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The Lodgers

When Mabel, a former Vaudeville performer, lands a job managing a boarding house on the ocean, she appears to attract a disparate cast of lodgers, all with unfortunate and dark lives.

The lodgers include:

Two queens, old thespian friends of Mabel’s who live in the basement with a peppercorn rent.

Therese is a pregnant Irish girl banished to England by her mother who assumes she is in an unmarried mother’s home in the care of the nuns. 

Irene, a recovering alcoholic who has a sister 

Judy, due to a trauma experienced during the war is unable to speak.

Arthur, an aged army major, had a son Ned who was shot for desertion.

Harry, alias Percy, a con man and felon who befriends the landlady, 

Mabel. When Therese moves to the Outback to get married, Judy follows and one day Judy spots a Kookaburra in a nearby tree. When the bird laughs, an unexpected, wondrous miracle happens.
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The Dark Before the Dawn

Just before the start of World War II, Peggy Davis, a London midwife, has a chance encounter with a stranger that changes her life forever.

When Peggy meets Charles, a wealthy lord as she boards a bus in front of Harrods department store, fate casts them together. 

When Charles’ wife, Diana, and first child die in childbirth, Peggy, and Charles are thrust into a relationship of happiness, sorrow, and unexpected tragedy.

They ultimately marry, have a son, and adopt an east-end refugee boy from London. 

What transpires is a web of family dramas a la Downton Abbey with lesbian relationships, Nazi sympathizers, and family secrets revealed as Peggy attempts to navigate through her new life from midwife to lady of the manor.
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79 UXBRIDGE ROAD

For the Family

“Ma, ma,” yelled Brian. “Can I play with my train?”

“Shoosh, keep your voice down, pet!  You can only play for a while. I want you in the bath shortly and don’t forget, it’s hair washing night tonight.”

Brian scuttled up the stairs to his room and shut the door. He wanted a bit of peace after a day at school where he was pushed over and it wasn’t his fault, and he knew not to make too much noise as his father could not tolerate it. 

Since his father had returned home from the war everything had changed. Either he spent most of the day in bed or sitting in his chair staring into space. He had a bad cough too. Mother said it was from the conditions in that camp in the war, and said his nerves were bad so everyone had to be quiet. Sometimes at night, Brian and his sister Janey would be woken up by his screams as he relived the horrors he had experienced.

His father was somewhat of a stranger to Brian, as he had been born when his father was fighting the Hun. He had heard his mother and the adults talk about these Hun, and what damage they had wrought on all the soldiers who had returned to Britain. 

Whenever the neighbour from next door came over, there was a lot of whispering which led to Brian putting his ear to the keyhole to elicit some gossip.

His mother, when she caught him doing this, told him there was never anything good to be heard by eavesdropping and giving his ear a pinch for good measure!

“Brian,” called his mother through the door “Your bath is ready. Hurry up now.”

“Alright, I’m coming” replied Brian giving his train one last run around the track. He passed by Janey in the kitchen topping and tailing the beans for tea. He took a few and popped them into his mouth.

“Stop that Brian, these are for our tea and there aren’t that many as it is. You know there’s a shortage of food. Go and get in the bath for goodness sake, and make sure you scrub that dirty neck or there’ll be hell to pay from ma.”

He wandered into the sitting room where the fire was burning and, throwing off his clothes got into the tub. His father was sitting in his usual chair staring into the flames, the newspaper lying on his lap.

“Hello da” said Brian.

“Hello, son” replied his father. “Did you have a good day at school?”

“It was alright,” said Brian sucking the end of the washer “Except Dudley took my ruler and when I tried to get it back he pushed me over.”

“Did you give him a good thump?”

“No da, he’s too big. Da, can you come with us to the party next Saturday?”

“What party?”

“You know, the party in the street. Everyone’s going.”

“I don’t know son, I’ll see how I feel, alright?”

“Alright, da.”

“Now get a move on. Have you washed your neck properly?”

“That’s what Janey said. Why does everyone go on about my neck?” he said as he flailed the washer around to the vicinity of his neck.

“And don’t forget about those ears. You don’t want to have turnips growing in them.”

Just then his mother Martha came in.

“Brian, haven’t you finished yet? Let me have the soap to wash your hair. I hope you haven’t got any more lice.”

She took the soap and lathered Brian’s head then gave it a good scrub. 

“Ouch, ma, that hurts!”

“Sorry, pet but I have to make sure it’s clean. Now a good rinse off and you’re done. At least Janey has had her bath” she added.

Brian’s wash completed, he towelled himself dry and put on the pyjamas his mother had left for him in front of the fire.

“Tom,” said Martha, “Tea will be ready in a minute.”

“Alright, dear.”

Brian and his father went into the kitchen and sat down at the table where Janey was placing the cutlery. Martha ladled the stew onto the plates and brought them over. Then she poured the water from the kettle into the teapot and set it down.

“Sorry everyone,” Martha said. “We don’t have much bread. There is still a shortage and we need to have some for tomorrow’s breakfast.  I had to queue for ages today to get the mutton.”

“That’s alright ma,” said Janey “This stew looks good and I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse!”

“You can’t eat a horse” piped up Brian “That would be cruel, wouldn’t it da?”

“It’s just an expression, son.  Janey didn’t mean it.”

“Well, that’s a silly thing to say,” said Brian.

They all commenced eating except Tom who was pushing the food around his plate.

“Aren’t you hungry dear?” asked Martha.

“No, don’t seem to have much of an appetite.”

“Well, have a cup of tea at least,” she said as she poured the tea into his cup. 

“Thanks,” Tom said despondently.

“Are you still going to meet your mates tomorrow?”

“I’ll see how I feel.”

“It would be good for you to get out of the house and talk to other people. It’s not good for you to be sitting around here moping all day.”

Tom sat there looking down at his unfinished tea and started to shake. Martha got up and put her arm around his trembling shoulders. Janey and Brian looked at each other in dismay then hurriedly ate their food.

“Ma, can Brian and I leave the table?” asked Janey.

“Yes love, go and see if there is something on the wireless. I’ll just get your father into bed and then you can help with the drying up.”

Janey and Brian went into the sitting room and turned on the wireless while their mother escorted their father up to bed. They could hear him coughing as he went up the stairs. They settled down in front of the wireless and listened to one of their favourite serials.

“Janey,” said Brian when there was a break in the broadcast.

“What?”

“Do you think da will get better?”

“I don’t know Brian, I hope so. At least we have our da. Some of my friends at school don’t have their fathers anymore. They were killed in the war.”

“I don’t like the war, or the Hun, Janey. Will there be another war?”

“No, Brian I don’t think the government will let that happen.  Anyway, not for a long time. Maybe when we aren’t around anymore.”

“Oh, that’s good then” replied Brian who was picking his nose.

“Stop picking your nose, Brian, it’s disgusting!”

Brian stopped the disgusting habit and resumed listening to the exploits of Buck Rogers as he rode off on another adventure.

“I say, Martha did you hear the latest?” asked Ethel, the local gossip from next door, church bazaar hair in curlers. They were pegging the washing and she was chomping at the bit to impart some news.

“Oh, hello Ethel. What did you hear?”

“Well, our Ernie heard that the barmaid at the Crown & Thistle was having it off with one of them yanks when Frank was away, and he caught them at it when he arrived home earlier than expected. She were always a brazen hussy that one! Wouldn’t take her long to hook up with a Johnny when poor Frank was over there putting up with Gawd knows what!”

“Oh, really. Poor Frank. That’s terrible Ethel.”

“Yes, and that’s not all. Frank took a swing at him and broke his jaw and now Frank is in the lock-up for assault.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Anyway, Martha, how’s your Tom getting on? Haven’t seen him around” she asked taking some more dolly pegs to hang up her commodious bloomers.

“He has good days and bad Ethel” answered Martha “I am worried about him to tell you the truth. He has such terrible nightmares and can’t seem to shake that cough. He was thinking about going to see some of his mates today but he is still in bed. Last night he couldn’t eat any tea. He hasn’t much of an appetite.”

“That’s what the war does to them, Martha. I remember old Uncle Jack. He were affected bad by the mustard gas in the first war and he lost his leg. Terrible it was! And my Arthur, god rest his soul” she said blessing herself “Shot to pieces in that hell at the Somme. I am sorry for you dearie. If you need anything just bang on the wall.”

“Thanks very much, Ethel. Well, I’d better get on. I still have the towels to mangle and I must go and buy something for tonight’s dinner. There was such a queue yesterday: I thought I would never be served.”

“Yes, it’s awful that queueing. Doesn’t do me bunions any good and that’s a fact! Give me regards to your Tom and tell him to keep his pecker up.”

“Will do. See you later”

Martha went inside to rinse the towels and then went to check on Tom. Janey had gone to see a film with her friend, Maisie, and Brian was playing with his soldiers. Going into the kitchen she encountered Tom having a shave.

“Oh, there you are dear. Have you decided to go out?” she asked.

“Yes, love I think so.”

“Well, that’s splendid. Just give me a minute to tidy myself and I will come with you.”

“You needn’t bother. I will be alright.”

“No, I have to go to the shop anyway, so it won’t be any trouble. I will just put some lipstick on and grab my bag. Brian can come. A walk will do him good.”

“Brian,” Martha called “I’m going up the street with your father and to the shop and I want you to come with me.”

“Oh ma, do I have to? I haven’t finished this game yet.”

“Yes Brian, a walk will do you good. Get your coat like a good boy. I might buy you a chocolate.”

“Alright, but can I have two chocolates?” he shouted.

“No, one is quite sufficient, now hurry up.”

Rugged up against the cold, Tom and Martha, holding hands walked along the street with Brian trailing behind. They arrived at the pub where Tom was to meet his friends. Martha said goodbye and told him to enjoy himself and then seeing him safely inside went with Brian to the butchers to queue for some sausages. While standing there, she hoped that Tom would be alright and have a good time talking to his old mates. Brian was impatient to have his promised chocolate and kept whining about how long this was going to take and the lolly shop would be closed if they didn’t hurry. Finally, they were served and Martha and Brian scurried to the shop to buy the long-awaited chocolate.

“Yum, that was good,” said Brian, his mouth smeared with the remains of it.

“That’s good, pet, glad you enjoyed it.”

She took her handkerchief and spitting on it tried to wipe his mouth clean.

“Now, I want to pop into the pub to see how your father is getting on.”

“Oh ma, do you have to. I want to go home and play with my soldiers.”

“I won’t be long Brian. I just bought you that chocolate so stop your whining.”

On the brink of dyspeptic carousal, the pub was now heaving with people with a dart competition in full swing. Martha, with Brian in her wake, stepped inside and pushed her way through the crowd. She looked around trying to see Tom when her eyes alighted on one of his mates. Mike, who had been working in the same firm as Tom was also an accountant, and they had been together at the landing of Dunkirk. However, although seriously wounded resulting in the amputation of an arm, he had escaped back to Britain in one of the rescue boats and was ultimately invalided out of the army.

Tom had not been so fortunate, as before the flotilla arrived, he had been captured and force-marched for twenty days to the town of Trier, where he had been interred in a camp as a prisoner of the Germans.

From there, with many others, he had been put on a train and sent to work as a slave in the Siemens factory near Ravensbruck assembling parts for the German war planes. This work, which involved the inhalation of sulphur fumes as well as the terrible conditions in the camp, had all contributed to the poor condition of his lungs.

During the war, Mike’s wife, June had been working at a place called Bletchley Park. She had said that it was a clerical position to do with the Department of Defence and required her to work long hours often during the night. Mike was not sure what it entailed as June was not keen to divulge much about it so he did not pester her.  

Martha, pulling Brian along jostled her way through the crowd.

“Hello Mike,” she said breathlessly. “Have you seen Tom? Only I left him here a little while ago. He was to meet up with you and some other fellows.”

“Oh, hello Martha. Yes, he was here for a while. He said he was going back home. I tried to get him to stay and have a couple of pints but couldn’t persuade him. He doesn’t seem well.”

“No, Mike he isn’t.”

“Is this your young fellow?” asked Mike pointing to Brian.

“Yes, this is Brian. Say hello to Mr. Williams, Brian. He is a friend of your father.”

“Hello,” said Brian.

“Pleased to meet you, young man,” said Mike extending his hand but Brian pulled away.

“Mike, I had better be going and make sure Tom is safe at home,” said Martha anxiously.

“Yes, you do that. I’m sure he got there safely. I will come and visit him soon if that’s alright with you. Poor Tom, I hate to see him like this. If there is anything I can do to help Martha, just say the word.”

“Thanks, Mike. That’s awfully good of you, and come over whenever you like. I’m sure Tom would appreciate it. He spends most of the time inside.”

“Right you are,” said Mike. “Is Tuesday convenient?”

“Yes, that will be fine.”

“Well, tell the old boy I will see him then, and I will be carrying a bottle of stout. That should cheer him up. I don’t know if June can come. She seems to still be occupied at night with work commitments. Anyway, probably it would be better if I came on my own this time.”

“Yes, maybe that would be a better plan. You can always bring her when Tom has improved.  Come for tea around six thirty. It won’t be anything fancy, just the usual rationed fare I’m afraid.” 

“Brian, say goodbye to Mr. Williams. He is coming to have tea with us next week.”

“Bye, Mr. Williams” muttered Brian.

“Goodbye young man, and goodbye Martha. See you all on Tuesday.”

“Ma,” said Brian as they walked out of the pub.

“Yes, pet.”

“Why does Mr. Williams only have one arm?”

“He lost it in the war, Brian.”

“Oh, but couldn’t they find it and sew it on?”

“No pet, it was too badly damaged for that. Now let’s get a move on. It’s feeling a bit chilly, and I want to see how your father is.”

They hurried home to Tom who they found snoring in his chair. Quickly a blanket was procured from the bedroom and Martha covered her sleeping husband. She then set a match to the kindling and before long there was a fire warming the room. Then she took the washing off the line, hung it on the rack above the stove, mangled the towels and put them on the line, then went to see about preparing the sausages for tea. Brian had scuttled off to finish his game and Janey was expected to return from her outing very soon.
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Chapter Two
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“Are you coming to church Tom?” asked Martha as she was putting on her gown.

It was Sunday and, as the fog swirled around outside the window, she pulled the gown tighter around her.

“Don’t think I am up to it dear” replied Tom “I didn’t seem to get much sleep last night.”

“No, you didn’t. Never mind, you stay there and keep warm and I’ll bring you up a nice cup of tea and a slice of toast and marmalade.”

“Thanks, darling,” he said. “Sorry I’m such a burden lately” as another paroxysm of coughing overtook him.

“That’s alright. There are better times ahead. Ethel next door said to keep your pecker up.”

“Oh, Ethel. Is she still the local gossip?”

“Yes, she is. As a matter of fact, she told me yesterday the barmaid at the pub was sleeping with one of the Americans while her husband was away. He arrived home unexpectedly early and caught them in the act. He broke the fellow’s jaw and now he’s in jail.”

“Oh, well I don’t think he will be the only one in that situation. Those Americans are pretty brash, luring our womenfolk with their money and charms.”

“Yes, they seem to have a reputation. I’ve heard that they are overpaid, oversexed, and over here,” she said brightly. “Well, better get moving. Have to get the children up and fed. I don’t like being late for church. The vicar takes a dim view of late comers and makes you feel frightfully embarrassed. Oh, Tom, are we still going to lunch at your mother’s today?”

“I suppose so. She will be expecting us.”

“But surely she will understand if we don’t go especially when she knows you are not that well.”

“I should be alright if I just have a rest while you are all at church.”

“You know best Tom, but I think she should make allowances. We can’t go over every Sunday.”

“Yes dear, now you run along before you’re late.”

Martha kissed Tom on the forehead and then went over to the dresser to pour the water into the bowl to wash her face. As she washed, she thought about Tom’s mother whom she did not like very much. She was a widow and lived in Belgravia, her late husband having made his fortune in the railways, although she herself was quite parsimonious.  Her haughty demeanour made Martha quite intimidated, and Tom’s childhood had been tainted by her aloofness towards him. She thought that Tom could have done much better for himself than being a lowly accountant in a shipping office, and Martha had the impression that her marriage had also disappointed her, as she would have liked her son with someone a bit more uppity than she. Also, she had not wanted Tom to go to war and did not hesitate to mention it whenever they visited. All in all, it was not conducive for pleasant Sunday outings. 

She hurried to wake the children, but they were already in the kitchen where Janey was buttering a slice of toast for Brian.

“Hello, my darlings. Did you have a good sleep?”

“Yes, ma” replied Janey. “I had such a lovely dream.”

“Did you?” asked Martha. “About what?”

“It was about the picture I saw yesterday, Alice in Wonderland. I dreamt it was me at the mad hatter’s tea party and I was dancing with the dormouse and the white rabbit. It felt so real ma” said Janey “Then, just as I was enjoying myself, I woke up.”

“It is annoying when you are enjoying a dream and then awaken not to know how it was going to end,” said Martha filling the kettle.

“I didn’t have a dream,” said Brian as he licked the jam off the knife.

“Brian don’t put the knife in your mouth,” cried Janey.

“No, Brian, that’s naughty, you know not to do that” added Martha.

Martha made the tea and grilled a slice of toast for her and Tom.

“Have you finished your breakfast?” she asked Janey and Brian.

“Yes, ma” chorused the children.

“Then clean your teeth and get dressed. I won’t be long. I just have to take this up to your father.  We don’t want to be late again for church.”

“Come on Brian,” said Janey. “I’ll help you do up your laces. You take forever when you do them.”

“Can I wear my red jumper? I like that one the best.”

“Alright, but only if it’s clean. You can’t wear dirty clothes to church.”

They trooped off to the bedroom leaving Martha to finish her breakfast. Sipping the last drop of tea, she set about putting Tom’s on the tray. As she took it up to him she hoped he would have an appetite and be able to eat it.

“Tom,” she whispered. “Are you awake?” 

“Oh, hello dear. I must have dropped off,” he said hauling himself up from the bed.

“Here’s some breakfast,” said Martha putting the tray on his lap.

“Thanks. How are the children? Are they going to church with you?”

“Yes, Tom they are, and hopefully they’re getting themselves ready.”

Martha went to the wardrobe to look for something to wear. She selected her brown skirt and yellow twinset and also her brown overcoat. Her brown brogues were on the floor beside the chair where she had left them yesterday. She went to the mirror and brushed her hair then put on her hat. Then she powdered her face and applied some lipstick.

“All ready?” asked Tom “You look nice.”

“Oh, these old things” replied Martha “Now try and have some more sleep and I will see you shortly. Do you need anything else before I go?”

“No, I don’t think so love, thanks.”

Martha straightened the eiderdown and kissing her husband went to fetch Janey and Brian who were in the lounge room listening to the wireless.

“Right, let’s go,” said Martha as she took her bag from the hallstand.

As they left the house the wind had sprung up blowing the leaves around their feet. The fog had lifted and there was a weak sun doing its best to appear more brightly. 

“Just as well we have our coats,” Martha said to the children. “It’s not very warm out.”

“Ma,” said Brian.

“Yes, pet.”

“Are we going to grandma’s today?”

“Probably, Brian, we’ll see how your father is when we come back from church.”

“I don’t like going to grandma’s.”

“Why?”

“Well, she doesn’t ever give me big hugs like nanna and she always tells me to mind my manners.”

“Oh, pet that is just her way. Everyone is different. She is your father’s mother and so we should try to get along with her when we visit. It’s only on Sundays after all, not every day.”

Brian kicked a stone along the footpath not feeling very cheerful. Up ahead, Janey was walking along humming a tune from the film she saw last night. At least one of them is happy thought, Martha.

They arrived at the church, and finding a pew, clambered in, Brian managing to step on an aged lady’s foot who gave them all a disdainful look. Martha whispering an apology, sat down and commenced opening the hymn book. Everyone stood as the vicar walked up to the pulpit and announced the first hymn which was Every Morning Mercies New. Martha and Janey joined in the refrain of the other parishioners while Brian looked around to see if he could spot any of his friends amongst the throng. 

During the sermon which turned out to be quite a long one, the vicar extolling everyone to heed the word of God and not give into temptation, Brian commenced fidgeting which resulted in Martha giving him a nudge and a contemptuous look. Then, kneeling, she prayed that God would make her husband better and give her the strength to carry on looking after her family.

The service over, Martha and the children walked out of the church to be met at the door by the vicar.

“Good morning, Martha,” he said. “And good morning children.”

“Good morning vicar” replied Martha “Janey and Brian, say good morning to the vicar.”

“Hello, vicar,” they both replied.

“And how is poor Tom?” he asked.

“Not very well, I’m afraid vicar.”

“Sorry to hear that my dear. The war has taken a terrible toll. I will say a prayer for him.”

“Thank you,” said Martha with tears threatening to fall from her eyes.

Patting her arm, the vicar added.

“Try not to worry too much, these things are sent to try us, and we just have to offer our suffering up to him.”

Taking a handkerchief from her bag to wipe her eyes, Martha nodded and then gathering up the children commenced walking home. 

“Don’t cry ma,” Janey said as she noticed her mother’s sadness.

“Oh, I’m alright darling”

“Why are you crying?” asked Brian pulling on Martha’s coat.

“Ma’s just a bit sad today that’s all pet. Everyone feels sad sometimes, don’t they?”

“I felt sad when Tilly died.”

“Yes, you did, but at least she is in a better place now and not in any more pain, is she?”

“Is she in heaven?”

“Yes pet, she is in cat heaven.”

Arriving at the house Martha unlocked the door and they all trooped inside. Tom was up and dressed and sitting in his chair. Martha went straight over and put her arms around him.

Janey took off her coat and helped her brother out of his then Brian scrambled over to his father.

“Da, are we going to grandma’s today?” he asked.

“Yes son, I believe we are.”

“Are you sure you are up to it dear?” Martha asked.

“Yes, I will be alright. I dozed a bit when you were at church. Did you talk to anyone we know?”

“No, not really, only the vicar.”

“Suppose he gave you the usual platitudes, saying he will pray for me and so on.”

“He tries to be helpful Tom.”

“Well, I don’t need his help or God’s either. There wasn’t much of it around when I was in the camp, I can tell you,” Tom said getting breathless.

“Now, don’t get yourself upset. I will put the kettle on and we will have a nice cup of tea before we leave. There might be some music to listen to.”

Going over, she switched on the wireless, and through the airwaves came the voices of the Andrews sisters. Martha went to the kitchen to boil the kettle and Brian raced upstairs to play with his train. Janey settled down on the floor to read her book beside her father who was still coughing occasionally.

A knock at the door.

Martha thought who could it be on Sunday morning? Putting the tea cosy on the pot she went to the door and found it was Ethel. 

“Oh, hello Ethel,” she said.

“Hello, dearie. Just thought you might like these,” she said as she thrust a plate of biscuits at her.

“Oh, thank you Ethel. I’ve just made a pot of tea. Would you like to come in and have a cup with us?”

“Don’t mind if I do,” replied Ethel stepping inside.

“Tom,” called Martha. “Ethel’s here and she brought us some biscuits.”

“Hello Tom,” Ethel said as she walked into the room. “How’re you going?”

“Not bad Ethel,” Tom replied despondently.

Janey looked up and said hello and then resumed reading.

“The tea’s ready everyone,” Martha called out.

“Janey, can you run upstairs and see if Brian wants to come down and have a biscuit and some
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