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‘The art and craft of the silversmith calls for appreciation and understanding of something more than the technical and materialistic elements. A true craftsman, one whose work is his [sic] own conception and for the execution of which he is directly responsible, puts all his being, body, mind and spirit into his work.


. . . The value of all the things men and women make must be measured by the degree they succeed or fail in satisfying their whole being.’


Bernard Cuzner, silversmith, 1935




Glossary


annealing Heat treatment of metal to alter its composition and make it more workable.


burnishing Rubbing metal with another hard metal surface to remove marks – work, like polishing, often undertaken by women in the jewellery trade.


chasing and repousée Ways of moving the surface of metal with hammers and punches – chasing is done from the front side, pushing metal inwards, while repousée is done from the inside, pushing a design shape outwards.


damascening Decoration made by cutting incisions into metal and introducing a thread of gold or silver wire, which is beaten into the cut for embellishment.


die-sinking The process of carving a shaped cavity into a steel block to make the pattern into which a thin sheet of metal can be stamped. The dies are in two halves and the metal is stamped between them.


doming-block Wood or metal block with concave cavity in it, used for shaping a sheet of silver into a curve.


drop-stamping The same process for larger objects where the shaping of the metal is deep, for example a salt cellar or sugar sifter. The weight, worked by ropes, drops from a greater height to hammer down on to the metal.


enamelling Laying colourful powdered glass substances on to metal and fusing with heat.


champlevé A design is cut down into the metal’s surface and the powders laid within the indented shapes.


cloisonné Compartments are created on the metal surface by soldering shaped wire on to it, and the spaces are filled with the vitreous powder, then heated.


engraving Cutting of an image or writing on to a metal plate.


flux A white fluid made from mixing solid borax with water, used to assist in the soldering process.


gem A precious or semi-precious stone, especially when cut and polished or engraved.


lemel Metal filings.


mandril Curved wooden or metal block round which metal can be hammered into shape, for example a bangle.


metal stamping The shaping of sheets of metal using, in those days, a heavy iron stamping press to make the basic metal shape, for example for a brooch. The metal is pressed between the two halves of a steel die into which the pattern has been carved.


muffle Receptacle into which items are put to go into a furnace to protect them from the direct flame.


niello A black decoration made by use of a compound of sulphur with silver, lead or copper, used for filling in engraved designs in silver or other metals.


peg A specially curved workbench with a leather pouch attached to catch metal waste and a wooden ‘peg’ fixed on the bench for the worker to rest objects on as they sawed, hammered, etc.


pickle A liquid compound used to remove oxidation and flux from newly soldered jewellery.


raising Creating a vessel from a flat sheet of metal by hammering it.


setting and mounting (gems) A prong setting has three or more metal tines, or prongs, that stick up and hold the gemstone in place. Gem settings that contain prongs are called heads. A head can be soldered or welded on to a piece of jewellery, such as a ring or pendant, to allow the mounting of a gemstone.


shopping Local name for a workshop, often in the back yard of a business.


smithing The treatment of metals by heating, hammering and forging.


snips Hand pliers for cutting wire.




Twenty-Four Chain Street, Hockley


Birmingham, 1898


‘Take the child out of the house. For pity’s sake – get her away from here!’


Pa was on the landing, not with a candle but in strained, dawn light, his eyes red. He must have been weeping, but in her mind those eyes were shocking as glowing coals and that was how she remembered it afterwards. Pa with hot coals in his eyes as he stood outside his own bedroom door.


Mrs Flett was there and he said in a rasping voice, ‘Get her dressed, will you? Take her away ’til it’s over.’


Daisy had woken suddenly, knowing that something wrong and terrible was happening. She could hear footsteps hurrying up and down the stairs and along the passage and the muffled, urgent sound of voices.


And there was another faint noise, not like anything human or that she recognized, yet even then she knew instinctively it was her mother. She climbed out of bed and crossed the floorboards barefoot, in the freezing dawn, taking her comforting scrap of cream wool shawl, an old one of Mom’s which had been torn into strips a few inches wide. She hugged it to her with one hand, reaching the other up to turn the door handle.


Dear Mrs Flett, who helped in the house, had mouse-brown hair in those days. She dressed Daisy and hauled her out and along the iron-cold streets until they saw the light of a little coffee house just opening its doors in the winter gloom. There was a dog inside, with a white hairy face, but that was all Daisy ever recalled of it.


The next thing, she was standing outside Mom and Pa’s bedroom door again, later in the morning because it was properly light. Pa was there and Mrs Flett and this time it was his hand turning the handle. They went into this room which until now had been a place of morning love, where she went to snuggle between them for a few minutes while they drank a cup of tea before the day of work began. They would laugh and tell rhymes. Before the three of them got up, Mom, her coppery hair falling loose and thick and smelling of soap and lavender, would kiss her on one cheek and Pa on the other. His whiskers tickled and made her giggle and often his beard gave off the metallic smells of the workshop because that was Pa’s smell.


But this morning, Mom was in bed by herself. All items connected with the bloody struggle to produce that second little baby had been cleared away by then. Mom was just Mom to Daisy, but her outside name was Florence Tallis and this morning she did not look much like Mom; she looked public and formal, like Florence Tallis.


She lay with her auburn hair brushed straight, her eyes closed. Everything except her hair was white: the sheet, her nightgown, her face. It was so cold: the room, the silence. Daisy could hear her father’s broken breathing as he tried to stifle his weeping behind her.


‘Mom?’ she said, her voice very small. She didn’t understand. With a finger she tapped her mother’s leg, wanting her to wake up and smile, sit up and draw her on to her lap as she would have done before, to smooth her finger over the little silver bracelet on Daisy’s arm which she had made for her, with her name engraved in tiny letters: ‘Daisy Louise Tallis’. But the leg was cold and lifeless.


‘Your mother’s resting now,’ Mrs Flett said kindly, but firmly, drawing her away.


Daisy was four years old then.


The gravestone, in the new cemetery in Warstone Lane, read:




FLORENCE MARY TALLIS b. 1870 d. 1898


Beloved wife of Philip Tallis





‘But Pa,’ Daisy asked, when she was a little older and people had talked to her about her talented mother. ‘Why didn’t you put on it that she was a silversmith?’


He considered for a moment, burly like a bear beside her in his coat as they made their Sunday visit to the grave.


‘Well . . . people don’t do that really, do they? Not on stones like these – they don’t tell much of us in the end.’ He turned and looked down at her, smiling gently. ‘Maybe it’s for the best.’


‘Can she see us?’ Daisy asked. It was something she often wondered and it troubled her.


Her father looked away for a moment, breathing deeply.


‘I don’t know, is the truth,’ he said and his voice was so sad, a sadness that every day she longed to make better. ‘I’d like to think so, but I just don’t know the answer to that. But –’ he looked down at her, eyes smiling – ‘just in case, we’ll have to do her proud, won’t we?’




I


1915




One


January 1915


The front door of number twenty-four Chain Street closed with a bang, followed by the sound of feet hurrying past the front office and along the passage.


Margaret looked up at Philip across the front office and saw him roll his eyes.


‘Now what’s the matter?’ he said wearily.


Margaret got to her feet with a careful smile. Her gentle, bearded husband was the most loving man she had ever met, but he was baffled by the moods of his daughter, Daisy. Over their ten years together, Margaret had become used to the girl’s mercurial temperament.


Now aged twenty, Daisy had grown into a beauty. She stood five and a half feet tall, thick hair of a soft gold swept stylishly back from a strong, lovely face, the blue-grey eyes looking out at the world with passionate solemnity or, at times, with challenging amusement. She was also a talented artist and silversmith, having grown up in the trade. In addition, her father had sent her, at fourteen, to train at the School of Jewellery and Silversmithing in Vittoria Street, where she was now skilled enough to be a teacher.


The classes at Vittoria Street were done on a part-time basis, for young people already employed in the trades. It was what Daisy was born to – they all knew that – and she had loved her years at the school. Even so, when she came charging into the house, they were never sure whether it was going to be a furious crashing in through the front door or an ecstatic deliverance of good news.


‘It’s all right.’ Philip smiled at his wife. ‘You’re going out. And it didn’t sound too much like trouble. I’ll pop in and see in a few minutes. Give her time to calm down, whatever it is.’


Daisy sat waiting excitedly for her father in the back room, with a cup of tea all ready for him. She had told Mrs Flett she would do it herself and set out a tray: a nicely swaddled pot and cups and, as ever, the silver milk jug with the beaded edge, made by her mother, Florence Tallis. As she had grown older, she and Pa had had their disagreements. Daisy knew that a lot of this was due to her own stormy nature. But Pa expected a lot of her as well. Whenever she could she tried to find something to tell him that would please him. She liked to be able to give Pa good news and see his face crinkle and his eyes glow with pleasure.


Only a few months ago, just after the war began, she had waited for him here just like this, jumping up when she heard him coming.


‘Guess what, Pa?’


She had only just got home herself from Vittoria Street and was bubbling with excitement. Pa was going to be so proud of her!


‘What, Daisy-Loo?’ he said. He had never called her this when she was a little girl, but for some reason – perhaps to reassure her when her two half-siblings came along – over the past few years, he had adopted it as his pet name for her. As he said it, she could hear all the fondness in his deep, rumbling voice.


‘They’ve made me a full teacher!’ She bounced on her toes in her black boots. ‘Mr Carter from the smithing department has gone to join up, and they’re short-handed. Mr Gaskin came and told me himself!’


She saw her father take in this news and his face broke into a smile. Though she had finished her five years of study at Vittoria Street in the summer of 1914, she had only expected to work as a student teacher because there had been no vacancies. But the war was quickly changing a lot of things.


‘Well, well,’ Philip Tallis said.


He came closer to her and looked into her face. In his own features, fleshy cheeks half concealed by a bushy brown beard, she saw something: a twitch, a hint of inner emotion. It passed in a second but she knew he was thinking of her mother, beautiful, talented Florence and the baby sister for Daisy who had died with her. The small cloud passed and she saw a smile light her father’s grey eyes. Even though Pa was happily remarried to Margaret, those last moments of her mother’s life haunted them both.


‘It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? You’ve just got there a bit quicker than you expected.’ He put his hand on her shoulder. The smells of acid and metal came from his clothes. ‘You’ve done well, wench.’


Daisy smiled, glowing at this. Her father was never one to gush compliments, but she could hear all the pride in his voice. She felt as if she was flying, riding the wave of her life to where she was meant to be. Daisy Tallis, prizewinning student and designer, talented silversmith. A Tallis – worthy of her mother.


And now she had more news that she thought would please him.


This time she heard him coming from the front office of ‘Philip Tallis, Silversmithing and Engraving’ and she jumped up to pour him some tea.


‘All right?’ she said, smiling as he came through the door. The room was cosy, the fire crackling. ‘Where’s Ma and the others?’


‘Oh, she’s in the front – but she’ll join them round at Kitty’s house in a minute, I think.’


Daisy’s stepmother, Margaret, had given her father two more children, John and Lily, now nine and seven. Daisy was pleased they were out visiting friends. It was nice to have Pa to herself for a while.


‘And guess what else?’ she said, beaming as she put his tea on the table beside him.


Nodding his thanks, he looked up at her.


‘You know I’m teaching in the elementary smithing room? Well, Mr Snell from the advanced room has joined up – and guess who’s coming back to teach advanced?’ Pa was going to be so pleased. ‘Mr Carson!’


‘Carson?’ Philip Tallis said, offhand. ‘Oh – that old fop.’ It was spoken with a smile, but Daisy could hear an edge of something in his voice.


She frowned, feeling crushed. She had been hoping he would find this news exciting.


‘He does wear some funny clothes,’ she said. She had always found Mr Carson very dashing. ‘He’s an artist.’


A muffled ‘huh’ came from her father as he reached down to shovel some more coal on to the fire.


‘But Pa,’ she reproached, ‘I thought he was your friend?’


‘Well . . .’ He shifted the poker about in the embers with an expression of distaste. ‘I’ve known Carson a long while, that’s true.’


Which, Daisy realized, for the first time, might not be quite the same as being friends.


She had started her classes at the Vittoria Street School in 1908. Vittoria Street was a short walk along the blue brick pavements away from Chain Street in the heart of the Jewellery Quarter, a district that, among many other powerhouses of Birmingham, provided the world with a vast number of items of beauty and utility. The school was founded in 1890, especially to develop the skills of young smiths and jewellers coming up in the trades. There were classes in the afternoons and evenings and Pa had said that Daisy could go in the afternoons, while working for him in the workshop in the mornings. He did not want her going there in the evenings, he said. She would get too tired.


How excited she had been the first day she started there aged fourteen, almost running to the imposing brick building in Vittoria Street! She knew this was what she was born for. Her memories of her mother, Florence Tallis, were of a woman who knew this trade, someone skilled, an artist. In Daisy’s mind she was a pale beauty with glossy auburn hair and a tall, slender figure like her own. She had stood at her workbench, hands busy with a hammer and mandrel, snips and rounding dome, shaping some lovely object, be it a ring or a jug, a bowl or a necklace. Florence had learned her skills from her father and married another silversmith. Daisy wanted to be just the same. If anything, she had to be better, to show Pa she could live up to her mother. And Daisy had been designing and making things already since she was very small, as soon as her little hands could grasp the tools.


Though it was perfectly normal to Daisy that a silversmith should be a woman, in the school she found herself to be one of only a handful of girls amid a great crowd of lads all apprenticed in the jewellery trade and coming to classes on release from their employers. But it meant that the girls stuck together and soon she was good friends with Gertrude and Ida and especially with May Gordon, who became her best friend of that time, though now, sadly, life was so busy that they rarely saw each other. She had loved every day of her training – or almost every day.


The school offered what seemed to her a feast of classes: lectures on the work of the silversmith and the goldsmith; classes on smithing, on niello and damascening, raising and chasing, repoussé, enamelling . . . Precious gems, which had rather passed out of fashion when the old Queen settled into mourning her husband and gave up all personal adornment, were now back in vogue and there were classes on gem mounting and setting.


But there were the other classes she had to do, which had resulted in some of those stormy arrivals home, in door slamming and sulks.


‘Why do I have to learn to draw animals?’ she had demanded furiously. ‘I want to make bowls and teapots and . . . silver things, but not animals, or people! And the goat did its business on the floor!’


Philip and Margaret had laughed helplessly at this outburst.


‘You just make the most of it, Daisy,’ Pa said. He had never had the benefit of such a training. ‘The more things you can learn the better.’


‘But why do I have to do all these things?’ Daisy groaned.


‘It’ll be to improve your eye,’ he said. ‘The way your hand and eye work together. Just take my word for it.’


Thanks to the former head of the school, Robert Catterson-Smith, who had introduced all sorts of initiatives to fuse together the technical and artistic, life drawing was indeed from life. As well as human portraits, which Daisy taken against from a young age – I can’t draw stupid fingers and noses, why do I have to? – now there was also an Animal Room.


Daisy found herself having to draw all manner of things she had never suspected would be part of her training: dogs, cats, rabbits, a fish, the goat. All, as Mrs Flett said, ‘Large as Life and Twice as Natural.’ Whatever that was supposed to mean.


For similar reasons (fingers, noses and so on) she had set her face against clay modelling until she discovered that she was really good at it. Her hands seemed in harmony with the material and, to her delight, objects appeared at her touch. Drawing stuffed birds and flowers was more successful too: ‘At least they keep still – and they don’t have . . .’


‘You must have learned to draw fingers by now?’ Margaret had said absent-mindedly, running her eyes down the accounts in the office as Daisy chattered to her. After a moment she looked up. ‘You really do complain a lot, miss. I should have loved to have your training.’


For a moment, Ma punctured Daisy’s self-absorption. Her stepmother had fallen in love with the crafts and skills she saw when she came to live in the Jewellery Quarter, and Pa taught her things when there was time, but it was not often. Daisy knew, guiltily for a moment, how lucky she was.


Before too long, she won one of the local prizes, the Messenger Prize – five whole pounds! – for, of all things, a life drawing, accompanied by a study of a head in profile, and at this point her complaints almost ceased.


As she worked her way round the different rooms and classes of the school and concentrated more and more on her real love, working with silver, she was in heaven. She worked and studied and did well in the examinations. She loved attention from her teachers and won more awards.


Each year, those who had won local prizes could be entered for a national one. All the work was sent down to South Kensington and Daisy began to appear as a runner-up. Finally, by the summer of 1913, she was rising high at the end of her studies. And to cap it all, she was First Prizewinner of a major national award for a silver teapot she had made, wrought in simple, elegant lines.


She knew she was good – and that she had made her pa prouder than he could ever say.


And now she was a fully fledged teacher at the school alongside the people who had taught her – and Mr Carson, who she had known all her life. Mr Carson even remembered her mother! She really was feeling very pleased with herself.




Two


Two households sat side by side: twenty-four and twenty-six Chain Street, in the busy and prosperous Jewellery Quarter, barely a mile to the north-west of the heart of Birmingham. The area, roughly shaped like a triangle, was a teeming warren of activity extending away from the spire and graceful Georgian architecture of St Paul’s church. All around it were streets of terraces crammed full of living quarters and workshops. In some, six or eight different businesses shared one building, each with just one room: jewellers, gem setters, smiths and enamellers, die makers and engravers. And in addition one could find a whole range of specialities, from the making of glass eyes to that of sports trophies; from spectacles to the ornate silver chalices, pyxes and candlesticks gracing the dark interiors of churches.


This had been Daisy’s home all her life and she knew the place and its people almost the way she did her own body. She and the other children of the quarter all played out together and she knew almost everyone by sight. Her only insight into any other life was hearing from her stepmother about her upbringing in the village outside Bristol from where she and her sister Annie had moved in 1904.


The black front doors of each of the ornate brick houses, twenty-four and twenty-six, were close together, their halls divided from each other simply by a sturdy wall. Each of the houses now had wide bay windows, their frames painted black to disguise the soot which came to rest in every crevice of the city’s brickwork, their panes the widest they could be to let in all possible light on to the jewellery maker’s trade. Number twenty-six had an entry running along its far side; each house had a yard at the back with an extra workshop, or ‘shopping’, where many of the firms’ employees sat bent over unusually shaped workbenches, cut in wave-like curves along their sides, each workstation called a ‘peg’.


Most of these employees had always been lads but now, in these early months of the war, there were fewer of them than there had been before. Autumn last year had seen the recruiting offices mobbed by crowds of young men eager to take the King’s Shilling and go to war for their country against the invading Germans. The local Territorials had all been recalled to their drill halls and other lads had come from the counties around and all across Birmingham to join up. Familiar faces had disappeared and it was hard to replace them. Some businesses in the quarter were already struggling.


Inside number twenty-six, behind the sign ‘Ebenezer Watts & Son, Goldsmiths’, ran the thriving business of Margaret’s Uncle Eb, his wife Harriet and son Georgie. Daisy was not related to Georgie by blood, but he was Margaret’s cousin and over the years, quiet, kindly Georgie had become to her like an older brother, teasing her or taking her portrait with his beloved camera. Georgie’s wife, Clara, who had once worked as a burnisher, came in to lend a hand at times, even though they had three children.


When Margaret and Annie first came to Birmingham, their uncle and aunt were still living over the shop. Now they lived in their new, spacious house in Handsworth, a mile further out of the city from Chain Street, and number twenty-six was filled to the brim with commercial creativity – from the shopping in the yard outside, to the rooms occupied by other craftsmen all contributing to the gold items pouring out of Watts’s business – gem setters, Caleb Turner the die sinker who had moved next door from number twenty-four, and Jack Sidwell’s enamelling business. Even the office could now be referred to in the plural since it had spread into two rooms.


And Margaret’s beloved Uncle Eb, a prosperously paunchy man with a walrus moustache, cheerful and kind in his ways, arrived daily from Handsworth in a horse-drawn gig, usually beaming around him as he did so like a man who couldn’t believe his luck. Aunt Hatt also could not seem to keep away for long and came breezing into both numbers twenty-four and twenty-six for chats and cups of tea and at times, general interference.


In number twenty-four, the premises of ‘Philip Tallis, Silversmith & Engraver’, this was now the sole business, because the house also needed to accommodate the growing Tallis family. Mrs Flett, who was getting on for sixty and was a widow of many years, had cooked for the family even since Florence Tallis was still alive. Though she no longer lived in the house, Joan Flett still insisted on coming in every day to cook and help look after the children, and Margaret, who also now worked in the business, found her a godsend. Daisy could not imagine life without Mrs Flett. She was a funny old thing, gaunt and rather severe looking but kind with it. She had long been almost a part of the family.


And this, all her life, had been Daisy’s whole world.




Three


‘Coo-ee!’


Margaret was sitting in the office working away when there was a tap on the door and a smiling face appeared.


‘Hello, Auntie!’ She got to her feet, smiling. ‘Oh – don’t you look nice!’


Aunt Harriet, or Hatt as they had always known her, never failed to look nice. She set great store by her clothes and today she was dressed in a very becoming outfit: a silver-grey skirt almost to her ankles, a knee-length dress over the top in a warm cream colour, with a lacy neck and sleeves to the elbow. Her thick black coat, against the January weather, was draped over her arm.


Though she was in her sixtieth year, and very definitely more ample in size than she had once been, Harriet Watts’s hair was only a little streaked with grey and while she was growing broader in the beam, she was a fine-looking woman, still with a beautiful, dark-eyed face. A gold band shimmered at her neck and as ever, she gave the impression of being an exotic bird which had escaped from a less workaday place.


‘All right, Margaret, dear? Heavens, we haven’t set eyes on you all since Christmas! How are the children? They’ll be back any minute, I suppose? Philip out the back, is he? Can you spare a moment to come next door for your tea? Thought I’d pop in. Georgie’s here and it’d be nice to see you all together.’


‘Of course,’ Margaret said, giving up the attempt to answer any of the torrent of questions. She tidied her paperwork a little.


‘Won’t be long, Muriel,’ she said to Muriel Allen, a middle-aged woman who worked in the office. Miss Allen gave a stiff nod, implying that it was none of her business what her employer did.


Aunt Hatt launched herself like royalty into what had once been her own house, number twenty-six. The office staff had all changed since Margaret’s time working there, except for sweet-faced Bridget. Five years ago, Bridget had married Jack Sidwell, who still had his prosperous little enamelling business upstairs.


Margaret remembered Jack as an awkward young man who had once harboured a fancy for her sister Annie (a true exercise in futility since Annie had always declared that she would Never Marry). But Bridget, a plump-faced, bespectacled young woman, with flyaway brown hair and a kindly way with her, seemed to be doing wonders for Jack.


‘He seems almost human these days,’ Annie had remarked recently, seeing him in passing.


Jack and Bridget had two little boys, who Bridget’s mother looked after in the daytime, and Jack’s business was flourishing. It was all a happy arrangement.


‘Hello, Mrs Tallis,’ Bridget said, a smile spreading over her pink cheeks.


Margaret smiled, pleased to see her. Despite living next door, she was so busy that she seldom went into number twenty-six these days.


‘Would you like a cup of tea, Mrs Watts?’ asked Sarah, the other girl in the office.


‘Oh, that would be nice – I’m dropping!’ Aunt Hatt said, flinging her coat over the arm of a chair and then collapsing into it, as if to illustrate the point. ‘Running about after three grandchildren will be the death of me! And I’ve got to sort out all these women and their knitting tomorrow – socks and gloves for the troops, they say, but how many people know how to turn a sock? It was all Clara’s idea, but there it is, I’m left with it and there’s the fundraiser for the poor Belgians . . .’ She held out a hand as the girl went to go to the kitchen. ‘Pop and tell Eb and Georgie I’m here, will you?’


A few moments later, Margaret heard her uncle ‘pom-pomming’ along the passage and his large, endearingly plump figure appeared in the doorway.


‘Good heavens!’ he cried, holding out his arms in mock dismay. ‘An office full of wenches!’


‘We’re not wenches, Eb,’ Aunt Hatt said crossly. ‘I’m sure Margaret doesn’t take to being called any such thing.’


But Margaret was laughing. ‘Hello, Uncle,’ she said, going to kiss him.


Georgie appeared close behind him, a slender, handsome man who looked very like his mother and was a good deal quieter than both his parents.


‘Hello, Margaret,’ he said. ‘Long time no see.’ It was in fact only a couple of weeks since their lovely Christmas Day spent together at the Wattses’ spacious house in Handsworth, but it did feel a long time ago now. ‘Kids all right?’


‘Everyone’s doing well,’ she said, pleased to see him. Even though they worked next door to each other, sometimes weeks could pass with them exchanging hardly more than a brief greeting. ‘I’ll have to bring them out to Handsworth one Sunday soon. What with everything slumping, we’ll have more time on our hands.’


‘It’s terrible – terrible, all of it.’ Uncle Eb’s face fell into despondent lines. ‘Bad for business, this war, bad for everything – what do they want to go and fight over flaming Belgium for? I’ve got lads leaving left and right . . .’


‘Those lucky stars of yours are starting to take off though, Eb,’ Hatt said. ‘In fact, they might be your best line yet!’


Eb grinned. ‘Yes, we’re not doing so bad with those. You want to get Philip to come up with something like that,’ he said. ‘It was our Georgie’s idea in the first place.’


‘Like the lucky horseshoes?’ Margaret said, pressing herself back against a shelf full of ledgers to let Sarah through the door with the tea tray.


Georgie smiled, moving a little sheaf of spiked orders out of the way so that he could lean up against the work table at the front of the office. The lapel pin of a lucky golden horseshoe, made by W. Stuart Turners’, had taken off like mad once the war started: ‘Send a lucky horseshoe to your boy in the trenches!’ Uncle Eb, who was always one to leap on any truly commercial idea, had gone about muttering, ‘That’s what we need – summat like that,’ for days, until Georgie said, ‘Well, what about “Thank your lucky stars”? ’


‘We reckoned one star would have to do,’ Eb said. Caleb Turner the die sinker, who now worked upstairs, had designed a beautiful star about three-quarters of an inch across, with a thin line cut just inside all the way round and echoing the shape – and the star lapel badge was born. ‘And then there’s this other model with one star and a little one attached to it – see?’ He picked up a blank that was lying on the table.


‘It’s not doing as well as the horseshoe,’ Georgie admitted. ‘They got the papers advertising it and everything – but badges and buttons are the way forward. Jack’s doing a roaring trade for the army.’ He nodded towards the ceiling, to the room where Jack Sidwell had his enamelling business.


‘He can barely keep up,’ Bridget said. ‘They’re just pouring them out. He’s hardly got time to breathe.’


Margaret stood amid the chatter, wondering whether she and Philip should not have thought of producing something similar when the war started, as trade had shrunk back so much. Daisy had been talking about the MIZPAH jewellery, even designing things, though not having been brought up in a religious household, she had to ask Margaret what the word meant.


‘It’s from a story in the Old Testament,’ Margaret explained. ‘There was a man called Jacob who wanted to get away from his father-in-law, Laban. He took all his family and animals and ran off in the night. But when the two men met to discuss the situation, they made a pile of stones – a sort of sign of agreement, a Mizpah, or the bond between them – to say that the families would now not live together. So that’s why it’s about a bond between people who are separated.’


Philip, who was of a rather purist mind when it came to commercial jewellery, had not shown any enthusiasm about this so far.


They were all drinking their tea and chatting when footsteps approached along the passage and there was a tap on the office door.


‘Who’s that then?’ Eb peered round it, then stood in the doorway. ‘Oh ar, lad – what’re you after?’


‘Sorry, Mr Watts.’ Margaret recognized the deep, shy voice. It was Den Poole, Mary Poole’s only son. She had known Den since he was a lad of nine, when she first came to the city and he was a poor little thing, man of the house on the tragic death of his father, when they were going through terrible times. He had become very attached to Margaret and he and Daisy had been playmates for a time. Uncle Eb had promised that once Den left school, he would give him a chance in the business. Den had grown into a sturdier looking lad than they had ever expected, for such a poor little scrap as he had been. He was hard-working and had got on well, learning the trade of a metal stamper.


Margaret was about to call hello to him when, still outside the office door, he burst into speech.


‘I’ve got to talk to yer, Mr Watts. I’ve gotta do it now and I’m sorry I dain’t come around the outside . . .’ The workers did not usually come through the house, but passed along the entry at the side to reach the workshop.


‘Not to worry,’ Eb said. Margaret wondered if Den realized how many people there were in the office, listening to this conversation. ‘What’s on yer mind, lad?’


‘I’ve got to go and join up!’ The words burst out of Den like an explosion waiting to happen. ‘I’ve got to go, tomorrow, like. I’ve just got to!’


She saw Uncle Eb stand straighter, pulling his shoulders back.


‘Not you an’ all, Den? You don’t have to, you know. No one’ll think the worse of you if you stay here – there’s work to be done. We need you here!’


‘But the other lads are going. It’s the thing to do, Mr Watts – fight for your country – ain’t it? I’ve held off and held off, but now I’ve gotta do it!’


Margaret and Aunt Hatt exchanged dismayed glances. Aunt Hatt mouthed, ‘What about Mary?’ across the room. Mary Poole, Den’s mother, had never been much of a coper and life had in any case dished out to her far too much to cope with.


Aunt Hatt looked across at Georgie as if to say, You talk some sense into him. But Georgie stayed where he was, a solemn expression on his face. Surely to goodness, Margaret thought, a chill going through her, Georgie wasn’t thinking of joining up himself? She had become very fond of her kindly, clever cousin with his wry sense of humour. And she knew what it would do to her aunt if Georgie went.


‘My mind’s made up, Mr Watts,’ Den was saying. ‘I’m going to join up tomorrow – only I wanted to let yer know first, like.’


Eb shook his head. ‘It sounds as if I can’t change your mind, lad,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘You’re a good worker – I hate to lose you. But there’ll be a job waiting when you get back.’


There were mutterings of ‘very grateful’ and ‘sorry’ from Den and an awkward silence. Then they heard him say, ‘Will yer tell Daisy I’m going, Mr Watts?’ Those in the office looked at each other and shrugged.


‘All right, yes. Off you go then, lad, if you have to,’ Eb said. ‘Good luck to yer.’


‘Thanks, Mr Watts. I ’ope I’ll make you all proud.’ They heard his footsteps receding towards the back door.




Four


It was only a couple of days before Daisy ran into Mr Carson.


The Vittoria Street School of Jewellery and Silversmithing had been founded as a branch of the Birmingham School of Art in Margaret Street, which was about a mile away in the middle of Birmingham. It was set up for the specialist training of smiths and jewellers and some of the teaching staff, working artists like Mr Carson, gave classes both at Margaret Street and Vittoria Street. Daisy loved being in the school with its long, echoing corridors and rooms full of people bent over benches or tables creating things, many of them very beautiful.


She had just come out of the class she was teaching that afternoon, showing her students the tricky process of shaping a bowl from a flat circle of metal using a raising hammer, and was feeling weary. As she set off along the corridor, amid the milling crowd of students, the relentless sound of hammers banging (something which even now she would still sometimes hear in her sleep) was replaced by their excited chatter. Mr Carson emerged from the Advanced Silversmithing room.


He was no stranger to her: she had known him all her life. But James Carson had not been present in the Vittoria Street School, or indeed in Birmingham, for several years. During this period, Mr Carson had taken up a post at the Sheffield School of Art and he and his wife, Victoria Carson, also an artist, had moved there. Now, Daisy assumed, he had come back to fill some of the gaps left by the war.


Catching sight of her along the corridor, Mr Carson set up a roar from a distance, so that most of the students turned and stared.


‘Is that who I think it is? Miss Daisy Tallis? Daughter of that old genius and curmudgeon Philip Tallis? Ahoy, Daisy Tallis!’


Daisy felt herself lift out of her fatigue as he came sweeping along the corridor like a huge bird, clad in a black cape which billowed out behind. He was a tall, lean man, his hair such a dark brown as to be almost black, parted in the middle and falling in waves down to his collar, his face punctuated by a neat goatee beard and a moustache. He was bareheaded today, though Daisy could remember him appearing in an array of colourful hats and berets of the artistic, rather than conformist, kind. And he always gave off a rushing, exhilarating energy.


Daisy turned hot with blushes at being addressed like this in front of everyone else and her heart was hammering. But she couldn’t help an amused smile spreading across her face. Mr Carson was always so larger-than-life and extreme. Throughout her childhood he had turned up in Chain Street from time to time, booming through the house, demanding to see her father and bellowing at him about why he was such an old hermit and why did he for heaven’s sakes not join the Guild, the meeting place for artists and craftsmen in the area? And Pa always rolled his eyes and grumbled. Come to think of it, she thought, as Mr Carson halted in front of her like a racehorse stalled at a fence, she was not sure even now what the answer was to that question herself. Her Pa could be a mystery sometimes.


Mr Carson’s brown eyes smiled down at her in apparent glee. He seemed so tall, such an awesome figure to her. She tried not to notice the other students gaping as they jostled past along the corridor.


‘Well, well – little Miss Daisy Tallis. I must say you really have grown up in the last – what is it? – five, six years? As lovely and as winning as ever! In fact, my dear, you do look very like your remarkable mother. Except a beautiful golden-haired version of her, of course.’


Daisy blushed even more, but this remark warmed her to the core. It was lovely to meet anyone who had known Mom, who could talk about their memories of her. At home, now that Margaret was there, her mother hardly got a mention out of tact for Pa’s second wife.


Mr Carson reached forward as if to tickle her under her chin as he used to do when she was a little girl, but he seemed to think the better of it. Instead, he straightened up and hooked his thumb between the buttons of his startling, emerald-green waistcoat. In fact, Mr Carson’s bearing and outfit – the bright weskit, his trousers of a mole-coloured velvet, that cape and his whole vivid presence, made Daisy feel dull in comparison, like a pigeon set beside a peacock. And though she had not long passed her twentieth birthday, in this man’s presence she suddenly felt like a child again.


‘Goodness me,’ he said teasingly. ‘I go away for a few years and what do I find? I leave a delightful little girl sitting on the steps of number twenty-four Chain Street, and I come back to find her not only at Vittoria Street and on the teaching roll, but to cap it all, quite grown into a ravishing beauty! Whatever has happened?’


Daisy giggled, flattered but unsure what to make of these remarks. Mr Carson had always been rather overwhelming. But then his face sobered.


‘I hear you’ve been doing exceptionally well, my dear,’ he said. ‘Winning prizes – a veritable little Hester Bateman, or Florence Tallis for that matter, had the poor lady been spared! I always knew you were going to be something rather special. And you are teaching the beginner silversmiths, I gather?’


Daisy felt even more overcome, being likened to such a famous craftswoman as well as gratified that he seemed to have heard about her and what she was doing at the school.


He dropped the teasing tone then and began to speak to her seriously, as to a fellow colleague.


‘Well, I’ll be teaching the more advanced groups. We shan’t be far away from each other. So, my dear, if you need any help of any sort, don’t ever doubt that you can come and ask, will you?’


‘That’s very kind,’ she said, though resolving at the same time that she would never need such help. She was not sure what to say next, and still blushing under his penetrating gaze, she said awkwardly, ‘Well, I’d better go.’


‘Of course.’ He stood back, gave a courtly little bow and let her pass. Daisy hurried away, but glancing back a moment later, she was startled to see that Mr Carson was still standing in the same spot, watching her.


A few days later, Daisy walked out of the main door of the school in Vittoria Street. She had been teaching an afternoon class and her head was still full of the sound of hammering and of the pupils’ questions which she hurried about the class to answer, bending over the not always sweet-smelling lads at their workbenches, instructing them about this and that. There was only a handful of girls. She drew in a deep breath, unwinding after all the demands of the afternoon.


It was already almost dark. The air was damp but the wind had died for the moment, so that smoke hung in the evening air and all the sounds, the clopping hooves of the horse pulling a cart with a few remaining blocks of salt, a mixture of voices and the crash as something was loaded on to another wagon, came to her pure and clear. The streets of the quarter were always busy and now they were full of people bustling along, some on errands, boys with basket carriages and messengers scurrying back and forth. However, despite appearances, in many firms, instead of long hours into the evening during a rush period, some workshops were shutting up earlier these days – even at dinner time. The war meant a decrease in orders and there was just not enough work coming in.


Daisy was in her own little world, her mind full of the class, of thinking she must go and see her friend May Gordon, who had been at Vittoria Street with her for their five student years and had been taken on in Mr Cuzner’s business in Bournville . . . But another thought intruded as it had begun to do over these days. Mr Carson. She had seen him frequently during his first few days back in the school, careering about the building, people turning to stare.


And today, as they passed each other in the corridor, there was the way he had looked at her. He had met her eye, giving his little bow from the waist. ‘Afternoon, Miss Tallis!’ spoken with a mischievous smile. The man was so full of life and intensity that she could not help being fascinated by him. She was so caught up in all this, walking along now, that she did not notice the young man, among many others in the street, who was standing propped against a lamp post just along from the main doors.


He was nineteen years old, not a great deal taller than Daisy, who was rather tall at five foot six. He had a strong, masculine frame, with broad shoulders and a pale face, the eyes seeming dark in his face by contrast. His cheekbones were prominent, almost as if he had been chipped from a block of stone. Under his cap, a lock of brown hair fell across his forehead. He stood slightly hunched, hands pushed into the pockets of his heavy jacket, and his face wore a serious, watchful expression. When he saw the girl emerge, still absent-mindedly in the process of pushing her hat on to her lovely, pale hair, he felt his heart speed up and with one foot, he pushed himself off from the lamp post.


Daisy was walking along, head down as she pulled her coat round her and fastened the buttons. She appeared to be in a hurry, but then Daisy always did seem in a rush.


‘Dais?’


‘Oh!’ She started, staring at him without recognition for a few seconds. ‘Oh, Den – it’s you! Goodness, you didn’t half make me jump! You off home?’


‘Yeah. No.’ He cursed himself for being flustered, for feeling like a servant compared to her. It was the way he had always felt, coming from the slums of the Jewellery Quarter and her related to the boss – well, sort of. He felt that she was above him, Daisy Tallis, daughter of prosperous Philip Tallis the silversmith. She was like a goddess, so beautiful with that hair, that lovely face of hers, so lovely that he became suddenly aware that his jacket was a couple of sizes too big and he felt rough and awkward in his cap and big boots. But they had known each other so long, him and Daisy, and all he wanted was . . . Well, in fact, what he wanted – her, just her – was too much, and he knew it. ‘Can I talk to you a minute, Dais?’


She stopped, puzzled. She and Den were close in age, though in little else so far as she was concerned. They had played together sometimes as children – Daisy usually in charge – when Margaret and Annie had brought Den and sometimes his little sister Ivy to the house during the Poole family’s hardest times. Since Den had been apprenticed at Watts’s next door, they had seen each other now and then in passing. Daisy had always known that her life was very different from Den’s. His family lived on a broken-down yard off Pope Street. She had been born into a more fortunate situation, and even though she too had lost a parent at a young age, she had not lived in poverty like the Poole family. She was fond of Den like a sort of distant brother, but the truth was she felt rather superior to him. She, Daisy Tallis, was a star of the art school at Vittoria Street, a prizewinner, now a teacher! She scarcely ever gave Den a thought.


Looking at him, amused, she said, ‘Fire away then!’


Den seemed overcome by confusion for a moment and looked down at his boots. But as they stood there, Daisy became suddenly aware of him in a different way. She saw how strong he had become, the muscular thickening of his face and neck, the fact that now, slightly, she had to look up at him. Only then did she suddenly see Den as a man. A light blush rose in her cheeks as his eyes dared to look back up into hers.


‘Come over ’ere,’ he said.


Daisy, unused to being spoken to in this commanding way by Den, followed, bewildered, as he led her into a narrow, mucky entry along the street. She felt her boot land on something squashy and there was a stink of refuse. They were out of the way of passers-by, but were forced to stand uncomfortably close together in the gloom.


‘What is it, Den?’ she said, beginning to feel irritated by being dragged into this stinking alley. She was unsure what to do with her hands, so she clasped them behind her.


He squared himself up and stood tall. ‘I’m joining up.’


Daisy stared at him. When war was declared on 4 August last year, it had seemed a distant thing. Germany, the Schlieffen Plan, Belgium – what did any of these have to do with her? She barely knew where Sarajevo was, this place where it all seemed to have started when someone shot the Archduke Franz Ferdinand – someone she had never even heard of. It had made more impact on her when Joseph Chamberlain, the city’s most famous man, had died at the beginning of July. One thing that had brought the war a fraction closer was that they now had a couple of Belgian lads being trained at the Vittoria Street School.


‘What does it really mean, being at war?’ she asked at breakfast, soon after war broke out. She had no memory of any other war.


Her stepmother looked across at her. ‘We don’t really know yet,’ she said. ‘But I do know that that butter and bacon on your plate cost a lot more this week – and that started even before they declared the war. Prices are going up like anything. Sugar’s gone up from tuppence ha’penny a pound to fivepence ha’penny!’


‘I’m going to have to put the whole works on short time,’ her father said. Daisy saw suddenly how pale and worried looking the war had made her father. ‘People are cancelling their orders or sending in wires saying hold them for the time being. We’ve hardly anything coming in. And with so many men rushing to join up there won’t be anyone to do the work soon in any case!’


There had been a great rush into the forces in the autumn, all those lads hurrying into Kitchener’s army, the man’s pointing finger and moustache looking down from walls all over the district. But although a few of the staff had gone from the school and Arthur, the fiancé of Edith who worked in the office, was now in the merchant navy, Daisy knew of no one really close to her who had joined up. And though the war had not ended before Christmas as they had all predicted, surely it couldn’t be long? What was the point in Den going now?


‘What – you mean the army?’ she said.


‘Yeah. Course.’


‘Doesn’t Mr Watts need you at the works?’


‘Nah. Not really. There’s not so much work since it started – we’re on short time.’ Den drew his shoulders back, standing tall. ‘I just feel I gotta go, Dais. Be a man, like.’


Daisy found herself suddenly moved by this. She smiled gently at him, though uncertain whether he could really see her face in the gloom. She released her hands, clasped them in front of her instead.


‘That’s brave, Den. It is. But – what about your mother?’


Den made a slight squirming movement, as if Daisy had touched some nerve in him. Poor Den had been the man of that household since the age of nine.


‘’Er’s working now Florrie’s old enough to go to school, like – and Lizzie and Ivy’ve both got a wage coming in.’


‘Oh, well then . . .’ She was not sure what to say. She was impressed that Den was taking this step – but why was he telling her? Lightly, almost teasing, she said, ‘I suppose you’ll be over in the park, training then? They’re saying it won’t be for long in any case, so I expect you’ll be back soon.’


Den nodded, solemnly. ‘Ar, that’s why I want to go now – before it’s all over . . .’


There was a long silence and Daisy thought she might as well be moving on.


‘I’m impressed, Den,’ she said, starting to turn away. ‘So, are you going tomorrow – to the recruiting office?’


‘Yeah – I’ve just told Mr Watts. ’E weren’t very happy. Listen, Dais, don’t go!’


He grasped her arm and she turned back, startled by him touching her. Up close, she suddenly caught the smell of him, sweat and the residue of chemicals that clung to everyone’s garments in the workshops. A man – strong and urgent. For a second she felt almost afraid.


‘What is it?’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.


‘If I . . . when I go – will yer write to me?’ She could see it cost him courage to say it and she managed to stop the laugh of surprise which tried to escape from her.


‘Write to you? What, me?’


‘Yes,’ he said awkwardly.


She did laugh then, something she often felt sorry for later. ‘Are you going to write back, Den? Can you write?’


‘Course I can,’ he said and she was instantly ashamed that she had injured his pride. But he had not spent much of his time at school. ‘I’m not very good though. But, Dais – will yer promise? There’s no one else’ll write and I’d . . . Well, you’d . . .’ He was stumbling over his words. ‘I know you’d write a good letter. You do everything better’n anyone else. You’re just . . .’


He ran out of words, but even the silence in which he gazed at her was full of intensity and she didn’t know where to look. What was going on? Was he saying that he . . . ? No, surely not – not little Den Poole? Even seeing him suddenly as a man, she could not believe he would be saying something like that. But in the almost darkness, she could sense the intense feeling coming from him, making her feel almost as if her very flesh was being caressed. It was unexpected and unsettling. She did not want to hurt his feelings, but she now felt desperate to get away from him.


‘All right, I’ll write to you if you like,’ she said casually, hoping to goodness she would remember. ‘But I must go home now, Den. Ma’ll wonder where I’ve got to.’


‘Yeah,’ he said quickly. ‘Course.’ If there was one person in this world Den had everlasting respect for, it was Margaret.


They walked out into the street and she hurried away, giving an awkward little wave. ‘Bye then, Den – and best of luck!’


She heard his goodbye drift along the street behind her.


‘That’s another one Eb’s got leaving,’ Margaret said that evening as they sat round the table.


‘Who is it this time?’ Pa said, helping himself to a mouthful of cabbage.


‘Den Poole,’ Daisy said.


‘How do you know?’ He looked up at her, chewing.


‘He came and met me out of work and told me,’ Daisy said.


‘What – just now?’ Her father frowned.


‘He wants me to write to him.’ She cut up her kidneys in the thick, tasty gravy, only then glancing up to see that both her parents were looking closely at her.


‘That poor lad’s been sweet on you for years,’ Pa said.


‘No, he hasn’t,’ Daisy said, laughing in astonishment. ‘What’re you talking about?’


‘Want to bet?’ her father teased, his face crinkling with amusement.


‘Philip,’ Margaret cautioned him. She did not approve of any sort of gambling, even in a joking sense. ‘And poor Mary – just another thing for her to worry about. Perhaps I’ll go and call on her.’


‘You’re just being silly,’ Daisy said. ‘But I can write to him if he wants. And Pa – I want to do a bit more on my jug tonight.’ She was making a straight-sided silver jug, playing with shape and dimension, always wanting to create something new and different. She had a little workroom of her own in the attic now, where she could try out more novel things than they made in the works.


‘It’s too dark,’ he said.


‘I can see for a while with the lamp, you know I can!’ She was jiggling with impatience, wanting to get up there, to get started. ‘My sight’s perfect.’


Pa rolled his eyes, forking up potato and cabbage. But he seemed in a good mood. ‘All right then, Miss Argumentative – just an hour. But no longer, all right?’


Carrying the oil lamp, she climbed up to the front attic room and the half workbench which used to be downstairs and was now set under the window. Three curved shapes had been cut out of the side of the bench, each for a person to sit at and work on the wooden block or peg which was set over it on a support at eye level, for hammering and shaping metal. In Pa’s shopping and Eb Watts’s, the men sat round whole tables like these, with six pegs, all working away with their gas jets and blowpipes to steer the flame more accurately on to the exact spot where they were working, with their tools for shaping and cutting and the skin pouches hanging from the edge of the table to catch the lemel and dust left over from the work.


Daisy stood the lamp on the bench, put her overall on and sat down, drawing in a deep, happy breath. Even after her work down in Pa’s shopping, or teaching at the school, this was something she had to do, a habit she had had since childhood when she came home from school: ‘Pa – I want to make something!’ From her youngest days she could remember her mother bent over this very peg, working on her own creations in silver.


Daisy knew she was talented. She could feel the materials work and shape under her hands and she needed to be able to do her own work like this, preferably every day. It was almost like breathing to her, or like food. Her one real ambition was to be a professional, respected, artist silversmith – even if she was a woman! – to be someone in the trade and to have her own thriving business.


As well as the workbench under the dormer window, the room contained a spare single bed along one wall, which looked spartan as at present it had no bedding on it except one pillow and a pale pink candlewick counterpane covering the thin mattress. On the other side of the little square room were a small cupboard and some waist-high shelves. On the lower shelves she kept tools and work materials. Along the top were a few of her treasures – items she had made and two made by her mother. One was a shallow, hand-beaten silver dish, the other a little silver jewellery box, the lid set with semi-precious stones, agate and opal. Inside was a tiny silver christening bracelet which Mom had made for her and which had been on her wrist from a time before she could remember. It was a slender ring with overlapping ends, neatly fixed so that the bracelet could extend its size as she grew. Engraved along the side, ‘Daisy Louise Tallis’ had taught her to spell her name. She had worn and worn it until it made a weal on her arm from pressing so tightly and she had wept when Philip had to cut it off when she was eight years old. She always kept it close to her as one of her most precious possessions.


Seated on the stool in front of the bench, she looked with satisfaction at all her tools neatly laid out: her pliers and snips, her files and saws, the rawhide hammer and Archimedes drill, her doming block and mandrel . . .


She placed the half-made jug before her and inclined her head to look at it, her eyes feeling along its shape, assessing every line. It was of an austere design, straight sided with a pointed, triangular spout which she was in the process of fashioning. But it was not right. She frowned, offended by the thing and by her own lack of judgement. Too big? Yes, just a little bit – out of proportion to the rest of it. Wrong.


Picking it up, she was full of a sense of dissatisfaction. She was never going to be good enough!


She took hold of the unattached spout to work on it. Usually her mind would be completely absorbed, the precision and choices involved in the work occupying all the space that might contain other thoughts. But tonight they kept intruding.


The talk she had had with Den came back to her; his dark, imploring eyes, his begging her to write. And that feeling she had had as he stood close to her. Was Pa right about Den, that he was sweet on her? As she had stood with him, she had felt something, a sort of power over him that she had never known before – or not in that way. She was an innocent as regards men. Most of the males she met were either older men, local workers or teachers in the school, or younger lads who she was teaching.


She pushed some strands of hair back from her face and picked up her piercing saw, preparing herself to cut with all possible care. Bother Den – she couldn’t help what he felt, could she? Why should she feel disturbed by it? She would write him an occasional friendly letter when she got around to it – what more could she do?


But as she worked at the edge of the spout, her heart started racing when another thought would not be shut out. Mr Carson. He had only been back in the school for a few days, but she could not help noticing the number of times she had caught him looking at her – the way he seemed to watch her with a slight smile on his face, his eyes still following her if she glanced back. She was becoming more and more aware of having grown up into a young woman – a woman who men found attractive.


‘For goodness’ sake, don’t be such a silly goose,’ she said out loud, leaning her head back to ease her neck. ‘He’s . . .’ She stopped talking out loud. He’s nearly twice your age and he’s married. He’s not looking at you like that.


But however many sensible talks she gave herself, she could not chase away the reality that this flamboyant and powerful man was paying her a very particular kind of attention – one that each time she met him and his eyes fastened on her, sent the blood pumping madly round her body.




Five


Margaret, who was serving out a dinner of chops, heard the knocking. She saw Daisy, who had been sitting with a dreamy expression on her face, jump as if she had been brought back from somewhere far away.


‘I’ll go.’ Philip got up from the table and in a moment Margaret heard sounds of greeting and laughter.


‘Annie!’ she called, her voice rising with happiness. ‘What’re you doing here? I thought you had no time to breathe, let alone come to see us.’


Her younger sister’s pink-cheeked face arrived around the door, smiling and looking energetic as usual.


‘Surprise evening off,’ she said. ‘We do have to get out now and then, you know. I thought I’d pop over and see you all!’


Annie was dressed not in her nurse’s uniform but in her own clothes – a dark blue skirt and blouse and a long green cardigan. Clothes usually looked long on Annie because she was so petite – not that she could care less either way most of the time. Her hair was dragged hastily back into some sort of bun and her big-eyed, elfin face was full of life.
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Under the storm clouds of war, she’'d
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