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She could not let him go believing he was unloved, unlovable. She had no idea what she had hoped for, perhaps in her naïvety that at the last moment he would relent, allow her to put her arms about him, let him see what his return to the trenches meant to her, what his return to her would mean to her. But he had spurned her advances, the love she had offered him, for the third time . . .

No man should go to war without the knowledge that he would be missed by some woman. That he was treasured . . .
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I am dedicating this book to the memory of Aunty Dolly and Uncle Alf who were there with me during the bad times.
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“You are not coming, George, and that’s my last word on the matter. I can’t think of anything worse than being lumbered with one’s younger brother.” The remark was made with the lofty disdain often assumed by the eldest in the family, which Arthur was. “I’m to meet Toby and Rupert and one or two other fellows from the university and the last thing we want is a crowd of kids—”

“I’m not a crowd of kids, you daft beggar,” George said hotly. “There’s only one of me and I’m sixteen. You’re only a year older and you know that Pa likes us to go about together.”

“I don’t give a damn what Pa likes.” There was a concerted gasp from the group of young people who were sprawled about the living-room as the last desperate words exploded from between the lips of the first speaker and he himself had the decency to look somewhat shamefaced.

“Sorry, Pa,” he mumbled, though Pa wasn’t present, and the rest of them sighed in relief. They all loved their father dearly and would not willingly upset him but it was very plain Arthur Tooley was quite resolute in his intention not to give way on this one. He was mad about anything mechanical in this era of the burgeoning growth of the motor car and the aeroplane, particularly the aeroplane which was why he was furiously determined to go and watch the spectacle of Mr Henry G. Melly, a member of a well-known Liverpool family, take off in his monoplane from a field on the outskirts of the city. And he didn’t want the embarrassment of dragging his siblings with him. Even one brother was out of the question.

They were devoted to one another, the Tooleys, all seven of them, and would have fought to the death to protect one another from outside danger but that didn’t mean they didn’t have frequent disagreements, violent flare-ups among themselves which often led to hot words, since they were all quick-tempered and strong-willed. They were handsome, tall, with the warm colouring they had inherited from their father, glossy hair the colour of treacle toffee streaked with copper when the sun caught it, eyes glowing a rich honey brown, the amber of their skin seeming to speak of warmer climes than that of the north. Their mother, who was small, fair and blue-eyed, often remarked that had she not herself given birth to them she might have believed they were not related to her at all. At least one of them might have favoured her, she told them, as though it were some fault in them that they were the spit of their father. It was perhaps for this reason that she had borne seven of them before giving up hope that she might, if she was persistent and patient enough, hold in her arms a child who looked like her. John, who was eleven, was her last gasp, her husband whimsically remarked, and he was as dark as the others.

The seven of them lolled in various postures about the room, which was furnished comfortably, if in the slightly old-fashioned manner of the late Victorian era current when Edwin and Mary Tooley were married just eighteen years ago. Much of the furniture and furnishings had been inherited from their respective parents, all dead now, but the Victorians had built things, all kinds of things from piano stools to iron bridges, to last and last they had. The Victorian love of colour and ornament was more in evidence here than in any other room in the house. Rich drapes and hangings provided a background for plush furnishings, creating an opulent, if slightly shabby effect. The room had a highly polished wooden floor which Edwin often regretted when his seven children clattered in wearing their heavy, outdoor boots, making a din that could be heard at the Pier Head. From a rail hung dozens of pictures, some made from dried shells, needlework or tapestry panels, engravings and watercolours, so many of them the walls could hardly be seen. The woodwork was painted a rich brown. There was a cast-iron fire grate with a brass fender on which Arthur’s boots rested and over it an elaborate mantelshelf whereon the ornaments beloved of Mary Tooley were carefully arranged. In the fireplace burned a bright fire piled high with glowing coals. Beside it a brass scuttle held more coals, black and shining and ready to be shovelled carelessly on to the blaze, for the Tooley family, though not enormously wealthy, were well placed in the order of things. The ceiling, painted white with distemper, was decorated with an ornate plaster centre rose of flowers and foliage and moulded cornices.

The centre table was covered with a maroon-coloured plush cloth under which many a shrieking game of Pirates, Lions and Tigers or Log cabins and Indians, all devised by Arthur, had once been played. The occasional tables and sideboard were solid, dark and intricately carved, a dark mahogany with a reddish tinge, and picking one’s way round the crowded room in the long skirts of the day was no mean feat. Arranged on the tables and indeed on every available surface were glass and porcelain vases, a massive glass dome covering a display of stuffed birds and an array of boxes of all shapes and sizes. Mary Tooley had despaired as each new baby appeared and had finally decreed that until a child reached the age of five, when, presumably, it might be considered responsible enough to heed the warning, don’t touch, it must be relegated to the family room or the kitchen, both of which were more plainly furnished. There was a deep sofa covered with a flowered shawl, an armchair in which only the rear portion of the master of the house was supposed to rest and several low, curved-back, armless button-backed chairs.

The only female in the room stood up and moved to the window. Pushing back the shrouding nets she leaned her elbows on the sill, cupping her chin in her hands, watching as a tramcar rattled by along Sheil Road. She was tall and thin, all arms and legs and sticking-out shoulder blades; coltish, her mother described her as, but there was a promise of a young beauty about her, a grace which would come as she matured. Her hair was plaited, the plait falling down her back to her buttocks where it was tied with a drab cotton ribbon. It was the thickness of a man’s wrist and despite its rigid imprisonment inclined to be curly where tendrils escaped around her face and ears. Finding nothing to interest her in the view, which she had seen every day of her thirteen years, she turned to look round the room at its other occupants, two of whom were still arguing, the others staring moodily into space.

“Well, you can say what you like, Arthur Tooley, but I for one am going to see Mr Melly take off. I don’t know what the rest of you are to do but if you imagine for one minute I’m going to miss this show then you’re mistaken. Heavens, how often do we get to see a real live aviator—”

“He’s not a real aviator, George. Just because he’s got an aeroplane—”

“Didn’t you tell us that he’s one of only a couple of thousand men in the world to be awarded his Pilot’s Certificate, Arthur?” his sister asked innocently, for George was not the only one who meant to see Mr Melly’s aeroplane. She was dressed as young ladies of the day were dressed, at least in her station of life. She had just returned from school, the Clifton House School for Girls in Wavertree, and she still wore her drab brown drill-dress, or gym-tunic as they were being more frequently called. It had a belt just below the waistline and under it she wore a cream shantung blouse. The skirt reached to her knees and she wore dark brown woollen stockings.

“Yes, that’s true, so I suppose you could call him an aviator . . .” Arthur still sounded dubious, for his idea of an aviator was someone like the Wright brothers, Henri Farman, or Charles Stewart Rolls who had been killed at the Bournemouth Aviation Week only last year.

The rest of them stirred restlessly, sighing and fidgeting, for this . . . this exchange, if it could be called that, between Arthur and Grace, in fact between any one of them and Grace, was a daily event. Grace had a quick mind and her father often remarked, almost sadly, for he loved her dearly, that it was a pity she had not been born a boy. In the verbal duels that took place among the children she always seemed to triumph as though, not being as physically strong as her brothers, even John, the youngest, her brain, her wit, her swift cleverness, her sharp intelligence had been given her in compensation. She was the only girl in a family of boys and it was not surprising, though her mother did her best to restrain it, that she thought as a boy, did her best to be included in what the boys did, to play the games boys played and was totally determined that when she grew up, which would be when she was sixteen, she declared, she meant to find employment as a man would. Not for her the tedious life of a woman like her mother who ran the household, her husband, and the rest of them with the military precision of an army general. Not that Grace could see this. She would not have believed it if anyone had told her that her mother was the real head of the family and, though she never went down to the shop in Lord Street, was the power behind the throne on which Edwin Tooley sat.

“We know what you’re up to but you know Mother won’t let you go, Gracie,” Richard told her, crossing his ankles and lounging even lower in his mother’s sewing chair. Richard was thirteen and Grace’s twin. He was taller than she was, an amiable boy who, with a book in his pocket, was perfectly happy in his own company, perhaps the result of living cheek by jowl with five brothers and a sister. He was fond of poetry though he kept that pretty quiet and when he had had enough of the squabbles that are frequent in a large family, he would take himself off and wander along the marine parade where the quiet, patient presence of the great ships lay along the miles and miles of busy dockland and where he could hear himself think! He, George, who was sixteen, Robert, fifteen, Tom, fourteen and John who was eleven, all attended Blue Coat School which five years ago had moved out from the city and now occupied a site in Church Road, Wavertree. Edwin and Mary Tooley had chosen the prestigious seat of learning for their boys when Arthur, then five years old, was ready to begin his education. It had been famous ever since it was first opened in 1709, then a charity school, and through the ages there had been many a prominent Liverpool gentleman who had reason to thank its good offices for his own success. Close to Blue Coats further along Church Road was the Clifton House School for Girls and it was for this reason, as well as its reputation for educating girls to a good standard, that Grace had been enrolled there. Her brothers, in theory, were supposed to deposit her at the gates each morning and pick her up each afternoon, escorting her safely home but, as boys are boys and not awfully keen on being seen with their little sister, this seldom happened. Not that Grace cared, for like her brothers she had her own coterie of friends and God forbid the twain should ever meet!

Arthur, who was a brainy lad, the brainiest of them all, had moved on to the University of Liverpool on Brownlow Hill where he was to study engineering. They were all proud as punch, Mrs Tooley unable to stop herself from dropping into the conversation when she had friends for tea that her son was to be an engineer with a degree, for Arthur was only just seventeen and young to be already at university.

They sprawled, the attractive sons of Edwin and Mary Tooley, their hands in their trouser pockets, their long legs spread out before them, crossed at the ankle, and glumly surveyed their sister, for there was no doubt she would cause trouble. John lay on his stomach on the rug in front of the fire wrestling with a scruffy, rough-haired terrier by the name of Topsy, the dog growling in mock anger, the boy taking little interest in the conversation. It made little difference to him what they decided, for he meant to bicycle up to the take-off field the next day, a Saturday, and see the daring Mr Melly hurtle into the sky. Arthur at seventeen would be sure to go, but if Grace stirred up trouble with their little mother by demanding to be part of it, it was likely Ma would put her foot down and forbid the rest of them to go. Well, Ma would make it her business to see that Pa put his foot down. Pa was easy-going but Ma was a tinker when she was determined to have her own way and Grace was the one most likely to get her going.

“Well?” Grace demanded, looking from one to the other.

“Well what?” George wanted to know. He was closest to the fire and on his lap, because of it, was curled the family cat, Wally. Wally was a beautiful marmalade tom who must have wandered or been thrown out of his home and had been found shivering on their front doorstep on the day Henry Wallace gave a gift of £5,000 to the Liverpool Presbyterian Church of which their mother was a member. Wally, irreverently, had been named after the generous gentleman and though their mother had disapproved the name had stuck.

“Are we going to stand together on this?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Gracie, you know that whatever we decide if Mother says we’re not to go, that’s that.”

“Not necessarily. We could just sneak off on our bicycles. In fact I don’t think we should tell her.” Grace warmed to her theme and Tom and Robert leaned forward eagerly, for they were always up for anything that smacked of excitement.

Arthur groaned and combed his hands through his abundant mop of dark, wavy hair.

“Hell’s teeth!” Arthur was rather proud of the oaths he had learned from among his pals at the university and often flung them into the conversation to impress his brothers and sister, not, of course, in front of Ma and Pa. “I’m sorry I told you about it now. I could have just gone off with Toby and none of you the wiser. Now there’s going to be ructions if you mention to Ma and Pa that you all want to go. Especially you, Gracie. The others might just get away with it.”

“Damnation!” Grace swung away from the window and advanced into the centre of the room, her face bright with indignation, her eyes flashing like the beacon at the mouth of the river. “Why is it that you can all do things and I can’t?”

“You know why, Gracie,” Richard said resignedly. “You’re a girl and Ma wants you to—”

“What? Become a young lady who marries well and produces a tribe of children like she did?”

“Something like that . . .”

“Well, she can go to the devil.” Again there was a gasp of incredulity, for though their mother was strict she was fair and they all loved her. But then they were male and they had to admit that they were allowed far more freedom than their sister who, at thirteen, was expected to go about with Ma in the social sphere to which they belonged. They were far from gentry, like the Hemingways or the Osbornes, since the Tooleys were what was known as trade. Pa had a tobacconist’s shop in Lord Street which he had started twenty years ago with the small inheritance his father had left him. It was a thriving business, being in a prime position, and anyone but Edwin Tooley would have been even more successful, perhaps expanding into other premises, but Edwin was an easy-going man. He was content with the income it brought him, an income that had allowed him and his family to live in comfort in Newsham Park. Sheil Road was bordered by Sheil Park at the front and Newsham Park at the rear, a very pleasant outlook, almost like living in the country. His boys went to a good school which would prepare them for the world of commerce he foresaw for them, and his daughter mixed with the better families where a decent, hardworking young man might be found as a suitable husband.

Arthur pushed himself out of his father’s armchair, fastidiously smoothed down his jacket and trousers and straightened his tie, for Arthur was a bit of a dandy. He moved towards the door as though to say he washed his hands of the whole affair. He was going tomorrow and what the rest of them did was up to them. “I’m having nothing more to do with—”

As he reached for the doorknob the door opened inwards with great vigour and Mary Tooley entered the room, just in time to hear Arthur’s words. She almost knocked him to the floor, for she was a bustling little woman and when she came into a room it was with the force of a whirlwind.

“You’re having nothing to do with what, dear?” she asked, smiling, a smile they all knew well. It said that no matter how they wriggled she would have the truth out of them, and though she had no idea what they had been talking about she could tell by their guilty faces it was something they’d rather she didn’t know about.

“Er . . . nothing, Ma.”

“Now then, dear, you don’t talk about nothing. It must have been something.”

She arched her back and squared her shoulders and Grace’s heart sank. She knew that no matter how long it took, her mother would do her utmost to have it out of them and though she might allow the boys to go tomorrow to see the marvellous Mr Melly take off into the skies, there was little hope of her being included. Unless the boys could be made to keep their mouths shut; if she could persuade them or bully them or bride them into keeping silent. If they said nothing about Mr Melly she might get out of the house on some pretext and cycle up there to watch the wonder of flight. She dearly wanted to see it, for though Arthur was an engineer, or would be when he had finished his studies, he was not the only member of the family to be passionate about the mechanical age.

She managed to throw a look of dreadful warning about the room as they all stood up slowly. The cat, screeching his displeasure, was dropped hastily to the rug where he fell on the dog who turned to growl at him. They tolerated one another but this was too much and as Wally spat and Topsy growled Arthur took advantage of the commotion and dashed from the room into the wide hallway that led to the stairs. He galloped up them two at a time, reaching the bedroom he shared with George, banging the door behind him, the echo of it telling them that whatever happened they were to leave him out of it.

The rest tried to do the same, uttering loud remarks about homework and jobs to be done which Pa had set them and Ma smiled as she moved into the room, opened her work basket which stood on a side table, withdrew a sock she was darning, sat down in her accustomed chair by the fire and began to ply her needle.

They ate in what was called the family room. It had a large rectangular table around which were nine plain, ladder backed wooden chairs. Here the children gathered to do their homework, to play board games, to paint and draw and do all the things a growing family interests itself in. At mealtimes Pa sat at the head and Ma at the foot. Arthur, George and Robert were seated down one side, with Tom, Richard, Grace and John in strict order of age down the other. It saved a lot of squabbling, Ma had decided long ago, if her children were arranged in this way and always kept to the same seating at every meal. Pa would have allowed his children to sit where they pleased since he was a man of an agreeable, pliant nature, charming in his way, but this, in Ma’s opinion, would only lead to disarray and constant quarrels over who was to sit where. As in most things Ma’s will was law.

There was a shelved dresser against one wall stacked with the plain crockery the family used every day, as well as dishes of the best English stoneware in a pleasing design of blue birds perched on flowered branches, soup tureens to match, with gravy boats beside them. There were copper pots and copper soup ladles, jelly moulds and a bowl of fruit, and to one side a pile of ironing just completed by their maid. The Tooleys’ nature, every last one of them, was not to be scrupulously tidy, and there was an air of homeliness, of comfort and warmth about the room. It looked out over the strip of garden at the back of the house, which nurtured a few apple trees, and at the long windows hung curtains of rich red wool to keep out the cold east wind that blew across the Pennine range. The tablecloth was snowy and in the centre was placed a beautifully arranged vase of spring flowers bought that morning from St John’s Market. Ma did all her own marketing, having most of it delivered to the back kitchen door.

Number 10 Sheil Road was a large, semi-detached, three-storeyed family house. There was the living-room at the front, a dining-room behind the living-room, which was used only on special occasions, and behind that the family room which led into the kitchen and scullery. On the first floor lay three bedrooms. The front bedroom which overlooked the long strip of garden and Sheil Road was occupied by Ma and Pa, the second was Grace’s and the third had been transformed into that wonder of wonders, a bathroom with running water.

The third floor was the boys’ territory, Arthur and George sharing one room, Robert and Tom the second and Richard and John in the third. Above them were the attics where a room with a window in the roof had been partitioned off and was the private sanctum of Nora, the family’s elderly, outspoken maid of all work. Let any one of them, including Grace, wander up there and Nora, who was Irish with a temper to match, would box their ears. Only the mistress of the house ventured up to Nora’s room now and again. Nora was a treasure who worked for next to nothing and had been with Mary ever since her marriage and not one of them dared to cross her. There was a daily cleaning woman, Mrs Dutton, who came in to help with the heavy work and do the family’s laundry and so the household was made up.

Nora could be seen through the arched doorway that led from the family room into the kitchen, which had white, lime-washed walls, stirring a pan of Mary Tooley’s delicious gravy on the top of the big, cast-iron range. The range was hopelessly old-fashioned but if it did its job, which it did, why change it, Mary declared. Nora agreed with her. The gravy would be served with the neck of lamb, the spring cabbage, the roast potatoes and the mint sauce which Mary herself had prepared, all waiting on the scrupulously scrubbed and enormous pine table where most of the work was performed. She was an excellent cook. Let into one wall was a door which led to the walk-in pantry. Another, which stood open, led to the scullery with its own stone sink, draining-board and wooden draining-racks.

They tucked in with the appetites of the young which even a family upheaval could not destroy and it was not until the last portion of apple sponge pudding and rich creamy custard, over which Tom and John had fought, was eaten that Ma spoke, continuing the conversation that had been interrupted in the living-room, just as though there had been no time between.

“So, my dear, what was it that you were to have nothing to do with then?” she enquired sweetly of Arthur.

Arthur, primed by the quick-witted mind of his sister who had cornered him in his bedroom after George had gone down, coloured to the easy blush of the boy just growing into a man. He took a deep breath and prepared to lie for her, or suffer the consequences. Arthur was “sweet” on the pretty daughter of the recently moved-in family next door, a wine merchant of prosperous means, and was of an age when any mention of a member of the opposite sex plunged him into a dithering state of imbecility. None of his brothers knew of his passion for Josie, but Grace, being of the female sex, had noticed immediately and unless Arthur backed her up she would spread it to the four winds, she had told him, smiling sweetly as she watched him fling himself about the bedroom. He had blustered and almost been driven to strike her but he had given in.

“It’s the school sports day next week, Ma, at Grace’s school” – which was true – “and I absolutely refuse to go. I’ll only be roped in to run in the three-legged race or something . . .”

His brothers stared at him in bewildered amazement, since this was the first they had heard of it.

“What is wrong with that, son?” Pa asked mildly, sipping an after-dinner glass of port, one that his new neighbour had recommended.

This last remark released them from their open-mouthed wonder and let off such an uproar of objections among his sons who swore they wouldn’t be seen dead in a girls’ race that Mary Tooley was quite distracted and did not notice her daughter’s quiet smile of satisfaction.
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Grace waited until she heard her mother close the front door firmly behind her before darting furtively into Ma and Pa’s bedroom and peeping out from behind the snowy nets at the window. Ma was halfway down the narrow garden path where she stopped to study the progress of the antirrhinums that Pa had planted in readiness for the summer. She and Pa were keen gardeners, spending hours each Sunday when the weather permitted weeding this and pruning that, putting in the bulbs, crocus, daffodils and hyacinth, earlier in the year and which now were over, and lately the bedding plants such as begonias, busy Lizzies, aubretia and allysum which bordered the lawn, long and thin, but nevertheless Pa’s pride. Like a billiard table, it was, and if any of them should dare walk on it, it would be the worse for them. As for that dog which would dig a hole in the most unlikely places to bury her bone, she would be out of the house and down at the lost dogs’ home before you could say Jack Robinson, a favourite saying of Pa’s!

Ma had her shopping basket on her arm and was dressed for a visit to town in her good dove-grey three-quarter coat and ankle-length skirt, her wide-brimmed pale grey hat decorated with a profusion of pink silk roses, grey kid gloves and a long, furled umbrella and she looked what she was, the well-turned-out wife of a successful tradesman. She wore grey kid boots buttoned down each side, with a two-inch Louis heel, smart but comfortable.

There was a tramcar just turning the corner out of West Derby Road and as it stopped outside the house, Ma crossed the road to the tramlines in the middle, nodding graciously at a cyclist who halted to let her pass in front of him. The conductor, recognising a lady when he saw one, took her elbow as she boarded the tramcar and after seeing her seated inside, rang the bell for the driver to proceed. Ma had this effect on people. Mostly men. She was so dainty, so pretty, so agreeable and at the same time gave the impression that she was in need of male protection, which was not true as the Tooley family all knew. She was the daughter of a master cutler, a man of means, and was well brought up but without the pedigree to make the marriage her father wished for her. Instead she had married Edwin Tooley, the son of a ships’ chandler in Water Street, a prosperous little business but not one, to his father’s disappointment, Edwin felt he could put his life into. Why he had chosen to become a tobacconist was never quite explained, either to his wife or to his children, who were not, of course, consulted, nor, if they had been, would they have been unduly interested anyway. He was an outgoing man, he liked people, he had an easy, pleasant way of chatting to his many customers who came from all walks of life, from the man who bought five Wild Woodbines in a paper packet to the gentleman who purchased his very best cigars, and it was perhaps this that made his business so successful and himself so content. He had made a happy marriage and if his children had been brought up in the slightly unorthodox, some would say lax, way that was not an example of the times – the Victorian era had ended only ten years ago – they had emerged unscathed, well-mannered, good-natured, wilful at times but controllable. Mary was the ruler of their lives, the arbiter whose last word was law and they loved and respected her for it. And if she had known the intentions of her daughter on this day she would not have blithely boarded a tram and gone off to town for a morning’s shopping.

Grace let the nets fall and dashed from the room, galloping down the stairs two at a time, leaping the last into the wide, hushed hallway which was lit only by the fanlight over the front door, skidding on the bright rug that covered the black and white tiled floor and almost crashing into the hallstand. The tall grandfather clock that stood under the stairs ticked the minutes away solemnly and Grace muttered under her breath, for the boys would be waiting for her in the lane at the side of the house. Ma knew that Arthur and George were to go to see Mr Melly and his aeroplane, though the reason for it was a mystery to her. But then boys would be boys, violently excited about anything new and so she had shrugged as they discussed it at breakfast. The others had held their breath just in case Ma took it into her head to question them on what they might be doing this Saturday morning but she and Pa had been conferring on the likelihood of the strikes and riots that threatened Liverpool and how, if they took place, they might affect the tobacco business. If the strikers gained the upper hand at the tobacco factory in Boundary Lane, where might the tobacco, so essential to Pa’s business, be obtained? they asked one another. The flight of Mr Melly was far from their minds.

Mrs Dutton was on her knees scrubbing the rosy flags of the kitchen floor, her back bent into the effort and as Grace exploded into the kitchen she gave a great start and almost knocked the bucket she had just filled with hot water from the boiler on to its side.

“’Ere, young lady, wha’ d’yer think yer up to?” She reared up on her knees and wiped a red, wrinkled hand across her dripping nose. “Yer nearly ’ad me bucket over.” She turned to Nora who had whipped round, just as confounded, and stood, one hand on her hip, at the table where she had been rolling out a nice bit of pastry for a steak and kidney pie of which the master was very fond. On the rug before the glowing range Wally lifted a disdainful head and contemplated Grace with feline indifference but Topsy, who had only minutes before been rebuffed by the boys when she had indicated she wanted to go with them, bounded across to Grace and looked up at her hopefully, her head on one side.

“Yer see tha’, Nora?” Mrs Dutton continued in high dudgeon. “Nearly ’ad me bucket over, she did, an’ wharr I’d like ter know is where she’s goin’ dressed like tha’, an’ more ter’t point does ’er Ma know about it?” Both she and Nora were well aware of Mrs Tooley’s uphill tussle to bring her daughter up as a young lady should be in a house full of lads, and she’d not be best pleased to hear that she had been roaring up and down on them dratted machines with her brothers which it seemed she was about to do. It was a mystery to them why the lass had been bought one in the first place but then it was known Mr Tooley was soft-hearted where his daughter was concerned. Mrs Dutton surveyed Grace from head to foot disapprovingly. Mrs Dutton and her family had never in their lives been further than the Pier Head, let alone over the water to New Brighton on the ferry which this lot did frequently, and the way the “gentry”, as she was apt to name the Tooley family, ripped about the countryside, and beyond, was a bloomin’ wonder to her.

“Aye, I’d like ter know that an’ all, Grace Tooley,” Nora said with the outspokenness of the old and life-long servant. She spoke as she found and she found young Grace’s “get-up” and her obvious determination to leave the house stealthily by the back door decidedly suspicious. Her ma hadn’t said anything about her daughter going out. Them lads had vanished ten minutes since and now, two minutes after the mistress went off to town here was the lass slipping out the back door in a very secretive manner, and dressed for cycling. Oh yes, Nora recognised cycling gear even if she herself had never been near one of them infernal things, and never would neither.

“Oh, Nora, dear Nora, please don’t try to stop me,” Grace pleaded, getting ready to leap Mrs Dutton’s bucket and be off through the door, just as though the two women would forcibly try to restrain her.

“Would it do any good if I did?”

“No, I’m afraid it wouldn’t. I’m to go to see Mr Melly fly his aeroplane from a field in Old Swan—”

Nora screeched in horror and threw up her hands. “Why in the name of God would yer wanner do tha’? ’Tisn’t natural. Birds ’as wings an’ man don’t an’ if this ’ere Mr What’s-his-name was ter fall outer’t sky on ter yer ’ead yer ma’d never fergive me.”

“He won’t do that, Nora. Men have been up in their flying machines for years now and one day I shall go up, I promise you.”

Nora, being a devout Catholic, crossed herself hastily and so did Mrs Dutton before plunging her red hands back in her bucket where they belonged. The world today was a mystery to her.

“Well, don’t say I didn’t warn yer,” Nora pronounced gloomily, looking as though she were convinced this was the last time she and Grace would ever clap eyes on each other.

Arthur, naturally, had been the first in the family to possess a bicycle. At the age of twelve when he had been deemed old enough to take a responsible view of the ever increasing motorised traffic on the roads, traffic brought about by the fascination of the wealthy – who were the only ones who could afford them – his father had taken him to the Rover Bicycle Shop in Lord Street, almost opposite his own business, and bought him the latest safety bicycle. It had a sprung saddle, a plunger brake, curved front forks, a chain guard and, an added bonus when it was Grace’s turn, a dress cord to protect a lady’s clothing from the spokes.

Each of Edwin’s children on reaching their twelfth birthday was given a bicycle and though he was only just eleven Edwin had relented in the case of John, since it meant without a bicycle he could not go about on the family outings of which his brothers and sister were so fond. Round and round the bicycle track at Sefton Park was one, along the road beside the river was another; and out into the country beyond the outskirts of Liverpool was a particular favourite. It was a full day’s trip taking a picnic in the basket on the front of Grace’s machine, the food Nora put up eaten in a field waist-high with grass and wild flowers and where Arthur took “snapshots” with his hand-held Brownie; it had cost him a whole five shillings, which had taken him a month to save up! Pa considered that Arthur was conscientious enough to look out for his brothers and sister, especially young John and so, on the day that Mr Melly was to take to the skies, their bicycles were wheeled out from the building at the back of the house, once a stable, and in a great state of breathless excitement were pushed into the lane, Arthur balancing Grace’s machine with his own as they waited impatiently for their sister.

They were all dressed in what was the cycling fashion of the day, the boys in tweed knickerbockers tied below the knee, checked woollen waistcoats and Norfolk jackets, thick woollen socks, flat-heeled shoes, a flannel shirt with a collar and tie and a cloth cap. It was the customary outfit of the middle-class cyclist in direct contrast to that of the working man who had to make do with wearing his ordinary clothes, his trousers fastened with cycle clips. Grace, whose mother was violently opposed to the “rationals” or knickerbockers which Grace longed to wear and in which the more daring – fast, Mary called them – lady cyclists dressed, wore an ankle-length skirt of a sensible navy blue. It would not show the mud that would be bound to fly up from the wheels, her mother insisted, sturdy boots, a warm woollen jacket of vivid scarlet which had been her choice – against her mother’s wishes – and a straw boater with a scarlet ribbon about the crown.

Prescot Road was a bustling, hustling stream of motor cars, the occupants bundled up as though they were off to the North Pole. Special protective clothing was essential, for most of the motor cars were open to the elements, the passengers sitting high above the road where every splash of rain, every speck of dust, every stray breeze hit them straight in the face. They all wore goggles, the women donning hideous hats around which veils were draped, with heavy tweed overcoats which, when the weather became warmer, would be changed for ones of alpaca or holland.

The Tooleys, peddling furiously lest they miss one moment of this momentous day, watched them go by with envious glances, for though they loved their bicycles their dream was that one day Pa would consent to purchasing a motor car, though at the moment there was not much chance of that since he was among those who believed the motor car was just a nine days’ wonder. There were small traps, gigs, a brougham or two, hansom-cabs pulled by a horse, motorised cabs, motorcycles and crowds of pedestrians, all hurrying in the direction of Old Swan, such a turmoil of traffic the Tooleys were forced to ride one behind the other.

“I had no idea so many people were interested in aeroplanes,” Grace shouted to Arthur’s back as they leaped from their machines and trundled them into the field which lay between the Black Horse Inn and Knotty Ash Station.

“My God, I’ve never seen such a crowd,” Arthur gasped after they had been directed to stow their bicycles in the yard of the inn, whose owner was run off his feet doing more business in an hour than he did in a week. “Where in hell’s name have they all come from? Half of Liverpool must be here. Keep an eye out for Rupert and Toby, won’t you?”

“Since none of us knows what they look like . . .”

“George has met Toby,” Arthur bellowed, doing his best to keep his brothers from dashing enthusiastically on to the field where the aeroplane could just be seen surrounded by a phalanx of supporters.

“We just want to get a closer look, Arty,” Tom yelled, darting under the arm of a policeman but the constable caught him by the scruff of his neck and dragged him back, telling Arthur in a stern voice that any person found to be “hinterfering” with the “hairyplane” would be severely dealt with.

The field was ringed with spectators who seemed to be holding their collective breath, kept well back by attendants, for there at the edge of the field was the aeroplane, the flying machine which, to most of them, was one of the wonders of this modern age and one they had never seen on the ground, let alone in the air. How was it done? How did it work? What was it that got the flimsy little thing off the ground, and when it did, what held it up? Many of them, those who revelled in dramas in which they were not involved, had come with the precise hope that they might see it fall from the sky, but they were curiously silent, those who stood to stare, for they felt they were in the presence of something not quite of this world.

With great difficulty Arthur kept his brothers and sister together, moving in a little group on the edge of the crowd looking for the best vantage point, never taking their eyes off the aeroplane in case it should suddenly dart into the air when they were not looking. There were dozens of men around it doing mysterious things to its wings, its wheels which were strangely like those on their bicycles, to struts and wires and other bits and pieces unknown to the awed spectators. It looked like nothing less than a wooden crate on which someone had stuck two wings yet this was the marvellous piece of machinery that was to change the world, or so Grace and Arthur firmly believed, though she knew they were not in the majority. Even the motor car would not last, many declared, so what chance had the flying machine in the eyes of those who were blind?

“Tooley, there you are, old chap,” a voice behind them said. “We’ve been looking for you but I must admit the crowds were beyond us. Who would believe that so many would gather to see Mr Melly take to the skies. I swear I laboured under the belief that the great British public had no interest in such things and yet here they are in their thousands from every class, come to watch.”

George and the younger boys were so enraptured and so afraid of missing the take-off which seemed imminent they didn’t even turn as the young man who addressed Arthur strolled towards them but he and Grace both twisted to look in his direction. He was a tall, gangling youth, probably about the same age as Arthur, somewhat affected in his manner and elegantly dressed but pleasant enough as he swept off his well-brushed bowler hat and bowed in Grace’s direction.

“Toby, glad to see you,” Arthur called out. “And you too, Rupert. Have you found somewhere to get the best view of the take-off ?”

Grace nodded and smiled at Toby as they were introduced. He held her hand for a moment but her whole attention was riveted on the young man Arthur had addressed as Rupert. A tall, dark-haired young man, slightly older than her brother, she had time to think before, at the age of not quite fourteen, she fell into love, a love which, even then, in her childlike bewilderment, she believed would last a lifetime. She didn’t know how she knew, for she was still a girl, a child she supposed her mother would call her, but in that moment of hushed breathlessness her life as she had known it changed for ever. Her heart dipped sickeningly in her breast then rose again and she felt the blush, the bugbear of the young and inexperienced girl, flood her face. But though she was not quite fourteen her body was already maturing. Her budding breasts pressed against the fabric of her shirt which was revealed beneath the jacket she had unbuttoned and the proud curve of her shoulders gave her a posture that was almost queenly. She was still awkward though, barely across the threshold between childhood and young womanhood, but she did her best to compose herself as the young man, his rich brown eyes warmly admiring, moved behind Toby towards her. She overdid it in her attempt to hide her exploding feelings so that she appeared grim and she noticed from the corner of her eye that Arthur was frowning at her.

“This is my sister Grace, Rupert,” he was saying. “And my brothers are over there,” indicating the animated group who had pushed their way to the front of the crowd. Rupert had not the slightest interest in his brothers, only the exceptionally pretty but unsmiling young lady who offered him her limp hand.

“Good morning, Grace. I had no idea young ladies were interested in the flying machine,” were the first words he said to her. “I know my sisters aren’t.” He spoke with the lazy accent of privilege, the privilege of an education at one of England’s public schools.

‘Oh . . .” she answered him. It was all she could do to speak at all, she who was without nerves, without a young girl’s shyness, a girl who had never in all her life been at a loss for words. Afterwards she was incensed with her own gaucherie but her mouth was so dry and her heart continued to leap about like the frog Tom had captured last weekend in a jar. He was so handsome, so tall, a whole head taller than she was and his smile was quite brilliant, his teeth white and impossibly even in his sun-darkened face. Where had he been, she remembered wondering, to be so tanned? He was long-boned, hard-muscled, like an athlete, and she was not surprised when she learned later that he played not only rugby and soccer, but was champion of the university on the track and field. He had a narrow waist and long legs and everything about him was exactly in proportion. He glowed with health and the pleasure he found in life, and about his mouth there seemed to be a constant curl of humour.

He offered her his arm, to Arthur’s astonishment, and to her own, she took it. “I do believe Mr Melly is about to take off,” he told her, “and I’m sure you haven’t a good view from here.” He led her through the crowd by the simple expedient of putting his shoulder to those who stood in front of him, sweeping them to either side, despite their protests, and leading her behind him.

“Can you see all right?” he asked her softly, bending his head a little over her shoulder and she managed to nod. He had stood her in front of him, his hands on her shoulders, his body so close to her back she could feel the warmth of him. His chin almost rested on her boater and she knew that she would never be capable of watching the take-off and flight of Mr Melly with any degree of interest, and what’s more, she didn’t care. The sounds around them were merely the lazy buzzing of bees, the movement of the crowd no more than the lazy circling of them about the hive, and when the small aircraft finally lifted itself into the air, its bicycle wheels hovering for a terrifying second as though reluctant to leave the ground, even the dramatic gasp of the crowd barely reached her.

It was not until the aeroplane had gained just under a thousand thrilling feet and had turned to head in the direction of the city and the river, that she came from the trance into which Rupert’s hands, his closeness, the fragrance of his sweet breath on her cheek had thrown her.

They were all around her then, her brothers, Toby, Rupert, cheering and waving with the rest, telling each other what a splendid sight it had been; had they noticed his scarf which had seemed in danger of becoming wrapped around the propellor, and they could hardly wait for his return which was promised in about forty minutes. If the take-off had been thrilling what would his landing be like? The crowds, Grace suddenly discovered, just as though she had been captured under the glass dome in her mother’s sitting-room, seen but unseeing, were wild with excitement, her brothers included, which was just as well or they would have been mystified by her own behaviour. They were exhilarated by it all and had no time to wonder at the unusual silence and sudden and inexplicable beauty of their sister, lit not by the sunlight as they might have thought but by her entrance into the world of a young woman. Her eyes were a golden glinted brown, her hair, slipping from her long plait, was polished to the sheen of a chestnut, her skin as fine and flawless as bone china. Her lips were full and pouting as though waiting for a kiss, a deep carnation pink. She was, in fact, exactly as she had set out that morning but with the added sheen that blooms in a woman in love.

He was watching her as the drone of the aeroplane whispered on the faint breeze, becoming louder and louder as it approached the field. It was exactly forty-one minutes since it had taken off. As it approached, with an almost cheeky movement the wings wobbled from side to side as though Mr Melly were waving to them and the whole of the vast crowd was silent, so silent a bird, impervious to the importance of this moment, could be heard warbling in the trees on the side of the field. Down it came, that fragile parcel of what seemed to be bits of paper and wood glued carelessly together, and, with a lightness that could not have been copied by the bird in the wood, landed on the grass at the far side of the field.

There was a roar that could have been heard, must have been heard at the Pier Head where a similar crowd had watched the aeroplane swing across the Mersey. Men threw their hats into the air which fell to earth to be trampled underfoot. Women shrieked in a most unladylike way and children did cartwheels across the crushed grass. Arthur and Toby jumped up and down then hugged one another in a great demonstration of shared delight, for they were intent on being engineers and would, when they had finished their schooling, both be in on the designing of aircraft. George and the boys had escaped the restraining arm of the constable who was doing his best to hold back the hysterical crowd and with great howls of ecstasy dashed with hundreds of others towards the airman who was doing his best to climb from his aeroplane.

“Are you not going to join them, Grace?” Rupert asked her smilingly, then was amazed when he perceived that she was weeping. At once he bent down to her, taking her upper arms with gentle hands, for suddenly he had realised that she was younger than he had earlier believed.

“Grace, what is it? Tell me,” he beseeched her, still somewhat bewitched and more than a little bewildered by his reaction to her young beauty. He didn’t know her at all. He was acquainted, no more, with her brother who had played in the same rugby team as himself during the winter and was to try for the cricket team in a few weeks’ time. Arthur was a good chap, reliable, pleasant but not one of his friends. Toby, who was distantly related to him in some obscure way, had persuaded him to come today and now here he was with a crying female, a young girl no less, on his hands and he didn’t know why she was crying or what he should do with her. Her brothers had gone haring off across the field towards the flying machine, which he would have liked to do but, being a gentleman, he could hardly leave the girl here in a state of extreme distress.

“Grace, may I fetch your brother?” he asked desperately, but to his consternation she shook her head, turned on her heel and ran like the wind, her boater flopping about on her back, in the direction of the gate that led from the field.

Two months later Mr Melly flew in his monoplane to Manchester in a startling forty-nine minutes, and back again in sixty-five since he had what was known as a “head wind”, on the return journey, Arthur explained.

Surprisingly, though her brothers cycled up to the field to see him, Grace Tooley did not.
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In the weeks that followed she found herself gazing blindly at nothing, her unfocused eyes seeing nothing but a face, a smiling, humorous face, a curling mouth from which she waited breathlessly for words to come. She didn’t know what. She didn’t really know what was the matter with her, for she was too young for the turmoil and sweetness of adult love; she only knew that something tremendous had happened that day and it had upset the happy equilibrium of her life. She would come from her trance when her name was called from some other part of the house, to find herself standing at her bedroom window, her mother’s nets pushed back, her hand on the window frame, watching Mrs Dutton hanging out the washing in the blue air and sunshine of the summer’s day, clothes pegs in her mouth with Topsy frisking about her feet. Well, not watching exactly but Mrs Dutton was there and so was Topsy so she supposed her eyes were on them, or was it the herb garden Ma and Pa had put in with which she was apparently so absorbed? Drifts of parsley and chives, coriander and dill, lemon verbena, lovage six feet tall against the high brick wall which separated their garden from the Allens’. At the far end of the long narrow garden was Robert, his bicycle upside down on the flags, mending a puncture.

All there for her to see but she had not seen them, only the face of Rupert . . . Rupert . . . whose surname she didn’t even know and was afraid to ask in case the family should turn to her in amazement as she revealed her feelings. They must show, surely? They must see a difference in her, but it seemed boys were remarkably obtuse when it came to their family and what was taking place right under their noses. Its members were there where they had always been, their brothers and sister, their mother and father and as long as their meals were on the table and they had a clean shirt for school – though that didn’t rate very high! – the goings-on, the day-to-day happenings of the house went unnoticed. Grace might be a bit quiet, disappearing from time to time to her room or the den the children had made above the stable years ago but then she was a girl and it was well known that girls were not like boys in their interests and concerns. Not that Grace had been like other chaps’ sisters but they supposed, if they noticed at all, which was unlikely, that she was growing up and therefore away from the rest of them. She still joined their frequent expeditions during the long summer days but she seemed disinclined to be enthusiastic about climbing trees or paddling in the stream which flowed through the bit of woodland in the old quarry on Black Horse Lane and where sticklebacks and tadpoles abounded.

Only Mary, and she said nothing, even to her husband, was aware of the change in her daughter. Grace had, three months ago, begun that time in her life which many women described as the “curse” and though Mary, being a sensible woman with somewhat radical views on the upbringing of children, had acquainted her child with what were known as the facts of life, or, foolishly, the “birds and the bees”, it had still come as something of a shock to the growing girl when she began to bleed for the first time. Her mother had comforted her, told her exactly what to do and though Grace had been faintly disgusted with the whole thing, saying it was not fair that she and not her brothers should be so afflicted, she had grown accustomed to the monthly palaver. It was enough to make any young girl alter her ways, or so Mary believed, and so Grace’s episodes of distraction, her sudden inclination to disappear instead of playing squabbling games with her brothers round the family room table, were not, in Mary’s opinion, something about which, as a mother, she should be worried.

On this particular day Ma was upstairs getting ready to make her usual Saturday visit to town and Pa had already left for the shop. The children had just finished breakfast, the good breakfast that Nora and their mother liked to get inside them every day, for weren’t they growing youngsters, when Robert, lounging with his elbows on the table in a way that would not have pleased Mary, spoke up. John, who had successfully dammed his porridge with crumbled toast to his sister’s disgust before furtively placing the bowl on the floor for the eager Topsy to finish, picked it up and innocently stacked it with the others. George was at the window staring down the garden at something that had caught his attention and Tom and Richard were arm wrestling, wrinkling the tablecloth and scattering cutlery.

“We haven’t been anywhere exciting for ages,” Robert was saying. “Here it is the middle of August and all we seem to have done this summer is ride up to Sefton Park or the old quarry. I think it’s high time we should go for a long ride somewhere today.”

“Where?” Grace asked languidly, studying her nails and wondering if she should use the manicure set given to her at Christmas by her mother and which had been received with little enthusiasm at the time. Young ladies did buff their nails and do whatever the tools in the set were meant to do but until recently it had not concerned her. Francie Allen, who lived next door and had taken to accompanying her to school since they were the same age and in the same class, manicured her nails once a week, she told Grace, so perhaps she might do the same now that she . . . now that she . . . what? . . . now that she . . . And for the life of her she didn’t know how to finish the sentence.

“How about Peel Hall? We haven’t been there for ages. We could take a picnic.”

“Well, I for one have been too busy studying for such pastimes,” Arthur replied loftily, poking his nose over the top of The Times, which Pa brought into the house since he thought its contents were of a more instructive nature than the Liverpool Echo or the Courier. He liked his children to be aware of national and international affairs and insisted that each of them, with perhaps the exception of John, read some small item of news, which they often did not understand, out to him each day. The older ones were expected to remember and repeat to him important events that had taken place, like the current period of unrest that was taking place in Liverpool and other parts of the country. There had been a proclamation by the Lord Mayor of Liverpool warning the railway strikers that if necessary he would call out the military and exercise full powers under the Riot Act if they continued in this disruptive way. They had not heeded his warning and the Riot Act was read only last week and a mass meeting of strikers on St George’s Hall plateau had been dispersed quite violently by the police. Twelve policemen and over a hundred strikers had been injured. A mob had erected barricades in Christian Street and the military again were summoned. Rising prices and stationary wages were blamed. There had been a four-day railway strike in Newcastle which had led to “sympathy strikes” in other parts of the country, Liverpool being one, but the children of Edwin and Mary Tooley were not unduly interested since their standard of living was of the best and had not suffered because of it.

“Hey, look at this, will you?” George spluttered from the window, his nose pressed against the glass. “It looks like that friend of yours from the university.”

“Who? Toby?” Arthur rose to his feet and joined his brother at the window but the rest stayed where they were, for the rather supercilious Toby had not impressed them. Drifting on the air, getting louder as it drew nearer, was a kind of chugging noise, like that of a motor of sorts coming through the open window, and when Arthur yelled in amazement it brought them all to their feet to press behind their brothers. All except Grace who knew before she looked who it was. How did she know? She was often to wonder but whatever it was it caused the blood to drain from her face and her heart to stop so that she thought she might faint and the best place to be in a faint was sitting down.

“By God, it’s Rupert, and will you look what he’s riding, the lucky blighter. I’d heard from Toby he was thinking of getting one before he leaves but I didn’t know he’d actually done it.”

“What make is it? Can you see from here?” George said excitedly. “Come on, let’s go out and see.”

There was a mad stampede for the door.

“It looks like an AJS racing machine to me . . .”

“No, it’s got an overhead camshaft . . .”

“The AJS came fourth in the Junior TT . . .”

“Reckon it’s an American Indian twin . . .”

Their high, excited voices trailed after them as they jostled each other to get to the front door, and from the kitchen Nora appeared, wiping round a dish she had just washed with a tea cloth.

“What’s all’t fuss? Sounds like bloomin’ army’s stampeding up the ’all. See, damn dog’s at it an’ all,” as Topsy raced between her legs, diving through the front door which the boys had left open. It must be something exciting, for the dog never left any place where there might be the chance of a tit-bit.

Nora stared suspiciously at Grace, for never since the lass was born had she allowed herself to be left out of anything that involved her brothers.

“What’s up wi’ you?”

“Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with me. It’s just the boys getting excited over nothing,” Grace answered airily, getting to her feet and sauntering from the room. When she gained the hallway she leaped up the stairs two at a time and banged her bedroom door behind her before collapsing on to her bed in a fit of what she could only call dithering. Her heart was banging alarmingly so that she felt she might choke and little quivers ran along her limbs. She didn’t dare look out of the window, for if she saw him she would undo all the good and calming work she had forced on herself during the last three months. He had been at the last event when Mr Melly had flown to Manchester, Richard had told her, as mystified as the rest as to why she had, for the first time in her life, detached herself from an expedition, but she had held herself tightly in hand, thankful when her mother had intervened.

“Grace doesn’t have to go everywhere you boys do,” Ma had said coolly, totally ignorant of the real reason for Grace’s refusal to join them, thinking that her daughter’s recent entry into the world of womanhood was excuse enough.

Wally, who had been lying on her bed in a patch of sunshine, raised his head in vast irritation, then, with that strange sense animals have, settled himself close to Grace’s side as though to comfort. He purred and wriggled, inviting Grace’s hand but for once Grace was unaware of the animal.

It was no use. She couldn’t stop herself. Pushing Wally unceremoniously to one side, she crept from her bed and peeped through the nets to the gate at the front of the house. Her brothers, and even James and Norman, Francie and Josie’s brothers from next door, were gathered round the splendid motorcycle which Rupert had ridden over. It gleamed in the brilliant sunshine. It looked strangely like an ordinary pedal bicycle with thin cycle tyres, a leather saddle, down-turned handlebars with a horn attached and the word INDIAN painted just above the engine.

But it was not on the motorcycle that her attention was fixed, but the man – for he was that in comparison to the boys gathered about him – who lounged against the gatepost. He was tall, supremely confident and yet not arrogant, with a light boyish air about him, beautiful, well bred, well polished, intriguing and she recognised that those strange feelings he had awoken in her in May were just as they had been then. There was a link, a bond, something in him that whispered to her, which only she could hear and of which he was unaware and she was too young to understand. It was a thread tying her to him, invisible, gossamer-like but as strong as one of the hawsers down at the docks which kept the huge liners tied to the shore. He drew her like a candle flame and yet she must resist it, for though she was still in her girlhood she was mature enough in her youthfulness to know that this man was not for her. He was grinning at something Johnny had said, a sudden radiance of good humour at an eleven-year-old boy who most men of his age would have ignored and she longed to rush down and scream at him, “Look at me . . . look at me, not at him, or anybody,” but she was a schoolgirl, a child to this glorious male who surely must have half the young women of Liverpool in love with him.

She skulked, there was no other word for it, in her bedroom until the “putt-putt-putt” of the motorcycle told her that Rupert was leaving. From behind the nets she watched him as he climbed easily into the saddle, pulled his cap firmly down over his thickly waving, windblown hair, raised his hand in a farewell salute and roared off up Sheil Road in the direction of West Derby Road. Had he asked about her? Enquired where she might be? Was she well, perhaps? She would never know, for she would never ask. They might wonder at her lack of interest, she who had been in the thick of any adventure going, but their total absorption with the machine would keep them occupied. They watched him go, the little band of awestruck, admiring youths, then, when he disappeared round the corner towards Knotty Ash, they turned, all talking at once, and sauntered up the path, round the side of the house, making towards the building where their own mundane bicycles were stacked and where they would discuss for hours the finer points of Rupert’s machine.

“Rupert was here this morning, Pa,” Arthur said as they sat down to their evening meal, “on his new motorcycle.”

“Rupert?” Pa poured gravy over his pork chop.

“Yes, you remember we told you about him when we went to see Mr Melly take off in his monoplane in May. And again in July. He’s related in some roundabout way to Toby.”

“Toby . . . ?” Pa asked vaguely, turning his attention back to his plate.

Arthur, exasperated, leaned forward the better to make his point.

“Take your elbows off the table, dear,” his mother admonished.

Arthur straightened his back and picked up his knife and fork, sighing. He cut into his chop and put a piece into his mouth. “Yes, Pa, the chap I’m at university with—”

“Don’t speak with your mouth full, dear,” his mother told him.

Grace sat quite still, willing her hands to pick up her knife and fork and begin the task of eating the food in front of her. Resounding in her head were the words “before he goes away” which Arthur had uttered earlier and which, though she had heard them and had even assimilated them into her senses, had not really made a great impression on her. She had been too worked up over Rupert’s sudden appearance and her absolute determination not to go down to the gate with the others where she was sure she would have made an absolute fool of herself. But now, as Arthur did his best to interest Pa, who surely he must know hadn’t the slightest enthusiasm for anything mechanical, the words came back at her again and again. “Before he leaves, before he leaves,” which meant, devastatingly, or perhaps thankfully, Rupert was going away somewhere and she would never see him again. The thought of it ripped painfully through her and at the same time filled her with a great tide of relief. Resolutely she cut up her pork chop and put a portion in her mouth and began to chew. It was like trying to eat a piece of leather and when, at last, she swallowed it, it stuck halfway down her throat and she had to grab for her glass of water, drinking it in great gulps to help the meat down.

“Where’s he going then?” John asked obligingly before Pa did. Pa was doing his best to show interest in his sons’ friends but they had such strange, weird even, hobbies these days, hobbies to do with this mechanical age which was not his cup of tea at all.

“Oh, he’s off to that military academy to learn to be a soldier . . . Where is it? It’s called Sandhurst and it turns out officers.”

“Lucky beggar. There’s nothing I’d rather be than a soldier,” George remarked.

“No, you wouldn’t, dear. All those nasty guns,” Ma murmured serenely.

“I’d rather be a sailor,” Richard added. “See a bit of the world. When I was down at the docks the other day they were launching a torpedo-boat destroyer at Cammell Laird’s across the water. They’re going to call it Wolverine. I’m going to—”

“Richard, dear, please try not to talk with your mouth full. It is most ill-mannered.”

“Sorry, Ma, but you should have seen the crowd.”

“Yes, dear, I’m sure it was very exciting. Now eat your cabbage up.”

“I don’t like cabbage, Ma.”

“It’s good for you.”

It was no good. She just couldn’t sit here listening to the usual family drivel, doing her best to appear normal, to eat her dinner as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening when all she wanted to do was hear what Rupert was going to do and where he was going to do it. And when? When was he to leave? Was this a sudden decision since it had been understood, at least by her, that he was taking a degree in some subject at Liverpool University. That in itself was strange since a gentleman of his class and education might have been expected to go to Cambridge or somewhere but now it seemed he was to do neither but was to learn to be an officer in the army. Oh, why had Ma interrupted with her silly attempt to instil manners in the boys and thrown Arthur off the track?

She would not, of course, say a word. She would not question Arthur. She would sit here quietly and eat her meal, for it was nothing to her where Rupert went, or what he did. Or if it was she didn’t mean to let her family know it.

“Where’s he going?” she heard herself say sharply.

So sharply even she was astounded. They all turned to look at her and Ma, for some reason, frowned.

“Who?” Tom forked the last of his cabbage into his mouth as he spoke and Ma’s frown deepened.

“Will you please empty your mouth before speaking,” she said sternly.

“Ma, please, can someone at this table at least try to keep to the conversation in hand. We were talking of . . . of . . . what’s his name?” – doing her best to appear casual – “Rupert and where he was to go to. Arty, you were saying . . . ?” She turned her unfathomable gaze – at least she hoped it was unfathomable to her mother – on Arthur.

“Rupert? You mean Rupert Bradley?”

“Dear God, how many Ruperts do you know?”

“Grace, what is the matter with you, child? Arthur was . . .”

She was tempted to rise from the table and storm out of the room. Run like some mad demented thing from the house and down the length of the back garden to the den, lock the door and cry and cry and cry, not only for the loss of her childhood which she knew quite definitely had come to an end today, but for the loss of her love and the man who had awakened it in her.

Arthur saved her, not intentionally but because he admired Rupert Bradley who was, without a doubt, one of the most popular young men at the university. If he hadn’t been firmly fixed in his determination to be an engineer, something to do with the motor car or the aeroplane, he would have liked nothing better than to go into the army. He had always enjoyed school, the company of other boys in their vigorous and manly games, the camaraderie, the shared interests, that special bonding which the female sex lacked – though he did admit to himself that Josie Allen, the first girl who had ever captured his interest, might be good fun – and the idea of continuing it in a career in the army was very tempting. Besides which he was nearly eighteen and his mother’s rather cloying protectiveness, which stretched from the baby John, who was not a baby really, to himself, was becoming too much. He had a great affection for his brothers and sister but it would be grand to be an individual, himself, Arthur Tooley, instead of part of a group. Sometimes he was sorry he had chosen to go to Liverpool University and not to one away from home where he might have gained some independence. As soon as he had his degree he meant to apply for a job at one of the growing manufacturers of the motor car such as Daimler in Coventry or the Birmingham Small Arms Company who had taken them over. Get away from home and make his way in the world as a man of invention.

“Apparently his family are army. There’s been a soldier in every generation going back to Waterloo, so he told me. It should have been his older brother but for some reason . . . medical, I believe, they turned him down so Rupert’s to go instead. Sandhurst . . .”

“Where’s that then?” Nora, who had just placed a creamy rice pudding in front of Mrs Tooley, asked with the familiarity of long service. They were all used to it. She listened in to every conversation and even, as now, interjected a remark or two if she felt so inclined.

“It’s . . . well, to be honest, I don’t know where it is. Down south somewhere but apparently he goes there for two terms to train as an officer then he’s to join the 2nd Battalion . . . I think he said the 2nd, the King’s Liverpool Regiment where all his family went.”

“When?” Again all heads turned to Grace. It was not that they thought it odd that she should be interested but it was the way she asked the question. Strangulated was how her twin would have described it and, after all, they had shared the same womb for nine months and as if that had bound them together despite not being identical he seemed to have imbibed, along with the nourishment come from their mother, an intuition about her, and the sense not to air it in public.

“When’s he going . . . to this Sandhurst?” she managed to say almost naturally.

“Daft, I calls it,” Nora muttered. Nora had lost her young soldier sweetheart at some God-forsaken place in the Sudan in one of the terrible wars which soldiers would keep on bothering with and she didn’t hold with it. “There’s too much fightin’ in this world, if yer ask me.”

No one took any notice. “Well, he’s finished at the university. He’s off to see an elderly aunt up in the Lake District on that motorbike of his. Try her out on some of those winding country lanes and hill climbs. He’s even talking of taking part in the Isle of Man TT—”

“What’s that, dear?” Ma asked with little interest.

“It’s a race for motorcyclists, a thirty-seven-and three-quarter-mile mountain course. First time in the Isle of Man.”

“Really, dear. Now who would like some more pudding? Edwin . . .” smiling lovingly down the table at her husband whose own smile had wandered amiably from face to face as his children kept up their lively conversation.

“But when is he going . . . to Sandhurst?” Grace asked desperately, knowing full well that she was drawing unwanted attention to herself, for what difference would Rupert Bradley’s departure make to her life, or indeed to anyone’s in this family? He was of a different class. His family had a large house set in extensive gardens and a bit of parkland out beyond Old Swan. It was rumoured that his mother was related in some way to a baronet and his father, though not of the gentry class, was a fabulously wealthy shipowner who was the son or the grandson, Arthur wasn’t awfully sure, could even be the great-grandson of the Hemingway family, one of Liverpool’s greatest shipowners of all time. So why the dickens should Grace give a damn about the departure of this acquaintance of Arthur’s?

“Grace, for God’s sake – sorry, Ma – does it matter? Within the next week or so, Toby told me, but I tell you what, as soon as I’ve saved enough I’m going to have a motorbike just like his. Even if I have to get a job to earn the money—”

“Over my dead body, Arthur,” Ma protested. “No son of mine will take some low job just to earn a few shillings to buy one of those nasty, smelly things—”

“I’ll employ you on a Saturday, my boy,” Pa interrupted quietly and at once he and Ma were at it hammer and tongs with Nora joining in as was her right, since she had put the first nappy on Arthur when he was born right here in this house.

Unnoticed, Grace slipped from her chair and let herself out of the back kitchen door. Topsy frisked along beside her and pretending to be totally unconcerned. Wally followed, his tail high, his back quarters swaying. She was weeping even before she reached the stable door.
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She knew something was disastrously wrong even before she had shut the front door behind her. She could hear Pa’s voice raised and over it the almost hysterical shrieks of Ma who seemed to be doing her best to be heard over Pa. Arthur’s voice rose and fell, first in a kind of logical manner as though he were arguing something quite rational then beginning to peak in a way that was ready to outdo Ma. The shouting came from the family room, the door of which was firmly closed.

There was a lovely aroma of baking drifting through the hallway, almonds, she thought, or was it coconut, probably both, for Ma and Nora were never happy unless they were turning out something tasty, and not only tasty but artistic to tempt the children’s appetites which didn’t need tempting anyway. There was a delicious smell of a meal being cooked, stew with dumplings and on the table which she could just see through the open kitchen door was a tray of biscuits newly taken from the oven: a multitude of shapes on which Nora had iced pretty figures of children and animals and flowers with which once, when they were younger, they had all been delighted. Nora still did it even though they had outgrown such things. Sitting on the stairs were her brothers: John and Richard on the bottom step, elbows on knees, chin in hands, above them George and Tom and on his own above them was Robert, all of them in exactly the same anxious pose. Each one was munching on a biscuit and at the foot of the stairs sat Topsy, watching every mouthful, her ears pricked, her stubby tail swishing in eager anticipation.

They all, except Topsy, turned to look at her and Richard shrugged and raised his eyebrows. From the kitchen doorway where she leaned her shoulder against the frame, Nora’s florid face peered out and Grace wondered why she was not hanging about between the double doors of the family room as was her wont, doing her best to put forward her opinion, which was, after all, worth having, to Ma and Pa.

“What is it?” Grace whispered to the five faces, something in their attitude and the unusual circumstances causing her to keep her voice lowered. Pa never shouted and Ma was on the whole a calm person who believed in the power of reasoning, her reason which usually overrode theirs.

“Tha’s wharr I’d like ter know,” Nora retorted sharply, giving the small milk pan in her hand a vigorous swipe with a tea cloth. “Shut t’door in me face they did. Me what’s guided this fambly through many a rough ride an’ all I sed was ‘what’s up?’ like I always do. Well, that’s t’last time, I can tell yer.” She swung round and crashed the inoffensive pan on the kitchen table but no one took any notice, for they had heard the same words a hundred times and she still offered her advice and her opinions on everything under the sun whether it was asked for or not.

Grace crept across the black and white tiles and squashed in beside John and Richard. “What are they shouting about? What’s Arty done, for goodness sake? They sound as if they’re coming to blows.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.” Richard sighed dramatically. He had eaten his biscuit but he was still famished after playing a rousing game of rugby football at school, and it looked as though their evening meal would be late, that’s if it materialised at all.

“But what . . . ?”

Behind them Robert shifted his position to allow Topsy to climb into his lap, absently stroking her scruffy brown fur and she licked his face in the hope of picking up a crumb or two. “He wants to leave university.” He said it so casually Arthur might have professed a desire to take a walk down to the docks.

“What!”

“You heard.”

“Leave university? But all he’s ever wanted to do was get a degree in engineering.”

“Precisely.”

“Tell the whole tale, old chap,” George intervened from below him. “He—”

Robert gave his brother a hearty push which nearly unseated the lot of them in a domino effect. John yelled at them to “put a sock in it” and Topsy began to bark. Nora jerked into the hall ready to give the lot of them a piece of her mind when the family room door opened and Ma’s angry face glared out at them. It was clear her normal unruffled calmness had been discarded and in its place was not only anger but a sort of lost look.

“What’s all this commotion? Oh, it’s you,” she spluttered as though they were the last people she had expected to see in her hallway. “Well, you’d better come in and hear the mad scheme your brother has come home with but let me tell you that I mean to put a stop to it at once. After all the economies your father and I have made in order that he, and you, might have the best education possible it seems your brother doesn’t give a fig for it. Oh no, he wants to go gallivanting off on some capricious jaunt. Come in, come in for heaven’s sake and listen to this.”

She ushered them in and they all took up lounging positions round the room, leaning on any handy piece of furniture. The room was warm, a good fire leaping in the blackleaded grate and the table was already set for their meal. The curtains were not yet drawn though a misty grey dusk was already falling. A sighing wind moved the branches of a denuded forsythia bush outside the window. It tapped against the glass and Topsy wandered over to investigate. Reassured that it was not an intruder she sauntered back and settled herself with a sigh on the mat before the fire. The double doors between the two rooms opened explosively and standing there was Nora, her arms folded over her bosom, the tea cloth still in her hand. Her face dared any of them to order her away. They were her family and she had as much right as any of them to be included in any drama, which it appeared this was. Ma sat down, her face as tight as a prune, but Grace could see something in her eyes that said there was more to this than Arty giving up university. Ma was frightened. “Go on then,” she said acidly to her eldest son.

“Ma, this is a chance not to be missed, surely you can see that,” he pleaded.

“I can see nothing of the sort. Speak to him, Edwin, tell him it’s ridiculous.”

“Son, what your mother says is right. You’ve been at the university less than a year and you were lucky to get in at your age.”

“I had the qualifications, Pa,” Arthur said stubbornly.

“I know that and we’re very proud of you, aren’t we, Mother, but you’re a year at least younger than—”

“Which means I’ve time to do this. It’s only for a few weeks, a couple of months at the most and then the dean says I can go back, catch up and—”

“Only a week or two back it was aeroplanes or the motor car, now it seems you’re mad to go to sea.”

“Go to sea?” George’s mouth fell open and the rest of them copied him, staring at their brother in stupefaction. Grace sank down on to one of the chairs about the table and watched her eldest brother’s eager expression, then turned to Ma, suddenly understanding her look of fear. Ma was a woman who liked all her chicks about her, to care for, to love, to cherish, to boss about, to scold, to protect and the idea that one of them, even for a short time and even if he was to all intents and purposes a man, was to leave her sheltering wing filled her with terror.
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