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Prologue

All day long the November fog had swirled through the Bermondsey backstreets, but now that the factories and wharves had closed the fog thickened, spreading its dampness over the quiet cobbled lanes and alleyways. Only the occasional clatter of iron wheels and the sharp clip of horses’ hooves interrupted the quietness as hansom cabs moved slowly along the main thoroughfares. The drivers huddled down in the high seats, heavily wrapped in stiff blankets against the biting cold, gripping the clammy leather reins with gloved hands as they plied for hire. The tired horses held their heads low, their nostrils flaring and puffing out clouds of white breath into the poisonous fumes.

Behind the main thoroughfares a warren of backstreets, lanes and alleyways spread out around gloomy factories and railway arches and stretched down to the riverside, where wharves and warehouses towered above the ramshackle houses and dilapidated hovels. Smoke from coke fires belched out from cracked and leaning chimneys and the fog became laden with soot dust and heavy with sulphur gases. Hardly ever was the sound of hansom cabs heard in the maze of Bermondsey backstreets during the cold winter months, and  whenever a cabbie brought a fare to one of the riverside pubs he always sought the quickest way back to the lighted main roads. There was no trade to be had in these menacing streets on such nights, and rarely did folk venture from their homes except to visit the nearest pub or inn, especially when the fog was lying heavy.

Straddling the backstreets were the railway arches of the London to Brighton Railway and beneath the lofty archways a gathering of vagrants, waifs and strays spent their nights, huddled around low burning fires for warmth. Sometimes there was food to eat, when someone produced a loaf of bread which had been begged for or stolen, and it was sliced and toasted over the crackling flames, sometimes there were a few root vegetables and bacon bones which were boiled in a tin can and made into a thin broth; but often there was nothing to be had and the ragged groups slept fitfully, their bellies rumbling with hunger and their malnourished bodies shivering and twitching beneath filthy-smelling sacks which had been begged from the tanneries or the Borough Market.

 



One bitterly cold November night, William Tanner sat over a low fire, wiping a rusty-bladed knife on his ragged coat sleeve. Facing him George Galloway watched with amusement as his young friend struggled to halve the turnip. The railway arch that they occupied faced a fellmonger’s yard and the putrid smell of animal skins filled the cavern and made it undesirable as a place to shelter, even to the many desperate characters who roamed the area. For that very reason the two lads picked the spot to bed down for the night when their finances did not stretch to paying for a bed at one of the doss-houses. Usually there was enough wood to keep a fire in all night and no one would intrude on their privacy and attempt to steal the boots from their feet while they slept. At first the  stench from the fellmonger’s yard made the two lads feel sick but after a time they hardly noticed it, and they became used to the sound of rats scratching and the constant drip as rainwater leaked down from the roof and dropped from the fungus-covered walls.

William passed one half of the turnip to George and grinned widely as his friend bit on the hard vegetable and spat a mouthful into the fire.

‘It’s bloody ’ard as iron, Will, an’ it tastes ’orrible,’ the elder lad said, throwing his half against the wall.

William shrugged his shoulders and bit on his half. ‘I couldn’t get anyfing else,’ he said. ‘That copper in the market was on ter me soon as I showed me face.’

George threw a piece of wood on to the fire and held his hands out to the flames. He was a tall lad, with a round face and large dark eyes, and a mop of matted, dark curly hair which hung over his ears and down to his shabby coat collar. At fourteen, George was becoming restless. He had attended a ragged school and learned to read and write before his street trader father dragged him away from his lessons and put him to work in a tannery. At first George had been happy but his father’s increasingly heavy drinking and brutality made the lad determined to leave home and fend for himself. Now, after two years of living on the streets, he felt it was time he started to make something of himself. George had experienced factory life and had seen how bowed and subservient the older workers had become. He had walked out of his job at the tannery and did not return home, vowing there and then that he would not end up like the others.

William Tanner sat staring into the fire, his tired eyes watering from the wood-smoke. He was twelve years old, a slightly built lad of fair complexion. His eyes were pale blue, almost grey, and his blond hair hung about his thin face. Like  George he had never known his mother. She had died when he was a baby. Of his infancy he could only vaguely remember stern faces and the smell of starched linen when he was tended to. His more vivid memories were of being put to bed while it was still daylight and of having to clean and scrub out his attic room with carbolic soap and cold water. He had other memories which were frightening. There was a thin reed cane which his father had kept behind a picture in the parlour. Although it had never been used on him, the sight of that device for inflicting pain had been enough to frighten him into obedience.

When his father lay dying of typhoid in a riverside hovel, William had been taken to live with an aunt and there taught to read and write. The woman made sure he was properly dressed and fed but the home lacked love, and when his aunt took up with a local publican William became an unwanted liability. Like his friend George he began to feel the weight of a leather belt, and after one particularly severe beating William ran away from home. He had stumbled into a railway arch, half-frozen and with hunger pains gnawing at his stomach, and had been allowed to share a warm fire and a hunk of dry and mouldy bread with a group of young lads. Their leader was George Galloway and from that night William and George became firm friends. Now, as the fire burned bright, George was setting out his plans. The younger lad sat tight-lipped, fearful of what might happen should things go wrong.

‘Listen to me, Will,’ George was saying, ‘yer gotta be ’ard. Nobody’s gonna come up an’ give yer money fer nuffink. It’s dog eat dog when yer up against it. All yer ’ave ter do is foller me. We’ll roll the ole geezer an’ be orf before ’e knows what’s ’appened. I’ve cased the place an’ ’e comes out the same time every night. If all goes well, we’ll ’ave a nice few bob. Yer  gotta ’ave the shekels ter get started, Will. One day I’m gonna ’ave me own business. I’m gonna wear smart clothes an’ ’ave people lookin’ up ter me. “There goes George Galloway. ’E’s one o’ the nobs,” they’ll say.’

William nodded, disturbed by the wild look in the large dark eyes that stared out at him from across the fire.

 



The fog had lifted a little during the morning, but now it threatened to return as night closed in. From their vantage post in a shuttered shop’s doorway the two lads watched the comings and goings at the little pub in the Old Kent Road. William made sure there was no more pork crackling left in his piece of greasy newspaper then he screwed it up and threw it into the gutter, wiping his hands down his filthy, holed jumper. He shivered from the cold and glanced at George, who was breathing on his cupped hands. ‘P’raps ’e ain’t there,’ he said, trying to inject a note of disappointment into his voice.

‘’E’s in there,’ George scowled. ‘’E’s always there.’

A hansom cab rattled by and then George’s hand closed around his friend’s arm. ‘There ’e is!’ he whispered.

Joshua Wainwright burped loudly as he fished into his waistcoat pocket and took out his timepiece. The hands seemed to be spinning and he put it away with a frown, hunching his shoulders as he walked off rather unsteadily in the direction of Surrey Square where he had his London residence. It had been a good week, he thought. The case was progressing nicely and the judge had been more than usually receptive when points of order had been raised. There would be a substantial settlement, of that he was sure, and the fee would be a good one too. ‘Damn this gout,’ he grumbled to himself. It had been playing him up all day.

A sudden tug on the tails of Joshua’s frock-coat made him lose his balance and as he tried to fend off his attackers he  tumbled heavily into the entrance of a dark alley. His stovepipe hat was knocked from his head and a sand-filled sock crashed down on his exposed pate, sending him into oblivion.

The attack had been well timed and George and William made good their escape along the dark, reeking alleyway. The older lad had pocketed the barrister’s gold watch-and-chain together with his wallet. When they had put some distance between themselves and their victim, George stopped to catch his breath and motioned William into a doorway.

‘I’m goin’ straight ter see Stymie wiv this,’ he gasped, opening the palm of his hand and letting William catch a glimpse of the watch. ‘’Ere, there’s some tanners in the wallet. You go an’ get us both some faggots an’ pease puddin’, Will,’ he went on, passing over a silver sixpence. ‘Make yer way back ter the arch an’ keep the fire in. I shouldn’t be too long, then we can ’ave a share out.’

 



A wind had got up and it swirled into the evil-smelling railway arch as William tended the fire. The lad was still shaking from his first experience of foot-padding and occasionally he glanced over his shoulder as though expecting to be apprehended at any minute. As he sat before the flaring wood-fire, William saw again the face of the groaning man who had struggled to get to his feet. He shivered violently. He knew he should not have gone back but he was fearful that they had killed the old man. When George left him in the alley, William had taken a circular route into the Old Kent Road and ambled along as casually as he could towards the alley entrance. He had nothing on his person to link him with the robbery except for the silver sixpence, and he was sure that the victim had not caught sight of him as he tugged on his coat from behind. As William reached the entrance to the alley he had heard a groaning sound, and out of the corner of his eye had caught  sight of a congested face as their victim staggered to his feet, cursing loudly. William had breathed easier as he hurried away to the butcher’s shop to buy supper.

When George finally reached the railway arch, he sat down with a scowl and ate the faggot and pease pudding ravenously. ‘The ole bastard tried ter do us up, Will,’ he spluttered between mouthfuls of food. ‘Two quid, that’s all we got. That watch must ’ave bin werf a small fortune. I tel yer straight, I’m gonna do fer Stymie one day, see if I don’t.’

William watched while George wiped his greasy lips on the back of his coat sleeve and then counted out the money from their victim’s wallet before handing over three one-pound notes and four sixpences. William realised that he had never in all his life had more than sixpence in his pocket. He carefully folded the notes and tucked them down the side of his boot before stretching out in front of the dying fire.

George had covered himself with a large sack and was staring up at the sodden brickwork of the arch. It was only right after all, he thought. It was he who had masterminded the job and done all the work. It was he who had had to bargain and argue with Stymie over the money for the gold watch. Then there was the time he had spent eyeing the pub and half freezing in the process. He was the leader and if it wasn’t for him they wouldn’t have had any supper that night. Yes, it was only right he should have the larger share of the proceeds.

William was still too excited to sleep. He turned on his side to face his friend. ‘We can kip in Arfur’s doss-’ouse termorrer night, George, now we’ve got money,’ he said cheerfully.

George grunted. ‘Yeah, an’ we can pay tuppence an’ get proper blankets. Those bleedin’ penny beds ain’t too clean. Last time we was there I got bitten all over.’ He yawned and turned on to his side. ‘One day I’m gonna get meself an ’orse an’ cart an’ do deliveries. There’s a good livin’ ter be made  cartin’ skins about. I’m gonna make me pile an’ ’ave me own cartage business, Will, you see if I don’t.’

William sighed contentedly. His belly was full and the warmth from the fire had penetrated his cold, aching limbs. The thought of owning his own business did not excite him, but driving a horse and cart was another thing. William often hung around the stables in Long Lane and earned pennies for running errands. The carmen were a good lot, and sometimes they paid him to muck out the stalls and fill the nosebags with fresh chaff. He loved being around horses and often picked up a few carrots from the Borough Market or from under the market stalls in Tower Bridge Road for the nags.

‘I just wanna drive a pair o’ dapple-greys, George,’ he said, staring into the grey embers of the fire. ‘I’d plait their tails an’ polish the ’arnesses - I’d ’ave the smartest pair of ’orses in the ole o’ Bermon’sey.’

But George was already fast asleep, and dreaming of bigger things.




1900




Chapter One

On Sunday, 20th May 1900 church bells rang out in Bermondsey. People were out on the streets to celebrate, and along the Old Kent Road horse buses and the new electric trams rattled by, garlanded with Union Jacks and bunting. The cheering crowds exchanged newspapers and waved excitedly as an open-topped tram came into view with local councillors aboard. The mayor, wearing his chain of office, stood at the front of the upper deck holding a portrait of Queen Victoria aloft. Loud cheers rang out as spectators caught sight of the large framed picture, and then the waiting crowds hoisted the children on to their shoulders as the procession came into sight.

At the head of the parade a team of horses was drawing a brewery dray which contained an effigy of a Boer soldier with his hands held over his head being prodded by a British Tommy. Along the side of the cart a white sheet was tied, with the words ‘Mafeking Relieved’ painted in red along its length. Behind the leading dray there were smaller carts, pulled by well-groomed horses. ‘Broomhead’ Smith the totter came by sitting proudly on his creaking cart, tufts of ginger hair sticking out from under his battered trilby. His horse looked unusually spruce despite the dirty, moth-eaten Union Jack that  had been laid over its withers. On the back of the cart there was a rusty wringer which Broomhead had meant to remove before the parade started. He had covered it over instead and now the blanket had slipped off. The crowds laughed as he waved his whip in their direction and doffed his cap.

Carrie Tanner stood beside her father on the kerbside, holding his hand and shifting from one foot to the other. Her new button-up boots were pinching slightly but Carrie was too excited to care as the parade moved by. She was waiting for the Galloway cart with its team of two greys. She had helped her father to brush the horses and tie on their coloured ribbons; she had used the curry-comb and the large, heavy brush until their coats glistened and her arms ached. Her father had laughed as she reached up to the nags’ manes and carefully plaited the coarse strands of hair as she had been shown. At last the horses had been fed and given their tit-bits of carrot and Carrie hurried from the stables to get cleaned up. She felt proud of helping her father, and as she spotted the Galloway team jumped up and down excitedly. ‘Look, Dad, look!’ she cried out. ‘Don’t they look luvverly?’

William Tanner smiled at his eldest child and moved to one side so that she could get a better view. ‘You did a good job, Carrie,’ he said, his hands resting on her shoulders. ‘I should reckon we stand a good chance o’ gettin’ the prize.’

As the cart drew level William cast a critical eye over the cart. He had spent much time scrubbing the paintwork and the name ‘George Galloway, Carter’ now stood out clearly on the side. Galloway’s longest serving carman Sharkey Morris was up in the dicky seat and waved to Carrie and William as he rode by. Sharkey had a bowler hat on, and for the first time in his life was wearing a white starched collar and black tie. The brown tweed suit which he wore was not his. It had been loaned to him by the owner of the cartage  firm, who was anxious to snatch the first prize for the best turned-out entrant in the parade. William smiled to himself as he recalled what Galloway had said when he saw Sharkey march into the yard early that morning: ‘Gawd ’elp us, Will. ’E looks a bleedin’ scruff. I can’t ’ave ’im sittin’ up on that cart lookin’ like that. Bring ’im in the office an’ I’ll send young Geoff ’ome fer one o’ me old suits.’

 



The parade had passed by. William took his daughter’s hand as they followed on to New Kent Road where the judging was to take place. Carrie felt the excitement growing inside her as she hurried along beside her father. Her tight boots were making her hobble but she ignored the pain. She wanted desperately for Galloway’s horse and cart to win the prize, for her father’s sake. He had worked hard on the wagon and team and she knew how much winning would mean to him.

At nine years old Carrie was more like her father than her three younger brothers. She was slim, with long fair hair and blue eyes a shade or two darker than his. She was a pretty girl with a saucy smile which seemed to start at the corners of her mouth and light up her whole face. Carrie loved her father dearly and spent as much time as she could in the stables, helping him with the horses and polishing the brasses and harnesses. She loved the warm sweet smell of the stalls and the sound of steel horseshoes over the cobbles as the animals set out each morning pulling the empty carts. On occasions she would feign sickness or a sore throat to escape having to go to school, but then she would make a miraculous recovery during the day and slip out from the house to the adjoining yard.

Her father laughed at his wife Nellie’s concern over their daughter. ‘She’s a bright child an’ she’s gonna do all right,’ he had told her.

Nellie had shaken her head in dismay. ‘It’s not right, ’er bein’ away from school so much, Will,’ she replied. ‘The child needs ter learn ’er lessons. Besides, it’s not proper fer a young gel ter ’ang around in that yard. She could get injured wiv those carts in an’ out.’

William had pulled a face. ‘Look, Nell, the child’s ’appy wiv what she’s doin’.’ he retorted. ‘She’s gonna grow up soon enough, an’ what’s in store fer ’er? I’ll tell yer - she’s gonna slog away in a tannery or in one o’ the factories. Then she’s gonna get married an’ be saddled wiv kids. Let ’er be ’appy while she can.’

The day was bright with a warm sun shining down on the entrants as they lined up in New Kent Road. All the carmen stood beside their horses, waiting for the mayor to arrive. Broomhead Smith scowled as he looked at the rusty wringer on the back of his cart. He was upset by some of the comments made to him by the waiting crowd.

‘Oi, Broom’ead! Are yer gonna mangle the mayor if yer don’t win?’ one wag called out.

‘’Ere, is it all right fer me ter bring a pissy mattress round an’ sling it on the cart, Broom’ead?’ shouted someone else.

The totter tried to ignore their remarks but he could barely contain his anger after one of the councillors strolled by and then had a whispered conversation with a policeman standing nearby. The PC strolled up to Broomhead with a wide grin on his ruddy face. ‘’E asked me ter get yer ter move the cart, Broomy,’ he said, trying to look serious. ‘’E didn’t know yer was in the parade.’

‘Silly ole sod,’ Broomhead spluttered. ‘Where’d they dig ’im up from?’

The policeman’s face broke into a grin again. ‘I reckon the wringer ain’t too bad. Could do wiv a rub down an’ a coat o’ paint though,’ he said as he walked off.

The mayor was walking slowly along the line, stopping at each cart and consulting with his colleagues. Notes were scribbled down into a notebook by one of the judges and heads nodded vigorously. When they reached the totter’s cart the judges shook their heads and walked on quickly, much to Broomhead Smith’s chagrin, but when they arrived at Galloway’s horse and team the mayor looked pleased with what he saw. Carrie looked up into William’s face, her hand tightening on his. Crowds were milling around the dais which had been set up by the park gates, and when the mayor climbed up on to the stand and held his hands up for silence everyone started jostling.

‘Quiet! Quiet!’ one of the councillors called out. ‘Be quiet for the mayor.’

Broomhead recognised the man as the one who had earlier had words about him with the policeman. ‘Shut yer gob, Ugly,’ he called out. ‘’Ow d’yer like ter get mangled?’

The laughter died away as the mayor began his speech, in which he praised the hard work undertaken by everyone involved. He then went on at length about the gallam soldiers who had held out at Mafeking for so long and the equally valiant action which had finally relieved them. Loud cheers went up at his words, but when the mayor started to itemise the good work being done by the local council the crowds became restless.

‘Knock it on the ’ead, mate,’ someone called out.

‘Tell us who’s won, fer Gawd’s sake,’ the cry went up.

The dignitary held up his hands and as the crowd quietened he put on his pince-nez and stared at the slip of paper in his hands for a few moments.

‘The first prize goes to George Galloway,’ he said in a loud voice. ‘Second prize goes to ...’

Carrie’s squeal of delight almost drowned out the name of  the runner-up as she hugged her father. ‘We won! We won!’ she cried out, looking up into his smiling face.

William looked over to the park railings and saw the bulky figure of George Galloway being patted on the back and having his hand pumped by his supporters.

Carrie turned to her father as she saw the firm’s owner starting to walk towards the mayor. ‘It should be you goin’ up ter get the prize, Dad,’ she said with a small frown. ‘It was you what won it.’

William smiled briefly. ‘It’s all right, Carrie. Mr Galloway knows that.’

After a few words had been exchanged between Galloway and the mayor, the trophy, a large silver tankard, was held up in the air and clapping broke out. The winner was surrounded by his friends and well-wishers as most of the spectators moved off home. William took his daughter’s hand and they left too, walking back to Page Street in the spring sunlight.

 



The Tanners’ home was a two-up, two-down house which adjoined the Galloway cartage firm in Page Street. It was the end house in a row of terraced houses that led from Jamaica Road towards the River Thames. From the main thoroughfare the narrow turning looked like most of the working-class streets in Bermondsey. It was cobbled and gaslit, with a small pub situated on the left-hand corner and a tiny tobacconist and sweet shop on the right. Two rows of identical houses stretched down towards the Galloway yard which stood on the bend, where the street turned to the right. The cartage contractor’s headquarters was a brick-built construction with a weather-board frontage and wooden gates which swung back into the cobbled stable yard. The gates faced the Jamaica Road end of the turning and the right-hand part of the premises, which were used to store the wagons, stretched along past the bend  to where another two rows of houses faced each other across the narrow turning as it led along to Bacon Street.

The street looked very much the same as many other Bermondsey backstreets. Lace curtains hung in the windows of the ramshackle houses and the doorsteps were whitened. Most of the chimney-pots leaned askew and the grey slated roofs dipped and curved in an uneven, untidy fashion. Bacon Street had its own particular blight, however, in the shape of a tall four-storey tenement block. Even the tenants of the damp, draughty and overcrowded houses surrounding the building dreaded the thought of having to live in such a terrible place.

Inside the Tanners’ house, the family was gathered around a low fire. The evening had turned chilly and the parlour door was closed against the draught which blew along the passage from the ill-fitting street door. Nellie Tanner was sitting in her usual armchair beside the fire, a partially finished piece of embroidery lying in her lap. Nellie was a slim, attractive woman with a fair complexion and deep blue eyes. At thirty, her face was unlined and smooth. Her rather shapely figure was accentuated by a close-fitting long dark skirt which reached down over her ankles and a high-buttoned linen blouse with ruffled sleeves which hugged her full breasts and narrow waist. Her fair hair, which was a shade lighter than her husband’s, was swept up from her neck and piled on top of her head, secured with a wide mother-of-pearl fan comb.

Nellie liked to dress up on Sundays. When the main meal of the day was over she would go to her room and wash down in the tin bath before putting on her clean, freshly ironed Sunday best. She knew it pleased William to see her looking nice when they sat together in the long evening after the children had gone to bed, and she was aware that it roused him when she wore her tight-fitting clothes. Her long neck and high round forehead were exposed by her swept-up hair, which  Nellie occasionally touched as she talked with her husband.

William Tanner was of medium height and powerfully built. His wide shoulders and muscular arms bore witness to eighteen years of hard manual work for George Galloway. Now, having seen his efforts with the parade wagon rewarded after a long hard week in the stables, William was feeling relaxed and contented. He eased back in the armchair facing Nellie’s and stretched out his legs. His pale blue eyes stared into hers as she spoke and he could sense irritation in her voice.

‘I know yer was pleased, Will, an’ yer’ve a right ter be, but yer’d fink Galloway would ’ave at least come over an’ fanked yer,’ she was saying.

William raised his eyes in resignation. ‘It was awkward, really, Nell,’ he replied. ‘There was people millin’ around ’im an’ I don’t s’pose ’e got the chance. ’E’ll see me termorrer. There’ll be time then.’

Nellie felt angry that her husband had been ignored by George Galloway at the parade. Every weekday morning William opened the yard and issued Galloway’s work orders to the carmen. Then there was the managing of the stables and the locking up after the last van was in, sometimes late in the evening. It was the same when one of the horses was lame or a horse sale was going on. Her husband was on call from dawn till dusk. True, William was paid two pounds a week, but he earned every penny of it, she told herself. It would cost George Galloway much more to call the vet in every time. Ever since they had married ten years ago, and Galloway rented them the house the carter had taken advantage of William - and her - one way or another, Nellie thought with bitterness. She knew she could never talk to her complaisant, easy-going husband of her own hatred for Galloway, and it tormented her cruelly.

William leaned forward in his armchair and Nellie was brought back to the present.

‘I’ll need ter slip into the yard before it gets too late,’ he said, yawning. ‘There’s the cob ter check. It might be the strangles.’

Nellie sighed and shook her head. ‘Yer’d better get in there then, Will. Yer promised me we was goin’ ter the pub ternight.’

William grunted as he eased himself out of the chair. ‘I’d better call up ter Carrie. She wanted ter come wiv me.’

Nellie was about to object but then thought better of it. Carrie was so like her father. She loved the horses and was worried about her favourite, the small Welsh cob that had been running a fever and had been taken out of the main stable.

Nellie heard her husband call Carrie and then the sound of the front door opening and closing. With a sigh, she leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes.

 



William undid the padlock and pushed open the wicket-gate. The yard was shadowy and quiet as he led the way to the left-hand side of the cobbled area where the horses were stabled. The building had two levels, and the upper floor was reached by a long straw-covered ramp. A loophole looked out from the higher level, near the noisy chaff-cutting machine and the harness room. The lighter, younger horses were stalled on this floor, and below in the larger stable were kept the heavier shire horses.

Carrie stayed close to her father as he passed the main stable and stopped outside a weather-board shed at the end of the yard. It was in this shed that the sick horses were kept in isolation from the rest. William had transferred the cob here as soon as it started coughing, aware that the sickness could easily spread and put the firm out of business.

William picked up the kerosene lamp which was hanging  outside the stable door. When he had lit it, he went in with his daughter at his side. The horse was standing in its stall, munching on the last of the chaff. As the yard foreman eased in beside it, the animal turned its head then went back to its munching.

‘That’s a good sign,’ William said, easing down the side of the cob and taking hold of its halter. ‘Well, I fink he’s over it, but ’e’d better ’ave one more day in ’ere.’ He rubbed his hand over the horse’s nose and felt its neck just below the ear. ‘The swelling’s gone down too.’

Carrie had eased herself into the stall and stood beside her father, stroking the cob’s neck. ‘Can I exercise Titch in the yard termorrer, Dad?’ she asked excitedly. ‘’E’s gotta get strong before ’e can pull that cart.’

William laughed aloud. ‘It’s school fer you termorrer, me lass,’ he said quickly. ‘Yer muvver’s bin on ter me about the time yer missin’.’

Carrie sighed. ‘Can I do it after school? Please, Dad?’

Her father put his arm around her shoulders as they stepped out into the dark yard. ‘We’ll see. Maybe after tea.’

 



William and Nellie had left for the corner pub and the fire in the grate had burned down to white-hot ash. The eldest of the boys, eight-year-old James, had gone to bed with no fuss, having complained of a sore throat, but Charlie and Danny were reluctant to follow him. They wanted to stay up longer while their parents were out, but Carrie would have none of it.

‘Muvver said yer gotta be in bed by nine, Charlie,’ she scolded him. ‘Besides, Danny won’t go up on ’is own. Yer know ’e’s scared o’ the dark.’

Charlie stared down at his stockinged feet for a moment or two then his wide grey eyes came up to meet Carrie’s. ‘Can’t we stay down ’ere wiv you, Carrie? There might be ghosts  upstairs,’ he said in a whisper, his eyes rolling around in exaggerated terror.

Five-year-old Danny was already half-asleep. He huddled closer to his elder brother for comfort. ‘I see a big ghost on the landin’ once, Carrie. I wanna stay down ’ere,’ he said in a hushed voice.

She chuckled as she lit a candle and set it into a metal holder. ‘Come on, I’ll see yer up the stairs. There’s no ghosts in this ’ouse. Only ’orrible children get ’aunted. Come on now, follow me.’

The candlelight flickered up the dark stairs and across the narrow landing, casting eerie shadows on the grimy wallpaper and brownish-stained ceiling and glimmering back dully from the brown paint of the back bedroom door. The boys huddled together, having frightened themselves with their stories of lurking ghosts, and when Carrie led the way into their room they jumped into bed and pulled the clothes up around their ears.

‘Stay up ’ere, Carrie,’ Danny pleaded. ‘I’m scared.’

She glanced over at James, sleeping soundly in the single bed by the window, and then set the candleholder down on the rickety washstand. ‘All right,’ she sighed. ‘But just till yer both asleep.’

Charlie turned on to his back. ‘I’m not tired,’ he moaned.

Within ten minutes both the boys were sleeping soundly and Carrie tip-toed down to the parlour. She rekindled the fire so that the room would be warm when her parents returned from the pub, then sat back in her father’s chair. It was past her own bedtime but Carrie was still wide awake. It had been an exciting day but she felt sad that her father had not been allowed to collect the prize. As she stared into the flickering flames she felt suddenly deflated. She had been happy for her father that day and wanted him to be happy too, but she had  seen something in his eyes. They had a sad look in them at times. Was her father happy? she wondered. Would he always be there to care for the horses and let her help him in the yard?

The wind rattled the front door and Carrie shivered as she made her way upstairs to her front bedroom.

 



The usual early morning bustle had died down at Galloway’s yard, and as soon as the last horse and cart had left the cobbles were swept clean of droppings. The sound of the chaff-cutting machine carried down into the stable yard and in through the open window of the small office as the two men sat facing each other. George Galloway was sitting on a thin-framed oak chair beside his open roll-top desk, his elbow resting on a jumble of invoices and work orders which were strewn over its surface. He wore his usual single-breasted, black serge suit and a bowler hat pushed back from his forehead, and there was a satisfied look on his broad face as he fingered a small medallion that hung from his silver watchchain.

‘The milit’ry are comin’ down in a couple o’ weeks, Will,’ he was saying, ‘an’ the ’orses are comin’ in this Friday, so there’s a lot ter do. I want them nags lookin’ well groomed an’ sprightly. If Sharkey an’ Soapy ain’t out on the road, they can give yer a bit of ’elp: I expect we’ll ’ave those silly cows Aggie Temple and Maisie Dougall groanin’ again but they’ll just ’ave ter put up wiv it.’

William Tanner leaned forward in his chair and nodded. It seemed a whole lifetime since they had both run the Bermondsey streets as waifs. It was almost thirty years since the two of them had robbed the toff in the Old Kent Road and shared the proceeds, he recalled, yet only recently had George told him how he removed the medallion he was now fingering from their victim’s watch-and-chain to keep as a memento before he went to Stymie the fence. George was beginning to  look old now, William thought. His heavy, powerful shoulders had started to droop and his face appeared to have a bluish colour about it. His hair was greying too, but it was the eyes that seemed to age the man most. They were puffy and heavy-lidded, and their whites had acquired a yellowy tinge. Nellie was convinced the man was killing himself with whisky, and William decided his wife was most probably right. George had been knocking it back ever since his own wife died three years ago after giving birth to Josephine.

‘If those two awkward mares come in ’ere moanin’, tell ’em ter piss orf,’ George was going on. ‘Better still, tell Oxford ter see ’em orf. ’E frightens the life out of ’em.’

William smiled wryly as he thought of Jack Oxford, but he had no intention of inflicting the firm’s simpleton on the two women. They had a genuine grievance anyway, he thought. Running the horses along the street was not only exhausting for him, it could be very dangerous too. It meant that the turning had to be kept clear of people, especially children.

‘Where are the ’orses comin’ from?’ he asked.

‘They’re three-year-old Irish Draughts,’ George replied, leaning back in his chair and tucking his thumbs through the armholes of his tight waistcoat.

The yard foreman could not help wincing at the news although he had guessed the answer. He knew that Irish Draughts were popular with the army, who used them for pulling gun carriages and for riding. He also knew that horses of this particular breed often had Arabian or Spanish blood in them, and that they were inclined to be temperamental until they were used to the harness and saddle. Running three-year-old stallions on a short halter along the cobbled street was often a tricky business, but the army buyers required it to be done so that they could be satisfied there was no lameness in the animals. William realised that this time he alone would be  expected to exercise the animals. George Galloway would not let any of his carmen run the horses, not after the last débâcle.

It had been Sharkey Morris who slipped on the cobblestones and let the rope go at the end of the turning, and by the time he had regained his feet his horse was galloping away along the Jamaica Road. The terrified animal had kept running. After scattering pedestrians in its path and kicking in the side of a tram, the sweating stallion had been captured by a young lad who calmly walked up to it and fed it a carrot before claiming the trailing rope and holding on to it until a fuming George Galloway drove up in his pony and trap.

The yard owner interrupted William’s thoughts as he stood up and slipped his fingers into his waistcoat pocket.

‘By the way, Will, ’ere’s a little somefink fer the good job yer done on the wagon,’ he said, pressing a gold sovereign into William’s hand. ‘There’s ’alf a sovereign fer young Carrie too. She worked ’ard.’

The foreman’s thanks were brushed aside with a sweep of the hand but as William made to leave George waved him back into the chair.

‘Sit down a minute, Will,’ he said, going to a wall cupboard and removing a bottle of Scotch whisky and two small glasses.

William did as he was bid, noticing the unsteady way in which his employer filled the glasses. Some of the spirit spilled over the top of the glass as he took it from George’s shaking hand.

‘Me an’ you go back a long way, Will. ’Ow long ’ave yer bin workin’ fer me now?’

‘It’s comin’ up eighteen years,’ William replied, taking a swig from the glass.

Galloway stared down into his whisky for a time, a thoughtful look in his heavy-lidded eyes, and the younger man cast his eyes around the small dusty office, feeling suddenly  uncomfortable. He remembered well the day when, as a young man in his early twenties, he had been persuaded by Galloway to give up his carman’s job with McSweeny’s the grain merchant’s and come to work for him as a yard foreman. The two had kept in contact over the years and William was flattered by the offer, but he had been worried about his old friend’s growing reputation for being a bad employer. There was much talk in the coffee shops and cafés then about the Galloway firm. Other employers paid more and were less likely to sack their carmen for minor things, so the talk went. William had been well aware of George Galloway’s hard nature and determination to get on as a businessman. Although they had grown up together, he knew he would not have an easy time as George’s employee. In fact, George might well take advantage of their friendship and leech off his good will.

William had considered the job offer carefully. He was earning eighteen shillings a week and George was offering him twenty-five. He remembered what George had said when the subject of Will’s having to issue orders to older, experienced Galloway employees was raised. ‘Look, Will, I didn’t build this business up by bein’ soft, an’ I know a good man when I see one. Yer know more about ’orses than all my drunken sods put tergevver. They’ll take orders, or they’ll soon find themselves out o’ work. Besides, yer a good carman. Yer ’andle a team of ’orses as good as anybody I’ve got workin’ fer me. Better, in fact.’

George was staring at him now, his tired eyes unblinking as though he were reading Will’s thoughts. ‘Yer know, I’ve never got over my missus dyin’ the way she did,’ he said suddenly. ‘It was only this business o’ mine that stopped me from doin’ away wiv meself.’

William remained silent, waiting for the older man to go on.

‘It’s bin ’ard at times, tryin’ ter keep this business on its feet,’ George said finally. ‘A couple o’ years before Martha died, I thought I was goin’ under. Yer remember when I was scratchin’ fer work an’ the ’orses got that fever? Well, that was the worst time. Luck was wiv me though, Will. After I got that contract ter deliver the ’ops an’ then that contract wiv the skin-dressers, I didn’t look back. Mind you, I’ve ’ad ter put the fear up some o’ those carmen o’ mine. Sackin’ one or two of ’em brought the rest in ter line. I know yer didn’t approve o’ those sackin’s, but I fink yer knew I was right.

‘Yer see, that’s the difference between me an’ you, Will. Yer a gentle man. Outside yer ’ard, but inside yer just soft. Yer always was, even as a kid. Remember the time we knocked that ole toff over? Yer could ’ave got yerself nicked goin’ back ter see ’ow ’e was. Softness is weakness in business, Will. It’s why I’ve succeeded. I’m ’ard where me business is concerned. I swore I’d do well one day, never ’ad any doubts abaht it. When yer sleepin’ wiv yer arse restin’ on the cobbles an’ yer belly cryin’ out fer food, yer know yer can’t get no lower, ’cept under the ground, so there’s only one way ter go, an’ that’s upwards. Yer done well too, Will, in yer own way. Yer got a nice wife, an’ four respectful kids. Yer gotta job fer life wiv me, an’ yer’ve earned the men’s respect. Yes, yer done well.’

William had let George go on without interrupting him, surprised to find him in one of his rare talkative moods. There was a lot of truth in what he had said. There was a difference between the two of them. It was something they had both always been aware of and something that had tended to put a distance between them as kids, even though they were good friends then.

‘Yeah, I’m satisfied wiv the way fings turned out, George,’ he replied. ‘They’re all good kids, an’ Nellie’s a diamond.’

Galloway finished his whisky and then reached for the  bottle. ‘’Ave anuvver drop, Will,’ he said, filling his own glass.

William shook his head. ‘Better not. I gotta check on the feed, an’ there’s the end stable ter clean out.’

‘’Ow’s the cob?’ George asked, the whisky bottle still held in his hand.

‘Carrie’s asked me if she can walk ’im in the yard this evenin’,’ William replied. ‘’E should be ready ter go back in the cart termorrer.’

George swallowed the contents of his glass and pulled a face. ‘She’s a good gel is your Carrie,’ he went on. ‘I only wish my two lads would take as much interest in the business. I’ve spent a small fortune payin’ fer ’em both ter get an education at that private school. Admittedly it’s knocked the rough edges orf ’em an’ they both speak like a couple o’ toffs, but I want the lads ter give the firm a bit o’ consideration, Will. After all, I’m not gonna be around ferever. If those two lads o’ mine put their minds to it, this business could grow. There’s quite a few new firms springin’ up in Bermon’sey, an’ there’s a lot o’ trade ter be done cartin’ stuff back an’ forth from the wharves an’ docks.’

The conversation was interrupted as the firm’s elderly accountant walked into the office mumbling a ’good morning’ as he hung up his rolled umbrella and Homburg before sitting himself at the far desk.

Horace Gallagher had been with the firm since the very beginning and he had managed to stay aloof from the day-to-day problems of the business, applying himself singlemindedly to his job of keeping the books up to date and dealing with the men’s wages. As he prepared himself for the day’s work he removed his thick-rimmed spectacles and polished them with his pocket handkerchief, a habit he constantly resorted to. Galloway watched the man’s pallid, expressionless face for a few moments with amusement,  comforted by the knowledge that whatever secrets or peculiarities he might have, Horace Gallagher was a conscientious accountant.

William tried to find a reason to leave. He was aware that Jack Oxford had been working the chaff-cutter and knew that once the man had run out of hay he would most probably find himself a warm corner in the loft and drop off to sleep, instead of getting another bale from the shed.

The sound of iron wheels and the clip of hooves over the cobbles gave the yard foreman an excuse to get up and go to the door of the office. Soapy Symonds had driven his horse and cart into the yard. As he jumped down from his seat, he pointed to the horse’s front leg. ‘’E’s gorn lame.’

William thanked his boss for the drink and walked over to Soapy’s cart. He reached down and ran his hand along the horse’s leg, feeling the soft swelling. ‘’E’s got a bucked shin,’ he said, straightening up. ‘We’d better get a poultice on it. Take ’im out o’ the sharves, Soapy.’

The carman mumbled to himself as he undid the harness straps and led the limping animal across the yard. The prospect of spending the rest of the day in the yard did not please Soapy. He had been on contract to the rum merchants in Tooley Street, and most afternoons after he picked up a load of barrels from the Rum Quay at the London Dock he would get a tot of the strong dark spirit. Today he would have to forgo his drink, and instead would most likely end up helping out on the chaff-cutting with that idiot Jack Oxford.

He had guessed right, for as soon as the horse was settled in the stall William pointed to the loft. ‘Take anuvver bale of ’ay up ter Jack, will yer, Soapy. An’ tell ’im no dozin’ on the job. Galloway’s in the office.’




Chapter Two

On Tuesday morning at number 10 Page Street, Florrie ‘Hairpin’ Axford was entertaining her longtime friends Maisie Dougall and Aggie Temple. The trio sat in Florrie’s tidy front parlour sipping tea, and Maisie was holding forth.

‘Well, accordin’ ter Mrs Tanner there’s anuvver load of ’orses comin’ in soon,’ she was saying. ‘She don’t know exactly when but yer can bet yer life it won’t be long. I reckon we ought ter put a stop ter that Galloway runnin’ ’em up the street.’

Maisie’s friends nodded in agreement and Aggie put down her teacup. ‘Somebody’s gonna get killed before long, mark my words,’ she declared with a severe expression on her face. ‘If it ain’t Will Tanner it’s gonna be one o’ the kids. It’s bloody disgustin’.’

Maisie put her hands into her apron pockets. She was a short, plump woman in her mid-thirties. When she was ten years old she had been orphaned and sent to a home for waifs and strays, and at fourteen she went into service. Her outspokenness and forthright manner had not endeared her to her employer, however, and after a few weeks she found herself back on the streets with just a few coppers in her  pocket. Maisie was determined not to be beaten by circumstances and she walked the whole distance from the grand house in Chislehurst to the little backstreet in Bermondsey where she had grown up. Hungry and blue with cold she arrived at the house that had once been her family home and stood staring at the door, feeling suddenly lost and alone.

When Bridie Phelan had seen the pitiful figure standing outside the house next door she immediately recognised her and felt that she had been given a sign from heaven. Bridie had never forgiven herself for allowing Maisie to be taken away when her mother died, and now there was a chance to make amends. She quickly ushered the young girl into her parlour to warm her and feed her, and on that cold night Maisie was given a new home. Maisie had grown to love and cherish Bridie and she repaid her kindness in full, caring for her until the day the old lady died. Maisie and her docker husband Fred still lived in Bridie Phelan’s house.

Maisie leaned forward in her chair, her large eyes dark with anger. ‘I was sayin’ only the ovver night ter my Fred - why don’t they run them ’orses while the kids are at school? It’s always in the late afternoon. Yer can’t expect the kids ter stay indoors. My Ronnie an’ Albert won’t stop in.’

Aggie recrossed her tightly laced leather boots, and nodded. ‘Well, if I ’ad any kids I’d be terrified. The sound o’ those ’orses clatterin’ up the turnin’ scares the bleedin’ life out o’ me. Some o’ them beasts are wild, an’ I can just picture that Tanner feller goin’ under the ’ooves.’

Florrie brushed some imaginary crumbs from her spotless apron and fished into her pocket for her snuff box. A good-hearted woman in her early forties, Florrie had been widowed when she was twenty-five. She had married again five years later but her husband ran off after less than a year of married life. Most of Florrie’s neighbours did not blame her for the  break-up, only for her choice in men. She was a tall, lean woman with grey hair and sharp features. Like Aggie, Florrie had never had children, although she was the street’s midwife, confidante, and a good friend to any of her neighbours who were in difficulties.

Florrie loved snuff and was never without her ‘pinch’, which she kept in a tiny silver box. Rumour had it that she had trained as a nurse but left to marry her first husband who had knocked her about before taking ill and dying of peritonitis. After he died, Florrie had taken to drink for a time and was always to be seen in the Kings Arms. One evening a fight broke out in the public bar between some dockers and carmen. The carmen were getting the worst of the exchanges and one of them smashed a bottle on the counter and advanced on a docker, holding the jagged bottle’s neck in a threatening manner. Florrie stood up from her chair and calmly told the man to put down the weapon, but he brushed her to one side. When she had regained her composure she slowly walked up to him, removed a long steel hatpin from her hair, and without hesitating stuck the sharp end into the enraged man’s rump. The bottle fell to the floor as the carman screamed out and reached for his rear end, and both the drunken workers were ejected from the pub in short order. Florrie still wore the hatpin through her bun, but now she only took it out in public when she used it on Sunday afternoons to ease winkles out of their shells.

Aggie watched as her hostess delicately took out a pinch of snuff between her thumb and forefinger and laid it gently on the back of her long, thin hand. Aggie was the eldest of the trio. Her husband was a lamplighter and she took in washing and ironing. She also knew everyone’s business and always had a sorrowful look about her face, even when she was feeling quite happy. Her other idiosyncrasy was cleanliness.  Aggie cleaned her windows at least twice every week, and her doorstep was always spotlessly white. Her aprons were invariably starched and her brown hair always neatly in place on the top of her head. When her husband Harold set off to light the streetlamps he made sure not to mark the doorstep with his boots, and when he came home late at night he left them on a piece of newspaper which had been put down in the passage for that specific purpose.

Florrie sniffed up the snuff and her friends waited until she had finished twitching her nostrils.

‘I was talkin’ ter some o’ the women last week an’ they said they’d be wiv us,’ Maisie went on.

‘Why don’t we do a bit o’ doorknockerin’? The more the merrier,’ Aggie suggested.

‘Good idea,’ said Florrie. ‘I should fink a crowd of us outside the gates might make Galloway fink twice.’

‘Last time we went ter see ’im, ’e sent that Jack Oxford out. Ooh, ’e gives me the creeps, really ’e does,’ Maisie said, shuddering.

Florrie laughed. ‘’E’s ’armless enough. My ole man told me it was an ’orse what done it.’

‘Done what?’ Maisie asked.

‘Sent ’im dopey,’ Florrie replied, wiping her nose on a clean handkerchief. ‘’E got kicked in the ’ead when ’e was a carman. Apparently ’e was a smart man once. ’E ’ad a lady friend as well. You remember that ginger woman wiv all those kids? The one who used ter live in Bacon Street Buildin’s? You know ’er - Dingle I fink ’er name was. She used ter fight ’er ole man in the street when they came out o’ the Kings Arms on Saturday nights. Pissed as ’andcarts the pair of ’em was every Saturday night. They didn’t ’alf used ter ’ave a punch-up, though.’

‘Jack Oxford didn’t take ’er out, did ’e?’ asked Aggie.

‘No, not ’er - ’er sister Clara. She was ginger too. Nice-lookin’ woman. She ended up marryin’ a copper an’ they moved away. Somewhere in the country, I fink it was. Bromley, if I remember rightly.’

‘Pity it wasn’t ole Galloway who got kicked in the ’ead instead o’ Jack Oxford,’ Maisie remarked. ‘We wouldn’t ’ave ter go roun’ doorknockerin’ then.’

Aggie folded her hands on her lap. ‘’Ere, I know what I meant ter tell yer,’ she began. ‘The police went in the Eagle last night. It’s bin closed down accordin’ ter my bloke. ’E said they was usin’ the place fer fightin’ ...’

‘That don’t surprise me,’ Florrie cut in. ‘That Eagle was always a rough ’ole.’

‘My ’Arold gets ter know all the news,’ Aggie went on eagerly. ‘’E said there was a bloke fightin’ at the Eagle last week called Gypsy Williams an’ ’e nearly killed the ovver poor bleeder. ’Arold said there was blood everywhere an’ ’e said George Galloway was watchin’ the fight.’

‘’E would be,’ Florrie said contemptuously. ‘Well I tell yer somefink. There’ll be blood on Page Street if we don’t stop ole Galloway runnin’ them ’orses.’

‘Yer right there, Florrie,’ Maisie said, nodding her head vigorously.

Florrie gathered up the empty teacups. ‘Let’s ’ave anuvver cup, gels, an’ then we’ll work out what we’re gonna do.’

 



Carrie lay back, feeling the sun warm on her face. The creaking of the laden cart and the scrunch of the iron-rimmed wheels over the cobbles were music in her ears as she stretched out in the hay. From above, the shadow of the high walkway across Tower Bridge blotted out the sun for a moment or two and she opened her eyes. She could see the high sweep of the massive girders and the clear blue sky  above. She eased her position in the well amongst the stacked hay that her father had made for her and looked down from the top of the bales. Below, the River Thames was at high tide and she could see the line of steamships moored in the Pool. In midstream a brace of flat, tarpaulin-covered barges lay at anchor, moored to a huge iron buoy. In the distance she saw the grimy, square stone London Bridge, and beyond the grey dome of St Paul’s, its giltwork glistening in the sun. The hay smelled sweet and the gentle rocking and swaying of the cart made her feel drowsy. Carrie lay back and closed her eyes once more.

It was Carrie’s favourite treat to be allowed to accompany her father on his journey to Wanstead to bring back a supply of hay. He usually made the trip on Saturday mornings, but on this occasion he had had to go Tuesday, since the stock of bales at Galloway’s was running low. The previous evening, as they were exercising the cob in the quiet yard, Carrie had pleaded with her father to let her go along the following morning. He had pulled a face but she knew he would take her. He always did.

On the outward trip she had stood in the well of the cart, holding on to the base of the dicky seat. They were using Titch the Welsh cob, who seemed to have fully recovered. They had stopped on the way at a small country pub where her father had bought her a lemonade and they had eaten their brawn sandwiches, sitting at a wooden table in the back yard. Now, as she leaned back on top of the hay bales, Carrie sighed contentedly. Most of the children in her class would have given anything to go on the trip, of that she was sure. There were Billy and Tommy Gordon who were very poor and had to share a pair of boots. Then there was Sara Knight - her clothes were almost hanging in shreds and she was often ill. Wouldn’t it be nice if they all could have gone on the trip?  thought Carrie. Sara had probably never tasted lemonade. Tommy and Billy would have been really excited and it wouldn’t have mattered if they hadn’t had a pair of boots each. The hay was soft and they would have loved to feed Titch with pieces of carrot and turnip.

Carrie sighed as she snuggled down in the hay and felt the cart sway as it turned into Tooley Street. She would be home soon and tomorrow she could tell her school friends all about the day out. Sara would listen wide-eyed and the Gordon brothers would say how they wished they could have fed the horse and sat on top of the hay. Suddenly Carrie could picture their envious expressions. She bit on her bottom lip. Why were her best friends so poor? she wondered sadly. It was then that she made up her mind to tell them she had been in bed with a sore throat.

 



On Friday morning a dozen Irish Draughts arrived from the horse repository in Walworth. They were led in teams of four by walkers, young lads who knew the backstreets very well and who had managed to keep the animals quiet by avoiding most of the noisy traffic in the main roads. William and some of the carmen had already moved the carts out of the large shed and hung up the stall-boards. The food trays were filled and there was clean straw bedding in place. George Galloway was on hand to take delivery. He gave every horse a quick inspection, running his hand over the withers and down the flanks. He was watched by his elder son, Geoffrey, who stood to one side looking slightly bored with the whole process. Geoffrey was a tall, dark lad in his sixteenth year, his last at school. Lately he had been having differences with his father over his future plans. Geoffrey wanted to be an engineer but his father was adamant that he should come into the business. The boy decided he would have to bide his time for the present  and try to show some interest in the cartage business, while he waited for the right moment to confront his father.

The women of the street had been keeping themselves alert to developments at Galloway’s yard, and when the heavily shod animals clattered into the cobbled turning the leaders of the protest group started to gather at number 10. One or two women who lived in the stretch of the turning leading out into Bacon Street turned up, as well as the women from the Jamaica Road side of Page Street. They had realised that if Florrie and her friends managed to stop the horses being run along their end of the turning then Galloway might simply decide to run them along to Bacon Street and back. The women understood that they would have to stick together, and if the horse trader wanted to show off his nags to the military then he would have to do it inside his own yard.

Eight women in all sat in Florrie Axford’s parlour, chatting together.

‘We’ll ’ave ter be ready, an’ that means we gotta know exactly when the army’s comin’,’ Maisie Dougall said in a loud voice, her large eyes glaring.

‘Why don’t we jus’ go an’ tell that whoreson we ain’t gonna put up wiv it?’ Dot Argent said with venom.

Sadie Sullivan leaned forward in her chair. ‘What’s the use o’ that?’ she growled. ‘The ole bastard’ll say, “All right, ladies,” then when the army arrives ’e’ll jus’ go on an’ do it. I reckon we ought ter tell ’im if ’e don’t listen ter what we’re sayin’, we’ll chuck a lighted lamp in the stable. That should make ’im sit up an’ take notice.’

Florrie shook her head. ‘We can’t do that, Sadie, much as we’d like to. We don’t wanna end up in ’Olloway, do we? If we get done fer arson they’ll lock us up an’ chuck the key away.’

Maudie Mycroft nodded her head vigorously. ‘Yer right, Florrie,’ she said, her eyes widening with concern. ‘Ole Bridie  Kelly burnt ’er ’ouse down over in Abbey Street a few years ago. They stuck ’er in Colney ’Atch.’

‘I should fink so too,’ Aggie Temple cut in, frowning crossly. ‘Bridie Kelly was as mad as a March ’are. She’d already tried ter burn the Post Office down in the Old Kent Road, then she set the Relief Office alight when they refused ter give ’er a few bob. A few weeks later she laid ’erself down across the tramlines in Tower Bridge Road sayin’ she was fed up wiv it all. The trams was lined up as far back as the Elephant an’ Castle. It took two burly great coppers ter shift ’er. Nearly bit one o’ the coppers’ ears orf, she did. The woman was a bloody lunatic!’

When the laughing had died down, Florrie held up her hands. ‘Look, gels,’ she said quietly, ‘we gotta do this right. We don’t want no violence or ’ollerin’ an’ ’ootin’. First of all, we gotta get the day right. If we know exactly when the army’s comin’, we can be ready. What we gotta do is all march out at both sides o’ the turnin’ near the gates. We’ll take the kids wiv us and we’ll all sit ourselves comfortable. If any of yer ’ave got knittin’ or socks ter mend, bring ’em wiv yer. Let ’em see yer ain’t in no ’urry ter leave. I tell yer, gels, there’s no way they’re gonna run them ’orses while we’re sittin’ there.’

Maudie pulled at her chin with her thumb and forefinger ‘S’posin’ they bring the coppers down? We could all get locked up,’ she said fearfully.

Florrie smiled at the worried-looking woman. ‘Look, luv, what we’re gonna do ain’t breakin’ the law. Well, not very much anyway. We can block our street up if we like. We’re the ones who live ’ere. Jus’ come out an’ act like yer mean it. Jus’ say ter yerself, sod ’em all. Are we all agreed?’

Determined, excited voices rang out and then Aggie stood up, waving her hands for the women to quieten down. ‘The  question is, ’ow we gonna find out fer sure when the army’s comin’?’ she asked Florrie.

Florrie grinned slyly. ‘Now listen ter me. Yer all know Nellie Tanner’s ole man is the yard foreman? Well, she’s gonna find out from ’im when they’re comin’. She’s got kids like a lot o’ you women an’ she ain’t none too ’appy about ’avin’ ter keep ’em off the street. Besides, it’s ’er ole man who’s gonna ’ave ter run the bleedin’ nags. She told me only the ovver day she worries over ’er Will gettin’ trampled on if one o’ them ’orses falls over. She told me ’e’s fair copped out by the time ’e’s finished.’

Sadie put up her hand for attention. She was a large, middle-aged woman with dark hair and deep blue eyes. Her flat, friendly face belied a volcanic temper and she was renowned for her ability to stand up in the street and fight like a man. One or two bullying women had come to grief in the past when they had had the temerity to challenge Sadie to a fight, and on one occasion she had been taken to court and fined ten shillings for a street affray in which her opponent, a drunken docker who had questioned her birthright, was laid out cold by a swinging right-hand punch from Sadie’s massive fist. She had seven children by her devoted docker husband, Daniel, who idolised her. Sadie’s brood were often involved in scraps, and more often than not the fights were between themselves. The family had become known as ‘the fighting Sullivans’, although when Sadie and her Irish husband Daniel marched their tribe to Mass on Sunday mornings, they all looked positively angelic.

At the moment Sadie looked far from angelic. She glanced around at the other women. ‘I reckon if we stick tergevver we’re gonna beat ole Galloway, but we’ve all gotta see it out,’ she said resolutely. ‘That connivin’ ole bastard might see us all sittin’ in the turnin’ an’ e’ might well phone up fer the coppers.  What we gotta do is refuse ter move. All right we might get nicked an’ put in the Black Maria, but at least we can tell our side of it ter the beak. If we get a decent magistrate we might get a restraint put on Galloway. Some o’ them magistrates ain’t so bad.’

The mention of the Black Maria and possibly going before a magistrate sent shivers through Maudie Mycroft. She went to the women’s meeting every Monday afternoon at St James’s Church, and already had visions of the other ladies there whispering together and giving her dark looks. She could hear them now: ‘Ten shillings fine and bound over to keep the peace. Isn’t it disgusting? Wouldn’t you think the woman would have better sense than to throw herself in front of the horses? Disgusting behaviour! I should think the Reverend Preedy will ask her to stay away. It’s such a bad example to the other women ...’

Maudie fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat. She wanted desperately to speak about her misgivings but she bit on her tongue. If she opted out of joining the rest of the women, they would all think her a coward and pass her by in the street. Maybe she could feign illness, or perhaps go to see her sister in Deptford when the women took to the street? She could say that her sister was suddenly taken ill.

The women were getting ready to leave and as Sadie stood up she grinned widely at Florrie and said, ‘I’m bringin’ me rollin’-pin wiv me, Flo. If one o’ them coppers touches me, I’ll crown ’im wiv it.’

Maudie dabbed at her hot forehead and decided there and then that she just had to find a very good excuse.

 



It was early evening and Carrie and her younger brothers were playing outside the house. Inside in the small parlour William sat beside the empty grate, watching Nellie’s deft fingers  working away as she darned one of his socks. She had been quiet for some time but suddenly she looked up and said casually, ‘I s’pose they’ll ’ave you runnin’ those stallions again, Will?’

He nodded and leant his head back against the chair, letting his eyes close. He knew Nellie was always worried when he worked the sale horses, and had to admit it got no easier as time went by.

‘I saw the ’orses comin’ down the turnin’,’ she went on. ‘I s’pose the army’ll be ’ere next week, won’t they, Will?’

‘Next Friday,’ he replied. ‘About four, so George Galloway said.’

Nellie felt a little guilty about the way she had gleaned the information, but she knew that William would have kept it from her if she had told him of the women’s plans. She had voiced her fears of someone getting hurt before, but he had only shrugged and changed the subject. She knew that her husband did not like having to run the horses along the turning, yet he kept his dissatisfaction to himself to save vexing her. William was a loyal and conscientious man, and it angered her to see that lately he was being taken advantage of more and more. She understood too well how difficult it was for him not to accept the added responsibilities. They were living in one of Galloway’s houses, and if her husband lost his job they would soon be forced to leave. How hard that would be on Carrie! The girl was devoted to the horses and would be heartbroken if they had to move away. Maybe William should not have encouraged her so much when she was younger. He had introduced her to the stables when she was quite small. She had ridden on the backs of those nags almost before she could walk. Her schooling was probably suffering too, Nellie worried. Carrie would make any excuse to miss a day if something was on at the yard. The child was happy and not  often given to moodiness though, she had to concede. Maybe William was right. She would be working in a factory or behind a shop counter in a few years’ time, unless her schooling improved dramatically. Perhaps it was best to let the girl carry on as she was doing. It would not be long before she found out how hard life really was.

William’s regular snoring sounded loudly and Nellie reached out with her foot and touched the toe of his boot. He grunted and then moved his head to one side and the snoring ceased. Nellie felt a sudden tenderness as she looked at him sleeping. His fair hair was dishevelled and a tuft lay over his forehead. Maybe he won’t have to run those horses after all, she thought with a wry smile, although he wouldn’t thank her for giving their neighbours the information she had just coaxed out of him. She would have to be careful. If George Galloway found out it was she who had given the news to the women he would make things very difficult for her husband. William was a quiet, easy-going man but he could be pushed only so far, and as for Galloway - he would not allow his childhood friendship with William to influence a business decision, of that she was sure. It had nearly come to that eight years ago, she recalled with a shudder. Thankfully, William had never found out what had taken place. It had been a bad time for everyone then, a time which Nellie tried not to think about, but although she had managed to be a good wife and mother to the children over the years, she knew she would never be allowed to forget what had happened.




Chapter Three

George Galloway lived in Tyburn Square, a tidy place where the large Victorian houses looked out on to tall plane trees enclosed in a small garden area in the centre of the square. The garden was surrounded with iron railings and had an arched entrance. Inside there were wooden benches set out under the trees and around the circumference of the garden, and flowers grew from square beds set amongst the paving-stones. The houses were fronted by ornamental iron railings and the place was quiet, although it stood just behind the noisy Jamaica Road.

Tyburn Square had originally been built to accommodate the shippers and businessmen who owned the Bermondsey wharves and warehouses, men who had earned their fortunes trading along from Greenwich Reach to the Pool of London. As industry moved into the area, many of the original occupants of the houses moved away to escape the ever-increasing danger of contracting illnesses spread by the yellow, sulphurous fogs or the fevers which were constantly breaking out in the riverside hovels. Now Tyburn Square had a second wave of prosperous tenants, like George Galloway who had built his business up from trading with one horse and  cart. The square now boasted solicitors and ship-chandlers, cordwainers and wheelwrights among its community, as well as a few retired businessmen who were loath to leave Bermondsey despite the growing dangers and the constant noise and bustle.

George Galloway lived at number 22. His two-storeyed house was tastefully furnished. Thick draperies covered the windows, and the furniture was of rosewood and oak. Heavy carpets covered the floors, and the downstairs and first-floor rooms were kept warm with open fires.

Galloway employed a housekeeper who lived in a room on the top floor of the house. Mrs Flynn had come to work for the cartage contractor soon after his wife Martha died. She was herself a widow who had lost her two children while they were still babies. Mrs Flynn’s husband had been the first carman to work for Galloway. He had died under the hooves of a team of horses which had bolted when they were frightened by the exploding boiler of a steam tram in the Old Kent Road. Nora Flynn was still only thirty-five, although her thin frame and gaunt face made her seem much older. She looked stern with her tightly swept-up black hair and her piercing dark eyes, but beneath the surface she was a kindhearted woman who had borne the tragedy in her life with fortitude. She had taken care of George Galloway’s young daughter Josephine from birth, and had been a restraining and calming influence on her employer’s two lively sons who had taken their mother’s death very badly. The Galloway children all loved her, although the boys were very careful not to anger her. As far as Josephine was concerned, Nora was her mother, although she had always been taught to call her by name. It was something George Galloway had insisted upon.

Most of the top floor of the house was used for storage. Nora occupied only the front room which looked down on to  the square. It was simply furnished, containing a wardrobe and dressing table, a bed in one corner and a table beneath the wide window. The floor was carpeted, and the small open fire provided enough warmth for Nora’s needs. The housekeeper lived a spartan life, rising early and washing in cold water from the washstand bowl. She prepared the food in the large ground-floor kitchen at the back of the house and spent a considerable time each day keeping the whole house in spotless condition. Her only relaxation was to take long, leisurely walks in the early evening after her day’s work was done. Sometimes she called on old friends and often visited nearby St James’s Church to hear the evening services, but when it was very cold or when she was feeling too tired to take her walk, she would sit in her room and take up her embroidery, although the poor light afforded by the flickering gas-mantle made it rather difficult for her. Nora lived her life the way she wanted to and had grown used to her employer’s ways and increasingly black moods. She could understand and sympathise with him over the sad loss of his wife but would confront and remonstrate with him when he came down too heavily on his children, for which they were grateful.

George Galloway owned a pony-and-trap which he entrusted to a livery stable just behind the square, where the ostler kept both animal and contraption in good condition and ready for use. Often Galloway would knock the stable-owner up late in the evening or early in the morning as the mood took him and ride out in his gig. It was a source of great pleasure to him to sit in the upholstered seat and flick on the reins to send the animal at a fast trot through the streets of Bermondsey. He sometimes took the conveyance down to his yard in Page Street although more often than not he walked the short distance. On occasions when the loss of Martha weighed heavily upon him and a black mood descended,  Galloway would sit in his large front room with the curtains drawn and consume a bottle of Scotch whisky. Mrs Flynn recognised the signs of an approaching drinking bout and left him alone in his grief, making sure that the boys and Josephine were kept out of the way.

One night in late autumn as Nora stood in the kitchen cleaning a pan with a scouring pad, she knew that the confrontation she had been expecting for some time now was about to happen. Geoffrey was sixteen and beginning to find his feet. He no longer seemed to have any fear of his father. He was due to leave school soon, and had recently spoken to her of his desire to go into engineering. When the boy had come in earlier that evening and said he wanted to speak with his father, Nora had tried to put him off. She had warned him that his father had shut himself in his room with a bottle of whisky but Geoffrey would not heed her.

‘I’ve decided on engineering, Nora. It’s what I want to do,’ he had said forcefully. ‘I don’t want to follow Father into the business. He runs it the way he wants to, and there’d be no changing things. Maybe if he was older it’d be different. Maybe then I’d be allowed a free rein. As it is now, I’d be little more than his clerk.’

Nora shrugged her shoulders and gave a resigned sigh. There would have been no use in saying any more. The boy was like his father in his determination, and a trial of wills was inevitable.

In the darkened room George and his son faced each other. The gaslamp had been turned down and its pale yellow light played on the iron figures along the high mantelshelf. The fire had been left to burn low although there was a filled coal-scuttle beside the grate, and the room smelled of stale tobacco smoke. The older man sat a little slumped in his wide leather chair with an open bottle standing on the companion table at  his elbow. Geoffrey could see two patches of hectic colour on his father’s broad face, standing out against the dark stubble around his chin. He felt very conscious of the heavy-lidded eyes as they stared out at him.

George held a tumbler of undiluted spirit in his thick, calloused hand and his legs were splayed out against the brass fender. ‘I can’t understand yer sudden change o’ plans,’ he said in a husky voice. ‘Only last week yer told me yer was gonna give it a chance. Yer promised me yer was gonna try. It’s a good respectable business, not one ter be ashamed of.’

Geoffrey sighed in frustration. ‘Look, Dad, I’m not ashamed of working in the business, it’s just that I’m set on taking up engineering. It’s what I want to do.’

‘I was countin’ on yer comin’ in wiv me,’ George said, a note of bitterness in his voice. ‘I ’ad ter struggle an’ go wivout ter get where I am now. It took a lot of ’ard work an’ deviousness ter build up the firm. I ran the streets, slept under arches, an’ went ’ungry most o’ the time. I’ve felt the pain in me guts when there was no food ter be ’ad. Yer’ve never known the pain of an empty belly, of livin’ on turnips, bacon-bone soup an’ crusts o’ mouldy bread. I don’t want yer ter know. That’s what I sent yer ter that school for. I want yer ter come in wiv me an’ use yer education. There’s a lot of opportunity in the cartage business. Firms are springin’ up all over Bermondsey an’ there’s a lot o’ tonnage that’s gotta be moved.’

Geoffrey met his father’s hard stare. ‘I know I told you I’d give it a try, and I’ve been all through the books like you suggested. I’ve studied the contracts, invoices and order forms. I spent all last Monday afternoon with Mr Gallagher going over the accounts. I spent the whole of the weekend thinking about the business, Dad, and I know I wouldn’t be happy managing that side of it. I know I wouldn’t.’

George swallowed the contents of the tumbler he held in his hand and winced as the spirit burned his throat. He filled the glass with an unsteady hand and placed it on the table beside him.

‘So yer don’t wanna manage that side of it?’ he said, a note of sarcasm in his hoarse voice. ‘Tell me, what do  yer wanna do? D’yer wanna go out an’ get the contracts? D’yer wanna tout fer business? Well, I’ll tell yer what yer gotta do - yer gotta learn the business from the bottom. Yer gotta learn ter balance the books an’ order the supplies. Yer gotta know ’ow ter give the work out an’ sort out the problems wiv the carmen. And that’s jus’ ter begin wiv. Then yer gotta know ’ow ter size up a good ’orse an’ buy well. If I’d ’ave made too many bad buys, there’d be no business now. When yer know all there is ter know o’ that side of it, yer’ll need a spell wiv Will Tanner. ’E knows almost as much as I do about ’orses. ’E’s got respect, an’ the carmen know they can’t take ’im on. After a go in the office an’ then six months wiv Tanner, maybe yer’ll be ready ter go out an’ tout fer work. As it stands, I get the contracts ’cos I can trade on me name. Yer’ve gotta earn a name, earn a reputation. It don’t come easy, boy.’

Geoffrey ran his fingers through his thick dark hair and leaned back in his chair. ‘I know what you’re saying, Father,’ he said slowly. ‘I’d be quite willing to start the way you said. I wouldn’t want it any other way if I wanted to come into the business, but I don’t. I want to learn engineering, and that’s the way it is.’

George shook his head sadly. The boy was so like his mother. She had had the same look when she was angry. She had always been dogged and determined when she made her mind up about anything. Geoff had inherited his tenacity from both of them. He was going to be hard to sway. George decided that he should play along for a while. Let the boy see  that his father was recognising and understanding his position. After all, he was not seventeen yet. He might change his mind in six months, thought George, without believing it.

‘All right, Geoff,’ he said quietly. ‘I can see yer not ’appy about comin’ in wiv me. There’s no rush ter go inter this engineerin’, is there? The problem is, I’m desperate fer a bit of ’elp wiv the business at the moment so I’d appreciate it if yer could give me a bit o’ yer time ter straighten fings up down at the office. Give it six months, eh? Then, if yer still feel yer should make engineerin’ yer career, I won’t stand in yer way. ’Ow’s that sound?’

Geoff swallowed a sharp reply. As much as he wanted to tell his father there and then that he would not change his mind, he held back. He had gained some measure of acceptance for his plans, and his father had ended up being less hard and aggressive than he might have expected. He seemed a little sad, thought the boy. He was going through one of his bad periods, as Nora had noticed. There would be other times for Geoffrey to assert his will. In the meantime he would try to settle into the business for six months but at the end of that time would make a final decision, he resolved, even if it meant breaking with his father.

Geoffrey looked up from the flickering coals and met his father’s questioning gaze. ‘All right, Dad, I’ll try for six months,’ he said with a deep sigh.

 



Jack Oxford was employed to do the dirty jobs around Galloway’s stables. He’d been a simpleton since a run-in with a horse in his previous job and was considered harmless by the other workers. He was tall and thin, with stopping shoulders and jet-black hair which hung down to his collar, and his large dark eyes stared out from an angular white face. He seemed to bend from the knees as he walked, and had large hands and  feet that looked enormous in the pair of heavy, studded boots he always wore.

Today Jack had swept the yard clean and refilled the sacks of chaff; he had been in amongst the newly arrived horses and mucked out the stalls; he had topped up the drinking trough at the end of the yard with fresh water, and now he felt he had done just about enough for one day. It was time to relax.

Jack idled up to the office and looked in at the window. He had noticed that Galloway’s trap was not in the yard but he knew that the boss often walked to the stables. He could not see Galloway, only Mr Gallagher the accountant, bending over the desk in the far corner. Jack growled to himself. He had taken a dislike to Gallagher ever since he had accidentally sprayed the elderly man with water while hosing down the yard. Gallagher had walked in unexpectedly and been soaked. It was an accident and no lasting harm had been done, but the accountant had tattled to George Galloway who came out of the office and yelled at Jack in front of the carmen. The yard man’s sluggish brain had caught most of the tirade of abuse and he took umbrage at being called a lazy, incompetent bastard. He wasn’t sure what incompetent meant, it was the other word that Jack objected to. There was no need for the boss to fly off the handle. Jack had always done what he was told. It was only when he was chaff-cutting that he took a nap, and then only when the bale was finished.

It made no difference how hard he worked, the boss always shouted at him and made him look silly in front of the men. He was doing it more lately, and usually for no reason. Well, not for much of a reason anyway. Jack decided it was about time he started looking after himself for a change. A little nap was nothing to be ashamed of. Not when all the work was finished. He could do with one right now, in fact.

Jack sauntered away from the office window. The mid-afternoon  sun was shining down from a clear sky and felt hot on his head. Too much sun gave Jack a nasty headache, and that was another good reason for him to take a nap. Will Tanner was at the farrier’s, and the carmen would not be back for a good two hours he reasoned as he rubbed his hands together and grinned to himself. He crossed the yard and walked up the long steep ramp to the upper stable. The door to his left led into the chaff-cutting room and Jack strolled through, relishing the thought of settling down in the hay.

 



Carrie left school in Dockhead late in the afternoon. She was walking home with her friend Sara when she spotted the two Galloway wagons. Soapy Symonds was in the leading cart, his head slumped down on to his chest as he nodded off. Soapy knew that he could rely on the horse to take him home without prompting and had let the reins hang loose. Sharkey’s cart was following behind, his horse nuzzling the tailboard in front as they plodded home to Page Street. Carrie shouted out to Soapy but he did not hear her. Sharkey spotted her as she ran to the kerbside.

‘I s’pose yer wanna lift, do yer?’ he grinned as he jumped down from his seat and lowered the tailboard on its chains.

‘I didn’t ’spect ter see yer,’ Carrie said as Sharkey hoisted the two girls up on to the tailboard.

‘Me an’ Soapy got finished early. There’s a stoppage at the docks,’ he said with a chuckle as he climbed back into the driving seat.

Carrie and Sara sat giggling on the back of the cart as Sharkey slapped the reins and sent the horse into a slow trot in an effort to catch up with Soapy.

‘I wish my dad worked in the stables or was on the ’orsean’-carts, ’ Sara said, grinning happily at Carrie.

The Tanner girl looked at the pale drawn face of her friend  and smiled kindly. ‘Next time my dad takes me ter get the bales of ’ay, I’m gonna ask ’im if yer can come wiv us,’ she said.

‘Would ’e really take me as well?’ Sara asked, her dark-circled eyes lighting up.

‘I ’spect ’e will,’ Carrie said confidently. ‘We can ’ave a lemonade an’ ride up on top o’ the load. It’s really luvverly.’

Sara squeezed her friend’s arm. ‘You’re my bestest friend, Carrie,’ she said, her face beaming.

Carrie suddenly felt a sadness which seemed to clutch at her insides and tighten her throat as she looked into her friend’s pallid face. Sara lived in Bacon Street Buildings and her father, who had been crippled in an accident at the docks, was reduced to selling bits and pieces from a suitcase at the markets. Her mother took in washing and scrubbed floors in an effort to provide for her five children, and as Sara was the eldest she had unavoidably become the household drudge. Life was not very nice for her, Carrie thought, squeezing her friend’s arm in a spontaneous show of sympathy. Well, she was going to make sure Sara accompanied her on the next trip to Wanstead. She would speak to her father about it as soon as she got home.

The carts swung into Page Street and as they slowed at the firm’s gates Carrie and Sara jumped down. The Tanner girl stood beside her front door until her friend reached the end of the turning, then after exchanging waves she went into the house.

Once inside the yard the two carmen unhitched their horses and led them to the watering trough to let them drink their fill before settling them into the stalls. When the empty carts had been manhandled out of the way back up against the end wall, and the harness hung in the shed, Soapy and Sharkey walked up to the office and peered in.

‘Seen Will Tanner?’ Soapy asked, scratching the back of his head.

Horace Gallagher looked up from the ledger and peered over his thick-lensed spectacles at Soapy. ‘He’s at the farrier’s. I don’t know when he’ll be back,’ he said irritably.

Soapy looked at Sharkey and pulled a face. ‘Let’s sort dopey Jack out, Sharkey. ’E might ’ave some tea brewin’,’ he said, grinning.

The two sauntered from the office over to the rickety shed at the end of the yard and looked in. The place was a mess, with brooms and buckets scattered around everywhere. On the bench beneath the dust-covered window was an assortment of well-worn harness straps that the yard man was in the process of repairing. Of Jack Oxford there was no sign.

‘P’raps the lazy ole sod’s takin’ a nap, Soapy,’ Sharkey said, aiming a kick at the nearest bucket.

‘Let’s go up the loft. That’s where ’e’ll be, it’s a dead cert,’ Soapy replied.

The two carmen walked up the ramp and entered the chaff store. The belt-driven chaff-cutting contraption had been installed by George Galloway after he had seen a month’s bills for feedstuffs. It was driven by a leather belt which ran from the flywheel of a steam engine housed in the shed below. The cutter was a large, square contraption with revolving blades. From its funnel chopped hay was spewed out into sacks. Around the machine there were a few bales of uncut hay and in one corner loose stalks had been piled into a heap. Bedded down in them was Jack Oxford. He was lying on his back, snoring loudly, his cap pulled over his face and his hands clasped together on his chest.

‘Look at the lazy, dopey ole git,’ Soapy said, picking up a piece of wood that was resting against the cutter.

Sharkey grabbed Soapy’s arm and put a finger to his lips. ‘’Ere, let’s ’ave a lark. C’mon.’

Soapy followed his friend back down the ramp, puzzlement  showing on his hawklike features. ‘Where we goin’?’ he asked.

Sharkey hunched up his broad shoulders and grinned evilly as he pushed his cap on to the back of his head. ‘We’re gonna give Oxford a spruce-up.’

The scheming carman led the way back to the shed and rummaged around Jack Oxford’s bits and pieces until he found what he was looking for. Then, with the giggling Soapy hard on his heels, he marched back to the stable and walked quietly up the ramp.

Jack Oxford was still snoring loudly in the hay. When a coating of leather preservative was brushed across his forehead, he merely grunted. The second stroke was applied along his stubbled cheek. He waved an imagined insect away with a sweep of his hand. A few more strokes were deemed enough to finish the job on the by now uncomfortable yard man, who turned over on to his side and began scratching his painted ear.

The sound of horses being led into the yard sent the two carmen hurrying from the loft. As they came down the ramp, they saw William Tanner.

‘What are you two doin’ ’ere?’ he asked, frowning.

‘We couldn’t get in the docks fer the second load. There’s a stoppage or somefink,’ Soapy replied, standing in front of Sharkey who had the tin of preservative hidden behind his back.

‘Well, take these two an’ bed ’em down, then yer can go,’ William said, walking away to the office. As he reached the door, he turned towards the two grinning carmen. ‘’Ave yer seen Jack Oxford?’ he called out.

The two shook their heads and walked off with the newly shod horses, grinning at each other like a couple of children.

 



Nellie Tanner was in the scullery doing the washing up while Carrie stood beside her drying the plates, a miserable expression on her pretty face.

‘But Sara’s my best friend, an’ she’s never even bin on an ’orse-an’-cart,’ she said plaintively.

Nellie sighed irritably. ‘Look, Carrie, yer farvver shouldn’t really take you wiv ’im, let alone ’alf the street. S’posin’ somefing ’appened? I mean, there could be an accident or somefink.’

‘But it’s not ’alf the street, Mum,’ Carrie persisted. ‘It’s only Sara, an’ nuffink bad would ’appen. She’d be no trouble. She’s so poor, an’ she stays away from school lots o’ times ter look after ’er bruvvers an’ sisters. I’m only askin’ fer Sara, nobody else.’

Nellie put down the last of the plates and undid her apron-strings, leaning back against the copper. ‘Yer say Sara’s poor? We’re all poor. All right, yer farvver’s got a regular job, but there’s no spare money comin’ in this ’ouse, let me tell yer. It’s a job ter manage, what wiv food an’ clothes, an’ we still ’ave ter pay rent, even though Mr Galloway owns this ’ouse.  Everybody round ’ere’s poor. It’s ’and ter mouth fer all of us, luv, so don’t go gettin’ the idea that we’re better off than everybody else. Some’s jus’ poorer than ovvers.’

‘Well, I fink Sara’s family are poorest of all,’ Carrie said, gathering up the dried plates and placing them in the cupboard. ‘She ’ad no coat on yesterday when it was chilly an’ she ’ardly brings anyfink ter school. I don’t fink she’s ever tasted lemonade, an’ when she come ’ome wiv me on the back o’ Mr Morris’s van she was so excited. She’s nice.’

Nellie bit back an angry reply and said quietly, ‘Yer know yer shouldn’t go ridin’ on the back o’ those carts, Carrie. I’ve told yer before, yer could fall off. An’ what would Sara’s muvver say if she knew she was ridin’ on them wiv yer?’

Carrie shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t fink she would say anything. She don’t treat Sara very nice, what wiv makin’ ’er do all that work indoors.’

Nellie sighed deeply, not really knowing how to reply to her young daughter. Carrie was a caring, thoughtful girl who was saddened and upset by the poverty around her, and Nellie knew there was nothing she could do to protect her from it. She was going to learn a lot more about heartache and sadness as she grew up.

‘Yer gotta understand, Carrie, Mrs Knight ’as ter work ’ard, what wiv Mr Knight being the way ’e is,’ she said slowly. ‘Sara’s gotta ’elp out in the ’ome. After all, she is the eldest, an’ don’t ferget the youngest is only a few months old.’

Carrie sighed. ‘Well, I’m still gonna ask Dad if she can come wiv us next time,’ she said firmly.

Nellie shook her head in resignation as Carrie walked out of the scullery. Just like her father, she told herself with a smile. Once she made up her mind, there was no shifting her.

As Nellie started to fill the copper with fresh water, she suddenly began to wonder what sort of a reception the army would get the following day.




Chapter Four

The Kings Arms stood on the corner of Page Street and was managed by Alec Crossley and his wife Grace. Alec was a tubby character with a bald head, a ruddy face, and a liking for brandy which made his face flush up like a beacon. Grace, on the other hand, remained sober and took charge of the pub on the frequent occasions when Alec had had too much of his favourite beverage. She was a large, jolly woman with an infectious laugh. Her blonde hair was worn piled up on top of her head. The Crossleys kept a happy pub and had installed a snug bar where the local women congregated for a drink and a chat in comfort, safe in the knowledge that they were not seen as tarts because they dared enter a man’s domain. The snug bar was the women’s own little haven where men did not intrude. It was Grace’s idea and she served the women herself. There was a saloon bar too at the Kings Arms which was carpeted and tastefully furnished, but almost all of the local folk used the public where a piano and round iron tables stood on well-scrubbed floorboards.

Soapy and Sharkey sat together in the public bar chuckling at the little joke they had played on the unfortunate yard man.  ‘Wait till ’e looks in a mirrer,’ Sharkey laughed. ‘’E’ll fink ’e’s got yeller fever.’

Soapy almost choked on his beer at the thought. ‘Jack Oxford wouldn’t look in a mirrer,’ he spluttered. ‘’E couldn’t stand the sight of ’imself. Anyway, I don’t fink they ’ave mirrers in the doss-’ouse where Jack stays. If they did ’e wouldn’t cut ’imself so much when ’e shaves. Ain’t yer ever noticed ’ow many bits o’ fag paper the silly bleeder ’as stuck round ’is clock in the mornin’s?’

Sharkey grinned as he picked up his pint of ale. ‘Jack Oxford gets those cuts from the blunt carvin’ knife ’e uses,’ he replied. ‘One o’ these days ’e’s gonna cut ’is froat, that’s fer certain.’

Soapy wiped the froth away from his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘’Ere, Sharkey, d’yer reckon we should’ve used that dye stuff?’ he wondered aloud. ‘The poor sod might be stained fer life.’

Sharkey shook his head emphatically. ‘Nah. It’ll wear orf in a few weeks. Anyway, it won’t ’urt ’im. That stuff don’t do the ’arness any ’arm, an’ it’ll certainly be an improvement on ole Jack. Bloody ’ell, Soapy, ’e’s enough ter frighten the daylights out o’ the kids when ’e’s normal. Yer should ’ave ’eard ole Fanny Johnson go orf at ’im. ’E made ’er baby cry when she come by the yard the ovver day, an’ she told ’im ter piss orf out of it. Mind yer, ’e was only tryin’ ter make the little mite laugh. Trouble was Jack was dribblin’ all over the pram.’

Soapy finished his beer and pushed the empty glass away from him. ‘Well I’m orf ’ome,’ he announced.

As the two made to leave Alec Crossley leaned across the counter. ‘You lads look pleased wiv yerselves,’ he remarked.

‘Yeah, we bin doin’ a bit o’ sprucin’ up in the yard,’ Sharkey told him straight-faced. ‘Turned out a treat it did.’

Alec pointed to the leather dye on Soapy’s hands. ‘Yer  wanna be careful o’ that stuff,’ he said. ‘I knew a bloke who got dye splashed all over ’is face once. Terrible face ’e ’ad.’

‘Did ’e?’ Sharkey replied, giving Soapy a worried glance as they left the pub.

 



When Jack Oxford roused himself he felt a tightness in his face and he scratched at his chin. ‘Bloody gnats,’ he grumbled aloud as he stood up and brushed himself down. He could hear his name being called and peered out of the window down into the yard.

‘Jus’ tidyin’ up,’ he called down, looking to make sure there were no telltale pieces of straw stuck to his clothes.

‘Get orf ’ome, Jack, I wanna lock up,’ the voice called out.

Jack Oxford hurried down the ramp, still scratching at his irritated face. As he walked past the office, the accountant came out.

‘Good Lord!’ Gallagher gasped, adjusting his spectacles in disbelief.

Jack shrugged his shoulders and walked out into Page Street, intending to go straight to the fish shop in Jamaica Road. Florrie Axford was standing at her front door pondering over just where she would place the women for the demonstration when the yard man walked by.

‘Oh my Gawd!’ she gasped, following the retreating man with her bulging eyes.

Jack frowned in puzzlement. ‘What’s the matter wiv everybody?’ he said aloud as he hurried across the busy main thoroughfare.

The smell of frying fish and chips made him lick his lips. As he walked through the door of the shop an old lady gave him a stare and hurried out. The shopkeeper was shovelling hot chips from the fryer into a container and did not look up as Jack approached the counter.
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