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Prologue: I’ll Be Seeing You

A young woman attired in an elegant black suit clacked in her high wedge platform shoes up and down the linoleum floor of her aunt’s kitchen.

Her auntie Bunty admonished her, “Dorothy, stop all that clacking on my new kitchen floor. You’ll wear it out.”

She halted, but a gloved, clenched hand showed Dorothy was ready for a fight, and she said, “If my father walked in here now, I would hit him.” She punched the air.

“You would not—your style is a shrewd verbal lashing. Move into the living room. The tea is ready.”

Bunty picked up the tea tray holding fine bone china cups and teapot and continued, “Let’s go in the living room, where you can beat the hell out of my cushions instead.”

Dorothy smirked and moved into the carpeted room, where she took off her shoes and gloves, which calmed down her anger. She picked up a cushion and hugged it to eradicate her pain.

“My father, the vile Amos Bell, did not even acknowledge me at my mother’s funeral. What an insult to me and my sisters.”

As she poured tea leaves through a strainer, Bunty spoke softly. She chose her words carefully before answering her dramatic nineteen-year-old niece. “Dorothy, you were the one who estranged yourself at fifteen and moved away to work. Today Amos was heartbroken. I am not sure you realize how much he loved your mum.”

Dorothy snorted in disgust. “He has a funny way of showing love. He never showed much love towards me or my sisters. Only the golden boy Roy Bell gained his father’s attention. I think it was guilt.”

“Remember your dad came out of a World War when he was your age and had to put his youthful emotions in a jar and keep them hidden, as he saw young men die daily. Your mother had the knack of opening that jar when she needed attention. Now that bright star has faded from his life, he’s clamped down, and the jar is locked again.”

Dorothy listened to her aunt as she sipped her tea, but shook her head and said, “Don’t try to make me feel sorry for him—the bastard.”

“Please do not use that tasteless expression in my home. I agree he let you down by not paying for your higher education, but he saw hundreds of young men fruitlessly die. I think that’s why his heart closes down.”

“He’s like a stone.” Dorothy undid her suit jacket and put her legs on the couch. “Why did she give up her career after she sang for King George V? Why the heck did she choose to marry a miserable train driver?”

“She was charmed by him at first. But she nearly didn’t show up at their wedding. Did you know that?”

Dorothy stared at her Aunt and said, “No!”

“In the end, she carried on her role as the wife, to the end a dedicated performer.” Bunty’s eyes showed sadness, as she explained, “She knew at twenty-three, with a shortage of able-bodied men after the war, Amos was a catch—not injured outwardly, smart in his dress, and with a secure job.”

Dorothy thought awhile about the statement. She nibbled one of the biscuits and said, “But whenever she sang at home, he would huff and puff and leave.”

Bunty laughed, “Like the trains he drove. He has a stellar career on the Flying Scotsman, which has helped you all have a good life. I remember when they got married, I was younger than you. I had just started work in a Law Office in Hull. I was supposed to get my older sister to the registry office on time. George was not even my serious boyfriend then, but he was supposed to drive us. They held a double wedding—Grandad Percy was marrying his second wife, May—after your grandma Elizabeth died of the same ovarian disease as your mum.”

Dorothy was intrigued by the family lore and asked, “They had two weddings on the same day?”

Bunty nodded, “Yes, but the wedding nearly didn’t happen …”
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Chapter 1 The Wedding Glide

Today, we hope my sister Alice will get married. You would think it was my wedding: I made her dress and cake and finalised her wedding plans while she completed her singing contract in Wembley, London. Our Daddy will also marry for the second time today—a shared civil ceremony. Thank goodness they chose the registry office, not a church, or I may not have been alive to attend. I am exhausted.

My father called out, “Bunty, where are you?”

Oh no, what does Dad need now? I think he may be going deaf due to working in those noisy ships and will not hear me.

My father again shouted, “Pet, can you help me with these gold things that sit in the cuff?”

I took a large, deep breath and shouted loud enough for the street to hear.

“Cufflinks, Dad. Yes, come up here.”

My dad entered the bedroom, smiled, and said, “Aye, your Mam bought them for me on our wedding day in 1895. My brother Fred had to fix them for me way back then.”

I fiddled with the gold links, placing them into the stiff cuffs of his new shirt bought for the two weddings today.

“There you go. Thank you for wearing them—a little bit of mum with us.”

I kissed his cheek, intoxicated with the smell of his cologne—better than his work odour of grease and sea salt. As a tear ran down my cheek, my dad kissed my forehead and hugged me.

“Now then, lass, no tears, please not today. Good thoughts.”

As I wiped my tears, my sister stomped up the stairs. Despite her ability to sing opera beautifully, her footwork shook the house. Alice came in like Sarah Bernhard in her most dramatic role; sadly, she knows no other way.

“Bunty, I can’t wear this dress.” She pleaded with me, hands together.

“Really - so why have I spent four weeks cutting that expensive silk on a bias and stitching most of the lace by hand to make the style you had to have? What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s too long.”

I looked at her feet, encased in her black, thick soled shoes, hence the stomping. I grabbed the hourglass-shaped heeled shoes we bought last week from our wardrobe to add two extra inches to her five-foot-two frame.

I ordered, as I let out an impatient breath, “Put on your new heels, then the dress might be the right length.”

She changed shoes while I slid into my pale flowered lavender dress. As the only bridesmaid, I should not outshine my sister. Once she put on the shoes, the problem was resolved.

She hugged me. “I forgot I’d bought them, saved again by ‘Bunty’ Marjorie Neil-Gregory. Have I ever told you—you're a genius?”

“Not to my face, but to other people, often. Oh, last night I heard you were singing the Gershwin song ‘The Man I Love.’ Are you going to sing it to your husband today?”

She shook her head and grimaced as if I had suggested she might go to the ceremony naked.

I tossed my hair back, clipped in a gorgeous-smelling gardenia flower, and handed another to Alice, “You are about to become Alice Bell.”

She plonked the flower into her hair and said, “Not on your Nelly, Bunty. My name will still be Madame Alice Neil-Gregory.”

Before I had a chance to ask her if she had told Amos, her groom, about not changing her name, she left our shared bedroom of the past fifteen years, making a sweeping gesture, like she did for her stage exits at every concert.

Interesting: my sister does not intend to change her surname. Well, my stick-in-the-mud brother-in-law-to-be will undoubtedly have opinions about her not changing to his name. After three proposals over the last two years, in one hour from now, he will have got his girl.

 Not changing her name might cause more explosions, but Amos was a soldier for six long years; perhaps he can deal with her explosive personality. Perhaps that’s what he found attractive about my sister.

I must find my do-not-forget list. This bedroom would become mine after today for the first time in my life, and I perhaps will not lose things so often. When Alice toured last year, I’d loved it—I could put my cutting table up and leave out my sewing machine. I’d even used her bed to lay out my clothes for work each day.

Ah! I hear my new boyfriend’s ‘Model T’ car; George called the car ‘Mabel.’ He named his car after women, as he likes to treat the cars and women with good care. I think George might be the most easy-going man a girl could wish for. George and I were given orders by the groom to make sure Alice arrived on time. I have a sneaking suspicion is panicking at the thought of getting married. She acted for the last few days in this ‘dreamy way’ just like when she gets nervous at her big shows in huge venues as her uncertainty crept in—how would her voice sound and would the audience love her?

Perhaps she believed she was left on the shelf at twenty-four, so agreed to marry. Amos, I suppose, seemed like a good catch, even though he acts uptight at times. He works hard as a train driver for the L.N.E.R. But I believe he may NOT be the love of her life, but as a Virgo, she will commit to him if he signs on the dotted line. Alice would never admit if she made a mistake, even if she had changed her mind. 

Daddy called again, “Bunt-teee—our taxi is here; we are leaving.”

Hankie, handbag, flowers, and coat... still have not found my do-not-forget list!

“Go ahead, Dad. Alice and I will follow with George.”

Where the hell has Alice got to?

I skipped downstairs and looked for my sister. I looked for her outside our front garden, where George was tying a white ribbon to his car.

“Alice, where are you?” No reply.

I ran upstairs checking the bathroom and two bedrooms of our father’s early 19th-century terraced house, which our parents bought when they moved to Hull. I could not find my sister. I looked out the bathroom window and saw her white shoes under the old privy door.

“Alice, what the...?”

I ran downstairs, my pale lavender chiffon sleeves floating behind me, stepped into our backyard, and said, “Alice Neil-Gregory, what are you playing at?”

Alice emitted a groan, “I do not feel good.”

“Are you sick?” I asked.

“Not really but...”

“You are scared to be wed.”

Silence.

“You can sing in front of thousands of people, but saying I do in front of your family seems to be beyond you today? Do not let Daddy down. You are supposed to be the first couple married; you are now late.”

Alice opened the toilet door, and her sister stood, white as the ceramic bowl of their toilet.

“I …”

“You can do this. You love Amos, right?” I stared at my pathetic sister, hands on hips.

Alice nodded with little conviction and fear in her eyes.

My nostrils flared. “Just like a show. Mummy told us to take a deep breath, smile, and perform. Plus, you cannot let Daddy down.”

Alice nodded with more conviction as I dragged her into the house. I put her into her dropped waist blue coat, handed her the cloche bag and gloves, and pushed her out the house and into George’s car.

I must get her to the registry office on time. Yikes, I hope no more disasters today, but with Alice, one never knows. 
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Chapter 2 Tea for Two 1925

Amos Bell strode up and down anxiously outside the registry office, checking his watch every thirty seconds, taking deep breaths to calm his worries. Two years earlier, he had proposed three times before Alice Neil-Gregory agreed to marry him. He was worried she would not turn up. But, dressed in his best suit, with a new shirt and a maroon tie, he squashed those negative thoughts. Alice had always turned up with a plausible explanation. His doubts arose from her turning down his proposals—twice.

First, he asked Alice to marry him by her mother’s graveside (not his finest moment). The second time had been on his treasured train, ‘The Flying Scotsman,’ which he drove daily. Alice finally agreed to marry him—in front of a huge audience—when he proposed at Wembley Stadium. Dressed in cowboy gear and on horseback, Amos had succeeded in wooing her. Alice was performing as Queen Elizabeth I at the British Empire Exhibition, in front of thousands of people who sat on the edge of their seats. She said a majestic ‘Yes’ to marrying him.

Amos believed Percy Neil-Gregory would make sure his daughter would make her commitment. But something niggled at the back of Amos’ mind after he waited two years to marry her. Would Alice sign on the dotted line?

Amos’ worries were halted by the arrival of Percy in a taxi with his new wife-to-be. May, his new lady, yelled, "Hello, Amos, we’re here. The girls are following with George.”

“Good—you look smart, Percy. Hello, May.”

As they shook hands, Percy pulled him aside. “I want you to remember your life with Alice may be unpredictable.” He spoke in a solemn voice.

“I am aware of her personality, sir. I understand I will marry a brilliant woman who knows her own mind.”

Alice’s father looked relieved and said, “Perfect, good. I know she loves you and has great respect for you, but life with her dramatic nature may not be easy at times. I wanted to say this, man to man.”

Alice’s arrival in George’s car halted the conversation. He would also officiate as best man and witness for Amos. Amos emitted a huge sigh of relief.

Alice looked pale but kissed his cheek and said to him, “At least this is cheaper than a church, and neither of us regularly attended church.”

Amos had another anxious moment; maybe her father and sister wanted him to marry Alice more than she wished to be married to him. Maybe they wanted Alice off their hands.

The wedding party moved through into the inner sanctum of the austere government building and passed through to the waiting room. A large vase of chrysanthemums expelled their heavy odor, but were the only attractive point in the waiting area where severe portraits of George V and past Lord Mayors of Hull hung on the dusty walls. A pungent smell of wood polish hung in the air from the wooden floors, which shone like a skating ring. Alice almost slipped on the slick floor in her hourglass-heeled shoes. “Well, we know the cleaners are doing a good job,” she chuckled.

“Hello George, hope the wife and you are well,” she said to the King’s portrait. “Alice had performed the part of Gloriana at the British Empire Exhibition and sang for the King and Queen a year earlier.

The Registrar appeared, a slightly balding man with a stoop, who would conduct the ceremony. He held the door for the Bell and Neil-Gregory families to gather in the stark registry room. He scrutinized each person and checked their respectability to enter.

Once settled behind the podium, the registrar’s demeanour seemed more suitable for a funeral, rather than a double wedding. When he smiled, tobacco-stained teeth glowed. “Despite your late arrival, I am delighted to marry two couples in an unusual situation.”

Alice whispered to Bunty, “He doesn’t look delighted. He looks like he would rather be presiding over a funeral.” 

In a nasal whine, he intoned. “I am the superintendent registrar, Arnold Prescott, invested by the County of East Yorkshire to marry you. The two generations are Amos Bell to Alice Neil-Gregory and Percy Neil-Gregory to May Brown.”

In a voice more suitable for the sentencing of prisoners, the stern man waved the younger couple to move towards the podium. “Please step forward. This place in which we are now met has been duly sanctioned, according to law, for the celebration of marriages. You are here today to witness the joining in the matrimony of Amos Gilbert Bell and Alice Neil-Gregory. If any person present knows of any lawful impediment to this marriage, they should declare it now.”

His whine echoed around the room. “Before you are joined in matrimony, I have to remind you of the solemn and binding character of the vows you are about to make. Now I will ask each of you, in turn, to declare you know of no lawful reason why you should not be married to each other.”

He paused for at least thirty seconds, which for the gathered guests seemed much longer. “Please say the following words after me. I do solemnly declare I know not of any lawful impediment why... may ...”

While George Wiles, as best man, signed the witness papers, the Registrar asked, “Couple Two, please come forward.” His yellow teeth glowed through his forced smile. “I will start the second ceremony. Mr. Bell, please stay up here. You are the witness for the Neil-Gregory wedding—quite unusual, isn’t it?”

Alice moved back to her sister Bunty and whispered again, “That smile makes him look constipated.”

Bunty put a finger to her lips, but both sisters were now trying to control their laughter. While Percy and May signed the official license with Amos, the crowd’s mood became more vibrant. “You are absolutely wicked, that poor man,” he frowned at his new wife.

Alice ignored his ticking off. “They must be hard up for registrars for weddings, to ask a funeral director to officiate. Did we get a discount for two weddings?”

Bunty now knew her behaviour came from Alice’s fear of getting married.

Amos glared and shushed her while the second ceremony went without a hiccup. They thanked the Registrar, and Amos moved Alice firmly out of the room to have photos taken next door. George was the appointed photographer, armed with his new German 35mm Leica camera to capture their special day.

***

The couple had met in Alice’s birth town of Newcastle, where she sang opera for the Lord Mayor’s inauguration dinner. Amos had driven the Flying Scotsman train from Edinburgh to Newcastle and stayed at the Railway Hotel, where the concert was held. Tonight they would stay at the Hull Railway hotel for their honeymoon. Amos liked Railway Hotels, as they were all designed almost the same with consistent service, and anyway, he didn’t like new places.

The Railway Hotel in Hull with its grand white pillars at the main door was a natural choice for their overnight wedding celebration. It was close to the registry office, offered excellent food, and was near the railway station for Amos to begin work the next day. His brother John and Janet, his sister-in-law, arrived by train from Leeds, sixty miles away. Due to work, they had not been able to attend the official wedding at the registry office.

“It’s a piece of paper for me.,” Alice declared, throwing her head silky bob around. “I could happily live in sin; it sounds so much more fun. A celebration with our family is more important. Please excuse me while I go up and change.”

Amos seated their guests at their reserved table in the hotel restaurant.

Alice’s changed into a less formal organza dress with cap sleeves in shadow blue. As the bride danced into the room with carefree grace, the other diners noticed and clapped.

While their wedding guests were eager for alcoholic drinks, Alice asked the bartender, “May I have a cup of tea, I do not trust myself to drink alcohol on this most important of days.”

John Bell, her new brother-in-law, a barman by profession whom she’d only just met, teased her with a smile. “You’ll put the bar out of business asking for tea.”

“I am parched and do not drink when I sing.” Alice replied, with her chin in the air.

In a strong West Yorkshire dialect, he asked, “Oh, aye—give us a song then, Alice.”

She started with ‘Tea for Two and Two for Tea’ from the latest hit musical, ‘No, No Nanette.’ She and Bunty had recently seen the musical in Manchester, and both adored the Flappers’ song. Then George came over to her and danced an impromptu charleston while Alice then sang, ‘I Married the Bootlegger’s Daughter.’

The gathered guests all laughed and applauded, except for Rachel, Alice’s new mother-in-law. She sat with pursed lips and sniffed, apparently immune to the vitality of her son’s new wife.

Her sister-in-law, Janet, nudged her husband in the ribs. “Well, that you put in your place, Mr. flippant John Bell. She really can sing and dance.”

John howled with laughter. He was on his second pint and ready for a wild party. Amos diffused the enthusiasm of his new wife and brother with an announcement. “Please take your places for the meal—choose between locally caught cod or beef wellington.”

Much discussion passed back and forth about Bunty’s spectacular wedding cake. She’d not made a traditional wedding cake, as both couples had made it clear they disliked fruit cake. Her creation was made from the lightest Victoria sponge, covered in seasonal raspberries. She’d designed a cone-shaped bottom layer in the image of one of the hooped opera dresses Alice used to wear on stage. On top was a couple with a small toy ship to represent Percy’s occupation as a marine fitter. The cone skirt had a toy train, with a railway track made of icing running around the hoop with ‘The Flying Scotsman’ in gold letters iced on the side of the cake. George had the task of shopping for the right scale of train to fit on the cake.

After the waiter filled the champagne glasses, Percy gave a toast to the young couple first. “I am blessed with two beautiful, talented daughters, who I hoped would find the right men to stand by them. I saw Amos’ vigilance in caring for Alice. Her mum, Elizabeth, who met him in the last month of her life, told me she approved of Amos. So please raise your glasses in a toast for a long, fruitful life to this young couple, Amos and Alice.”

Alice began to cry, wishing her mum was still with them. Bunty grabbed her hand and handed her a hankie. The sisters hugged each other tight. The wedding guests knew nothing of their strong sisterly bond since their mother passed away, or how much they missed Elizabeth Neil-Gregory on a daily basis—she had been their rock.

George, as best man, delivered his speech next. “I met Amos Bell,” he said, turning towards his friend, “on the engineering course while teaching for the L.N.E.R. in Doncaster. Us East Yorkshire lads were fish out of water in South Yorkshire. I invited him to the Crooked Hen, a pansy jazz club. Amos bore this visit in his stride, and only had eyes for the female blues singer. I think Mr. Bell may have a fatal attraction for singers. Later in Hull, we met up with Alice and her stunning sister Bunty, who has two names, right, Marjorie? I got to know them after a night at a ‘Rebel Maid’ performance, with the worst plot ever written for an operetta. The show had one outstanding actress in the show, Madame Neil-Gregory, who also has two names. By the way, why do you change your birth names in your family?” Some chuckles echoed around their lunch table.

“We became good friends at a seasonal picnic in December at Burton Constable Hall, where I tasted Bunty’s fabulous pastries for the first time. What a day when I met these charming, well-brought-up lasses. However, sadness came over us when we got home and found Mrs. Elizabeth Neil-Gregory had passed. Amos and I have stayed good friends, and I hope it will be a lifelong friendship, just like their marriage. Please raise your glass in a toast to Amos Bell and a woman who now has a third name, Alice Bell, or is it now, Madame Alice Neil Gregory-Bell?”

“I will never be Madame Alice Bell.” Alice muttered, and Bunty shushed her.

Amos then stood to give his speech. “Thank you, George, for opening some memories, which are best forgotten. Now as to the other groom, Percy asked me not to make any speeches. Maybe he thinks I can’t hold an audience like his beautiful performing daughter I just married, as some of you know I love Shakespeare.”

Alice emitted a groan—Bunty kicked her under the table. 

Amos continued, reading his notes. “Percy welcomed me into his family at a tough time in their lives: he was taking care of Elizabeth, his sick wife. Now he has May to take care of him, for you have both ‘loved and lost your loves.’ So please raise a toast to Percy and May.”

“We are staying overnight at the Railway Hotel,” Alice proudly stated, looking at the guests. “We should have shares in the Railway Hotels Empire, because we’ve have stayed at so many of them.”

Rachel Bell shook her head in disgust at Alice’s unexpected admission she and Amos had shared a room. Alice quickly glossed over it. “During my British Empire tour, they housed me in these fine hotels as I toured Northern cities singing last year.”

John nudged Amos in the ribs. “Amos, my little brother, I never imagined you would bag a screwy firecracker like Alice.”

Amos apologized to his brother. “I’m sorry we haven’t seen much of each other since the war, John. Now I have free rail travel, I promise Alice and I will visit you in Leeds.”

“Dear sister,” Alice enthusiastically said as they dismantled the cake and boxed up the left-over cake, “you are the tops. My dress… the floral arrangements, and the yummy cake—delicious. You helped us look like the ‘it’ couple around Hull.”

Amos kissed Bunty on the cheek. “I agree. My brother thinks I’ve married into high society. My sister-in-law thinks you should consider a career in fashion. She must know, as she works in the ladies’ fashion department in Lewis Store.”

The newly married couple waved their guests off and could hardly wait run off to their four-poster bed in their Victorian hotel room. Ironically, they had stayed in fourteen hotel rooms but never one in Hull, their hometown.

Amos ripped off his underwear as he said, “This will be the last four-poster bed for a good while, Mrs. Bell.”

***

The next day, the couple met his brother John at Hull’s famous fish restaurant, the Gainsborough. Alice chatted to her new relatives, John and Janet. The ladies talked fashions while the brothers caught up with their lives in peacetime.

When Amos exited to the bathroom, John whispered to Alice, “You are the biggest change ever to happen to my brother. I knew he would get wed because he cannot cook, but I thought he would choose a little mouse type who would do his bidding.”

Alice raised her eyebrow. “I am small, but I am no one’s mouse.”

“Oh! We understand you are a force to be reckoned with, Alice,” her new sister-in-law said. “We adore all your strength. You are so good for him; he dislikes change. I have been choosing his clothes since he came out of the army. I know he has set tastes and a big problem with changing his habits.”

“During the war, the only way he could survive his gunner position was to carry out his duty in a set pattern. The gunning crew hauled those damn huge cannons to the front line. I am surprised he isn’t deaf. The sergeant was a beast. All the crew—except those who died—wanted a placement anywhere but as the gunner front line. Their role in the war was as cannon fodder; they were taught a one-decision system—good soldiers did not waver from their duty, or death followed. Luckily, Amos was one of the smart ones who could work on electrics, installations, and communications construction, so they swiftly moved him onto transport. None of us would be here today if he hadn’t been a brainy bugger.”

“What are you talking about, John?” Amos had suddenly appeared back at the table.

"You, of course, I’m telling Alice what a brainy bugger you are, Amos.”

Alice gazed at him and pulled him next to her. “I already know he is intelligent. He loves Shakespeare and music. Show me another train driver who can quote Shakespeare? Amos, Janet has kindly invited us to stay with them at my Christmas concert in Leeds.”

Amos put his head to one side. “Oh, but I thought you would give up performing now you’re married?”

“Think again, Amos—we need the money to buy our own place and new furniture. My concerts pay me one hundred pounds a night.”

“Amos, you will be able to retire early.” John said, slapping his brother on the back.

“Sadly, I only have a couple of those concerts a year, so Mr. Bell will continue to drive his darling Flying Scotsman for the foreseeable future.”

“Fine with me,” said Amos, and he pulled his wallet out to pay for the meal.

Janet stood and asked Alice, “Shall we go to the powder room?”

Alice understood her request. Janet asked once out of earshot. “John told me Amos proposed to you on a horse—is this true?”

“Sort of, he was behind his friend Jonathan, a stunt rodeo rider, decked out in cowboy hat and chaps. I played the part of Queen Elizabeth in the British Empire pageant. It was not the first time he had proposed.”

Intrigued, Janet’s eyes lit up. “Tell me more.”

Alice sighed, hesitant to tell her new sister-in-law where Amos had proposed. “The first time was at my mother’s graveside.”

Janet's eyes widened. “Ouch, Rachel did not teach those Bell boys any social niceties.”

“I agree. His mother thinks I am some social climber and has no idea that I earn more than her darling son.”

Janet explained her understanding of the Bell family. “Well, compared to the way the Bells grew up, you sound posh. Rachel gave birth, fed the boys, and kicked them out the doors once they turned fourteen. You have talent and class, an attribute Rachel does not quite understand. I know Amos Senior taught his sons kindness, but they learned their values, street survival, and style from the Great War, not their parents. So you agreed to his proposal the second time?”

“That day I had just been handed the plum role of singing Elgar’s new masterpiece, ‘Gloriana.’” Alice’s eyes glazed over as she remembered the moment. “I was not going to give up a lead part to marry, so I asked him to wait. But I think you know enough about your brother-in-law to understand he finishes any task he starts. So last July, he came down to London with my sister and her boyfriend for the pageant, and his friend set up the horse stunt while I was portrayed the Queen. He rode up on horseback and handed me his grandmother’s ring. What else could I do in front of three thousand people but say yes?”

“But did you want to wed Amos?” Janet cautiously asked.

“Of course, ” Alice said, trying to cover her hesitation. “ I suppose he played me at my own game—and won.”

“I realized he had found someone special,” Janet said, her voice soft, “when he called me and asked to update his wardrobe with some spiffy clothes, not his usual flat caps and old man-style stuff. You’ve been a great influence on him, Alice. He will be a good provider for you.”

Alice answered, “I make my own money, so not one of my major concerns. Please come and see me sing in Leeds at Christmas. I will get you both tickets to my concert if Amos can get away from his other woman.”

“What on earth...” Janet frowned and asked.

“His darling Flying Scotswoman,” Alice said. “If not working, he will be attend with me.”

“I don’t think John will take the night off from tending the bar for a concert if it’s on a weekend, but I will be there with bells on. Argh, sorry for the pun! You can come and shop at Lewis’s. I can give you my discount rates.”
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Chapter 3 I Married the Bootlegger’s Daughter

The party ended, and at last George had Bunty to himself. After a day of planning and hauling boxes and cases, his Model ‘T’ Ford was packed to the gills. Bunty pressed the last bag onto his small backseat, then wedged herself into the front seat. As he pulled away from the hotel, she asked, “Did you enjoy the meal at the Railway Hotel, George?”

George nodded. He adored her, and as far as he was concerned, she could do no wrong as an expert baker. Over the roar of his car, he trilled, “Their pastry was bland and not patch on yours.”

Bunty stared incredulously. “Don’t be silly,” she said, “as their master chef, that man cooks daily; he’s much more experienced than me. My pastry might be tasty, but not as good as his!”

“I know what I like. I stick by my taste buds, and your Beef Wellington is pure heaven. Unfortunately, the soggy parts inside the Master Chef’s pastry coloured my judgement.”

“Now I can relax; after two years of courtship, ‘Madame’ Neil-Gregory married the infamous ‘never likes to change’ Mr. Amos Bell.”

George agreed. “Yes, getting an answer from her took him some time, but he got his girl.”

“Their stars lined up,” Bunty said. “Alice accepted his proposal on New Year’s Day, 1924. She’s a Virgo, you know. But I hope Amos can tolerate her off-the-wall antics once they live together?”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but sometimes your sister has a drunken quality without having consumed a drop of alcohol.”

She nodded. “I know—Dad calls it her over-creative imagination—mmm... she gets drunk on new music and the people around her.”

George chuckled, “Oh, and that poor man at the City Registrar building. I could barely keep from laughing out loud at Alice’s stream of comments on the surroundings in their place of union. Her whispers were not exactly quiet.”

“I agree. Her cruel mimicking and lack of control remarking on the poor registrar’s demeanour were in poor taste. That’s how she carries on when she’s nervous. But you must admit he had a distinct lack of personality, including a sombre delivery with his dour, creepy yellow teeth. That provided ammunition for Alice’s witty comments. I thought he was going to halt the proceedings, but perhaps he found her attractive as he kept smiling at her with his yellow smile.”

Bunty knew that after living in London and singing for the King, Alice had made a decision to marry, as she felt left on the shelf. She suspected her sister had doubts about her union with Amos but was scared to tell anyone.

George said, “Alice lit up the room with that creation you made for her—however, those stinky flowers in her hair nearly choked me. I thought she was about to break into a slinky Hawaiian dance.”

Bunty defended her choice of flowers. “However, the fragrance of those expensive gardenias helped to dissipate the nasty wood polish smell of the registry office.”

“Dear May also looked quite fetching in the blue dress you made for her. She was crying as she hugged me. ‘No one has ever made a dress for me. Bunty is an angel!’ she said. Of course, I agreed.”

“George, whatever you do, you cannot share the May dress information with Alice. She hates her. I did not tell her I made it for May. Sadly, this lady my Dad has chosen rubs Alice the wrong way, simply by breathing. I know May cannot replace my mum, but I think she will take good care of Dad.”

“I agree your dad deserves someone to take care of him after he took such good care of your mum during her illness.”

Bunty kissed her boyfriend as he pulled up at her home and then started to unpack the cake boxes and other paraphernalia she’d taken to the wedding. He helped carry boxes and bags to her front door.

Bunty loaded more boxes into George’s open arms. “Ah yes, he chose to marry my mum, and was totally besotted with her decisive personality. As you can tell, Alice inherited it.” They put the final boxes down on her front porch.

“If I may say so,” Bunty teased, “I inherited Mum’s dark hair, good looks, and elegance. Even though Alice finds May dull, she has a good heart and a strong work ethic like my dad, and I hope they will have many long years together.”

George took the last suitcase to her door. “Amos’ brother John was taken with Alice; he called her ‘a killer-diller.’ He and his wife were the life and soul of the party, and so different from Amos.”

Bunty opened her door and pulled the packages into the doorway, then suddenly bounced on her toes in excitement. “Oh, I must tell you at last, I found the secret of Amos’ well-dressed look. His sister-in-law chooses his clothes! She sends him the classy, durable shirts and trousers from the store she works at, the top department store Lewis’ in Leeds. Plus, she can take a forty-percent discount as a staff member and knows the time that menswear comes on sale. She will buy us ladies fashions too, if we pay for the extra cost of the postage. We’re going to visit when Alice sings in Leeds at Christmas.”

George leaned forward for a kiss and said, “Should I stay with you tonight?”

“No! May and Dad didn’t want the expense of a hotel room, so they came home. Don’t get any ideas, Mr. Wiles. I’m not free and easy like my sister.”

George pretended to sulk, then grinned.

Bunty said, “After noting the bridal silk gown I’d made, Janet told me, ‘You should open a house of couture, like Coco Chanel.’ What a huge compliment! Janet thinks my dress-making designs are close to Miss Chanel’s. Alice and I are a perfect design team. She draws the patterns, and I sew.”

“Talent oozes out of you more than you acknowledge,” George said, holding her around the waist and kissing her neck.

“Plus, Alice will be here tomorrow when Mr. Bell returns to work. She told me she would only be at his mother’s house when Amos was in town. Rachel and Alice do not see eye to eye, as I am sure you can imagine. She still hasn’t moved all her stuff out of our bedroom, and says she’s missing me, but I know she really wants to use the piano. Her stacks of music are still here; they mean more to her than her clothes. She may be able to sing in three languages and charm the socks off anyone to get her own way, but her emotional state and decision-making she learned from those rotten films at the Music Halls, where she sang. The smutty jokes on the stage are her sense of humour, as are quotes from Picture Post-film star magazine.”

George took in the fragrance of her dark, luscious hair and held her close, reluctant to leave. The neighbour’s net curtains twitched at their open display of canoodling.

Bunty yawned. “Good night, George. Thanks for the ride home and all your help on this thrilling but exhausting day. On reflection, my sister did not take her wedding seriously. She has slept with Amos so many times already the wedding night cannot be meaningful for her, or maybe, just maybe, she is scared of the commitment she made today.”

With a final kiss, he said, “And you are much more sensible than your sister. Bye-bye, lovely girl, go and get your beauty sleep.”

She kissed him with a passionate goodbye kiss and waved as he pulled out of the street, then blew a kiss to the nosey neighbour who had watched them snogging.
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Chapter 4    Hold Me

After the wedding party, Percy asked his daughters to meet at his home for afternoon tea. Of course, Amos was back at work on his driving shift. So Alice, Bunty, and their dad gather together just like old times. May now lived with them and had prepared a delightful spread. Bunty later pointed out, “At least she can cook, so Daddy will be looked after and I get more free time.”

Percy began speaking as they finished their high tea. He was nervous. Even though he had rehearsed his wedding speech many times for the wedding with the strict task master Alice, he was not confident enough to inform his daughters about a change in his circumstances.

Percy coughed, “After taking care of your Mum for so long, I no longer want to spend my days banging hammers around on filthy boats. I have been a fitter for twenty-seven years. May has taken a job as a housekeeper in a large country home in Derbyshire. There is a position for me to work in this house, and we will have a secure place to live. We will be moving and selling up by the end of the year or sooner when this house sells.”

A skeptical Alice came straight to the point, “You are going to work as servants?”

“Yes, a quieter life for us, and I think I will live longer if I get out of the grime and filth. So once this house sale has gone through, you can divide your Mum’s furniture and paintings between you and sell whatever you do not want. So you will each have a little nest egg.”

Bunty’s eyes welled with tears. “I need a home, not a nest egg. Where shall we live? This has been my home for seventeen years.”

Alice became pragmatic and sarcastic. “So we both have to find a new home. What date do you start your work, as a servant, May?”

Alice stressed servant as if total servitude for life. She disliked May, a lower class than their mother, though she had to admit May took good care of their Father. Alice’s instincts told her May had taken the lead in this change for herself and her father. Brightly oblivious to the girl’s reactions to this huge life change for all, May smiled. “I am going to go out in August to settle in, and your Dad will come over once the house sells.”

Bunty, using her professional legal voice, grasped at straws as she did not want their dad to leave their home city. “Selling this house may not be easy; there are plans to industrialize this area. I typed the documents for one of our solicitors only last week. He manages the change of land usage for the City Council.”

Percy diffused the tense situation. “This is a good reason for you girls to move and get into a brighter, cleaner place. Most of the time, you will be with Amos, Alice. But, Bunty, you earn enough to rent a little flat near work.”

His cheerful optimism went down like a lead balloon with his daughters.

***

Later in the bedroom the sisters had shared for fifteen years, Bunty, with much angst, began venting to her sister, “May and Dad have thrown the cat among the pigeons.” She repeated this phrase to all their friends and neighbours for weeks. But the sisters had to find somewhere to live. They started the task of looking for rental properties.

But the promised council demolition on the Bells’ home was earmarked for two years hence. Rachel, Amos’ mother, kept good on her promise to give them proceeds from her house. However, they all understood Hull City Council moved slower than a snail stuck in glue.

So Alice prodded Amos to decide which areas he wanted to live, so she could look for suitable rental places. The newspapers wrote daily about an upcoming general strike, which would cause house sales to slow down. People become cautious, not moving around like in the early twenties. Moreover, the British economy was weak—not an easy time to move or buy a house.

Alice, irritated, reasoned with him. “Amos, how can I go out looking for places to rent until you decide upon a good area for catching a train to work?”

Amos procrastinated (his favourite pastime, Alice frequently told her sister). He voiced his opinions, but knowing he might lose the argument with Alice, he said, “I think we should stay here until we have more money saved up—a much cheaper option than rent. Mum is rarely here now; out with her friends. She also babysits a few nights a week for a friend’s daughter.”

As expected, Alice counter-argued her slug-like husband and ploughed on with her reasons for moving. “We need to have a place alone, without your mother’s furniture. You have bought this lovely double bed, but if I bring all my stuff here, there will be NO space for us to sleep.”

She grabbed a map of the West Hull area. “Pencil around areas you will consider living. Then next Sunday, we will have an excursion and research properties.”

Bunty reluctantly also looked for a bedsit within walking distance from work. Amos informed her the better name is ‘Chambre de Bonne’, a French term. So both sisters searched and helped each other on weekends. Alice looked for possible houses near railway stations, naturally. Eventually, they settled upon an old village, now recently formed into the small town of Hessle, five miles out of Hull, with a railway stop to link his travel to Doncaster and York stations. This small town suited Alice—a more upscale neighbourhood to give her access to the wealthier children’s families. Hessle was expanding with local gentlemen farmers and professionals who had money to pay for music lessons for their children. 

She explained her business plan to Amos. “I can charge them more for classes than the inner city Hull families. I am not sure how long I want to keep performing. I am only taking the well-paid concerts to build our house fund faster.” His reaction was an annoyed shrug.

After she'd finished her London engagement singing at Wembley, she came back home to Hull. Alice earned a reasonable income teaching for her former voice teacher, Madame Sharrah. She took over for Mme. Sharrah if she took a holiday or produced one of her big shows. The students loved being coached by a professional coloratura singer. However, Alice was canny enough to build her own student base outside of Hull, if in a part of town with more wealth. The couple visited the Hessle Town Square for possible places to live. While Amos walked around the new square scoping out the town, Alice noted the businesses: a doctor’s surgery, greengrocers, and other amenities they needed as a family. 

The town lay beside Hessle Foreshore, where the river could be heard as it splashed against the shale, and gave this community a pleasant shingled beach to saunter along on warm days. Small ships flapped on the mud banks of the River Humber. Amos wandered around the centuries-old streets then suddenly rushed towards her, excitement glowing in his usually sombre face. “I have found a cottage for rent, reasonably priced. Come and look.”

They strode to the end of the square and saw an eighteenth-century cottage, with a door directly onto the street with a ‘FOR














***













***




































OEBPS/nav.xhtml

       
         		Half-Title

		Full-Title

		Copyright

		Contents

		Prologue: I’Ll Be Seeing You

		1 - Chapter 1 The Wedding Glide

		2 - Chapter 2 Tea For Two 1925

		3 - Chapter 3 I Married The Bootlegger’S Daughter

		4 - Chapter 4    Hold Me

		5 - Chapter 5   The Best Things In Life Are Free   1926

		6 - Chapter 6   Baby Face

		7 - Chapter 7  My Blue Heaven 1926

		8 - Chapter 8   March Of The Women   October 1928

		9 - Chapter 9 Old Man River

		10 - Chapter 10  The Love Nest 1928

		11 - Chapter 11  Is Everybody Happy Now? October 28, 1928

		12 - Chapter 12   What’Ll I Do?

		13 - Chapter 13  Brother Can You Spare A Dime? … (For The Growing Family)

		14 - Chapter 14  I Wanna Be Loved By You

		15 - Chapter 15 My Baby Just Cares For Me

		16 - Chapter 16    Needs A Little Sugar In His Bowl   July 17, 1932

		17 - Chapter 17 Making Whoopee

		18 - Chapter 18 Thanks For The Memory

		19 - Chapter 19 The Glory Of Love December 1936

		20 - Chapter 20  It’S A Sin To Tell A Lie January

		21 - Chapter 21  Oh! We Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside! July 17, 1937

		22 - Chapter 22  The Teddy Bear’S Picnic

		23 - Chapter 23 Friendship

		24 - Chapter 24  Heaven Can Wait

		25 - Chapter 25 A Lovely Way To Spend An Evening

		26 - Chapter 26 Trouble In Paradise

		27 - Chapter 27 Dream  January 1945

		28 - Chapter 28 Crying On The Inside

		29 - Chapter 29   Varsity Drag

		30 - Chapter 30 Choo, Choo, Cha Boogie January 5, 1946

		31 - Chapter 31  I’M A Bad, Bad Man January 1947

		32 - Chapter 32 You Always Hurt The One You Love

		33 - Chapter 33 Sweethearts On Parade

		34 - Chapter 34  Don’T Sit Under The Apple Tree With Anyone Else

		35 - Chapter 35 La Vie En Rose

		36 - Chapter 36  Serenade Of The Bells 1949

		Acknowledgments

		Music Credits




      
      
      Guide


        
          		Cover


          		Table Of Contents


          		  Title Page


        


      
   



OEBPS/images/cover_the-soundtrack-of-their-lives_3b61.jpg
e
SOUNDTRACK
/IHEIR LIVES

i}
? ;
P
B
E
B

oty

. DEBBIE WASTLING

: "
‘ “‘. »
5

S
-

-
L)








