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Chapter One

1920

‘You’ve spilled the milk, you clumsy girl,’ the woman at
the table by the potted palm complained. ‘Look at the
mess you’ve made. It’s all over the tablecloth.’

It was an exaggeration of ludicrous proportions, since
the tiny spot on the cloth was barely visible, but Clara
Tripp said, ‘I’m very sorry, madam. I’ll go and get some-
thing to clear it up with at once.’

‘No, that simply won’t do,’ declared the customer. ‘I
need a clean tablecloth.’

Clara inhaled a deep, calming breath, observing the
woman’s dark, hostile eyes peering at her from beneath
the upturned brim of her black, flower-trimmed hat, and
suppressed the urge to slap her for the sheer wastefulness
of her demand. But the customer was always right here
at Taylor’s Tea rooms and staff courtesy was of the essence,
so she said, ‘Yes, of course, madam. I’ll see to it right away.’

‘I should think so too, and be quick about it or my tea
and toast will go cold,’ the woman commanded. ‘I’m not
going to eat or drink anything until the table is cleaned up.’
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Bracing herself for a trouncing from the supervisor for
adding to the laundry bills of the establishment, Clara
weaved her way through the damask-topped tables, a slim,
dark-eyed brunette of twenty-one, smartly accoutred in a
black dress with a white pinafore and cap, black stockings
and black shoes.

September sunlight filtered through the lace-curtained
windows into the elegant interior of the popular West End
tea room. The warm air was infused with the cinnamon
scent of toasted teacakes, and a hubbub of refined conver-
sation mingled with the clink of crockery. Clara was
counting the minutes until her dinner break when she
would go for a walk in nearby Hyde Park. But now she
was being hailed by an impatient man who claimed, aggres-
sively, that he’d been waiting far too long for his crum-
pets and if they didn’t arrive soon he would go elsewhere
for refreshment. Suitably apologetic, she assured him that
she would chase his order up, received a sympathetic look
from a passing waitress and went to the supervisor to
report the man’s complaint and ask for permission to get
a clean tablecloth.

‘You are trained not to spill so much as a smidgen of
anything or act in any way that might be annoying to the
customer,’ lectured the supervisor, a warship of a woman
of around forty in a black dress without the pinafore to
illustrate her seniority. She didn’t wait at table herself unless
they were short-staffed or excessively busy but stood at
the back of the room keeping a watchful eye on her team
of waitresses. ‘So why has this spillage happened?’

‘I must have jogged the milk jug when I put it down
on the table, but the drop was so small you could hardly
see it,’ Clara replied. ‘The woman is being unreasonable.’
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‘Why would the customer make a fuss if there is no
need?’

‘For attention, perhaps,’ suggested Clara.
‘Mm. Maybe so, but people spend their money to come

here and have us wait on them, and their patronage pays
our wages,’ the older woman pointed out sharply. ‘So if
they want a bit of extra fuss, that’s what we will give them.’

‘A clean tablecloth to replace one with hardly a mark
on it seems a bit extravagant to me.’

‘It isn’t your place to comment,’ snapped the super-
visor. ‘The customer claims you spilled enough milk to
warrant a clean cloth so you did as far as I’m concerned.
It is pure carelessness and not good for our reputation or
for restaurant expenses. You’re lucky it isn’t policy here at
Taylor’s to deduct extra laundry costs caused by lack of
care from a waitress’s wages.’

‘Sorry, miss.’
‘So I should hope, and don’t let it happen again.’ She

put her signature to an order form and handed it to Clara.
‘Go along to the linen store and get a clean tablecloth
and make sure you apologise wholeheartedly to the
customer. Grovel if necessary to regain her favour. There
are a great many establishments similar to ours in London
at the moment and the competition for custom is fierce,
so we have to keep on our toes and offer only the best
quality service. Off you go now.’

Clara changed the tablecloth and carried on with her
work. After the two complainants, it was a relief to receive
courteous thanks and a generous tip from a satisfied
customer. The latter usually outweighed the former because
Taylor’s was well known for the high quality of its food
and service.
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‘Coming for a look round the shops?’ asked one of the
other waitresses who was eating her sandwiches in the
staffroom when Clara went in for her dinner break.

‘No, I’m going for a walk in the park. I’ll eat my lunch
on a bench in the fresh air.’

‘We shouldn’t have to bring our own sandwiches,’ grum-
bled the girl. ‘I’ve heard that Lyons waitresses are given
free food when they’re on duty. If Taylor’s weren’t so stingy
they’d do that for us.’

‘They might lower our wages to cover the cost, though,
and I’d rather have the extra dosh,’ said Clara.

‘Mm. There is that, I suppose,’ agreed the girl, munching
into a fish paste sandwich.

‘I’m off then,’ Clara announced, slipping into her coat
and removing her white starched cap. ‘See you later.’

Oxford Street was choked with open-topped motor
buses, cars and delivery vans as well as horse-drawn carts,
barrows and bi cycles. Clara hurried towards the park, the
noise and fumes fading as she went through the gates and
walked along the leafy paths, feeling invigorated by the
crisp autumn air.

The trees were gloriously seasonal in varying shades of
russet and yellow, dappled sunshine shining through them
as she walked on a carpet of fallen leaves towards the Serpen-
tine. By the lake she sat down on a bench to eat her lunch,
observing people as they passed by. There were mothers
and working nannies pushing high black perambu lators, and
shop girls on their breaks walking arm in arm. Office
workers in their dark clothes were out making the most of
the weather, too, before the onset of colder days. But what
interested Clara most was a gardener working on one of
the flower beds nearby, preparing it for winter.
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Seeing him handling the soil reminded her of her time
in the Land Army during the Great War, when she’d worked
on an arable farm in Wiltshire. The land girls had put in
long hours and the work had been so crippling that they’d
ached right through to the bone when they’d crawled into
bed at night. During winter months they’d been numb
with cold during their outside labours and had had to
scrape the ice off the inside of the bedroom windows
every morning. To call the farmer a slave driver was a
lenient description, but what laughs they’d had when he
wasn’t around; what camaraderie there had been between
her and the women she was billeted with. Those Saturday
night dances at the village hall had been terrific fun and
there had been the long walks into town in search of civil-
isation, singing as they’d struggled to find their way along
the country lanes.

She became reflective, recalling one particular village
dance when she’d met a young soldier who’d been stationed
at a camp nearby and had been soon to depart for the
battlefields of France. He was from Kent, she remembered
him telling her. His family had had an orchard there.
They’d danced together all evening but she’d never seen
him again, or ever forgotten him.

Most of her Land Army friends had been relieved when
the war ended and they could return to less gruelling
employment, but not Clara. The experience had given her
a taste for something she felt completely in tune with.
Unfortunately there wasn’t any call for female agricultural
workers nearly two years after the armistice. That sort of
work was out of the question for a London-based woman
like her.

Still, the war was over; that was the important thing
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and she had nothing to complain about. The Tripps had
been spared having anyone at the front; her father had
been too old and her brothers too young. At least now -
adays there were a few alternatives to domestic service
for women, in restaurants and shops in the London area.
Some that she knew had even found work in offices and
factories.

She herself had a job with a modest but regular wage,
and a family she adored even though they were infuriat-
ingly different from other families of their ilk and had
been a source of great embarrassment to her when she
was younger and sensitive to such things. And, of course,
there was Arnold, her betrothed. Sometimes, though, their
courtship felt more like a habit than a love affair. But what
else did she expect? A palpitating heart every time they
met? That wasn’t realistic. She’d been courting him for a
year and he was a part of her life; a good man. It was
only natural for the excitement to have worn off.

Finishing her last cheese sandwich, she rolled the paper
bag into a ball and put it in the litter basket, then strode
out around the park before she made her way back to work.

‘Where’s Mum, Cuddy?’ Clara asked her eleven-year-old
brother Cuthbert when she got home from work that
evening.

‘She’s gone next door,’ he replied. ‘Someone’s having a
baby in there or somethin’.’

‘You’ll have to cook us a meal, Clara,’ demanded her
brother Sydney, a lean, dark-eyed, swarthy lad of sixteen.
‘I’m starvin’.’

‘There are some meat pies in the larder,’ mentioned
Cuddy helpfully. ‘We could have those with mashed potato.’
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Clara took a pinafore from the hook on the back of the
door, looked in the larder for potatoes and started to peel
them. This scenario was not unusual. Many a time Clara
came home from work and had to get the family a meal
because Mum had forgotten the time or gone to visit a
sick neighbour, or had simply got talking in the local shop.

She heard someone come in the front door, and turned
to greet her father.

‘Your mother not in, then?’ Frank observed as he came
into the kitchen.

‘She’s gone next door,’ Clara informed him. ‘It sounds
as though the baby’s on its way.’

‘Oh. Well, I don’t suppose she’ll be long,’ he said vaguely.
He was used to his wife’s lack of organisation.

‘Do you want me to lay the table, Clara?’ offered Cuddy,
who was the sweetest-natured boy.

‘Yes please, love, if you wouldn’t mind.’
‘Are you a girl or somethin’?’ asked Sydney, his dark

eyes gleaming mockingly.
‘No, o’ course not.’ Cuddy was fair-haired with blue

eyes and his pale skin turned crimson at his brother’s
remarks as he got the knives and forks out of the kitchen
drawer. ‘There’s nothing wrong with helpin’. I don’t see
why Clara has to do it all when Mum isn’t here.’

‘You’re just crawlin’ round her,’ accused Sydney, who
had a cruel streak in him lately, especially when it came
to the treatment of his younger brother.

‘No I’m not.’
‘Leave him alone, Sydney,’ said Clara. ‘You’re always

picking on him.’
‘The lad’s only joking,’ put in her father. ‘Cuddy’s got

to be able to take a bit of teasing.’
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‘And he can, Dad, believe me,’ Clara came back at him,
fiercely defensive of her kid brother. ‘Heaven knows he
has to, the amount of it he gets from you and Sydney.’

The conversation was interrupted by the sound of the
key being pulled through the letter box and the front door
opening, heralding the arrival of Clara’s mother.

‘Sorry I’m late, my little chickens,’ came her cheerful
apology. ‘I got held up. Her next door thought she was
going into labour so I stayed with her till her husband
got home from work. It turned out to be a false alarm in
the end but I couldn’t very well leave her while she was
in a state and on her own, could I?’

‘Course you couldn’t, love, so don’t worry about it,’
said her husband, a dark-complexioned, handsome man,
his near-black hair now tinged with grey. It was from him
that Clara and Sydney had inherited their deep brunette
looks. Frank was a labourer on the railways but subsidised
his income from that with occasional wheeler-dealing
through a contact in the local pub. ‘Clara’s taking care of
everything.’

‘What would we do without you, Clara?’ trilled Flo, a
dumpling of a woman with a mop of fair curly hair and
round blue eyes. ‘Give us the potato peeler. I’ll take over
now.’

‘You’ve timed it right because I’ve just about finished,’
said Clara with a grin.

‘Oh, you,’ Flo laughed, tapping her daughter’s arm in
a jocular fashion. ‘I’ll have the meal on the table when
you get in tomorrow night. I promise.’

‘Yeah, yeah, we’ll see,’ said Clara patiently.
What her mother lacked in domestic efficiency she

made up for in heart, which meant that she was an easy
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person to forgive. It wasn’t that she was lazy or uncaring.
Clara remembered how she would sit up all night with
any of her children when they were sick, and when Dad
couldn’t find work she went out at the crack of dawn
cleaning shops and offices to put food on the table. It was
just that her priorities were different from those of the
other, more conventional women in the street and she
seemed incapable of sticking to a routine. If she wanted
to go and visit a neighbour, or bake some special cake
that took ages and was usually a failure, she would do it
and to hell with polishing the front step or cleaning the
windows.

It could be annoying, especially when there was ironing
to be done and Clara had to set to and do the job. For
all that, she was a brilliant mother and Clara knew that
she would give her life for her family if it was ever neces-
sary. Of course, some people didn’t see it that way. The
less friendly residents of Green Street thought she was a
bit of a fly-by-night who didn’t look after her home prop-
erly. But their views weren’t worth bothering with, in
Clara’s opinion.

The Tripps’ reputation wasn’t exactly top drawer in this
working-class back street of Shepherd’s Bush, what with
Mum being thought of as slipshod, Dad doing the odd
bit of business on the side with no questions asked, and
Sydney’s determination not to walk the straight and narrow.

Making a nuisance of himself was Sydney’s speciality at
the moment; he and a group of mates he hung around
with. They gathered on street corners talking and laughing
noisily, whistled and called out after girls, insulted all and
sundry and pilfered from shops in what they thought of
as a very clever lark. Her parents had no end of complaints
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about him. Clara loved him as a brother but didn’t like
him as a person these days, and hated the way he was with
Cuddy.

Dear Cuddy, who sang like an angel and was constantly
tormented by his brother and father for it. Whereas Clara
and her mother recognised his lovely voice as a God-given
talent and encouraged his musical ability, the other two
judged it to be effeminate and never let him forget it.
Unfortunately, Cuddy’s admiration for his brother was
unconditional and he wanted nothing more than to be
like him, tough and streetwise. Over Clara’s dead body!
She hoped that Sydney was just going through a phase,
because his bad behaviour was only recent. If it didn’t pass
soon he was going to end up in prison and break their
mother’s heart.

But now her mother was saying, ‘You’d better turn the
gas up under those spuds, love, or we’ll have the others
claiming starvation.’

Eventually they served up hot meat pies and mashed
potato and the family sat round the table in the cosy, gas-
lit parlour, a well-used room at the back of the house.

‘We had a really good laugh today at work.’ Sydney
worked as an assistant and delivery boy for one of the
grocery shops near Shepherd’s Bush Green. ‘This woman
comes in the shop, a youngish piece, really smart, and well
stacked up top, if you know what I mean. A pair of lovely
porkers.’

‘Enough of that sort of talk, Sydney,’ Flo said sharply,
while Cuddy erupted into giggles. ‘I won’t have it in this
house.’

‘I was only saying—’
‘I heard what you were saying and I don’t like it. You

899S_tx.qxp:Layout 1  2/6/10  10:08  Page 10



Harvest Nights

11

were being vulgar and it isn’t the sort of thing you should
be talking about in front of your young brother.’

‘I’m sure Cuddy knows about women’s bosoms, dear,’
said Frank mildly.

‘Very probably, but I don’t want him encouraged to
speak of them in those sorts of terms. Anyway, you should
be discouraging Sydney’s disrespectful turn of phrase, not
egging him on.’

‘He’s sixteen, for Gawd’s sake. He’s not a kid.’
‘He still lives in this house—’
‘Anyway,’ interrupted Sydney, determined to say his

piece. ‘This bit o’ stuff starts making eyes at the boss.
She must have wanted something on the cheap.’ He
emitted a guffaw of mocking laughter. ‘It wasn’t him
she wanted, that’s for sure: he must be fifty if he’s a day,
the silly old duffer. But the joke is that his wife is
standing next to him behind the counter. He goes all
soppy over this bit of skirt and me and Marge were in
stitches.’

Cuddy was mesmerised by the story, and even Frank
was grinning, but Flo wasn’t amused. ‘You’re mocking the
man who pays your wages and it isn’t right,’ she admon-
ished her son.

‘Oh, give over, Flo,’ said Frank. ‘It’s only a bit of fun.’
‘So what happened then?’ asked Cuddy, eager to know

the rest of the tale. His brother could make an errand list
seem riveting to the young boy.

‘Well, the boss’s missus takes over from him and sends
him off to the stockroom to get something. She wasn’t
taking any chances with her ol’ man. Laugh, we nearly
died. You should have seen the young piece’s face. She was
hoping for a few slices of boiled ham for nothing and all
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she got was a black look from an old bag with a face like
a rotten apple.’

‘That’s quite enough,’ intervened Clara firmly. ‘That’s
no way to speak about people. Don’t set your brother a
bad example.’

‘Mind your own business.’
‘It is my business,’ she informed him. ‘You let this family

down on a regular basis and I don’t want my little brother
copying your behaviour.’

‘What’s it got to do with you, you miserable cow,’ he
demanded. ‘You’re my sister, not my mother.’

‘That’s enough, Sydney,’ said Flo. ‘Don’t talk to your
sister like that.’

‘Why not?’
‘Because I say so,’ she told him, almost shouting. ‘You

keep your gutter talk for the street and not this house.’
Sydney’s eyes were hot with rage as he focused them

menacingly on his mother and sister. Then he pushed
his half-eaten meal away from him with such force that
the contents of the plate spilled over on to the table-
cloth. Before anyone had a chance to react, he scraped
his chair back and stood up. ‘I’ve had enough of this.
You can stick your rotten food where the monkey stuffs
his nuts.’

‘Oi, oi . . . that’s enough,’ his father intervened, rising
to his feet angrily. ‘There’s no call for that.’

As Frank took a step towards him Sydney was gone,
out of the room and the house, slamming the front door
after him.

Cuddy’s eyes filled with tears.
‘Don’t upset yourself,’ said Clara, putting a comforting

hand on his arm.
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‘Sydney is always getting into trouble,’ he wept, tears
rolling down his cheeks. ‘You lot are always telling him
off.’

‘Only because he’s forever behaving badly,’ Clara pointed
out, thinking how peculiar human nature was in that the
meaner Sydney was to Cuddy the more the younger boy
admired him.

‘Come on now, Cuddy,’ urged his mother, clearing up
the mess Sydney had made on the tablecloth. ‘Finish your
food and forget all about it.’

The boy pushed his plate away. ‘I don’t want any more,’
he said thickly.

‘Don’t be silly, now,’ Flo began.
‘Stop fussing over him, for goodness’ sake,’ bellowed

Frank irrit ably. ‘And you, Cuddy, stop that ridiculous blub-
bing and eat your meal properly. This family can’t afford
to waste food.’ He turned to his wife. ‘We need to main-
tain some sort of discipline in this house, Flo.’

Especially in Sydney’s case, thought Clara. It wasn’t
Cuddy who needed to be taken in hand. It was his brother.
But she gave Cuddy an encouraging look and said gently,
‘Eat what you can manage, kiddo.’

The air was fraught with tension caused entirely by
Sydney but felt by Cuddy while his brother went off
without a care, observed Clara. Sydney’s moods ruled the
household at the moment. Almost every day there was
some sort of altercation with him. Why was he being like
this? What had happened to the younger brother she had
so adored when they were children?

She had been brought up to respect her parents and
wouldn’t normally voice her opinions on the way they
raised their family. But when Cuddy had gone out into
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the street to play and she and her mother were alone in
the kitchen washing the dishes, she said, ‘I think Sydney
is completely out of control, Mum. Something needs to
be done about it before he gets into real trouble.’

Flo emitted an anxious sigh. ‘I know. I’ve tried talking
to him, but will he listen? It’s these new mates of his. He’s
never been the same since he got in with them.’

‘Perhaps Dad needs to come down a bit harder on him,’
Clara suggested.

‘What can your father do? He can’t raise his hand to
him. Not now that Sydney’s almost a man and taller than
his father. It would turn into a brawl and I won’t have
fighting in the house.’

‘Dad could get tougher with him verbally. He could
tell him to behave himself or get out.’

Flo swung round to look at her daughter in outrage,
her hands dripping with washing-up water. ‘Oh, Clara. I
could never turn a child of mine out.’

‘Only temporarily, of course. Just long enough to make
him count his blessings.’

‘But where would he go?’
‘A bit of hard living for a short time might be exactly

what he needs. Maybe it would bring him to his senses
and make him realise just what he’s got here and how
much you and Dad do for him.’

‘Absolutely not,’ Flo stated. ‘That isn’t the answer.’
‘Maybe it is a bit extreme,’ Clara conceded. ‘But his

behaviour makes me so angry because he upsets all of us
and he couldn’t care less. You see all these poor ex-
servicemen on the streets selling matches because there are
no jobs for them when they’ve been out in France fighting
for their country, while Sydney treats decent people like
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dirt and he’s in paid employment and not a bit grateful
for it.’

‘They only pay him a pittance at the shop,’ Flo pointed
out, rubbing a plate with the dishcloth.

‘It’s still a job, Mum.’
‘You can’t blame Sydney for not being old enough to

go to war.’
‘No, of course not, but a bit of respect and gratitude

for what he has wouldn’t go amiss.’
‘Mm,’ murmured Flo. Her daughter had yet to experi-

ence the intense emotions of motherhood. Naturally she
couldn’t be expected to understand that every one of these
quarrels with Sydney was like a knife in his mother’s heart
because she loved him and felt protect ive towards him no
matter what. Those feelings hadn’t lessened because he was
grown up and badly behaved. He was still her child, but
she no longer had control and didn’t know what to do
about it. She fully accepted that she was flawed as a house-
keeper although she’d always tried her best to be a good
mother, but the way things were at the moment she seemed
to have failed dismally as far as Sydney was concerned.

‘Don’t worry about it, Mum,’ Clara said in a gentler
tone, sensing her mother’s distress. She put her arm round
her shoulder. ‘It will all work out. Things usually do in
the end. We’ll get it sorted, you, me and Dad.’

‘So just another ordinary evening at the Tripps’ then,’
Arnold remarked ironically that same night when Clara
confided in him about the argument earlier. The couple
were having a rare few moments alone on the sofa in the
parlour, her parents and Cuddy having gone to bed, and
Sydney not being home yet.
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‘You’ve said it,’ she responded. ‘The number of quar-
rels in this house lately is sky high; a night without some
sort of row is the exception. And it’s all Sydney’s fault.’

‘He’ll grow out of it,’ said Arnold, a well-built man of
twenty-three with mid-brown hair, shandy-coloured eyes
and a stubby moustache. ‘He’s just trying to prove what a
big man he is. Most lads go through that.’

‘You weren’t all that much older than he is now when
you went away to war,’ she reminded him.

‘I was a couple of years older and I was probably a
right horror before I went,’ he said. ‘Anyway, thank God
the war is over and he doesn’t have to go.’

‘Yes, of course.’
‘Maybe that has something to do with it,’ suggested

Arnold thoughtfully. ‘He can’t go and prove he’s a real
hero so he throws his weight around at home.’

‘What’s being rude and generally obnoxious got to do
with being a hero?’

‘Nothing at all, but hanging around with a crowd of
ruffians and getting into mischief makes him feel like a
hard man. Round here that counts for a lot when you’re
his age. It’ll pass.’

‘I hope so, for all our sakes. I still believe he’s a good
lad at heart and has just got in with the wrong crowd,’
she sighed. ‘Poor Mum is at her wits’ end.’

‘Would you like me to have a quiet word with him?’
he offered. ‘I’m nearer to his age than your mum and dad
and boys never listen to their sisters. I’m not saying it’s
the answer, but anything is worth a try.’

She looked at him gratefully, filled with fresh hope.
Arnold was one person Sydney did seem to respect, maybe
because he was strong, self-confident and never lost for
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words. ‘What a good idea. He might listen to you. He’s
always looked up to you.’

‘I wouldn’t say that, but I’ve always got on well with
him. I’ll do it as soon as the opportunity arises.’

‘Thanks, Arnold,’ she said, squeezing his hand and
looking into his deep-set eyes. ‘You’re a good sort.’

Arnold had already been back in Civvy Street when
Clara had first met him, one of the thousands of men who
had come back from the trenches to face the misery of
unemployment. Initially he’d done a stint of street selling
but he had eventually got a job as a van driver for a pie-
making company and now went all over London deliv-
ering to shops. Sometimes the job took him further afield
and he stayed away overnight. Arnold was a survivor, his
positive attitude and likeable ways making him popular
around these parts. Something of a rough diamond, he
had a swagger about him which had appealed to Clara
when she’d first met him at a local dance. He’d asked her
out, they’d got on well and it had developed from there.

‘That’s all right, sweetheart,’ he said now. ‘So give us a
kiss and I’ll be on my way.’

She did as he asked and saw him to the front door. He
picked up his cap from the hallstand and opened the door
just as Sydney came strolling down the street.

‘Ah. The man himself,’ Arnold said to Clara in a low
tone. ‘You go inside and shut the door. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

She closed the door quietly and went upstairs to get
ready for bed, confident that Arnold would do his very
best to make her brother see sense.

‘Wotcha, mate,’ said Arnold. ‘Had a good night?’
‘Yeah, not bad.’
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‘A little bird has told me that you’ve been misbehaving
at home.’

‘My big-mouthed sister has been opening her gob, I
suppose.’

‘Don’t you dare speak about her like that.’
‘Oh yeah, and who’s gonna stop me?’
‘I think you know the answer to that.’ Arnold looked

at him with a grave expression. ‘When are you gonna
grow up and start behaving like a human being?’

‘What’s it got to do with you?’
‘A lot, as it happens. You’re upsetting your sister and that

upsets me.’
‘Too bad.’
‘Look, son,’ Arnold began in a quieter, more persuasive

manner. ‘I know you want to be cock of the walk among
your mates. I did the same thing myself when I was your
age. But there’s no call to give your family a hard time.
They don’t deserve it.’

‘Me give them a hard time,’ he exploded. ‘That’s a good
one. It’s them who are always on at me.’

‘That isn’t the way I’ve heard it.’
‘Miserable lot. They never want me to have a laugh.’
‘There’s having a laugh and there’s being downright

ignorant,’ said Arnold, his attitude becoming suddenly
aggressive as he grabbed Sydney by the arms and pinned
him against a wall. ‘And you, most definitely, come in the
second category.’

‘Oi! Take your hands off me,’ gasped Sydney, who hadn’t
realised just how tough Arnold was.

‘When I’m good and ready,’ responded Arnold,
increasing the pressure of his hold on him. ‘But not before
you’ve listened to what I have to say to you.’
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‘You’ve no right to—’
‘And you’ve no right to put your family through hell

every time you set foot inside the door,’ interrupted Arnold.
‘So start acting your age and stop upsetting your family
or you’ll have me to deal with. If you must misbehave
don’t do it on your own doorstep and don’t bring it home
with you. It isn’t clever and your mates won’t think any
more of you because you give ’em a hard time at home.’

‘How would they know what I do indoors?’
‘You probably boast about it.’
‘You don’t know what I talk to my mates about. You

know nothing about them.’
‘I know the type well enough to know that they won’t

be there for you when you get into real trouble,’ Arnold
told him, ‘which you will if you carry on as you are. Oh
yes, I’ve heard about what you get up to outside, making
a nuisance of yourself on the streets.’

‘We’re mates; we look out for each other.’
‘Don’t make me laugh. The sorts of blokes you’re

knocking about with are only out for themselves, so do
yourself a favour and get rid. Get yourself some decent
friends or a girlfriend or a hobby or something,’

‘No thanks.’
‘I can’t force you to change your habits but there is

something you will do or you’ll find that I’m not such a
nice bloke as you thought,’ said Arnold, his manner
becoming seriously threatening. ‘You will go into the house
and apologise to your sister for up set ting them all earlier
and you will not tell her how I got you to agree.’

‘You’ve got a hope.’
Arnold was no weakling, and when he pulled the

boy forward then practically threw him against the wall,
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indicating what he was capable of if necessary, and moved
his face closer to his, he became extremely frightening.
‘Just do it.’

‘There’s no need to get violent.’
‘I can get a lot nastier than this, believe me, and so just

tell me that you’ll do it.’
‘All right, all right, I’ll do it, so get off me.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Yeah, yeah.’
‘Good boy,’ said Arnold, moving back. ‘I think we under-

stand each other now.’
Sydney rubbed his arms and walked off huffily.
‘I shall know if you’ve done it and God help you if

you haven’t,’ was Arnold’s parting shot. He received a grunt
in reply, and swaggered on down the street with a satis-
fied smile on his face.

Clara was feeling a lot more optimistic about Sydney’s
behaviour since his apology a few nights ago. Her brother
had been, if not his old self, at least a little more civil
around the house. Good old Arnold. He seemed to have
succeeded where the rest of them had failed. He must
have given Sydney a thorough talking to and it hadn’t
fallen on deaf ears as it did when she or her parents tried
it.

She was having a good day at work too. No complaints
so far; just nice polite customers and a few decent tips.
There was enough trade to keep the staff busy but, being
early afternoon, there wasn’t the frantic crush there would
be around teatime when customers had to queue to get
a table.

‘Good afternoon, sir. Are you ready to order?’ she asked
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with her notebook and pencil ready, smiling at the next
customer who was studying the menu.

‘Yes, I am,’ the young man replied, without looking up.
‘I’ll have tea and sandwiches and some fancy cakes, please.’

‘A full tea, very good, sir.’
He lifted his gaze and his eyes widened.
‘Clara?’ he said questioningly.
‘Charlie,’ she gasped, turning pink with pleasure as she

recognised the soldier she had met when she was a land
girl four years ago. ‘Is it really you?’

‘Yes, it’s me,’ he said, beaming, and she noticed the very
slight Kentish accent she remembered. ‘What a stroke of
luck seeing you again. You look wonderful. How are you?’

‘I’m fine. Yourself?’
‘Pretty good.’
She could feel the supervisor’s eyes on her. ‘I shall have

to go and get your order or I’ll be in trouble. We’re not
encouraged to linger for too long when we’re serving.’

‘Oh, I see,’ he said, showing concern. ‘You get on with
your work then. I don’t want you to get into trouble on
my account.’

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ll be back
with your tea as soon as I can.’

Well that was a turn-up for the books, she thought, as
she walked back to the kitchens with the order, then went
to another table with her pad, feeling Charlie’s eyes on
her the whole time and enjoying the sensation. She’d met
him at a village dance and they’d danced every dance
together and shared one brief goodnight kiss after which
they had gone their separate ways, he with his soldier
mates, she with her Land Army pals. She didn’t even know
his surname.
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There had been no mention of keeping in touch. He’d
told her he was going away to France in a few days, which
could have been the reason why. The war years had been
strange times. Some soldiers hadn’t wanted to get involved
when they were going into the front line. She’d been
disappointed that he hadn’t even suggested that they write
to each other, but had soon got it into perspective. He
had just been a soldier she had met at a dance and he
would have had more important things on his mind than
some girl he had danced with.

After that she went to more village dances and met a
lot more soldiers. But she’d never forgotten Charlie with
his sparkling blue eyes and ready smile.

‘Here we are, sir,’ she said, arriving with a tray. She set
the teapot down on his table along with a two-tiered cake
stand with dainty sandwiches on the bottom and fancy
cakes on the top.

‘You can drop the sir.’
‘All part of the job, sir,’ she said, grinning at him. ‘My

boss doesn’t miss a thing that goes on in this restaurant.
I sometimes think she can lip-read from the back of a
waitress’s head.’

‘That sounds bit grim,’ he remarked. ‘Perhaps we can
meet after you finish work? Just for a chat.’

‘I finish at six o’clock.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘I could
see you then if you like.’

‘Lovely.’
‘I’ll meet you outside then, shall I?’
‘I look forward to it.’
‘Enjoy your tea,’ she said and continued with her duties

with a spring in her step, trying not to smile too widely.

*    *    *
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