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About the Book

It’s 1946 and the close-knit community of Pedlar’s Row in Bermondsey is full of curiosity about the new family, the Priors, moving into number three. Laura Prior is enjoying the excitement of her new home – not least because of her growing attraction to docker Billy Cassidy. 

But her sister, Lucy, is finding life harder: rationing, a shortage of homes, a husband who is emotionally scarred from his internment in a POW camp, and her guilt about a wartime affair, make it difficult to settle into married life.


To Edna and my roving family, and to the ones who stay at home, with love


Prologue

For more than a hundred years pedlars had been selling their wares in the grimy cobbled streets of Bermondsey. At first they came on foot and on horse-cart, lured by the vast changes and the chance to make a few coppers. The riverside borough was rapidly growing from a green and pleasant village into a cramped, filthy industrial slum; docks and wharves were being built along the waterfront, and tanneries were beginning to thrive in an area which was perfectly suited to their needs. There were many streams flowing through Bermondsey, and an abundance of oak trees in the surrounding countryside to supply the bark needed in the dyeing process. There were also more than enough hides for the taking, for they had been thrown into nearby pits, as required by an ancient statute, after the animals had been slaughtered for food and skinned.

The pedlars watched more and more workers’ houses and tenements being built almost overnight, dark brick smothering the last vestiges of the green fields, and they eagerly hawked their wares through the cobbled streets and up the rickety wooden stairs of the tenement blocks. They traded from battered suitcases and sacks and from deep pockets that ran the length of their overcoat linings, and when they were tired they rested on a small stretch of greenery beyond a side street off the main thoroughfare, shaded from the sun by a spreading chestnut tree. There they ate their cheese sandwiches and drank ale from earthenware jugs, and some smoked strong tobacco in stained clay pipes.

The local children eyed the resting pedlars from a safe distance, for the men were not from their neighbourhood and some of them were swarthy, much like the gypsies who brought the travelling fairs to town. The suitcases that the pedlars carried were very large, large enough to take a child away in, and if for no other reason the children kept their distance. A few of the bigger boys would go near enough to the pedlars to trade obscenities, and they laughed off the terrible curses inflicted on them by one of the pedlars, who was known as Gypsy Joe.

Trade was invariably good for the itinerants in the early industrial years, since collar studs, cottons, needles and pins were always needed, as were candles, tapers and patent medicines, and as the pedlars rested under the spreading chestnut tree after traipsing round the streets and up and down stairs they were contented. Had they been able to peer into the future, however, they would have had cause to worry, but in blithe ignorance they ate their fill, drank the ale, and smoked their evil-smelling clay pipes while they rested.

It did not take the new market at Tower Bridge Road very long to become established, and when the women from the industrial houses and tenements came to buy their fruit and vegetables they realised that they could buy cotton, needles and pins and material too, as well as all the other items that were hawked around the back-streets. Very soon the pedlars started to feel the cold wind of change. A new transport network was opening up through the riverside borough and more travelling traders were now arriving by tram and train, but they did not care very much for what they saw. The Bermondsey street pedlars soon came to realise that for them the halcyon days were over.

In the spring of 1880 workmen came and cut down the chestnut tree and proceeded to dig up the grassy area. They laid pipes in the trenches and soon bricklayers and carpenters were hard at work. The pedlars who had watched the progress of the flourishing street market now had to witness the destruction of their leafy haven of rest, and they were angry. It was said that Gypsy Joe uttered a dark curse upon the spot which had been his old resting place, growling through his beard terrible words to open the very gates of hell, and he damned the workmen too before he shuffled out of the area hunched and sullen, vowing never to return.

The new houses were six in number, two-up two-down properties which were owned at first by a charitable trust and then taken over by the Bermondsey Borough Council. The six houses looked out over the high back wall of Garfield’s leather goods factory and backed on to Bolton’s tannery, one of many in the immediate area. The space between the front of the houses and the high brick wall was paved and at each end of the paved area there was an iron post set into a concrete base. One end of the walk led off from Weston Street, and the far end turned into Cooper Street, restricted somewhat by the end wall of another tannery.

It would have been quite natural to assume that Pedlar’s Row, as it was called by the powers that be, was the first choice of name for the place, but Mrs Martha Bromley knew otherwise, and she smiled knowingly to her neighbour Aggie Carmichael as the two looked up and saw the new street sign for the first time.

‘They was gonna call it Sunlight Place, would yer believe,’ Martha said disdainfully. ‘I read it in the paper. They would ’ave done it too, if it ’adn’t ’ave bin fer ole Polly Parker.’

‘Polly Parker?’

‘’S’right,’ Martha went on. ‘She’s a right superstitious ole gel an’ she got really upset when she ’eard about the curse Gypsy Joe was s’posed to ’ave put on the place. She got on to ’er ole man ter see if ’e could do anyfing about it, ’im bein’ on the Council.’

‘What, the curse, yer mean?’

‘Nah, yer silly mare. I mean about gettin’ the name changed,’ Martha chided her. ‘Polly didn’t wanna upset ole Gypsy Joe, yer see, an’ she reckoned that by callin’ the place Pedlar’s Row it would pacify ’im.’

Aggie Carmichael snorted as she tucked her hands into her fresh, crisp apron. ‘It’s a load of ole tosh,’ she replied. ‘I don’t believe in such fings as curses. I’ve told Gypsy Joe more than once ter peddle ’is wares somewhere else when ’e knocked on my door. Those sort o’ people don’t worry the likes o’ me.’

‘Well, Polly Parker got ’er wish anyway,’ Martha continued. ‘It seems very strange though.’

‘What does?’

‘That workman gettin’ killed the way ’e did when they was buildin’ the places.’

Aggie gave her neighbour a quick look of disapproval. ‘There was nuffink strange about it, the trench caved in, simple as that,’ she countered sharply. ‘There’s workers gettin’ killed nearly all the time, and I bet there’s not a week goes by wivout somebody in a factory round ’ere gettin’ killed or ruined fer life. It’s nuffink ter do wiv curses.’

The six little houses in Pedlar’s Row were soon occupied, and less than a year later Martha Bromley was reminded of the curse on the place when the tenant of number six stabbed his wife to death after finding out that she had been carrying on with another man. That winter he was hanged in Pentonville Prison.

In 1907 Martha was deeply saddened when her ageing friend Aggie Carmichael fell on the ice while walking through Pedlar’s Row and broke her hip; she died of pneumonia in Guy’s Hospital later the same week. It seemed to Martha that the ghost of Gypsy Joe was still leering malevolently over the houses, but nothing further happened until the winter of 1918, when the influenza epidemic hit Bermondsey and all five children from number five Pedlar’s Row perished.

Older folk remembered the tale of Gypsy Joe, but younger people laughed at the story. They considered that life was for living, and the twenties were difficult, exciting times. The curse of Gypsy Joe the pedlar became quaint folklore and all but forgotten, until almost twenty years later.

The London Blitz was raging at its height, and one winter’s night in 1940 a land mine fell on Cooper Street. The full blast travelled into Pedlar’s Row and gutted the little houses there. Miraculously, although all the houses were occupied at the time, no one was killed. The next morning an unexploded bomb was found in the leather factory adjacent to the houses, and local folk felt that Lady Luck had surely been keeping her eye on Pedlar’s Row that particular night.

Martha Bromley’s daughter Clara had been told time and again about the curse of Gypsy Joe, and she knew that, had her mother still been alive, she would not have been talking about their lucky escape, but about the evil that was still glaring down at them, watching. Watching and waiting.


Chapter One

On a bitterly cold Monday morning in January 1946 a removal van drove along Weston Street, Bermondsey, and pulled up at the entrance to Pedlar’s Row. The driver cursed loudly as he pulled back on the handbrake and pushed his cap up to scratch his forehead.

‘Anuvver bloody fine job ’ere, I can see,’ he grumbled to his younger assistant. ‘What they wanna go an’ put a post there for? If it wasn’t fer that bloody fing I could ’ave backed down ter the front door.’

The assistant looked along the row of houses and wondered what his driver was getting so stewed up about. He had heard the nice young lady giving the driver instructions and he distinctly remembered her saying that it was the third house along the row. It was only a few paces to the front door, and after all there wasn’t much furniture anyway. Not like the last job, when they had to cart a piano up two flights of stairs, and there wasn’t a tip at the end of the job either. Or at least, that was what his driver had told him.

‘Well, it’s no good sittin’ there, yer better get the back opened,’ the driver said sharply. ‘They’ll be along in a minute an’ we wanna be away from ’ere by one sharp.’

The young man gave the driver a quick glance and reluctantly got out of the warm cab. As he went round to the back of the van he saw a large woman standing a few yards away, staring at him.

‘Are yer comin’ in ’ere?’ she asked in a loud voice.

‘Nah, we can’t get in, not wiv that post there,’ he replied amiably.

‘I know that. What I’m sayin’ is, are yer movin’ somebody in?’ the woman said in a louder voice.

The driver had come round to the back of the van and he stood looking at the large woman who was quizzing his assistant. ‘Yeah, ’s’right, missus. Number three,’ he told her in his official voice.

The young man had pinned back the two doors and was lowering the tailboard.

‘Don’t drop it right down,’ the driver said irritably. ‘Put it on the chain.’

The assistant did as he was bid but the woman made no attempt to leave. Instead she came nearer to stare into the van and was rewarded with a blinding look from the driver.

‘Yer’ll ’ave ter stan’ back, missus, in case yer get ’urt,’ he said quickly.

Queenie Bromley had seen all she needed to see and without answering the man she turned on her heel, walked into the paved area and pulled on the doorstring of the first house.

‘Bloody nosy ole cow,’ the driver moaned at the young assistant. ‘Yer’d fink they’d ’ave better fings ter do than stand around watchin’ people work.’

The young man ignored the comment and jumped up inside the removal van to untie the canvas straps securing the load.

‘I ’ope she ain’t gonna be too long,’ the driver went on. ‘She said she’d be ’ere a few minutes after us. I can’t ’ang about ’ere all day.’

The young assistant cursed under his breath. When he got the job of furniture porter with Blake’s Furniture Removers he had not bargained for being paired up with the most obnoxious driver on the fleet. Well, he wasn’t going to put up with it for much longer. They could give him another driver or he would take his cards. After all, there were plenty of jobs going.

‘Fank Gawd fer that,’ the driver said suddenly.

The assistant looked along the turning to see a young woman hurrying towards them. As she reached the van she turned to the driver and smiled.

‘I ’ope I ’aven’t kept yer waitin’,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I got delayed at the office. They couldn’t find the key.’

The driver’s face changed. ‘It’s all right, luv, we’ve only just got ’ere,’ he said pleasantly. ‘If yer’ll open up we can get started.’

Queenie Bromley peered through the clean lace curtains of number one Pedlar’s Row and eyed the young woman talking to the driver. ‘She only looks a bit of a kid,’ she remarked to her husband who was sitting beside the fire reading the Daily Sketch.

George Bromley grunted, shifting his thin frame in the easy chair. He had been at the call-on that morning but had not been picked for work at the wharf, and he was secretly pleased that trade was slack. He did not relish the thought of slogging away on the jetty while the weather was bitterly cold, and at fifty-three he felt that it was time he took it a little easier anyway.

Queenie had other ideas, however, and she gave him a sideways glance as she stared out into the street. George was getting lazy, she thought. Betty Conway’s husband always seemed to get picked for work, and they were going to Margate for two weeks in the summer.

‘Why don’t yer come away from that winder,’ George said as he turned the page of his newspaper. ‘They’ll fink you’re a real nosy ole cow.’

Queenie took no notice as she watched the young woman turn into the row. ‘I wonder if she’s got any kids,’ she mumbled.

George shook his head slowly and turned another page. There was no racing on that day due to the frozen turf and he wondered whether he ought to pay the Sultan a visit to get out of Queenie’s way.

His mind was quickly made up for him. ‘I ’ope yer not finkin’ of goin’ up the boozer terday,’ Queenie said quickly as she turned away from the window towards him. ‘Don’t ferget yer promised ter put that paper up in the boys’ bedroom.’

Laura Prior hurried into Pedlar’s Row and inserted the key into the front door of the third house along. She had viewed the place the previous week and knew what to expect, but as she entered the empty house she sighed. There was so much to do and so little time. Lucy had not been able to get any time off work, and her boys would be home from school at four o’clock.

A shuffling of feet outside spurred the young woman into action and she threw the room doors open wide and showed the men the stairs as they carried the first of the beds into the house. Before she got down to anything else the first job was to get the place warm, she decided. Dad was not very well and he felt the cold.

The removal men seemed to make light work of bringing all the family’s belongings in, and very soon the last of the furniture was carried through the door – a heavy oak sideboard, which the men eased into the parlour. Laura signed the sheet of paper that the driver thrust at her, then handed both of the men a half-crown. ‘Fanks very much,’ she said, smiling.

The driver nodded and touched his cap as he walked out of the house, and the young man gave her a big grin. That’s what they should all do, he thought, suspecting that he might not have got his fair share of the tip if the driver had been handed the five shillings.

Laura stood looking around for a few seconds after the men had left. There were plenty of old newspapers in the boxes to use for the fire, but she would need a bag of coal, and a bundle of wood from the oil shop. She buttoned up the warm coat that hid her shapely figure and looked down at her shoes, then ran her fingers quickly over her head. Her hair was long and fair, and she pulled it tightly to the back of her head and fastened it in place with slides behind her small, close ears. Laura was thirty-four years old, five foot two in her stockinged feet and still unmarried, though she was an attractive woman with cornflower-blue eyes in a round face, and full lips above a dimpled chin. Lack of sleep had made her eyes puffy this morning, but she had not bothered to put on any make-up and her face looked pale.

As she let herself out of the house a woman came to the front door of number two and smiled at her. She was tall and thin-faced with thick-lensed spectacles and mousy-coloured hair coiled rigid in a mass of curlers, and she wore a tatty cardigan over her apron.

‘’Ello, luv. I’m Elsie Carmichael,’ she said, the grin getting wider.

Laura smiled and nodded. ‘I’m Laura, Laura Prior,’ she replied. ‘I’m just off ter get a bag o’ coal ter light the fire.’

‘There’s no need ter do that, luv,’ Elsie told her. ‘I got a couple o’ shovels o’ coal yer can ’ave. Ransome come yesterday.’

‘Ransome?’

‘Yeah, the coalman. ’E comes twice a week this weavver. ’E’ll be ’ere again termorrer. Yer’ll be able ter get an ’undredweight then.’

Laura hesitated. ‘If yer sure yer can spare it?’ she ventured.

‘It’s no trouble,’ Elsie assured her. ‘Why don’t yer come in fer a minute. I’ve just made a pot o’ tea.’

‘I’ll need some sticks o’ wood though,’ Laura said quickly.

Elsie smiled at her, revealing a row of large, protruding white teeth. ‘I got plenty o’ wood,’ she said. ‘My Len chopped me a box up last night. ’E’s a dear – sometimes,’ she added with emphasis.

Laura followed her new neighbour into the house and immediately felt the warmth on her face. The fire in the front parlour was banked high with coke and an iron kettle was spouting steam rings as it sat on a gas ring attached to a length of rubber tubing in the hearth.

‘Sit yerself down, luvvy, an’ undo yer coat or yer’ll roast in ’ere,’ Elsie said as she pressed a hand over her curlers. ‘My Len likes me ter keep the place warm, yer know. ’E feels the cold, yer see. Suffers terrible wiv rheumatics.’

Laura nodded with a smile and watched while Elsie Carmichael poured the tea from a yellow enamelled teapot into two large mugs which were decorated with Union Jacks.

‘Yer take sugar, do yer?’ Elsie asked, already spooning sugar into the mugs.

‘Just one, please,’ Laura replied, intrigued by the amount the thin woman was spooning into her own.

‘I like plenty o’ sugar. My Len sez it ain’t good fer yer, but I don’t care,’ Elsie went on, adding yet more sugar to her tea. ‘I couldn’t drink tea wivout sugar. I fink it keeps the cold out. D’yer like the mugs? I ’ad ’em given ter me at the victory party at work. I work at the box factory in Weston Street. I’ve bin orf sick though. It’s me back. I fink I caught a cold in it doin’ me washin’ in the scullery. It’s bleedin’ draughty out there.’

Laura was anxious about the time and she glanced up at the large chimer on the mantelshelf over the fire. It said ten minutes past two and she sipped her steaming tea gratefully.

Elsie gulped a mouthful from her own mug then got up quickly. ‘While yer drinkin’ that I’ll get yer a bucket o’ coal an’ a few sticks o’ wood,’ she said, pushing her glasses up on to the bridge of her nose. ‘Yer must ’ave a lot ter do.’

While Elsie was filling the bucket Laura took the opportunity to glance around the room. Pictures of country scenes in gilt frames covered the walls and on the mantelshelf there were lots of small ornaments. A large aspidistra sat in a china pot in the window space and the lace curtains looked as though they had just been starched. The heavy-looking over-curtains appeared to be freshly laundered too, and red velvet cushions were scattered freely on the flower-patterned settee and armchairs. The room was clean and cosy, notwithstanding the streaks of soot stains on the ceiling.

Elsie returned and set the bucket down by the room door, placing a bundle of sticks on top of the coal. ‘That should keep yer goin’ till the mornin’,’ she said cheerily. ‘Nuffink worse than a cold ’ouse, I say.’

Laura put down her empty mug. ‘I’d better be goin’,’ she said, buttoning up her coat. ‘I’m grateful fer the coal an’ wood, an’ the tea.’

As Laura carried the bucket of coal to the front door Elsie’s expression became serious. ‘’Ave yer spoke to ’er next door yet?’ she asked.

‘No, not yet,’ Laura replied, shaking her head.

‘Well just be careful o’ that ole cow,’ Elsie warned her. ‘She finks she’s the big I-Am. Finks everybody’s frightened of ’er. Don’t tell ’er too much neivver if yer take my advice. That woman can’t keep ’er bloody mouth shut. She might scare my Len, but she don’t frighten me.’

Laura would have liked to tarry a while and learn a little more about her new neighbours but there was so much to do. ‘Well, it’s bin very nice meetin’ yer, Elsie, an’ fanks again fer the coal,’ she said as she stepped out into the row carrying the bucket.

‘Mind what I said about ’er,’ Elsie whispered, jerking her thumb towards the house next door.

‘I will,’ Laura smiled, taking the key from her coat pocket and letting herself into her new house.

Albert Prior was feeling depressed as he sat beside the fire in Minnie Allerton’s flat at Crystal Buildings in Long Lane. Minnie had gone out shopping and left him alone with his thoughts. The woman was a good soul, he had to admit, and she had been a very good friend to the family since they were forced to move into the buildings in 1941 when their house in Leroy Street was destroyed in the bombing, but she was inclined to go on a bit, and she made his head ache.

Albert pulled on his left arm and eased it in front of him. ‘Bloody useless,’ he mumbled aloud. ‘Can’t do a fing to ’elp. That poor little cow’s gotta do it all.’

As if ashamed of talking to himself Albert coughed and pulled a face. He had never quite come to terms with losing his wife Ada so suddenly that first year of the war. She had suffered with bronchitis for years and in the end it had proved too much for her heart. She had missed the bombing though, that was a blessing, he told himself. Ada couldn’t have stood the bombing. She had always been a very nervous woman. The girls had managed well though, especially when he had his stroke. It was funny how it happened, he reflected. No warning, just a sharp pain in the head and then the lights went out. Anyway, it was going to be better living in Pedlar’s Row than in these old buildings. At least there would be no stairs for him to climb, and in the summer he’d be able to sit at the front door and chat to the neighbours. I wonder what they’ll be like, he thought. I hope they’re not a miserable lot.

A piece of coal dropped from the fire and rolled into the hearth. Albert reached out painfully with his foot and kicked it under the grate. ‘That woman’s gonna set this place alight one o’ these days, the way she banks that fire up,’ he grumbled to himself.

A few minutes later he heard footsteps on the wooden stairs and a key going into the lock.

‘I’m back, luv,’ Minnie called out as she stepped into the dark passage. ‘It’s bleedin’ cold out. I fair froze waitin’ fer that queue ter go down at the bread shop.’

Albert eased himself back into his chair. ‘I wonder ’ow Laura’s gettin’ on at the ’ouse?’ he said. ‘I ’ope she didn’t stand any lip from that removal man. Cheeky git ’e was. I told ’er not ter go givin’ ’em a tip. They get their regular wages.’

Minnie slipped off her coat and walked out into the tiny scullery to put the kettle on. ‘I’ll make yer a nice cuppa, Albert luv,’ she called out to him. ‘Me lad’s gonna be ’ere soon ter take yer ter the new ’ouse. Don’t worry though, I’ll come round ter visit yer all when yer get yerselves settled in. I’m gonna miss you an’ Laura, an’ the kids. Lucy too, though I don’t see much of ’er these days.’

Albert nodded to himself and turned his head towards the scullery. ‘Lucy’s ’ad ter work full time, Minnie,’ he called out. ‘She’s worried about ’er Roy as well. I bin finkin’ about that lad. Gawd knows what state ’e’ll be in when ’e gets back ’ome.’

‘I’m sure ’e’ll be fine,’ Minnie answered. ‘They’re givin’ those boys the best treatment possible. It was on the news the ovver night. By the time Roy’s ship gets ’ere ’e’ll be fit as anyfing.’

Albert was not so sure. He had read other things in the newspapers, and he worried for his son-in-law. Roy hadn’t been robust even before he went away to the Far East, and some of the pictures in the papers had shocked the old man. The servicemen who had been released from the Japanese prisoner-of-war camps looked like walking skeletons. God knows what Roy would look like, and what mental damage had been done too. It was common knowledge that all of the prisoners had been brutally treated, to say the least. How would he and Lucy fare together once he was home?

Minnie walked in with two cups of tea. ‘There yer are, get that down yer, me lad’s gonna be ’ere any minute,’ she said.

‘I don’t know ’ow I’m gonna climb up in that motor,’ Albert grumbled.

‘Don’t worry, luv, my Bernie’ll give yer a lift up. ’E’s strong as an ox,’ Minnie told him with a smile.

The two sat quietly drinking their tea. Albert was brooding on the indignity of having to be physically lifted into the cab of Bernie’s lorry, while Minnie was thinking over what they had just been talking about. Lucy’s husband was going to find it hard settling down in civvy street after his long and terrible captivity on the Burma railway, she reflected, and Lucy would have to make allowances too. She seemed a flighty girl who liked a good time. She hadn’t sat at home much in the evenings during the war by all accounts, and there were those men friends of hers. All that would have to stop, now that Roy was coming home.

A knock on the front door interrupted Minnie’s thoughts. ‘That’ll be Bernie now,’ she said as she got up quickly.

Albert sat back in his seat and stared straight ahead as the lorry trundled down Weston Street. Bernie was whistling loudly and tapping the wheel, and when he braked and steered his large lorry into the kerb at Pedlar’s Row he turned to Albert and gave him a big grin. ‘’Ere we are, Alb. Didn’t take five minutes, did it?’

The old man had to agree. It had taken him almost as long to get into the cab, he thought ruefully. Anyway, he had avoided the shame of being bodily lifted into the lorry, even if he had been given a helping hand up by the cheerful young driver.

It was less of a task for Albert to swing his legs round and let himself slide out on to the pavement, and he allowed Bernie to take his arm as he slowly and painfully walked the few steps to the front door of number three, Pedlar’s Row. Laura answered her father’s knock and her face lit up as she saw him standing there. ‘Get yerself in out o’ the cold, Dad,’ she said, taking his arm. ‘Fanks, Bernie, would yer like a quick cuppa?’

The young man shook his head. ‘Nah, I’ve gotta get the lorry back, Laura,’ he told her. ‘It’s gotta be loaded ternight.’

Laura led her father into the parlour and helped him down into a chair beside a flaring fire. ‘Well, Pops, welcome to our new ’ome,’ she said with a big smile.

Albert looked around the room. He could see that his daughter had started to unpack the boxes and she had even set the table for tea. ‘Yer a brick, luv,’ he said, suddenly filled with emotion. ‘Our Lucy’s gonna ’ave ter do a bit when she gets in. I don’t want you goin’ down wiv a bang.’

Laura patted his head fondly and hurried out into the scullery. Pots were steaming on the gas stove and there was a sausage toad cooking in the oven. The small room was uncomfortably hot and she leaned against the little wooden table as she felt the walls suddenly start to spin. It had been a terrible rush, she told herself as she recovered her composure. Never mind, she’d take it easy tonight.

Albert’s voice carried out into the scullery. ‘Yer wouldn’t like ter do us a favour, luv, would yer? Could yer pop ter the shop fer me? I’m right out o’ baccy an’ the evenin’ papers’ll be in now anyway.’


Chapter Two

The cold wind rattled the windowpanes and occasionally smoke blew back down the chimney and into the parlour as the two young women sat talking quietly.

‘I wanted ter do what I could, but yer know what my firm’s like,’ the younger of the Prior sisters said as she filed her long fingernails. ‘They’re clampin’ down on people takin’ time off wivout good reason.’

Laura looked away from her sister and picked up the poker to rake the dying fire. ‘Yeah, well, never mind. It’s all done now,’ she replied in a tired voice. ‘I can sort the rest out termorrer.’

Lucy Grant studied the manicured nails of her left hand carefully, then set to work on her other hand. She was dark-haired, with large brown eyes set wide apart in her pretty oval face. She was the same height as Laura, although a few pounds lighter, with a trim figure and slim, shapely legs. Lucy took great pains with her appearance and was of the opinion that a girl should always look smart and well groomed, even if it was only to go shopping or pop down to the corner. She tended to criticise her older sister for not making the most of her good looks and figure but Laura ignored her comments, aware that Lucy had always been a little too concerned about the impression she made on other people, even as a very young girl. She had always been able to attract the boys, but even so it had been a surprise when one day out of the blue she announced that she wanted to get married to the young Roy Grant, whom she had only been dating for a very short time.

The sound of coughing from the small bedroom along the passage interrupted Laura’s thoughts. ‘I ’ope it’s warm enough fer Dad in that bedroom,’ she said as she hurried out. She was back in a few minutes. ‘’E seems all right,’ she pronounced sitting down heavily in the armchair beside the fire.

Lucy uncurled her legs from under her and stretched them out in front of the fire. ‘It’s gonna be a bit awkward wiv the sleepin’ arrangements when Roy comes ’ome,’ she said with a sigh.

Laura glanced up at her sister. ‘I thought we’d already sorted it out,’ she replied quickly. ‘You two can ’ave the front bedroom an’ I can use the chair-bed down ’ere.’

Lucy pulled a face. ‘It’s not very comfortable.’

Laura was becoming increasingly irritated by her sister’s seemingly heedless attitude towards the household. ‘Well, you an’ Roy can’t share the chair-bed, an’ yer can’t expect Dad ter sleep in it,’ she replied sharply.

Lucy put down the nail file and spread her hands out in front of her. ‘Well, it might not ’ave ter be fer too long,’ she said, studying her fingers. ‘I’m gonna see if I can find anuvver place. We’ll need somewhere of our own. Besides, the boys get on Dad’s nerves an’ ’e shouts at ’em all the time. It’ll be better fer them too.’

Laura leaned forward in her chair, her eyes fixed on her younger sister. ‘Yer not still seein’ that foreman at work, are yer, Lucy?’ she asked quietly.

Lucy avoided her sister’s enquiring gaze. ‘It’s all finished,’ she replied.

Instinctively Laura knew that Lucy was lying. She sighed deeply. ‘Roy’s gonna need yer when ’e gets ’ome, an’ you’re gonna ’ave ter be patient wiv ’im,’ she told her. ‘I was listenin’ ter this programme on the wireless last night, an’ it said that …’

‘Oh don’t go on, Laura,’ Lucy retorted angrily as she too leaned forward in her chair. ‘I know what’s expected of me. I know it won’t be easy fer ’im, but it ain’t bin easy fer me eivver. Fer the first six months I didn’t know if Roy was alive or dead. Then when I got the news that ’e was a prisoner o’ war I thought, all right, now I know Roy’s alive I can cope wiv the waitin’, as long as ’e’s safe an’ well.’

Laura’s expression softened and she reached out to grip Lucy’s hand but her younger sister pulled back suddenly, her eyes flaring. ‘D’yer realise just ’ow long I’ve bin waitin’, Laura?’ she grated, her voice edged with emotion. ‘Roy said goodbye ter me an’ the kids in June forty-one. Young Terry was only six years old. ’E ’ardly remembers ’is dad. The Japanese war’s bin over since August forty-five. It’s now January an’ I’m still waitin’. That’s over four an’ ’alf years, Laura. Four an’ ’alf years! What was I s’posed ter do? Was I s’posed ter sit in worryin’ meself sick every night, wonderin’ if ’e was alive or dead? It wouldn’t ’ave bin so bad if I’d ’ave got a letter now an’ then instead o’ those cards every six or eight months.’

‘That’s all they were allowed ter send, yer knew that,’ Laura said quietly, trying to ease her sister’s distress.

‘There was only enough space ter put all our names, an’ just ter say ’e sent ’is love,’ Lucy went on, her eyes filling with tears. ‘It wasn’t enough, not fer me anyway. All right, there was ovvers who didn’t go out fer a good time, but I couldn’t sit in night after night, Laura. It would ’ave driven me barmy, what wiv the kids, an’ worryin’ about what ’e must be goin’ frew. I couldn’t ’ave carried that burden, I needed some comfort – can’t yer see that?’

Laura leaned over and forcibly took her sister by the shoulders. ‘Now listen ter me, Lucy,’ she said with passion. ‘I’m not gonna moralise. Anyway, it’s all water under the bridge now. Roy’s comin’ ’ome very soon an’ you two ’ave gotta pick up the pieces. Yer’ll ’ave ter break off any relationships now, not next week or the week after. Yer gonna ’ave ter be strong, fer both of yer, an’ those kids o’ yours.’

Lucy’s shoulders sagged, then she raised her sad eyes as she reached up and squeezed Laura’s upper arms. ‘Yer right, Laura. Yer always are,’ she said, her voice trembling. ‘I don’t know what I would ’ave done wivout you. Yer’ve always bin the strong one, always there fer me an’ the kids, an’ Dad. I’m gonna change from now on, I promise yer.’

All the anger had gone as Lucy slipped out of her chair on to her knees and threw her arms around her older sister. She felt Laura hold her close and gently pat her back and she did not even try to halt her tears. She had been wrong, so wrong to allow herself to get into those meaningless liaisons, but it had been so hard to face up to what had happened to her life. The constant fear had hovered like a cloud that followed her everywhere, never once leaving her, and she had needed solace so badly. It had been so nice to feel a strong pair of arms around her, a shoulder to lean on, the opportunity to blot out all of her fears and anxieties, and there had been no shortage of available men who found her attractive.

Laura sighed sadly as she gently comforted her younger sister. Lucy was right: she was the strong one, always there for everyone, but she was having to pay a price. Already it seemed that people saw her as the eternal spinster and she had felt wounded by their attitude and assumptions on numerous occasions. Some people had intimated that she was afraid of men and had chosen to bury herself within the family, caring for her ailing father and her sister’s children instead of finding herself a good man who could love her, wed her and father her own children. At first she had become angry and resentful, but eventually she had got to the stage where it didn’t matter what they thought. Life had dealt her the cards and she was compelled to play the hand. There was no choice. Perhaps one day things would be different. Her father was an old man and at this time in his life he needed her, but it would not be for ever. Lucy and Roy would be together again soon and her sister would be able to take care of her children. There would be time enough then to pick up the pieces of her own life and maybe find a good man. She would not be a budding rose, that was for sure, but she would have the advantage of being ready to care for and cherish the right man, just as she cared for her own family now.

Lucy had composed herself and she sat back on the floor beside the dying fire, her eyes searching. As if reading Laura’s thoughts she smiled affectionately and said, ‘Yer know, you should find yerself a fella, Laura.’

Her sister sniffed contemptuously. ‘Fat lot o’ chance I get ter find a fella,’ she replied quickly. ‘I spend all day shoppin’, cookin’ an’ keepin’ the place clean, apart from the two hours every mornin’ cleanin’ at the pub. I’m drained by the evenin’. Besides, where am I likely ter meet a fella?’

‘Yer used ter go dancin’ a lot. Yer could start again,’ Lucy suggested.

‘Oh, an’ who would I go wiv?’ Laura said dismissively. ‘All the gels I used ter go wiv are married wiv kids now. Besides, I just can’t find the time these days.’

Lucy got up from the floor and stretched. ‘I’ll put the kettle on fer a cuppa,’ she sighed. ‘I need ter get ter bed early, it’s bin murder at the factory terday.’

Laura eased back in her chair and yawned. The clock on the mantelshelf was showing ten minutes past ten and the room was starting to get a little colder. This was to be the first night in their new house and she felt pleased with the progress she had made that afternoon. In a few days the family would be settled in nicely and then she could think about doing some decorating in the spring. The upstairs back bedroom, which had been given to the boys, needed brightening up with some different-coloured paint, and the scullery needed lino over that cold stone floor. She would try to get some of the thicker stuff with the canvas backing. The back yard was a mess, with discarded builder’s materials still lying around, but that would have to wait until the weather became warmer.

Lucy came back into the room carrying two cups of tea and she yawned widely as she put one of the cups down on the wooden table near Laura. ‘I’m off ter bed,’ she announced. ‘Yer shouldn’t be long yerself. Yer must be exhausted.’

Laura raked the fire and then picked up her tea. Tiredness seemed to wash over her and she stifled another yawn. Would they all be happy in their new home? she wondered. How would they all get on with the neighbours? Elsie Carmichael seemed a friendly soul, but she had been quick to warn of the woman next door to her. What were the rest of the neighbours like? Would the boys be happy here? Questions chased each other dreamily through Laura’s mind as she slowly sipped her tea. Her eyes felt heavy as lead and she stared thoughtfully into the dying embers of the fire, suddenly reliving old memories.

She was young. Pretty as a picture, Ralph had said, and she twirled around until her lace petticoat lifted the thin summer dress. She was nineteen and wishing for twenty. At twenty a girl was no longer in her teens, and the word ‘twenty’ sounded so grown-up. Ralph laughed in that boyish way of his and took her hand as they strolled through the scent-filled gardens. In that late Indian summer of 1931 there was little joy for most: the depression was beginning to bite, and while the men hunted down jobs or joined the ever-increasing dole queues, their womenfolk struggled bravely to feed and provide for their families. For Laura, though, it was a magical time, that hot, balmy summer. She recalled the old man playing haunting melodies on his accordion that particular evening in the garden of the country pub beneath a star-studded sky. She and Ralph had spent the whole day in Richmond and as darkness fell they danced in the garden to the strains of ‘Moonlight Bay’. When they boarded the riverboat to return to Greenwich and snuggled close on the upper deck, her heart was filled with the love she felt for him. Later that same night, as the full moon climbed high above the cranes and wharves and the dark waters of the Thames washed against the shore, she gave herself to him in the seclusion of the riverside church garden.

The glowing embers in the grate darkened and went out, but Laura remained seated in her chair. It was all so long ago now, but the memories were still so vivid. Ralph had been older than her, with more experience of life; she had been little more than a child. She had never meant to hurt anyone, or to be the cause of such misery. She was madly in love, and they had been so happy. It seemed that they were meant to be together, to spend the rest of their lives with each other. Ralph had told her at the very beginning that he was married but had separated from his wife. He had said that she had fallen for another man, and he had looked so unhappy.

As she sat staring into the dying fire Laura recalled the first time she had seen the young fitter. He had passed her machine at the biscuit factory, and she had noticed how sad he looked. He would often walk by, and finally she found the courage to give him a shy smile. Soon he was stopping to pass the time of day and their friendship developed. There had been a strange closeness between them right from the start. Laura remembered how easy it had been to talk to him, and he seemed to respond naturally. It was inevitable that they would become lovers, and for a brief moment in time love prevailed.

The sound of Lucy turning over in bed roused Laura from her thoughts and she sat up straight in her chair. The room had become cold and the wind was still howling outside. It was wrong to dwell on the past, she told herself. What had been done was done, there was no changing it. Her mother had understood, and her father too, after a while, bless him, but there had been much heartache to bear. To rake it all up again now was only going to cause more pain and anguish. Better let it all stay buried in the dark corners of her mind. Life and time had moved on, and life was for living.

With a deep sigh Laura got up from her chair and looked around once more before climbing the steep wooden stairs to the front bedroom that she shared with Lucy. As she quietly undressed and slipped between the cold sheets she heard Lucy’s muffled sobs. Normally she would have gone to her and offered comfort, but tonight she had nothing more to give so she buried her head beneath the bedclothes and closed her eyes.
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