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About the Book

The Adams family of Walworth were poor, cheerful, and above all respectable – even though they sometimes had to seek a little help from the pawnbroker.

Mrs Adams – affectionately called Chinese Lady by her children – was a widow, her soldier husband having gone, rather carelessly, to a hero’s death on the Northwest Frontier.  There was Boots, the bright one, and Tommy, the quiet one, and Sammy, the nine-year-old wheeler-dealer of the family.  There was Mr Finch, the lodger, and dreadful Em’ly next door, and genteel Miss Chivers with the terrible old mother, but above all there was Lizzy.

Lizzy was one of the prettiest girls in Walworth.  She was young, and always sounded her aitches, and she cared terribly about being clean and neat and proper . . . Lizzy was a peach of a girl.

When Lizzy fell in love it was 1914.  Everyone was going to be affected, things were going to change.  But whatever happened, the Adams family – gutsy, tough and cheeky – would come through.
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TO THE FAMILY


CHAPTER ONE

Chinese Lady came to see me on Sunday afternoon in Guy’s Hospital, and brought my sister Lizzy with her. Chinese Lady was my mother, she having almond eyes and having taken in washing for a few years before getting a cleaning job at the town hall. She had been friendly with Mr Wong Fu of the Chinese Laundry off the Old Kent Road, and they still stopped for a chat if they met in the street, although that didn’t happen too often, because Mr Wong Fu was rarely seen outside clouds of steam.

‘Can Boots talk yet?’ asked thirteen-year-old Lizzy, as she and Chinese Lady sat down at my bedside.

‘I don’t know, you better ask him,’ said Chinese Lady, who didn’t mind being called that by her children. She thought the Chinese were the most polite and civilised of all peoples.

‘Can you talk?’ Lizzy asked me.

‘Of course I can talk,’ I said.

‘Pity,’ said Lizzy, ‘we was hopin’ you’d lost some of yer yap.’

‘Lizzy, Lizzy,’ said Chinese Lady, who was looking as she liked to look on Sundays, properly reverent in her black widow’s weeds, ‘don’t talk so unfeelin’ to your brother when he’s just been operated on.’

‘It’s only his tonsils,’ said Lizzy, ‘it’s not like they’ve took his leg off like they did with Mr Tiddle.’

‘Mr Tibble,’ said Chinese Lady with asperity. She rarely got cross, but she was often severe. ‘If you’re goin’ to be like that, you can go outside.’

‘When you get round to asking how I am,’ I said, ‘I’m still poorly.’

‘Can he eat yet?’ asked Lizzy.

‘I don’t know, what a question,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘Can you eat yet, Boots?’

Why everyone called me Boots would have been a downright mystery if Chinese Lady hadn’t told me that her cousin, our Aunt Victoria, had knitted me some blue bootees when I was an infant, and that she used to come and visit and say, ‘Who’s a ducky blue boots, then, who’s our pretty boots?’

‘What I’ve been able to partake of so far,’ I said, ‘is hardly keeping my body and soul together.’

‘Hark at him,’ said Lizzy, ‘can’t he yap? It’s that education of his what’s doin’ it. Boots, shall I tell yer what we brought yer? Apples.’

‘Apples? Apples?’

‘Do yer good,’ said Lizzy.

‘Stop it, Lizzy,’ said Chinese Lady, looking around to see if anyone was lying next door to death. Everyone in the surgical ward had visitors, who were all talking away over the heads of even the most parlous cases.

‘How am I going to eat apples, just tell me that, go on, tell me,’ I said. ‘When I swallow, it’s like I’m sawing my own head off.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ said Chinese Lady, giving my pillows a motherly beating. ‘You’re a bit wan, but that can’t be helped, and Matron said you bled very healthy.’

‘I brought it all up in the night,’ I said.

‘What, all yer blood?’ said Lizzy.

‘Well, it wasn’t custard. How could it have been? I hadn’t had any custard, I hadn’t had anything except the operation. When your throat’s bleeding while you’re asleep, it all goes down into your stomach, and when your stomach’s full up—’

‘Benevolent hommeridge, that’s what it’s called,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘but don’t worry, I seen Matron before we come to your bedside, and she said you’ll be coming out Wednesday.’

‘If I don’t choke,’ I said. ‘Fancy bringing apples, with me in my condition.’

‘Sammy got ’em for yer down the Lane,’ said Lizzy. ‘Here y’ar.’ She handed me a brown paper bag. I opened it and saw a bunch of black grapes. Lizzy’s giggle was a silent one. Chinese Lady wouldn’t have stood for a loud giggle, not in a hospital, and especially not on a Sunday.

‘You Lizzy,’ I said, ‘I think I’ll tell me fellow patients how that dog ran off with your drawers in Aunt Victoria’s garden.’

Lizzy blushed crimson. In the bed on my left, Mr Clark, who’d broken both legs falling off his corporation water cart, gave her a wink. Lizzy went redder.

‘Boots, you shouldn’t say things like that,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘it’s downright vulgarising.’

‘Lucky they weren’t the ones she was wearing,’ I said, ‘or the dog would’ve run off with her as well.’

Mr Clark chortled. His placid wife, who was visiting him, smiled peaceably.

‘Oh, you an’ yer yap,’ muttered Lizzy.

‘Still, she looks nice on Sundays, our Lizzy,’ I said to Mr Clark.

‘Young peach, that’s what she is,’ said Mr Clark, who had a cradle over his legs.

Lizzy did look nice. Her dark brown hair, as glossy as a horse chestnut, was topped by her Sunday hat of yellow straw, banded by red ribbon, and her white Sunday frock was waisted by a red sash. In 1912, sashes and ribbons were all the thing, especially on Sundays. Lizzy, with her brunette colouring, had a picture postcard look most Sundays. She was a good cricketer too.

‘Boots, you get well now,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘then you’ll be home Wednesday and back to school Monday week. You don’t want to miss no more lessons than you can help.’

‘Have a grape,’ I said, and offered the bag. Chinese Lady and her one and only daughter accepted, and Mr Clark and his wife also took one each. Lizzy ate hers succulently. I ate one cautiously, and my throat went raw and fiery as I swallowed. ‘Where are Sammy and Tommy?’ I asked.  Sammy was nine, Tommy was eleven, and they were my brothers.

‘Up the park,’ said Lizzy, taking another grape. A wicked look entered her eyes. ‘Em’ly’s been askin’ after you.’

‘Oh, not her,’ I said. ‘Tell her I passed away.’

‘Now don’t you say things like that,’ said Chinese Lady, shocked, ‘it’s provokin’ Providence. And don’t make faces or you’ll get struck.’

‘Might be an improvement,’ said Lizzy. ‘Em’ly was awful burdened the day you come here. Her mum didn’t like the look of her tea leaves.’

‘My throat hurts,’ I said, ‘I can’t talk any more, especially about Emily Castle.’

‘You ought to ’ave ’eard ’er,’ said Lizzy. There was a hole in one of her black stockings, camouflaged by a touch of Cherry Blossom boot polish. ‘“Oh, he won’t die, will he? Oh, he won’t die, will he?”’

‘Lizzy, stop that,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘But she kept saying it,’ said Lizzy. ‘“Oh, he won’t die, will he?” She’s a bit fanciful, ’aving an aunt who’s always under the doctor.’

‘I’d be under him myself,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘only I haven’t got time.’

‘What’ll I tell Em’ly?’ asked Lizzy.

‘Tell her I’m composing myself for a peaceful end,’ I said.

Mr Clark chuckled and said, ‘You’re a one, you are.’

‘Boots, didn’t I tell you not to say things like that?’ said Chinese Lady worriedly.

‘He can’t ’elp it, Mum,’ said Lizzy, ‘it’s ’is posh schooling.’

‘Everything all right?’ Nurse Wharton stopped to enquire. Chinese Lady smiled respectfully.

‘He’s comin’ on a treat,’ she said, ‘he’s enjoying some nice grapes.’

‘Lizzy is, you mean,’ I said.

‘Are you Lizzy?’ asked Nurse Wharton of my skin and blister.

‘Yes,’ said Lizzy, suddenly shy in the face of uniformed authority.

‘When we were at our Aunt Victoria’s last year,’ I said, ‘a dog ran off with her—’

Lizzy clapped her hand over my mouth.

‘He wants a clip,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘only what with his operation and not being able to swaller proper, he’ll have to wait.’

‘Oh, we can turn him over and smack his bottom,’ said Nurse Wharton cheerfully. ‘That won’t affect his operation. Shall I do it for you?’

Chinese Lady looked uncertain. Lizzy looked bucked.

‘Well, he’s a good boy most of the time,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘All right, Mrs Adams,’ said Nurse Wharton, ‘but call me if you change your mind.’

She swished away.

‘You ’aven’t said proper what I’m to tell Em’ly,’ said Lizzy.

Emily Castle was the girl next door. At thirteen, she was the same age as Lizzy, and her best friend. How Lizzy stood her, I didn’t know. She was a skinny-legged terror. Small boys ran indoors when they saw her coming, and she could hack splinters off big boys. Her mum called her a pet, and her dad was proud of her.

‘Why’d you have to tell her anything?’ I asked.

‘’Cos she’ll ask, that’s why,’ said Lizzy. ‘She’ll be on the doorstep as soon as me an’ Mum get back. “Oh, he’s not dead, is he?” That’s what she’ll say. “Oh, he’s not dead, is he?” What’ll I tell her?’

‘What she wants to hear, I suppose. That I’ve passed on.’

‘There you go again,’ said Chinese Lady agitatedly. ‘Yes, you can smirk, my lad, but saying things like that when you just been operated on, well, you could wake up smirkin’ on the other side of your face.’

‘Now, Mum, don’t go on,’ I said, ‘people are looking.’

Chinese Lady went a little pink and hid herself under the brim of her black straw hat. Of all things, people looking was the worst.

‘Mr Finch is comin’ to see yer tomorrer,’ said Lizzy.

Mr Finch was our lodger. Everyone in Walworth had a lodger, if possible. Lodgers helped with the rent. A lodger was like an uncle to some families, and a worry to others. Mr Finch had lodged with us for five years and wasn’t a worry to anyone. He was a river pilot operating out of London docks, after having worked in the naval dockyard at Portsmouth and been a merchant seaman before that. He had a very nice way of talking to people, sounding quite educated, and the ladies respected him very much. His hours of work were irregular, due to tides and so on, but he always looked spruce coming or going, and never failed to lift his hat or his peaked cap to any lady he knew, even including Mrs Percival. Mrs Percival was a great big drunk of a woman, who spent a lot of time being taken to court and being fined or getting seven days for brawling with men outside pubs at closing times. She was always nearly sending some man or other to hospital. I say nearly because all the men refused to go. They had their pride, the working men of Walworth, and weren’t going to let any hospital know it was a woman who’d done them over. It made Mrs Percival mad that they wouldn’t go, because her declared aim was to put every man in England in hospital. Her husband had run off to Australia with her sister years ago, and she’d had it in for men ever since.

‘I’ll be happy to see Mr Finch,’ I said. ‘Are we still hard up?’ I whispered.

‘Mum’s had to pawn Grandma’s tea service,’ said Lizzy.

‘I’ll have a relapse, I will,’ I said.

‘Why?’ said Lizzy. ‘Grandma left her tea service to Mum, not you.’

‘Anyway,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘it helped to buy you a nice pair of secondhand shoes good as new down the Lane.’ East Street market was always called the Lane. ‘They look nice, they’re for school and to make up for your operation. I’ll get the tea service redeemed soon as your monthly school grant comes through.’ Chinese Lady being a widow, I received a grant of ten shillings a month to help see me through secondary school. She had an Army  widow’s pension herself, our dad having gone to a hero’s death on the Northwest Frontier in India in 1906. The Army had sent her his medals, and she’d written to ask if she could have two shillings a week more on her pension instead, as she had four children to find food for and they couldn’t eat medals. She received a very kind reply, which took four long paragraphs to say no. So she framed the medals with a photograph of our dad in his uniform, and kept it on the parlour mantelpiece, and neighbours said how proud she must have been of him. Chinese Lady said she’d have been a lot prouder if he’d had the sense not to get his head blown off. The pension wasn’t much, and she had to go out to work charring six mornings a week at the town hall, leaving home at a quarter to six and coming back about half-past nine. They paid her eleven shillings a week.

‘We ought to hold Grandma’s tea service more dear than to put it in pawn,’ I said.

‘Crikey, listen to you,’ said Lizzy, ‘you sound like—’ She stopped. She blushed under her hat. A boy was eyeing her from a bedside opposite, where he sat with his mother visiting his father, who’d had his appendix out. He looked about seventeen, and as if he came from somewhere like Denmark Hill, where people had a bit more than we did in Walworth. There were some nice streets off Denmark Hill, except they were called roads or avenues, and the houses all had gardens. The boy wore a grey suit, with a collar and tie, and he had a frank smile for our Lizzy. Well, Lizzy really did look nice in her Sunday frock, which was a cast-off from Cousin Vi, Aunt Victoria’s only child.

The boy got up and strolled over. Lizzy went violently pink.

‘Hello,’ he said to me, ‘what’re you in for?’

‘Tonsils,’ I said.

‘Crippling,’ he said. He had a cheerful and vigorous look, well-brushed hair as darkly brown as Lizzy’s, and a lot of self-confidence. Our Lizzy had quite a bit of her own, but it seemed to have drained into her polished Sunday  boots at the moment. ‘Hello,’ said the boy to Chinese Lady.

‘Good afternoon, pleased to meet you,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘Are you his sister?’ asked the boy of Lizzy’s hat. Her hat was all he could see of her, because she had her head bent. She gulped.

‘Yes, she’s my sister,’ I said. ‘Her name’s Eliza.’

Lizzy shot me a fierce look. She hated the name Eliza, and frequently took Chinese Lady to task for burdening her with it.

‘I’m Ned,’ said the boy. ‘Eliza’s pretty nice, don’t you think?’

Lizzy gave him a quick upward glance. He smiled at her. Her blush got worse.

‘Cheek,’ she muttered.

‘Pardon?’ said Ned.

‘She said how’d you do,’ I said.

‘No, I didn’t,’ breathed Lizzy.

‘Well, I’ve got to buzz now and meet some friends,’ said Ned. ‘I’ve seen my dad’s operation. Looks a treat. I’m bringing him some books tomorrow evening. He likes Rider Haggard. D’you fancy a book or two?’ he asked me.

‘Thanks, I’ve got books,’ I said, ‘what I’m after is something I can eat.’

‘Mr Finch, our lodger, is comin’ to see him tomorrer evening,’ said Chinese Lady. Being a motherly woman, she was engagingly irrelevant at times.

‘He’ll get Irish stew tomorrow,’ said Ned, ‘they always serve that on Mondays. I had my tonsils out here several years ago.’

‘Well, fancy that,’ muttered Lizzy to her feet.

‘Will they do dumplings with the stew?’ asked Chinese Lady. ‘Boots likes dumplings.’

‘Me too,’ said Ned. ‘Well, see you all again, I hope.’

‘Pleased to have met you, I’m sure,’ said Chinese Lady, and Ned smiled, gave Lizzy’s hat another glance, called goodbye to his mother and father, and left.

‘Cheek,’ said Lizzy again.

‘What’s got into you?’ asked Chinese Lady.

‘He was lookin’, that’s what,’ said Lizzy, who seemed irrationally pink.

‘Only at the hole in your stocking,’ I said.

‘Oh, it don’t show, do it?’ said Lizzy in dismay.

It did. The hole was out of true with the spot of blacking on her shin. Lizzy was plainly mortified.

‘Lizzy, you should of let me darn it before you put it on,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘No wonder he was standin’ there lookin’,’ said Lizzy furiously. ‘That’s what he was doin’, lookin’ an’ grinnin’.’ She essayed a glance at Ned’s parents. They gave her a smile. She blushed again. ‘Oh, all boys are grinnin’ lumps,’ she breathed. She seemed very put out.

‘We’ll get the tea service out of pawn when I come home,’ I said.

‘We got to have a bit of money,’ said Chinese Lady defensively. ‘You got to stay at school, Boots, and pass your exams and get a nice job in a bank. We got to find money somewhere, and we won’t have nothing extra coming in till Lizzy leaves school when she’s fourteen and finds work.’

‘We’ll go to Australia,’ I said.

‘Don’t talk senseless,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘We’re goin’ to do an Empire Day pageant at our school,’ said Lizzy, worrying her dress to keep the stocking hole covered.

‘Well, we’ll go to the farthest corner of the Empire, that’s what,’ I said, feeling depressed about our poverty. ‘As soon as I’m out, Lizzy, we’ll take Chinese Lady to Australia House and help her fill in forms.’

‘Crickey, listen to him, Mum,’ said Lizzy, ‘anybody’d think he was sir and we was only muck.’

‘Well, he only had his operation Friday,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘we got to make allowances, lovey.’

A bell rang and Nurse Wharton reappeared.

‘Time’s up,’ she called, clapping her hands, and visitors made preparations to leave.

‘We got to go now, Boots,’ said Chinese Lady, and gave my hand a pat. ‘Get better now, and I’ll come Wednesday to fetch you home.’

‘I might have a fatal turn in the night,’ I said.

‘Can’t you have it now?’ said Lizzy. ‘Then Mum’ll know she won’t have to fetch you.’

‘Ain’t she a corker?’ said Mr Clark.

‘She needs her ears boxed, saying a thing like that,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘they’re as bad as each other, the pair of them.’

‘I’ll tell Em’ly you’re goin’ to live,’ said Lizzy.

When they’d gone, Nurse Wharton came and plumped up the pillows that Chinese Lady had tidied up.

‘Aren’t you lucky, having such a nice mother and pretty sister?’ she said.

‘We’re in pawn,’ I said.

‘You’re not the only family, so don’t brag about it. Sit up more, it’ll perk you. Tea’s coming round in a minute, and you can try some bread and butter.’

‘Thank you kindly, nurse,’ I said, ‘but if I pass on before it arrives, Mr Clark can have it.’

‘My, my, aren’t we droll today?’ said Nurse Wharton, who smelled like a fascinating mixture of lavender and antiseptic. ‘Well, we’ll try to see it arrives before you leave us. You don’t want to arrive hungry at the pearly gates. They might already have had their tea up there.’

‘Play yer draughts, Boots?’ said Mr Clark.

‘All right,’ I said.

Nurse Wharton set the board up for us on a chair between the beds, then buzzed around giving what for to patients who were looking slipshod and untidy. When tea was served I tried some bread and butter and fruit cake, and as it all went down without actually killing me, I decided to live.


CHAPTER TWO

Next morning I felt considerably better and ate a plateful of sugared porridge. A postcard arrived, with a fluffy yellow chick on the front and an accompanying poem.

‘Easter comes but once a year

To fill our hearts with hope and cheer

Christ is risen as our Saviour

Praise the Lord and love thy neighbour.’

On the back was a pencilled message beneath the green halfpenny stamp.

‘I do hope you’ll get better yours faithly Emily Castle from next door.’

‘Who’s it from?’ asked Nurse Wharton.

‘Just a neighbour.’

‘Nurse, me legs itch,’ said Mr Clark.

‘I’ll tell Sister,’ said Nurse Wharton, ‘she’ll tell Matron, Matron will tell Mr Lancaster, the surgeon, and everyone will be thrilled.’

‘You’re a comfort, you are,’ said Mr Clark.

‘Have you been?’ Nurse Wharton asked me.

‘Been?’

‘Yes, before I came on duty. You know.’

‘Oh, that. Yes, I’ve been, thank you kindly, nurse.’

‘Good. I’m happy for you.’ Nurse Wharton ruffled my hair.

‘Can I have a bottle, nurse?’ cried someone in need, at which Mr Clark broke into song.

‘Oh, I went for a wee on a train up to Crewe,

And the train it was swaying like old howjerdo,

And I didn’t know how I could aim my wee straight,

So I just shut me eyes and left it to fate.’

‘Very funny,’ said Nurse Wharton, after the hysteria had subsided. ‘Surgical is always full of comedians. Any more songs like that, Mr Clark, and I’ll call Sister Hardy.’

‘Kiss me, Hardy,’ I said.

‘What was that?’ she asked severely.

‘It was what Nelson said at the battle of Trafalgar.’ I never liked my school learning to miss out on an audience. ‘You know, when he was dying and saying his last words to Captain Hardy. “Kiss me, Hardy,” he said.’

‘That reminds me,’ said Mr Clark, and broke into poetry.

‘Oh, it was Christmas Day on the troopship,

And the soldiers was eatin’ dry bread,

There wasn’t no Christmas pudding,

‘Cos the sergeant had done what they said.’

Nurse Wharton rushed out.

‘Where’s she gorn, where’s me bottle?’ cried the patient in need.

Nurse Wharton returned with a flushed face and a glass full of thick liquid.

‘Mr Clark, your medicine,’ she said.

‘Is that for me itch?’ asked Mr Clark.

‘For your general condition. Drink it down, every drop.’

‘Kiss me, ’Ardy,’ said Mr Clark.

‘Nurse, me bottle,’ begged the urgent case. She brought him one. Beneath the bedclothes, he used it. ‘Gawd ’elp us,’ he said, ‘talk about the relief of Mafeking.’

Mr Finch, our lodger, arrived during the evening, when a short visiting time was allowed. Mr Finch was a man in his early forties. He was tall, fair-haired, with pleasant features, healthy colouring and grey eyes that lit up when he smiled. It seemed to give him a twinkle at times. He wore nice suits, some dark blue and some dark grey, which he took good care of and in which he always looked spruce. He also had his river pilot’s uniform, with a peaked cap. He went to the Turkish baths twice a week. He equated cleanliness with godliness. The family all bathed  once a week in our scullery, in our big tin tub. Mr Finch’s lodging was a living-room and a bedroom. He paid Chinese Lady six shillings a week. The rent for the house was twelve shillings a week, so Chinese Lady had to find the other six.

Reaching my bedside, Mr Finch gave me his hearty seafaring smile and said, ‘Well, well, so here we are, Boots.’

‘It’s very kind of you to come, Mr Finch,’ I said, ‘and who’s that behind you?’

‘Your sister thought she’d like to come too,’ he said, and Lizzy edged into view.

‘It was in case you was passin’ away,’ she said. ‘Our mum thought I ought to see yer once more before yer went.’

Mr Finch laughed. Nurse Addison looked. Nurse Addison, who had come on duty after Nurse Wharton had left at six, was crisp and pretty. Nurse Wharton was smiling and companionable. I was in love with Nurse Wharton. Her starched bosom was thrilling whenever she leaned to plump up my pillows.

Mr Somers, the appendix patient and the father of the boy whom Lizzy had accused of looking yesterday, gave my sister a wave and a smile.

‘Good evenin’, sir,’ said Lizzy.

‘Good evening, young lady,’ said Mr Somers.

Lizzy seemed unusually smart for a weekday. Lizzy had four outfits. An old darned pinafore school frock, a serviceable frock if she wanted to change when she came home from school, her Sunday frock, and also for Sundays, a very pretty white blouse and a dark blue skirt. She was wearing the blouse and skirt now, and her Sunday boater sat on her chestnut hair. She looked so pretty I didn’t mind anyone knowing she was my sister.

‘You didn’t have to dress up for me, Lizzy,’ I said.

‘I’m not dressed up,’ said Lizzy.

Mr Finch drew up two chairs and he and Lizzy sat down.

‘Well, Boots,’ he smiled, ‘how are we today?’

‘We’re improving, thank you, Mr Finch,’ I said. ‘Lizzy’s in her Sunday best.’

‘Lovely,’ said Mr Finch, who had a warm affection for her.

‘It’s not me Sunday best,’ said Lizzy.

‘She’s got a hole in her stocking,’ I said.

‘Oh, I ain’t!’ whispered Lizzy in a panic, and lifted her skirt to examine her black stockings. ‘There, I ain’t.’

‘That’s it, show everyone,’ I said. ‘She’ll be my death, you know,’ I said to Mr Finch, and the twinkling light entered his eyes. He and Lizzy were on quite loving terms. Lizzy ironed his handkerchiefs for him. Chinese Lady did his washing for him for sixpence. He was almost like one of the family, and Lizzy sometimes said she wouldn’t mind him for a dad, except that Chinese Lady declared she had enough on her plate without taking on a new husband, especially as our real dad had only been gone six years. It would be like being unfaithful to him. Lizzy had said what did she mean, unfaithful? Chinese Lady had said never you mind.

‘Boots,’ said Mr Finch, ‘as you came bravely through your ordeal, I couldn’t do less than – let me see, where is it?’ He patted his pockets. ‘Yes, here it is.’ He fished out a huge half-pound slab of Cadbury’s milk chocolate.

‘All that?’ I said. At fifteen, I had a great liking for milk chocolate. ‘Upon my soul, you are kind, Mr Finch.’

Mr Finch laughed.

‘Listen to ’im,’ said Lizzy.

‘It’s true it’s been nearly life and death for me,’ I said, ‘but this much chocolate? Well, I can hardly find words, Mr Finch—’

‘He’s orf,’ said Lizzy.

‘Ain’t he a caution?’ said Mr Clark from the next bed.

‘Oh, he’s always talkin’ like a pound of best plums,’ said Lizzy, ‘it’s ’is second’ry schoolin’ what’s doing it.’

‘Who’d like some chocolate?’ I asked. I unwrapped the slab and broke off a section. I passed it across to Mr Clark, who accepted it with pleasure.

‘A real sport, you are, Boots,’ he said.

‘Have a piece, Lizzy?’ I said, breaking off another section.

‘No, it’s yourn,’ said Lizzy, but eyed it wistfully. I pushed it into her hand, and Mr Finch smiled. I offered him a piece.

‘Just one square,’ he said, ‘to please your giving heart. Thank you, Boots.’

Lizzy’s eyes closed in rapture as she placed a square of chocolate in her mouth to let it linger and melt. A tall boy walked briskly in, carrying a couple of books.

‘Hello,’ he said, smiling at us all, and made for the bedside of Mr Somers, his dad.

Lizzy, opening her eyes, moved her chair so that Mr Finch partly hid her. She was rosy. Rosy? Lizzy? I gave her a look. And Ned, although talking to his dad, seemed to be trying to glance round corners to make more of the little he could see of her.

‘Bleedin’ cheek,’ breathed Lizzy. That was a bit strong for Lizzy and would have earned her a rare old talking-to from our mum.

‘Lizzy’s being looked at,’ I said to Mr Finch.

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. ‘Lizzy’s the prettiest girl in London. Woe betide Philistines who dispute it. I’ll chop their heads off. My Aunt Trudy always says boys are made of salt and vinegar, and girls of peppermint cream.’

Mr Finch frequently quoted his Aunt Gertrude, who lived somewhere in Kent and had looked after him when he was orphaned and before he went to sea. They wrote to each other, and once a year, on his summer holidays, he went to stay with her. His aunt was his memory book, and he was obviously fond of her.

Ned was looking again, and Lizzy was trying not to notice. Nurse Addison, passing by, said to me, ‘Bobby Adams, you can get up first thing tomorrow.’

‘What, and walk about?’ I said.

‘Up, up,’ she said as she went on her way. ‘Tomorrow. Up, up.’

‘That means you’ll be coming home on Wednesday, as your mother said,’ smiled Mr Finch.

Lizzy took a quick peek at Ned. Ned caught the peek and gave her a smile. Lizzy blushed like a red sunset.

‘Is that you, Eliza?’ called Ned. ‘I wasn’t sure if you were there or not.’

‘Oh, would yer believe,’ gasped Lizzy, ‘he’s even talkin’ to me now and he don’t even know me, not properly he don’t.’

‘Talking isn’t allowed without an introduction?’ said Mr Finch gravely.

‘Oh, lor’,’ breathed Lizzy, for Ned was coming over, leaving his father with his nose in a book.

‘Good evening, sir,’ said Ned to Mr Finch, ‘your son’s better, I hope?’

Lizzy had a gulping fit. Mr Finch smiled.

‘Unfortunately, I can’t claim the honour of being his father,’ he said. ‘His father, I’m afraid, died on one of the Empire’s many battlefields.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ said Ned, ‘that’s my big foot.’

‘That’s all right,’ I said, ‘we show a brave face, don’t we, Lizzy?’

‘I’m sure it’s very brave,’ said Ned, ‘but I don’t think I’ve seen your sister’s yet.’

‘Cheek,’ breathed Lizzy, who had her head bent low.

‘Pardon?’ said Ned. ‘Did you say something, Eliza?’

Lizzy was scarlet. Lizzy was actually shy. It had never been known before. She could be sensitive, but never shy.

‘Not many people call her Eliza,’ said Mr Finch.

‘Can’t think why,’ said Ned. ‘I like Eliza. You must be the lodger. I remember now, you were mentioned. I’m Ned Somers. How’d you do, Eliza?’

‘How’d’ yer do, I’m sure,’ said Lizzy to the glass of water on my bedside locker.

‘I’ll tell you when Eliza did put a brave face on things, Ned,’ I said, ‘and that was when we were at our Aunt Victoria’s and a dog ran off with—’

‘Oh, stop him!’ gasped Lizzy.

‘With her shoes,’ I said.

‘Well, worse things can happen at sea,’ said Ned.

‘Better things too,’ said Lizzy to her feet, ‘like some brothers falling overboard.’

‘Have my chair, Ned,’ said Mr Finch, ‘while I talk to your father.’ Our lodger was always ready to be friendly. On this occasion, I think, he was ready to be accommodating and give Ned a clear field with Lizzy. Ned was obviously taken with her. She went rigid as he sat down beside her.

‘Where do you two live?’ he asked.

I told him precisely where, and we had a chat. His own home was in Herne Hill, an area considered posh enough to attract people who worked in Government offices. Ned was nearly eighteen and had attended Wilson’s grammar school near Camberwell. He had not long started a job in Great Tower Street with a firm of wine and sherry importers. The firm had very good connections with City business houses and West End hotels. I mentioned we sometimes had a bottle of port at Christmas. Ned said yes, you could get a good port for half a crown, but his firm dealt mainly with Spanish sherries.

‘I’m nobody at the moment,’ he went on, ‘I just move bottles about, hump cases and wash glasses. They’re always tasting the stuff. But they say there are prospects for someone bright. How bright, you may ask, and the answer is am I just a hopeful lemon? What’re you going to do when you leave school, Boots?’

‘I’m at West Square. I’ve got another year to go. My mother hopes it’ll fit me for banking.’

Lizzy gave me a pitying look. I had a talent for sounding important, and had accordingly been appointed a prefect in advance of other hopefuls.

‘Banking?’ said Ned. ‘High finance?’

‘I’ll start at the bottom, of course,’ I said.

‘Well, even the Rothschilds did,’ said Ned. ‘My old man started right at the bottom, as a grocer’s errand boy in Peckham, but he’s got his own shop in Herne Hill now.’

‘Mr Finch, our lodger, says life is a ladder, that perseverance will take you up and sloth will drag you down, but that most people stay where they first set foot on it.’

‘I don’t think you’ll find any sloth in high finance,’ said Ned, and Lizzy, sitting stiffly beside him, obviously couldn’t believe this was a conversation. Ned glanced at her, and she at once became stiffer. ‘You’re not saying much, Eliza.’

‘Oh, I’m only here to make sure Boots ain’t passin’ on,’ said Lizzy.

‘Mr Finch could have made sure all by himself,’ I said.

‘Well, I come as well,’ said Lizzy. ‘In Christian pity,’ she added.

‘Christian pity’s got a lot to be said for it,’ remarked Ned solemnly. ‘By the way, why’d you call him Boots?’

‘I don’t know, I’m sure,’ said Lizzy haughtily. ‘I wasn’t born when they give ’im that label, was I?’

Ned laughed. That made Lizzy haughtier, and she sat up so straight that her snowy white blouse showed she was beginning to grow.

‘Eliza, I think you’re fun,’ he said, and Lizzy blushed yet again.

The bell rang and Nurse Addison requested the evening visitors to depart. Mr Finch returned to collect Lizzy and take her home. Ned said goodbye to us.

‘Oh, and good luck, Boots,’ he said, ‘I might pop in on my bike one day when I’m passing.’

As he left, I wondered if he’d pop in to enquire after my defunct tonsils or to afflict Lizzy with more blushes. Lizzy with a rosy red look was the eighth wonder of the world.

‘A very nice young man,’ said Mr Finch, ‘and with a future, if his father is right. Boots, I shall now have the pleasure of escorting your sister home. On a tram. We’ll look forward to seeing you on Wednesday.’

‘Mr Finch, many thanks for the chocolate,’ I said.

‘A pleasure,’ said Mr Finch.

‘Come along, come along,’ chirruped Nurse Addison.

‘At once, nurse,’ said Mr Finch. ‘Keep a caring eye on Boots.’

‘Boots? Boots?’ she said.

‘That’s me,’ I said.

‘Nonsense,’ said Nurse Addison, ‘you’re Bobby Adams, not a chemist’s shop.’


CHAPTER THREE

Chinese Lady arrived on Wednesday afternoon to fetch me. At fifteen, I was hardly an infant, and was an inch taller than she was. I could have managed to get home by myself, I said.

‘No, you couldn’t,’ she said, ‘you’re only just out of your sickbed. You might come over faint on your way home. Anyway, I’ve got to see the Lady Almoner.’

Nurse Wharton escorted us, and on the way advised Chinese Lady I’d been a fairly good patient.

‘Well, I hope he has,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘seeing he’s my only eldest son and all. I wouldn’t like to think he’d been a trouble.’

‘Just a little droll at times,’ said Nurse Wharton, taking us briskly along corridors.

‘I hope that doesn’t mean he’s been disrespectful or saucy. It would make his dad turn in his grave.’

Since our dad had been literally blown to bits by cannon-firing Pathans, I didn’t think he’d do any turning.

Nurse Wharton halted outside the Lady Almoner’s office, knocked on the door, opened it, ushered us in and gave me an encouraging pat before disappearing from my life for ever. The Lady Almoner proved a kind and understanding woman, a great relief to Chinese Lady, who could get agitated if authority showed a stern face. She explained what money came in from her pension and her charring work, and that there wasn’t very much to spare.

‘Oh, yes,’ said kind authority, ‘you’re an Army widow – I’m so sorry. Well, you need not pay anything, Mrs Adams.’

‘Oh, I want to pay something,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘I  mean, there was the operation and all the food he must have ate.’

‘I hardly ate anything,’ I said. ‘Well, not until yesterday.’

‘We got to give the hospital something,’ said Chinese Lady.

‘You need not,’ said the Lady Almoner gently.

‘Well, two shillings?’ said Chinese Lady, digging into her purse and coming up with a shilling and two sixpences.

‘A shilling will do,’ said the Lady Almoner.

‘I don’t mind one an’ six.’

‘That’s very good of you, Mrs Adams.’

‘It’s a volunt’ry contribution,’ said Chinese Lady proudly. Everyone was familiar with hospital posters appealing for voluntary contributions. The Lady Almoner, who, with her small staff, was a major force in the running of the hospital’s administration, smiled warm-heartedly.

‘Thank you very much, Mrs Adams. Now, you know what to do about Bobby?’

‘See he goes to the doctor’s next Monday.’

‘He’ll probably get a tonic. Goodbye now – and goodbye, Bobby.’

‘Thank you kindly,’ I said, ‘it’s been a pleasure.’

Outside the hospital, Chinese Lady said, ‘We better get a tram home. You can’t walk while you’re still weak.’

‘How much money have we got?’ I asked, feeling pale in the fresh air.

‘Well, I got eightpence and the sixpence from the two shillings for the hospital, and that’s not countin’ the gas money.’ Gas money was the little store of pennies kept in a Fry’s cocoa tin for the meter.

‘We can’t count that, anyway. What we’ve got is one and tuppence.’

‘Well, we had to pay the hospital something, Boots. They done a nice operation on you. Dr McManus said your tonsils was pickin’ up every germ going.’

‘We’ll walk and save the fare,’ I said. ‘It’s only down to the Elephant and Castle, and along Walworth Road.’

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ she said. ‘Oh, your school grant’s  been paid in and we can draw some of it. We’ll have a nice high tea this evening. I got some cold rock salmon this morning from the fried fish shop, five pieces for tuppence. We’ll heat it up with fried potatoes and bread and butter.’

The fried fish shop in Walworth Road sold leftovers from the previous night’s frying when it opened at noon, and Chinese Lady must have been first in the queue if she managed to get five pieces. We wouldn’t actually have bread and butter, of course. Bread and marge. But Chinese Lady never said bread and marge. She didn’t like that kind of thing to slip out in front of neighbours.

We walked down Borough High Street. We were all used to lots of walking to save tram fares, and Chinese Lady bought Blakey’s world-famous metal brads for us to hammer into the soles and heels of our boots and shoes, to slow down wear on the leather. We were lucky, really, that our mum and dad had examined priorities early on in their married life. Food, clothes and rent were the top priorities, in that order, and after our dad had gone, Chinese Lady made no change. In some Walworth families the top priorities were beer, grub and a bit of rent on account. Some kids in some families took turns to wear what boots were available.

Chinese Lady could be reckless when she had silver in her purse, and come back from shopping with several good secondhand clothing bargains, and then find she had to pawn something to buy tomorrow’s dinner, although she was never reckless enough to buy new clothes, not when the secondhand clothes stalls sometimes had stuff that looked nearly new. Nor could she resist a food bargain, such as a dozen cracked eggs for sixpence from the Maypole Dairy, even if that meant going into the baker’s to get two loaves on tick.

She walked beside me in a very upright way, her handbag in her shopping bag. Except on Sundays, she never went anywhere without her shopping bag, whether she was going shopping or not. She felt incomplete without it. Moreover, it gave the neighbours the impression she was always financially equipped to make purchases.

She was rather thin, and nearly always dressed in black as a mark of respect for our blown-to-bits dad. She had a nice, kind face that sometimes looked careworn, and people often said what lovely big brown eyes she had. No one said they were almond eyes, like Chinese ladies had. That was because people respected her and didn’t want to suggest her mother had fallen for a Chinese gentleman. There were some faded sepia photographs of her and our dad in a veneered casket with a curved lid and satin lining, and they showed she hadn’t been thin then. She was now, but she still had a motherly bosom and carried it proudly, as if it signified she was a woman nature had blessed. On spotting flat-chested Mrs Dobney in the street, she had once said, ‘Oh, poor woman.’ Mrs Dobney was quite young, and Chinese Lady obviously felt it was a sad thing for a married woman only in her twenties not to have a proud bosom.

Her black straw hat was rarely off her dark brown hair. She put it on first thing in the mornings when she went to her work, and mostly kept it on for the rest of the day. She believed a lady could only claim elegance when she had her hat on. She had a second hat. This was also black, but not as well-worn as her weekday one, and she kept it for Sundays. She had worn it once on a weekday, when she took us to the ABC teashop for a cup of tea for herself, and a currant bun each for us. It happened when I was awarded my secondary school grant, and we all sat stiff with awe, except her. She waved one gloved hand about like an upper-class lady. It must have impressed the waitress, because she addressed her as Madam.

We reached the Elephant and Castle, and crossed to Walworth Road by subway.

‘We can go to the post office,’ said Chinese Lady, ‘and you can draw two an’ six out of your grant, and I’ll send Tommy to the pawn to get the tea service out.’

‘How much did you pawn it for?’

‘Two shillings. There’ll only be a penny int’rest, Boots, so there’ll be fivepence change. Of course, you could draw three shillings, if you like.’

‘No, I couldn’t. Two and six a week is our drawing. With one and sevenpence in your purse, we can easily last until your Friday wages.’

‘I think our Lizzy ought to have some new plimsolls and stockings. They got good plimsolls fourpence a pair down the Lane, and stockings almost as good as new.’

‘Just some plimsolls,’ I said.

‘I s’pose we shouldn’t be squand’rous, but Lizzy could do with nice stockings now she’s growing. She’s never had new ones since she come out of socks a year ago. What she’s got is all darned.’ Chinese Lady bridled as a big woman bore down on her and almost forced her off the pavement before barging on. ‘Some people. I don’t know, they wasn’t like that when your dad an’ me was walkin’ out. Lizzy wants to look nice now she’s growing. I bought them nearly new shoes for you, so’s we wouldn’t be ashamed of how you look going to school. You don’t want to be ashamed of Lizzy, do you? You don’t want her to look darned and ragged, do you?’

‘She didn’t look darned and ragged when she came to the hospital with Mr Finch on Monday to see if I was dead or not, she looked—’

‘Oh, you wicked boy!’ Chinese Lady’s skirts rustled angrily. She swept along amid the pedestrian traffic. ‘Fancy saying a terrible thing like that about your own sister.’

‘I didn’t say it, she did.’

‘Lizzy’s a loving girl, that’s why she went to see you again. I don’t know what gets into you sometimes.’

‘Mr Finch says it’s all related to the mystery of our individual souls.’

‘Mr Finch says a lot of things like that, him havin’ been all round the world, but you’re not out of school yet and you can still get your ears boxed. I got some obstrep’rous children, I have. Goodness knows what you’ll all get up to when I go.’

‘Go? Go where?’

‘When I pass on,’ said Chinese Lady darkly.

‘Now, Mum, don’t talk about passing on. We’ve already had Dad do that.’

‘Not on purpose, just a bit careless, like. Your education’s not meant for you to give me any lip, it’s for you to get a nice safe job in a bank when you mertricerlate. Your dad wouldn’t want you standin’ on street corners because you learned more about answering back than about your lessons. Lizzy says you talk very stuck-up at times.’

‘No, I don’t—’

‘There you go, contradictin’ me.’ Chinese Lady gave me a severe look, then said, ‘You feeling all right, Boots? You look a bit peaky. Never mind, we’ll soon be home and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea. We’ll just go to the post office first. We ought to have Grandma’s service out for Sunday – Miss Chivers is comin’ to tea.’

We were passing Southwark Town Hall, Chinese Lady’s place of work, and she walked very proudly, knowing she did a good cleaning job there.

‘It’s always nice to have Miss Chivers to tea,’ I said.

Miss Elsie Chivers lived in our street with her widowed mother, who never went out because she said she was an invalid. We called her the Witch. She had a beaky nose, jutting chin, glinting eyes, and hands that looked like claws in black mittens. She rarely let her thirty-year-old daughter out of her sight, except to go to her daily work at the Admiralty. They never had anyone visit. Especially, they never had men visit. Miss Chivers was never even allowed to go for a Sunday walk to Ruskin Park, as many people did in the summer. She was a slave to the Witch. But she was the nicest of persons, quiet and shy and gentle. She was allowed just one concession. She was permitted to come to us for Sunday tea once a month, as long as she didn’t stay later than eight o’clock. After tea, she often played our piano. Our dad had bought it for thirty bob when we were young. Lots of families had pianos, left by Victorian grandparents. Ours wanted tuning, and Chinese Lady said we’d have it done as soon as we could afford it. A piano had no priority except as a medium of family  entertainment. Miss Chivers never mentioned it wanted tuning. She played it very well. Music hall songs were part of her repertoire, and we’d all gather round and sing. Chinese Lady had quite a nice voice, and her favourite was ’Soldiers of the Queen’ by Leslie Sarony. That was because of our heroic if careless dad, of course.

I drew half a crown from my post office savings book, used for my grant. Then we made our way to Browning Street, with its working-men’s club on the corner, where the unemployed stood hopefully about. We walked down Browning Street until we reached Caulfield Place, where we lived. It was a cul-de-sac, with twelve terraced houses on one side, and six houses and two factories on the other. The cul-de-sac was formed by the rear wall of St John’s Church School, attended by Lizzy, Sammy and Tommy. One factory was a drug mills, which gave off pungent, spicy smells, and a man whose clothes and beard looked yellow roared the kids off if they poked their noses in. The other factory was a printing works. Street cricket was played with the wicket chalked on a blank wall. It wasn’t allowed, so the kids had to watch out for bobbies on their beat in Browning Street. Also, residents said cricket hooligans broke windows. That couldn’t happen if you used a ball made of rags and bound tightly with string, but it could if someone produced a rubber ball. Anyone with a rubber ball was entitled to pick the sides, to go in first and to stretch the rules a bit. Lizzy was good with the bat shaped out of wood. She was a natural walloper of a ball, with a fine eye, but couldn’t bowl to save her life. Being a girl, she always wanted to, of course, and the kids could have a wearying time trying to get the ball off her.

Arriving home, Chinese Lady pulled the latchcord depending from the letterbox. The door opened and we went in. There was a six-foot-wide passage, with the parlour door on the left and a rickety hallstand on the right. The passage reached to the stairs, where it turned left and straightened out as a narrower passage to the kitchen. On the left was Chinese Lady’s bedroom, which she shared  with Lizzy. Farther down, on the right and under the stairs, was a cupboard in which we kept jumbled junk. There was a step down to the kitchen, which served as our living-room, and through the kitchen was a door opening onto a scullery of whitewashed brick. The scullery contained a sink, a gas oven, a wringer, a copper, a big tin bath hanging from a huge hook and pots and pans hanging from other hooks. All the pots and pans were black iron, and each bore steadfast witness to Victorian durability.

The kitchen had a coal range with an oven. In the winter, when the range was glowing, Chinese Lady would put a rice pudding in the oven and leave it there for hours. Succulent rice puddings, with a deep brown skin to them, were a feature of her cooking when the days were cold. Coal was expensive, a shilling a hundred-weight, but counted as a winter priority, and Chinese Lady sank deep into pawn to keep the kitchen warm and cosy. Sammy supplied the firewood, scrounging broken fruit crates from the market and selling them to our mum for a penny.

The passage, stairs and all the rooms, except the scullery, had linoleum-covered floors. The kitchen lino was very cracked, and Chinese Lady was always saying that as soon as our ship came in, we’d have new lino everywhere. There were several upright chairs, all old and none of them matching, and an ancient deal-topped table that opened up by use of a winder so that a leaf could be inserted. In the bay window overlooking the paved back yard stood a nineteenth-century sewing-machine, which when closed I used as a table for my homework. In the yard was the timber coalshed and the outside lav. The indoor lav was upstairs.

To one side of the kitchen range, in a wide recess, stood a huge old dresser with drawers and cupboards. Cups hung from shelf hooks, and saucers, plates and dishes stood on the shelves. The mantelpiece above the range was covered with an old purple velvet overlay from which some bobbles dangled and some had gone missing. The wallpaper, dark with age and smoke, still managed to  show its rose pattern. There were tears and dents. We pasted back little hanging bits from time to time, and the wallpaper seemed grateful to be tidy-looking again, but only for a while. Chinese Lady kept on to the landlord’s rent collector about new wallpaper. The rent collector would come in, take a look, and then say you don’t know when you’re well off, it’s still good for ten more years.

A thick wall divided our back yard from next door’s. The crowded nature of houses and yards kept Monday’s washing hanging limply on some occasions, and the sooty content of the air on a completely windless day could gradually make clean white look very grey. This upset Lizzy far more than Chinese Lady, for whereas Chinese Lady was philosophical, Lizzy was fastidious. Even in her shabbiest clothes, Lizzy liked to feel her garments were clean.

The outside lav was used by Sammy, Tommy and me, although it could be cruelly perishing in winter. The upstairs lav was used by Chinese Lady, Lizzy and Mr Finch. In the outside lav was a hook from which dangled a wad of torn-up squares of newspaper, and there was also a little wire rack containing two books, Tarzan of the Apes and Tom Sawyer. Chinese Lady wasn’t too keen on books in a lav. She said they kept people occupying the place for far too long, and that sometimes she didn’t know if Sammy was still reading or had died in there. She didn’t like to think of anyone getting seriously ill in a lav, because how could a responsible family give them first aid through a bolted door? Sammy had recently been told not to use the bolt. Sammy didn’t mind. At nine, he wasn’t old enough to demand unconditional privacy or sensitive enough to plead for it.

‘Lizzy an’ the kids’ll be home from school in a minute,’ said Chinese Lady, entering the scullery, ‘so I’ll put the kettle on now and make a nice pot of tea.’

‘I’ll put the cups and saucers out, then sit down for a while,’ I said. The walk home had found me out.

‘Yes, all right,’ she called from the scullery, ‘I expect  you’re a bit done up, and you probably feel depressed, like. It’s what most people feel when they’re just out of hospital. Still, a nice cup of tea’ll cheer you up.’

A nice cup of tea was the cure for all ills in Walworth. I heard water splashing into our iron kettle, which was another antique. But Chinese Lady refused to replace it with a tin kettle, which would get its bottom burned off in no time. I said the iron kettle was all right on the kitchen range, where it could murmur away all day in winter, but we’d use far less gas with a tin kettle in the summer. I attempted a scientific explanation, but Chinese Lady said don’t try that lark on, she wasn’t going to waste money buying any tin kettle.

I put out cups, saucers and sugar bowl. The deal table was covered with what had once been a dark blue Army blanket, something our dad had brought home in his kitbag. Chinese Lady asked how much the Army had charged for it. Our dad said it was a free one he’d found lying about unused. Chinese Lady said what criminal untidiness. She stitched a hem all round it and it made a permanent cover for the kitchen table. It was frequently put into the Monday wash, but never wore out.

I went to the parlour to make use of an armchair. As I entered, someone pulled the latchcord of the front door. I poked my head out of the parlour and saw a girl on the step. She had a thin body, thin legs, thin face and a great mass of tangled, untidy auburn hair. Her mother never seemed to brush it or clean it, and it was a certainty she never gave it any attention herself.

‘Oh, you’re home,’ she said, and her breath hissed. She had eyes as green as a cat’s. Standing on the doorstep, she was all jerky legs within jigging skirts. She never seemed able to stand still, and her sharp elbows were constantly poking. She was the Caulfield Place terror. Emily Castle could black a kid’s eye before he opened his mouth. Her mother would say placidly, ‘Now, you Em’ly.’ Her father would say, ‘Ain’t our Em a caution?’

I once overheard the nearest her mother ever got to a critical examination of her irrepressible daughter.

‘Em, what you been and gone and done to Jimmy ’Iggins?’

‘Nothink.’

‘Mrs ’Iggins ’as been round, givin’ me an earful, so yer must of done something.’

‘Didn’t do nothink.’

‘Now, love, you must of done a bit more than nothing.’

‘Didn’t.’

‘Mrs ’Iggins said ’e come ’ome with a bleedin’ nose.’

‘Me foot slipped.’

‘Up in the air? Now ’ow could yer foot slip that ’igh?’

‘He fell on it.’

‘Lor’ love yer, Em’ly, you’re that fanciful. ‘Is nose fell on yer foot?’

‘Well, ’e pulled me clothes up.’

‘Oh, and you wearin’ them pretty drawers of yourn, the—’

‘They ain’t pretty.’

‘They was when I bought ’em for yer. Oh, would yer believe, that young Jimmy ’Iggins pulling yer clothes up, and ’is mum comin’ round—’

‘They’re ragged an’ they ain’t been mended.’

‘What’s not?’

‘Me drawers.’

‘Well, I’ll buy yer some more.’

Emily eyed me now from the doorway. Her great big nosy green eyes always looked as if they were seeing more than was visible.

‘Yer back safe an’ sound, then,’ she said.

‘Yes, hard luck.’

‘Can I come in?’ she asked.

‘No,’ I said.

So she came in, with a hop and a skip, and closed the door. She stood against the passage wall, scratching her left leg with her right foot. Her school clothes looked a mess. Her eyes darted about before coming to rest on my long trousers. I’d gone into long trousers when I was fourteen. It was a school regulation. Emily seemed slightly in awe of them.

‘Was it awful?’ she asked, pulling at her tangled hair. Not requiring any answer, she went on, ‘It must of been paralytic.’ She got that word from her dad, a council navvy who went to work with straps around his trousers, just above the knees, to keep sewer mice from running all the way up. ‘I mean, all them knives cuttin’ you open – everythink must of been red with yer blood. Mum says most people pass on very painful after they’re operated on, only the doctors never let on. She says it would ruin their business if they did. She’ll be that relieved yer come back alive. Me dad said we wasn’t to worry, he said you’d never depart this life until you’d recited’ Amlet, he said we’d all get an invite to yer deathbed to listen to it. Me dad likes yer a lot, Boots. He don’t like everyone, but he likes you. Did yer get our card? Mum said—’

‘Yes, I got your card, thank you. It’s the first one I’ve received in the middle of an operation.’

‘Oh, yer do talk grand,’ she said, eyes darting again and her feet jigging about. ‘Mum said she ’oped the card would reach yer in time, as she didn’t like the look of ’er tea leaves the day you went in. She did it with three cups, and it come out fateful each time. Did yer meet anyone nice in the ’ospital?’

‘I don’t know, do I? I couldn’t see through all the blood.’

‘Oh, crikey,’ gasped Emily, ‘it must of been like rivers. Still, yer all right now, ain’t yer?’ She rubbed her back on the passage wallpaper, and her shapeless school dress went up and down with her body. ‘Mum said anyone who gets out of ’ospital and lives to tell the tale is few an’ far between.’

‘Is that you, Em’ly Castle?’ called Chinese Lady.

‘Yes, Mrs Adams, I’m only just standin’ and talkin’.’

‘Well, see you don’t knock the hallstand over while you’re only talking.’ Chinese Lady’s voice came from the kitchen. ‘You’re home a bit early from school, aren’t you?’

‘I run all the way,’ said Emily, and did a long jump from the hallstand to the doormat.

‘Run all the way?’ Chinese Lady appeared at the kitchen door. ‘What for? Is your mother ill?’

‘I dunno, Mrs Adams, I ain’t seen ’er yet, I come straight in ’ere to see if Boots was all right.’

‘D’you want a cup of tea?’ asked Chinese Lady.

‘No, she can’t stop,’ I said, ‘she’s got to see if her mum’s ill or not.’

‘No, I ain’t,’ said Emily, and dashed down the passage, leapt the one step and propelled herself into the kitchen. I heard cups and saucers rattle. I heard her say, ‘Oops, I near done meself in then – yer table come up and ’it me, Mrs Adams.’

‘You got six left legs, Em’ly, that’s your trouble,’ said Chinese Lady, then called to tell me the kettle was beginning to boil.

‘A tin one would have boiled ages ago,’ I called back.

I heard her say, ‘We’re not havin’ no tin kettle in this house.’

Lizzy came in then. Sammy and Tommy wouldn’t be far behind.

‘Oh, back from the dead, are yer?’ she said. She was in the pinafore frock she always wore for school. It was shabby, but tidy and clean. Lizzy was particular about her appearance. Even in the shabbiest clothes she still managed to look neat. And she was sensible in accepting cast-offs from Cousin Vi. They always looked better on her than on Vi, even if they were long past their best.

‘Emily’s here,’ I said. Emily and Lizzy were bosom friends, both thirteen and both attending St John’s Church School. It seemed an odd friendship to me, with Emily so slipshod and loud, and Lizzy so fastidious. ‘Tell Mum I’ll have my cup of tea in the parlour.’

‘The parlour?’ said Lizzy, her hair thick, wavy and shining. ‘It’s not Sunday.’

Allowing for exceptional occasions, the parlour was used only on Sundays, Bank Holiday evenings and Christmastime.

‘I’m just out of hospital, I’m treating myself to an armchair.’

‘Well, no one’s going to – ’ere, you kids!’

Tommy and Sammy had burst in. Eleven-year-old Tommy had mousy hair, a sturdy frame and a willing spirit. Nine-year-old Sammy had dark hair, wiry legs and a covetous soul. He tried never to do anything without getting paid for it. Tommy was equable, Sammy was lippy. Their blue shorts were patched, their grey jerseys darned, their knees grubby.

‘Yer back, Boots,’ said Sammy.

‘’Ad a good time, ’ave yer?’ said Tommy. ‘What’s fer tea, Lizzy?’

‘How do I know?’ said Lizzy.

‘I’m starvin’,’ said Tommy. ‘Would yer do us a slice of bread an’ drippin’?’

‘Oh, all right, then,’ said Lizzy, ‘I’ll do yer both a slice.’

‘Yer wasn’t cut in ’alf, Boots, was yer?’ said Sammy.

‘Well, if I had been, I’d be standing here in two pieces, wouldn’t I?’ I said. ‘Tommy, Chinese Lady wants you to get Grandma’s tea service out of pawn. You can eat your bread and dripping on the way. Sammy can go with you and help you carry it.’

‘Crikey, you’re gettin’ real bossy, you are,’ said Lizzy, and went into the kitchen with the kids. I heard Sammy give a yell. Emily the terror had jumped him.

I heard Chinese Lady say, ‘Em’ly, stop that now. Behave yourself.’

‘Yes, Mrs Adams,’ said Emily. Chinese Lady seemed the only person able to take the steam out of Emily. ‘I’ll carry Boots’s tea to ’im, if yer like. Wasn’t it a godsend, Mrs Adams, that ’e come out alive? Mum said ’ospitals is such fateful places.’

‘Well, Guy’s Hospital is all sanit’ry and caring,’ said Chinese Lady. ‘Your mum must mean them workhouse institutions.’

I sat down in the parlour. The leather armchairs and sofa had horsehair stuffing, which could make them feel a bit prickly. The leaves of a huge aspidistra tickled the net curtains of the bay window. The old upright piano stood against a wall, a fireguard stood in the hearth, and an iron  poker lay on the brass fender. We did own a brass companion set, but it spent its time in and out of pawn, and it was in at the moment. And a glass-fronted china cabinet was empty of Grandma’s tea service. The wallpaper was ancient, but in better condition than that in the kitchen. On the piano was a framed photograph of our mum and dad, with our mum sporting a feathered hat and our dad a moustache.

Emily came in with my cup of tea.

‘’Ere y’ar, Boots,’ she said. Half of it was in the saucer.

‘You’ve left some in the cup,’ I said.

‘Gertcher,’ said Emily, and aimed a larky punch. It caught my shoulder. The cup fell over in the saucer, and warm tea cascaded over my trousers. ‘Oh, cripes,’ breathed Emily, and backed off.

‘I don’t care if they do hang me,’ I said, ‘I’m going to murder yer.’

‘Em’ly!’ Chinese Lady called. ‘Your tea’s getting cold.’

‘Comin’, Mrs Adams,’ cooed Emily, and escaped by taking a flying leap. On her way back to the kitchen, I heard her coo some more. ‘Boots ’as been an’ upset ’is tea, Mrs Adams, it’s gorn all over ’is long trousers.’


CHAPTER FOUR

I was fully recovered by Friday, and on Sunday morning went to church with Lizzy. Sammy said he couldn’t because his Sunday boots were too cracked. I said he only needed to smarten them up with some Cherry Blossom boot polish, but he scarpered off the moment I turned my back. And Tommy went off to Camberwell at the request of Chinese Lady. He was to call on Aunt Victoria, who was given to bursts of family generosity and spells of acid criticism. Sometimes when she visited, she bestowed kind kisses and a penny each for pocket money. At other times, she’d be sour and crusty. She often said what a godsend it was that she hadn’t got four kids to put up with. Chinese Lady would say that having four was a great comfort to a woman, which was a dig at the fact that Aunt Victoria only had Vi. Vi’s dad, our Uncle Tom, had a steady job at the local gasworks, so Vi didn’t have to go short of things like most kids. She wore good clothes, and whenever Aunt Victoria was feeling family-minded she would offer to let Lizzy have one or two things Vi had grown tired of. Sometimes there might be a nice vest and petticoat, or a frock. On Lizzy’s behalf, Chinese Lady would accept everything that was offered. On her own behalf, Lizzy would accept the things she knew would fit and turn down those that
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