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1950s London may be at peace, but war among Lizzie’s friends in Soho is about to begin …

With her new job and her friends, Maggie, Bert and Rosie in the Old Compton Street cafe, Lizzie Robbins has been feeling more settled recently. And she has a new man in her life – at least she thinks she does. TC is Rosie’s dad and everybody’s favourite policeman. But is he interested in Lizzie?

Then Peace – a beautiful part-Chinese girl – who has been staying with Lizzie goes missing. Lizzie is devastated, and knows there’s only one thing to do. Together she and TC must search the seedy docks around Limehouse. Home to the Chinese community, it’s a very dangerous place indeed …


Also by Pip Granger

NOT ALL TARTS ARE APPLE

THE WIDOW GINGER

TROUBLE IN PARADISE

and published by Corgi Books


No Peace For
The Wicked

PIP GRANGER

[image: image]


This eBook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

Version 1.0

Epub ISBN 9781446437926

www.randomhouse.co.uk



TRANSWORLD PUBLISHERS

61–63 Uxbridge Road, London W5 5SA

a division of The Random House Group Ltd

RANDOM HOUSE AUSTRALIA (PTY) LTD

20 Alfred Street, Milsons Point, Sydney,

New South Wales 2061, Australia

RANDOM HOUSE NEW ZEALAND LTD

18 Poland Road, Glenfield, Auckland 10, New Zealand

RANDOM HOUSE SOUTH AFRICA (PTY) LTD

Endulini, 5a Jubilee Road, Parktown 2193, South Africa

Published 2005 by Bantam Press

a division of Transworld Publishers

Copyright © Pip Granger 2005

The right of Pip Granger to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 0593 051378

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, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.


Contents

Cover

About the Book

Also by Pip Granger

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45



Author’s Note


This one’s for Ray

and in memory of my dear friend

Terry Pizzey


Prologue

If only my mother could have seen me: on my knees deep in the heart of sinful Soho, with a mouthful of pins, taking up the hem of a stunning creation in sequin-encrusted scarlet. The gorgeous gaudiness of the dress on its own would have had her praying so hard her poor knees would have been quite worn out. Such sinful waste! And scarlet, the colour of harlots and fallen women! But the fact that it was being worn by Freddy the Frock would have finished her off completely, despite the innocent explanation: being on the short side, Freddy often stood in for absent customers when a hem needed seeing to. Mother would have died of mortification anyway, if she hadn’t already done that when I married Sid – or so my aunts always said. Luckily, if the old darling could see me at all, it was from the safe haven of ‘the other side’, where shame couldn’t kill her for a second time.

Anything could bring on an attack of mortal shame in my childhood home: dropping an ‘h’, talking with one’s mouth full, wearing red, showing a knee, lipstick, laughing on a Sunday, whistling at any time, playing with the children at my school or worse, in the street. I remember the hours I spent with my nose pressed to the window, watching the other girls, skirts tucked into their bloomers as they leapfrogged over their giggling friends or did handstands against the sooty brick walls along our road or skipped, using someone’s mum’s washing line purloined for the purpose. I longed and longed to join them, despite my mother’s and aunts’ holy horror, or perhaps because of it. But I never did – at least, not until some time after I had met Sid, and by then, I was too old for it; well, almost. I did once run amok in Regent’s Park with a skipping rope and leapfrog over the chunky black bollards that kept vehicles out, but I didn’t tuck my skirt into my underwear. I was definitely too old for that.

It certainly was a stretch, the journey from my early years in Islington to the theatrical costumier’s in St Anne’s Court where I worked. However, all that’s another story. This one involves some of the best friends I have ever had, and a lovely girl called Peace. And it all began in the first few weeks of 1956, not long after I moved into the small flat above Bandy’s, a drinking club that nestled in an alley just round the corner from Old Compton Street.
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Everybody called it ‘Freddy the Frock’s’, but in fact the theatrical costumier’s where I worked was owned and run by Freddy and his partner Antony. My job had become the best part of my life since I had been there. I loved the shop and its gorgeous fabrics, I loved the colourful customers and I adored my two bosses. I thought I had strayed into Wonderland the very first time I walked into the place and it still felt like Wonderland to me a year or two later.

The immediate thing that confronted me as I walked nervously through the door on my first day was a hundred empty eye sockets belonging to a display of masks on the wall opposite the door. Some were glamorous jewelled eye masks, incredibly elaborate in shape and decoration and held on sticks. Others depicted fearsome characters like phantoms, monsters and devils, and were fixed to the head with elastic that was meant to be hidden by an appropriate hat. In the back room were stands that held whole heads, like asses or cows with crumpled horns; but we didn’t keep many of those, as they took up too much room. They were hauled out of storage as and when they were needed, along with the theatrical armour, Puss in Boots’s boots, Tinkerbell’s wings and Captain Hook’s hook and jacket, complete with ticking crocodile.

The counter ran the whole width of the shop so we could roll out bolts of fabric and measure them against the brass yard rule attached to its edge. The counter of mellow beech wood had seen years of service, long before Freddy and Antony’s time. Some time in the eighteenth century, number 7 St Anne’s Court had become a haberdasher’s, and was one still when Freddy and Antony had taken over the premises just after the war.

Located right in the middle of Soho, the shop was close at hand for the many theatres and clubs of the West End. We also had a modest sideline in bespoke evening wear for ladies. In 1956, glamorous evening wear was a must for any self-respecting, well-turned-out lady with a social life. The theatre, smart restaurants, clubs and, of course, the debutante circuit all required the right formal clothes. Freddy and Antony were just the chaps to design and make them, and all the local show business girls and cabaret artists, as well as the ladies of leisure from the posh squares round and about, knew it.

On the wall behind the counter were shelves piled up with bolts of fabric that filled every inch available. Silk, satin, sequin-, jewel- or ribbon-encrusted voile and plain old cotton organdie glowed in every colour imaginable. Then there were the trims. A whole wall was devoted to trims – rhinestones, diamanté, sequins, silk flowers, tassels and pearls sewn on backing strips and sold by the yard.

Beneath the counter were drawers and drawers of buttons, hooks, eyes, press studs, zips, bias binding, sequins, jewels and pearl drops sorted by colour and type. A full-length mirror disguised the door to the workroom behind. Tucked away in one corner was the stockroom with the lavatory and basin.

The place was an earthly heaven for a person as starved of colour as I had been all my life, and I took to being the shop’s assistant and general dogsbody like a duck takes to its pond. I felt as if I had come home – which was strange when you consider how drab my home had really been. But as time had gone on, and to my utter astonishment, it had become apparent to my bosses that I had an unsuspected talent.

‘I’ve never known anyone with an eye for colour like our Lizzie’s. She just has to give a body the once-over and she’s taken in skin tone, eyes, hair, the lot,’ Freddy boasted to a plump Widow Twankey as he stuffed a set of huge false bosoms down the front of the frock. ‘Next thing you know, she’s back with just the colours to suit. She never fails. What’s more, she’s got a colour memory second to none, ducky, second to none!’

Freddy completely ignored the fact that I was standing right next to him and was blushing furiously. I wasn’t used to being shown off like some kind of prize. I’d been taught to stick close to the woodwork and leave the limelight for others.

Freddy reminded me of a brilliant little dragonfly as he darted back and forth, tweaking a sleeve here and a dart there, head tilted and eyes narrowed as he assessed the figure before him. Freddy was small for a man, being around five and a half feet tall, with a slender, wiry figure and small hands and feet to match. He had the face of an angelic schoolboy, complete with thick dark hair that flopped fetchingly over his forehead in a fringe. His narrow face was blessed with large, beautiful, brown eyes that could sparkle with merriment, melt with sympathy, flutter with pleading or glitter with irritation as the situation demanded. He also had several inches of thick, dark lashes, envied by every woman who ever crossed his path.

Had he been an actor, he would have been the young man who skipped on to the stage wearing tennis trousers and a Fair Isle sweater, waved a racquet and asked if there was ‘Anyone for tennis?’ The resemblance disappeared when he spoke. His appearance may have suggested the playing fields of Eton, but his voice was pure East Acton alley.

‘It means she can hold colour in her mind’s eye, and doesn’t have to take a swatch with her,’ Freddy explained to Widow Twankey – whose mind was firmly fixed on the three o’clock at Aintree, judging by the well-thumbed racing paper in his hand and the dog-end that smouldered unregarded in the corner of his mouth.

‘I’ve seen her do it.’ Freddy carried on blithely, utterly unaware of his unresponsive audience and his squirming assistant. ‘We were in some fashion department, Selfridges I think, poaching ideas, when she swooped down on this scarf which was the exact same shade of blue as a frock we’d made a fortnight before! Now blues don’t always go with each other, and there’s loads of different shades, so it’s not easy to match, or complement either, not from memory it isn’t. Madam over there does it easy as you please.’ Freddy shrugged philosophically, indicating that there was no explaining the phenomenon. Funny thing was, I’d never thought anything of it. I thought everyone could do it, but apparently not.

‘So now we always send her out to pick up any bits and bobs we might need to finish a garment.’ He gave an almighty yank to Widow Twankey’s left sleeve and there was an ominous ripping sound from the tacking stitches that held it on. ‘Oh bugger! Can you sew that back on again, Lizzie, while I get the skirt right?’ Freddy asked.

Antony had the idea a few hours later while Freddy was perched on a chair, clad from Adam’s apple to bony ankle in scarlet sequins, doing duty as a dressmaker’s dummy once again. The Widow Twankey had left and we’d moved on to a dress for a cabaret singer.

As I looked at Freddy twinkling in the workroom lights, I thought how strange it was that I spent part of my days dressing men in women’s clothing, as if it was the most normal thing in the world. And of course it was in a theatrical costumier’s in the middle of Soho – but in my childhood home in Islington, and the cheerless Chapel Hall just up the road, it would have been an outrage. I had never seen a pantomime as a child, as they smacked of fun and thus were branded as Devil’s work. The likes of a Widow Twankey or a Mother Goose never crossed my path until I worked at Freddy the Frock’s. It was funny how times changed, I mused, as Antony’s cultured voice broke into my thoughts.

‘I’ve been thinking, Freddy dear,’ he said, turning him slightly so that he could get another bit of hem pinned up. Antony was the exact opposite to Freddy to look at, and in his manner. He was tall and very fair, and while Freddy was as chatty as a flock of sparrows, Antony was quiet and thoughtful for the most part, although he could have flashes of ‘artistic temperament’ where his work was concerned. Because he was the quiet one, everyone thought that Antony’s was the business brain behind the shop, but it wasn’t. Freddy was the shrewd one who made all the business decisions: Antony made the artistic ones.

‘We’ve been so busy over the winter season, what with the pantomimes, Christmas shows and so forth,’ Antony continued quietly, ‘that we’ve hardly had time to breathe. I think we should seriously consider training Elizabeth up to take on some of the fancier work.’

Freddy nodded. ‘Cinderella’s still not happy with her bodice and I’ve worked and reworked that bloody thing until my poor fingers are numb and bleeding. She’s always been a cow, that one.’ He huffed and turned another few inches. ‘You’re right, it would help a lot if Lizzie could turn her hand to more than just the schlep work.’

As it happened, the schlep work had suited me fine up until then. I looked forward to Monday mornings the way a starving beggar looks forward to a square meal. Work meant that I could forget the awful, gnawing hole where my heart and my home life should have been, ever since my daughter, Jenny, had died a year and a half before. While I was dashing around after the demands of customers and my bosses, whole stretches of time passed when I didn’t think of anything except the task at hand. What’s more, I had discovered that, for me, aimlessness was the way that madness lay. I had teetered very close to that particular brink and had been pulled back in the nick of time by my employers and a shop full of wonder. So naturally, I was very interested in any plan that would increase my skills and keep me even busier.

‘We’re too busy at the minute to do anything much about it, ducky, but we could ask Sugar to show you a thing or two,’ Freddy suggested as we talked about it some more later that day. ‘What do you reckon, Lizzie? Would you mind learning fancy work from Sugar, if he’ll do it? He’s the best person with a needle we know: he can embroider, do fancy detailing and he’s good at design too. The man has the lot at his fingertips.’

‘I think I’d like it,’ I said cautiously. ‘I’m fond of Sugar. He’s a nice man.’

And so it was agreed. I’d ask Sugar for lessons the very next time I saw him.
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Sugar Plum Flaherty, my friend and neighbour, lived and worked with Bandy Bunyan, the owner of the drinking club below my flat. He was her right-hand man, chief barman, cook, bottle washer and closest confidant. Rumour sometimes had it that they were lovers, but rumour was equally insistent that Sugar was not a ladies’ man, but a man’s man when it came to romance. The truth was, nobody actually knew, because nobody had ever seen Sugar with a known lover, male or female. Speculation often ran riot though, especially round at Freddy the Frock’s.

‘The problem is that he’s never given anyone even an interesting glance, let alone a full-blown lecherous leer in my presence, or in yours, Freddy dear. So whatever we think is pure guesswork. What about you, Elizabeth?’ Antony asked. ‘Have ever you noticed Sugar eyeing anyone?’

I shook my head. Sugar always seemed to be equally interested in everyone in a general sort of way. Naturally, he was more fond of some people than others. He adored Bandy, for instance, would do almost anything for her, but he was also the only one brave enough to stand up to her when she was being difficult, which was fairly often. Freddy and Antony were special favourites as well, but then they all shared an interest in fabrics, sewing and women’s clothes; Freddy and Antony designed and made them and Sugar designed, made and sometimes wore them.

Sugar went in phases, like the moon. On the street, he dressed his tall frame in a relatively conventional way, if you can call a jaunty beret, bright scarf and three-piece suit conventional. But at other times, in private, he liked to dress in women’s clothes. He even had phases with those too. Sometimes he went for glamour: high heels, sequinned gown, long gloves, wig, false eyelashes, nail polish, full make-up, jewellery, everything. At other times, he could be someone’s favourite aunt, comfortable, homey. It all depended on his mood. He liked to be dressed up when in company, but naturally, he had to choose that company very carefully. He restricted it to like-minded chaps, home, very private parties at the club and a few close friends.

When I first encountered Sugar in a frock, I had to admit I was surprised. Shocked, even. I’d led such a sheltered life. Our church had boasted one or two mustachioed spinsters and a chap who’d been arrested for something unspecified in a public lavatory near the station, but no men in frocks as far as I knew. So Sugar in full regalia came as something of a facer the first time. Then, I’m ashamed to say, I found it rather funny. But when I got to know Sugar, really know him, I was grateful to be one of the few friends he trusted enough to know about his private passion.

He said it was the way that clothes felt that did it for him. The soft feel of fine fabrics and yarns against his skin, the whiff of Shalimar behind his ears and at his throat, the soft lines and freedom of movement, or, sometimes, the opposite; the restriction of tight skirts and high heels did something for him that nothing else could do. As did wearing cavalry twill, flannel and stout cotton, when he was in the mood for being ‘a butch bastard’, as he put it.

For Sugar, it was all about freedom in a funny kind of way, even though it was so hidden and secret. It was about the freedom to be whole, or so I understood it when we talked. It had sounded wonderful to me, who had never felt that way in my entire life to date, and I suspected that dressing up as a man wouldn’t do it for me. Sometimes, I did wonder what would do it. The nearest I’d come to it was motherhood, and that had been taken away.

I didn’t see Sugar for days after Antony suggested I ask him for embroidery lessons, but that wasn’t all that unusual, despite living in such close proximity. Not only did we keep very different hours, but Sugar was known to simply vanish from time to time. No one ever knew where he went, and if Bandy knew, she wouldn’t say. Sometimes he’d be gone for days at a time and then he’d return with no explanation beyond a quiet, secretive smile.

As it turned out, I eventually found him skulking round at the cafe in Old Compton Street when I popped in for some tea on my way home from work. I hadn’t had time to shop, so sardines on toast and a cup of weak, sweet tea at home were the order of the day. The cafe was another important place in my small world. It was just around the corner from where I lived, so it was handy, but that wasn’t why I went there. I went for the warmth of the welcome I invariably received from Maggie, her husband Bert and their adopted daughter, Rosie.

It was Rosie who had first brought me to the cafe. She’d been Jenny’s very best friend at school. When Jenny had become too ill to go to school, Rosie had come to play with her at home. What a ray of sunshine that child had been in those dark times. Rosie had made Jenny’s last days so much less lonely with her chatter, school gossip, mischievous laughter and her touching presents. I remember a cardboard theatre in particular, complete with characters, costumes and scenery. That theatre had kept Jenny absorbed in a world of make-believe for many, many hours.

Maggie and Bert were legendary among the locals for their kindness and generosity, so their establishment was one of the hubs of local life, especially when the pubs were shut. Everyone who lived and worked in the area turned up at the cafe at least once a day. It was an important meeting place as well as a good cafe. Some people practically lived there, like Madame Zelda, Clairvoyant to the Stars, who when she wasn’t at the cafe, lived and worked next door; and Luigi Campanini who was from the delicatessen two doors up. They seemed to be there almost as often as Maggie and Bert.

Maggie was born to be a mother of a fine, large brood. She even looked like a fertility goddess, being big-bosomed and generous around the hips. But the brood wasn’t to be, so Rosie, Bert and her many favourite customers became her chicks. She mothered us all. Maggie embraced life and people with equal enthusiasm, and it showed in her almost permanent smile, ready laugh and her plump body encased in a wraparound pinny. A mother hen with glittering rings, she had at least one for every finger, leaving only her thumbs free.

Bert was not quite such a presence, largely because he spent most of his time in his kitchen. He, too, was a cheerful soul with more than a passing resemblance to Humphrey Bogart, and according to Madame Zelda, he had set more than one girl’s heart aflutter in his time, including hers. ‘But he’s the faithful type. Loves his old woman to death and his Rosie and that’s enough for him. He wouldn’t do nothing to upset them and everything he could to protect them,’ she’d told me once, and I’m sure she was right. Bert Featherby was that rare being, a thoroughly contented man.

Which is more than could be said about my husband, Sid. I first got to know Maggie and Bert when Sid took it into his head to desert Jenny and me for another woman. Times had been very lean then. Jenny was ill, Sid had gone and I was unable to leave home to work because Jenny needed me to care for her. It was then that Maggie, Bert and many of my neighbours stepped in to make sure we were fed and kept a roof over our heads. I have never known such kindness as I received in those awful months around the time that Jenny died.

‘Wotcha, Lizzie, what can I do you for, love?’ asked Maggie, round face gleaming with the effort of washing a sink full of crockery in scalding hot water. Maggie prided herself on her spotless china and cutlery and it took lots of hot water and elbow grease to get them that way. I’d just managed to scrape in before Maggie and Bert battened down the hatches for the night. Sugar was ensconced at the corner table.

I gave my order and carefully counted out the money. It was Thursday and I got my wages on Friday evenings, so it was a case of chasing the last farthing around a virtually empty purse.

Maggie smiled at me. ‘Go and join Sugar and I’ll bring your food over to you when it’s ready. Here’s your tea.’

I took it gratefully and joined a rather glum Sugar. ‘How’s life treating you?’ I asked, more for form’s sake than anything. I could see how it was treating him. Sugar looked depressed, a state of mind I could recognize all too easily.

Depression didn’t really suit Sugar, who was normally a gentle, good-natured giant. He was tall – over six feet – and well made, with wide shoulders and long legs. You couldn’t call him thin, but he certainly wasn’t fat either. There was no sign of a paunch. I suppose he was in his mid-thirties, but it was hard to say because his slightly rounded face and wide eyes gave him the innocent, cherubic look of a younger man. He kept his thick brown hair a little on the long side and swept back from his broad forehead, but a lock of it tended to flop in a cowlick and he was continuously pushing it back with a massive, spade-like hand. It was hard to imagine such a hand wielding anything as small as a needle, but it did, and beautifully too. The man was an artist, everyone said so.

‘Hello, Lizzie,’ he said. ‘Not bad, sweetie, but not good either. Middling, I s’pose you’d call it middling. Bandy has got herself a new man and that usually bodes difficulty, at the very least.’

I knew what he meant. Bandy, the owner of the drinking club which was the haunt of Soho’s literati, the artists’ set and the simply thirsty or curious, would launch herself at romance with the remorseless single-mindedness of a battleship on manoeuvres; but, just like a battleship in enemy waters, she was quite likely to explode at the end of it. Bandy was nothing if not volatile.

‘She’s at the permanently horizontal stage at the moment, which makes work tricky,’ Sugar continued. ‘She’s too busy in the boudoir to see to things like the ordering in the usual way.’ He brightened slightly. ‘I don’t suppose you fancy doing a spot of waitressing while her ladyship is otherwise engaged, do you? It’d free me to do the stocktaking and whatnot if you would; just for a couple of nights a week until she rises again. I’d pay the usual rate of course.’

‘I’d love to, Sugar,’ I said, a vision of my empty purse firmly in my mind. Apart from the extra money, I loved any excuse to get out of my empty flat. ‘When do you want me to start?’

The big man shrugged. ‘Is tonight too soon? I really do have to get to grips with the drinks order. We’re almost out of gin, and that will never do.’

‘I’ll be down when I’ve had a bath and changed, then,’ I told him. ‘But I’ll have to leave before last orders. I’ve got work tomorrow.’

‘That’s all right. Just serve the after-work crowd early on and I’ll see to the hardened boozers later. A couple of hours should see me right for the ordering. Then, after that, could you do Fridays and Saturdays to help with the crowds? There’s too many those nights for one pair of hands, let alone my poor old feet.’

I looked up as Maggie delivered my food and pulled up a chair to join us. She’d taken the precaution of bringing a pot of tea, a jug of milk and a spare cup for herself.

‘How long do you reckon Bandy’ll be out of commission, then?’ Maggie asked, winking playfully at me.

‘There’s no telling,’ Sugar said mournfully. ‘Depends on the geezer’s stamina, I expect.’ Maggie laughed and I smiled. Sugar shook his head at us. ‘It’s all right for you to laugh, but it could be weeks before we get any sense out of her. You know Bandy. She didn’t come by her name for nothing.’

I looked at Sugar, then at Maggie, my eyebrows raised in enquiry. How had Bandy come by her name? As little Rosie had once pointed out, Bandy’s legs were as straight as anybody’s.

‘According to my Bert, Bandy’s … er … staying power is legendary, so it’s “Abandon hope all ye who enter here,” and “Bandy” for short.’ Maggie blushed slightly. ‘Or so Bert says.’

Sugar nodded. ‘That’s it. That, and the fact that her name really is Hope, Hope Bunyan. She’s the younger sister to Faith and older sister to Charity, or so she told me not all that long ago.’

I was amazed. Faith, Hope and Charity, whatever next? I just couldn’t imagine Bandy as one of the Virtues, and I said so.

‘Me neither, sweetie,’ Sugar agreed. ‘Let’s face it, she abandoned virtue a long time ago.’

Maggie chortled. ‘Who’s been sleeping in the knife drawer, then?’

‘I know, Maggie, I know, but it gets on my wick. Whenever Bandy lands a new bloke, I get dumped on until she comes to her senses, then I have to mop her up. I love old Band like a sister, you know I do, but I do wish she’d pick a better class of bloke, someone who’d treat her right and make her happy. But no,’ Sugar sighed long and hard, ‘she picks the dregs, sweeties, the absolute dregs!’

Maggie and I nodded sympathetically. Bandy did have lousy taste in men, we could testify to that, but I thought it politic to keep my mouth shut on the subject. I remembered my own husband, Sidney, with a shudder. I was no shining example of how to get it right, that was for sure. Then I looked at my friend Maggie and thought that she, on the other hand, was. She and Bert had one of the happiest marriages around.

‘Who is the new fella anyway?’ Maggie asked. ‘Do we know him?’ The question had been hovering on the tip of my tongue, too, but I’d been too polite to ask, an unfortunate throwback to my childhood.

‘You might do. Name of Malcolm Lamb, fancies himself as a poet, lives in Peter Street.’

‘I know,’ Maggie answered after a moment’s thought. ‘Tweedy sort, dark hair, needs a good shave most of the time. Wears sandals all year round and reeks of French baccy.’ I applied my mind and thought I knew who she meant.

‘That’s the one,’ said Sugar. ‘But French baccy isn’t the half of it. He could do with a damned good bath on a regular basis and a trip to the Chinese laundry with his togs while he’s at it.’ Sugar sniffed. ‘I call him Malodorous for short.’

Maggie almost choked on her rich tea biscuit. Sugar thumped her back a few times, shifting the crumbs enough for her to sip her tea.

‘That’s not short,’ I objected. ‘That’s long.’

‘That’s as may be, but it’s accurate,’ Maggie assured me, taking a deep breath. ‘The bloke does honk a bit.’

‘A bit! By the end of the month the man can make your eyes water at five hundred paces. Bandy says it’s manly, but I say it’s simple slackness, sweeties, in the washing department.’

Sugar’s voice was a little sharp; time to change the subject, although I secretly couldn’t wait to meet this paragon of grime. I brought up the subject of embroidery lessons and, to my delight, Sugar agreed at once.

‘Oh yes, flower, I’d love to. It’ll get me back to the soothing silks myself. Nothing like a bit of handiwork to calm a body’s shattered nerves. There was never a tremor in my hands all through the Blitz; cool as a cucumber as long as I had my needles, my embroidery ring and my silks.’

This was not strictly true – the odd shoddy stitch in his ‘war work’ attested to that – but we let it go. Distance had lent enchantment to quite a lot of our memories of the war and Sugar was far from alone in putting something of a gloss on it. If all the blokes who said they’d been heroic at Arnhem had actually been there, there’d have been no room for the Dutch, the Germans or the Americans to stand, let alone fight.

A clatter of young feet on the stairs that led up to the flat above brought my thoughts back to the cafe. Rosie burst into the room, closely followed by her friend Kathy Moon. My eyes welled up again and my heart lurched, because just for a second, Kathy could have been my Jenny, laughing and bounding into the room like a young horse, all legs and youthful enthusiasm. But she wasn’t my Jenny of course – Jenny was gone and she wasn’t coming back.

Somebody must have noticed a bleak expression on my face because I felt a warm hand find mine and give it a gentle squeeze, then the moment withdrew and I came back from the brink of utter desolation to hear Rosie’s cheery voice. ‘Hello, Auntie Lizzie, how’re you?’

‘I’m all right, sweetheart, and you? How’s school?’

Rosie laughed and rolled her eyes and said in mock exasperation at the predictability of grownups, ‘People always ask that. School’s school, what else is there to say? If you mean, how am I doing at school, then I’m doing OK, thank you.

‘Kathy and me are going round to see Mademoiselle Hortense, to help finish off that piece of scenery for Saturday’s show. What time should I be back, Auntie Maggie?’

Maggie glanced at the large, round clock hanging above the doorway to the kitchen. ‘No later than half seven. You’ve got school tomorrow. And make sure your homework is really finished before you scamper off,’ she said suspiciously.

Homework began with the build-up to the eleven-plus examination and had rapidly led to conflict between Rosie and Maggie. Maggie and I had had several planning sessions, trying to find ways to get Rosie to knuckle down to the hated chore. Bribery seemed to work the best: no homework, no pocket money, harsh but effective. I wondered briefly what strategy I would have used on Jenny. It wouldn’t have been pocket money, that much was certain; there’d never been enough cash for that kind of thing. I sighed. I probably would have fallen back on nagging and getting cross, good old standbys when all else failed.

‘Bye-bye, Auntie Lizzie,’ Rosie’s voice whispered close to my ear as she flung her bony arms around my neck and plonked a smacker on my cheek. She did the rounds and kissed Sugar and Maggie in their turn, sang out ‘Bye, Uncle Bert,’ in the general direction of the kitchen, then followed Kathy out on to the street.

‘Bye love,’ came a voice from the rear of the premises and Bert appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping his hands on his long, white apron and smiling broadly. How that man loved that child! Fatherhood suited Bert Featherby as well as motherhood suited his Maggie.

I felt a pang of envy for this happy little family, and then snapped out of it. Envy is, in my opinion, one of the more repulsive of human emotions, dishonest and punishing if it’s allowed to get out of hand. I really didn’t want that. Envy makes people unkind. Few people are able to say, ‘I’m being horrible to you because I envy you like mad.’ No, they’re just blindly spiteful and then blame the object of their envy for deserving such treatment. I certainly didn’t want to turn into one of those poor souls, and gave myself a stern talking to. Self-pity is so hard to control when a person actually has reason to feel sorry for themselves. I had to keep reminding myself that others had known personal tragedy without being soured by it. Some had even managed to become better people, but I wasn’t sure I was up to that. The best I hoped for was not to allow the terrible loneliness to turn me into a bitter person.

I squared my shoulders, mentally counted to ten, and brought the subject back to my embroidery lessons. Sugar and I agreed that Sunday teatime was best for us both.

‘I’ll tell you what,’ I said, ‘I’ll swap you one evening in the bar a week for one lesson, then if you pay me for the other session, that’ll seem fairer to me. I can’t afford to pay you for my lessons, you see.’

Sugar stuck out a hand. ‘Done!’ he said. ‘And you have been! You could have had the lessons for nothing,’ he chortled. I looked around the cafe at the familiar faces and thought that although the hand I’d been dealt had been a hard one, it had led me to all these dear friends in a roundabout way and for that I was truly grateful. Good friends could make even the hardest things in life more bearable.
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I could hear the murmur of voices as I walked downstairs from my little flat to the club just before eight. Tobacco smoke made the air fuggy and faintly blue on the last leg of the descent. ‘Bandy’s Place’ had a reputation for its atmosphere, its clientele and, first and foremost, the double act formed by Bandy and Sugar. They had a chemistry that drew people like ants to honey – or ‘flies to cack’, as Bandy rather tastelessly put it.

The lady herself was sitting on her usual stool at the end of the bar, where she could lean casually against the wall if she was a little the worse for wear after a long night talking and drinking.

Bandy’s looks were as striking as her wit. She had a strong, bony face, pale but full of character. It was the kind of face ‘that sank a thousand ships’, according to Bert – who was, luckily, a good friend of Bandy. She used to scare me to death, before I got to know her better and realized that beneath her hard, often cruel outer shell was a rather decent person.

‘Ah, Elizabeth, good of you to help us out at such short notice. It will stop that damned Sugar from grumbling about being worked like a Singapore coolie.’ Bandy took a sip of her drink, a long drag on her cigarette and blew a perfect smoke ring into the air.

‘Hello Bandy,’ I said. ‘How are you?’

‘Never better, Lizzie dear, never better. When Malcolm turns up, we’re off to some ghastly poetry reading above the Coach and Horses. As I was saying to Sugar, at least there’s a well-stocked boozer to numb the pain.’

I smiled. ‘Why go if you hate it so?’ It seemed a reasonable enough question.

‘To keep the little man happy,’ she answered promptly. ‘You know how it is. I have to let the poor chap up for air from time to time and that’s what he likes to do, read his poems out loud to a load of dreary people. I go occasionally, to show the flag.’

I was astonished. I couldn’t imagine Bandy in the middle of a group of bohemians; they always looked so drab in their black clothes, so humourless too and more than a tad depressed. Whereas Bandy wasn’t any of those things. She was a passionate person who prided herself on taking life ‘by the balls’ and not simply allowing life to happen to her.

Her worldly enthusiasm for the good things in life was partly what made people flock to her bar. She sat on her bar stool, with a Passing Cloud smouldering in a long, slender cigarette-holder in one hand and a large gin in the other, and dispensed pithy stories, observations about life and insults to anyone within reach of her hoarse but plummy voice. The customers lapped it up.

The other half of the successful team was Sugar. He was the one who mopped up the bleeding egos that Bandy’s sharp tongue had managed to wound. He remarked on new hairdos or clever makeup, noticed men’s triumphs and glossed over their disasters. As fast as Bandy knocked them down, Sugar picked them up, dusted them off and sent them back into the world thinking they were the bee’s knees. It was a winning combination and Bandy’s Place was rarely empty unless it was closed.

The club itself had two separate identities. The daytime one began rather shabby and faded as Bobby Bristowe, the only male cleaner I had ever met, whipped around the threadbare, red-patterned carpet with a vacuum cleaner. Bandy and Sugar swore by their ‘little treasure’ who was, in fact, far from little. Bobby had been an all-in wrestler in his day, and still looked the part, having one of those necks that seemed just as wide as his bald head. Every morning, bright and early, Bobby flicked a large duster around the red and gilt chairs and stools scattered about the room. He emptied the ashtrays, wiped down tables and dusted the huge, gilt mirrors with a feather duster on the end of a long, slender pole. Finally, he polished the bar carefully. It was his pride and joy, and he liked the mellow wood to gleam in the lamplight. Once Bobby had finished, the place had the air of an ageing sleeping beauty who was way past her best, but who still waited with quiet dignity for her admirers to return and bring her back to sparkling life.

And of course, they did. At night the club took on a vibrancy as the lamps beneath their ruby glass shades were reflected back into the room by the mirrors. Then, the place glowed invitingly. All you noticed was the glitter of bottles and glasses, the blue swirls of smoke, the hum of talk and much laughter. Bandy was always threatening to close the place for a week and have it repainted, but she never did. The truth was, people liked it that way. It radiated warmth, companionship and good cheer even on the coldest and foggiest of winter nights.

My heart lightened as soon as I walked through the doors. I certainly lived a more colourful life now. When I was young, we’d all crept about trying hard not to be noticed for anything other than the perfection of our front step, the crispness of our curtains and our devotion to a wrathful God on the sabbath – and on every other day. Men who loved men, women who loved women, anyone who loved anyone outside of holy matrimony – or sometimes even within it – and men who wore dresses, or women who wore trousers, were hardly to be imagined; and if they were, they were damned to everlasting Hell, no doubt about that.

I was brought up to believe that a state of grace required dull cheerlessness at the very least, but abject misery was better. That way, a body went to meet their angry and vengeful Maker with some semblance of the enthusiasm that would have been missing if life had been a jolly affair. It had, therefore, come as a bit of surprise to me when Sid and I moved to Soho after the war to find brightly clad men and women engaged in the enjoyment of all sorts of unusual activities with one another, and more or less getting away with it. At least, they got away with it without bringing down the wrath of God; no bolts of lightning, no pillars of salt, nothing like that. True, it did end in court sometimes, with knuckles rapped and fines to pay, but in Soho nobody seemed to mind that much. They didn’t worry about what the neighbours thought, largely because they were pretty sure their neighbours were at it too.

Besides Bandy in her corner and Sugar behind the bar, the only other people in were regulars. Bobby and his wife, Pansy, had a table by the door. Madame Zelda sat with them, nursing a port and lemon. Anyone less like a pansy than Pansy Bristowe was hard to imagine. When she’d first introduced herself to me, she’d stuck out a beefy, red hand and said, ‘I know, I know, more of a small brick khazi than a Pansy.’ She’d laughed. ‘I put it down to wishful thinking meself. Me mum was praying I’d look more like me dad than her, but it wasn’t to be. There was no mistaking whose little blossom I was.’

‘Well, you’re my little blossom now,’ Bobby had interjected gallantly, and I swear that Pansy blushed.

‘All right Lizzie?’ they smiled as I walked past their table. I nodded, smiled back at them, and left them to continue their quiet conversation.

Freddy and Antony sat in a corner, discussing business over a bottle of their favourite ‘Poo’. When I’d asked Freddy why they called it ‘Poo’ he’d explained, ‘Champagne, shampoo, get it?’ I continued to look blank. ‘Oh, please yourself. It’s what we call it anyway.’

Sharky Finn, a local lawyer and Madame Zelda’s landlord, sat with T.C., an ex-policeman who was Rosie’s father. T.C. was a nice man, fairly recently widowed, his wife Pat having finally succumbed to a long illness. It was during that illness that T.C. had fathered Rosie, but Pat was not her mother. That was Cassandra – Cassie to her friends. T.C. and Cassie had met in the war and had a passionate, on-off love affair for many years.

I have often wondered if T.C.’s wife knew about it, but if she did, she’d kept quiet on the subject – in public, anyway. She had certainly always been very sweet to Rosie when she saw her and, if not exactly matey with Cassie, then certainly cordial. Rosie looked a lot like her father. She had his curly hair, slightly stocky frame and blue, blue eyes.

At the table next to them was another regular, Dominic, who worked for the BBC, and his brother Brendan, who was fresh from Dublin and looking for a good ‘crack’, as he called it. What he meant was, plenty of talk while the booze flowed and possibly a good-natured brawl at the end of it. A visit from Brendan always made for fireworks, and poor Dominic was often left to put out the flames.

I straightened my shoulders. It was likely to be a lively night. Brendan could talk the hind leg off a giraffe – and that is some leg. The Irish that came to the club were able to drum up a party atmosphere in the most unlikely and unpromising of company. They could even tempt a smile out of Bandy when she was in one of her moods, and that took a real gift.

Sugar’s face softened with relief as I joined him at the bar. He was wearing a smart, three-piece suit in navy blue, with the thinnest of stripes; a white silk shirt that could almost have been a blouse, but wasn’t quite; and a flowing, multicoloured silk tie that was almost a scarf, but wasn’t quite either. I noticed that his nails were the colour of seashells, the palest of pinks, and polished to a shine, while his lashes were suspiciously black. I looked down. Sure enough, he was wearing his sultan’s slippers – maroon leather, tooled in gold, with the toes hugely elongated and turned back upon themselves, like puppies’ tails.

‘Not that many in so far, Lizzie. As long as you keep the Guinness flowing, Brendan will be happy. If he kicks up, just give us a shout and I’ll rush to your aid.’ Sugar paused, then brightened as a new idea struck him. ‘Or ask him about his latest work, that gets him back from the brink, usually. Even Brendan finds it hard to fight and quote his plays at one and the same time.’

Sugar sketched a little wave as he disappeared into the stockroom, but was back in a second, brow creased with concern. ‘And if he threatens the mirrors, kill him first and ask questions later. At least hurl him to the ground before he can throw anything or thrust yourself into the firing line. Anything, but don’t let him smash the mirrors whatever you do.’ And on that worrying note, he was gone.

‘T.C., dahling!’ I heard a woman screech as she made her entrance into the bar. ‘Cassie’s on her way. She’ll be here in just a moment.’ Her heavily painted face took on a troubled look. ‘Although perhaps I should warn you that she’s bringing a friend. Sharky, dahling, get me a little drinky, there’s a good boy. Sylvie will love you for it later.’ She dropped into a chair alongside the man I assumed was her latest lover.

Sharky nodded and raised a finger at me. He made a little circle in the air, to indicate another round for himself and T.C. at the same time. I smiled, nodded in my turn and shoved a glass under the vodka optic, once, twice. Sylvia didn’t trouble with singles. I poured a brandy for Sharky – he rarely drank anything else – while T.C. usually drank beer or the very occasional malt whisky.

T.C. still carried carried a bit of a torch for Cassie, anyone could see that. She was the mother of his only child, after all. I noticed the poor man wincing as Sylvia prattled on about Cassie’s new friend.

‘The man’s loaded, stinking rich, name of Harry,’ she gushed, oblivious to T.C.’s bowed head as he stared into the dregs of his beer. I hurried to finish the order so that I could interrupt Sylvia’s tactless flow, but you can’t hurry a pint of brown ale through the pump. I arrived at the table to hear the end of the story. ‘Met him gambling,’ she continued. ‘Saw the size of his wallet and took him home for the experience of a lifetime. Hasn’t let him out since. It’s been three days since they last surfaced.’

Bandy barked with laughter. ‘Sounds like a gal after my own heart,’ she roared, and slapped Malcolm’s backside as if he were a horse. ‘Drink up. It’s time we shook a leg.’ She slipped from her bar stool. He’d arrived in time for a quick one before the poetry reading.

‘Right you are, Bandy my dear.’ Malcolm threw back his shaggy head and poured his drink down his throat in one go. ‘Let’s be having you.’ He put an enormous arm around her shoulder and they left, laughing about something as they went. Despite Sugar’s dislike of Malcolm, he seemed to make Bandy happy.

I was back behind the bar, filling another order of Guinness for the Behan brothers, when Cassie arrived with a slim, bespectacled, well-tailored man in tow. She made her way to the table where Sylvia, Sharky and T.C. were sitting, and introduced everyone.

Sharky and T.C. had stood at Cassie’s approach, so it didn’t take long for T.C. to shake Harry’s hand and murmur an excuse I didn’t hear. He began to walk away and I heard Cassie cry, ‘Don’t be silly T.C. Do stay, we don’t want to break up your evening.’

The look of pain that shot across his face made me want to help him.

‘It’s all right, Cassie,’ I sang out. ‘T.C. said he’d help me reach down the Teacher’s and fix it to the optic.’

‘Thanks, Lizzie,’ he whispered as he approached. ‘You saved me from a dreary evening. I couldn’t think of a single polite excuse for not joining them. Now, where’s this Scotch that’s out of reach?’ he asked loudly. He had his back to the table and didn’t see Harry move closer to Cassie and put his arm possessively around her waist as if sensing he had a rival. I delivered Cassie’s gin and it to the table, along with Harry’s whisky sour.

For a while all seemed to be going swimmingly. Brendan, Dominic and pals were in an unusually quiet, reflective mood, and had shown no signs of evil designs on Sugar’s precious mirrors. Cassie’s party had grown by another couple, a toothy, rather florid man and a brassy blonde I’d never seen before. Although noisy, they were too busy drinking and flirting among themselves to trouble anyone outside of their golden circle. All the while T.C. seemed content to help me serve a slow, but steady trickle of customers. We knew things would pick up once the theatres and the pubs had chucked out, and we were enjoying the relative peace and quiet while we had it.

‘She’s beautiful, isn’t she?’ I asked, nodding towards Cassie’s back, which appeared to be shaking with laughter. She had looked so lovely as she walked across the room. Her cornflower blue, heavy silk two-piece hugged her tiny waist and matched her large eyes. She wore it with a crisp, white blouse, the collar starched and turned up to frame her elfin chin. Her blond hair was swept up in a French pleat. The silk of her suit had swished expensively as she walked and sat elegantly, as only the best tailoring does.

The long pencil skirt reached to her shins and tapered from the waist and hips in an elegant line. The sweet little jacket flared slightly as her hips swelled and it had a neat belt in the same silk as a finishing touch. Cassie wore black stiletto-heel shoes and clutched a bag made from the same leather. Over her suit, she had worn a mink coat I had never seen before, and that I had safely stowed in the cloakroom. She’d obviously allowed Harry out of bed long enough to go shopping, I’d thought rather nastily as I stroked it and put it on its hanger.

T.C. smiled sadly. ‘Yes, she’s very beautiful. I’ll always care for her, naturally, but there’s been a lot of water under the bridge since she and I … No, no, it’s the drinking that worries me. She always winds up in tricky company and bad situations when she hits the bottle.’

I didn’t say anything. Another rush of customers had come in and T.C. and I worked our way through them in a companionable silence. Then, towards midnight, a fight broke out. Thank God the Behans had moved on to pastures new before it started, as they wouldn’t have been able to resist joining in.

It began as I cleared the glasses from Cassie’s table. Only Cassie, Harry, Toothy and the blond woman were left at the table, Sharky and Sylvia having left with Freddy and Antony an hour or so before. Bobby, Pansy and Madame Zelda had also left much earlier in the evening, to get something to eat. Toothy was well-oiled and was slurring badly as he spoke to me. I leaned forward to hear him better and his hand snaked up my skirt. I shrieked and jumped back, startled.

A voice from behind me said, ‘I don’t think so, chummy!’ It was T.C., who’d vaulted the bar and landed close to the offending party. His hand shot out and he grabbed Toothy’s arm. ‘Out!’ he roared into the astonished silence that followed.

‘Fuck off!’ slurred Toothy. ‘S’only a bit of fun.’

‘I say,’ said Harry. ‘Have a care. You almost had the drinks over then, old chap.’

‘OUT!’ T.C.’s finger was rigid and his expression unflinching as he showed Cassie’s friend the exit. Toothy picked up a heavy-bottomed whisky glass from the table and swung it threateningly at T.C., as if he was about to bowl a cricket ball, but it slipped from his grasp and crashed to the floor. Blondie screamed and lurched to her feet, her dress ruined by flying glass, whisky and Toothy, who had tripped over his own feet and fallen against her. Blondie shoved him hard, sent him
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