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			Introduction

			Letter to Albert, Brenda and Christine, February 2003

			

			I know I haven’t got long. The doctors keep telling me I have the constitution of an ox, but I see the pity in their eyes and I know my time is coming. I meant to write to you so many times but somehow I never got round to it. My Bert always used to say I could talk for England, but when it came to writing letters I was always lost for words. But I want to find the words now because they are all I have left to give to you all. And I’m not going senile, I know that Brenda and Christine are dead; Brenda left me as a little girl, when she was barely able to tie her own shoelaces, and Christine, you left me when I was an old woman.

			No mother should ever live to see the death of a child, let alone two of her children, but I did, and the horror of it stays with me even now while I’m laid up ’ere like a proper lady in my hospital bed, waited on hand and foot. And no, I never lost my East End accent, though God knows I tried to bring you up to be better than me, to talk ‘posh’ as I used to say to my friends in the fish and chip shop. They’d chuckle at me, thinking I had ‘ideas above my station’, as I was nothing more than a chippy girl, but I always knew life could be better, and I wanted that so desperately for you all.

			Neither of you has ever left my heart; I have talked to you every day since you left me, and this is my last conversation – for a while at least, until we are reunited.

			I gave birth to three babies, and only one is left to follow me. Only Albert, or Little Albie as I called him, survives me. Who could have foreseen that? The world can be a cruel and harsh place but I have lived such joy, had such laughs and loved so fiercely that I can’t say I didn’t live life to the full – even if my heart was broken many times over. As you know, I haven’t had an easy life. You three, of all people, know that, but there’s so much more I would have told you if I’d had the time or the courage. When I think of you, I think of your childhoods, filled with innocence and protected from the harshest realities of life. We didn’t have much, but what we had we shared, and what we didn’t have – well, we didn’t miss much. These were the things I wanted to give you; I wanted you to know love and security because I never had them. I knew what it was to grow up in desperate poverty, to have to scratch around for a penny to buy bread, to feel the seeping cold of a foggy dockland night with only a thin blanket and a too-small coat to cover me, to share the filthy mattress on the iron bed with my brothers and sisters, fighting for space while huddling up to keep warm, to watch my mother give us the only food she had and not know if any of us would eat again the next day. I know what it is to feel hunger – not the impatient growl of a tummy that has missed a meal: proper hunger, the type that aches in your soul as much as your belly; the type that tries not to remember when we last ate, or predict when we’d eat again. That feeling never leaves a person. It’s why I always kept a few chocolate bars in stashes hidden around at home. You three always laughed at me for that. I don’t blame you, I understand how it must have looked silly, even a bit crazy to you, but I could never lose that feeling that we might never eat again and that was how I coped with it. You see, I couldn’t find it in me to trust again. Once gone, trust is gone for ever, however much we pretend otherwise. I never wanted you three to feel that insecurity, but I know I wasn’t always able to keep you from it. There were times when you were growing up that I had to hide the fact I hadn’t eaten so there was enough food for you to eat that day, despite working for Wally in the chippy, dishing out food and friendly banter with my customers. I know that you found me out, Little Albie, when you caught me mopping up the gravy from your plate with your half-eaten slice of bread after you’d finished your meal. I saw you watch me, and you knew that was all I’d eaten that day. I would have done anything to spare you that sight. But I am proud that I didn’t repeat the mistakes my parents made in other ways. I brought you up to know love, so much love. I hope you feel the love in your heart as you read this, as what I have to say won’t be easy to read. But I want you to know who I am, and who I was brought up to be, because this is all I have left of the past, and the memories haunt me in vivid Technicolor, as if they happened yesterday.

			I want you to know me because I gave you life. My history is, in some strange way, your history too. I just hope that my beloved husband Bert and I stopped history repeating itself; but only you can be the judge of that.

			This is hard to write, but my family life, my childhood, was one of chaos and fear. Every day was a battleground, a fight to survive and a fight to be safe. My pa was a hard drinker and a hard hitter as well. Many, many times I felt the force of his fists after a night on the grog. I did what I could to protect my younger brothers and sisters, and my ma, who was always ill and often pregnant with another child, but in doing that I took on a force stronger than myself. ‘That Man’ – that’s how I have always referred to my pa – That Man had the devil in him. He would earn a few pennies being a bare-knuckle fighter in the Old Kent Road, down Hackney Marshes or by the docks. He honed those fists into fighting machines and it was me and my ma who bore the brunt of them at home. He would always celebrate a win or commiserate a loss by drowning his sorrows. And he had a lot of sorrows to escape if his love for the beer was anything to go by. If only he’d drowned himself proper – Lord knows I would never wish harm on anyone, yet I’d wish it on him a thousand times over and feel no guilt. He was a drunk, a womaniser and a brute. At closing time one of us would be sent to the pub by Ma to get him. He’d make a show of it, carousing, swearing to his drinking friends that he wouldn’t be under the thumb but he’d come home all the same, stinking of booze, reeking with dark anger and the proof, if he’d not known it till then, that he was a failed man: a casual dock worker by day, a hardened street fighter by night and a lousy drunk to boot. My nose still bears the proof of his rages; broken so many times that I lost count.

			It was my darling Bert who saved me; it was he who decided he was going to get me out of there. And it was my Bert who gave me my babies, you three, and it doesn’t feel so long ago since I held you all in my arms and fed you, hearing you breathe and suckle in the long night hours … I’m wandering in my mind. Where was I? Yes … I remember.

			Time. It doesn’t feel like so long ago that there was too much of it. Time spent kicking our dirty, broken shoes against the tenement step in Bermondsey where I was born, kicking bottles down the cobbled streets, dodging the milk cart or the rag and bone man. There were days when time stretched before us and we forgot our troubles and the fact we were hungry, cold and dirty; days when we ran wild down at the docklands, jumping onto barges and stealing coal, racing through the dank back streets of South-East London like water rats, feeling like we were as free as the gulls that called every morning when the fishing boats chugged up the slimy, brown waters of the Thames. You wouldn’t believe it but we loved London. ‘Once a Londoner, always a Londoner’, Ma would say and she was right. We left London in the end, as you know, but I always missed it. Dark, filthy, crime-ridden Bermondsey, where you knew your neighbours, you kept your eyes down and your ears shut as defence against the gangs at war in our streets. You never went to the police and you all kept each other’s secrets. Those times are gone and maybe it’s best that way. Secrets have a way of coming back to find us, just when we think we’re safe from them.

			I’m sorry if this letter feels like that but I need to tell my story, and the story of all our lives during the misery and hardship of those days. I wanted all three of you to be different, to live better lives away from the smog and the trouble, live in peaceful places where no hard men from the local gang would come knocking, where children could run free then be tucked up safe and sound in a loving, warm home. Perhaps these were pipe dreams after the start I had in life, but I always knew I wanted to make a ‘normal’ family with a kind father for you, warm clothes and the feeling of being loved. Is there a better feeling in the world? I hope you had that feeling, especially you, Brenda, as you lived such a short life. Even now, I miss the smell of your hair as I dried you down after your bath, and I can still feel you snuggle into my arms for a bedtime story. It breaks my heart all over again every time I think of you, and I remember so much. They tell me that it’s part of being an old woman, that time has no meaning except to bring back the ghosts of the past. Memories seem more real than the reality of each day.

			I’ve got no complaints in ’ere. The nurses are good to me, the doctors make jokes and scribble notes on their clipboards, which I suppose is meant to do me some good. I know my time is up, though. They bring more of the drips, which hang by my bedside like clear, bloated bladders – oh, my Bert would’ve loved that. He’d have laughed so much, seeing me in ’ere, his ‘Duchess’ lording it over the surgeons, getting my meals three times a day and painkillers at bedtime. He’d have said I was living like a proper duchess at last.

			My Bert.

			How can two words convey so many emotions? He was my true love, my first and only sweetheart, and I loved him dearly for nearly 60 years until he passed away. It was three years ago, but every day I still speak to God and ask, ‘Why take him? Why take my Bert? You’ve had my Brenda – ain’t that enough for you?’ Then, of course, He took Christine from me as well. I talk to Bert most days, sometimes my memory of him is so powerful I could almost believe he’s just walked out of the room and will come back in with a mug of cocoa and two Garibaldi biscuits on a tray, like he used to every evening. We’d listen to the wireless together before turning in for bed, and we were happy. I wanted you to know that happiness which nourishes a person right to the pit of their souls. It was the kind of love that swept me away and at the same time kept me rooted in living a good life, and making a home for you, my three babies.

			Little Albie, there’s only you left and so I dedicate this to you. I know you carry your sisters in your heart, and that’s where they should be.

			I must stop now. My head feels light, as if I’m not really ’ere any more. I know it won’t be long, and so all I can say is that I love you as fiercely as I did the day you were all born, squalling and wailing as you were placed in my arms.

			My legacy to you isn’t riches, it’s a wealth held in your heart for ever.

			

			Your loving mum,

			Hilda

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Frying Tonight

			1951

			‘Oi, ’ilda, the sign outside says you’re frying tonight, but I ain’t seeing nothing done in ere!’ The voice, which accompanied a loud cackle, cut through my daydream, startling me into remembering where I was: standing with my back to the door of Wally’s Fish and Chip Shop, where I worked.

			The shop had just opened for business, at 5 p.m., and already there was a queue of hungry customers on the cobbled street in Bermondsey, south-east London.

			‘Sorry, Mavis, I was miles away. Don’t know what’s got into me today,’ I replied, before quickly tying my apron round my waist, which was already thickening from the new life growing inside me. ‘Bit distracted, must be this hot weather.’

			With that I smiled to myself. I knew full well it wasn’t the weather or the strain of working long hours serving customers and frying fish. I knew it was my third, longed-for pregnancy that was making me dreamy: the child that would complete my family, alongside my eldest boy Albert, five, or Little Albie as I liked to call him; my darling girl, Brenda, who was nine months old; and now this little one, still just a twinkle in the night sky but making its presence felt already. At least I wasn’t nauseous like I was with Brenda. Then, the smell of the oily cod and the chips being coated in greasy brown vinegar would turn my stomach. I lost count of the times I would have to mumble an excuse to Wally, the owner of the shop and my boss, and stumble to the outside lavvy in the tiny, dirt-streaked yard to throw up what remained of my breakfast before I could carry on serving my regulars with a smile and a laugh.

			Yes, this time was definitely better but, even so, I had a job to do and I would never forgive myself if I wasn’t pleasant and charming to the women from the nearby estate, who relied on the shop each Friday evening for a quick, hot supper after a long week working their fingers to the bone with chores and child-rearing.

			There was little enough round our way in respect of luxuries. Most of us scraped by each week, sometimes having to use ‘Uncle’s’ (our name for the pawn shops that dotted our busy streets) to get by. Life was an endless round of washing, cooking, cleaning and shooing away children as we scrubbed floors and doorsteps. Our husbands went to work wherever they could, returning home at night, expecting to put their feet up and be served their dinner. There was little respite – except for the weekly Friday-night treat of a natter in the chip-shop queue, and the promise of a steaming hot dinner of crunchy battered fish and golden chips. That was our idea of luxury!

			‘So, what will it be today, Mavis?’ I beamed at my favourite customer. ‘Your usual?’

			‘You know me too well, ’ilda – always the same for us. My Alfie don’t like change, you know that. ’e’ll have skate an’ chips, the kids’ll have rock an’ chips, an’ I’m watching my figure so that’ll do us.’

			‘Comin’ up!’ I said, grabbing the metal spoon and burying it deep into the pile of freshly cooked potatoes, scooping out a great pile of glistening yellow chips and pouring them onto the stack of newspaper pages. With one deft action, I grabbed the metal prong from the warming shelf above the fryers and hooked out a resplendently oily skate which I placed on top. I dropped the tongs back onto the metal shelf with a clatter, and with a quick series of folds wrapped the meal into submission. Yesterday’s rag became today’s dinner plate!

			I did the same again with the next order, knowing that tonight the kids would eat, her husband would eat, but Mavis would have to make do with whatever was left from their only hot meal of the day.

			I glanced around quickly to see that Wally wasn’t watching me. Wally, a short, thin man with dark hair combed over the bald spot on his head and kind eyes, was chatting to his shorter, plumper wife, Betty. Seeing he was distracted, I quickly heaped an extra scoop of chips onto Mavis’s second bundle, wrapping the whole lot in yet another page from that day’s South London Press, giving her a sly wink as I did so.

			Mavis looked back at me and nodded her thanks. That was all that needed to be done – there was no point saying anything. Mavis was worn down by life. She had wispy hair and a thin, haggard-looking frame. Her movements were tense, prickly. We’d become friends over the years I’d worked at the chip shop, as she was a regular customer when her husband Alfie was in work. When he wasn’t, which was more frequent recently, she’d pop by anyway for a chat before opening time. She had twin boys. She called them her babies but they had just reached school age. Her husband drank heavily, which was the reason he was in and out of work. Money was so short that she’d only been able to afford one pair of shoes for the twins, so they went to school on alternate days. Lord knows how she got away with it.

			

			I knew how hunger felt. I had gone without my dinner many times so that Albie and Brenda would have enough to eat, and my husband Bert would have something in his belly before starting his early morning shift as a delivery driver for Coca Cola. I sighed as I recalled the pangs of hunger at bedtime, suppressing them with hot tea; the lies I told my Bert, and the kids, that I was watching my weight, when of course I was not eating so that there would be enough food on the table to feed my family. These were hard times, and there were hard choices to be made, and they always fell to the women of the house to make them. It didn’t seem fair, but then life wasn’t, was it? Just for a second I was reminded of another time, much longer ago, when regular meals were like Father Christmas – possible but not probable. Those were the days I felt the soreness of real, aching hunger.

			I was born in July, 1921. I grew up in the slums of Bermondsey, living in two rooms with Ma, Pa and four siblings. Pa – Ted Johnson – was a casual docker who never knew from one day to the next if he would work. On top of that he was a drunk; a man who spent the little money he earned in the dingy, dirty, drinking holes near the docks. He would drink our food money away, then return home, roaring drunk and filled with bile, and then subject Ma – Emily – and me to violence and beatings. He ate the little food we had, and drank the little money we had, then he went out and boasted about what a great man he was. Well, I hated my pa, and that’s not something I’d say about anybody else but him. He had been a prize fighter in the army, and used the power in his large, veiny fists to fight bare-knuckle down by the docks or in The Ring, a notorious hang-out for fighters, criminals and illegal bookies in Blackfriars. There, he’d fight for money, then spend his winnings buying rounds for his so-called ‘friends’. No, I freely admit it, I hated Pa. He knew how to land a punch on an opponent to cause maximum damage, and by God he gave me some beatings. I was just a child, and many was the time I turned up for school with black eyes, or a limp where he’d inflicted hurt on me. Yet, even though everyone in the neighbourhood knew what was going on, no one ever stepped in to stop him. And no one would now. In our part of the borough, it was not the done thing to intervene between a man and his family, however much he hurt and frightened them. There was, and still is, a conspiracy of silence. People didn’t want to ‘interfere’, it just wasn’t the done thing. My children have known only gentleness from their father – they’ve been lucky they don’t have to suffer violence like that.

			It’s because of Pa that I knew the sharp pangs of hunger. I knew what it was to feel the cold, and not know when the next meal would be. So when I saw Mavis sacrifice her food so her children could eat, I couldn’t help myself. It was wrong of me to give extra chips. I knew that Wally’s business wasn’t a charity, and that he had to make a living like the rest of us, but my nature was always too soft-hearted. I couldn’t bear seeing Mavis and her kids suffer, and a handful of chips would hardly break the bank so I risked it for her and for others when I could. It was all I could really do, to help. My Bert tells me I’m a soft touch several times a day. He always says I’ll let anybody tell me a sob story, but it’s who I’ve always been. I brought up my siblings as my mother’s right hand: I washed their faces, tucked them up in bed, read them bedtime stories and soothed away their night terrors.

			But all that happened in another time and place.

			I shook my head to try and release the thoughts from my mind, hoping they’d fly out and settle somewhere else instead. I always did that to try and clear my head, but it rarely worked. I so desperately wished I could forget the things about my past I wanted to forget.

			I leaned over the counter and slipped the two warm parcels, one distinctly fatter than the other, into my friend’s string bag. ‘How are things, Mavis?’ I asked tentatively, quietly, hoping she’d hear the gentleness in my voice and guess at the compassion I felt for her, for all us mothers dealing with hard choices and difficult lives.

			Mavis’s face was lined with worry. Her wispy brown hair was tied back in the turban all us housewives wore, and she was dressed in a faded, flowery pinafore and a pink cardigan, despite the heat of the day. She had always been thin but today, as the sunlight filtered in through the large front window of the shop, she looked gaunt. Her cheekbones stuck out, and I wondered how long it had been since her last proper meal. ‘Oh, well, you know, things are the same. Alfie’s waitin’ to start ’is new job, just a week or so to go now …’

			Mavis’s voice trailed off, and for a brief moment I could see how much it had cost her to tell me even this brief snippet of their lives. For a moment neither of us spoke. There was no need to. I knew that a week waiting for a job was an indescribably long time when you had mouths to feed. She and Alfie had three children under the age of five, yet Mavis looked years older due to the strain of surviving, and the worry of living hand-to-mouth. I noticed her worn shoes and her darned stockings, her unwillingness to give up in the face of destitution. And it was destitution: if there was no money in the house then people didn’t eat, I knew that well enough.

			‘What’s his new job?’ I asked, hoping it was true and Alfie really did have some means lined up to earn a decent living. His last job driving for a tallow works hadn’t worked out, again. Alfie was known for being a drinker. He had a reputation for not turning up to work some mornings, and it cost him and his family dear. As a result, he was turned away from jobs so frequently I was surprised that he’d been offered a new position.

			‘Oh, it’s a good one, this time,’ Mavis replied, her eyes looking brighter with the hopefulness of the poor. ‘’e’s got a gig drivin’ the meat van which goes round all the butchers in the East End, collecting the fat and offal. We shan’t ’ave a worry in our ’eads once ’e’s workin’ there.’ Mavis smiled, avoiding my eyes, and I wanted to believe her so much it hurt.

			‘Of course things will get better, dear. They ’ave to, don’t they?’ I murmured, my hand veering to Mavis’s woollen sleeve with the slightest of touches. It was all I could do to give her comfort, to let her know she wasn’t the only one who experienced the helplessness of seeing a man drink away the family money. Even so, a feeling of powerlessness swept over me. I couldn’t help her – all I could do was give what little I could by understanding a hint of her plight, a plight that was so ordinary around here it hardly counted.

			‘You ladies goin’ to natter all day? I’m runnin’ late enough as it is, an’ my old man will skin me alive if I don’t get back in time with ’is dinner!’ The moment disappeared as if it had never been, cut away by the cross words of my next customer, Violet.

			‘Alright, Vi, I’m comin’. No need to get shirty,’ I said crossly, knowing the small moment of intimacy with my friend was lost. ‘Mavis, that’ll be four shillings, please.’ I wished then I didn’t have to charge her. I felt awkward as I watched her open her purse and carefully count out the money. As she put the coins into my hand I arranged my face into a falsely jaunty smile. Mavis looked away. I knew that sometimes being jolly was too much to bear. Feeling helpless, I turned to the till, pressing on the buttons that released the drawer for the money with a sharp jolt. The coins clattered into the metal trays and I shut it with force. The damn thing always stuck. I looked up to say, ‘Goodbye, dear, and give those babies of yours a kiss from me,’ but Mavis was already out of the door, hurrying home with her precious cargo, back to hungry mouths, and the leftovers – if she was lucky.

			Sighing, I turned to Violet, who was listing her order. She was a boisterous woman who lived a few doors down from me. She was plump and loud, and had a skinny, hen-pecked husband and five snotty-nosed children who ran wild on the estate. ‘Sorry, dear, you’re going to have start over. Don’t know what’s wrong with me today – my head’s all over the shop.’ With that I smiled to myself again, and I was back to thinking about my baby, the one who would restore the good times, who would bring sunshine into our lives, I was absolutely sure of that.

			

			Later that evening, after the last customer had finally left, just after 10 p.m., and I’d washed the floor down with soap suds, I started thinking about Mavis and all the women I knew who kept their households together. As I brushed the bits of batter leftovers from the warming trays, popping a few crunchy pieces into my mouth as I worked, I mused on how lucky I was with my Bert. He was a good, decent, upstanding man whom I’d met when I was a young woman of 20, and him a fresh-faced soldier of 21.

			I’d been evacuated to Braunston, near Coventry, during the war. Bert Kemp, or Albert as he was really known, had been sent to Weedon Barracks for two weeks’ leave, and it was there that I met him at a dance. By the time he’d been posted back to North Africa with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, or REME for short, in support of the Eighth Army, we were in love, and he had promised to marry me on his return – if he returned – from the fighting.

			Four long years I waited for him, and when he finally returned, he was true to his promise.

			We were married in August 1945 in Victoria Park, east London, and we settled into married life, living with his parents, Dolly and Albert Snr – who we called Pop – in Bow. The start of our life together wasn’t easy. Of course, we barely knew each other. My good, decent, upright Bert was also a stubborn, cautious, rather rigid man who wanted to eat the same dinner of meat and two veg every night, and who made love to me in the same stolid, earnest way every night. It was definitely not a torrid, passionate relationship, and many women might have been miserable without romance to create drama in their lives. I never lost that feeling of being safe with him, though, and that’s what saw me through the difficulties of our first year adjusting to each other. I dare say he’d been as shocked as I was to find himself with a spouse he barely knew except for a few stolen nights of love in the dim, distant past. I expect I was a disappointment to him in some ways, though he never said so, as he was always a gent towards me. I loved him for being so different from my pa: he went to work every day, he was always on time, always keen to help and he worked hard to keep a roof over our heads. Every night he polished his only pair of shoes, making them shine for the next day’s work. He had pride in himself, I’ll say that for my Bert. I knew how lucky I was to have a man who rarely drank, and who preferred to stay at home each evening with me and our two children rather than go to the pub like most men round our way.

			I threw the remaining chips, which had gone soggy now, into a bundle and offered it to Wally, my boss, who had been counting up the day’s takings. I stood next to him, by the white-tiled wall of the back of the shop, and drew pleasure from the gleam of the cleaned metal surfaces and sparkling, pale blue Formica worktop.

			Wally looked tired, but was evidently pleased. He turned round to me. ‘’ere’s yer money, ’ilda. Well done, girl, we did well tonight.’ He beamed. He was such a kind, gentle man; I was lucky to work for him.

			I held my hand out for my money; I didn’t need to count it. Wally was as honest as the day was long. He’d never think to cheat me out of a penny. I knew all my wages were there in full in the brown envelope I put into my bag.

			‘You get off, girl. I’ll see yer tomorrow.’

			I smiled at my boss, gratefully. He never kept me long after closing as he knew I wanted to get back to see Bert and have our late dinner together. I reached for my coat and hat. Despite the heat, it would’ve been unthinkable to walk the streets of Bermondsey without proper attire. It just wasn’t the done thing! As I said a bright ‘Cheerio!’ to Wally, I turned the sign on the door round to ‘Closed’.

			Stepping out onto the street, I exhaled, suddenly feeling tired. It had been a long day. I’d started work at 4 p.m., after giving the littl’uns their tea and making sure Bert was home before leaving them with a quick kiss and a promise to bring back the leftover chips. It was a thirty-minute walk from the Redriff Estate in Rotherhithe to the fish and chip shop, which was situated just off the Old Kent Road. On nights like this, with the warm air and shining moon far above me, it wasn’t an unpleasant walk, but even so I felt I was dragging my feet behind me with exhaustion. It must be the baby, I thought to myself. Every day I seemed to feel more and more tired and I was only a few months gone. But I loved walking through the familiar streets of my childhood at night. It was mostly quiet, the bustle of the daytime roads becoming quieter, as if deserted, with only the sounds of pianos being played in the pubs that lined the alleys of south-east London, and the hum of voices inside them filtering out onto the cobbled streets. I could almost see myself and my brothers and sisters in my mind’s eye, kicking against the pavements with our hobnailed boots, avoiding a beating from Pa by skimming stones down at the Thames waterside, or hailing ships as they moored against the great walls of the dockyards, churning the brown waters in their wake. I breathed in that familiar scent of my beloved Bermondsey: the soot and coal from the factories, the bitter stink of the tanneries and the sweet vanilla smell of the biscuit and custard factories.

			I turned into Rotherhithe New Road and continued home towards Rotherhithe, where we lived in a tenement building on the Redriff Estate, near Greenland Wharf, where the timber yards were situated. There was still plenty of bomb damage along the route, even though the war had ended six years earlier. The docks had been obliterated during the Blitz, the whole area decimated by wave after wave of German bombers, each raid releasing the stench of scorched spices and the medicinal smell of herbs as bombs rained down on the cold-store warehouses lining the waterfront. I’d narrowly escaped with my life more times than I could recall, dodging the explosions as I raced into London Bridge underground station for shelter, or into our Anderson shelter in the backyard of our house in Spa Road. They had been frightening days, but the war spirit had driven us onwards: everyone looking after each other, or so it seemed. Those days were gone now, of course, leaving the familiar grudges and complaints of neighbours as they resettled into ‘normal’ life after our victory. The docks were silent, the huge gates locked and the ships that still docked there – many fewer than in my youth – lay silent and dark against the moonlit sky.

			As I walked along, I scrabbled inside my bag for my door keys. In the old days, we never left our doors locked: no one had anything to steal, and everyone knew everyone else, so there was no use for keys or locks. It was unheard of! Times had changed. And not always for the best, I thought to myself, as I rounded the corner into Redriff Road and headed towards our block of tenement flats, which loomed over the bombed-out carcasses of buildings. I knew my Little Albie played on those sites, despite my many warnings, but boys would be boys. I whistled my frustration as I puffed my way up the stone steps.

			I turned the key in the front door and walked in, depositing my coat and hat on the hat stand. ‘I’m home, luv,’ I called out. ‘I’ve got a few chips to share. They’ll be cold by now but never mind, they’ll still taste alright.’

			‘That you, ’ilda?’ came Bert’s familiar voice. He would be sitting in the parlour, in his chair by the unlit hearth, probably with his newspaper spread in front of him and his slippers on.

			‘Who else would it be?’ I chuckled, putting down my bag on the wooden kitchen table, then bending down to take two plates from the cupboard.

			Even though Bert’d been home since 4 p.m., it was up to me to fix our dinner and wash up afterwards, before washing his shirt, the children’s clothes and my blouse ready for tomorrow. At times like those I thought of my ma, Emily, who spent her life washing and cleaning, then waiting up for her scoundrel husband to return from the pub. Again, I sighed, but this time in gratitude for the kind man in the other room. Despite his faults he was my Bert and I loved him dearly.

			I squeezed past a wooden chair to get to my cooker. The kitchen was small but I felt very proud to have a proper stand-up cooker, rather than the old coal-fired range I used to cook on for Ma and my siblings. Our furniture was spartan, and consisted mostly of second-hand utility goods, bought with coupons once we’d successfully applied for a furniture permit. Bert and I had scraped together the money to buy ourselves a cooker, a kitchen table and chairs, plus a couple of beds, small wardrobe, cot and an armchair for Bert where he’d sit in the evenings. They were all second-hand, but after the filthy stained mattresses and cold iron beds I’d slept on as a child, this almost-new furniture made me feel like a queen living in the height of luxury. Well, Bert did call me his Duchess. He had since we were courting. He always said I should’ve been born to better things and I always disagreed with him, saying what could be better than a good man and a cosy little home of our own?

			I leaned against the cooker for a moment, feeling the first flutterings of this latest, our third baby, moving inside me. It was time to tell Bert he was going to be a father again. ‘I’ll tell ’im tonight,’ I vowed to myself.

			I cooked his supper, dishing up the last of the beef stew from last night’s meal and plonking the majority of the chips onto his plate. On mine, I ladled a small spoonful of stew and a few chips. I could wipe the gravy with a piece of bread and that would do me. It was more important to keep Bert’s energy up as he worked 12-hour days on the delivery lorries, starting at 4 a.m. each morning.

			Placing the plates on the table I called out, ‘Your dinner’s ready, Bert.’ I could hear the shuffle of his slippers as he moved into the kitchen. He grabbed my waist from behind and planted a kiss on my cheek. ‘Get off you, soppy ’a’porth!’

			I blushed. He was always demonstrative with me when we were in private – it was one of his many endearing qualities. ‘Now, get yer dinner down you ’cos I’ve something to tell you,’ I said, arching my eyebrows.

			Bert looked back at me. His lovely, freckled face looked quizzical but he evidently decided against asking any questions; that, or he was probably starving hungry. He drew out a chair, first making sure to pull one out for me.

			I could never quite get used to Bert’s gentlemanly ways. His red hair – it earned him his nickname ‘Ginger’ amongst his pals from Bow – was greased back in the style of the day with Brylcreem. He wasn’t a tall man, but he was stocky and well-built, with twinkly eyes and such a handsome face. It took my breath away every time I looked at him. What did I do to deserve such a good-looking fella? How come he’d wanted to marry me, a girl from the slums?

			By now, Bert was polishing off his dinner, scooping up the remains of his meat and gravy with a slice of buttered bread. The kettle whistled on the stove, and I got up to make us both a nice cuppa. I saw Bert glance at my figure as I moved. I bet he’s guessed, I thought, but I wanted to string out the moment, savouring the last delicious moments of anticipation before telling him. ’e’ll be pleased, won’t ’e? I thought to myself. I knew that money was a struggle and this baby was one extra mouth to feed, but surely the thought of a new little bundle to show for our love couldn’t be a bad thing?

			For a moment I froze: it hadn’t occurred to me that our new child could be anything other than a delight, but times were hard, and Bert’s money only went so far, despite the scrimping and saving I did on a daily basis, and the hours I put in at the fish and chip shop.

			Bert must have seen the worried look on my face because he put down his slice of bread, looked me squarely in the eyes and said, ‘Come on now, ’ilda, what is it?’

			‘Oh, Bert,’ I replied, nervously. ‘It’s a baby … I mean to say, we’re ’avin’ another baby!’ I looked up at him, peeping up from under my eyelashes, bracing myself in case it wasn’t the welcome news I’d thought it was.

			I had longed for a third child to complete our family, despite being the grand old age of thirty, and I’d assumed Bert did too, but now I wasn’t so sure.

			Bert said nothing.

			I gulped and looked down, picking at a knot of wood on the table with my finger.

			I felt Bert before I heard his words. He grabbed me into a big bear hug and began whispering softly in my ear: ‘Duchess, I couldn’t be ’appier.’

			And with that I turned into his embrace, knowing that I had the best man any woman ever had, and no queen, or duchess, could ever be happier than I was at that moment.
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