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About the Book

It’s 1918, the war is finally over, and Sarah Donnelly and her cousin Nancy are filled with hope for the future. In particular, Sarah eagerly awaits the safe return of her cousin Zachary, whom she has adored since childhood. But when Zachary returns to Blackpool, shattered by the horrors of war, he can barely face his family let alone reciprocate Sarah’s affections.

Refusing to be thwarted by rejection, Sarah throws herself into her job at Donnelly’s tea rooms, where her father, the owner of Blackpool’s most popular department store, has allowed her to work. Then Sarah spys a run-down building to let near North Shore, and decides to set up in business, running her own tea rooms.

Meanwhile, Nancy, forever a dreamer, has chosen to follow in her mother’s footsteps on to the stage. But it is not long before her youthful naivety lands her in trouble . . .


Dedication

For my grandchildren. As Hetty says in this book, to have grandchildren is to be given a ‘second chance’. To Amy, Lucy, Sarah and Robert, with my love and thanks for all the joy they have brought to me.


Chapter 1

Sarah Donnelly peered through the top-floor window of Donnelly’s Department Store, craning her neck upwards. Between the roofs of the buildings across the street the Irish Sea could be glimpsed, greyish-blue with tiny white-capped waves on this calm sunny November morning. But it was Blackpool Tower, that huge ironwork structure dominating the landscape, that was the focus of Sarah’s attention now, as it had been to visitors and residents alike for the past twenty-five years. There was definitely something going on up there, right at the top.

Sarah’s neck was beginning to ache with bending back so far. ‘Yes, it is. I do believe it is,’ she whispered to herself. ‘It’s a Union Jack.’ And a Union Jack could mean only one thing: the war was over!

There had been rumours for the past week or so, which they had hardly dared to believe were true. Then it had been reported in the newspapers a couple of days ago that the Kaiser had abdicated and fled Germany; a new regime, a republic, had been formed there. And now, if the flag fluttering from the top of the Tower were to be believed, the Armistice had been signed.

Sarah rushed along the corridor into the room next door. Edwin Donnelly turned round from the window of his office as his daughter entered. He, too, had been peering upwards.

‘Oh . . . sorry, Father, I forgot to knock.’ Sarah put a hand to her mouth, but she didn’t look at all contrite; neither, judging from his benign expression, did Edwin expect her to be. ‘But I’ve just noticed—’

‘Yes, so have I.’ Edwin Donnelly grinned widely at her. ‘The Union Jack at the top of the Tower. I’ve been expecting it all morning, looking out for it. I had a feeling it would be today. It’s happened, my dear. The war’s finally over.’ He smiled fondly at Sarah and she thought she could see just a trace of moisture in the corner of one of his warm hazel eyes.

She smiled back at him, feeling her own deep brown eyes fill up with tears. This time, though, they were not tears of sadness, such as they all had shed many times over the past four years, but tears of joy . . . and of hope.

Sarah dashed forward then, flinging both arms around her father. ‘It’s all over, at last. What a blessed relief.’

Edwin Donnelly held her closely for a moment or two, then released her. ‘You’ll be wanting to go and celebrate, won’t you?’ he said gently. ‘Off you go and join the rest of the crowds in Blackpool. I daresay they’ll be making for Talbot Square, like they always do.’

Sarah nodded. She wasn’t much of a one for crowds, but today was different. ‘Thank you, Father,’ she said. ‘I would like to see what’s happening out there.’

‘I don’t suppose we’ll do much trade this morning,’ Edwin went on. ‘And if it’s really true, then we’ll be shutting shop this afternoon. Folks’ll have too much on their minds to be bothered with shopping. Besides, it calls for a celebration. It does that!’

In Bank Hey Street, outside the store, there was a feeling of anticipation, of barely contained excitement, as people hurried towards Talbot Square. It was always said that bad news travelled fast; it seemed now that good news did too, for already streamers of red, white and blue were strung across several shop fronts, and flags were flying above windows and doorways, although it couldn’t have been more than an hour since the news had come through.

‘Yes, it’s true. It’s a fact. They heard it at the Gazette office nobbut an hour ago . . .’

‘Aye, they’ve signed it . . .’

‘Thank God for that. Thank God, that’s all I can say . . .’

Sarah listened to the comments of the crowd all around her as she stared towards the Town Hall doorway. And when the Mayor, Alderman Parkinson, came out to give the official announcement the crowd went wild with joy. His voice could scarcely be heard above the tumultuous shouts and cheers, but they managed to get the gist of his message. Marshal Foch had accepted the German surrender. They had signed the Armistice agreement and the Great War was over. There was to be a Thanksgiving Service at St John’s Parish Church at 12 noon – that would be in about half an hour’s time – and, later that afternoon, further celebrations would take place in Talbot Square. And all the shops in the town were to close at 1 p.m.

‘Hello there, Sarah. I thought I might see you here.’ Sarah turned at the sound of the familiar voice. It was her cousin, Nancy, pushing her way towards her.

‘Isn’t it exciting?’ Nancy’s green eyes were shining with happiness. ‘One of the neighbours told me the news when I was scrubbing the front doorstep, and Mam said I could come and see what was happening. She didn’t seem all that thrilled herself – she just went on blackleading the stove. Still . . . I expect she was thinking.’ Nancy’s eyes grew serious for a moment.

Sarah nodded gravely, then reached out and touched her cousin’s arm. ‘Yes . . . Maybe she thinks she hasn’t very much to celebrate.’ Sarah was recalling, with a pang of grief that momentarily lessened her elation, how Uncle Albert – Aunt Hetty’s husband and Nancy’s father – had been killed at Ypres, getting on for two years ago.

‘We’ve got to look forward though, now, haven’t we?’ said Nancy, smiling again. ‘Shall we come back this afternoon – and I’ll see if our Joyce’ll come as well. Your father’ll let you off, won’t he?’

‘Of course. Hasn’t the Mayor just said that all the shops’ll be closed? I’d better go now and tell him that it’s official.’

‘I’ll walk back with you,’ said Nancy, linking arms with her cousin.

The two girls crossed Talbot Square, dodging between the now dispersing crowds and walked back arm in arm along Market Street. ‘He’d have been closing whether or not,’ Sarah went on, ‘but at least he’ll know that somebody else’ll not be pinching his trade. You know what shopkeepers are like. It’s every man for himself . . . Not that you could honestly say that about Father. He’s a wonderful boss. I don’t suppose there’s a better store to work for in the whole of Blackpool than Donnelly’s. The girls are all very contented. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anybody complaining.’

‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’ Nancy retorted. ‘You’re one of the top dogs. You’re Uncle Edwin’s righthand man . . . well, woman at any rate. They’re hardly likely to let you hear them grumbling, are they? I daresay you’re right, though. It’s well-known in Blackpool that Donnelly’s is a good place to work. The hours are reasonable and the pay’s not bad, and most of the girls reckon that it’s a cut above being in service. Or working in a boarding house,’ Nancy added, grinning. ‘You’re lucky, aren’t you, Sarah?’ she continued. ‘Being the owner’s daughter, I mean. You’re sure of promotion, whereas the other girls’ll have to fight tooth and nail if they want it. Well, look at you. You’ve got it already.’

Sarah smiled, confident that Nancy, in spite of her words, was not envious of her cousin’s position. ‘Not for much longer though,’ she reminded her. ‘When Mr Middleton comes back from the war that’ll be the end of my Under Manager’s position. Father said it was only temporary. It’s only right that when the men come home they should get their old jobs back. We’ve only been standing in for them.’

‘I don’t see why it’s right,’ Nancy objected. ‘Women are as good as men any day.’

‘Nancy! How can you say such a thing?’ Sarah turned startled brown eyes on her cousin. ‘After all that the men have been doing for us for the last four years. And a lot of them never even coming back at all. You wouldn’t have wanted to go and fight in a horrible war, now would you?’

‘No, of course not.’ Nancy frowned. ‘I didn’t mean that. I was only trying to say that women can do a job of work – well, some jobs at any rate – as well as the men if they put their minds to it. And don’t forget, we’ve got the vote now. Women are beginning to count for something at last, and about time too.’

‘What do you mean, we?’ Sarah laughed. ‘It’ll be a long time before you and I can vote, Nancy. It’s only for women over thirty, and then they have to be householders. That’s a nine-year wait for me, and how long for you?’ Sarah grinned at her cousin. ‘Twelve years, isn’t it?’

‘All right, all right, I know it’s a long time. But I daresay there’ll be another Act of Parliament before that. I shouldn’t imagine for one moment that I’ll have to wait twelve years. Anyway, what are you going to do, Sarah, when you have to hand back your job to that Mr Middleton? Are you going to be a sales assistant?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sarah replied thoughtfully. ‘I have a feeling that Father would like me to go into the Fashion Department. There are a lot more ready-made garments than there used to be, and more and more women are getting interested in buying fashionable clothes. At least they will, when they’re there for them to buy . . . and if they have the money,’ she added quickly. ‘It’s not a fair sort of world, is it, Nancy? There are those who have a lot, and others who have hardly anything at all. Some poor women won’t have any money to spare for fancy clothes, especially if their husbands have been killed.’

‘Like Mam,’ said Nancy flatly, and Sarah at once felt guilty.

‘I wasn’t really thinking about Aunt Hetty,’ she replied, squeezing her cousin’s arm. ‘Your mother’ll be all right. She was upset, of course, when Uncle Albert was killed, but she’s a fighter, isn’t she? I’ve often heard my mother say that she’s a born survivor. Aunt Hetty’s got the boarding house, after all, and look how she’s kept it going all through the war – with your help, of course. No, I was thinking of the thousands of women who have been dependent on their husbands for every penny.’

‘Mmm . . . Mam’s not exactly short of a bob or two, as Gran would say,’ Nancy replied, ‘and she’s certainly got plenty of guts. The women’ll have to get jobs, won’t they, if they’ve no men to look after them. A lot more women have been going out to work during the war, so it won’t be very much different now.’

‘Doing men’s jobs though,’ Sarah pointed out. ‘There have been women bus conductors and ambulance drivers, even painters and plumbers, as well as women in banks and offices. But all those jobs’ll go back to the men now . . . like mine,’ she added quietly. ‘There’s not much scope for women round here, Nancy, no matter how badly they might need a job. There are no mills in Blackpool and hardly any factories. There’s only the boarding-house trade and the shops . . . and very few shops as good to work for as Donnelly’s,’ she concluded, going back to her original theme. ‘Yes, I realise I’m very lucky.’

Sarah was deep in thought as they approached Donnelly’s Department Store at the corner of Bank Hey Street, in a prime position near to the Tower. Not that the position had been of such supreme importance in 1865 when the store was founded, as the Tower had not then been built. The town-centre site had, however, from the very beginning attracted shoppers who liked value for their money – and which northern folk didn’t? – combined with the courteous and friendly service for which Donnelly’s soon became famous.

The business had been started by George Donnelly, the grandfather of Edwin, as a small lock-up shop known as Donnelly’s Draper’s, and had been developed and expanded mainly by William Donnelly, Edwin’s father, who had died only a couple of years ago. It was still a family-run firm controlled largely by Edwin, the owner and Managing Director, helped, during the absence of the menfolk, by his wife, Grace, and his daughter, Sarah.

Strictly speaking, Sarah was not Edwin’s daughter; she was the daughter of Grace and Walter Clayton, Grace’s first husband, who had died when the little girl was only two years old. Sarah could scarcely remember her real father. At times a shadowy image flickered across her mind, a hazy memory of a deep booming voice and a burly figure holding her tightly in his arms. For Walter Clayton had loved his little daughter dearly. Her mother, Grace, in her gentle way, had always assured her of that, even though she had always, also, encouraged Sarah to look upon Edwin as her father. Sarah hadn’t needed any persuading. She loved Edwin as though he were her own flesh and blood, a love which was readily reciprocated.

It was of Edwin that Sarah was thinking now as they approached the store. How glad Father would be to see Mr Middleton back, along with some of the Heads of Department who had been away serving King and Country for the past four years. It couldn’t have been easy for him, the only man in a store full of women, apart from the few young lads they employed who were too young to join up; he couldn’t have missed the resentful looks which had, at times, been cast in his direction, for Edwin Donnelly, for all his forty-nine years, was very youthful-looking.

There were many who had wondered why he, too, wasn’t in khaki. The white feather that had fluttered from an envelope which Sarah had opened one morning about a year ago had been eloquent confirmation of that. She had quickly destroyed the evidence and the virulent accompanying letter, but had felt sure that it wasn’t an isolated incident. Other missives must surely have reached their intended source.

How vile it all was, and how vile was war. Thank God it was all over. The prayer of thanksgiving that Sarah uttered in her mind now was not just idle words: she really meant them. Thank God that Father had not had to go. Another few months and he might have been forced to join up – and how he would have hated that! Sarah couldn’t have borne it, if anything had happened to Father . . . or to Zachary. Thank God, too, that Zachary was safe and in a little while would be coming home to her. She felt her heart leap with gladness at the thought of it.

‘What will you do though, Sarah, when Mr Middleton comes back?’

Sarah blinked rapidly. She had been miles away hardly aware that her cousin was speaking to her. ‘What will I do? I’m not sure. At least, I have a vague idea, but I’ll have to discuss it with Mother and Father first. I don’t really want to go into the Fashion Department.’

‘Ah, I see . . . secrets. You’re not going to tell your little cousin, then?’

‘There’s nothing to tell, not yet.’ Sarah smiled. ‘Besides, whatever I do, I don’t suppose it will be for very long. I can’t see myself somehow as a career woman. All I want really is to have a happy marriage, like Mother has. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. And Zachary will be home soon, won’t he?’

Sarah knew she hadn’t imagined Nancy’s tut of exasperation, nor the heavenward glance of her green eyes. Nancy was impatient, Sarah knew, at her cousin’s affection for Zachary Gregson, even though Zachary was Nancy’s own brother.

Hetty Gregson opened the door of her North Shore boarding house, Sunnyside, to find her mother standing on the doorstep.

‘Haven’t you heard, our Hetty?’ Martha Makepeace stared in surprise at her daughter’s soiled apron and grimy hands. ‘What d’you think you’re doing, blackleading the stove on a day like this? Don’t tell me you haven’t heard!’

‘Heard what, Mam?’ Hetty put her hands on her hips, looking a trifle belligerently at her mother. She knew very well what Martha was on about, for hadn’t they all been expecting the news for days, and hadn’t Nancy dashed out like a whirlwind only half an hour since – but a stubborn streak made her play her mother along. ‘Tuesday’s my day for the back kitchen, you know that, and the stove won’t clean itself, more’s the pity. Now, what am I supposed to have heard?’

‘It’s over. The war’s over, lass.’ The two women stared at one another for a few seconds, then Hetty dropped all her notions of pretence and flung her arms round her mother. The tears ran down her cheeks, mingling with those of the older woman, as she breathed the heartfelt words, ‘Thank God . . . Oh, thank God.’

‘Aye. Mrs Collins from next door just popped in to tell me on her way back from town.’ Martha gently pushed Hetty away from her and quickly dabbed at her eyes – she was not a one for a great show of emotion – then followed her daughter along the dark passage into the living room at the back of the house, the ‘kitchen’, as it was generally called. She sat down in an easy chair at the side of the fire.

‘There’s a Thanksgiving Service at St John’s at twelve o’clock, according to Mrs Collins. The Mayor has just said so. Apparently the town’s agog with the news already – flags are flying and folks going mad in Talbot Square. I wondered if you’d like to come along with me, to the church?’

‘You reckon I’ve something to be thankful for then, do you?’ Hetty’s green eyes narrowed as she looked unsmilingly at her mother.

‘Yes, I do. I do that!’ Martha’s tone was emphatic. ‘We should all find time today to thank God that it’s all over and that there’s better times to look forward to. The fellows haven’t been fighting for nowt, you know. It’s to make a better world for all of us.’ Martha’s glance softened as she looked at the lowered head of her daughter, at the grey hairs now liberally sprinkled amongst the once bright auburn. ‘I know you’re upset about your Albert, love,’ she said more gently, ‘and you’re bound to be thinking of him today of all days. But it’s getting on for two years now . . .’

‘That doesn’t make it any easier, Mam. I still feel bitter about it at times. It wasn’t as if he had to go. He was nearly forty when he joined up. He could have waited until they made it compulsory.’

‘Now, that wouldn’t have been like Albert at all, would it? He felt he had to go and do his bit – although I know it must make you a bit resentful when fellows like Edwin Donnelly have gone and missed it all.’

‘No. Funnily enough I don’t feel like that at all about Edwin,’ replied Hetty. ‘He was a few years older than Albert anyway, and he’d have hated it – Edwin, I mean. He’s such a gentle soul, he wouldn’t have wanted to hurt a fly, let alone try to kill his fellow men.’ Hetty gave a shudder. ‘And he did feel it, about not going. Our Grace told me. He had a couple of white feathers in the post a year or so ago and he nearly went and enlisted then. But Grace persuaded him not to. She reckons that if he’d been a lot younger and he’d been called up then he’d have become one of them “conchies” or else they might have made him a stretcher bearer – they didn’t have to fight. Anyroad, it makes no odds now, does it? It’s all over and he hasn’t had to go.’

‘He’s made our Grace happy, I’ll say that for him,’ said Martha, staring into the fire. ‘Aye, he’s a fine young man is Edwin Donnelly, though I was dead against him at first.’

‘Not so much of the young, Mam.’ Hetty was smiling now. ‘He’ll be fifty in a year or so, will Edwin, and Grace and me are no spring chickens neither. What do they say – “fair, fat and forty”?’ Hetty patted her spreading hips beneath her flowered apron. ‘And to think that I once had a nineteen-inch waist.’

Martha nodded curtly. ‘It beats me how you’ve managed to put so much weight on, our Hetty, what with the war and the rationing an’ all. To say nothing of all the chasing about that you do.’

‘Can’t resist nibbling, that’s my downfall,’ Hetty confessed. ‘When I make a batch of scones or cakes I always have to eat one, fresh from the oven. But I gave up sugar in my tea ages ago.’

‘A fat lot of good it’s done you,’ said Martha tartly.

Hetty grinned good-naturedly although she was aware of the heartache deep inside her. She knew only too well that her waistline had spread considerably of late, especially since Albert had been killed at Ypres in 1917. One might have thought that she would have lost weight – some women she knew had gone to skin and bone grieving for their loved ones – but Hetty had sought consolation in the biscuit tin or the pudding basin. Like her mother, she was a good cook, a talent she hadn’t really known she possessed until she and Albert took over his mother’s boarding house a couple of years before the war started. Now, with Albert no longer around to tell her how pretty she looked, Hetty had ceased to care much about her appearance. The mirror told her that she was still, at forty-one, an attractive woman, her green eyes just as sparkling and her complexion just as smooth as when she was eighteen or so. But her hair, though it still curled alluringly in a style that was not altogether fashionable, now had a pepper and salt appearance, with as much grey as auburn. And as for her figure, well, there was very little she could do about that and a cursory glance in the mirror now and again was all that she allowed herself, she who had once spent much of her time preening.

‘Well, are we going or aren’t we?’ Martha persisted. ‘Come on, lass, make up your mind.’

Hetty gave a sigh, just a small one. ‘All right, Mam, I’ll come with you. In spite of everything I suppose I do have something to be thankful for, don’t P Zachary’s come through it safe and sound. I can’t tell you how relieved I’ll be to see him home again.’

‘You’re not the only one,’ said Martha. ‘I reckon that lass of our Grace’s’ll be pleased to see him, too. She’s always been potty about our Zachary, ever since she was a little lass.’

‘Yes . . . Sarah,’ said Hetty slowly, her green eyes momentarily thoughtful. ‘I only hope . . .’ She stopped suddenly. ‘Well, never mind. I’ll just go and wash my hands and put my coat on, then we’ll be off.’

‘What was that you were saying about Sarah?’ asked Martha. ‘You hope what?’

‘Nothing, Mam. It was just something that crossed my mind, but it isn’t important.’ Well, it is really, she thought to herself, but she hadn’t time to discuss it with her mother or even to think about it just at the moment. ‘Yes, I’m certainly thankful our Zachary’s come through it all in one piece.’

St John’s Church, in the centre of Blackpool, was packed, not only with the usual parishioners but with others who seldom set foot inside a place of worship or who, like Martha Makepeace, usually worshipped elsewhere. Martha was a dyed-in-the-wool Methodist and proud of it, but today was a special day and one had to compromise a little.

She nudged Hetty after they had settled themselves in the high-backed pews and bowed their heads in a brief moment of prayer. ‘Look, there’s our Grace. Can you see her, two rows in front? At least, I think it’s Grace. It looks like her hat.’

As if aware of their scrutiny, the woman in the close-fitting green hat with a petersham bow at the side, turned round and raised her hand in greeting. She smiled serenely at her mother and sister and Martha thought how kind the years had been to her elder daughter. Grace was forty-two now, just a year older than Hetty but, unlike her sister, she was still as slim as ever and her dark hair was scarcely touched with silver. Martha had worried about Grace’s thinness when she was a young woman and about her recurrent bouts of bronchitis. But there had been no sign of a cough at all since Grace had married Edwin, soon after the turn of the century, and the radiance that had shone from her then was still a part of her even now. Martha often thought that if ever there was a truly happy woman then it was Grace. Her marriage to Edwin Donnelly had certainly been made in heaven, in spite of the fellow being a Roman Catholic. It was a great pity they hadn’t had any bairns of their own . . . Still, it hadn’t to be, and Edwin loved Sarah as though she were his own daughter.

The congregation was silent, listening to the words of the Reverend Little, the vicar of Blackpool; there were a few whispered ‘Amens’ and more than a few tears wiped away.

‘Our day has come,’ he intoned, ‘the day when every man, woman and child who has done anything at all can thank Almighty God that they have been allowed to save democracy . . .

‘Go mad with joy if you like,’ he continued, ‘but remember this: every man and woman of you must stick behind the Prime Minister until peace is declared – and the salvation of democracy and civilisation is made secure for all time . . .’

Martha and Hetty declined to join the revellers in Talbot Square later that afternoon, as did Grace, but Sarah was there. So were Hetty’s two girls, Nancy and Joyce. The three cousins had always been good friends and they stood together now, arm in arm, one little family unit amongst the crowd of thousand upon thousand that thronged the area outside the Town Hall. From the promenade railings right up to the junction of Clifton Street and Talbot Road, where Yates’s Wine Lodge dominated the corner, it was one solid mass of people jammed closely together. Sarah, clinging tightly to her cousin Nancy, felt quite frightened once or twice, as though she could hardly breathe, but she wouldn’t have missed this celebration, not for anything. They had been waiting for it for so long.

It was an occasion that she would never forget. Amongst the crowd Sarah could see hundreds of soldiers. She wondered what they were doing there, whether they happened to be home on leave or whether they were some of the lucky ones, stationed nearby, who had never gone abroad. Not like Zachary; he had been serving on the bloody battlefields of the Somme for the last two years, ever since he was nineteen, but he had been spared, thank God. She stole a glance at Nancy and Joyce, knowing that there must be a certain sadness mingled with their joy today at the thought that their father would not be returning. But Nancy turned and grinned at her and Joyce appeared happy enough, staring around at the crowds that surrounded them. Maybe they had done all their weeping for Uncle Albert and were now rejoicing, as Sarah was, that at least their brother would soon be coming home.

There were several young men there, too, in the bright hospital blue; such men had been an all-too familiar sight for the past year or so. Some were on crutches, some with their arms in slings – many, indeed, with an arm or leg missing – and some with hideously scarred faces. The ones who were in Talbot Square today, though, were obviously well on the way to recovery. It was no place for anyone on crutches; they would have been swept aside by the sheer weight of the crowd. And how thankful these lads must feel, knowing that now they didn’t need to return to the scenes of carnage.

The crowd was waiting for the Mayor to appear on the dais outside the Town Hall: a tremendous cheer went up when he finally arrived, complete with purple robe and gold chain. There was Alderman John Bickerstaffe, too, the first Chairman of the Blackpool Tower Company, a familiar figure in the town with his ruddy face and white imperial beard and peaked sailor’s cap. Today he sported a Union Jack across his chest, tucked into his waistcoat. At a signal from the Mayor the music began, played by the combined bands of the RAMC and the King’s Lancashire Military Convalescent Hospital. Thirty thousand voices were raised, and hearts and spirits were raised, too, as they sang the familiar songs; ‘Goodbye Dolly Gray’, ‘It’s A Long Way To Tipperary’, ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’

. . . and ‘Keep The Home Fires Burning’, the song that had become very popular of late, expressing as it did all the yearning of the lads for the comforts of home, and the anguish of the women who waited for them.



‘There’s a silver lining,

Through the dark cloud shining,

Turn the dark cloud inside out

Till the boys come home.’





As Sarah sang she felt a lump in her throat and tears misting her eyes. She blinked them away; today was not a day for sorrow. She was aware of the crystal clear voice of Nancy next to her. She had heard her cousin sing a few times at chapel concerts and she thought again what a lovely voice Nancy had. Aunt Hetty had once been a singer – had performed, in fact, in one of the sea-front public houses; Sarah had often heard her mother talk about it. Nancy must take after her.

‘You’re trilling away like a songbird,’ Sarah said to her cousin now, lessening for a moment the emotional atmosphere.

Nancy’s green eyes danced with delight. ‘Just try stopping me,’ she grinned.

Sarah thought, not for the first time, how Nancy was the image of her mother, although much slimmer than Aunt Hetty, of course. She had the same sparkling green eyes, and the same auburn hair, pushed under her round hat now, but escaping in curling tendrils round her ears and forehead. Joyce, the younger sister, resembled her late father, dear old Uncle Albert. She was a much more solid girl in every way than her sister. Joyce’s figure was stocky, as Albert’s had been, and her mid-brown hair that refused to curl and her square-shaped face were his, too. Her grey eyes were candid and clear and you always felt that you could trust Joyce, just as you had been able to trust Uncle Albert. It wasn’t that you couldn’t rely on Nancy, but she was a much more mercurial person. Up one minute and down the next, as changeable as the wind.

As for Zachary, he didn’t resemble his sisters at all. Sarah knew that her cousin, with whom she had fallen in love as a child and still loved, had inherited the curling black hair and dark eyes and the swarthy good looks of his father, Reuben Loveday. Reuben was a gipsy whom Hetty had married when she was nineteen, but he had died tragically only a couple of years later.

How different we all are, thought Sarah. As for herself, she knew that she was very much like her mother. She had Grace’s delicate features, dark curling hair and dark brown eyes, and – so she had been told – the same gentle disposition. Sarah was flattered when people said she resembled Grace because she thought her mother was a truly wonderful person.

The Mayor was waving his cocked hat now and calling for three cheers for the King. Then, three cheers for the boys at the Front, for Marshal Foch, for Lloyd George . . . And a moment of silence for the men who had fought and died: ‘the heroes we shall never see again’.

Every head in the crowd was lowered, just as, a few moments later, every head was raised at the sound of a loud droning overhead. The singing of ‘Rule Britannia’ was almost drowned by the engine of the monster airplane that was wheeling gracefully in a circle, not far above the rooftops.

‘It’s been a wonderful day,’ said Nancy happily. She could hardly keep still for excitement. ‘I don’t want it to end. Come on, girls, what shall we do? Where shall we go?’ She turned to Sarah. ‘Our place or yours?’

‘Let’s go and have a walk on the prom,’ Sarah suggested, ‘then we’ll go back to our house and I’ll make us some tea. I made a huge Dundee cake last night, a new recipe I got from Mrs Jolly. I’d like you to try it – tell me what you think.’

‘You and your baking!’ Nancy poked her cousin in the ribs, none too gently. ‘Honestly, if we had somebody to cook for us, like your Mrs Jolly does for you, I’d be only too happy to let them get on with it. You Donnellys don’t know you’re born.’

Sarah pulled a face at her cousin, then grinned. There was no malice in Nancy’s remark, at least she didn’t think so. It was just the way things had worked out. While Grace had married a man who was what Grandma Makepeace would call ‘well-heeled’, Hetty’s second husband Albert had been just an ordinary sort of chap who worked for a firm of joiners. And whereas Hetty had always had to work hard in the boarding house, Grace, in her later years, had become more of a lady of leisure.

‘Mmm, not bad,’ Nancy pronounced, an hour or so later, as the three girls sat in Sarah’s bedroom munching the Dundee cake and drinking tea. ‘Nearly as good as Gran’s, I would say.’

‘Thank you kindly,’ Sarah said. ‘I take that as a compliment. There’s no one to touch Grandma Makepeace for cakes and pastries. She had a stall on Burnley market at one time, so Mother tells me.’

‘She’s had a lifetime at it,’ said Joyce, ‘so she should be good, but you’re doing quite well yourself, Sarah.’

‘I don’t know why you bother, though,’ Nancy commented, placing the china cup and saucer on the corner of the dressing-table and leaning back against the pillow propped up on the bed. ‘You’ve a cook to do all that sort of thing for you. Why waste your time baking cakes and suchlike when Mrs Jolly can do it for you? I wouldn’t, I can tell you!’

‘I enjoy it,’ said Sarah simply. ‘Like you enjoy singing. We’re all different, Nancy.’

‘You might not enjoy it as much if you had to do it for a living, like Gran,’ remarked Nancy. ‘And Mam as well. Honestly, Sarah, you are lucky.’

Sarah could see Nancy’s eyes travelling round the room as she spoke, taking in the modern oak dressing-table with the oval mirror, the matching wardrobe and the low bed which had been bought to replace the old high brass bedstead. Sarah knew that she was lucky in having parents who could afford to give her the best of everything . . . but there were certain disadvantages as well.

‘And a fire in your bedroom whenever you want it,’ Nancy went on, eyeing the glowing coals in the green tiled fireplace, an exact match with the pale green walls and the paisley patterned eiderdown and curtains. ‘Talk about luxury! Honestly, you don’t know you’re born.’

Nancy had made a similar remark earlier in the day and Sarah answered it now. She didn’t want her cousins to think that she took everything for granted. ‘I know I’m fortunate,’ she said. ‘I know only too well that Mother and Father indulge me. They always have done . . .’ She gave a slight sigh. ‘But I can’t really do much about it, can I? That’s why I’ve tried to work hard at the shop, to repay Father for all he does for me. But I don’t like it when people are – well – envious of me. It’s just the way things are.’ She looked at her cousins somewhat apologetically.

‘But we’re not envious of you,’ said Joyce quickly. ‘Are we, Nancy?’

‘No . . . we’d just like to scratch your eyes out,’ said Nancy, but she laughed good-humouredly and the other two girls laughed, too. ‘Like you say, Sarah, it’s just the way things are. But Joyce and me, we’ve never really had a proper bedroom to call our own, have we? And we’ve always had to share. We’ve slept in every blessed room at Sunnyside since we moved in there, and in the summer we’re always stuck up in the attic so that the visitors can have the best rooms.’

‘But you’ll have a better room in the winter, surely?’

‘Huh! Don’t you believe it. Mam always uses the winter months to decorate and we’re usually up to our eyes in paint and paste – at least, I am. Joyce works for Gran across the road now, of course.’

‘And it’s pretty much the same there,’ agreed Joyce. ‘Visitors in the summer, decorating in the winter, and so it goes on. Still, it’s the life that most folks in Blackpool live, those in our line of business, that is. And I’m sure there are no better digs anywhere in Blackpool than Sunny-side and Welcome Rest.’

‘Spoken like a true boarding-house keeper,’ quipped Nancy. ‘I can see you’ll be a regular Blackpool landlady before you’re twenty, our Joyce.’

‘I could do much worse,’ said Joyce evenly. ‘It’s a good job that some of us are content.’

‘Oh, don’t mind me, I’m contented enough,’ said Nancy. ‘Till something better comes along . . .’

Sarah had been thoughtful while this exchange was going on. Now she spoke. ‘Don’t bicker, you two,’ she said, looking earnestly at the two sisters. ‘If only you knew how much I’ve envied you at times.’

‘Us? Good heavens above! Why on earth should you envy us?’ said Nancy, her green eyes opening wide.

‘Well, not exactly envied you,’ Sarah went on, ‘but I’ve wished that I wasn’t an only child. Mother and Father are so protective of me, whereas you two . . . and Zachary . . . have always had so much more freedom, or so it seemed to me.’

‘We’ve had to fend for ourselves a good deal more,’ nodded Nancy. ‘I’d agree with that. But Mam’s always tried to keep us on the straight and narrow – and Dad did too,’ she added, a sad expression crossing her face just for an instant. ‘But you can’t envy us having a brother! Our Zachary’s a pain in the neck, isn’t he, Joyce?’

Joyce smiled. ‘Sarah doesn’t think so. But I daresay he’s different with her. We’re only his sisters.’

‘To be treated with the contempt that womenfolk deserve.’ Nancy’s voice was a trifle bitter. ‘Our Mam’s spoiled him rotten. Anyway, never mind about Zachary. Let’s talk about something interesting. Shall we go out again tonight, girls? It isn’t every day we can celebrate the war ending . . .’

Sarah joined in the conversation, but she was still thoughtful, her mind on their two families. They had always remained friendly, even though Grace had ‘gone up in the world’, and the three girls spent a lot of time together. And Sarah hoped that, before long, the ties between the two families would be even closer. When Zachary came home . . .


Chapter 2

Martha Makepeace’s parlour had changed very little in the last twenty-three years. Looking round at the flocked wallpaper, almost hidden by the wealth of pictures and family photographs, at the plush-covered armchairs and the cast-iron mantelshelf overflowing with ornaments and knick-knacks, Hetty recalled how it had been her mother’s ambition, when she first arrived in Blackpool, to have a posh parlour that would compare favourably, if not outdo, that of her friend and neighbour, Alice Gregson.

It had been in 1895 that the Turnbull family, as they were then, had moved to Blackpool from Burnley and opened their boarding house, ‘Welcome Rest’. The business, in Martha’s capable hands, and helped by Grace and Hetty, had soon thrived and it wasn’t long before Martha had been able to furnish the parlour of her dreams. Hetty remembered how delighted her mother had been when the sideboard had arrived from the saleroom in Church Street – a huge mahogany piece with turned spindles and elaborate carving and a mirror set in the backboard. And there it still was, dominating the small room, the embroidered runner on its top almost covered by a fruit bowl, two large copper lustre vases with painted flowers, and yet more family photographs. Martha had been a widow then and it was five years later that she had married George Makepeace, a widower who had lodged with her for a few years.

‘Sunnyside’, the boarding house of which Hetty was now the landlady, was directly across the road from Welcome Rest. But there was not, nor had there ever been, any rivalry between the two concerns, save that of friendly comparison. There was ample room in Blackpool for any number of boarding houses and the holiday trade had not suffered to any great extent during the war years, as one might have expected it to do. Hetty often popped across the road during the evening for a cup of tea and a chat, and it was this matter that they were discussing now, on the evening of Armistice Day.

‘We’d better prepare ourselves for an influx of visitors next summer, our Hetty,’ said Martha. ‘I reckon they’ll come flocking back in their thousands now that this blessed war’s over.’

‘We haven’t done too badly though, Mam, all things considered,’ replied Hetty. ‘There have been almost as many visitors the last couple of summers as there were in peacetime, after the troops had gone from here.’

‘Aye, we were glad of the troops, and those Belgian refugees that they billeted on us, though they didn’t pay us all that much. It was better than nothing though, I suppose. They were a real caution and no mistake, those refugees,’ Martha recalled smiling. ‘Still, live and let live, I always say, and I didn’t mind giving a few of them a roof over their heads, poor souls. It must have been dreadful for them, driven from their homes with nothing but what they could stand up in. That Kaiser’s got a lot to answer for. I notice he’s keeping his head down at the moment and he might well an’ all.’

‘I’ve heard that a lot of the boarding houses on the Isle of Man have gone out of business,’ said Hetty. ‘The steamers stopped running there, you know. So we’ve been lucky in a way, Mam, because we got their trade as well as our own.’

‘Yes . . . not much consolation for them though, is it?’ Martha nodded grimly. ‘I’d never want to prosper at someone else’s expense. Let’s hope they get their visitors back now the war’s over. We benefited from Scarborough’s bad luck an’ all, after they had that attack from the German Navy. Folks started coming to the west coast instead of the east. Still, it’s all over now and we can look forward to peace, thank the Lord.’

‘Yes . . . peace,’ said Hetty slowly. She gave a little frown. ‘There was something I didn’t quite understand when the vicar was speaking this morning. Do you remember? He said something about us all sticking together, with the Prime Minister, until peace is declared. But I thought it had been – they’ve signed the Armistice, haven’t they? I thought peace had been declared already.’

‘It has as far as I’m concerned,’ said Martha. ‘I don’t understand it at all. I know they do a lot of talking and laying the law down, these top brass.’ She turned to her husband. ‘Do you understand it, George? We are at peace now, aren’t we?’

‘As near as makes no difference,’ said George Makepeace. ‘From what I can make out, Germany will have to sign a peace treaty, because they’ve been defeated, and it’ll only be truly official once that’s been signed and sealed. If you ask me, I can’t see them taking too kindly to it.’

‘Why not?’ asked Martha, alarmed. ‘I’m sure they must be glad it’s over, same as we are.’

‘Oh, I daresay there’ll be all sorts of conditions they have to agree to. Handing back territories that they’ve been keen to hold on to, and limiting the size of their army – all that sort of thing.’ George pursed his lips. ‘Like I say, I can’t see Germany being very keen on being made to toe the line. They’ve always wanted to be top dog. Still, time will tell.’

‘Anyroad, there’ll never be another war, will there?’ said Martha. ‘We can rest assured on that score. They’re calling it the war to end all wars, aren’t they, George?’

‘That’s what they say. But like I’ve just said, time will tell.’ George looked serious for a moment as he stared into the fire. Then he looked up and smiled at Martha and Hetty. ‘It’s over though now, isn’t it, and we can all look forward to your Zachary coming home.’

As Hetty smiled back at him she felt a real surge of affection for this man who had been such a good friend to her for the past twenty years or so. Not exactly a father; Hetty could remember her own father who had died when she was ten, and George had never tried to take his place. But he had been a tower of strength to both her and Grace over the years, as he had been to Martha, and a doting grandfather to Martha’s grandchildren. His blue eyes, always a noticeable feature in his ruddy face, were a little less bright now and his coarse wavy hair was entirely grey, but he was still very active for his years. He must be about sixty-six now, Hetty guessed. He was a couple of years older than her mother, whom she thought was sixty-four or thereabouts: Martha was always a little cagey about her age. Hetty wondered how much longer George would go on working at Pickering’s, the joinery firm belonging to Albert’s uncle, who had also been Albert’s employer. Surely not for much longer, and it must be time, too, for her mother to be thinking about giving up the boarding house.

Hetty thought that her mother looked tired. Martha’s dark hair, drawn back in a bun, a style that she hadn’t changed over the years, was nowhere near as grey as her husband’s, but the lines on her forehead and round her mouth were more prominent now and there was no longer the same spring in her step. Hetty knew better, however, than to tell her mother that she should rest; Martha would be very quick to deny any suggestion of tiredness. But she did try to broach the subject casually.

‘You’re talking about next summer’s visitors, Mam,’ she said. ‘I was thinking you might have called it a day by then. Have you never thought of selling up and going to live in a little place, like Alice and Henry did?’ Hetty’s in-laws, Alice and Henry Gregson, had retired from their boarding house before the war – that was when Hetty and Albert had stepped into their shoes – and gone to live in a small terraced house at Layton. ‘It’s only a ten-minute tram ride away, up Talbot Road, and it’s really handy for the shops and everything.’

‘You don’t need to tell me, ’cos I know,’ replied Martha sharply. ‘I’ve been up to see them often enough, haven’t I? What Alice Gregson chooses to do and what I do are two different things, and there’s no chance of me giving up for a while yet, my girl. I shall know when the time has come and it hasn’t come yet, I can assure you. Besides, Alice had been doing it a lot longer than me and she’d made her pile long ago. Very comfortable is Alice Gregson.’ Martha looked enquiringly at her daughter, her head on one side. ‘Anyroad, why are you wanting me to give up? After my trade, are you – is that it?’

The twinkle in Martha’s eye told Hetty that her mother was only joking. She laughed. ‘No, Mam, not at all. As a matter of fact, I’ve got something different in mind for next summer. I’ve been meaning to tell you about it, see what you think . . .’ Hetty paused, setting the china cup and saucer on the spindle-legged table beside her before she went on. ‘I’ve been thinking about taking stage people in instead of ordinary visitors. “Pros”, they call them. Quite a lot of the boarding houses in Blackpool do it and it can be quite lucrative, especially if you get the ones who are here for the whole season . . . What’s the matter, Mam? You don’t look very keen on the idea.’

‘It’s nothing to do with me, lass. It’s your business and you must run it how you think best. I was only thinking that you might find they’re more trouble than what they’re worth. They’re a rum lot, you know, Hetty, stage folk.’

‘Yes, I do know, Mam.’ Hetty grinned. ‘I worked with some of them if you remember.’

‘Oh, that was ages ago,’ said Martha dismissively. ‘You were nobbut a giddy lass. I should hope you’ve got a bit more sense now than you had then. No, they’re a law unto themselves are stage folk. Coming in at all hours and wanting meals cooking at goodness knows what time. From what I’ve heard, they don’t have their proper meal until they’ve finished at the theatre, and if there’s two houses it can be getting on for midnight before they get themselves home. I don’t think you realise what you’d be taking on, Hetty. What gave you the idea, anyway?’

‘Oh, I had a couple staying here earlier this year,’ Hetty replied. ‘They were appearing at the Palace Varieties. A middle-aged couple; he was a baritone and his wife did musical comedy numbers. They were normal enough, Mam, not much trouble at all. They had a midday dinner, same as the other guests, and then I made them some sandwiches when they got in, about eleven o’clock. And I started thinking then that it might not be a bad idea to take more of them in, when the war finished. I’m my own boss now, Mam, now that Albert’s gone, and I’ve got to do what I think is best all round.’

‘Hmmm . . . can’t say I ever saw you kow-towing to Albert,’ said Martha pointedly. ‘You were always a one for getting your own way. How will you go about it, then? You haven’t any contacts, for a start. You don’t know anybody who’s on the stage.’

‘I’ll put adverts in the stage magazines,’ said Hetty. ‘“Comfortable digs – home comforts, good cooking” and all that – and see what happens. I shall have to keep on with the ordinary visitors as well for a while, though, till I see how things go.’

‘You’ll find it hard work coping with both of ’em,’ Martha told her. ‘It’ll be nearly as bad as the old lodging-house system. There’s a lot of landladies round here still do that, but I decided when I first came here that I’d run a boarding house and not a lodging house.’

Hetty smiled to herself, remembering how her mother had always bristled at the very suggestion that she might be a lodging-house keeper and not a boarding-house landlady. There was a distinct difference between the two. The keeper of a lodging house let rooms to the visitors who brought their own food in for the landlady to cook. Some landladies provided such items as bread, milk and potatoes, hot water for tea, and the use of the ‘cruet’ at an extra charge. Some even went so far as to provide a pudding for those who wanted it; others were known to clean their visitors’ boots or wash their clothes, all for a suitable payment added to the bill at the end of the week. The boarding-house landlady, however, which was what Martha had always proudly called herself, provided all meals – cooked breakfast, midday dinner and high tea – at a fixed rate and a fixed menu. It had been quite an innovative idea back in 1895, when Martha had first come to the town. Now, more and more lodging-house keepers were seeing the wisdom of it and were changing their ways and their names accordingly, although there were still very many who were sticking to the old system.

‘Aye, I could never understand why Alice kept on with the old idea as long as she did,’ Martha said ruminatively. ‘More trouble than what it was worth, I always thought, cooking a bit of this and a bit of summat else for fussy folk. I remember Alice telling me once that she had a couple staying with her from one of the inland towns – Bacup, I think it was – and they were in the tripe-dressing business. And that was all that they brought with ’em for Alice to cook.’ Martha chuckled, shaking her head then wiping the tears of merriment from her eyes. ‘Tripe! Would you believe it? A tin trunk full of tripe.’

Hetty laughed too. ‘I daresay I’ll cope, Mam,’ she said. ‘I usually do. I just feel as though I’m ready for a change, and there’s little else I can do, is there? I’ve got to stick with the boarding house – it’s one of the few ways of making a decent living in Blackpool. If I make enough, I might even be able to buy it off Alice and Henry. That’s what I’d really like to do.’

At the moment Hetty was paying rent to her in-laws for Sunnyside, whereas her mother now owned Welcome Rest, the property she had at first only rented when she came to the town.

‘Yes, you give it a try, lass,’ said George now. ‘You don’t know what you can do till you try, and if anybody can make a go of it I’m sure you will, Hetty. You’ve always been one to be ready for a challenge. What does your Nancy think about it? Does she think it’s a good idea, taking pros in?’

‘I haven’t discussed it with her yet, George,’ Hetty admitted. ‘It’s only a vague idea at the moment, but I can’t see that she’ll raise any objections. She’s always seemed happy enough, working in the boarding house. I don’t know what I’d have done without her, to tell you the truth. She’s worked like a Trojan these last few years, ever since she left school. But I must admit that I wonder sometimes if she might want something a bit different now that this lot’s over. She might want to spread her wings – and who could blame her?’

‘Not much scope though, is there?’ said Martha. ‘What is there in Blackpool except the boarding houses and the shops? And she’s not trained for ’owt else, is she? Same as Joyce, but she seems happy enough an’ all, working for me. Leastways, I’ve not heard her complain. You’ve got a couple of grand lasses there, Hetty, although I know you think that the sun shines out of that lad of yours.’ Martha looked at her keenly.

‘Yes, I know they’re good girls, Mam,’ said Hetty, not replying to her mother’s comment about Zachary. Her son, her firstborn, was her favourite child. She didn’t admit it to anyone but herself, but obviously her mother had noticed it. She loved her two girls – of course she did – but there had always been something special about Zachary, resembling, as he did, her beloved Reuben who had been taken from her so very tragically in the early days of their marriage.

Hetty pushed thoughts of Reuben – and Zachary – to the back of her mind now, concentrating instead upon her youngest child. Joyce, the younger of her two daughters, was sixteen. She was the one that Hetty always thought of as the most complacent and biddable of her three children. ‘It was good of you to find a job here for Joyce,’ she said now to her mother. ‘I can’t imagine how she’d have gone on if she’d had to work with our Nancy. Nancy tries to boss her around, you know. And Joyce is so easygoing, she tends to get put on. Yes, it’s much better for her working here. It gives her a bit of independence.’

‘Joyce is like her father,’ said Martha reflectively, ‘and not just in looks either. She’s a real thoughtful lass. And it’s never been a question of finding her a job, Hetty. I’ve really needed her this last couple of years, I can tell you. I’d have had to employ a lass from somewhere or other, and it’s better to keep it in the family if you can. Like the Donnellys do. Sarah’s working hard at the store, isn’t she? They tell me Edwin ’ud be hard pressed to manage without her, although I always thought it was a rum sort of job for Sarah. And our Grace has been doing her bit an’ all since the war started.’

‘Hmmm . . . We can’t all be born with a silver spoon in our mouths though, can we, like the Donnellys?’ There was a decided edge to Hetty’s tone and Martha looked at her in surprise.

‘That’s not like you, our Hetty. What’s up? You’ve never been jealous of our Grace before, and I’m sure she’s never made you feel that she’s any different because she married a fellow with a bit of brass.’

‘I’m not jealous, Mam,’ said Hetty. ‘You should know me better than that. I’ve never been envious of our Grace, not ever, but I can’t help thinking that life is unfair sometimes. Look at me – I’m only forty-one and I’ve already lost two husbands. I should think I’ve had more than my fair share of trouble if anybody has.’

‘So has Grace,’ said Martha quietly. ‘She lost her first husband – Walter Clayton – very tragically too, just like you did.’

‘She never really loved him though, Mam, not like I loved Reuben. It was never what you would call a love match. And it left her free to marry Edwin . . . like she should have done in the first place.’

‘Aye, well, I must admit it’s all worked out for the best,’ said Martha. ‘And I’m sorry about Albert, lass – I am that. I know how you must be feeling. But you’ve got to try and count your blessings, like I had to do when I lost your father. I said to myself, I’ve got a couple of grand lasses here, and I’ve got a strong pair of hands and I can work for my living. And you take after me in that respect, Hetty love. I’ve never known you to be down-hearted for long. You’ve got your grand little family, same as I had, and they’ll be a blessing to you, you’ll see.’

‘I know that, Mam,’ said Hetty with a pensive smile. She was thinking that her mother had had her share of heartache with herself and Grace, as well as the joy, but that was what motherhood was all about. No doubt she, too, would experience sorrow as well as happiness with her own three. She had already spent two agonising years worrying about Zachary. ‘I know they’ll be a blessing to me – take no notice of me, I was just being silly – but I want the best for them all, you see. And I sometimes think that they won’t get the best out of life by working in a boarding house. The two girls, I mean: Zachary’s got his job on the railway to go back to. He should be all right; it’s what he always wanted to do, to be an engine driver.’

‘The lasses’ll be all right, too. I shouldn’t worry if I were you,’ said Martha. ‘They’ll find their own feet, both of them. And if they want to spread their wings a bit you’ll have to let them. I never stood in your way, did I, when you wanted to go and sing in that there Tilda’s Tavern!’

‘No, you didn’t, Mam,’ said Hetty, grinning at her mother. ‘I was a proper little minx, wasn’t I? But it never amounted to much – my stage career.’ She laughed. ‘I went and got married.’

‘And no doubt that’s what your two lasses’ll do, when the time comes,’ Martha said reassuringly. ‘And what better career can there be for a woman than being married? It’s what we were created for, Hetty, to look after the male of the species.’ Martha got up and crossed the room to take her husband’s cup and saucer from him. She laid a loving hand on his shoulder, looking at him fondly. ‘And he looks after me an’ all, don’t you, George? Aye, I’ve had two good husbands, and that’s a lot more than some poor women can say.’

‘So have I,’ said Hetty, ‘but some of the girls today don’t see things just like we do, Mam. They don’t all want to get married. Some of them want a career of their own. Besides, haven’t you thought? There’s not going to be enough men to go round. It’s very sad – tragic, it is – but it’s true. So many of the young men – young fellows of Zachary’s age – have been killed. There are going to be a lot of girls left on the shelf, I’m afraid, over the next few years.’

‘Aye, you’re right.’ Martha shook her head ruefully. ‘Unclaimed treasures, I’ve heard ’em called.’ She gave a little chuckle, but it was a somewhat mirthless sound. ‘Not that it’s any laughing matter.’

‘They may not look at it like that, though,’ Hetty went on. ‘like I was saying, some girls today want their own career and not marriage. Our Nancy and Joyce were talking to Sarah today, after they’d been to the celebrations in Talbot Square, and they said that Sarah seemed very secretive about something or other – something to do with her job – but she wouldn’t say what it was. Sarah only took on the Under Manager’s job to help Edwin out during the war and she’ll have to give it up when Mr Middleton comes back.’

‘It’s no job for a young lass anyway,’ said Martha firmly, ‘being in charge of a department store. Our Sarah’s too gentle to boss folks around. Anyroad, you can’t say that she doesn’t want to get married. That lass is cut out for marriage if ever anyone was. I can just see her with three or four bairns. A real motherly sort of girl, Sarah is.’

‘The husband has to come first, Mam.’ Hetty nodded meaningfully. ‘I only hope our Zachary feels the same way, because the girl has set her heart on him, there’s no doubt about that.’

‘Aye, she wears her heart on her sleeve all right,’ Martha agreed. ‘Why? Don’t you think that Zachary . . .?’

‘I don’t know, Mam.’ Hetty shook her head. ‘That’s what I was thinking about this morning when you mentioned Sarah. You know I’ll never hear a wrong word about Zachary, but I sometimes wonder if he’s as keen on the idea as she is. They’ve been as thick as thieves ever since they were children and we’ve always assumed they’d make a match of it. But our Zachary can be a dreadful tease.’

‘He can that,’ said Martha feelingly. ‘You don’t need to tell me. I know he had Joyce in tears time and time again when she was a little ’un, pulling her hair and calling her a cry-baby. And I remember him putting a spider in her bed, that was when they were staying with me once. I didn’t half give him what for. He never got away with much with your Nancy though. She’d give him a clout round the ear soon as look at him. Aye, I know what you mean about Sarah and Zachary. I’ve thought so before, but I didn’t like to say anything. She’s a sensitive lass.’

‘I just hope he’ll be kind to her, that’s all,’ Hetty fretted. ‘She’s a lovely girl, and so trusting. But I’m sure he will be. He’ll have grown out of his mischievous ways while he’s been in the Army. And it was just devilment, that’s all it was, like all little lads get up to. His heart’s in the right place, I’m sure of it. And Sarah would be so good for him . . .’

‘But would he be good for her? That’s more to the point,’ said Martha drily. ‘I don’t want to see her get hurt.’

‘Oh, he wouldn’t hurt her,’ said Hetty, almost too quickly. ‘I’ve told you, Mam, all his naughty tricks were just playful, nothing else. He’ll have grown up by now, you’ll see.’

‘Aye, so you keep telling me,’ said Martha, with an eloquent glance at her daughter. ‘Let’s hope he has.’ But her tone softened as she went on speaking. ‘At all events, it’ll have been no picnic for him this last couple of years, poor lad. I’ll bet he’s seen some sights he’d sooner forget. And happen a lovely lass like Sarah’ll help him to put it all behind him. And that’s what we’ve all got to do now, to look forward . . .’

Hetty’s thoughts were still with Zachary as she sat at her own fireside an hour later. She poked at the lumps of coal to coax what little warmth she could out of the dying embers, knowing that soon she must leave the comfort of the living room for her chilly bedroom . . . and her lonely bed. After two years she still missed Albert and the gnawing ache inside her seemed, at times, to get worse and not better. It had been exacerbated today, of course, by the scenes of rejoicing all around her, but she couldn’t have been so churlish as to let her mother go to the service on her own. Time is a great healer, well-meaning friends had told her, but Hetty sometimes wondered if it was.

Over the years she had come to love Albert, her second husband, with a deep and enduring affection. There had never been the same passion and ecstasy that she had felt for Reuben, but her second marriage had been good, had become the bedrock of her existence and she missed Albert now far more than she could say. The cheerfulness that she assumed when she was with other people sometimes gave way, when she was alone, to feelings of grief and despondency.

But, as everyone kept reminding her, she must try to look forward, especially to Zachary coming home. Zachary . . . She felt her heart surge with tenderness now, at the very thought of him, just as it had done when she had had her first glimpse of him, a tiny red-faced bundle with his father’s smouldering dark eyes and black curly hair, placed in her arms by the midwife. She had adored him then as she did now. She couldn’t help loving him although she had begun to realise, to her dismay, as he grew up that, though he resembled his father so much in looks, he failed to take after him in disposition. Reuben had been the kindest of men, warm-hearted and loving, with none of the deviousness of which his race, so often unjustly, were accused. Zachary, though . . . There was a hard, unfeeling streak in the lad which Hetty had, over the years, tried to ignore, to excuse, to deny. She had made excuses because she loved him, possibly more than he deserved, blind as so many women through the ages have been blind – or have pretended to be – to the imperfections of the beloved. And she feared that Sarah’s love for her cousin was of the same intensity as her own. She prayed that the girl wouldn’t get hurt; she had hinted as much to her mother tonight, something she had never done before.

Hetty, too, recalled an incident with a spider, as well as the one that had been put in poor Joyce’s bed. She had caught six-year-old Zachary with a jam jar upturned over a large spider, watching the demented creature scuttling round and round in circles. Just as she opened her mouth to shout at him he lifted the jar and the spider scurried away across the table top, only to be pounced on by her son, who then proceeded to pull off its legs, one by one. Hetty loathed spiders, but that wasn’t the point; it was the glee on Zachary’s face that she had found hard to come to terms with. She had shouted at him, and, if she remembered rightly, given him a clout across the face; then she had quickly put the insect out of its misery and tried to forget about the incident. As she tried to forget about the kitten whose tail he had trodden on and the little lad across the road whose best marble Zachary said he had ‘only borrowed’.

When it came to their own girls, though, she hadn’t been able to make convincing enough excuses either to herself or to Albert. Her husband, she remembered, had given the lad a good hiding when he had splattered ink all over Joyce’s drawing book, and another time when he had kicked Nancy on the shin. Nancy, though, as her mother had said, was usually well able to stand up to him. Albert’s chastisement of the lad had been the cause of a bitter quarrel between Hetty and her husband, because seldom would she lay a finger on her son.

‘You spoil him rotten,’ Albert had told her, ‘and you’ll rue the day, you mark my words. You’ll live to regret it if you don’t take a firm line with him.’

But never could Hetty regret for one moment giving birth to Zachary, although she sometimes feared that he was taking after Reuben’s cousin, Drusilla.

Hetty’s thoughts had been wandering off at a tangent, as they often did when she was on her own, and now, at the thought of Drusilla, a coldness seemed to fall over the room, and over Hetty’s heart as well. She gave a shudder and glanced round nervously, as though she could almost sense a malign presence there with her. That was the effect Drusilla had always had upon her, though she hadn’t thought of her, not consciously, for ages. The gipsy girl, with her imperious manner, her calculating, all-seeing, all-knowing stare and her jealousy of Hetty and Reuben’s love for one another had many times filled Hetty with foreboding. And Hetty had been convinced in her own mind, though she had never been able to prove it, that Drusilla had had something to do with Reuben’s untimely death. It had been strange that Drusilla had disappeared the selfsame day and that Hetty had heard nothing of her since that time. She had been reminded of her though, occasionally, by Zachary’s roguish ways and she found herself, now, remembering the gipsy girl more acutely than she had done for years.

You’re getting fanciful, she told herself. Stop all this nonsense. Make yourself a cup of tea and think of something else. It was being alone that did it, but she hadn’t had the heart to tell Nancy and Joyce not to be late tonight, the night that heralded a lifetime of peace for them all. She got up from her low chair and crossed the room to switch on the electric light. She still found it difficult to believe she possessed this luxury, and its harsh radiance now flooded the room, dispelling the dark shadows. Hetty had been sitting in the semi-darkness with only the glow from the fire and the gleam of the gas lamp in the street to illuminate the room. She usually found that the gloaming was a comfort, but tonight the shadows were menacing and unfriendly.

Half an hour later she padded across the cold linoleum of her bedroom and clambered into her equally cold bed. The sheets felt chilly and she didn’t dare stretch her toes to the bottom of the bed – not yet – but the feather mattress moulded itself around her ample curves and she knew that in a few moments she would begin to feel warm. One had to be thankful for small mercies.

Hetty forced her mind towards pleasant thoughts. She was looking forward to next summer and her new venture as landlady of a theatrical boarding house. It would be hard work, but a change and, above all, a challenge – and that was what she needed. Come to think of it, why wait for next year? Some theatres in Blackpool were open all year round, not just during the summer season, and theatre folk were always looking for good lodgings. She wouldn’t wait till the spring; she would put an advert in the stage magazines next week . . .


Chapter 3

Grace Donnelly smiled contentedly to herself as she walked up Church Street towards her home on Park Road. This was in the residential part of Blackpool, an area of quiet tree-lined streets and spacious villas, away from the busy noisy town centre with its bustling shops and markets and rows and rows of boarding houses. And yet it was within walking distance, only a ten-minute walk away from Donnelly’s store, at the brisk pace that Edwin always took. For this reason he had never owned a carriage; besides, the cost of horses would have been prohibitive. Grace wondered, however, if he might let himself be persuaded to buy a motorcar before long, especially now the war had come to an end. His business acquaintances were always telling him he should move with the times, but Edwin, like Grace herself, was usually quite content to take life as it came, at a nice even pace.

There were smiles on many faces this morning, as well as on Grace’s, everyone still basking in the general euphoria that had swept across the nation yesterday with the announcement of the Armistice. The windows of Donnelly’s store were now gay with red, white and blue garlands, and a large picture of King George and Queen Mary was prominently displayed near the doorway. Edwin had been very keen, on hearing the news of peace, to make sure that his store was as quick off the mark as his competitors, even though he had had a total hatred for war.

Yes, I think our store looks as well as any of them, thought Grace, as she peered in the windows of the shoe shops, the ironmongers, the drapers and confectioners and chemists that fringed Church Street, the main shopping street leading out of Blackpool. This was one of the main tram routes, too, heading for Marton, then taking a circular route back to the town centre. Grace could have ridden home on one of the huge ‘Dreadnought’ trams which could carry over a hundred passengers, but she preferred to walk if the weather was fine, as it was today.

The area where the Donnellys lived was known as the Raikes Estate, because it had once been the site of the Raikes Hall Pleasure Gardens, the vast entertainment centre that had been the focus of much of the social life in Blackpool in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Then had come the Tower, the Big Wheel, the Winter Gardens, attractions that had proved too great for the Raikes Hall, or Royal Palace Gardens, as they were sometimes called, to withstand. They had been forced to close down, and now the site was covered with sturdy semidetached houses of shiny red Accrington brick with impressive ball-topped gateposts and immaculate front gardens; as well as the slightly more imposing detached residences on the fringes of the estate, in one of which the Donnellys lived.

Grace regretted the demise of the Raikes Hall Gardens. She had spent many happy hours there as a young woman when they had first moved to Blackpool. She had, she recalled, even seen Blondin the world-famous tightrope walker, perform there, but that had been before she had known Edwin.

Now, after eighteen years of marriage to Edwin Donnelly, Grace smiled because she was still so happy. At times she found it hard to believe that she lived in such a grand residence with a cook to prepare their meals and a maid to do the housework; she, Grace Turnbull as was, who had been brought up in a two-down, two-up terraced house in a cobbled street in Burnley and worked long hours at the cotton mill. But it wasn’t because of her grand house and affluent lifestyle that she was happy. Grace often thought that she would be happy anywhere with Edwin, even in the same tiny house she had lived in as a child. But she didn’t voice her thoughts; people didn’t believe you when you talked like that, they just thought you were showing off. Grace was happy because she knew she was married to a wonderful man. She loved him now just as much as she had when they were first married, and she knew that her love was returned.

Their only disappointment had been that Grace had never borne Edwin any children, any living children, that is. In the first year of their marriage she had miscarried and this had happened again, two years later. This second time, after she had carried the child for six months, Grace had nearly died. The miscarriage had left her severely damaged internally and the doctor had told them that it would be impossible for her to bear any more children. Grace had been devastated at the news; there seemed to be no explanation, especially as she had given birth to Sarah, Walter Clayton’s child, with very little difficulty. But time had healed the sadness for both of them and she knew that Edwin couldn’t possibly have loved her more had she given him a dozen babies.

And Sarah meant so very much to both of them. She had grown into a lovely girl and Grace never ceased to be thankful that Edwin had taken to her right from the start. The three of them were now a self-sufficient family and Grace had long since ceased to worry, or even to think about, her former desire to bear Edwin’s child.

Apart from this, she had never known one moment of unhappiness with Edwin – not since their marriage, that is, although there had been times before that when she had experienced sorrow because of him. But she never thought of those times now.

She had been working with him in his office for an hour or two this morning, helping him with the accounts and the ordering of stock, as she had done throughout the years of the war in the absence of the male heads of department. Now, with the coming of peace, Grace was ready to relinquish her position in the store as her husband’s helpmate and assistant. She had never seen herself as a career woman, had never really wanted to be one, although she had been happy to do her bit, as most women had, during the difficult days of war. Marriage was Grace’s true vocation, and it was to that end that she intended to put all her energies now, and to her work at the local church and with charitable organisations. She was on the committee that helped to raise money for the local hospital and another for war widows and orphans. Grace was often amused at the thought of herself as a lady of leisure, a middle-class lady, just like her mother-in-law, Clara Donnelly, concerning herself with good works and charity.

She turned in at the gate of Copper Beeches. Grace had secretly thought it somewhat ostentatious to give their house a name, but it had been Edwin’s idea and she had agreed without demur as she did with most of his suggestions. It was an apt name, she thought now, admiring the huge tree which grew by the front gate, far enough away from the house to prevent it from taking the light. The tree was, by now, almost denuded of its dark reddish-brown foliage which lay in piles around the base of the trunk and over the well-tended lawn. As were the trees which grew at the end of the rear garden, another copper and two ordinary beech trees, a constant delight to Grace throughout the year with their variegated colours and welcome shade. Hard work for Mr Williams, though, she mused, eyeing the fallen leaves; for that was another luxury that the Donnellys could afford, a gardener who came twice a week to tend the lawn and the flower beds.

As Grace stepped into the hallway, through the door with its stained-glass panel, she sniffed appreciatively. It was obvious that Mrs Jolly had been hard at work, preparing the lamb casserole for a light lunch that Grace had discussed with her earlier that morning. There was no ‘green baize door’ here to keep the kitchen smells away from the rest of the house. Grace would have hated that; she always thought it was a constant reminder to servants that they must ‘know their place’, and she had never fully got used to the idea of servants. She would rather have done all the work – especially the cooking – herself, as she had been brought up to do and as her mother and sister still did, but Edwin had insisted that she should have some help.

She took off her green ankle-length coat with the fur collar and her close-fitting green hat and placed them on the hall chair. She would just go along and see how Mrs Jolly was getting on with the lunch preparations. Wednesday was half-day closing at the shop so Edwin and Sarah would both be home at lunchtime. And this morning Sarah had told Grace that she would like to have a chat with both her parents after lunch. She had some plans, she said, that she wanted to discuss with them.

‘A cook? You’re telling us you want to be a cook?’ Grace’s eyebrows almost disappeared under her curly fringe as she stared at her daughter. ‘Good gracious, Sarah. I don’t know what to say, dear, I really don’t. It seems ludicrous. Most girls nowadays are dead against going into service – they’ll do anything else rather than that, it seems – and there are you, actually wanting to do it!’ She laughed and shook her head.

Sarah had decided to broach the subject of her culinary ambitions to her parents that very afternoon and the three of them, having finished their lunch, were sitting in the drawing room.

Sarah laughed too, knowing that her mother was laughing not at her, but with her. Mother would always listen, would sympathise and give advice and would never, never ridicule her or pour scorn on her ideas. ‘Yes, I know it sounds mad, Mother,’ she said, ‘but you know how much I enjoy cooking and I’m good at it, too – you must admit that I am – and I feel that I’d like to try to do something in that line for a living, instead of just as a hobby.

‘I don’t mean like Mrs Jolly does,’ Sarah went on hastily. ‘I think even you would object, wouldn’t you, Mother, to me becoming a household cook. Not that there’s any shame in it,’ she added, ‘but it wasn’t quite what I had in mind. Let me try to explain . . .’

Sarah had begun by telling her parents that although she was willing to carry on with her office job at the store for the time being, until Mr Middleton came back, what she had in mind for the future was something quite different. She was aware that some of her ideas might be somewhat startling to her parents, which was why she didn’t quite know how to begin, how best to explain her tentative plans. And so she had blurted it out impulsively: ‘What I would really like, more than anything else, is to try my hand at cooking.’

Even as she said it, Sarah knew that it wasn’t, in fact, what she wanted ‘more than anything’. What she wanted, more than anything, was Zachary. But Zachary was still far away in France and Sarah knew that, until such time as the two of them could be married, she had to have some sort of employment, and cooking was the thing that she enjoyed most of all.

The plans she had in mind were concerned with Donnelly’s store. She turned to her father. ‘I was wondering if we could develop the tearoom on the top floor. It’s quite a popular place, isn’t it? And it used to be even more popular before the war, when Gran used to do the baking for it. I’m sure it could be again, once things start getting more plentiful. That was why Gran stopped baking, wasn’t it, because she couldn’t get the ingredients.’

‘Yes, it was,’ Edwin agreed, ‘and also because she’d done it for so many years and I think she was getting a little tired. Not that she would admit it, mind you, but it was becoming a bit too much for her, running the boarding house and baking for Donnelly’s as well. And it’s never been the same, I can tell you, since she gave it up.’

Martha Makepeace had supplied Donnelly’s tearoom, ever since the late 1890s until the early years of the war, with her delicious homemade cakes – Eccles cakes, feather-light sponges, parkin, Dundee cake, almond tarts, to name but a few – for which she had once been renowned on Burnley market. And Sarah knew, as her father had just said, that the tearoom had never been quite the same since she had finished. It wasn’t just the shortage of ingredients, although that, admittedly, had played its part. The women who had done the baking since had not had Martha’s flair. Donnelly’s tearoom had continued to thrive throughout the war years more because of the pleasant surroundings and the friendly service than because of the quality of its food.

And Sarah knew that this could be improved upon. ‘I wondered if I could take over the baking,’ she said. ‘You’ve never had anyone really reliable, have you, since Gran finished? And I know I could do it, perhaps not as well as Gran, but I’m quite good.’

Edwin looked puzzled. ‘Do the baking at home, you mean, like Grace’s mother used to do, and then have it collected by the vans? I suppose so . . .’ He pressed the tips of his fingers together, looking at them contemplatively. ‘Where would you work, though? Mrs Jolly might not want you messing about in her kitchen.’

‘Hardly messing about, father.’

‘No . . . no, I didn’t mean that. I put it badly. But Mrs Jolly’s very busy, you know, cooking for us. It’s a full-time job and I can’t see that there’d be room for the two of you.’ He smiled. ‘You know what they always say about two women in one kitchen.’

‘Yes, I know it’s difficult.’ Sarah frowned slightly. ‘I thought that maybe I could work in the evening, when Mrs Jolly’s finished for the day, then I wouldn’t be in her way. She usually finishes washing up about half-past seven, so I would have plenty of time then.’

The Donnellys dined early, because Grace liked to ensure that Mrs Jolly had as much time to herself as possible. Some of Grace’s acquaintances on the various committees on which she served, had endless trouble trying to find and hold on to a decent cook. They were forever complaining about the succession of unsuitable women who passed through their kitchens, a problem that Grace didn’t have. But Sarah knew that that was because her mother was an unusually kind-hearted and considerate employer who wasn’t above putting on her own apron and giving a helping hand when it was needed. Just as Sarah had been encouraged to do since she was old enough to help.

It was from Mrs Jolly, as well as from her grandmother, Martha Makepeace, that Sarah had acquired her love of cooking. It had always been a delight to her, as a tiny girl, to stand by the huge scrubbed pine table and watch Mrs Jolly at work. In her starched white apron and cap, the rosy-cheeked cook rolled out pastry for apple pies, or stirred a dark brown mixture for Christmas puddings and cakes, or wiped the tears from her merry blue eyes as she skinned onions ready for pickling.

‘Now, don’t get in Mrs Jolly’s way,’ her mother used to say. ‘She’s quite enough to do without having to see to you as well.’

But to Mrs Jolly Sarah had never been a nuisance. When she was only four or five she was making her own gingerbread men with currants for eyes and candied peel for a nose and mouth, helping to shell peas and top and tail gooseberries, and making a special wish as she stirred the fragrant fruity mincemeat in the massive brown bowl. As she grew older she had progressed to Victoria sponges, scones, custard tarts and maids of honour, and the cakes and pastries that graced the tea table on a Sunday afternoon, when Mrs Jolly was having a well-earned rest, were often of Sarah’s making.

Sarah could see, however, that helping out occasionally and making a few cakes for a family tea was a very different thing from the large-scale baking that she would have to undertake to supply Donnelly’s tearoom.

‘I would have a few hours each evening when the kitchen is free,’ Sarah went on now. ‘And then there’s Mrs Jolly’s half-day, when we usually “make-do” for our meal. I could make good use of that time.’

‘But you’re not going to have any time to go out with your friends, dear, if you’re working in the evenings,’ Grace protested. She was looking concernedly at her daughter. ‘And what about the daytime? Have you thought what you’ll do then? I can see it’s a good idea about the baking and I know you’d do it very well, but your working hours would be all upside-down, wouldn’t they?’

‘You know I don’t go out very much in the evenings, Mother,’ said Sarah. ‘I’m not much of a one for gadding about. I’ve hardly been out at all since . . . for the last year or two.’ She had been going to say, ‘since Zachary joined up’, but decided not to. She sometimes noticed a tiny flicker of unease cross her mother’s face when she mentioned her cousin and she didn’t want to talk about Zachary now. ‘And I intend to keep myself busy during the day as well,’ she continued. ‘I thought I could lend a hand in the tearoom. I could act as supervisor, if you think it’s a good idea, Father. There’s never really been anyone in charge, has there? Just a woman to see to the tea and coffee, and a waitress.’

‘It’s all that’s been necessary, Sarah, and we’ve had to cut down on staff lately, as you know. But if you think it warrants it, yes, I’m quite willing for you to take charge of the tearoom. And I can see we may well have a lot more customers before long when the news gets round that none other than Sarah Donnelly herself is doing the baking.’

Sarah felt that her father was humouring her, even patronising her slightly; she could see a twinkle in his golden-brown eyes. She didn’t want to be indulged, as though her ideas were just a childish whim to be treated with amusement.

‘I can see difficulties, though, with the kitchen arrangements,’ Edwin continued. ‘like your mother, I don’t really like the idea of you working in the evenings. I know you don’t go out a great deal, but there may come a time when you would want to?’ He looked at her quizzically. ‘It would be far better for you to do the baking during the day, if we could come to some arrangement. But I can’t quite see how . . .’
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