


[image: images]





Keeping 
my Sisters’ 
Secrets


BEEZY MARSH


PAN BOOKS




To the memory of Londoners


who lost their lives in the Second World War.




Contents


Prologue: 1931


1: Eva, May 1931


2: Peggy, August 1931


3: Kathleen, February 1932


4: Eva, March 1932


5: Peggy, October 1932


6: Kathleen, March 1933


7: Eva, May 1933


8: Peggy, August 1933


9: Kathleen, October 1933


10: Eva, February 1934


11: Peggy, July 1934


12: Kathleen, October 1934


13: Eva, December 1934


14: Peggy, January 1935


15: Kathleen, May 1935


16: Eva, January 1936


17: Peggy, February 1936


18: Kathleen, May 1937


19: Eva, October 1937


20: Peggy, January 1938


21: Kathleen, April 1939


22: Eva, November 1939


23: Peggy, May 1940


24: Kathleen, November, 1940


25: Eva, March 1942


26: Peggy, September 1943


27: The Lambeth Girls, May 1945


Epilogue: 1949


Acknowledgements




Prologue


1931


The grimy streets of Lambeth, nestled beside the river Thames, had changed little since the days of Charles Dickens, when the poorest working classes lived cheek-by-jowl with thieves and drunkards. Women living there took in piece-work such as laundry or fur-pulling to help make ends meet, just as their mothers and grandmothers had done before them. Their husbands worked long hours, either in the factories as labourers, as costermongers or down at the docks. And that was if they were lucky enough to have their men in work. Families were large – five or six children, or more – and diseases including scarlet fever and diphtheria were fatal and much-feared. The threat of poverty was ever present but the temptation for husbands to drown their sorrows in one of the many local pubs could lead to the whole family being thrown out into the street when the rent- and tallyman came knocking for their dues.


These little rows of two-up, two-downs were tight-knit communities where scores were sometimes settled with fists. The police would only venture down there in pairs and rarely after nightfall when the dim glow of gaslight did little to illuminate pea-souper fogs. Yet for those growing up in this corner of Lambeth, the cobbled streets, the stench of the river, the shouts of the factory workers, the nosy neighbours and the rumble of the trains over at Waterloo meant one thing – home.


This is the story of three sisters growing up in one such street, Howley Terrace, in the years between the wars. It is the story of their hopes and dreams and struggles for a better life when the odds were stacked against them.


This is the story of the Lambeth girls, Peggy, Kathleen and Eva, who learned to keep each other’s secrets in a bond of sisterhood, which even dire poverty, violence and war could not break.
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Eva, May 1931


She didn’t really mind getting up so early.


Eva could hear her father downstairs in the scullery, clattering about making himself a pot of tea before work. It was barely light outside but if he didn’t leave the house soon, she’d miss all the best buns at the bakery over in Covent Garden.


Eva waited until she heard him pulling on his boots and the front door slam shut before she forced her feet out of her warm nest in the flannelette sheets and onto the bare boards of the bedroom floor. Kathleen, her sister, lay next to her, soundly asleep. Her hair was tied in rags, which spread out on the pillow like little snakes. Mum didn’t bother putting Eva’s hair in rags. ‘Dead straight, like your father’s,’ she told her. ‘There’s little or no point trying to make it curly.’ Kathleen, on the other hand, had near-perfect ringlets even without the help of mother and her nightly rag-ties. Eva toyed with the idea of yanking one of those raggy little tails but thought better of it. She didn’t want to wake the whole street with Kathleen’s squealing.


Instead, Eva grasped her own thick, long black hair and tied it with a grubby ribbon before pulling on her pinafore and making her way out onto the landing. Mum, already dressed in her housecoat and slippers, was standing there, holding out a pillowcase for her.


‘Mind he doesn’t see you,’ she whispered.


Eva took the pillowcase and nodded solemnly. If Dad knew what she was up to, it would earn her a belting, not that she cared. She’d felt the buckle end of his belt on more than one occasion. The welts went down after a while and all that remained was an empty feeling inside, which was worse than hunger. At least bread made her feel a bit better. Day-old bread from Godden and Hanken bakery was a mainstay of their diet and a cheap way for Mum to fill their rumbling bellies when the housekeeping was running short – which was most of the time, these days. But Eva’s father wouldn’t tolerate her queuing up for handouts with the children from the Thieves’ Kitchen of the Seven Dials, like some common urchin.


Eva was eight, nearly nine in fact, so she was too young to go out to work but she would have done if she could, just to help Mum. She was the youngest after Frank but was more daring than any of her brothers and sisters. Kathleen would soon be eleven and she should really have made the trip but liked her sleep too much to bother, same as her twin, Jim. Peggy was thirteen and would be leaving school in a year or so but she was a goody-two-shoes, Dad’s favourite, and wouldn’t dare do anything to risk his anger.


The early mornings were making Eva tired and she was prone to catching forty winks in the afternoons during lessons. Her teacher at St Patrick’s had said as much when she met her mother on the Walworth Road last week: ‘Eva really does need to get to bed earlier, Mrs Fraser!’


Eva hurried down their tiny street, each house with the same two storeys of grimy bricks as the last, before turning left onto Waterloo Bridge. She knew the route by heart: up Bow Street, into Long Acre and over to Great Newport Street.


Flower sellers in long skirts and straw hats, their woollen shawls pulled tightly around their shoulders, were already at their pitches and the drunks from the night before were still lying in the gutter as Eva ran the last hundred yards to the bakery door. She was the last one there. A row of ragged children, some with dirty faces and no shoes, jostled in front of her, brandishing their pennies.


Eva drew herself up to her full height and flicked imaginary dust off her pinafore as she looked down her nose at them. Yes, she was poor but she was clean; Mum always made sure of that, even though Eva hated having her face wiped with a dishcloth before she left the house. The tin bath took pride of place in the scullery once a week and she got her turn in it. She scratched her head. Nits again, probably, but Mum would sort that out with a metal comb later. Eva winced at the thought of her hair being pulled and scraped. She sighed as she waited her turn, the penny in her hand growing sweaty. What if there was nothing left for her to take home?


Dad had a good job as a wood sawyer down at the cricket bat factory but with five of them to feed on wages of two pounds a week, there just wasn’t enough to go around. It was all their mother could do to keep shoes on their feet. Frankie’s were full of holes, mainly because he was the youngest and got all the hand-me-downs. And that was before Mum got to paying out the ‘insurances’. Eva didn’t fully understand what they were but it was to do with the hospital and teeth and the like. Mum said, ‘Don’t worry your head about it, chicken,’ but Eva did worry. Especially when she saw her mother twisting her thin gold wedding band round and round her finger and her eyes red-rimmed from crying when all the money had run out by Wednesday.


The insurances had seemed to go up after Frankie got run over by a lorry a couple of years back. Eva swallowed hard at the memory of it. She was supposed to be minding him while Mum went out to clean at one of the little hotels up by Waterloo Station to earn a few pennies more. She had another job in the mornings cleaning over at the Imperial Chemical Industries building but that didn’t pay enough.


It had all happened so fast. They were playing in the streets with the other kids from Howley Terrace, larking about. Someone had a dog which had caught a rat and they poked at the dead body a bit with some sticks and watched it ooze blood. ‘Massive teeth,’ said one boy. ‘Like yer grandad!’ said Frankie, poking him in the ribs and making everyone hoot with laughter.


Frankie got bored of it all in the end. Kathleen turned her nose up and went to go skipping with Doreen from a few doors down. Peggy had her head stuck in a book, as usual, and was sitting on the front step, reading. Eva was only chatting to her pal, Gladys, for an instant about the new clothes her Nanny Day had knitted for her peg dolly, which made her look so pretty. Then she heard Frankie shout: ‘Got any cards, mister?’ just as one of the lorries from the wastepaper factory at the top of the road came trundling past.


‘Frankie! Wait!’ Eva called, but he didn’t hear and ran forwards, hands outstretched, as the driver chucked a few cigarette cards out onto the cobbles. Frankie bent down to pick them up without noticing a second lorry following close behind. Eva screamed. Then she ran. It was too late. Frankie disappeared under the wheels and there was the most horrible sound. The driver did his best to stop but couldn’t and Eva watched in horror as Frankie’s broken body emerged at the other end of the truck.


Women came running from the terraced houses and it suddenly seemed the whole street was there, watching Frankie’s little body, his head crushed and bleeding, oozing onto the greasy cobblestones, his eyes closed, his face white as a sheet.


The driver got out of the cab, shaking: ‘Oh my God!’ He turned to the crowd and pleaded with them as the mood changed from shock to anger. ‘Me brakes don’t work that quick, see?’


Eva knelt down beside Frank to help, but the grown-ups were already loading him onto the tailgate of the lorry and it was off to St Thomas’s Hospital. Peggy ran to get Mum from her cleaning at the hotel and Kathleen and Jim ran a mile to Stuart Surridge’s factory to get Dad. Eva clung to Frankie on the back of that lorry, sobbing, as Mrs Avens from a few doors down tried to shush her and tell her to let go of him but she wouldn’t. The doctors had to prise her off Frankie when they got to the hospital. They rushed him off on a stretcher, away through the double doors, his head swathed in bandages.


Then Nanny Day came to the hospital with Mum crying. Dad, looking ashen, his hands thrust into his coat pockets, rushed past Eva. Nanny Day, still wearing her best white apron over her long skirts, took Eva from Mrs Avens’s arms and held her hand. ‘Now, don’t be fretting about it or blaming yourself,’ she told Eva, her bright blue eyes shining with tears. ‘The good Lord will protect our Frankie, just you wait and see.’ She crossed herself. ‘Come on, Eva, let’s get you back indoors.’


Nanny Day walked the half-mile back along Belvedere Road, past the Lion Brewery and the factories, clasping Eva’s hand the whole time. Eva had been terrified of that lion statue when she was smaller, and Nanny Day still joked about it jumping down and gobbling her up, when she was naughty. It was a huge beast, looming high above the brewery gate, its body blackened by soot but its face still peering majestically into the distance. Now she was a bit older, whenever she walked past Eva pondered how long it must have taken someone to carve him. She still joined in the fun when Nanny Day had a joke with them about going on a lion hunt.


There were no jokes today. When they got to Howley Terrace, the neighbours were sitting out on their steps, waiting. Some had even brought chairs out and, from the look on their faces as Eva and Nanny Day walked by, the accident was the chief topic of conversation. A couple of them started to approach but Nanny Day cut right through, like a ship in full sail, and took Eva through the front door.


Eva picked up her dolly and her nightdress and Nanny Day took some tea from the caddy and put it in a brown paper bag, which Mum kept neatly folded in the single drawer of the kitchen table. She was running a bit short at home and extra supplies of Nanny’s strong brown tea with a splash of evaporated milk would be needed to keep everyone’s spirits up. The street fell silent as they emerged from number 6 Howley Terrace. Eva pulled the door shut. They didn’t lock it – there was nothing worth stealing, and in any case, people kept an eye out for each other in their neighbourhood. Rather too much, in her father’s opinion: ‘A right nosy lot.’


The murmurs about how Frankie was doing and whether he would pull through died away as they walked back down Howley Terrace, into Tenison Street and across Waterloo Road and into Cornwall Road, to Nanny Day’s house. The blood was still rushing in Eva’s ears at the thought of the accident but coming to her grandparents’ house calmed her at last. All the children had been born here, at 100 Cornwall Road, and Eva loved coming to stay because she got to have bread and dripping whenever she liked, even if Grandad did tell her to sling her hook when she pestered him for another piece, toasted on the open fire.


Today was different. After a mug of cocoa she was tucked up in Nanny Day’s bed with Kathleen and Peggy already there and sleeping soundly. Jim had already nodded off in the rocking chair in the front room. Eva fell almost instantly into a deep sleep. ‘Shock,’ she heard Nanny Day whisper to Grandad, just as she was drifting off. He was standing on the landing outside, wondering if he was going to have to kip on the sofa again because his leg was bloody killing him and he would have preferred a proper bed for the night, even though he loved those little urchins dearly.


The girls didn’t see their parents for nearly a week and the routine of getting up, going to school and coming home and avoiding Grandad – ‘Gertcha!’ – was interspersed with visits from the parish priest. Eva took to hiding under the kitchen table to eavesdrop as it was the only way to find out how her beloved little brother was getting on. Nanny Day would always cover the table with her best white linen tablecloth on days when the priest was due. It hung almost to the floor and Eva concealed herself underneath the table, quiet as a mouse, and marvelled at the father’s highly polished shoes, which must surely have come from heaven itself, they were so clean and shiny.


At first, Eva thought she was being punished by her parents’ absence but little by little, through the grown-up talk she overheard at the kitchen table, as she sat hugging her knees and hardly daring to breathe, she found out it was because Frankie was so sick. His head had swelled to twice its size and they had to pack it in ice and then he got an infection called meningitis which made everything hurt badly.


After a fortnight she was allowed to go on a visit. Only for a few minutes and there was no question of everyone going because the hospital was very strict about overexciting him. The smell of disinfectant hit her first. The floor was lino, polished so much you could almost see your face in it. There was a table in the middle of the ward with flowers in a vase and children all pale, propped up in bed like little soldiers, for visiting time. All except Frankie, who was allowed to lie back on one pillow, on account of his head injury. ‘Hello, Eve,’ he murmured, and Eva squeezed his hand. He was like Frankie, only a lot thinner, with a bigger head and a bandage on it.


The nurses wore crisp white uniforms and smelt of starch and only one of them smiled. Every time she went there Eva knew in her heart that it was all her fault. She swore then to protect Frankie and do everything she could to make him well. Getting the bread every day to help Mum was part of it. He did get better but he was never quite the same again.


She felt something poking her in the ribs, bringing her back to reality. It was a little girl with scruffier plaits than her own, and big rip in her pinafore. ‘It’s your turn next,’ she said, looking up at Eva with beady eyes. ‘Get a move on, will yer?’


Eva tutted at her but shuffled forwards to take her place at the head of the queue, glad that the wait was over. Her stomach rumbled loudly.


The baker, a big fella, still had a crate full of day-old buns and loaves to get rid of. She handed over her penny and opened her pillowcase, praying he would fill it right up for her. She was one of his regular early-morning customers and he gave her a wink as he slipped a jam tart in there, for her to munch on the way home. Eva winked back at him, grateful as ever for his kindness.


Eva emerged triumphantly from the shop with her pillowcase stuffed to the gunnels. She heard the clock strike half past the hour as she sat down on some steps to devour the jam tart. Costermongers were wheeling their barrows out in Covent Garden, and the shouts which marked the start of the working day filled the air.


She’d be home in plenty of time to give the others their breakfast and she’d make sure Frankie got one of the best buns. Eva crossed back over Waterloo Bridge, heading for home, swinging her pillowcase as she went. A row of railway arches lay under the bridge, opposite the yards of her street, and the hotels above them would sometimes chuck their rubbish on the people living down below. The rats were already making themselves busy finding something to eat. Eva watched them for a second, instinctively clasping her pillowcase a little tighter as she watched the longtails rootling about in a heap of vegetable peelings and old chicken bones. Everything in their street, on four legs or two, was always on the hunt for food.


Getting the bread was one thing, but Eva knew there must be other ways to help Mum and her family – and she was determined to find them.
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Peggy, August 1931


From her vantage point on the front doorstep, Peggy had made a secret study of the way the women moved up and down the street. Clasping the book in her hand seemed to make her invisible in Howley Terrace, apart from the jeers of ‘bookworm’ from her younger sisters and some of their silly little street friends. She read endlessly: books borrowed from the public library and her most treasured, on loan from her teacher, Mrs Price, who recognized her pupil’s love of learning but knew that the family budget would not extend to buying literature.


Women seemed to think that Peggy was so absorbed in her reading that she could no longer see them or hear what they were talking about. Children of her age were still treated like children and weren’t supposed to hear grown-up talk, so Peggy would bury her head and prick up her ears as the street went about its business. On Howley Terrace everything was so crammed together that it was almost impossible to have a private conversation, in any case. Any raised voices in the street would draw a crowd and arguments inside had to be conducted in a stage whisper or the neighbours would have their ear to the wall.


The younger housewives, in their early twenties, who had just one or two kids, were already careworn. Mostly they had mothers or sisters living around the corner who would help them out a bit, and they seemed to be the ones with the time and inclination for a gossip. The young housewives would stand around on their doorsteps in the late afternoon, drinking tea, before their husbands came home. They always wore a clean pinny as they chatted, to show the world that the day’s work was done. Dad always gave such women short shrift: ‘Idling again, are we, Mary?’


The older ones – her mum’s age, really – with five or more little ones round them, seemed weighed down, trudging endlessly back and forth from the communal laundry to the shops and back, fetching and carrying. Not for them the doorstep chatter; they simply had too much to do. Some worked part-time at the London Wastepaper Factory at the top of the road and would emerge at the end of the day covered in dust, the sacking still tied around their legs to keep the rats away. The more children they had, the more swollen their legs and feet, the more bent their backs and the more haggard their faces.


Peggy shuddered. Was this what life had in store for her? She’d just started her monthlies and had thought she was dying when she woke up in a bloody sheet one morning. Mum had to explain all that and the facts of life.


Sometimes the women stopped and chatted for a few minutes and Peggy could overhear snatches of their conversation about aching teeth, backs and worse. ‘Women’s things’ that had happened ‘since I had my last’. When one woman suggested going to the doctor, the other would sigh and say, ‘I’m still paying him off a shilling a week for the last time,’ or, ‘It’ll get better soon, I’m sure.’ The really weak and poor got coupons for extra milk from the Welfare Officer to build them up but they never drank it. They’d rather give it to their children instead and go to bed hungry.


Come to think of it, her mother wasn’t plagued by bad feet or swollen legs or rotten teeth. She put that down to her Irish blood, from Nanny Day. Nanny was a force of nature, standing nearly five feet ten, and hailed from County Kildare. She worked as a cook at the Union Jack Club on Waterloo Road, and woe betide anyone who complained about her skills in the kitchen. She made Peggy laugh by gathering the children to her skirts and warning them, in the broadest accent imaginable: ‘Never trust the Irish, my lovelies.’ Nanny Day looked after Peggy and her brothers and sisters when Mum needed a rest, as well as caring for Grandad, whose leg had been badly shot in the Boer War and had never recovered. His mind seemed to have been affected too because some days he would be fine and others he just talked gibberish or would throw things around the kitchen until Nanny Day slapped him.


In any case, Mum wasn’t one to stand round idly chatting. She’d say her ‘good mornings’, smile, trade a few pleasantries and then say she’d have to ‘push on’, which was true because she had not one, but three cleaning jobs to keep the family afloat. Now Peggy was getting older, her mother liked to take her into her confidence a little about the ways of the street. Peggy enjoyed that and tried to absorb as much of her mum’s wisdom as possible. It set her apart from her sisters too.


‘Don’t ever gossip for gossip’s sake, Peggy,’ Mum told her, ‘or they’ll be talking about you behind your back next. You don’t want people knowing your business so you don’t need to know anyone else’s, unless there is something you can do to help them and you really need to know what is going on.’


Her mother was right, of course. It just seemed that some people in their street made it their business to find out what everyone else was up to. Take Mrs Davies at number 16. Dad called her the News of the World because she was not only likely to poke her nose in but she’d broadcast it all too. She’d stand on that doorstep from dawn till dusk, keeping a beady eye out for passers-by. The coalman and the milkman, who liked a chat, tried to avoid her. Others in the street were not so lucky: ‘Not at school today?’ or ‘Clock off early?’ She made it her business to find out. Peggy just put her head down and hurried on but once she hadn’t been feeling well with a cold and came home early from school. To her shame, Mrs Davies came running down the street and announced it to her mother, before Peggy could tell her.


But there was a different sort of gossip. It was still done in a quiet way, but it was all right. Like the woman who had – well, Peggy knew she shouldn’t say the word because her mother didn’t like it – but it was cancer. People said, ‘She’s very poorly’ instead. Mum and the other women in Howley Terrace would take turns minding her three kids or cooking meals and some had even tried to organize a rota to cover her shifts at the jam factory but the foreman found out and let her go.


Things were hard because the woman wasn’t going to get better. She couldn’t keep house and she couldn’t do the laundry any more at the baths in Mason Street on wash days – Mondays. Somehow, Mum managed to do that for her too. Peggy had offered to help but Mum wouldn’t hear of it because of the dirty talk that went on in that laundry room. Peggy had once overhead the raucous whoops of laughter as women ran their husband’s underclothes through the mangle while she waited outside the door for her mother to finish their linen. She didn’t want Mum to think she had been eavesdropping. That wasn’t something she would ever do.


The other thing she had overheard while she was sitting reading on the doorstep the other day was Mrs Davies talking about the husband of the woman who wasn’t going to get better, in hushed tones. Glances were exchanged as Mrs Davies said she’d heard his boots tapping their way up the cobblestones after midnight and one of the other women folded her arms and said she had heard from a lady in Tenison Street that his boots had been coming from that direction. Peggy guessed that he’d been visiting someone in Tenison Street very late indeed.


‘Ain’t right,’ said Mrs Davies. ‘With his missus being sick an’ all.’


‘Ain’t right of her round the corner having him over,’ the other women said. ‘We ought to get something up for her to make her think twice, the dirty cow.’


Not that Peggy had been listening to the whole conversation, because she hadn’t. That would be wrong. She finished her chapter and closed her book. Dad would be on his way home soon. The street in the heat of a late August afternoon was full of the shrieks of young kids scampering up and down the cobbles, chasing each other, kicking up the dust from the gutters. They made their fun out of a bit of rope, a plank of wood, anything really. Peggy was the same when she was younger. She didn’t feel like joining in any more. She was too grown up, probably.


She sighed. The smell of the river, just a couple of hundred yards away, caught her in the back of her throat. She had always hated that smell. It was awful, a proper stink, and on hot days it just hung in the air all day. Some people got away from Lambeth in the summer, packing themselves off to Kent, hopping. Whole streets would go – women and children and grannies, all packed off together to pick the hops and live in big huts. Peggy had heard about it and it sounded like a dream come true, with fresh air and countryside and even fresh eggs from the farmer. But Mum couldn’t leave her cleaning jobs and Dad was needed at the factory, so there was no chance of her coming back from a month away in the fields of Kent with the sun in her hair. She was stuck in Lambeth with the river Thames stinking to high heaven instead. She saw her dad then, trudging down the street, head down, doing his best to ignore everyone. Peggy rushed up to greet him.


In an instant, his face lit up: ‘Hello, Peg, what you reading there?’


‘Dickens,’ she said. ‘Hard Times.’ Well, she was reading it but she hadn’t got very far with it this afternoon.


‘We’re having hard times of our own, Peggy.’ He laughed.


Dad handed over a ha’penny and Peggy tucked her book under her arm. There was no need for him to ask, it was their little teatime ritual. She headed off to the shop in Belvedere Road to pick up the Evening News, his favourite paper. But when she got there, she found a crowd of men standing around outside, smoking, their hands in their pockets, eyes downcast. One of them was reading aloud to the others: ‘It says here he has gone, resigned from the Labour Party.’ A man from Tenison Street, who worked on the docks, shouted: ‘Bloody coward! After telling us all to take a wage cut for the good of the country.’ Another man piped up: ‘And they’ve been cutting the help from the likes of me. I’ve been laid off a month now, with three mouths to feed.’ There were murmurs of agreement.


Peggy pushed past, with a polite ‘’Scuse me’, and made her way into the shop. She read the headline ‘Day and Night of Great Excitement – HIS MAJESTY CONFERS WITH PARTY LEADERS’. There was a picture on the front page of a man with a moustache, and another one of policemen holding back a big crowd in Downing Street. Peggy knew from reading the paper with her father in the past that the man was the Prime Minister, Ramsay Macdonald. She needed to get home. She ran down Belvedere Road and into the little turning to Howley Terrace, nearly knocking over that nosy parker Mrs Davies, who was gossiping on the corner. Mum was already serving up stewed pieces and vegetables for Dad by the time Peggy got through the door and into the scullery.


‘Look,’ Peggy said, holding the paper up high. ‘Macdonald’s left the Labour Party and the men in the street say he is a coward!’


‘Slow down, Peg,’ said Dad, through a mouthful of stew. ‘Let me see.’ He read for what seemed like an eternity, before looking up at her again. Sometimes he took ages to explain what all the politics of it meant but Peggy was prepared to wait.


Peggy thought her father was the wisest man in the street, if not the whole district, because he had travelled and seen the world in the Merchant Navy. And he wasn’t even born in this country like most people’s dads. He was a Canadian, a part of the British Empire, and had come over here during the Great War to help out by bringing a convoy of food. He had met her mother while she was working as a cleaner at the Union Jack Club and they fell in love and married and so he never went back. Well, he did try once, at the end of the war when Peggy was just a baby but Nanny Day had had such a bad dream about them going that she wouldn’t hear of it and begged and begged them to stay. It was a good thing they did because the ship they were supposed to be sailing on sank to the bottom of the ocean. At least, that is what Nanny Day told her, although she wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about it, because it was a sort of family secret.


Peggy couldn’t work out why but her father didn’t talk much about Canada, other than to say his mother was from a tribe of Indians living by the Fraser River. She wasn’t supposed to talk about that either, in case people made fun of her or her brothers and sisters. And when he was growing up he lived with fur traders and in a fort and on some lakes, but life was hard and so he ran away to join the Navy. He even lied about his age to get in because he was just ten at the time, the same age as Eva, really, which was a funny thought. She imagined Eva having to scrub the decks and climb the rigging. That made her laugh out loud.


‘It’s no laughing matter, Peg,’ said Dad sternly.


‘Sorry,’ she said. She couldn’t very well explain why she was laughing at a time like this. ‘What does it all mean?’ Peggy always asked him to explain what the papers meant because there always seemed to be more to it than the headlines exclaimed.


‘The King wants him to make a government with the Conservatives but that isn’t what people voted for and they won’t help the likes of us,’ he said. ‘It means life is going to get tougher but we will have to cope somehow.’


Her mum spun around, her ladle still in her pot of stew, a look of irritation etched on her features. ‘Oh, stop filling her head with all that nonsense, James. It’s not like she’s going to rule the country!’ The only reason Mum tolerated his newspapers was because she could make good use of them when he had read them, cutting them into neat squares to hang on a peg in the lavvy in the back yard.


She put her hands on her hips, as if she meant business: ‘Now, James, I wanted to talk to you about having some extra housekeeping because Frankie needs a new pair of boots and I’m running a bit short . . .’


The silence seemed to last forever. Then he looked up at her, the tenderness in his eyes gone.


‘What do you mean, Margaret, running short?’


‘It’s just things are getting expensive: the coal, the food, all the clothing and then there’s the rent and the insurances . . .’ Mum started to fidget with the corners of her apron.


‘Expensive,’ he murmured, staring at his food.


‘Well, am I to go to the parish, then, to ask for some boots?’ She put her hands on her hips again, raising her voice to him. ‘The shame of wearing them, James! They have the labels on so they can’t be pawned and all the neighbours will know! Is that what you want for your children?’


‘Goddamn you, Margaret!’ He slammed his hand on the table so hard that the gravy splattered off the blue and white crockery. ‘I expect you to manage, woman. I am working myself to the bone to provide for this family but it isn’t enough, is it?’


In an instant, he got to his feet, raised his hand and delivered a ringing slap to the side of her face. Mum cried out. Peggy looked at the table. She shouldn’t be here. She was frozen, unable to move.


‘Get upstairs, Peg,’ said Dad, under his breath.


As she left the room, she found Eva, Frankie and Kathleen gathered, wide-eyed, in the tiny hallway and ushered them all in front of her up the stairs. They were as quiet as mice and they could hear their mother sobbing in the yard.


Later that night, when the sun finally went down, she heard her mother pulling the bed out in the front room, where her parents always slept. She listened intently. There were a few more sobs, then silence. Peg lay gazing out at the sky through the thin curtains which her mother had sewed in an attempt to brighten the little bedroom. She thought of her mother’s fingers sewing that material, every stitch, to make life better for them all. Through the darkness, Peggy heard a faint tap-tapping coming from the scullery.


In the morning, when she went downstairs, her father had already left for work but Frankie’s boots were mended, as good as new, on the kitchen table.
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Kathleen, February 1932


‘The British Empire,’ intoned Miss Price, ‘is one of the wonders of the world, a great achievement of which we must all be proud.’


Chalk dust flew off the blackboard as she wrote, in her neat copperplate handwriting: ‘Australia, Canada, Africa, the West Indies, Burma and India . . .’


Georgie Harwood put up his hand.


It was as if she had eyes in the back of her head, because she said, without turning around: ‘Yes, George, what is it this time?’


‘Miss, India wants independence, don’t it, miss?’


‘Well, yes, George, perhaps it does but the Empire is a very good thing and we don’t want to let it go now, do we?’


‘My dad says—’


‘That is quite enough, George,’ said Miss Price curtly. ‘This is St Patrick’s Catholic School not a meeting of the local trade union.’ She emphasized those two words, to signal her distaste.


‘But, it is true, Miss!’ he protested.


‘That is quite enough!’


She slammed her hand down on the desk, breaking her chalk in two in the process. The class gasped.


‘Come here,’ she said. Her eyes were like little grey stones behind her glasses. Kathleen thought she was really quite a horrid teacher, though she had her favourites, and her sister Peggy was one of them.


George got out of his seat and walked slowly, very slowly, to the front of the class.


‘Hand out,’ said Miss Price, pulling a wooden ruler from her desk drawer. He obeyed, mutely. She brought the ruler down three times on the palm of his fat little hand, each time saying, ‘Do not interrupt!’


As he turned back to face the class, Kathleen could see that he was fighting back tears. Feeling sorry for poor George, who was really quite handsome with his blue eyes and blond hair, she smiled at him. He blushed.


Silly Georgie Harwood. He was always butting in. It was all his father’s fault. He was a shop steward working on the docks and had got a lot to say for himself. George spent most his life repeating it to anyone who would listen.


Daddy seemed to like Mr Harwood and said he was a good fellow, but Mum said the family thought they were a cut above because they lived on the other side of the Waterloo Road, in Roupell Street, known as ‘White Curtain Street’. That meant they thought they were a bit better than folks from Howley Terrace, really. They did jobs in offices and things like that. One of them even had a car, which Kathleen’s brothers, Jim and Frankie, thought was the most terrific thing ever.


None of it seemed to do George any good at school because he was always getting whacked with that ruler for talking. Why couldn’t he just be quiet and let Miss Price get on with the lesson? She was a right old bossyboots and Kathleen had learned it was better to keep your mouth shut. She suppressed a cough because it would only annoy Miss Price further. Her throat had been hurting her for weeks now and although Mum did treat it with honey and lemon juice at first, that had run out and there was no way they could afford more. She swallowed, feeling as if someone was scratching the inside of her throat with their fingernails.


At least while the teacher was busy writing on the blackboard Kathleen was able to spend some time gazing out at the playground below and dreaming of her future up in the theatres of the West End. The tall buildings on the other side of the water were silhouetted against the darkening sky of a winter’s afternoon but she knew that over there, up in the West End, was where her future lay. She would get a starring role, yes, she would. She’d been getting Eva and Frankie to do cartwheels and tumble turns while she worked on her role as the main attraction, the Sheikh of Araby. The question was, would she be able to borrow Mum’s best tea towel and show Gladys from down the road her new act, without getting into trouble?


‘Stop daydreaming, Kathleen!’ shouted Miss Price, bringing her back to reality and the main exports of the British Empire. ‘Pay attention or you won’t be playing piano in assembly tomorrow!’


Kathleen sat bolt upright. She lived to play that piano, once a week. It was a big old thing, standing in the corner of the hall, and it made her feel special because she was the only one of the children who was allowed to touch it. It had ‘John Broadwood and Sons’ written on it in gold lettering above the keyboard and it was really quite old. The ivories were worn and cracked but she didn’t mind about that. She even forgave it for going a semitone out of key in the hot weather.


Kathleen copied in her exercise book, in her best handwriting: ‘Oil in the East and sugar in the West Indies, gold from Africa, rubber from Malaya and copper from Burma.’


As she finished, she couldn’t help noticing that George Harwood was staring at her.


When Kathleen got home, a cart was pulled up outside, with a horse snuffling in its nosebag of oats, while the tallyman drank a cup of tea in the scullery. His hair was slicked back, revealing gaunt cheekbones, and his yellowing teeth were visible as he sipped. Kathleen couldn’t help staring at him. He pulled his wares from his special suitcase which seemed to have hidden pockets stuffed with surprises. Mum bought some clothes pegs and was admiring two crisp white tea towels.


‘But I can’t afford them, so don’t tempt me,’ she said, pouring him another cup.


‘Oh, come now, Mrs Fraser,’ he said, his little brown eyes dancing with delight. ‘You know I can put it all in my little book and hubby need never find out.’


He tapped his nose with the side of a slender nicotine-stained finger. Mum smiled. The tallyman seemed to be the only visitor to their home who could bring a smile to her face. Kathleen noticed that it made her look years younger. He pulled a stubby little pencil from the breast pocket of his waistcoat, which was buttoned up tight and straining slightly, and licked it before writing down everything she had bought in his little red notebook. And, more importantly, what she owed. The tea towels, meanwhile, had found their way, as if by magic, into the drawer of the kitchen table.


To Kathleen their whole life seemed to be attached by invisible strings to these male visitors with their little books whom she had known since she was a baby: the insurance man, the rent man, the tallyman. All of them came and went when her father was not present and she never talked about the men in front of him. It wasn’t that Mum had told her not to; it just didn’t seem right or as if he needed to know, in fact. It was an unspoken thing: that her mother could trust her not to say anything.


Eva came hurtling through the door into the kitchen, with Frankie in hot pursuit.


‘You two,’ said Kathleen, ‘have got work to do with me!’ She ushered them out into the yard and after ten minutes’ rehearsal they came back into the kitchen, where Mum was spreading some margarine on slices of bread for their tea.


Kathleen put her hand to her throat again. It was still painful but she wasn’t going to let it ruin her big moment. She didn’t feel much like eating either. While her mother’s back was turned, she whipped one of the precious new tea towels from the kitchen drawer and fastened it around her head.


‘Ta-da!’ she chimed, announcing the start of her show.


‘Oh, my good Lord! Whatever next?’ Mum cried, in fake surprise. Of course she’d known from the start that Kathleen was up to something, but she played along because she knew how much it meant to her to perform.


Kathleen began to sing, shimmying across the scullery: ‘Well, I’m the Sheikh of Araby and your love belongs to me . . .’


Frankie dashed in and turned a cartwheel, narrowly avoiding the kitchen table and Eva chose this moment to follow him and jump down into the splits. With the tea towel slipping down over her eyes, Kathleen continued: ‘At night, when you’re asleep, into your tent, I’ll creep . . .’


But she didn’t get any further because she tripped over the giggling mass of legs and arms on the scullery floor.


Mum applauded wildly. ‘Oh, that was lovely! Wait till Nanny Day sees that. She’ll have you sold off to the circus.’


‘It would be better if we had music,’ said Kathleen apologetically, taking a deep bow.


Margaret was still humming the tune to herself as she tucked the children up in bed that night. Kathleen complained that her legs and arms were hurting now. Margaret muttered to herself that she should have gone to the chemist and got her a tonic at least, but she said a prayer over her. As she made her way downstairs, the guilt of not getting Kathleen to the doctor weighed on her. It was just the cost of it all. Later on, she checked the girls and then fell into a fitful sleep but was woken in the small hours by Eva standing at her bedside.


‘It’s Kathleen. She’s gone and wet the bed,’ said Eva, hopping from one foot to the other. ‘Everything is soaking.’


Kathleen was twelve and her bedwetting days were long gone. Margaret sat bolt upright. James was still sleeping soundly next to her. He was so dog-tired after a day in the factory that it would take an earthquake to wake him. She lit a candle and ran upstairs and found Kathleen thrashing about in a heap of bedclothes. She put a hand to her forehead. It was burning up. She ran back downstairs into the scullery and plunged one of her precious new tea towels into a bowl of cold water standing in the sink. Margaret brought it upstairs, laid it on her daughter’s burning forehead and said three Hail Marys. Kathleen opened her eyes and croaked: ‘It hurts everywhere.’


There was nothing for it. James would have to fetch the doctor. They had paid into the Friendly Society for basic medical care from the doctor when they needed it but this would cost extra, being a night-time visit. James, still in a sleep stupor, pulled on his clothes and his boots and went off into the night, returning half an hour later with the doctor, carrying his big, black leather bag. The doctor was a tall man, so tall that he had to stoop to avoid banging his head on the lintel over the doorway to the little bedroom. He pulled out a stethoscope and listened to Kathleen’s chest before taking her temperature, which he said was very high indeed.


‘It’s the fever, Mrs Fraser, rheumatic fever most likely,’ he said. ‘We will get her moved off to hospital at first light. Just try to keep her cool for the next few hours.’


Eva had no idea what the rheumatic fever was but she no longer cared that she’d been woken up by Kathleen and regretted that she had ever found her annoying or tweaked her plaits as she slept because she was so pretty and it wasn’t fair. Eva only cared about her sister and whether she would ever get better. And when she did, she would be the best sister to Kathleen. In fact, she made her mind up there and then: she would get her a piano so she could sing all her favourite songs and have music and be in a show up in the West End.
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Eva, March 1932


First it was her little brother Frankie, now it was her big sister Kathleen. Eva didn’t ever want to get ill. She knew her sister was so sick that she probably didn’t mind being away from home for weeks but Eva hated the idea of not being with her family. And then there were the rules. She hated the rules even more. No sitting on the bed, no touching the patient, no bringing in food (she ignored that rule and sneaked jam sarnies in for Kathleen), only two visitors per bed and don’t even think about turning up a minute early or that old dragon of a ward sister will chew your ears off.


Kathleen lay back on her pillow, the dark circles under her eyes making her look much older, her beautiful curls all greasy because she was too ill to have a bath yet. When she smiled, she was still Kathleen but when she coughed it scared the life out of Eva because her whole body seemed to shake. Sister appeared at the end of the bed and rang the bell to signal the end of visiting time.


‘Well, Kathleen,’ said Mum, kissing her on the forehead, ‘you just keep your spirits up, chicken, and we will have you home very soon.’


‘Can Frankie come to visit, and Jim?’ she asked.


Eva nodded. Frankie and Jim were off with Old Uncle Dennis, Nanny Day’s brother, watching the Arsenal play, but she would make sure one of them came in her place next weekend. The Royal Hospital for Children and Women was only a stone’s throw from their house but, with its grand, red-brick front entrance and echoing wards, it was a world away from their little terraced home. What if Kathleen got used to having a bed all to herself and never wanted to leave? Eva stifled a sob.


‘Chin up, Eve,’ said Kathleen. ‘I might be allowed onto the balcony soon for some fresh air and I bet I will see you and Frankie playing out in the street!’


That balcony, with its columns, overlooking Waterloo Road, was like something out of a fairy tale. Eva felt a pang of jealousy and then reminded herself that Kathleen was only trying to find something to look forward to. Eva had overheard Mum telling Dad that Kathleen might always have a weak heart because of the rheumatic fever and it could take months to get over it.


Nanny Day was threatening to come up to the hospital with her special bone broth to make Kathleen better, just as she had with Uncle when he came back from the Great War with tuberculosis. The nurses at St Thomas’s Hospital would wheel all the soldiers out for fresh air in their beds by the river Thames because that was how you got better from TB. So Nanny Day would come along and bring a big bowl of her bone broth and ladle that into Uncle Dennis as he lay there, coughing. The nurses knew better than to try to stop her. She’d give them a look, as if to say, ‘What are you going to do, then?’ and they would retreat, with a rustle of starched uniforms. Now Nanny Day was talking about coming up to nurse Kathleen herself and Eva wished she could be there to see the look on the ward sister’s face when she did!


Later that afternoon, as Nanny Day helped to press some shirts in the scullery, she made her intentions clear. Mum took in a bit of laundry from the hotels to help make a few shillings more when she could and Nanny Day was always willing to lend a hand.


‘It’s been too long, Maggie, two weeks now and no improvement. They are not feeding her right. She needs my broth,’ she said


‘Please, Ma, I don’t want to upset the doctors,’ said Mum.


‘Nonsense,’ said Nanny Day, pulling some coins out of her purse and handing them to Eva. ‘Go up to the Cut and see what bones the butcher can spare you and if he hasn’t got much, give him those to change his mind.’ She grabbed an onion and a potato from the side and began chopping with such vigour that Eva was pleased to beat a hasty retreat up to the shops.


Eva walked along Lower Marsh, past the barrows at the side of the road. A brewer’s dray horse plodded past. Someone had parked a motor car and it was attracting attention from the kids from Ethelm Street. ‘Eat’em Street’ was what Eva and Frankie called it. It was so rough that the police would only walk down it in pairs.


Eva crossed over Waterloo Road and into the Cut – a bustling thoroughfare running from Waterloo Road to Blackfriars Road, a cut through from one street to another. It was an exciting place to be. She preferred it to their little world in Howley Terrace, although they did have the muffin man and the tallyman, who might throw them a penny when the kids chased him, shouting ‘throw out yer mouldies’. The Cut had proper shops and was full of life: the butcher, the grocer, the barber, the hardware store and Peacry’s, the general dealer, which was her favourite because things hung on rails and hooks outside and it was like Aladdin’s Cave in there. The banter that went on in those shops was something she loved to hear, although she didn’t understand most of it. Everyone knew she was Nanny Day’s granddaughter and all the shopkeepers had time for her nan and her mum.


The butcher was busy when she got there. People were buying their meat for Sunday – the one day when families like hers tried to have a full roast with meat, two veg and gravy. Whatever beef they had left after would be minced up on Monday and used to make a pie or given to her father cold, to keep him going. Mum never seemed to eat much. She made sure that Dad and the kids were all fed first before she would help herself to the smallest piece of meat.
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