
Autumn Alley

It was 1894, the age of gaslights and horse-drawn buses, large flowery hats and trailing skirts. The country was witnessing the start of many exciting new enterprises. Some of them were great engineering projects, like the new tunnel that was to pass under the River Thames at Black Wall Point.

Once work had begun on this tremendous task it attracted hordes of immigrants from the poorer countries, and particularly Ireland. Here was work, highly dangerous but well paid; it would provide cash to send home to hungry families in Ireland, so many of which had been evicted from their small farms by the land-grabbing gentry. They came in droves. Some were exiled with a price on their heads, and some were just honest young men seeking a better living, but all were making for the East End of London to work on the new tunnel.

One Saturday night two such Irishmen sat side by side on the spray-washed deck of the cargo ship S.S. St Bridget as it battled with the huge waves of the Irish Sea. Both were twenty years old and they were cousins by birth. One was big and husky with a mop of red hair; the other, small, dark and thin, with very Irish blue eyes. The former was Timothy Murphy, and the latter, Daneal Fitzpatrick – known to all as Dandy Fitz. They had grown up together, from village school to farm, but now they had left their native land and sailed the ocean in search of work and success.

‘Be Jasas, pull yourself together, man,’ protested Dandy to Tim, who moaned and groaned beside him. Dandy’s voice was a deep, rolling brogue.

‘Oh, ’tis hell,’ cried Tim, ‘Every time she heaves the whole of me stomach goes wid her.’

‘Didn’t I tell you to stick to the hard stuff, not to keep on swilling all that cold beer?’ Dandy admonished.

‘By God, Dandy, you’ve the innards of an old donkey,’ groaned Tim.

When Tim and his cousin arrived in Liverpool they began the long trek to London, walking every step of the way, sleeping by the roadside to eke out the little money they possessed. Eventually they arrived, footsore, weary and broke.

Obtaining a job on the new tunnel was easy enough but holding it down on empty bellies was a harder task. All day, every day, they were up to their knees in wet clay, and each night they slept in the dosshouse run by the Salvation Army – men packed into a room on straw pallets on the floor, riddled with lice and bugs. They used their boots as pillows in case they should be pinched during the night. Drunken bullies were anxious to pick fights with these green young men. So many, many times that first week they longed for the bright peat fires and the hot potato cakes back home across the Irish Sea. Then Friday came and in their blistered palms were placed two golden sovereigns – almost a fortune, never had either one earned so much money in a week. They never forgot the warm feeling after that first visit to the coffee shop with its high-backed seats and its scrubbed wood tables, hot mutton stew and dumplings served by a roguish looking blonde.

‘This is real living, Dandy, me boy,’ exclaimed Tim, loosening the belt on his green corduroys.

‘Indeed, ’tis right ye are,’ replied Dandy mopping his lips carefully with a red spotted handkerchief, his bright blue eyes shining with satisfaction and pleasure.

‘Yes, ’twas foine,’ declared Tim. ‘Tastes almost like me old mother’s stew back home. Well now, ’tis toime for a few pints of porter, then I am away to find some new lodgings. Those darn bugs nearly ate me alive last night.’

‘Aye,’ agreed Dandy, ‘’tis no rest up there with those devils roaring and fighting all night.’ Then shyly he asked: ‘If you get a grand place will you bring Mary over?’ When Dandy thought of Tim’s lovely young wife Mary his heart always missed a beat.

‘Yes,’ said Tim, ‘I’ll bring her over, and the child, as soon as we get a decent place.’

‘It will be nice to settle here where there is good money to be made,’ said Dandy.

As they were leaving the coffee shop, the blonde proprietress, whose name was Rosie, counted out their change with her rough, red, work-soiled hands. A lovely smile was on her mouth showing white teeth and it lit up her merry brown eyes. It was a striking contrast to the pile of brassy blonde hair caught up in a white fish net snood.

‘’Ow was it?’ she enquired, with the flat intonation of a Cockney born within the sound of Bow bells.

Dandy remained silent – he was always awkward with women. But Tim, so polite and so good to look at, replied in his soft brogue: ‘It was a foine good hot meal, madam, and very nicely cooked.’

Rosie’s eyes twinkled, her teeth flashed another winning smile. ‘Get away wiv yer old blarney, but for that I’ll take a tanner orf the bill. Looking for lodgings, ain’t yer?’

‘Yes,’ replied Tim, ‘but I have in mind getting a house and bringing my wife over.’

‘Well,’ said Rosie, busily pouring tea for the next customer, ‘there’s a room upstairs you can have for a week. It belongs to a paddy that’s gone home to bury his ma, but you’re welcome to it.’

‘’Twill be better than the old dosshouse,’ urged Dandy.

Tim hesitated. His mind was set on getting a house for Mary.

Rosie’s eyes ran over Tim’s rippling muscles and red hair. ‘Wait a bit and I’ll take you up and show it to you,’ she suggested.

Rosie was as changeable as the wind in her love life. In business she was an astute hard-working Cockney, but in bed she was weak and very willing. Often she would be seen red-eyed and weeping as she filled the big mugs with tea, her tears falling for that last Irish laddie who had just left for home. But the next day she would be bright and smiling again, ready to welcome her new man. At the moment her mind was focused on the red head and strong arms of Tim.

She escorted them up the rickety stairs and showed them the narrow uncomfortable looking bed. ‘Don’t know if it’s big enough for both of you,’ she remarked, rolling her eyes roguishly. ‘Got a big double bed meself, next door.’

‘’Tis foine,’ said Tim, ‘we’ll manage nicely.’ With a provocative swing of her hips, Rosie went downstairs again.

That night Dandy slept tight, dreaming of himself with Tim’s Mary high up on another planet with God and all his holy angels. But Tim remained on a more earthly plane, for when Rosie tweaked his big toe he left the little bed to share with her fat comfortable shape next door, and Dandy did not even notice the extra draught on his back.

‘Me Gran’s got a lot of property around here,’ Rosie informed Tim a few days later. ‘I’ll see if I can get a house for you and Mary.’ She grinned. ‘After all, Patsy boy, you did earn it.’

On Friday she handed him a huge key. ‘Here ye are, Tim. It’s down the road in a little alley. It’s five bob a week and don’t let ’er put up the rent.’

Tim took the key, smiling his thanks to Rosie. She winked her eye. ‘I’ll be seeing you, then. Come in for dinner some time.’

Dandy was overjoyed and praised all the saints in heaven for this stroke of luck. There was a certain twinkle in his cousin’s eye as he thought how little the heavenly saints had had to do with this transaction. With their few possessions in a canvas bag, they set off down the road to find their new residence.

Autumn Alley was at the end of a long winding lane that ran beside the Regent’s Canal – or the Cut, as it was called for some unknown reason. It was no different from the hundreds of other alleys in the maze that was London before the First World War. It was a blind alley, its rear end blocked by the canal. Two round concrete posts were planted at the entrance to the alley. Their purpose was somewhat obscure; perhaps they were for hitching horses or for layabouts to lean on, no one ever found out.

There were six dwellings: three one side and three the other. The small windows stared out like sightless eyes at the cobbled stones of the street. Each front door had a round iron ring with a griffin’s head on it for a knocker.

Tim and Dandy stood at the entrance to the alley hesitating, very impressed by its neat orderliness. Directly on the corner was Rosie’s gran’s shop. It was an ordinary house but the front room window displayed fly-blown tins of toffee and several lop-sided packets of merchandise. All over and around the window were chalk-written signs: ‘Firewood sold here’; ‘lemonade sold here’; ‘bread and potatoes very cheap.’ It seemed that Rosie’s gran, who was known as old Sal, catered for all and sundry in her front parlour-cum-shop, and maintained a thriving business.

As the two men stood looking, a voice called from the dim depths of the shop.

‘Hi! there.’ It was a dry cracked voice but very loud.

Peering into the gloom they could just see old Sal sitting at the homemade counter which was just a couple of boards tacked together with a kind of flap to enter.

‘Come in ’ere,’ ordered old Sal. They went in at her invitation, through the small low doorway that almost scalped Tim. Old Sal sat on a stool behind the counter, so obese that for her to leave the premises would have been an almost impossible feat. Tim stared at the face that in its prime might have been like Rosie’s but was now wreathed in fat. Four chins hung below it, and wispy locks of hair stuck out around it, beneath a black woollen cap that Sal wore pulled well down over her ears. Her eyes shone out like black boot buttons. All about her the shelves were packed tight with a muddled array of merchandise – tins, bottles and packets. For many years old Sal had sat in this same spot with her beady eyes fixed on the wooden drawer in the counter that held the takings. And always there was the big blue jug beside her, full of beer.

‘Come in ’ere,’ she croaked. ‘Let’s take a good look at yer.’ She pulled Tim forward with the curved handle of the walking stick that she occasionally used to assist her ungainly shape to rise. ‘Micks, ain’t yer?’ She screwed up her face as she scrutinized them. ‘Renting No. 1 opposite. Don’t know as I like Irish, they’re trouble. Bring the bobbies down here Saturday nights with their fighting and arguing.’

Tim raised his cap politely.

‘’Tis a pleasure to meet you, madam,’ his soft Irish brogue rolled on, ‘and you’re as lovely as your granddaughter Rose.’

Old Sal smirked. ‘Bit of a ladies’ man, ain’t yer?’ she cackled. ‘Well, give me ten bob a week in advance, and you can sleep with whoever you bloody well please.’

Tim’s white teeth showed in a cheeky grin as his eyes rested on the blue jug. ‘Shall I fill the jug for you, gran?’ he asked as he handed her the ten bob.

Quickly old Sal grabbed the money and pushed it well down into the canvas pocket she wore about her waist.

‘Boy after me own heart,’ she chuckled. ‘Here’s two bob. Git me jug filled and have one on me. Quart of black beer, that’s me poison.’

Tim carried the blue jug across the main road to the local, the Railway Arms, which stood in the shadow of a big arch formed by the iron bridge that carried the new railway north. The huge steam trains roared overhead day and night shaking the little pub like earth tremors.

‘It’s not such a bad little alley,’ remarked Dandy to Tim as they waited for the blue jug to be filled and they drank a pint of porter each.

‘Come on, me boy, let’s go see our new house,’ said Tim, finishing his beer.

They returned the jug full of foaming liquid to old Sal.

‘Don’t suppose you got any furniture,’ she remarked. ‘There’s an old bed out in the yard. Bugs have left it by now – it’s been there all through the winter.’ She had taken a fancy to Tim, that was definite.

‘That’s most kind of you, madam,’ said Tim as they left. Once outside they youthfully gave way to their mirth.

‘Well now, if that’s not the funniest old gal I ever did see,’ announced Dandy.

‘By God, Dandy, you’re not joking,’ cried Tim, holding his sides and shaking with laughter.

They crossed the cobbles and put the key in the door of No. 1 Autumn Alley.

‘Well, if it ain’t me old friend the devil,’ jested Tim, giving the griffin’s head a friendly pat.

‘Hush now,’ whispered his superstitious cousin as he turned the key in the lock. Their heavy boots sent sounds echoing through the house as they trod the bare boards in the narrow passage.

‘Smells a bit,’ remarked the fastidious Dandy wrinkling his nose. The odour of stagnant water came up from the canal and pervaded all the houses in the alley.

‘’Tis a foine big front room,’ said Tim as he peeped in. ‘Holy Mary! Look at all this!’

In the corner of the room there were empty bottles by the dozen – beer bottles, wine bottles, medicine bottles, jam jars and pickle jars. There were also bundles of old newspapers and a terrible smell of tom cats.

‘Someone’s in the collecting business,’ muttered Dandy. ‘Get a farthing for jars and a penny on bottles. I wonder who it is?’

‘Whoever it is is moving out right now,’ declared Tim, taking off his coat. ‘This house is mine.’

Between them they cleared out all the rubbish and put it in the back yard. Worried little faces peered over the back yard wall at them. Suddenly a tousled head popped up and a squeaky voice asked: ‘Can we have our bottles back, mister?’

Tim’s long lean body bent over the low wall that divided the houses. Crouched down behind it were four young boys, pale-faced and ragged.

‘Oh, so you’re the businessmen then.’ He held out a big hand to them. ‘Come on, hop over.’

‘No, we can’t,’ whispered the eldest. ‘We don’t want our farver to see us.’

Tim’s blue eyes twinkled.

‘Well now,’ he said, ‘we’ll have to be a bit careful then, won’t we.’ Four heads nodded in agreement. ‘I’d better have your names,’ said Tim with mock seriousness, ‘seeing that we’re going into business.’

‘That’s John, he’s George, this is Billy and I’m Arfer,’ piped up the shrill voiced youngest.

Tim carefully placed a sixpence on the wall.

‘Here’s a bit to be going on with, and tonight when it gets dark you can come in and shift this lot. And mum’s the word.’ He put a finger to his lips and four pairs of youthful eyes gazed up at him in dumb gratitude.

While Tim had been negotiating with the boys next door, Dandy had been busy cleaning the room and lighting a fire in the rusty old grate. When Tim returned they carried the bed over from old Sal’s back yard, wading knee deep through rubbish to find it.

‘Don’t throw much away, these Cockneys,’ muttered Dandy. ‘Hope the bugs aren’t still in it,’ he added nervously.

The exuberant Tim only laughed. ‘Don’t be silly, man, them red devils only live where it’s warm. A drop of the old turps and she’ll be as clean as a whistle.’

Dandy looked as if he hoped it was true as they struggled to put the old mattress on the bed. Its four brass knobs were green with neglect.

Eventually they had it in position. ‘It’s not so bad,’ said Tim contentedly as they lay down on it, covered by their coats, for their first night in Autumn Alley.

They rose at five the next morning to walk the mile down the road to their work on the tunnel. Tim strode along whistling, his shirt open at the neck and his red hair waving in the breeze. Dandy walked more slowly, coughing slightly, for the smell and the damp of the alley had upset him, and he longed for the green meadows of the Emerald Isle. Tim gave him a terrific thump on the back. ‘Buck up, boy. I’ll send for Mary next week. She’ll look after us now we got a foine house.’


A month had passed and No. 1 Autumn Alley had received a new coat of paint inside and out. It was now a lovely battleship grey – the paint, unknown to them, had been acquired from the naval dockyard and their next-door neighbour, Bill Welton, had obligingly let them have it very cheap. His little sons had also been very helpful, offering to fetch newspapers or bottles of beer. But on this bright Saturday morning with all decorating complete and the bare necessities obtained, they were off to meet Mary. The train was due to arrive at St Pancras Station at ten o’clock.

Tim and Dandy stood together leaning on the parapet of the long iron bridge that spanned the brand new station.

‘’Tis like a palace,’ remarked Tim, staring up at the immense glass-domed roof and the network of iron girders. It was the first time they had ever been in a mainline railway station.

‘It’s a clever man that thought of all this,’ agreed Dandy. ‘That’s what I’d like to do, build a bridge, something indestructible.’

The train from Liverpool came puffing in and stopped with a shuddering crash at the buffers. Soon Mary’s tall slim figure was stepping off the train. She was quite an imposing sight, despite the confused scared expression in those lovely green eyes. Much careful planning had gone into the completion of her travelling attire. Her nimble fingers had spent many hours sewing in dim lamplight to make the navy serge dress she wore. Dainty hands had fashioned the lace jabot at the neck, and the smart straw boater, which had been left behind by a visiting American cousin, was now retrimmed and decorated with a scarlet rose.

It was the hat that Tim spotted first as he tore down the platform. Holding her little son by the hand and her straw travelling basket in the other, Mary stood looking anxiously about her in the milling crowd.

‘Mary! Mary, me darling!’

They fell into each other’s arms and stood in a silent embrace. The big knobbly pin that secured the hat fell out and her hair came loose as the boater rolled along the platform. It was retrieved by Dandy who then stood in embarrassed silence holding little Timmo by the hand. But Mary did not care. She walked along with her Tim holding his arm, her dark hair hanging free. Behind them trailed Dandy with the little boy as they all made their way home to Autumn Alley.

Neighbours

To the demure country-bred Mary, her next-door neighbours were a bit of a shock. Bill Welton often paraded up and down the alley. He was short, thick-set and very surly. With his hands clasped behind his back and a measured gait, he looked like a bobby patrolling his beat. Bill, however, had no desire to ape the cops – they were his deadly enemies. He thought himself a chap to be reckoned with and he ruled his family with a rod of iron; when provoked he was extremely violent. Lil Welton, his wife, had been only seventeen when she married this tough-necked man and after twelve years of poverty and four sons she had plenty of regrets. In the evenings she worked in the local bar to keep the home fires burning. Bill found it very difficult to hold down a regular job and, being a compulsive gambler, the bookie or the pub got what little he did earn. As his boys grew older they had begun to hate him, and Lil used to long for the time when he would disappear for a while and leave them all in peace.

Living next door to them, with only thin plaster walls to keep out the sound, was no joke. Mary used to wonder what on earth they all found to quarrel about. There was always someone getting a beating, Lil screaming insults or Bill returning them with blows.

On top of all this, a dreadful smell drifted out of their front door and travelled up the alley. It was quite a while before Mary discovered the source of it.

The mystery was solved one day when Lil invited Mary to join her for a cuppa. On entering the dimly lit passage way she almost turned and ran out again, for confronting her was a line of glassy staring eyes. To the simple Irish girl they looked like a line of supernatural beings.

‘It’s only the ole man’s ’addicks,’ the fair, faded Lil reassured her as she led her past them. ‘They don’t ’alf stink, don’t they?’ she remarked pleasantly.

Bill Welton loved fish. In fact, he believed firmly in its ability to keep him fit and virile. He would bring home fresh haddocks from Billingsgate and smoke them over a wood fire in the back yard and then hang them all along the narrow passage to dry. So when the front door was open the fishy smell almost knocked flat anyone passing. His boys would yell ‘fish face’ at him as he rolled home drunk, and they would dive over the canal wall to hide.

In the Weltons’ poor and bare back kitchen Mary drank the first of many cuppas made for her by Lil, and surveyed her new friend whose small square hands laid out the two best cups and saucers – the only survivors from a wedding gift. Lil’s dung-coloured hair was drawn back in a bun with one strand that always escaped and dangled against her faded cheek. She had probably been quite a good looker years ago, thought Mary, but as Lil herself explained, ‘Life with my Bill takes it out of yer a bit.’

Mary admired her straight features and her wide smile, though her teeth were yellow with decay. She was a little taken aback to see Lil drink her tea from the saucer with loud slurping noises, but she warmed to her happy-go-lucky approach to life.

Having seen Lil that morning in a shapeless, grubby blouse and skirt, Mary was amazed to see her in the evening on her way to work, arrayed in a fairly smart black dress, with a velvet choker around her neck from which a brilliant locket dangled. Her hair was piled high with two frizzy side burns, she wore large imitation pearl earrings and her lips and cheeks were reddened with carmine.

‘I just could not believe my eyes,’ Mary commented to Tim. ‘She looked a different person.’

‘It’s the old paint pot what does it,’ jested Tim. ‘Don’t let me catch you at it. I like my woman natural.’

Apart from little setbacks, Mary’s existence was bright and colourful down in Autumn Alley. It was very far from the peace and beauty of her homeland but Mary loved it. Each day she took Timmo down to the nearby Roman Road market and sometimes she brought back little knicknacks to brighten up her home. Then she would go next door for a chat and a cuppa with Lil after which she would return to her own home to cook for the two men in the evening.

Mary’s sweet personality radiated happiness and it began to spread through the alley. There were just three houses on the Irish family’s side: Mary’s on the end, Lil next door, and right at the end near to the canal lived an old man still brooding over the wife he had lost a year ago. He would sit outside, cat on his lap, his bald pate shining. He had bushy grey eyebrows and was known as old Charlie. He had time for no one except his old tom cat.

On fine days Lil would sit on the narrow window ledge of the front room window, arms akimbo, and hold long conversations with Mary who would stand in her front doorway with little Timmo on the step beside her. The younger Welton boys played down by the canal wall.

‘Who lives opposite?’ Mary asked Lil one afternoon as they watched the children play. The house directly facing hers, the only one with a brass knocker, interested her. She seldom saw the front door open but occasionally she caught a glimpse of the pale face of a young girl, peeping nervously out of the window.

‘No. 5, yer mean?’ asked Lil, sucking her teeth. ‘Them, they’re all potty over there,’ she declared. ‘Only come out on Sundays.’

Mary’s soft lips trembled into a smile at Lil’s forthright Cockney manner.

‘Do you mean they have all gone mad?’ she asked.

‘No,’ said Lil, ‘just barmy, religious barmy. He stands down the Roman Road market jawing about Jesus. Our boys pelt him with spuds.’

‘He’s a preacher, is that what you mean, Lil?’

‘Don’t know what he is,’ snorted Lil, ‘but to my mind he’s a funny old cuss and on Sundays the whole bloomin’ lot of them spend all day up at the Mission Hall.’

‘Everyone has their own creed, that doesn’t make them mad,’ countered Mary. ‘But who is the little girl?’

‘Ellen. Proper little skivvy, she is. Does all the housework. There’s two boys as well, a bit older than my John.’ Lil began to cackle very loudly. ‘Wait till yer sees them,’ she bawled. ‘Proper bloomin’ freaks, Peter and Paul, both as ugly as sin and like two peas in a pod.’

Mary stared across the road hoping for another sight of that little girl. Lil was off on a running commentary on the rest of the residents.

‘No. 4, that’s Becky and Sam Lewis. Jews they is. Don’t ’alf fancy ’erself. Got a fur coat and goes up west in a cab.’ This last remark was uttered in tones that conveyed Lil’s disgust.

Mary, however, was very impressed. Lil’s hoarse voice broke into her thoughts.

‘’Ere’s your men coming down the road. I’d better get ready for work. Gawd knows when my old sod will come ’ome.’

Tim and Dandy came down the alley looking very tired, their boots covered with wet clay.

After supper, when little Timmo was in bed, the men went to the local for a drink while Mary washed dishes, did her ironing and then wrote letters to her folks back home.

Hers was a happy house. But the atmosphere at No. 5, that house directly opposite, was far from convivial. The whole exterior seemed to shed gloom even though the knocker shone like glass. A small girl’s thin hands polished it vigorously each day. Without a glance in either direction, she stood there, dressed in a brown linen smock, reaching up to rub the knocker as hard as she could, before darting inside again. This was Ellen Brown, owner of the pale countenance that often peeped out of the window. For her the rest of the alley did not exist. She was not allowed out to play and she seldom went to school although her education was not neglected; many hours were spent studying and reading the huge family bible that was propped up on the parlour table, looking so unwieldy amid her mother’s dainty china, framed photographs, shell boxes and other bric-à-brac.

‘Evil clap trap,’ her father would snort as he surveyed the room, ‘one day I’ll destroy the whole lot.’

Ellen would shiver, and there would be a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. She knew that her mother’s sanity depended on those few treasures, remnants of her past, and she clung to them as the last vestiges of her youth. At forty Mrs Brown was old, her body and her mind shrivelled. She sat all day by the fire crocheting or just staring into space. Her hair was as white as the driven snow, and her shoulders rounded. From beneath her voluminous skirt stuck out a huge surgical boot and above it a thin twisted leg. Hannah Brown had been born a cripple. She had grown up used to the idea of not being able to run and play as others did. She had not wanted to marry, and had been happy in the protective bond of her Quaker family. But in her late teens her mother had died and a dogmatic father had insisted on her marrying. His belief was that it was right to continue the line of followers that had existed since the seventeenth century. Reluctantly she had wed Jacob Brown, also a Quaker, and unwillingly borne him children. Her thin twisted body had suffered the torture of hell as she gave birth to twin boys. They were lusty screaming babies and she had always hated them. Ellen had only been a tiny baby and had always been a great comfort to her. Now her health had broken down completely and she made no effort to get well; she just sat muttering her prayers in preparation for the next world.

Ellen swept, cleaned and dusted, cooked and waited hand and foot on her mother. She was now eleven and this had been her life ever since she could remember. Strict discipline and blind obedience were enforced on them all by their fanatical father. Ellen’s dark eyes and pale face showed no sign of rebellion as her brothers’ did, for behind that pallid look she lived in a fairytale world all her own and on tiny scraps of paper, hidden all about the house, she scribbled her innermost thoughts.

Just before ten o’clock each night Jacob Brown would arrive home from his preaching and so-called good works. He was a short stocky man with hair as black as jet matching the waxed moustache whose ends stuck out so stiffly that they received the nickname of winkle pickers. He always wore a dickey, sort of stiffened shirt front seldom seen in the working-class alley, and adorning the dickey was a small stiff black bow tie. A long tailed jacket, striped pants and a sombre looking bowler hat finished off this natty outfit. On his short legs he would march through the alley every evening.

To the boys sitting idly on the canal wall, Mr Brown was an everlasting source of amusement. They would call out to him and make rude remarks about his appearance. Little Arfer’s tousled head would pop up and his squeaky voice proclaim: ‘Hi, mister, yer dickey’s hanging out!’ As Mr Brown walked slowly and solemnly towards them, they chanted a street song that went: ‘We will arse ole Brown to tea’. Lewd titters and loud chuckles would accompany him to his front door. Mr Brown only smiled at them benevolently and raised his hand in the manner of a bishop giving his blessing. But if they had looked closer they would have noticed the glowing fires of hatred in his narrow eyes, signs of the volcano that smouldered beneath that seemingly calm exterior.

Once he entered his home, the front door would close quietly behind him and the silence it breathed combined with a sad melancholia as if the whole house cried out its woe.

On Sunday mornings the whole family would emerge from the house together: the father went first; his lanky sons walked behind carrying the huge books of the Lord tucked under their arms. They were identical twins. Peter may have slouched a little more than Paul but both had the same mincing gait, wore thick specs and had black frizzy hair. Last in the line was Ellen laboriously pushing a bathchair containing the huddled shawl-draped figure of her sick mother. The procession would pass slowly down the alley. All eyes would be watching them from the windows. ‘Funny lot o’ buggers,’ was the general comment from over the way.

One Sunday when Tim and Mary were coming home from Mass they encountered this strange cortège. With his usual friendliness, Tim raised his hat in greeting.

‘Good morning, neighbours.’ His white teeth showed in a jolly grin and his red hair shone in the sun.

But the little cavalcade passed slowly by, not a head raised, not a glimpse of a smile on any face, just a benign wave from the master leading them.

‘Holy Mary!’ exclaimed Tim. ‘What a cheery lot of blighters.’

‘Hush, Tim,’ remonstrated Mary, ‘don’t swear. We’ve just left the church.’

‘But they stay there all day,’ muttered Tim, staring after them with a puzzled expression.

‘Come along now.’ Mary pulled at his arm impatiently.

‘I don’t think it does them much good either,’ continued Tim. ‘I’m bloody sure I’ve seen that old fella rooting about the brothels in Gable Street.’

‘Do be quiet, Tim,’ begged Mary, shocked at such a suggestion.

Recently she had met Becky at No. 4. She was a dark-haired lively woman, with the tongue of a shrew, and she quarrelled incessantly with Lil over the mischieveous antics of the Welton boys. Becky often wished she were back in Black Lion Yard next door to her momma. She should never have moved here amidst all these shiksas, she would say.

‘Didn’t I warn yer that yer wouldn’t like it?’ her husband Sam would reply.

‘So what? I like the house,’ Becky would screech, and a battle royal would begin, mostly in Yiddish. The rest of the alley folk would hold bets as to who would shut up first. It was usually Sam.

He was really quite a mild little man. He was a fat, hard-working bespoke tailor who spent most of his time at his shop in Whitechapel hemmed in by Becky’s host of relations who lived in the vicinity.

Becky was rather lonely in the alley and would swoop down on Mary as she came home with her shopping. First there would be a long tale of woe regarding the misdeeds of the boys from over the road, then in a more cheerful vein, a long account of the comings and goings of her family in the East End. ‘My life, Mary,’ she would say, ‘if you should see that bride, Princess Alex never looked so good, and my momma, she was dressed like the queen.’ Then a long description would follow of the food which had been eaten at the wedding she had attended. Mary, pregnant with her second child, would stand first on one foot then on the other, wearily waiting for the end of this long tale.

‘I suppose I should be honoured,’ she said to Tim, ‘for I believe she’s related to the queen. But oh, how it plagues me.’

‘Don’t let her worry you, darlin’,’ responded Tim, ‘a couple of kids is what she needs. What the hell’s up with old Sam?’

So life continued on down in Autumn Alley. The new tunnel slowly stretched out under the Thames, and men still sweated and toiled. More immigrants came to join them but now jobs were not easy to get; the tunnel would soon be finished and unskilled labourers were not needed so often. The unlucky ones hung around in groups, unshaven, lean and hungry, some with ragged scraps of military attire on their backs – relics of the First Boer War. Tim and Dandy were lucky for they still had regular jobs and by sheer hard work and will power they hung on to them, trying not to notice the hungry faces of their less fortunate compatriots.

Towards the end of the year when the tunnel was almost completed the two cousins received an extraordinary stroke of good luck. Working one day on the entrance to the tunnel, stripped to the waist, their bodies glistening with sweat as they laid the heavy paving stones end to end, they were noticed by Sir John Ward, the big man on the tunnel project. He had a lot of property and had recently bought a grand new house in the suburbs. His shrewd eye had settled on the huge pile of masonry – paving stones broken in transit, and entirely useless for the purpose intended – and it had given him the idea of landscaping his new garden, a patio, paths, perhaps even a lake – that would please his wife. And here were two likely lads, just the fellows to build it.

‘Come here, my man,’ he beckoned to Tim. ‘How would you like to earn a bit of extra cash at weekends?’ he asked, scraping the dust with his walking stick, and avoiding Tim’s wary eye.

‘As long as it’s honest,’ replied Tim.

‘Oh, it’s honest enough, but we don’t want everyone to know, do we? I want some work done at my home in Finchley. Bring your friend and I’ll make it worth your while.’

Our Arfer

The summer had passed and given way to a very cold winter. Life in the alley was much harder in the cold weather; there were coals and boots to keep out the rain to buy. All the summer the Welton boys had run around barefoot, happy, carefree and, in spite of the beatings dished out regularly by their father, hardy enough. But winter proved an endless source of worry to their mother Lil. The boys would scrounge fruit boxes from the market to keep the house warm. Bill became over-fond of his bed in winter and seldom got even a casual job. So little feet got blue and noses red and the boys were forced to stay indoors in the small confines of the living room. They got under Lil’s feet all day long, and when eight o’clock arrived she would plod off to her job behind the bar mentally and physically exhausted.

Mary did the best she could to help her neighbour. There was never a great deal to spare but both Tim and Dandy gave her good housekeeping money, and Mary was thrifty – nothing was wasted. She remembered so clearly that feeling of hunger back home and the dreadful tales her mother told of the hungry forties, when little children dropped dead of starvation.

So she would put that extra bit of mutton in the stew and always plenty of vegetables and gravy. At dinnertime she would call softly over the wall that divided the houses: ‘Lil, Lil, there is a wee bit of stew left. Will the boys eat it up for me?’

The boys came out of their house like a shot to collect it, having been sniffing hungrily as the appetizing smell of Irish stew came drifting in.

Each day Lil put on the same act. ‘They might, I dunno. They’ve had their dinner. Greedy hogs, never stop eating.’

As the boys were gobbling up the steaming food Lil would take herself off to the front door and stand, arms folded, unable to stand the aroma of food on her empty stomach.

‘Why don’t you eat a bit, Lil?’ Mary would ask.

‘No, thanks,’ Lil would reply, ‘I never eat till evening, then missus up the pub gives me a glass of stout and a sandwich.’ So Lil maintained her pride and her family survived.

The boys laughed and giggled, and fought each other in bed at night. Mary listened, for she could hear almost every sound. She marvelled at their tough resistance to life and the way they clung together.

John was the eldest and almost twelve, a thin hatchet-faced boy with the sly look of his father. He was mild in temperament but a shocking thief; if something was missing the whole alley could be sure that John had pinched it. George was two years younger, slow and dreamy with a mop of almost white hair. Every day he sat by the canal fishing with a bent pin on a string, just idly dreaming.

Billy was a lot like John, two years younger and very aggressive. He was always throwing stones, knocking tin cans about and making a general nuisance of himself.

The youngest of all was Arthur, or Arfer, as he called himself. He was everyone’s favourite and quite a character. He was only six but big and forward for his age. He had rosy cheeks and eyes like bright blue marbles but one eye wandered off into a corner which gave him an odd, rather comical appearance. He was always grinning, exposing as he did so a wide gap in his teeth. He had thick brown hair that grew wild and shaggy and was forever in need of cutting. It was Arfer who did most of the talking, and he was very advanced – nothing missed the odd eyes or the big ears of little Arfer.

To Mary this little lad with his wet nose, so like an affectionate puppy, was a great source of amusement. She wanted to fuss and pet him, but Arfer was not used to such mollycoddling. Nevertheless he treated Mary as an equal, a sort of grown-up friend, and was ever ready to run errands for her.

In the mornings he would get straight out of bed and present himself at her front door with his hands stuffed in ragged pockets. ‘Shall I pop dahn the Roman for yer, Mary, and get yer a nice new loaf?’ he would say cuffing away the dewdrop on the end of his nose with the sleeve of his grubby jersey.

Each day Mary would say, ‘Come in, Arthur, come and play with Timmo for a while.’ Arfer would saunter in and play with Timmo on the floor while Mary served the hot oatmeal porridge from the kitchen range that always had a roaring fire.

‘Shall I make some toast, Mary? Got any stale bread, ‘ave yer?’ Then with a long wire toasting fork he would make toast, roasting himself at the fire, always making that bit extra knowing Mary would say: ‘Why now, there’s a piece too many. I’ll stick a bit of marge on it and you can take it for Billy.’ Arfer was always concerned about Billy, his much loved brother, and shared all he managed to scrounge with him. He would dash next door with the hot toast but was soon back in Mary’s house. She would say softly and tactfully, for Arfer could easily be offended: ‘Now, there’s a bit of butter on your chin, Arthur. Wash it off under the tap.’ In this way she managed to get him to put a drop of water on his dirty face.

His runny nose was another matter. Mary would regularly pin a clean hanky onto the grubby jersey. ‘There now, how’s that? Mind you don’t lose it.’ Arfer never lost the hanky; he would return it in the evening, crumpled but unsoiled, his jersey sleeve still accommodating that little dewdrop. With a deep sigh Mary would thank him for returning it, then start again the next day. Because if anyone had dared say that he was a dirty boy Arfer would have been extremely annoyed and Mary valued her friendship with him.

There was one occasion when Arfer presented himself at the local church school but returned an hour later using many unmentionable words.

‘You know what she said?’ he declared indignantly. ‘I ain’t going there any more.’ He struck a pose that was the living image of the school teacher holding her pince-nez to her nose. He stood with a finger pointing at Mary.

‘“Bring out that dirty boy. Where is your handkerchief?” “I ain’t no dirty boy,” I said. “You are a dirty old cow.” And wiv that I came home and I ain’t going back no more.’

Mary was shocked but found it impossible not to laugh at Arfer’s antics. But Arfer did not return to school for a long time.

During that long winter when Mary was heavy with her second child, she did not know what she would have done without Arfer. Generally she went each day to the market to buy bread because under no circumstances would she buy it from old Sal’s filthy shop.

Tim had defended old Sal for he liked her.

‘She’s not such a bad old gal. Got a heart of gold really.’

‘Nevertheless, I will not buy food from that dirty shop,’ declared Mary.

So now Arfer had the job of getting Mary’s bread from the market. He loved that trip down the Roman Road and instead of a piece of bread to make up the weight he received bread pudding. The woman in the shop always saved a piece for him because he was a regular.

Old Sal sat like a huge spider – shop door open – missing nothing that went on in the alley. As far as she was concerned it was her alley; she owned the houses and was getting five bob a week for each one but she liked her tenants to buy at her shop. They could have goods on the slate, get in arrears with the rent but what did really upset her was if they took their custom elsewhere. So each morning on his way back, Arfer with the air of Sherlock Holmes himself, his mouth full of bread pudding and Mary’s loaf stuffed up his jersey, would creep carefully past old Sal’s shop. ‘Come here, you sod,’ she would yell at him. But Arfer turned a deaf ear; he had to get Mary’s loaf past unseen to protect her – she could turn quite nasty, could old Sal.

The foolish Lil was always in trouble with old Sal. She ran up big bills for groceries, borrowed money from Sal for Bill to gamble and paid it back at a terrific interest rate. In fact, every Friday Lil handed most of her wages over the counter to old Sal and received only insults in return. Sal’s boot button eyes under that wool cap would glint greedily as she reached out for Lil’s money.

‘That all?’ she would grunt. ‘Suppose that drunken old man of yours had the rest of it.’

Poor Lil would gabble a long line of excuses, her eyes full of tears. She had a lot of pride and the old woman really made her squirm.

‘Put less bloody paint on yer face and yer might have some more to pay me,’ Sal grumbled. Then she relented at the sight of Lil’s worried face and said: ‘Send one of those bleeding boys over to help me and I’ll knock off a few bob.’

So on Saturdays, while his brothers played ball, John was forced to work in that dingy shop. John having worked hard all the week in the flour mill now spent weekends helping old Sal. Reluctantly he shifted heavy sugar sacks and restocked the high shelves, her beady eyes on him all the time. At heart he was a willing boy, though he pinched little bits here and there, and he hated old Sal. She really brought out the worst in him.

‘Getting like yer bloody farver,’ she complained. ‘Lazy old git he is.’

John’s head hung low but he never answered back.

‘How’s yer Uncle George?’ she would cackle, rubbing salt into an open wound. Uncle George was a sore point. But John worked hard and did not argue; that burning hate of her was kept bottled up inside.

Uncle George and the Departure of Dandy

It was in the New Year that Lil mentioned casually to Mary that George was back.

‘Who’s George?’ asked Mary.

‘He’s my old man’s brother; he’s been very good to me,’ replied Lil, strangely reticent.

‘Where’s he been?’ asked Mary scenting some secret.

‘He’s a tinker,’ said Lil, ‘got a pony and cart and goes up and down the country sharpening knives and mending pots and pans and such like.’

Mary had been quite sure she knew what a tinker looked like until she met Uncle George. He was a little spritely man with a ruddy face and mop of white hair. He had bandy legs that did not seem to fit his body. He jogged along as if he was much happier in a saddle than on foot.

He always called at lunchtime, and Lil would be practically bursting with excitement at the sight of him. Together they would retire upstairs for the rest of the afternoon. On a piece of waste ground near the canal the pony and cart would be tethered and the boys played with them all the afternoon.

Mary was expecting her second child any day now and usually took a rest in the afternoon. But today there was no rest. The boys were kicking up a dreadful shindy so she rose to see what the noise was all about. Outside the door was Arfer, tears streaming down his face, holding his hand under his armpit and screaming blue murder while Billy was trying to cuff him into silence.

‘Whatever’s wrong with you, Arfer?’ Mary cried. ‘Leave him alone, Billy.’

‘He wants to go indoors,’ said Billy. ‘He hurt his hand larking about with Dolly, Uncle George’s pony.’

‘She trod on it,’ roared Arfer. ‘I fink it’s broken.’

‘Well, why can’t he go in?’ asked Mary.

Billy stared at her horrified. ‘Because he can’t!’ He jerked his thumb in the direction of the Weltons’ front window and began winking his eye in a frenzied manner.

Mary began to think that Billy had lost his wits. But then he announced in a loud whisper:

‘He can’t ’cause he’s in there.’

‘Oh, dear,’ sighed Mary, still unable to fathom out what was going on.

‘Come in with me, Arfer,’ she said kindly. ‘I’ll bandage it for you. God knows what Billy’s getting at, for I’m sure I don’t know.’ Mary dried Arfer’s tears and he trotted inside with her.

On examining his little hand she found it had a huge black bruise where the pony’s hoof had obviously pinched him. She bathed the hand and wrapped a piece of clean linen rag around it.

‘Aw, fanks, Mary. It didn’t ’alf hurt.’

‘It will be better soon,’ she said. ‘Now sit still and I’ll cut you a nice bit of bread and jam.’

Arfer munched his bread and jam and was then in a mood for a conversation.

‘All I wanted to do,’ he explained, ‘was put it under the tap and that rotten Billy wouldn’t let me go in, just because Muvver’s having a lay down with Uncle George.’

Mary, spreading more homemade jam onto a thick slice of bread, suddenly stopped stock still. Her neck got red and a blush came up over her ears.

‘What’s up, Mary?’ demanded Arfer. ‘What yer stopped doing me bread and jam for?’

Mary’s head was spinning. ‘She wouldn’t – she couldn’t – surely she would not be such a fool.’ Mary decided she must ignore this as just childish prattle. Repeatedly she told herself that Lil would not do such a terrible thing, but she could not erase it from her mind. The thought of what might be going on next door disquieted the pious Mary.

But each day Uncle George came ambling down the alley, parked his pony and cart, and disappeared into Lil’s until four o’clock when he would come out, untether his pony, and ride off very perkily. Mary asked no direct questions but she became very cool with Lil. Lil was the same as ever, though she looked a little better than usual. She had acquired a new dress and a long rope of artificial pearls.

One afternoon as Uncle George left Mary caught a glimpse of Lil in the passageway, all starry-eyed and dishevelled.

‘Oh, come in, Mary,’ pleaded Lil. ‘Don’t go past my house as if you don’t know me.’

So Mary relented and over a cuppa Lil told Mary of her complicated love life.

‘It’s been going on years,’ she said. ‘Oh gawd, what that little ol’ fella does to me . . .’ She rolled her eyes in a ridiculous manner.

Mary stared at her, white-faced and very shocked.

‘Surely, Lil, you would not commit adultery,’ she cried.

‘Can’t help meself,’ replied Lil quite unabashed. ‘Should have married him, I suppose, but being young and foolish I thought my Bill was the big tough man. But believe me, Mary, it’s old George who thrills me. My young George belongs to him,’ she admitted proudly.

‘Well, I simply can’t believe it of you, Lil,’ said Mary prudishly.

‘Don’t be silly, it happens – could easily happen to you. Don’t you think we can’t all see the way old Dandy fancies you?’

This was too much. Mary got up to go.

The following week Mary gave birth to a lovely dark-eyed baby girl. It was Lil who ran for the midwife and who made her a nice cuppa afterwards. Looking into Mary’s reproachful eyes she whispered: ‘It’s all right, love, old George has hopped it again.’ Mary squeezed her hand and they were firm friends once more. Lil fussed and cooed over the new baby, who was called Mollie, and took care of Timmo. In a couple of weeks they were out together again walking down the Roman Road with Lil pushing the baby along in her brand-new basinette.


Tim and Dandy had been working hard for the last eighteen months, and had a thriving part time business that often took them away at the weekends. Sir John had been very satisfied with his well-paved garden and had recommended Tim and Dandy to his influential friends. So they went out at weekends to dig pools and lay paths – little jobs that were well paid and profitable. Mary had begun to save for a holiday back home in Ireland.

Having children had matured Mary. She had begun to fill out and now wore her dark hair bound up in loops and curls. She often noticed Dandy looking at her in a certain way that made her feel uncomfortable.

‘Sometimes,’ she said to Tim, ‘I wish Dandy would find himself a wife.’

‘Be Jasus, that dry old stick? Don’t think he’s ever had a woman,’ replied Tim.

‘There’s no need to be coarse, Tim,’ reproved Mary. ‘All I meant was that he’s wasting his life being so bound up with us.’

‘Don’t fret, love. He won’t marry. We used to call him the parson back home,’ jested Tim.

But Mary felt uneasy. Was it Lil’s nasty remark? Not entirely. When Dandy passed her by, he often put his arm about her waist, and if she was sad, right away he would ask: ‘Is there anything wrong, Mary?’ He was always ready to help her, and she was fond of him but determined that there should be no bad things in her own life. Tim was her man, she told herself firmly.

She busied herself about the house polishing the furniture until it shone like glass. She was never bored – there was always plenty to see and hear in the alley and always new families arriving from Ireland to settle in the neighbourhood. She met them at church. She had become a member of the Catholic Women’s Guild, always ready to help someone in need.

At the centre of this web of humanity sat old Sal, a grotesque parasite reaching out to suck a few shillings from one house, a fragment of gossip from another. They were all hemmed in tight by the murky web of that obese landlady who seldom moved from her stool except to go to her bed in the back room.

Her one surviving relative was her granddaughter Rosie, who occasionally left the coffee shop in the main road to visit her. ‘Better go and give old Gran a clear up,’ she would say to her latest man friend. Then Rosie would sail down the alley like a ship in full sail, her best dress very full and flowing, her huge hat loaded with artificial fruits and flowers. ‘Looks like bleeding Covent Garden market,’ was Lil’s cryptic comment from her perch on the windowsill.

Having set aside her finery, Rosie would don an old sacking apron and an overall, and proceed to clean up the premises and tidy the stock.

All the time old Sal would complain. ‘What are you doing there? Don’t move that! Like to be able to put me hands on things.’

‘Crikey, Gran! I must clean up a bit or you’ll be getting the food inspector down on you.’

‘He don’t bother me,’ returned old Sal. ‘He knows what side his bread’s buttered, plenty of pound notes gone in his direction.’

‘Still, he might retire, and if you get a young bloke who can’t be bribed you won’t find it so easy,’ warned Rosie.

‘Balls on them all,’ muttered Sal. ‘Don’t care about any of those thieving bleeders.’

‘Well, I say you should put all your money in the bank,’ protested Rosie, ‘not sit on it like a broody hen.’

This upset old Sal. ‘What?’ she snarled. ‘Can’t get yer hands on me money quick enough. It’s all them fancy men you got that you want to squander it on.’ Her little black eyes glared suspiciously at her granddaughter, and the gnarled hands clasped the canvas pocket tied about the wide waist under the black apron.

‘Aw! shut up, Gran,’ cried the exasperated Rosie. ‘You’ll get interest from the bank and I won’t have to worry so much over you.’

‘Worry over me?’ jeered Sal. ‘That will be the day. Too busy with them blokes.’

‘Now, give over, Gran,’ begged the soft-hearted Rosie, very near to tears.

‘Soft, soft as shit,’ declared Gran, ‘just like your mother was. It’s a good job I got me head screwed on all right – it’s all up there.’ She pointed a bony finger towards the black woolly cap that she wore continuously.

On such an evening Tim popped in on his way to the pub. ‘Hello, Rosie.’ He greeted her like an old acquaintance. ‘Give us the ol’ jug, Sal, I’ll fill it up for you,’ he offered.

‘Now,’ said Gran, ‘there’s a man for you. Worth all the rest put together.’

Rosie, all gooey-eyed, agreed, but apart from an offer of a glass of stout that was all Rosie had got since Mary had arrived.

‘He ain’t got time for me, Gran,’ she said, ‘not since his wife came here.’

‘Stuck up bitch, she is,’ the venomous tongue of old Sal wagged. ‘Too posh for the alley dwellers, and thick with that Lil Welton, she is – you know, the one who knocks it off with her brother-in-law. She’s a saucy madam, that Mary. Got a lodger, supposed to be Tim’s cousin. Never tell with these hoity-toity ones, worse than the other sort, they are.’

With her work now done Rosie sat greedily absorbing the gossip which would be transmitted across the coffee shop counter the next day. Then, having made Gran as comfortable as possible, she got ready to leave.

‘Don’t shoot them bolts,’ called out Gran as Rosie closed the door. ‘Leave the string hanging down inside so I can open it with me stick.’

‘Aw gawd, Gran, you don’t ’alf take a chance, always having the door on the latch.’ Rosie was often really worried, for Gran kept every penny she owned tied about her waist. If anyone else knew that she was bound to get robbed. Rosie sighed and went home to her new man friend, big Barney, and tried not to think about her obstinate old Gran.

Mary’s cool, calm independence aggravated old Sal. ‘Fancy herself, don’t she?’ she would exclaim loudly when Mary was in earshot. ‘Live like pigs where she comes from!’

Because Sal was a very old woman and Tim respected her, Mary kept her temper and did go to the shop occasionally for odds and ends. One afternoon accompanied by Timmo and the persistent Arfer, Mary went over to the shop. Old Sal, determined to make Mary wait, got up slowly from her stool and, holding onto the wall, went slowly into the dim regions behind the shop. Mary, who only wanted some tobacco for Tim, waited patiently, while Arfer eyed the sweet lollies.

‘Where’s she gorn, Mary?’ he asked.

‘Out the back, I suppose, Arthur,’ replied Mary.

‘No, she ain’t! She’s got a pot under there. I’ll show you.’

Scarcely taking in what he had said Mary looked under the counter to where Arfer’s little finger was pointing.

‘Glory be to God!’ she exclaimed, her face flamed scarlet. ‘Let’s go, Arthur. We’ll not wait.’

Tim laughed his head off when Mary announced later: ‘Something has got to be done about that dirty old Sal. She has a full chamber-pot under the counter!’

‘Oh, don’t take on so, love, she’s an old gal,’ he said.

But the sight of that pot had really sickened her and Mary never went inside old Sal’s shop again.

Arfer was saddened to find that there were no more trips to the shop. It meant no gobstoppers, large, hard, round sweets which you popped into your mouth, and sucked and sucked, and they came out a different colour each time you looked. Many a pleasant afternoon he had passed contentedly sucking a huge gobstopper while he played with Timmo and kept an eye on baby Mobllie. Now Mary had stopped going to the shop so there was no treat.

One Saturday, when Tim and Dandy were away working, Arfer sat on Mary’s doorstep casually tossing a ball out into the road while Timmo, chuckling madly, retrieved it again and again. He wondered whether he should go down to the Cut to play with the other boys. He was feeling very moody.

‘Shall we go over the shop?’ he asked Mary hopefully.

‘No, not today, Arthur.’

‘Shall I go and get Timmo some dolly mixture?’ he persisted. His little old-fashioned face stared up at Mary in such a reproachful fashion. She knew he was longing for the sweets.

‘All right.’ She gave in. ‘But I’ll wait here. Here’s some money for sweets.’ She handed him a penny and his wide grin returned.

‘Aw, fanks, Mary. What shall I get for Timmo?’

Mary, suddenly remembering the chamber-pot, said: ‘Get him a stick of barley sugar that’s wrapped.’

Arfer trotted off and from the other side of the street Mary watched him disappear into the shop. Framed in the doorway of the shop was the lanky shape of Peter, one of the twins from No. 5. He held up a slip of paper and, gesticulating wildly, was reading out loud from it. Arfer darted under his arm into the dim regions of old Sal’s abode. He saw that old Sal was very angry. She was yelling and cursing, waving her stick at Peter who stood reading loudly from a religious tract. ‘Hop it, you barmy bleeder,’ she screeched. But Peter read on.

‘Thou will be saved. Repent, you sinner,’ he yelled.

Old Sal whacked the counter with her stick and gasped for breath. Her mouth hung wide open exposing her one remaining tooth, yellow with age.

‘Sling yer hook. Wait till I sees yer father. He’ll take a stick to yer.’

‘Repent,’ hollered Peter, ‘the hand of the Lord is nigh.’

Hearing the rumpus and wondering what had happened to Arfer, Mary crossed the road, and peered through the shop doorway, past Peter. Behind the counter in the back room she caught a glimpse of another shadowy shape almost identical to the one in the doorway. She stood perplexed for a moment, then suddenly Paul was beside his brother and the two lanky boys fled up the alley to the main road. Sal was very annoyed and slapped Arfer’s sweets on the counter. She sat down to regain her breath.

‘Hurry up, Arfer,’ called Mary as he came running out, cheek bulging with a gobstopper. ‘What the dickens was old Sal yelling about?’

Mary had to wait while Arfer transferred the gobstopper to the other cheek. ‘Those twins was turning her over,’ he stated, with cold unconcern.

‘Doing what?’ exclaimed the astounded Mary.

‘Pinching fags. They do it every Saturday,’ said Arfer.

‘But they are Quakers. They don’t drink or smoke. I’m quite sure they would not steal.’

‘All right, then,’ said Arfer, hands on hips, ‘don’t take no notice of me but I tells you now, them two is crooks.’

Mary tut-tutted impatiently and pushed Mollie’s pram indoors.

‘Can I go now, Mary?’ wailed Arfer. ‘I wanna go dahn the Cut and play wiv Billy.’

Mary knew she had offended Arfer but dismissed it from her mind. She would make friends with him later on.

Mary put the baby to bed, bathed Timmo, and watered the bucket of the Virginia creeper that had begun to climb up the back wall. She was immensely proud of this little bit of green among the bricks and high walls of the alley. She knew Tim would be late. He always went for a drink with Dandy on Saturdays but she did not mind, her man would return when the pubs had shut. Contentedly she went off to bed.

For Tim and Dandy it had been a long dry journey in the horse-drawn bus from Barnet. They had a few pints when they changed buses at the Archway then again at Aldgate. They had plenty of money in their pockets having just been paid off for the spare-time job.

‘Now just one more for the road,’ suggested Tim.

Dandy, already tipsy, was not so keen. ‘Mary will have dinner waiting,’ he protested.

‘Well, one more will make no difference to me appetite,’ jested Tim, pushing open the door of another dreary pub. His hat on the back of his head, his face very red, he strolled in boldly with Dandy walking more slowly and cautiously behind him. Sitting on a long wooden form, all alone, was blonde Rosie from the coffee shop. Her fruit-burdened hat was all to one side, her brassy hair awry. With numerous gins inside her she sat and wept, her eyes red-rimmed, her wide mouth drooping dolefully. She made a very desolate picture.

‘Well, well,’ burst out the jovial Tim, ‘if it ain’t me little Rosie all ready and waiting.’ But Rosie only wagged her head in a kind of grotesque way and brought forth a fresh flood of tears.

‘Good God! What’s up, love?’ asked Tim, surprised to see the happy-go-lucky Rosie so depressed.

‘It’s him,’ wailed Rosie, ‘gorn off with all me savings he has.’

‘Who, Barney?’ enquired Tim. This was no shock, for big Barney had a record for this sort of thing.

‘“I’ll take you home to Ireland,” he said,’ grizzled Rosie, ‘now he’s gorn wivout me. Fifty quid I give ’im.’

Tim put an arm around her. ‘Now don’t cry. You’re better off without a scoundrel like that. Get her a double,’ he called to the disapproving Dandy.

During the next hour Tim consoled Rosie with sugary words and a considerable quantity of gin. When the pub closed Tim guided Rosie’s wide unsteady shape down the road towards the coffee shop. Dandy, very drunk and rather disgruntled, went on home.

Mary was half asleep when an unsteady figure entered her bedroom. ‘Is that you, Tim?’ she called.

A slurred murmur was the only answer.

‘Oh dear,’ she sighed, ‘you’ve had more than enough to drink, Tim. Don’t wake the children.’

As she turned on her side to settle back to sleep Dandy catapulted from the corner of the room onto the bed, muttering drunkenly as he pressed close to her. ‘Love me, Mary. Tim doesn’t love you as I do.’

The words seethed through her bewildered mind. With a sudden jerk she broke free and leapt out of bed. Tall and majestic, she stood over him.

‘God in heaven, what are you about, Dandy Fitz? Where is Tim?’ she demanded.

From his seat on the floor where Mary had pushed him, Dandy was too embarrassed to reply. He crawled slowly back to his own room.

Her face livid with temper, Mary grabbed her shawl and went down to look for Tim. There was no sign of him and the clock on the mantelpiece showed it was well past midnight. She gave a little gasp, she was shocked after her encounter with that drunken Dandy. Then she sat down to wait for her erring husband.

With zig-zag steps Tim managed to propel Rosie to the coffee shop. Finding her latch key, he pushed her stout body in front of him down the narrow path through the shop with its high-backed seats and well-scrubbed tables to the little room behind the shop. He deposited Rosie in a basket-weave chair which creaked loudly each time she moved, her befuddled voice singing: ‘The old dun cow is dun for now, got no whisky, got no gin, next week we’re going to have the brokers in!’

‘It’s all right, Tim,’ she slurred, ‘you’re a real man. Not like that worm Barney. Took me lot, he did!’

Tim put the kettle on. ‘I’ll make you a nice cup of tea, Rosie, then I’ll have to be going, my love,’ he added kindly.

But Rosie whimpered: ‘Don’t go, Tim. Stay with me like you used to, love. Remember that night when you first came over?’

But Tim wanted very much to forget it. He was getting worried about Mary. ‘I must go home, love,’ he told her. But Rosie had dropped off, mouth wide open, fat legs wide apart. He reached for an old coat behind the door, covered her up, took the kettle off and crept towards the door.

Strolling along the deserted streets whistling a merry tune, the church clock struck one o’clock and Tim began to hurry. By the time he reached his house he was panting heavily.

He was bending down to take off his boots so as not to wake Mary, when her cold voice called from
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