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‘At six o’clock on the evening of 30th November 1936, Sir Henry Buckland, on his way to post a letter, noticed a red glow within the central transept of the Palace. On investigating he found one of the resident firemen and some workmen trying to put out a small fire that had broken out in a staff lavatory...’

Patrick Beaver, ‘The Crystal Palace.’
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Princethorpe Road, Sydenham, Sunday 5th January 1919

The flame flared high then settled, balancing gracefully upon the head of the matchstick. The cigarette drew the flame so it tickled the tip. It caught; embers glowed bright then dimmed. A lazy curl of white smoke spiralled upwards and the flame continued to bob on the matchstick. Two round eyes framed by wire rimmed glasses and an open mouth, three perfect ‘O’s, following the flame until extinguished by a flick of the wrist.

The man suppressed a cough which became more a convulsion, then pushed the box of matches towards the girl. “Keep this. You can light the next one for me when I’m ready.”

“She’s too young to have matches,” warned the woman gently from the chair on the far side of the breakfast table. She rested her newspaper in the space between the empty plates and glanced through an article about the new Workers’ Party in Germany before she reached the births and deaths columns. A brass clock chimed softly from the mantlepiece in the parlour beyond.

The girl turned the box over in her fingers. On the front it declared ‘Protection from fire when using Bryant & May’s Special Safety Match. British Made.’ She could feel the rough sandpaper along the narrow edges. She pushed the tray out with her forefinger to reveal a row of match heads, then tucked them carefully away.

“She’s eleven. She’s a sensible girl and bright,” observed the man. “Perhaps it’s time I taught her how to make a radio.”

The girl looked up, hopeful.

“She should be playing or learning to sew,” said the woman.

“She poked the eyes out of that doll I gave her for Christmas,” the man said, smiling at the girl. “And making a radio will be just as useful as sewing.”

The girl nodded, enthusiastic.

The man brushed back his thinning hair and took an old reel for yarn, placed it on the table, then produced a loose coil of copper wire which shone like flame in the light from the hearth. He pulled a stretch as long as his arm, then another, measuring how much wire he unwound. He used a wire cutter to clip it, then placed the first ten inches into a groove at one end of the reel. The girl shuffled closer, watching. He wound the wire slowly around one end of the reel, taking care to nudge it tight against the lip. Then he made several more turns, each perfectly straight against the one before. “Here,” he said handing reel and wire to the girl. “You try.”

The girl took the reel in one hand and the loose copper wire in the other. She wound carefully, accurately, just as the man had shown. Aligning each turn tight against the one before. Every so often she glanced up at the man to make sure he was pleased.

The man watched patiently. His smile widened at her concentration; the tip of her tongue visible out one corner of her lips. Her hazel eyes magnified by her lenses.

Eventually she wound the last turn, completing the reel with a few inches of wire to spare. “You knew exactly how much we’d need, didn’t you?” she exclaimed, impressed.

“I’ve done it a few times. Now, let’s take a look,” he received the reel and judged her work. “Very good.” 

The girl beamed. 

He stroked her curls of light brown hair. “Each turn is perfect. No loose loops or crossed wires. So, what do you think we might use this for?”

The girl thought for a moment then shrugged.

“This will be our capacitor. That’s a fancy name for a coil of wire,” he grinned. “We’ll use it as our tuning coil to tune our new radio. But before that we need something even more important. Can you guess?”

The girl thought again, “An aerial?”

He beamed, “See,” he turned to the woman in the armchair, “I told you she’s bright.” He picked up another length of wire and stood, beckoning the girl to follow. “We’ll set this up in your room.”

The girl bounced up and down on her toes, then ran upstairs. The man coughed hard as he climbed and thumped his chest, apologising. He wiped his mouth with a handkerchief and stuffed it back in his pocket.

Less than an hour later they had antenna wires rigged across the ceiling of her bedroom all connected to the lush copper coil, together with the earth, the detector and a pair of earphones salvaged from his workshop. “Now you touch the cat’s whisker to the crystal, like this,” he nudged the fine needle so it rested on the glistening heart of the radio set.

“Cat’s whisker,” grinned the girl, relishing the name. “And crystal, that’s me.”

“Yes, that’s you, my dear.”

“Is that why you called me Crystal?”

“Actually, we named you after the great glass palace.”

“The Crystal Palace!” she clapped her hands. “Can we go again this afternoon?”

“Of course. Which court would you like to go to? Ancient Egypt? Rome? Assyria? Or perhaps a journey through our greatest steam engines?”

“The steam engines, Daddy!”

He smiled, “I bet you’d make a fine engineer one day. Perhaps an electrician like me.”

Crystal’s mother stood at the door to her room surveying the criss-crossing wires and gave her husband a sceptical frown. The scepticism turned to worry as he spluttered and coughed, turning to the window for air.

––––––––
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South London, Friday 2nd October 1936

The outer wall shivered. Moonlight strained through its glass thick with dust, revealing the curved inner wall of the tower. A young man leaned against its smooth brickwork while he waited. Surely his collaborator should have reached the top by now. He blew his cheeks out, looking around at the glass panes rattling in their rusty frames and the webs fluttering in the breeze. It seemed the spiders had been waiting here far longer than him. 

Something clattered against the wall above and clanged off the iron rail, echoing through the tower. He stood and peered into the darkness overhead. Slowly, his eyes adjusting, he saw something swaying in the gap between stair and wall. Something small and shiny. He stepped back as it jerked and swung, striking the stone flags at his feet. Reaching down he picked up the plumbline, then hit the handrail with it three times, just as he’d been told. He recoiled from the harsh metallic ring. Would they be heard? All remained quiet outside except the rustle of blown leaves. Three taps vibrated down the rail in reply. He tied the end of the wire around the bottom tread and started to climb.

It was further than he thought.

He lost count of the turns as each pair of iron columns looked like the last. He was aware of distant lights half shrouded beyond the grubby glass. The stair treads rang beneath his feet as he trudged around the inner wall. Cold ironwork sapped warmth from his fingers like old age. He paused to look down into the darkness and felt giddy. At last, near the top, he saw the shadow of a stocky man.

“Long way up isn’t it, Kevin?” said the man, reaching out a hand to pull his young accomplice up the last few steps.

Kevin nodded. It was all he could manage for the moment.

“Worth it for the view when you’re ready. Sit down while I have a smoke.” The older man drew a cigarette and patted the tip on the back of his wrist before striking up. The sulphur head flared suddenly bright, throwing a livid glow across the landing. Iron columns appeared to slide as if the tower was shifting its weight. 

“Want one?”

Kevin shook his head, “No thank you, Mister.”

The man frowned in the glow of the cigarette then softened as he regarded Kevin, “You can call me Bill. Go on, take a look outside while I finish this.”

Kevin approached the floor-to-ceiling window which had been cracked open. The hinges had rusted and he had to use his shoulder to push through. A patchwork of lights glimmered across the city to his left, with the dim outlines of trees to his right and the looming presence of a vast, glistening blackness below. He gripped the frame and pulled himself onto a rattling grille. Light wind fluttered his jacket tails and he pulled his cap tight over his ears. Then the moon reappeared from behind a cloud and the mass below him lit up. Acres of sharp glass ridges glittered, revealing the grand vaults of the Crystal Palace, as if a great glass glacier slid below him under the moonshine. Another glazed tower like the one he stood on hovered over the far end like a shard of ice. Kevin took a sharp inward breath and stepped back.

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

“I’ll say,” agreed Kevin. He found he was trembling and wondered whether it was the height, the overwhelming view or their covert task.

“Better get on with it. Hold this,” Bill passed a coil of wire to Kevin then looked up at the rim of the roof. Lead sheets overhung the circular balcony folded to a thin edge. He unrolled a little of the shining copper wire from Kevin’s arm and stretched up, to the limit of his reach. “Blast. Here, let me carry the coil and you clip it to the lead. You’re taller.”

Kevin stood on tiptoe and secured the wire to the eaves with a steel clip. Then he edged along the narrow balcony to another bay where he clipped again. He felt precarious. Exposed. He wanted to hurry in case he was seen, yet he sensed the great drop beneath. He forced himself to slow his movements, making sure of each step. He dared not stare into the void.

He carried on unreeling, stretching, clipping and gripping the rail, under Bill’s watchful eye. A full revolution. The very end of the wire overlapped the first clip by a bare twelve inches.

“You judged that fine!” said Kevin, impressed.

“Experience,” murmured Bill, who snapped the end to the sill with two more clips, clambered back through the window and yanked it shut after Kevin.

Kevin shivered. He wanted to go home now, but he was aware there was more to do. Descending the long spiral stair, they paused every few steps to clip more wire to the balustrade.

Turning. Clipping. Stepping.

He began to lose all sense of time and space. Dizziness induced by the winding descent. Easy to forget who he was and why he crept through this cold dark tower.

“Watch yourself,” said Bill.

Kevin stumbled over a step that wasn’t there and gripped the rail. He realised he’d reached the bottom. Bill knelt to connect the end of the wire to another one emerging from a wooden hatch in the floor.

“Where does that go?”

“To the studio,” said Bill. “Now it’s attached to the wires running up the tower, the guvnor should be able to broadcast across all of London. Daresay most of the South-East.”

“What will he broadcast?”

The corner of Bill’s mouth twitched in amusement, “Better tune in and find out.”

Kevin nodded while Bill let them out of the tower. The heavy iron door banged shut, key scratching in the lock. Kevin flinched, wondering if anyone would hear, but all around was quiet. No voices, no clatter of carts or trams. Across the darkened street the houses slept. Their windows like closed eyes.

“Will you be coming this Sunday?” asked Kevin.

Bill shook his head, “No. Reckon I’ve done enough marching in my time.”

Kevin sagged.

Bill paused, regarding him, “You’ll be alright, lad. Just a march. Wave a flag, shout some slogans, you’ll be fine.”

Kevin nodded and pulled the collar of his jacket up around his ears as he walked out the gate which squealed shut behind them. He looked around. The road, normally alive with people in the day, was still. Bill headed down the southern slope of the hill. Kevin turned north. He stepped across the tram tracks, and slipped into a side street where the gas lamps burned a little less harsh than the electric ones on the main streets. The grocer’s shop awning was rolled up, the shutters of the betting shop pulled down. A metal grille guarded the window of the pawnshop to deter punters from reclaiming their goods without payment. He crossed the street again when he saw the lighting-up man on his way to put them out and looked up at the sky. An indigo glow caught the rooftops in silhouette, the first light of another day.

––––––––
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Church Road, Crystal Palace, Saturday 3rd October 1936

Sunlight reflected off the wall, illuminating the woman’s curl of hair dangling over her glasses. Crystal took wire from a gleaming coil and pressed it under a brass screw. It connected to another wire which ran vertically up a seam in the pastel printed wallpaper, almost hidden by floral stripes. Just above her head it split in a dozen directions, fanning out, expertly soldered to the centres of horizontal wires which ran the length of the bedroom, just beneath the apex of the sloping ceiling. Each a perfect ‘T’ antenna.

She spotted a pair of white Rayon knickers pegged to one of them. They were dry now, so she stood and tidied them away in her drawer. She looked back at the bright new capacitor coil with pride, brushed the hair from her eyes, then leaned over the gem at the heart of her creation, a sparkling galena crystal. When she was satisfied with the contact, she lifted her locks to insert a small black Bakelite earpiece.

She listened.

The earphone crackled.

She tickled a slender wire so it twitched the width of a pinhead, touching another point on the crystal. Then she slid the new coil a shade closer to complete her tuning circuit.

‘...hsst...crck...with us... hsst...on Saturday morning favourites. Here’s ‘On the Sunny Side of the Street’ by the Tommy Dorsey Band...’

Crystal smiled. A broad smile which dazzled, even in the bright attic.

“Mum,” came a sleepy voice from the folding bed in the corner.

Crystal continued listening to the music.

“Mummy?” the voice sounded peeved. “Mummy?”

Crystal turned her head and pulled the earphone away with a soft sigh, “Yes dear?”

“Aren’t we going out today?”

“Later.”

The girl sat up cross-legged under her blanket and frowned. Dark curls fell across one half-opened eye. “You take ages with your radio.”

“It makes me happy.”

The girl grumbled as she kicked the blankets off. Crystal ignored the protest and put her earpiece back in, attempting to return to the music. But she couldn’t ignore the glare from her daughter. Reluctantly she pulled the earpiece back out and raised her eyebrow.

“Sometimes I think you like your crystal set more than me,” accused the girl.

Crystal’s smile faded. It was true she enjoyed losing herself in the radio waves which flowed invisibly around her. It was uncomfortably true that she preferred it to arguments with her daughter. “You know I look forward to time with you, Lizzie,” she said carefully. Because that was also true.

Lizzie pulled a face, “Depends.”

“What do you mean?”

“Depends on the day.”

Crystal held Lizzie’s eye, “Sometimes, not often, I need to rest. I’m sorry. I know it’s no fun for you. But I always look forward to being with you.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, I do. Why would you ask?”

“Because when you’re resting it feels like you don’t care.”

“Sometimes I don’t feel well, Lizzie. I feel sad and confused and I’m not able to think. They’re bad days, but they don’t happen very often.” Not now, she reasoned.

Lizzie continued to scowl, twisting the sheet around her hand, “I feel alone when you have a bad day.”

“I know, but I promise I’ll always look after you.”

“Will you? Or will you just walk off and leave like father.”

“Lizzie! How dare you say that? I’d never...” she drew a deep breath and remembered her daughter had only been a toddler then. Lizzie was almost ten now and Crystal was still evading questions about what really happened. It was a shock to learn that Lizzie wondered whether her mother would stay. Perhaps the anger was a mask for her daughter’s anxiety. She calmed herself, “Go wash your face and get dressed. I’ll take you to the park as soon as you’re ready.”

Lizzie stopped knotting the sheet and looked up, “Promise?”

Crystal loved taking time in the grounds of the Crystal Palace as much as her radio. She was also determined that they should enjoy the day. “I promise,” she said, then hesitated momentarily before replacing the earphone and searching for sanctuary in the music.

––––––––
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Cable Street, East London, Sunday 4th October 1936

A bottle arced gracefully through the air, revolving. Kevin watched the autumn sunshine catch the glass which sparkled even brighter than the tiny flame that clung to the cloth rag fluttering from its neck. He felt a hand grab his shoulder and wrench him from its path. The bottle smashed at his feet scattering shards among the slick of burning petrol.

“Oi, run, you dumb bastard!”

Kevin staggered as the flames flickered around his ankles. A brick flew past his ear and the shouts of the angry mob surged back into his head. “They shall not pass! THEY SHALL NOT PASS!” echoing the words chalked across pavements and whitewashed on terrace walls. Men leapt the barricade from under the railway arch, their faces contorted with rage. They threw the bricks scattered around an overturned lorry and swung planks of wood that had been wrenched from the crates. The ragged line of bobbies wavered, truncheons flailing, helmets rolling across the cobbles. A cohort of mounted police tried to reinforce the line but their horses shied as they skittered over marbles thrown into their path.

Kevin tripped over a brick, landing heavily on his knees. He swept the mop of red hair from his face and lifted the other hand to see it shredded with glass and dripping blood. A boot swung into his stomach, lifting him off the ground and rolling him onto his back. A flat capped man stood over him about to swing a nailed plank at his head but was caught under the arm by a streak of black, throwing him to the ground. The man in black pinned Kevin’s assailant with his knees and pulled something which looked like a steel gauntlet from his pocket, slipping his fingers through to make a fist. He drove the knuckle duster into the jaw of the attacker who jerked and went slack. Then he dragged Kevin to his feet.

“Come on, we’re leaving.”

“But the march! Mister Mosley wants...”

“Bugger that, look at all them Commies. They ain’t here to talk no politics.”

Kevin allowed his protector to steer them away, back towards the rest of their brotherhood who milled around the top of Cable Street, frustrated and trapped. Gardiner’s Store had had its plate glass window smashed and looters slipped in to snatch up prized woollens. He could just see the roofs of the Tower of London above the terraces, where they had started their march.

“Where are you two going?” snapped a commanding upper-class voice. Like them he wore a smart black collarless uniform, but unlike them he had the silver pips of senior rank. He stood astride the middle of the street and pinned Kevin with cold grey eyes.

“Can’t get down there,” called Kevin’s guardian, over the uproar. “Barricades, petrol bombs, the whole nine yards. Reckon we need another route.”

The cold eyes regarded them, “Do you! Names?”

“Kevin Creevy, sir.”

“Archie Bateman,” Archie wavered under the critical glare, “... Sir.”

“Do you understand why the march should go through the East End, Mr Bateman, Mr Creevy?”

“Knock a few ‘eads together?” hazarded Archie. “...Sir.”

“Knock a few Jewish heads together, Mr Bateman. There are more Jews living here than in any other part of the country and they are an abomination to all upstanding members of our British Union. Especially to Sir Oswald. And if we can knock a few ‘Commie’ heads together while we’re at it...”

Another petrol bomb smashed against the lamp post beside them, flaring the cobbles with glittering glass and flames. Archie hurried them into the cover of an abandoned vegetable cart.

“Damned police should be controlling that rabble. It’s our democratic right to march down there,” spat the grey-eyed man.

“Reckon they knew we were comin’, rights or no rights.”

“It’s a bloody shambles!” cursed the grey-eyed officer. “I’ll...” he ducked as a shower of bricks and cobble stones rained over the cart. One caught Kevin across the jaw and his world went black.
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The Crystal Palace Park, Saturday 24th October 1936

Lizzie didn’t even glance back once she’d spotted her school mates playing tag between the elms. Crystal watched her go. Happy that her daughter was among friends, sad she always seemed so eager to escape her mother, and guilty that she didn’t spend more time with her only daughter. She caught a sideways look from a couple taking their boys to the boating pool and made a show of waving to Lizzie, who made a show of ignoring her. Crystal hugged herself and walked up the avenue of trees towards the Palace. 

A stand of chestnuts stood near the top of the avenue and she paused, turning a box of matches over in her pocket. It was the last place the three of them had gone together. Father, mother, daughter. The last place she had seen him smile. And the place where she always lingered to remember him. She drew a deep breath and walked on. Sunlight flickered between branches and her shoes made a satisfying scrunch among the fallen leaves. A familiar sparkle was framed by the trunks and boughs ahead of her and it lifted her heart again. 

Crystal’s feet faltered and stilled as she took in the full panorama of the Palace. 

A wall of glass the length of a street shimmered over two tiers of landscaped terraces, as if untethered to the world. An ethereal liner cresting an ocean of greenery. The central arch of glass and iron thrust through the galleries, flanked by others each side with fierce symmetry. Where the arched transept cast shadow across the glass roofs, she could see clouds sliding behind them through the sky, as if the building was barely there. Like a clever photographic trick that superimposed the ghost of iron tracery over clear skies. It still challenged every assumption she had about the solidity of buildings. Each time she stopped in the same spot and each time the Palace looked different, like one of the chameleons in its reptile house, wearing another shade beneath the mercurial light.

Crystal smiled.

She climbed the steps to the entrance hall. She recognised the man at the ticket office who, as usual, stood up in his booth just so he could look down his nose at her. She paid her entrance and turned to walk along the transept.

Transept. Nave. Aisle. People had used cathedral language to describe the Crystal Palace from its beginning. You could have fitted three St Pauls inside and still have room to spare. The Palace even had an organ at the central crossing, the largest in the land. It had no altar but that hadn’t stopped several preachers from delivering sermons there to the faithful. Yet Crystal noticed how the visitors had drifted away over time. Many seemed to think the Palace shabby and old fashioned now, an embarrassing octogenarian who had failed to move into the twentieth century. It was certainly showing its age. Paint peeled off the ironwork revealing rusty bolts and London’s smog had left a layer of grime across the glass. Many of the exhibits had been stowed away during its occupation by the Navy in the Great War and never returned.

But Crystal loved it. 

Her mind carefully skirted the fact that everyone she had loved and lost came here with her. Her father. Her husband. Her aunt. She rarely allowed such thoughts to linger as the complicated emotions the Palace stirred might threaten to overwhelm her. Now she came here with Lizzie and her friend, Minnie. She was determined not to lose them.

She couldn’t help but feel lifted by the nave which rose so high above her head you could stack five trams on top of each other and still not touch the top. On a bright day like today the light pierced the grime and streamed through the glass roof, like sun through winter trees. She strode down the oak boarded aisle feeling like a queen. She had heard that Queen Victoria loved the Palace too, and not just because it had been commissioned by her dear Prince Albert. Apparently, the young queen visited a dozen times in the first month of opening, far more than necessary for the monarch to give the venture her blessing.

She was early, so she lingered by the echoing industrial halls, admiring the steam engines and factory machines from the original exhibition of the last century. One machine always drew her: a steam weaving loom. It was both ugly and fascinating. Powerful, awkward and intricate, like some mad Victorian contraption with obscure purpose. She remembered her father explaining how it worked. How the belt across the top was connected to a steam engine which drove the loom as it shook and rattled.

Crystal drifted to the south transept and found Osler’s Fountain. This was where she always met her friend, Minnie. Perhaps she would be early too, she often was. The pool made a perfect mirror for the fountain. Glittering gouts of water overflowed cut-glass bowls and tumbled through curtains of spray. Rainbows arced across the plumes and danced. The vault of iron and glass soared overhead, reflected in the surface of the pool. Giant ribbed lily pads echoed the fine tracery above, nature’s model for the breath-taking space they grew in. Crystal sat upon the low stone wall and dipped her fingers in the water.

A huge circular clock with roman numerals hung centrally within one end of the arched transept. Quarter past two: Minnie was late. Crystal watched others mill around Osler’s Fountain, beneath the clock. It was a popular meeting place, especially for young couples. She pushed the glasses up her nose so she could see a pretty brunette in a yellow dress and matching hat. Crystal felt dowdy, even though she had her best coat on. It was dark green, neat and practical with pockets in the lining, but not pretty. The brunette approached a smart young man in a bright buttoned jacket. He’d slicked his hair with Brylcreem so it shone like the fountain. It did not occur to Crystal that this was where her husband had suggested they meet on their first day out together, though she briefly wondered if she should feel envious of the brunette. Crystal reminded herself that she was here to enjoy herself, so she just smiled. Then she looked back at the clock again and her smile faded. Where was Minnie?

She stood and paced along the side of the fountain. Minnie was never this late. Her friend would always get a message to Crystal if she could not meet. Perhaps she had been held up by the ticket inspector, he often made Minnie wait. He had a little power and he wielded it with relish. Crystal stalked back to the ticket office preparing to give the man a piece of her mind.

What she found took her by surprise.

A pair of lads in their mid-teens were jeering and waving their fists. Beyond them a young woman in matching red jacket and skirt lay awkwardly across a short flight of steps, feet on the last tread and head on the landing. She lifted herself up onto her elbows and the dark hair wound into a plait across the top of her head unravelled.

“Your kind ain’t good enough for this place,” leered the taller lad.

“My kind?” demanded the young woman, rubbing the back of her head.

“Bloody foreigners. Go back where you belong,” jeered the other from the safety of his mate’s shoulder.

“Minnie!” Crystal cried and ran forward to pick her friend up.

Minnie didn’t wait, bouncing to her feet, fists clenched, teeth bared, “I belong in Sydenham. That’s where I grew up. Is that where you think I should go back to?”

The larger lad leaned in so his pale spotty face was inches from Minnie, “Sod off, the pair of you, we don’t need your kind round ‘ere.”

Minnie was trembling. Crystal cast her eyes around looking for help but the ticket inspector was just watching, arms folded. A few passers-by turned their heads and kept passing by. Anger welled in Crystal. She stood beside Minnie, “No! We’ve every right to be here.”

“What on earth is happening here?” demanded a firm voice approaching from the central transept. She turned and saw a suited man with a neat moustache and greying sideburns marching on the lads with a look in his eye that threatened swift retribution.

The lads took a step back and looked between each other. “We was only messing, sir,” said the taller one with an insolent grin.

“Looks to me like you have been threatening this young woman,” countered the suited man. “I can report you to the police.”

The grin disappeared.

“Or I can ban you from these grounds,” the suited man continued. “Which will it be?”

The taller lad made a show of shrugging as if he did not care which, swaggering off towards the street entrance and pulling his accomplice after him.

The suited man shook his head then turned to Minnie, “I am so sorry. I am mortified that this should happen here.” A younger woman in an elegant dress approached beside him and he made introductions, “This is my daughter, Christine. My name is Sir Harold.”

Minnie straightened her hair and stood as tall as her five feet three inches would allow. “I’m Minnie and this is Crystal. Thank you for stepping in, sir,” she cast a glance at the ticket inspector who had not raised a finger.

Sir Harold followed her look and raised his eyebrow. “May I offer you both complimentary tickets for your next visit?”

Crystal’s mouth was a perfect ‘O’.

“Thank you for your kindness, sir, but that really isn’t necessary,” said Minnie.

“I insist,” said the man, “As General Manager here, I have a few responsibilities. One of them is to ensure I have happy customers who’ll look forward to a return visit. I also have a few perks, which include the power to issue free tickets,” he added with a smile. Then he turned to the official on the desk, “Perhaps Mr Mace would do the honours?”

Mr Mace’s pinched face looked less than honoured. “Yes, Sir Harold,” he said, forcing a polite tone and reached under the desk to reel off two tickets. He made a point of handing them both to Crystal. Not Minnie.

“You’re most kind, Sir Harold,” said Crystal.

“You may call me Sir Harry,” he smiled.

“I expect you’ll give these young ladies your customary patter,” said Christine with a sly smile.

“The Crystal Palace was built for the enjoyment of all nations and all classes,” said Sir Harry, “I intend to keep it that way. Mention my name in the cafeteria and ask them to bill me for two teas and scones with jam and cream.”

Crystal and Minnie thanked him warmly. Minnie made a point of thanking Mr Mace as well. He looked mortified. Crystal couldn’t help noticing the twinkle in Sir Harry’s eye.

“Free tickets and tea from the general manager!” said Crystal as they walked away.

“I wasn’t going to tell those lads I was born in Bombay,” murmured Minnie. “Didn’t want to give them the satisfaction.”

“Why should you have to explain yourself to anyone?” defended Crystal.

“I suppose I’m lucky. I have a South London accent and... for some I’ll ‘pass’ as they would say. Mum gets it worse than me.”

Crystal took her friend’s hand. Minnie had been born to an English father and Indian mother, who moved from Bombay to Sydenham when Minnie was still young. She knew Minnie missed her father who died soon after the move. It was an experience they shared though Crystal never seemed to find the right moment to ask more. If she had paused to think she might have realised how she tended to deflect similar questions from Minnie. “Come on, let’s see if we can find a table overlooking the gardens.”

They found a table in the general section. The balcony was reserved for those who were ‘suitably dressed,’ and no doubt endowed with suitably deep pockets. Minnie entertained Crystal by people-watching, and the cafeteria never failed to serve up a rich resource. She started with a running commentary on the cream that dribbled down the sleeve of the gent opposite. Then she gave voice to the terrier which was eyeing the currant bun being waved around carelessly by her owner.

“Stop! You’ll have us thrown out.”

“I doubt they’ll throw me out for making faces. Only for having a brown one.”

“Sir Harry stood up for you.”

“No, you stood up for me. Sir Harry was keen to keep customers.”

Minnie was a realist, perhaps she had to be. Crystal eyed the last two scones, “One more for each of us. I’ll save mine for later.” She pulled out a handkerchief to wrap it and put in her coat pocket.

Minnie watched, “I’ve never seen you with a handbag, Crystal. Only those bottomless pockets stuffed with all sorts.”

Crystal patted a couple of them and retrieved a screwdriver, surprised, “I was wondering where I’d put that.”

Minnie shook her head, “I think that’s called ‘going equipped’ in certain unsavoury circles. You need to put on a pretty dress and high heels for once. Get out and do something other than build radios and mooch round the Palace. It was fashionable once but this is the nineteen-thirties and young people go to the flicks or a dance hall.”

“I like building radios and mooching,” countered Crystal, defensively, then noticed the clock over the counter and told her friend it was time for her to meet Lizzie. “Same time and place next week?”

“Unless you’re struck by an urge for adventure,” said Minnie with a sly look.

––––––––
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As expected, Lizzie had dirty shins and a stripe of mud across her skirt. She showed more interest in energetic games and boys’ toys than she did ‘girls’ things,’ as she put it. At least they had that much in common. Crystal sat her down beside the boating lake, spat on her hanky and wiped the worst of the dirt off.

Lizzie pulled a face, then pointed at a pair of dinosaur statues on the island close by. “Mister Shaw says they made them wrong.”

“What did they make wrong, dear?”

“The Iguanodons. He says they should be standing on two legs, not four. And those spiky bones should be on their thumbs, not on the end of their noses like that.”

Crystal regarded the pair of shabby four-legged beasts, thinking how much brighter and lifelike they had seemed when her aunt had taken her here. Now their paint was peeling and covered in bird droppings. “Mister Shaw is a fountain of knowledge.”

“I like him, and Missus Shaw.”

“So do I. They’ve been wonderful right from the day we moved in.” Indispensable was a better word, mused Crystal. They were her landlords but they felt more like family, taking up the post and entertaining Lizzie until Crystal returned from work. Always there to help if either were ill, she didn’t know how she’d cope without them. “Time to go home.”

Lizzie protested but followed anyway.

Crystal had mentally put aside a few pence after Sir Harry’s generosity, so she felt a rush of largesse herself, “We’ll stop by the chip shop on our way.”

Lizzie bounced.

Crystal and Lizzie lived quite literally in the shadow of the Crystal Palace, just off the busy junction where Church Road met Anerley Hill and Westow Hill. The Palace was bookended by two water towers that used to serve the park fountains, when they had worked. Only Osler’s fountain spouted water now. The south tower rose high over the shops and terraced houses at the junction. A beacon to be seen all over Penge and much of the city. Crystal barely paid it any notice now, other than to reassure her she was home. Though this time her eye was drawn by something that seemed to catch the light in an unusual way. She paused to stare.

“What are you looking at?” asked Lizzie.

Despite squinting through her glasses she couldn’t see anything different about the tower. “Nothing, dear. Just my imagination.”

The chips were still hot and steaming in their newspaper wrapper by the time they’d climbed the stairs to the tiny kitchen in their attic lodgings. More of a lobby with a sink and a table jammed up against the wall than a kitchen. Crystal pretended to compete for the chips, playfully elbowing Lizzie out the way, then she rubbed her tum and pushed most of them across the table to her daughter, whose eyes lit up. Crystal could have taken more, but she always made sure Lizzie had her fill first. It was a worry. Lizzie was eating more and growing fast.

Her earnings were not.

Crystal had what many considered a decent if unusual job for a woman: repairing radios at the local electrical store. The pay was not spectacular, especially as she was a woman, but it was better than working in a factory and it paid the bills. Just. She made sure she kept a little aside for weekly treats like her visit to the Palace with Minnie. She was scrupulous to pay her employer, Mr Garvey, for any materials she took to build her own crystal radio sets. Mr Garvey had been busy these last few days, taking large deliveries and often out of the shop, leaving her to mind it. He seemed too distracted for her to ask him about money, so she would have to make do. Whatever was left after basic food and lodgings was not very much, but it was important to have things to look forward to. Lizzie looked forward to a good read and Crystal looked forward to her radio.

She remembered the scone from the cafeteria and halved it to share with Lizzie. Once the sun fell beyond the rooftops she lit candles. Crystal lit up too as her radio crackled into life. The advantage of the old crystal set was that it did not need an electrical supply, which was just as well because she didn’t have one. The rest of the house had electricity but she had taken the attic rooms because they were without power and that was one less bill to worry about. The main disadvantage was the walk downstairs to the covered side passage with the privy.

A crystal set took all the power it needed from the radio waves that tickled the antenna. Because she knew what she was doing, she had made the antenna as big and powerful as possible, despite the modest attic bedroom. Yet she still needed a sensitive earphone to hear anything. Only the modern radios with valves and power plugs or batteries could use amplifiers loud enough for the whole family to sit around and listen. She messed around with those all her working day, so she found a delightful simplicity in her crystal set.

After they had shared the earpieces at Story Time, Lizzie read the cartoon section of the paper that the Shaws had left on the landing for them, and Crystal tuned into the BBC news.

‘Mister Hitler pledged his support to General Franco and his military junta yesterday. Fighting between republican and nationalist forces in Spain is now in its third month, with fighting fiercest around Badajoz and Seville to the south. Laws are to be debated in Parliament to discourage volunteers from joining the republican International Brigade. In the meantime, Herr Hitler has offered squadrons of his newest aircraft and tanks to help Franco’s nationalist army. Observers suggest that most of the country could be in nationalist hands by Christmas...’

‘By Christmas.’ There was a phrase she’d heard when younger. ‘It’ll all be over by then,’ assured her parents at the start of the Great War. ‘It says so in the newspapers.’ They were all wrong. Four years later, the ‘war to end all wars’ had still been taking hundreds of thousands of lives. Now she found herself listening to the start of another and she very much doubted that would be over any quicker.

Crystal shivered. The night air cooled quickly and the news sapped what little warmth remained. At the end of the bulletin she adjusted the shiny copper coils in search of her favourite music channel. She knew which way to move the tuner and where she’d find it, so she was surprised to stumble on an unfamiliar voice speaking clear and strong into a wavelength that was normally full of static.

‘... warm welcome to our new listeners this evening. Such a pleasure to have you join me. It was a beautiful sunny day today, but the evening air is chilling, so gather round your set and share a little time with me.’

The man’s voice was cultured, educated and as warm as mid-summer’s day. As liquid as a pot of honey. Crystal paused her hand to listen.

‘... and I know some of you may be reluctant to put on your gas fire. We know how those bills mount up. Perhaps you find the weekly shop a strain on your purse?’

Crystal found herself nodding.

‘We all know Mr Baldwin has a tricky job as our Prime Minister and we applaud his efforts. Yet even he may find it difficult to imagine how hard you’re working, how carefully you scrimp and save. I believe he has overlooked a few ways of helping you. He should consider protecting the value of the goods you work so hard to make. Rather than allow cheap imports to flood our shores and devalue what you do, he should raise a few more tariffs on those foreign goods.’

Crystal wanted to nod again but wasn’t sure why. Despite his upper class accent the voice sought to understand and empathise with ordinary people like her.

‘Let us spare a thought for our friends from Jarrow. Marching all the way from Northumberland to Westminster as I speak. How have they come to lose their jobs, you may wonder? Did we tire of building world-class ships? No, never! So many contracts have gone to shipyards in foreign lands. Perhaps those foreigners might have found a way to cut a few corners? Build their ships a shade cheaper than in Great Britain. We should be ashamed of letting our hard-working people down so badly that they are forced to march and protest their lack of gainful employment. But we should never be ashamed to be British...’

The broadcast stopped abruptly. Static crackled.

Crystal took the earphone out and placed it on the table in front of her. She felt uncomfortable. The unknown voice had been so reasonable. So seductive. His arguments so logical and yet... She often found reports on the economy confusing or boring, but that wasn’t why. In fact this was the opposite. The voice had made such simple points, the answers so compelling, though somehow it sat strangely with the news bulletin. The sudden silence confounded her.

She looked across the room at Lizzie who had finished with the cartoons and found one of Crystal’s library books by Agatha Christie. She wondered if she should take it away from her ten-year-old daughter, but she remembered the argument they’d had the last time she tried to censor her reading and didn’t have the energy for another. In the absence of anything more appropriate Crystal allowed her to continue. With a shiver of guilt, she returned to her radio and moved the tuner to find music. Any music. She wanted to shrug off the uncomfortable thoughts that voice had purred in her ear. Such thoughts could lead to a bad day and for everyone’s sake, especially Lizzie’s, she wanted to avoid that. Instead she preferred to lose herself in happy memories. Any happy memories would do, she thought as she lay down in her bed, even if they were poignant.
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Summer 1925

Alf beamed. ‘Let’s take a train to the beaches today,’ he said. ‘To see the sea.’

‘All the way to the south coast?’ Crystal asked in surprise.

‘Why not? Good day for it.’ He flourished a pair of tickets, drawing them from behind his back like a magician. He took Crystal’s hand and led her to the platform at Norwood Junction. Their change was waiting at East Croydon. ‘Just as I planned,’ he said. ‘I slipped the driver a couple of bob and told him to hold it for us.’

‘Did you?’

He was grinning. Pulling her leg. She punched him playfully on the arm and he laughed. 

The carriage swayed and clattered, leaving the bustle behind. Soon they were travelling through acres of flowing barley and lush green leaves. Sunshine warmed Crystal’s face as she watched the countryside rush by.

‘Here we are,’ he announced as the train drew in, ‘Bognor Regis. Venerated by royalty,’ he added with a regal wave of his hand.

She looked at him, wondering if he was pulling her leg again.

‘Actually I think our dear deceased King George said, ‘bugger Bognor,’ but his private secretary was a tad more tactful when the good people of Bognor asked to be Regis.’

She didn’t know whether to be shocked or laugh.

‘It’s true!’ he claimed.

He promenaded Crystal along the front. The waves sparkled, gulls spun overhead and children shrieked as they tumbled into the water. They shared a cone full of chips from a seaside stall then Alf pointed next door, ‘Ice cream! Let us take dessert, my dear.’

It was delicious. Creamy on her tongue, cooling after the hot chips and so decadent. She told him it was the first time she’d had ice cream. He promised her ice cream every day. She didn’t believe him but wanted to.

They took a tour of the animals at Billy Butlin’s Zoo. She marvelled at the polar bears. He squatted on all fours by the hyenas’ cage and imitated their laugh. Then he pointed to a kangaroo and started hopping. Crystal told him she’d disown him, then grasped his arm tight.

Evening drew near, he walked her to the end of the pier. All bright painted boards and electric lights. They stood at the rail and looked out along the coast, watching the sun flare russet red as it slid towards the sea. She peered at the water below, lapping the legs of the pier. He grabbed her waist theatrically, ‘Don’t fall!’

She laughed then frowned.

His playfulness fled, the mischief replaced by unsettling quietness. Surely he couldn’t read Crystal’s thoughts, she’d told so little of her past. She didn’t want to think on it, so forced a smile and placed a hand on his cheek. He leaned down to kiss her, so much more tenderly than she could have guessed.

A perfect moment.

As perfect as their journey home. The carriage swayed, nudging her into his side. He put his arm around her shoulder and held her tight. Each clatter of the wheels rocked the carriage. Clackity-clack, rocking her back. Rocking her in his embrace. She felt safe. The clatter comforted, lulling her. Crystal felt as if she were slipping, sliding into dream.

Then she heard the train’s whistle shriek. Piercing, plunging through her heart like an ice pick.

She jolted.

Awake and breathing hard. She clutched the sheets in her fists. Lizzie was asleep in the corner. The memory of her husband had fled and Crystal found herself alone.
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Blowing a Valve
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The Crystal Palace, Saturday 24th October 1936

“Blast it! What happened there?”

“I think we blew a valve, sir.”

“Well, don’t just sit there, man, fix it,” the broadcaster glared at the assistant on the other side of the desk.

“I can’t, sir. We don’t have any spare valves.”

“Well, get hold of that local electrician who wired the tower. Tell him to get here straight away.”

“It’s half past nine in the evening...”

“I don’t care. Go!”

The assistant rose and climbed the step ladder, pushing his way through the hatch at the top.

“Over already?” called another cultured voice from above.

“Blasted radio blew a valve, Monty.”

“Damn. Better come up and take a glass of something while we wait.”

The broadcaster sighed, looking around the quilted walls all soundproofed for his first show, then shrugged and climbed the ladder. The grey-eyed man, Montgomery offered a hand which he ignored. He took the glass of whisky though and drained it. “I was just getting started.”

“We’ll have it fixed, he’s gone to fetch that chap, Bill. Here, have another, Lawrence.”

“Everything seems to end up as a fiasco. First the march and now this.”

“We had coverage in all the papers.”

“Yes, the wrong kind of coverage, Monty. Some bright spark called it ‘The Battle of Cable Street.’ We were on the losing side and I’m damned if we’ll lose again.”
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