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Married when the year is new,


he’ll be loving, kind and true.


When February birds do mate,


you wed nor dread your fate.


If you wed when March winds blow,


joy and sorrow both you’ll know.


Marry in April when you can,


joy for maiden and for man.


Marry in the month of May,


and you’ll surely rue the day.


Marry when June roses grow,


over land and sea you’ll go.


Those who in July do wed,


must labour for their daily bread.


Whoever wed in August be,


many a change is sure to see.


Marry in September’s shine,


your living will be rich and fine.


If in October you do marry,


love will come but riches tarry.


If you wed in bleak November,


only joys will come, remember.


When December snows fall fast,


marry and true love will last.
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Prologue


18 JANUARY 1933


St Margaret’s Church, Westminster, London


A fine frost covered the churchyard in a glittering blanket of silver as the first flecks of snow began to drift from an ivory sky.


To some, January might have been a queer month in which to tie the knot, but to Kitty Moloney it was perfect.


Married when the year is new, he’ll be loving, kind and true, or so went the old rhyme. The bride, Miss Nancy Beaton, would enter the church, but she would emerge, quite transformed, as Lady Smiley, wife of Sir Hugh Smiley, a Grenadier Guards officer and baronet. There was something irresistibly romantic about starting the New Year with a new name, especially one as grand as that, Kitty thought.


Stamping her frozen feet on the flagstones to keep out the cold, she tried her hardest to nudge her way to the front of the crowd for a better view, but it was impossible. Everyone loved a wedding, and no one could resist the sight of a bride, especially a well-known society one such as Nancy. Kitty was hemmed in on all sides by stout matrons in damp wool coats, all clamouring for the best spot from which to view the bride enter the church.


A whiskered constable was holding back the crowds, a disapproving figure in black, his cloak spread wide like a bat, with the Palace of Westminster arching up into the skies over his helmet.


‘Mind yourself, girlie,’ tutted the woman in front; a dressmaker, judging by the sketchbook and pencil in her hand. ‘Us hoi polloi gotta keep a respectable distance.’


Kitty felt foolish. Her gaze slid down and a flush of pink washed over her pale cheeks. What was she even doing here? She was just a girl from the wrong side of town, a shabby fourteen-year-old in cardboard-patched boots and her big sister’s hand-me-downs. And then she remembered. She was somebody. In five days’ time, she was to start an apprenticeship under the tutelage of wedding dressmaker Gladys Tingle at her Bethnal Green workshop.


Gladys’s voice when she had hired Kitty while she was still at school, not two and twenty days previous, rang through her mind as clear as a bell in the chilly churchyard.


‘If a wedding marks the first day of the rest of your life, then the story starts with the dress. Immerse yourself in wedding gowns, my girl, leave no stitch unturned, ’cause it’s the society sorts from up West that the girls from the East End wanna look like. It’s pictures of their wedding gowns in the Daily Sketch they’ll be bringing in for us to copy!’


After a brusque examination of Kitty’s hands and nails, Gladys had dismissed her with orders to start at 9 a.m. prompt the first Monday morning after the new school term began.


A sudden burst of handclapping and the distant thud of horses’ hooves brought Kitty back from her wonderings.


‘I say! There she is,’ called out an excited voice. ‘God bless you, Nancy!’


Applause and cheers rang out and the crowd stirred into life. The dressmaker gasped and dropped her pencil. A small space opened up in the crowd as she bent to retrieve it. Seizing her chance, Kitty wriggled through the sea of stockinged legs and found herself at the very front.


She opened her eyes wide, then wider still and just like that, her grumbling tummy and frozen feet were forgotten. For gliding down the flagstones on the arm of her father was the bride, and what a marvellous bride was she!


Nancy emerged dreamlike from the snow, a tiny ethereal vision in a long sweep of buttery silk, its diaphanous overskirt shimmering with silver embroidery and hundreds of tiny pearls. In her pale fingers she clutched a spray of chalk-white flowers.


Kitty gazed in wonderment, for Nancy looked like no other woman she had ever seen: a perfect china shepherdess, her brown eyes large and liquid, her lips full and rosy. Atop her gleaming curls, tiny white flowers and a dusting of snow. In her wake, two pageboys in white satin breeches and tails, holding the train as if it were made of glass. In the swirling snow, looking like they had stepped straight from the pages of a children’s fairy tale, they drew a collective sigh from the crowd of admiring matrons.


And then came the bridesmaids: tall, slender and serene in white tulle and taffeta. Kitty counted seven – no, wait, eight of them – and oh, how dreamy, how utterly dreamy. As they slid past like a bevy of swans, she realized they were all connected by a long continuous garland, smothered in snowdrops, which looped from one maid to the next like a maypole. Everywhere Kitty looked there was light, snow-white blossom: encircling slender waists and trailing over shoulders.


Kitty felt her heart turn over. It was a performance, a thrilling, spectacular show with a Snow Queen its star. She sighed deeply. If the walk to the church door could be this glamorous, Kitty could only guess how heavenly the interior of the church must look. How dashing the groom, how regal the guests, to what impossible height the ceiling must soar.


The bride was drawing closer now, so close Kitty could almost reach out and touch the hem of her ermine-trimmed gown. Instead, she gazed up at her with shining eyes and realized she was holding her breath.


Please look at me, Kitty from Bethnal Green. Notice me.


But the Snow Queen bride passed on by, poised and unreadable, leaving in her wake a scented trail of allure.


Kitty sagged and scuffed the toe of her boot on the ground. Who was she fooling? Girls like Nancy were born to glide on marble floors bedecked with roses. Girls like her were consigned to watch them from the damp darkness of the crowd, anonymous and unseen.


But as the bride reached the church porch, something magical happened. She turned. Flickered those large dark eyes over the crowd and settled on Kitty. A whisper of a smile, the flash of a diamond as she raised her hand. And then she was gone, stepping into the church, off to meet her glittering future, leaving Kitty as pale and faint as the January sky. Nothing could ever come close to the lavish, romantic dream Kitty had witnessed.


As the crowd dispersed and she reluctantly began the long walk back to the narrow streets of the East End, Kitty made a vow in her secret heart. She wouldn’t just be the wedding seamstress. One day, she would be the bride.




One


FRIDAY, 14 FEBRUARY 1936


Valentine’s Day


From out of the reddish gloom of the darkroom emerged a spellbinding image. Stella held her breath, as she always did, for there was a curious alchemy to this moment, as if her breath alone might disturb this delicate part of the process.


The surface of the clear liquid rippled as Herbie gently lifted the print from the processing tank with a pair of tongs.


‘Here’s our bonny bride,’ the photographer smiled, relieved, as he lifted the image up and placed it in the drying cabinet, as proudly as if he were a physician who had just helped to deliver an infant into the world.


‘Say, Herbie! She’s a pocketbook Venus!’ Stella breathed, transfixed, as she gazed at the image. Stella must have looked at hundreds, if not thousands, of photographs of brides over the years, but there was something captivating about this one. She had known eighteen-year-old milliner Doris Simpson was a beauty from the moment she and her beau had first stepped into the photographic studio all those months ago, but seeing her now, smiling adoringly up at the face of her new husband, she was the very image of radiance.


Stella had never seen such spirit etched on the face of a new bride. It had been a wild and blustery day yesterday when Stella and Herbie had stood shivering on the steps outside Christ Church on the Isle of Dogs, to photograph the newlyweds. The wind whipping off the docks had sent the bride’s veil billowing around her face as a shower of green leaves spiralled down from the trees above and cascaded over the couple like confetti.


It had been a simple wedding, the bride clutching a tiny bouquet of red carnations and maidenhair fern, her green eyes sparkling under a headdress of orange blossom, attended by two skittish bridesmaids in apricot satin. There had only been time for a few photographs on the church steps, none of the usual elaborate family formations Herbie would have preferred, before the wedding party retired to the bride’s mother’s for a buffet and a knees-up. Stella knew the married couple didn’t have two ha’pennies to rub together and had opted for the most basic wedding photography album their slender means would permit.


Doris’s new husband was whispering something in her ear, his hand snaked around her twenty-two-inch waist drawing her close, and her head was thrown back in laughter. Hope and love were transformative. Stella knew that this day was the birth of their future life together.


‘Gladdens your heart, don’t it?’ she grinned, unable to tear her eyes from the picture. ‘I hope they choose to frame this one.’


‘I dare say they will,’ sighed Herbie. ‘You’d think a bride might want . . .’ His voice trailed off, frustrated, as he stroked the ends of his small neat moustache in the hope it might conjure up the right words.


‘. . . more formal pictorialism in a studio. A bride that beautiful – just think, Stella. I could have made her look like Ginger Rogers with the right lighting . . .’


With that, he gazed around his basement darkroom. To anyone else, the small room below the earth would be an oppressive place; icy-cold, dank and heavy with the cloying odour of chemicals. But to Herbie, it was his sanctuary. Glass-stoppered bottles of ammonia, ethyl, potassium cyanide, red prussiate of potash crystals and silver nitrate sat up on high, next to pots bulging with scalpels and paintbrushes. Racks of mounts and frames were neatly stacked according to size, and sitting in pride of place were three processing dishes.


It still seemed astonishing to Stella that through the application of chemicals – developer, stopper, fixer and washes – images could emerge. There was a physicality to it that never failed to thrill her.


‘Hark at me, eh, Stella love?’ Herbie smiled sadly. ‘Whatever do I sound like? A real old fuddy-duddy.’


‘Not at all, boss, but I know money’s tight for the Simpsons. She’d have loved the full choral and floral, but they’re saving every last penny. They’re moving out to Dagenham soon as the ink’s dry on the wedding certificate.’


‘Really?’ he exclaimed. ‘Why this sudden exodus from the East End? Indoor plumbing will never replace the spirit of these streets. Mind you, I never was much good at change.’


His eyes flickered to a framed portrait of King Edward VIII, just weeks into his reign, following the sudden death of his father.


‘Out with the old and in with the new. I hear His Majesty’s stepping out with a married woman. An American, would you believe? At it like a fiddler’s elbow, according to Gladys next door.’


Tutting, he straightened the portrait and rubbed an imaginary smudge from the corner of the glass.


‘I don’t much care who’s warming his bed sheets as long as he shows his face in the East End like his father did; cruised right through Stepney, he did, in an open landau. God rest his soul.’


Stella felt her heart go out to the elderly widower. Herbie Taylor, photographer – or in his words, commercial photographic artist – was the doyen of studio portraiture in Bethnal Green. The Jewish in neighbouring Whitechapel had Boris Bennett, and Poplar had William Whiffin. Bethnal Green had Herbie Taylor & Sons Photographic Portraiture, a longstanding family business, based proudly at number 224 Green Street, London E2.


In its day, there had been a Herbie Taylor & Sons on every major thoroughfare in all the East End districts, from Poplar to Shoreditch, five studios in all; there had even been talk of opening one up West! Herbie was a part of the fabric of the East End community, and there wasn’t a family in Bethnal Green whose life he hadn’t documented from the other side of his lens; from christenings to coming-of-age portraits, weddings and processions, to beauty queen contests and even last year’s Silver Jubilee celebrations. But big East End weddings, photographed in his studio upstairs, were what Herbie loved best, and he poured his heart and soul into making every bride look the very best she could.


Herbie had photographed all the Cockney great and good, from costermongers to corset makers, local dignitaries to boxers. No matter that most of the families in this neighbourhood were so poor that Herbie’s portraits more often as not covered a nasty patch of damp, or that people saved for years to afford it. To have a ‘Herbie’ on your wall was a badge of honour for the proud working-class folk of Bethnal Green.


Stella had felt blessed when Herbie had taken her on as a fourteen-year-old apprentice, straight from school in 1933, just as the Depression had crept in and taken a savage bite out of his business. She had watched helplessly as Herbie’s fortunes had trickled away, and with it, most of his staff. One by one, the stores had closed, leaving only this one, his flagship shop on Green Street. Herbie had been forced to give up his grand house by Victoria Park and move into the stuffy attic rooms above the studio, but Stella suspected they didn’t get much use. Her boss worked from eight in the morning until past midnight, six days a week, as if driven by a motor. Herbie was a good old-fashioned grafter, but deep down, she suspected he also worked to forget. Stella was seventeen, Herbie nearing sixty, so it had never seemed respectful to ask the widower what had happened to his wife and son all those years ago, but it didn’t stop her wondering.


‘Penny for ’em,’ Herbie said as he shrugged off the brown coat he wore to protect his suit when developing photographs. Stella had never seen Herbie dressed in anything other than an immaculately cut dark suit, with sharp creases on the trousers. Only his slender fingertips, permanently stained a deep purply-black from the silver nitrate chemicals used in processing, revealed his profession.


‘Nothing, boss,’ she replied, stifling a yawn with the back of her wrist. They had been hard at work now for hours, developing glass-plate negatives from yesterday’s wedding, as well as some official portraits of the unveiling of the newly refurbished People’s Palace up at Mile End.


‘Why don’t you get off early, love?’ Herbie remarked. ‘We’ve got a big floral and choral number tomorrow, so we’ll need to have our wits about us. If Winnie’s finished clearing up upstairs, tell her to knock off an’ all.’


Her boss fished about inside his waistcoat pocket and produced two brown packages.


‘Extra half a crown in there for you both, but don’t tell my bookkeeper,’ he winked. That was half their problem, Stella mused. The loss of his other studios wasn’t entirely down to the Depression. Goodness only knew how many half-crowns were handed out like this, how many jobs never quite settled in full.


‘Herbie . . .’ she protested, but her boss silenced her with a firm hand on her shoulder.


‘I’ll hear no more of it.’


‘Thanks, boss,’ she said fondly. ‘Winnie and me are off to the baths and then the pictures to take in that new flick with Humphrey Bogart, so this’ll come in handy. We’ll see you bright and early.’


‘That’s my girl,’ he replied, tweaking her chin, but as he did so his elbow dislodged some photographs stacked neatly on the side and they slid across the linoleum floor.


Stella bent down to retrieve them, but Herbie’s voice, full of alarm, cut through the stillness of the darkroom.


‘I’ll get ’em, love.’


But it was too late. Stella stared, stunned, at the images in her hand, and shivered in the cold of the unheated darkroom.


Row upon row of men and women lying in hospital beds, all ages, their faces torn and scratched, torsos covered in ugly, dark bruises and limbs swaddled in bandages.


‘Not for the eyes of a young lady,’ said Herbie, deftly removing them from her hand. ‘The police inspector’s a friend, he asked me to go up to Bethnal Green Hospital and photograph these crime victims and tint their bruises purple, for their official records. Reckons they’ve had a flood of street muggings, but I can take a shrewd guess at who the perpetrators are.’


He sighed deeply. ‘Never mind penal servitude, they want eighteen strokes with a cat-o’-nine-tails.’


‘A street gang, you mean?’


‘Something like that,’ he muttered darkly.


Stella was taken aback at the brutality displayed in the photographs. Gangs were nothing new in East London, the Depression had been the perfect breeding ground for crime, but they never targeted innocent passers-by on the street, and certainly never women. She felt an uneasy sensation prickle up her backbone. Bethnal Green had always been such a safe place, but lately . . .


‘Let me do it,’ she insisted, squashing down her fears.


‘You’ll do no such thing, your mother’d skin me alive,’ Herbie tutted. ‘I don’t even like doing it myself but, well, money’s money these days and I can’t turn down commissions, even if they are a bit grisly.’


‘Well, only if you’re sure . . .’ Stella said.


‘Quite sure,’ he soothed. ‘Now be on your way, a young girl like you oughtn’t be wasting her Friday night stuck down in a basement darkroom with an old relic like me.’


Stella lingered at the door, and smiled sadly at Herbie. She knew he would be down there for hours yet, drying, flattening, trimming, glazing and mounting Doris Simpson’s wedding photos, so they would be ready to present to her tomorrow before she left for her honeymoon.


‘Don’t work too hard, Herbie. Even “old relics” need their rest,’ she teased. ‘I’m sure Doris shan’t mind waiting a day or two. Which reminds me, has her father been in and settled the account yet?’


Herbie pushed the police photographs to one side and picked up the photo of Doris, captured at her happiest.


‘All in good time, Stella,’ he said vaguely, his kindly brown eyes shining. ‘Besides, a little praise is of far more value.’


Pity praise didn’t pay the rates, Stella thought.


‘Very well,’ she said instead, ‘but please don’t work too late.’


‘What else am I going to do?’ he shrugged. ‘I’ve got no one waiting at home, have I? Cheerio, love. God bless.’


With that, he turned his attentions back to his beloved negatives and the darkness of the room seemed to swallow him whole.


*


Winnie glanced up from over the top of her cloth as she suspended her polishing of the studio’s glass shopfront.


‘Work on a ship, do you, Winnie Docker?’ rang out a shrill voice. ‘Come on, duckie, it’s a window, not a bleedin’ porthole! Get in them corners.’


Gladys winked to show she was teasing and, puffing like a steam train, the stout elderly lady settled down on her haunches and began to whiten the step of her shop so vigorously, her round little body wobbled like a jelly.


Winnie chuckled to herself. Gladys Tingle’s cleaning was legendary in Green Street, no one could mark out their turf with a hearthstone quite like her. Of all the many shops that lined this busy thoroughfare, Gladys’s small bridal gown workshop at number 226 shone the brightest. Her magnificent frontage put the other traders to shame. Tubby Jacobs, who ran the tobacconist a few doors along, had given up trying, but the old maid opposite, Miss Sugarman, who owned a milliner’s, was in a state of perpetual one-upmanship with the wedding dress seamstress. Sure enough, not two seconds after Gladys had started to attack her front step, the milliner was out with her birch broom and pail, matching her ferocious cleaning efforts stroke for stroke.


This was one of the many reasons Winnie loved working in this popular Bethnal Green artery, which stretched half a mile long, linking Bethnal Green to Bow in the East, and the City of London in the West.


The banter was good-natured, though. There was a close affinity between Herbie, Gladys, Miss Sugarman and all the other tailors, milliners, corsetieres, haberdashers, hosiers, linen-drapers and dress-makers who operated their businesses from Green Street, and it was customary for business to flow between traders. In fact, a bride-to-be could just about get everything she needed from this vibrant, bustling street, from bouquets to rings and everything else besides.


Green Street was where every housewife in the vicinity came to do her shopping in the stores and market stalls, but the daily task of buying bread was about so much more. Winnie never tired of the noise of their high-pitched chatter, mingling with the clattering of horses’ hooves on the sooty cobbles, the rumble of handcarts and the background hum of trams.


Thanks to the shared plight of poverty, for the most part, everyone rubbed along quite nicely. Take Miss Sugarman over the way. Winnie had grown up running errands for her on the Sabbath and lighting her fires when her religion forbade it and, in return, Winnie would come home with a nice piece of fruit or a roll of pastry. Yiddish or Cockney, it didn’t matter what tongue you spoke, as long as your first language was respect.


Winnie took in a deep breath of the choking air and sighed happily. Green Street might be situated in the heart of a great stinking, sprawling metropolis, but it had all the close-knit community of a village high street where your struggles were shared by all. She knew it was parochial to admit it, but Green Street was her street, her family, which Winnie reflected was just as well, given the state of her real family. She jumped as the door to number 222a, on the other side of Herbie’s studio, slammed shut and a smartly dressed man emerged into the gathering dusk, lifting his trilby to Winnie and Gladys.


‘Evening, ladies,’ said the man, his toothbrush moustache twitching slightly.


Winnie’s heart sank and she realized that if Green Street was a family, then the new occupants of number 222a were definitely the black sheep. A heavy cloud of fear had settled over the street when they had moved in last year, and already the much-predicted trouble had begun.


‘Good evening, Mr MacNab,’ Winnie replied politely. She loathed saying anything to the man, but her mother had brought her up not to be saucy to her elders. Gladys, on the other hand, had no such compunction and, glaring in his direction, she spat hard into the gutter, before angrily continuing her scrubbing.


The stranger’s dark eyes stared back at them, fathomless beneath the brim of his trilby.


Why did she have to go and do that? Winnie felt her heart begin to thump and she shifted uncomfortably on the kerbside.


‘Goodnight,’ he said crisply, as he turned abruptly and strode up the street.


‘Yeah, goodnight and pleasant dreams to you an’ all,’ muttered Gladys, once he was out of earshot. ‘Hope you get run over in ’em.’


They were saved from any further conversation on the awkward encounter when a steam hooter from the docks let out a hoarse shriek. Six o’clock.


The door to Herbie’s studio opened and Stella poked her head out, her unruly pale blonde curls tucked under her trademark cheese-cutter flat cap. Winnie had to laugh. With her boyish physique and rakish grin, her friend Stella certainly cut an androgynous figure, not that she gave two hoots what other people thought of her.


‘Oh, there you are, Win. Guv’nor says we can knock off and he’s popped a bit extra in our pay packet, so let’s get a wriggle on . . . Ooh hello, Glad, didn’t see you down there. How you doing?’


‘Hello, love. Mustn’t grumble, all parts bearing an equal strain,’ the older woman replied with a deep sigh of martyrdom. ‘I expect you’ll be wanting to take your Kitty with you.’


‘If she’s finished her work,’ Stella replied with a hopeful grin.


‘Yeah, I can let her knock off. She could do with letting her hair down, bless her. She’s had a busy week finishing off all the last bits on that wedding for tomorrow; six bridesmaids, the lady’s got attending her. We’ve done our bit now. It’s over to you tomorrow.’


‘Oh, Herbie’ll be ready,’ Stella assured her. ‘Once he’s finished in the darkroom, I know he’ll be up in that studio half the night preparing it.’


‘I dare say,’ sighed Gladys, hauling herself to her feet and dusting down her crossover apron. ‘I’ll fetch him up a bowl of soup. It ain’t right, a widower living up there and fending for himself.’ She looked back at her workshop door, just as Kitty emerged.


Kitty Moloney, Stella Smee and Winnie Docker were as different as oranges and apples, but inseparable since their school days in Bethnal Green. The trio had been brought up in the same buildings not five minutes’ walk from Green Street, and even after Winnie had moved to Cable Street in neighbouring Stepney, the friendship had remained intact. In fact, it had been Stella who had persuaded Herbie to give Winnie a job as a receptionist, and with Kitty working right next door as an apprentice dressmaker under Gladys Tingle, the girls got to see each other every day.


‘Look at’cha all,’ sighed Gladys, folding her arms over her ample bosom and standing back to admire the trio of friends. ‘My beautiful Wedding Girls.’


Winnie chuckled and shook her head at Gladys’s nickname for them. It was true, they did spend their days transforming women into beautiful brides but, ever the pragmatist, Winnie couldn’t help but feel the biggest illusion was their own lives. The glamour and romance they created was in stark contrast to their fractured homes.


Winnie shook away the cloud of memories and forced a smile. What had happened in the past ought to remain there. Right now, it was a Friday evening, there was a wage packet burning a hole in her pocket and the prospect of a night with Humphrey Bogart ahead.


‘Come on then, girls, time for a quick wash down at York Hall Baths then we can catch that new flick up at the bug ’ole.’


Kitty’s pretty face fell as she untied her headscarf. ‘I don’t know, Win. I think me dad needs me back at home.’


‘Aww, come on, Kitty,’ urged Stella. ‘I’m sure old Mrs Flood from next door will look in on him. Go on, it is Friday. You gotta let your hair down sometimes.’


Kitty shook her head and her long wavy auburn hair tumbled about her face. She really was the prettiest thing, Winnie reflected. A heart-shaped face framed eyes as bright and blue as forget-me-nots. Not only that, but she had a smashing figure with legs up to her armpits, a naturally indented waist and small rounded breasts. With her curves and child-bearing hips, Winnie felt like a galumphing great carthorse in comparison. Treacle, her boyfriend, was forever telling her she had a cracking figure, but what did he know? She felt a smidgen of guilt that she was spending Valentine’s Day with the girls and not him, but she had always been straight with him about where her loyalty lay. Friends first. Men second.


‘Please, Kitty,’ she pleaded. ‘I threw Treacle over so I could spend the evening with you.’


‘Very well, I’ll come to the baths, but then I’ll head home after that as Dad’ll only fret,’ Kitty replied. ‘He’s been going downhill fast since we lost Mum.’


‘How are things at home?’ Winnie asked cautiously. She and Stella both worried about Kitty since her mother had passed the previous year. Both of Kitty’s older sisters worked in service, so the burden of caring for her frail father had fallen to her. Most nights Kitty scurried straight home after her shift to see to his tea, then help wash and get him to bed.


‘Well, he gets muddled at times,’ Kitty confessed.


‘Don’t we all, ducks. I forget to put me teeth in most mornings,’ Gladys remarked. ‘Teeth like stars, me.’


‘How so, Gladys?’ Kitty asked, puzzled.


‘They come out at night,’ Gladys replied with a great hoot of laughter. ‘Now go on, you girls go and have some fun – and don’t worry about your father, Kitty. Once I’ve taken Herbie’s tea up, I’ll drop some round to him and check he’s comfy. Now, before you go, have you all got your hat pins?’


‘Why?’ Kitty asked.


‘It’s the pictures on a Friday night. There’s bound to be some mucky men about.’


‘Oh honestly, Glad,’ Stella laughed. ‘It’s Bethnal Green, not Soho!’


‘Safety first. Now go on, shoo,’ grinned Gladys, untying her apron and sweeping the girls off down the street.


Giggling, the friends held their arms up in surrender before turning and walking in the direction of the baths.


Winnie threaded her arms through Kitty’s and Stella’s, and relished the feel of the fresh evening air tingling on her cheeks. The sun was like a red ball sinking in the misty, grey sky, burnishing the soot-coated shopfronts in a fiery glow. Market stalls covered with cheerful red rhubarb and oranges glowed under the hissing naphtha flares and braziers being lit as darkness descended along Green Street.


The air was soupy with smells: overripe fruit, manure, meat, asphalt and spices. You could buy anything at this time of the day, as the traders tried to get rid of their perishables. Winnie never tired of the sight of it all; Indians selling silk scarves by candlelight straight from the kerbside, patent medicine sellers pushing cures for all from glass bottles, a little old lady selling nothing but grated horseradish and soused herring from a stool, and even pornography from a paper envelope, if you knew the right side street to duck down.


Dodging the flow of human traffic and the odd automobile, Winnie got a sudden whiff of something warm and sweet in her nostrils and spied an Indian Toffee man straight off the boat, selling his wares by the ounce from a rolled-up paper cone.


‘I’m famished,’ she announced. ‘Once we’ve washed the week away, who wants to go for some pease pudding and saveloy before the picture starts?’


‘Sounds good,’ Stella agreed, ‘but I reckon someone might have other plans for you.’ She nodded in the direction of the Salmon and Ball public house, at the junction of Green Street and Cambridge Heath Road.


Winnie squinted her eyes into the smoky evening air and spotted her boyfriend, Treacle, standing outside the pub with an air of quiet triumph, clutching a white bundle in his hands.


‘Oh, blimey,’ she groaned. ‘I told him I don’t want anything to do with all that Valentine’s Day malarkey. It’s a load of old guff.’


‘Don’t give him a hard time, Win,’ Kitty scolded. ‘I think it’s ever so romantic.’


As they drew near and Treacle spotted them, his grin stretched wider over his handsome face. Standing at over six feet tall, with intense brown glittering eyes, nineteen-year-old stevedore Treacle was a man confident of his place in the world, and that place was either unloading cargo at East India Docks or by Winnie’s side. When he wasn’t there, he was usually to be found knee-deep in mud and slime, scouring the silted banks of the Thames foreshore. ‘Mudlarking’ Treacle called it. Winnie had a few other choice names for it.


Treacle’s real name was Michael Brody; as was the case with so many East End nicknames, no one, least of all him, seemed to be too sure where ‘Treacle’ had come from.


‘’Ere, what’s the big idea?’ Winnie called out. ‘I told you I was spending tonight with Kitty and Stella.’


‘I know, Win, but I couldn’t help myself,’ Treacle grinned sheepishly. ‘Be my Valentine?’


His eyes shone as he carefully unfolded a grubby handkerchief and offered it to her.


The girls all craned their necks to take a look.


‘What is it, Treacle?’ asked Stella.


‘Looks like a load of old muck to me,’ Winnie remarked.


‘Not muck,’ Treacle said as he wiped down the objects with a mud-stained finger. ‘Magic!’


As he rubbed the surface, the objects revealed themselves.


‘That’s a bit of Bellarmine jug,’ he said excitedly, ‘that there is Tudor pottery, and look! A complete clay pipe! But this . . . this is what I wanted to give to you for Valentine’s, Win.’


‘What, that?’ Winnie asked, prodding a smaller object buried at the bottom.


‘No, not that – that’s a horse’s tooth.’


Winnie whipped her hand away. ‘Urgh! Now I’ll definitely need to get down the baths.’


‘This,’ he breathed, presenting her with a crooked silver coin, engraved with two entwined initials. ‘It’s Georgian, been buried for centuries in the mud. Do you know, Thames mud has no oxygen so it preserves whatever it conceals?’


‘You don’t say?’ quipped Winnie.


Treacle pressed the coin into her hand, his fingertips warm against the flesh of her palm. He smelt of oil and his strong jawline was smeared with grime.


‘Look, Win, it’s even pierced so it could be worn round the neck. They were given as lovers’ tokens on Valentine’s Day, back then, and well, now I’d like it to have its final resting place with you . . .’ Treacle faltered, ‘. . . as a token of my love . . .’


‘Thank you, Treacle,’ Winnie mumbled, unsure what to say next.


‘It’s a rare find,’ he went on, eyes glowing intensely. ‘Like you.’


‘Oh, Treacle,’ Kitty sighed. ‘That’s so much more romantic than a card! Have you got a brother?’


Winnie was grateful for the interruption, as they all burst out laughing.


‘Before I go and clean myself up,’ Treacle said, taking Winnie’s hand in his and folding her palm safely over the coin, ‘when can I see you next? Tomorrow?’


‘I’m working in the day. Remember, I told you we’re photographing a big wedding?’ she replied, glancing up at the clock face on the church opposite. ‘Look here, we really must get going, or we’ll miss the start of the picture.’


‘The evening then?’ Treacle went on, jokingly getting down on bended knee on the cobbles.


‘Get up, you silly sod,’ she giggled, shaking her head. ‘Tomorrow evening, then. Mum’s taking my sisters away for a little holiday. So we’ll have the place to ourselves.’


‘I’m holding you to that,’ he said. ‘Don’t be throwing me over neither, ’cause I’ve got something important to ask you and it shan’t keep.’


Treacle smiled enigmatically and then he was gone, bounding up the dark street, his long legs easily outpacing the rest of the pedestrians as he dodged past the newspaper sellers and street hawkers.


Winnie could feel the girls’ eyes burning holes into her cheeks.


‘Don’t start,’ she began.


‘As I live and breathe, he’s only going to propose to you, Winnie Docker!’ Kitty gushed, clutching her elbow. ‘Oh, you lucky devil. You’ll be the talk of the tenements!’


‘You’re being a bit previous, ain’t yer, Kitty?’ Winnie warned. ‘Even if he were to ask for my hand in marriage, what would we live on? Fresh air? We need money, not ancient artefacts to survive. As sweet as this is,’ she said, holding up Treacle’s love token, ‘it ain’t gonna satisfy the rent collector.’


‘Yeah, believe it or not, marriage ain’t the summit of all women’s ambitions,’ Stella interjected.


‘Hark at Phileas Fogg here,’ Kitty teased.


Winnie laughed. Tomboy Stella made no secret of her ambition to travel the world. Even as a child growing up in their tenements, she’d sensed that Stella would never be satisfied with the narrow East End streets and her horizons stretched further than the bells of Bow.


‘Maybe Winnie’d like to carry on working, see something of the world before she saddles herself with a load of kids and a demanding husband,’ Stella protested, fishing a Craven A from under her cap and lighting it. ‘After all, what’s wrong with women working? During the war, my mum actually had a job in the print. They had equal rights of a sort and now she’s housebound again, a slave to the washtub.’


‘Oh, here we go,’ groaned Kitty, rolling her eyes. ‘Marriage is a great institution, Stell.’


‘Yeah, but in the words of Mae West, I ain’t ready for an institution. I want to be like my heroines,’ Stella insisted, drawing heavily on her cigarette and blowing a long stream of blue smoke into the air, ‘women like Emmeline Pankhurst, Amy Johnson . . .’


‘That’s all well and good, but look around you,’ Kitty urged. ‘The streets are filled with spinsters, thanks to the war. Do you really want to end up as an ageing aunt?’


‘If it means I get to keep my freedom and see something of the world,’ Stella insisted bluntly. ‘I’d sooner wear a saddle than a solitaire!’


‘You better not let Herbie or Gladys hear you talk like that,’ Kitty warned.


‘All right, keep your wig on, girls! Look, even if Treacle were to propose – which he’s not,’ Winnie said diplomatically, ‘you know I don’t believe in marriage. Look at my mum, what did it do for her?’


The girls fell silent.


‘Do you honestly believe a piece of paper can hold a man’s love?’ Winnie went on, her eyes boring into Kitty’s.


‘Treacle is not your father, Winnie,’ Kitty whispered.


From nowhere, Winnie felt hot tears prick her eyes.


‘Come on,’ Stella said, mashing out her cigarette on the kerb. ‘Enough of this talk. Bloody Valentine’s Day, I ask you! Let’s get going. My feet are killing me and I’m dying for a hot bath.’


As they walked, the number of people on the streets seemed to grow. So absorbed had they been in their conversation, the girls had scarcely noticed the gathering crowds, or the traffic grinding to a halt. Suddenly a surge of people crowded around the busy intersection, blocking their path.


In alarm, Winnie spotted men laying out soapboxes outside the pub and thrusting leaflets into the hands of passers-by. Three black loudspeaker vans were parked at strategic points nearby. Two police omnibuses screeched to a halt and uniformed officers clutching whistles and truncheons disgorged onto the street, forming a wide circle – with the girls trapped inside.


‘Oh, bleedin’ hell, how did we get ourselves caught up with this lousy mob?’ Winnie muttered, threading her arms protectively through Stella’s and Kitty’s.


In a heartbeat, the atmosphere on the streets grew electric and Winnie felt the crowd stiffen.


‘Brace yourself. They’re coming!’ yelled a man in a baggy blue serge suit standing next to her.


‘What’s happening?’ Kitty panicked. Her fingers gripped tight onto Winnie’s arm. ‘Oh, I knew I ought to have gone home to Dad.’


‘Listen,’ Stella blurted.


It was the sound of feet. Faint to begin with, then growing ever stronger. Hundreds of pairs of jackboots ringing on the cobbles. Then came the deep and rhythmic boom, boom, boom of a drum, beating so loudly, it drew Winnie out by the roots. The roar from the crowd rose up like a wave: shouts, jeers, hoots and hisses filling the evening air.


And then she saw them, looking like an army marching into battle. Column after column of young men and women, all dressed identically in pristine black uniforms and peaked black caps, goose-stepping up Green Street.


‘Blackshirts,’ murmured Stella.


‘Quick, let’s get out of here,’ Winnie urged, eyeing the crowds as they poured from the side streets.


‘How?’ asked Stella. ‘We’re packed in like sardines.’


Stella was right, they were crushed up against a solid wall of bodies. Escape was impossible, and Winnie felt her heart sink.


‘Bloody rabble . . . Smashed my mum’s windows, they did,’ spat the man the other side of her. ‘And look, here comes one of their crowned leaders. Might have known, no show without Punch!’


Winnie rose up on her tiptoes and, over the heads of the crowd, she saw a black van pull to a halt next to the other loudspeaker vans. There was a brief loaded silence and an eerie reverberation of the speakers then, quite suddenly, a man appeared on the roof of the van, like a villain coming up through a pantomime trap. Winnie stared, transfixed.


Framed by the setting sun, he cut an impressive figure, dressed in a military-cut jacket and riding breeches, his belt and buckles gleaming, and wearing a brassard of white and blue, shot through with a streak of forked lightning.


A spotlight bathed his face in light, showing off a deep scar that zigzagged across his right cheek, from his earlobe to the corner of his mouth. Winnie shivered, but despite her unease, she was forced to concede that there was something quite magnetic about his face.


‘William Joyce, in the heart of the East End,’ muttered the blue-suited man, fists clenching into balls.


‘Who is he?’ Stella gaped.


‘He’s Oswald Mosley’s right-hand man and a more poisonous fascist you’d be hard pressed to meet,’ the stranger spat with vitriol. ‘This is a bad day for democracy.’


Joyce raised his arm in fascist salute and hundreds of black-shirted arms clustered around the vans answered his salute, and even, to Winnie’s horror, a shop owner she recognized from Green Street.


‘Long live the blackshirts,’ cried his followers. Winnie glanced behind her and spotted cameramen and reporters clinging to the railings outside the church taking photos and scribbling shorthand notes.


‘Wouldn’t fancy coming across him on my own on a dark night,’ Winnie grimaced.


‘You’ve got to admit, he knows how to hold a crowd,’ Kitty remarked, wriggling slightly to free her shoulder.


Winnie bristled with anger.


‘Look at him,’ she spat, irritated that their plans for the evening had been scuppered. ‘Acts like all the lights of Piccadilly shine out his arse.’


‘Ever so smartly turned out though, ain’t he?’ Kitty murmured.


Trust gentle Kitty to try to see the good even in a rotten fascist. ‘You can’t tell a sausage by its skin, Kitty,’ Winnie said. ‘Trust me, I know this lot are gonna bring trouble.’


Only Stella remained silent, glaring at the fascist speaker with a queer expression on her face, her arm rigid against Winnie’s.


‘You all right, Stell?’ Winnie asked.


‘Yeah,’ she muttered. ‘Look who’s standing next to him.’


Winnie squinted her eyes and picked out the face of their neighbour on Green Street, Mr MacNab, proudly flanking his leader on the roof of the van. If he had been affronted by Gladys’s frosty reception earlier, he certainly didn’t show it now, his arm raised in salute to his superior.


Winnie felt a jolt of shock. Not that she should be surprised. Ever since the shop next door to Herbie’s studio had changed from the London Unemployed Association to the darker association of the Bethnal Green branch of the British Union of Fascists, she had known it would only be a matter of time before they had a visit from one of their top brass.


Mr MacNab was the area’s local District Leader and insisted on weekly marches and outlandish open-air meetings, all designed to inflame tensions and stir up trouble in the neighbourhood. Up until now, they had all ignored it, but it looked as if that was going to be harder to do from here on.


William Joyce’s magnified voice cut through the crowd.


‘Men and women of Bethnal Green, you are entitled to live as human beings and not as companions of every type of vermin that gather where filth and squalor are rampant . . .’


His powerful speaking voice was mesmeric yet sinister, and the crowd stirred, volatile and tense. The twin spectres of mass unemployment and poverty loomed like a vast dark cloud over the East End. Winnie could feel the threat of violence pulsing in the air. She watched, agog, as Joyce continued with his forceful oratory.


‘It’s time to reclaim our territories.’ Warming to his theme, he threw his arm aloft against the blood-red sunset. ‘Jews are Oriental sub-men . . . an incredible species of sub-humanity.’


Winnie’s mouth dropped open in shock as a roar of indignation rose from the crowd.


‘Sub-humanity?’ said Kitty, confused.


‘What is this rubbish?’ Winnie gasped.


‘Oh, you wait, lovey, it’ll get worse,’ piped up a woman standing nearby. ‘Bleedin’ rabble-rouser.’


‘Get out of here!’ roared an enraged voice from behind Winnie. ‘Before you goose-step us straight into another war.’


‘We don’t care for your opinions!’ yelled another angry heckler. ‘Shove off and leave our manor in peace.’


With that, he took off his shoe and hurled it in the direction of the van.


Some things in life are inevitable. As Winnie watched the shoe sail through the air in a perfect arc, she knew that single action would be enough to spark all-out chaos. It struck Mr MacNab square on the nose. It was as if a switch had been flicked and pandemonium broke out around them. Black arms shot out and wrenched the hecklers to the ground.


Kitty screamed as the sickening crunch of cracking jawbones filled the air. Herds of black-shirted men piled into the crowd, sending people crashing like skittles, and fists flew.


Everything seemed to go into slow motion as Winnie saw Stella’s cap knocked to the ground. Kitty’s mouth was frozen open in a scream.


A thud hit her in the back with such force, Winnie felt the breath leave her body as she hurtled to the floor. The shouts and shrilling of police whistles was deafening as she crawled through the scrummage of stamping boots.


‘Winnie, where are you?’ screamed Stella’s voice from somewhere up above.


‘Help,’ she whimpered. The terrible thought dawned on her that she could be trampled to death down here.


Suddenly, a strong pair of arms reached down, hooked under her armpits and plucked her to safety. The crowd was a blur of writhing, flailing bodies and, frantically, she tried to suck in oxygen.


‘It’s all right, Win, close your eyes, breathe!’ ordered a deep male voice and, weak as a lamb, she allowed her head to slump against his chest. She felt the man’s body bump and rock as the crowd surged around him, but he stood his ground.


‘You’re going to be all right,’ Treacle soothed, clutching her trembling body close to his chest.


‘Treacle! Where did you come from?’


‘When I saw the march coming I knew I had to come back and get you. I had a hell of a job getting through that crowd, mind. I managed to get Kitty and Stella over to the church steps.’


Winnie allowed him to guide her through the chaos towards the safety of the church. The brawling and bedlam continued and, to her alarm, she spotted the heckler being bundled into the back of a Black Maria by two officers. A second later, a crash rocked the van, and a blood-curdling scream rang out from the inside. Over it all, Joyce continued to speak, undeterred by the violence breaking out beneath him.


‘My coin!’ Winnie cried, skidding to a halt and patting her coat. ‘It’s not in my pocket no more, it must’ve been knocked out when I fell. Oh, Treacle, I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t worry about that, Win,’ Treacle replied. ‘You’re safe. That’s all that matters. Now come on. Quickly. I want to get you all home.’




Two


By the time Treacle had escorted first Winnie, then Stella and Kitty home, darkness had bled in over the chimney pots of Bethnal Green.


Kitty paused at the bottom of the stairwell and turned to Treacle.


‘What a night! You get off and see Stella to her door. I’ll be fine from here.’


His face, lit by the glow of a gas-jet, melted into concern. ‘You sure, Kitty? I promised Win I’d see you right to your door.’


‘Honestly, Treacle,’ she said, smothering a yawn.


‘Very well, night-night sweetheart, mind how you go.’


‘Night-night darlin’,’ Stella said, popping a kiss on her cheek. ‘Sleep tight.’


‘I will,’ Kitty replied gratefully.


As she walked alone in the flickering darkness, the quiet after the earlier crowds was deafening, save for a lone dog barking in the empty courtyard outside. Kitty paused and watched Treacle disappear up the stairwell after Stella, his broad shoulders hunched against the cutting wind. What she wouldn’t give to know the love of a decent man like that; Winnie didn’t know how lucky she was to have his heart. She would gratefully take his crooked penny any day. How she hoped her dear friend wouldn’t throw someone so precious over, just because of what had gone before.


Then another thought cut through her swirling mind. How could she ever bring a fella like Treacle back to her home? Kitty was too embarrassed to have Treacle see her to her door, much less a suitor!


She glanced around her neighbourhood and felt the familiar shame engulf her.


Kitty and Stella’s buildings were situated on a grimy byway sandwiched next to a railway viaduct. The brick facade was blackened by smoke and smuts from passing steam trains, which rattled the bedknobs as they thundered past. At the end of the street, an industrial factory chimney pumped out clouds of noxious vapours into a thickening yellow smog.


Stella joked she and her mum lived in luxury as they had a larger flat two floors up with four whole rooms between them. Kitty and her elderly father had to make do with two tiny rooms at ground level.


The wall outside their landing had a perpetual dirty tidemark about hip level where local men were in the habit of standing as they smoked their pipes, and the mortar below was crumbling with kick marks. The toilet was on the landing and shared with four other families. The sour smell of it stung Kitty’s eyelids as she walked past. Its broken door hung on one hinge, creaking and banging in the cold wind.


Thank goodness for the old widow Mrs Flood, their neighbour and the local matriarch, known to all as simply ‘Auntie’. It was Auntie who insisted they all have a twice-yearly smoke-out to control the bugs, she who hounded the tenant landlords to come and make repairs. More importantly, her strict values which encouraged everyone to keep their standards up and their heads held high. ‘That woman’s got curtains round her keyhole,’ so the affectionate saying went. Not that anyone dared say it to her face, mind you.


Mrs Flood was not a woman to be trifled with, as her six sons knew all too well. But despite her formidable personality, she was kindness itself. Kitty was forever coming home to find her windows cleaned, a warm loaf wrapped in a tea towel on the side and her father’s chamber pot emptied.


Just then, Mrs Flood’s door swung open and Kitty found herself face to face with the lady herself.


Kitty smiled as she gazed fondly up at her neighbour. Auntie was always dressed in a black, ankle-skimming dress and black button-down boots and was never seen without her trademark black hat, complete with a black feather stuck defiantly on the top. She carried herself bolt upright and cut a striking, proud figure amongst the gloom of the tenements.


‘Hello, Auntie,’ Kitty said, greeting the older woman warmly. ‘You ought to have seen the trouble outside the Salmon and Ball this evening, it didn’t half . . .’


‘Never mind about that,’ she said, lowering her voice and gently pulling Kitty into her doorway.


‘Your Gladys popped around earlier with some soup for your dad, but the door was wedged shut. So together we forced it, and well, I’m sorry, love, but your dad was taken ill, he’d gone over by the doorway.’


‘Oh no, where is he? Hospital? Oh, why wasn’t I here?’ Kitty cried. ‘I must go to him.’


‘Get a hold of yourself, my girl,’ Mrs Flood ordered, gripping her firmly by the shoulders. ‘He’s all right. I sent my boy to fetch Dr Garfinkle. Doctor’s in there with him now. I just wanted to warn you.’


‘Thanks, Auntie,’ Kitty cried.


Hastening through the front door, she made her way into the small room she shared with her father, tripping on a piece of ripped lino at the door.


On the other side of the worn muslin curtain that separated his side from hers, she could make out her father lying on his back, asleep. A gas lamp hissed softly in the corner, casting an ominous black shadow over his face.


‘Oh, Doctor, whatever’s the matter?’ she asked, touching her father’s forehead. It felt icy cold and clammy to the touch.


The doctor looked up.


‘Miss Moloney,’ he said gently. ‘Don’t be alarmed. Your father has bronchial trouble. Mrs Flood has already been in here to oversee me and rubbed linseed oil and camphor on his chest.’ He grinned ruefully. ‘I fear she doesn’t trust my medication.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ll see he takes his medicine, sir,’ Kitty reassured him, inwardly dreading the fee. Her father had not long recovered from a nasty bout of influenza, the cost of which she was still paying off with the chemist.


‘For now, just continue with Mrs Flood’s chest rubs, plenty of nourishing food and keep him warm. I’m afraid to say, Miss Moloney, any medication will be like putting a sticking plaster over a gaping wound,’ the doctor said gravely. He lowered his voice.


‘Kitty, I’ve known your father a long while and I have nothing but the utmost respect for him, but the fact is, I fear his mind is now as frail as his body. Earlier, when I arrived, he had no notion of who I was. In fact, he seemed to think I was my predecessor, Dr Barker, who treated him as a young man. In my opinion, he is showing signs of senility.’


She stared at him, not understanding.


‘Losing his faculties,’ he added.


‘But that’s impossible . . .’ Kitty blurted before pulling herself up. ‘Sorry, sir. I don’t mean to be rude, but well, he’s only just turned sixty!’


‘My dear, I’m not stating it as fact,’ he said soothingly. ‘He has suffered a run of illness and that could be temporarily blunting his mental faculties, but the signs are not promising. Your father is getting old, Kitty.’


Kitty couldn’t summon the words to reply, simply staring at her father’s face, his jaw slackened in sleep, a thin spittle of drool escaping the side of his mouth.


‘One thing I am certain of is that these conditions are responsible for his ailing physical health.’ He swept a despairing arm around the dilapidated room.


‘I keep it as nice as I can, Doctor,’ Kitty cried, biting down hard on her lip to stop the exhausted tears that were threatening to bubble over.


‘I cast no aspersions on you, my dear,’ he insisted. ‘These buildings are a disgrace, they aren’t fit for human habitation. The walls are sodden with damp, which is why your father has such a weak chest, and you could sorely use electricity.’


‘And you want to see the state of the privy outside,’ Kitty muttered. ‘It’s a disgrace. And the washing facilities on the roof are broken again. I’ve complained, we all have, but they don’t listen. Not even to Auntie.’


‘These slums need condemning,’ said the doctor, rising wearily to his feet and scrubbing at his face, ‘but in any case, there might come a time when you will need to consider admitting your father to an infirmary. There’s one right here in Bethnal Green.’


‘No,’ said Kitty sharply, waiting a beat before going on. ‘Sorry, but no. No, my father stops here with me.’


‘But you can’t possibly be expected to care for him all by yourself, my dear,’ he replied. ‘Your sisters are rarely here, you work all day . . .’


‘But I’m not caring for him by myself, Doctor,’ Kitty protested. ‘Auntie’s right next door, Gladys comes in, and once he’s back on his feet . . .’


‘Please, Kitty,’ urged the doctor, ‘you might think you are caring for him, but your love can’t cure your father, nor keep him well.’


Kitty steepled her hands over her face, the tips of her fingers pressing into the corners of her eyes to abate the stinging weariness, but when she removed them her eyes burned with indignation.


‘I will never put my father in an infirmary. His place is here. With me.’


‘Even if his home is crumbling down around his ears?’ the doctor replied, gesturing to the gloomy rooms.


Kitty’s voice flattened. ‘Yes.’


She reached into her pocket for Dr Garfinkle’s half-crown from her wages, a simple enough gesture, but one that would see them short.


‘Please. Don’t worry yourself, my dear,’ he said, closing her palm over the coin. ‘I’ll see myself out and I’ll return. On my time.’


‘You’re so kind, Doctor,’ Kitty replied gratefully, fighting the urge to break down at his act of compassion.


Once he had left, Kitty stroked her father’s forehead and bent down to kiss him.


At the touch of her kiss, his eyes flickered open and he scanned the room, before his gaze came to rest on his youngest daughter’s face.


The strong ruddy complexion that once belonged to a vibrant market trader had all but vanished; in its place, a weary, befuddled old man. Kitty wanted to cry out at the indignity of ageing. Her mother’s death and losing his market pitch in the space of a year had stripped away his dignity and spirit. But losing his mind? No, he was a little forgetful, but couldn’t everyone be at times?


‘Hello, Dad,’ she smiled bravely. ‘You gave me a right fright then. Can I fetch you a cocoa?’


‘Hello, love,’ he said, patting her hand with cold, trembling fingers. ‘You’re a good girl, but don’t trouble yourself. I think your mum’s making me one. Where you been, then? Out climbing trees with your sisters? Mother’ll tear a strip off you if you’ve ripped your dress again.’ He chuckled with mirth, but his laughter quickly dissolved into a convulsive cough.


‘No, Dad,’ Kitty said softly, propping him up and gently rubbing his back until the coughing fit had passed. ‘I work now, making wedding gowns, remember?’


His eyes scrambled wildly in his head, and confusion and fear flooded his cheeks.


‘Yes, yes, course . . . course, sorry, love, I’m getting meself a bit muddled.’


‘Just rest, Dad,’ she soothed, tucking the coverlet under his chin. ‘I’ll fetch you that drink.’


She had no sooner reached the doorway when his rasping voice called her back.


‘Please don’t send me away to no workhouse, Kitty. I’ve never been in one in me life. Go in there and I’ll never come out,’ he muttered in a moment of lucidity.


‘No one’s sending you away, Dad,’ she said firmly. ‘Besides, the workhouses have all closed. Remember? The County Council took them over six years ago, they’re infirmaries now.’


‘Same difference,’ he said petulantly.


*


An hour later, the Veronal the doctor had given her father to ensure a decent night’s sleep had done the trick, and Kitty could finally get herself ready for bed. Fighting down a yawn, she felt for the pins in her hair and tugged them free. She was so exhausted every movement felt like wading through treacle. Shedding her blouse, skirt, her stays and stockings – so darned and patched they were more cotton than silk these days – Kitty pulled a nightgown over her head. Usually, she took care to brush her hair, one hundred strokes, but tonight it was as much as she could manage to clean her teeth and rub a little Vaseline into her cheeks before wearily pulling the eiderdown over herself.


But once settled, sleep did not come. Kitty lay in her bed, listening to the soft and laboured rasp of her father’s breath from the other side of the flimsy material divide. A dull ache of despair spread over her own chest.


The makeshift curtain protected their modesty, but it did little to alleviate the noise. A steam train thundered past outside, causing a sudden vacuum of wind to rattle in through the small cracked windowpane and a shower of dust mites to drift down from the ceiling.


The back bedroom overlooked a fire escape and a small yard, where passers-by slung their rubbish. The breeze brought with it the sour odour of dog wee and vegetable putrescence, stiffening Kitty’s resolve that one day, somehow, she and her father would escape this place. She would find a way to a better life for them both. She had to. Her father’s very being depended on it.




Three


Saturday dawned bright and gin clear, crystalline sunshine bouncing off the cobbles. The skies over the East End were a crisp blue, and was that a hint of spring Stella could smell stirring in the breeze? Outside, the market traders were in fine fettle as they set their stalls and barrows up for a busy day’s trading.


‘Morning, pal, how’s your luck?’ Stella cried to a fruit seller known only as ‘Big Mickey’.


‘All the better for seeing you, beautiful!’ he grinned, glancing up from the tower of fruit he was stacking. ‘Lovely apple for the prettiest girl on Green Street, only need a banana and we got us a party,’ he winked, tossing her a polished red apple, which she caught with the flick of a wrist.
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