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  To Poppy




  







  Chapter One




  ‘TAKE IT OFF.’ The voice was loud and sharp but clearly attempting to subdue underlying emotion.




  The slender figure silhouetted in the window wearing top hat and tails turned. ‘I wasn’t being disrespectful,’ the girl said hesitantly, taking off the hat.




  Beatrice looked indulgently at her younger sister. ‘Of course you weren’t. I’m sorry.’ Evangeline’s grave beauty lit up with a lopsided grin and swooping on

  Beatrice she hugged her. Beatrice smoothed the long dark hair which fell like wings over Evangeline’s forehead and gently pushed her aside as she turned to the bed which was strewn with

  men’s clothing. ‘Who would have thought that Father would have so many clothes?’ Beatrice had picked up a canary yellow slub silk cravat. ‘I don’t remember him wearing

  this.’




  ‘I can’t imagine him wearing it.’ Evangeline looked around the large, gloomy, high-ceilinged bedroom, its heavy dark Victorian furniture placed against equally dark

  patterned wallpaper, and thought how well it matched their father’s sombre presence. Her memory of him did not include the wearing of a canary yellow cravat.




  ‘Look at this.’ Beatrice had opened a drawer in the massive mahogany tallboy and was holding up a handful of scarves. ‘Silk,’ she said incredulously, letting them slip

  through her fingers. ‘All of them.’ She pressed her lips together firmly, a sure sign to Evangeline of trouble to come. ‘These aren’t going to be given to the poor of

  London,’ she said. ‘It seems we are the poor of London.’ Evangeline examined herself in the long mirror again. Could something be done with this coat if the shoulder pads

  were removed and the tails cut off?




  Beatrice irritably picked up a dark grey overcoat and started to fold it. ‘No, I can’t believe it,’ she exclaimed. ‘Now, I’m really angry.’




  ‘Why, what is it?’ asked Evangeline.




  ‘What is it? It’s cashmere. This would have cost more than Molly’s wages for a year.’ Throwing the coat on the bed Beatrice stormed angrily to the window. Her slightly

  sharp, neat features framed by reddish hair and now inflamed by anger had assumed the look of a spirited cat. ‘I don’t understand. He left nothing, but he had all this. Well, these

  aren’t going to the poor either.’




  Evangeline tried a little laugh, ‘The East End Mission won’t get much at this rate.’




  Her sister was not going to be teased out of her ill humour. ‘We could use some of these clothes – we can turn the dress-shirts into blouses, and all this silk,’ she said,

  picking up the scarves and almost caressing them, ‘we can do something with these.’




  Evangeline, joining in her sister’s excitement, had taken out of a wardrobe an armful of brocade and velvet waistcoats. ‘Oh, Bea, these are beautiful.’




  Beatrice looked at them in amazement. ‘We could wear them almost as they are.’




  ‘Would you dare?’




  ‘I am going to dare doing a lot of things now that we have no one to answer to.’ Bea looked at Evangeline challengingly. ‘Father’s death has considerably increased our

  wardrobe.’ She returned to sorting out clothes on the bed. ‘Any shirts we’re not keeping I’m going to cut the buttons off.’




  ‘Oh, we can’t, Bea. What will they think at the Mission?’




  ‘They can think what they like,’ Beatrice said with some asperity moving to the chest of drawers on which lay an ornate silver tray containing cuff-links, a pair of ivory-backed

  hairbrushes engraved with the initials H.L.E., a spectacle case and nail scissors. She put out her hand for the scissors, paused a moment and picked up the embroidered spectacle case and looked at

  it, her eyes suddenly full of tears.




  Evangeline dropped some shoes into a large cardboard box; they had been hand-made, she noted. This was all rather macabre, she thought, picking through his clothes, like worms stripping his

  bones. She shivered. ‘We’re not keeping any shoes or trousers, are we, Bea? They are all to be collected, aren’t they?’ There was no answer. ‘Bea?’ She turned to

  look at her sister. ‘Oh, darling Bea, what is it?’




  ‘It’s so odd,’ said Beatrice stifling a sob. ‘I’m so sad about him and yet so angry with him, too.’ She remembered how any little confidence in herself could

  be stifled by his disapproval or lack of interest. ‘He allowed us hardly anything, no real education, no social life, no clothes, no money of our own and left us nothing but the house and now

  we find all these expensive grand clothes, it’s a mystery.’




  Evangeline hoped she wouldn’t talk about being a spinster again. There was so little encouragement to offer: thirty was too old to expect to marry. She passed her handkerchief and Beatrice

  dabbed her eyes with it. ‘You made him that case, didn’t you, Bea?’




  ‘Yes.’ She sighed, distractedly scraping a fingernail across the knots of the embroidery. ‘He’s left us penniless and unprepared. I don’t know what we are going to

  do and yet I suppose I loved him.’ She dabbed her eyes again.




  ‘Is this yours?’ Beatrice looked with surprise at the tiny lawn handkerchief liberally trimmed with baby blue lace that Evangeline had handed her. ‘I found it in this

  pocket.’ She indicated the tailcoat which she was still wearing. ‘It couldn’t be Mama’s after all this time, could it?’




  ‘No, it couldn’t.’




  Lydia, Lady Eliott sat with her son Arthur in her large ornately decorated drawing room in Kensington. She was perched uncomfortably on an overstuffed shiny sofa. Uncomfortable

  it might have been, but at least it was fashionable, it was right, and that mattered more than comfort to Lydia. The right accent, the right clothes, the right house, the right friends, it gave one

  a sense of security and that was what Lydia needed.




  ‘You know they won’t have enough to live on. We will have to help them.’




  Arthur turned from the sleek, modem cocktail cabinet. ‘You mean, give them some money?’ He was surprised.




  ‘Good Lord, no.’ She laughed. ‘Of course, they won’t need much – they aren’t used to much. For a doctor with such a successful practice his daughters led

  remarkably quiet lives.’




  ‘Uncle Henry believed a woman’s place was in the home,’ Arthur said, rather pompously for his twenty-five years.




  ‘So do I, but he did hold the poor things on a very tight rein.’ Lydia spoke with a vestige of sympathy: no such rein had ever been imposed on her either before her marriage by her

  financially strained but indulgent parents or afterwards by her rich and indulgent husband. She smiled at Arthur and took the cocktail he’d been mixing for her. ‘Oh, deevy, a White

  Lady.’




  ‘It isn’t a White Lady, it’s a Maiden’s Blush, we’re out of Cointreau.’




  ‘Well, deevy, anyway. What are you having?’




  ‘Whisky, of course.’




  ‘Of course.’ Lydia’s smile was now tempered with disapproval. ‘Is it your first?’




  ‘It isn’t my first and it won’t be my last and you’re a goose to worry about my drinking. I drink far less than any of the chaps at the office.’ Arthur took her

  hand between his, pressed it and gave her his special direct, honest gaze. He was aware that his mother thought he was a very superior being and wasn’t inclined to disagree with her. He also

  knew exactly how to get round her.




  She smiled at him affectionately and sipped her cocktail. ‘It’s delicious, this Maiden’s Lady.’




  ‘No, Mother, Maiden’s Blush.’




  ‘Well, talking of maidens, were they surprised how little your uncle left them?’




  ‘Little Evangeline didn’t quite take it in, but Beatrice was surprised and angry and rather rude.’ He remembered with discomfort his cousin’s reaction to the news.

  Beatrice had demanded proof and brushed aside his offer of sympathy. ‘Were you?’




  ‘Was I what?’ Lydia looked up.




  ‘Were you surprised?’




  ‘Not that much. I have a shrewd idea where some of the money went.’




  Arthur had long wondered how much his mother knew but there was no point in asking her; she was as good at telling other people’s secrets as keeping her own. ‘So do I.’




  ‘The good doctor wasn’t always so good, was he?’ Lydia looked at her son quizzically and turned away to the mirror, smoothing the silk over her ample but firm hips. Arthur was

  disconcerted, his mother looked like the cat that got the cream. Uncle Henry couldn’t have . . . No, no, of course he couldn’t have. Another whisky, that was what one needed.

  Nevertheless, he looked hard at his mother again.




  ‘Now about the girls,’ she said. ‘I’ve done some thinking.’




  ‘We’re tired, we’ve done enough for today, Evie.’ Descending the stairs, which were as gloomy and intimidating as their father’s bedroom, the

  sisters carried down the last of several large cardboard boxes. On each landing the brown and green stained-glass windows, typical of the Victorian Gothic architecture in Highgate, shed a light

  that increased rather than diminished the gloom.




  ‘I’m hungry,’ said Evangeline. ‘Let’s eat now.’




  ‘But Molly isn’t back.’




  ‘We can eat what we like and when we like now, and we can cook for ourselves,’ Evangeline said gleefully.




  Beatrice looked fondly at her sister. Evie was hardly out of her childhood with an innocent impulsiveness. ‘All right,’ she said and marched into the kitchen. On a dark brown painted

  dresser their supper sat covered by a wire mesh frame. ‘Cold boiled chicken, doesn’t need much cooking,’ she lifted a jug, ‘and barley water.’ Evangeline looked

  crestfallen for a moment. ‘I know.’ She beamed, and darted into the larder. ‘This will cheer it up.’ She was carrying two bottles of stout and a jar of Indian chutney.

  ‘Molly won’t mind, there’s plenty more.’




  ‘Chutney or stout?’




  ‘Stout,’ Evie said laughing. ‘We’re really breaking all the rules.’ Oh, those rules, she thought, our food was as bland as our lives. No fried food, no friends, no

  pastries, no parties, no spice . . . ‘No, no, no,’ Evangeline exclaimed, ‘I don’t believe all those rules are good for you, not all of them. Papa’, she said,

  ‘was wrong.’




  ‘Well, possibly he wasn’t right all the time but, nevertheless, he was a good doctor.’ Beatrice carved the cold chicken and put it with an undressed salad on the well-scrubbed

  kitchen table while Evangeline poured out the stout.




  ‘I’m going to have chutney with chicken, not chicken with chutney – and if he was such a good doctor why didn’t he move his practice to Harley Street?’ Beatrice,

  amused by Evangeline’s vehemence, watched her put half the jar of chutney on her chicken.




  ‘Oh, you know Papa. He liked making people come to him, and living here in Highgate made it difficult for Mama to visit friends.’




  ‘But did she, Bea? Were you ever allowed out? Where did she take you? What did she wear?’ Evangeline already knew the answers to all these questions and had heard every detail of

  each visit to London, but hearing them again she would note new details and hoard them in her memory.




  Her mother, whom she had never known, was as real to her as her father. Bea’s descriptions of her appearance and clothes, her delicate elegant hands, her talent in water-colours and her

  originality and wit had coalesced to form an image as clear to her as that of any living person.




  Beatrice, too, was thinking of her mother. Yes, they’d been allowed to escape for an afternoon occasionally to visit the dreaded Aunt Lydia and Uncle Richard, although sitting dutifully

  with Aunt Lydia with all her desperate pretensions to gentility was hardly an escape. After tea they were sometimes able to go to the National Gallery, the Portrait Gallery or, best of all, one of

  the smaller modern galleries with their explosion of colour and freedom of form which her mother wanted her to look at with an open spontaneous eye.




  On days when they could leave Aunt Lydia early her mother would take Beatrice to different parts of London and show her where she had lived and where she had been to school. Chelsea, where she

  had studied painting, was Beatrice’s favourite, and sometimes, for a glorious treat, they would have a second informal tea with one of Mama’s Bohemian friends where Beatrice was treated

  like an adult and spoken to as a person of interest and intelligence whose opinions were worth having. A far cry from home where even her mother was treated like a slightly wayward child. My little

  pony, he had called her. Beatrice remembered the note of anxiety bordering on hysteria she sometimes heard in her mother’s voice. When that happened her father’s hand would fall heavily

  on his wife’s shoulder, he would rub her back and it would quieten her. But Beatrice had always felt it was threatening rather than kind. ‘Things between husbands and wives’,

  Kathleen, Molly’s mother, used to say, ‘are not always what they seem to be.’




  Evangeline sighed. Suddenly she felt quite deflated. ‘Oh, Bea. I wish it hadn’t been me.’




  ‘Evie, Mama knew she was taking a risk having another baby after all her miscarriages and she did see you. That made her very happy.’ They reached across the kitchen table and

  touched hands.




  Evangeline sipped her stout. ‘I like this.’




  ‘So do I,’ said a voice with a strong Irish brogue, and Molly, their young maid, came into the kitchen. With her bright elfin face and lively manner she brought a gust of fresh air

  into the gloomy house. ‘I hope as how you haven’t had me bloaters and you’ve left me at least one bottle of stout for me tea.’ She bustled around the kitchen putting the

  fish into a pan and cutting bread. Her free and easy manner with the sisters wasn’t impudence but familiarity. Although she was their maid now, she had been brought up in the family almost as

  a sister to Evangeline. Kathleen had been allowed to stay in the house even after the birth of her illegitimate daughter. This wasn’t so much kindness from Dr Eliott but a case of expediency

  after the death of his wife when Evangeline was born.




  ‘Didn’t touch your bloaters, Molly. How was your cousin?’




  ‘Very low, Miss Evie. The young boy who was shot died too. They’re burying her father on Saturday – the whole family will be going over on the night ferry. It’ll be a

  grand turn-out.’




  ‘I expect you’d like to go too,’ said Beatrice.




  ‘Yes, Miss Bea, I’d really love to.’ Molly spoke eagerly.




  The sisters looked at each other awkwardly and Beatrice, assuming responsibility, said, ‘You know we’d send you if we could, but since Father . . .’




  ‘Yes, yes, Miss Bea, I know you would.’ Molly was aware of the precarious state of their finances and much more besides. She was too good-natured and too fond of the sisters to sulk

  and, lifting her bloaters out of the pan and onto a plate, she carried them to the table and joined the girls.




  ‘This smells a bit better than cold chicken,’ she said and, lifting her glass, ‘This tastes a lot better than barley water.’ At this the front door bell jangled in the

  large row of brass bells high on the kitchen wall. ‘Wouldn’t you know, as soon as I sit down . . .’




  ‘It’s all right, Molly,’ said Beatrice. ‘It will be the woman from the East End Mission. We’ll deal with it, you finish your tea.’ Molly sat down but

  curiosity took preference over the bloaters and she went to the basement window. There was the young woman from the Mission and there also was a motor car.




  Fancy, she thought. Only a young woman but a motorist, or would it be a motoress? The young woman seemed older than Miss Evie and younger than Miss Bea but dressed quite differently. Was that

  what you wore for driving? Quite like a riding habit somehow with that divided skirt, but what was the point? You didn’t have the machine between your legs like a horse. Molly laughed to

  herself. But whatever she was wearing, the young woman was a lady just like the Eliotts. Funny how you could tell. It was born in them, she supposed, and she also supposed it was time she finished

  her tea and cleared away. Friendly as they were to her, it would never do to ‘take advantage or take for granted’, something her mother had drummed into her before she returned to

  Ireland. She turned away from the window.




  ‘How d’ye do? Penelope Maddox, East End Mission. Stuff ready? Motor outside, tried to get a lorry. Army wouldn’t budge, got used to that lot during the war.’ Evangeline

  and Beatrice were left breathless by the onslaught from the angular but attractive young woman.




  ‘Well, there’s quite a lot but I don’t think a lorry will be necessary,’ Evie said awkwardly.




  ‘Not just collecting here. People give up, y’know.’




  ‘I’m afraid we’ve cut off some of the buttons. Give up?’ Evie felt embarrassed.




  ‘Don’t worry about that, volunteers will deal with it. Most of it’s sold. Our people need dinner, not dinner jackets.’ Penelope paused and looked at the sisters,

  assessing them. She took one of the boxes of clothes and carried it to the car. ‘Yes, people give up hoping he’ll come back, then they don’t want to be reminded, so the Mission

  benefits.’




  ‘Oh, I see.’ Beatrice followed her to the car with another box. ‘You can drive, how wonderful,’ she said.




  ‘Had to, ambulance driver. And you, did you do anything? Doctor’s daughters, aren’t you – nurse?’




  ‘No, I mean, no, I didn’t do anything in the war or nothing that counts and, yes, my father was a doctor.’ The three women continued to pile up the clothes in the car’s

  dickey.




  Evangeline felt they were old-fashioned and inadequate beside this example of the ‘new woman’. ‘She could have,’ she blurted out, tilting her chin towards Beatrice.

  ‘But she had to look after me and the house – and she was Father’s receptionist.’ Well into her stride, she added, ‘She would have been a huge asset to the war

  effort,’ quoting from the Lady – or was it the Sketch?




  ‘But, anyway, Father wouldn’t let me.’




  ‘Wouldn’t let you, eh?’




  ‘Father wouldn’t let us do anything,’ said Evangeline glumly.




  ‘Going to do anything now? We always need volunteers.’




  ‘I’m afraid, since our father’s death,’ Beatrice said, ‘we have to earn a living.’




  Penelope beamed at them, ‘Good for you. Anything in mind?’ She looked at their blank faces. ‘No? Well, I’ll keep a look out. Thanks for all this – even without the

  buttons.’ They watched her jump behind the wheel and drive off.




  ‘Isn’t she extraordinary?’




  ‘Yes, and the motor started straight away.’




  It was a sunny day, but it wasn’t the sun that put the two pink spots on Beatrice’s cheeks, nor was it the speed at which she was striding down St Martin’s

  Lane, a speed with which Evangeline was finding it hard to keep up. She was also ignoring the theatres full for their matinées and the buskers now seemingly playing for each other, and the

  sandwich-board men advertising doom, clairvoyants and tearooms with equal impartiality.




  Evangeline’s attention was caught by a young girl, perhaps her own age, singing quite sweetly, ‘I Dreamt I Dwelt In Marble Halls’, an incongruous dream, she thought, for a girl

  making her living singing in the streets. Even more incongruous was her size, her stomach was enormous, she was obviously pregnant, too obviously, perhaps.




  She had never seen anyone quite as pregnant as that. The young girl caught her eye and, with a conspiratorial wink, shifted her ‘baby’ to a more comfortable position. Laughing,

  Evangeline ran to catch up Beatrice who had now reached Trafalgar Square.




  ‘No,’ she said suddenly, ‘no, we are not taking in lodgers and that is final.’




  ‘I agree with you, Bea, but please calm down, and slow down, too.’




  ‘I will, I will.’ But Beatrice continued at her rapid pace. ‘Lodgers. We’d be trapped, we’d be servants. Arthur is trying to run our lives, just like Father did.

  I’m thirty. I want my life back.’ She thought of the gloom of Arthur’s office, so like the gloom of her father’s house, and she remembered her rage when he had explained,

  slowly and pompously, that he was to be Evangeline’s guardian, officially. The look he had cast at Evangeline had been proprietorial. No, more than that. It made her feel uneasy.




  ‘You will probably marry. I mean Evangeline, of course.’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘And you, Beatrice, could be a governess.’




  ‘Well, that’s settled, then. Let us know when you’ve found us a husband and a position.’ Beatrice gathered together her gloves and handbag and stood up.




  ‘Don’t be facetious. You must understand that your situation is far more financially precarious than we had previously envisaged.’




  Beatrice glared at him. ‘It seems to me that our precarious financial situation was created by the men in the Eliott family, Father lost all his money and you didn’t envisage

  it.’




  ‘We are looking for work,’ Evie said, trying to placate them.




  ‘You are ladies. Eliotts. It is out of the question – and what could you do? You were not educated for any profession.’ Arthur sat behind his desk again, he felt safer there

  from Beatrice’s rather accurate barbs.




  ‘We were not educated,’ Beatrice said.




  ‘I wanted to go to art school,’ Evangeline joined in softly.




  Arthur laughed and looked at her fondly. ‘Silly gel, we don’t want a Bohemian in the family.’




  Ugh, Beatrice thought, what a stupid condescending smile. ‘We must go, Evie. We mustn’t waste any more of Cousin Arthur’s time.’ She turned to the door and informed him,

  ‘Actually, we’ve decided to sell the house.’




  ‘Oh no, my dear, one never sells one’s only asset. I forbid it.’




  ‘You forbid it, Cousin Arthur?’




  ‘I forbid it, which, as Evangeline’s guardian, I have the right to do. But Mother and I do have another proposition . . .’




  Having negotiated Trafalgar Square and crossed the Haymarket, still walking briskly, Beatrice suddenly stopped at the corner of Jermyn Street and faced Evangeline. ‘We’ll work

  something out.’




  ‘Yes, we’ll think of something else.’ They had stopped by a newspaper seller whose placard read ‘COAL MINERS ALL OUT ON STRIKE’.

  ‘Well, that won’t bother us. We won’t be able to afford coal.’




  ‘Oh, Bea, that’s a hard thing to say.’




  ‘Hard times make hard hearts,’ she said, mocking herself. Evie laughed, relieved that Bea’s good humour had returned. They strolled on down Jermyn Street. Men, Beatrice

  thought, even here they rule. Trumpers for their hair, Lobbs for their shoes, Hawes and Curtis for their suits.




  ‘Mmm. I like that.’ Evangeline paused by a window.




  ‘For you?’ Bea was amused.




  ‘Yes.’ Evie was looking at a man’s cricket sweater in the window. ‘I’m going to try it on. We can’t buy it – don’t worry, I know that,’ she

  said and went bravely into the shop.




  The shop was hushed and smelt slightly of sweet tobacco. All the fitments were in rich, highly polished walnut and glass. At the back an elderly assistant was helping a customer choose a tie, a

  difficult task, Bea thought, seeing that all the ties looked alike. A younger assistant approached. ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Evangeline rather grandly. ‘We would like to see the sweater in the window.’




  The young man opened a drawer in one of the large chests.




  ‘Would it be this one, madam?’




  ‘Yes, it would be.’




  ‘Jolly good. That has been in the window for the Eton-Harrow match. For a brother?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Your father?’




  ‘No,’ said Evangeline with her most enchanting smile. ‘For me. I would like to try it on. Where is the fitting room?’ The young man stared at her, overwhelmed by both her

  smile and her request.




  ‘I say – er – how topping . . . but I don’t think – that is to say, I don’t know—’




  ‘You don’t know where the fitting room is?’




  ‘No, or not so much know, but know if . . .’




  The older assistant approached. ‘Is there any problem, Mr Jenkins?’




  ‘Not at all,’ said Evangeline brightly. ‘I am interested in buying this sweater and I would like to try it on.’




  The older assistant pursed his lips, which perfected his likeness to an old prune, Beatrice thought, and said icily, ‘There are no facilities for young ladies in this establishment,’

  and inclining his head towards Beatrice, ‘no changing facilities for ladies of any age.’




  Evangeline drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t considerable, and said haughtily, ‘Then you will never receive our patronage again.’ They swept towards the door

  which Mr Jenkins opened and, Beatrice bowing graciously, the sisters left.




  

    Evangeline looked at the two street-walkers standing on the corner of Curzon Street near Gunter’s. In a way they were really very attractive, both with unnaturally pale skin accentuated

    by dark red lipstick and certainly more smartly dressed than the average Englishwoman. Maybe they were French. That sort of thing was done more by the French than the English, even in marriage,

    or so she’d learnt from books. Not the sort of books she had read in Papa’s medical library. From these she had learnt what they did. Funny that they were called street-walkers, they

    didn’t seem to walk very much.


  




  ‘Now remember, Evie, this treat extends to one icecream each and no more.’ Had they gone to another tearoom the treat could have been extended, but Gunter’s was the most

  fashionable and therefore the most expensive. Sitting on hard, uncomfortable gilt chairs they surveyed the room. Women who thought they were smartly dressed, à la mode, but who all

  looked basically the same, dictated to by today’s fashion experts just as they had once been dictated to by Nanny, and some up from the country for the day who wouldn’t have known if

  they were fashionable or not.




  ‘You were very Duchess of Kent as we left, Bea.’




  ‘Anyone would think we were asking to remove our clothes and do the Dance of the Seven Sweaters.’




  ‘Look, I was right, wasn’t I? It would look wonderful with a long narrow chiffon skirt.’ Evangeline had been sketching on the back of the menu.




  ‘Oh, two strawberry ice-creams, please.’ Beatrice ordered from the waitress who, being the only other woman in the room dressed in black, looked almost as chic as the sisters in

  their mourning clothes. ‘Evie, I love it. You do have good ideas.’




  ‘Oh dear.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘A woman has just come in – no, don’t look now – looking like a cottage loaf. Plump women shouldn’t wear fitted clothes.’ Evangeline returned to the menu and

  started drawing rapidly giving quick glances at the woman.




  ‘Can I look now?’




  ‘Yes, she’s talking to a woman wearing a hat like a chamber pot, extremely plump.’




  ‘She can’t help her shape, Evie.’ Beatrice turned discreetly to look at the two women but quickly turned back stifling a laugh. Her sister’s description had been

  accurate.




  ‘She could help her shape, if she wore something like that.’ Evangeline held up the menu for Beatrice to see her sketch.




  ‘Yes, you’re right.’




  ‘Yes, indeed, miss,’ said the waitress, crooking her neck to see Evangeline’s drawing as she delivered their ice-creams. She, too, was trying not to laugh. ‘Perhaps

  I’d better leave the menus with you.’




  ‘I’m going to try and make this ice-cream last.’




  ‘If you do it won’t be ice-cream, it will melt. Do you think these sort of women come here every day, Bea?’




  ‘They have nothing to do but spend their husbands’ money. They’ll eat cream cakes here and then go to the Dorchester Hotel and get rid of the fat in the Turkish

  bath.’




  ‘They might not all be rich, but you won’t find any miners’ wives here. Could we have iced sponge fingers?’ Evangeline was enjoying this rare glimpse of luxury.




  ‘Not unless you want to walk home.’




  The street-walkers were still there as they left. Evangeline wondered if they had had time to earn some money while she had been eating ice-cream, and if the street singer was still dreaming she

  dwelt in marble halls.




  How stubborn, how stupid, how inconvenient of her nieces to refuse to take in paying guests, and why did they insist on calling them lodgers? They needed that three pounds a

  week and it was not going to come from her. ‘Arthur darling, why do they insist on calling them lodgers?’




  ‘Does it matter what they call them? They still don’t want them.’ Arthur topped up what was already a rather large whisky.




  ‘You’re drinking too much,’ said Lydia automatically. Blast those girls. It all fitted in so well. She had stayed with the Crawleys in Singapore and now owed them return

  hospitality. They needed somewhere to live in London while looking for a flat and they were far too mean to pay for an hotel. It would be killing many birds with one stone. ‘What do they

  think they’re going to live on? The Eliott girls, I mean.’




  ‘They intend to find employment.’




  ‘I have no intention of being the aunt of a pair of shopgirls.’




  ‘It would probably only be one shopgirl. Evangeline is bound to get married.’ Arthur smiled foolishly. ‘She’s such a dear girl.’




  This wasn’t the first time he’d revealed an unfortunate interest in the girl, but it was out of the question. Lydia looked at her son sharply. It was no good him getting ideas in

  that direction, for many reasons.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘THE LADY.’ EVANGELINE scowled. ‘There ought to be a newspaper

  called the Worker.’




  ‘You sound like a Bolshevik.’




  ‘I think I might be one,’ Evangeline said daringly. ‘Anyway, we’re neither ladies nor workers.’




  Beatrice looked up from the Sketch and laughed. The situations vacant column had proved disappointing. Although nannies and governesses were needed, they all specified the condition of

  living in.




  Beatrice had reluctantly rejected ‘Cook and gardener, wanted’, being unwilling to accept that the ability to make sardines on toast and to dead-head roses was sufficient

  qualification. ‘What little work there is always goes to men now.’




  ‘Why always?’ Evangeline was scowling again.




  ‘Evie, there are two million people unemployed.’




  ‘Two million and two. Women are people, too, and now, because of the war, they have no work and no men.’




  ‘Assistant to laboratory technician – our Miss Pilkington hardly trained us for that.’




  ‘No indeed,’ Evangeline said in a precise pinched tone. ‘Painting, music and embroidery for young ladies. She even thought French was improper.’




  ‘That’s because she didn’t speak it correctly. She would certainly have thought “Manicurist for gentlemen’s barber shop” improper.’ Evangeline was again

  examining the despised Lady. ‘I wonder, though . . . Bea, give me your hands – let me try.’




  ‘No, even I think that’s improper.’ Beatrice remembered her father speaking dismissively of Aunt Lydia, who had once been a manicurist. ‘You don’t marry

  women like that, you give them your hands. You don’t ask for their hands in marriage.’ Evie flung down the Lady with exasperation and moved her chair closer to the kitchen stove.

  It was the warmest room in the house but still not warm enough.




  ‘ ‘‘The Danielli Dancing Academy requires young ladies as dancing partners.” ’ Beatrice looked up from the paper. ‘Evie, you could do that.’




  Evangeline jumped to her feet excitedly. ‘Yes, but I’m not doing it on my own.’




  ‘But I’ve got three left feet and it does say young ladies.’




  ‘You can fox-trot. Try.’ She pulled Beatrice to her feet, singing ‘Marjie, I’m always dreaming of you, Marjie’. Evangeline danced around the room leading a

  reluctant Beatrice.




  ‘Are ye having a party or what?’ Molly popped her head round the door.




  ‘I’m teaching Miss Bea how to fox-trot.’




  That’ll take you a month of Sundays. What time do you want your dinners?’




  ‘Come on, Molly, let’s show her.’ Evangeline was glowing and emboldened by this rare, tiny excitement.




  ‘All right, then, Miss Evie. I’d best be the gentleman.’ The young servant, took the hands of her young mistress and they executed a perfect fox-trot, across the grey

  flagstones of the kitchen floor. ‘Tis just like the old days in the nursery.’




  Signor Danielli was short, plump and very dapper, his dark hair oiled to perfection so that even now, whirling around the floor in a waltz, the tails of his black jacket

  flying, his hair remained immaculately in place.




  He looks like a waiter, Beatrice thought. But he doesn’t dance like one.




  ‘One, two, three, up on the toes, one, two, three and dip, head up, not to look at the feet, you are a swan, please. Glide, glide.’




  ‘I hope he’s not going to be gliding all afternoon with her. I’m due at the Trocadero at six.’ Beatrice looked at the thin, feverish face of the girl standing next to

  her. She was looking anxiously at Evangeline. ‘She’s good,’ said the flushed girl bitterly. ‘And quite pretty.’




  ‘Why did Signor Danielli send the other girls away?’ asked Beatrice, still watching Evangeline who was now doing the rather complicated steps of the ‘Twinkle’.

  ‘Some of them were very nice-looking.’




  ‘Wrong accent. Danielli’s no fool, he advertised for young ladies and that’s what he wants. Better for business if they have, you know, the right vowels.’




  ‘Grazie, grazie, charming, and now for the other Miss Eliott.’ Signor Danielli bowed to Evangeline and signalled for the gramophone record to be changed to the strains of

  ‘Avalon’. He attempted to sweep Beatrice onto the floor in a quick-step; this wasn’t possible because Beatrice was intent on doing the fox-trot which she did with a grim face

  paying no regard to either the music or Signor Danielli’s feet. ‘No-ow!’ A cry of pain and despair escaped him as Beatrice placed one foot firmly on his. ‘No, no, no.’

  The pain had somewhat changed his accent. He may have had Italian parentage but he was probably brought up in Clerkenwell, thought Beatrice.




  ‘Dear madam, I think it better you come for lessons.’




  ‘I agree,’ said Beatrice with relief. ‘You need swans, not elephants.’




  ‘But I am most happy to engage the young Miss Eliott. Practise the new dances, if you please, the Jogtrot, the Twinkle, and to wear the pretty dance frock, yes?’




  ‘Yes, yes, Signor Danielli, thank you.’




  Signor Danielli approached the last applicant.




  ‘Er, may I?’ Beatrice took him aside. ‘The gentlemen who come to your academy,’ she said tentatively, ‘they are . . .’




  ‘Gentlemen,’ he said decisively.




  Beatrice’s bedroom was like no other room in the house. The walls and ceiling were painted white and even the bare wood floors had been bleached and scattered with rag

  rugs. The walls were covered haphazardly with her own unframed drawings, water-colours painted by her mother and collages made by Evangeline from scraps of silk and tweed, and remnants of satins

  and velvets. There was a predominance of blue and yellow, which revealed the influence of Monet, and the room was flooded with light. In one corner was a wicker garden table which Beatrice had

  painstakingly painted with blue and white to look like gingham. The room was her sanctuary, the more so since she knew her father had never set foot in it, had never known it was there, tucked away

  in the attic.




  ‘Stop moving,’ said Beatrice, her mouth full of pins.




  ‘Stop talking,’ said Evangeline, ‘when your mouth is full of pins.’ She twisted to see herself in the long looking-glass.




  Beatrice had cut and draped one of the cornflower blue curtains from her windows as a skirt and was now pinning an embroidered cream silk waistcoat.




  ‘Bea, don’t I look wonderful? I mean, you’ve done it wonderfully. But what shall I do about the sleeves of the shirt? They’re far too long and we have no time.’




  Beatrice rose from her knees and picked up two steel expanding arm-bands. ‘I found these in Father’s room.’




  ‘Horrible!’




  ‘Not when I’ve wrapped them in ribbon. You’ll look like a Morris dancer.’




  ‘That’s one dance I won’t be doing.’ She laughed.




  ‘I’m going to be a working woman, Bea, earning my own living.’




  ‘Not a very big living.’




  ‘No, not enough to keep the wolf from the door.’




  ‘Not enough to keep the lodgers from the door. Where do you suppose he wore these things?’ Beatrice said, abruptly picking up a frilled-front shirt. ‘At his medical

  conferences in Leamington Spa, I suppose,’ she answered herself with heavy irony.




  They heard the chime of a bell downstairs. ‘Bea, isn’t that the front door?’ Evangeline looked anxiously at her sister. The bell jangled insistently in the distance.




  ‘Oh, yes, it is. Well, Molly will get it.’ Beatrice looked at her sister, seeing only the clothes. ‘No wonder I wasn’t allowed in the room when they packed.’ She

  spoke to herself.




  ‘They?’




  ‘Molly’s mother, then Molly.’




  ‘Get the child out of here.’ That sentence from her father punctuated every unwanted appearance made by Beatrice, whether it was in the drawing room, consulting room or his dressing

  room. She could recall it now and the sound of his trunk being slammed shut as Kathleen looked guiltily over her shoulder at the child standing in the doorway. Beatrice never argued, she just

  turned on her heel and sped away, biting her mouth until it bled.




  By the time Kathleen had returned to Ireland and Molly had taken over the packing she no longer wanted or needed her father, she had become self-sufficient, and Evangeline was growing up and

  beginning to give her much-needed companionship. She also knew that her only crime was to have been a girl and not the longed-for, and much tried-for son and heir . . . Evangeline waited for an

  explanation that didn’t come.




  There was the sound of two sets of feet mounting the stairs, a firm swift step and a scurrying patter and Molly cut the odd silence as she opened the door breathlessly. ‘It’s

  Miss—’




  ‘Maddox,’ completed Penelope, striding in. ‘I have good news for you, I think. My goodness!’ She stood in the room spellbound. ‘How extraordinary. Beautiful,

  beautiful room – lost for words, not like me. Did it yourself?’ She looked enquiringly at both of them.




  ‘Yes,’ said Beatrice, elated at her reaction.




  ‘All of it?’




  ‘Yes, all.’




  Penelope examined the wicker table. ‘Trompe l’oeil,’ she said. ‘Deception of the eye, very witty.’




  ‘Deception of the eye,’ repeated Beatrice. ‘You can go, Molly,’ she said coldly.




  ‘You said good news?’ Evangeline smiled shyly.




  ‘Ah yes, hope so. My brother, only son. Spoilt, frightful war, society photographer.’ Penelope paused and snorted derisively. ‘Rather successful, needs a general dogsbody,

  I’ve been doing it. Not doing it any more, more important things to do.’ She looked at them both closely and then rattled on in her odd shorthand. ‘Taking a job from an unemployed

  person, told him I know an unemployed person who’d be perfect for it. You,’ she said pointing at Beatrice and turning to Evangeline, ‘not you. Far too young and pretty.

  That’s settled, then, tomorrow morning. One seven seven Green Street, Mayfair. Got to go, busy, got a lying-in, and a laying-out.’ She looked around the room again. ‘Bloody

  marvellous,’ and left.




  Lydia read the telegram again. The Crawleys, the creepy Crawleys, would arrive on Tuesday, a little earlier than she had hoped but it would give Beatrice less time to think

  about it and refuse. She accepted a glass of sherry from Arthur, noting with distaste that he was pouring himself an even larger whisky than usual. ‘I’ve got a splitting

  headache,’ he said, as he caught her flinty gaze.




  ‘Oh, perfect cure.’




  ‘I’ve had a bad day. The market’s collapsing.’




  ‘It always is, and you always think that a larger than usual intake of Johnnie Walker will solve the problem.’ Lydia was in an unusually censorious mood with her son.




  Arthur loved his mother – or, to be more exact, loved her loving him and didn’t want the unqualified love to change or be withdrawn. He guessed that she was more anxious than she

  showed about the Crawleys’ visit: for some reason, dealing with Beatrice always made his mother nervous.




  ‘If it really worries you I won’t finish it.’ He took her hands and stepped back to examine, her. ‘I love you in that gown – rose, it’s the perfect colour for

  you.’ He cupped her face in his hands in a gesture that was not entirely filial. ‘Are you never going to age? It’s getting embarrassing introducing you as my mother.’




  Lydia smiled indulgently. She knew she looked good for her age but she had enough remnants of self knowledge to know that she didn’t look that good. All this was a ploy to stop her

  nagging and it worked. This was a minuet they danced around each other, and she knew he would soon go to his club and continue drinking.




  She flushed. ‘I’m glad you like it. Matter of fact, I’m having this jacket copied by Beatrice. It will give me the opportunity to give her a little money.’ Lydia took

  Arthur’s hand from her face and squeezed it.




  Very little, Arthur thought. ‘And you will lay down the law?’




  ‘No, Arthur, I will not lay down the law. I will persuade her that it is in her best interests.’




  Beatrice watched from the front door as Evangeline walked down the street. Her sister looked beautiful and elegant and had been proud and happy. If she was nervous she was

  concealing it well. When Beatrice had warned her to be careful Evangeline had laughed and said, ‘What of ? Why should I be scared?’ And indeed, Beatrice thought, What of ?




  It had been difficult to dissuade Evangeline from walking to Tottenham Court Road to save the bus fare from Highgate. Only the reasoning that it would take hours and tire her out before work had

  persuaded her not to. Beatrice turned back into the house. Molly was carrying coal into the drawing room. She heard her shovelling it onto the fire; this would have to stop.




  Molly saw Beatrice and put her head round the door. ‘You’re off to the photography man, are ye? Ye look a right picture yourself.’




  ‘I hope Mr Maddox thinks so.’ She paused. ‘We ought to be more careful with the coal, Molly.’




  ‘Pity you don’t have peat over here, I’ve never heard of a peat strike.’ She looked at Beatrice’s worried face and stood up.




  ‘It isn’t the strike, Molly, or the coal. There won’t be enough for other things—’ She broke off, embarrassed.




  ‘If it’s about me wages, no need to concern yourself, I’ve been here all me life and I’ll not leave you, like rats when the ship’s going down. If the Good Lord see

  fit I’ll go to the workhouse with you.’




  Beatrice was silenced for a moment and was not sure whether she wanted to laugh or cry. ‘Thank you, Molly. Thank you. But none of us is going to drown, you know.’




  ‘Do you have a morning job?’ the young man asked. He was a callow youth, Evangeline decided. At last she knew what that meant, she had read it often without quite

  understanding.




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘I thought perhaps you hadn’t time to change.’


  She looked around the dance floor: the other young ladies were wearing floaty pastel tea-gowns. The young man led her past the

  long mirror in a rather daring reverse, admiring his dashing reflection, and stepped heavily on her foot. ‘Don’t apologize,’ he said airily. Evangeline was hard pressed not to

  scream but remembering Signor Danielli’s instructions, ‘You are always happy and the kick on the foot is always your fault,’ she smiled sweetly and let herself be led or rather

  pushed into a series of complicated steps which finished with her other foot being stamped on. This time her smile was not so sweet. When the music stopped she hoped he would prefer to dance with

  someone who didn’t look as if they had a morning job but after he had scanned the sea of sweet-pea muslin, he turned to claim her again. However, within a second of his having relinquished

  her to survey the opposition, another young man had rather masterfully led her away.




  ‘Are you in absolute agony?’ he said with a sympathy which was rather spoilt by a huge grin. ‘He got both feet, didn’t he? I’ll try to be an improvement.’

  Evangeline forgot her bruised feet as they waltzed easily round the room, and relaxed into his arms as he held her lightly but firmly.




  This is it, she thought. I’m dancing with a young man for the first time and he is a young man, not a callow youth. Grey eyes, like warm pebbles, and thick brown wavy hair, not oiled like

  Arthur’s and Signor Danielli’s, natural and a little untidy. ‘You’re looking at me rather severely. What are you thinking?’




  ‘Well, thinking you don’t need the help of Mr Danielli’s Academy.’




  ‘Not in the waltz, perhaps, but I like to keep up with the new dances and I see you like to keep up with the new fashions.’ He looked at her clothes with undisguised approval.

  ‘Miss Eliott, you look absolutely stunning.’ He said it warmly with obvious sincerity. Evangeline smiled. I’m happy, she thought, how odd, I know I’m happy.




  Late autumn, what a wonderful time of year, she thought. Even in London the air was full of harvest-time and the smell of apples. Beatrice was walking through Camden Town and

  it was sunny and crispy cold. She was doing what she had persuaded Evangeline not to do: she was walking to Mayfair. Oh, what a goose I am. Of course there’s a smell of apples, this is a

  market. She laughed and picked her way carefully over the cobblestones avoiding the debris cast by stallholders trimming leeks, carrots and cabbages.




  ‘D’you wanna cucumber, darlin’?’ a cheeky young costermonger yelled.




  ‘No, thanks,’ said the pretty young shopper, eyeing everything before she made up her mind. ‘I’ve already got one.’




  ‘Not as big as mine,’ he shouted back.




  ‘Big enough for me, ta.’




  Beatrice hurried on, smiling. Should she have been shocked? She wasn’t. Life was going to be all right. If they both had jobs they could manage without Aunt Lydia’s lodgers. Why did

  she call them ‘paying guests’? It was so genteel. Anyway it didn’t matter what you called them, it would turn their home into a boarding house.




  The house in Green Street had three bells beside the door but only the lower was marked: GRAY’S RELIGIOUS PUBLICATIONS. If it’s a studio it should be the top

  floor, Beatrice reasoned.




  She looked through the windows of the ground floor. A portly middle-aged man was sitting at a large desk covered with manuscripts, smoking a pipe and daydreaming. She signalled to him. He turned

  and smiled enquiringly. ‘Jack Maddox,’ she mouthed. He looked disappointed, but gestured to the ceiling very emphatically. She was right, the top floor. The portly man then gestured to

  her to push the door. It wasn’t locked.




  Beatrice walked up the stairs, her confidence evaporating. What had Penelope told her brother? Very little, she supposed, there was very little to tell. Well, this was the top floor. There was a

  door but again no name. She knocked, but this one, too, was open.




  ‘Good morning,’ she said brightly as she entered what was obviously an empty reception room.




  ‘Who the hell is that?’ A door was flung open and Jack Maddox appeared. He was wearing very rumpled evening clothes which matched his rumpled hair – even his face looked

  rumpled, Beatrice thought.




  ‘Oh, er, sorry,’ he said. ‘I thought you were somebody else, a man, of course.’ After this vague apology he snapped, ‘What do you want?’




  ‘I’m Beatrice Eliott. Didn’t your sister . . .’




  ‘Oh, the unemployed. I told her late morning.’




  ‘Mr Maddox, it is twelve o’clock. That’s about as late as morning gets.’




  He made a sound half-way between a snort and a laugh and opened the studio door. ‘Sit down. Glass of champagne?’




  ‘No, thank you.’ She looked around the room for somewhere to sit. Every surface was covered with materials, books, magazines; the only chair was occupied by a saucepan filled with

  ice and water containing a bottle of champagne.




  ‘Here.’ He took a pile of negatives from a chaiselongue that had almost collapsed in the middle. Beatrice sat carefully on it but not carefully enough: she sank slowly to the

  floor. Should I stay here? she thought. Should I laugh? Should I hit him?
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