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  Chapter 1




  Isle of Dogs, East London, Summer 1934




  Marie woke in a cold sweat. The dream was always the same. She was staring up at a stranger, who was standing in the middle of a room. There were beads of sweat on his heavily

  jowled face and his small eyes flicked suspiciously around. Beneath his large hooked nose was a thin, cruel mouth, which suddenly released an animal cry of fury. His concentration was focused on

  his victim: a small, cowering woman, her arms folded protectively across the swell of her belly. Her pleas for mercy were ignored as she stumbled away from his outstretched hands.




  Marie cried out, but always her scream was silent. She was terrified, yet she knew the man could not see or hear her, that she was invisible. And then Marie saw what she dreaded most. The

  sobbing woman was grabbed and shaken with unbearable force.




  How those powerful giant’s hands shook and squeezed. How they whipped across the delicate skin of her face. And when at last it was over and she lay still on the bare floorboards, again

  Marie tried to scream, to bring someone to her rescue. But, as always in the dream, she was a powerless witness, trapped in a haunting silence until she woke and returned to reality.




  ‘Marie? Marie, wake up.’




  Marie heard her twin sister’s voice and found the strength to lift her head. In the dream she had been unable to move and it was with relief that she wiped the sticky wetness from her

  eyes. Her breathing was short and sharp as Vesta’s face, surrounded by a cloud of blonde curls, appeared in the faint light of the moon shining through the window.




  ‘Vesta, is that you?’




  ‘Course it is.’




  Marie tried to sit up. ‘I was . . . dreaming . . .’




  ‘I should say you were,’ complained Vesta sleepily as she snuggled back down beside Marie. ‘You were shouting out loud.’




  ‘In the dream I can’t make any noise. I try to make someone hear me, but no one can.’




  Vesta yawned, propping herself on the thin pillow. ‘So it was the same dream again?’




  ‘Yes.’ Marie pushed back her damp hair matted to her face. ‘This young woman is having a baby. A man beats her and she falls to the floor. If only I could scream and bring

  help.’




  ‘But it’s a dream, Marie. Not real life.’




  Marie sat shivering in her flimsy nightdress. It was August and very warm, but she felt cold inside, and the sweat on her skin was pure fear. ‘Why do I keep dreaming the same

  dream?’




  ‘I don’t know. I never have dreams like that.’




  ‘You’re lucky.’




  ‘Well, it’s over now. Go back to sleep.’




  Marie pushed away the bedclothes, trying not to make a disturbance. Their double bed always creaked when either one of them moved. ‘I’ll have to change me nightdress first.

  It’s wet through.’




  ‘Hurry up, then, or else we’ll be awake all night.’




  Getting out of bed, Marie put on the light. The furniture in their bedroom was solid good quality, though none of it belonged to her family. It was all Elsie Goldberg’s, their

  landlady’s. Beside the wardrobe was a solid oak chest of drawers, on which stood their treasured Victor phonograph with its great brass horn and soft, velvety turntable. The heavy records

  they loved to collect were all in a box beside it and were nearly worn out as the twins played them endlessly.




  After exchanging her damp nightdress for a dry one, Marie was reluctant to climb back into bed. If she were to lie awake in the dark, the dream might haunt her. Had Vesta gone back to sleep?




  She stared into the long bevelled mirror on the wardrobe door reflecting her slender five foot seven inches, hidden under the thin cotton nightdress. Though she and Vesta were not identical

  twins, their mother had always dressed them the same. They both had tumbling, shoulder-length wavy blonde hair and blue eyes.




  Marie smiled at the memory of the tricks they used to play on people. Only their mother, Ada, and Elsie had been able to tell them apart. But last June they had turned eighteen, and now they had

  their own taste in fashion; if one pinned up her hair, the other would wear hers down. If one wore a dress, the other would choose a skirt.




  The one thing they both still shared was a love of singing and dancing to the latest tunes. They’d made up a double act, and often talked about one day going on the stage. Their mother had

  made them promise to wait. She wanted to see them have a trade and they knew she wanted them to get married and settle down. She hoped their theatrical dream would fade.




  As Marie sat on the edge of the bed, avoiding the most creaky bit, she gave a deep sigh. Her mother pulled them one way and their father the other. Hector had left his Kent home at fourteen to

  join a travelling theatre group. With his strong, clear voice he’d become a good singer and performer, taking many famous parts as the group toured the length and breadth of Britain. But

  after he’d met and married Ada, a Stepney girl, things had to change. With a wife and family to support, he only earned a few pennies busking on the streets of London.




  ‘Girls!’ he’d boom, using his powerful stage voice. ‘You can achieve anything with talent like yours. You’ll knock ’em dead!’




  Ada would shake her head and purse her lips, and Hector would subside.




  Marie frowned. She’d always known there was something – some pact between her parents – which meant that it was Ada’s word that counted, not Hector’s. But what was

  this secret? They never talked about it. And she knew she could never ask.




  ‘What are you doing now?’ asked Vesta impatiently. She wasn’t asleep!




  ‘Sitting with a straight back and improving my posture, like Dad taught us.’




  Vesta pulled the bedclothes over her head.




  Marie gazed again in the mirror. Her damp and tangled waves fell around her ears to her shoulders. She shook them back, stiffening her spine and lifting her chin. What would it be like to sing

  and dance on a real stage? She would give anything to become a performer! All she ever thought of was singing and dancing. She practised all the time, making her own the steps she’d learned

  in dancing class at school. She looked at pictures of ballet dancers in books in the library, trying to copy their elegance and poise. In her head, she saw herself and Vesta performing the popular

  songs of the day to the delight of a vast audience. There was never a moment when she didn’t think about a career on the stage. And yet she wasn’t unhappy at the factory. It was dusty

  and dirty work sometimes, but she liked most of the girls and enjoyed their company. Even so, how wonderful it would be to achieve the dream the sisters shared. Marie imagined herself staring out

  at the audience, the spotlights dazzling as they stood breathless and excited. She did a little twirl, followed by a curtsy, imagining the applause.




  ‘There’s an elephant in the bedroom!’ bellowed Vesta, throwing back the covers.




  Marie came sharply back to the present. ‘I’m as quiet as a mouse!’




  ‘Mice don’t do curtsies in the middle of the night.’




  Marie giggled. ‘They might.’




  They both fell about laughing, until Marie switched off the light and climbed into bed.




  ‘Thank goodness for that,’ sighed Vesta as Marie lay beside her. ‘Now I can get me beauty sleep.’




  ‘Once, you would have got up and practised with me.’




  ‘Not in the night, I wouldn’t.’




  ‘You poor old lazy bones,’ smiled Marie, closing her eyes.




  The minutes ticked by and Marie was still awake, thoughts whirling in her mind, one minute to the stage, the next to her nightmare. Who was the woman in it? Could it be herself? She’d read

  somewhere that people could have dreams that foretold the future. But she wasn’t anywhere near being married or even falling in love! Did she want to get married if that was the fate that

  awaited her?




  She turned and flopped on her back.




  Vesta did the same. In the darkness, they began to laugh again.




  ‘I’m wide awake now, thanks to the elephant,’ giggled Vesta.




  Marie gave a yawn but it was Vesta who now kept her awake.




  ‘I can’t wait to hear Teddy sing,’ she breathed excitedly. ‘I hope he can see me from the stage. It’s going to be wonderful going to the Queen’s

  tomorrow!’




  Marie, too, was excited. As a birthday treat from their landlady, Elsie Goldberg, who was more like a grandmother to them as they’d known her since they were very young, she and Vesta and

  Ada were being taken to see handsome singer and fellow-lodger, Teddy Turner. And though Teddy had been living at Sphinx Street for only six months, it was no secret that Vesta had a crush on him.

  As for Marie, he was too full of charm and not her type at all. Which was good, as they weren’t going to fight over him!




  ‘What shall we wear?’ asked Marie, knowing this was going through Vesta’s mind too.




  ‘I haven’t got a thing.’




  ‘Only half a whole wardrobe!’




  ‘But nothing to catch Teddy’s eye,’ Vesta sulked.




  ‘Perhaps we could go to Cox Street market after work?’




  ‘I’m fed up with second-hand clothes.’




  ‘Oh, pardon me for speaking,’ chuckled Marie, ‘but beggars can’t be choosers.’




  ‘We aren’t beggars,’ argued Vesta indignantly. ‘We take after Dad and are performers!’ Adding quickly, ‘Well, I do anyway!’




  Marie spluttered. ‘Not if you don’t practise.’




  ‘I have to be in the mood for that.’




  ‘You’ll have to remember our routines if you want everyone to know who we are,’ Marie said determinedly. ‘We won’t see our names up in lights at the Queen’s

  unless we’re really good.’




  ‘Course we will,’ protested Vesta. ‘We’re natural performers, silly.’




  Marie admired Vesta for her confidence, though when it came to practising their act it was a different matter. Vesta believed it all came naturally, without much effort. And in a way, it was

  true for Vesta, who was a bit of a show-off, like Hector. But Marie made her sister practise in any spare half-hour they had, even when walking home from the shoe factory where they worked. In

  their long hours spent at Ellisdon’s, they didn’t have much time for themselves.




  As Vesta’s breathing deepened, showing she had fallen asleep, Marie wondered if they would ever have their spot in the limelight. But when sleep finally overcame her, her last thoughts

  were of the woman in her dream. Who was she and why was that horrible brute attacking her? It was only she who had this nightmare. Never her twin, Vesta.




  







  Chapter 2




  ‘I can’t wait for tonight!’ Vesta linked her arm through Marie’s as they made their way home from the factory the next day. ‘I hope we sit in the

  front row.’




  ‘Elsie knows one of the usherettes, so we’re bound to get good seats.’ Marie hurried their steps a little. It was almost one o’clock and the market would be well

  underway.




  ‘Elsie knows everyone from her years at the Cubby Hole,’ Vesta agreed. ‘Being the landlady of such a popular pub must have been very exciting.’




  ‘Yes, but hard work and long hours.’




  ‘I wish we’d known her husband,’ Vesta sighed. ‘She says they made a success of the pub together. Joe was the love of her life.’




  ‘She must have been very upset when he died.’




  ‘Elsie isn’t the type to show it,’ Vesta pointed out. ‘Perhaps we turned up at the right time and made up for her loss. She says we are like family to her. Don’t

  forget we were only seven when Mum and Dad first came to the island and she gave us two rooms over the pub.’




  ‘Until she retired,’ Marie added thoughtfully, ‘and moved us all to Sphinx Street along with her.’




  ‘Do you think Elsie is rich?’ Vesta glanced quickly at Marie.




  ‘Don’t know. She told Mum that Sphinx Street was left to Joe by his parents. They were wealthy Jewish people, who owned a theatre up north.’




  Vesta nodded. ‘Elsie does wear all that gold jewellery.’




  Marie smiled. ‘Elsie is our fairy godmother. She took the Haskinses under her wing, lucky for us.’




  But for Elsie’s kindness ten years ago, Marie reflected, when she had taken pity on the poor and homeless Haskins family, newly arrived on the Isle of Dogs, they might have lived a very

  different existence from the comfortable one they now enjoyed.




  Not that Elsie ever acknowledged her role as their benefactor. All she ever said was that if her late husband, Joe, wasn’t around to enjoy the fruits of their labour as hard-working

  publicans, then she was glad her best friends could.




  ‘I believe she’s got a soft spot for Dad,’ Vesta confided. ‘Being in the entertainment business, like her Joe, who was once an actor.’




  Marie smiled at this. ‘Dad isn’t really a performer now.’




  ‘Well, he was once,’ Vesta reminded her. ‘He was very famous in his time and had a lovely voice.’




  Marie didn’t really believe he’d been that famous. But it was true that he had a lovely deep voice and knew lots of songs, and he could also recite many passages from

  literature. Sadly for her father, however, the modern audiences were going to the pictures to enjoy the talkies now. They didn’t bother so much about the music halls or travelling groups that

  had been popular a generation ago.




  ‘Talking of nice voices . . .’ Vesta continued eagerly, ‘sometimes I can’t believe we’re living in the same house as Teddy Turner. Just imagine, he’s only one

  ceiling above us.’




  Marie laughed. ‘You’d think he was royalty, the way you go on.’




  ‘He might not be royalty but he’s gorgeous,’ Vesta insisted. ‘And he has a lovely voice.’




  ‘You haven’t heard him sing yet.’




  ‘I have!’




  ‘When?’




  ‘The other morning,’ Vesta replied. ‘He was coming downstairs and sang a line from “If I Had A Talking Picture Of You”. Then he gave me a smile that made me knees

  knock.’




  ‘He doesn’t make my knees knock.’




  ‘He doesn’t sing to you.’




  ‘I’d laugh if he did.’




  ‘You’re so unromantic, Marie. Anyway, what would he be doing at the Queen’s tonight, if he couldn’t sing?’




  ‘Any hopeful can sing on amateur night.’




  ‘Not if they don’t want to risk people throwing rotten veg at them.’




  ‘That’s true.’




  ‘Do you know he’s got a job at that new club, the Duke’s, near the Queen’s?’




  ‘Doing what?’ Marie asked.




  ‘Singing, of course.’ Vesta stopped abruptly. ‘Why are you so against him?’




  ‘I’m not against him. I don’t know him. He’s only lived at Elsie’s since February. Where did he come from? What does he do, other than sing? Even Elsie don’t

  know his background.’




  ‘He’s a man of mystery,’ said Vesta, going misty-eyed.




  Marie giggled. ‘You’ve got it bad.’




  As they walked on, Marie gazed up at the beautiful summer sky and felt excited. Work was over for the weekend. The noise and clatter of the factory was behind them. Tonight they were going out

  for a special treat.




  A shaft of sunlight caught the top of an old ship’s mainsail overhanging a cluttered back yard. Marie wondered where, in all the rest of England, you could see such a picturesque sight. It

  was not unusual to spot a ship’s rigging poking above the roofs of the houses or hear dozens of hoots and toots from the river mixed in with the street vendors’ calls. The ice-cream man

  and his three-wheeled cart, the muffin man and his tray of muffins, the shrimp and winkle seller and the stalls of hot chestnuts all vied for space and attention in the busy streets of the East

  End. But what Marie loved most was the history of this part of Docklands.




  They had learned at school that the Isle of Dogs, a horseshoe of land jutting out into the great River Thames, harked back to the Roman occupation. Then, London was called Londinium. Even that

  long ago, the island traded goods, such as wood, wine, silks and spices and made the port one of the most important in the world. She always marvelled that even today those same trades continued.

  In fact, every conceivable type of ship, tug, barge and skip was moored in Docklands. How lucky she and Vesta were that their parents had come to live here.




  Just then they heard the shouts and cries of the stallholders at Cox Street. Marie felt another shiver of excitement. As much as the river and docks held a mystery, so did the busy markets of

  the East End. ‘Come on, we’re nearly there,’ she encouraged her sister.




  But Vesta pulled back. Raising her eyebrows, just like their father often did when reciting from Shakespeare, she shrugged. ‘I think we should look somewhere else for our

  clothes.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘Oxford Street, perhaps.’




  ‘The West End?’ Marie was astonished.




  ‘We need new costumes, don’t forget.’




  ‘They would cost a fortune there.’




  Vesta tossed her head. ‘When we’re famous, we’ll have plenty to spend wherever we like.’




  Marie laughed. ‘You’ve got high hopes.’




  ‘Better than none,’ said Vesta, wagging a finger.




  Just then a loud cockney voice called out. Marie saw two familiar figures emerge from the dock gates. The men wore the uniform of the dockyards; shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows, dirty

  corduroy trousers and rough working boots, their soles studded with Blakey’s. But no dockyard dirt could disguise the spiky golden mop of Bobby Brown. Better known as ‘Bing’, he

  played the piano at the Cubby Hole pub. He was always whistling or singing Bing Crosby’s popular songs. Vesta had no time for him but Marie liked his friendly manner.




  ‘Just our luck, it’s that mouthy Bing Brown and daft Charlie Wiggins,’ Vesta hissed, pulling Marie’s arm to go in the other direction. ‘Let’s cross the road

  before they see us.’




  ‘Vesta, they have seen us.’




  ‘Well, I’m not stopping to gas,’ Vesta decided impatiently.




  ‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ called Bing in his rough accent. ‘Charlie, ain’t we the lucky ones, bumping into such a concoction of beauty?’




  Marie went crimson and smiled.




  ‘Me repertoire must be doing the trick,’ said Bing from the side of his mouth, ‘for there’s a twinkle in these lovely ladies’ eyes.’




  ‘I wouldn’t touch you with a barge pole, Robert Brown,’ huffed Vesta, much to Marie’s embarrassment. ‘Just look at the state of you.’




  ‘Oh, like that, is it?’ Bing answered mischievously. ‘Well, just wait a tick, milady. I’ll call for me servant to polish me boots and find a plum to stick in me

  gob.’




  Marie burst out laughing but Vesta looked furious.




  ‘May we be so bold as to offer you an escort home?’ Bing’s brown eyes were full of teasing.




  ‘We don’t need one,’ Vesta snapped. ‘And even if we did, you’d be the last person we’d ask.’




  Charlie Wiggins roared with laughter whilst Marie went red trying to smother her amusement.




  ‘I’ll try to bear the disappointment,’ sighed Bing, giving Marie a conspiratorial wink. ‘Anyway, perhaps me broken heart will be mended by the time we see you girls at

  the Queen’s tonight.’




  ‘You’re never going to the Queen’s?’ Vesta gasped, looking horrified.




  ‘We’ve got our suits and shirts pressed ready, ain’t we, Charlie?’ Bing nudged his friend’s arm. ‘Up in the gods, we’ll be, communing with the

  greats.’




  ‘Well, we’re bound to be in the front row,’ said Vesta coolly. ‘So don’t bother shouting at us, as we won’t hear you.’




  Marie decided it was time to leave before Vesta said something really rude. ‘We’d better go now,’ Marie said sweetly, glancing under her lashes at Bing.




  ‘Not goodbye, but haw-rev-you-are, as the French say,’ chuckled Bing, watching them walk away, his eyes twinkling.




  ‘The cheek!’ Vesta exploded, hurrying Marie on. ‘Do you really think they’ll turn up at the Queen’s?’




  Marie shrugged. ‘Don’t know.’




  ‘How did he find out we’re going?’




  ‘It was Dad, I suppose. He goes to the Cubby Hole where Bing plays, doesn’t he?’




  Vesta groaned miserably. ‘I forgot. If only Dad would keep better company.’




  ‘Oh, Vesta, Bing’s all right.’




  ‘He’s common and loud.’




  ‘He might be, but he’s been a good friend to Dad. Don’t you remember when Mum sent me to fetch Dad back from the pub one Sunday? Bing was the one who helped me to persuade Dad

  to leave his pals and come home.’




  Vesta gave this some thought. ‘Well, he may have a few good points,’ she agreed reluctantly, ‘but he’s certainly no gentleman like Teddy is.’




  Marie sighed. Vesta was completely under Teddy’s charm. With his thick, black hair combed glamorously in a wave over his head, and his flawless suits with fashionable double-breasted

  jackets, Teddy Turner was enough to turn any girl’s head. But he was also conceited and arrogant. He did have a nice smile, but in Marie’s opinion it never reached his eyes.




  She decided not to say as much. Vesta wouldn’t like that at all.




  ‘How are yer, me darlings?’ Fat Freda ran the fruit and veg stall at Cox Street market and beckoned them over. ‘Let you out from that stinking prison,

  ’ave they?’




  Marie laughed. ‘It’s not so bad at the factory, Freda.’




  ‘Girls like you should be out in the fresh air, not ’ammerin’ leather all day.’




  ‘We don’t hammer,’ Vesta corrected primly. ‘We trim the leather. And our jobs there are only temporary before we find something more suited to our taste.’




  Fat Freda smiled. ‘Yeah, course, ducks. You’re the next Ginger Rogers, ain’t you? I forgot. Now, how’s your mum?’




  ‘She’s very well, thanks, Freda,’ Marie replied, as Vesta gazed uninterestedly around at the well-stocked market stall.




  ‘Now, what can I flog yer?’ Freda asked. ‘A pound of apples or pears? Or do you fancy a nice white cauli?’




  ‘No, thank you,’ declined Vesta, raising her chin. ‘We’re looking for something to wear. We’re going to the Queen’s tonight.’




  ‘Lucky devils. Who’s on?’




  ‘Teddy Turner, of course,’ answered Vesta, with a toss of her head. ‘Perhaps you’ve heard of him?’




  ‘Can’t say as I have. What’s he do, darlin’?’




  ‘He’s a singer.’




  Fat Freda laughed coarsely. ‘Isn’t everyone these days? Even my old man sings like a linnet after a night up the boozer.’




  As the costermonger turned to serve a customer, Vesta pulled Marie away. ‘She wouldn’t know a good voice if she heard one,’ she whispered angrily. ‘Mark my words, one day

  Teddy will make everyone wish they did know him.’




  Marie began to wonder if Vesta’s recent airs and graces had begun when Teddy had arrived on the scene. It wasn’t just Fat Freda or the market stall-holders that she didn’t care

  for, but the girls at work had begun to notice a change in her. She only wanted to speak about herself and couldn’t be bothered with other people’s interests. Working in a factory meant

  you had to get along with everyone. Marie was worried that soon the girls would give Vesta the cold shoulder.




  ‘What do you think of this?’ Vesta was rummaging on the second-hand clothes stall. She turned over a crumpled black frock with shiny beads sewn over the bodice. ‘It’s

  very Greta Garbo, don’t you think?’ Vesta pondered.




  Marie laughed. ‘We’re only going to the Queen’s.’




  ‘I would be noticed in this, though.’




  ‘You could wear a big hat and a feather boa, too,’ Marie teased, thinking Vesta was joking.




  Vesta dropped the dress immediately. ‘Now you’re making fun of me, just like that horrid Bing and his mate.’




  ‘No one is making fun of you.’




  ‘I wish Teddy was here to give me advice. He says with my looks, I could easily go on the stage.’




  Marie stared at her sister. ‘When did he say that?’




  Vesta looked guilty. ‘Oh, just when he talks to me. Why shouldn’t he tell me nice things if they’re true?’




  ‘Vesta, try to keep a level head.’




  ‘There was a time you believed in our dreams,’ Vesta protested. ‘But now you seem happy at the factory.’




  ‘It pays our wages. And the girls are all right.’




  ‘Is the factory all there is to our lives?’ Vesta asked dramatically.




  Marie couldn’t help but giggle. ‘You sound like Dad when he has one of his moments. Remember, you’re not on the stage yet.’




  ‘I will be!’ Vesta exclaimed fiercely. ‘And no one is going to stop me.’




  ‘We don’t know what the future holds,’ Marie warned.




  ‘You sound like Mum now,’ Vesta flung back. ‘Always going on about meeting the right man and settling down.’ She took in a sharp, tearful breath. ‘Well, I

  don’t want to settle down! I want a glamorous life and people around me who appreciate me. Like Teddy.’




  ‘Mum wants us to be practical,’ Marie argued in defence of their mother. ‘As Dad don’t earn much money busking, it’s her who has kept us going. She don’t want

  us to end up poor.’




  Vesta shrugged sullenly. ‘She didn’t mind us singing and dancing when we were kids.’




  ‘Yes, but we’re grown-up now. We have to support ourselves.’




  ‘Oh, don’t you go on too!’




  ‘I want to sing and dance as much as you,’ Marie insisted, ‘but without Mum we could be like some of the girls at work who never have a penny to their names. Because they are

  so poor, they have to give everything to their mothers and it makes life very difficult for them.’




  Vesta hung her head and mumbled, ‘I know.’




  ‘Is the dress really that important to you?’




  Vesta looked up. ‘The old girl is asking three bob for it.’




  ‘Knock her down to two and I’ll go halves.’




  Vesta’s blue eyes flew wide open. ‘Would you?’ She threw her arms around Marie. ‘You’re the best sister in the world.’




  Ten minutes later they were on their way home and Vesta had the dress over her arm. Marie knew she was imagining what she would look like when Teddy saw her that evening.




  ‘Thank you. Tonight means so much to me,’ Vesta sighed.




  Marie thought about their quarrel as they walked home. They never used to disagree. She hoped that they weren’t growing apart.




  







  Chapter 3




  From the front room, Marie looked along the narrow passage to their bedroom. She could hear Vesta humming as she made the last adjustments to her black dress. Her parents were

  talking in the scullery, a small room to the left, where Hector was helping Ada to make the supper.




  ‘You look lovely, dear,’ Ada said as she came out, untying her apron and draping it over a chair.




  Hector followed, a tall, portly figure wearing a big smile on his face under his walrus moustache. ‘A real bobby-dazzler,’ he agreed, nodding approvingly at his daughter.




  Tonight Marie had chosen to wear a tailored belted navy-blue dress, black strapped shoes and a thin blue band in her hair with a sparkling slide to hold it. Glancing at her reflection in the

  mirror over the mantel, she was pleased with the way she looked. The soft pink lipstick suited her and the dab of powder disguised the freckles over her nose.




  ‘Thanks, Dad.’




  ‘Well, we’d better sit down and eat our meal,’ said Hector, patting his generous stomach. ‘I’ve set the table. So call your sister.’




  Marie did so, and when Vesta joined them the talk was all about the coming evening.




  ‘I haven’t dressed up in a long while,’ Ada said as she dished out the carrots and peas with a good helping of tender braised mutton. ‘It’ll be a real pleasure to

  sit in the theatre with all those smart types. I hope I do you girls justice.’




  ‘You look lovely, Mum,’ Marie said as she tucked into her meal. It wasn’t often their mother took such care over her appearance. As a school cleaner, she had little time or

  money for herself. She spent it all on her family. But tonight was an exception. Going to the Queen’s was a big event in any girl’s book. Her fair hair was carefully arranged in a coil

  at the nape of her neck. Her pale blue eyes were shining, and her pressed grey suit moulded her still slender figure. The pearl brooch slipped through the collar of her jacket had been a wedding

  gift from their father.




  ‘You should wear that suit more often, Mum,’ Marie said encouragingly.




  ‘Don’t mind for a special occasion,’ said Ada shyly. ‘Anyway, this is your and Vesta’s treat, not mine.’




  ‘I’m glad we can share it,’ Vesta said as she only picked at her food. Marie knew she was thinking of Teddy. ‘But I wish Dad was coming.’ She looked at her father.

  ‘Couldn’t you take a night off from busking?’




  Hector quickly swallowed the large mouthful of meat and veg on the end of his fork and waved his hand. ‘You girls won’t miss me,’ he declared. ‘You’ll be too busy

  watching the show. And anyway, I’ll see you outside. It’ll be a very good night for custom.’




  ‘Yes, but you should be singing on the stage, Dad, not out in the street,’ replied Vesta, pushing her plate away.




  ‘Now, now, dear,’ Ada interrupted. ‘Your father is quite used to playing to the crowds outside. And missing a night’s money won’t help the larder.’




  Marie saw Vesta give a slight frown of annoyance. She knew that Vesta didn’t care for their father’s profession of busking. It was a big comedown, Vesta felt, from his days with the

  travelling theatre and music halls.




  ‘I still think . . .’ began Vesta, but then got a look of warning from her mother as she cleared away the empty plates.




  ‘There’s custard and jelly for afters,’ interrupted Ada sternly. ‘But we’d better hurry up as time is getting on.’




  Hector smiled and winked at his daughters. ‘Custard and jelly!’ Once more he pushed out his stomach and patted it. ‘Your mother certainly knows the way to this man’s

  heart!’




  Though they both loved their father dearly, Marie knew that he still lived in the secret hope of becoming a famous performer one day. This upset their mother, who had always urged him to find a

  normal job. But Hector had managed to keep on with his busking and keep Ada happy with the little he did bring in. Marie knew he was happy doing what he did, and when he appeared outside the

  Queen’s tonight, as they were waiting to go in, their applause would be louder than anyone else’s.




  After their meal and the washing-up was done, and Vesta had gone to change, Marie watched her father stand in front of the mirror wearing his best suit, black cape and silk

  cravat. As usual before going out, he twirled his moustache in a theatrical way. After clearing his throat loudly, and reciting a few verses to himself, he gave her a big grin.




  ‘What d’you think of that?’ he asked Marie, returning to his normal voice. ‘Will I knock ’em dead?’




  ‘Course you will, Dad.’




  He looked very pleased, kissed her on the cheek and then marched out, calling over his shoulder, ‘Cheerio, girls! See you later!’




  ‘I’ll just get me bag, then we’ll call for Elsie,’ Ada said as she came out of the kitchen in a fluster, patting her hair. ‘Where’s your sister? Oh, silly

  me,’ she grinned, looking along the passage, ‘I don’t need to ask. I’ll go along and give her a shout.’




  Whilst waiting, Marie gazed around her at the room she had grown up in. It was elegant in its own way, with its high ceilings and Victorian embellishments. The view over Sphinx Street from the

  big bay window was what she loved most; you could always see what was going on, even quite a long way down the road. If you ignored the peeling wallpaper, damp patches and threadbare carpet, and

  looked only at Elsie’s lovely furniture, like the big leather couch and sturdy dining table and four chairs, the room was quite a delight.




  The fire in the grate was unlit and the room was cool, owing to the thick brick walls and heavy drapes. On the mantel was a photograph of the twins as children, just after they had moved here.

  Two smiling little blonde girls in ballet dresses that Ada had made, posing under an umbrella. Next to this was one of Ada and Hector. It had been taken long ago, just after they were married.

  Hector’s walrus moustache and sleeked-back hair made him look very distinguished. Ada stood beside him in a long frock that hung down to her ankles. She looked young and innocent. They were

  such a handsome couple!




  Suddenly Vesta appeared, followed by Ada. ‘How do I look?’ she asked, her blue eyes wide and sparkling.




  ‘Perfect,’ Marie told her, admiring the way Vesta had clipped up her hair to show off her long neck in the black dress. Her slim figure, an inch shorter than Marie’s, looked

  dainty, but the black beads, Marie thought, were a bit gaudy for a young girl, though she smiled appreciatively nevertheless. She knew Vesta only wanted approval.




  ‘I remember the time neither of you would go out wearing different dresses,’ said Ada, sliding her small bag over her arm. ‘Now look at you both.’ She frowned.

  ‘Vesta, that neck is rather low.’




  ‘It’s fashionable, Mum. I won’t get cold.’




  ‘It wasn’t the cold I was thinking of,’ remarked Ada, raising her eyebrows.




  Vesta threw a dark glance at Marie, who quickly smiled.




  ‘Elsie will be waiting,’ Marie said hurriedly, and was relieved when Ada nodded.




  ‘Come along then,’ she smiled. ‘We mustn’t be late.’




  When they walked into the hall, Elsie was already there. She was staring up at the first-floor half-landing and to the heavy oak banister where a little brown monkey with owl-like eyes and a

  white chin was perched. Between his sharp teeth was a cigarette.




  ‘That bloody Kaiser,’ Elsie swore loudly. ‘He’s pinched me fags again. And this time he’s flamin’ lit one. The smoke is coming out of his ears.

  Look!’




  Everyone stared upwards. To Marie’s amusement, the monkey chattered loudly and swung from one banister to the other. His long spidery legs and tail latched onto whatever hold he could

  find.




  ‘Don’t you drop that fag on me carpet, you little devil,’ cried Elsie, ‘or I’ll skin you alive. And that’s a promise!’




  By now, everyone had begun to laugh, even Elsie, who was familiar with Kaiser’s tricks. After a small accident when a lighted cigarette he’d dropped on the carpet had almost caused

  catastrophe, she kept a vigilant eye on his antics.




  ‘Where are you, Wippet?’ Elsie shouted up the stairs to the top-floor resident. ‘Come and get your sodding animal and lock him away!’




  There was a light shuffling sound and a small man appeared, no taller than a child, with a round smiling face. He was accompanied by a pretty blonde girl, another lodger, Nina Brass. Marie

  smiled at Wippet and Nina. She liked both of Elsie’s top-floor residents and Kaiser was a favourite with everyone, despite inciting the landlady to bad language.




  ‘Sorry, Mrs G,’ apologized the little man, climbing on the banister and sliding down it to the last stair. ‘Come here at once, Kaiser!’




  The monkey, who was hanging from the cobweb-covered chandelier, made a defiant screeching. Everyone laughed again. Wippet and Kaiser had formerly been a sideshow at a fair and never failed to

  amuse. Marie knew Wippet was very brave. His acts at the fairground had included being tied with chains underwater and being shot from a cannon. His dark hair was short at the back and sides and

  had little patches in it, where for some reason the hair wouldn’t grow.




  Nina, who had come downstairs the conventional way, held out her arms and the monkey jumped into them. ‘Naughty boy, Kaiser,’ she whispered affectionately.




  ‘Sorry, Mrs G,’ apologized Wippet once more.




  ‘He’s dropped a fag end somewhere,’ said Elsie sharply. ‘We’re going out so you’d better find it, Wippet, before I come home to find me place on

  fire.’




  ‘Don’t worry. It’s here.’ Wippet picked the cigarette butt from the stair and crunched the lit end with his stubby fingers. ‘This won’t happen again.’

  The monkey chattered and pushed his furry knuckles around his eyes. ‘He’s sorry, Mrs G. See, he’s crying.’




  Everyone laughed again, and Elsie relented. ‘Poor little bugger. He shouldn’t be cooped up all day in that cage of yours. He should be free, swinging from trees in Africa or wherever

  he comes from.’




  ‘Oh, he was born in a circus,’ Nina said as she held the little monkey close, ‘and wouldn’t leave Wippet even if he could.’




  Marie knew that Nina worked as a cloakroom attendant in one of the West End clubs. She was rather glamorous, dressed this evening in a cream-coloured pleated skirt and top, and her blonde hair

  was long and smooth. It always amazed Marie that she didn’t appear to have a boyfriend. She seemed more Teddy Turner’s type, though Marie had noticed that she rarely spoke to him if

  they happened to pass on the stairs.




  ‘You all look very smart,’ Nina said in her quiet voice. ‘Are you going somewhere special?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Vesta at once. ‘To the Queen’s, to see Teddy.’




  Nina didn’t reply. Marie felt sorry for her. She never seemed to have any friends other than Wippet. Elsie must have felt the same, she decided, as Elsie said quickly, ‘You’re

  welcome to join us, ducks, but you’ll have to pay for yourself.’




  ‘That’s very nice of you, but no thanks.’ Nina turned and ran up the two flights of stairs with the little monkey safe in her arms.




  ‘Well, we ain’t asking you, love,’ chuckled Elsie to Wippet as he lingered. ‘This is a girls’ night out.’




  Wippet laughed as he moved his small body almost painfully up the stairs. ‘I wouldn’t be able to see over the heads anyway, Mrs G,’ he joked, and then, turning slowly, he

  added, ‘but next week Kaiser and I are to return to the travelling fairground at Blackheath for a few days and perform a special trick. So if you all want to come and see us, you’re

  welcome.’




  ‘What’s the trick?’ asked Elsie curiously.




  ‘I hope to escape my chains underwater.’




  Marie gasped. ‘Ain’t that dangerous?’




  ‘Only if I can’t undo the locks. Then that will be the last you will ever see of poor Wippet!’




  A gasp went round all the women before, finally, he grinned and went upstairs.




  ‘Why did you ask Nina to come with us?’ Marie heard Vesta ask Elsie as they trooped outside.




  ‘She ain’t a bad kid,’ Elsie said kindly. ‘Thought I’d make the offer as she looked a bit lonely.’




  ‘Didn’t fancy her tagging along,’ Vesta said as she fell into step with Marie, behind Elsie and Ada. ‘She’s a strange sort. So is that Wippet. They make an odd

  couple, don’t you think?’




  ‘I like them,’ Marie shrugged. ‘Wippet’s always very friendly and so is Nina, though she doesn’t say much.’




  ‘Wippet worked at a fairground before he came here a couple of years ago,’ Elsie said, over her shoulder. ‘He rescued Kaiser from a circus and taught him tricks to use in their

  act. Wippet and Nina might look a bit strange, but I ain’t ever heard a bad word come from either of them.’




  Marie noticed that, at Elsie’s tactful rebuke, Vesta lost interest in the subject. Soon she began to talk about Teddy again. Marie smiled to herself. The characters in this house were what

  she loved most about living in Sphinx Street. Even Elsie was eccentric, this being apparent tonight as she led the way, dressed in all her finery. She had a love of gold, and was flaunting it: gold

  rings on her fingers, and a gold and black turban-shaped hat with a feather stuck in the folds. Her chocolate-coloured suit had little gold flecks in the fabric, which sparkled on her small, round

  figure. Her greying hair, which she died with henna, was twisted into kiss curls under her hat. For a woman in her seventies, she looked rather admirable. Marie had once heard her father remark

  that, thanks to Joe’s parents, Elsie wasn’t short of a bob or two.




  ‘I’ve never been so excited,’ breathed Vesta, as the theatre came into sight. ‘My heart is pounding so loud I can hear it in me ears.’




  Marie felt excited too. It wasn’t often they had this kind of treat. She wondered if Bing really would be there, or had he been joking? If they did bump into him, she hoped that this time

  Vesta would mind her manners.




  







  Chapter 4




  Marie closed her eyes at the pain of her crushed toe whilst Vesta tried to distance herself from a small man with crooked brown teeth. In his arms he held a newspaper on top of

  which was an assortment of foul-smelling vegetables.




  ‘Keep away from me!’ Vesta exclaimed, trying to distance herself. ‘You won’t be allowed in the theatre with that.’




  ‘Who’s gonna stop me?’ demanded the man.




  ‘Take no notice,’ Marie whispered. ‘He won’t get very far before the manager sees him.’




  ‘I just hope he doesn’t sit next to us.’ Vesta moved up as far as she could.




  The queue outside the theatre was supposed to be lining up in order, but as it was not a famous revue being performed and the seats were very cheap, it was first come first served. Everyone

  wanted to sit at the front. Marie had just been knocked by a large woman smelling of beer and perspiration, whilst Elsie and Ada, having got closer to the doors, were determined to hold their

  positions. Elsie’s feather was waving this way and that and her loud voice could be heard as she spoke to the busker who held out his battered hat.




  ‘Clear off, unless you want to deafen me!’ she ordered, her feather shivering indignantly. ‘We’re waiting for Hector Haskins, I’ll have you know. This is his pitch

  and he’s got a voice that knocks socks off yours.’




  Marie had hardly been able to hear the young man’s rendition of Al Bowlly’s ‘I’ll String Along With You’. He had soon lost heart at Elsie’s rejection and made

  a swift retreat as one or two fists were shaken. Marie hoped her father would make a better impression on the crowd.




  Everyone was out to enjoy themselves, whether by praise or ridicule. Amateur night was a favourite, where both street and stage performers were judged, sometimes unfairly, according to the

  public’s mood.




  Marie glanced at the posters hanging on the Queen’s dirty walls. They announced the forthcoming shows, though she didn’t recognize any names. The famous old theatre used to have many

  well-known acts appearing on its stage, from the twins’ namesakes, Vesta Tilley and Marie Lloyd, to the famous Charlie Chaplin. But as cinemas had become more popular than theatres and music

  halls, the big stars rarely appeared at the Queen’s any more. Marie thought that was a great pity, though she also liked to go to the pictures. There were any number of cinemas in the East

  End now: the Grand Palace Picture Theatre opposite the Blackwall Tunnel, the Grand in Tunnel Avenue and the Pavilion in the East India Dock Road. The Pavilion had been the first to offer talking

  pictures and the others had quickly followed. Luckily for her father, though, the Queen’s had managed to attract a big audience tonight.




  ‘I really don’t think people should carry on like this,’ said Vesta, trying to steady herself and clutching her bag against her chest. ‘Throwing rotten veg and yelling

  must put the performers off.’




  Marie stepped back sharply as the big woman yelled at the top of her voice, ‘When are you going to open them doors?’




  ‘If it’s Teddy you’re worried about, I don’t think any of the girls who’ve come to see him would throw anything,’ Marie replied with a smile.




  ‘He’s too talented by far to get boos,’ nodded Vesta, though Marie had really meant that Teddy had all the confidence and charm of a man who knew his looks could speak for him.

  As for his voice, well, that remained to be heard. And even if Teddy was a looker, the East End crowds were notoriously hard to please.




  Just then, a deep, rumbling voice boomed out and Vesta clutched Marie’s arm, exclaiming, ‘It’s our dad!’




  Sure enough, Hector sauntered along the road. When he saw his family and Elsie, he swept off his hat to reveal his thick dark hair.




  Marie was filled with pride. He began by singing ‘Oh! Susanna’, and performing many flourishes, like the singer who originally sang the song, Carson Robison. But everyone was eager

  to get inside the theatre and Hector was being ignored.




  ‘This is our dad!’ shouted Marie to anyone who would listen, her cheeks pink with excitement.




  ‘I shouldn’t broadcast the fact, love,’ warned the lady behind her. ‘Not until you’re out of range of this tomato.’




  Vesta pulled Marie back as the crowd began to shout insults at Hector.




  ‘Where did you appear from?’ shouted a woman behind Elsie. ‘The cemetery?’




  Elsie turned and glared at her. She shoved the woman back with some force. ‘Take that, you silly cow, and shut up or else you’ll have Elsie Goldberg to deal with.’ Elsie

  grabbed a soggy vegetable from the woman’s bag. ‘How would you like a bit of your own medicine, eh? Strikes me that pasty mug of yours could do with a bit of colour.’




  The laughter changed to a great cheer and, knowing the crowd loved a fight, Elsie did a little bow as the woman backed away.




  Marie knew that Elsie had learned to handle roughnecks from her years running the Cubby Hole. She turned triumphantly to Hector and shouted, ‘Go on, ducks, give ’em all you’ve

  got.’




  Undaunted, Hector took up his position again and began to sing, ‘On Mother Kelly’s Doorstep’.




  Elsie moved close to Marie and Vesta. ‘Flamin’ ’ooli-gans,’ she growled. ‘Never mind, we’ll be in them doors soon. Now, give your dad a big clap and the

  others will join in!’




  When Hector had finished, Marie, Vesta, Ada and Elsie all cheered. But as the theatre doors opened and the masses rushed in, Hector was soon forgotten. Marie saw him hurriedly run to catch a

  halfpenny that rolled his way.




  Her heart ached to see her father ignored and unappreciated. How did a man of such talent end up trying to win the crowd’s approval by performing silly songs in the street? She knew Vesta

  was thinking that too.




  Once inside the theatre, with the tickets bought, they all followed Elsie down to the front stalls. Their seats were only six back from the first row, an excellent spot and

  directly in front of the stage. The orchestra, consisting of a pianist, a violinist and bass player, was tuning up. Marie’s glance went straight up to the gallery, but there were too many

  people coming and going for her to be able to pick out Bing and Charlie.




  Elsie made herself comfortable next to Ada and ushered the girls past. As Marie settled in the comfortable seat, she gazed round. The theatre’s exterior was plain and shabby, with no wide

  carpeted steps, and marble and glass foyers, as some of the West End theatres had. But inside, the red, green and gold colours of the beautiful Victorian upholstery and ornate architecture gave the

  place a rich and dramatic feel. Even the cubby hole at the side of the stage from where the manager kept a watchful eye and the ladies’ cloakrooms were all old-style elegance.




  When the lights dimmed, there was a sudden silence. The musicians began to play and for the next hour, Marie was transported to another world. The one that she and Vesta had always dreamed of

  joining.




  They watched in awe as the acts performed. Some, like the comedian who wasn’t very funny and bored the audience, were booed off. The ventriloquist whose lips could be seen moving soon

  disappeared under a hail of tomatoes. But all the singers had strong voices. The men and women knew how to entertain the audience and got them to join in the well-known songs. Marie knew Vesta was

  imagining herself on the stage, dancing along with the pretty, slender dancers of the chorus line.




  When the break for half-time came, Marie and Vesta hurried to the cloakroom. All the women were discussing the acts, and a young girl in front of them in the queue said she’d heard a

  handsome singer, who worked at the new club called the Duke’s, was up next.




  Vesta’s cheeks went bright red. ‘She means Teddy,’ she whispered to Marie. ‘Just think, we know someone who works at a posh club like the Duke’s.’




  ‘We don’t really know if it’s posh,’ Marie said unwisely, drawing a look of horror from Vesta.




  ‘Of course we do,’ she spluttered. ‘Teddy told me that it’s a cabaret club and the owners will only hire the best acts.’




  ‘You seem to know a lot.’




  ‘That’s because I show an interest – unlike some,’ Vesta answered sharply and, Marie thought, rather offhandedly. ‘Come on, there’s a lav empty!’




  By the time they returned to their seats, the lights were just going down. Elsie and Ada had brought sweets and noisily opened the bag of wine gums. In the exciting tension of the moment, Marie

  forgot all about the Duke’s, which so far had occupied her thoughts. Teddy had said the club was the smartest and classiest in the East End. But sitting here, in this historic old theatre,

  Marie felt that this atmosphere was going to be hard to beat.




  The curtains drew apart to reveal the presenter. He was an elderly man who had worn a gaudy checked suit for the first half but had now changed into a dress suit with a frilled white shirt and

  cuffs. He asked the audience to give a big welcome to the popular singing artiste Teddy Turner.




  The audience held its breath as Teddy strode onto the stage. There were squeals of delight from the women, and Marie heard Vesta gasp, ‘Isn’t he handsome?’




  Marie nodded. Tall, dark and dramatically handsome in his black evening suit, he gave a wide smile and touched the red rose in his buttonhole. He straightened his sleeves, while his dark eyes

  roamed the audience in a slow, enticing manner. His hair was slicked back even higher than usual in a glossy wave, and his eyes were framed by two distinctive black eyebrows. Marie wondered if he

  had drawn them in with pencil, they looked so perfect. She turned to Vesta, who seemed about to faint. She was sitting on the edge of her seat, and her mouth had fallen open as she took halting

  breaths.




  Drawing himself up, Teddy put his smooth lips close to the microphone. He began to sing, ‘I’m Through With Love’, a song made popular by Bing Crosby. Marie noticed he started

  off in a low, drawling voice that didn’t quite match the tune the musicians were playing. As hard as he tried, he just couldn’t keep the rhythm. Eventually he resorted to humming and

  ad-libbing some lines. To Marie’s surprise, two girls in the front row let out screams. The manager rushed out to try to control them. But undaunted, Teddy sang on, causing an even greater

  stir in the audience.




  ‘Oh my God,’ gasped Vesta as he ended his first song. ‘Didn’t I tell you he was a wonderful singer?’




  Marie stared at her sister. Was Vesta really listening to the same person as she was?




  Marie glanced at Elsie, who raised her eyebrows. ‘All the young girls seem to like him, and why not?’ commented Elsie. ‘He’s a charmer, without doubt. But a singing voice

  that boy has not got.’




  ‘Oh, Elsie!’ exclaimed Vesta, astonished. ‘He sings like an angel!’




  An older woman in the seat in front of them turned round. ‘He ain’t my cup of tea either. But he can certainly put on the style.’




  ‘What about you, Mum?’ Marie asked.




  Ada frowned and gave a bewildered shrug. ‘Perhaps this is the modern thing,’ she said diplomatically, ‘and we older women are a bit behind the times.’




  When Teddy ended the number, it was long before the musicians had finished. He didn’t seem bothered and smiled at the young women who applauded him.




  Teddy took several curtain calls. On the last one, Vesta suddenly screamed out his name. She waved her hands and jumped up and down. On seeing her, Teddy took the rose from his buttonhole and

  threw it down.




  Vesta caught it and clutched it close. Marie saw Teddy blow her a kiss. Once again, Marie thought Vesta was about to faint.




  ‘He blew me a kiss,’ gasped Vesta breathlessly as Teddy swaggered from the stage. ‘And threw me his rose. I knew this dress would catch his eye!’




  ‘It might have had something to do with the three feet you jumped in the air,’ giggled Marie.




  ‘You’re just jealous cos you didn’t get a rose.’




  Marie wondered how Vesta could be taken in. Teddy was hopeless but won the young women’s attention and revelled in it. She thought of Bing and looked up to the gods, the rows of seats high

  above the back of the theatre. Had he just been joking about coming tonight?




  ‘Teddy was amazing,’ repeated Vesta, her eyes lingering on the empty stage. ‘And he only had eyes for me.’




  Marie thought Teddy’s attention had strayed far and wide; he was handsome and an artful performer. But he had made an awful hash of the song. She was glad when the next act came on, a

  young woman who wore a long, sparkling evening gown and had a good voice. She sang ‘Ave Maria’ and, although looking nervous, ended without fault. After Teddy’s act, it was a

  pleasure to sit and listen to someone with talent.




  Dusk had fallen by the time they left the theatre. Marie waited with Elsie and Ada, whilst Vesta spoke to a group of young girls who were still in raptures over Teddy. They

  were all asking her about how she knew him and Marie could see Vesta was loving every minute, basking in their attention.




  ‘You’d never believe it, would you?’ said Elsie in an amused voice. ‘Whatever that Teddy Turner has got, he should bottle it.’




  ‘He is very good-looking,’ said Ada, frowning over at the group. ‘I hope Vesta can keep a level head.’




  ‘She seems to be doing all right,’ Elsie mused, pulling her jacket around her. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if someone asks for her autograph.’




  Marie giggled. ‘And Vesta would give it, I expect.’




  Elsie laughed but Ada looked concerned. ‘She wants to be famous so much.’




  Elsie nodded. ‘You never know, she might be one day.’ She looked at Marie. ‘How about you, love, did you enjoy it?’




  ‘Yes, thanks, Elsie, the evening was wonderful.’




  ‘You and Vesta are as good as any of them acts we saw tonight,’ said Elsie kindly. ‘You should have a go up there one day.’




  ‘Thanks, Elsie. But we need to practise more to be better than the rest. Those other singers, especially the girl who sang “Ave Maria”, were very good.’




  As Ada and Elsie discussed the performances, Marie noticed they didn’t say anything more about Teddy. Had she imagined how out of tune he was? Or were Ada and Elsie just being polite for

  Vesta’s sake?




  ‘Well, we’d better get cracking,’ said Elsie. ‘Got a long walk home.’




  ‘I was hoping Hector might be here to meet us,’ Ada said wistfully. ‘But he’s probably dropped in to the Cubby Hole.’




  Marie saw Elsie’s glance of pity. They all hoped Hector didn’t spend any of his earnings on beer.




  Marie slid her arm through her mother’s. Over the last couple of years, their father had taken to spending a lot of time at the tavern. Ada never complained when he said he wasn’t

  drinking, but mixing with the arty types at the Cubby Hole. He maintained it was all part of the business.




  But Marie knew that Hector was well past his prime. He was unlikely to become popular again, as he still lived in the old world. That had been made perfectly clear tonight. For even some of the

  shrewd East End audience had approved of the talentless Teddy.




  







  Chapter 5




  As they strolled along in the warm evening, the street was lit softly by lamplight. The sky above was filled with stars, and music played faintly from a barrel organ, adding to

  the thrill and excitement of a summer’s night. A small, ruby-coloured car with a black top and two shining headlights pulled up beside them. Out jumped the driver and strode to the pavement.

  To Marie’s surprise, it was Bing.




  He looked very different tonight. Dressed in a dark jacket and white flannels, he wore a striped tie that looked very smart against his white shirt. ‘Evening, one and all.’ He smiled

  as usual from ear to ear. ‘Enjoy yourselves, did you?’




  ‘Teddy threw me this rose,’ said Vesta before anyone could reply. ‘We sat at the front in the best seats. Didn’t see you there, though.’




  ‘No such luck for us,’ Bing shrugged. ‘Up in the gods, we was, with the rabble.’




  ‘Where’s Charlie?’ Marie asked, and blushed as Bing looked at her.




  ‘Gone off with his young lady.’




  ‘Didn’t know you had a car,’ she said quietly, bending down to peer in the window.




  ‘This is Ruby,’ he introduced, sounding proud. ‘She’s a nice little runner. How would you ladies like a ride home?’




  ‘I’d rather walk,’ said Vesta rudely. ‘I’d ruin me dress trying to squeeze up in that small space!’ And she walked away, head held high, everyone staring

  after her.




  ‘Come back here, my girl,’ called Elsie. ‘Walking’s a doddle for you young ones, perhaps, but my bunions are killing me.’




  Ada voiced her opinion: ‘Vesta, we’ve been kindly offered a lift and in a very nice motor car, too.’




  Marie saw Vesta turn round, a big scowl on her face.
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