

[image: ]





 
 
 

 
A Fashionable Address

 

 
PAMELA EVANS

[image: HLogo]

www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 1993 Pamela Evans

 
The right of Pamela Evans to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 
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 written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

eISBN : 978 0 7553 8192 0

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
Carmelite House 
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC3Y 0DZ

 
www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

About the Book

Also by Pam Evans

Dedication

 


PART ONE

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

 


PART TWO

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


About the Author

[image: image]

Pam Evans was born and brought up in Ealing, London. She now lives in Surrey, near to her family and five beautiful grandchildren. For more information about Pam and her novels visit www.pamevansbooks.com.


About the Book


Once, they had it all. Now, a family must struggle with poverty and tragedy, with the prospect that life will never be the same again . . .

The Potters of Kensington take for granted all the comforts of their position. Yet, Cyril Potter is a secret gambler whose debts have become so crippling that he can see no way out, and he commits suicide. Left to clear the debts, his family are forced to sell everything they own. As daughter Kate labours in a hat-making factory to support the family, she catches the eye of the wealthy factory owner. But tragedy strikes the family once more when unmarried Kate is left pregnant . . .
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PART ONE




Chapter One

The piercing wind rose to an anguished howl around the fancy pylons and pavilion tops of Hammersmith Bridge. Huddled against its icy blasts, pinched-faced pedestrians hurried across the Thames, grimly clutching their hats. Equally exposed to the elements, coachmen and motorists shivered and turned numb in their driving seats.

Apparently oblivious to the weather, a well-dressed man leaned on the varnished guard-rail of the bridge staring vacantly ahead. When his bowler hat blew into the river, he didn’t seem to notice.

Daylight was already fading. A soft glow crept along the riverside mall as the lamplighter lit the gaslamps with a long pole. Through the swaying branches of the leafless trees, a row of fine houses looked out over the water, their elegant façades and columns suggestive of the Georgian era.

Surrounding this residential hamlet, the contrasting sweep of industry dominated the skyline. The black discharge from factory chimneys gusted across the sky, merging with banks of rolling grey clouds.

The river was at high tide. In the wharves an assembly of barges, red sails furled to the mast, waited for low tide when they would settle on the foreshore for unloading. In the incipient dusk, the lights of the town began to stud the landscape beneath an urban silhouette of chimney pots and church spires.

Above the roar of the wind a rough male voice could just be heard. ‘Can yer spare a few coppers for a poor old man, guvnor? I ain’t ’ad nothin’ to eat for days.’

Receiving no response from the gentleman, the beggar  nudged his arm and repeated his plea, whilst erupting into a fit of coughing which made his chest wheeze and rattle.

Eventually, the gentleman turned and faced the unkempt individual who was toothless and hirsute with a straggly beard and long matted tresses. Even in the wind the noxious stench of gin and body odour was overpowering but, deeply preoccupied with his own affairs, the gentleman appeared unaffected. He seemed bewildered, looking uncertainly around him as though baffled by his surroundings. Suddenly understanding, however, he reached into the pocket of his tailored overcoat and drew out some coins. ‘There you are, old man,’ he said, offering copper and silver in the palm of his leather glove. ‘Take this. You’re welcome to it.’

A pair of blood-shot eyes glinted greedily on this unexpected bounty. Grasping the money in his filthy paw, the tramp moved back quickly. ‘Gawd bless yer, mister,’ he said, and shuffled furtively on his way before his benefactor could have a change of heart.

As it happened, his fears were groundless because that handful of cash was as a grain of flour in a bakery to Cyril Potter whose financial affairs were beyond repair. Little does the poor wretch know he’s better off than me, he thought despondently, turning back to the rail.

Pursuing this unhealthy line of thought, Cyril Potter began to envy the tramp. It was true that the man had no worldly goods or position in society, but neither was he burdened with crippling obligations. Unlike Cyril, he had no fashionable Kensington address to maintain. No prestigious store to stock and wages to pay every week. He didn’t have a pampered wife and daughters accustomed only to comfort, unaware that their provider was about to go bankrupt and they were to be evicted from their home.

The pressure of the last few months, added to the final blow Cyril had received in the post the other day, had culminated in a feeling of confused unreality which rendered him incapable of coherent thought or concentration. Alternating between unbearable tension and numbing fatigue, he was muddled and forgetful. For a moment just now when the beggar had  interrupted his reverie, he’d even forgotten what day or time of year it was, and why he was here on this suspension bridge in the depths of winter. But all too soon the worry and remorse had flooded back and he’d known that it was February 1910 and he had come here because there was no other way out of his self-inflicted troubles.

Vaguely he recalled writing a letter to his wife, which he had left on his desk in his office at the store. Then he had walked here from Kensington, deeming it proper, somehow, to do what must be done outside the boundaries of his own neighbourhood.

Now that the decision was made, the fear and misery had changed to a sense of relief that it would soon be over. His body felt heavy with fatigue, his mind addled. He was suddenly so crushingly tired, he could hardly stand.

Wishing only to sleep, he took a cautious glance around, noting that everyone was far too busy battling with the weather to pay any attention to him.

‘I’m sorry, Gertie,’ he murmured wearily into the wind. ‘I never was the man you thought I was. The truth is all in the letter.’

Without further delay, he heaved himself up on to the rail, wavered for only a moment then let himself fall ...

 


The high winds that had swept across the capital earlier in the month had calmed into a crisp chilliness, and Sycamore Square lay quiet in the clear morning light, the picture of good taste. Pale winter sunlight enriched the grass in the central gardens, brightened the buds on the eponymous trees, bleached the stucco terraces to a dazzling white and made the black railings shine as though wet.

A thin, dark-eyed girl sat on the drawing-room window seat of Number Twenty, gazing gloomily through the window. Dressed in outdoor clothes, her black hat just a shade or two darker than her hair, Kate Potter wondered fleetingly if leaving the family home might have been easier to bear on a grey, dismal day. Being realistic, however, she knew that it would take more than a change in the weather to ease the  trauma of this watershed for her mother, her sister and herself. As the eldest daughter, she considered it her duty to find the courage to accept their new impoverished circumstances and help her traumatised mother to do the same.

Two weeks had passed since her father’s body had been dragged from the Thames. In that short time she had matured beyond her years, receiving an abrupt introduction to the harsh reality of life without money.

Having grown up under the aegis of a resident nanny, Kate had never been close to either of her parents. They had been distant, awesome figures, synonymous with respect and authority. It had been a shock, therefore, to discover that her stern, infallible father had been a compulsive gambler who had been steadily losing everything he owned for years, whilst cunningly misleading his family into believing that his evenings out were innocently spent at his gentlemen’s club. It was no small disappointment either to find that her beautiful, vivacious mother appeared to have no capacity whatsoever to cope with her loss in a dignified manner or to comfort her young daughters at this harrowing time.

Kate had also had to come to terms with the fact that the privileged lifestyle she had always taken for granted was not a God-given right. Fortunately, although she was still feeling shaken at the sudden loss of her security, she had discovered a surprising fortitude in her own make-up which had helped to carry her through.

Anyway, there had been no time to brood for someone had to take charge. Her younger sister Esme was too highly strung to be of any real help, and Mother was apparently unable to make any sort of effort. Their few distant relatives wanted nothing to do with the penniless descendants of a man who had not only disgraced the family by gambling away the business he had inherited from his father, but brought shame on them all by taking the coward’s way out of his troubles.

So, at fifteen years of age, Kate found herself carrying the responsibility for the three of them. A daunting burden indeed, considering the predicament her father had left them in. Not only had he mortgaged the house to pay his gambling  debts, he had also run up a huge overdraft which had got out of control over a number of years. Finally, his debts outweighed his assets. His suicide had been precipitated by a letter from his bank notifying him of their intention to take possession of everything he owned to recoup their money. All the Potters’ worldly goods now belonged to them: the house Kate and her sister had grown up in, the furniture, the motor car, even most of their clothes.

When the trio made their final departure from this house in a few minutes’ time, they would take just one small travelling bag containing a spare set of clothes each. A trunk containing household linen, crockery, and a few personal effects had been sent on ahead.

Mother had been too upset to deal with even the most minor practicality, so it had fallen to Kate to find them somewhere to live. Fortunately the bank manager, confident that his company would get their money back from the sale of the Potters’ effects, and not wishing the bank to be seen as inhumane, had allowed them to stay on in the house until after the funeral. The bank had also made them a small goodwill payment – enough for mourning clothes, something to live on for a short time, and the month’s advance rent they had needed to secure their new home, such as it was. Already the luxurious furniture Kate had been used to was swathed in dust covers.

She stood up as her mother, Gertie, entered the room, a thin, haggard woman barely recognisable from the frivolous type she had been just over two weeks ago. Her blue eyes were red-rimmed, her pallor emphasised by the severity of her black coat which she wore with a matching hat, her fair hair drawn tightly back beneath its wide brim. The shock of her husband’s death and its consequences had aged her well beyond her thirty-three years.

‘Well, are you ready to go?’ asked Kate, already becoming accustomed to the authoritative role she had been forced to adopt.

Gertie drew in a shuddering breath. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose,’ she said shakily, her eyes awash with tears.

Thirteen-year-old Esme appeared, dressed in dark outdoor  clothes, and stood nervously beside her mother.

She was a pale, delicate girl with Gertie’s fair complexion and blue eyes.

‘Ah, there you are, love.’ Kate crossed the room to where they both stood by the drawing-room door and put a comforting arm around each of them, ignoring the fact that her own legs were trembling and tears threatening. ‘Since we’re all ready, then let’s be on our way.’

‘Have you called a cab?’ asked her mother.

‘Well, of course not ...’ began Kate.

‘Why not?’

‘You know why, Mother,’ she said, striving to be gentle for she was aware of the fact that her mother had lost her partner in life as well as her position. It wasn’t easy to stay patient with her feebleness and refusal to face facts, though. Couldn’t she see how painful this move was for her daughters? Didn’t she realise how desperately they needed her? ‘How can I call for one when the telephone has been cut off?’

‘Send someone to get one, then.’

‘Who shall I send? The servants have all gone. Surely you haven’t forgotten?’

Tears meandered down Gertie’s cheeks. ‘Perhaps I’d rather not remember.’ She sniffed forlornly. ‘Can you go and find one for us then, Kate dear?’

‘I could do, yes, but there’s no point since we can’t afford to pay for it,’ she explained.

‘Then how ...?’

‘We shall walk to Hammersmith,’ Kate informed her firmly.

‘Oh, no, Kate.’ It was almost a cry of physical pain. ‘Having to live in Hammersmith is bad enough, but to arrive there on foot!’

‘All right, we’ll walk to Kensington High Street and take a bus from there to Hammersmith.’

The older woman’s hand flew to her throat dramatically for she had never in her life travelled on public transport. ‘But buses always look so crowded, and they’re probably filthy. Lord knows what we might pick up.’

‘A train then?’

‘I’m sure that’s just as bad.’

‘A tram?’

‘Never!’

‘Public transport is something we shall all have to get used to,’ Kate told her gravely.

‘Couldn’t we take a cab just this once, dear?’ begged Gertie, sobbing into her handkerchief. ‘Just so that we can leave the square with dignity.’

‘We don’t need a cab to do that,’ Kate pointed out determinedly. ‘We must leave this house with our heads held high for all the neighbours to see. After all, we’ve done nothing wrong.’

‘Your father’s disgraced us.’

‘So we must show the world that we refuse to be ashamed of something we knew nothing about, and was not our fault.’

‘How can we hold our heads up without money?’ Gertie moaned. ‘Without that we have nothing.’

Two weeks ago Kate would not have argued. But middle-class opinions were no use to any of them now. ‘Nonsense! We have each other,’ she said. ‘There’s no shame in being poor.’

‘There is to people in our circle.’

‘The people we have mixed with here in Kensington are not our circle any more, Mother. We’re on the other side of the fence now.’ Kate walked from the room into the wide hall where the portmanteau was standing by the front door. The sunlight shining through the stained glass window above the door spilled coloured patterns on to the marble-tiled floor. She gripped the handle of the bag. ‘Come along then, you two.’

Esme started to cry. ‘I don’t want to go, Kate. I want Daddy.’

Kate stifled her exasperation, reminding herself that her sister had probably been more deeply affected by their father’s death than herself, for all his paternal love had flowed towards his youngest daughter, maybe because Esme had always been delicate and prone to sickness. ‘Now come on, love, you must try to be brave.’

Her sobs grew louder.

Gertie put her arms around her youngest daughter, copious  tears rushing down her own cheeks. ‘There, there, darling,’ she crooned uselessly.

‘We must go,’ Kate reminded her anxiously. ‘I promised the man from the bank we would be out of here by ten o’clock.’

‘I can’t go,’ wailed Gertie, still clinging to Esme. ‘It’s all too humiliating. I just can’t bear it!’

‘We have to go, Mother.’

Affected by her mother’s lack of confidence, Esme became almost hysterical, clenching her fists and emitting a high-pitched wail for her father: ‘Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!’

Remembering how their nanny had once dealt with a similar incident, Kate dragged her sister away from the protective arms of her mother and gave her a sharp slap across the face.

‘Kate!’ reproached her mother as Esme stared wide-eyed at her sister in shocked silence. ‘Was that really necessary?’

‘Something had to be done to bring her out of it.’ Kate herself was feeling emotional about leaving, and the burden of having to act as parent to her own mother weighed heavily on someone of such tender years.

‘The poor girl is bewildered,’ said Gertie.

‘At least she’s calmed down.’ Kate gave her mother a sharp look. ‘It would help matters if you could be a little more positive.’

‘Is that any way to speak to someone whose nerves are in shreds?’

‘I’m sorry, Mother, but someone has to stop the pair of you from going to pieces altogether.’ Hot tears threatened. ‘Look, I don’t want to leave here any more than you. But we have to go. So please try to pull yourself together, for Esme’s sake. You know how emotional she is.’

‘I bet the neighbours will enjoy themselves,’ Gertie whined as though Kate hadn’t spoken, ‘peering at us from behind their curtains, and gloating.’

‘Then let’s not give them the satisfaction of seeing we’re upset.’ She opened the door. ‘Come on, take my arm.’

Nervously Gertie emerged into the sunshine and made her way down the small flight of steps to the pavement, followed by Esme.

Kate turned and gave the door a final slam, having left their keys on the hall table inside.

‘Right,’ she said, her constricted throat almost choking her as she joined her mother and sister in the street. ‘Heads up and best foot forward.’

The sad little threesome took the path across the central gardens, past the neat lawns and flower beds splashed with orange and mauve clusters of crocuses. They didn’t look back but continued on towards the main road. When they were safely out of sight of the square, all three succumbed to tears.

 


Beaver Terrace was a far cry from Sycamore Square, being a row of dilapidated tenement houses in a poor part of Hammersmith between the Broadway and the Thames. The cobbled street was crowded with ragged children laughing and shouting at their play. Gertie was horrified when Kate stopped outside Number Three, a sorry-looking abode with peeling brown paint and grimy windows.

‘Please tell me this isn’t it?’

‘I’m afraid it is,’ said Kate, recalling the hours she had spent walking the streets in the freezing weather to find a place to rent at a price they could afford. Not wishing to upset her already distraught mother with the miserable facts, she hadn’t said much about the place, hoping that Gertie would be more able to accept it when faced with a fait accompli.

‘But we can’t live in a rundown area like this,’ said Gertie. ‘It’s completely unsuitable.’

‘It suits our pocket.’

‘It’s out of the question.’

‘We don’t have any choice, Mother.’

‘It looks as though it’s full of fleas and rats.’

‘Our room is on the top floor. Perhaps the rats will stay downstairs,’ Kate suggested lightly.

‘Our room?’ said Gertie aghast. ‘You mean there are other people living in the house?’

‘You don’t get a whole house for the rent we can pay, even in an area like this,’ explained Kate.

‘We must pay more then.’

‘We can’t afford to,’ she said, her patience almost snapping. Having been equally as spoiled as the others, this dramatic lowering of standards was just as difficult for her to take, and she could do without opposition every step of the way. ‘Maybe we’ll be able to get something better later on.’

A gang of children had gathered nearby and were watching the newcomers with unveiled curiosity. ‘You come to live ’ere, have yer, missus?’ said a dirty little girl of about seven years old, with ginger hair poking through the holes in her grimy woollen hat.

The question was directed at Gertie who ignored it and turned her face away as though the sight of these ragamuffins made her feel physically ill.

‘Yes, we have,’ said Kate, smiling bravely. She was surprised to find herself intimidated by these children whose confidence certainly wasn’t diminished by their underprivileged status.

‘Coo, ’ark at her,’ said the girl. ‘Proper la-de-da, ain’t she?’

Raucous laughter erupted among the children who continued to stare at the strangers with unnerving candour. Kate admonished herself for being made to feel uneasy by a bunch of filthy infants. She, Kate Potter, whose education at one of London’s most expensive private schools had included rigorous training in self-confidence. With a part of her she envied these impecunious youngsters who accepted poverty as normal and were not worried by it. Having been born to austerity, they were wise and fearless on the mean streets of this neighbourhood over which they held such a proprietary air. Whereas she, the newly poor, felt as helpless as a seedling in a sudden frost.

‘What’s that gel cryin’ for?’ asked their interlocutor referring to Esme, who was snivelling noisily. ‘She’s a bit big to be blubbering, ain’t she?’

‘She’s upset about leaving her friends where we used to live,’ fibbed Kate, sensing that any mention of the fact that they had known better things would be taken as lies or arrogance by the locals. And, anyway, it was irrelevant now that this district was to be their home.

‘Aah, ne’mind,’ said the girl sympathetically to Esme.  ‘You’ll soon find new mates. There’s lots o’ gels your age round ’ere.’

Esme turned away sobbing, the prospect of having to mix with these smelly creatures only increasing her despair.

‘Why aren’t you at school today?’ asked Kate of the girl, partly from curiosity and partly in an effort to seem friendly for she guessed this encounter would reach the ears of neighbourhood parents. Life was going to be tough and lonely enough. She didn’t think it wise to isolate themselves from their neighbours, however much Mother and Esme might wish to.

The girl, who was clutching the hand of a small boy of about two, said, ‘I ain’t bin this week. Me mum needs me at ’ome. She’s got a bad chest, yer see.’ She looked down at the toddler. ‘I’ve gotta look after me brother.’

‘School,’ said one of the bigger boys scornfully, ‘sod that for a lark!’

‘What about your parents?’

‘They’re too old to go to school,’ said the boy waggishly, producing a roar of laughter from his friends.

‘You know what I mean,’ said Kate. ‘Don’t they try to make you go?’

‘Nah, they ain’t bothered if I go or not, long as I do me milk round and earn some dough in the day runnin’ errands and that.’

‘Yeah, school’s a mug’s game,’ said another boy, to loud agreement from his pals.

‘Oh dear, what appalling children,’ mumbled Gertie under her breath. ‘Let’s go inside, for goodness’ sake.’ She spoke with urgency in her voice, almost as though these unfortunates were dangerous criminals.

‘Yes, come on,’ urged Esme tearfully, clutching her mother’s hand.

‘We’ll see you again, I expect,’ said Kate to the little girl.

‘Yeah, I expect yer will, an’ all,’ said the girl breezily. ‘I live at number three too. You’ve prob’ly got the room next door to ours. The other people ’ave moved out.’

‘Goodbye,’ said Kate, her refined accent seeming to ring with incongruity in these surroundings.

‘Tata, mate,’ said the girl.

There was no lock on the front door of number three which opened just by pushing it. It led into a hallway with dingy brown walls, bare floorboards and a stench that had them all stuffing handkerchiefs to their noses. Stale cooking, mildew, mouse droppings and the acidic smell of urine accumulated into a powerful miasma which seemed far worse to Kate than when she had first come to see the room.

The landlady, who lived in another street, had given Kate the key when she’d paid the advance rent. So she was able to lead her mother and sister straight upstairs to the room she had taken for them on the top floor of this three-storey house. With dread in her heart, she turned the key in the lock.

 


‘At least there’s a good view,’ said Kate standing hopefully at the window as her mother stared in horror at the squalor around her. ‘You can even see the river over the rooftops.’

‘It’s no better than a slum!’

‘Oh, come on, it isn’t so bad,’ insisted Kate. ‘At least there’s some furniture. Some of the places I looked at didn’t even have anything to sit on.’ She glanced around the room in which there was a large bed with a stained mattress and a folded pile of rough grey blankets, a chipped wooden table and four chairs, a scratched sideboard and a wardrobe. Beside the fireplace was a single gas ring for cooking. Under the window sat a washstand with a cracked marble top on which stood a rose-patterned jug and bowl suffused with little cracks and brown stains.

‘But how can we eat and sleep in one room, sharing the same bed?’ begged Gertie. ‘We’ll suffocate.’

‘We’ll get used to it,’ said Kate, managing to maintain a positive front, despite the despair in her heart. ‘Once we’ve lit the fire and cleaned the place up a bit, it will seem more like home.’

‘Home?’ shrieked Gertie. ‘It’s more like a dog kennel than a home. Why, even our servants at the square lived in more comfort than this.’

Anyone would think I was to blame for our dire situation to  hear Mother speak, Kate thought, but said, ‘What else can we do but live somewhere like this? I did my best but I couldn’t get anything better without the money to pay for it.’ She wrung her hands. ‘I’m sorry you hate it so much, Mother, but I just don’t know what I can do to improve matters for us at the moment.’

‘There’s nothing you can do!’ screamed Gertie hysterically. ‘It’s all your father’s fault. How could he have done it to us, how could he, leaving us with no home and no one to look after us?’

Imbued with a surge of pity, Kate went to her mother and put a comforting arm around her trembling shoulders. ‘Please don’t take on so. We’ll all feel better once we have some money coming in. In the meantime, let’s try to make the best of it.’

Gertie drew back from Kate’s embrace and glared at her. ‘How can anyone make the best of a place like this?’

Looking solemnly into her mother’s face, Kate said, ‘Lots of people do. Hundreds of thousands of them all over London are living in worse conditions than this.’

‘And that’s supposed to make me feel better, is it?’

‘I hoped it might.’ Kate felt so hopelessly inadequate to the situation, and so powerless. ‘It certainly makes me feel less hard done by to know that other people are worse off. I mean, one hears about the poor, reads in the papers about children getting bitten to death by rats, but it wasn’t until I actually went out looking for a place for us to live that I realised just how bad things are for some people. Many poor souls don’t have a home at all, but sleep on the streets in doorways or barns. And all this ten years into the progressive twentieth century and just a bus-ride from Sycamore Square.’

‘It’s no use preaching at me about other people’s problems, Kate,’ bleated Gertie. ‘I’ve enough troubles of my own.’

‘I didn’t realise I was preaching, I’m just trying to get things into perspective for us all. Just think how much worse it is for elderly people who are poor, and those who are sick.’

‘People over seventy get five shillings a week now,’ Gertie snorted.

‘Yes, and that’s all right for those with savings behind them, but it’s not enough to live on.’

‘There are the workhouses.’

‘Would you like to go to one?’

‘Well, no, of course not.’

‘Count yourself lucky you have your health and strength and me to look after you then!’

‘I can’t help it if I’ve always had the best of everything,’ moaned her mother. ‘I’ve never had to struggle. It’s hard, Kate, hard. My nerves are in a shocking state.’

Kate was confused by her own emotions. Annoyance at her mother’s singlemindedness was immediately followed by guilt and compassion for this pathetic little woman to whom she was almost a stranger. Maybe she hadn’t shown courage in the face of adversity, but it must be hard to lose your husband, your place in society and your home comforts all in one fell swoop. She must have suffered a blow to her pride too to discover that her husband had been deceiving her throughout their marriage. Kate herself felt betrayed by him, and she had never really known him.

‘It’s hard for us all.’ She put a supportive arm around Esme who was standing tearfully beside her. ‘We’ve all led such sheltered lives we don’t have any stamina. But we’ll soon toughen up. We’ll have to, since poverty is no longer something we read about but a part of our lives.’

The sound of children shouting on the stairs and adults quarrelling somewhere in the house filled the room, as did a blend of unwholesome smells.

‘I’ll never be like these people, Kate,’ said Gertie, shaking her head. ‘Breeding is something that stays with you forever.’

‘You could be right,’ she said. ‘But that doesn’t mean you can’t learn to be tolerant of those who don’t have it.’

Gertie looked doubtful. ‘Only time will tell about that.’ The utter helplessness of her mother and sister imbued Kate with new strength. ‘I can promise you one thing, though.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I shall move heaven and earth to make it possible for us to  move back into Sycamore Square, or somewhere like it, one day.’

This show of optimism brightened Gertie’s expression momentarily. But reality wasn’t far behind. ‘But you’re only fifteen. Too young to marry. And it will be impossible to find a rich husband when the time does come, unless our circumstances change dramatically.’

‘So, I’ll do it another way.’

‘What other way is there?’

‘I don’t know. And I’m not saying it will be easy, or soon. Only that somehow, one day, I’ll do it. In the meantime, let’s make ourselves as comfortable as we can. The first thing is to make a pot of tea. I’ll go downstairs to see if there’s any sign of our trunk with the crockery in it. One of us will have to go out to get some provisions. There’s a market quite near, I noticed it when I came to view the room.’

 


Every second that passed in their new home seemed to produce another drama. Even a minor task like purchasing groceries created a problem for people who had always had servants to do such things for them. Esme was too nervous to leave the house, Gertie too proud, so Kate went to the shop on the corner and bought a ha’penny twist of tea. Sugar, milk, bread and margarine were obtained in similar small measures, just to keep them going until later.

If the fact that they had to go the ground floor to collect water from a sink in a scullery used by all the other tenants filled Gertie with despair, sharing a lavatory in the backyard with five other families had her almost suicidal. Then there was the noise and the smells and having to prepare their own food, and in such primitive conditions too ... and not having privacy to undress, or space to move without falling over each other.

Having soothed her mother through all these trials and tribulations as well as trying to comfort Esme, who collapsed into fresh tears at every opportunity, Kate also tramped back and forth to King Street and Bradmore Lane market for various much-needed commodities. There was coal, which she  dragged home in a cart she borrowed from a boy playing in the street for the sum of a ha’penny; potatoes to be baked in their jackets in the fire for supper; and various other essentials including a newspaper to look through the Situations Vacant, firewood and matches to light the fire, carbolic soap for general use, and soda to wash the dishes.

By eight o’clock that evening, having spent ages on her knees trying to coax some life into a recalcitrant fire, cooked potatoes in it, collected umpteen buckets and jugs of water from downstairs, made the bed, washed the dishes and scrubbed the floor while her mother and sister sat about complaining, she felt the time had come for some plain speaking.

‘As from tomorrow morning we must work as a team and establish some sort of routine,’ she explained in a firm tone.

‘Huh!’ snorted mother, shrugging her shoulders dismissively.

‘Obviously, I can’t be expected to do everything while you two sit about feeling sorry for yourselves.’

‘I really wouldn’t know where to start,’ said Gertie haughtily.

‘You’ll just have to jolly well learn then, won’t you, Mother?’ said Kate, who considered it vital that her mother have some sort of occupation to keep her from brooding. ‘Because once Esme and I have found work we shall be out all day, so it will be up to you to keep house for us. I’m quite prepared to take some responsibility but you two must make your contribution too.’

‘Me, go out to work?’ said Esme, aghast.

‘That’s right,’ Kate informed her briskly. ‘We can’t expect Mother to get a job, so it’s up to us to support her.’

Fresh tears flowed at this news. ‘But I can’t!’ Esme wailed. ‘Girls like me don’t go to work.’

‘They do if they don’t have anyone to support them,’ Kate pointed out firmly. ‘We’ll both have to earn a living somehow.’

‘You mean domestic work, don’t you? Cleaning up after other people,’ Esme sobbed, looking towards Gertie for support.  ‘Oh, Mother, tell her I don’t have to do it, please?’

But her mother was too intent on self-preservation. Someone had to keep her now that Cyril had gone. ‘It doesn’t have to be that sort of work, dear,’ she said sheepishly. ‘Perhaps you could get a position as a shopgirl in one of the West End stores?’

Esme wept dramatically at this betrayal. ‘I’m not going to do it, and you two can’t make me,’ she wailed.

Kate’s patience snapped. As the elder sister, she had always been protective towards Esme, but there was no place for passengers in their harsh new regime.

‘That’s enough of that silly behaviour, Esme,’ she said sharply. ‘You’re not a baby, so don’t behave like one.’

‘I hate you!’ Esme hissed vehemently.

‘And at this particular moment I’m not too fond of you either!’

‘I’m just a child, you can’t make me work,’ Esme persisted. ‘I’d still have been at school if Daddy hadn’t died.’

‘So would I,’ Kate reminded her. ‘But he did die and there’s no money for us to continue with our education. We are both past the official school-leaving age so we must go out to work.’

‘Shan’t!’ Esme said childishly.

‘Don’t expect me to keep you then,’ said Kate briskly. ‘I’m not going out slaving to put bread in your mouth while you sit at home moaning.’

Her sister turned pale as she finally faced the fact that life’s necessities had to be paid for. ‘You don’t mean that?’

‘Esme, love,’ Kate said in a conciliatory manner, for she was fond of her sister for all her faults. ‘Having to go out to work is just as humiliating for me as it is for you. But it’s something we’ll both have to put up with. I can’t keep you and Mother without help. There simply won’t be enough money to go round.’

The younger girl stopped crying and looked at her fearfully. ‘It’s just that I’ll probably be hopeless at any sort of work.’

‘Not if you put your mind to it.’

‘But I’ll feel so out of it among working-class girls. They’re  so frightfully common, and they always seem so sure of themselves from what I’ve seen of them.’

‘I’m not looking forward to it either,’ Kate admitted. ‘But we’ll get used to it since we don’t have any choice.’

‘All right.’ Esme sighed miserably. ‘I’ll try to find a job in one of the West End stores. At least I won’t get dirty there.’

Kate hugged her. ‘That’s my girl. If we all pull together we’ll come through this, you’ll see.’ She turned to Gertie. ‘How about you, Mother? Are you going to look after things here for us – shopping, cooking, mending and so on?’

‘I suppose I’ll damned well have to,’ Gertie agreed reluctantly.

 


Lying on the lumpy mattress that night with her daughters either side of her, listening to the persistent rattle of someone coughing in the room next door, Gertie wallowed in self-pity. Life had become a complete nightmare, with no hope of any improvement. How could she, a respected Kensington lady, have been reduced to sleeping three in a bed in the same overcrowded room where they did everything else?

As the daughter of an architect, she had been brought up in reasonable comfort in a nice home, looked after by servants. In fact, Gertie had never cooked a meal, or shopped for food in her life. More worrying than having to knuckle down to domestic chores was the daunting prospect of having to rub shoulders with the lower classes. What if she was thought to be one of them? How mortifying! She didn’t even know how to pass the time of day with hoi polloi, let alone feel comfortable with them. And what was more, she had no intention of learning.

Her thoughts turned to Cyril and her mood became even more despairing. If only she’d made use of the Married Women’s Property Act that allowed women to own and control their own income after marriage, and hung on to her inheritance from her parents. She and the girls would still have had to lower their sights, but at least then they could have bought a modest house instead of renting this flea-pit. But in common with most husbands of their class, Cyril had always  looked after their finances and taken responsibilty for everything except the actual running of the house.

Trusting him as she had, she’d handed her legacy over to him without a second thought. Angry tears burned as she thought of how he had betrayed her. If he had cheated on her with another woman it would have been less heinous than gambling away her security, she thought wryly.

All those years and she had never suspected that he was leading a double life. And to think he had been contemplating suicide and she’d not realised anything was wrong! He’d seemed a little tense those last few weeks, but she’d just assumed it was pressure of business. And since her interest in that direction had never been encouraged, she hadn’t questioned him about it. Which just went to show that she had not really known him at all.

The person coughing on the other side of the wall sounded as if they were about to choke. The high rasping sounds were undoubtedly female. Damned woman should get her health seen to, keeping decent people awake at night, Gertie thought harshly, refusing to allow practical considerations like doctors’ fees to linger.

Turning her mind to her daughters, she realised that they had been little more than strangers to her until two weeks ago. Well, it wasn’t done to have one’s offspring around too much in a well-to-do home. Gertie and Cyril had had a busy social life. An hour or so with the girls after tea had been quite sufficient. After all, what did one pay a nanny for? Even when the girls had grown bigger and Nanny had been assigned to other duties while they were out at school, the system hadn’t changed much.

Now, ironically, they were thrown together morning, noon and night. Despite all the disadvantages, though, Gertie drew comfort from having the girls close at hand, especially Kate who had proved to be such a tower of strength, even if she did have a hard edge.

Beside her in the bed, Esme twitched and fidgeted. She’ll be worrying about the horrors of tomorrow, I expect, Gertie guessed gloomily. Esme always had been the more sensitive of  the two girls. On Gertie’s other side Kate was lying still, breathing evenly. Sleeping peacefully, her mother assumed, though how anyone could manage to sleep on this dreadful mattress which felt as though it was stuffed with bricks, and smelled as though it was riddled with bedbugs, was quite beyond her. Sighing, she closed her eyes and tried not to think of tomorrow. But the dread of it wasn’t easily banished.

 


Kate’s mother had been wrong to assume that her eldest daughter was asleep. She was actually wide awake and worried sick. But she deemed it wise not to mention this to Esme and Mother who needed to feel that she was in control of the situation. In truth, she hadn’t the slightest idea what kind of work she should look for or how to set about finding it. This wasn’t really surprising since she had been raised with the idea that she would stay at home and enjoy a social life through which she would eventually find a husband to keep her in comfort for the rest of her life. She knew all about deportment and how to make the most of her femininity, but any sort of useful skills were non-existent.

Yet, oddly enough, rising above the worry of where next week’s meals were coming from, she could feel an unmistakable bubble of excitement.

The coughing from next door was now interspersed with the sound of retching. The poor soul sounds awfully sick, she thought. A germ of unease nagged at the back of Kate’s mind. It had been there for most of the day but hadn’t yet crystallised into a definite concept.

Oh, well, it’s been quite a day, and heaven knows what tomorrow will bring, she was thinking as she drifted into a sleep of sheer exhaustion.
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