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Prologue

1949 had been a bad year for the Farrans. On a cold and damp November morning towards its end, Rose Farran took a tighter grip of her young brother’s hand and hurried him across the busy junction as a weak red sun climbed above the Bermondsey rooftops. Up ahead of them the brewery drays were parked at the kerb outside the transport cafe as usual, and a tram was waiting for the points to be switched at the busy Tooley Street intersection. To their left the imposing stone structure of Tower Bridge loomed up through the morning fog, and away to the right Rose caught sight of the familiar iron railway bridge that spanned the Tower Bridge Road.

Billy sniffed and pulled on his sister’s arm as the two of them reached the safety of the pavement. ‘Mind me finger, Rose, it’s sore,’ he grumbled.

The slim young girl released her grip on Billy’s hand and moved round to his other side. ‘Now don’t make a fuss, I’ll bathe it when we get back ’ome,’ she told him hastily. ‘We’ve gotta get this business over wiv first.’

The twelve-year-old lad suddenly stopped in his tracks and turned to face his sister. ‘If they try ter lock me up I’ll run away,’ he said quickly, his pale blue eyes narrowing. ‘I’ll go down Kent an’ stay wiv the gypsies. They’ll never find me down Kent.’

Rose Farran slipped a reassuring arm around Billy’s shoulders and steered him the few remaining yards to the magistrates’ court. ‘There’s no need ter worry if yer remember what I told yer,’ she said. ‘Just be polite an’ don’t ferget yer manners. “Yes sir, no sir,” an’ stop that awful sniffin’. Where’s that ’ankey I gave yer?’

‘I fergot ter bring it.’

‘Well, use mine, ’ere you are, an’ be quick or we’ll be late,’ she sighed.

The juvenile court had been set up at the rear of the building, and as they entered through the fastened back doors Billy cast an anxious glance at his sister. Rose tried to hide her nervousness as she led him to the trestle table where a policeman was seated, busily sifting through a pile of papers, and she coughed to attract the officer’s attention. Billy’s wide eyes fixed immediately on the police helmet which was sitting on the table at the man’s elbow and the sick feeling grew in his stomach as Rose coughed again and shuffled her feet.

‘Name?’

‘Rose Farran.’

The duty officer glanced through the papers again. ‘There’s no Rose Farran listed ’ere,’ he replied. ‘There’s a William Farran.’

‘That’s right,’ Rose said quickly. ‘I thought yer wanted my name. I’m Billy’s sister an’ I’ve gotta be wiv ’im.’

The policeman’s face relaxed and he gave Rose a disarming smile. ‘That’s all right, luv. They usually come wiv their mums an’ dads,’ he told her.

‘Our dad’s dead. ’E was killed in the war,’ the young girl replied in a matter-of-fact voice.

‘What about yer muvver?’ the officer asked, his eyes softening.

‘She’s gone away an’ I’m in charge o’ the family,’ Rose told him.

‘There’s more at ’ome then?’

‘Yeah,’ she answered tersely.

The officer studied the girl’s proud, open face and was struck by the look of determination in her widely spaced blue eyes. Her small nose, full lips and her slightly pointed chin reminded him of his own young daughter, and he gazed for a moment at her hair. It was very fair and long, reaching almost down to her waist.

‘If yer’ll take a seat over there yer’ll be called soon,’ he told her in a pleasant tone.

Rose nodded, rubbing the palm of her hand down the lapel of her shabby grey winter coat as she steered Billy over to the polished wooden bench in the far corner of the large, lofty room.

Billy’s steel-tipped shoes sounded loudly on the wooden floorboards and he sat down with a nervous puff of breath and reached down to pull up his knee-length socks, sniffing loudly.

‘What did I tell yer about that sniffin’,’ Rose admonished him.

‘I can’t ’elp it,’ Billy replied, wincing as he pressed the swollen area around his fingernail.

Rose took the lad’s hand in hers. ‘It looks like a whitlow,’ she said. ‘I’ll fix it later.’

Billy pulled a face and scratched at his unruly fair hair. ‘What’s a whitlow?’ he asked her.

‘It’s a poisoned finger.’

‘Can yer die from whitlows?’ he asked fearfully.

‘I shouldn’t fink so,’ his sister replied smiling.

Billy slumped on the bench, his back resting against the cream-painted wall, and he slipped the offending finger inside the lapel of his navy-blue coat with an exaggerated expression of suffering on his pale face.

Rose studied her brother’s appearance and reached over to adjust his grey woollen tie. ‘Yer can’t stay tidy fer two minutes, can yer?’ she sighed, noticing that he had managed to smudge the collar of his white shirt.

All around them people were milling about. Uniformed policemen came in and out of the large room and officious-looking individuals talked with worried parents who had accompanied their children, some of whom looked overawed, while others seemed indifferent to all the goings-on around them. Rose glanced at Billy’s vacant expression and was suddenly filled with a sense of guilt. It was all her fault that this had happened, she thought with a sad sigh. If only she had kept control of herself that evening a couple of weeks ago, instead of sounding off the way she had. It wasn’t the kids’ fault that their mother had finally left them all to fend for themselves. It wasn’t their fault either that their father had been killed on the D-Day landing. They now looked to her, the eldest of the Farrans, to take care of them all and provide for them. How could they be expected to understand the feeling of despair that had suddenly overwhelmed her and reduced her to tears.

Looking back on it now it all seemed so trivial, but everything had conspired to happen at once. Seven-year-old Susan had refused to eat her meal and then Joey, who was almost ten years old, calmly announced that he had walked through the sole of his only pair of shoes, and to crown it all Billy had confessed that he had skipped school that day to go over to watch the fish porters at work in Billingsgate market, and he wanted a sick note for school. Rose remembered clearly how she had led off at Billy and tearful young Susan, and then been subjected to an outburst from her sixteen-year-old brother Don, who felt that she was being heavy-handed with them all. She had tried to tell him that it wasn’t easy taking her mother’s place and still trying to hold her job down at the tin-bashers, not to mention the worry of being the sole breadwinner for them all.

Billy had put his arm around her that teatime and tried to comfort her, saying that everything would be all right and she shouldn’t worry any more. A few days later on Saturday afternoon he came in the flat with a big grin on his face and tipped a bagful of tinned fruit and vegetables out on to the table. His explanation was that he had been given the tins by one of the market men for helping out in the shop, but Rose had her doubts. On Sunday morning her suspicions were confirmed when a policeman knocked at the door and said that he wanted to talk to Billy about a break-in at the East Lane barrow sheds.

‘’Ow much longer we gotta wait, Rose? My finger’s really sore,’ Billy moaned.

At that moment a tall, bespectacled man approached them. ‘I’m Mr Brown, the welfare officer,’ he said in a tired voice. ‘Before we go in I need to ask a few more questions. There’s nothing to worry about. I’m sure that the magistrate will look kindly at the circumstances of this misdemeanour. Now, William is twelve years old and this is the first time he’s been in any sort of trouble, correct?’

The sun had risen above the cloud and the last of the fog had disappeared by the time Rose and Billy walked out of Tower Bridge juvenile court. Billy’s face was still flushed from the dressing-down he had been given by the woman magistrate but he was elated at having escaped the punishment of being sent to Borstal. Rose felt humbled after the ordeal of having to approach the bench with her prepared statement on her young brother’s behalf, and she remained silent as she walked home with Billy along the busy Tower Bridge Road. The young girl recalled how nervous she had felt as she faced the stern magistrate and how she had been embarrassed by the official’s response. The woman had been very free with her praise for the way in which Rose was caring for the family and had taken into consideration her feeling that Billy’s criminal act was undertaken solely out of need, and the desire to help his sister. ‘It is only the fact that you are coping well with your situation in providing a happy home and ample care for your younger brothers and sisters that stays the hand of this court from seeking a care order,’ she had declared. ‘The alternative would have been that your family were fostered out. You are to be admired for the way you are coping, and for the way you have conducted yourself since your mother’s departure.’

The magistrate’s words reverberated in Rose’s mind and she fought back anxious tears. What would the woman’s response have been had she known the full truth of the matter. Rose Farran, just eighteen, single, and solely responsible for her family’s welfare, had managed to get herself pregnant.

‘We’ll be all right now, won’t we, Rose?’ Billy asked anxiously.

The young girl squeezed his hand in hers and gulped hard before replying. ‘’Course we will, Billy.’


Chapter One

Abbey Street had always existed in one way or another, following the same track since the days when Bermondsey was pasture land, open fields and clear water streams. The Cluniac monks had found the area a pleasant place in which to settle and an abbey was built just about one mile from the wide river that flowed inland westwards from the dangerous coastline. The place was peaceful and fertile, and crops grew in abundance. For the purpose of trade and communication the monks often journeyed to the river along the straight country path, and they named it Abbey Path.

By the time King Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries the abbey path had become a wide, well-trodden byway, travelled now by merchants and adventurers who refreshed themselves in the streams and drank from the cool flowing water. Artisans and tradesmen skilled in leathercraft who had fled from persecution on the Continent saw Bermondsey as an ideal spot to settle and a tanning industry prospered. In the process of time Abbey Path became Abbey Street, a long cobbled road that led through the heart of old Bermondsey, past the ruins of the Cluniac Abbey and on to rural areas further inland.

By the middle of the nineteenth century Bermondsey had become a sprawling mass of factories surrounded by filthy, insanitary hovels for the growing army of workers. Around Abbey Street tenement blocks sprang up to house the tannery workers, and in 1879 a three-storeyed building was erected in Fellmonger Street, a narrow turning that led off from the cobbled thoroughfare and where the fellmongers had once gathered to trade in skins and hides.

Imperial Buildings had four blocks, designated simply A, B, C and D. Each block contained six two-bedroomed flats, and a twisting wooden staircase led up to the landings. The buildings were illuminated by gas lamps, lit every evening by the porter Fred Albury, an elderly man who lived with his wife Muriel in Number 1, A block. Each morning Fred Albury was required to extinguish the gas lamps, and he did so, when he was good and ready. On cold dark mornings it made little sense getting out of a warm bed at the crack of dawn to put out the lamps, Fred reasoned. His working day was long enough anyway, what with keeping the blocks swept clean and answering calls to change tap washers or let tenants in when they had locked themselves out of their flats.

From Joe Diamond’s shop on the corner with Abbey Street, Imperial Buildings stretched down to a flattened and boarded-up bombsite which took up the rest of Fellmonger Street on the right-hand side. On the opposite side of the small turning there was a horse transport firm situated in the middle of a line of two-up, two-down houses. The firm and the house next to it on the far side were owned by Tommy Caulfield, a large jovial character who contracted to cart skins and hides. Apart from his house, which was boarded up and currently used as a store, all the housefronts had whitened doorsteps and lace curtains in the windows. The far end of the turning led into the middle of Basin Street, which boasted two rows of small houses and a corner pub, The Anchor.

At number four, C block, the first block past the corner shop, Don Farran looked into the cracked mirror over the stone sink in the scullery and ran his fingers through his thick dark hair. He studied the few hairs on his chin and winced at the large spot on his left cheek, then he tightened the knot of his grey and blue striped tie and leaned his head round the doorway. ‘There’s a few creases in this collar, Rose,’ he said irritably.

‘I can’t ’elp that,’ his sister replied sharply. ‘Yer didn’t give me much warnin’ yer needed a clean shirt.’

Don bit back on an angry retort. He remembered the last time he had shouted at his sister and he regretted the way it had affected her. She was the best, was Rose, and it wasn’t easy for her trying to look after them all. Maybe he should learn how to iron, he thought. It didn’t seem too hard, and then he would always have a shirt ready for important times such as tonight.

‘Don’t be late in,’ Rose called out from the living room. ‘The fog seems ter be comin’ back.’

‘Don’t worry, Sis, I don’t s’pose I’ll meet up wiv Jack the Ripper,’ Don told her cheerfully as he walked back into the room. ‘Anyway if I did bump into ’im I’d just give the geezer a bunch o’ fives an’ knock ’im spark out. They don’t mess wiv Don Farran.’

Rose managed a smile as she watched her brother shadowboxing in the doorway. ‘Remember what I said an’ keep away from those Morgan boys,’ she urged him. ‘They’re a bad lot an’ I don’t want you up the magistrates’ court.’

Don buttoned up his blue serge suit and stood with his feet apart, his hands held away from his body. ‘Well, ’ow do I look?’ he asked.

‘You’ll do,’ Rose replied, looking back down at the dress she was ironing.

Don let himself out of the first-floor flat in Fellmonger Street and Rose glanced up and listened to the hurried footsteps on the stairs as her sixteen-year-old brother went off to meet the Morgan boys. He was her main worry, she thought, apart from her condition. Don was certainly a handsome young man and so like their dead father. He had similar colouring and manner, and the same confident air about him. Don had started an apprenticeship with an electrical firm in Rotherhithe in the spring of that year, about the time their mother had run off, and he was unable to contribute any money to the family. To be fair to him, he had wanted to give it all up so that he could bring in a much-needed wage but Rose had been adamant that he should stay where he was, with the chance of learning a worthwhile trade. She had finally prevailed by reminding him that he had promised his father he would complete an apprenticeship. Don was a nice lad, but quick to anger and volatile at times, she told herself, and that was the trouble. He was getting in with the Morgan family, who everyone local knew to be a bad lot. The Morgans’ father had spent quite a few years behind bars for one offence or another and every time he came home he managed to father another son and then get himself into more trouble. The eldest two boys had married and settled down in other parts of London, but the younger four were always getting into one scrape after another. John Morgan at twenty-two was the worst of the lot and he had already been given a dishonourable discharge from the army for battering his drill sergeant during the early days of his National Service.

Rose put the hot iron down in the hearth to cool and folded the ironing blanket. Susan was getting tired and fretful, and Billy was slowly getting agitated by Joey’s refusal to accept defeat in their game of draughts.

‘Yer can’t go over two spaces,’ Billy stormed, pointing at the draughtboard with his bandaged finger.

‘Yes I can, it’s a new rule. Frankie Lester told me,’ Joey replied with a smug grin.

‘Well, Frankie Lester can’t play anyfing prop’ly. ’E’s stupid,’ Billy replied scowling.

‘I’ll tell ’im what yer said,’ Joey countered quickly.

‘I ain’t scared o’ Frankie Lester,’ Billy shouted at his younger brother. ‘I can fight ’im any day.’

Rose sighed deeply and banged her hand down on the table. ‘Right, you two, that’s enough. It’s school in the mornin’ an’ I want yer both ready fer bed early ternight,’ she said with authority.

Susan picked up her one-eyed doll and tucked the loose cottonwool back into the hole under the toy’s arm. ‘I’m tired, Rose,’ she said yawning widely.

Rose swept the child up into her arms and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Come on, darlin’, let’s get yer washed before the boys collar the scullery,’ she said smiling.

At seven thirty the pretty young child was tucked into her small bed and as Rose brushed a strand of loose hair from her eyes Susan looked up at her. ‘Will Mummy come back one day?’ she asked.

‘One day, now off ter sleep, baby,’ Rose replied softly, leaning down to plant a kiss on the child’s cool forehead.

Don Farran sat with John and Albert Morgan in the public bar of the Anchor, his eyes fixed on the elder brother who was speaking in a low voice.

‘The ole git won’t be no trouble at all,’ he was saying. ‘All we do is stick a sack over ’is ’ead an’ bundle ’im in the office. We just warn ’im that if ’e tries anyfing we’ll bash ’is ’ead in. Those cases are full o’ fags an’ cigars. Gotta be a fortune in it.’

‘What about if ’e recognises us, John?’ Albert queried.

‘Don’t worry about that, the ole goat’s blind as a bat,’ John replied. ‘I dunno why they take on ole geezers ter watch places like Jackson’s. If they get done it’s their look-out.’

The other two young men nodded and Don fished into his trouser pocket. ‘I’ll get the next one,’ he said, hoping that Albert would insist on buying a round instead.

‘Cheers, Don,’ Albert said, leaving him to count his coppers.

‘I’m a bit dodgy about ’im,’ John said quietly, nodding in Don’s direction as the young man walked to the counter. ‘’E acts big but ’e ain’t done nuffink. ’E might start flappin’.’

‘Don’s all right,’ Albert assured his older brother. ‘Me an’ Don are good mates. ’E won’t let us down.’

‘’E’s only a kid yet,’ John persisted.

‘’E’s goin’ on seventeen an’ ’e’s knocked a bit o’ gear out fer me more than once,’ Albert went on. ‘Besides, Don don’t earn much bein’ an apprentice.’

‘Why did yer let ’im buy the round then?’ John asked. ‘You’re flush after that load o’ shoes yer got rid of.’

‘’E likes ter buy a round,’ Albert replied with a lop-sided grin.

As Don Farran walked back to the corner table carrying three pints of bitter on a tin tray, Sammy McGarry the pub landlord cast his wife a look of resignation. For some time Beryl had wanted her husband to ban the Morgans from the pub, knowing that the small-time villains were giving the place a bad name, but Sammy had declined. He had spent a few years as a professional boxer and had worked in the docks before going into the Anchor; he had kept company with men every bit as hard as the Morgans and they held no fear for him, but he was all for a quiet life now he was in his late fifties. Besides, there were the few perks he got from the villains now and then.

‘Yer know that one’s only sixteen,’ Beryl reminded him in a low voice.

Sammy sighed and scratched at his balding head. ‘Look, gel, I can’t go askin’ fer all the young bucks’ birth certificates,’ he replied. ‘Anyway, ’e looks eighteen at least.’

‘I bet young Rose Farran don’t know ’e’s in ’ere,’ Beryl told him.

‘Don’t you go tellin’ ’er,’ Sammy said sharply. ‘That poor cow’s got enough on ’er plate. I was talkin’ ter Fred Albury this mornin’. ’E said that Rose was up the court wiv ’er Billy. Somefing ter do wiv ’im breakin’ inter some barrer sheds.’

Beryl finished pumping out a pint of ale and handed the brimming glass to the elderly Ted Baxter. ‘There we are, Ted. ’Ow’s yer missus?’ she asked him.

Ted shook his head slowly. ‘She can’t get aroun’ much since that fall,’ he replied. ‘The orspital said it was lucky she didn’t break ’er ’ip. She’s got rheumatics, yer see. It plays on that bad ’ip.’

Beryl nodded briefly in the direction of the young conspirators. ‘Young Don Farran’s gettin’ in bad company, I see,’ she remarked.

Ted Baxter nodded sadly. ‘Bloody shame what ’appened ter that family,’ he replied. ‘’E was a smashin’ bloke, young Gerry. I remember the night before ’e went back of leave. ’E was tellin’ me that ’is mob expected ter be on the invasion at any time an’ I swear ’e knew ’e was gonna cop it. It was jus’ somefing ’e said. Mind yer, it might ’ave bin the beer talkin’, but yer know what ’e said?’

Beryl remained silent, knowing that Ted was going to tell her anyway.

‘Gerry said ter me, “I wish fings could ’ave bin different wiv me an’ Ida,” that’s what ’e said. So I ses to ’im, “You two are gonna get fings sorted out when this lot’s over, Gerry,” an’ ’e turns round an’ gives me a funny grin. “It’s too late fer me, ole mate.” ’E knew, Beryl. Gerry knew right enough that ’e wasn’t comin’ back.’

‘Leave orf, Ted, yer makin’ me go all cold an’ miserable,’ the landlady said with a pronounced shudder.

‘She was a bad one, that ole woman of ’is,’ Ted went on regardless. ‘A real bitch in my book. D’yer know what? My ole dutch told me that as soon as young Gerry got called up she was orf out wiv a fancy bloke. She used ter go up West wiv the Yanks. Brought one ’ome ’ere once. Nice bloke ’e was. ’E bought me an’ my missus a drink or two right in this very bar. Gawd knows ’ow those kids of ’ers got on in those days. She left ’em wiv anybody who was silly enough ter take it on. Gawd knows what would ’ave ’appened ter those poor mites if it wasn’t fer the neighbours in those buildin’s. They gave those kids more than she ever did. Young Rose Farran was only about twelve or firteen at the time an’ she ’ad ter look after young Susie. The kid was only about two year old then. Bloody shame if yer ask me.’

Beryl gave her husband a sideways glance and leaned on the counter facing the elderly ex-docker. ‘What’s the latest on Ida Farran? I ’eard she upped an’ left fer good.’

Ted showed his distaste by shaking his head slowly. ‘She run orf wiv a bloody bus inspector, would yer believe? Left all those kids fer a bloody bus inspector she did,’ he growled. ‘I tell yer, Beryl, if it’d bin my wife I’d ’ave sorted the pair of ’em out. I’d ’ave give ’im bus inspector. I’d put the bleeder’s ’ead under a bus, then I’d give ’er a right pastin’ an’ drag ’er back by the scruff of ’er neck.’

‘Trouble is, there’s no man ter do it, as far as the Farrans are concerned,’ Beryl pointed out. ‘Who Ida Farran goes out wiv is ’er concern, but she shouldn’t neglect those kids. Ter be honest, I thought they’d ’ave taken ’em away. The welfare, I mean.’

‘They did go roun’ ter see the kids, accordin’ ter my Amy,’ Ted informed her. ‘Young Rose was doin’ a good job an’ they seemed ter fink the kids was better orf wiv ’er. That boy is gonna ’ave ter watch ’imself though,’ he said nodding in Don Farran’s direction. ‘’E’s only sixteen yer know. ’E shouldn’t be in ’ere, not drinkin’.’

‘I know, I’ve told ’im,’ Beryl replied with a flick of her eyes at Sammy who was pulling a pint at the other end of the bar. ‘’E don’t take a blind bit o’ notice what I say. Might as well talk ter the brick wall.’

Albert Morgan sauntered over to the counter, having finally been persuaded to buy a round. ‘Might ’ave a bit o’ stuff for yer pretty soon, Sammy,’ he said under his breath.

The landlord winced as he spotted Beryl giving him an old-fashioned look. ‘Don’t mention anyfing while the missus is ’ere,’ he hissed. ‘She gets all worried.’

Albert winked and stood with his hands in his trouser pockets while the pints were drawn, then he pulled out a roll of one-pound notes and peeled one off. ‘Get yerself a drink too, an’ one fer the missus,’ he said, grinning slyly out of the corner of his mouth.

Sammy rang the till and handed Albert the change. ‘I’d keep that young Farran boy out o’ yer duckin’-an’-divin’,’ he advised. ‘Yer know the welfare are on the family’s back. If that lad got into any sort o’ trouble they could well split the family up.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after ’im,’ Albert Morgan said dismissively.

The young man under discussion was feeling excited at the prospect of being accepted into the inner circle at last. John Morgan was right, he reasoned. People shouldn’t put an old man to watch over a warehouse full of valuable stock. If the firm got robbed it was their own fault.

‘Right then, we’ll go over the plan once more, then we’ll meet up at Teacake Ted’s at five sharp next Tuesday evenin’,’ John told them. ‘The cafe stays open till six o’clock, so we’ll ’ave time fer a bite to eat while we watch points. The firm’s dead opposite Ted’s cafe so we can see it all from the winder. Soon as the last worker leaves the ole boy shuts the place up. I’ve checked it out wiv our contact. The stuff’s goin’ in on Tuesday mornin’ so there should be some nice pickin’s. One fing I need ter say,’ he stressed, looking at both the young men in turn. ‘No gabbin’. If any o’ this gets out, there may be somebody who’ll take the opportunity o’ puttin’ us away. We’ve got a few enemies round ’ere an’ it’s all down ter jealousy. Us Morgans walk around in good gear, an’ we ’ave a few bob ter spend. ’Alf of ’em want the same but they ain’t got the bottle ter do anyfing about it. So remember what I say. Keep schtoom.’

The first-floor flat in Imperial Buildings was quiet on that cold November night. Susan slept peacefully in the bedroom, but in the second bedroom where they shared a double bed, Joey and Billy were talking quietly.

‘Don’s late,’ Billy said, glancing at the empty single bed.

‘I bet Rose is really mad,’ Joey replied.

‘She’d be madder if she knew where Don’s gone,’ Billy whispered.

‘Where’s ’e gone to?’ the younger brother asked.

‘I can’t tell yer. Don would give me a clout if ’e knew I told yer,’ Billy said seriously.

‘I wouldn’t say anyfing, cross me ’eart an’ ’ope ter die,’ Joey urged.

Billy turned over to face him. ‘Don’s gone ter meet the Morgans. I ’eard ’im makin’ the arrangements yesterday outside the block. ’E didn’t know I was sittin’ on the bottom o’ the stairs wiv me mates. They’ve gone ter that pub in Basin Street. There’s something goin’ on, Joey, but yer mustn’t breave a word or Rose’ll go mad at Don an’ then ’e’ll scream an’ shout back like ’e did last time. We don’t wanna be split up an’ ’ave ter go an’ live wiv strange people.’

‘What d’yer mean, Billy?’ Joey asked him.

‘Well yer see, Rose told me that we’ve gotta stick tergever an’ not cause any trouble,’ Billy explained. ‘She said that if people ’ear us all shoutin’ an’ arguin’ amongst ourselves they might report us ter the welfare people an’ they’ll fink Rose can’t look after us all prop’ly. We’ll be put in different ’omes an’ not see each ovver fer years.’

‘I wish muvver never left us,’ Joey said, suddenly wanting to cry.

‘Well she did, an’ if she really cared what ’appened to us she wouldn’t ’ave left us, so it’s no good wishin’ fer ’er ter come back,’ Billy said firmly. ‘We gotta ’elp Rose best we can.’

‘If I say me prayers will Jesus ’elp Rose?’ Joey asked.

‘Yeah, I fink so,’ Billy told him, then after a few minutes deep in thought he said, ‘G’night, Joey.’

‘I was sayin’ me prayers,’ the younger boy puffed loudly. ‘G’night, Billy.’


Chapter Two

Rose Farran left the flat and hurried down the damp, creaking staircase and out into the street. It was five minutes to eight, barely enough time for her to reach her workplace, the Bromilow sheet-metal works at Dockhead. Susan had been slow in rousing that morning and Billy’s sore finger had had to be re-dressed. It seemed to be festering and needed to be looked at, Rose thought as she walked quickly down Abbey Street. Tomorrow was Saturday and the medical mission would be open until twelve. She would have to take him there to get it lanced in case of blood poisoning.

The works manager was standing just inside the entrance to the factory and he gave her a cold stare. ‘You almost lost a quarter,’ he growled as Rose grabbed her card from the rack and pushed it into the time-clock.

‘Better luck next time,’ she said in anger at the fat little man as he stood arms folded and feet apart.

‘None of yer cheek, my gel, or yer’ll soon find yerself queuin’ up down the labour exchange,’ he warned her.

Rose bit back on a sharp reply and struggled into her heavy apron and cap as she hurried to her place at the stamping machine. One day that little squirt was going to get his comeuppance, she told herself. He had been nasty to her since she had spurned his advances on the stairway a few weeks previously. He had put his arm around her waist and tried to fix up a date, and when she shook her head vigorously he had stormed off in a huff with a look that spelt trouble ahead for her.

The belts were turning and the noise of the heavy machinery was deafening as Rose set to work, trying to shut her mind off from her troubles and trying desperately to ignore the large clock high up on the stone wall to her left. Her job entailed feeding large sheets of tin into a stamping machine which cut the metal into strips. Further along the workshop the strips were rolled ready for soldering into tin cans. All morning the noise was incessant as the women took their tea break in groups, so as to keep the belts turning. As Rose fed the constant supply of sheets into the hungry press, she worried. She worried about Susan, about Billy’s septic finger, and about the baby growing inside her. It was stupid and unforgivable that she had allowed him to seduce her. It would have been different if it was just she alone who would suffer the consequences, but there was the family to consider. She had let them all down badly.

The huge press lifted and fell with an unending thump, never varying a second nor changing its tune, and in her desperation Rose dwelt on the Mag Dolan tragedy. Mag had worked a press at Bromilow’s and one day she had suddenly stopped talking to her workmates. None of them paid much attention to the girl’s strange behaviour. For a whole week she never uttered a single word to anyone, and on the Friday evening, just before the factory whistle signalled that the working week was over, Mag put her head under the press. The newspapers carried the story and everyone then knew the reason for the tragic girl’s behaviour. Mag Dolan, a staunch Catholic girl from Dublin, had got herself pregnant.

Rose felt that she understood the awful dilemma Mag must have been faced with and she shuddered as the machinery thundered relentlessly on. Suicide had been the answer for Mag Dolan, but it wasn’t going to be her way out. She still had some time yet before her condition became apparent to anyone else. One answer would be to get an abortion. Rose knew at least two factory girls who had decided to get rid of their unborn babies. One, Kath Wilson, had gone to a chemist in Whitechapel and he had given her some ‘black and whites’. Kath had been quite open about it all one day in the canteen.

‘We ain’t got a barf in our ’ouse,’ she had said, ‘so I ’ad ter go roun’ the Spa Road municipal barf. I tell yer, gels, that barf was the ’ottest one I ever ’ad in me life. Sweatin’ like a pig, I was. Anyway, I takes these two white pills while I’m in the barf an’ I shouts out to ole Maggie Moses fer more ’ot water in number two. She can’t believe it. “More ’ot water?” she shouts out. “Yeah, more ’ot, Maggie,” I tells ’er. Now I’m expectin’ miracles, gels, but all I got was the feelin’ I was gonna faint because o’ the steam. Anyway, I finally gets out o’ that barf lookin’ like a bleedin’ stewed plum an’ I dries meself down an’ takes the black pills like the chemist bloke told me, an’ d’you know what, I nearly never made it ’ome. The pains! They were like nuffink I’ve ever ’ad in me life. Gripin’ me up they were. When I got ’ome my ole lady was goin’ orf about one fing an’ anuvver an’ I pushes past ’er fer the closet an’ she shouts out somefing or the ovver. “Shut up, yer silly ole cow,” I tells ’er, “I’m dyin’!” I really did fink I was a gonna, Gawd strike me dead if I’m tellin’ a lie. Well, ter cut a long story short it was all over there an’ then.’

‘What was in the pills?’ one of the girls asked.

‘I fink the white ones were made out o’ crab apples an’ the black ones were liquorice,’ Kath told her.

Rose thought about Kath Wilson’s confession, and about the other Bromilow girl who had become pregnant. Ellie Braden was married and already had five children, and she had decided that enough was enough. Ellie went to an abortionist and was back at work two days later. Rose felt a revulsion as she dwelt on the two factory girls’ experiences and suddenly her head started to pound. A reddish mist swam in front of her eyes and then blackness.

Joey Farran took his younger sister’s hand as they left Caxton primary school and walked the few streets home to Imperial Buildings. Circumstances had forced young Joey to be responsible and reliable beyond his years in looking after Susan and as the rain started to fall he opened his coat and let his sister nestle her head against him, sheltering her from the heavy rainspots. ‘Come on, Sue, ’fore we get soaked,’ he urged her.

The two children reached the buildings and climbed the flight of stairs, Joey fishing for the front-door key which was tied to a piece of ribbon round his neck. Joey usually made a pot of tea for them, as Billy normally got home from his school a few minutes later, but on this occasion the children were surprised to see that Rose was already home.

‘’Ave yer got the sack?’ Joey asked quickly.

Rose smiled and shook her head. ‘I got sent ’ome early ’cos I was feelin’ a bit sick,’ she said. ‘I’m all right now though. ’Ow was school?’

Susan pulled a face and Joey puffed as he sat down on the tatty armchair beside the gas fire. ‘I’ve got ’omework ter do,’ he said.

Rose filled two cups with tea from a blue china teapot and added a spoonful of goat’s milk to each cup. Just then Billy came in and sat down without saying a word. He looked pale and he held his bandaged finger up, supporting his wrist with the other hand.

Rose could see that the boy was in some pain and she immediately reached up for her coat. ‘C’mon, Billy, we’re goin’ straight roun’ the mission,’ she told him. ‘If we’re lucky they might still be open.’

‘Can’t I ’ave a cup o’ tea first, Rose?’ he asked.

‘Later. Let’s get that finger looked at first.’

Billy started to protest but his sister knelt down and put her hand on his knee. ‘Look, luv, if we leave it any longer blood poisonin’ might set in an’ yer’ll ’ave ter go in ’ospital,’ she said firmly. ‘Now c’mon, no arguments.’

The rain was now falling heavily and Rose opened up her umbrella as she stepped out into the street. Billy walked close to her as they hurried along Abbey Street and took a narrow turning that led out into the main Grange Road. They passed by the fur factory, the row of tall terraced houses that had steps leading up to the front doors and then turned left into Crimscott Street.

The small medical mission was just a few yards along the street, dwarfed by the huge Crosse and Blackwell food factory. The clinic had originally been opened by women missionaries who had returned from India after long service in the subcontinent, and it catered for women and children of the borough. When Rose stepped into the passageway with her arm around a nervous Billy she breathed a tired sigh of relief to find it open; she could hear a child crying and the reassuring voice of the elderly sister who was in charge.

The door in front of her was wedged open and as she walked through into a narrow corridor she saw two children sitting on the wooden bench waiting patiently for treatment. Billy looked frightened and Rose gave him a smile and kept her arm round his shoulders as they sat down. Billy struggled free and tried to look grown-up, aware that the two children sitting next to him had become curious.

‘I gotta ’ave drops in me ears,’ the little boy told him matter-of-factly.

‘I gotta ’ave me stitches out,’ the boy’s companion announced proudly. ‘I cut me ’ead open on the ruins. Fifteen stitches I ’ad.’

‘Don’t tell lies. It was only two stitches,’ the first boy corrected him.

Billy held out his finger. ‘It’s poisoned,’ he replied. ‘I might ’ave ter get it chopped off.’

‘Don’t be wicked, Billy, it’s only a bit festered,’ Rose said quickly, smiling at the two shocked children.

A young woman carrying a baby emerged from the surgery at the end of the corridor, followed by a tall, lean woman with a very lined face. She was dressed in a light blue uniform and she wore a white linen hat with a large diamond-shaped piece of cloth hanging down from the back as far as her shoulders. The sister stood with hands on hips and looked along the bench. ‘Next one,’ she said in a singsong voice.

The boy who needed his stitches removed got up and followed her into the surgery.

‘It’s only two stitches,’ the other boy whispered to Billy. ‘I bet ’e cries. ’E’s a cowardy-custard.’

A sudden wail broke the silence and then came the sister’s loud voice. ‘Now keep still. There’s only one more to come out and I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that much.’

‘Drops ’urt more than stitches but I ain’t scared,’ the boy told Billy.

Billy’s finger was throbbing and he gave the boy a sickly grin. ‘I ain’t scared neivver,’ he said without much conviction.

The first boy came out of the surgery looking rather sheepish and hurried off home. Soon it was Billy’s turn, and as he went in with Rose and sat down his eyes fixed on the steaming steriliser in the corner of the room. The sister gently undid the bandage and stared down at the swelling. Humming to herself she removed some instruments from the steriliser and sat herself down facing Billy. She pulled a cloth across her lap and took his hand in hers. ‘Now I want you to look up at the ceiling and tell me what you see,’ she said, indicating to Rose to hold the boy’s head up.

As he lifted his head Billy felt a sharp pain and he tried to look down at his finger. Rose had her hand under his chin, her eyes fixed on what the sister was doing. She had quickly and expertly made a small incision to release the pus, and Rose had to take a deep breath. She had already passed out once that day and she felt queasy as she saw the result of the nursing sister’s efforts. Billy seemed to relax against her and she patted his face. ‘There, that didn’t take long, did it?’

Soon the young lad’s finger was cleaned and bandaged, and he looked cheerful as he walked home beside his sister. The throbbing had ceased and for the first time that week he did not feel any pain.

On Saturdays it was pie and mash for lunch at the Farrans’, and when the table had been cleared Rose brought in a surprise sweet of plain pudding and syrup.

‘Cor! My favourite,’ Joey said, licking his lips.

Susan managed to drop a large piece of sticky pudding on her lap and Don gave Rose a grin as he scooped it up with his spoon and put it back on to her plate. ‘C’mon, eat it all up, babes, or yer won’t get a big gel,’ he joked.

Rose sat back and watched her brothers and sister as they devoured the pudding. She had told them that she did not like plain and syrup, but in fact there was only just enough for four small portions. It was nice to see them all enjoying the sweet and she wanted to savour the moment. The future was uncertain and there was a strong possibility that the family would have to be split up, she realised, once the welfare knew of her condition.

‘I got an extra job o’ work next Tuesday, Rose,’ Don said suddenly. ‘It’s a bit of overtime an’ I’ll be paid a full rate. The guv’nor said it’s money in the ’and, so I’ll be able ter put a few bob in the ’ouse-keepin’ tin.’

‘I could get a paper round,’ Joey butted in. ‘I could put some money in then.’

‘Never mind about paper rounds, you’ve gotta look after Susan while I’m at work,’ Rose reminded him.

‘I’ll be firteen next March an’ then one year later I’ll be able ter start work,’ Billy said. ‘I’m gonna try an’ get a job in the tannery. My mate’s dad works in a tannery an’ ’e gets good wages. ’E’s a dipper.’

‘That’s a right dirty job, skin-dippin’,’ Don told him. ‘Yer don’t want none o’ that. Yer gotta try an’ get a job wiv a future, like me. When I’m twenty-one I’ll be a fully-fledged electrician.’

‘Can I go an’ play out, Rose?’ Joey asked.

‘Yeah but stay round ’ere,’ Rose told him, ‘I don’t wanna come lookin’ for yer when it’s time ter come in.’

Billy slipped out of his chair and sidled up to Rose. ‘I’m gonna call fer Danny, all right?’

Rose brushed her hand over her brother’s tousled fair hair and nodded with a smile. The two younger boys were so alike, she thought. Both Joey and Billy were like her in colouring and they all favoured their mother. They had pale blue eyes, fair hair and fresh complexions. Only Don and young Susan were dark like their late father. Both had large expressive brown eyes and dark complexions. Don was growing into a living image of him.

Susan was now sitting comfortably in the armchair by the fire, busy talking to her favourite doll, and as she watched Rose promised herself that she would sew up the arm of the toy and try to replace the missing eye as soon as possible.

‘Young Billy seems ter be very close ter you lately,’ Don remarked suddenly.

‘It’s understandable,’ Rose replied, turning to face him. ‘I’ve ’ad ter do a bit o’ muvverin’ wiv Billy lately. There was the court business an’ then that finger of ’is. They lanced it at the mission an’ ’e never murmured. I fink ’e wanted ter show me ’ow grown-up ’e was.’

‘Are you all right, Rose?’ Don asked, giving her an enquiring look.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Why d’yer ask?’

‘I dunno. It’s just that yer look all worried lately,’ he told her. ‘I don’t mean about us lot. It’s like yer got somefing else on yer mind.’

‘No, there’s nuffink worryin’ me outside the family,’ Rose lied. ‘I’ve bin a bit fed up wiv me job this last few weeks an’ I’ve bin a bit off colour terday.’

Don reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a packet of Woodbines and a box of matches. ‘A smoke might do yer good,’ he said, taking a cigarette from the packet.

Rose shook her head. ‘You shouldn’t smoke, it’ll stunt yer growth,’ she told him.

Don smiled briefly and lit the cigarette, inhaling deeply and then puffing a cloud of smoke towards the ceiling. ‘Did yer manage ter find out any more about who’s payin’ our rent?’ he asked.

‘I got the same answer from the manager at the Crown Estate office as I did when I asked the rent collector,’ Rose replied. ‘A woman pays our rent when she pays ’er own, directly ter the office. The manager said the woman wouldn’t say who gave ’er our rent money. She’s bin told not to.’

Don studied the glowing end of his cigarette. ‘It’s very strange. I mean ter say, who would wanna pay our rent week after week, if it ain’t Muvver?’

Rose laughed bitterly. ‘Muvver? Gawd, Don, I ’ad ter get a loan off o’ Mrs Greenfield ter pay the arrears before Muvver left. She only paid the rent when it suited ’er. I’ve only just finished repaying that loan.’

‘Yer don’t fink Farvver left any instructions wiv anyone before ’e went back off leave, do yer?’ Don asked.

‘Yer’ve asked me before an’ I still say the same fing. Our farvver didn’t ’ave a penny ter bless ’imself wiv. Muvver saw ter that. She bled ’im dry,’ Rose replied with bitterness in her voice.

‘It’s certainly puzzlin’,’ Don said, puffing on his cigarette.

Rose shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’ve stopped finkin’ about it ter tell yer the trufe,’ she said. ‘This family’s ’ad a fair share o’ knocks an’ we’ve got ourselves a good fairy. I’m content ter leave it at that. One day we may find out an’ then I’ll try ter repay the debt. Fer the time bein’ just do what I do an’ say a prayer fer ’im or ’er, whoever it is.’


Chapter Three

On Monday morning Rose walked to work through the swirling, chilling fog. The previous Friday morning she had heard one of the girls say that the firm was starting Saturday working until Christmas and Rose hoped that it was not just a rumour. The extra money would certainly come in handy for the family’s Christmas presents, she thought.

‘You’re bright an’ early this mornin’, Farran,’ the manager remarked as he stood in his usual position by the time clock.

Rose gave him a brief smile, not wanting to antagonise the man in case he took it out on her by not offering her the chance of Saturday overtime.

‘Before yer start work I’d like a word in my office,’ he told her, forcing a smile before he turned his back on her and strutted off.

Rose followed him along the corridor and into the office that looked on to the main workshop.

‘Sit yerself down, I won’t be five minutes. Somefing I’ve gotta take care of,’ he said.

Rose sat on a hard chair beside the cluttered desk wondering why the works manager should want to speak with her. It was probably about her fainting on Friday morning, she thought.

Bernard Collis walked out of the office humming nervously to himself. He had worked with Bromilow’s since leaving school and his aptitude for mechanical engineering had been spotted by the company, which sent him on a course at the local polytechnic. Bernard had eventually risen to be assistant works manager, and when the manager himself neared retirement he became increasingly impatient to take over the job. Bob Myers had been a good manager who had the interests of his workers at heart, but the years had taken their toll and he had become rather forgetful. Occasionally important maintenance jobs on the large machines tended to get overlooked, and although Bernard Collis did not fail to notice, he found it suited his plan not to remind his boss, whose job it was to supervise the maintenance. One day the main cutter broke down and it was found to have a dry bearing. The firm lost two days’ production and the emergency meeting held by the directors recommended that Bob Myers be given early retirement and his assistant Bernard Collis be approached about replacing him.

At the outbreak of war Bromilow’s went on to essential war work and works manager Bernard Collis was granted an exemption from call-up. All through the war he strutted about the factory making himself more and more unpopular. The factory girls knew him to be a lecherous creep who took advantage of the fact that the workforce could not readily leave of their own accord, and they were forced to suffer the man’s nasty ways.

After the war, when the women workers came and went, Bernard Collis was forced to act a little more respectfully towards the girls, but it did not stop him getting to know which of his workers were desperate for the job, and when it suited him he made their lives a misery.

Rose Farran was soon to learn the ulterior motives for being summoned to the office when Collis came back after a few minutes and sat himself down, puffing loudly.

‘You know we’re startin’ Saturday workin’ from this Saturday,’ he said, leaning back in his seat and clasping his hands together. ‘Unfortunately you’d gone ’ome sick when the list came round. I’m sorry you’re not on it, an’ I’m afraid it’s full now. We only wanted ’alf the workers in this week.’

Rose tried not to show her disappointment but Collis had caught the look in her eyes. ‘I might be able ter swing somefing, it all depends on a few fings,’ he said, a hint of a smile showing on his podgy red face.

‘A few fings?’ Rose repeated.

‘I’m a friendly sort o’ bloke an’ yer don’t wanna listen ter rumours ter the contrary,’ Collis said, the smile now evident. ‘I know yer need the extra money, what wiv Christmas comin’ on. What say yer leave it ter me? I’ll do me best an’ see what I can do. In the meantime you go back ter work an’ we can ’ave a little talk later. By the way I usually go in the Pagoda on Tuesday nights. Why don’t yer pop in there an’ let me buy yer a drink. Yer know where the Pagoda is, don’t yer?’

Rose nodded and stood up, feeling sick inside. The leering face of her manager left her in no doubt what he had in mind. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t get the chance ter get out much,’ she answered.

‘Just fink about it,’ Collis said, lowering his head to the mess of papers on his desk by way of dismissal.

The afternoon sun had made a few brief appearances through the heavy cloud but it disappeared for the day as the November fog started to roll in from the river. Outside C block, Imperial Buildings, two elderly women stood chatting after walking back from Joe Diamond’s corner shop together. Mrs Campbell and her good friend Mrs Stratton both lived on the ground floor of C block and they were concerned about the Farrans.

‘She’s gorn fer good, that’s fer sure,’ Ivy Campbell remarked.

‘I knew that right from the start. Never ’ad any time fer those kids of ’ers,’ Rene Stratton replied, pulling up the collar of her heavy coat against the damp late afternoon. ‘I often saw that fancy man of ’ers ’angin’ round on the corner. Sickenin’ it was ter see the two of ’em tergevver. I wouldn’t mind if ’e was some sort o’ catch. Bloody bloke looked like a good dinner wouldn’t do ’im any ’arm.’

Ivy Campbell nodded. ‘’E’s married, yer know.’

‘Go on.’

‘Yeah. Four kids ’e’s got.’

‘Good Gawd.’

‘I know the woman’s bin widowed, an’ nobody begrudges ’er a bit o’ life, but ter leave those little mites the way she did was disgraceful,’ Ivy went on. ‘I tell yer, Rene, if it wasn’t fer that eldest gel Rose they’d all be took away by the welfare people. Stan’s ter reason. After all, young Susie can’t be no more than six or seven.’

‘The welfare people called round a few times makin’ enquiries. They’re keepin’ their eye on ’em, I expect,’ Rene said.

‘I feel sorry fer that Rose,’ Ivy continued. ‘She’s only eighteen. She’s got a burden.’

‘She works at the tin bashers in Dock’ead, so she told me,’ Rene added. ‘What a bloody place ter work. I worked there once. Two days I lasted. The bloody noise o’ those machines nearly drove me ter drink. My ole man told me ter pack the job up or e’d go round there an’ drag me out.’

Ivy quickly looked right and left to make sure no one was in earshot. ‘’E’s gonna ’ave ter watch ’imself,’ she said in a low voice.

‘Who’s that?’

‘That Don Farran.’

‘Why’s that, then?’

‘’E’s bin gettin’ in wiv those Morgans.’

Rene shook her head slowly. ‘They’re prison bait, that lot. Charlie Morgan’s doin’ a five stretch an’ then there’s the ole man. ’E’s bin in an’ out the nick more times than enough, I can tell yer. ’E’s waitin’ ter come up fer assault now, by all accounts.’

‘I was finkin’ o’ mentionin’ it ter young Rose. I bet she don’t know,’ Ivy said. ‘Trouble is yer don’t know if yer doin’ right from wrong. I’d only get the name o’ bein’ a busybody.’

‘Mind yer, if yer did mention it the gel would only ’ave somefing else ter worry about, an’ besides, I don’t s’pose Don would take any notice of ’er,’ Rene remarked.

‘All bloody trouble ain’t it, one way an’ anuvver,’ Ivy said finally as she took a key from her purse.

Rene Stratton tucked the evening paper under her arm and followed her friend into the block. ‘See yer tomorrer, luv. ’E’ll be waitin’ fer ’is read.’

At five o’clock that evening Tommy Caulfield stepped out of his transport yard through the wicket-gate and clicked it shut. He was a big man, standing well over six feet tall, with a build like a heavyweight wrestler. His heavy round face was ruddy and his deep blue eyes were friendly, though on this particular evening they had a worried look.

Tommy pulled his trilby hat down over one eye and turned up the collar of his tweed overcoat as he walked quickly out of the street, turning his steps towards the transport cafe in Jamaica Road where he had arranged to meet an old friend, Chief Inspector Bill Grogan, the policeman in charge at Dockhead. Grogan had phoned Tommy that morning, suggesting that they met somewhere they could have a quiet chat. Sid Baines’ place had seemed a suitable venue. Sid was the soul of discretion and his cafe was a regular stopping-place for Tommy when he was out on business in the area, as well as for his car men.

‘’Ello, Tom, a couple o’ yer boys were in ’ere terday. ’Ow’s business?’

Tommy gave the cafe owner a friendly smile and was pleased to find that there were no other customers in the shop. ‘Can’t complain, Sid,’ he replied. ‘Give us a large one, an’ a bacon sandwich, will yer.’

Sidney Baines filled a large mug full of strong tea from a huge metal teapot and scooped in two spoonfuls of sugar. He knew just how Tommy liked his tea, and as he stirred it Sid noticed that Tommy wasn’t his usual self.

‘Yer look tired, old mate. Ain’t bin overdoin’ fings lately, ’ave yer?’ he remarked.

The contractor forced a smile as he made himself comfortable in one of the bench seats. ‘I’m OK, Sid, just a bit tired,’ he told him.

Sid put two thin rashers of bacon into a large frying-pan of hot fat and reached for two thick slices of new bread. ‘’Ow’s the missus, Tom?’ he asked.

‘She’s fine. I’ll tell ’er you asked after ’er,’ Tommy replied, running his large gnarled hand over his forehead. ‘By the way, is your clock right?’

‘Spot on, mate, accordin’ ter Big Ben.’

‘What time yer shuttin’?’

‘Six sharp, as usual.

‘I’m meetin’ someone ’ere, Sid. Shouldn’t be too long,’ Tommy told him.

Sid took the strips of streaky bacon out of the pan with the end of his carving knife and laid them on a thickly buttered slice of bread and with a deft movement he flipped the other slice over and slid the knife under his arched hand to halve the sandwich. Normally Sid’s customers collected their sandwiches and tea from the counter, but on this occasion Tommy made no move. The cafe owner looked at him as he sat deep in thought, then slipped round the counter and put the mug of tea and the sandwich down in front of him. ‘Service wiv a smile,’ he said. ‘’Ere, you sure you’re all right?’ he asked.

Tommy nodded quickly and as he took his first bite from the bacon sandwich a tall lean man walked in, unbuttoning his heavy overcoat as he slid on to the bench seat facing him. ‘Sorry I’m late. There’s a lot on at the station at the moment,’ he said.

‘You sounded a bit mysterious over the phone, Bill,’ the contractor said. ‘What’s up?’

The inspector adjusted the collar of his shirt and leaned forward over the table. ‘Give us a large tea,’ he called over to Sid.

Tommy watched closely as his friend settled himself. ‘This place is as good as anywhere fer a private chat, an’ Sid’s an ole pal,’ he told him.

Bill Grogan nodded. ‘I’ll come straight to the point, Tommy,’ he said. ‘I got the word this morning from a reliable source that somebody’s been putting the frighteners in. That’s why I gave you a ring.’

‘Fright’ners? Nah, they got it wrong, Bill,’ the contractor replied quickly. ‘Why should anybody wanna do that?’

‘Stan Archer sounds as good a reason as any I can think of,’ the inspector said quietly, watching his old friend’s reaction.

‘Stan Archer don’t work for me anymore,’ Tommy replied, trying to remain calm.

Chief Inspector Bill Grogan afforded himself a smile. ‘Now, why don’t you enlighten me, Tommy?’ he said familiarly. ‘We go back a long way. I’ll give you my word that anything you tell me will be in confidence.’

The contractor took a sip from his mug of tea and then clasped his hands together on the table. ‘All right, Bill, but yer gotta promise me yer won’t let me down,’ he said anxiously.

‘My word’s always meant something, hasn’t it?’ Grogan reminded him.

The contractor sighed deeply and studied his thumbs for a moment or two. ‘About six weeks ago I got paid a visit by Frankie Morgan,’ he began. ‘I’ve known Frankie since we ran the streets tergevver as kids, an’ we’ve always bin on friendly terms. Anyway Frankie was upset. ’E told me that I ’ad a grass workin’ fer me an’ I’d do well ter give the bloke the boot.’

‘You’re talking about Stanley Archer?’ the inspector cut in.

Tommy nodded. ‘Stan was a good worker an’ I couldn’t find any reason fer sackin’ the man,’ he went on. ‘Besides, I don’t take kindly ter bein’ told ’ow ter run my business, Bill, who I should or shouldn’t employ. What it was, though, Frankie told me ’e’d got word it was Stan Archer who put ’is boy Charlie away fer that affray in the Crown. ’E said that Archer contacted the police and named names. Don’t ask me ’ow Frankie got the info on Stan. ’E didn’t tell me, anyway. I warned Stan Archer, told ’im ter be careful, an’ then two weeks later ’e asked fer ’is cards. That was that, until I read in the paper about ’im gettin’ done over, an’ Frankie bein’ up on an assault charge.’

Sid brought over a mug of tea and as soon as he had left Tommy reached into his coat pocket and took out an envelope which he put down in front of the inspector. ‘After Frankie Morgan was charged I got this letter pushed under the gate,’ he said.

Grogan took out the folded sheet of paper and read the short message:

‘Remember Pat Reagan. Don’t you make the same mistake.’

‘Reagan was the cartage contractor who got put out of business over the union troubles back in the thirties, wasn’t he?’ he asked.

Tommy nodded. ‘I’ve got no trouble wiv the Transport Union. All my lads carry union cards an’ I pay over the union rates,’ he said. ‘I do a fair bit o’ dock work an’ it suits me that my lads are union men. That message is clear ter me, Bill. What it really ses is, I shouldn’t go upsettin’ the wrong people or I’ll be put out o’ business.’

The inspector nodded. ‘I can see that, but what makes you think Morgan wrote this note? Someone else might be holding a grudge against you.’

Tommy leaned forward over the table. ‘Listen, Bill, I’m gonna be honest wiv yer,’ he said in a low voice. ‘When Stan Archer was lyin’ in Guy’s ’Ospital after Frankie Morgan beat ’im up an’ your lads were makin’ enquiries they called on me as yer know, and you also know what I told ’em. I just said that Archer was a good worker wiv no known enemies as far as I was aware. Well, yer know now that I wasn’t tellin’ the trufe, but yer gotta realise I ’ave ter live wiv these people an’ I get me livin’ in the borough. I got me wife ter fink about an’ she ain’t bin too well lately. I can’t afford ter go upsettin’ the likes o’ Frankie Morgan an’ ’is boys. You know what they’re like. They’re animals, Bill.’

‘And you’re going to be plagued with that sort until you and people like you decide that enough is enough,’ the inspector told him firmly.

The contractor studied his clasped hands for a moment or two, then he looked up at the policeman. ‘We’ve known each ovver fer quite a few years, Bill,’ he began, ‘an’ I know yer can understand my position. Well, yesterday mornin’ when I got ter the yard one o’ the lads showed me a bundle o’ charred rags lyin’ near the cart shed. Somebody ’ad obviously lobbed ’em over the wall the previous night. Luckily fer me they’d burnt out on the cobbles. If they’d landed on one o’ my carts or on the shed the ’ole yard could ’ave gone up in smoke. So now yer know. Yes, I’ve ’ad the fright’ners put in, an’ I reckon it’s ’cos someone spotted your blokes when they paid me a visit last week. They’re makin’ sure that I don’t go in the stand an’ tell about the visit I got from Frankie Morgan.’

Bill Grogan folded up the note and put it back into the envelope before handing it back. ‘Look, Tommy, you’re not down to give evidence so you can sleep easy on that score,’ he said reassuringly.

Tommy sighed deeply. ‘As far as Frankie Morgan’s concerned I don’t ’ave
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