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Chapter 1

Maggie Ross wandered over to her window and looked down on to Kelvin Market. It was a warm May afternoon, and below her people were lazily wandering about, chatting and taking their time over their purchases, the morning’s hustle and bustle long over.

She sighed contentedly. At twenty-seven she had everything she could wish for – a loving husband, two wonderful children and another on the way. So far 1935 had been another good year for them, and with the new baby, the best was yet to come.

‘Will Daddy take me to the park tomorrow?’ asked Jamie suddenly. He pushed his straight fair hair to one side and looked up at her. With his twinkling blue eyes and fair colouring there was no mistaking he was Maggie’s son.

‘Shouldn’t think so. Saturday’s his busiest day. What made you ask that?’

‘I’m drawing a lot of boys playing football.’

Maggie smiled. Her husband, Tony, had a stall in Kelvin Market, inherited from his father. Tony told people he sold antiques, but in fact most of it was junk – small stuff, chipped china, brass animals, tools and rusty door knockers.  Tony was very proud of his dad and had been helping run the stall for years, long before he left school.

The licences and stalls were very special and always handed down; many had been fought over in the past. Tony’s was at the top end that opened out on to Rotherhithe New Road, considered to be a very favourable position. The Dog and Duck pub was at the other end. Kelvin Market had stalls lining each side of the cobbled stone road. It wasn’t huge, but it did open every weekday come rain or shine. Everyday things were sold there, and had been for as long as most people could remember. Along with Tony’s other deals the market provided the Ross family with a good living.

Maggie first moved here when they got married in 1928, seven years ago. The sounds and smells from the market below had become part of her life from then on. Their rented flat was above Mr Goldman’s bespoke tailor’s shop, where Tony always had his suits made. Mr Goldman was a kind widower, a real gentleman who loved the children despite their stomping and shouting above him all day.

Maggie glanced at the clock. Almost time to collect Laura from school. As she moved away from the window she caught sight of her reflection in the long ornate mirror leaning against the wall, one of Tony’s finds, now waiting for a new home. She smiled; she didn’t need reminding that her once-trim figure was expanding, the baby bouncing around inside did that.

She looked at the top of Jamie’s bent head as he concentrated on his drawing. Up here he was a quiet, sensitive and very loving four-year-old, but when he got downstairs the traders seemed to bring out the devil in him, and at times  Maggie had to reprimand him for being cheeky.

‘Come on, Jamie, we’ve got to go and collect Laura,’ she told him.

‘D’you like my picture?’

‘Very nice,’ she said, as the paper was pushed under her nose. ‘You are a clever boy.’

‘Mummy, when can I go to school?’

‘I’ve told you, after the holidays.’ Jamie was two years younger than Laura and couldn’t wait to be grown up like his sister. Although Maggie knew it would be lovely to have the new baby, which was due in September, to herself, she would miss having Jamie’s chatter and mess around.

‘Can I stay with Daddy?’ Jamie’s voice interrupted her daydreams.

‘I’ll see. He might be too busy to have you touching everything.’

Maggie loved Tony very much. He was a warm, affectionate Londoner, loud when he needed to be, but very loving to her and the children. It was ten years ago, when she was seventeen and he was nineteen that she really took an interest in him. She knew he was always after the girls and Maggie and her best friend, Eve, would hang around his stall hoping he would take one of them out. Although he did go out with Eve for a while, it was Maggie he married three years later. He was everything Maggie had ever wanted in a man, tall with unruly dark curly hair, and very handsome. His lovely brown eyes could send shivers up her spine when he gave her a sly wink.

He always made a fuss of the old dears that visited his stall. He’d put his arm round them, telling jokes and teasing them. He said it helped business. Somehow, but Maggie  didn’t know how, he did make a good living from the stall and they enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle. If he did manage to find a real antique, it was either passed on very quickly, or found a home in their cosy flat till the right price was offered.

She stood in front of the mirror, brushing her fair hair and gently pushing the soft waves into place. There were times when she did wonder about some of Tony’s shady associates, but if she mentioned them he would only laugh her off saying, ‘You have to play up to all sorts in this business.’ He would then put his arms round her and, pulling her close, whisper, ‘Just as long as nobody touches me and mine life’s a piece of cake.’

Maggie tingled at the thought of his arms round her.

‘Right, my boy, let’s go and get Laura, and then we can all have an ice cream.’

Jamie was down the stairs before she’d finished the sentence.

Maggie pushed open her front door, and was immediately in the middle of the market.

‘All right then, gel?’ yelled Fred, who owned the fruit and veg stall. He heaved a heavy sack of potatoes on to his shoulder. As usual a thin unlit hand-rolled cigarette dangled from his lips. Maggie had never seen him without one.

‘Yes thanks. Busy?’

‘Not too bad. All right if young Jamie ’ere has an apple?’ he asked, banging the sack down and causing the dust to rise. Despite his pale watery eyes and the worried expression he always wore, Fred, a thin wiry man in his fifties, was as strong as an ox.

She nodded. ‘Course.’

‘Tell Laura I’ve saved her a nice shiny one.’

‘Thanks, Fred,’ Maggie smiled, and moved on. She had known these people for years; they too were part of her life.

She loved the whole atmosphere of the market: the sound of trains rattling above the arches; the smell of roasting chestnuts in the winter – even the rotting veg on a warm summer night helped give the market its certain smell. The organ-grinder with his monkey dancing on top always raised a laugh, but when it jumped down and rattled his collecting tin woe betide anyone who teased it or didn’t pay up. It was known to bite.

Jamie ran on ahead. The clip-clop of a dray horse’s hooves on the cobbles made him stop. Jamie turned and smiled at Maggie. He loved horses almost as much as he loved football. The smell of beer filled her nostrils. The dray was on its way to the Dog and Duck. The singsongs they had in the pub were always great occasions, and the new baby’s christening would be the next excuse for a knees-up.

Tony liked telling everyone that he wanted to get a nice house and shop somewhere in the country for Maggie and the kids, but she couldn’t imagine being away from Rotherhithe. Her parents had been born not far from here, and her father had worked in the tea factory. They were dead now, killed in a train crash seven years ago when they were going on holiday. The loss still upset her, especially the fact they had never seen their grandchildren, not even her brother’s daughter, Doreen, who was a few months older than Laura.

Maggie sighed as she slowly moved past the stalls, giving a nod here and a wave there. She shouldn’t be thinking about the past, the future was far more exciting.

For some unknown reason Maggie’s thoughts were still clinging to her lost family. If only her brother, Alan, was a little more friendly. He was four years older than her, and had passed his exam and gone on to high school. He had a good job in the city in an office. When he married Helen they moved to a posh part of London, Hither Green. Since their parents died he and Maggie didn’t see a lot of each other, but Alan always invited them over sometime during the Christmas holiday. Tony said it was only to show off their house and garden. He always came home discontented after visiting them, announcing that one day they’d have such a house. Helen and Maggie didn’t always see eye to eye either. Helen and Alan’s only child, Doreen, always stayed clean and immaculate while Jamie would end up looking a wreck. Maggie could always sense Helen’s disapproval.

Arriving at Winnie’s stall of new and second-hand footwear, Maggie picked up one of the shoes for sale. ‘These are nice. I rather like these.’

Winnie grinned. ‘You’ll have ter wait till your feet go down. You can’t go running up and down your stairs in those heels, not in your condition.’

‘I do miss me high heels,’ Maggie sighed.

‘Yes, well, that baby’s welfare is more important than you dolling yerself up. If you fell down those stairs and did you or that baby a mischief Tony would never forgive you.’

‘Yes, marm,’ laughed Maggie. ‘And I shan’t be sorry when it’s here. I’m sick to death of these shapeless things.’ She pulled at her navy-blue smock.

Maggie thought the world of Winnie, a warm round  woman. She had been a tower of strength when Maggie had lost her parents and had been heavily pregnant with Laura.

‘How you gonner get that apple in your mouth?’ Winnie asked Jamie.

‘I’m gonner nibble it,’ he said grinning.

Winnie bent down and, grabbing his face between her rough red, weatherbeaten hands, planted a very loud kiss on each of his cheeks. ‘When yer looks up at me with those big blue eyes and flutters those lovely long lashes, I just gotter kiss yer.’

‘Yuck. You better not do that when I go to school,’ Jamie said indignantly, wiping his face and then running the back of his hand down the side of his trousers.

‘Why’s that?’ asked Winnie, giving Maggie a wink.

‘Don’t want the other kids ter think I’m a sissy and keep getting kissed.’

‘Come on,’ said Maggie, laughing. ‘See you on the way back,’ she said over her shoulder to Winnie.

‘And don’t you kiss me again,’ shouted Jamie, looking behind and grabbing hold of his mother’s hand.

Winnie blew him a kiss.

Maggie ruffled Jamie’s blond hair.

‘Oh Mum, don’t.’

‘We only do these things ’cos we loves yer,’ she said.

Jamie smoothed down his hair and ran on ahead. Maggie watched him. She was so proud of her family.

Suddenly she saw Jamie stop and look round, puzzled.

‘What is it, Jamie?’ she asked, getting nearer.

‘Daddy ain’t here.’

Maggie was close to the stall. ‘’Allo, Bill,’ she said to the young lad that helped Tony. Bill had been with him for the  past two years, ever since he left school at fourteen. ‘Tony had to go off somewhere?’

‘Dunno. ’E ain’t been ’ere all day.’ Bill was a tall, gangly boy who blushed easily while talking to women. When Tony wasn’t teasing him he spoke very highly of the lad.

‘But he got the stall out, didn’t he?’ asked Maggie.

‘Yer, but he went off just after that, and I ain’t seen him since. What shall I do about the takings if ’e ain’t back be then?’

‘Don’t worry, he’ll be back long before then.’ Maggie frowned. Although Tony was often off buying and selling, it wasn’t like him to leave Bill on his own all day, or not to tell her if he was going to be late home. ‘He’ll be here in time to pack away. Look, I must go and collect Laura.’

‘Yer, yer of course.’

Maggie and Jamie were turning the comer just as the children came racing out of the school playground.

It was the same school Tony had gone to when he was little, and it hadn’t changed. The old red-brick building with its small windows was cheerless, depressed and in need of a lick of paint. Everything round this area, including most of the children, had the same sad run-down look about them. Maggie made sure Laura was always well dressed and well fed but some of her little friends looked undernourished and sickly, and they were always glad of any of Laura’s cast-off clothes.

Jamie ran up to his big sister, who was clutching a piece of paper. ‘What you got there?’

‘Look what I done at school. Don’t you touch it,’ she yelled at Jamie.

‘I only want to look.’

‘Well you ain’t, ’cos you might tear it.’

‘No I won’t.’

‘Stop it, the two of you. Let me see it,’ said Maggie, taking the colourful sheet of paper from her daughter’s chalk-covered hands. ‘It’s lovely.’

‘What is it?’ asked Jamie.

‘It’s a tree in a field. Can’t you see that?’ Laura rubbed her nose.

Maggie twisted the paper. ‘Yes, yes I can see, it’s very good.’

Laura smiled and a slight dimple appeared on her chalk-smudged face. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Every morning Maggie painstakingly plaited Laura’s long dark unruly hair, hoping to keep it under control, but the ribbon would always slip off and she’d end up tucking it behind her ears. Her large brown eyes lit up. She was like her father, and had inherited his good looks. Tony’s mother had always been very proud of her Italian ancestors, as was her only child. ‘It’s where me good looks comes from,’ was something he would often boast about. Tony’s mother would talk about Italy as if she’d been there, but the truth was she’d never set foot out of London till the council started the slum clearance and demolished the row of terraced houses where she lived. Bella Ross was moved out to Downham. She was an opinionated woman who didn’t take to change easily and they did wonder if she would go, but when she saw her lovely new house, with a bathroom and indoor lav, she couldn’t wait. Although Bella had always had the last word with everyone, including her late husband, Jim, Maggie was very fond of her.

‘You can put it on the wall if yer like, Mummy,’ said Laura proudly.

‘That’ll be nice.’

‘Oh, I nearly forgot,’ Laura suddenly burst out. ‘I’m gonner be a maypole dancer again on Empire Day.’

‘That’s lovely.’ Maggie smiled. It was only last week on 6 May, the day they had all celebrated King George and Queen Mary’s Silver Jubilee, that Laura had been chosen to dance round the maypole. That morning Maggie and Tony had sat on the tiny seats in the playground and laughed at the state some of the little ones had got themselves into as they twisted and weaved in and out of each other while holding on to the long coloured ribbons.

The week before Jubilee Day had seen the dull streets transformed, with red, white and blue bunting draped everywhere, and flags hung from every lamppost and window. The shopkeepers and stallholders had done their bit to join in the festivities and the many pictures of the royal couple showed how much they were loved. Everybody had been in a happy mood, laughing and singing patriotic songs, and wearing silly paper hats.

That afternoon a party had been held in the school playground for the local kids, some of whom had stood wide-eyed at tables that groaned with sandwiches, jellies and ice cream, before they set about devouring the lot. The food had been donated by the local tradespeople, all trying to out-do one another. The weather had been kind and all in all it had been a wonderful day.

That evening had been the grown-ups’ turn to celebrate. The Dog and Duck was almost leaping in the air with all the racket that came from within. All kinds of musical  instruments arrived to form an impromptu band and the customers spilled out into the street dancing and singing.

‘What’s Empire Day, Mummy?’ asked Jamie, tugging at Maggie’s hand and interrupting her thoughts.

‘It’s the twenty-fourth of May, the day when we remember our Empire,’ said Laura confidently.

‘What’s our Empire?’ came the next question.

‘When you go to school you’ll see all the pink bits in the atlas of the world, and all those pink bits belong to England.’ Laura was obviously pleased to repeat all that her teacher had told her.

Maggie smiled. Her daughter must be taking an interest, and enjoying her geography lessons.

When they returned to Tony’s stall he still wasn’t there. ‘If ’e ain’t here in time I’ll put the stall away for yer, Maggs,’ said Bill. ‘And I’ll bring the takings up to you.’

‘Thanks, Bill. There ain’t a race meeting on somewhere, is there?’

“Spect so, but he would have said.’

‘I’m sure he’ll be back before long.’

‘I hope so.’

Although Tony liked Bill and had a lot of faith in him he didn’t like to leave him on his own for too long, and for Tony not to tell Maggie he was going out was unusual.

When Jamie saw Winnie was busy with a customer he quickly ran past her stall. Showing her drawing to Fred, Laura collected her promised apple. As they trooped past Mr Goldman’s window Maggie gave him a wave. She opened her front door and the children clattered along the linoed passage and up the stairs. There was a back door along the passage that led out to the small yard and lavatory.

After the children had finished their tea, it was time for the market to close. Maggie didn’t have to look out of the window, she was familiar with the scene. Men would be tying covers over the wares on their barrows and pushing them into the lockups under the railway arches where they stored them overnight. Mrs Groom would be taking down all her second-hand goods that she had draped round her stall, and old Mother Saunders, who sold haberdashery, would be packing away all her bits and bobs and stacking them neatly into boxes to be brought out again tomorrow. Mrs Russell would be filling her buckets with water, hoping the weather wouldn’t turn too warm and wilt her flowers.

There were many women running stalls on this market, most of them inherited from their fathers or husbands who had been killed in the war.

Tony would be home soon.

Maggie sat up when she heard the front door slam, but was a little surprised when Bill came in alone with the day’s takings.

‘Where’s Tony?’

‘He ain’t back yet. I’ve put the barra away.’

‘Thanks, Bill.’

‘Tell Tony a bloke was looking for him.’

‘Did he say who he was?’

‘Na. Shifty-looking sod. Ain’t seen him round ’ere before.’ He grinned. ‘By the way, tell him I sold that old lamp he’s been trying ter get rid of fer weeks.’

Maggie smiled. ‘Nice work, Bill. Fancy a cuppa?’

‘No, ta all the same but I’m off out tonight.’ He twisted his cloth cap round and round in his hands.

‘Meeting a girl?’

‘Na.’ Bill blushed.

Maggie was teasing. She knew Bill was embarrassed about his spots, but he was only sixteen and would grow out of them, and with Tony as a teacher he too would soon have the gift of the gab.

‘I best be off. See you tomorrow. Bye, kids,’ he yelled out before clattering down the stairs and slamming the front door behind him.

Funny about Tony going off like that, thought Maggie, but I expect he’ll be back soon for his tea.




Chapter 2

Later, when Maggie went into the bedroom to tuck the blankets round the children, Laura asked, ‘Why ain’t Daddy here?’

‘I expect he’s had to go out on business.’

‘Will he be back soon?’ asked Jamie from his bed on the other side of the room.

‘I should think so, but you may be asleep.’

‘Tell him to come and kiss me good night.’ Laura snuggled down under the bedclothes, clutching her teddy bear.

‘I will.’ Maggie kissed her daughter’s forehead.

‘And don’t forget me,’ said Jamie, popping his tousled fair head over the covers.

‘As if we could.’ She bent down and kissed him. ‘Now go to sleep, the pair of you. Sleep tight.’ She closed the bedroom door.

In the sitting room Maggie picked up her knitting. She was beginning to worry. This wasn’t like Tony. He always told her if he was going out. Besides, he would dress up if he was meeting someone important or going to a special auction. She smiled to herself – at least if he had to go out  with some of his cronies he would always bring her back flowers. When he went to play cards with Wally from the auction rooms, or to the dog track, he always brought her back a box of chocolates. He was so kind and thoughtful.

Maggie was restless and couldn’t concentrate on the intricate pattern she was using for the new baby’s matinee coat. She turned the wireless on and an orchestra’s soft music drifted over her. She leant back in the armchair and closed her eyes.

As she drifted off she could see her mother and father smiling at her. She was dancing with Tony, the train of her long white frock draped over her arm. She looked into Tony’s eyes, he bent his head and gently kissed her mouth. There were a lot of people shouting and laughing, but Maggie could only see Tony, her Tony – he was so handsome. She was so lucky that he loved her.

 



‘Maggs, Maggs. Sorry, love, did I wake you?’ A whispered voice brought her back from her dream.

Maggie quickly sat up. It was gloomy, the light hadn’t been switched on, she was disorientated. ‘Tony, is that you?’

‘No, it’s me.’

‘Oh Eve,’ said Maggie unable to keep the disappointment from her voice. Eve, like everybody else did, had used the front door key that hung behind the letter box to let herself into their flat.

‘Well, don’t sound so upset about it. You all right?’

‘Yes. I was just dozing.’

‘Kids in bed?’ asked Eve, taking off her stylish beige straw hat.

Maggie nodded. ‘Put the light on. What time is it?’ She looked up at the wooden clock on the mantelpiece.

‘It’s nine o’clock.’ Eve stood close to the mirror and ran her little finger over her bright red lips. She plumped up the back of her blonde hair.

‘You on your own?’ asked Maggie.

‘Yer. Dan went in the Dog, so I thought I’d pop along to see if you was all right. Tony in the pub?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What d’you mean?’

Maggie sat forward. ‘Eve, I’m getting a bit worried. Tony hasn’t been seen all day.’

‘What? Didn’t he get the stall out?’

‘Yes, but we haven’t seen him since. Bill put the stall away. Eve, you don’t think something could have happened to him, do you?’

‘Don’t talk daft, course not. He’s probably met a mate and they finished up in a pub, and Tony’s had a skinful and is sleeping it off somewhere. It ain’t the first time, is it?’

‘No, but he nearly always tells me if...’ Maggie laughed. ‘I’m beginning to sound like some nagging old wife.’ Her laughter was false. Somehow, deep down, she knew something was wrong.

‘I’ll put the kettle on.’ Eve stood in the doorway. ‘You mark my words, he’ll be back here with a big bunch of flowers and his tail between his legs.’

Maggie half smiled. ‘I only hope you’re right.’

Eve took the teapot from the kitchen cupboard. She knew this flat almost as well as her own, round the comer in Upper Road. As she clattered about with the cups and saucers her thoughts went to Tony. He was such a handsome  devil. What was he up to? What if he was playing around? Maggie would go mad.

Eve smiled, remembering the time when they were silly young things and Maggie used to hang around his stall hoping he would take her out. It surprised them both when it was Eve he made the date with. Maggie got very upset over that and said she thought she’d lost him for ever. Eve managed to talk Tony into taking Maggie out. Eve’s grin got wider; he hadn’t got from Maggie what he’d got from her – well, not till he married her. He’d been a great lover. Not that she’d ever told Maggie. After all, it was Maggie he loved.

Eve stood watching the blue gas flame dance round the kettle. What had made her suddenly think about that? Was Tony starting to play around? He had never propositioned Eve since he’d married, but was that because she was too near to home? The whistle from the kettle brought her back to the present. She made the tea and walked into the sitting room with the tea tray. ‘You feeling all right?’ she asked Maggie.

‘Bit tired. But no, I feel fine.’

‘How many more you gonner have?’ asked Eve, looking pointedly at Maggie’s stomach.

‘This will be the last. Only got room for one more bed in the kids’ room.’

‘What about in a few years’ time? They won’t wanner sleep together then, so will you move?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Tony still on about having that antique shop and the cosy cottage with roses round the door?’

Maggie grinned and nodded.

‘Reckon he’s been to too many films. I couldn’t see either of you stuck somewhere down in the country.’

‘Neither can I.’

When their conversation lapsed the usual sounds came drifting through the open window. Trains puffing and chugging above the arches, dogs barking and cats fighting, even the ticking of the clock seemed loud and invasive.

Although she knew the answer Maggie still asked, ‘Will Dan come here for you?’

‘I hope so. I ain’t walking home on me own.’

‘It ain’t that far.’

‘I know, but I still ain’t walking home on me own.’

 



Later, when Dan came in, Maggie was again disappointed Tony wasn’t with him.

Dan threw his trilby on to the chair and, bending slightly to peer in the mirror, smoothed down his dark hair. Dan was tall, broad and very good-looking, but then he had to be, Eve wouldn’t settle for anything less. He had a steady job as a lorry driver, and with Eve working in the Council office, money wasn’t a worry to them.

‘Tony wasn’t in the pub then?’ asked Maggie.

‘No. Didn’t see him. Why?’

Maggie went through her story again.

‘You sure he ain’t been to the dog track?’ Dan asked.

‘He would have told me.’

‘Yer, s’pose he would have. You ain’t got a sandwich, have you? I’m starving.’

‘What, after that bloody great dinner you had tonight?’

Dan grinned. ‘Got to keep me strength up, gel, I’m a growing lad.’ He put his arm round Eve and hugged her.  ‘’Sides, you know I always perform better on a full stomach.’

‘Not if you’ve had a skinful of beer you don’t.’

‘Ah yer, unfortunately that’s when the mind’s willing but the flesh is weak.’

Maggie laughed. She loved Eve and Dan like a sister and brother. Eve had met Dan at a dance and they’d got married very quickly, so quickly everyone had thought she was up the spout, but the truth was Eve didn’t want children. Dan loved Eve, despite all the talk about her before they were married.

Dan sat down. ‘Did he take his stall out this morning?’

‘Yes, but Bill’s been running it all day.’

Dan leant back. ‘D’you know, I reckon he’s met an old mate and they’ve gone out on a binge and he’s sleeping it off somewhere.’

‘That’s exactly what I said,’ said Eve.

‘But it’s not like Tony not to tell me.’

‘Well, we all like to be let off the lead once in a while, gel.’

Maggie half smiled. Was she getting to be a nag? ‘I suppose so,’ she replied.

With no other suggestions, they all fell into a puzzled silence.

‘Right, gel, on your feet,’ Dan said briskly to his wife.

When Eve stood up Dan smacked her bottom. ‘You ready then? Look, Maggs, sorry, but we’ve got to be off. I’ve got a long day tomorrow, got to take the lorry down to Dover to pick up a load.’

‘What, on a Saturday?’ asked Maggie.

Eve shrugged her shoulders. ‘That’s what ’e tells me. Reckon he’s got a bit on the side.’

He looked at Eve. ‘I told you, that’s what the job’s about. Go and see Tom if you don’t believe me.’ He winked at Maggie. ‘Mind you, it’s surprising what you can get up to in the cab, ain’t it, gel?’

Eve looked away. ‘I ain’t saying.’

Dan laughed. ‘Well, I wasn’t the first to have your drawers off, now was I?’

‘Yer. But in the end you was the lucky one that got me to the altar.’ Eve put her hat on, and picked up her handbag. ‘I’ll call in tomorrow, Maggs.’

Dan bent down and kissed Maggie’s cheek. ‘And you give that old man of yours a right old ear-bashing when he gets home, making you worry like this. Bye, love.’

Eve checked her hat in the mirror, then kissed Maggie. ‘I’ll pop in tomorrow morning when I’m shopping, just to make sure you’re all right.’

‘You don’t have to.’

Eve smiled. ‘I’m so nosy. I’ve just got to find out where Tony’s been and what he’s been up to all day. After all, it might be somewhere exciting. Bye.’

Maggie stood at the window. The empty market looked eerie in the yellow glow from the gaslamps. She gave her friends’ moving shadows a wave.

Although it was late she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep, so once more she picked up her knitting. The baby felt like it was doing a somersault. As Maggie gently touched her stomach, she smiled and let her thoughts drift to when Laura was born.

Tony had left early that morning, saying he had to meet someone, but would be home as soon as he could. Her pains had started almost as soon as he had closed the front door.  At first she didn’t know what to do. If only her mother had still been alive. The doctor had told her labour could last for hours, plenty of time before Tony would be home. But what if the baby came before he got here? She’d been up in the flat alone. She’d had to get help.

Maggie had staggered down the stairs, and on opening the front door held on to it as a wave of pain made her legs buckle.

‘You all right, gel?’ Fred had yelled, coming over to her.

She’d shaken her head.

‘Bloody hell. I’ll get Tony.’

‘He ain’t here.’

‘Where is he? Ain’t he on his stall?’

‘No. He left early, he had to go out.’

‘What, ’e left yer like this?’

‘I hadn’t started then.’

Fred had begun flitting round her. ‘Did he tell old Charlie where he was going?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t move,’ he’d said in panic. ‘I’ll get Win.’

When Winnie had helped her back up the stairs she’d sat with her, holding her hand as the pains worsened.

‘I gotter get you to the hospital,’ Winnie had said, a worried look on her face.

‘No, not yet. Not till Tony comes back.’

‘Tony’s old mate, Charlie, said he didn’t know where he’s gone.’ Winnie had put a large warm comforting arm round Maggie. ‘Come on now, love, think of the little ’en what’s gonner pop out soon.’ She’d looked concerned. ‘I think the pains are coming a bit quick, don’t you?’

‘I’d rather wait for Tony to get home.’

Winnie had moved to the window and anxiously glanced out. ‘Look, Mr Goldman will tell him you’ve gone.’

Maggie had gripped the arms of the chair as another pain took her breath away. ‘P’raps you’re right.’

‘Good, I’ll pop down and get Fred to get his van out, it’ll be quicker in that.’

Winnie, red-faced and breathless, had been back almost at once. ‘Right, got your bag packed?’

Maggie had nodded.

She had held on to Winnie’s arm when they slowly made their way down the stairs. ‘I must tell Mr Goldman,’ she’d gasped.

‘Don’t worry, that’s all taken care of.’

Everybody had shouted and wished her well as she’d staggered down the market. She’d even managed a smile as she climbed up into Fred’s van. ‘I suppose it’s a bit different going to the hospital in a fruit and veg van.’

‘Good job I ain’t gotter call into Covent Garden first,’ Fred had laughed anxiously. ‘You might have ended up sitting on a sack of taters.’

‘Or stinking of onions,’ Winnie had said. ‘Christ, that might make the little ’en go back in again.’

Laura had been born at six that evening. She had a mass of dark curly hair like her father.

When Tony had walked into the ward he’d been almost hidden behind the biggest bunch of flowers Maggie had ever seen. He’d thrown it on the bed and gently taken her in his arms. He’d kissed her mouth long and hard.

‘Tony, don’t,’ Maggie had said, blushing and pushing him away. ‘Everybody’s looking.’

‘I don’t care. I want everybody to know what a clever girl my Maggie is. Is this ours?’

Maggie had nodded and smiled. She’d watched him lean over the cot at her side, and ease the blankets back.

‘She’s dark like me,’ he’d beamed.

He had sat on the bed and held Maggie’s hand. ‘I love you so much.’ He’d kissed her fingers. ‘What we gonner call her?’

‘I thought about Laura Margaret after me and me mum.’

‘I like that. Welcome to the world, Laura Margaret Ross.’

Now tears began to run down Maggie’s face at that happy memory. Tony had been with her when almost two years later, in September, her son had been born. James Anthony, a delicate-looking boy, took his father’s and grandfather’s names.

Maggie was told after that Tony had celebrated the first day of Jamie’s life wandering round the stallholders with a bottle in his hand and they had all helped him wet the baby’s head many times over. He was so proud to have a son and heir. Jamie worshipped his dad, who would take him to the park to teach him to play football. Some Sunday mornings he would take the children to Petticoat Lane while she prepared the dinner. Maggie was always terrified they would come home with a puppy or a cat, or even some baby chicks. Tony said he would like a stall there, but then he was always looking for new ways to make money, giving everyone the impression he was restless.

Maggie looked up at the clock. It was nearly midnight.  She suddenly felt alone and vulnerable, and very tired. Where was Tony? He should be home soon.

 



The ringing of the alarm clock woke her from a fitful sleep. It was early morning. The alarm continued its loud intrusive noise. Why didn’t Tony turn it off? She put out her hand. His side of the bed was empty and smooth. It hadn’t been slept in. Maggie sat up, cross. He had never stayed out all night before – well, not without telling her.

Maggie got out of bed and crept past the children’s bedroom. It was Saturday so there was no need to wake them. She made herself a pot of tea and wondered about the stall. Today was the busiest day of the week. She was beginning to get very angry. If Tony had been out on the beer last night he should at least have thought about getting home.

She looked out of the window. Down below the market was beginning to come alive. She dressed herself. ‘I’ll be glad when you’re born,’ she said to the reflection of her bulge in the mirror.

She checked on the children, who were still fast asleep, then made her way downstairs and outside into the warm May sunshine. She knew if they woke up they would know where to find her.

“Allo Maggs,’ said Fred. ‘You’re out and about early this morning. Keeping yer eye on yer old man?’

She gave Fred a smile. ‘Something like that.’ She didn’t want to say too much at the moment.

“Allo, gel. Everyfink all right then?’ asked Mrs Russell, standing back to admire the carefully arranged vases of colourful flowers she’d set out. The smell of the roses and  carnations wafted on the early morning air. ‘Hope it ain’t gonner be too warm terday. This weather’s a sod fer me blooms. Makes ‘em all droopy in no time.’

‘Could make yer bloomers all droopy an’ all if yer ain’t careful,’ another stallholder called out.

‘Don’t want any of your old lip, Cooper.’ She turned to Maggie. “E can be a right saucy sod at times. Mind you, ‘im and your old man always seem to hit it orf. Couple of saucy sods together, they are.’

Maggie liked Mrs Russell. She’d been on the market for as long as anybody could remember. Her trademark was the long black coat that she wore in all weathers. Tom Cooper reckoned she didn’t wear anything under it in the summer. But come winter she sat with a piece of blanket wrapped tightly round her bent shoulders and secured with a large safety pin. Her hair was a nondescript colour and always hidden under a man’s flat tweed cap.

Winnie was busy putting out the shoes. “Allo, Maggs. What you doing out this time o’ morning, and where’s that old man of yours? Ain’t seen him round here yet. He all right?’

‘Yes.’

‘You look a bit knackered. You OK?’

‘Not too bad. I’ll talk to you later.’

At the end of the market Maggie could see Tony’s stall had been set up. ‘Hallo, Bill,’ she said to his back.

He turned quickly. ‘Where’s Tony? He got a bloody hangover?’

‘Bill, I don’t know where he is.’

‘What? Didn’t ’e come home last night?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘Do you think you can manage on your own?’

‘Looks like I’ll have to. Where the bloody hell is he? ’E should be here.’

‘I know.’

‘Well, he’d better be back soon. I can’t even have a Jimmy without asking someone to watch the stuff.’

‘When I’ve given the kids their breakfast I’ll be along and give you a hand.’

Bill looked guilty. ‘You don’t ’ave to, Maggs. Sorry if I got a bit, well, carried away. It’s just it ain’t my stall and I’m not always sure what to charge the punters.’

‘Tony’s got a lot of faith in you, Bill. ’Sides, he often leaves you. Just do your best for now.’

Bill blushed. ‘Yer, of course.’

Maggie walked back to Win’s stall and sat on the chair she kept round the back.

‘So. Where’s that bloke of yours this morning? Ain’t he well?’

Maggie looked round.

‘Come on, tell me. What’s the trouble, gel, you two had a row?’ Winnie tucked her short grey hair, held close to her head with hairgrips, back behind her ears. A fringe cut straight across her forehead made a frame for her weatherbeaten face. She had been working on this market all her life, starting as a child helping her drunken father, who knocked her and her mother about. Her mother took over when he died; now it was Winnie who looked after her invalid mother. She had never married as her fiance, another market trader, was killed in the war. She hadn’t had much education, but could add up faster than anyone Maggie  knew, and she had a heart of gold.

‘No. Win, I’m worried. Tony ain’t been seen since yesterday morning.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘I thought I saw him yesterday, about lunchtime I s’pose. Yer, it was about then. I was just going into the Dog for a quick half. He was talking to a couple of blokes, shifty-looking sods, they was. One was an old man and the younger one looked a right bruiser.’

Maggie stood up. ‘Where did they go?’

‘Dunno. They went up Rovverhive New Road way.’

‘Was Tony with them?’

‘Yer, I think so. Didn’t really take much notice.’

‘Bill said he wasn’t at the stall all day.’

‘Well, he wouldn’t be, would he? Not if he was at the pub. I thought it funny, him walking away from the stall, but I guessed he’d just been in for a quick one as well as it’s a bit warm.’

‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘He could have gorn on to look for Ding Dong. Tony likes a bet now and again, don’t he?’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t worry about ’im, he’s old enough and ugly enough to look after himself. Yes, missis, half a crown a pair.’ Winnie moved to the front of her stall. ‘No you can’t try ’em on. Look at the colour of yer feet – dirty cow.’

Maggie left her arguing with her customer and went upstairs. The sound of her two running about told her they were up and would be wanting their breakfast. Dad or no  dad, food was the most important thing in their lives at the moment. Then she would go along to the Dog and Duck and ask Gus, the landlord, if he knew where the bookie’s runner Dougie Bell – known as Ding Dong – might be, and if Tony went to look for him yesterday. And, she thought grimly, she’d ask about the two blokes Winnie’d seen him with as well.




Chapter 3

“Allo, Maggie. Don’t often see you in here.’ Rene, the Dog and Duck’s barmaid, gave her a beaming smile. ‘How yer keeping then?’

‘I’m all right, thanks.’

‘If yer looking for yer old man he ain’t been in yet.’

Maggie smiled. ‘No, I’m not looking for him. You don’t happen to know where I can find Ding Dong, do you?’

Rene laughed. ‘Ain’t seen him either this morning. Why, you gonner have a bet?’

‘No, well... Is Gus in?’

‘Now there’s someone I can help yer with. He’s in the cellar. Mind you, he is a bit busy. Any think I can do for yer?’

Maggie felt ill at ease. She didn’t want to tell Rene as before long it would be all around the market that she was chasing after Tony. ‘No thanks, just want a quick word, that’s all.’

‘I’ll give him a shout.’

‘No don’t worry, not if he’s busy.’

Rene’s smile parted her bright red lips. ‘He don’t mind. Gives him a good excuse to come up for a bit of fresh air and a drink.’

Maggie watched as Rene walked through the door behind the bar, her hips swaying very provocatively in a tight black skirt. Rene did really look the part with her white low-cut frilly blouse and blonde hair. She was very popular with the traders and punters alike.

“Allo, Maggs,’ said Gus, coming through the door wiping his hands on a grey piece of rag, which he ran over his florid face and bald head. ‘It’s warm work down there shifting and lugging all the crates and barrels about. Anyway, you didn’t come here to listen to me going on, so what can I do fer yer?’

Maggie looked anxiously at Rene, who appeared to be busy at the other end of the bar polishing her bright red nails.

‘I’d like to ask you something.’

‘Well, ask away, gel.’

‘Could we sit over there?’ Maggie pointed to the corner of the bar.

‘Don’t see why not. Fancy a drink?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Rene, give us a pint of best, there’s a love. Bring it over, we’ll be at the far table.’

‘Sure, Gus.’ She gave Maggie a puzzled look.

Maggie waited till Rene put the beer on the table and was out of earshot. ‘Gus, I’m worried about Tony.’

‘Why? What’s he bin up to?’

‘I don’t know. You see he ain’t been seen since yesterday morning.’

After taking a great gulp of beer Gus wiped the froth from his grey moustache with the back of his hand. ‘What,’e ain’t bin home?’

Maggie shook her head.

‘That ain’t like him not to tell you, is it?’

‘No. Winnie said she saw him come out of here yesterday lunchtime. He was with a couple of blokes.’

‘Yer, that’s right. They sat here talking together. Very quiet, they was. Shifty-looking buggers.’

‘That’s what Winnie said. He didn’t say where he was going, I suppose?’

‘Na, in fact he didn’t seem to be saying much at all.’ Gus wiped his face again with his piece of rag. ‘D’yer know, now I come to think of it Tony did look a bit worried.’

‘Worried?’ repeated Maggie in alarm.

Gus finished his beer. ‘Shouldn’t think it’s anyfink for you to fret about. You know Tony, could always put on the right face for the right people, and if he thinks there’s a good deal going he don’t like to be left out.’

Maggie nodded. ‘That’s true. Win thought he might have been looking for Ding Dong.’

Gus shook his head. ‘Na, don’t think so. ’Sides, if he wanted to put a bet on he’d leave it here with me. Look, excuse me, Maggs, but I must get on.’

‘Course, Gus. Sorry to waste your time.’

‘No trouble, gel, and don’t forget me and the missis is always here if you want us.’

Maggie thanked him. Gus and Beatie were a nice couple and the Dog and Duck was a good meeting place, old and tatty and in need of a lick of paint though it now was. Over the years everybody made full use of it for weddings, funerals and any excuse for a party. Once the doors were shut Gus always told the police it was a private do, and the drinking went on for many hours. Mindful of her own need  to be getting on, Maggie left the peace and quiet of the pub and stepped out into the bright sunshine, and the noise.

The sounds of kids shouting and screaming and the loud cockney voices of the market traders trying to sell their wares were trying to compete with the small group of Blackshirts on the comer who were telling the world how good Germany was.

Maggie needed someone to talk to, but everybody seemed to be busy. Although it was Saturday and Mr Goldman’s shop had the closed sign in the window, Maggie knew he was in his back room. She pushed open the door, causing the tiny silver bell above to ring melodiously. The smell of new cloth tickled her nose. Tony always got his suits here, and they were always of the best quality.

Mr Goldman, in his black striped trousers and black jacket, shuffled from the rear of the shop where he had lived since his wife died. His shoulders were hunched through years of sitting sewing. He always wore his tape measure round his neck like a garland, even today on his Sabbath when he wasn’t working. Maggie often wondered if he went to bed with it draped around him. His white hair was permanently stuck up, looking as if he’d had a fright.

‘Maggie, Maggie, my dear. Come in and take a seat.’ His lined face lit up and he pushed a chair towards her. ‘You are looking very well. I trust the little ’ens are also well?’

‘Yes thank you. Mr Goldman ... this might sound silly, but ... could I talk to you?’

‘Of course, my dear.’

Maggie waited till he got another chair and set it down beside her.

‘Right, my dear, now tell me what’s worrying you?’

‘It’s Tony. He hasn’t been home since he left yesterday morning.’

Mr Goldman took her hand and gently patted it. ‘Now you mustn’t worry about that young man. I’ve known him all his life. I dare say he’s gone off to look for that cottage he’s always on about. You know how he likes to give you nice surprises?’

Maggie nodded. ‘I know. But surely he would have said somethink.’

Mr Goldman smiled.

‘Has he told you somethink?’

Mr Goldman touched his lips. ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be home soon. Mind you, I’ll have to tell him not to keep too many secrets from you.’

Maggie felt anger rising up in her again. If Tony had gone to look at a cottage why the hell hadn’t he told her? What was the reason for all this secrecy? ‘Thank you, Mr Goldman. What else did he say?’

‘Nothing really, just that he was in a hurry. It was when I was on my way home from fitting a client. I’m surprised he didn’t get home last night, though. He must have missed the last train.’

‘Train? Did he say where he was going?’

‘No, not really. We only walked together for a short while and he said he had to catch a train. I just assumed it was about the cottage he is always talking of.’

‘Thank you.’ Maggie stood up.

‘Maggie, I will be sorry to lose you as tenants.’

‘Don’t worry, Mr Goldman. I can’t see me living in the country.’

‘But what if he’s put a deposit down?’

‘He’ll just have to get it back.’

Maggie’s steps were a lot lighter as she left, but she was also very annoyed. Why hadn’t Tony told her about his crazy idea? And what about the stall? He should have told Bill. Just you wait till you walk yourself in, she thought. You’ll get a real mouthful, making me worry like this.

For the rest of the morning Maggie was backwards and forwards helping Bill and seeing to the children. She was impressed at how efficient Bill was, but as yet he lacked the skill and easy banter Tony had with his customers.

Eve came along just as Maggie was leaving the stall to get the children’s dinner. ‘What you doing down here?’ Eve asked Maggie as she picked up a brass door knocker from among the knick-knacks, a large black china elephant, rusty spanners and chipped china.

‘Tony ain’t back yet.’

‘What? Where’s he gone now?’

‘I don’t know.’ Maggie looked at Bill, who was busy with a customer. ‘I’ll be back in a while,’ she called to him. ‘Just going to get a cuppa.’ Maggie took hold of Eve’s arm. ‘Come upstairs, I’ve got somethink to tell you.’

‘Is it exciting or dirty?’ asked Eve.

‘It’s about Tony.’

‘That’s what I mean,’ said Eve grinning.

The children were happy to play round the market stalls and everybody kept an eye on them just in case they got into mischief. Upstairs in the kitchen Maggie put the kettle on the gas stove, then moved into the living room.

‘So, where’s this errant husband of yours then?’ asked Eve, settling herself on the sofa.

‘I don’t know.’

‘But I thought you said – ’

‘I popped in to see Mr Goldman this morning and he said yesterday Tony told him he had to catch a train. Mr Goldman reckons it was to see about this bloody country cottage he’s always on about.’

‘What, he went without you?’

‘Exactly.’

‘But what if you don’t like it?’

‘I don’t like it.’

‘But you ain’t seen it.’

‘I know, and that’s why I don’t like it.’ Maggie sat next to Eve.

‘Surely he would have told you?’

‘Mr Goldman reckons he wants to give me a surprise.’

‘Well, it’ll certainly be a surprise,’ laughed Eve.

‘In more ways than one.’ Maggie stood up when the kettle began whistling. She went into the kitchen and Eve followed her.

‘Maggs, how far away d’you think he’s gone?’

‘Dunno.’

‘Surely he should be back be now? He couldn’t have thought he’d be staying overnight else he would have taken his shaving things.’

Maggie leant against the sink. Worry filled her face. ‘I hadn’t thought about that. We all know how fussy he is about looking smart.’ She glanced at the shelf. They didn’t have a bathroom in their flat, so all washing had to be done in the kitchen sink, and once a week the tin bath was brought up from the back yard for their bath. ‘His shaving stuff’s still here, and without fail he shaves every day.’ Maggie’s voice had a slight catch in it.

‘Go and sit down, I’ll make the tea,’ said Eve.

‘I’ve got to get the kids’ dinner.’

‘Don’t worry about cooking, I’ll send ’em up to the pie and eel shop, they’ll like that. Would you fancy a pie and a bit of mash?’

Maggie shook her head.

‘Go and sit down. And I tell you somethink,’ yelled Eve from the kitchen, ‘when he does turn up he’s gonner get a right old nagging from me. I don’t like to see you upset like this.’

They finished their tea and Eve went looking for Laura and Jamie to take them out whilst Maggie went along to the stall so that Bill could have a bit of lunch in the Dog and Duck.

 



All afternoon Eve sat with Maggie, hoping and waiting.

‘What time will Dan be home?’ asked Maggie.

‘Dunno.’

‘Will he know where to find you?’

Eve smiled. ‘I should think so, don’t you?’

The quiet moments that followed were unnerving and it seemed unnatural when their conversation went dead, so unlike their normal time together – they always found something to laugh and chat about. In the silence Maggie went through so many emotions, from anger to gnawing worry. Finally: ‘I must get the kids in for tea. You don’t have to stay with me if you want to go and get Dan’s ready.’
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