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  Chapter One




  January 1930




  Isle of Dogs, East London




  Lily Bright watched in concern as her mother pushed back a strand of thin, greying hair from her careworn face. For the last ten minutes she had

  been searching all the cups on the dresser and was now turning out her purse.




  ‘What’s the matter, Mum? Lost something?’




  ‘I thought I’d put a bit more by for the rent but I must have spent it.’




  Lily lifted the flap of her bag and searched inside. She gave her mother the two shillings she found. ‘Reube pays me tomorrow so I’ll be able to give you me wages then.’




  ‘Money seems like water these days,’ sighed Josie Bright as she counted the change on the kitchen table. ‘It just runs away. But with what you’ve given me I’ve got

  ten bob to give to the landlord.’




  ‘What about the arrears?’




  ‘I’ll ask him to call again on Monday.’




  Lily silently said goodbye to the pair of boots she desperately needed. She knew the debts were piling up.




  Josie sighed once more. ‘Your father’s gone down the docks again this morning, but I don’t hold out much hope. Not when there’s so many out of work and he’s only a

  casual.’




  ‘I can work Saturday afternoons, p’raps.’ Lily met her mother’s anxious blue gaze with an encouraging smile. Lily’s own eyes were the same shade of blue but had the

  shimmering clarity of youth. The cloud of short, wavy fair hair around her face that stubbornly refused to be shaped into a modern cut, made her look much younger than she was. Despite her youthful

  appearance, at twenty, Lily had had more than her fair share of worry. It was nothing new for her to shoulder her family’s financial burdens, as for the past six years, since she’d left

  school, her dad had been in and out of employment. Bob Bright, a docker by trade, had accepted any kind of work he could get hold of since the general strike of 1926. Now, there were so many men

  wanting jobs in the dockyards that poverty and unemployment on the Isle of Dogs, East London, was a fact of life.




  Sometimes, like this morning, Lily wished her job on a market stall paid better, but she loved working in the open air. The stallholders were a happy bunch and made a joke of hard times. Unlike

  in the factories, where the pay was better, but everyone was cooped up, doing monotonous work, which could make life miserable. She loved the market so much she was willing to work long days to

  make up her wages. And she knew her boss, Reube James who lived opposite, would be happy to give her more hours.




  ‘You’re up at the crack of dawn as it is, Lily, love,’ her mother replied with a deep frown. ‘Saturday afternoons is your only time off with Hattie.’




  ‘We can always go out on Sundays,’ Lily shrugged. She didn’t want her mother to get any more upset. It was bad enough that her dad couldn’t find work. At least one of the

  family was in employment and Lily was grateful for this. And anyway, Hattie would understand. They had been through bad times before, and always gave one another support. Hattie had been

  Lily’s best friend since school. Wandering around the markets and strolling the streets of the island on a Saturday afternoon was the highlight of the girls’ week. But in times of

  crisis, their outings had to be put on the back burner.




  ‘Your dad said he might be lucky.’ Josie Bright’s quiet voice held a note of hope. ‘There’s a skin boat in.’




  ‘Oh, I hope he don’t get one of those.’ Lily knew all too well that working in the holds of skin ships, the men could catch Anthrax. It was a dangerous task, removing the

  infected carcasses. Someone had to do it and it was usually the most desperate of the men, like her father, who did. They needed to feed their families. Any job would do, if it achieved a wage. But

  Lily always hoped that someone else would be given the skin boats. She didn’t want her dad put at risk.




  ‘I told him to tie a scarf round his mouth and wash his hands after touching them dead things. And when he comes home, he can have a good scrub in the Naptha.’




  Before Lily could reply that the strong smelling disinfectant was no real answer to the deadly disease, a loud banging started up outside. Josie Bright jumped up. ‘That’ll be your

  uncle, locked in the closet again. I warned him not to use the latch, it sticks. But does the silly old duffer ever listen? No, I’m just wasting me breath.’




  Lily went to the kitchen window and looked out. It was so cold a film of white frost covered the roofs and backyards. Her uncle’s bootprints led to the closet halfway down the path. There

  was no inside toilet in the house; everyone had to go outside, come rain or shine.




  ‘I’m going to scream if your uncle plays me up again today. If I hear just one more daft syllable drop from his lips.’




  Lily smiled at this. Her uncle tended to be absentminded. It was funny if you took it as a joke but it could also be very wearing. At sixty-five, her mother’s brother was a confirmed

  bachelor and ten years older than her mum. Josie had complained to Lily that she rued the day when she’d let him come to live with them after closing up his rag and bone yard. But Lily knew

  they were really very fond of one another.




  ‘I’ll go out and get him,’ Lily already had her coat on as she had dressed to leave the house at half past six. The market started very early but it was now ten past seven, and

  Reube would be wondering where she was.




  Lily hurried into the yard, leaving the warmth behind her. The big kitchen adjacent to the scullery was her favourite room in the dilapidated three-storey house she had grown up in. All the

  houses of Love Lane were terraced, each one built along the same lines. Most kitchens contained freshly washed clothes aired above people’s heads on a wooden pulley. Every corner beneath was

  usually crammed with cooking utensils. Her mum’s pride and joy was a large scrubbed wooden table where she did a lot of mixing and preparing of food next to the black leaded range. Four

  wooden chairs were stowed under it, so that the cosy space was used more frequently than the parlour for social gatherings.




  ‘Uncle Noah, you shouldn’t have dropped the latch.’ Lily put her ear against the wooden door.




  ‘I didn’t,’ came the indignant reply. ‘It fell down of its own accord.’




  ‘Stand back then, and I’ll push hard. Are you decent?’




  ‘I got me pants up if that’s what you mean.’




  Lily put her small shoulder to the door. She was only slight at five foot five but was quite strong, even though she didn’t look it.




  The door groaned loudly and finally gave way. Her uncle stood in his combinations and big black boots. The laces, as usual, were undone. He clutched the newspaper pieces that Lily had cut into

  squares and dangled them in front of her. ‘A lot of use this is!’ he exclaimed. ‘Must have froze overnight. Good job I didn’t need to evacuate me bowels.’ Replacing

  the newspaper on the nail, he crossed his matchstick arms across his skinny chest. ‘What you doing out here, gel?’




  ‘I’ve come to get you.’ Lily’s teeth began to chatter. She admired her mum a lot, as she had to look after Uncle Noah all day and every day. And he wasn’t getting

  any easier.




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘Because you’re likely to freeze.’




  ‘It’s not that cold.’




  ‘Then why are your lips turning blue?’ Lily shivered, her feet already growing numb in her leather lace-up boots. For such a small man, with a birdlike chest, bow legs and arms the

  size of pipe cleaners, Lily knew her uncle was more resilient than he looked. By rights, every bone in his body should be frozen by now, but experience had taught her that just like her mother the

  same seamless energies ran through the Kelly bloodline.




  He stared at her from behind a pair of ancient pince-nez spectacles. ‘Is me breakfast ready?’




  ‘No, Mum ain’t too good this morning.’ Lily knew that if she asked him to hurry, as likely or not he would do the opposite.




  ‘What’s up?’




  ‘Dad might have to work on a skin ship.’




  ‘Poor bugger.’




  ‘Why don’t you cook breakfast for her this morning, Uncle?’ Lily suggested gently. ‘It might cheer her up.’




  ‘She won’t let me do that.’




  ‘Let’s go inside and see.’




  ‘All right, I’m a-coming.’ To Lily’s relief he sped past her like a two-year-old. ‘Lovely fresh morning, ain’t it? Let’s get the troops

  sorted.’




  Lily smiled as she watched him advance on the back door. A wave of nostalgia filled her as she heard his booming voice call out to her mother. As a child she had travelled beside him on the rag

  and bone cart. His cry of ‘Any old iron?’ had caused doors and windows to be flung open. By the time she was five, he had taught her how to use the reins, commanding Samson the horse to

  ‘walk on!’ or ‘stand!’ She still recalled the wonderful feeling of the old animal’s response and the strength of his big grey body. But the sentimental moment was soon

  over as Lily entered the kitchen.




  ‘I warned you not to use the latch, Noah,’ her mother was shouting, ‘when will you remember it sticks?’




  ‘I never touched it.’




  ‘And look at you, standing there in your underwear. You’ll catch your death.’




  ‘Uncle Noah’s going to cook breakfast,’ Lily interrupted quickly before the quarrel developed.




  Josie Bright looked horrified. ‘Why should he want to do that?’




  ‘To help, that’s all.’




  ‘There’d be a fire before you knew it!’




  Her uncle pursed his lips and raked his arthritic fingers through the thin grey strands sticking up from his bald pate. The cast in his left eye gave him the appearance of one large eye,

  magnified by the pair of gold-framed pince-nez balanced on his bony nose. ‘Told you she wouldn’t,’ he muttered to Lily.




  ‘A nice piece of fried bread will do you both good,’ Lily said, taking her mother’s arm and nodding at her uncle. ‘He’s only got to put the bread in the pan and fry

  it.’




  ‘I don’t know about that—’




  Lily gave her mother another little push. ‘Now, I’ve lit the fire in the parlour and it needs a bit of encouragement.’




  ‘Yes, leave it all to me!’ her uncle called after them, lifting the big saucepan down from its hook. ‘Canteen’s open in ten minutes.’




  ‘He thinks he’s still in the army,’ sighed her mother as they went into the front room. ‘He’ll be having me out on parade soon.’




  ‘He’s only trying to help.’




  ‘He might burn the bread.’




  ‘I doubt it.’




  ‘Men are useless in the kitchen.’




  ‘Only because they aren’t given the chance to do something.’




  Her mother sighed tiredly. Her once fair hair was scraped back in a bun, revealing fresh worry lines around her eyes. ‘You young women just don’t understand never having been

  married.’




  ‘Well, I hope to have the chance one day.’ Lily didn’t add that looking after her family, and her work at the market, wouldn’t leave much time for a husband.




  ‘It would be lovely to have some grandchildren,’ Josie nodded thoughtfully. ‘A grandson especially. Your dad would have liked a boy.’ She sat by the fire and sighed

  again. ‘But the Good Lord never sent us any more children.’




  Lily knew her mum didn’t mean she was dissatisfied with her one daughter, but as a little girl she had had heard this phrase so often she’d tried to be a boy to please her parents.

  She was always climbing lampposts and playing football in the street. In spite of this, her tiny frame and long plaits had always made her appear delicate. Eventually Lily had given up struggling

  to prove she could do anything a boy could and begun to enjoy being a girl.




  ‘I’ll put your coat round you till the fire gets going.’ Lily made her mother comfortable in the big armchair. ‘You can give the fire a touch with the poker when

  I’m gone.’




  ‘I wish you was staying home, love.’




  ‘You’ve got Uncle.’




  Her mother smiled ruefully. ‘Indeed I have.’ Josie’s eyes had a twinkle in them as she murmured, ‘Your uncle is a bit of a mischief, ain’t he?’




  ‘Yes, and we wouldn’t be without him, would we?’




  Josie took hold of Lily’s wrist. ‘You’re the only one who can do anything with him, Lily. You could twist him round your finger as a little girl and still can. Remember

  when—’




  ‘Mum, I wish I could stop to talk, but I have to go to work now,’ Lily interrupted. Reube would think she wasn’t going to turn up for work at all.




  ‘I know. I know.’ Josie reluctantly released her daughter’s arm. ‘Someone in this house has to earn a few pennies and I’m sorry to say it’s always you, love.

  You’re a good girl, our Lily. A real good girl.’




  ‘I’ll see you tonight, Mum.’




  ‘If I survive.’ But this was said with a smile.




  Lily knew the minute she left the house, her mother and uncle would soon be finding ingenious ways to argue. It was an irony, but the two people she loved most in the world other than her dad,

  lived to annoy one another. Her dad had always told her it was what kept them going.




  Lily pulled her hat and scarf from her pocket. Carefully sliding the blue cloche over her hair, she glanced in the mirror. The cloche was old and she had steamed it back into shape more times

  than she could remember, but the colour matched her eyes.




  ‘Bye, ducks.’




  ‘Bye, Mum.’




  ‘Who are you dolling up for, our Lil?’ Uncle Noah caught Lily at the front door. ‘Not some young terrier you’ve got hidden away?’




  ‘No, Uncle Noah. Just work.’




  ‘A prince wouldn’t be good enough for our girl. Not unless he had a nice ’orse and cart.’




  Lily grinned as she stepped outside. ‘Not many princes own rag and bone carts.’




  ‘Then theirs is the loss, I say. Now take care of yerself.’




  ‘Don’t forget to fry Mum some bread.’




  ‘I’ll give her an egg as well.’




  ‘We ain’t got none, at least till I’m paid.’




  ‘I told you we should keep chickens. Had ’em at barracks. Could do the same here.’




  Torn between laughter and tears, Lily kissed him goodbye. Her dad had kept chickens in the yard until last year when her uncle had forgotten to lock them away one night. In the morning they were

  gone and no one ever found out who took them, or more to the point, who ate them.




  ‘I’m going now. Goodbye, Uncle.’




  Lily didn’t breathe a sigh of relief until she turned into Manchester Road.




  Lily arrived at market out of breath. She had run most of the way and being Friday, it was very busy already. All the stalls were surrounded by shoppers. Cox Street Market was

  the last port of call before Poplar, the tiny hamlet next to the Isle of Dogs. People were out and about after being confined to home over Christmas. The kids still hadn’t returned to school

  and were playing amongst the stalls or gathered under the railway arches nearby. Since the end of the war in 1918, the market community at Cox Street had thrived.




  But it wasn’t Reube James who Lily saw behind the stall this morning, it was Ben, his brother. His tall, slim figure, quite the opposite to Reube’s short and stocky build, was busy

  putting out the items for sale. A large iron bedstead stood as a backdrop, in front of which were two brass candlesticks, half a dozen rolls of brightly coloured cloth, a battered brass coal

  scuttle and fender and a dozen other objects piled beside it. The smaller items were placed on top of the stall: saucepans, tarnished silver cutlery, bone-handled carving knives, old leather boots,

  a multitude of umbrellas, walking sticks and chinaware.




  As Lily approached a young girl passed by, smiling at Ben. He was very quick to smile back, calling out, ‘Can I interest you in anything this morning, Miss? Got a lovely bargain here

  – a quarter of the price to you.’ He held out a large feather duster, and the girl went away laughing.




  ‘A married man like you with six starving kids to feed should be ashamed of yourself,’ Lily teased as she walked up. He wasn’t married or even attached, but Lily enjoyed the

  fun. They had known each other so many years, he was like her older brother.




  Ben removed a carnation from his buttonhole and slid it under the ribbon of her hat. ‘I was just getting into me patter an’ all.’ He was over six foot tall and lean as a

  beanpole. When he smiled, he showed lovely white teeth and employed his quick, cockney wit to charm the females. At twenty-six, two years younger than Reube, he drove a big, dirty lorry, delivering

  to all corners of the country.




  ‘Get your beauty sleep, did you?’ he asked with a chuckle.




  ‘Sorry I’m late. Uncle Noah got stuck in the closet again. Dad hasn’t had time to fix it.’ This was half a truth as her father wasn’t very quick at repairs.




  ‘I’ll pop across with me tools. Won’t take long and it gives me a chance to see you.’ He winked flirtatiously, his grey eyes sparkling with humour as he took out a comb

  and ran it threw his thick brown hair. As the James’ lived across the road, Ben often helped her dad out with repairs.




  She touched the flower in her hat. ‘Don’t try your patter on me, it’s wasted.’




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘Your head is big enough. I can see it growing by the minute.’




  ‘Me?’ he spluttered. ‘I’m the modest type, I am.’ He elbowed Lily gently. ‘In fact I’m fading away from being ignored.’




  ‘You? Ignored? Don’t make me laugh.’




  ‘You’re lovely when you laugh.’




  Lily rolled her eyes. ‘Why isn’t your brother here?’ Ben sometimes stood in for his brother if he wasn’t busy with his lorry.




  ‘He’s gone to buy stock. Hattie got the day off and went with him.’




  Lily removed her hat and tucked it under the stall, shaking her hair loose. ‘She didn’t tell me she had a day off.’




  Ben tapped the side of his nose. ‘She’s got a toothache. The sort that needs urgent attention.’




  ‘Oh!’ Lily smiled as the penny dropped. ‘That sort of toothache.’




  Lily knew it was unlikely that Madame Nerys, Hattie’s boss, would be so generous as to give her a day off right after Christmas. Hattie worked in a prestigious dressmakers at Aldgate and

  had a responsible job, cutting the patterns. Hattie was very good at this and Madame Nerys paid her well, but she made sure that Hattie worked hard for the money.




  ‘Anyway,’ said Ben, giving another wink to Lily, ‘Reube and Hat seem to be rubbing along all right, don’t they?’




  Lily nodded as she reflected over the Christmas holiday. Apart from Christmas morning when the Parks and the Brights had walked to church together, she hadn’t seen much of Hattie. Reube

  and Hattie had spent a lot of time going to the cinema to watch the new talkies. Living in the same road, she and Hattie and Ben and Reube had known each other all their lives. The James boys were

  older by six and eight years, but not a lot wiser, her mum always joked. Reube and Hattie shared a mutual interest in the cinema whilst Lily occasionally accompanied Ben to a dance, but he was too

  much of a flirt to take seriously. Now Lily wondered whether the reason Hattie was saving up so hard was to get married.




  ‘Here, take a gander at this,’ Ben lifted a large white chamber pot from under the stall.




  Lily giggled. ‘Watch what you’re doing with that. You don’t know where it’s been.’




  ‘Matter of fact I do. I’ve just bought it from an old girl up Manilla Street. It was her dear departed hubbie’s. She said she wanted to get rid of it quick.’




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘It’s haunted. In the middle of the night she still hears him using it.’




  ‘You’re joking!’




  ‘Cross me heart, that’s no word of a lie. Said her hubbie had a bladder like an elephant.’




  The two friends burst into laughter again. ‘Anyway, I ain’t heard a tinkle in the last ten minutes.’ Ben placed the pot at the front of the stall.




  ‘Where’s the handle gone?’




  ‘It’s broken off.’




  ‘What use is a chamber pot without a handle?’ Lily queried. ‘How much did you give her?’




  ‘Two bob.’




  ‘Daylight robbery.’




  ‘She was down on her uppers. I hadn’t the heart to say no.’




  Lily frowned as she studied the broken article. ‘Let’s put this in it.’ She took a neglected looking aspidistra from a metal vase and lowered it into the chamber pot, arranging

  the broad green leaves over the edges, she stood back. ‘What do you think?’




  ‘I think if what that old girl says is true, that aspidistra is going to grow into a tree.’




  Laughing, Lily placed it in the middle of the stall. The next few hours passed very quickly as the customers seemed determined to start the New Year buying bargains.




  Halfway through the afternoon a man came up and stared at the chamber pot for some while.




  ‘Can I help you?’ Lily asked eventually, noticing how good looking he was. He had very dark hair and wore a good quality overcoat. He smiled at her. ‘I need something for my

  house, a touch of greenery to cheer it up after Christmas. The plant would do nicely, but that’s not a vase is it?’




  Lily blushed. She wasn’t sure why, normally she would make a joke but for some reason she felt tongue-tied. ‘No, it’s a chamber pot but the plant goes very well inside

  it.’




  ‘How much is it?’




  ‘Three and six.’ Lily calculated quickly. They would make one and six profit on the original two bob.




  ‘That’s reasonable.’ He smiled again and Lily felt his dark eyes rove over her.




  ‘You won’t be sorry, if you buy that,’ said Ben coming up behind her and placing his hands on her shoulders. ‘Nice piece of pottery that. Unique I’d call

  it.’




  Lily blushed again. She felt quite strange as she stood between the two men and they looked one another up and down.




  ‘I’ll take it, though I would like it to be delivered. I’ll pay for the trouble, of course.’




  Ben was quick to agree.




  ‘Sunday will be a good time. My name is Charles Grey and I live in Poplar.’ He gave his address to Lily who jotted it down on a pad of paper.




  Ben nodded. ‘There’s no market on Sundays, so I’ll drop it round.’




  The man glanced at Lily, ‘Will you be coming too?’




  This time Lily’s pale cheeks went very red. ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘A pity, as a woman’s touch would be quite helpful.’




  ‘Haven’t you got a—’ Lily stopped, feeling as though she was being too forward in asking if he had a wife.




  ‘That’ll be three and six, thank you,’ said Ben loudly.




  Their customer handed over the money. Gazing into Lily’s eyes once more, he wished them good day.




  Lily watched him go, wondering who he was and what he did for a living. He was tall and upright, not as tall as Ben, but distinguished looking and much older. He had something about him that was

  very mysterious. She would have liked to talk more and usually she would have, but Ben had been looming over her and she hadn’t felt quite at ease.




  ‘That was a good deal,’ she said to Ben, who was dropping the change in the cash box under the stall.




  ‘Not bad at all. Specially as it was broken.’




  ‘What time are you going on Sunday?’




  ‘I don’t know. Before dinner I expect. Why?’




  ‘Oh, I thought I might come with you after all.’




  Ben frowned. ‘What would you do that for?’




  ‘Because I’m curious.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘I’ll never understand women.’




  Lily laughed. ‘What makes you say that?’




  ‘It’s obvious he’s a bit of a charmer,’ Ben dismissed, ‘trying it on with that smile of his and long looks.’




  Lily giggled even more, ‘Well, you should know, Ben James, as it takes one to know one.’




  He didn’t deny it, which left Lily even more curious to know more about the mysterious stranger.




  





  Chapter Two




  The light was fading when Lily and Ben began to pack away. It promised to be a typical foggy London night. Beyond the lights of the market, every

  alley and by-way was threaded with mist. Lily knew that it would be treacherous around the murky waters of the docks. In these conditions, the edge of the wharves were invisible; only the river

  lapping at their mossy walls hinted at the lethal drop. The air was thick with salt and the sickly sweet odour of a ship’s hemp cargo as Lily counted the day’s takings. Business had

  been good. After they had sold to Charles Grey, a dealer from the West End had bought the marble clock. Although labelled at six shillings, they had settled on five. The dealer knew it was a

  bargain, as the clock would treble in value when sold in the City. But as long as the stall turned over a profit, Reube would be happy. Ben threw on his heavy coat as he packed away the stock.

  ‘Don’t reckon Reube and Hattie will be coming back.’




  ‘I wonder where they went?’




  He smiled. ‘Somewhere nice and quiet.’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind going home now.’ Most of the shops along Cox Street were shut, the lights of their windows extinguished. The only life came from the fish and chip shop and Mr

  Mole’s pie and pease pudding shop, both of which were counting on cold weather to increase the appetite. In all conditions, people ventured out to buy their mouth-watering fish and chips or

  boiled beef and faggots. The steam on their windows was already announcing the start of trade.




  ‘All right,’ agreed Ben, rubbing his hands together for warmth, ‘let’s finish packing this lot up.’




  Lily helped him dismantle the stall and stow the unsold stock in the lock-up behind the bolted and barred confectionery shop. When all was done, they left for home.




  ‘Don’t you two lovers stay out late,’ yelled Ted Shiner from the fruit and veg stall.




  ‘Chance would be a fine thing,’ returned Ben, linking his arm through Lily’s. ‘If I was only taken seriously, Ted, but the girls just play with my affections.’




  There were more insinuations from Ted as he chucked the damaged apples, pears and oranges to the street urchins.




  Next to Shiner’s pitch stood the jewellery and curio stall. ‘Oiy my friends, how is it that you are knocking off so early?’ joked Elfie Goldblum, wrinkling his weathered

  face.




  ‘I’m late for me champagne and caviar!’ returned Ben. ‘The taxi arrives at seven to take me and me girl here up to the Savoy.’




  ‘I wish it was,’ Lily sighed as she pulled up her collar, hugging herself to keep warm. ‘Just imagine a taxi arriving outside our house, and me wearing this lovely dress, all

  long and flowing, and there I am ready to dance the night away . . .’




  ‘With me beside you in me top hat and tails—’




  ‘Now you’ve spoilt it,’ Lily laughed.




  ‘See what I mean? You never take me seriously.’




  ‘I’ve just remembered,’ Lily said suddenly, ‘there’s something I have to ask Reube. But I s’pose it can wait.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘I was wondering if he’d let me work Saturday afternoons for a while.’




  ‘You’re an eager beaver.’




  ‘Dad’s out of work again. He went to try a skin ship this morning, but I hope he doesn’t get it.’




  ‘Do you want me to ask for you?’




  ‘Would you?’




  ‘And I’ll come over and mend that latch on Sunday.’




  Lily smiled. ‘Don’t forget you’ve got a delivery on Sunday.’




  ‘Yes, to lover boy.’




  Lily laughed again. ‘You sound as if you’re jealous.’




  ‘Why would I be jealous of him?’




  ‘Can I come with you? It would be a nice ride out.’




  ‘I don’t want you heading for a broken heart.’




  ‘Why do you say that?’




  Ben frowned as he took her arm and they hurried through the foggy street. ‘Because it’s types like him that break hearts. Anyway, I’ll be there to see he minds his

  manners.’




  ‘I don’t need looking after.’




  He looked down at her and grinned. ‘That’s true. You’re only little but you pack a punch, as I found out when you gave me a dirty great black eye once.’




  ‘When was that?’




  ‘A long time ago.’




  ‘You mean when I was a kid?’




  He grinned. ‘You was always bashing that football around. One day I was walking along the street and you nearly knocked me head off.’




  ‘I don’t play football any more, in case you hadn’t noticed,’ Lily giggled.




  ‘I’m pleased to hear it.’




  Beginning to hum a tune Ben slid his hand around her waist and waltzed her over the cobbles. Following in the wake of a horse and cart, he twirled her onto the pavement, narrowly missing a

  bicycle. He was humming ‘’S Wonderful’ and Lily joined in, knowing the words off by heart as he’d sung them to her so many times.




  ‘You’re not a bad dancer, I’ll give you that,’ she teased, as he straightened his jacket and they fell into step again.




  ‘Thanks for the compliment. S’pose it’s the only one I’ll get tonight.’




  When they turned into Love Lane, the rows of terraced houses were covered in a yellow-grey mist. From out of the James’ house, came her friend, Hattie Parks.




  Lily noted how smartly she was dressed in a tailored grey coat and scarf. Her dark brown Eton Crop was the height of fashion.




  ‘Did the dentist pull out a tooth?’ Ben asked.




  ‘No, it’s not me in the wars, it’s your brother.’




  ‘What’s he done now?’




  ‘He thought he’d broken his ankle, but it’s only sprained.’




  ‘How did he do that?’




  ‘You’d better go and ask him.’




  He rushed off and as Hattie watched him go, she began to laugh. ‘Oh, Lil, you should have seen Reube today. It was so funny.’




  ‘What, spraining his ankle?’




  ‘It was the way he did it. We went to this big, posh house where this woman showed us round. She’s going abroad and needs to sell her stuff. Reube would have liked to have had a

  butchers at what was downstairs, but she asked him go up in the roof first where the good bits were.’




  ‘Funny they was in the roof and not on show,’ Lily commented.




  Hattie nodded. ‘They was packed away, she said. Anyway, Reube was up above and we could hear him moving around when all of a sudden a foot comes through the ceiling. Finally, he lands at

  me feet with the biggest thump you ever heard. Half the blooming ceiling came down with him!’




  ‘Was he hurt?’




  ‘Only his ankle but with all the moaning he was doing you’d think he’d broken it.’




  ‘What did the woman say?’




  ‘She was really annoyed. Called him a clumsy oaf. He was in pain but she didn’t care. She was yelling at him saying he’d have to pay for the damage and he was yelling at her,

  saying she’d have to cough up for the operation on his broken foot.’ Hattie trapped her bottom lip with her little white teeth in an effort not to laugh. ‘He had to slide down the

  stairs on his bum and she never stopped with the insults. For a rich woman she had a mouth like a sewer.’




  ‘That doesn’t sound very ladylike.’




  Hattie’s brown eyes twinkled. ‘We managed to get on a bus and Reube was huffing and puffing. He claimed to all the passengers he’d probably broken his leg. The conductor said

  he’d have to charge him for two as he had his foot up on another seat! It was like one of them Laurel and Hardy films. But I daren’t say so as he ain’t seen the funny side of it

  yet.’




  ‘And there was us thinking you were having a romantic interlude.’




  Hattie looked scornful. ‘My Reube romantic? You must be joking. It’s all figures of the wrong sort with Reube. Drives me barmy with his mental arithmetic, how he’s going to

  make a fortune on that stall of his. Talking of which, did you sell much?’




  ‘Yes, quite a few things. Amongst them a valuable clock and an aspidistra standing in a broken chamber pot.’ Lily began to tell Hattie the story of Charles Grey, how he had smiled at

  her charmingly and given her a long, mysterious look.




  ‘What’s he like?’ Hattie asked curiously.




  ‘Tall and dark, with nice clothes.’




  ‘Will you be seeing him again?’




  ‘Only if I go with Ben to deliver the pot on Sunday.’ Lily hesitated. She didn’t want to sound too eager. ‘He said he would value a woman’s opinion on where to put

  the plant.’




  ‘Hasn’t he got a wife then?’




  ‘Didn’t like to ask.’




  ‘How old is he?’




  ‘Quite a bit older – about thirty?’




  ‘You want to watch it. The old blokes think they are the cat’s whiskers sometimes.’




  Lily didn’t say how she had felt when he looked at her. ‘It would be nice to ride out in the lorry.’




  Hattie shrugged. ‘Well, I can’t stand out here all night. Me feet are freezing. And Mum will wonder what’s happened to me. Do you want to come in for a cuppa?’




  As Hattie lived right next door, they were always in each other’s houses. Lily hesitated. ‘I’d like to but I’d better go in to my own disaster.’




  ‘Pistols at dawn, is it?’ Hattie giggled, knowing that Lily often went home to a drama.




  ‘No blood has been drawn, thank goodness.’




  ‘See you tomorrow, then.’




  Lily caught her arm. ‘Talking of tomorrow, it might be our last Saturday for a while.’




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘I might have to work Saturday afternoons. Dad’s out of work again.’




  ‘When will we meet then?’ Hattie’s father had a regular job as a clerk. She only gave half of her wage to her mum, whereas Lily gave nearly all of hers.




  ‘We’ve still got Sunday.’




  ‘I have to help Mum with the dinner then. And if they go out for a walk I have to sit with Sylvester.’ Sylvester was Hattie’s older brother. He’d been gassed in France

  during the war and suffered violent fits. Although he was older than Hattie by eleven years, Mrs Parks didn’t like to leave him on his own for very long.




  ‘Well, I can sit with you, can’t I?’




  ‘It’s not like going out though, is it?’ Hattie looked despondent.




  ‘Cheer up, it’s not the end of the world.’




  Hattie began to walk away, then turned quickly and called out loudly, ‘Sweet dreams of Charles Grey!’




  The two girls parted laughing. Lily was relieved that Hattie wasn’t upset about Saturdays. She was inclined to be a little spoilt, as she’d come along late in life to her parents.

  They had had another baby boy after Sylvester, but he had died at birth. The doctor told Mrs Parks her chances of having more children were slim so they had been overjoyed when Hattie had

  arrived.




  Inside Lily’s house, all was quiet. She walked slowly down the hall waiting for an eruption, but was relieved to hear laughter. As she took off her hat and coat and hung it on the stand,

  her thoughts returned to Charles Grey. It was the first time that a man had ever made her feel like this, excited and nervous at the same time. He was much older than her, it was true, but there

  was something in his gaze that had captured her. As though they had been the only two people in the whole of the market place.




  This was something she couldn’t really tell Hattie. Not until she knew Charles Grey a little better. If she ever got to know him better! And that depended on Ben.




  Ben James was standing at his bedroom window looking down on the two figures below. The mist had cleared a little and he could just identify Lily and Hattie. Ben lifted the

  sash, on the point of calling out. He intended to crack a joke, as usual. But then he heard Hattie shouting something and it was about Charles Grey.




  He stepped back quickly. What had Lily been telling Hattie about that smarmy bloke who bought the aspidistra? He was the proverbial wolf in sheep’s clothing, no doubt about it. Ben had met

  a few like him in his time, gents that put on the style, but it wasn’t an honest style. Gut instinct told Ben that Lily had swallowed the bait with those long looks and posh accent. But what

  could he do? He’d only acted like the jealous lover himself.




  The two figures disappeared. All he could see now was the beginnings of a good old pea-souper, masking even the lamplight. He pulled the window down, replaced the lace and drew the faded chintz

  curtains. As he turned back into the room he caught his brother’s gaze.




  Reube was stretched out on the bed, his back propped by pillows. His right trouser leg was rolled up and a cold compress covered his swollen ankle. A minute or two ago, Ben had helped him up the

  stairs. They’d had a good laugh about Reube’s accident, despite his complaints and grumblings.




  ‘What am I missing?’ Reube lowered the newspaper he had been reading.




  ‘Nothing much,’ Ben shrugged. The two brothers had shared the large, airy bedroom since childhood. In recent years either one could have moved upstairs to the top of the house, where

  years of unwanted or outgrown household effects were stored, but the attic room was so small that a person could only stand upright in the middle. Even squashing in a single bed, took up most of

  the space. But even if the room had been large, neither Ben nor his brother would have wanted it. They enjoyed one another’s company, traded insults regularly and did a good deal of business

  talk before going to sleep.




  ‘You was having a good look for seeing nothing,’ Reube observed dryly.




  Ben sat down on the single bed next to his brother’s. He removed the studs from his collar and the cufflinks from his shirtsleeves. It was his golden rule to look smart at all times,

  irrespective of whether he drove his lorry or helped on the stall. Reube favoured a working jacket, durable trousers and cap, their differing styles giving rise to a good deal of harmless

  banter.




  ‘It was Lily and Hattie,’ Ben said casually. ‘They were gassing as usual.’




  Reube smiled. ‘About me accident no doubt.’




  ‘No, not about that.’




  ‘What then?’




  ‘I heard Hattie call something about this la-de-dah fella who bought the pot today. Remember? The one I told you about with the broken handle that I bought from the old girl up Manilla

  Street.’




  ‘What was she saying?’




  ‘I only heard his name.’




  ‘So Lil was a bit taken with him, was she?’




  ‘I didn’t say that,’ Ben frowned up as he wrestled with his collar.




  ‘You said she wanted to go to his house with you. That’s the same thing, ain’t it?’




  ‘I wish I hadn’t mentioned it now.’




  Reube sighed loudly. ‘Do you realize you get the hump when anyone tries to get off with her.’




  ‘I never do!’ Ben slipped off his suit jacket and cast it aside.




  ‘See? You’ve got the hump now.’




  ‘No, I haven’t.’




  ‘You never chuck your stuff about like that. You always put your jacket straight on a hanger and hang it in the wardrobe. Drive me nuts you do, being so fussy.’




  After dragging a woollen jumper over his head, Ben threw a pillow at his brother. ‘Don’t think you can insult me just because you’re at a disadvantage.’




  ‘Only me body is, me mind is firing on more cylinders than a number fifty-six bus. Can’t help it if I’m the brains of this outfit.’




  ‘You’d better shut up or I’ll twist your toes,’ Ben was quick to respond, attempting to deflect the interrogation about Lily. He did his best to act the local Romeo and

  this fooled most people who thought of him as the island’s likely lad. But Reube knew him well and it was difficult to keep his intimate thoughts and feelings private. He had always told

  himself he believed in safety in numbers and if he wanted to build up his transport business, as a single man he was free of responsibility. Lily was his friend and she could take a joke; insulting

  one another was a way of life. It was how East Enders managed the ups and downs of everyday life. And there had been plenty of those whilst growing up on the island. Their six-year age gap meant he

  had spent most of his teenage years kicking a ball around with her. She was like his kid sister, his partner in grime as they used to say. He felt protective of her, but no more than he did for

  Hattie. They always teased him about being a Romeo. They knew he had no intention of settling down, not until he’d made his fortune. Which was coming by way of a classy looking charabanc he

  had seen for sale up Aldgate. He could fit thirty passengers in at a time. The perfect vehicle for club outings, weddings and the occasional funeral if they didn’t mind the colour beige.




  ‘It’s a wonder there ain’t a string of blokes outside her door,’ his brother was saying.




  Ben frowned, tuning back into the present. ‘Whose door?’




  ‘Lily’s, of course.’




  ‘She’s only a kid.’




  ‘In case you ain’t noticed, Valentino, she’s all grown up now.’




  ‘What are you talking about, you daft prune?’




  ‘I’m talking about the girl who is right under your nose, yet you don’t seem to see her. There’s all manner of women out there that you flirt with and right old boilers

  some of them. But Lily is in a class of her own. She’s got manners and good taste, which is probably why she can’t see you, either.’




  ‘Here, watch it, matey! I’ve got taste and I know me p’s and q’s. Anyway, I don’t think of Lil like that. She’s like me little skin and blister, sort

  of.’




  Reube smiled knowingly. ‘You take my advice and put a ring on her finger.’




  ‘Aw, shut that big gob of yours and concentrate on your paper. Ignorant blokes like you need to learn a bit about what’s going on in the world.’




  ‘I know enough,’ Reube sniffed. ‘More than you think.’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘You can’t fool me, Ben James. You’re—’ Reube went to sit up and yelled in pain. ‘Bloody Norah, me foot!’




  ‘I thought it was your ankle.’




  ‘I tell you what, wring that rag out, bruv, and shove another wet one on it, would you? In fact, better go down and bring up a bowl of cold water.’




  ‘Yes, m’lord, anything else, your highness,’ Ben muttered, whipping off the cloth and making his brother yell out again.




  ‘That hurt!’




  ‘All right, all right. I’ll be back in a minute. Lay back and think of England.’




  Ben went downstairs where his widowed mother Betty and her old friend, Pedro Williams, had just finished a game of backgammon and were now playing gin rummy. Pedro was so called because of his

  little black moustache that curled up at the ends.




  In the scullery, Ben rinsed the rag under the tap. He liked Pedro who had run their dad’s stall when Ben and Reube had lost their dad in 1916 until Reube was old enough to take over.




  The water was freezing as it filled the bowl. Ben was deep in thought once more, wondering about Charles Grey and why he disliked him. He didn’t even know the man. But the more Ben thought

  about him, the less he found to like.




  On his way back upstairs, his mother shouted, ‘How’s the patient?’




  ‘Still clinging to life,’ Ben replied.




  ‘I heard voices outside, you know.’




  ‘The Angel Gabriel calling from heaven, I ’spect.’




  His mother appeared at the parlour door, her dark brown hair was hidden under a furry type of hat that resembled a deceased animal. She wore the hat winter and summer alike, pleating her two

  heavy eyebrows underneath it. ‘I pulled back the curtain,’ she told him, ‘and saw Lil and Hattie. Strikes me they was having a good old laugh about something.’




  ‘Well, even if it’s the Aga Khan come to pay her a call with five hundred of his camels and a wagonload of dates, that ain’t our business anyway.’




  His mother blinked at him through the spindles of the banister. ‘What’s up with you, son?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘I was only saying, ducks. You don’t have to bite me head off.’




  Ben was immediately contrite. ‘Sorry, I’m just a bit done in, that’s all.’




  ‘Have an early night, dear. Your brother needs one too if he’s to rest that ankle.’




  He muttered something inaudible and went on his way. Now he was certain to get another quizzing from Reube who must have overheard all that. You couldn’t bloody well take a leak in this

  neighbourhood without someone knowing.




  As he entered the bedroom, he shouted at his brother, ‘And don’t you start or you’ll get this lot over you.’




  ‘I never breathed a word,’ Reube said innocently.




  But Ben knew what his brother was thinking, it was written all over his face.




  ‘And by the way,’ Ben said quickly, ‘Lily asked me to ask you if she could work Saturday afternoons.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Her dad’s out of work again.’




  ‘Charming, ain’t it? The bloke is only trying to do an honest day’s toil for an honest day’s pay.’




  ‘Like hundreds of others on the island,’ Ben nodded. ‘He’s even considering a skin boat.’




  Reube shuddered vigorously. ‘He’s gotta be desperate then.’




  ‘So what shall I tell her?’




  ‘If she wants the hours she can have them,’ Reube shrugged. ‘Pedro offered to come and give me a hand whilst I got me limp, but he don’t need the money like

  Lil.’




  ‘I’ll tell her yes then, when I see her on Sunday. If I see her on Sunday.’




  ‘Ain’t you gonna take her then?’




  ‘Don’t know, do I?’




  Reube smiled as he shook out the newspaper and raised it. ‘Don’t worry, bruv, Charlie boy will be a five-minute wonder.’




  But Ben wasn’t so sure. Lily seemed to have taken a shine to the man or she wouldn’t have asked to go with him. And he couldn’t think of any way he’d be able to stop

  her.




  Lily was up early on Sunday morning. She wanted to look nice today. Ben had arrived to mend the latch and was now sharing a pot of tea with her mum and dad. Lily had put on her

  best beige tweed coat with a dropped waistline and exchanged her blue cloche hat for a brown one with a black petersham band above the small brim. Did she look smart enough, or had she overdressed?

  Then she remembered how nice Hattie had looked. Every once in a while it was good to dress up. She always had to wear warm clothes for the market and her boots. Now she could put on her bar strap

  shoes, ones she’d had for years, and the only other pair she possessed.




  Ten minutes later, Ben was helping Lily into the lorry. He had put a sack over the seat to keep her clothes clean.




  Lily smiled as she made herself comfortable. ‘I feel like Lady Muck sitting up here.’




  He grinned. ‘You wait till you see me new motor.’




  ‘What sort is it? Another lorry?’




  ‘Not on your Nellie. It’s a charabanc.’




  ‘One of those things that are a cross between a car and a bus?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘A lot of people sit in it, don’t they?’




  ‘Yeah, this one’s got thirty seats. I’m going to take out groups: women’s institutes, the girl guides, the football and billiards clubs, anyone who wants to hire

  me,’ he told her as he drove.




  She had to shout as the engine was noisy. ‘Will you wear a uniform?’




  He nodded. ‘A proper chauffeur’s outfit with leather boots and a flat cap.’




  ‘Where are you going to park such a big thing?’




  ‘Ernie Roper, the landlord of the Quarry says I can use his yard. He can get me a bit of business from the customers too.’




  ‘Well, don’t let them Blackshirts see it. I heard they bashed someone’s windscreen out up Hyde Park.’




  ‘Just let ’em try,’ said Ben, squeezing the horn as a horse and cart blocked the way. The cart stopped and Ben drove round it, yelling out a thank you from the open window.




  ‘Well, I wish you luck, you deserve it.’ Lily suddenly remembered that Ben was going to ask about Saturdays. ‘How is Reube’s ankle?’




  ‘Oh, on the mend.’




  ‘Did you ask him about me working on Saturday afternoons?’




  ‘Course I did and he said you’re welcome.’




  Lily sighed softly. ‘That’s a relief. I’ll start next week if that’s all right.’




  ‘Do you need any money till then?’




  Lily blushed. Ben and Reube were always generous, but she didn’t want to have to ask for help, as she had done so before Christmas. She’d paid back the small loan, but it had left

  her short even though she had got her wages yesterday, most of which she’d given to her mum. ‘No, that’s all right, thanks.’ She peered through the dirty windscreen and

  changed the subject. ‘Do you know where to go?’




  ‘Course I do. Dewar Street.’




  ‘Is the plant in the back?’




  ‘Yes, in the pot.’




  ‘It won’t slide about and break, will it?’




  ‘No, I’ve wedged it in with some bricks.’




  ‘I hope he likes it.’ Lily felt quite nervous. She wondered what advice he would want from her. And could she give it?




  ‘Sit back and relax,’ Ben told her. ‘It’s only a broken po!’




  But to Lily it was more than that. She had butterflies in her tummy and she was very apprehensive, now that she’d come here, wondering what she’d say to Charles Grey. And what if he

  didn’t even remember her?




  





  Chapter Three




  Four Dewar Street had a tall front door and long, Georgian windows. It was the second house of a terrace that stretched behind the High Street.




  ‘I’ll knock, shall I?’ Lily hesitated as they stood outside on the white steps.




  ‘He won’t know we’re here by guesswork,’ Ben grinned.




  Lily stepped up to the big lion’s head knocker and rapped. Very soon a young girl appeared. She was dressed in a long black skirt and white apron. ‘Oh, it’s the

  delivery,’ she said, frowning at the plant.




  Ben nodded. ‘You’re not going to tell us to go to the tradesman’s entrance, I hope.’




  ‘No, ’cos we ain’t got one. Anyway, you’re expected. Come in.’




  Lily stepped inside with Ben. To her surprise, the house was much larger than it looked from the road. Past the big, dark hall was a staircase winding up to the next floor. A rather worn carpet

  led to all the rooms. There was no furniture in the hall except a large umbrella stand.




  ‘Follow me,’ said the girl, leading the way through a set of large wooden double doors. As they entered the room, Lily saw a very grand fireplace, the mantelpiece of which was the

  same height as her, deep green drapes hung either side of it. Sadly there was no fire alight in the big hearth, instead there stood a large oriental fan, opened to its fullest extent. Scattered

  around the room were upholstered armchairs. Lily recognised the material as watered silk. They had sold some last year from the stall, though they were not nearly as nice as these. Either side of

  the four long windows were heavy brocade curtains, complete with silk tassels.




  ‘Crikey,’ muttered Ben beside her, ‘this is a sight for sore eyes, ain’t it?’




  ‘Beautiful,’ Lily agreed, her eyes wide as she gazed around.




  ‘Mr Grey will be with you in a minute. He said make yerselves comfortable.’




  When the girl had gone, Lily looked round again. ‘I didn’t know there was places like this around here.’ She walked to the window and looked out through the dirty panes of

  glass. She could see the road beneath and over the wall on the other side of the road, the backs of other houses. Some of the yards had small gardens and squares of grass, unheard of on the

  island.




  ‘Not a bad lookout, is it?’ Ben said as he came to stand beside her. ‘But they need their windows cleaning.’




  ‘You can still see the top of the Queen’s.’




  As a child, Lily had come up to Poplar with Uncle Noah on the rag and bone cart. They had often passed the theatre in the High Street. On Friday night, anyone could do a turn, enjoy the audience

  applause and become famous for five minutes. The Queen’s always held an air of excitement about it. On her fourteenth birthday, she had been treated to a night out at a musical revue. Her mum

  and dad and Uncle Noah had bought threepenny tickets for the ‘gods’. That night she had fallen in love with the main act, a man called Teddy Stream. He could sing and dance and made

  everyone laugh and cry. She had never forgotten it.




  ‘Is that the laundry over there?’ Lily indicated a tall chimney.




  ‘Dunno, why?’




  ‘Uncle Noah and me used to stop in Sophia Street. He collected the unwanted linen from the back doors. I used to look in and see all these poor women covered in sweat.’




  Ben nodded. ‘It’s a back-breaking job.’




  ‘Uncle Noah said the drying ovens can clog up your lungs and kill you off early.’




  ‘Well, someone’s got to do it, I suppose.’




  ‘Like me dad on the skin ships.’ It didn’t seem right that the poor were always given the worst jobs.




  Ben nudged her. ‘Right, where shall I put this? Here?’




  Lily turned round. The small and expensive-looking table had a shiny surface.




  ‘No, if the pot leaks, the table will be ruined.’




  Ben picked it up again. A large round circle had formed in the film of dust, showing the walnut grain beneath.




  They were staring at it when the doors opened again. Charles Grey stood there. Lily felt the colour rush to her cheeks. He was even more handsome than she remembered.




  ‘Good morning. How nice to see you both again.’ He walked towards them. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t know your names.’




  Before Lily could speak, Ben answered. ‘The name’s Benjamin James and this is Miss Lily Bright.’




  Lily cast Ben a quick look. He was sounding very formal.




  Charles Grey held out his hand but as Ben was carrying the pot still, he turned to Lily. ‘I didn’t think you were coming.’




  ‘I wasn’t, but—’ she stopped, blushing under his dark gaze as for a moment he took her hand and held it. ‘I changed me mind.’




  ‘I’m very glad you did.’ He was still holding on to her hand, gazing deeply into her eyes.




  Ben coughed loudly. ‘Where do we put this?’




  ‘Ah yes, the aspidistra.’ Slowly, without looking at Ben, he let Lily’s hand go.




  Lily quickly remembered why she had come. ‘You said you’d like some advice on where to stand it.’




  ‘I would indeed.’ His smile was making her feel just as strange as it had when she first met him. He had very full lips, which made her want to look at them and their lovely curve.

  And when she lifted her gaze to his eyes, her heart turned over. They were inky dark, lustrous and so intense that it was hard to look away. She was glad when he spoke again.




  ‘Let me show you the house. Ben, would you like to give the plant to my maid?’ He pulled a cord by the mantelpiece and the young girl entered. ‘Take this to the scullery,

  Annie, whilst we find a suitable place for it to stand.’




  ‘Yes, Mr Grey.’ The girl quickly removed it and Charles Grey led them into the hall again. ‘I’ll show you upstairs first.’




  Lily and Ben followed up the red carpeted stairs. Lily’s fingers slid over the solid wooden stair rail as the gaslights flickered on the walls. Magically they spilled light into all the

  dark corners of the landing. There were many rooms on the first floor and Lily forgot after a while which order they came in. Each bedroom was very cold, as though it hadn’t been used for a

  long time, and each was equipped with a big brass iron bedstead and heavy, sombre covers over the thick mattresses. The curtains were like those downstairs and kept apart by big silk tassels.




  ‘I was wondering about in here?’ Charles said to Lily as he opened the final door. It led to the bathroom.




  Lily’s eyes nearly popped out. There was a deep, white bath with brass feet shaped into an animal’s claws. Beside this was a marble-topped washstand fitted with a gilt-edged

  mirror.




  Lily shook her head in wonder. ‘I’ve never seen such a big bathroom, or bath.’




  ‘You could put the pot there.’ Ben pointed to a piece of furniture in one corner.




  ‘The chiffonier,’ nodded Lily. ‘It’s beautiful.’




  ‘Do you like it?’ asked their host.




  ‘Yes, but should it be in the bathroom? It would look much better in the drawing room or even the back parlour. That is, if you have one.’




  He smiled, looking into her eyes once more. ‘I can see that you know quite a lot about such things. That must be from working at the market?’




  She nodded. ‘We have a lot of furniture go through our hands. The West End dealers come down especially to buy.’




  ‘And do you sell them a bargain?’




  Lily smiled shyly. ‘Of course. But Reube – that’s my boss – he’s not greedy. He likes to turn a profit and change the stock.’




  Charles Grey seemed unable to take his eyes from Lily. ‘How fascinating. What an interesting life you must lead.’




  Lily didn’t know what to say to that. She was a little embarrassed under his scrutiny.




  ‘What do you think of the bath?’ Charles asked Lily quickly. ‘It’s rather a nice piece, isn’t it?’




  ‘Does it have hot water?’ Lily asked, admiring the shiny brass taps. What would it be like to sit in that bath and be covered up to the chin by lovely warm water?




  ‘It’s fed by the range downstairs.’




  ‘We haven’t even got a bath,’ she sighed, ‘at least not a proper one like that. We have to bring the tin one in by the fire.’




  ‘That must be tiresome.’




  ‘Mum says her dream is to have a proper bath.’




  ‘Do you live with your parents?’




  Lily nodded. ‘Yes, and my Uncle Noah. He used to own a rag and bone yard. We’d come up to Poplar each month when I was young.’




  Charles Grey gave her a dazzling smile. ‘Is he still in business?’




  ‘No, the horse died and he retired.’




  ‘And you, young man, what do you do for a living?’




  Ben said a little stiffly, ‘I drive a lorry.’ Then he looked at Lily. ‘Which reminds me, I’ve still got a couple of deliveries left today. We’d better be

  going.’




  Lily was fascinated with the house and wanted to see more. She knew for a fact that Ben had nothing else to do today.




  ‘I mustn’t take up any more of your time.’ Charles Grey closed the bathroom door. ‘So, any ideas, Lily, for the position of the plant?’




  She walked to the banister and looked over. By the first stair was a small shelf and above it a lovely, ornate barometer. It was the perfect place for the plant. ‘Perhaps it would suit

  nicely just there?’




  ‘Yes, though there’s not a lot of natural light,’ said Charles hesitantly. ‘I’ve always intended to fill that spot, but thought it wasn’t right for such a

  delicate thing.’




  Lily turned to her companion and met his dark gaze. She had butterflies in her tummy as he smiled at her. His dark good looks, grey suit and silk tie made him look so distinguished in the soft

  glow of the gaslights. ‘You don’t need to worry about aspidistras being delicate,’ she told him. ‘They don’t mind gas fumes or draughts or even the dark. And all your

  visitors will have the pleasure of seeing it as they come in.’




  Charles Grey’s smile faded. ‘I don’t have many visitors these days. Not since my wife died.’




  ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’




  ‘It was two years ago now.’




  Lily saw how upset he was and as Ben failed to comment there was a big gap in the conversation.




  ‘Before you go I must pay you for the delivery,’ Charles Grey said suddenly.




  ‘No, it’s on the house.’ Ben shrugged.




  Both men looked at each other. ‘In that case I’ll show you out.’




  It was a swift goodbye as he shook their hands at the front door and thanked them. Lily wanted to know so much more. And she was certain he would have told them had they stayed.




  Out in the cold air, Lily pulled her collar up. ‘You was in a big rush to leave,’ she said to Ben who had his hands deep in his pockets as they walked to the lorry. ‘Why did

  you say you had more deliveries?’




  ‘Because I thought we was gonna be there all day.’




  ‘I was only curious.’




  ‘So was he. About you.’




  Lily looked at her friend. ‘Do you think so?’




  ‘Yes, I do.’




  Lily felt hot colour sweep into her face. She could see Charles Grey now; he had something about him that unnerved her and excited her at the same time.




  What had his wife died of? Was that why the house had looked neglected? She wondered if he would put the aspidistra where she had suggested.




  Once seated in the lorry, Ben looked thoughtfully up at the house. ‘He didn’t say what he did.’




  ‘You didn’t give him much chance.’




  ‘There was something about him I couldn’t put me finger on.’




  ‘It was nice of you to let him off the delivery charge.’ Lily had been impressed by that.




  But Ben spoilt it by adding, ‘I didn’t like the way he looked down his nose at us.’




  ‘He did no such thing. He was the perfect gentleman.’




  ‘Maybe it was me, then.’




  ‘Yes, it was.’




  Lily was annoyed with her friend. She had enjoyed the morning so much looking round that lovely house. Why had he ruined it?




  They drove in silence until Ben narrowed his eyes and said slowly, ‘I know what it was. The house didn’t look lived in. Didn’t see no shoes or clothes about in them bedrooms.

  Not even a fire in the grate and no umbrellas in the stand. Did you notice there wasn’t a jug and basin in the bathroom? No razor or cupboard to put personals in. How does he wash and

  shave?’




  ‘In the bath?’




  ‘A bit luxurious that, ain’t it?’




  ‘Well, he’s a man on his own.’




  ‘So he says,’ Ben muttered darkly.




  Lily decided enough had been said about Charles Grey. Ben was determined to pick holes in an otherwise enjoyable outing. Perhaps he was jealous of him? Though it wasn’t usually in

  Ben’s character to find fault.




  She couldn’t help wondering whether she would ever see Charles Grey again. She felt downhearted at the thought she might not. If Ben hadn’t hurried her off like that, she would have

  found out more about him. Was his wife beautiful? There had been no photographs on the wall that she had noticed. Perhaps he had taken them down in his grief.




  ‘What did you say his name was?’ Uncle Noah asked for the third time that evening.




  ‘Charles Grey, Uncle Noah.’




  They were sitting in the parlour in front of a roaring fire. Her parents and uncle were listening to her account of that morning’s visit to Dewar Place.




  ‘Don’t ring a bell to me. What does he do?’




  ‘I don’t know. I didn’t ask.’




  ‘Must be a professional fella,’ said her father as he placed his tobacco tin on the arm of the big fireside chair. Lily knew he wanted to smoke, but would have to go out in the yard.

  Her mother didn’t like him or her uncle to smoke indoors, although if she was out, they always did.




  ‘He’s a well-dressed gent. He could work in the city,’ Lily suggested.




  ‘You say he’s a widower?’ Josie glanced up from her crocheting.




  ‘His wife died two years ago.’




  ‘Poor man.’




  ‘Yes, it must have been very hard.’




  ‘She was young, then?’




  ‘He didn’t mention her age.’




  ‘What did young Ben think of him?’ Bob Bright changed the position of the tobacco tin yet again.




  ‘He put a bit of a damper on it, actually.’




  ‘Why’s that?’




  ‘I don’t think he liked him.’




  ‘Did he say why?’




  Lily wasn’t going to go over that. ‘Not really.’




  ‘So where did you suggest the plant went?’ Josie began to crochet again.




  ‘In the hall under the barometer, where it could be seen by visitors.’




  ‘He’ll have to make sure he hides the broken handle.’ Her mother lifted one eyebrow.




  ‘As long as the man that owned it doesn’t return to use it,’ Lily laughed.




  Uncle Noah chuckled. ‘Charlie boy will get his money’s worth if he does.’




  Lily’s father stood up. She knew he couldn’t go a moment longer without a smoke. He pressed down his waistcoat and rocked on his heels. The one day of the week when he dressed in a

  suit was on Sunday. Her mother insisted on him looking respectable even though they didn’t often go to church. ‘Sunday best’ was a tradition on the island, no matter how poor or

  religious you were or weren’t.




  ‘Just going out the back,’ he said, coughing and banging his chest with his knuckles.




  Her father, at fifty-six years of age, rarely got angry or impatient with his family, but his financial worries had turned his thick dark hair iron grey. Lily noticed that, like her mother, the

  worry lines around the corners of his eyes had increased recently.




  ‘You coming too, Noah?’




  ‘Don’t mind if I do.’




  ‘It’s parky out there. Better put our coats on.’




  Lily saw her mother glance after them. She said nothing as the two men went out, closing the door behind them.




  ‘His cough is worse this winter.’




  ‘Does he rub in the wintergreen the doctor gave him?’




  ‘He says he does, but it doesn’t seem to help much.’ Josie laid down her crocheting again. ‘Good job your father has Uncle Noah to talk to.’




  ‘He’s got you as well.’




  ‘I know, but men see things differently. A woman tends to nag or worry or both.’




  ‘Are you worried about him, Mum?’




  ‘I am a bit.’ Josie sank back on the chair. ‘He got a job yesterday. Was waiting on the stones for hours before one came up.’




  Lily realized that this was not good news. ‘You mean it was a skin ship?’




  ‘Yes, I’m afraid so.’




  ‘Oh, Mum, I wish he wouldn’t take it.’




  ‘So do I, but what choice do we have?’




  ‘I told you I would work Saturday afternoons. Reube said I can.’




  Josie’s pale blue eyes looked sad. ‘Lily, ducks, with all the goodwill in the world, it’s not enough.’




  ‘But couldn’t we manage?’




  ‘We have been managing, putting things on the slate. Last week I went up to Mr Gane’s. He said he was very sorry, but he couldn’t let me have any more groceries till I paid the

  arrears.’




  ‘I thought his bill was settled.’




  Josie sighed and shook her head. ‘I was going to, but we had no coal. The coalman wants his money the minute he delivers. So the grocery money went to him.’
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