

[image: Cover Image]




Kay Brellend never imagined she would become a writer, certainly not a writer of novels inspired by her own family. Kay’s Campbell Road series, set in the ‘worst street in North London’ follows the same Islington family covering the years between WW1 and WW2. The Campbell Road series of books has been an absorbing journey and she has learned much about the toughness and resilience of her ancestors: Kay feels pride in her roots in the worst street in North London.

Please visit her website www.kaybrellend.com for more information.


By Kay Brellend

A Sister’s Bond

A Lonely Heart

The Way Home


Copyright

Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 978-0-349-41533-8

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 by Kay Brellend

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Contents

About the Author

By Kay Brellend

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Author Note


For every Tommy, sailor and airman who
went to fight in the Great War.

Also for the people who staffed the hospitals,
casualty clearing stations, ambulance stations and
other medical outposts in France and elsewhere.

For Grant and Mark with much love always.


Chapter One

Wood Green, North London, Summer 1916

‘Mum would really appreciate you coming back from France especially for her funeral, you know.’

Olivia Bone knew nothing of the sort. It wasn’t as though she and the deceased had got on. But as the woman had been her aunt, and also her father’s dirty little secret, Olivia had felt that she owed Sybil Wright something. During his lifetime Tommy Bone had shown his lover little respect, and for that alone his eldest daughter believed there was a final debt to be paid.

Once their astonishing deceit had finally come to light, Olivia had thought she hated her father. That was before she joined the Voluntary Aid Detachment. As a junior nurse serving in a military hospital on the Western Front, she had seen things that had given her better reasons to rail at life’s vile injustices.

Olivia’s mother Aggie Bone had never known about her husband’s cheating. She had died in her prime, giving birth to her only son. Thereafter, Tommy had carried on sneaking about with his wife’s sister even though he was free to marry.

Now the adulterers were dead too, Olivia sincerely wished them both peace. Her mother had had the last laugh, after all. Aggie had been of a beautifully sunny disposition, popular with all. Her guilt-ridden husband had sunk into bitterness after she’d passed away and had eventually met with a violent end. As for Sybil, she might have managed to seduce her brother-in-law but she had never captured Tommy Bone’s heart. He’d loved his wife until the day he was murdered.

Olivia’s pensive mood was cut short by her cousin Ruby shaking a plate of fishpaste sandwiches beneath her nose. To be polite Olivia took one although the smell of bloater was making her feel queasy.

It was a stifling hot summer day and the windows and curtains had been closed in the small terraced house in Wood Green. The wake had been hastily arranged after Olivia had agreed to stump up the cost of a modest do. Ruby might have been the deceased’s daughter but she’d baulked at the idea of laying out for a few plates of food to give her own mother a send-off. She had reminded her cousin Olivia – as she often resentfully did – that as the best off amongst them, she could afford to pay for things like funeral teas. Olivia knew she’d been fortunate to inherit her fiancé’s house after he’d perished at Ypres. Nevertheless, she would far sooner have had her beloved Joe safe at home and was growing fed up of being put upon financially by family members.

Olivia was itching to leave the wake, or at least escape into the garden for a breath of air. After another ten minutes or so she and her brother and sisters would have stayed for a decent enough time and could catch the bus back to Islington where they all lived.

As Ruby wandered off to thrust the plate of sandwiches under other noses, Olivia’s younger sister sidled up to her to hiss, ‘Bleedin’ stinks in here!’ Maggie wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘Let’s go home, Livvie.’

‘In a little while.’ She gave Maggie a sympathetic smile. ‘Coming out the back for a breather?’ she suggested, glancing about for somewhere to dispose of her half-eaten sandwich. She finally decided to take it with her and feed it to the sparrows in the garden.

‘So what did the inquest make of your aunt’s sudden passing, love?’

Before the girls had made it out of the parlour they were brought to a halt by a neighbour’s question. Mrs Cook was clutching a cup and saucer in one hand and Olivia’s elbow in the other. She inclined her head expectantly, hoping to hear some juicy gossip. All she got was a couple of neutral smiles, so she tried a different tack. ‘Such a shock it was to hear what happened to the poor cow.’ Ethel sucked her teeth. ‘She looked right as rain just the week before when I bumped into her up the road … ’

‘It was her nerves made her giddy. Me mum suffered something chronic with ‘em,’ Ruby rudely butted in, making Ethel jut her chin defensively. ‘She must’ve fainted and hit her head. Doctor said so.’ Ruby pursed her lips as her next-door neighbour stalked off with an affronted sniff. ‘Nosy old bag. Anybody asks what happened to me mum, just say she come over funny and fell off a chair while cleaning the pitcher rail.’

Olivia and Maggie exchanged a glance, murmuring agreement to the yarn. The family, and no doubt the neighbours too, knew that Sybil Wright had never bothered keeping anything clean, even herself. Their aunt had been a slattern and a drunkard; the parlour of her home held an unpleasant odour of ground-in dirt and stale alcohol. She’d had her accident after she’d been drinking. She had tumbled off a chair, fracturing her skull on the hearth. But it had happened while she’d been reaching for another bottle of gin, stashed on top of the wardrobe. The sisters understood that Ruby didn’t want that broadcast. Neither did they. Family stuck together even if it meant bending the truth. Olivia pitied her young cousin Mickey; he had found his mother lying dead on the floor when he came in from school that day. The kitty kept in the jar on the shelf had been missing, but Sybil had been known to raid the rent money for booze. A full bottle of gin had been found smashed on the floor beside her. Ruby had bleakly joked that the sight of that going to waste would have given her mother a heart attack even had she survived the fall.

A pretty young woman had entered the parlour and was craning her neck to catch Ruby’s eye. ‘Connie Whitton’s turned up after all. She told me she couldn’t make it.’ Ruby waved at the newcomer. ‘Offer these around, will you, Livvie?’ The sandwich plate was shoved at her cousin. ‘They’re already curling.’ Ruby glanced at her neighbours, grouped together on the sofa. ‘If you and Maggie could just lend a hand collecting up the used crockery and doing the washing up, that’d be a help.’ Ruby sidled away to speak to her friend.

‘Yes, sir, no, sir, three bloody bags full, sir,’ Maggie muttered sourly, watching the two peroxide blondes nattering together.

‘Come on, we did say we’d help out. Sooner it’s done, the sooner we can head home.’ Olivia passed the plate of sandwiches to her sister. ‘Nancy can pitch in too.’ She beckoned the youngest Bone girl with a jerk of her head. Nancy stopped staring morosely into her empty teacup and got to her feet.

‘Alfie’s in the street kicking a ball up against the alley wall with Cousin Mickey,’ she said in answer to Olivia’s question about their younger brother’s whereabouts.

Alfie got on well with Mickey. The boys were both nearly ten years old and enjoyed a game of football. Just then Olivia’s attention was diverted to a quiet commotion on the other side of the room. Ruby and Connie appeared to be bickering; a moment later they disappeared into the corridor as though to keep their differences private.

‘You’ll never guess what, Livvie?’ Ruby had come up behind Olivia as she was flicking washing-up water off her fingers.

‘What?’ She turned about, drying her hands on a towel. She’d been expecting to hear something unfavourable after witnessing that scene but was nonetheless surprised to see her cousin’s pallor. ‘What is it?’ she asked quickly. ‘I saw you having words with Connie.’

‘She’s brought me dad with her. He turned up looking for us in the Bunk ’cos he thought we still lived there. He’s waiting outside.’

Olivia was speechless. Edward Wright had disappeared a decade ago following a huge bust up when he discovered his wife and Tommy Bone were having an affair. Sybil and her kids had then moved into a slum in Islington known as the Bunk. ‘Your dad?’ Olivia exclaimed in an astonished squeak.

‘He’s outside by the gate. Ain’t seen him in so long that I’d forgot I had one. Mickey was still in his pram when Dad run out on us. Perhaps I should just ignore him. ’S’pect he’ll go away.’ Ruby was keeping her voice low, shooting glances here and there to detect any eavesdroppers.

‘Don’t think he will.’ Olivia gave a discreet nod of her head. But for Ruby giving her a clue to the stranger’s identity, she would never have recognised the grey-haired individual who had just appeared in the doorway. She remembered her uncle Ed as a mild-mannered man with fair colouring; now he looked careworn and close to seventy. He wasn’t that old. Her aunt had died at the age of fifty-one, just a couple of years younger than her estranged husband.

‘Gawd’s sake!’ Ruby exclaimed under her breath. ‘Why couldn’t he wait outside? This’ll start the old biddies off.’ She looked flustered. ‘What if he starts asking awkward questions about Mum and Tommy … and us?’

‘Well, you’d better go and say hello. He was Sybil’s husband, after all. He must’ve found out about her funeral and come to pay his respects.’

‘They never got divorced neither. Mum told me that. But we don’t know him any more …’

‘Reckon it’s time to put that right,’ Ed said gruffly. He’d come up unobserved behind Ruby, making her jump. ‘It’s been a long time, love. Too long. Wish now I’d mended bridges sooner instead of waiting until this sad day.’

‘Too much water gone under this particular bridge.’ Ruby wriggled her fingers free from his clasp. ‘Mum could’ve done with some help while she was still alive. She might not have ended up in such a bleedin’ state if we hadn’t had to doss down in a slum.’

Ed flushed at the rebuff. ‘You’re still a lovely-lookin’ lass,’ he gamely persevered. ‘How’s little Mickey? Not so little now, I’ll bet.’

‘You’ve probably just walked straight past him in the street. So that says it all really, don’t it?’ Ruby snapped. ‘You don’t know us and we’ve nothing to say to you. So go away and leave us alone.’

‘Aw … don’t be like that, love. When I heard about Sybil’s accident I wept me heart out.’ Ed shook his head. ‘Not saying I didn’t hate her at one time fer what she did to me, but I kept me distance and let her live her life as she wanted. Didn’t interfere even though I’ve not been that far away.’ He glanced at his eldest niece who’d been quietly listening to the exchange. ‘How’s your lot, Olivia? I heard that Tommy had passed on. Not going to be a hypocrite and say I was sorry. He and me wife between ’em ruined my life. Nobody deserves to go the way he did, though.’ He paused. ‘Ever find his murderer, did they?’

Olivia shook her head, giving her uncle a small smile. She respected his honesty and couldn’t blame him for the way he felt. Only a saint would easily forgive and forget being made to look a fool by the people closest to him. In a way Olivia was glad her mother was no longer around and had been saved the humiliation this man had suffered.

‘So where’ve you been then?’ Ruby was incensed that they’d been struggling to keep a roof over their heads in the worst street in North London when this man could’ve pitched in and helped.

‘I found a place over Edmonton way. I picked up with a widow and we’re happy enough.’

‘Oh, good fer you,’ Ruby said sarcastically. ‘So what’s brought you back here then? Me mum didn’t have two ha’pennies. If you’ve turned up hoping fer a pay-out as her next-of-kin, you can forget it.’

Olivia cautioned her cousin with a frown. Ruby was so het up that she’d let her voice rise and hadn’t noticed that her neighbours were taking an interest.

‘Shut up now till we’re on our own.’ Ruby gave Ed a fierce glare. ‘I’ll get rid of this lot.’ She made a pecking movement with fingers and thumb, mimicking gossips at work, then began grabbing cups and plates out of her neighbours’ hands, receiving some indignant tuts. ‘Thanks for coming, but I’m clearing up now.’

‘We’ll be off too and let you have a private talk,’ Olivia said. Her sisters had returned from the backyard where they’d shared a crafty cigarette. They remained loitering by the door, uncertain what was going on but sensing a bad atmosphere. Olivia could remember her uncle but he was a stranger to Maggie and Nancy. They’d been toddlers when he disappeared, and her brother had been a new-born baby.

Once the parlour had emptied, but for family, Ruby blurted, ‘I want you lot to stay.’ She grabbed Olivia’s arm. ‘After all, I ain’t really any more his daughter than you are. We both know Tommy Bone fathered the lot of us. And if Ed don’t already know that, then it’s time he did.’

For a long, embarrassing moment there was a leaden silence in the room. Then Ed laughed … a shrill sound of disbelief. ‘Who told you that nonsense?’ He shook his head. ‘Sounds like the sort of claptrap Sybil would come out with when she’d had a few. She liked to be the centre of attention. I’m yer dad, dear.’

‘You’re not. And neither is Mickey yours.’

‘’Course he is!’ Ed looked to be getting narked now. ‘The boy’s got a bad foot. Wish he didn’t, of course, but … ’ He shrugged. ‘Me father’s to blame fer that. He was afflicted ’n’ all. He died quite young … in the Boer War. He might’ve been a cripple but he didn’t let it hold him back, God rest ’im.’

‘You’d say anything, wouldn’t yer, to get round me? Well, it won’t work.’ At first Ruby had been shocked, as they all had, when her mother had announced that Tommy Bone had fathered the lot of them. The girl had got used to the idea now, though, and liked being half-sisters with Tommy’s daughters. She didn’t want this man coming back into her life, stirring things up. Yet what he’d said about his father having a crippled foot was making her wonder. He’d not had time to make it up; it had come straight off the cuff.

Maggie and Nancy were rudely elbowed aside on the threshold as a broad-set, dark-haired fellow barged into the room. ‘Who’s dis now?’ he slurred while swaying on his feet and glowering at Ed Wright. Riley McGoogan was Ruby’s boyfriend. She’d banned him from her mother’s funeral on two counts. Sybil couldn’t abide him, and he used a wake … or any gathering … as an excuse for a booze-up. And when drunk, he was keen to pick a fight.

‘Clear off and sober up. I told you to stay away.’ Ruby turned her back on him.

‘I stayed away, so I did, until I saw de old gels leavin’ … ’

‘Well, you’re still too bleedin’ early showin’ yer face,’ Ruby replied through gritted teeth. ‘So piss off fer a bit longer.’

‘If this fellow is upsetting you, dear, I’ll get rid of him.’ Ed was keen to show his protective, paternal side to win her over.

Riley was nice-looking, and when sober a fairly pleasant individual. But today he was neither of those things. His hair and clothes looked dirty and dishevelled as though he’d already been in a scrap. He looked to be spoiling for another as he turned a sneering look on Ed. ‘No, I’ll get rid of you.’ He pointed a finger. ‘Through that fookin’ window!’

Olivia hastily steered her uncle towards the door. ‘He’s Ruby’s boyfriend,’ she informed Ed in a murmur, escorting him into the corridor.

‘We’re off. We’ll wait for you by the bus stop.’ Maggie glanced nervously past them at the wild-eyed Irish fellow in the room beyond, swinging his arms about while arguing with Ruby.

‘You’d best get going too, Uncle Ed. There’s no reasoning with Riley when he’s under the influence. Perhaps come back and see Ruby another time when things aren’t so … sensitive.’ She gave him a sympathetic look.

‘I didn’t want nuthin’ of Sybil’s,’ he protested. ‘That ain’t why I come. Tell Ruby that, will you? Just thought … oh, it don’t matter.’ He sighed. ‘Made a mistake coming today of all days. But I do want to make it up with me kids if I can. Sybil turned ’em against me. But now she’s gone, there’s a chance for us to muddle along.’ He shook his head. ‘They are my kids. Why me wife would tell such a wicked lie about it is beyond me.’

Olivia reckoned she knew why. It had been Sybil’s greatest wish to get Tommy Bone to marry her. Perhaps she thought she’d hit upon a way to do it by telling him he’d fathered her kids. Tommy probably hadn’t got a clue if he was responsible or not. All of them were blonde and had similar looks. Whatever the truth of it, Ruby had told her something earlier that she hadn’t known. Ed Wright and Sybil had never divorced, so there could have been no legal union between her father and aunt. If Sybil had lied to Tommy about being divorced, perhaps she’d lied to him about other things too.

‘What did Tommy say about it all?’ Ed was like a dog with a bone, worrying at it. ‘Did he claim he’d fathered ’em?’

‘Dad would never talk about it,’ she answered truthfully.

‘They set up home together, so I heard. Tommy passed on not long after, didn’t he?’ Still Ed chipped away.

‘They lived here, in our old house.’ Olivia glanced back at her childhood home. Once upon a time the place had held happy recollections of when her mum had been alive, and the rooms had been bright and clean and full of love and hope. Those memories had withered now and for Olivia it was just like any other building in the street. Nothing special. Her home now … the place where she felt content … was in Islington. The property her soldier fiancé had left to her in his will.

‘If I’d found out she’d been spreading such lies, I’d’ve been back sooner.’ Ed sounded quite emotional. ‘Made a laughing stock of me twice over. Cheating on me then telling everybody I couldn’t father me own kids!’

‘It wasn’t like that.’ Olivia patted his arm. ‘None of us knew until quite recently. There was a big upheaval in the family when I met my fiancé and left home. It just came tumbling out then. Only us kids were told, though.’ The scandal had leaked out more generally, in fact, but Olivia thought it best to play that down to save her uncle’s feelings.

‘So you’re getting married, are you?’ Ed managed a smile. ‘He’s a lucky man. You always was a lovely kid. Pretty as a pitcher. Just like yer mum.’ He gave a rueful chuckle. ‘I liked Aggie, y’know. Bet Tommy never knew that. But Sybil did. I told her it’d be a good thing if she could act a bit more like her sister. Your mum was a proper lady.’

‘I still miss her something terrible,’ Olivia said wistfully. ‘But I’m not getting married. My fiancé died at Ypres.’

Ed gave her a clumsy hug. ‘Dreadful the way the war’s dragging on. I’ve volunteered part-time for the Home Front. We’ve all got to show willing and I can fit it in between me work shifts.’

‘I’m a VAD, serving in a French hospital … ’ The rest of what Olivia had been about to say was drowned out. The argument that had been rumbling inside the house broke out in earnest. The sound of missiles being thrown could be heard. Riley burst out of the door and stomped off, swearing, having given Ed an evil-eyed stare on passing.

‘He don’t seem the sort any man would want his daughter involved with.’ Ed grimaced. ‘I know I’ve got no right to tell Ruby how to live her life though. She’s a grown woman.’ He glanced along the street to where his son was playing football. ‘Glad to see the boy’s not too down about losing his mother. Life goes on, don’t it?’ Ed sighed. ‘I’d best be off. You take care of yerself, Olivia.’

‘You too.’ Olivia looked at Mickey. He might seem as though he’d bucked up quickly but Ruby had told her he’d howled like a banshee for days after finding his mother dead. It must have been a dreadful scene for the poor lad to come home to. Yet when Sybil had been alive he’d had to be quite independent. His mother had been flaked out on her bed a good deal of the time, nursing her ‘nerves’ and her gin bottle. Olivia turned back to the house, knowing she should say goodbye to Ruby before escaping home to some peace and quiet.

Ed kept a careful distance behind Riley’s lumbering figure. He came abreast of the boys playing football and stopped for a moment to watch them. He stepped off the kerb as though to talk to Mickey but then seemed to change his mind. He continued up the road and his son hobbled after the football his cousin had just booted past him. The crippled lad was oblivious to the fact that his father was close by, peering over his shoulder at him.

Ed was unaware that he, in turn, was being observed. The watchful man rolled himself a smoke while keeping a crafty eye out. But as the football bounced close to the hedge behind which he’d stationed himself, he pulled the brim of his cap low over his long, lank hair and quickly disappeared along the alley.


Chapter Two

‘I had a feeling Ruby’d go mad if her dad turned up out of the blue.’ Connie Whitton crossed her arms over her chest, looking sulky. ‘Weren’t my fault though. Mrs Keiver come across him wandering about like a lost soul outside her house.’ Connie prodded Olivia on the arm to gain her attention. ‘Mrs K told him I was on me way to the wake and he could tag along. What could I do then ’cept say alright?’ Connie’s grumbling tailed off as the bus pulled up at the stop in Wood Green High Street.

They all trooped on. Maggie and Nancy took a seat together. Connie immediately plonked herself down next to Olivia so Alfie had to sit behind on his own.

‘I reckon Ruby’s gonna have to get used to him being around.’ Connie continued where she’d left off.

‘I always quite liked Uncle Ed,’ Olivia finally got a word in edgeways.

‘I thought he seemed nice enough,’ Connie agreed. ‘Paid me bus fare over from Islington, he did, by way of thanks.’

‘I wish Riley’d stayed out of the pub today of all days.’ When Olivia had said goodbye she’d found Ruby in tears. Dealing with her prodigal father and her belligerent boyfriend on the same day as her mother was buried had been too much for her. Olivia had left Mickey making his sister a cup of tea. The boy was used to the couple rowing. He thought a lovers’ tiff with Riley had set her off. He’d not been told that his supposed father had turned up out of the blue.

‘Riley’s been on the turps since he got his call-up papers.’ Connie stuck a cigarette between her scarlet lips and struck a match. ‘He probably thinks if he drinks hisself to death he’ll be given an exemption, the thick Mick.’ She started to chuckle.

At the start of the conflict men had willingly done their patriotic duty. But reports of the carnage on foreign battlefields and the graveyards filling up had changed all that. The likes of Riley McGoogan didn’t want to enlist but didn’t like the idea of being beaten by the Hun either. Riley and his pals would often be seen spouting off about military tactics outside the pubs, like kerbside generals.

‘There she is!’ Connie had spotted a rough-looking, fiery-haired woman and jumped up as the bus started to pull in at the stop in Islington. ‘I’ll have her, getting me in trouble with me best friend like that! She should’ve kept her gob shut.’

‘Good luck,’ Olivia said. The idea of petite Connie ‘having’ Matilda Keiver – a bruiser of a woman who’d been known to bend a poker over the head of a burly man – was rather comical.

As expected, Connie did no more than glower in Matilda’s direction before tossing her blonde head and hurrying off towards the bottom end of Campbell Road – or the Bunk as it was nicknamed due to the doss houses and tenements that lined both sides of the street.

The older woman raised a hand and waved as she spotted the Bone family alighting from the bus. Maggie and Nancy said their hellos and carried on towards their home in Playford Road. Olivia always stopped for a chat. The Keivers might be slum dwellers but they were good friends who’d helped her in the past.

‘Went off alright for your aunt, did it?’ Matilda enquired about the funeral in her rough tone.

Olivia rolled her eyes. ‘Apart from Riley turning up drunk and threatening to chuck me uncle through a window, you mean.’

‘Pretty normal sort of funeral then,’ Matilda remarked, grinning. ‘Don’t think I’ve ever been to a wedding or a funeral that didn’t finish in a punch-up.’

‘Ruby wasn’t happy to see her dad. She told him she and Mickey are Tommy’s kids. That really upset him.’

‘Didn’t he already know?’ Matilda sounded surprised.

‘He didn’t. Said it was all rubbish in any case. I’m wondering if he was right.’

‘Well, there’s only one person who’d know, and she ain’t telling.’

‘Perhaps Sybil didn’t know either … not for sure.’ Olivia shrugged.

‘You could be right. Maybe she couldn’t keep track with two men on the go.’ Matilda settled her chapped hands on her sturdy hips. ‘Anyway, I never had nothing against Ed Wright. He was always a decent enough chap when I knew him way back. I was just a kid then, though.’

‘Didn’t know you were acquainted with him, Matilda.’ Olivia sounded surprised.

‘When he was a lot younger he’d visit his nan who lived in the street. She’s long gone now. That’s how Sybil knew about this place and came here for a cheap room after things turned sour for her. Ed thought she still lived this way so I put him right on that and told Connie to take him along to Wood Green so he could pay his respects.’

‘So Connie said.’ Olivia pulled a face.

‘That tart needs to learn some manners. Only time she’s got a smile fer a man is when he opens his wallet then his trouser buttons.’

Olivia blushed. Although she’d known Matilda for several years she still found the woman’s coarse comments a bit much. Matilda wasn’t casting aspersions groundlessly though. Connie was a part-time tart. The reason she got on with Ruby was that they dabbled in the same game to boost their regular wages.

‘Have you heard from Jack?’ Olivia hastily changed the subject. Matilda’s husband had volunteered just after Christmas and the woman and her daughters had naturally been upset to see him go to war.

‘We got a letter a few weeks back. He’s well … or so he tells us. Alice writes to him regular. Been waiting a while now for a letter back from him.’ Matilda’s expression had hardened due to her having clapped eyes on her brother-in-law sauntering along on the opposite pavement. ‘That one’d suit khaki ’n’ all.’ She snorted with contempt. ‘Me sister reckons he’s too poorly to go though.’

‘Looks alright to me.’ Olivia glanced over her shoulder at Jimmy Wild. He was a fellow with a high opinion of himself yet few people liked him.

‘Nothing wrong with him. Apart from his yeller belly. Doctor ain’t got a cure fer that.’ Matilda patted Olivia’s arm in farewell then disappeared indoors.

Olivia continued up the street. In the distance she could see her sisters strolling arm-in-arm. Alfie was trailing in their wake bouncing his football on his knees as he went. Olivia smiled. It was nice to be home with them. She had a few days left before she had to be at Charing Cross railway station at the crack of dawn to start her journey back to northern France. Her mind turned to the patients she’d left behind at St Omer camp hospital. She wondered which of them would still be there when she got back. Some would have been passed as fit for active service, some … the lucky ones … would have travelled home to convalesce. Others would have made their final journey to the cemetery at Wimereux.

And then Olivia thought of Lieutenant Lucas Black. She’d last seen him in Wimereux Cemetery on a bitter cold January day. They’d turned up separately to visit the graves of men they’d known and had recently lost to the war. It had been a strange chance meeting yet wonderful too because he’d told her she was precious to him, and she had returned the sentiment. He had given her a lift back to the hospital where they’d parted in the way of people who had much more to say to one another yet were cautious of uttering it too soon and tempting fate. They had settled on ‘take care’ and ‘good luck’. Yet later on, in her dormitory, Olivia had changed into her nurse’s uniform berating herself for not having made more of those last moments spent gazing into his deep blue eyes while their breath mingled and turned misty in the bitter air.

Olivia prayed he was safe, wherever he was. She wished she could write to him. It wasn’t just the war keeping them apart. Lingering jealousies and family problems had conspired against them. Even so she knew she’d fallen in love with Lucas. And she believed he felt the same way about her.

*

‘Oh, he’s such a sweetheart. I think I might take him home with me.’ Olivia bounced her friend’s son on her knee, making the little chap gurgle and dribble down his chin. It was the first opportunity she’d had to see the infant, now almost three months old. Olivia had been determined to set aside an afternoon before she returned overseas to visit and bring him a present. The teddy with a blue satin bow tied around its neck had been propped up in a corner of the sofa. It looked almost as big as Master Robert.

Cath Williams wiped her son’s face with a hanky. ‘I wish you could come over on leave more often, Livvie. I miss you something rotten, y’know.’

‘Miss you too,’ Olivia replied. Less than a year ago they’d worked together at Barratt’s sweet factory in Wood Green. Then they’d both headed in different directions in life: Olivia to the Western Front as a trainee nurse and Cath to her new role as a wife and mother. In the few years they’d known one another they’d shared confidences that had drawn them very close indeed.

‘Sometimes I wish … ’ Cath’s voice tailed off and she gazed wistfully into space.

‘What d’you wish?’

‘That I’d gone with you to France as a VAD like we first planned.’

‘Daft ha’porth!’ Olivia tutted mockingly. ‘You were already pregnant when I left. You’d’ve been sailing back to Blighty pretty sharpish if you had gone.’

‘I wouldn’t … not if I’d’ve taken another trip to Lorenco Road first.’

Olivia stopped jigging the child on her lap and locked eyes with her friend. She couldn’t believe she’d heard aright. ‘You don’t mean that, Cath. You wouldn’t be without this little one.’

The hint that Cath wished she’d had another abortion had stunned Olivia. She was tempted to tell her friend she’d sounded horribly callous. But she held her tongue, aware Cath must be very unhappy to say such a thing. She wondered if her friend was suffering from a bout of new mum’s blues. She’d heard one of the nurses at St Omer talk about having come across the condition when working as a community midwife.

The first time Cath fell pregnant, she and her fiancé hadn’t enough saved to set themselves up in a home of their own. Unable to contemplate starting married life cooped up with her in-laws, Cath had asked Olivia to accompany her to an abortionist. Olivia would never forget helping her out of the seedy house in Lorenco Road on that dank autumn night.

‘Trevor’s still feeling chipper, is he?’ Olivia tried to lighten the mood. Cath had written in her last letter that her husband was showing a slight improvement after being invalided home from France.

‘He’s taken a job in the ticket office down the railway station,’ Cath replied. ‘He knows he’ll never be fit enough to labour out in the yard again. Sometimes a loud noise sets him back and he acts bonkers for a few days … ’ Her eyes were shimmering with tears. ‘Anyway, it’s a wage and it gets him out of the house.’ She wiped her face and stuffed her damp hanky in her pocket. ‘It gives us both a break, and something to talk about when he comes home.’

Olivia felt such sympathy for Cath, and for Trevor tormented by shell shock. Olivia hoped that their darling son would restore some of the happiness they’d once shared.

‘He still don’t know,’ Cath blurted. ‘I never told him about Robert not being his.’

‘I don’t blame you. Bet he dotes on him.’ Olivia stroked the baby’s warm pink cheek with a forefinger.

‘Idolises him,’ Cath said gruffly. ‘The moment Trev gets in he takes Robert out of his pram and fusses over him. Pays him more attention than he does me.’

‘Well … there you are then. Nothing to worry about.’

‘It makes it worse, though, Livvie. What if he finds out?’ Cath whispered in anguish. ‘It’ll finish him.’ She took her son from Olivia, holding him up and examining his small features. ‘What if one day Trevor looks at Robert and sees his best friend in him?’

‘They won’t be friends if the truth gets out,’ Olivia said bluntly. She stood up and gave Cath a searching look. ‘At the moment only you ’n’ me know. I can’t ease your conscience for you.’ Olivia bit her lip, trying to find the right words. It was a tricky situation. ‘Look … why not let sleeping dogs lie?’ She glanced at Robert, drowsing contentedly on his mother’s shoulder. ‘I wish my dad had taken his secret to his grave. He’d been carrying on for decades with my aunt yet it only came to light a few years ago. They’ve all gone now … but I can’t forget what I know.’ She paused then added, ‘How will you feel if Robert finds out about it when he’s older?’

Cath vigorously shook her head. ‘I don’t want him ever to know.’ She put the boy back in his pram. ‘I’ve been so looking forward to seeing you and now I’ve spoiled it, acting like a bloody misery.’

‘’Course you haven’t,’ Olivia reassured her. She glanced at the clock on the mantel and groaned. ‘Oh, blast. Look at the time. I’ve got to finish packing. My train’s leaving Charing Cross first thing in the morning.’

‘Just stay for one more cup of tea,’ Cath coaxed.

‘I’d love to, but I can’t. I shouldn’t have left everything until the last minute.’

‘Don’t forget to write, will you?’ Cath pleaded. ‘I love hearing what you’re up to. And keep safe.’

The friends embraced then Olivia peered into the pram. ‘Robert looks like you,’ she said honestly. ‘That’s what Trevor’ll see when he looks at his son. His wife.’

‘You always cheer me up.’ Cath fondly rested her head on Olivia’s shoulder.

‘Likewise,’ Olivia said stoutly, if not totally truthfully. ‘Heard any scandals from the factory?’ She was prepared to dawdle for a few more minutes so they could have a gossip and part company in fits of giggles, as they usually did.

‘I have actually. D’you remember Deborah Wallis, the snooty secretary?’

‘’Course I do! She was always on at me about something.’

‘She was always on at you ’cos she was jealous you had the managing director wrapped around your little finger.’ Cath chuckled. ‘Bleedin’ hell, Livvie! We was all jealous of you about that.’ She arched an eyebrow. ‘And how is our dashing Lieutenant Black? Seen him recently, have you?’

‘Not since I bumped into him at Wimereux Cemetery, months ago. I already wrote and told you about that.’

‘I know there’s more between you two than you’re letting on.’

Olivia smiled, hoping to leave it at that. She couldn’t tell anybody what was between them when she wasn’t sure herself of what that was.

‘Has our handsome ex-boss finally managed to make a dishonest woman of you?’ Cath suggested.

‘Not me.’ Olivia hoped she’d pulled off sounding breezy.

‘Sounds intriguing.’ Cath cocked her head. ‘Who then?’

Olivia knew she’d get no peace until she told her friend a little bit of gossip. ‘A girl followed him out to France. She worked as a VAD in a hospital. Not my hospital, but I think I might have liked to meet her.’

‘To scratch her eyes out?’

‘No! She’s a fellow nurse, it’s always nice swapping notes. Anyway, I’ve heard she’s quite refined so maybe she wouldn’t have liked talking to me.’

Cath hooted a laugh at Olivia’s denial. ‘This is me you’re trying to kid, Livvie,’ she scoffed, making her friend blush and shrug. ‘Anyway, don’t reckon Lucas would have been keen on you two having a natter, the two-timing swine.’

‘He’s not cheating on her with me,’ Olivia stuck up for Lucas. They’d never been a proper couple although they’d been out together on a couple of occasions. And they’d shared one passionate kiss. It seemed a long time ago now. Yet not a year had passed since that late-summer evening when he’d kissed her as if he meant it … after she’d instigated it. Not long after that she’d heard that Caroline Venner had pursued him to France and was claiming to be his pregnant girlfriend. And Olivia was jealous. There was no fooling Cath or herself on that.

‘The cow must really want to get her hooks into him, chasing him abroad.’ Cath snorted disapproval.

‘It’s fizzled out since. She’s engaged to his brother. Could be they’re married by now.’

‘Crikey! That’s a bit of a tangle then for the Black family. Is Lucas upset?’

‘He said he’d no intention of proposing to her himself and was looking forward to being an uncle.’

Cath raised an eyebrow.

‘He denies the baby’s his.’

‘But you’re not convinced, are you, Livvie?’ Cath said softly.

Olivia shrugged. ‘He didn’t deny sleeping with Caroline in France. But I’ve no right to pry. I chose Joe over him. Joe wanted a wife and Lucas wanted something else. He seems happy with a girlfriend, or mistress as I believe posh people call them.’ She smiled wryly. ‘And that brings us back to Deborah Wallis. You were going to tell me something scandalous about her. Has she cooked the books?’

‘Sort of … how did you guess? The official version is that she quit of her own accord but apparently Mr Barratt sacked her for financial misconduct. Or, in other words, she nicked the petty cash.’

Olivia was shocked. She’d been joking about cooking the books. Miss Wallis had been at Barratt’s for years and had never seemed the sort to get involved in something as distasteful as pilfering. She’d kept up a good show of being morally superior to the factory girls.

‘What a fool to risk her job like that. I bet she was on a good wage,’ Olivia said, ever practical.

Deborah had envied Olivia’s close relationship with Lucas when they’d worked at Barratt’s. In her turn Olivia had envied the secretary her job. Deborah had always looked clean and well groomed, lording it over the female shift-workers from her own pristine office. The likes of Olivia and Cath had toiled in sugar-stained sacking aprons, and spent long hours breathing in sickly air on the factory floor while rolling out sweets.

There was a person who was never usually mentioned between the friends but as Cath showed Olivia to the door she blurted out, ‘How’s Ruby? I was sorry to hear her mum died in an accident.’

‘She’s as well as can be expected. You know Ruby.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ Cath said sourly. ‘I do ’n’ all.’

Ruby flirted with any man who crossed her path. It never bothered her if he was spoken for. Cath’s Trevor had succumbed to Ruby’s flattery. They’d had a fling and it had almost broken up Cath and Trevor. That was in the past now, although Olivia knew her friend would never forgive Ruby for humiliating her. Cath’s tit for tat affair had resulted in her son’s birth.

Olivia turned and waved double-handed before disappearing around the corner. When the talk had turned to Ruby it had reminded Olivia that she was only a couple of streets away from her cousins. She felt she ought to pop in and see them as she wouldn’t be back on leave for months. She was very fond of Mickey and although she couldn’t say the same about Ruby, they were all family.

Possibly even half-siblings, depending upon whose version of events was to be believed.
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