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About the Book

Sammy was the sharp one of the Adams family. Since he was nine-years-old – when he’d charged his mother interest on a loan to make up the rent money – he’d been busy setting up deals and expanding the family business – a china stall in East Street market. But as his mighty empire grew – two shops and a factory in Shoreditch – so did the determination of his assistant, Susie Brown. 

Susie adored Sammy – although she thought he needed a bit of work done on him, a few rough spots knocked off – and she had decided, quite early on, that Sammy was going to marry her. But Sammy, rapidly becoming the King of Camberwell, and dreading that marriage was going to cost him money, decided to put up a fight. It was a battle he hadn’t a hope of winning – especially when all the rest of the Adams family were on Susie’s side. 

Here again are all the magnificent characters from Down Lambeth Way and Our Emily – Chinese Lady, keeping her family in order and contemplating matrimony for the second time. Emily and Boots, facing a serious rift in their marriage – a rift not helped by the hovering Polly Sims. Tommy, daring to woo Cousin Vi when he ‘wasn’t quite good enough for her’, and Sammy, pulling his wonderful Walworth family into the good times at last. 
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CHAPTER ONE

‘Mister Sammy?’

Sammy Adams, a young man of initiative and enterprise, looked up from his examination of a proposed lease on a Kennington shop. He met, as he feared he would, the deep blue eyes of Susie Brown, assistant in his shop below his office at Camberwell Green, South London. Invaluable, the girl was, but he wished her blue saucers would not always have the effect of making him feel he was going to say yes when his every instinct cautioned him to say no.

‘What is it, may I ask?’ he enquired.

‘Boots said—’ Susie hesitated. Boots was his eldest brother and the manager of the shop. ‘Boots said you and Mister Tommy’s goin’ to move out of your house next month to live in the rooms here.’

‘You have been informed correct, Miss Brown. Them selfsame rooms is presently being made ready for our desired occupation.’

Susie wrinkled her nose. She knew Mister Sammy was always on his guard when he called her Miss Brown and spoke to her in careful prose.

‘Well, you see,’ she said, ‘Mum and Dad, well, what with Dad’s bit of pension for his gammy leg, and what he earns doing odd jobs for you, and me earnin’ my bit too, owing to your kind generosity, we’d like to move out of Peabody’s and ’ave—’ Susie stopped in recognition of her dropped aitch. Working in the shop with Boots, who spoke ever so educated, had brought about an instinctive improvement in her own speech. ‘Well, we’d like to have a nice little house like the one your fam’ly’s lived in so long. Mister Sammy, could you speak for us to your landlord, could you put in a word for us?’

‘Eh?’ Sammy sat back and rolled his fountain pen between his fingers. ‘Are you makin’ known a desire to take our old house over, Miss Brown?’

‘We’ve got a likin’ to, so could you speak for us?’ Susie knew Caulfield Place in Walworth. It was off Browning Street, near Browning Hall and its clinic. At the clinic, kids could be treated for conjunctivitis, an eye condition not unknown among the poverty-stricken families of Walworth. Caulfield Place was one of the streets clustering around St John’s Church and its school. The church was the centre and fount of social activities, and the little terraced houses in those streets, with their modest rents, were always well sought after, and none of them ever stood empty. Susie couldn’t think of any house her family would rather have than the one that had known Mister Sammy’s family. She was sure they had made a happy home of it. Her mum and dad said that when you moved into a new home you could always tell what sort of people the previous tenants had been. People always left something of themselves behind. ‘Mum and Dad would be ever so grateful, Mister Sammy.’

Sammy, practical though he was, could not help being touched by the request. He said, ‘In consideration of you being a credit to me business, Miss Brown, I am happy to inform you I’ll use me highly regarded influence on your behalf.’

‘Oh, I thank you considerable, Mister Sammy,’ said Susie, who had learned how to respond in kind to Sammy’s verbal indulgencies.

‘Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll continue examining me business affairs,’ said Sammy, his dark brown hair thick and well-brushed, his features pleasantly masculine, and his own blue eyes capable of wheedling glances.

‘Yes, Mister Sammy,’ said Susie. In her seventeenth year, she was fair-haired, slim and pretty, and acquiring an improving dress sense. She returned to the shop below in a state of high hope. Mister Sammy had given his word, and he never broke it once he gave it. He had funny ways, and was very droll sometimes, but he had good principles.

The following day, when Mr Eli Greenberg, a valuable business go-between, called to see Sammy, Sammy mentioned the house in Caulfield Place. It was occupied at the moment only by himself and his brother Tommy. Boots and his wife Emily had moved out two months ago, in January. And Sammy’s mother was convalescing from TB in a Frimley sanatorium. She would live with Boots and Emily when she came out.

‘In respect of same,’ said Sammy, ‘I am requestin’ your kind co-operation, Eli old cock.’

Mr Greenberg, son of a Latvian father and a Russian mother who had escaped Tsarist pogroms when he was a child, put on a wise look. Wisdom was priceless, and added considerably to the value of co-operation.

‘Vould you say it’s goin’ to be my pleasure, Sammy?’

‘A trifling act of friendship is all I’m askin’,’ said Sammy. ‘Kindly do the needful by seeing Susie Brown and her fam’ly get first option.’

‘Ah,’ said Mr Greenberg. He lifted his ancient black hat and resettled it until it roundly crowned his dark, majestic features.

‘No ahs, Eli,’ said Sammy. ‘Kindly speak to the landlord, Mr Small, an old friend of yours.’ There were few businessmen in South London who weren’t old friends of Mr Greenberg.

‘For you, my poy, I ain’t averse, but there’s a little matter of a vaiting list.’

‘A waiting list? In this day and age?’ Sammy looked disgusted. ‘And in Walworth? It beats me, Eli, the way you can talk like that without hardly movin’ yer lips.’

‘Come, come, Sammy, such desirable residences,’ said Mr Greenberg.

‘Don’t make me choke to death,’ said Sammy. ‘Kindly arrange for the Browns to go top of the list.’

‘My life, should I do such a thing?’ Mr Greenberg looked shocked. ‘Could I do such a thing? The poor vaitin’ families, Sammy, should they vait longer?’

‘That’s it, make me die laughin’,’ said Sammy. ‘Listen, it’s me that’s kindly requestin’, not some geezer you’ve only just met.’

‘Sammy my dear, ain’t I alvays treated you like my own son?’ protested Mr Greenberg.

‘It’s been highly mutual and given me cause to love yer, Dad,’ said Sammy, ‘so you see Susie’s fam’ly get the house.’

‘Sammy, there is only vun Jesus, my poy. Should I be expected to valk on vater vhen I am only me? But I ain’t saying a vhite vun von’t help.’

‘Hold on,’ said Sammy, ‘I don’t think I’m hearing you right. You didn’t mention a fiver in passin’, did you?’

‘It costs to climb a vaitin’ list, Sammy, and love is vorth a little vhite vun, ain’t it?’

‘No such thing as a little white one,’ said Sammy. ‘They’re all worth five nicker apiece. Wait a minute, what d’you mean, love?’

Mr Greenberg looked wisely knowing.

‘Such a pretty smile, my poy, such sveet blue eyes. My vord, ain’t such eyes the light of a young man’s life? Vell, say four pounds, Sammy, and I’ll see vhat I can do for her family.’

‘Oblige me by leavin’ off,’ said Sammy. ‘You’re hurtin’ my ears and strainin’ me pocket. Also, I ain’t in love, I just happen to have a kind heart.’

‘Vhy, Sammy, there ain’t a kinder heart in the kingdom,’ said Mr Greenberg generously, ‘but—’

‘All right, I’ll slip yer five bob,’ said Sammy.

‘Sammy, Sammy.’ Mr Greenberg showed pain. ‘Say three pounds ten, my poy.’

‘Thirty bob,’ said Sammy, ‘which offer means I’m off me chump.’

‘Done at two pounds, my friend.’

‘Some friend,’ said Sammy, ‘and I still got to get it back from Susie.’

‘I should believe that?’ said Mr Greenberg.

‘I ain’t a benefact’ry institution,’ said Sammy. ‘I’m kind, but I ain’t daft. Also, this ain’t the year of plenty, it’s the year of the locusts.’ It was 1921, and the Exchequer coffers were bare, according to the Chancellor.

‘In such hard times, Sammy, friendship is dear to me. Ah, should I collect now?’

‘Fair do’s, if I can tell Susie it’s on.’

‘Vell, vhy not, Sammy, vhy not?’ said Mr Greenberg, and Sammy handed over two pound notes.

‘I’ll tell her she can go round to the landlord at the end of the week, right?’ said Sammy.

‘Right it is, Sammy,’ said Mr Greenberg. Going through the shop on his way out, he smiled at Susie.

‘Good morning, Susie,’ he said.

‘Good morning, Mr Greenberg,’ said Susie.

‘Vould even the prettiest daughter of Abraham have such blue eyes?’ said Mr Greenberg, and departed chuckling.

Susie was called up to Sammy’s office later.

‘Yes, what is it, Miss Brown?’ he asked.

‘Well, I like that,’ said Susie protestingly. ‘You called me.’

‘Did I? Me mind’s unconsciously occupied – oh, half a mo’, I remember now. The house, Miss Brown.’

‘Yes, Mister Adams?’

‘Tell your parents to go and fix things up with the landlord at the end of the week. I suppose they know the rent’s fifteen bob?’

‘Oh, Mister Sammy, ain’t you a love?’ said Susie rapturously.

‘No, I ain’t,’ said Sammy, ‘I’m yer employer.’

‘But you did it, you spoke for us. Thank you, Mister Sammy, and we can afford the rent. I got to say it, you been a shinin’ light to me fam’ly.’

‘Shinin’ lights come expensive,’ said Sammy.

‘Expensive?’ said Susie. ‘What d’you mean?’

‘I mean—’ Sammy saw her blue eyes flicker anxiously. He dropped his gaze and frowned at his blotter. ‘I mean it’s goin’ to cost yer.’

‘But if it’s the rent, I just said we can afford that.’

‘All the same.’ Sammy cleared his throat. Miss Susie Brown, invaluable assistant, was getting worryingly pretty. ‘You sure you can?’

‘We got near to two pounds ten a week comin’ in these days, Mister Sammy, really we have.’

Sammy said, ‘Well, the donkey’s been fed a carrot and you got to pay for it.’

‘Oh, we don’t have no donkey, Mister Sammy,’ said Susie. ‘What would we do with a donkey, and nowhere to put him, either? Mister Sammy, ain’t you funny sometimes?’

Sammy sighed. It was no good. He couldn’t do it.

‘Well, all right,’ he said, ‘you can go back to your work, Miss Brown.’

‘Yes, Mister Sammy.’ Susie hesitated. ‘Mister Sammy, you all right? Only you look a bit woebegone, like.’

‘I’ll get over it,’ he said. Two quid, he thought, two quid, and I don’t have the strength to even mention it, let alone ask for it. It’s me who’s the perishing donkey, and I’ve got a horrendous feeling it ain’t going to get better. It had been like that for nearly a year, ever since he had taken her on. It was crucifying what she could do to his pocket, and at her age too. Those mince-pies of hers, supposing a feller had to live with them day and night, including week-ends? He’d walk about mesmerised, and his business would go to rack and ruin. He’d been in business on his own since he was seventeen, and he’d reckoned to be a self-made man by the time he was twenty-one. He’d miss it by years if he didn’t cure his weaknesses. ‘I am not proposing to fall ill, Miss Brown.’

‘Oh, we’d all miss you dreadful if you was took queer, Mister Sammy,’ said Susie, who often wondered why little intermissions with him always made her leave his office singing to herself.

‘Should I pass away at me desk, Miss Brown, be so good as to inform Boots me eldest brother to let Mr Greenberg see to the funeral arrangements on account of Mr Greenberg knowing which undertakers will give the fam’ly the best discount.’

‘Yes, Mister Sammy, I’ll tell Boots that if it happens,’ said Susie demurely, ‘but I do hope it won’t happen this week, like. We’d all be prostrated.’

‘Hoppit, yer saucebox,’ said Sammy.

‘Yes, Mister Adams.’ Susie went to the door, her neat blue frock a tribute to her improving taste. She turned and said, ‘I just got to say it’s heavenly thinkin’ about leavin’ Peabody’s and movin’ into your fam’ly’s house.’

‘I can’t afford heavenly thoughts meself, not now I can’t,’ said Sammy. ‘I just committed an act near to financial suicide.’

‘Mister Sammy, don’t you go jumpin’ out of no high windows,’ said Susie, and was singing to herself as she went down to the shop.


CHAPTER TWO

It was moving day for Sammy and Tommy Adams, a crisp cold March day. It was also early closing day for shops and the East Street market. Sammy arrived from his Camberwell Green shop at half-past one. Tommy, who looked after Sammy’s china and glassware stall in the market, was already there. Sammy was not quite nineteen, but in his smart suit and his air of self-assurance, he looked a good twenty-one. Tommy, coming up to twenty-one, was the handsomest of the brothers, but was easy-going where Sammy was demanding and Boots cryptic. It was Sammy the youngest who was the family live wire, however, an engine of perpetual motion that constituted the driving force of Adams Enterprises, the family business.

Tommy quietly surveyed the kitchen, the place that had been the hub of family life. The glowing range had kept it warm in winter, its thick Victorian walls cool in summer. All the furniture was there, except for the old sewing-machine. That was the only thing Boots and Emily had taken from the kitchen when they moved to their new home near Denmark Hill. They had taken it because Boots’s mother, Chinese Lady, was attached to it. Her family called her Chinese Lady because she had almond eyes and had once taken in washing to augment her meagre income.

‘We only want some crockery, cutlery and a few odds and ends out of here,’ said Sammy.

‘Let’s take the dresser and coal scuttle,’ said Tommy. He looked on the ancient dresser and the wooden coal scuttle as family heirlooms. The flat he and Sammy were to live in above the shop at Camberwell Green consisted of two bedrooms and a living-room with kitchen facilities.

‘The dresser’s a bit big,’ said Sammy.

‘Not too big,’ said Tommy, ‘and we got to have somewhere to put things. Besides, it’s an old fam’ly piece.’

‘It’s only a dresser,’ said Sammy, regarding the move in a more practical way than Tommy. ‘Well, all right, we’ll take it.’

‘Oi, oi, you there, Sammy my poy?’ called a voice from the open front door. Mr Greenberg had arrived. The rag and bone man, known all over South London and in some areas north of the river, had contracted to do the removal job, as he had for Emily and Boots. He was not only willing to cart what furniture Sammy and Tommy wanted for their flat, but also to buy what they didn’t want. Two pounds was his price for the removal job, which included five bob each for two sturdy Jewish lads who were to do the humping.

Sammy and Tommy went outside. Mr Greenberg had brought a horse and open cart. Sammy eyed the ancient cart dubiously.

‘You sure that unsalubr’ous vehicle ain’t going to fall to pieces under the weight?’ he asked.

Mr Greenberg’s pained look arrived.

‘Now, Sammy, vould I hire a cart that vould deposit your furniture in the Valvorth Road? Vhat good vould that do to my business and your furniture? No, no, all shall be delivered safe, ain’t it? Of course. Ah, but it’s a sad day, Tommy, you and Sammy leaving your home as the last of your kind family, and I veep tears over it. But time is still money, so show me vhat you require to be carted to your new home, and vhat you vould like me to take off your hands, for vhich service I von’t charge you, no, not a penny.’

‘Half a mo’,’ said Sammy. ‘Eli, I’m frequent not hearing you too good these days. Just make a fair offer for what me and Tommy don’t require, as was formally agreed, and then I won’t have no further ear trouble.’

‘Vell, you got a point, Sammy, and business between friends ain’t like other business,’ said Mr Greenberg, and began the task of discovering, in company with the brothers, what was to be loaded first, the unwanted stuff. Tommy was a little restrained, Sammy brisk and forthright. The sturdy Jewish lads, Russian Hebrew constantly alternating with South London cockney English, carried the relevant items of furniture out to the cart, Mr Greenberg making a pencilled note of each piece in his pocket book. When it came to moving the wanted items, Tommy began to wander about in the house. It seemed to him that his old home was being bruisingly dismantled. The kitchen, empty and bare eventually, was like a hollow ghost of its former self. And the parlour, once so alive on Sundays, seemed to become devoid of all life except for faint, lingering echoes. The smiling Jewish lads humped, hefted and carried, and the removal of each piece took a little more from the heart of the house.

‘I don’t know I’ve had a more depressin’ time,’ Tommy said to Sammy.

‘Fair comment,’ said Sammy, ‘but when you got to go, you got to go.’

‘Boots and Em’ly wouldn’t like it like it is now,’ said Tommy.

‘Well, they’re on their way to Frimley, to see Chinese Lady,’ said Sammy. ‘Cheer up, mate, it’s not the end of the world. I’m pleased to remind yer that Chinese Lady her very own self said it was time we all moved.’

‘I’m only trying to say it’s been a good home to us,’ said Tommy. ‘I suppose you got some feelings outside of yer wallet, ain’t you?’

‘I got fam’ly feelings which I ain’t ever goin’ to let go of, and that’s gospel,’ said Sammy.

Booted feet clumped, and dismantled iron bedsteads were carried out. Finally, the house stood empty, although curtains still hung at windows. Tommy and Sammy were leaving them for Susie’s family, as well as gas fittings and gas globes.

‘Remember Sundays in the parlour?’ said Tommy, he and Sammy now in the passage. His voice rang hollowly. ‘And the Christmases?’

‘Cost me money, Christmases did,’ said Sammy. ‘Still, they were good. So were Chinese Lady’s Christmas puddings, all of us gettin’ a stir for luck when she was mixin’ them Christmas Eve. Look, we’re movin’ out, Tommy, but we got our memories to take. You can’t leave memories behind. We’ve got ’em for life. And there’s Susie and her fam’ly comin’ in after us, they’ll fill the place up again. They’re a lively bunch and the old home’ll take ’em happy to its bosom. Come on, we’ll ride to Camberwell on the cart and save the tram fares.’

‘You go,’ said Tommy. ‘I got Mr Greenberg to leave a broom and dustpan. I’ll tidy the place up. Can’t leave bits and pieces, or corner dust. Susie wouldn’t think much of that, nor would Chinese Lady. I’ll follow later.’

‘Ah, my young friends.’ Mr Greenberg entered the passage. ‘All loaded up, all lashed. Now, for vhat you vish me to take off your hands, let me see.’ He licked the end of his pencil and totted up figures in his notebook. ‘Vell, you’re my friends, and friends ain’t the same as people. So I von’t offer five bob, vhich I vould to people, it being a fair price, but ten bob, vhich is a friendly price. Vill I lose on the deal? I vill, seeing most of it is only good for firevood, but vhat’s a small loss vhen it’s for the sake of friendship?’

‘Don’t make me fall over, I might never get up,’ said Sammy. ‘Heart failure can kill yer, Eli, don’t yer know that? We’ll talk about it on the way to Camberwell.’

‘Vell, I don’t mind being hurt a little, Sammy,’ said Mr Greenberg, ‘but at my age could I stand the pain of havin’ you empty all my pockets before we reach Cambervell?’

‘I’ll just bargain with yer,’ said Sammy, who was never going to be able to resist the challenge of fighting for an extra bob or two, however affluent he became. Mr Greenberg smiled in pleasure. To bargain with Sammy Adams was to make a day worthwhile for any man who appreciated the subtleties of wheedling financial dialogue. Sammy, giving Tommy a pat on the shoulder, walked out to the cart with Mr Greenberg. The humpers were already aboard, comfortably ensconced with the furniture. There were only little kids about, their elders all at school, but some women who had been watching from their front doors came over to the cart. There were old friends and neighbours among them, including Mrs Pullen, Mrs Blake and Mrs Higgins.

‘Afternoon, Mr Greenberg,’ said Mrs Blake, wife of a coalman, and Mr Greenberg lifted his black hat to her and smiled. ‘Yer orf for good now, Sammy?’

‘Not precisely for good if yer mean really for good,’ said Sammy. ‘As you know, my fam’ly and me has a high regard for all you ladies that’s been our kind neighbours for years. Movin’ elsewhere from here don’t mean forgettin’ you or yer fam’lies or yer kindnesses, which is what really for good would mean. We’ll be with yer in spirit, don’t you worry.’ Sammy never minded making a speech. It didn’t cost anything, except a few minutes of his time, and people liked it. ‘Me fam’ly wishes you to know it ain’t goodbye, just so long, and any time I’m passin’ I’ll knock one of yer up for a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll be waitin’ and willing, Sammy love,’ said Mrs Higgins.

‘You sure you said that right?’ asked Mrs Pullen.

‘I am referrin’ to me kettle and teapot,’ said Mrs Higgins.

‘Appreciated,’ said Sammy. ‘On behalf of all me fam’ly, I want yer to know all good turns done by yer gen’rous selves during times hard and grievous is also appreciated. If me brother Boots was here he’d deliver educated talk about what yer neighbourliness has meant to us, but as he ain’t, I hope yer’ll accept my simple wordage in the spirit in which it’s given.’

‘Lor’ love yer, Sammy, you got the gift yerself,’ said Mrs Pullen, ‘but I can’t say I ever noticed you was simple; yer done me for more pennyworths of rotten apples turned good side up than I like to think about. Still, it ain’t goin’ to be the same round ’ere without you and yer mum and the rest of you. You make sure you give yer mum me best wishes for her consumption when you next see ’er.’

‘Bless yer, Sammy,’ said Mrs Blake, ‘I ain’t ’ad a dry eye since Boots and Em’ly moved in January, knowin’ you and Tommy was goin’ too, and yer mum. They don’t make many like yer mum these days, nor like Boots.’

Sammy offered up a knowing smile. Boots was always bound to get a special mention from a female woman.

‘Time we was off, Sammy,’ said Mr Greenberg from the seat of the cart. ‘Vould you kindly bring your fond farevells to a close?’

‘Comin’,’ said Sammy. ‘Now don’t fret, ladies, you got a nice fam’ly takin’ our place next week. Being a thoughtful bloke concernin’ old friends and neighbours, I took it upon meself to make sure our house, which is sacred to our much improved mum, wasn’t taken over by some of them dubious geezers from the East End.’

‘Well, God bless yer for thai:, Sammy,’ said Mrs Higgins. ‘We don’t want none of them East End people in Caulfield Place, they don’t have no manners nor any respectability, and their kids is all little tea leafs.’

‘I give yer me word, yer goin’ to have a real nice genuine Walworth fam’ly move in,’ said Sammy. ‘So long now, and may yer washing lines never collapse on a foggy Monday.’

‘It’s grievous to lose yer all, Sammy,’ said Mrs Pullen, and wiped a tear from her eye with a corner of her apron.

Sammy climbed up beside Mr Greenberg, who lifted his hat again to the ladies and said, ‘My dears, I concur with my friend Sammy’s vordage, who vouldn’t?’ He set the horse in motion and Tommy, from the door, watched the cart move off. Sammy turned his head, and Tommy thought that for a moment his younger brother showed human weakness by taking a last look at the house where they had all grown up together. There was even a little wave. Tommy acknowledged it, then went back into the house. He took up the broom and set about sweeping the floor of every room. He knew Chinese Lady would expect this to be done. He was quite willing. He felt the house deserved to be left clean and tidy. Boots had done a good job painting the doors and woodwork six months ago, as well as hanging new wallpaper. It was only right the floors should be cleaned up. He worked conscientiously. It did not surprise him, the amount of dirt and dust the broom found in some places, the places one could never normally get at because of things like wardrobes and chests of drawers. Walworth grime was like that. It crept in invisibly and found places where it could stay invisible. He emptied panfuls of sweepings into the dustbin in the yard. When he had finished, he washed his hands under the sink tap in the scullery. It was time to go then. There was no more to be done. He thought of Chinese Lady. He spoke to her.

‘Well, what d’you think, old girl, will it pass with a push?’

She would want to hold her head up about the state of the empty house. He thought she would be able to. The paintwork and wallpaper still looked new, the lino-covered floors looked clean. He began to say a silent goodbye to his old home, going back into every room to do so and to indulge a last, final look. He could not help himself. Tommy had a softer streak than anyone else in the family, even Lizzy.

This was where they had all grown up under the watchful eye and quick tongue of Chinese Lady, where in some miraculous way she had kept the worst effects of poverty at bay, and taught them that of all things in life family values were the most important.

In the bedroom he had shared with Sammy, Tommy looked out over the street. If the house was not the same in its emptiness, the street was as it always had been. Little kids not yet of school age were watching a man fitting a nosebag to the horse of a collecting van outside the printing works. There were always kids out there. The street was a place of homes, hard-working parents, and kids. In the summer it was a cul-de-sac playground.

Ghosts of the past intruded on his reflections. Chinese Lady coming down the street with her shopping bag and her upright walk. Chinese Lady at her sewing-machine, patching shorts or turning up the hem on a frock bought second-hand for Lizzy. Chinese Lady at the kitchen fireside, darning socks. She darned socks the moment they showed holes, and she tubbed her family every Friday night, making sure they scrubbed themselves free of Walworth grime. Sammy. Sammy with a gleam in his eye, counting his savings, his farthings, his ha’pennies and his pennies, earned by running errands or doing any kind of job. Sammy getting his ears boxed for careless language. Lizzy in the old pinafore dress she wore for school, playing forbidden street cricket with the boys and clouting the ball in reckless disregard of fragile window panes. Ernie Jones yelling in frustration because he couldn’t bowl her out. Ernie Jones, killed in France at the age of nineteen during the victorious advance of the Allies in 1918.

Lizzy. Lizzy steel-combing her hair with the ferociousness of a girl determined not to suffer headlice. Lizzy beginning to sound her aitches at fifteen because she was in love and because she wanted to be a lady. Boots strolling home from his secondary school in his casual, lordly fashion, and consequently having the street kids call out, ‘’Ere comes Lord Muck,’ and Boots not turning a hair. Boots the gent of the family, with Chinese Lady getting after him sometimes in case he got above himself. Chinese Lady again, going off to the pawnbroker, her shopping bag containing some article or other on which she hoped ‘Uncle’ would lend her a bob, but walking as if she was on her way to Buckingham Palace.

And Emily, Emily from next door, a living, breathing terror when she was a schoolkid. Skinny, scruffy and never standing still, coming into the house with a rush, her eyes darting quick, flickering glances, and mostly at Boots. No one realised she was more of a terror to Boots than anyone else simply because she craved his attention. Emily at thirteen, stringy as a bean, pointed of nose, auburn hair tangled and unwashed, who would have thought she could have turned herself into a well-dressed young lady and become a godsend to the family?

Tommy wondered where all the years had gone. The family had been poor, yes, bleeding poor, but they’d still been good years, the house warm to come home to in winter, the kitchen range welcoming and the spicy aroma of a hot, fruity bread pudding mouth-watering. They’d gone, all those years, and not one single day could be pulled out of all of them to be lived again.

In the parlour, there were marks on the lino where the old upright piano had stood. It was now standing in the new home of Emily and Boots, because Emily had begged to have it, as well as the round mahogany table. The piano and table represented to her all that she had enjoyed most about Sundays, tea in the parlour and music after tea.

Tommy thought of cousin Vi then. Vi had enjoyed coming to Sunday tea as much as Chinese Lady had enjoyed always having a guest or two at the table. Vi was just about the nicest girl he knew, but he hadn’t seen much of her since Christmas. The fact was that in running the market stall for Sammy, he didn’t have much to offer a girl like Vi. Her mother, Aunt Victoria, was quite certain about that. She also thought stallholders were common. For his part, he was glad to have the job, even if he did feel it was going to pull him into a rut. Still, it would be nice to see Vi again, just as a friend. Vi had no side herself. He ought to look her up, she was a pleasure to be with.

He took a last look at the kitchen. Endless chatter, that was what the kitchen had known. Perhaps it was glad to enjoy some silence. Sammy had pulled his weight last night by cleaning the range and emptying the ashcan. The grate, the hearth and the range itself couldn’t be faulted.

The chimney sighed to a sudden draught of wind, and a little soot fell. Tommy cleaned it up and used the dustbin for the last time. In the yard the clothes line drooped in a neglected way. He was lingering uselessly, reluctant to make the final break. He walked through to the passage. He thought the house itself was sighing, as if it did not like being empty. Did bricks and mortar have feelings? He grimaced at his imaginings. Still, Susie and her family would soon be moving in, and he thought Chinese Lady wouldn’t mind handing the old place over to them.

He opened the front door. He turned, looking back through the passage that had known endless comings and goings. He closed the door quietly as he left. The latchcord was still hanging from the letter-box. Well, the dustmen would want to get in tomorrow, to get to the dustbin. He went on his way, up towards Browning Street. At the corner he stopped to take a last look back, as Sammy had done. He knew he was in a right old state then, because as he looked back he thought he heard laughter, just like the clear bright laughter of his sister Lizzy as a young girl.


CHAPTER THREE

That evening, Aunt Victoria answered a knock on the door of her house in Foreign Street, near Coldharbour Lane, Camberwell. Tommy was on her doorstep, the collar of his overcoat turned up against the chill of March. He lifted his hat. Well, I’ll say this much, thought Aunt Victoria, he’s got polite ways. But he ought to be doing something better than running a stall.

‘Evening, Aunt Victoria,’ said Tommy, and smiled at her.

Aunt Victoria, a handsome woman in her early forties, said, ‘Why, it’s you, Tommy.’

‘Right first time,’ said Tommy. ‘Is Vi in?’

‘Vi?’

‘Your daughter,’ said Tommy amiably. ‘You must remember her. She’s this high, with two feet and all her teeth.’

‘Oh, you and your jokes,’ said Aunt Victoria. ‘No, she’s not in. Did you want her for something special?’ The question was asked a little discouragingly.

‘Just to know if she’d like to come to the pictures on a convenient evening,’ said Tommy.

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Aunt Victoria. ‘She’s out with her young man just now.’

‘Is that a fact?’ asked Tommy, and looked rueful. Something like that was bound to happen. Vi was getting very attractive.

Uncle Tom appeared in the gaslit passage. He was a kind man and mild of nature, electing mostly for peace and quiet instead of argument. ‘’Ello, Tommy,’ he said. He liked Tommy. ‘Glad to see yer, but don’t stand on the doorstep, come in.’ He glanced at Aunt Victoria. He knew Tommy’s mother wouldn’t keep a relative standing on the doorstep, especially on a cold evening. ‘Come on, Tommy, yer can probably do with a hot cup of tea.’

‘He hasn’t come for a cup of tea, he’s come to ask after Vi,’ said Aunt Victoria. ‘Still, if he feels like one —?’

‘It’s all right, I’ve got things to do,’ said Tommy. ‘Sammy and me moved into the flat above the shop this afternoon. I thought I’d take a rest from me labours of gettin’ straight, and walk round and see Vi. Thanks all the same for yer offer, Uncle Tom. Well, give Vi my regards.’ He walked to the gate. Uncle Tom called to him.

‘How’s yer mother, Tommy, when’s she comin’ ’ome?’

‘Some time in May,’ said Tommy, ‘and she’s doing fine. So long.’

‘Vi’ll be sorry she missed yer,’ said Uncle Tom. ‘Drop in any time yer like, Tommy, now that you’re livin’ much nearer, you’re very welcome.’

‘Thanks,’ said Tommy, and went on his way.

Uncle Tom closed the door. Aunt Victoria attacked.

‘I wish you wouldn’t go against me,’ she said. ‘You know I don’t want anyone encouraging him to come after our Vi.’

Uncle Tom decided to stand up to her.

‘That’s up to Vi,’ he said, ‘it’s not up to you, it’s not up to neither of us. It’s Vi’s business who she wants to go out with. And why not Tommy? I don’t know a nicer young bloke meself.’

‘He’s common,’ said Aunt Victoria. ‘Vi don’t have to go out with anyone common, she’s good enough to take her pick of respectable young men, she is.’

‘Tommy ain’t any more common than I am, or you are,’ said Uncle Tom.

‘You mind your tongue!’ snapped Aunt Victoria furiously.

‘All right, I’ll mind me tongue, and I recommend you mind yer business,’ said Uncle Tom, at which Aunt Victoria launched herself into a new offensive. ‘I’m not listenin’,’ he said, and went and shut himself up in the parlour.

‘That’s it, have a sulk!’ she shouted at the door. ‘Go on, sit in there and freeze yourself to death!’

He was still there an hour later. Biting her lip, she went and rattled the door handle. He had locked himself in. At which point a key slipped into the front door lock. The door opened and Vi came in, warmly wrapped in a winter coat, with a close-fitting hat snug on her head. Her brisk walk from the tram stop had put a glow on her face.

‘Mum?’ she said.

‘It’s your silly father,’ said Aunt Victoria, ‘he’s sittin’ and sulkin’ in the parlour, and gettin’ ’imself—’ She stopped, biting her lip angrily at dropping an aitch. She had long since taught herself to speak in what she called a respectable way. ‘Yes, getting himself frozen stiff, I shouldn’t wonder.’

‘Course he isn’t, Dad’s not as silly as that.’ Vi knocked on the locked door. ‘Dad? It’s me, Vi.’

Uncle Tom called, ‘Comin’, Vi.’ He unlocked and opened the door. The room was warm. He had the fire going, something Aunt Victoria never allowed except on a Sunday. He had his Evening News in his left hand, his pipe in his right. He had even been smoking in there.

‘Dad, what you up to?’ asked Vi. She caught a wink from him. She smiled. ‘You cheeky thing, you’ve lit the fire.’

‘What d’you think you’re doing, playing me up like this?’ stormed Aunt Victoria.

‘Just gettin’ a bit of peace and quiet,’ said Uncle Tom.

Vi smiled again. She took her hat off and pushed at her compressed hair. It fluffed into wavy softness. Uncle Tom felt a pride in her looks and her niceness. No one could say his warm-natured daughter hadn’t grown up attractive, and it was good that she’d stopped hiding her light under a bushel.

‘Mum,’ she said, ‘you two have got to stop gettin’ at each other.’

‘Oh, yer mum’s all right, love,’ said Uncle Tom, ‘it’s just that we don’t always agree. By the way, Tommy called to see yer about an hour ago.’

‘Tommy?’ Vi quickened, then said casually, ‘Well, it’s nice to know he remembered where we live.’ She unbuttoned her coat. ‘What did he want?’

‘Nothing special,’ said Aunt Victoria, fiddling with her brooch.

‘What’s nothing special?’ asked Vi.

‘Well, he wanted to know if you’d like to go to the pictures with him some time,’ said Aunt Victoria, sounding a bit ratty. ‘I told him you were out with your young man.’

‘Mum, you didn’t have no right to say that,’ said Vi quietly. ‘He’s not my young man, just a friend from the offices, and we only spent a bit of time at Lyons Corner House together.’

‘Still, being in insurance makes him a nice, respectable young man with a safe job.’

‘That still doesn’t make him my young man,’ said Vi.

‘I’m sure he’d like to be,’ said Aunt Victoria. ‘Next time you go out with him, bring him home after, so I can meet him.’

‘Just you?’ said Vi. ‘Not Dad as well?’

‘Your father don’t understand these things like I do.’

Vi looked at her dad. He gave her another wink.

‘I don’t know about bringing him home, Mum,’ she said, ‘he don’t have very much conversation. Not like Boots and Sammy and Tommy. Dad, would you like a cup of tea if I put the kettle on?’

‘You needn’t ask me twice, Vi,’ said Uncle Tom, and smiled because Vi, once so much under her mother’s thumb, had found her feet.

Tommy received a brief letter from Vi on Friday.

‘Dear Tommy, Dad said you called last night while I was out. We were all relieved to know you were still alive, not having seen anything of you lately. Mum said you asked about taking me to the pictures, which was very gracious of you. I’m giving it consideration. Yours truly, Vi.’

Jesus, thought Tommy, that’s the kind of letter that’s a bit hard to take.

Vi, on her way home from her Saturday morning’s work in Holborn, got off the tram at East Street, off the Walworth Road. She entered the crowded market. The day was fiercely frosty but brilliantly white, and even the drabbest roofs of Walworth were sparkling and glittering, except around the smoking chimney pots. The smoke smudged the sky, but did not reduce the clarity of the light, which, combined with the cold crispness, had an exhilarating effect. The light and the cold touched the faces of people, and faces tingled, and the light sharpened the faded colours of women’s shabby coats. The voices of stallholders declaiming their Saturday bargains cut briskly into the market hubbub.

Vi made her way along the pavement behind stalls until she reached the one run by Tommy. His display of china and glassware was mountainous. He was there. He was always there on Saturdays, from nine in the morning until seven or eight in the evening. He had a mug of hot Bovril on the back of the stall, together with a half-eaten sandwich. His assistant, Mrs Walker, was serving customers at the front of the stall. Tommy was saying cheerio to one he had just served himself. Vi, sneaking up behind him, said, Got any cracked cups, mister? If yer have, why don’t yer mend ’em?’

Tommy turned. Vi’s smile changed into a challenging look. Her red winter coat and her black astrakhan hat, picked up cheap in a Soho market one lunchtime, gave her a picture postcard look. Help, thought Tommy, she knows how to make herself look good.

‘Is that you, Vi?’ he asked.

‘Yes, you may well ask,’ said Vi, courage fortifying her.

‘Ask what?’

‘Is it me. I mean, I don’t suppose I’m hardly recognisable to you these days.’

‘Good to see you, Vi, and I’d know you anywhere.’

‘I bet,’ said Vi.

A woman, brushing Vi’s elbow, leaned over the stall and searched the display.

‘Got any brown china teapots?’ she asked. ‘Ours got broke. Me old man, as usual. Got ’ands like two left feet. Still, you can’t say nothink. Navvying with a pick and shovel all day don’t make a man dainty. Well, come on, where’s a brown teapot?’

‘You’re lookin’ at one,’ said Tommy.

‘Call that brown? I call it anaemic. Me sister’s anaemic, ’ardly got no colour at all, and she eats her fried liver nearly raw, would yer believe. Don’t you have brown?’

‘That’s brown, lady,’ said Tommy, ‘light brown.’

‘Oyster, that’s what that is. Oyster won’t go with me brown milk jug, me brown slop basin, and me brown sugar bowl. Come on, you surely got a brown teapot in all this lot. You look as if you know what brown is, you don’t look as if yer mum dropped you on yer ’ead when you was little.’

‘Oyster brown’s very fashionable,’ said Tommy, with Vi looking quite fascinated.

‘Listen to that,’ said the woman to Vi. ‘I don’t know you can even get sense out of grown-up men these days. It must of been the war. I mean, did I say I wanted a fashionable teapot? We don’t get any visits from the Duke of Connaught, yer know.’

‘Tell you what you can get out of me,’ said Tommy in his amiable way, ‘and that’s an oyster brown teapot, milk jug, slop basin and sugar bowl. All genuine imitation Stoke pottery.’ That little touch he had got from Sammy. It made a silent laugh spring to Vi’s hazel eyes. ‘I can’t make more sense than that, even in front of me female cousin, Lady Vi.’

The woman, casting a glance at Vi, said, ‘Well, you’re a nice improvement on ’is teapots, I must say. Can yer credit it, not a brown one in sight? There’s nothink looks nicer on a table than a good, old-fashioned brown teapot.’

‘I like that oyster colour myself,’ said Vi, ‘it’s sort of delicate.’

Mrs Walker, attending to customers on the other side of the stall, looked up, a slightly anxious expression on her face. A homely widow in her early thirties, she needed her job with Tommy. She hoped he wasn’t thinking of replacing her with that attractive young lady. Tommy, catching her anxiety, gave her a reassuring smile. The woman in search of a brown teapot was taking a new look at the light brown one.

‘Well, I suppose you could say it’s more delicate, like,’ she said. ‘Except I’d ’ave to keep me old man out of its way, and I’d ’ave to ’ave the jug, basin and bowl as well. ’Ow much, then?’

‘Ninepence the teapot, sixpence the jug, fivepence the bowl and fourpence the basin,’ said Tommy cheerfully. ‘And I’ll do yer a favour, let you have the four pieces for two bob. Me lady cousin’s me witness.’

‘All right,’ said the woman, ‘seeing you’re doing me a deal, I’ll ’ave ’em.’

When she had gone, Vi said, ‘Tommy, you crook, two bob wasn’t a favour.’

‘Never mind, she’s gone off happy,’ said Tommy, ‘and I did put the stuff in a dec’rative box for her. And she’s still got a bargain. Nice you were a help, Vi. Anyway, what’re you doing down this way? Meetin’ your young man?’

‘Don’t you start, I’ve had all that from Mum,’ said Vi. ‘I don’t know why people want to push me where I don’t want to go. And didn’t you ask if I’d like to go to the pictures with you?’

‘I got your letter about considering it,’ said Tommy, leaving things to Mrs Walker for the moment.

‘Yes, well, I was considering if you wanted me to fill in for someone else,’ said Vi, an unusually crisp bite to her voice. ‘Seeing you’ve been socialising with other girls, I suppose I’m being graciously required as first reserve, or second, perhaps.’

‘Eh?’ said Tommy, flabbergasted.

‘I mean, have all your other girls got flu?’

‘Hold on,’ said Tommy, ‘that’s not you talkin’, is it, Vi?’

‘Oh, I do talk sometimes,’ said Vi. ‘Well, I’ve got to get home now, I really only came to make sure you hadn’t fallen down dead.’

‘Ouch,’ said Tommy.

‘See you at Christmas, perhaps,’ said Vi.

‘Hold on,’ said Tommy. He spoke across the stall to Mrs Walker. ‘Daisy, can you manage by yourself for ten minutes while I see me lady cousin to the tram stop?’

‘Be pleased to,’ said Mrs Walker, and Tommy began to walk with Vi through the market.

‘You don’t have to,’ said Vi. ‘I can see myself to the tram stop.’

‘I don’t know you can,’ said Tommy. ‘The way you’ve been goin’ on at a certain innocent party you’re more likely to go up in fire and smoke before you reach Walworth Road. Your mum and dad wouldn’t like that, and nor would I.’

‘You probably wouldn’t even notice,’ said Vi.

‘My eye,’ said Tommy, ‘I didn’t know you could get ratty.’

‘Well, I didn’t know you were goin’ to act as if you’d passed away,’ said Vi. ‘I thought we were gettin’ to be really nice friends together, I didn’t know I was only goin’ to be asked out when it suited you.’

‘Look, I know I haven’t seen much of you since Christmas, but what with Em’ly and Boots movin’, then Sammy and me, and our mum away convalescing, things ain’t been exactly like I’d like, and you get a bit low just running a stall.’

‘Oh, that’s silly,’ said Vi. ‘I mean, all the people you must meet, specially people like that woman who wanted a brown teapot.’

‘Well, yes, you get characters,’ said Tommy, ‘but a feller’s got to think about lookin’ ahead.’

‘He don’t have to think silly,’ said Vi, who thought the atmosphere of the market stimulating.

Tommy smiled. Vi was turning into a character herself.

‘Anyway, have you been goin’ out with someone else?’ he asked, as they manoeuvred a way through shoppers.

Vi said, ‘Well, I do happen to be acquainted with insurance men.’

‘That’s fair, I suppose,’ said Tommy, ‘seeing your office building must be full of them. Can’t say I like the sound of them, though.’ He stopped as they emerged from the market. ‘You’re me favourite cousin, Vi, and that’s a fact.’

Vi made a little face.

‘That’s an old record,’ she said. ‘Are you goin’ to take me to the pictures or not?’

‘Tonight?’ suggested Tommy.

‘Golden Domes cinema, eight o’clock?’ offered Vi.

‘I’ll be there, I’ll leave the stall early,’ said Tommy.

‘Well, I’ll be there too,’ said Vi, and went home feeling she’d won a little battle.

Aunt Victoria expressed displeasure.

‘Well, I don’t know, I should’ve thought you could have found someone better than Tommy,’ she said. ‘I’m not saying anything against him—’

‘Yes, you are,’ said Vi.

‘Well, workin’ in a market won’t do much for him, Vi.’

‘What you work at don’t mean as much as what you are,’ said Uncle Tom.

‘I wish you’d keep out of it,’ said Aunt Victoria.

‘Wish away,’ said Uncle Tom.

‘Dad’s got rights too, you know,’ said Vi.

‘I don’t like him speaking out of turn,’ said Aunt Victoria.

‘He don’t speak out of turn,’ said Vi, ‘he works hard and he likes a bit of peace and quiet when he comes ’ome.’ She dropped the aitch deliberately. She was like her cousins. They could all sound their aitches and moderate their cockney when they chose to. They had come to speak ‘more proper’ because of Aunt Maisie sternly persisting with them.

Chinese Lady, although a Kennington cockney herself, had always tried not to murder the English language, which was what she thought the broadest cockney did to it. She was proud of her country and its language, and she was proud too of the way her late husband had risen above his Old Kent Road beginnings to self-educate himself by comprehensive reading. He had always carried books in his kitbag, and during the Boer War had read any amount of Dickens.

Aunt Victoria, shocked by her daughter’s attitude, said, ‘And what d’you think I do all week? Not sitting around, I can tell you. Making beds, doing the washing and ironing, cleaning up, suffering headaches and goodness knows what else. It’s all right for him—’

‘Who’s him?’ asked Vi.

‘Your father, of course.’

‘Well, you ought to say that, not just “him”,’ said Vi. ‘Saying “him” like that’s demeanin’.’

‘Now, Vi,’ said Uncle Tom placatingly.

‘Well, it is,’ said Vi.

‘What’s come over her?’ Aunt Victoria put the question accusingly to her husband.

‘She’s all right,’ said Uncle Tom.

‘No, she’s not, you heard how she spoke to me. What’s come over you, Vi?’

‘Mum, do leave off,’ said Vi.

‘Well!’ Aunt Victoria fumed. It was true she thought the world of her daughter, but only as long as Vi was placidly obedient. ‘I’m not havin’ that. Go to your room.’

‘Mum, don’t be silly,’ said Vi, ‘I’m twenty years old.’

‘Well, you’re not actin’ like it,’ said Aunt Victoria, ‘you’re actin’ like you’ve spent too much time in Walworth with your Aunt Maisie’s family. Going there all those Sundays last year hasn’t done you any good, I can see that, it’s made you pick up too many of their common ways.’

‘That’s talkin’ daft,’ said Uncle Tom, ‘so stop it. I never heard such a carry-on just because Vi’s goin’ to the pictures with Tommy.’

‘I don’t want any lip from you,’ said Aunt Victoria.

‘Mum, I don’t like you calling Aunt Maisie’s family common,’ said Vi. ‘All the boys are lovely, and so’s Emily, and so’s Lizzy and Ned, and so’s Aunt Maisie. And nor do they have carry-ons like we do in this house.’

‘Well, I don’t know, I just don’t,’ said Aunt Victoria, ‘speakin’ to your own mother like that. I won’t stand for it, nor any of them ideas you’ve got in your silly head.’

‘Vi, don’t have a silly head,’ said Uncle Tom. ‘Vi, go and put your ’at and coat away.’

‘Yes, all right,’ said Vi, and gave him an encouraging look as she left the kitchen.

‘Now,’ said Uncle Tom, and thereupon got his face smacked by his angry wife. ‘That’s done it,’ he said, and took hold of her. Only then did she realise just how strong her husband was. Uncle Tom was a man who dug up roads and pavements, and laid gas conduits. He had whipcord muscles. He made a puny thing of his furious, struggling wife. Aunt Victoria choked back every outraged yell as she found herself face down over his knees. She refused to shriek, she refused to let Vi hear a single sound from her as Uncle Tom delivered a single hard smack on her bottom. Then he let her go and she fell from his knees in a collapsing heap. ‘Victoria, that was to show yer what I could’ve give yer, but what I can’t give yer, because I don’t ‘old with bruisin’ a woman, and if I can’t bruise a woman, even more I can’t bruise me wife. But just don’t go on at Vi any more. You got a good daughter, a sweet girl who’s never give either of us no trouble, and it’s time you let ’er live ’er own life, it’s time you stopped livin’ it for ’er.’

Aunt Victoria sat up, face flushed with fury, eyes glittering.

‘You disgustin’ brute!’ she cried.

Uncle Tom slipped from the chair and sat on the floor beside her.

‘Come on, old girl,’ he said, putting an arm around her, ‘we’ve lasted twenty years and more, we can last another twenty without makin’ a misery of ourselves, can’t we? You’ve got yer funny ways, but I’m still fond of yer or I’d ’ave walked out long ago. When you’re in yer ’andsome moods, there’s nothing Vi and me wouldn’t do for yer. If Vi’s sweet on Tommy, which I reckon she is, that ain’t so bad, yer know. Yer won’t find too many as nice as he is, and they’re not close blood relations. Yer know he’s nice really, don’t yer, love?’

Aunt Victoria put her face in his shoulder and cried.

When Tommy brought Vi home from the pictures that night, Aunt Victoria said, ‘Stay for a cup of tea, Tommy, and I’ve made some nice sandwiches too.’

At which, Vi gave her mum a kiss.

Mr and Mrs Brown and their family moved into the house in Caulfield Place the following Monday. Mr Greenberg did the removal job for them, quoting a highly favourable all-in price of thirty bob on account of Susie being dear to Sammy’s heart. So he said to Sammy. Sammy, alarmed, repudiated what he termed a slanderous accusation, and did so with some choice verbiage. It put a twinkle into Mr Greenberg’s knowing eyes.

Susie asked if she could have Monday afternoon off. Boots said of course. Sammy said she wouldn’t get paid. Susie said she didn’t expect to be, not for time off. All right, then, said Sammy.

At the end of the afternoon, with the job finished and the gas lamp alight in the passage, Susie sat on the top of the stairs in the family’s new home. Her mum and dad were in the kitchen, her mum preparing a large pot of tea. With them were William, Sally and Freddy. William was fourteen, Sally nine, and Freddy seven.

Susie sat dreaming. She’d been right. You could tell the Adams family had made this a happy house, a warm house. They’d left something of themselves behind. It was so easy to imagine Boots and Sammy and Tommy and Lizzy all growing up here, and growing up in a lovely boisterous family fashion. If you closed your eyes and really listened, you’d be able to hear the echoes of their voices. If you wanted to. Those kind of echoes were always left behind in a house that had been a warm and happy home to a family. It was nice knowing that family so well, and knowing too that the mother, Mrs Adams, was recovering from her illness in a convalescent home. She’d brought them up all by herself most of their lives, and could be proud of what she’d made of them.

They’d left the house looking ever so clean, and all the paintwork and wallpaper was just like new. Mum had said you could have eaten a meal off the kitchen floor. Imagine that in Walworth.

The echoes were there, floating up from the passage like faint whispers of laughter, she was sure. They made her feel dreamily happy.

‘Susie?’ Mrs Brown, plump and equable, came out of the kitchen and called. ‘Susie?’

‘I’m up here, Mum.’

Mrs Brown appeared at the foot of the stairs and looked up at her eldest child, the apple of her dad’s eye.

‘What you doing, Susie, sittin’ up there on the stairs?’

‘Oh, just thinking. Ain’t it grand, Mum, movin’ out of Peabody’s into a house all to ourselves?’

‘Your dad’s that pleased with himself he’s said I can have a new hat an’ coat. But the tea’s ready, love, and you don’t want to stay sittin’ up there. You’ll get cold.’

‘No, it’s not cold here, Mum, nor anywhere. It’s a warm house, don’t yer think so? It’s the way Mister Sammy and his fam’ly made it and left it. We’re goin’ to be ever so happy here, and it’s goin’ to be so nice for you and Dad, havin’ lots more room and everything.’

‘Well, the kitchen’s really nice just now, Susie, your dad’s lit the stove fire, so come on down and have your tea.’

‘Yes, Mum.’


CHAPTER FOUR

Rosie, the foster-daughter of Boots and Emily, was six. For her birthday party, they had bought her a new frock. Boots and Emily were the sunshine of her life. Her natural mother, having conceived her out of wedlock, resented her, disliked her, and had done her best to reduce the child to a negative being before finally deserting her. With the approval of Rosie’s grandparents, Boots and Emily had agreed to foster her.

She had a rapturous birthday party on 5 May 1921. All the family were there, except Chinese Lady, whom she called Nana and who did not forget to send her a birthday card and a postal order from the Frimley sanatorium. Rosie had been to see her lots of times, in company with Boots and Emily, and the awe in which she held Chinese Lady was turning to shy affection. She adored all the family, Uncle Sammy, Uncle Tommy, Uncle Ned and Aunt Lizzy included. And she was also very attached to Annabelle, the bonny-looking daughter of Lizzy and Ned.

Boots thought Rosie the sweetest and most affectionate child ever. Lizzy told him he was soppy about her.

‘Is that good or bad?’ he asked.

‘What a question,’ said Lizzy, a vital and colourful mother of two.

‘I only asked because Ned’s soppy about you,’ said Boots.

‘Well, I’m special,’ said Lizzy.

‘So’s Rosie,’ said Boots.

‘And Em’ly?’ said Lizzy.

‘And Emily,’ said Boots. Emily was expecting their first child.

‘Pleased with yourself, are you?’ said Lizzy.

‘So-so,’ said Boots.

‘Mum’ll be home soon,’ said Lizzy.

‘I’ll buy a red carpet,’ said Boots.

‘You do that and she’ll box your ears,’ said Lizzy.

Mrs Maisie Adams, otherwise known as Chinese Lady to her family, left the sanatorium during the third week in May. In her forty-fifth year, she was a pleasant-looking woman who still owned a firm bosom and straight legs, and who carried herself in proud upright fashion. Illness had taken its toll during her time in hospital, but she had fought the weakness of a badly infected lung with the resolution of a woman who had always been enduring. She emerged from four months’ convalescence entirely to the satisfaction of her physician, and to not a little satisfaction of her own. Emily and Boots, arriving at the sanatorium to take her home, saw that the shadows of illness were gone, and that her colour was healthy. She had spent as much time as possible out of doors.

When she reached Emily and Boots’s new home in an avenue off Red Post Hill, near Denmark Hill, she expressed pleasure on discovering how bright and airy the house was, and how nice the garden looked. There were four bedrooms, and the one Boots and Emily had chosen for her overlooked the garden. And in addition to a large front room and adequate kitchen, there was actually a room specially for eating meals. It was a dining-room. Imagine that. With Lizzy and Ned having one too, the family was coming up in the world. Still, she would never mind eating in the kitchen herself. Kitchens were cosier.

‘Well, we always do eat in the kitchen, Mum,’ said Emily, ‘unless we got company for dinner.’

‘My goodness, Em’ly Adams,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘you invite company in for midday dinner?’

‘It’s called lunch south of Camberwell Green,’ said Boots, ‘and the evening meal’s called dinner.’

‘Well, I never thought I’d hear you and Em’ly had taken to livin’ upside-down,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘Still, everything’s getting new-fangled since the war. I don’t hardly know what’s round the next corner these days. Still, you got a nice bright kitchen.’

The kitchen faced the garden, and was very airy, but Chinese Lady couldn’t think how Emily managed without a scullery. Fancy having the mangle in the garden shed. But it wasn’t for Chinese Lady to say so, specially as she’d wanted them to have the house. Boots said he’d been putting in some work on the lawn and flower beds. Chinese Lady asked if there were any roses. Everyone with a garden ought to have roses, she said. Boots said there were rose bushes and took her out through the back door to look at them. He’d pruned them in March, and he showed her the new shoots. He had acquired a gardening book, and also a second-hand mower, the latter having been
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