft gel sitting out there for?’ he asked his ma.


‘It’s Maggie Riley,’ she said, ‘I’m always telling that boozy old man of hers to shift her. Don’t think she’s quite the ticket.’ They both laughed the same sort of loud cackle, and Maggie, with her ears very red, got up and crept round the corner to wait for Dah.


 


It was past five o’clock and Maggie had lit the fire and made the tea. Dah would be here soon. He was going to bring home pease pudding and faggots which she fancied. Soon she was getting quite hungry. Perhaps he had gone straight to the pub, though he didn’t usually go until he and Maggie had had their supper. Better go and look, she thought.


By now it was gone six o’clock and there were quite a few regulars in the Barley Mow. They seemed to be whispering together, but when Maggie looked in they all went silent. A strange feeling stirred Maggie’s stomach – perhaps it was because she was hungry.


‘Have you seen me Dah?’ she asked a man who came out. He looked dismayed, ‘No, cock,’ he said and hurried on.


Then Maggie heard them say in the pub: ‘She don’t know. Who’s going to tell her? Better ask Liza.’ Another man left the pub and crossed the road to Liza Burns’s house.


Maggie felt frightened; they were talking about her Dah, she felt sure of that.


The huge figure of Liza came on the scene. Wearing the snow-white apron she wore in the evenings, she beckoned from the small doorway of her house. ‘Come here, Maggie,’ she called. ‘I want you.’


Maggie went very reluctantly, but Liza, with a white face, said, ‘Come in and have a warm, love,’ and ushered Maggie into her back kitchen.


Maggie had never been in anyone else’s home before. She looked around the bright little room in surprise. A wooden dresser, filled with clean, shining crockery, stood against the wall; there was a white cloth on the table, and four shock-headed little boys sat playing Ludo. Big brother Jim lounged around the fire, reading the newspaper.


The homely, comfortable scene shocked Maggie; she just stared.


‘Move over, Jim, and let Maggie near the fire,’ Liza said. ‘You want a cup of tea, Maggie?’


With her hands round the mug of hot tea, Maggie gathered her wits together. What was happening? Where was her Dah?


Her blue eyes asked the silent questions of Liza, who burst out, ‘Don’t get upset, Maggie, your dad’s had an accident. He’s in the ’orspidal.’


‘Where is he? I want to see him.’


‘Tomorrow, my love. You stay with us tonight.’ Liza put a gentle arm around Maggie. ‘Now, you have a good cry if you want, love.’


But Maggie did not cry. She just sat, looking forlorn.


‘Get off to bed, you little sods,’ screamed Liza turning her attention to the boys who all scooted up the stairs. She wiped her eyes with her apron.


‘Gawd, need a wet,’ she said. ‘Jim, you look after Maggie.’ Grabbing her black shawl, she made straight for the Barley Mow.


On either side of the fireplace sat Maggie and Jim. His black, deep-set eyes looked sympathetically at Maggie who stared solemnly at the polished grate with its great iron kettle.


‘You was fond of your old man, wasn’t you Maggie?’


‘Of course I am. I love me Dah,’ she said simply.


‘You know he’s dead, don’t you?’ Jim looked directly at Maggie’s bowed head.


Maggie remembered for the rest of her days how her heart wept at that moment. She began to scream.


‘Cor blimey,’ said Jim, getting up. ‘Shut up, Maggie! You’ll wake the bloody neighbours.’ Not knowing what else to do, he sat down beside her and held her to him until she had calmed down. They sat very close together on the chair.


‘Don’t know why the old gel didn’t tell you the truth,’ he said. ‘This is how I see it, Maggie: your old man was a bloody hero. He volunteered to go down the tube with the council bloke to look at the gas bottles that was leaking. Both got blown sky high.’


Maggie began to cry again.


‘Don’t take on, gel. You can’t bring him back and you’re a big gel now.’


His hands felt her small breasts and Maggie drew closer. She liked the warm feeling from the pressure of his body.


When Liza came back, Maggie was asleep on Jim’s lap.


‘You ain’t wasted much bloody time,’ she snapped.


‘Well, I told her the truth, Ma.’


‘Well, that’s over anyway,’ said Liza. ‘Poor little cow. He never let her out of his sight. She ain’t ’alf gonna miss ’im. Come on, Maggie, off to bed,’ said Liza, nudging the girl awake.


As she lay in bed beside Liza in the front room, Maggie could see the aspidistra and the lace curtains by the window. Fancy her being here; she could not believe it. Liza’s heavy body moved in her sleep and she snored lustily. I’m never going to see Dah any more – she could not believe that either. Then she thought of Jim and the warmth of his legs as she sat on his lap, and suddenly a luscious, comfortable feeling possessed her and she dozed off to sleep.


 


The funeral was a grand affair. The many Irish men who had worked with Dah on the tube came in force. These big, brawny and hard-working navvies carried the coffin in turn and knelt shoulder to shoulder in the church in respect of their comrade who had given his life to progress while building London’s underground railway system.


Maggie was an orphan in all respects; not one relation came forward to claim her. Dah had lost contact with his relatives in Ireland.


‘Poor little bugger,’ said Liza, ‘she’s got a home with me. I had respect for old Con. Hard-working man he was.’


So Maggie went to live in Liza’s house.


The novelty of living in Liza’s spick-and-span home pleased Maggie. She loved to dust the ornaments and rearrange the many vases on the mantlepiece. ‘That’s right, Maggie, make yourself useful, gel,’ Liza would say. So when Liza went off cleaning doorsteps, Maggie tidied the house and called the boys up for school and handed them their breakfast of one huge ‘doorstep’ of bread and margarine.


Then Jim would chase them out of the house and he and Maggie had the place to themselves. When Jim held her close in the dark passageway, she forgot the hurt in her heart, and loved Jim with all the unquestioning loyalty she had given to her Dah.


‘Don’t tell Ma, will you Maggie?’ Jim would say.


‘No,’ said Maggie. The devil himself would never have got out of Maggie the things Jim did to her.


The news went around the street that Maggie Riley and Jim Burns were courting.


‘Better get that boy back in the navy,’ said Liza. ‘Seems like he can’t leave that girl alone. And she’s as dossie as they make ’em. Can’t wonder at that, the way she was brought up.’


But Jim had no intention of returning to the navy and the navy was not so keen to have Jim either. In spite of his good physique, Jim had been quite unable to learn; anything to do with books Jim could not take in. So in the peacetime navy where studying was important, he was not much use.


He became a working lad and got a casual job in the market. On Saturday nights, he and Maggie went to the pictures, but every other night of the week, while Liza was over at the pub, they made love in the back kitchen.


When Jim was sixteen and a half and Maggie just fifteen, she became pregnant. What a scene there was when Liza found out! She clouted Jim good and proper, but to Maggie she was kind.


‘Can’t put all the blame on you, Maggie, gel. Got in the family way meself when I was your age. He’s like his old man, he is – never got his boots off, when he came on leave, before he had me across the bed.’


But Maggie couldn’t care two hoots. She gloated because she had landed her Jim. No one else could have him now. He was hers.


‘She won’t be so bloody pleased with herself when he’s married to her,’ said Liza to her cronies. And to Maggie, ‘Wait a while for the wedding. Give Jim a chance to save a few bob so we can have a party.’


‘But I’ll be six months by then,’ protested Maggie.


‘Don’t make no odds,’ said Liza, ‘as long as you get married before it’s born.’


So little Maggie waddled around the house with her belly getting fatter. She wondered what her Dah would say if he were there.


As time went on, Jim seemed to change. He stayed out late at night and made a lot of flash friends from down the market. These wayward lads who had lived through a depression never held down a regular job. That they would eventually lead Jim into trouble was quite obvious.


Maggie’s Wedding


Maggie Riley was only fifteen years and six months when she married her Jim at the local registry office in the town hall. ‘Better say you’re sixteen,’ said Liza.


So with a long grey dress that Liza had borrowed from a shopkeeper whose doorstep she cleaned, and a white, floppy hat which set off her dark hair, Maggie looked very sweet. The dress was tight across her stomach. Jim was very smart in light-blue Oxford bags and a fancy waistcoat.


After the wedding, there was a big party in the Burns’s house and the Barley Mow. All Jim’s mates from the market came, and the little back yard was stacked high with crates of beer.


Jim’s four impish little brothers – Mick, Ginger and the twins, Lennie and Boy Boy – helped themselves to bottles of beer and scrounged fags from all the company. Then they got so excited that they started to fight between themselves until Liza waded in and beat them all up so they went crying to bed.


It’s funny, thought Maggie, but she was not enjoying herself at her own wedding. She supposed you should. The Knees-Up-Mother-Brown which the guests were dancing shook the wooden floorboards and the vibration was just like someone hitting her in the stomach. She felt uneasy. She couldn’t find Jim anywhere; he seemed to keep disappearing. She felt lonely and longed to see her Dah again.


Maggie wandered out into the road. Apart from the noise of the party and the crowds in the Barley Mow, the street was unusually quiet. The two street lamps were lit and somehow everything seemed unreal. The yellow light from the gas lamps shone in through the window of Maggie’s old home and the two brass knobs were outlined inside. (The young couple that had moved in had taken the bed – bugs and all. It was easy to get a place to live; the hard part was finding the money for the furniture.)


As Maggie stared in through the window, a baby started crying and a man’s voice called out, ‘Shut that flaming kid up! What with that bloody party and that flaming kid, I ain’t getting no sleep.’


Feeling embarrassed, Maggie walked away and went further down the street towards the church. The tall spire and the white, stone walls shone out eerily in the yellow of the gas lamp. Over the door was a little statue of the Virgin. Maggie held on to the iron railings and looked at the locked door. If only she could get inside, she would feel safe. She remembered how she used to be as a child, but now there was no warm hand to hold or a soft Irish brogue that said: ‘Come along, Maggie gel, or we’ll be late for Mass.’


‘Oh Dah! Dearest Dah!’ cried Maggie out aloud. Suddenly, a shadow crossed over the moon casting a strange, silver light which shone on the church steps – and there was her Dah! He was going up the steps, his hat in his hand, wearing his best Sunday suit. Maggie sank down by the railings sobbing.


That was where Jim found her when he came looking. He pulled her up. ‘Come on, Maggie,’ he said. ‘What are yer doing here? There’s a party on.’ Jim was well boozed. His collar was undone and there was lipstick on his face.


A very subdued bride went back to the wedding party. A strange thing had happened to Maggie. It was many years before she could enter a church alone again. The parish priest tried hard, but nothing would induce her to go up the steps. In the end, knowing she had married into a rough family, he gave up. It was a mystery; all Maggie would say about it was, ‘I shouldn’t have got married in the town hall.’
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The Barves


After the wedding there were a few changes in Liza’s house.


‘I’ll move upstairs with the boys,’ said Liza to Jim. ‘You and Maggie can have the parlour.’


It could not have been easy for her to part with the precious parlour for Liza had been very proud of that little front room with its lace curtains and the aspidistra placed in an art-pot in front of the window. ‘Come here when we got married we did, me and my big Jim,’ she used to say.


Maggie liked dusting the big black vases with red roses painted on them, but most of all she loved the one with dingle dangles on it – long crystals that hung down and glittered with different colours. She would arrange and polish them daily while Liza was off on her doorstep cleaning. She had never seen pretty things like these before. In the house she had shared with Dah, there had just been the bare necessities for living. She loved the little white cloth on the table by the bed and she loved the bed too. Although it was only wrought iron, it was decorated top and bottom with frilly muslin curtains, and there was not one trace of a bug. There were bugs upstairs in the boys’ room all right, but none dared to enter Liza’s front room.


‘It’ll do till you get a start of yer own,’ Liza said, ‘But don’t let them bloody kids go in there.’


Maggie often wondered how the rest of the family managed to get into the one room upstairs. It was square and contained three beds. There was no room for anything else and to make them, Maggie had to climb over each bed in turn. Liza slept in one and the four little boys slept two in a bed. Liza had never had a daughter, just boys. ‘Just my bleeding luck,’ she used to say.


The blankets and sheets were always clean. Liza was very fussy about washing. The weekly wash was always done on Mondays down at the public baths. There was only a cold water tap outside the house, in the scullery at the back.


The little brothers loved washdays. ‘Muvver’s gone to the barves,’ they’d be heard to say and they proceeded to play up merry hell for they knew Liza would be gone most of the day and not sitting in the Barley Mow looking to see if they had gone to school.


Maggie hated going to the ‘barves’. Early in the morning, the old-fashioned pram would be piled high, and off she and Liza would go, through the market to reach the huge stone council building with its long, cold corridors and main washroom which was such a boon to the overworked women of the slums.


It was not so much the endless standing and the steam that Maggie disliked; it was more the shouting and swearing of the untidy women. Liza would gossip and jaw all day as she scrubbed the linen and piled it into the heaters to dry. Little Maggie, doing her bit, would hear scraps of the conversation.


‘That your daughter-in-law, Liza?’


‘Yes, she’s Jim’s wife.’


‘Young ain’t she?’


‘Only fifteen. Got herself in the family way, silly cow.’


‘Don’t they all. Living with you is she?’


‘Yes. Got me best front parlour they have.’


Maggie longed to run and hide, but there was nowhere else to go.


At about four o’clock they emerged: little Maggie tired, wet and bedraggled, and a triumphant Liza parading up the street with her snow-white washing in the pram for all to see.


‘Dirty load of sods, some of them,’ Liza would say, referring to the inhabitants of Witton Street. ‘Never see them up the barves. Don’t know what state their bedclothes are in.’


When washday came along on the week the baby was due, Liza shot a quick look at Maggie and said, ‘Better stop here today, Maggie. Looks like you’re gonna drop it any minute.’


Maggie’s blue eyes widened with fright. ‘What shall I do if it starts?’ she stammered.


‘Send Ginger for Granny Goring. That’ll be all right, she knows you’re due. I told her last week.’ Then off down the road she went, pushing the pram of washing.


Towards evening Maggie stood at the door to watch the kids playing in the street, keeping her eye on Ginger’s red head, afraid to let him out of her sight. When she yelled, ‘Fetch Gran,’ he was off like a shot.


Gran was soon toddling up the street with her wide figure, her knots of grey hair and the famous carpet bag which contained the tools of her trade. Gran was not a qualified midwife but she knew her job. Very soon, little Jim was being held up by the legs, while Gran’s horny hand banged the life into him and he let out a ferocious yell. ‘It’s a boy, Maggie,’ she said, ‘and a fine big one too.’ Scales were not part of Gran’s equipment but she had a good sense of what she was doing. ‘Weighs about ten pounds, I reckon.’


But the tired girl in bed, her hair all over the pillow, had closed her eyes and dropped off to sleep.


 


All the neighbours were good to her. Although, as they said, there was little to spare in the way of food in the other up-and-downers, they loved to be able to give what little they had. They brought her egg custards to buck her up, and every night a jug of black beer was sent over from the Barley Mow.


‘Get that down, gel,’ said Liza. ‘Makes milk, that does.’


Heroically, Maggie sat up and drank the vile stuff. Then she held little Jim to her breast and he guzzled lustily. There were no bottles for babies in those days; mother’s milk was what they thrived on.


‘Better get a job, Maggie,’ said Liza after Maggie’s ten days in bed were over.


‘A job?’ Maggie stared at her, surprised.


‘Jim ain’t bringing home much, and my doorsteps ain’t going to keep the flaming lot of us.’


Maggie, who had never had to worry about money, looked embarrassed.


‘Don’t stand there looking daft, gel,’ shouted Liza. ‘All the gels around here have to work. What makes you think you’re so different?’


‘But the baby . . .’ said Maggie timidly.


‘He’ll be all right,’ said Liza. ‘It’s the school holidays so Ginger can look after him till I get back, and you can come home and feed him in your dinner hour.’


Maggie looked doubtfully at Ginger who sat in the passage taking it all in and grinning. The way he dashed around made her nervous. To leave little Jim, only ten days old, was more than she could bear. But it was no good arguing with Liza; her fate was decided.


‘There’s a factory up the road,’ she said. ‘It makes clothes. I asked the guvnor. You can start Monday.’


So Maggie became a working mother and little Jim was wheeled around the streets all morning by Ginger. At lunchtime, Maggie dashed home from the factory to feed him and in the afternoons he was parked outside the Barley Mow while Liza had a drink and gossiped to her cronies.


At first, the factory was a nightmare experience for Maggie; the long line of pale-faced girls who sweated over sewing machines, and the stale odour of rats that overran the factory sickened her. But soon she made friends and they taught her the machine and in a few days she had grown used to it. Half way through the morning, her breasts would begin to ache and the milk would seep through her blouse. The girls would call out: ‘Yer milk’s coming in, Maggie. Hurry home and feed the kid.’


Punctually at twelve o’clock, Maggie would be hurrying down the street to where little Jim was sitting outside the pub. Picking him up she would sit on the windowsill of the house and feed him. There was nothing odd about this; in those days it was a common sight to see a woman feeding her baby in the street. After she had changed him, she just had time for a quick cup of tea and a slice of bread and margarine. Then it was back to work until six o’clock.


In an old navy blue skirt and faded blouse that was too small for Liza, Maggie went back and forth six days a week – finishing at four on Saturdays. For this she received the princely sum of eight shillings a week.


Meanwhile, Jim had his casual job in the market. It was so casual that he had three days each week down the races with the boys. He had grown bigger and heavier, and wore loud clothes – a black-and-white dixie scarf tied twice round his neck and a light blue suit with the new style in pants. He was not unkind to Maggie. He crept into bed beside her at eleven o’clock each night after the pub had shut, and his strong arms went around her tired little body and Maggie was too sleepy to protest. So that’s how, soon after, Tom was conceived.


The girls at the factory would say: ‘Blimey, Maggie, if you get any fatter, you won’t reach the machine.’


As her belly got slowly bigger, Mr Fox, the little Jewish guvnor said: ‘We’d better have you pulling out bastings, Maggie, otherwise you might put a tuck in that belly of yours.’


When her old navy skirt burst out at the sides, Maggie tried keeping it together with a safety pin until the forelady said: ‘I’ve got a remnant at home. I’ll bring it in and one of the girls can run it up for you.’


There were a lot of smiles when they dressed her up in her brand new maternity skirt, and someone presented her with a red woollen jumper that had been badly knitted. Maggie looked very nice; the red jumper suited her dark hair as it hung down her back in waves.


All the girls in the factory stood around admiring her until old Mr Fox rushed up waving his hand. ‘What’s this?’ he demanded. ‘A fashion show? Come on, girls, get those machines going.’ Laughing and giggling, they all went back to work.


The next day Maggie was absent, but someone had seen Granny Goring hurrying up the street, and the news soon went round that Maggie Burns had had another boy. Baby Jim was just fourteen months old when Tom was born.


‘I suppose you’ll have to pack up work now, Maggie,’ said Liza. ‘I can’t manage two of them, me knees is playing up. I expect it’s rheumatics.’


Liza had housemaid’s knee. And doctors cost money and there was none available. So she rubbed her knees with White Horse Oil and went on with her doorstep cleaning.


One day she burst into the house. ‘I’ve got a job for you, Maggie, gel,’ she said. ‘You can do for Mrs Malloy twice a week, and take baby Jim with you. Ginger can mind Tom.’


Maggie was dismayed. Mrs Malloy, her father’s friend, was a real church-going woman; every morning she was down at Mass with a lace mantilla on her head of bright red hair. She had a greengrocer’s shop around the corner over which she lived. Shopkeepers were considered a cut above the stall holders and way above the sphere of folks who dwelt in the little up-and-downers – they had their own class distinction.


‘It’s only a couple of hours and you’ll get a bit of stuff to bring home,’ said Liza, trying to console Maggie who knew that it was no good trying to argue with her mother-in-law.


So on Mondays and Fridays, she went to do for Mrs Malloy.


At first, the flame-haired woman had stared at Maggie disapprovingly through her china-blue eyes. ‘You don’t look over strong,’ she said, red in the face. ‘Still, having them kids so quick is bound to pull you down.


‘I’ll pay you sixpence an hour, Maggie. That’s good pay around here – you won’t get it anywhere else. Better put the baby somewhere, I suppose.’ Pulling out an empty orange crate, she said, ‘Wait a bit till I get an old blanket and he can go in here. Give him a crust to chew if he starts.’


So with little Jim tucked up in the orange crate, Maggie swept, dusted and scrubbed for Mrs Malloy. She would make a cup of tea at eleven thirty and then hurry home with her breasts full, almost bursting to feed Tom.


After a while, as Liza had foretold, there were a few bits to take home. One day a few carrots and onions; another, a stale cabbage; and once, a whole bag full of soft bananas. Ginger scoffed them up so quickly that he got diarrhoea.


He was not a bad little boy, Ginger. Maggie had grown quite fond of him, and was confident that he would take good care of Tom. In spite of his urchin-like appearance and that mop of red hair that stuck out so wildly, always in need of a trim, he was a happy, generous boy and he loved Maggie; he would willingly do anything for her.


A Spark of Rebellion


Ginger often came to meet Maggie from work, pushing the old-fashioned pram with the baby sleeping peacefully inside. He would meet Maggie in case there was an apple or something going.


One Friday after he had met her, as they walked home through the market, Maggie stopped to look at the second-hand shoes on one of the stalls. ‘Could do with a pair of shoes,’ she said. ‘These have got holes underneath.’ In her hand she held the shilling that Mrs Malloy had given her. No, she thought, she had better not buy the shoes, Liza would be waiting for her wages.


While Maggie looked at the shoes, little Jim had taken a fancy to a brightly coloured rattle off the next stall. He waved the celluloid toy and cooed with joy. Maggie gently loosened his baby fingers from it and put it back on the stall and Jim started to scream blue murder.


Ginger stood nearby holding the pram. ‘Oh, buy it for him, Maggie,’ he said. ‘It’s only tuppence.’


‘I daren’t,’ whispered Maggie. ‘Yer ma relies on my shilling today.’


With a shrug, Ginger walked on with the pram and Jim quietened down after Ginger made faces at him. But when they reached home, without a word, Ginger rushed off to play.


Maggie felt so downhearted as she placed the shilling on the mantlepiece for Liza. It would be nice to have some money of her own to buy the rattle for Jim and a white woolly hat for the baby, she thought. All the clothes they had were what Liza scrounged from the regulars whose doorsteps she cleaned. As Liza had said, Jim did not bring in much. Maggie was not disloyal to him, but sometimes, when he sneaked in late on Fridays, she knew he had gambled away his wages, and she wished he had not.


She would hear Liza’s strident voice call out: ‘That you, Jim?’


Then the bawling match would start.


‘No flaming money again, then?’


‘All right, Ma, I might have a bit of luck next week.’


‘Next flaming week? What about this one? Who’s going to feed them bloody kids of yours, eh?’


So they would go on and on, shouting and swearing until Maggie bit her fingers to stop herself screaming out in defence of her children.


As she changed the baby on the kitchen table, Maggie wondered how long it would go on. ‘Getting fed up with this bleeding life,’ she muttered. Maggie was now seventeen and mother of two. A spark of rebellion was beginning to glimmer.


Little Jim was rolling under the table and Ginger had suddenly reappeared. In Jim’s tiny fist, Maggie noticed the brightly coloured rattle.


‘Where did you get that?’ asked Maggie suspiciously.


‘Look what I got yer,’ said Ginger to little Jim who shrieked with joy.


‘Where did you get it, Ginger?’


‘Nicked it of course.’ And away he went out the back, over the wall and was lost in the maze of streets.


This was the beginning of Ginger’s life of crime. Maggie never knew what to do as little presents used to appear. One day it was a little powder puff inside a pretty crêpe hankie. No one had ever given her pretty things before.


‘Oh, Ginger,’ she said sorrowfully, ‘you didn’t nick it, did you?’


‘Of course I did,’ he said proudly.


Maggie still had the words of Dah in her mind. He had taught her the ten commandments: thou shalt not steal. She looked at the little powder puff, turning it over in her hands. Ginger watched her with a big grin.


‘It’s no good to me, Ginger,’ she said. ‘I ain’t got no powder. Give it to Ma.’


But Ginger had already darted off. After a while he returned with a small box of Phul-nana face powder.


‘Well,’ said Maggie as his little face looked up at hers seeking the affection he had always been starved of, ‘You’re a case, you are. Come and have a slice of bread and jam.’


From then on, Maggie kept ‘mum’, as they say in Stepney. Later on, when things were really bad, she was very glad of the loot that Ginger brought home.


 


It was shortly afterwards that Jim was in his second bit of trouble. This time it was serious. A man had been beaten up and knifed on the train between Newmarket and Liverpool Street. He was not dead, but likely to die. They had Jim and two of his gang in custody awaiting trial.


To Maggie it was a shock but somehow, as the days leading up to the trial passed, she never felt the miss of Jim – he had left her to forage for herself for too long.


It was Liza who went to pieces. She got drunk twice a day for two weeks. ‘It’s all your fault, lumbering him with those kids,’ she yelled. ‘Jim would’ve had a fine career in the navy.’


But Maggie was getting tough. ‘That’s right, Ma. Might have been a captain by now.’


She put poor Liza to bed. Liza was always too drunk now to climb the stairs so she slept in the front parlour while Maggie went upstairs with the boys. ‘Little bitch,’ Liza muttered drunkenly as Maggie took off her shoes. ‘Dirty little bitch,’ she mumbled until her voice slurred off into a heavy sleep.


It was Ginger who was the lifeline in all of this. He played with the baby while Maggie did her best to quieten her mother-in-law and when Maggie came into the kitchen, her face white and drawn with exhaustion, Ginger laughed and said: ‘Bloody fine captain Jim would be – on a winkle barge.’ Roaring at his joke, he dashed out, taking his usual short cut over the back yard wall.


Maggie began cutting up the new loaf that Ginger had come by on his way home from school. Little Jim sat in the old armchair crumbling a sticky cake in his fist – he was never forgotten, there was always something for Jim. She was worried. She felt queasy in her stomach and had been sick that morning. If big Jim had left her in the family way again, she would not be surprised. But how the hell was she going to cope with three? Perhaps he would get off, she thought hopefully. But what difference would that make? Jim never brought home any money and if the old girl didn’t pull herself together, the doorstep cleaning would be finished. Liza had lost a lot of her regulars already. Maggie’s mind was in a whirl. How was she going to get enough money to feed them all? At seventeen and a half, it was quite a load for her young shoulders. Oh well, she thought, I suppose something good will turn up, and she went on slicing the bread and putting margarine on the huge pile of ‘doorsteps’ which would soon disappear when the little boys came home from school.


The day of Jim’s trial dawned and Liza, who had sobered up, was sitting waiting for Maggie. She was very solemn in her black coat which normally only came out for weddings and funerals.


‘That all you got to wear?’ she snapped at Maggie.


‘That’s all,’ said Maggie firmly. The old grey skirt which the girls at the factory had made for her was dirty and stained. Over it, Maggie wore a very old-fashioned striped jacket that someone had given her.


‘Looks like a bundle of bleeding rags,’ said Liza. ‘Them kids don’t look too clean either.’


Feeling a trifle depressed, Maggie realised that if Jim went to prison she would have plenty of trouble with Liza.


‘How do you expect me to look?’ she retorted. ‘I’ve never got any money to buy clothes.’


‘Money?’ shouted Liza. ‘How far do you think your bleeding half-crown a week goes?’


Off they went to the court where Jim was being tried. It was a long walk to Old Street. Maggie pushed the pram with the two babies inside while Liza marched along in front.


The trial did not last long. The grey-haired old judge, who had never known a day’s hunger in his life, had no patience with these East End people. They made trouble for themselves. So when Jim and his two mates came up, he sentenced them to eighteen months hard labour.


‘You hooligans,’ he said, ‘are very fortunate not to be here on a charge of murder. Luckily for you, that poor fellow didn’t die. Society is not safe while you are lurking in the streets.’


Jim and his mates stood in the dock; not a muscle of their faces moved. The women wept and shouted obscene things at the judge while Maggie sat in the corridor as they marched her man away. The little boys pointed at their dad. All Jim gave Maggie was a friendly wink as he passed by.


Outside the court, Liza stormed and carried on while a crowd of sympathisers gathered round. ‘Never had a bloody chance, he ain’t. Snatched up he was, just a schoolboy. She knew what she was at. Crafty, that’s what she is. Artful as a wagonload of monkeys – those quiet ones always are.’


Maggie knew that it was her whom Liza referred to. It was to be expected for Liza worshipped her Jim. But Maggie’s mind was confused as she pushed that heavy pram all the way home. It was now obvious that Jim had left her pregnant once more. Whatever was she going to do?


Mrs Malloy’s face showed her disapproval at Maggie’s lateness.


‘Sorry I’m late, Mrs Malloy,’ Maggie excused herself. She was about to tell her that Jim had been sentenced but instinct told her that this woman would not want to know.


‘I brought both the kids,’ said Maggie. ‘I couldn’t find Ginger.’


‘All right. Leave them in the front and get on with it. I have my nephew coming to stay so I’m busy this morning.’


Maggie obediently put the pram outside the door. She didn’t like leaving the babies; now that Tom sat up, he and Jim would torment each other. Jim was cutting his teeth and bit anything he could get hold of, including Tom. Perhaps Ginger will come along, she hoped.


Soon she was down on her knees with a big scrubbing brush, scrubbing the bare boards in the shop. That was the very first view John got of Maggie as he came in. His shadow blocked the doorway and Maggie looked up at this tall, fair, young man laden with bags.


‘Hello, Aunt Betsy,’ he called. ‘Whose kids are those out there? They seem to be eating each other.’


Maggie’s eyes stared straight at him. He had never seen eyes so blue or cheeks so red and rosy before.


‘Go and see to your children and then you’d better go, Maggie,’ said Mrs Malloy.


John’s mild grey eyes watched Maggie all the time as she washed her hands and took off her apron. But she was too preoccupied to notice. Miserable old cow, she was thinking, those poor kids stuck out there in the cold. For two pins I’d tell her where to put her job.


Taking the babies, Maggie went home to face her future without Jim. Liza had been brought back drunk and was in bed. Little Ginger was there with his pockets loaded as usual and, for a change, Mick was there too.


Mick was the next one to Jim. He was sixteen and ran round with the newspapers in the evening. He was a small boy for his age, but very independent. He was home very little, usually running in the streets, and Liza could not stand him. ‘Sly little bugger,’ she would say. ‘Makes plenty on them papers he does. Never brings much home.’


Mick was standing by the table when Maggie came in. He had a bundle of clothes under his arm.


‘I’m sorry about Jim, Maggie,’ he said.


‘It’s all right, Mick,’ said Maggie, ‘I’ll get by.’


‘Here’s a quid, Maggie. You keep it.’


‘I can’t take that, Mick.’


‘Go on,’ he said, ‘you deserve it. You think I don’t know how hard it is now the old gel’s cracking up?’


Maggie looked uneasy. ‘Where are you going Mick?’


‘I’m getting out. No one will miss me. I’m going in the merchant navy. Ta ta, old gel,’ he said softly and pointing to the note on the table, he added, ‘Treat yourself.’ Then out of the little front door he went. He never came home again.


Tears streamed down Maggie’s face and Ginger came and held her hand.


‘Have a new dress, Maggie,’ he said. ‘Go on.’


‘No, Ginger, I can’t do that. Here, I tell you what. We’ll have some fish and chips – a tuppenny and pen’orth all round. Go on, hurry up before I change me bloody mind. And get some lemonade.’


The three little brothers dined like lords that night while Liza lay on her back and snored like a pig in the front parlour. In the back kitchen they had a bean feast – fish and taters and lemonade – what luxury! They fed the babies with chips, and with bloated bellies they all went up to bed and Maggie told them stories.


Maggie’s stories were always popular. The only ones she knew were those that Dah had told her. They were about leprechauns who carried little bags of gold with them.


‘Coo,’ said Ginger, ‘wish I could find a leprechaun.’


Then Lennie joined in, ‘Do him in, I would, and nick his bag of gold.’


Maggie laughed at them and with them. In spite of all the hardships, Maggie was happy with family life all around her; it was so different from her own lonely childhood.


An Admirer


The next morning, Maggie looked at the fifteen shillings left over from the quid Mick had given her. She wondered what to do with it. It was a small fortune to her. She thought of all the nice things she could buy the kids but some instinct told her that she was going to need it in the future. The way Liza was guzzling up the beer, the rent was not being paid and everything was going to pot. ‘Better not let Liza get her hands on it,’ she said out aloud to herself.


Once again, it was the astute young Ginger who told her what to do. ‘Use yer loaf, Maggie,’ he said, tapping his ginger head. ‘Hide it, shove it away till yer need it.’


He showed her a ‘hidey hole’, as he called it, and crossed his heart and hoped to die if he told anyone. It was upstairs in a dark corner of the landing where the plaster was cracked and the dingy wallpaper hung down off the wall. Ginger lifted a strip of paper and exposed the hole in the plaster. Wrapping up the money carefully in newspaper, he pushed it in between the laths and placed a piece of loose plaster on top. Smoothing down the paper, he added, ‘Even the cops wouldn’t find it there.’


Maggie laughed. Little Ginger was one ray of sunshine in her life. ‘A proper bloody rogue you are, Ginger. Let’s hope the bugs don’t eat it. You going to school?’ she asked.


‘Well, I’m supposed to,’ he said with a cheeky grin, ‘but I’d do anything for you, Maggie.’


‘Take the kids to the park. That old cow Mrs Malloy don’t ’alf moan if they play up.’


Whistling cheerfully, he took the pram with the two little boys in it. They loved Ginger and chattered to him like a couple of monkeys as he pushed them down the street.


He’s a good boy, thought Maggie as she put on her coarse apron. I hope he keeps out of trouble.


She looked into the front room. Old Liza still lay on her back breathing heavily.


‘Cor blimey,’ said Liza. ‘Can’t move this morning, me leg’s all stiff.’


Maggie suddenly felt desperately sorry for her. Poor old girl, she was right cut up over Jim, she thought. It must be terrible to be old. I suppose I ought to feel upset about it, but it’s funny, I feel good today – must have been the fish and chips last night. She smiled to herself as she went into the tiny scullery at the back, where there was a tap and an old stone sink with a cracked mirror hanging above it.


It was here the family washed. Maggie could never reach to see herself in the mirror because it was hung too high up for her short figure. Jim shaved there so the mirror was high up enough for him to see his face. I’ll take that looking-glass down, thought Maggie, it always got on my nerves stuck up there. She stood on a chair to reach and looked at herself as she propped it against the sink. Two bright blue, Irish eyes stared out at her. Maggie took another look. She was quite surprised at how nice she looked this morning. She washed her face and, with a big comb that was used by all the family, she combed the long black hair which hung down to her waist. Tiny pieces of hair curled around her cheeks. After a moment’s thought, she went upstairs and got the little powder puff and the box of Phul-nana and plastered her rosy cheeks with it.


As she passed the front room, a pathetic voice called out, ‘Maggie, gel, do us a favour. When yer get yer wages, bring us ’alf a beer, will yer?’


‘Of course I will, Ma,’ said Maggie kindly, and she trotted off to Mrs Malloy’s.


Madam Malloy was not in a good mood. She looked suspiciously at Maggie with her tidy hair and white powder all over her face. ‘You took your time getting here this morning,’ she grumbled. ‘Leave the upstairs, my nephew is still in bed. You’d better give the downstairs an extra do.’


John did not stay in bed. Instead, he sat at the top of the stairs in his dressing gown and pyjamas and watched Maggie scrub the long, bare boards in the passage. He sat for a long time watching her bottom as it went backwards and forwards in time with the scrubbing brush. He looked admiringly at her long hair which was tucked up in a knot and at the back of her neck where he caught a glimpse of her snow-white skin. When her eyes smiled at him he nearly fell down the stairs.


John had never wanted anyone like he wanted Maggie. That morning he sat smoking cigarette after cigarette until she faced him and said, ‘You’d better get off those stairs, ’cause I got to do them.’


A nod is as good as a wink to a blind horse, so he moved back up the stairs to his room, wondering all the while why she didn’t sound like the rest of them around there.


‘Is Maggie Irish, Aunt Betsy?’ he asked.


‘Well, sort of half Irish,’ replied his aunt. Then, looking very alarmed she said, ‘Here, John, don’t go looking at Maggie. She’s married and into a real rough family. You have to mind your p’s and q’s down here – it’s not what you’re used to.’


But John fancied Maggie and he had always got his own way. He had lived with various aunts and uncles most of his life, for his parents were in the army out in India. He had been sent to various good boarding schools and on to university. He was now about to go abroad to study further for his career.


He moved up close to her as she washed the dishes in the sink. ‘Want a fag, Maggie?’ he asked.


‘I ain’t never smoked,’ she giggled.


‘Well, now’s your chance.’ John lit a cigarette and placed it in Maggie’s mouth. ‘Now draw,’ he said, ‘like this.’ He pursed his lips to show her how to blow out the smoke.


Maggie was enjoying the attention from this smart young man and she pursed her red lips.


When John kissed her, he took her by surprise. His lips full on hers, he pressed her against the sink; Maggie tried to push him off, gave up the idea in the end and went off into a world that was unknown to her. Jim’s kisses were not like this.


‘Here, pack it up,’ she said as she came up for air. ‘The old gel might see you.’


‘Just a taste,’ said the jubilant John. ‘I’ll see you later, Maggie.’


So that was how John and Maggie first became friends. But Maggie was no fool. A little petting and fussing each morning and a cigarette, but that was as far as he got.


‘Let me come home with you, Maggie,’ he pleaded. ‘Your old man’s in the nick, so what are you going to do for a bit of love?’


‘I can do without that,’ said Maggie. ‘All that brings is bloody trouble.’ She thought of the baby that would soon be stirring in her womb.


‘I’m going to have you, Maggie. I can promise you that.’


‘Blimey, you’ll be lucky, I don’t think,’ said Maggie scornfully.


 


A couple of weeks went by and Liza did not go out to work. Her leg had gone stiff so she hobbled from the house to the Barley Mow with the aid of a walking-stick.


Maggie had been to see Jim in Pentonville Prison. They talked through a little hole and a policeman listened to everything they said.


‘I’m in the family way again, Jim,’ she whispered.


‘Christ, Maggie,’ he said, ‘ain’t we got enough trouble without you loading us up with kids?’


Maggie felt ashamed, as though she alone were responsible for this last catastrophe.


‘I’m two months,’ she said. It was all she could think of to say.


‘Well try and get rid of it then,’ he snarled.


Maggie sat open-mouthed. ‘Get rid of it? How do you do that?’


‘For gawd’s sake, Maggie. Use yer loaf,’ said Jim. Then he paused and looked at her closely. ‘What’s that all over yer flamin’ face?’


‘It’s powder.’


Jim’s eyes flashed with rage. ‘Now don’t you start that lark, Maggie my gel. I swear I’ll swing for yer if yer does.’


Maggie looked hurt. ‘What lark, Jim?’ In the back of her mind was the kissing and cuddling she did with John, and her cheeks flamed a guilty red.


A change came over his face; his lips went narrow and his eyes squinted viciously. ‘Whoring, that’s what. I’m warning yer, Maggie, I’ll get you and the bloke if yer lets me down.’


But Maggie had already got up and run out. She cried all the way home. Whatever’s the matter with me? she thought. Better buck up before the kids see me.


It had begun to get dark and the lamp-lighter passed her with the long stick he used to switch on the lamps. It was very quiet as she walked through the streets. When John’s tall figure stepped out in front of her as she reached the house, Maggie was scared. ‘Crikey, you made me jump,’ she said.


‘One day, Maggie, I’ll make you jump as high as the sky,’ he said as he looked down at her.


‘Don’t be daft,’ she said, trying to get past him.


‘I’m taking you for a drink.’


‘Daft. I don’t drink.’


‘Well, we’ll make a start.’


‘I’ll have to get back for the kids.’


He stopped in front of her. The yellow of the street lamp shone down on her pretty face.


‘Listen, Maggie. The kids are all tucked up in bed and your mother-in-law is in the boozer. And Ginger’s got half-a-crown in his pocket to keep an eye on things, so to speak.’


‘You’re joking. I must go, it’s getting late,’ said Maggie.


‘Honest. I sat in the back yard until they were asleep.’


‘Oh, you didn’t. Anyone see you?’


‘Only Ginger, and he’s a very reliable look-out, I can assure you. So my beautiful, you are mine until the pubs shut, and perhaps for a little while afterwards,’ he added.


Maggie threw her bonnet to the wind – John looked so nice standing there. She took his arm saying, ‘Come on then. If you’re taking me to the pub, hurry up before I change me mind.’


 


John and Maggie strolled arm in arm down the deserted road. Lace curtains moved and eyes looked out as they always did in those little back streets. But John did not know and Maggie did not care; for some reason she felt suddenly carefree.


To Maggie the big public house on the main road was like a palace. It was called the Queen’s Arms and even the name impressed her. She had never been inside one of these gin palaces.


They sat on a red plush seat with lots of lights and mirrors around them. Maggie liked the mirrors; they had little babies with bare bottoms on them and a flower lady doing a dance.


‘Ain’t they pretty,’ she said.


John looked at the frosted glass with its nymphs and cherubs. He thought the mirrors were atrocious and said so. Maggie looked disappointed.


‘Is it true that you’ve hardly ever left that crummy little street, Maggie?’


‘I used to go to the pictures with Jim,’ said Maggie, brightening up.


‘My God, it doesn’t seem possible, a pretty girl like you.’


The port wine was taking effect and Maggie leaned her head on John’s shoulder. She looked very sweet tonight in a blue print frock that had cost threepence at the mission jumble sale. She had washed and starched it and taken up the hem. It was a forget-me-not blue and matched her eyes. This hard life had not stopped Maggie’s beauty from developing. With her slim hips and well-formed bust, she was blooming. John looked her over and knew he would love her all his life.


A woman started to play the piano and all the customers sang loudly. The men wore checked caps and the women had hats with feathers; some wore fur coats and long, gold earrings. Maggie was most impressed but John said, ‘Costers, they are. Plenty of money down here, Maggie. I don’t suppose they have ever paid taxes in their lives – most of them are on the fiddle. They even have their own royal family,’ he added dryly.


Maggie looked up at him quickly. Was he mocking her?


‘That’s right, the pearly king and queen, and all the little princes and princesses.’


Maggie began to giggle. Of course she remembered them. The small Cockney king in his flat cap covered with pearly buttons with his queen, that large woman in a feathered hat and an intricate costume literally covered with pearly buttons. She had often puzzled about how long it must have taken to sew them on as she watched them lead the carnival procession through the market.


John is so knowledgeable, pondered Maggie. She thought of poor old Jim in the nick. Jim, who never had two halfpennies to rub together, had done the dirty work for these costers. She looked down at her hands – no diamond rings, a jumble-sale dress, and scrubbing to feed his kids.


‘Don’t look so solemn, Maggie.’ John had caught her looking thoughtful. She could not explain the injustice of it all, not to him. She swallowed the port wine and held out her glass for another one.


‘You’re going it, old girl,’ he said, but nevertheless he filled her glass for her.


Outside there was a jellied-eel stall. These Maggie had to try having stared so often at the bits of snake in jelly wondering what they tasted like. John had a passion for them and consumed three bowls of eels to Maggie’s one. In every dark doorway they stopped to kiss and cuddle. The port wine made her feel lovely and warm. She snuggled close up to him.


‘Maggie, let’s go home. I can’t stand it any longer, I must have you, darling. Please, Maggie.’


A cold breeze seemed to sweep over Maggie and Jim’s mean face floated in front of her.


Maggie tried to pull away but the young, virile body of John held her in a vice-like grip. ‘Don’t do that,’ she said, as his hands felt her body. Then panic seized her and up came her knee and her teeth sank into his lips. Breaking free she ran down the road as though the devil were after her. Dear John was not a swearing man but the language he hurled after Maggie was really worthy of the street.


As she neared the house, Ginger’s red hair glowed in the light of the street lamp he was sitting under.


‘The coppers chasing you, Maggie?’ he asked.


‘Don’t be so cheeky,’ said the breathless, dishevelled Maggie. ‘Come on, don’t wake the old girl up.’ Hand in hand they crept up the narrow stairs to bed.


The babies were sleeping peacefully and the two little brothers in the same bed snored. Since Mick had gone little Jim slept with Ginger, so Maggie had only the baby in her bed. As she undressed in the moonlight dreaming of the love she nearly had, Ginger’s voice came over from the corner.


‘You know, Maggie,’ he said, ‘when I get old enough I’m going to get a gel with a figure like yours.’


‘Oh you naughty boy. Stop looking,’ said Maggie. Covering herself up she quickly dived into bed.


 


Maggie felt bad in the morning; the port wine and her early pregnancy had really turned her stomach. As she retched and vomited in the sink, Liza thumped down the passage banging her stick.


‘Blimey, don’t tell me you’re in the club again, gel. Gawd knows what it’ll be like with another mouth to feed – it’s bloody starvation now.


‘What time did you come in last night?’ asked Liza aggressively. ‘You took long enough to get back from Pentonville.’


‘Got on the wrong bus,’ said Maggie at last.


‘Silly bloody cow.’


Maggie was too ill to care. But as she splashed cold water on her face, Maggie was worrying about how to get to work on time and how to face John after the business of last night.


‘Better not be late,’ Maggie said to Liza. ‘She’s a real tartar if I’m even a bit late.’


Maggie need not have bothered. At that moment a little boy knocked at the door with a note which said: Please accept one shilling in lieu of notice. I do not require your daughter-in-law anymore.


Old Liza looked at it and then gave it to Ginger to read. ‘What’s her game?’ asked Liza. ‘Sacked yer. What for? I’ll soon find out.’ On went the old black shawl and she stumped towards the shop.


‘That’s torn it,’ said Ginger. ‘What are you going to do, Maggie?’


‘I suppose old Malloy had her spies out last night. I don’t care. To hell with the lot of them,’ said Maggie.


Liza shouted and raved at Mrs Malloy. She called her a hennaed whore while John sulked in his room; he was not pleased that his aunt had sent his Maggie away.


The Bunghouse


Liza did not return until the shilling from Mrs Malloy had disappeared in the Barley Mow. Then, in a sad but slightly blurred way, Liza said, ‘I told her off, Maggie. No one around here is going to give you a bad name, gel, not while I’m alive they ain’t.’


Maggie was a little puzzled. She still found it hard to understand the philosophy of this family. It didn’t seem to matter what you did so long as you weren’t found out.


‘I’ve been thinking it over, gel, and there’s really only one thing to do, and that’s the bunghouse for you, me gel. You can’t keep working now there’s another kid coming. The bloody government put my Jim away, so let’s see what they’re going to do about his kids.’


Maggie looked shocked. She knew how proud Liza was. She was always shouting about how she never lived on charity. It must have taken a lot for her to agree to the bunghouse.


That afternoon, they set out for the relief office. Maggie had the babies in the pram and Ginger and his two little brothers tagged along behind her while Liza followed up the rear.


In the dreary office with its walls painted half green and half grey with a black line between the two colours – Maggie thought it was very depressing – the people crowded round as each one was served in turn. A sorry lot they were – ragged children and tired-looking women.


Soon Maggie’s turn came. A hatchet-faced woman asked her all kinds of personal questions.


‘Where is your husband?’ she asked in a loud voice.


‘He’s away,’ replied Maggie softly.


‘Away? If you mean he’s in prison, then say so. We’ll give you relief tickets to buy bread, meat and coal. If you start work or your circumstances change, let us know immediately.’


To Liza she said: ‘So you’re unable to clean doorsteps because your knees are bad?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Have you been to the doctor?’


‘If someone gives me the bleeding ’alf crown to pay ’im, I might go,’ said Liza.


‘Can’t your daughter-in-law help you while you’re sick?’


‘Let’s see you go out to work with two kids in a pram and another in the oven,’ retorted Liza. Maggie flushed and looked around to see who was listening.


Eventually they got the relief tickets – a whole fifteen shillings worth.


‘By the way, Mrs Burns,’ said old hatchet-face, ‘we’ll want to visit your home to see if you have anything of value.’


Outside the office, Liza handed her tickets to Maggie. ‘Here you are, gel, you’ll never get me in the shop changing those things. You’d better take over.’ So Liza let go of the reins.


It was Ginger who came to Maggie’s aid once more. ‘I’ll show you how to change them, Maggie,’ he said. ‘Me mate’s muvver always has these.’


‘Wish I had a threepenny bit,’ said Liza diving into her pocket. ‘Just enough for a half . . . that would do me.’


Maggie felt guilty.


‘Take no notice,’ said Ginger. ‘She does all right. Always got money for beer she does. Puts her book over the counter.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Maggie.


‘She got a pension when the old man got killed in the war. She puts the book over the bar and has the booze on tick.’ He was a bright lad, our Ginger, never missed a trick.


‘Don’t matter,’ said Maggie. ‘We got our own tickets now.’


‘I’ll show yer how to fiddle ’em,’ said the enterprising Ginger.


They went down to the shops and Maggie, who had never done the shopping, had a great time with Ginger.


First they went to the butcher’s and Maggie stood coyly by while Ginger negotiated with a plump man in a straw hat.


‘If you ain’t got no money, hoppit, Ginger,’ he said. ‘Don’t you go nicking anything.’ He looked at them suspiciously.


Ginger stood with his hands behind his back, his mop of red hair sticking out on end and his bare feet spread wide apart.


‘We was thinking of having a nice bit of scrag, Mr Robinson.’


‘Oh you was, was you? And how much would you like to pay, may I ask?’ The butcher’s belly, wrapped in the striped apron, wobbled as he laughed at the boy’s audacity.


‘Me sister, Maggie, has tickets here provided by His Majesty’s government to feed us poor kids,’ Ginger said haughtily.


Mr Robinson looked at sweet little Maggie. He admired her rosy cheeks and dark hair. ‘So that’s how the land lies, is it?’


Into the shopping bag went a nice shoulder of lamb and plenty of scrag for a stew. For all this, Maggie gave the butcher two shilling tickets. To Ginger it was a real novelty to act like a millionaire but to most of the people in Stepney it was a disgrace to be on the bunghouse and the shopkeepers took advantage of it and threw all the old rubbish on the ‘mumpers’, as they were called. In the baker’s a couple of stale cakes were thrown in for the kids and Maggie thanked the lady kindly. They went home with real food in the bag, a novelty in that house for Liza had always managed to spend more on beer than on food if she ever got down to the market.


Later, the little brothers were sent out to get fourteen pounds of coal and Maggie lit the fire to cook a big Irish stew.


That night there was a warm fire and everyone had full bellies. After a hot bowl of stew, Liza said to Maggie, ‘You ain’t such a bad gel, Maggie. My Jim could’ve done a lot worse.’


Praise from her mother-in-law was praise indeed for Maggie.


Lying in bed, she thought of the little baby that had started to form inside her. She did not want any more kids. What did Jim say? Get rid of it. She wondered how you did things like that. There was still the money that Mick had given her – perhaps she could buy some pills or something. She would try and find out.


In the morning Liza was up early. She had got out her bucket and scrubbing brush.


‘No good giving in,’ she said. ‘Got to get back to work some time.’


Maggie watched her as she bent down, grunting and groaning. She felt so sorry for her. ‘Give us the bucket,’ she said, ‘I’ll go.’


‘Will yer, Maggie?’ Liza looked relieved. ‘It’s just me regulars I’m worried about. Don’t want to lose them.’


So Maggie went off doorstep-cleaning. She hated it when she knocked on the door to ask if they wanted their doorsteps cleaned. They looked at her as though she were something the cat brought in. But she knew she had to do it. And because she was not earning much she did not tell the woman at the relief office that she was working.
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The Pawn Shop


It was on one of these mornings when she was doorstep-cleaning that she met Sarah Bernstein and started what became a long friendship. Sarah was very fat, but a better natured girl than Sarah could not be found anywhere. She was twenty-five years old and not married. She kept a shop which belonged to her two brothers for whom she also kept house. They were so good to her that Sarah did not want for anything except a man.


The Bernsteins’ shop was known as the in-and-out shop. It was a strange, long and dusty place you could walk into, examine the goods and walk out again. There were long rails of second-hand clothes – unredeemed pledges, they were marked – and in the back was a pawn shop where parcels lay all over the place. There were also a few pieces of jewellery and a couple of clocks.


But Sarah, who was very lazy, just sat knitting on a little stool, looking out of the door. No incident happened without Sarah holding a running commentary on it.


That morning, as Maggie went by with her bucket, Sarah called out to her: ‘What’s up, Maggie? The old gel snuffed it?’


Maggie, who was fed up and a little weary, stopped to talk. ‘Want yer doorstep cleaned, Sarah?’


‘Yes, you can do it, love – not that I care what colour it is.’


With her fat legs astride, Sarah watched little Maggie as her small hands held the scrubbing brush. ‘You got nice-shaped hands, ain’t you,’ she said enviously. ‘Shame yer got to spoil them with all that scrubbing.’ She examined her own white, podgy ones which glittered with rings. ‘Mine’s not so bad,’ she said. Very vain was Sarah. Always smartly dressed with gold rings in her ears, Sarah was not that much older than Maggie but she was so fat and ungainly she could easily be taken for a middle-aged woman.


‘Tell yer what, Maggie,’ she said, ‘when yer done that, pop in and put the kettle on and we’ll have a nice cup of tea.’


Lazy, fat cow, thought Maggie. Still, I could do with a rest.


When Maggie went through the dingy shop to the back kitchen, the mess and confusion amazed her. She had never seen so many cooking pots before. They were all dirty and stacked up waiting to be washed. There was dust and dirt everywhere.


‘Sorry about the mess, Maggie,’ said Sarah who had waddled in behind her. ‘It’s that old gel Maudie Evans. She gets soaked up with gin and don’t turn up on Mondays.’


But Maggie was slowly sorting out the mess, trying to find two clean cups. ‘Might as well wash this lot while the kettle’s boiling,’ she said.


‘There’s hot water in that tap,’ said Sarah hopefully.


Maggie had never seen hot water coming out of a tap before. ‘Hot water! I don’t believe it.’


‘Abe got it done for me to see if I’d wash up more often. But I don’t like bloody housework,’ she said wistfully.
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