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For Nan and Granddad Kelly: I wish I’d known you.


Also for the men and women who dedicated
themselves to the Voluntary Aid Detachment, serving
at home and abroad during the Great War.




Chapter One


May 1915


The women who’d been on shift at Barratt’s sweet factory since eight o’clock in the morning were usually quick off the mark about heading home once the evening bell sounded. But on this particular rainy day in May about a score of them were still loitering by the gate, giving raucous advice to two of their workmates who were rolling about on the wet cobbles intent on battering each other. Word had got round about a catfight after work so the jeering crowd had been ready and waiting outside.


Olivia Bone was one of those who usually sped away to catch the bus home. She lived some distance from the Wood Green factory and liked to get back to Islington for tea with her young brother. But she too had been curious enough to stop and see who was daft enough to brawl over a man.


She bobbed about on the fringes of the group, hoping for a peek at the action, then cursed beneath her breath as she glimpsed straggling, brassy blonde hair gripped in somebody’s fist. Then she recognised a voice. Olivia was exasperated, but not surprised. Should have known she’d be in on it. With a resigned sigh, she elbowed her way through the onlookers and grabbed at one of the two women rolling about on the cobbles.


‘What in God’s name d’you think you’re playing at?’ Olivia yelled at her cousin. By now Ruby Wright had hold of a hank of her opponent’s dark hair and was busy delivering a slap to Cath Mason’s face.


‘I didn’t start it! Anyhow, ain’t none of your business,’ Ruby spat over her shoulder. ‘So you can sling yer hook.’


Olivia dragged her away, whacking aside her cousin’s hands as she tried to set about Cath again.


‘Cath’s me friend, you know that,’ Olivia bawled, giving Ruby a shake. ‘What the hell’s this all about?’


‘That bitch is after my Trevor,’ Cath panted, dragging herself to her knees. Her face was bleeding and striped down one of her cheeks by Ruby’s clawed fingernails.


‘Got me own bloke – don’t need yours, thanks all the same,’ Ruby sneered. She swooped on a small fancy hat lying in the gutter and slapped it back on her tangled blonde locks.


‘I heard one bloke ain’t enough for you, Ruby Wright,’ a spectator called, setting the crowd sniggering. ‘’Specially if he can’t pay fer it.’


‘Yeah … and I heard that your old man’s hanging about down Finsbury Park every payday.’ Ruby smirked right back at the woman who’d insulted her. ‘Being as it’s Friday, you should hurry off home and get his wages before a tart takes ’em instead.’


‘Well, you’d know where the tarts hang out, wouldn’t yer? Being as you’re on the game,’ the other woman retaliated, but a moment later she’d slunk off.


Somebody hissed a warning then. ‘Miss Wallis is on her way!’


The news that the directors’ secretary was coming out of the building caused the rest of the women to scatter. The management wouldn’t take lightly the matter of two Barratt’s employees making a spectacle of themselves, fighting outside the factory. Mr Barratt was a respectable fellow who set high moral standards and expected them to be upheld by his staff.


‘Keep to yer regular clients or you’ll have more o’ the same,’ Cath snarled at Ruby, dragging herself to her feet with Olivia’s help. She caught the heel of her boot in the hem of her long serge skirt and cursed as the material ripped.


Ruby tittered on seeing that. She knew she had nothing to fear from Cath’s threat. She’d easily been the victor in their scrap; considering she lived in the roughest street in North London, it wasn’t surprising she could look after herself. Flicking two fingers at her opponent, she sashayed off while still dusting herself down.


Miss Wallis drew closer to them, the expensive material of her skirt swishing about her polished boots. No rough factory clothing for her. She could have been a society wife in her elegant, fitted suit. Olivia covered up her friend’s dishevelment by giving Cath a lengthy goodnight hug. The secretary was a snooty sort. If she could rat on them she would, just to impress on them her senior position. Olivia and Cath chorused a mumbled goodnight to the woman then, once the coast was clear, Cath elbowed herself out of her friend’s embrace.


‘It’s your fault!’ she rounded on Olivia.


‘I beg your pardon?’ Olivia exclaimed in disbelief. ‘What’s it to do with me?’


‘Ruby Wright’s your bleedin’ family, and you got her a job here. The cow would never have met my Trevor but for that.’


‘I did not get her a job! She applied for it herself. And even if I did, I still don’t see how I’m to blame.’


Following a sullen silence, Cath said, ‘Sorry, Livvie.’ She sighed. ‘Just … it’s all getting on top of me, what with Trevor getting injured and turning funny.’ She started to cry softly. ‘I know it sounds daft but I wish he’d never got a Blighty one and was still over there fighting alongside his pals.’


Olivia was surprised to hear her friend felt that way. All wounded soldiers wanted a Blighty one – an injury that was severe enough to bring them home to convalesce. Their loved ones usually yearned for them to come home too. But Cath had more to contend with than most. Her fiancé had suffered mental as well as physical injury while battling on the Western Front.


‘Now he’s home he’s just a pain in the backside, and I can’t see an end to it neither.’ Cath’s voice sounded croaky with held-back tears.


Olivia put an arm round her. ‘I know it’s tough. This bloody war is getting to all of us.’


‘Sometimes I wish he wasn’t me fiancé. Sometimes I wish another woman would take him off me hands ’cos I can’t cope with him.’ Cath used the cuff of her blouse to wipe her face. ‘I know I shouldn’t be feeling sorry for meself, considering what you’ve been through.’


Olivia patted her friend’s shoulder to quieten her. She didn’t want to talk about that or it’d set her off crying too.


Her fiancé had been killed in action in Flanders and at times the memory of losing Joe crowded in on her, making her feel that she was suffocating. There had been mornings when she’d wanted only to burrow back beneath the blankets because the effort of dragging herself off to work seemed too much. But knowing there were so many others who were far worse off than she was had helped her to roll out of bed and get dressed. War widows with broods of children to rear alone had to face each day with a courage that Olivia doubted she’d be capable of finding. Every woman with a loved one fighting the Hun as a private soldier was terrified of receiving a printed form through the post that began, ‘We deeply regret to inform you … ’ and ended ‘Lord Kitchener sends his sympathy’. By the time her official notification arrived she already knew Joe had been killed because his commanding officer had paid her a personal visit, bringing back some cherished mementoes.


Lucas Black … the officer’s name ran through her mind smooth as honey, bringing reminders of his polished manners and raven-haired good looks. Only he hadn’t looked quite so dapper the last time she’d seen him. Less than a year ago Lucas had been a director of Barratt’s sweet factory, but when he came back from France on an icy day in January to tell her the dreadful news about Joe, she had not at first recognised the gaunt-faced man on her doorstep.


She’d not had a letter from him for a while. She hoped he was keeping as safe and well as could be expected for an army lieutenant serving at Ypres. Shaking off memories of him, she turned her mind to the battles closer to home.


‘Did you and Ruby have a fight because she was flirting with Trevor at the dance on Saturday?’


Cath nodded, dabbing her bloodied face with her hanky. ‘It was as much him sniffing around her,’ she mumbled. ‘I don’t know what the bloody hell’s up with him since he got back.’ She sounded frustrated. ‘It’s as if he’s deliberately out to upset me all the time.’


‘You do know what’s up with him, Cath,’ Olivia said quietly. ‘He’s taken a nasty head wound. You can’t expect him to be right as ninepence just yet, can you?’


Cath scrunched her hanky into a ball. ‘Doctor reckons he’s acting weird ’cos he’s got shellshock,’ she finally said. ‘Don’t know much about it really ’cos he takes his mother with him when he goes to the hospital, not me. The old cow said I haven’t got a clue how to look after him.’ She grimaced. ‘She did tell me the doctor said we’ve all got to be patient ’cos it could take a while for his mind to heal … if it ever does heal, that is. Doctor said he couldn’t be sure it would.’ Cath bit her bottom lip. ‘But it bloody well better! How we gonna get married and get our own place otherwise? We can’t pay rent if he’s too nutty to bring in a wage.’


‘Give the bloke a chance,’ Olivia said bluntly. ‘He’s only been home a month. You can’t expect miracles to happen.’ She thought for a moment and added, ‘Why don’t you put his mother in her place by doing a bit of swotting up? If you find out more about it all you might be able to help Trevor.’ She nudged Cath’s arm for encouragement. ‘You know what men are like about their health: they won’t even take a dose of cod liver oil unless you nag the life out of ’em.’


‘Might just do that, y’know.’ Cath smiled at her. ‘Miss Wallis is arranging another lot of St John Ambulance courses. Perhaps I’ll put me name down. And in the meantime I ain’t going out to no more dances with him.’


‘Probably wisest,’ Olivia observed wryly.


A dance had been arranged for the convalescing servicemen at the Wood Green Empire and a party of the women from Barratt’s had gone along to show support. Olivia had been saddened to see Trevor, in his hospital blues, acting oddly. He’d always seemed an unassuming man, devoted to Cath. Yet at the dance he’d been loud-mouthed and playing up to Ruby’s flirtation even though his fiancée was by his side. Cath had been embarrassed to see him making a fool of himself in front of her work colleagues. As for Ruby … the more attention she drew, good or bad, the better she liked it.


‘Come on, let’s get going,’ Olivia said as the misty drizzle turned into a proper shower. She pulled up her coat collar, and lowered her head as they set off arm-in-arm.


When they were approaching the bus stop Olivia muttered a curse. Her cousin was already there. Ruby lived just round the corner from her in Islington, in a slum nicknamed ‘the Bunk’ in recognition of the number of doss houses and villains using boltholes in the road. Olivia had been surprised when Ruby was taken on at Barratt’s, given that she lived at such a disreputable address. But standards had been lowered. The factory had been virtually emptied of men of fighting age. Now the management were desperate for staff. Vacancies were being filled by older people and youngsters who looked barely old enough to quit school. Olivia glanced at Cath to judge how she might take bumping into her rival again but it seemed the fight had gone out of her.


‘I’m fetching Mum in some groceries so I’ll head off down the High Street.’ Cath sent a last contemptuous glance Ruby’s way. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Livvie.’


‘Yeah … see you in the morning,’ Olivia replied. ‘Chin up,’ she called softly as her friend walked away.


‘Don’t start on me,’ Ruby warned as Olivia joined the queue and stood next to her at the back. ‘Ain’t my fault that her bloke seems to fancy me.’


‘Is that right?’ Olivia said sarcastically and left it at that as their bus wheezed up to the kerb. She would have preferred to catch the next one and avoid her cousin’s company, but she didn’t see why she should make herself any later than she already was. She was hungry and she knew her brother would be too. Alfie would have been back from school some hours ago and there was little in the house for him to eat. She’d need to stop off at the corner shop for a few bits to make something for tea.


‘Wouldn’t want a bloke like that anyhow.’ Ruby began twirling a blonde curl round one finger. ‘That Trevor’s not right in the brainbox if you ask me.’


Olivia didn’t rise to the bait; she knew her cousin was out for a row. She avoided looking at Ruby as the girl plonked herself down beside her on the seat. Instead Olivia gazed out of the window, letting her companion’s voice fade into the background.


In the distance she could see Alexandra Palace rising on the skyline. Whenever she passed it she was reminded of the time her boss had asked her out on a Sunday afternoon and taken her for a walk in the grounds. It had been just days after war was declared … before anybody fully understood what horrors awaited, at home and overseas. Although there had been tension between them, and the sun had turned to drizzle, Olivia remembered it now as a lovely day, one of the best she’d known. It seemed long ago yet only ten months had passed since she’d strolled on those sloping lawns with Lucas Black. And in those months many brave young men who’d never again stroll through an English park on a Sunday afternoon had been buried in foreign soil.


‘Are you listening to me? I said we should all thank our lucky stars we’ve escaped the worst of it. Those poor blighters on that ship! It sank in just fifteen minutes.’


Ruby’s mention of the passenger liner the Germans had torpedoed off the Irish coast cut into Olivia’s reflections. Every development in the conflict was discussed over the work benches at Barratt’s. But the tragedy surrounding the Lusitania had been of particular grisly interest because it had been so unexpected, and so wicked.


‘Just a few more miles and they would have made it into port,’ Olivia murmured, shocked anew that having travelled all the way from America those civilians had perished when their destination was in sight.


‘Walk with you up Campbell Road?’ Ruby had stood up as the bus reached their stop.


‘Not going that way. Need something from the shop for tea.’ Olivia wanted to escape Ruby’s company.


‘Suit yerself.’ She sounded shirty at the rebuff.


The two young women started walking in opposite directions then Ruby came to a halt and trotted back after Olivia.


‘Hold up! I forgot to say, there’s something you should know … ’


Olivia turned about, frowning.


‘They’re getting married.’


‘Who … Cath and Trevor? I know they’re engaged.’


‘Nah, not bothered about them. Me mum told me that her and your dad are getting hitched at the register office next week. She told me not to say nothin’.’ Ruby shrugged. ‘Don’t see why I should do her any favours. She’s never done me none. Just thought you should know, and your sisters and brother.’


It took Olivia a moment to digest what Ruby had said. She felt winded yet wasn’t sure why she was so upset. She’d known for many months that her father had been unfaithful to her mother with their Aunt Sybil. Agatha Bone had been dead for over eight years, and had gone to her grave without ever realising that her husband and her elder sister had been carrying on behind her back.


Olivia and her siblings had grown up believing Ruby and her younger brother Mickey were their cousins. After so long a deception they still thought of them in that way, despite the fact it had since come to light that Thomas Bone had fathered the lot of them.


But Olivia knew she’d never consider Ruby Wright her sister, and neither would she ever think of Sybil Wright as her stepmother. She didn’t really want to admit they were related to her at all.


‘Well … that’s a turn up for the books,’ Olivia finally commented sourly.


‘Take it you won’t be going along to throw confetti then?’ Ruby smirked. ‘Me neither. But if they have a knees-up in the pub after I might put in an appearance.’


‘They deserve one another is all I’ve got to say on the subject.’ Olivia set off again.


‘See you Monday,’ Ruby called after her.


‘Yeah … unfortunately,’ Olivia sighed under her breath, and carried on towards the shop.




Chapter Two


‘Treated you to some broken biscuits for tea. And I made sure Smithie put in all the Bourbon creams that he had.’


Olivia shook the paper bag by its screwed up top then placed it on the table.


‘Bet he tried to palm you off with stale Digestives, didn’t he?’ Alfie grinned, already diving his hand into the bag.


‘Just have one for now. I’m going to make sandwiches for us to eat first.’ Olivia took a loaf and a jar of potted meat paste from her bag.


‘Is it right that Dad’s getting married to that bloody bitch?’


Olivia turned about to see her sister Maggie hovering on the parlour threshold, wiping her hands on a towel. Even had Maggie’s words not betrayed her feelings, she would have read these from her sister’s pinched expression.


‘How did you find out?’ Olivia asked flatly.


‘Alice Keiver told me – her mum got chinwagging to Ruby down Chapel Street market. Ain’t true, is it?’


‘Apparently it is,’ Olivia said. ‘Ruby told me just now on the bus.’


‘So everybody else knows!’ Maggie stormed. ‘Nice of him to tell us, ain’t it?’ She snorted sarcastically. ‘Nancy going to be bridesmaid, is she?’


Nancy was their younger sister and still at home with their father and his fancy woman, though she said she couldn’t stand living with them and was itching to finish school and get a job so she could leave their household.


‘I doubt it’ll be a lavish do, if it happens at all.’ Olivia wouldn’t put it past her father to agree to marry Sybil to keep her sweet but steer clear of any cost or commitment. ‘Forget about them,’ she added more kindly. She could see the sparkle of tears in Maggie’s eyes. ‘Let’s get tea ready and settle down for the evening.’ She eased her aching feet out of her lace-up boots, then padded in stockinged feet into the kitchen. ‘How did your day go?’ she asked, sawing at the loaf of bread.


‘Got an interview on Friday fer another job,’ Maggie replied, using her hanky on her eyes.


‘You’ve only been in your present one for a couple of months.’ Olivia sounded surprised. Her sister worked in a laundry round the corner in Fonthill Road. But Maggie had always wanted better wages than washing and packing sheets brought in.


‘Alice Keiver and her friend are going soldering hand grenades in a new factory that’s opening up. She told me they’re still taking on, so I’m going to ask fer a job there.’ Maggie stuffed her hanky back up her sleeve and gave a little sniff, bucking herself up.


‘Fingers crossed you get it, if that’s what you want.’ Olivia gave her sister a smile.


‘You could come too. Don’t know why you want to stick at making sweets when the munitions factories are crying out for staff.’ Maggie’s top lip curled. ‘Get you away from him, wouldn’t it, if you quit Barratt’s? Don’t know how you can stand even looking at him every day.’


Maggie always referred to their father as ‘him’ now. Of them all, she was most hurt by the discovery of his adultery. In her opinion her father and her aunt didn’t deserve to be happy together. Olivia could only agree with that. Two people who should have respected and cared about Agatha Bone and her children had betrayed them all.


By the time the ghastly skeleton was out of the cupboard Olivia had become involved with Joe Hunter. He had been a man with secrets and past sins of his own, but it hadn’t stopped Olivia from loving him. She’d come to a philosophical acceptance of human weakness. Sometimes people did shameful things they regretted, but circumstances – and bonds that couldn’t be broken – kept them hurtling on, like poor blinkered horses being spurred towards enemy machine guns by the masters they trusted. But their arrogant, obstinate father had never once apologised or begged forgiveness from his children for the hurt he’d caused to the living or the dead. And that was wrong in her opinion.


‘I keep out of Dad’s way at work, and he keeps out of mine.’ Olivia continued spreading marge on bread.


‘Well, on Monday I reckon you shouldn’t keep out of his way,’ Maggie said forcefully. ‘You should make a point of telling him what we all think of him and that old cow.’


‘He knows without it needing to be spelled out,’ Olivia said flatly. ‘And I’m not packing in me job ’cos of him. I’ve got good friends at Barratt’s.’


‘Cath won’t worry about you when she gets married and has kids,’ Maggie said succinctly.


‘God willing,’ Olivia muttered. From what Cath had said about Trevor it seemed they might not be a couple for much longer, let alone have children. Yet they almost had been parents and the baby would have been due about now if Cath hadn’t visited an abortionist last autumn.


Olivia’s thoughts were interrupted by a bang on the front door. They weren’t expecting anybody so she raised her eyebrows in surprise. Indicating her sticky fingers, she said, ‘You open up, Maggie.’


It was some minutes later, while cutting the sandwiches into triangles, that Olivia realised her sister hadn’t come back and the house seemed to have a sinister quietness mantling it. Wiping her hands on her pinafore, she went to investigate, a weird sensation prickling at the nape of her neck. As she drew closer to the parlour the sound of whispered conversation reached her ears. One voice was her sister’s and the other male, but too deep to be Alfie’s. Yet there was something familiar about that coarse tone.


It couldn’t be, Olivia reassured herself, because she’d heard that Harry Wicks had been reported missing in Flanders. She recalled having hoped without a scrap of guilt that the evil swine had perished.


With a shaking hand she grabbed the door knob and burst into the parlour. At first she didn’t see him; but she saw her brother’s doubtful expression, and Maggie’s defiance, and that was enough to make her heart sink.


Then out he stepped from behind the door she’d flung open, looking dapper in his blue hospital uniform. He’d grown a thick moustache that covered his fleshy top lip and for a moment Olivia struggled to recognise him, but his brown eyes were the same, slithering over her like twin beetles.


‘Well … nice to see you, Livvie. You’re looking good, ain’t yer, gel?’ Harry Wicks gave her a leering smile.


‘What the bloody hell do you want?’


‘Don’t talk to Harry like that!’ Maggie burst out crossly. ‘He’s come to see me, to let me know he’s alive and on convalescence. It’s wonderful news!’ She beamed at him. ‘I was worried that you’d bought it.’


‘Nah … you don’t get rid of me that easily. Look, good as new.’ Harry did a little pivot on the spot, hands spread cockily.


‘You’ll be wanting to get out of those hospital blues and back into your regular uniform then,’ Olivia said acidly. ‘And help put an end to this damned war.’


‘Can’t go back till I’m signed off as A1 by the doc. Need a bit more rest and recreation.’ He winked at her.


‘I’ll treat you to a night at the flicks.’ Maggie’s soppy smile struck fear into Olivia’s heart. She could feel her cheeks growing cold as the blood drained from them. She’d hoped that Maggie had got over her schoolgirl infatuation with Harry Wicks. She had been just fourteen when the dirty swine started touching her up. After Olivia had found out what had been going on between them she’d done her best to force them apart, but like a moth to a savage flame Maggie kept going back to singe her wings some more. And now he was sniffing around again, and Maggie was looking happy about it.


‘Is tea ready?’ Alfie piped up. He felt awkward beneath the oppressive tension in the room. He remembered Harry Wicks as one of their neighbours back in Wood Green but wasn’t too sure why one of his sisters seemed to like him a lot and the other not at all.


‘It’s set out in the kitchen. Help yourself to sandwiches, Alfie,’ Olivia said, keen to get the eight year old out of the way.


As Alfie passed him on his way to the door, Harry ruffled the boy’s hair. Olivia had to stop herself springing forward to knock that hand away. She knew it was a false display of affection and that he was deliberately out to aggravate her. Harry Wicks hadn’t changed. The war hadn’t made him stop and think, as it had others who’d come back humbled by their dreadful experiences.


‘You can have tea with us, Harry,’ Maggie said. ‘It’s only sandwiches and biscuits but … ’


‘No, he can’t,’ Olivia butted in.


Maggie reddened and her small mouth pursed into an angry knot. ‘Well, in that case, I don’t want none either. We’ll go out to the caff. I’ve got me wages as I’ve just got paid.’ She gave her sister a rebellious stare. ‘I’ll get me coat.’


‘Well, before you disappear and spend all your money on him, you can hand over your housekeeping.’


Blushing furiously, Maggie turned her back on them all and dug into her pocket. Having counted out coins she slapped a fistful of them into her sister’s waiting palm before sweeping out of the room.


‘Didn’t need to humiliate her like that, did you?’ Harry said, stroking his bushy upper lip while his tongue wet the lower one.


‘If she’s got money to waste on you, she can pay her way here. Anyway you’re a fine one to talk. I remember you “humiliated” her as often as you could at one time. And enjoyed the doing of it.’


‘And she loved it, did Maggie.’ He gave a dirty laugh. ‘Couldn’t get rid of her at times, she was hanging around me like a bitch on heat.’


Olivia clenched her fists at her sides; for two pins she would have leaped on him and pummelled him as hard as she could, but she knew he’d only have liked that. Maggie hadn’t even had properly formed breasts when Olivia had found him with his hand inside her sister’s blouse.


‘She asked me to marry her, y’know, before I joined up. Wish I had got married now, and had a nipper. Ain’t so much pressure on a family man to fight for King and country, is there?’ Harry turned the screws.


‘I know you’re a bloody coward, you’ve no need to rub it in,’ Olivia said contemptuously.


‘This here says I ain’t a coward.’ He waggled his right trouser leg.


Olivia had noticed he moved with a slight limp; that apart, he looked fit as a fiddle. But he’d malinger if he could.


‘Reckon your Maggie’s still under my spell. She won’t want me going back over there, risking me life again.’


‘That’s ’cos she’s never known the half of it where you’re concerned,’ Olivia replied through her teeth.


‘Wonder if she knows the half of what you’re really like,’ he drawled. He looked about the room. ‘Nice place you’ve got here. I heard that Hunter give you his house. Shame he copped a bullet over there and left you all alone. I wouldn’t have gone down so easy, knowing you was waiting fer me.’


‘Joe died a hero, saving his comrades’ lives,’ Olivia said in a voice that shook with pride. ‘He’s got medals and citations from his commanding officers.’


‘Fat lot o’ use to him dead, ain’t they?’ Harry circled her, too close for Olivia’s liking. ‘And it don’t change the fact that he was a ponce. Must’ve done all right at it too if he managed to buy this place. Makes me think I should have a go at being a pimp ’cos I sure don’t want to go back to living with me parents.’ He put his lips close to Olivia’s ear. ‘You might think you’re too good fer me but I don’t see how you can be when you settled fer somebody like Hunter. I reckon you should be grateful I’d give a dirty gel like you the time o’ day.’


Olivia shoved him away as his lips grazed her skin.


He came in close again, whispering, ‘I’d like a place of me own, just like this one. Bet you could do with a man’s company, couldn’t yer? Expect lots o’ little jobs need doing round the house.’


‘I can do all the little jobs myself, and if I can’t I’ve already got somebody to help me out.’


‘Have yer now?’ Harry hadn’t been expecting that. He straightened up, smoothing his moustache with thumb and forefinger. ‘What’s his name then?’


‘Jack Keiver … and if you haven’t already heard of the Keivers then think yourself lucky. They live in Campbell Road, and if you make one wrong move Jack’ll thump you – or else his wife will.’ Olivia chuckled with real amusement. ‘If you think I’m joking, ask Maggie about them.’


Harry huffed his contempt for that threat. But he walked away. He’d heard of Campbell Bunk all right and knew that the people living there were all scum or villains of some sort.


‘Perhaps if I start me new life as a pimp and get me own place, you’ll be all over me then, eh?’


‘I wouldn’t be all over you if you had a mansion down Tufnell Park. And if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from Maggie. From all of us.’


‘Or what?’ he crowed.


‘Or I’ll tell the police what I know about you and about a nun getting raped. I haven’t forgotten a thing.’


Harry sprang away from the fireplace and grabbed her face in one callused hand. ‘I haven’t forgotten either that you was Joe Hunter’s tart. And I ain’t scared of your slum pals neither.’


Olivia shoved him away just as her sister came back into the room.


Maggie gave them a suspicious look. ‘What’s going on?’


‘Nothing. You know what I think about him ’cos I’ve told you enough times. If you’re daft enough to give him another chance after the way he treated you, that’s your look out.’ Olivia paused. She knew that if she tried to ban her sister from seeing him, Maggie would just carry on doing it behind her back, as she had before. She was just fifteen … still a kid … but she was old enough to be working, and to marry if she could get her father’s consent to it. Olivia shrugged in disgust. ‘Go out then if you want, but don’t ever bring him back here to my house.’ She rounded on Harry. ‘And in case that isn’t clear enough for you: stay away, you’re not welcome.’


As the front door slammed shut behind them Alfie looked up from his tea plate. ‘Harry and Maggie sweethearts, are they?’ he asked through a mouthful of sandwich.


‘I certainly hope not,’ Olivia replied, pouring tea with a hand that shook slightly.


‘He’s too old for her. I thought she liked his brother. Maggie an’ Ricky used to be in the same class.’


Olivia sat down opposite Alfie, tipping the Bourbon creams out of the bag and arranging them on a tea plate. ‘Have you got homework to do?’


‘Done it.’


‘Properly?’


‘Yeah … anyway my pal says it’s a waste of time learning at school ’cos soon we’re all gonna get blown up by a Zeppelin.’


Alfie tucked into his Bourbon creams and Olivia bit into a sandwich but her appetite had gone. She felt queasy. She’d had two shocks in a short space of time. By far the worst was being confronted by Harry Wicks in her own home. She had pushed him right out of her mind, believing him gone from all their lives.


Now he was back, and she knew he had revenge on his mind. He’d use Maggie if he could to get at Olivia, just as he had before. And Maggie, poor fool that she was, seemed bewitched by her first proper boyfriend – even if he had treated her like dirt. She was still childishly flattered to receive the attention of an older man. In a few years’ time the six-year age gap between them would be nothing exceptional. Maggie would be considered a young woman rather than a girl not long out of school.


Olivia didn’t want Harry Wicks to wheedle himself into a permanent place in her family. Maggie could be a pain but she deserved to settle down with somebody decent. The only hope Olivia had was that Harry’s convalescence would soon be over and he’d be shipped off back to his regiment. But no doubt he’d pull the wool over the doctor’s eyes for as long as he could.




Chapter Three


Tommy Bone had been working at Barratt’s for most of his adult life, barring a hiccup when he’d been sacked for misconduct. But Lucas Black had given him back his job before he went off to fight. By that time the factory was already losing staff to the war effort and the management were glad of Tommy’s experience.


Sometimes when father and daughter passed one another at work Tommy would grunt a ‘mornin’’ or ‘evenin’’ in response to Olivia’s quiet greeting. But she knew that he’d avoid her if he could and that suited her. Her love and loyalty had started to wither even before she’d discovered her brutal father was also an adulterer. Yet a flicker of sadness still stirred in Olivia whenever she thought about their broken family because she knew her mother wouldn’t have wanted that.


Alfie’s birth had resulted in Tommy losing the wife he’d always claimed to adore, yet for years he had cheated on her with her own sister. Since the truth had emerged Olivia had taken with a pinch of salt all her father’s sentimental claptrap. Talk was cheap. But this final act of betrayal in marrying his one-time sister-in-law deserved a comment from his daughter. Olivia was going to give it even though she could read in his face that he believed she’d be too intimidated to say what she might privately be thinking.


‘Can I have a word with you, please?’


She had hung about by the factory gates, waiting to catch her father on his way home. They hadn’t spoken in ages even though she had been trying to bump into him for the past few days. This evening she’d made a point of slipping out a few minutes before the end of her shift so she wouldn’t miss him.


‘Eh … what’s that?’ Tommy hung back from the group of work pals he was walking with. He knew why his daughter had been waiting there to intercept him but was pretending he didn’t.


‘I heard from Ruby that you and Sybil are getting married next week.’


Tommy thrust his hands into his pockets and jutted out his bristly chin. ‘Ain’t nothing certain yet so she’d no right to be talking out o’ turn.’


‘Who – Ruby or Sybil?’ Olivia asked in the same flat tone. She looked him over. Her father had not bothered with more than basic grooming since his wife died, but had always kept himself clean when she’d lived at home. Today his face looked unwashed and unshaven.


‘Don’t matter who, ’cos it’s none of your business, is it, what I do?’ Tommy pursed his lips.


‘It’s my business that you treated my mum the way you did. And it’s my business that you’ve never said sorry to any of us kids for all the cruelty and deceit we had to put up with from you over the years. I don’t expect Sybil to feel bad about the way she’s acted. Don’t reckon she’s got that sort of decency in her, even when she’s sober. But before you two tied the knot it would have been nice to have wiped the slate clean. Or at least told us all what you planned to do. But then you’re still the same person you always were, aren’t you? Doing everything on the sly.’


During her quiet little speech Tommy had been getting redder and redder in the face. ‘Don’t you talk down to me!’ he spat through tobacco-stained teeth, holding one stubby finger close to her cheek.


Olivia didn’t flinch or blink, but kept her cool green eyes fixed on her father’s florid face.


‘If you’d behaved yourself instead of going off with that pimp we’d still be a family and Sybil wouldn’t never have moved in,’ he snarled at her.


‘I’m glad, and proud, of what I did to get Alfie away from you. You led him a dog’s life. And that’s something you really ought to hang your head about. So good riddance to the pair of you … I reckon you’re going to need some luck, shackled to her.’


‘You finished?’ Tommy roared, unable to control his temper. It was out of character for him to draw attention to himself. He seemed oblivious of the heads turning his way. Automatically he started bringing up his fist, as he used to when all his kids were under his roof and he intended to keep them in line.


‘Yeah, I’m finished.’ Olivia glanced at his quivering hand with disgust gleaming in her eyes. ‘That’s the only answer you’ve ever had to put forward, isn’t it?’ She turned away, saying over her shoulder, ‘We don’t have to listen to that anymore.’


Tommy watched her walking away from him, her head high and her slender back ramrod-straight. His cheeks, moments ago florid, turned pale beneath the stubble. At one time his eldest girl would never have spoken to him in that tone. Olivia had always had gumption but she’d keep her backchat controlled so as not to rile him too much. Before they’d had an almighty bust up he’d been close to Livvie, who reminded him of her mother in looks and temperament. But for all his wife’s courage and intelligence he’d managed to deceive Aggie until the end, because she’d always trusted him to be truthful. Whereas Olivia looked at him with big green eyes that seemed to see down into his black soul.


Yet despite their differences he still secretly adored Olivia. His youngest girl still lived with him but Olivia was the gift his wife had left him and he couldn’t stop himself from watching her from shadows, to make sure she was all right. She’d go mad if she knew he spied on her in Islington, to see what she got up to. Even if he spotted the kids all out together, Livvie was the only one of his children who drew his eye. He knew she hadn’t got herself another boyfriend since Joe Hunter’s death. Tommy was glad the former pimp had copped it; blamed him for the break-up of the Bone family. If Tommy hadn’t found out that Olivia had been seeing a man … and a villain at that … without permission, things might have been different now. His eldest might still have been at home, running the place like clockwork for him, as she used to. Sybil was bone idle and had never meant more to him than a part-time fancy even though their relationship stretched back to when they were kids.


He had no intention of marrying his sister-in-law, even though she’d told him he was the father of her two children. Her husband had run out on her when he’d found out what had been going on. Tommy reckoned he only had Sybil’s say-so that he was her kids’ father and he could hardly ask Ed Wright, even if he knew where to find the man. It was true all six children shared a family resemblance but then their mothers had been sisters so that was no real proof of his guilt.


Sybil might have got her hooks firmly into his house and his wallet but she did nothing other than sit on her backside, boozing, while he was at work. There was no cosy comfort in the place as there had been when his Livvie had been watching over everything. So Tommy stayed out a lot to avoid going back to a dump with an empty larder and cold grate. He’d been nagged at for weeks to book the register office and seemed to remember coming in drunk one night and saying that he would, to shut Sybil up. If she’d booked it herself for next week, she’d be turning up alone to take vows. Over his dead body would Aggie’s wedding ring go on her sister’s finger.


*


Olivia was late getting home, having stopped off to speak to a neighbour who lived round the corner. She’d got to know the Keiver family even before her father had chucked her out. Tommy and Sybil had done their utmost to keep their families apart in case their dirty little secret leaked out, but Olivia and Ruby had bumped into one another by accident as young women and thereafter met up regularly. Those clandestine meetings had brought Olivia from Wood Green to Islington, and into the sphere of the inhabitants of the notorious Bunk. Campbell Road was a place where a person sought refuge when down and out and desperate for a bed.


At first Olivia had been startled, even intimidated, by Mrs Keiver’s coarse language and aggressive manner. But the older woman had proved to be a good friend to her ever since the night Olivia turned up on her doorstep, battered and bruised following a beating from Tommy. It had been less than a year ago but sometimes it seemed as though half a lifetime had passed since that gloomy autumn evening when she had climbed the rickety stairs to knock on Matilda Keiver’s door. Olivia had reasoned that if anybody knew where a cheap room was to be had, Mrs Keiver would as she collected rents in the area.


The Keivers lived in a slum tenement, with five people sharing two first-floor rooms. It had been six of them until their eldest girl left home to work in Essex. But, poor as they were, and without being well acquainted with Olivia, the Keivers had given her bed and breakfast and helped her put a permanent roof over her head in a tiny place just across the road. Olivia had since moved on from there. But Matilda’s assistance, at a time when she’d been very low, was something that she’d never forget. Now that she was firmly on her feet she strove to repay the other woman in small ways. She’d babysit Matilda’s youngest daughter when nobody was home and treat little Lucy to biscuits and sweets. It was little enough in Olivia’s eyes to make up for what she’d been given.


And when in need of a confidante … as she had been today … she’d always make a point of stopping by at Matilda’s. Unfortunately, a neighbour had already been drinking tea in the front room when Olivia arrived so she had just accepted a quick cuppa and made her way home without chewing the fat about her family woes.


Olivia was still brooding about her confrontation with Tommy earlier when she turned the corner into Playford Road. Lifting her gaze from the pavement, she had a shock. She hadn’t seen her youngest sister for weeks, and hadn’t been expecting to either. It didn’t bode well that Nancy had shown up out of the blue carrying a carpet bag so Olivia speeded up towards her, fearing that her own run in with their father earlier might be to blame. When feeling guilty he always wanted to take it out on somebody. Perhaps Nancy had got in the way.


‘Can I stay with you, Livvie?’ the girl burst out as soon as her big sister was within earshot.


‘He’s hit you.’ Olivia sounded despairing and gently touched the red mark on her sister’s cheek.


‘Weren’t Dad,’ Nancy sniffed, picking up the bag at her feet. ‘Sybil whacked me. She’s pie-eyed on gin and went loopy when I got in from school and told her it was her turn to make the grub. I’m sick of being their skivvy. And I’m sick of feeling hungry. There’s never anything to eat even though I give up all of me doorstep money to her. Not even got a couple of coppers in me purse after working me fingers to the bone scrubbing steps all day Saturday.’


‘Come inside.’ Olivia quickly put her key in the lock, having noticed that a neighbour was taking an interest in their conversation.


‘Maggie! Alfie!’ she called on closing the door.


‘Nobody’s in. I knocked loads of times but no reply.’ Nancy shrugged out of her coat in the hall.


Alfie should have been in by now. Olivia had got him his own key cut so he could let himself in after school. She guessed he was playing out in the neighbourhood with his friends.


‘Let’s get the kettle on and you can fill me in on it all,’ she said.


‘You let Maggie and Alfie live with you. Can I stay an’ all?’ Nancy pleaded.


‘If you want. I did ask you before, didn’t I? You said you wanted to stay in Wood Green to be with your friends. You’ll have to get up early to get to school on time.’


‘I’m done with school.’ Nancy’s lip curled. ‘What d’you mean … done with school?’ Olivia frowned. ‘You’re not even thirteen until next month.’


‘Don’t care. One of me friends has already left and got a job as a tea gel in a biscuit factory. And she’s a month younger’n me.’


Olivia took the kettle off the stove and filled the teapot. She sent Nancy a sideways glance. ‘You think you’re getting a job as a tea girl?’


‘Why not?’ She jutted her chin defiantly. ‘What’s Dad got to say about that?’ Olivia recalled that their father had made her and Maggie continue studying until they were fourteen, and they’d had to get their school certificates to a certain grade to satisfy him. But perhaps his kids’ education was something else he no longer bothered with … like shaving and washing himself.


‘Ain’t telling him. Just doing it.’ Nancy sounded adamant. ‘Or Maggie reckons she might be able to get me a job in her munitions factory. They’re taking on all the time and they ain’t asking for birth certificates.’


Olivia knew that was true. Maggie had started her new job earlier in the week and had been full of how the supervisors were asking everybody to bring along their friends for interviews, to fill all the vacancies. The factories springing up to help the war effort were competing fiercely for staff with other local manufacturers. As more and more men were being drawn away to join the armed forces, women who’d not worked since they got married were being lured from their homes by good wages to form a wartime workforce. Olivia knew that if her twelve-year-old sister couldn’t wait to turn thirteen before seeking a job she’d probably get away with it. And even thirteen was too young by yesterday’s standards.


Nancy was a tall girl for her age and she had quite a mature way about her; Olivia thought her youngest sister had more sense in her little finger than Maggie had in her whole body. So in all, she wasn’t going to make a song and dance about what Nancy was planning to do.


‘Got any biscuits?’ the girl asked, stirring a spoonful of sugar into her tea.


Olivia got down the tin from the shelf and handed it to her. She sipped tea thoughtfully as Nancy prised the lid off and helped herself to a Bourbon.


‘What about Barratt’s? Have they got any vacancies?’ she asked.


Olivia gave her an old-fashioned look.


‘Oh … yeah … you’re right,’ Nancy said. ‘Best not put meself in Dad’s way, eh?’


‘Definitely not. Will he mind that you’ve left home?’


‘Doubt it; he’s hardly ever there. He probably won’t even notice I’ve gone. She couldn’t wait to get rid of me.’ Nancy nibbled her biscuit. ‘Feel sorry for Mickey though. He’s not a bad lad. Reckon him and Alfie would get on all right, yet they’ve never even met, have they?’


This mention of their brother had reminded Olivia he still wasn’t home. It was unusual for Alfie to miss a meal.


‘I’d better pop out and see where he’s got to before I start on the sandwiches.’ She put down her cup. ‘You can sort yourself out a bed upstairs, can’t you? You’ll find sheets in the airing cupboard on the landing. Alfie’s got the smallest room but there’s a spare divan in Maggie’s room at the back that you can use.’


‘Right-ho.’ Nancy settled down comfortably at the table and plunged her hand into the biscuit tin again.


*


‘Was just popping round to see you.’ Matilda Keiver bumped into Olivia at the top of Campbell Road. ‘Did you want to have a natter? I tried to shift me friend, but she don’t take a hint. Can talk the hind leg off a donkey, that one.’ Matilda didn’t miss a trick and had known Olivia had more than passing the time of day on her mind when she’d turned up earlier.


Olivia shrugged. ‘Wasn’t much. Just wanted to have a moan about bloody relatives getting on my wick.’


Matilda chuckled and gave a sage nod. ‘You come to the right place then. There’s not much I don’t know about them sort of problems.’ She rested her chapped hands on her hips. ‘Shall I come round yours? You can make me a cup o’ tea to keep me tongue oiled while I let yer know what I do to sort out my bloody relatives … and one in particular.’ She turned her head, staring at a nearby house. It was no secret in the neighbourhood that Matilda Keiver despised her brother-in-law.


‘Can’t right now … I’m looking for Alfie.’ Olivia grimaced an apology. ‘He should’ve been back hours ago. Have you seen him playing out?’


‘He is in the Bunk, but he ain’t with any kids. I just saw him with a bloke in hospital blues.’ Matilda frowned. ‘Didn’t like the look of him to be honest but stopped meself butting in, ’case he was a friend of the family.’


‘He’s not!’ Olivia turned pale. ‘He’s a bloody pig if it’s who I think it is. I don’t want him hanging around Alfie.’


She started off at a run and her friend hitched up her skirts and started after her. Matilda Keiver might have been in her mid-thirties, but she was a fiery-haired bruiser of a woman with plenty of energy. She was soon jogging by Olivia’s side down the road.


‘Wrong ’un, is he?’ Matilda puffed out.


‘He damn’ well is! I wish he’d leave us all alone.’


Olivia saw them both then, loitering by the corner of Paddington Street that bisected Campbell Road almost at its centre point. She put on a spurt as she saw what was going on. ‘What the hell d’you think you’re doing, giving him cigarettes?’ She snatched a dog end from her brother’s lips and threw it to the ground.


‘Calm down, Livvie.’ Harry Wicks sounded affable but his shifty eyes told a different story. He’d not seen her coming and hadn’t liked being taken by surprise. ‘Yer brother just asked me for a little puff of me fag. No harm done, is there?’


‘I say there is!’ Olivia insisted. ‘He’s only eight years old.’ She turned to Alfie. ‘Get yourself home. I’ve been waiting for you before I start tea.’


Alfie blushed and shuffled his feet uneasily. ‘I was only asking Harry about his brother. Ricky’s got a better job – he’s earning ten bob a week in the grocer’s. Wish I was.’


‘Ricky’s a lot older than you.’ Olivia made an effort to control her temper. If this had been a chance meeting, so be it. But Harry Wicks had no need to be in Islington at all. Unless he’d come for Maggie … or to cause trouble.


‘See, nothing to get het up about,’ Harry smarmed. ‘A little drag on a fag won’t do him no harm. I was always having a crafty smoke at that age.’


‘He’s nothing like you. Never will be. It was me kid sister you were over here after last week. I’ve already told you to stay away from all of us.’


‘Maggie ain’t a kid now, is she? She’s all grown up,’ Harry purred.


Olivia swung away from him to curb the temptation to lash out. ‘Nancy’s at home. Go and say hello to her, Alfie. I’ll be along in a minute.’ She gave her brother’s shoulder a little push and he started trotting up the road.


‘I’ve been killing time talking to him while I was waiting for Maggie to show up.’ Harry sounded peeved. ‘She told me not to stop by yours to meet her ’cos you’re a rude cow. She’s right about that. But I’m done hanging around so tell her I said toodle-oo … and not to bother me again.’


Matilda had been quietly observing the scene, arms crossed over her chest and head cocked to one side. Suddenly it seemed as if she could no longer contain herself. She took a step forward and said, ‘You’re not wanted round here … so piss off and don’t come back.’


Harry gave her a scornful glance that told her to mind her own business. ‘Free country, ain’t it?’


‘Round here?’ Matilda guffawed in disbelief. ‘I’m Mrs Keiver and this is Campbell Bunk and them that live here are a law unto themselves, take it from me.’ She prodded Harry’s shoulder with her forefinger while she spoke. ‘If you know what’s good for you, you’ll sling your hook and keep it slung.’


‘Harry!’


Olivia turned her head to see Maggie hurrying up from Seven Sisters Road, waving frantically.


‘Sorry I’m late. We had to stay and finish an order for horseshoes for the bloody Russian army before they’d let us home.’ Maggie came to a breathless halt but her smile and explanation weren’t for her sister.


Harry took a glance about, noticing that they were drawing attention. Bystanders had the same idle yet threatening demeanour as Mrs Keiver, he saw. Taking Maggie’s arm, he started to yank her back down the road.


Olivia sprinted after them, furious at the way he’d taken control of her sister. ‘Get your hands off her.’


Maggie, pulled in two directions, twisted her arm free from Olivia’s grip. ‘Me ’n’ Harry are going for a bite to eat. I want to say goodbye as he’s getting shipped out next week.’ A sheepish glance accompanied her explanation for choosing to go with him.


‘Well, that’s good news at least!’ Olivia felt a wave of relief pass over her. She warned Maggie: ‘If you’re home after ten o’clock you’ll find the door locked.’


It was pointless trying to stop her sister from going with him. Besides, if he’d told Maggie the truth about returning to his regiment, at least he’d soon be at a distance. And with any luck the evil swine might not come back again.


It made Olivia’s blood boil that a man as kind and decent as Joe Hunter had perished when the likes of Harry Wicks had been invalided home with a minor injury. Though not everybody had thought Joe kind or decent. Plenty of people had dubbed him the local villain. Olivia felt sorry that they’d never known him as she had … just the myth that surrounded him. She knew that the irony of an ex-pimp being lauded as a war hero would make Joe chuckle if he were still around. She’d not cared what prejudiced people had believed about the man she’d loved. She’d faced down her father’s wrath and her colleagues’ sniggers about her relationship with Joe. And she would gladly do it all again, if only she could turn back the clock. Those months before the war, living at home with her violent father, had seemed hellish at the time. In hindsight she judged them to be the sweetest days she’d known because Joe had been with her, helping her through.




Chapter Four


‘I’ve been thinking about what we talked about and I’m starting St John Ambulance training next week,’ Cath said as she accompanied Olivia through the open factory gates on a sunny morning in June. ‘I know I won’t learn about shellshock, but at least if I’m a voluntary first aider Trevor’s mother won’t be able to go on at me for being a useless item who knows nothing.’


‘Quite right.’ Olivia gave her a nod of encouragement.


‘Why don’t you come along?’ Cath suggested. ‘They’re crying out for volunteers. I can practise bandaging your arm and you can put splints on my leg.’


‘I think I will.’ Olivia barely paused for thought. As a child she’d dreamed of being a nurse. Memories of her mother dying while giving birth to Alfie would never leave her. She’d been just ten when it happened. Young as she was then, she’d felt guilty that she’d not known what to do to save Aggie.


‘Miss Wallis is letting me know when training starts next week,’ Cath continued. ‘Wonder if she’d get down on her hands and knees and give somebody the kiss of life?’ Cath gave Olivia a dig in the ribs. ‘She would Lucas Black, that’s fer sure,’ the girl cackled. ‘The snotty cow gets on my wick, the way she looks down her nose at us.’


Olivia had been subjected to that haughty stare too so knew what Cath meant.


The company ran regular first aid courses. In a place where open pans of boiling liquid sugar were commonplace, and heavy equipment was used, it was vital to have people on site who could give basic treatment. But most of the men who’d been trained in the past had joined up and any women with nursing experience had been urged to fill hospital vacancies. The hospitals were recruiting because a number of regular nurses had gone with the troops to set up field hospitals in France.


It was generally believed to be only a matter of time before the Germans flew further inland to bomb towns and cities. Women had already started stuffing medicine chests with bandages and antiseptic, just in case the unthinkable happened and their house was hit. More than ever before it seemed sensible to learn the rudiments of first aid.


Olivia and Cath parted company at the factory entrance. Olivia went to the production line while Cath headed to the packing room. In common with her roller-out colleagues, Olivia fastened a piece of sugar sacking around her waist as a makeshift apron to protect her clothes. Ever since she’d started work here the workers had been moaning about management failing to provide staff uniforms. Olivia was no different from the rest of them in feeling it wasn’t too much to expect at least a sturdy pinafore and cap to be given to them. Clothing could be ruined by an accidental spillage of syrup and would be expensive to replace. By the end of her shift handling the various sweet mixtures, Olivia’s hands were stiff and gritty with sediment and her hessian-covered lap littered with offcuts. But those on the boiling pans had more to contend with than crusted palms and fingernails. Boiling syrup could spit and burn a hole in a skirt or trouser leg or give a nasty scald to bare skin.


It was a mild summer morning. Added warmth from the huge boilers chugging away in here for hours on end had caused beads of perspiration to form on Olivia’s brow even before she’d started rolling out the thick sugar paste. The hand-held roller embedded with moulds resembled a large pastry-rolling pin. It bit into the mixture, leaving the sweets cut and ready to be separated and stacked for wrapping. The factory buildings always felt hot and airless, even in the winter months. A pall of treacle-scented steam hung in the air and the clang and thud of the equipment being worked in the background added to the oppressive atmosphere. Outside the sickly stench could be detected many miles away when the wind was up.


An hour later, with a mountain of confectionery in front of her but her mind miles away, Olivia sensed somebody leaning over and muttering in her ear.


‘What?’ She was annoyed to have her reminiscences rudely interrupted. Cath’s ribald talk of Lucas Black had started Olivia thinking about her old boss and the day she’d found out he’d joined up. She had gone to his office to wish him luck. Months later he’d returned from France to tell her that her fiancé had been killed there in Lucas’s own Company. They’d parted sombrely on that icy January evening but he had asked her to write to him while he was serving at Ypres. She’d not had a letter from him in six weeks and very much hoped he was all right.


‘Getting a stepmother then, ain’t yer? Or so I heard.’


Olivia shrugged and carried on with her work. Nelly Smith was the sort of woman you never knew how to take. She might be friendly one day and gossiping about you behind your back the next. Nelly was her supervisor so Olivia tried to keep things on an even keel between them. They’d fallen out on occasions … mostly because her father and Nelly didn’t like one another. But Olivia wasn’t sure that she liked Tommy Bone either, so she couldn’t hold that against the woman, family loyalty notwithstanding.


‘Tommy’s really getting hitched again then, is he?’ Nelly seemed determined to hover at her shoulder until she got an answer. ‘Better ask him that,’ Olivia said shortly.


‘Well, I would, but I don’t reckon he’d give me an answer. Not one that was polite anyhow.’ Nelly sniggered. ‘I heard from your old neighbour that yer father’s carrying on with his sister-in-law. But she’s not a friendly type, according to Mrs Cook, so I understand why you had a bust up and moved out. The sister-in-law’s got a kid about your brother’s age, hasn’t she? Mrs Cook reckons the boys are the spit of one another.’


As Nelly took a breather Olivia gave a neutral grunt, hoping she would go away. People might know that Tommy Bone had his wife’s sister living under his roof but nobody, other than the family, knew just how close the relationship between them all really was. It would make Nelly’s day to have that juicy titbit to chew over with her pals.


Less than a month separated the births of Alfie Bone and Mickey Wright. Yet the two boys had no idea of each other’s existence. Ruby wasn’t known for her discretion but even she became close-lipped when outsiders asked about her family. As Nelly started to nag again for an answer about Tommy’s forthcoming wedding, Olivia changed the subject. ‘You going on the first aid course that Miss Wallis is arranging?’


Nelly huffed her derision. ‘Don’t need none o’ that! Me mum and me nan taught me all I need to know about dealing with minor complaints and keeping me family chipper. Picked it up over the years and it’s all stored up here.’ She tapped her temple.


‘Right,’ Olivia said doubtfully, and turned her attention back to the caramels.
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