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IT WAS UNSEASONABLY warm for March, and the women were out on their doorsteps.

‘Mary O’Donaghue as was is expecting,’ Milly Turner said, nodding down towards number twelve.

‘She never is! Blimey, these Irish. At it like rabbits,’ Ethel Croft commented.

Alma Billingham settled her hands comfortably over her stomach and prepared for a nice long gossip.

‘Well, at least they got the wedding ring on first. More than can be said for Theresa. And just look at Siobhan,’ she put in.

They all shook their heads in pious disapproval.

‘That Siobhan was a wild one. Right little stirrer. Mind you, I wasn’t surprised when she made off. It was Theresa what shocked me. I’d never have thought she was one to play around,’ Ethel said.

Alma bridled at what she fancied were prim looks from the others.

‘And it weren’t my Charlie, so there’s no need to take that expression. He never had nothing to do with her. It was her tried to pin it on him. Not that Clodagh O’Donaghue believes it. She ain’t so much as looked at me, let alone spoke to me, since the day that girl left.’

‘Clodagh ain’t never been the same woman since Theresa went. Really knocked the stuffing out of her, that did,’ Milly added.

‘Well, it would, wouldn’t it? Bad enough for anyone to have your daughter shame you like that, but it’s worse for them Catholics. Burn in Hell for it, they do, or so they believe. Daughters! Dunno what girls are coming to these days. Nothing but a big worry. You’re lucky you ain’t got none, Alma,’ Ethel said with a superiority that belied the words.

‘Sons are bad enough,’ Alma replied.

Milly sighed. ‘Don’t I know it!’

‘Your Gerry’s doing all right, though,’ Ethel pointed out.

‘Yeah – not so bad. Well, tell you the truth, he’s doing very nicely.’ Alma could not resist the chance to boast. Her other little chick was reaching out. ‘Going to open a little shop, he is, on the West Ferry Road. Household goods, like the stalls, only they’ll have to be a bit over market prices, on account of the overheads.’

The other two women looked impressed.

‘Don’t it worry you, Alma, him taking on all that credit? He must be doing it all on tick, surely? Keep me awake at night, it would.’

‘No, not any more, it don’t. Used to. But he’s got his head screwed on, has my Gerry. Ain’t never got into trouble yet. Just you wait! He’ll be a big man round here by the time he’s thirty.’

Ethel gave a sly smile. ‘Reckon young Ellen Johnson’s got her head screwed on an’ all. Stuck to your Gerry like glue, ain’t she?’

‘Ellen’s a good girl,’ Alma maintained. ‘Not afraid of work, neither, and honest as the day’s long. I’ll not hear a word against her.’

Milly looked sceptical. She said nothing in the presence of two such strong personalities, but she had her own opinion of Ellen Johnson, born of Ellen’s treatment of her son. She was nothing but a gold-digger, giving up on Harry at the first excuse and hanging on to Gerry Billingham and his money for all she was worth. What made it worse was that Gerry was her sister’s son. Once, she would have been glad of a daughter-in-law like Ellen; now she felt distinctly cool towards the whole Johnson family. If it wasn’t Ellen, it was Will. She had found her Maisie the other day in floods of tears. She’d been clearing out the cupboard in the bedroom and come across a pile of music-hall posters hidden right at the back. Every one of them had Siobhan O’Donaghue’s name on it. No, she did not trust the Johnsons. As if summoned by her feeling, Martha could be seen coming out of number thirty-two with a bucket and brush. She saw the group of women, nodded, put down her cleaning things and made to come over.

‘I got things I got to do indoors,’ Milly said, and shuffled off.

‘I see she’s got bruises on her again,’ Alma commented.

‘Well, they all do it, don’t they? Wouldn’t know my old man loved me if he didn’t give me a black eye every now and again,’ Ethel said.

‘Oh yeah, they all do it, but not like what hers does. He half kills her. Mind you, she does ask for it. She may be my sister, but I have to say it. It’s that hangdog look of hers what does it.’

Martha joined them.

‘Nice day. Thought I’d do a bit of spring cleaning. Get them curtains down.’

‘Getting ready for a wedding, eh?’ Ethel asked.

‘What?’

‘Your Ellen and Alma’s Gerry. ‘Bout time they tied the knot, ain’t it?’

Martha bristled. ‘What you trying to say? That they got to? My Ellen’s not like that O’Donaghue lot.’

‘No, no. Don’t be so blooming touchy. I just thought they’d been going together for long enough to make their minds up, that’s all. It’s no more than anyone else is saying.’

If she did but know it, it was just what Gerry himself was thinking. He had realized that Ellen was the one for him practically since the coronation party, when she was only fourteen. The problem was Ellen herself. Her attitude towards him had never changed. She was a good friend and a first-rate helper, willing to work hard, able to discuss his business dealing with a sharp understanding, seemingly happy to share his free time. On the face of it, they were ideally suited. But still he hesitated. Despite their close association and all the evenings out, their friendship was still just that. She kept a certain distance. She never made the first move. She did not let him take more than a swift kiss on the doorstep before parting.

It was their joint future he was thinking of as he showed her the shop on the West Ferry Road.

‘Seems a nice enough place,’ she commented. ‘Decent size and everything. Needs a good clean, but it’s nothing a few buckets of soap and water can’t do. And the back room comes with it, does it?’

‘Yeah, that’s the real beauty of it. A proper stockroom. So if I see a real bargain, I can buy the stuff and store it until I can sell it again.’

And there was the flat upstairs. At the moment, it was occupied by a middle-aged couple who sub-let the two rooms up in the attic to a family with four children, but they might be persuaded to move on, in which case the accommodation would be ideal for himself and Ellen and their children. If he could just attain that dream, he would be a happy man.

‘That’d be handy,’ Ellen was saying.

She was wandering around, peering at the shelves, poking under the counter, generally getting the feel of the place. Gerry could just see her there, a nice white apron on, serving behind the counter. It was just right for her.

‘What I was thinking was . . .’ he began.

‘Mm?’ Ellen was looking in the cramped display space of the shop window, wrinkling her nose up at the cemetery of dead flies and the little heaps of flaked paint and dirt. ‘This needs more than soap, it needs a good going-over with something stronger – Lysol, maybe – to get it really clean. I know we’re not selling food, but a place does need to smell nice. Puts me off shopping in a place if it’s rancid.’

‘Yeah, yeah, you’re right there, we’ll do that. Look, Ellen – what I thought was, you could be in charge of the shop –’

‘Me?’ Ellen stopped short in her tour of the premises to give him her full attention. ‘But this is what you always wanted, ain’t it, to be boss of your own place?’

It had been, but his ambitions had moved on since then.

‘Yeah, but I’m best at doing the deals, getting the stuff. And it’d be much nicer for you here than in the market, out in all weathers. I don’t like it when you have to stand all day in the rain or the fog. It ain’t right. You’d be nice and snug here, whatever it was like outside. Yeah, this is the place for you, and I’ll go out and about just like I am now.’

‘Well . . .’ She was biting her lip, considering.

He knew just what was going through her mind. Gossip on the street already assumed that since they were in each other’s pockets all day, they must be carrying on together. If she took the shop on, pressure for them to get married would be almost irresistible. Which was what Gerry was counting on.

‘I dunno, Gerry. I like the market, all the people passing and the other traders to talk to. It’s like one big happy family. It’d be lonely here.’

‘You could always sit and read here, if there was no one in the shop,’ he said slyly, knowing her strange passion for sticking her nose in a book.

‘Yeah, I suppose so. No, I don’t think so, Gerry, if it’s all the same to you. I think I’ll stick with the stall.’

He argued for a long time, but he could not shift her. It did not occur to him that, in his capacity of employer, he might tell her to take it or leave it. Perhaps he was afraid that she might leave it. All his customary self-confidence failed him when it came to believing in their relationship. But he did not give up altogether. Come the winter, or even the height of summer if it got really stinking hot, she might yet be glad of an indoor job. In the meantime, there was stock to be bought for his new venture.

It was the talk of the street for weeks. Nobody from their part of the world had ever risen to the heights of shopkeeper before. They all went to admire the place when it opened and were without exception impressed. They told their workmates about it, boasting that this bloke in their street had opened that new place on the West Ferry Road, taking some of the reflected glory upon themselves. Those who could afford it bought things; more did not; but nearly all shared the opinion that Gerry Billingham had really overreached himself this time.

Gerry himself tried to close his eyes to it. It would all work out right, he reasoned. Everyone worked on tick – that was how it was done. Once people started buying at his shop on a regular basis, he would be all right. There was nothing to worry about.

Towards the end of July, he heard of a bargain he could not resist: a consignment of kettles being knocked down at a giveaway price to whoever had the readies.

‘But we got a huge load of stuff here already,’ Ellen argued, when he told her about it.

‘Not kettles, we ain’t. We’re real short on kettles.’

‘I don’t like it, Gerry. Things are ever so slow at the moment. People don’t seem to be buying.’

‘They will, they will. Give ’em time.’

Time was just what he did not have, and well he knew it. The interest on the loan he had taken out was mounting up and he had not paid for half the stock he was selling now. But the kettles would do it. The profit on them would save him.

‘You got to speculate to accumulate,’ he said grandly.

Ellen sighed. ‘You’re the boss. But I still think you’re going to get your fingers burnt.’

‘Not me, sunshine. I’m going to be a rich man. Just you wait and see!’

He had always believed that, and people had always been prophesying his downfall. So far, he had proved them all wrong.

Three months later, even he was getting worried.

‘Gerry, I can’t sell any more of these blooming kettles,’ Ellen told him. ‘They’re rubbish. People keep bringing them back and complaining. It’s getting us a bad name.’

‘Tell ’em they got ’em cheap, and what do they expect for that money,’ Gerry said.

‘I can’t look them in the face and say that. They’re not just cheap, they’re rubbish. They go into holes the moment you put them on the range.’

He knew it. People had come into the shop with the same complaint and it was obvious that they were not just trying it on. The kettles were still in their original shiny condition, just a little blackened round the base from their one use, and leaking water. He had to admit it, he had been well and truly done.

‘The bastard must have shown me a couple of good ’uns. I didn’t check the rest,’ he said. He should have known better.

‘What you going to do with ’em, Gerry? They’re littering the place up here. You can’t move for flaming kettles.’

‘I dunno.’ For once, he was stumped. ‘Sell ’em on to some other mug, I suppose.’

But it would have to be somewhere well out of his territory – south of the river, maybe, or even out of London altogether. He did not want any comebacks. While he thought on that one, he had a pair of unwelcome visitors. They came into the shop just as he was shutting up one evening, a smallish, ferret-like man and a huge bloke with a slab face and hands big enough to crush rocks. Gerry did not need to be told what their line was. The moment he saw them his guts crawled. But, ever the optimist, he tried to brazen it out.

‘Evening, gents. What can I do for you?’

The little man came and leant on the counter. ‘Plenty, my son, plenty.’

His companion wandered round the cramped space. Gerry wanted to tell him to stand still. He was so big and clumsy-looking that Gerry was afraid he would knock something over.

‘Nervous?’ the first man asked. ‘Nothing to be nervous about, as long as you got the money.’

‘What money?’ Gerry asked, playing for time.

The man tutted and shook his head in mock sorrow. ‘Dear me, that won’t do at all. No good playing stupid with me. Nor with Mr Praed, neither. He don’t like people playing around, Mr Praed don’t.’

So it was Praed who had sent them. There were two people Gerry owed the most money to, and he was one of them.

‘Oh, that money,’ he said. ‘That’s coming. I got a lot of bad debts, I have. Lot of money owing to me. You know how it is, the sods hold on to it. I can’t get it out of them. But it’s coming. I’ll have it ready by next week.’

‘Next week’s not good enough. Mr Praed don’t like being kept waiting. He’s tired of waiting for you. Ain’t that right, Jimmy?’

The bruiser ambled over to the counter. ‘That’s right,’ he agreed, staring at Gerry as if he were a troublesome fly that needed swatting.

‘I – I’ll see what I can do,’ Gerry promised.

The small man tutted again. He picked up a little china figure from the counter, a pretty girl in a pink dress with bright yellow hair.

‘Nice,’ he commented. He gave it to his large sidekick. ‘Much too nice to be lying around. Could get broken.’

Unwisely, Gerry tried to snatch it back. Jimmy merely held it up out of his reach, then deliberately opened his fingers and let it drop to the floor. It shattered into several pieces. Gerry winced.

The small man sighed and shook his head. ‘Dear, dear. What a pity. That’s the trouble with Jimmy here, you see. He don’t know his own strength. And he’s not even roused at the moment. If he was roused . . .’ He let Gerry’s imagination fill in the end of the sentence.

Gerry opened his mouth, but nothing came out. There was a terrible sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He did not have the money and he did not know where he could raise some. All he had – all he had was a brother who acted much the same as these two. In his desperation, he grabbed hold of this dubious lifebelt.

‘I wouldn’t let him loose if I was you,’ he said, trying to inject the same quiet menace into his voice that had just been used on him. ‘Your Jimmy’s not the only one who can get nasty. You heard of Charlie Billingham? Same name as me, see? Funny, ain’t it? Could be because he’s my brother. And you know how it is – blood’s thicker than water. A hard man, my brother. He don’t like it if he hears I been pushed around.’

His eyes flicked nervously from one face to another, hoping, praying, that he might see even a shadow of the fear that was turning his legs to pieces of chewed string. To his utter consternation, both men burst out laughing.

‘Charlie Billingham? That’s a joke! Ain’t that a joke, Jimmy?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Charlie Billingham hard? He’s about as hard as a rotten banana.’

He caught Jimmy’s eye and indicated Gerry with a jerk of the head. Jimmy stretched over the counter, grabbed Gerry by the lapels and lifted him off his feet. Gerry found himself eyeball to eyeball with the bruiser. The broken nose and red veins loomed before him in horrible detail. His breath, tainted by his blackened teeth, wafted up Gerry’s nostrils and down his throat. Gerry though his last hour had come. Then, just as quickly, he was back on his feet again. He had to hold on to the counter to keep upright.

The small man I ared his teeth in a mocking grin.

‘Friday. That’s when Mr Praed wants his money. Friday, first thing. Or else me and Jimmy here’ll have to come and pay you another little visit.’

Gerry swallowed, and nodded. ‘R–right,’ he managed to squeak.

‘Remember.’

The two left the shop, setting the bell jingling. For a moment, Gerry stood staring at the space they had just vacated. Then he bolted out the back and was violently sick.

Ellen watched with increasing concern as Gerry ran round chasing his tail in an effort to keep one step ahead of his creditors. His normally cheerful face became drawn, with lines of tension about the eyes and mouth, making him look older than his twenty-five years. She admired the way his fertile imagination kept coming up with new schemes to shuffle around what little money he had, but though he did not confide details, she could see that it was just a continuous train of emergency measures. Nothing was bringing in enough new money to get him out of the downward spiral.

She doubled her efforts at the stall, trying to shift as much as she could, but though it helped, it was not enough. One afternoon, two men came asking for him. She recognized them at once from Gerry’s description: Praed’s bruiser and his bear-leader.

‘He ain’t here,’ she said, staring the small one straight in the eye though her heart knocked against her ribs.

‘Well, tell us where he is then, darling.’

‘Ain’t he at the shop?’ she asked brightly.

‘Would I be asking you if he was?’

‘If he ain’t there I dunno where he is,’ Ellen said.

The weaselly man gave an unpleasant smile. ‘You take my tip, darling. Get out while you got the chance.’

Ellen did not tell Gerry about their visit. He had enough to worry about.

‘Trouble is, everyone’s avoiding me now they think I’m going under,’ he said, as they packed up.

‘You’ve not gone under yet,’ Ellen pointed out.

‘No.’ Gerry gave a smile, a travesty of his usual grin. ‘No, I’m still swimming. Just.’

She tactfully did not mention the kettles. That piece of bad judgement was what had really started it off, but it was a taboo subject between them. They had been gathered up and sold for a song to a dealer in the wilds of Southwark.

‘Thing is, though,’ he said, ‘I reckon I’m going to have to give up the shop.’

‘Oh, Gerry!’

She knew how much it meant to him. The shop was what he had been aiming at for all these years, ever since he was just a kid working at old Rooney’s after school.

‘I can’t pay the rent. In fact, I ain’t paid it for weeks. There was always someone breathing down my neck. Well, you know that. But now the rent man’s on to me.’

‘Oh, Gerry, that’s terrible. Ain’t there no way you can hang on to it? Hold him off for a bit?’

Sadly, he shook his head. ‘I tried, girl. But I’m going to have to let it go.’

All one Sunday, they toiled to clear the shop out. It was depressing work. Only a short while ago they had laboured to clean it up and bring stock in and arrange everything on the shelves and in the window. It had been a big new adventure then, and their energy seemed boundless. Now it was all a terrible effort, draining them of even the ability to speak. Ellen tried to keep up a flow of chatter for a while, and Gerry gamely attempted to respond, but in the end they lapsed into silence. Back and forth they trudged with the handcart, taking what was left of the goods to be stored in Gerry’s bedroom until it could be transported up to Poplar to be sold on the stall.

In the street, the girls were squatting on the kerb playing cat’s cradle, the boys were flicking cigarette cards, the old folk sat on chairs outside their doors, and some of the mothers were gossiping, arms folded, shoulders leant against the wall. Ellen could feel their eyes upon her and knew what they were thinking, what they were saying once her back was turned. There was sympathy for Gerry in his plight, but there was also a strong element of ‘I told you so’. They were even rather satisfied that he had failed, since it proved that he was no richer or cleverer than anyone else in the street, after all. Ellen wanted to shout at their smug faces, to point out that at least he had tried, at least he saw something beyond the hand-to-mouth existence that they all took for granted.

At last it was all done, and they took a final look around the empty premises. Gerry’s shoulders were slumped, his voice flat and toneless.

‘I better take the key round the landlord’s office and stick it through the door.’

Ellen had never heard him sound so defeated. On impulse, she reached out and put an arm round his waist.

‘It’s not the end yet, you know, Gerry. You still got the stall, you still got loads of stock. You’ll bounce back, I know you will.’

In answer, he held her close, hugging her to him with a fierce strength, burying his face in her neck.

‘You’re the best, Ellen,’ he said, his voice muffled against her skin. ‘You’re the very best. I love you.’

The words jolted through her heart. She wished she could say what he wanted her to, that she loved him, but she could not. She liked him, he was a good pal and she was very fond of him. But love – that was something different, that was what she had felt for Harry, what she still felt for Harry. When they were together, the whole world had been a brighter place and she had lived on a higher level where everything was new and sparkling and full of wonderful opportunities. Even a simple walk to the shops or a drink in a pub had been an exciting expedition when Harry was by her side. It was not the same with Gerry.

‘You’re a real pal, Gerry,’ she said lamely. To gloss over the lack of passion, she rushed on, ‘This is only a little setback, I’m sure of it. You’ll get what you want one day. You’ve always got what you wanted, ain’t you?’

‘Not everything,’ he said bleakly.

Ellen knew very well what he meant. ‘Nobody ever gets everything,’ she said, with feeling.

‘No, I s’pose not.’ He released her, making a visible effort to act as if everything was all right. ‘I’ll take this key back, then. See you tomorrow.’

Ellen was left feeling that she had failed him.

Quitting the shop eased the difficulties for a while, but it did not solve them. Gerry still seemed to spend a lot of time either placating people or avoiding them. Late one Saturday he appeared at the market, breathless and harried, and demanded all the money that had been taken so far. As Ellen emptied out her apron into his hands, he kept glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone to pounce on him.

‘What is it?’ Ellen asked. ‘What’s up? Who’s after you?’

‘It’s that bloody Praed again. He’s out to get me.’

‘Praed? I thought you’d settled with him.’

‘Only part of it, enough to get him off my back. Now he wants the rest. With interest.’

‘Oh, Gerry.’ With shaking fingers, she scraped out every last farthing. ‘Will that be enough? Will he be satisfied with that?’

‘I flaming well hope so.’

Gerry stuffed it in his pockets and made off through the crowd.

Ellen packed up the stall on her own that day. One of the other stall holders helped her to pull the cart back to the store. She hung around for a while, expecting Gerry to come, but he did not. In the end she locked up and took the tram back to the Island, worry gnawing at her. Praed had a nasty reputation. The other market traders thought that Gerry had been foolish to get mixed up with him.

She did not go directly home, but stopped off at the Billinghams’. Alma was busy getting tea ready.

‘No, love, I ain’t seen hide nor hair of him all day,’ she said in answer to Ellen’s anxious enquiry. ‘I thought he was up the stall with you.’

‘No.’ Ellen did not know whether to tell Alma what she knew. Best not to worry her, she decided. She handed over the last of the day’s takings. ‘He might need this. I think he’s a bit short at the moment.’

Alma sighed. ‘Too true he is, lovey. I’ll give it him when he comes in. Staying for a cuppa?’

‘My mum’s expecting me, thanks. But would you ask him to step along and let me know he’s back, when he does turn up?’

Alma followed her to the door. She gave Ellen a quick kiss on the cheek.

‘Don’t you worry, I’ll make sure he does.’

But Ellen hardly heard her. Harry had just come out of number forty-seven and was walking down the street. He was all dressed up for Saturday night in a navy suit and stiff collar, a bowler hat at a rakish angle on his blond curls. Ellen found herself gaping at him. As he drew level with her, their eyes met and she felt a hot flush rising up her neck. He gave a curt nod.

‘’Evening, Aunt Alma, Ellen.’

‘’Evening,’ Ellen answered, equally coldly.

Alma watched his retreating back. ‘Hmph. Bet I know where he’s off to, him and all his mates. To watch that Siobhan doing her act.’

‘What?’

‘Oh yeah, haven’t you heard? She’s back. Large as life and twice as natural. Not staying here no more, of course. But she’s playing in London, at the Gattis. That’s where they’re all off to, all the young lightermen. They always goes to the Gattis.’

Ellen felt as if she had been kicked in the stomach. All this time, despite the fact that she and Harry were hardly on speaking terms, she had nursed a secret hope that one day they might make it up. Not that she would ever make the first move. As the injured party, she felt that was not her place. Her mother had hinted that maybe Harry considered himself the injured party, what with her going out with Gerry. Ellen did not see this at all. She was just good pals with Gerry. That was altogether different from what Harry had got up to with Siobhan. Why, if she had not disappeared into the blue like that, they would have been married with a baby, possibly two by now. It was not the same at all. And so things had stayed in a stalemate, with both of them too stiffnecked to give an inch. Now she suddenly saw it all in a different light. It was not just an interlude, however long, before they got together again. It was over. Harry worked long hours during the week and went out spending freely on Saturday night and Sunday. He had a full life. And now he was off to see Siobhan perform. She walked slowly home, her heart full.

It was a subdued Gerry who finally turned up at gone nine o’clock. Ellen flew into the front parlour the moment she heard his knock on the door.

‘What happened?’ she demanded. ‘You all right? He didn’t beat you up, did he?’

‘No, no, I’m all right. I done it. Paid him off.’

It was said with such conviction that Ellen believed him. She was not to know that it had been done with borrowed money.

‘That’s good. That’s real relief. You mean Praed’s right off your back now?’

‘Yeah. All paid up.’ Only there was a new loan to pay back now.

‘That’s real good news, Gerry. The best I heard for ages. Oh – by the way, I left the last of today’s takings with your mum.’

‘Yeah, thanks, she gave it to me. You took your wages out of it, I hope?’

‘No,’ Ellen admitted. ‘I didn’t know how pushed you were.’

Gerry reached out and pulled her to him, kissing her on the lips. ‘You’re one in a million, Ellen. When I’m out of this mess – and I’m over the worst now – will you marry me?’

Ellen stared at him, not knowing what to say. He flushed, as if the question had been just as unexpected to him.

‘What d’you say, Ellen? Will you? I never had the courage to ask you before, but you stuck by me through all this, and that must mean I’m more than just a neighbour to you.’

‘Oh, you are, Gerry. And anyway, I couldn’t have walked out when you was in trouble, now could 1? It’s just . . .’

It was just that he was not Harry. When Harry came upon a crisis, you could rely on him to know just what to do. There would be no fuss and bother, he would calmly take command, and people would do as he asked them because they respected him. Gerry was clever, and fun to be with, but when it came down to it, Harry was a rock, whereas Gerry was built on sand.

But she could not tell him that in so many words.

‘You know I’ve always loved you, Ellen. For years, ever since you was just a kid. These last months, I couldn’t have hung on if it hadn’t been for you. I’d’ve gone under, honest I would, but I kept going, ’cos I had you to think about. It’s all been for you. And I can build it up again, I know I can, if I got you with me.’

A rock could stand up to the storms of life. Harry didn’t need her. He had more than proved that. You could even take away his job, his family, his friends, and he would still be strong. She looked at Gerry, at his kind face, his anxious eyes. Gerry loved her. More than that, he needed her.

‘I dunno, Gerry, I can’t make my mind up just like that.’

‘You don’t have to,’ he assured her. ‘Not right away. I’m not asking that. I’m not asking you to marry me now, not with things like what they are. Oh no, it’s got to be done proper, when I’m back on my feet again and I can afford to rent us a place of our own. Look – I’ll ask you again in six months. How about that? In six months, you can give me an answer, yes or no. That sound all right to you?’

Relieved at being let off the hook, Ellen agreed.

It was less than six months later that a house unexpectedly fell vacant in Trinidad Street.

‘Do nicely for you and Gerry,’ Martha remarked, as she stood ironing sheets. ‘Mind you, I dunno what you young people are coming to these days, needing a whole place of your own before you get wed. When me and your dad got married we just had a back bedroom at his parents’ place. All you need to start with. Still, you could have a couple of lodgers to help with the rent, like. Always someone needing a room.’

‘Mum!’ Ellen was horrified. ‘I always thought you was on my side.’

‘Your side? Of course I’m on your side, lovey. What on earth do you mean?’

‘I mean about marrying Gerry. Everyone expects me to, but I ain’t said nothing, now have I?’

Martha gave an indulgent laugh. ‘You don’t need to, do you? It’s plain as the nose on your face that you’re only keeping the poor sod hanging about. You’ve had long enough to make your mind up, God knows.’

‘I know.’ Ellen sighed. ‘Trouble is, I can’t make my mind up, and that’s a fact.’

Martha sat down and gave her daughter her whole attention. ‘You’re not still carrying a torch for Harry Turner, are you?’ she asked shrewdly.

‘Well . . .’

‘I thought as much. Trouble with you, my girl, you believe all them books you keep reading. All very nice, I’m sure, but you got to live in the real world, ain’t you? If you wanted Harry, you should’ve gone and made it up with him ages ago, like what I told you to, not gone on working with Gerry and going out with him in the evenings. That’s not fair to anyone, now is it? Least of all Gerry. He’s all right, he is. Bit on the fly side but his heart’s in the right place. You could go a lot further and fare a lot worse than Gerry. You think about it, or you might find that chance slipping through your fingers and all.’

‘I do think about it. I lie awake at night thinking about it. But it don’t seem to do no good.’

‘Well, I’ll tell you something what might get your brain working. That Siobhan’s come back.’

As always, the very sound of her name gave Ellen a sick feeling. And it was mentioned quite often now she had returned from her tour.

‘I know. She’s doing the London halls again.’

‘No, I don’t mean just back in London, I mean back here, in Trinidad Street.’

‘She’s never!’

Dismay was followed rapidly by anger. She had never forgiven Siobhan, and she never would. While she was out of sight, Ellen managed to keep her more or less out of mind, but here in the street she was nothing less than a threat to everyone, and especially to Ellen.

‘You mean she’s staying? What does Mrs O’Donaghue say to that? She’s not stopping with them again, is she?’

‘I dunno, love. She only come this afternoon. Just turned up out of the blue, all dressed up to the nines’ – she paused for effect – ‘in a cab.’

‘A cab?’

‘First time I ever saw one down our street. Caused quite a stir, it did.’

‘Yeah, I bet it did.’

If Siobhan had come back for Harry, Ellen could not bear it. If he were to marry anyone else she could accept it, with great difficulty, as long as she was good enough for him. But not Siobhan.

‘If she so much as looks at Harry, I’ll tear her eyes out,’ she said. And she meant it.

It was ten days later that she actually saw Siobhan again. She was at the door of the now vacant house – number forty-five, right next to the Turners’. Fuelled with the darkest suspicion, Ellen marched over the road to accost her.

‘Didn’t think we’d see the likes of you back here again,’ she said.

‘Oh? Why ever not? This is where my family is.’ Siobhan gave her a look of innocent surprise.

Ellen felt as if her head was about to burst. ‘Moving back in then, are you? I’d’ve thought you was used to flasher places than this by now. Can’t see you sharing with all the O’Donaghues again.’

‘I don’t need to share with them,’ Siobhan told her with a patronizing smile. ‘I’ve a few bob of my own now, and, as you say, I’m used to something better. But family’s family, after all.’ She opened a gloved hand to reveal a sturdy door-key. ‘I’m thinking of taking this place.’

‘You’re what?’

The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them. She flushed, furious at herself for sounding at a disadvantage.

‘I thought it might be quite nice,’ Siobhan was saying, obviously enjoying herself. ‘The stage is such a strange life. People come and go, you see too much of them for a short while then nothing at all for months. It’s best to keep a hold of your old friends, don’t you think?’

‘Well, you can’t have this house,’ Ellen heard herself saying. ‘It’s spoken for already.’

‘That’s not what they said at the landlord’s office.’ For the first time, Siobhan looked slightly put out.

‘You must’ve been talking to the wrong person.’

‘How come you know more about it than they do?’

‘’Cos I’m the one what’s taking it.’ She did not know what had made her say it. It just seemed the only way to keep Siobhan out.

‘You? You and who else?’ The smile became pure poison. ‘You and Harry?’

If she hoped to wound, she succeeded. But Ellen was not going to let her know that.

‘Harry?’ she said, as if it were some sick joke. ‘Oh no, you done me a favour there, Siobhan. I’m real grateful to you. It’s not Harry, it’s Gerry. Me and Gerry are moving in here – it’s all fixed. So you better let me have that key.’

To her deep satisfaction, Siobhan was silenced. She held out her hand, and Siobhan placed the key in it.

‘Thanks,’ she said, and walked off home without a backward glance.


4

‘FUNNY,’ MAISIE SAID, sticking a pin through her hat to anchor it to her hair, ‘I never thought Ellen would go and marry Gerry. I always thought her and our Harry would get together in the end.’

Will grunted. He was fed up with this wedding before it even started. People seemed to have talked of nothing else for the past month.

Maisie carried on regardless. There were very few high spots in her life and she was out to make the most of this one.

‘My mum thinks she’s only doing it for his money,’ she said.

‘Your mum would,’ Will snapped.

He was knotting a tie under his one and only stiff collar and he knew it was going to give him gip.

Downstairs Albert and Lily started scrapping, and Tommy, with all the authority of eight years, was telling them off. Maisie sighed and wailed down the stairs.

‘Leave off, you lot, you’ll wake the baby.’

If they heard her at all, the children took no notice.

‘I’ll be bloody glad when this is over,’ Will muttered, still trying to get his tie looking right. ‘Go and shut them kids up, for God’s sake.’

Maisie sighed again and left the bedroom. Will looked morosely at his reflection in the tarnished mirror. Nothing about this wedding pleased him. It was because of his stupid sister that Siobhan was not after all going to come back to Trinidad Street. And Harry bloody Turner was still free, which meant he could still end up with Siobhan after all. There was not even the remotest chance of Siobhan turning up for the ceremony, since the O’Donaghues were still on the outs with the Billinghams. The only saving grace of the day was the opportunity to get totally pissed in the pub in the evening.

The noise downstairs seemed to be increasing. Peter had joined in with the row. Will swore and wrenched his tie into place. Times like this, he could not think why it was he had not gone with Siobhan that night. In fact, there was not a day when he did not regret it.

At the Turners’ house, the atmosphere was hardly any better. Archie Turner disliked weddings on principle, Milly, Johnny and even little Bob were such partisans for Harry that they did not want to go at all, but had to because Maisie was married to a Johnson and Gerry was their cousin. Florrie and Ida had mixed feelings, but did not admit to them. Both of them felt that their brother had been slighted, but they were looking forward to the social side of the day. After all, there was nothing like one wedding for bringing on another, and they each had their eye on one or other of the young male guests.

‘If you ask me, Harry’s far better off without her,’ Ida said, as she and Florrie tweaked at each other’s dresses and made last-minute adjustments to their hair.

Florrie smoothed her skirt over her narrow hips. ‘I dunno,’ she said. ‘I still wish Ellen was marrying him. She’s been my friend ever since I can remember. It would’ve been nice.’

‘Can’t see how you can stay friends with her.’

Florrie did not answer. Sharp in her mind’s eye was the picture of her younger self on a winter’s evening in the street, rigid and burning with murderous hatred while Ida and Johnny clung to her, cold and frightened. Ellen had been there, trying to help, trying to give comfort. You did not turn your back on friendships like that.

‘How do I look?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘Nice,’ Ida said loyally. ‘I’ve always liked that dress. Suits you.’

‘Mm,’ Florrie said. She looked down at herself and wished she had an hourglass figure like that Siobhan O’Donaghue instead of a skinny body hardly different from her brother Johnny’s. Men did like something to get hold of. ‘You look lovely,’ she said.

Ida smirked. Like her mother and Maisie, she had a surface prettiness that was now coming into its short flowering. She had great hopes of this wedding. She had fancied Jack Johnson for ages and this was a good chance to catch his eye.

Down in the kitchen, Harry was also getting ready, with such an air of aggressive isolation about him that the entire family gave him a wide berth, insofar as that was possible in a tiny house inhabited by seven people. With meticulous care, he slicked down his blond curls, tied his narrow blue and red tie and brushed the shoulders of his navy suit. He tried not to think of the reason for all this careful preparation. It was just his cousin, getting married. That was all. He had a well-built wall about his emotions now, and he was not going to let anyone see it breached today. He had not been at home when the confrontation between Ellen and Siobhan had taken place next door, but naturally there had been plenty of kind people ready to fill him in with the details. So Siobhan had done Ellen a favour by coming to the Masons’ place that day. Fine. If that was the way she saw it, then it was a favour to him too. Gerry was welcome to her.

At number forty, Alma was already close to tears. She was still in an old dress with her hair in a plait down her back, and she was twitching around the kitchen in a state of high nervous tension, picking things up and putting them down.

‘I still can’t see why you can’t come and live here,’ she said.

Gerry sighed. They had been through this a dozen times or more.

‘Mum, I know there’s room enough here, but I just wanted us to have a place of our own.’ He cast about for something new to say, something that would really convince her. ‘It’s like proving I’ve got somewhere, that I’ve made it.’

‘But everyone knows you got somewhere. Who else round here has got a market stall? I just don’t see why you got to move out.’

‘Mum, I’m only going across the road!’

Ellen had sagely said that his mum was bound to feel like that, since she was losing her baby.

‘Baby!’ Gerry had cried, laughing. ‘I’m twenty-five!’

‘You’re still her youngest, though, and the youngest of only two. Of course she doesn’t want you to go.’

‘That’s just stupid,’ Gerry had said.

But now he remembered what she had said and with an effort at patience, put his arm round his mother.

‘I’m only going across the road, Mum. I’ll see you every day, don’t worry. And you know what they say: you’re not losing a son, you’re gaining a daughter.’

‘Yeah.’ Alma looked unconvinced. ‘But –’

‘No buts. You go and get your glad rags on. Don’t want them Johnsons outshining us, do we?’

‘No, no, of course not.’ His mother went off upstairs.

Gerry stood looking after her. There was one very good reason for moving out that he had not brought up: Charlie. He did not want Charlie listening to every movement on his wedding night or any other night. He could just see his brother grinning at him in the morning and leering at Ellen, making suggestive remarks and drawing him on one side to ask how Ellen was.

What was making it much worse was the fact that he was not at all confident about the part he had to play tonight. It was not a thing he could get advice about. He could not possibly admit to his mates that he was still a virgin and ask them for a few tips.

He stood in the small kitchen, dressed in brand-new clothes from top to toe, on the day he had been planning for years, and broke out in a cold sweat. What if he wasn’t up to scratch?

A few houses away at the Johnsons, it was Tom who was expressing the doubts.

‘I dunno,’ he said to his wife. ‘I’d’ve been a whole lot happier if it was Harry Turner.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with young Gerry,’ Martha said, just a trifle too emphatically.

‘I know there ain’t nothing wrong with him. He’s just not the man Harry is, that’s all.’

‘There’s plenty of girls as’d like to be in our Ellen’s shoes today, I can tell you.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I know that an’ all. But be honest, Martha. You know our Ellen. Who do you think she ought to be marrying? Who’s best for her, eh?’

Martha came and sat heavily on the bed beside him. She did not answer directly.

‘Trouble with our Ellen is, she’s stubborn as a mule. Got it into her head that she weren’t going to make the first move after that to-do with Harry and Siobhan, and look where it’s got her. Harry thinks she don’t care, and he’s got other interests all over the place, so Gerry steps in. And after all, love, he worships the ground she stands on, that’s plain.’

‘Oh yeah, I agree. And that’s a good start. But there’s more to a good marriage than that, ain’t there? You got to stick at it, through thick and thin. You know all about that, eh, love?’ Tom put his arms round his wife and drew her close, smiling into her eyes. ‘You’ve had enough to put up with all these years, ain’t you? But you been good to me all that time. The best, you are.’

Martha leant her head into his neck and returned his squeeze.

‘I got the best an’ all,’ she replied. She looked up at him and planted a kiss on his lips. ‘I tell you something, if our Ellen’s half as happy as what we been, she’s a lucky girl.’

The other side of the thin wall, Daisy and Ellen were getting ready. Daisy was in a fine state of excitement.

‘This is going to be the best party we had for ages,’ she declared, positively skipping round the room. ‘There’s been too much doom and gloom lately. All bad news. I’m really going to enjoy myself today.’

Ellen smiled at her. ‘Good, I’m glad,’ she said.

At seventeen, Daisy had grown into a big, bonny girl with a generous figure, a high colour, abundant energy and an argumentative streak.

‘What about you? Looking forward to it? Nervous?’ Daisy asked.

‘Yes,’ Ellen said.

She was nervous. She had jumped into this because of Siobhan and now she could not back out without hurting poor Gerry. Not that she wanted to back out. She was very fond of Gerry. It was just that – she stopped short, refusing even to admit it to herself. But inside she knew that this was second best.

Daisy gave a chuckle. ‘So you’re not getting him the way Maisie did, or Mary O’Donaghue?’

‘No, I’m not,’ Ellen said emphatically.

‘You’ve not tried him out, then?’

‘Daisy! What do you know about it?’

‘More than what you do, by the sound of it.’ Her sister bounced on the bed, laughing.

Ellen shook a finger at her. ‘You just be careful, miss, or you’ll be ending up like Maisie and Mary.’

She did wonder about the wedding night. She had been dying to do it with Harry. With Gerry she was not at all sure. But that was part of being married, so she going to have to accept it.

‘I wish it was all over,’ she said suddenly.

It was the truth. Once it was done, there was no going back. She could throw herself into her new life.

‘Blimey, what a waste!’ Daisy said. ‘It’s your day, remember. Enjoy it while you got the chance.’

Ellen nodded.

Daisy glanced at her, then with sudden perception came over and gave her a hug. Ellen clutched her back with a desperate fierceness. She needed very much to have someone to hold on to.

‘You’ll be all right, honest you will,’ Daisy said.

‘I hope so,’ said Ellen.

For a long minute Harry’s name hung in the air between them, but neither felt strong enough to speak it.

All of the street that was not on the outs with the Billinghams – which was roughly all the non-Irish – turned out to see Gerry and Ellen married at St Luke’s. General opinion was that he looked real smart, just like a toff. Everyone else had got their best clothes out of pawn, and maybe bought a new tie or retrimmed a hat, but Gerry was actually dressed in all new things. They were most impressed.

Ellen, it was agreed, had always been a pretty girl. Today, in a red and navy dress and a hat fluttering with artificial red roses, she looked a proper picture. A lot of people remarked that she looked a bit pale, others that you couldn’t exactly call her blooming or blushing, but then, as yet others pointed out, if she wasn’t now, she would be tomorrow.

After the service, the two families and as many of their relatives as could be fitted in went back to the Johnsons’ for tea. Everybody caught up with family news and eyed up the opposite side. The bride was kissed and the groom shaken by the hand. Bottles of beer were opened and the atmosphere became increasingly jolly. As noses grew red and faces shone, both sides decided that the other family was mostly all right, not a bad lot at all, until the whole party spilled out of doors and went up to the Rum Puncheon.

They came in in a big noisy group, laughing and calling to each other, some already singing. Inside, quite a crowd from Trinidad Street had already gathered and were lining up the drinks. A cheer went up as Ellen and Gerry came through the doors, together with a ragged chorus of ‘Here Comes the Bride’. Gerry, elated, bowed and ceremoniously led his new wife to the seat that was hastily placed for her. Laughing, Ellen sat down and took the glass that was thrust into her hand.

They were all well away now. Maisie was leaning against Will, misty-eyed, living her wedding all over again, while Will had recovered from his bad temper and was cheerful and expansive with drink. Martha and Tom stood smiling and drawing strength from the sheer force of all the goodwill around them. The young people were sorting themselves out, some still making the first tentative steps towards getting into pairs, others, like Ida Turner, firmly in control. Her arm was so tightly linked with Jack Johnson’s that you could hardly have got a knife between them. Someone started singing and they all joined in, swaying in time to ‘Daisy Belle’ and joyfully belting out the top notes.

Alma was better now that she was in the centre of a big happy crowd. It did not take much to bring out the optimistic side of her personality, and with a mixture of beer and port flowing potently round her system, she was on top of the world. Everything was fine. It was the best thing that had happened for years. She came round behind the newly-weds and flung an arm round each of them.

‘Here’s my lovely boy, and my lovely girl,’ she gushed, shouting above the noise and kissing them both. And to Gerry, ‘What’s all this, you standing here like a lemon? Sit her on your knee, why don’t you? You’re married now, y’know! Her mum can’t stop you!’

Gerry laughed and pulled Ellen up, then sat on her chair and settled her on his knee, his arm around her waist. Cheers and whistles broke out all round. It was at that moment that there was a shifting in the densely packed crowd, and Ellen caught sight of Harry.

He was leaning on the bar, nursing a pint, a small still island of silence amongst the hilarity, his normally open and cheerful features contracted and dark. He looked utterly unapproachable.

Ellen stared, unable to tear her eyes away. She could feel Gerry’s arm round her, Gerry’s legs beneath hers, and she knew with a deadly certainty that she was in the wrong place. As if drawn by the intensity of her gaze, Harry looked up and met her eyes. Time and place lost meaning. There were just the two of them, one at each end of a short dark tunnel. Ellen wanted to get up, to run down the tunnel, to reach the light at the other end. But her legs would not move. She was fixed to the spot. She tried to say his name, she cried it out inside her, but nothing came out. Then someone blundered between them with his hands full of spilling pints and the spell was broken. When she looked again, Harry was gone.

The gathering that had been so warm and friendly and jolly now palled. She looked around at the red, sweating faces, at hair slipping out of its pins and ties askew and she no longer felt part of the crowd. The mouths, gaping, drinking, were wet and loose, the eyes avid. The noise was terrible, a discordant row battering her eardrums. She wanted very much to go away, to be somewhere cool and dark and utterly quiet, to be alone. To cry. But there was no escaping now. She had made her decision and there was no going back. She was tied.

The evening seemed to go on for ever. The entire repertoire of the street’s songs was gone through and started again. Alma was on the table, doing a spirited performance of ‘Knees up, Mother Brown’ to shrieks of laughter from the rest of the pub. If anyone had been sober enough, they could have counted the layers of her underwear.

Gerry pulled Ellen closer and said into her ear, ‘You want to go now?’

‘Yes,’ Ellen said, with feeling.

Half a second later she realized what this meant, and regretted it. Gerry gave her a squeeze and heaved her off his knee.

‘We’ll try and creep out,’ he said.

No chance of that. The street was out to enjoy itself, and seeing off the bride and groom was an important part of the sport.

‘Aye-aye, look who’s slipping out!’

‘Where’re you two off to then, as if we didn’t know?’

A passageway to the door was formed, with densely packed bodies on either side – a gauntlet of racy remarks, jokes, advice, back-slapping, handshaking and kissing to be run before they could leave the pub. Ellen found herself facing her mother. She flung her arms round her and for a brief moment they hugged each other fiercely.

‘Oh, Mum.’

Martha kissed her forehead. ‘You’ll be all right, lovey. Just do what comes natural.’

Her father was shaking Gerry’s hand, squeezing his shoulder. ‘Take care of her, son.’

‘I will, Mr Johnson, I will.’

Gerry put a protective arm round her shoulder and they braved the last few feet to the door, emerging into the chill of the evening. Still they were not free, for a straggle of merrymakers followed them right to the door of their new home.

‘Pick her up, pick her up!’

‘Carry her over the threshold!’

Laughing, Gerry complied, staggering slightly as he lifted her up the step.

Then the door was closed behind them and at last they were alone. Ellen shivered. The house felt cold after the fug of the pub. Gerry took her in his arms and kissed her long and tenderly.

‘Just us now, eh, love?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Happy?’

‘Oh yeah – very.’

‘Good. ’Cos I am. Happiest bloke in the world.’

She was acutely aware of being right next door to the Turners. They were so thin, the walls between these houses, you could hear a cough or the scrape of a chair. When it was quiet, you could hear voices. It was quiet now, with all of the street still celebrating their wedding. All except Harry. He had left the pub. He could be right next door now, on the other side of the wall.

An hour or so later, Ellen lay on her marriage bed, staring up into the darkness of the ceiling. Gerry lay asleep, sprawled partly across her, still damp with sweat. She lay perfectly still, not wanting to disturb him and start all that up all over again. She felt bruised and battered and profoundly disappointed. It was not Gerry’s fault, she supposed. Judging by the gasps and cries, he had reached whatever it was that this was all in aid of. She had glimpsed it often, with Harry . . .

The gates of memory opened. She had meant to keep them closed. It was all past now, after all. But she could not help it. It all came flooding back, the pressure of his mouth on hers, the eager questing of lips and tongues, the burning need of two young bodies separated only by the frustrating layers of clothing. She had wanted him so sweetly, so desperately, wanted to be swallowed up, to be lost, to become part of him.

It had not been like that tonight. She had been left unmoved. As Gerry’s breathing deepened and slowed, she stared up into the blackness, tears gathering into the corners of her eyes and running silently down her face.
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ELLEN SAT UP in bed and settled the baby against her bent knees.

‘Jessica,’ she said softly, ‘Jessica.’

The infant gazed back at her with unfocused blue eyes.

Tenderly, Ellen unwrapped the worn shawl that had served each new Johnson. Her daughter’s tiny hands and arms emerged, pink and perfect. Ellen placed a finger in her palm and thrilled at the tight hold, the delicate fingernails, pale and polished as the inside of a seashell. She freed the rest of the baby’s body, marvelling all over again at the miracle she had wrought. This tiny creature with the rosebud mouth and the rounded knees and miniature toes was hers. She had made her.

As she watched, the round face crumpled and grew red. A thin wail rose rapidly to a demanding cry. Ellen’s breasts, already painfully engorged, ached unbearably in response. She lifted the baby up, supporting the heavy head with one hand.

‘Are you hungry, then?’ she asked. ‘Don’t fret, it’s coming.’

With nimble fingers she undid the buttons of her nightdress, exposing a breast. She settled the baby in the crook of her arm and watched the little head turn unerringly towards her and latch on to the nipple. She tensed against the first excruciating working of the hard gums on her sore flesh, then gradually relaxed as the baby’s powerful sucking released the accumulated pressure. It sent waves of pleasure tingling right through her body from her nipples to the tips of her toes.

It was wonderful, wonderful. Her very own perfect baby, and she was the only one in the whole world who could give her exactly what she needed. She bent over so that her cheek rested on the baby’s head, feeling the soft fluff of hair and the hard, warm skull. A wave of pure joy rose in her. Her own baby, someone she could love with passion and intensity, without reservation. Someone of her own.

Gerry came in to the room.

‘I’m off then.’

‘Mm.’ Ellen did not look up.

‘It might be quite a long day. I got to go and see a bloke this evening. You’ll be all right, won’t you? You don’t mind?’

‘What? Oh – no, that’s all right.’

Ellen managed to tear her attention away. She focused with difficulty on her husband as he stood by the bed, gazing down at them. There was such undisguised love and anxiety in his face that a twinge of guilt broke through her absorption.

‘I mean,’ he was saying, ‘I don’t like leaving you both for too long.’

‘We’ll be fine. We’re not exactly on our own, are we? There’s my mum and your mum just over the road. They’re sure to look in.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, of course. They’ll keep an eye on you. It’s just – I don’t like leaving you that long.’

It was a great yawning plea for some gesture on her part. Ellen gently parted the baby’s clamping jaws from one breast and transferred her to the other, smiling as she did so.

‘That’s it – it’s just as good that side.’

Then she looked again at Gerry. She sometimes felt he was almost as demanding as the baby, and not half so appealing.

‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘We’ll still be here when you come back.’

Still he hesitated, fussing over odd details, spinning out the time. Ellen answered him in monosyllables, waiting for him to go. Finally, he went. Ellen heard the front door close behind him and settled back with a sigh of relief. She only had to get the two lodgers off to work and then it was just the two of them, herself and Jessica. That was how she liked it.

The baby changed and sleeping soundly in the crib, Ellen got herself ready for the day as the kettle boiled and the porridge reheated on the range. The lodgers, a ship-repairer and a metalworker, appeared just in time to bolt down their breakfast, grab the bread and cheese Ellen had made for them and disappear out of the door. She was glad to see the back of them. They were no trouble and they contributed a good deal to the family income, but she resented their presence. They were one more nuisance to come between herself and Jessica. But now at last the house was hers. She ran upstairs to check on the baby, putting her hand under the covers to feel the minute rise and fall of her chest. It was all right; she was still breathing. She slept so soundly that sometimes Ellen almost believed she had died. She stood gazing down at the closed little face. Perfect. She could sit and just look at her all day, given the chance. But there were jobs to be done; shirts needing ironing, floors needing scrubbing, yet more washing for the baby, quite apart from the shopping and the cooking and the daily chore of scrubbing the step and the sill and sweeping down the pavement. And then this afternoon she had promised to look after Maisie’s younger ones while Maisie turned out their back bedroom.

Downstairs on the range a bucket of water was heating. Ellen tied on a sacking apron, found the scrubbing brush and heaved the bucket out through the parlour to the front door, pausing on the way to look at herself in the mirror. She nodded at the reflection. Not bad. She told herself that she was hurrying to get the job done before Jessica woke again, but inside she knew there was another reason. If she got out there early enough, she might catch Harry on his way to work.

Out in the street, several other women were already busy with their steps. Some had got as far as doing the pavement. People were hurrying off to work, some still munching at doorsteps
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