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Sarah and Beattie Melford have never understood each other. Beattie, raucous and fun-loving, sees her sister Sarah’s quiet reserve as snobbery, and Sarah cannot understand why Beattie appears to upset their parents’ comfortable Islington household at every opportunity. When Sarah discovers her younger sister’s spiteful affair with the naval officer she’d hoped to marry, she is devastated, whilst the defiant Beattie’s reputation lies in tatters. As London recovers from the trauma of the Great War the girls are forced into very different lives. But, through the child they both love, it seems there might be a chance that the tragedy that drove them apart might one day compel their paths to cross again…




For Ruth Messina, my dear friend
and in memory of her husband, Cedric,
who gave me so much encouragement




Author’s note:


The incident in Campbell Road, mentioned in this book, is a fictional account based on true events.




Part 1


1917 – 1921




Chapter 1


The Eaglet was Beattie’s favourite pub. There was something about the place that appealed to her, the friendly atmosphere with the gang of regular customers who were always good for a laugh, and the warm welcome she always got from the landlord and his missus, who, unlike plenty of other publicans in the area, didn’t object to an unaccompanied young girl propping up the counter of the public bar every Friday and Saturday night. Besides, these were the people she liked, not the stuck-up old buggers from her own part of Islington, up ‘the Cally’, but real flesh-and-blood working men, who knew how to give a girl a good time. Yes, The Eaglet’s customers were the salt of the earth all right, or at least those remaining of them who had managed to get home on leave from the hellhole trenches of France after three years of savage hand-to-hand fighting with the army of Kaiser Bill.


Beattie was always popular with the male customers, especially the Tommies. To them, she was ‘one of the lads’, for she could join in with any bawdy song they sang, down a glass of bitter, smoke a fag, and play a game of darts with the best of them. One or two of them had enjoyed her company in more ways than one, for with her full bosom, rose complexion, shapely thighs and flashing blue-green eyes, she was more often than not the best-looking female customer in either the public or the saloon bar.


‘Looks like the fleet’s in port.’


The young bloke in naval uniform wasn’t in the least surprised when Beattie approached him; they’d been eyeing each other up across the bar all evening through the thick haze of blue fag smoke.


‘Anchor’s down, and here I stay,’ he replied with a knowing grin, and in an accent that was more public school than Islington. ‘What’ll you have to drink?’


Beattie sat down on the wooden bench seat he had vacated for her. ‘Shandy,’ she replied.


The young bloke pulled a face. ‘Wasn’t that a bitter you were drinking with the boys over there?’


Beattie smiled. ‘They’re my mates,’ she replied, her accent an unnatural cockney. ‘I only drink alcohol with people I know.’


‘Then we’ll have to do something about that, won’t we?’ The naval bloke offered her his hand. ‘Edward. You can call me Ted.’


Beattie hesitated a brief moment, allowing herself time to look directly into his eyes, which were a bright, glowing pale blue. ‘Beattie,’ she replied, shaking his hand. ‘You can call me Beattie.’


Edward laughed. He liked her. He liked her a lot. He had no way of knowing that he was not at all her type, for he was too clean-cut, too good-looking, and far too much like the family she had been born into.


‘So you’re an officer then?’ she asked.


‘Noncommissioned,’ he replied.


Beattie looked puzzled.


‘I’m a petty officer. A bit like a sergeant major in the army.’


‘In other words, you’re not just any old Jack Tar,’ joked Beattie, picking up his cap from the bench beside her, and trying it on. ‘Nice uniform, though.’ She watched him closely as he adjusted the cap on her head to a cocky angle.


Whilst he was making his way to the bar to order their drinks, Patch, a black and white mongrel dog, who was a firm favourite with The Eaglet’s customers, was on his hind legs, swirling round and round in a dance, to the sound of ‘See Me Dance the Polka’ played on the pub upright piano by his loving owner, old Tubby Layton, a local rag-and-bone man. By the time Edward got back with the drinks, the customers were laughing, applauding, and cheering, which meant that Tubby’s well-worn flat cap, placed on the piano lid, was soon tinkling with the sound of coins being dropped into it, and pints were being lined up beside it.


‘Beattie?’ Edward said, once the noise had died down. ‘Must be short for Beatrice?’


Beattie, sipping her shandy, eyed him flirtatiously over the rim of her half-pint glass. ‘You could be right.’


He drew closer, and stared straight into her eyes. ‘But why do I think I’ve seen you somewhere before?’


‘Oh, I get around,’ was Beattie’s only reply. For the time being, she had no intention of telling him that although they had never met, she knew Edward Lacey well. In fact she knew quite a lot about him.


A few minutes later, Patch had to sit guard on old Tubby, who was now the worse for all the booze that had been pumped into him by his fellow customers. A little later, everyone was reminded that there was a war on when the gaslamps on the walls began to flicker and lose their glow, plunging the pub into a gloomy half-light.


Beattie left The Eaglet with her petty officer. Behind them, with the blackout blinds firmly drawn, the pub, which nestled comfortably on the corner of the main Seven Sisters Road and Hornsey Road, was nothing but a dark three-storey shape on a chilly late September evening. But from inside, they could hear the start of what promised to be a rowdy singsong, clearly intended to raise spirits and defy the war.


Beattie and her petty officer strolled hand in hand along the darkened Seven Sisters Road, heading in the direction of Finsbury Park, where Edward had lodgings. Apart from a tram with no interior lights, which clattered past them, the road was quiet.


A short time later, an eerie silence descended on the area. Even The Eaglet’s customers had calmed down, exhausted by booze and song. Then a strange sound approached, whirring and throbbing.


In the distance maroons exploded into the air, giving a belated warning that an enemy aircraft was approaching.


A moment or so later, a barrage of anti-aircraft guns opened fire, sending out a profusion of shells with great puffs of white smoke into the low-lying clouds. This was followed by a crisscross of two searchlights, which scoured the sky for the intruder. Unfortunately, they were too late, for by the time they had picked up the great silver cigar-shaped Zeppelin in their beams, the deadly German war machine had deposited its high-explosive bomb on to the road below.


The bomb landed directly on to the roof of The Eaglet, tearing straight down three floors into the saloon bar, before exploding with a deafening blast in the cellar below.


In the sky, the great silver cigar disappeared into the protection of the dark evening clouds, engines whirring at full speed, heading back towards the Channel coast and home.


It was some hours later that they dug out those who had perished in the devastating explosion at The Eaglet.


The only survivor appeared to be a black and white mongrel with a black patch over one eye. He was scraping frantically in the dust and debris of the ruined pub.


Sarah Melford polished the brass letterbox plate on the front door until she could see her face in it. This being a Tuesday, it was cleaning brass and silver day, and by the time she had got around to doing the letterbox, everything in the house, from the silver condiment set in the dining room to the brass fireguard and companion set in front of the sitting-room fireplace, had been restored to pristine condition. There was, of course, no need for her to do all this, nor in fact any of the house cleaning, for the Melford family could easily afford servants if they had wanted them. But Sarah hated servants, or at least the idea of them. Why should her father spend good money on getting people to clean the place when she herself had a perfectly good pair of hands, two good legs, and a healthy body that was perfectly capable of keeping the house in tiptop condition? And to Sarah, the family house, on Thornhill Road in the Barnsbury ward of Islington, was worth looking after. It was where she had been born nearly twenty-three years before, and she loved every single yellow brick it was built of, every window, and every room on all three floors. For that reason alone, she was perfectly happy to devote her daily life to its upkeep.


Once she had finished the letterbox, Sarah made her way to the closet room, where she tucked away the Brasso and cleaning cloths, and poured some water from a china jug into the washbasin. Whilst she was washing her hands, she took a passing glance at herself in the mirror above the washstand. Although she would never admit it, she was a lovely-looking girl, with a slightly pallid complexion, grey-green eyes, and long flaxen hair that was pinned up into a full bun behind her head. She looked more like her father than her mother, for her face was marginally narrow, with a dimple right in the middle of a finely shaped chin. But because she was rather set in her ways, Sarah wore no makeup, and her daily wear usually consisted of a plain white blouse and a skirt that never rose up above her ankles. Her only concession to current fashion was the Royal Worcester Kidfitting corset she wore on special occasions, which helped to accentuate her already slender figure.


The smells of cooking that were coming from the kitchen at the back of the house finally persuaded her to join her mother. But not before she had wiped the washbasin round with a clean cloth, and tidied the few straggly hairs that had fallen over her forehead.


‘Smells good,’ Sarah called, as she joined her mother at the hob, where she was stirring a rabbit and onion stew. ‘I can see why it’s Father’s favourite.’


‘Well it won’t be for much longer,’ croaked her mother, Geraldine Melford, who was still recovering from one of her regular bouts of laryngitis. ‘It says in The Times today the Government’s going to ration meat and butter. But only in London and Southern England.’


‘What?’ snorted Sarah, outraged. The prospect of doing without meat stews, meat pies or the Sunday roast was, to her, quite unacceptable. ‘Why should it always have to be us in the south who take the brunt of the war? We not only get bombed by Zeppelins and war planes, we also have to have our food on the ration.’ Even though she was well-spoken, her voice, like her mother’s, was often quite sharp. ‘I tell you it’s not fair. It’s about time they picked on them up north for a change.’


‘North, south – what does it matter? We’re all the same country, Sarah. If we’re going to bring this hateful war to an end, we’re all going to have to do our bit.’


Sarah wasn’t convinced. For a girl only in her twenties, she was curiously autocratic. She frowned on anything that hindered her own style of living. But she knew she’d been relatively lucky.


‘I still can’t stop thinking about those poor devils who got killed in the bomb blast at that public house a few months ago. How can their families ever recover from something like that?’


Geraldine sighed. ‘I don’t know, Sarah,’ she said, going to the kitchen table to finish peeling potatoes. ‘This war has been so ugly, so unnecessary. We’ve lost so many of our boys, young men who haven’t even been given the chance to know what life is all about. Lord Kitchener has an awful lot to answer for.’ She put on her rimless spectacles and picked up the peeler. Geraldine had a similar build to her daughter – tall, well-proportioned, and quite slender, especially for a middle-aged woman – but there the resemblance ended, for Geraldine had a full, rounded bust, and her face was rosy with high-boned cheeks. Like her daughter, she dressed older than her age, wearing a black lace bodice over a white blouse, lace cap to match, and a long dull grey skirt. ‘Anyway, we must stop being so gloomy,’ she said, as Sarah joined her at the table to start on the carrots. ‘Now you’ve got a young man, you’ve got a whole exciting new life ahead of you.’


Sarah flinched. ‘Oh, Mother,’ she said, embarrassed. ‘I’ve told you, I hardly know him.’


Geraldine looked up over her spectacles. ‘You’ve been walking out for months now. It’s time he asked your father if he can marry you.’


Sarah abruptly stopped peeling carrots. ‘Mother! That’s an absurd thing to say. How long was it before Father proposed to you? Three, four years?’


‘That was different,’ replied Geraldine, with just a hint of mischief in her voice. ‘I was the only lady friend your father ever had. He was never sure whether I wanted him.’


Sarah felt a little reticent. ‘This is the only man I’ve ever walked out with.’


Geraldine leaned across, and covered Sarah’s hand with her own. ‘All the more reason why you should grab the chance whilst it’s there.’ She continued with her peeling. ‘So – when are you going to bring him home to meet us?’


‘Oh, Mother!’


‘For goodness’ sake, child, why are you keeping so shy about him? You haven’t even told us his name.’


Sarah put down her peeling knife, and smiled gently at her mother with a pleading look in her eyes. ‘When I’m ready, Mother,’ she said. ‘When I’m ready.’


Samuel Melford was a lucky man. In fact, he told himself so every single day of his life. Samuel was never a person to take things for granted, and he was always grateful to the good Lord for giving him a loving wife and family, a well-paid job, and a home he could be proud of. Why then, he asked himself, as he made his way home on foot through the darkened streets of Barnsbury, was his mind these days so ill at ease?


‘Evenin’, guv’nor.’


On his way home on a Tuesday evening, Samuel never failed to make his ritual stop at Sid Perkins’ hot chestnut stall on the corner of Richmond Avenue, where the warm glow of burning embers helped to soften the chill of a raw February evening. ‘Good evening, Sid,’ he replied, savouring the sweet woody smells that were wafting up from the hot chestnuts, whose hard brown skins had already split open over the intense heat. ‘They smell good tonight.’


‘That they do, sir,’ sniffed Sid, who seemed to have a perpetual runny nose, which he only ever wiped on the cuff of his frayed jacket. ‘Fresh from the Cally Market this mornin’. Same as usual, sir?’


‘Two bags, please, Sid.’


Sid scooped up the blackened chestnuts, and filled two small paper bags with them. Then he wrapped them up in an old page of the Islington Gazette.


‘Saw your youngest terday, sir,’ he said, handing over the chestnuts. ‘Reckon she was ’avin’ ’erself a real good time.’


Samuel looked up with a start. ‘Oh, really,’ he said, guardedly. ‘Where was that?’


‘Up the Cattle Market. She was wiv a ’ole bunch of geezers. They was ’avin’ a right ol’ knees-up round Fred Kiley’s barrel organ. Laugh a minute, it was. She’s quite a gel. Chalk and cheese to your eldest.’


Samuel paid the twopence for the two bags of chestnuts, and after thanking Sid, went on his way. It was too dark for Sid to have noticed the pained expression on his customer’s face.


After he left Gamages Department Store in Holborn each evening, where he was the General Manager, for Samuel the journey home seemed interminable. However, he always quickened his pace when he walked home to Thornhill Road from the tram stop in Liverpool Road, for the prospect of supper with the family, a pipe of good tobacco in front of a warm fire, and a chance to settle down with either The Times or The Illustrated London News was one of his few real pleasures in life. But tonight was different. Tonight, he walked slower than usual, for his mind was now preoccupied. ‘Saw yer youngest terday, sir. Reckon she was ’avin’ ’erself a real good time.’ Those words echoed through Samuel’s mind as he strolled past the access to Lonsdale Square on his right, clutching the two bags of hot chestnuts in one hand and his briefcase in the other. At the corner of Richmond Avenue, he paused a moment or so before completing the last few steps home. Not a light was to be seen at the windows of any of the fine Georgian and Victorian houses, for the blackout regulations were strict, despite the fact that there had been no Zeppelin or aeroplane raids over the area for weeks. But the moon tantalised the rooftops as it sneaked in and out of the dark night clouds, enabling Samuel to take a lingering look at his own home, a sprawling Victorian building on three floors, and standing apart from all the other houses along Thornhill Road.


As he stood there, Sid’s words were still ringing in his ears. ‘Reckon she was ’avin’ ’erself a real good time.’ What was it about his younger daughter that made her stand apart from the rest of the family? Why was she so different from her elder sister, who loved her parents, her home, and all the good things in life? Samuel rested his briefcase on the ground for a moment whilst he adjusted his homburg hat. Aware of its German origins, he had often felt guilty about wearing such a thing during wartime, but it was more comfortable and warmer than his usual trilbies.


At that moment, the moon emerged from behind the clouds again, and flooded the Melford house in a bright white glow. It also brought a warm, affectionate smile to Samuel’s face. In some strange way, it encouraged him to think positive. Both his daughters were still very young, he said to himself. Both had a lot to learn about life and how to live it. Chalk and cheese they may be, but when it came to knowing what was right and wrong, neither would let her parents down. Not Sarah. Not even Beattie.


‘They say the Bolsheviks are going to put the Tsar and his family on trial. I really think Mr Lloyd George should protest. It would be terrible if they tried to execute them or something.’


As she talked, Geraldine Melford set the large china casserole dish on the kitchen table, where it joined other hot dishes containing boiled potatoes, spiced white cabbage, and baby beetroot with chopped parsley. It was an odd custom that prompted the Melfords to use the kitchen for family meals, while the dining room was only used on high days and holidays.


‘Well, it’s their own fault,’ sniffed Beattie, indifferently. ‘They should have looked after their people more, the real people!’


‘Beattie!’ Her mother looked at her aghast. ‘That’s an awful thing to say. You can’t blame the entire Russian royal family for all the things that have gone wrong in their country.’


‘Well, it’s true,’ replied Beattie, provocatively. ‘A royal family is no different to anyone else. They should be made to work for their livin’.’


‘Just like you,’ added Sarah, cuttingly, as she handed her mother a supper plate.


Beattie flicked a contemptuous glance at her elder sister, but decided to ignore her. ‘If you ask me, I reckon our own King and Queen could do with a few lessons on what’s goin’ on in Russia.’


Samuel Melford broke his silence. ‘King George and Queen Mary are only figureheads, Beattie,’ he said gruffly. ‘They have nothing to do with politics.’


Beattie took the first plateful of rabbit stew her mother had served, and handed it to her father. ‘Then I don’t see the point of having them,’ she said, determined to have the last word.


Samuel saw no point in discussing the topic any further with his younger daughter. They had been down that road before, monarchy versus a republic, and as long as he lived, he would never understand how a girl from Beattie’s privileged background could be such a champion of the working class, particularly when she herself had never done a day’s work in her life. ‘Please pass the potatoes,’ he said to her vacantly. It was the safest way out of the conversation.


Once Geraldine had finished serving everyone with their share of the rabbit stew, supper continued in the same way that it did most evenings – in total silence. For almost an hour, the only sounds were of eating, knives and forks working hard on china plates, and the sipping of water from fine cut-crystal tumblers. To an outsider, it would seem hard to believe that this was a close-knit middle-class family gathered around the kitchen table for their evening meal. Occasionally Geraldine could be heard cooing, ‘My angel!’ to one of four cats, who ritually lined up on the floor beside her, waiting for a titbit of anything that might accidentally fall their way. The furry quartet were all strays that Geraldine had collected over the years and she adored them, much to the intense irritation of Beattie, who did not hesitate to give them a surreptitious sharp kick beneath the table.


Samuel Melford waited until the apple pudding had been served before bringing the silence to an end. At the best of times he was a man of few words, and his shyness often gave the false impression that he was moody. But he was a very thoughtful person who would often spend long hours in quiet contemplation and no decisions were ever taken until he had first considered them carefully and at some length. That was why his courtship of Geraldine had been for nearly four years, and even when he proposed to her he insisted that the actual wedding should not take place for a further year.


‘Beattie,’ he said, now without looking up at her, ‘what was your business in the Cattle Market today?’


Beattie, clearly taken off guard, looked up with a start. She answered immediately, without swallowing the mouthful of apple pudding she had just taken. ‘The market?’ she replied, indignantly. ‘Who told yer I was up the market?’


Her father glanced up at her. ‘It doesn’t matter who told me, Beattie,’ he said gently. ‘I merely ask what business you were engaged in.’


‘Do I ’ave to ’ave business to go up the market?’


Samuel refused to be stonewalled. ‘Yes, Beattie,’ he replied, with quiet insistence. ‘An unaccompanied young lady should only visit a market when she has a specific purpose for doing so.’


Beattie gave a bored sigh and slumped back into her chair. ‘Oh really, Father. That’s so old-fashioned.’


Samuel smiled politely at her. If it hadn’t been for the fact that the only hair he had on his head was a thinly greying fringe over his ears, he and his youngest daughter were almost identical in appearance, with faces that were round and open, and blue-green eyes the colour of the glass lampshade dangling over the kitchen table. ‘To be old-fashioned is no burden for me, my dear,’ he said quietly, precisely. ‘The welfare of my family is of far more importance to me than the fashion of the day.’


‘I like the market, Father,’ Beattie replied, irritated. ‘I’ve got a lot of mates up there.’


‘Ha!’


The sarcastic retort from Sarah only irritated Beattie even more. ‘Oh yes,’ she snapped, glaring at her sister. ‘And what’s it to you?’


Sarah wanted to answer, but an anxious look from her mother persuaded her otherwise.


‘Listen to me, child,’ said Samuel, distracting Beattie’s attention from Sarah. ‘No one is interrogating you. I just want you to be aware that some of the people in that market are not to be trusted.’


‘That’s not true!’ Beattie snapped, sitting bolt upright in her chair. ‘Costermongers are the salt of the earth. They’re worth far more than some of the muvver’s darlin’s round this neck of the woods!’


Sarah was finding it hard to contain herself. Only her mother’s hand covering her own on the table restrained her from speaking her mind. But she was heartily sick of hearing her young sister spouting on about her working-class ‘mates’. She was sick to death of hearing her speak in an unnatural cockney accent, far removed from the way she had been brought up.


Beattie went on, ‘It’s not the officers who’re fightin’ this war, yer know. It’s the Tommy, the poor old foot soldier. If it wasn’t fer ’im, Kaiser Bill’d be sittin’ in 10 Downing Street right now.’


‘That’s all I have to say on the matter, Beattie.’ Samuel wiped his mouth on his damask napkin and rose from the table. Although he was only a moderately built man, he held himself straight, and his jacket, purchased at discount from the men’s department of the store in which he worked, was well cut and styled. ‘In future, if you have time to spare, use it wisely.’ Samuel turned from the table, and quietly left the room.


As soon as he had gone, Beattie started again. ‘It’s ridiculous. He treats me like a child.’ She got up from the table, folded her arms, and strode to the other side of the kitchen. ‘People are important ter me, no matter where they come from. I want to mix wiv me own type.’


Her mother, still seated, clenched her fists angrily. ‘Has it ever occurred to you, Beattie,’ she said tersely, ‘that we are your types – your own family?’ Finding it difficult to control herself, she raised herself up from her chair, and glared at her youngest daughter, who watched her quite impassively from across the room. ‘What happened to all the young people you used to know, your friends at school, in the Girl Guides, the church choir?’


‘Oh please, Mother,’ sighed Beattie, embarrassed and turning her back.


This only angered Geraldine even more. ‘Don’t you ever dismiss me, young lady!’ she snapped, pointing her finger menacingly at the girl. ‘Your father and I brought you into this world. You will not dismiss us!’


Sarah, already on her feet, quickly went to her mother. ‘Don’t be upset,’ she said, putting a comforting arm around her. ‘Beattie means no harm.’ She said it unconvincingly, without so much as a glance at her sister. ‘Why don’t you go and join Father in the sitting room? I’ll finish the washing-up, then bring you both a nice cup of tea.’


Her mother took a deep breath and, eager not to increase her anger, smiled gratefully at Sarah, and left the kitchen, closely followed by three of the four cats.


Sarah, now alone with her sister, turned to her. ‘Why do you have to upset them like that?’ she asked calmly. ‘It’s not fair, Beattie.’


To her credit, Beattie looked concerned. ‘I’m twenty-one years of age. I’m entitled to a life of me own.’ She returned to her place at the table, picked up her dessertspoon, and aimlessly scraped at the remainder of her apple pudding. ‘I don’t want to be spied on every time I step outside this house.’


Sarah started to collect the dirty dishes. ‘Mother and Father are not spying on you, Beattie. They’re just concerned for your safety. There’s a war on. There are so many dangerous people around.’


Beattie looked up with a start at her. ‘Dangerous working-class people. Is that what you mean, Sarah?’


Sarah stopped what she was doing and looked at her young sister. In that brief moment, she thought she really didn’t know her any more. Images of all their days of growing up together were flashing through her mind: their time at Barnsbury School just around the corner; sharing friends; outings to the seaside; the laughter, the tears, the disappointments. And yet, when she thought about those days carefully, she realised that even though she had always been Beattie’s ‘big’ sister, they had never been close, and Beattie had never looked up to her. There were so many more memories of difficult times in their relationship than good ones. Why were their personalities so different in every conceivable way?


‘Father goes to work, Beattie,’ she said, without rising to her sister’s bait. ‘So do I, right here in this house. We’re just as much working class as any of your friends in the Cattle Market.’


Beattie slammed her dish down on the table, and got up. ‘I hate being told to do what’s expected of me!’ she growled, tossing back her straggly, unkempt auburn-coloured hair, like an unruly child.


Sarah said, ‘Nobody expects you to do anything you don’t want to do, Beattie.’ She put down the pile of plates she was holding. ‘Look, Beattie,’ gently, she took hold of both her sister’s hands, ‘you’re a beautiful girl. One day you’ll find a man you want to settle down with.


Beattie, irritated, tried to pull away, but Sarah held on to her.


‘You’ll have children of your own, children you care for, just like Mother and Father care for you and me.’


Beattie finally managed to break loose. ‘I don’t need anyone to care for me! I’m not a kid. I’m a grown woman!’


Sarah’s expression hardened. ‘Then start behaving like one, Beattie.’


Beattie smiled caustically, then made off towards the door. She paused briefly, and turned. ‘Don’t get too cocky, sister dear,’ she said. ‘You’re not the only one with a classy boyfriend.’


Sarah watched her go. Beattie’s remark had baffled her – in more ways than one.


The Islington Cattle Market positively bristled under the bright winter sun. Since the start of the war, the place had been used for many purposes other than the auction of cattle, for the costermongers down ‘the Cally’ had cashed in on the severe wartime shortages by setting up every type of stall from fruit and vegetables to household junk, and bric-a-brac concoctions of every shape and size. The air was filled with all kinds of sounds, from the vast crowd of chattering customers jammed around every market stall trying to bargain with the sharp local barrow boys, out-of-town farmers lining the cattle pens, inspecting the livestock before auction, the forlorn howls of domestic puppies and kittens waiting for sale, and, in the middle of it all, the whistling and chirping of hundreds of caged birds, resigned to their lifetime of captivity. Over the years, the old Cattle Market, situated between the main Caledonian Road and York Way, had gathered a reputation as a unique meeting place for rich and poor alike, and was nicknamed ‘thieves’ market’ by local residents. Many a rich farmer and well-to-do lady had been relieved of their wallet or purse, and so there was always a strong presence of ‘foot bobbies’.


There had been a good inch of late February snow, which overnight had turned to ice, and it was so cold that many of the stall holders had lit braziers. This, of course, had the advantage of luring potential customers to the stall, to warm their hands over the fire, and view the goods on sale.


Despite her family’s concerns, today Beattie was with her usual gang of ‘roughs’, most of them several years younger than herself and therefore not yet eligible for conscription. To her mother’s despair, she had left the house that morning looking more like a gypsy than a girl from a well-heeled home in Barnsbury. Her cotton dress was more suitable for summer than winter, and much shorter than the austere fashion of the day allowed. Over her head she wore a brightly coloured shawl, which also covered her shoulders and body, and was her only concession to the cold. These days, Beattie was practically a fixture at the market; her raucous laugh alone was enough to turn heads. But despite this she was certainly not the queen of the castle in the market, for there were plenty around who could give as good as they got.


‘Keep your bleedin’ ’ands to yerself, Shiner, or you’ll get my fist in yer face!’


Shiner was having none of this from no cut-glass moneybags from up Barnsbury. He was from the tough end of ‘the Cally’, and for most of his seventeen years he’d had to beg, borrow, and steal to survive. ‘Don’t give me no lip, Beat!’ he croaked, his voice already hoarse from smoking too many nicked cheap fags. ‘Yor gettin’ too big fer yer boots these days.’


Beattie angrily shook off the tight clench of his hand from her arm. ‘You touched me up, you dirty sod! Yer know yer did!’


Shiner, his ragged flat cap pushed back on his head, snapped back in a flash. ‘So wot if I did? It’s the first time you’ve ever complained!’ He knew he was riling her, because he was a good-looking young bloke, and the rougher he was, the better she liked it. ‘Wos up, Beat?’ he said with a smirk, his dark mischievous eyes undressing her. ‘Don’t like the rough no more, is that it?’


Beattie, indignant, turned away from him.


‘Prefer a bit of slap wiv the petty officer?’ he called at her back. Beattie turned, and swung her fist at him. But he was there before her, and grabbed hold of her wrist. ‘Wos ’e got that I ain’t, Beat? Must be somefin’ speshul?’


Although Beattie despised him, at the same time she was attracted to him. ‘Why can’t you leave me alone, Shine?’ she said, pulling her arm away.


‘D’yer want me to?’ he replied, smiling. ‘I mean – really?’


Beattie started to walk off. But he followed her.


‘You’ve bin seein’ this geezer for quite a time now,’ he said, pursuing her. ‘I fawt yer said la-di-das ain’t yer type?’


She came to an abrupt halt, and turned to face him. ‘Shine,’ she said, completely ignoring what he had been saying to her, ‘how can I get a job up here?’


Shiner looked taken aback. ‘A job? You? In the market, yer mean?’


‘That’s what I mean,’ she replied ‘I want ter do somethin’. I want to earn some money of me own.’


Shiner sized her up for a moment. ‘Wot kind er job?’


‘Anythin’.’


‘You’re not cut out fer – anyfin’.’


Beattie stared him straight in the eye. ‘I reckon I’m the best judge of that,’ she said.


Shiner looked down at his filthy boots. ‘I’ll give it some fawt,’ he said. At that moment, he caught sight of a couple of bobbies in the distance, slowly winding their way through the market crowds. He pulled his cap low over his forehead and was instantly gone.


Beattie turned back in the direction from which she had come. But as she did so, she came face to face with Nagger Mills, a young costermonger’s daughter, who worked the tea urn for the farmers over in the cattle pen. ‘Yer mustn’t pay no ’eed ter Shiner, Beat,’ she said. ‘’E’s a stupid sod. Always puttin’ people’s backs up.’ Nagger, whose real name was Lucy, but who got her nickname because she was always nagging her old man, took hold of Beattie’s arm and gently strolled along with her. ‘Did yer know ’e’s ’ad ’is call-up papers?’


Beattie turned with a start. ‘Shiner?’


Nagger nodded. ‘’E burned ’em. Now ’e really will ’ave the bobbies after ’im.’


As they walked, Beattie thought about Shiner, and how, if only he knew, he would be far better off in the army; at least he would get a couple of decent meals in his stomach each day. But then she remembered all the young blokes from the market who had been dragged off to those blood-filled trenches with Kitchener’s army, and she felt ashamed even to have thought of such a thing.


‘I’m lookin’ for a job, Nags,’ she said, pulling the shawl closer around her head and shoulders. ‘D’yer know anyone round the market I could ask?’


Nagger came to a halt. She was shorter than Beattie, and younger. ‘A job?’ she said incredulously, briefly taking off her flat cloth cap and scratching her short mop of brown hair. ‘You?’


In the background, a crowd of market customers were joining in with Fred Kiley’s barrel organ as it played ‘I Wouldn’t Leave My Little Wooden Hut For You’. The sound they made seemed to defy the intense cold of the morning, for it drifted right up above the coloured stall awnings, and disappeared into the crisp blue sky.


‘I’m getting desperate, Nags,’ said Beattie. ‘If I don’t get a job of some sort soon, I’m going to land in real trouble.’


Nagger was baffled. ‘But yer don’t need ter work, Beat,’ she said. ‘Yer’ve always said so. Not in your situation – I mean, comin’ from a good family an’ all that, a roof over yer ’ead, and food in yer stomach.’


Beattie turned to her, looking unusually anxious. ‘The thing is, Nags, the way things are goin’, I may not ’ave that roof over me ’ead for much longer.’




Chapter 2


Sarah Melford longed to be a married woman. Ever since she was a child she had fantasised about the day when she would stand at the church altar, gaze into the eyes of the man she loved, and say ‘I will’. And that was what she intended it to be: love – love real, love from the heart. It was perhaps every young girl’s romantic illusion that love was all that was needed as the foundation of a long and happy marriage. After all, that was how it had been for her own parents; Geraldine and Samuel Melford had never had relationships with anyone else before they met, and they had now been married for almost twenty-five years. So if it had worked for them, Sarah was convinced that it would work for her too. She wanted to be married, she wanted to be able to walk into shops and be addressed as Mrs this or that, and talk to the other married women about mutual things such as children, and the kind of food she cooked for her husband when he came home from work in the evenings.


The trouble was that despite the fact that she was now twenty-three years of age, until recently she had never actually made the attempt to go out and try to meet a potential husband. But then she had met the man of her dreams quite by chance.


It had happened during the previous summer when she had paid a visit to a patriotic war exhibition which was being held in Gamages Department Store in Holborn. The exhibition, one of several organised by the War Ministry to bolster public confidence in the armed forces, was manned and operated by members of all three services. Months later, Sarah still could not believe how brazen she had been to ask the young naval officer questions about some photographs of warships she had been looking at on the display walls of the exhibition. But when she had overheard his well-spoken voice, so clear, articulate and manly, she felt compelled to speak to him. And when he called her ‘miss’ and she found herself staring straight into his pale blue eyes, she felt a strange surge flowing through her entire body, something that she had never experienced before. What’s more, he was an officer and a gentleman, anyone could see that, even if he was only a noncommissioned officer.


‘I’d better warn you,’ said Sarah, as she clung on proudly to her petty officer’s arm as they ambled along Whitehall, on a windswept Sunday afternoon, ‘my mother’s dropping hints that it’s about time I brought you home to tea.’


Although the young petty officer had been expecting this sooner or later, he was still taken off guard. This was what he had been dreading. It was a step towards formalising their relationship. After a brief hesitation he turned to her and, with a weak smile, asked, ‘How d’you feel about that?’


As he was a good head taller than she, Sarah had to look up at him when she replied gauchely, ‘That’s what I was going to ask you.’


The petty officer thought carefully before answering. ‘It’s up to you, Sarah,’ he said, fidgeting uneasily with his uniform cap.


Sarah stiffened a little. ‘It’s not compulsory,’ she said, her smile rather fixed. ‘I just thought – well, since we’ve been walking out together for some time now, you might be a bit curious to know what kind of a family I come from.’


The petty officer managed to give her a forced smile without actually answering.


‘They’re not bad, once you get to know them.’ Sarah was doing her best to reassure him. ‘Except for Beattie, of course – my sister. She’s quite a handful.’


At that moment, a gust of wind almost prised Sarah’s large brown felt hat from her head, and in her desperation to hold on to it, she crushed the peacock feather attached to it. Most of the other Sunday afternoon strollers had the same problem, for March was living up to its reputation with an endless stream of gales and cold early-spring rain. In a gallant effort to shield Sarah from the wind, the petty officer put his arm around her shoulders. Sarah stiffened and pulled away.


‘Not in public, Edward!’ she said, looking around to make sure that no one had noticed.


Every time Sarah did something like that, Edward felt like shrivelling up inside. This girl was so set in her ways, so determined not to present the wrong type of image to everyone around her, that, even if he loved her, which he didn’t, he found it difficult to see how they could possibly spend their future life together. So why, he asked himself on so many such occasions, was he incapable of just walking away from her and calling it a day? In fact, Petty Officer Edward Lacey had no idea how he had become so involved with someone like Sarah in the first place. What she was looking for was companionship, and a place in society. What he wanted was a woman who would give herself to him, in every meaning of the word. After all, she was a beautiful-looking girl, whose pallid complexion only enhanced the sparkle in her grey-green eyes. Oh how he longed to see that bun removed from the back of her head. How he longed to see that massive heap of flaxen hair tumble down over her shoulders. He wanted to see her, to feel her, to hold her close to his own body. But it was impossible. Sarah was untouchable; they never even held hands, or embraced. Each time they met, he hoped he might see the other Sarah, the one that was longing to be released.


‘Everyone says it’s hard to believe we come from the same family.’


Edward, still deep in thought, hadn’t heard what Sarah had said. ‘Er, I’m sorry. What did you say?’


Sarah sighed. ‘Beattie. My sister. We’ve never been friends. Not real friends. When we were small children, our parents bought us so many beautiful things, lovely dolls, and so much else. Beattie hated dolls; she preferred to play in the street outside with some of the rough children of the neighbourhood.’ For a brief moment, there was a wistful look in her eyes. ‘Beattie doesn’t like nice things. She doesn’t like nice people. She just wants to be different.’


Edward felt a tight feeling in his stomach. He was aware that Sarah had turned to look at him, but he was too riddled with guilt to respond.


‘Your cap, Petty Officer!’


Edward turned with an abrupt start to find an army captain just passing by. He immediately straightened up, adjusted his cap, and with a smart salute croaked back, ‘Sir!’


‘You’re wearing the King’s uniform, Petty Officer,’ barked the army captain, without stopping. ‘Don’t forget it!’


‘Sir!’


Before saying anything, Sarah waited for the captain to disappear amongst the crowds strolling along Whitehall. ‘He’s an army officer,’ she sniffed indignantly. ‘What’s he doing giving you orders?’


‘A commissioned officer is superior to me in any of the services, Sarah,’ Edward replied rather gawkishly.


Sarah remained indignant, and after one last glare over her shoulder towards the army captain, she grabbed hold of Edward’s arm, and led him off. As they passed Downing Street, a large crowd of pacifist demonstrators were being herded on to the pavement opposite Number 10, shouting loud protests at Prime Minister Lloyd George’s refusal to enter into a compromise peace settlement with Germany. Sarah and Edward quickly eased their way through the sea of placards, and made off towards Parliament Square.


On their way to the tram stop on the Victoria Embankment, Edward had to tell Sarah that their Sunday afternoons together would have to be curtailed for the foreseeable future, as he was about to be transferred from his administrative position at the Admiralty, and posted to a crew-training job on board a warship being prepared for active duty in Portsmouth.


Sarah took the news far better than he had expected. ‘The war has to be won,’ she said bravely. ‘But when it’s all over, we shall have our whole lifetime together to look forward to.’


Sarah’s confidence in the future weighed on Edward’s conscience like a heavy lump of metal. As he helped her on to the Number 38 tram, and watched it disappear into the dark recess of the new Kingsway tunnel, the only thing his mind could take in was the feeling of betrayal and deceit.


Bob Sluggins had known the Melford girls since they were kids. In those days, he and his missus, Vera, were, for a brief period, landlords of the White Conduit public house on the corner of Dewey Road in Barnsbury. Although it was not exactly the most salubrious of pubs, Bob was well liked in the district, and, because he was quite a nifty handyman, he was often called upon by some of the locals, including the Melfords, to do an odd job of plumbing, or furniture repair. Some said he was also quite a hand at crochet work, which left him wide open to some pretty cryptic comments from his regulars down the pub. However, the same amiable feelings were rarely accorded to his missus, for to most people she was considered to be a bit of a bossy old slag, who was well known for giving short measures at the counter, especially on the shorts. Vera Sluggins couldn’t bear the Melford family, especially the females – ‘stuck-up bunch of cows’ she used to call them – which made poor old Bob feel uncomfortable, for whenever he went to do a job for them, he really enjoyed their company.


But even in those days, he could tell the difference between the two girls, Sarah and Beattie. He was amazed how ‘chalk and cheese’ they were, one relishing the security of a comfortable family environment, and the other a creature of the streets – and the rough part of the streets at that.


When, some years before, Bob and Vera had given up the pub, they’d taken over a pawnbroker’s business in the Holloway Road. Vera took to the work like a frog to water, but Bob found it depressing, dealing with the misery of folk from the highest to the low. But it did provide him and the ‘old slag’ with a respectable, if not lucrative, living, for there were many regular customers, including young Beattie Melford.


‘One an’ ’alf guineas, Miss Beattie. Top price.’


Beattie pulled a face. ‘Come off it, Bob,’ she groaned. ‘My dad bought me that bracelet for my sixteenth. It’s solid nine carat gold.’


Bob was still looking at Beattie’s delicate, fine bracelet through his eyeglass. ‘I can see wot it is, Miss Beattie. But ter me, it’s only worf its true value.’


Beattie looked desperate. It was bad enough having to come into such a tiny shop at all, with its oppressive smell of poverty, leather purses, belts, handbags, rolled gold, silver, brass, copper, threadbare fox furs riddled with moth-holes, second-hand boots and shoes, men’s suits, women’s dresses and coats, kid gloves, ships squeezed into bottles, stuffed animals and birds, and any amount of old pictures that might prove more valuable one day than they looked. ‘Couldn’t yer just make it a round two quid, Bob?’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve got ter get me ’ands on some ready cash – and soon. Please!’


Whilst Beattie was still pleading, Bob was shaking his prematurely grey head. ‘I can’t do it, Miss Beattie,’ he insisted, removing his eyeglass and putting it in the lower pocket of his open waistcoat. ‘Times in’t good, yer know. There’s no cash around ’cos of this ruddy war.’


Beattie’s desperation was turning to irritation. ‘Two quid ain’t goin’ ter break the bank, fer God’s sake!’


‘It may not break the bleedin’ bank,’ screamed Vera Sluggins from the back parlour, ‘but it could break us!’


At the sight of the old slag approaching from the parlour, Beattie stiffened visibly.


‘Let me see wot she’s got there,’ growled Vera, grabbing Beattie’s bracelet from her old man’s hand. She was a huge woman, with thinning hair dyed with henna, and a wisp of straggling hairs growing from her chin. ‘Looks a bit of cheap old brass ter me,’ she said provocatively. ‘I fawt you Melfords was s’pposed ter be so loaded.’


‘In case yer don’t know, Mrs Sluggins,’ snapped Beattie, furiously, ‘that’s a valuable piece of jewellery. An’ if you’re not interested in it, I’ll take it elsewhere.’


The old slag grinned, and held out the bracelet to her. ‘As yer wish.’


Before Beattie had the chance to take it back, Bob retrieved it from his wife. ‘Wot say I split the difference wiv yer, gel? Firty-five bob?’


‘Wot!’ His missus, outraged, grabbed the bracelet from him, and thrust it back at Beattie. ‘Wot d’yer take us for? Bleedin’ millionaires?’


For the first time, Bob showed his anger. Before Beattie had the chance to take back her bracelet, he grabbed hold of his wife’s hand, and retrieved the jewellery. ‘Fank yer, my dear,’ he growled, through clenched teeth. ‘I can manage this transaction on me own.’


The old slag glared at him as if she was about to hit him. But something told her that she had better not push her luck too far, so, with a haughty shrug of the shoulders, she retreated back to the parlour whence she came, slamming the door behind her.


‘So?’ said Bob, undeterred. ‘Do we ’ave a deal or not?’


Beattie sighed, and nodded.


Bob took the bracelet, and placed it carefully in one of his jewellery cases beneath the counter. ‘I’ll give yer a ticket,’ he said, writing in his receipt book.


Whilst he was filling in the details, Beattie leaned across and, lowering her voice, said, ‘I’m lookin’ fer somewhere ter stay, Bob?’


Bob looked up with a start.


‘Can yer ’elp me?’


Bob sized her up for a moment ‘You leavin’ ’ome?’


‘I – might be,’ said Beattie cagily. ‘It’s possible.’


‘Your folks know about it?’


As usual, Beattie reacted by flaring up. ‘That’s my business, Bob.’ But then she suddenly remembered that he was one of the few people she knew who had always been kind to her. ‘Yer see, I’ve got a few fings ter work out fer meself. I’m twenty-one now. I need me independence.’


Bob stared at her for another brief moment, then continued filling in the receipt. ‘You’re lookin’ fer somewhere round ’ere? Round ’Olloway?’


‘Anywhere. I’m not fussy. I just need a room, that’s all.’


‘’Ow much can yer afford ter pay?’


Beattie hesitated. ‘Not much.’


She waited whilst Bob finished filling in the receipt. His silence before he spoke again seemed an eternity, and she felt that all the stuffed animals and birds in the shop were watching her every move. In fact, she was unaware that they were not alone. In a cluttered corner of the shop a tall, well-built young man was waiting to be served. He’d felt obliged to keep out of sight whilst Beattie had been haggling a price for her pawned bracelet.


Bob tore off the bottom half of the receipt, and gave it to Beattie. ‘That’s yer ticket. Don’t lose it.’


Beattie took the ticket, and waited for him to hand over the thirty-five bob from the cashtill. ‘Will yer keep yer eyes open for me, Bob?’ she said with difficulty. ‘Ter find a room?’


‘Can’t promise,’ he replied. flicking his eyes up only briefly to meet hers. ‘It ain’t easy.’


She took the money from him and smiled awkwardly. ‘Fanks a lot, Bob. I’ll keep in touch.’


A moment later, Beattie was out on the Holloway Road. There was still plenty of snow on the ground, but over the past few days the bitterly cold wind had dropped, and with the milder temperature, a thaw had set in. The road was as busy as ever, with trams and omnibuses with open staircases chugging to and from the Archway in one direction, and Upper Street, Rosebery Avenue, and the Thames Embankment in the other. People were wrapped up well against the cold – women in their long, ankle-length winter coats and, what men were left over from Lord Kitchener’s army, in woollen hats, heavy top-coats and mittens. As food was now more scarce than at any time since the war started, shop windows were pretty bleak, and there were queues outside every butcher’s shop for even the most basic available food, such as penny pig’s trotters and hot saveloys and pease pudding.


Beattie pulled her shawl around her shoulders, and dipped her hands in her dress pocket to keep warm. As she did so, she could feel the thirty-five bob she had just received for her bracelet, which she clasped tightly in her hand where it felt cold and heartless to the touch. She decided to return home to Barnsbury by the same route she had come. This meant crossing over the main Holloway Road, cutting through Madras Place into Liverpool Road, then straight along to Barnsbury. On the way she passed by a terrace of Victorian houses which, earlier in the war, had been hit by a hand grenade, thrown from the control casket of a Zeppelin airship raider. Although there was little sign of any damage, she remembered reading in the Islington Gazette how an elderly man and his dog had both been killed when the small hand bomb had exploded right in front of them.


‘If you’re lookin’ fer a place, I can ’elp yer.’


Beattie stopped dead. For a moment she resisted the temptation to turn and see who was addressing her, for, ever since crossing over the road from Bob’s pawn shop, she had been aware that someone was following her. Finally, she turned around to find herself face to face with a tall young man, whose flat work cap was covering a head of ginger hair, and whose rough good looks were completely unsettling.


‘Wot you after then, mate?’ Beattie growled contemptuously.


‘I’m not after nuffin’, mate,’ the man replied. ‘But you are.’


Totally unafraid of the man, she strode right up to confront him. ‘I never talk ter strange men,’ she quipped.


The man grinned. ‘Then ’ow yer goin’ ter find this place you’re lookin’ for?’


Beattie’s smirk became a look of steel. ‘Where d’you ’ear that?’ she demanded.


‘The pawn shop does ’ave uvver customers, yer know.’ He moved a step closer to her, and she could see that not only had he not shaved for a day or so, but the red choker tied around his throat was almost the same colour as his hair. ‘Ever ’eard of the Bunk?’ he asked.


‘Who?’


‘Yer mean yer don’t know the Bunk – Campbell Road – up Finsbury Park, near Seven Sisters Road?’ His face broke out into an even broader cheeky grin. ‘Don’t know much, do yer?’


‘I don’t know wot you’re talkin’ about.’


The man took a half-finished fag butt from behind his ear, fumbled around in his trousers pocket until he found a loose match, which he ignited by striking it against one of his fingernails, and then lit the fag. ‘They got rooms up there,’ he continued, after taking a deep puff. ‘Goin’ cheap.’


‘’Ow cheap?’


The man exhaled, then picked a strand of tobacco from the tip of his tongue. ‘’Alf a crown a week?’


Beattie’s eyes widened. ‘’Alf a crown! Whose leg you pullin’?’


‘If yer don’t believe me, go an’ ask fer yerself. Try Number 22. Yer can trust the ol’ gel there. ’Art of gold.’ He turned and started to stroll off.


Beattie was taken aback. ‘Hey! Wait a minute!’ she called.


The man stopped and, fag in mouth, turned to look back at her.


‘Wot’s in it fer you?’


The man took a deep pull of his fag, then exhaled. ‘Nuffin’ in it fer me, darlin’. I just don’t like ter see a young gel taken fer a ride – if yer get my meanin’.’ He turned and started to walk off again, calling back over his shoulder, ‘Number 22. Tell ’er Jack Ridley sent yer.’


Beattie watched him disappear round the corner, back into Holloway Road. For a brief moment she couldn’t believe the extraordinary encounter she had just had. Then she decided to take it all in her stride, shrugged her shoulders, and walked on.


But then, Beattie was like that.




Chapter 3


Sarah was sublimely happy. She had had the first letter from Edward since their last Sunday afternoon stroll together along Whitehall nearly three weeks before, and although it was a short letter, it contained enough for Sarah to know that he missed her as much as she missed him. Or at least, that is what she read into his words: ‘When I get back to London, we’ll have a lot to talk over, about us, about the future.’ For Sarah, those words were a declaration of Edward’s intent. After all, he had always said that as soon as the war was over they would be able to spend so much more time together, and if the news coming out of the war each day was any indication, the end could not now be that far away.


With all this in mind, Sarah started to make plans. First on her list was an absolute determination that Edward should meet her parents, so she wrote straight back to him, inviting him to come to tea on the first Sunday afternoon he was able to get leave from his new posting down at Portsmouth. To her delight, Edward wrote back immediately, accepting her invitation, and giving her a firm date on which he would be able to come.


The days leading up to this important tea party were the most exciting and nerve-racking of Sarah’s life. She wanted everything to go so well, for all of them to get on together. She wanted to impress Edward; she wanted to show him that she was the kind of girl who was going to make him the best wife he could ever hope for.


At least a week before the big day, she chose the dress she intended to wear: her blue silk with the large bow fixed behind, and a hemline that was cut just on her ankles. For this one occasion she would comb out her bun, and tie her hair with a blue ribbon behind her head. As always, she would not indulge in make-up, which she stubbornly insisted was only intended for women of the street, but before Edward arrived, she would pinch her cheeks to try to disguise her pallid complexion. During a shopping expedition in Holloway Road, she stopped at the main window of James Selby and Sons, the large department store, where she spent several minutes staring at a ‘new season’s’ wedding dress displayed there, with a confident, determined look in her eyes. As far as she was concerned, it was now only a matter of time before that wax model would become herself. The scene then was set. Everything was now prepared to make Edward’s first meeting with his prospective in-laws as comfortable as possible. There was, however, one problem still remaining.


‘Don’t worry, sister dear,’ gibed Beattie, in one of her mischievous moods. ‘I wouldn’t dream of barging in on your precious tea party. I’ve got better things to do with my time.’


Sarah was, as usual, having a hard time with her sister. It was only on very rare occasions that she ventured into Beattie’s bedroom on the top floor of the house, but what she had to say to her was important enough for Sarah to risk being placed at a disadvantage. ‘I don’t think you understand, Beattie,’ she said, refusing to rise to her sister’s bait. ‘I want you to be there at tea on Sunday, I want you to meet Edward. After all, you’re my sister, you’re part of the family.’


‘Nice of you to say so,’ replied Beattie, cuttingly. ‘Sometimes I wonder.’ She was sitting at her dressing table, which was so full of junk it was impossible to make out what anything was used for.


‘You’ll like him, Beattie, you really will.’ Sarah moved behind her sister, and talked to her reflection in the mirror whilst Beattie gave an impression of trying to brush some sense into her tangled auburn locks. ‘I’ve told him all about you, all sorts of things – like how when you and me were young, we used to chase the ducks in Finsbury Park. He thought that was hilarious!’


Beattie raised one eyebrow. ‘I bet,’ she said dryly.


In a desperate attempt to try to sell Edward to her, Sarah leaned over Beattie’s shoulder, looking at both their faces in the mirror. ‘I told him how you’ve always been the rebel in the family, but that it’s never stopped us loving you.’


‘Oh really?’ was Beattie’s bored response. ‘And what about ’im?’ she asked, carefully watching Sarah’s reflection. ‘’Ow much d’yer know about ’im?’


‘Oh, Edward comes from a very good family,’ she said with mounting enthusiasm. ‘They were in kitchen utensils.’


Beattie’s face screwed up in disbelief.


‘What I mean is, his mother ran a company that manufactured them. His father was in the navy. Unfortunately, he’s a widower now. Mrs Lacey died several years ago.’ In her enthusiasm, Sarah folded her arms around Beattie’s shoulders and squeezed them. ‘Edward lives with his father out in Suffolk. One day he’s going to inherit a huge detached house.’


Beattie broke loose, got up, and moved away. ‘Well ’e’s got it all made for ’im, ain’t ’e? You’ll be able to clean ’is detached ’ouse till the cows come ’ome.’


Sarah waited a moment. She was trying so hard to make some kind of sisterly contact that she was prepared to compromise on anything Beattie said. ‘I know he’s not the kind of person you’re interested in, Beattie,’ she went on, knowing it was an uphill task trying to inject some kind of enthusiasm into her sister, ‘but he’s what I want. And I want him to like you too.’


‘Well, you can but try,’ Beattie said adroitly, as she sat down on the edge of her bed.


Sarah went across and sat beside her. ‘You know, Beattie,’ she said, ‘things haven’t always been – well – as they should be, between you and me. Somehow, we never seem to talk to each other, unless it’s to criticise or squabble.’ She put an arm around her sister’s shoulders. ‘I don’t want to squabble with you, Beattie. You’re my sister, my own flesh and blood. When I get married, I want us to be friends.’


Sitting so close to her young sister, Sarah could feel their two hearts beating, almost, it seemed, in unison. They were both from the same womb, they shared the same flesh and blood, and yet it was extraordinary that their hearts and souls were so different. She felt the urge to lean her head on Beattie’s shoulder, and in one courageous move, that is what she did. It took all of Beattie’s resilience not to react in the way that she really felt, so she just remained quite impassive.


Going through Sarah’s mind were thoughts of what it had been like to have a young sister like Beattie. In those few quiet seconds she recalled times they had spent together as children – Beattie doing all the things they were told never to do, like trying to smoke one of their father’s pipes whilst he was out, and feeling utterly sick as a result, and trying to get Sarah to play hookey from Sunday school, and go fishing down the Islington canal with some of the costermonger boys from the Cattle Market. And in one momentary flash, Sarah remembered the times when they used to go to the shop in Liverpool Road and buy their favourite sweet, sherbert powder with a liquorice bar bought for a penny, and served in a paper bag folded in the shape of a triangle. They were such vivid images, yet never seemed to reveal the true nature of the two sisters’ relationship.


For her part, Beattie couldn’t recall one single moment when she had actually enjoyed being in her sister’s company. As far as she was concerned, Sarah was nothing more than a hindrance to her life, her freedom, her desperate attempts to express herself in her own abandoned way. Her sister’s effort to create some type of bond between them only embarrassed her, making her feel hemmed in more than ever. To her mind, she and Sarah could never be friends. There never had been and never could be any kind of communication between them; to try would only end in tragedy. And yet, there was something that never ceased to trouble Beattie. What, she had asked herself on many occasions, would she feel if anything should ever happen to Sarah? What would she, Beattie, do? How would she react? She would never know that it was a question Sarah also had often asked herself about her young sister.


‘What’re yer afraid of, Sarah?’


Beattie’s sudden question took Sarah by surprise. ‘Afraid?’


Beattie got up, releasing Sarah’s arm from around her shoulders. ‘You didn’t come up ’ere just ter tell me that yer want us ter be friends. Yer came ’ere because yer want ter make quite certain that I don’t make a fool out of yer in front of yer fancy naval officer.’


Sarah, hurt, got up immediately. ‘Beattie, that’s not true. And in any case, Edward isn’t an officer. He’s—’


‘I don’t care wot ’e is!’ snapped Beattie. ‘I don’t ’ave ter put on no airs an’ graces for the likes of ’im!’


‘No one’s asking you to.’


Sarah used her handkerchief to wipe the small beads of perspiration that had formed on her forehead. Despite the cold outside, the room was stifling and smelled of soiled clothes, for Beattie would sooner die than open a window to let in some fresh air.


‘Look, Beattie.’ Sarah was determined not to be roused. ‘I don’t want – I don’t expect you to be anything but what you are, not to me nor Mother and Father, nor anyone else. But I do want Edward to like my family. One day, you’ll be doing exactly the same thing.’


Beattie threw her head back with a dismissive grunt. ‘Ha!’


‘Oh yes, you will,’ persisted Sarah, as she watched her sister winding the handle of her one cherished possessions, a gramophone. ‘And when you bring your young man home, whoever he is, wherever he comes from, you’ll want us to like him too.’


Beattie was shaking her head. ‘Yer don’t understand, do yer?’ she said, with a fixed, unsmiling expression. ‘As long as yer live, you’ll never understand. My life ain’t about gettin’ married, settlin’ down an’ ’avin’ kids. If that’s wot you want ter do, then that’s fine. But don’t expect me ter be the same – ’cos I’m not.’


Sarah felt crushed.


Beattie turned her back on her, and placed a record on the gramophone turntable. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, with just the faintest hint of remorse, ‘I won’t disgrace yer on Sunday.’


Sarah felt there was nothing more she could say, so she turned and made for the door. She paused there, then without turning to look back, said, ‘How can two people be so close and yet so far apart?’


Closing the door behind her, for a brief moment she stood on the landing to recover from the stale air of Beattie’s room. Then in deep despair, she started to make her way down the stairs.


As she did so, she heard the wail of Beattie’s gramophone record as the house echoed to the sound of the popular singer Gus Elen, lamenting on a forlorn hope, ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’.


The steeple of St Andrew’s church in Thornhill Crescent reached right up towards the bright blue spring sky like a hand stretching out towards the Almighty. During this gruelling time of war, the steeple, topped by its small cross, appeared to the residents of Barnsbury as a symbol of hope and defiance. Flanked on one side by the elegant curve of Thornhill Crescent, and on the other side by the rich splendour of Thornhill Square, the church was actually situated on Bridgeman Road, a quiet and pleasant back road that eventually led into the main Caledonian Road. Built of large quarried stone bricks, with a series of grey tiled roofs, St Andrew’s doors were open night and day for all who wished to pray for the safe return from the front of their loved ones, and a speedy end to the war that had destroyed so much of the nation’s family life. And, like so many other parts of Islington and beyond, Barnsbury had had its fair share of tragedy, so much so that during the early days of the war, the residents had organised the Barnsbury War Fund, which was one practical way in which people could help to relieve the suffering of the countless victims’ dependants.
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