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Chapter 1: Linda Booth


Ashford, morning: Tuesday, September 16th


She’d always been afraid of the dark. The shadows along the corridors of the hospital, the blackness of corners, the sounds, source unseen, on the maternity ward were the stuff her nightmares were made of.


She kept herself busy by checking on the sleeping mothers in each bed and by visiting the nursery, where the babies snuffled and whimpered. She told herself she was nothing if not professional, even as she picked up and cuddled a crying infant, something forbidden by the ward sister.


Now, standing in one of the small private side wards, Linda Booth watched with relief as the sky lightened with shades of pastel blue and gold above the buildings on the opposite side of the hospital grounds.


Behind her the woman in the bed shifted and moaned. Linda moved to her side. ‘How do you feel, Mrs Worth?’


Harriet Worth moved her head on the pillow and pushed herself up in the bed, a small action that made her grimace. Linda felt a wave of sympathy. It had been a difficult and protracted labour and, at forty-four, the woman was too old to be having another baby; her records showed that her last child was now a teenager.


‘My mouth is dry.’ The woman spoke in an apologetic tone.


Linda poured her a glass of water. ‘Here, drink this.’ She waited, studying her; she was very pale. And so small and frail it was hard to believe she had given birth to a robust baby boy the day before. ‘Let me just check everything’s okay?’ Harriet Worth nodded. Linda moved the covers and examined her. The woman was still bleeding quite a lot; she’d tell the day-staff to keep a close eye on her. But, after changing the sanitary-pad, she smiled at Harriet as she washed her hands in the small basin in the corner of the room. ‘Everything seems to be all right. Let me check your blood pressure.’ It was low. Linda scribbled on the chart. ‘Try to get some sleep. It’s only five o’clock. Ring your bell if you need me.’


For the rest of her shift Linda was glad to be kept busy writing up reports. Except for answering an occasional bell rung by a restless mother she didn’t move until she heard the sounds of the day shift arriving.


Thank goodness for that, she thought; she was ready for her bed.


Before she left Linda decided to check on Harriet Worth one last time. She peeped into the side-ward. ‘Morning again,’ she whispered. ‘You okay?’


‘Thank you, yes.’


‘Good,’ Linda said. ‘Try to rest today.’


The main ward came alive with the sounds of trolleys and wailing babies. The door crashed open and a nurse pushed past Linda. ‘This little chap wants a feed, Mother, want to try again? Didn’t have much luck last night did we?’ She spoke conspiratorially at Linda. ‘Always the same with mothers with small nipples.’ She unwrapped the whimpering baby from the blanket and held him out. ‘Still, we’ll give it a go. Yes?’


‘I’ll try.’ Harriet Worth squinted against the brightness of the abruptly-lit corridor and slowly sat up, taking the child in her arms.


The nurse turned to Linda. ‘I know it’s the end of your shift, Nurse Booth, but if you could just help mother? We’re rushed off our feet out there.’ Without giving Linda a chance to say anything, she left.


‘I’m sorry.’ Harriet spoke apologetically. ‘You should be going home.’


‘It’s no trouble.’ Linda smiled, unfastened her cape and draped it over the chair near the bed. However tired she was she could see the distress in the woman. ‘Right, let’s see what we can do, shall we, Mrs Worth?’ She washed her hands. ‘Sometimes, it’s difficult to get them to start feeding.’ She glanced over her shoulder, as the baby’s whimper grew more insistent, and smiled again. ‘He’s hungry, so that will help.’ She pulled out one of the paper towels from the container. ‘Nothing to worry about, I’m—’ Her next words were cut off by the door opening so forcefully it crashed against the wall.


The man who filled the doorway was short but stocky, his thinning curly hair a mixture of grey and ginger. Wearing slacks and an open-necked shirt to show off a heavy gold sovereign and chain around his neck, he had an astrakhan coat slung over his shoulders. He was what Linda’s dad, in his old-fashioned way, would call a bit of a spiv.


‘I’m sorry, no visitors at this time of the day.’ Linda dried her hands and dropped the used towel in the bin under the basin.


‘I’ve paid for a private room, she’s my wife, and I’ll visit when I want.’ He didn’t look at Linda; his eyes fixed on the woman in the bed who was ineffectually jiggling the now screaming baby.


Linda flushed at the abrupt rudeness. ‘I’m sorry, but no. Your wife needs some privacy and anyway the rules are the same for everyone. Visiting time is—’


‘When I say it is.’ Still he didn’t turn towards her, but his ruddy cheeks reddened even more.


It was the anxiety on Harriet Worth’s face that made Linda step between the man and the bed. She was the same height as him and met his glare. But there was something about him that caused her throat to tighten. She stared at the scar on his cheek, shaped like a half-moon, at his nose, crooked from an old break, and she sucked in a shocked breath, suddenly aware that she was on her own in a room with a man that, for some unknown reason, she was afraid of.


‘You’re in my way.’ Narrowing his eyes, he gripped her arm, his fingers pinching.


‘George, please…’ Harriet’s voice shook as she raised her voice above the crying. ‘I’m sorry, Nurse. Just this once?’


Linda took another jagged breath, held it, let it go, forced herself to sound calm. ‘Okay. But that baby needs feeding. I’ll be back in five minutes.’ The man released his grasp when she stepped to one side.


Holding on to the bedrail he bent towards his wife. The baby quietened as though listening. ‘Don’t apologise for me, do you hear? Never apologise for me.’


‘I’m sorry, George.’


‘Think on, then.’


The threat stopped Linda at the door. She looked back at Harriet, who fixed her gaze on her and gave a small shake of her head. Walking stiffly from the room, Linda willed her legs not to give way under her. Sweat prickled her hairline; she thought she would vomit at any moment. She mustn’t be seen in this state; there was no way she wanted to, or even could, explain the unwelcome and strange terrors that seeing the man bullying his wife had dredged up. Diving into a nearby linen-room she slid down against the closed door to the floor. Pulling up her knees, she rested her head on them and closed her eyes, willing herself to calm down. When she opened them it was pitch black inside the cramped room. With a small cry she struggled to her feet and fumbled for the switch. The light was momentarily blinding, but relief coursed through her. She’d always been afraid of the dark.




Chapter 2: Linda Booth


Ashford, evening: Tuesday, September 16th


The bus station was crammed with people making their way to work in Manchester but there wasn’t a queue for the Ashford bus. When it arrived, Linda sank gratefully onto a seat by the door, thinking back to the last few minutes in the ward.


Harriet Worth’s husband had gone by the time Linda went back into the side ward. Neither woman spoke about what had happened but it seemed the fractious baby had sensed the tension and steadfastly refused the breast. In the end Linda had made up a bottle of milk and given it to Harriet, glad to get away, aware that, to her own mind, she’d failed the woman, both professionally and personally.


The glass was cool on Linda’s forehead as she leaned on the bus window, reliving the incident with George Worth, unable to rid herself of the instinctive dislike and fear. When the bus squealed to a halt on Shaw Street, she was glad to be almost home.


The streets were quiet. Even so, as she turned the corner onto Henshaw Street she collided with her neighbours, the two elderly Crowley sisters.


‘Well, we have had a night, haven’t we Agnes?’ Tall and thin, the eldest, Ethel, drew herself to full height. She sniffed. As usual, whatever the weather she had a drip balancing on the tip of her nose.


The other woman nodded. ‘The police were at your—’


‘house. Bringing your mother home. She was a—’


‘disgrace. Shouting—’


Shorter than her sister and plump, Agnes Crowley shuffled excitedly from one foot to the other and bobbed her head, almost dislodging the blue turban-hat that covered small pink hair rollers.


‘and screaming at the top of her—’


‘voice.’ Each hitched their baskets further along their arms.


‘Not that we were watching—’


‘We just heard all the noise and looked—’


‘out to see what was happening—’


‘Right under our window.’


‘Right under our window.’


They stopped. More from lack of breath, Linda thought, than running out of gossip. No doubt it would be all over the neighbourhood before lunchtime. ‘You’re out early, ladies,’ she said.


‘Shopping.’ Ethel flushed and sniffed again. ‘We have a lot of shopping to do.’


‘Of course you have.’ And a lot of rumours to spread, Linda thought. She felt that whatever energy she had left was being drained from her body by the malice in these two women. ‘Well, I’ve just finished work, so I’m ready for my bed.’ She moved to get past them.


‘I do hope everything’s all right at home so you can sleep.’ Ethel tutted, recognisably miffed that Linda had shown no reaction.


‘Sure it will be.’ Linda waited until they moved to one side. ‘But if not, I’ll let you know. Wouldn’t want you to miss out on anything, would we?’


The two women looked at one another. ‘Well …’ Ethel said. ‘Well …’


Linda didn’t look back.


Inside number 27, Ted Booth was sitting on one of the tall stools by the breakfast counter, his head in his hands.


‘What’s happened, Dad? Where’s Mum?’


He tilted his head upwards. ‘Sleeping it off.’


Linda pursed her lips. ‘This is the third time this month Mum’s drunk herself into a stupor. It’s always same; why do you let it happen?’


‘She went through a lot when she was younger, love. We have to be patient.’


‘I’m sick of being patient, always tiptoeing around. Why do you think our William spends so much time away from here?’


‘Because he goes to see that woman of his.’ Ted looked shocked, as though the idea of his son being absent from home so often had anything to do with his wife. ‘Doesn’t he?’


‘S’pose.’ Linda sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Dad.’ She put her hand on his shoulder. ‘So, what was it this time?’


‘Same as last year. Same as every year since your grandma died. I’d forgotten yesterday was the date, but she insisted on taking flowers to the grave. Goodness only knows why she puts herself through it. They hated one another.’


Linda could remember her grandmother: sitting by the fire, always wearing black, with an expression to match and a whinging voice that penetrated every corner of the house. She hadn’t liked the old woman and the old woman hadn’t liked her.


‘Why does Mum always go to the grave? Have you asked her? When she’s not drunk, I mean?’


‘It only upsets her.’ Ted Booth covered her hand with his. ‘It brings back too many memories.’


‘Of what, Dad?’


‘Nothing for you to worry about.’


‘Just to put up with, then?’


‘Don’t be so hard, Linda.’


They lapsed into silence. She understood she’d hurt him and regretted it. ‘You look worn out.’ She unpinned her cap and took off her cape. ‘I bet you haven’t been to bed, have you? Do you want a brew before you go up?’


‘I should be at the shop.’


There was a thud overhead and then the sound of vomiting.


Linda sucked on her lower lip. For heaven’s sake. ‘She didn’t make it to the bathroom,’ she said, flatly.


‘I’ll sort it.’ Ted put his hands flat on the table and levered himself up.


‘Not on your own.’ She took off her navy cardigan and flung it over the bannister at the bottom of the open-plan Parana pine stairs. She glanced around the kitchen. Every surface of the bright orange units was covered in dirty crockery and left-over food. Saucepans were stacked untidily on the gas cooker, and wet clothes, piled up on the new twin-tub since yesterday, had dripped water on to the carpet. No doubt it would all be still waiting for her when she got up later. ‘Come on then, Dad, let’s get it over with.’




Chapter 3: Victoria Schormann


Llamroth, evening: Tuesday, September 16th


Llamroth was deserted. True to form, Victoria Schormann thought: there wasn’t a soul around the village. Eleven o’clock at night and everybody had gone into hibernation. She sighed with impatience. She’d been looking out for Seth’s camper van from her bedroom for the last two hours.


Just when she thought she couldn’t stand the waiting any longer she saw it glide silently down the lane behind the church.


The moon lit up the trees as she clambered over the low hedge in the back garden. Through the shadows Victoria could see the Volkswagen camper parked under the trees behind the church, exactly where she’d told Seth was the best place.


She was disappointed to find he’d brought another boy and two girls with him. She felt a pang of jealousy. It must have shown on her face because he laughed.


‘Chill out, sweetheart, you didn’t think I’d come all the way to this cruddy place on my lonesome, did you? It’s taken us ten hours to get here.’


‘No, not really.’ Victoria felt the warmth of embarrassment rise from her throat.


Like a Rolling Stone, boomed out from two transistors inside the van. She clicked her fingers to look casual but couldn’t resist saying, ‘Think you need to turn that down; someone might come to see what’s happening.’


‘Oh, man.’ Seth rolled his eyes. ‘Zen?’


The other boy switched one of the radios off. ‘Better?’ He looked at Victoria.


She nodded, feeling stupid.


‘Remember me? Amber?’ one of the girls put her arm around Victoria’s waist. ‘We met at the festival?’


‘Oh, yes, of course.’ Victoria managed a smile.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll make ourselves scarce,’ Amber murmured.


The boy called Zen winked and grabbed hold of other girl’s hand. ‘C’mon, Jasmine. Let’s find ourselves a cosy corner.’


‘The church is always open,’ Victoria said.


‘Ooer, let’s go and find God.’


The three of them walked away, laughing.


Seth took hold of her hand. His skin was warm and dry. He came closer. She closed her eyes and swallowed. ‘Open them,’ he muttered, his lips against hers. It was a command. He was kissing her all over her face, licking her neck, her ears, pausing every now and then as though watching her reaction. She pulled her jumper over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra and she leaned back savouring the sensation as he sucked her nipple.


The heat spread inside her and she felt for the buckle of his belt. ‘Undo it,’ he said. Her legs trembled as she pulled at the belt on his jeans, unzipped them. His skin was warm there too, warm and hard. He pressed against her.


Then she was lying across one of the seats in the back of the camper, vaguely aware of the coldness of the leather as he eased her jeans, her panties, along her legs, kissing her waist, her stomach, her thighs. She opened her legs to him and he gently moved his fingers in her, gradually increasing the pressure until she was rising each time to meet the rhythm. And then there was a sudden, sharp pain and she gasped. He was inside her. But the pain subsided and suddenly she was driving herself against him, pulling him in. In that moment the decision was made for her; she would go with him, wherever he wanted her to go.


When she got back to the cottage it was in darkness.


Back in her bed, she touched the places Seth had been and smiled.




Chapter 4 : Victoria Schormann


Llamroth: Wednesday, September 17th


It would be the perfect time for her to leave. As soon as her parents had left with her brother for the train station she’d run upstairs, drag her duffle-bag from under her bed and pack her things.


She read the note through once again, before folding it and pushing it back into the envelope. She thought it said everything she wanted her parents to know. To make them leave her alone. For now. To make sure, she underlined a couple of the lines.I need to get away, to find where I truly belong. To find myself. My spirit is crushed in this place. My spirit needs to fly. I’ll write. Please don’t look for me.


She’d see them sometime in the future – when she wanted to. But for now she needed to be free. Free from being a twin. Free to be…to do what she wanted. Just like last night. The tingle in the pit of her stomach returned as she thought about Seth making love to her. Finally…


Victoria shivered at the thought that she might never have known Seth. If she hadn’t gone to the pop festival at the beginning of the summer she would never have met him.


She wasn’t meant to be there, but her parents had been with Richard at an open-day event at one of the hospitals in Manchester and she’d refused to go with them. She was sick to death of always hearing them going on about how brainy their precious son was. And it had been bad enough having to trail around to all the relatives the day before. Even worse, having to stay at Auntie Jean’s with grumpy Uncle Patrick because they had the most room.


‘Look Mum, I don’t want to come with you. I’ll be bored and you’ll only get mad at me. And I don’t want to stay here on my own. Please, just let me go into Manchester and look around the shops there. I almost never get the chance to shop in a city. Please. Dad, tell her, tell Mum to let me.’


‘I don’t know…’ Mary looked to Peter for help.


‘Perhaps if we find out the times of the bus we can make sure she is safely on it and then we can meet her after we have finished at the hospital.’


‘I know the number of the bus to catch, Dad. I found a timetable in Auntie Jean’s kitchen. Come on, trust me, I’ll be okay. Honest. And I’ll probably be back before you, anyway.’


She didn’t mention the poster she’d seen on a lamp-post advertising the festival.


When she jumped off the platform of the bus she could already hear the music. A group was playing‘A Groovy Kind of Love’ and she hummed along with it, studying the long queue at the entrance. Looking around she saw a gap in the fence further along the road and sauntered towards it. She stood, waiting for a couple to pass her, then quickly ducked through.


‘Got you.’ A strong hand held her shoulder. She looked up at whoever had caught her. He didn’t look official; he had a flowered full-sleeved shirt on and feathers stuck in a cotton band around his head.


She took a chance. ‘Get off me.’ Twisting away from him.


‘Whoa.’ He held up his hands in a gesture of submission. ‘I surrender myself to the hip Welsh chick in the red dress.’


He’d obviously picked up on her accent. Victoria couldn’t help giggling. ‘You’re not a steward or whatever, are you? You’re not anybody in charge.’


‘Only of myself.’ He grinned. He gestured towards the hedge. ‘Actually that’s the way we got in.’


‘We?’


‘Some friends and me.’ He looked around in a vague manner. ‘They’re here somewhere. Some of them wanted to see Herman’s Hermits. Not my thing but one of them insisted. You like that group?’


Without wavering, Victoria said, ‘Oh no.’ She thought quickly. ‘Joan Baez is more my thing.’


He beamed. ‘And mine too. I knew we were fated to meet.’ He held out his hand, wiggled his fingers. ‘Want to look for my friends with me?’


Victoria took hold of his hand. This was going to be even more exciting than she’d thought.


The opening notes of‘I’m Into Something Good’wafted towards them. ‘See? They’ve started already.’ He began to run, pulling her with him and dodging through the scattered groups of people on the edge of the field.


‘I thought you didn’t like this group?’


‘I don’t, but I want you to meet my f…my friends.’


She thought he’d almost said his family. Perhaps they were there as well? It didn’t matter; for once she was free to do just what she wanted and free to meet who she wanted. She laughed. ‘I don’t even know your name,’ she shouted, trying to keep up.


‘Seth.’ He spun around taking her in a wide circle around him. ‘You?’


‘Victoria. Vicky,’ she said, breathless. ‘Stop, I’m dizzy.’


‘Not a Welsh name then?’


‘Nage…No. My parents are…’ she hesitated, ‘English. From around here, actually.’


He ignored her voluntary explanation. ‘Boring name. I shall think of a better one for you.’


‘Oh, will you, indeed?’


‘I will.’ He untied the band from his head, fastened it around hers and, picking up the fallen feathers, stuck them in it. ‘There. Awesome!’ He bent to kiss her.


She turned her cheek to him, suddenly shy. ‘We should find your friends.’


He scanned the field. Victoria did the same, even though she hadn’t a clue who she was looking for. It had filled up a lot since she’d arrived and now seemed to be a kaleidoscope of colour, girls in kaftans, shawls and large-brimmed hats. A group of boys pushed past them, dressed almost identically in flares and multi-coloured waistcoats, their bare arms painted with flowers. Victoria recognised the sweet smell of cannabis that they left in their wake from a party at college. She remembered she’d been too scared to try it. She watched the boys move through the crowds, bending to kiss some of the girls, touching the outstretched arms of others swaying to the music.


She felt drab and boring in her red mini-dress.


‘You’re cool,’ Seth said, almost as though he could read her mind.


She smiled. He was gorgeous.


The last notes of the song floated towards them on the light breeze, almost lost in the piercing screams of girls. The stage was at the far end of the field. The group looked small, insignificant against the large wooden structure. But Victoria lost sight of that, too, as the crowds stood up to cheer.


‘Think we might as well stay here.’ Seth sat down cross-legged on the grass and patted the ground at the side of him. ‘Unless there’s a group you really do want to listen to?’


She could tell from the dismissive tone that he was expecting her to say no. And, to be honest, she would much rather stay with him. But she pretended to deliberate before shaking her head and kneeling down. His body was warm through the thin cotton of his shirt as he casually put his arm around her waist and drew her to him. His lips were warm and firm. She felt the slight touch of stubble against her cheek for the first time; the boys she’d kissed in the past had skin as smooth as hers and she liked the roughness of Seth’s. And then his tongue was pressing on her lips, gently opening them, entering her mouth. It was the first time she’d been kissed in that way. And, as the minutes passed and she felt his hand on her breast, the first time a thrill had surged through her body and along her thighs.


Seth drew back, laughing softly, searching her face. ‘So…?’ he murmured.


Mortified, Victoria wouldn’t meet his gaze. She moved from her knees to a sitting position a little way from him and affected to concentrate on a girl who was weaving her way through the crowds, towards them. She was singing and turning from side to side, waving a bubble-wand over the heads of everyone. Victoria watched the bubbles as they drifted around, iridescent in the sunlight. One floated in front of her and then landed on Seth’s nose where it burst. He sneezed and Victoria giggled.


He grabbed her. ‘I’ll teach you to laugh at me?’ Rolling around on the grass he tickled her until she begged him to stop. He fell back, taking her with him and they lay, gasping for breath and gazing up at the sky. Another group began playing, the thrum of a bass guitar vying with the drummer. The awkward moment was gone.


They lay for a while, pointing out the various shapes of the clouds to one another, breathing in the ubiquitous scent of hash. Dozing.


The sound of arguing startled Victoria. She sat up, leaning back on her arms and watching a couple exchanging heated words before the girl flounced off. Another girl came and sat beside the boy and started necking with him. The casualness excited Victoria. It’s a freedom thing, she thought, just doing what you want to.


She glanced down at Seth over her shoulder. ‘Your friends will be wondering where you are.’


He waved a lazy arm. ‘They’ll find me.’


‘Oh.’ She shivered; the day was beginning to cool down. She rubbed her arms briskly. There were grass stains on her knees; she’d have to get rid of those before she went home. She checked her watch and took in a quick breath. ‘I’ll have to go,’ she said, ‘I promised to be back before…’ She realised she hadn’t said anything else about her family to Seth. In fact they’d hardly talked about anything at all.


Seth sat up. ‘So soon? I was hoping we could make a night of it.’


The implication was obvious and she blushed. And then laughed; she could just imagine her parents’ faces if they’d seen her this afternoon. It was the most exciting day she’d had. Ever.


‘No, I’m sorry, I really must go.’ She stood, brushing the grass off her dress, smoothing down the skirt. She’d taken her shoes off and now balanced on one foot after the other to put them back on.


‘Wait. Here come the others. I want you to meet them.’ Seth jumped to his feet and waved towards a knot of people coming towards them. They were laughing. Victoria’s eyes were drawn to the centre of the group where two girls, dressed in ordinary mini-dresses like her, were clinging to one another, heads close. They were whispering together. But then they joined in with the cheers and shouts of greetings as they neared Seth and Victoria.


He took her hand and pulled her upright. As they stood together she was aware of a sense that, somehow, she was important and that, for the first time in her life, she belonged.


Victoria propped the note against the kettle; she knew it would be the first thing her mother would go to as soon as she came through the door. Her parents were so predictable. They didn’t realise things were different these days. That was why they didn’t understand her: why there were so many rows. They’d never lived in a time that was changing so much, that was so electrifying … so dangerous in a way. Oh, she knew about the war; hadn’t she been taunted about Dad often enough by some of the kids in school repeating what their parents said: ‘Dirty Hun’, ‘filthy Jerry’s kid’. Not that it’d bothered her; they were the ones sorry for themselves in the end.


And all that war stuff was in the past.


She heaved a long sigh, the queasy exhilaration in her stomach making her restless. But, until Seth came for her in the morning, she had to wait. She’d wanted to go in the night, to get right away before her parents woke but he’d said no; he wasn’t spending another ten hours on the road without a sleep (he’d leered, grinning, as he said the word and she’d blushed, hoping the others hadn’t noticed). But she supposed he was right; it was a long way, especially in the dark.


So she’d tried to persuade him to let her go to him as soon as her parents left the cottage, to meet him at the camper van but he’d told her not to; he was adamant they would come for her. She didn’t understand why she had to wait. But she’d agreed in the end.


Gelert, their Alsation, nuzzled her hand and followed her when she went through to the living-room and over to the window. The road was empty. Beyond the trees across the road the grey sea shifted slowly, the waves sluggish on the shoreline.


She sighed, turned and sat on the window-sill, lifted her arms and let them drop again. She liked the jangling of the bangles as they fell so she repeated the action twice more. She glanced at the bookshelves. After packing the new clothes she’d been secretly buying over the last few months – the frayed bell-bottomed jeans, two tie-dyed shirts and, best of all the purple, flowing chiffon kaftan – on top of her art stuff, she’d hesitated over one or two of her books. But Seth had told her last night to travel light. Still, she’d slipped in one of her records. She was sure he’d approve of Joan Baez and ‘We Shall Overcome’.


Absently stroking the dog leaning against her, his front paws on the windowsill, she studied the family photographs on the wall. There were loads of her and Richard. Always together; she couldn’t remember ever having had her photo taken on her own. All at once it was vital she looked for one. She pushed the dog away, went over to the cupboard that the music centre was on, riffled through the boxes of photographs, invoices and receipts and miscellaneous papers. Not one photo on her own; always with Richard. Byth yn blydi teg, she thought: never bloody fair. She felt justified in her resentment: looking back it was always him who was the important one, she’d always been in his shadow. She banged the cupboard door closed, remembered there were more photos in the old roll-top desk on the landing.


Gelert followed close on her heels when she ran upstairs, just as he had for the last hour.


Unlike the rest of the house there was always a jumble of things in the desk. Opening the lid, she went through the top drawer: old papers fastened together with a bulldog-clip, lists, an old wallet. Why Mum hadn’t thrown half of this stuff away she’d never know. She pushed a glasses-case, with the arm of a broken pair poking out, to the back of the drawer and slammed it shut.


Tilting her head she listened for the sound of an engine. But all she could hear was the pounding of the pulse in her ears and the low breathy whine of the dog. She pulled the second drawer right out, tipped the contents onto the desk-top and scattered them. A pile of small photographs spilled out of an envelope. Most looked quite old. And then she found one: a picture of her on her own. She looked about three years old. One arm was held out to her side. Holding it closer to her face she could see a small hand holding hers. Must have been Richard but somehow whoever was taking it hadn’t got it right.


A tiny photograph fluttered off the desk-top. Victoria picked it up and studied it; it looked quite old and was a picture of a woman, plump with curly hair and a wide smile on her face. She turned it over and read the words on the back; ‘Gwyneth, Llamroth, 1950’. She shoved the two pictures into her skirt-pocket, pushed the drawer back into its rightful place and cleared the desktop with one sweep of her arm but then hesitated. Nobody would miss a few pictures. And, despite the rows, she still loved her mum and dad. So it would be good to have a few family memories with her while she was away. She took the envelope.


Moving swiftly to the landing window she checked her watch. ‘Come on, Seth, it’s nearly half nine. You said half nine.’


‘Make sure the “oldies” are out of the way in the morning,’ was what he’d said. She wished he wouldn’t call them that. But he was right; they were old … and old fashioned. Not like him and the group. Her group, he’d said in the last letter. She pulled it out of the pocket in her long skirt and skimmed through the words … ‘your group now, your new family … we can’t wait for you to join us … a whole new life, an exciting new world will be yours… All my love, Seth.’


All my love, Seth. His love. The quiver in the depths of her stomach returned. He’d proved his love for her last night. She put the paper to her mouth and kissed his name, carefully sliding it back into its envelope before pushing it into her skirt-pocket again.


In her bedroom she checked herself in the mirror. She thought he would approve of how she was dressed. She adjusted the beaded band around her forehead, pulled the peasant blouse further down her arms to show more of the red flower design she’d painted on her shoulder and flicked her blonde hair back, turning one way and then the other to admire the effect. Her long cotton skirt made a soft swishing sound as it flowed around her legs.


The grandfather clock chimed a slow deep note. Half past nine. Richard would be on the train now. In a way she wished she’d been able to confide in him, tell him what she planned to do, despite her jealousy. There weren’t many secrets she kept from him, but Seth was one of them.


Mum and Dad would be on their way back.


Anxious, she hurried downstairs, almost tripping over the dog. ‘Out of the way, Gelert,’ she yelled, then bent down and hugged him quickly.


As she pushed the photographs into her rucksack and drew the ties together a horn sounded, then there were lots of shouts. Gelert barked. He ran to the window and stood again with his front paws on the sill, looking out and growling. Seth was standing on the frame of the door of the yellow Volkswagen camper, the sides and roof festooned with painted flowers. He was banging the flat of his hand on the horn and laughing. The others were standing alongside, smiling and beckoning her. She laughed, waved back and slipped her feet into her sandals.


Balancing the duffle-bag on the back of the settee, she loosened the tie and peered inside: a last check that she’d got everything.


Gelert whined. Victoria hesitated, suddenly stilled by the enormity of what she was doing. A panicky feeling rose in her throat; what the hell was she doing? She dropped her duffle-bag and held on to the back of the settee. The dog took hold of one of the straps and some of her things were strewn onto the floor. ‘Leave it, Gelert.’ Her voice choked in her throat. She tussled with him to get it back, tears falling onto his head, and went into the kitchen. There she took one of his biscuits out of the tin in the cupboard and knelt alongside him, giving him the biscuit and a hug. ‘Sorry, boy,’ she whispered, ‘need to go.’


She stood up and, looking into the kitchen mirror, blew her nose and wiped the smudged mascara from under her eyes. Idiot, she thought. This was what she wanted. She slung her bag on her shoulder and shook her skirt to make sure it flowed around her legs as she moved.


Without a second glance, she slammed the cottage door behind her.


The envelope holding the letter from Seth fluttered in the draught and slid under the settee.




Chapter 5: William Howarth


Ashford, evening: Wednesday, September 17th


‘There’s one more to look at before you knock off.’ Patrick Howarth threw a set of keys across to his nephew, who was drying his hands on a piece of towelling. ‘Mini on the forecourt. Wouldn’t start. Jack’s just towed it in.’


Bloody Jack – shouldn’t even be in the garage, William Booth thought. His cousin was on leave, for God’s sake why hadn’t he just stayed away, met up with his Army pals, stopped at home? Anything but bugger about in the garage, bloody messing everything up.


‘I’ve finished for the day,’ he protested, pulling at the front of his overall until the press-studs popped open. ‘I told you this morning. I said I had to get done early; I’m meeting our Richard off the train.’


‘You’re done when I say so.’


‘I’ve finished all the jobs that were on the list.’ William felt the stirrings of anger. He pushed the legs of his overalls down with his feet and stepped out of them. He knew what Patrick was playing at; he didn’t like Uncle Peter just because he was German. But William didn’t understand why Patrick had carried that dislike forward to his nephew and niece.


‘Won’t do him any harm to wait a few minutes.’ Patrick scowled, then grinned. ‘Don’t think you’ll grumble when you see the driver. Tasty bit of stuff.’


William hated the way his uncle eyed-up all the women customers – as though they’d fancy him, with his belly hanging over his trousers and his careful comb-over. ‘I’ll have a look at the car. But if it’s a big job it’ll have to wait ’til morning.’


‘It bloody won’t.’


It bloody will, William thought. He turned away from Patrick. In all the five years he’d worked at his uncle’s garage he’d kept his temper. But one of these days the man would be sorry. Jobs were two-a-penny and garages were crying out for good mechanics. And William knew that he was good at his job. ‘I said I’ll have a look.’


His uncle was right, though. The girl standing by the red Mini with the Union Jack roof was really pretty. Not as lovely as his Susan, but pretty. Her black hair streamed over a white short-sleeved crocheted top. A pink jacket, casually wrapped around her shoulders, matched the shortest skirt William had ever seen. How the hell does she get in and out of that car without showing all she’s got, he thought.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘What happened, then?’ He dipped his head towards the car.


‘It just sort of stuttered and then stopped. I’m sorry,’ she added, ‘I heard you say you were finishing. But I’m desperate. I promised my … my stepfather I wouldn’t be late tonight. My mother’s in hospital … she’s … in hospital,’ she repeated. ‘I’m supposed to be visiting her.’


‘No problem. Let’s have a look.’ He sat in the driver’s seat with one leg out of the car and turned the key. Seconds later he was cursing Jack. No petrol. The dozy bugger must have known what was wrong with the blasted vehicle. He was evidently out to make a bit of extra cash before he went off to Northern Ireland. William felt a twinge of guilt for the irritation. He and Jack had never got on but according to what was in the news it was a bad situation he was being sent into.


The self-reproach rapidly disappeared; Jack was all for going over there. Apparently it was what he’d signed up for – to ‘sort out the bastards’, he’d heard Jack say on more than one occasion. ‘Wilson has the right idea, sending in the Army.’


There was no point in arguing with him. He’d always been arrogant. Just like his dad.


And it wasn’t this girl’s fault that William felt so aggravated. Taking a deep breath, he said, ‘You’ve run out of petrol.’


‘Oh.’ The girl blushed. ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t been driving long and my … stepfather usually takes it to the garage for me.’ She moved from one foot to the other, wobbling on her knee-high silver boots.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll soon have you back on the road.’ He took the handbrake off and, pushing the car nearer the pumps, unscrewed the petrol cap.


Even though he was watching the gauge he could sense the girl’s tension. ‘It’s full now,’ he said, putting the nozzle back into place. ‘That’s three pounds ten.’


‘Keep the change.’ She pushed four one-pound notes in his hand.


‘No, I didn’t do anything.’ He jerked his head towards the garage. ‘I suppose they’ve already charged you for towing in?’


‘Yes. But it was my own fault. Please, take it.’ She moved quickly, folding herself into the car and closing the door. ‘Thanks again.’


William sucked on his lower lip, watching her pull out too fast into the traffic. He frowned, then shrugged.


Putting the money in the till in the corner of the garage he took out a ten-shilling note. He’d earned it. And it was better in his pocket than his greedy uncle’s.


‘I’ve gone.’ He tossed the words over his shoulder towards Patrick, shoving his arms into his leather jacket and then jamming his crash helmet on.


Jack was standing astride the Triumph Trophy.


‘Get off,’ William snapped.


‘Make me.’ Jack grinned.


‘You wouldn’t want me to do that.’ William folded his arms. ‘Now get off my fucking bike.’


Slowly, still sniggering, his cousin swung his leg over the seat of the bike, deliberately kicking it.


Gritting his teeth, William caught hold of the handlebars to stop it falling. He lifted the stand with his foot and rocked the bike on its wheels before opening the throttle and kick starting the engine.


With a bit of luck he might just get to the station before the train arrived.




Chapter 6: Richard Schormann


Bradlow, evening: Wednesday, September 17th


Richard Schormann swung the door of the carriage open and stepped down onto the platform at Bradlow. The damp air held the acrid taste of diesel. The draught, scattering dropped tickets and litter, snaked around his ankles. He shivered and glanced around. No sign of his cousin.


He went into the waiting-room, put his suitcase onto one of the seats and felt in his pocket for his hearing-aids. He’d been glad to take them out as soon as he lost sight of his parents, standing arm-in-arm and frantically waving, on the bridge over the railway at Pont-y-Haven. Settling down in his seat and pulling the hood of his parka as far as possible over his face he’d slept, woke, watched passing coastline, fields, the backs of dreary houses and, from under his hood, the ever-moving silent mouths of his fellow passengers.


Now he fitted the aids around each ear and sounds came rushing back: shouts, the thud of feet as the last few passengers left the platform, the hoot of the whistle and the rumble of the train as it ground slowly along the rails and out of the station.


Unzipping his coat, Richard checked his reflection in the window. He adjusted the neck of his black polo-neck jumper and, bending his knees slightly to get a better look, combed his fringe over his forehead.


The door opened, letting in more noise, and Richard fastened his parka, pulling the hood over his head. Not William. A woman, carrying shopping-bags in one hand and a sleeping child in her other arm, sat down with a sigh.


‘Waiting for my husband,’ she smiled, as though an explanation was expected.


Richard nodded and returned the smile. ‘Waiting for my cousin,’ he said. There was an uncomfortable moment. ‘Think I should go and look out for him.’ He pushed his way through the door


It closed with a click behind him. The platform was empty now. Across the rails, lines of waiting passengers stared across with indifferent, blank faces. In contrast to Llamroth, the place seemed unfriendly and, for the first time, the excitement of an interview in a big city hospital waned. He was almost guaranteed a place at Pont-y-Haven where his mother had worked and where his father was so well known. Was it worth all this anxiety? To go somewhere new?


Even as he asked himself the question he knew the answer. However much he loved his parents, their over-protectiveness had stifled him all his life. His father’s hang-ups about being German were way over the top; his position in the village as the GP had always shielded him against resentment as far as Richard could tell.


And his father’s nationality hadn’t caused any problems for Richard. Unlike Vicky, he’d never had any trouble making friends, even though, or perhaps because, he couldn’t hear properly. Maybe kids like Stephen, his best friend then, had liked being his mouthpiece.


Leaving the station he looked up and down the road. Nothing. The other passengers had gone. He felt the reverberation of another train arriving. When he turned back to the platform an old freight-engine clanked slowly through the station, a long line of empty trucks behind it. There was no one else around except, at the far end, a porter pushing a trolley and chatting to the station-master who walked alongside him.


His cousin had forgotten about him, there could be no other reason William wasn’t there. Hitching his rucksack onto his shoulder Richard dithered. It was only September but already the nights were drawing in and the weather didn’t help; the sinking sun could only be glimpsed now and then through layers of grey cloud in the steadily darkening sky.


He remembered from past visits to the north of England that there was a bus-stop along the road from the station and decided to take his chance. There had to be a bus that went to Ashford eventually and, once there, he was sure he’d remember the way to Henshaw Street. The sky had blackened even more and he glanced upwards; hopefully the rain would hold off until one came.


But then a sudden streak of lightning silhouetted the hills in the direction of Ashford, followed, after a few seconds by a low growl of thunder.


He heard the muffled rumble before they came into view. At first he thought it was more thunder. But then, out of the shadows of the houses just beyond the railway station came a group of motorbikes. He peered round the fur of his hood. About fifteen of them. All the riders in black leather. Rockers. They’d see him as fair game: a Mod on his own.


His skin tingled. He felt a sudden trickle of sweat run down the back of his neck. He’d been persuaded by some friends to go to Penarth in November two years ago. They’d said it would be a laugh but he’d never been so scared. They were almost caught up in the riots. Gangs of other Mods fighting with Rockers on the beach. Kicking hell out of each other. He’d not forgotten the fear.


Things had quietened down since but they were still enemies. His heart thudded as he slowly turned his back to the road. The Rockers were now behind him. As the last bike passed him a light came on in the upstairs window of one of the houses, throwing his shadow against the wall. There was a shout. He held his breath, his stomach roller-coasting. The motorbikes slowed, revving grew louder. They were coming back. Idling a few feet away from him.


‘Hey, you little Mod!’


Richard ran, his rucksack bouncing against his back. He swerved down the alleyway behind the houses, pulling over the dustbins at the back gates as he went. He heard a crash as the leading bike ran into one of them. A lid skidded alongside him, rolling unsteadily. He jumped over it. They couldn’t follow him.


At the end of the alley he hesitated, crossed a road. There was another long rumble of thunder, followed almost immediately by a flashing sheet of lightning and more thunder. He stopped, grinned, the reprieve a surge of triumph. He’d lost them. He dived down a dark side street and then another, sweating under the weight of his parka. But then there they were again. Following slowly. Shouting and whooping. Taunting him. The beams of the headlights wavering around him.


The outline of a cat darted in front of him, disappeared into the darkness. There was a yowl, then another.


It started to rain: heavy slow drops at first and then faster, plastering his hair to his scalp. His rucksack slipped heavily down his arm. He let it drag along the ground, fingers clenched around one strap.


Turning another corner he looked left, then right. At the end of the street he saw a main road: neon signs over shops, advertising boards illuminated by streetlights, people walking, crouched under umbrellas. He lengthened his stride. His throat and chest burned with the extra effort of taking in air.


At first Richard didn’t see the red and white plastic barrier through the rain. But then he did. The street was fenced off. Roadworks. He was trapped.


He faltered, choking on the iron taste that had risen in his throat. When he started to run again he couldn’t feel his legs. He willed himself forward, focussing on the barrier.


At the same time he heard the Rockers open the throttle of their bikes, revving the engines as they closed in, yelling and shouting. The front wheel of the nearest caught the strap of Richard’s rucksack that trailed along the ground and momentarily threw him off balance. He staggered, wrenched at his bag but had to let it go. Now there were two motorbikes on either side of him. He could feel the heat of the engines even through his parka. They were cornering him. He felt a thump between his shoulders.


And then he leapt over the barrier towards the main road, arms and legs flailing.


Winded, Richard lay still, his eyes closed. He hurt.


‘Get in! Get in!’


The voice was muffled. Instinctively he checked his hearing-aids. One was dislodged. He pushed it back into place.


‘Hey, you. Get in.’


He opened his eyes. It was a car, stopped in the road: a Mini, with the passenger door wide open. People walked around him, muttering disapproval. He rolled onto his side on the pavement. And then, with a start, he heard yelling. ‘Get the Mod. Don’t let the bastard escape! Come on, get ’im!’


Scurrying on hands and knees, he scrambled into the car.


An arm reached across him, slamming the door shut at the same time as the Mini set off, driving erratically into the traffic.


‘I saw you were in trouble way back. I thought I’d never find you in time.’


Richard willed himself to stop shaking. He twisted his head to look at the girl. She was bent over the wheel, gripping it tightly and staring straight ahead. Her jawline was taut with concentration.


‘Thanks.’ He could hear the wobble in his voice. He cleared his throat. ‘Thanks,’ he said again, louder.


‘I’ve seen that lot before.’ Still she didn’t look at him but she raised her voice. ‘They would have half-killed you if they’d caught you. Mind you, you can really move when you run … er…?’


‘Richard.’ He’d heard the admiration in her voice. ‘It’s called being shit-scared,’ he said.


She laughed, glancing across at him for the first time. ‘My name’s Karen.’


‘Hi… Karen.’ He inclined his head in a mock bow. ‘My saviour, isn’t it.’ He realised he was shaking. ‘I mean it. You did save me. Thanks. How did you know what was happening, though?’


‘I told you. I saw you being chased down Argus Street by that lot of clowns. I sounded my horn but you disappeared. I figured this was only main road you could be heading for. I had a line of cars behind me, I was driving so slowly. I just kept looking down every side-street.’ She laughed again. ‘But I certainly didn’t expect you to come leaping out like you did.’


‘I hadn’t a clue where I was going. I was lucky you found me.’ Very lucky, he thought, swallowing. His eyes stung and he blinked, staring out of the side window.


After a couple of minutes Karen switched the windscreen wipers to go faster as the rain increased – and then indicated. ‘Do you mind if I pull in here?’


Richard didn’t catch what she said. He leaned forward to look at her. ‘Sorry?’


‘I’ve not been driving long and I don’t like this weather. I’m going to pull in here.’


‘Iawn.’


‘What?’


‘Sorry. Sure. You’re the driver.’ Richard didn’t speak again until she’d parked the Mini in a car park at the back of a pub. ‘It’s really coming down now.’


‘Yes.’ She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. ‘What did you say before?’


‘Iawn?’


‘That was it.’


‘It’s Welsh. I come from Wales.’


‘Oh. Couldn’t make out the accent; I’m hopeless at that sort of thing,’ she said.


‘Just good at rescuing people.’ Richard grinned.


‘Been to Wales once for a holiday. Can’t remember where; I was only little. Gorgeous beaches.’


‘Yeah.’


With the engine off the only sound was the rain pelting down on the roof. The lights from the pub reflected in the puddles on the ground, shimmering through the streaming windscreen.


‘Fancy a drink?’


‘No. No, thanks.’


She turned to face him. Even in the shadows Richard could see she was pretty. Very pretty.


‘You’re wet through.’ She reached over to the back seat. ‘I’ve got a towel here. It’ll be a bit damp, I went swimming this morning and forgot to take the bag into the house.’


‘Thanks.’ Richard took it off her and scrubbed at his hair. ‘I’m sorry – I’m dripping all over the seat.’


She waved her hand, dismissing his words.


‘Mind if I take my coat off? I’ll put it on the floor.’


‘That’s fine!’ She smiled at him.


Heck, she was gorgeous. He became aware how small the car was, how close they were. He leaned self-consciously against his door, running the towel over his face and around the neck of his polo-neck jumper. He’d need to change it, but not here. He stopped. ‘I’ve lost my rucksack,’ he said. ‘I dropped it back there. It had all my things in it.’ His spare clothes, his best suit for the interview, his shoes.


‘We can’t go back,’ she said. ‘Anyway, they’ve probably trashed it by now.’
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