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To the memory of John Copas (1940–2017).
Tarantara! tarantara!


And to Ron and Celia Dorrington, dear friends, best of neighbours and surrogate parents.




Chapter One


Manchester, January 1922


‘THERE’S NO CALL for you to visit the pie shop with the others, Miss Layton.’ Mr Butterfield’s tone was casual, but the brief flicker in his hooded eyes was anything but indifferent and Belinda felt a dip of dismay in the pit of her stomach. ‘I know Mrs Sloan won’t have sent you out this morning without your midday snap.’


‘I could do with a spot of fresh air.’ Why had she run downstairs? Where were the others? She edged nearer the door. Better to wait outside in the mill-yard even on a bitter day like today than to be backed into a grubby corner by Butterfingers. Shifting her shoulders beneath her woollen shawl, she made a show of gazing at her bare hands. ‘I’ve forgotten my gloves. I’ll nip back up.’


‘They’re sticking out of your skirt-pocket.’


Drat. She tugged them out and put them on, pushing them down into the gaps between her fingers with as much care as if they were kid gloves that fitted like a second skin instead of having been knitted by Grandma Beattie from an old cardigan she had unravelled.


Mr Butterfield moved closer; she stepped towards the door. He frowned and smiled at the same time, a pretend-humorous expression that questioned her silly reaction to his perfectly normal behaviour. She reached for the door-knob; her woolly glove slithered round it. Mr Butterfield stretched out his hand. He wore gloves without fingertips; there was a line of dirt beneath each nail and the ends of the pointing finger and middle finger on his right hand were a dull tobacco-yellow. He was much taller than her five foot two.


His hand stopped in mid-air. ‘I were only going to open the door for you since it appears to be stuck. Why?’ There was a triumphant smirk about his lips, there and gone so swiftly it might never have existed. A bland smile replaced it. ‘What did you think I was going to do?’


The others clattered down the wooden staircase. Belinda glanced their way and when she looked back, Mr Butterfield was a couple of yards away. Her knees felt watery with relief – but only for a moment. Annoyance flared. It was horrible having to put up with Butterfingers, but they had no choice. As one of the tattlers, he was important. If someone was off sick, he could offer a day’s work to one of the desperate souls who lurked outside the gates from the crack of dawn every weekday morning; and if someone left the mill, he chose which weaver took their place and which moved into the vacant slot left behind. Eh, they were powerful men, the tattlers. And they were all men. There was no such thin g as a woman-tattler. Not now the war was over and the women weren’t needed any more.


‘There you are.’ Buxom and keen-eyed, Maggie was in the lead.


The knot of women drew Belinda in. Crossing the lobby with its depressing smell of floorboards and low pay, they burst into the mill-yard. The January morning – well, it was afternoon now, just turned – was only slightly less raw than it had been first thing and the wind, as they marched along the street, was sharp as a knife. Normally, Belinda preferred to wait outside the pie shop since she never bought anything, but today she sneaked indoors for warmth. A mixture of delicious aromas wrapped round her, setting her tummy rumbling: pastry, mince-and-onions and the bacony, mustardy smell of devilled chicken puddings that would form a savoury treat for some lucky families later. Grandma Beattie’s fish-paste barm cake suddenly seemed unappetising – oh, what a disloyal thing to think. Shame on you, Belinda Layton. Disloyal was the last thing she was. The past four years had proved that.


Her companions chose their handheld pies, selecting the cheaper ones, cheese-and-onion, curried vegetables, suet-andveg. Coins chinked and the shop-owner and the copper-haired girl who worked with him handed white paper bags over the counter. Then everyone scurried back up the street and through the tall gates into the mill-yard. The banks of grimy windows made the mill an unwelcoming place.


Jostling good-naturedly to get out of the cold, they hurried upstairs to the canteen, which was a grand name for a long, draughty room. They were glad enough of the draughts on weekdays when the mill was working full tilt and the hot, humid atmosphere left everyone gasping for breath, but on Saturdays, especially winter Saturdays, the draughts nipped fiercely, no matter how much hot tea you supped to keep them at bay.


Steaming mugs were handed round, then everyone plonked themselves on the benches and tucked in.


‘Didn’t them devilled chicken puds smell heavenly?’ said Annie.


A chorus of agreement was mumbled through mouths filled with pasties.


‘I might get a couple to take round to Mum’s…’ Belinda began.


‘No, you don’t, lady.’ Annie spoke so sharply that pastry crumbs flew out of her mouth. ‘It’s not your job to feed them kids. It’s your dad’s.’


‘Leave her alone,’ said Maggie. ‘But don’t forget, love,’ she advised Belinda, ‘it’s because of you that your family had a good Christmas.’


‘Not just because of me…’


‘Yes, because of you.’ Even though she was hard of hearing after her years in the mill, Maggie didn’t speak unnaturally loudly the way a lot of the women did. ‘You’re the one what came here every Saturday for two months and saved all the money so yon young ’uns got more than a sugar mouse on Christmas morning and your mum got a capon with all the trimmings.’


Belinda shrugged. ‘I wanted to.’


‘I know, and now it’s time to spend a few coppers on yourself.’ Maggie gave her a look. ‘That’s what your Auntie Enid’s expecting.’


Belinda warmed to the older woman. She owed Maggie a lot. It was Maggie who had helped Auntie Enid get her this job at the mill when she moved in with her and Grandma Beattie; and, a few weeks back, it was Maggie who talked Auntie Enid into letting her work the Saturdays leading up to Christmas. Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie would never have allowed it if Maggie hadn’t stuck her oar in. When Belinda had gone to live with them back in 1916, Auntie Enid had made promises to Mum, one of which had been no Saturday cleaning. That had seemed to matter to Mum more than anything, though it hadn’t stopped her accepting the Christmas goodies that had come her way.


Maggie raised her eyebrows and Belinda laughed, giving in.


‘Yes, Auntie Enid expects me to treat myself.’


‘Come Monday morning, I’ll want to know what you bought.’


‘That’s easy. I’d like material to make a new blouse.’


‘I’m pleased to hear it, lass. What colour?’


A flush crept across her cheeks. ‘I haven’t decided.’ Hadn’t built up the courage, more like. She knew what she would like, but would she dare?


Maggie patted her hand, then left her alone. That was one of the good things about Maggie. She never pressed you. Or did she need to be pressed? Deep down, did she want to be? Oh, heck.


She finished her barm cake and helped wash up the mugs. It was time to line up for their wages. Saturday cleaning was paid separately to the weekly wage. You cleaned all morning; then, while you ate your snap, the tattler checked the work and got the wages ready.


Queuing with the others, Belinda edged towards the front as those ahead of her received theirs. Mr Butterfield sat behind a table that did duty as a desk, courtesy of an ink-pot and a wooden pen-tray with grooves for pens and pencils. A ledger was open in front of him, a tin cash-box beside it.


‘Name?’ As if he didn’t know.


‘Belinda Layton.’


‘Make your mark here.’


He always said that – as if the workers couldn’t write. She signed her name, though what she felt like doing was scoring an indelible black X across his forehead. Make your mark, indeed! But her annoyance was short-lived. It was impos sible not to be thrilled by the prospect of receiving of a whole two shillings and elevenpence for a morning’s work. Two and eleven! You got a higher rate for Saturday cleaning. For the forty-eight hours she gave the mill Monday to Friday as a two-loom worker, she expected to earn twenty-six bob a week, give or take, which was sixpence ha’penny an hour. But on Saturdays, everyone got an extra tuppence one farthing per hour. Some said this was for working on the weekend, others that it was danger-money for hand-brushing the turning wheels to sweep off the floss. Belinda didn’t care. It was wonderful to have been able to give her family a better Christmas.


Mr Butterfield reached into the cash-box and counted coins into his palm. The other tattlers didn’t do that. They counted it straight into your hand, but Mr Butterfield held it out on his palm, obliging each woman to take it from him.


She had taken off her glove. With woolly gloves on, you couldn’t pick up coins without fumbling, especially not a heap of coins like that. Did he really have to give her so much copper? Mr Butterfield wasn’t looking at her; he was writing in his ledger. She reached towards his extended hand, wanting to scoop up her bounty in one go, but his fingers clamped around hers, squeezing her flesh into the edges of the small change. Her breath hitched and she tried to pull away. For one moment – just for one moment, as if maybe it hadn’t really happened – he held tighter. He looked up into her eyes.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Layton. I believe I’ve given you the wrong amount.’


He dropped his pen and twisted her hand the other way up so the coins lay in her palm. With one hand, he held hers in place while his other fingers sifted through the coins, his fingertips brushing against her skin as he moved each coin, one by one, from the heel of her thumb to the base of her fingers. Almost of its own accord, her hand tried to jerk free, but he held on.


‘Careful, Miss Layton. You don’t want to send your hardearned wages flying all over the floor. I wouldn’t be able to reimburse you if you lost any… And thruppence makes two shillings… and thruppence, sixpence, sevenpence, eightpence, eightpence ha’penny, ninepence, ninepence ha’penny, ninepence three farthings, tenpence, tenpence one farthing…two farthings… three farthings… elevenpence. Two shillings and elevenpence in total. No mistake after all.’


She wrenched her hand away, clutching the money, forcing herself to clutch it when she felt more like flinging it away because it was tainted. Her eyes filmed with tears. It wasn’t the money that was tainted. It was her hand. Switching the coins to her other hand, she wiped the hand he had held across the side of her skirt, brushing past the rest of the queue as she marched out.


She didn’t stop until she was in the mill-yard. Only then did she pull out her purse and thrust her wages inside, snapping it shut.


‘You all right, love?’ It was Annie, eyes narrowing as she fixed her gaze on Belinda’s.


Take a breath and smile. ‘I’m fine. Butterfingers grabbed my hand, that’s all.’


‘Could have been a lot worse.’


She felt stung. Was she meant to be grateful that Mr Butterfield had ‘only’ played with the palm of her hand? Distaste wriggled inside her, but there was no point in dwelling on it. They all knew what Butterfingers was like. Should she keep her gloves on next time? Or would that simply spin out the process, as her wool-encased fingers struggled to take the money?


There probably wouldn’t be a next time. Auntie Enid had only agreed to her working Saturdays in November and December so as to give the Laytons a better Christmas. Today, the first Saturday of January, she had been allowed to work the extra four hours, thanks to Maggie’s influence, so as to have something to spend on herself.


‘Don’t let on to your mum and dad about it,’ Maggie had said, advice that made Belinda’s throat thicken with shame, the more so because she knew it must be what Auntie Enid thought as well. Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie were always polite about the Laytons, but what did they say behind Belinda’s back?


‘Off to fritter your ill-gotten gains, love?’ It was Flo, one of the three-loomers. ‘Lucky you, able to spend it on yourself. Some of us have no sooner got us mitts on it than it vanishes down the children’s throats.’


‘Better that than down your old man’s throat in’t pub,’ said Maggie. ‘You go and enjoy your money, love. I’ll ask you on Monday, mind, what you bought.’


‘I already told you: blouse material. You never know, if I spend all weekend making it, you won’t need to ask. You’ll see for yourself.’


‘I hope not, lass. I hope it’ll be too pretty to wear for work.’


She chewed her lip. Could she? Was it time? Oh, heck.


A spiteful breeze caught Belinda’s breath and whipped across her cheeks as she swung round the corner by the news agent’s, nimbly skirting the sandwich-board with its wonky black capitals about poor Sir Ernest Shackleton. In the tightly packed square where the weekly market was under way, the cobbles were slippery. The earthy aroma of winter vegetables bounced out at her, merging with the mouth-watering smell of sausage-meat cooked in sage and the heavy, burnt sweetness of treacle toffee. Alongside the cries of the stallholders calling their wares was the scrape and clink of pieces of china and the whirr and spark of the knife-grinder’s wheel. Better-off housewives had their own knife-sharpeners, so it was the less well-off who queued for his services, though not the poorest, who sharpened their knives against the corner of a brick wall.


She rounded the corner by the ironmongery stall, with its array of pots and pans hanging up and all those differentsized nails and screws in little cardboard boxes laid out on the trestle-table. The draper’s was along this row.


‘Belinda – Belinda Layton! I thought it was you.’


She felt a burst of pleasure at the sight of her old schoolteacher, followed by a rush of concern. Miss Kirby had a pinched look about her. Well, didn’t everyone these days? First the war, then the influenza, and Miss Kirby wasn’t a young woman. Everyone was tired and in need of a pickme-up. But this was the beginning of a new year. New year, new hope.


‘How are you, Miss Kirby?’


‘Fair to middling. I’m retired now. I was well past the age, though I’d gladly have carried on.’


‘Why didn’t you?’


‘Oh, the usual reason these days. A returning soldier needed a teaching post. Anyway, I’m sorry: I shouldn’t call you Belinda Layton, should I?’ Her eyes swept over Belinda’s apparel, black from head to foot. ‘I did hear – oh, ages ago; several years ago – that you’d got engaged. You can’t have been married long before… I’m sorry for your loss.’


Chill streamed up her nostrils and down her throat. Her lungs went cold, then hot. She released a quick breath. It appeared in front of her, a huff of white cloud, like a cat-sneeze. She had never worked out what to say at these moments. Fortunately they seldom happened these days. A devil in her head pointed out that since she hadn’t seen Miss Kirby since she left school, she wasn’t likely to bump into her again, so why correct the mistake? Why not be a widow just for a few minutes? After all, it was what she was, really and truly.


Except for not having Ben’s ring on her finger; except for not having his name. Belinda Sloan. That was who she should have been.


But she didn’t want to tell lies. With all the troubles in her parents’ home, all the bickering and her brothers running wild, it was important to conduct herself correctly, not just to set a good example to the boys, but because it was the right thing to do. She was – it shamed her to think it, but she was – better than the Laytons. When Ben’s mother and grandmother had taken her in, they had lifted her not just into a cleaner, more pleasant home, but also into a more ordered way of life. She would be grateful to them to her dying day.


So: no lies. Especially, she couldn’t lie to Miss Kirby, who had been so good to her, who had tried hard on her behalf.


‘I did get engaged, but he… he were killed before we could get wed.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Miss Kirby sighed, shaking her head. ‘It was just that, seeing you in full black, I thought… Anyway, I’m sorry.’


Please don’t say: You’re young. You’ll meet someone else.


Miss Kirby said, ‘What a shame you didn’t go to high school.’


Raw air swooped into her eyes as they widened in surprise.


‘It’s true,’ said Miss Kirby. ‘Without a husband to rely on, you’d be in a stronger position with some education behind you. Think of the job you could have got.’


She didn’t know what to say. ‘I’m well suited where I am.’


‘And where is that?’ It was an honest question, not a snide remark.


‘I’m a mill-worker.’


Miss Kirby’s lined features took on the blank politeness of resignation. And just like that, they were back on the brink of whatever it was that she had seen in Belinda when she was a child of ten; only it hadn’t been resignation on Miss Kirby’s face then. There had been anxious determination in the furrowed brow and the steady, quiet voice.


‘Your Belinda’s different. She’s bright.’


Miss Kirby had actually come to their house – sometimes it was hard to remember that the Laytons had lived in a house back then; a modest two-up two-down that seemed like a palace compared to the squalid couple of rooms they were crammed into these days. Miss Kirby had come to plead for her star pupil to be granted this potentially life-changing opportunity.


‘Let her sit the scholarship. Let her go to high school. She’ll pass, I’m sure she will.’


Listening, crouched on the other side of the door, Belinda had felt a moment of glory. Her heart drummed in her chest and she felt more awake, more alert. But she had known permission wouldn’t be granted and, truth be told, she wasn’t disappointed, not really. She had gorged on Angela Brazil books in those days, but when faced by the dazzling possibility of rubbing shoulders with girls called Philippa and Katrine, who got up to larks and had private art lessons and were captains of tennis, she knew she would die a thousand deaths if she fetched up in a place like that. What, a back-street lass stopping on at school till fifteen? Alongside girls whose fathers were doctors and senior clerks and owners of the better class of shops? Not on your life. Or not on Dad’s life, anyroad, and his was the word that counted.


‘Nay, miss,’ he had told Miss Kirby. ‘Our Belinda’s the eldest. I need her out working. She’ll stop at the elementary school, go to work half-time when she’s twelve and leave when she’s thirteen, and that’s flat.’


‘If she goes to high school, she’ll get a better job.’ Miss Kirby had managed to say the words and bring more money home without uttering them out loud.


‘No point,’ said Dad. ‘She’ll only get herself engaged and get wed. That’s what girls do.’


And he had been proved right, hadn’t he? She and Ben had had an understanding when she was just fourteen and had been allowed to get engaged when she was fifteen.


‘A mill-worker?’ There was no scorn in Miss Kirby’s voice, only kindness. That was worse, because it felt like pity. ‘That’s hard work.’


‘It’s regular.’ If she hadn’t been talking to her old teacher, she might have jerked her chin in open annoyance. ‘Skilled an’ all. I could work my way up to six looms if I stay.’


‘That’s the point, my dear. You’ve got to work. You’re a surplus girl.’


‘A what?’


‘A surplus girl. That’s what they’re being called. With so many of our young men having lost their lives in the war, there’s now a generation of girls with no men to marry them.’


She bridled. ‘I’m not looking for another husband. Ben were the only boy for me.’


‘I didn’t mean to give offence. My point is that surplus girls face a lifetime of fending for themselves. What education, what training, do they have under their belts to equip them for that?’


‘I’ve been trained.’


‘You’re being deliberately obtuse, my girl. Yes, one day you might run six looms. I’m not underestimating the skill that takes, but – oh, Belinda, with the right education, you could have been an office girl. You could have started as the office junior and by now you’d be adept at typewriting and filing and the correct layout of business letters. You could be training up your own office junior. Goodness, a clever girl like you could have learned to keep the books.’


‘Anyroad, I’m at the mill.’ She might not have greeted Miss Kirby so warmly had she known she was going to get a lecture.


‘I know. It’s no use fretting over what might have been.’


Belinda laughed and then smiled because the laugh might have sounded bitter and she didn’t want to give the wrong impression. ‘There’s no might-have-been about an office job. That was never going to be. I knew Dad would never let me try for high school. The only might-have-been I care about—’ She stopped, clawing in a deep breath to stop her chest caving in.


‘I know,’ Miss Kirby said softly. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you. I’d best let you get on. It was good to see you again.’


‘You an’ all, Miss Kirby.’


But instead of being glad to see the back of her old teacher, she felt a stab of guilt. This dear lady had done her best for her and didn’t deserve to walk away thinking she was hurt.


‘Wait a minute.’ Belinda went after her. ‘Would you like to help me choose blouse material?’


The light in Miss Kirby’s face was reward enough. ‘I’d be delighted, if you’re sure.’


Bolts of fabric were laid out across the stall, with boxes of cotton-reels, ribbons and buttons at one end, and pin-cushions (fancy not making your own!) and sewing-boxes at the back. At one end of the stall was a pyramid of bolts of blacks and mauves, just as there had been for as long as Belinda could remember, though the pyramid had been significantly bulkier since the outbreak of war. Surely it must reduce in size now that the influenza epidemic was behind them. Surely.


‘What sort of fabric are you looking for?’ Miss Kirby asked.


She pretended not to notice the glance that swept over her all-consuming black. ‘Well…’


‘Will it be more black? I’m sorry, dear, but I have to ask if I’m to be of any assistance. How long ago were you bereaved? I assume your young man was taken by the influenza.’


She drew her shawl more tightly round herself. ‘No, he was killed in France at the start of 1918. Four years ago this month.’


‘Four years? And you’re still in deepest black. You must have loved him very much.’


Oh, heck, now Miss Kirby thought she was some latter-day Queen Victoria type. Yes, she had loved Ben with all her heart, but… but… It wasn’t that simple. She took off her gloves and ran her fingers over some of the materials, testing texture and drape.


‘What are you looking for today?’ Miss Kirby’s voice was gentle.


Go on, say it. You’ve been thinking it for long enough. ‘I’ve been wondering…’ Oh, Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie were going to kill her for this. ‘Something in mauve, not an entire blouse, but with mauve trimmings.’


‘You’re going into half-mourning. Don’t look so stricken. I can see this is hard for you.’


Aye, but not for the reason Miss Kirby imagined. Belinda felt a complete heel. In spite of the chilly afternoon, her flesh felt hot and prickly.


‘What about a mauve collar and cuffs?’ Miss Kirby dealt her a sharp, though not unkind, look. ‘That’s pretty material, isn’t it? Your hand keeps going back to it, even though you’re meant to be choosing mauve.’


‘Oh – this. No, really, I…’


Oh, but it was heavenly. Her colour-starved soul yearned for it. Rose-pink cotton scattered with a pattern of tiny rosebuds in darker pink with green leaves. It would be perfect with her colouring, dark brown hair, blue eyes. Imagine wearing something pretty, something flattering, instead of endless black.


‘I’ll have some of that mauve,’ she said briskly. ‘As you say, collar and cuffs.’


‘You might try lavender, my dear, if you’d like something… prettier.’


‘I always feel sorry for lavender matched with black. Mauve looks like it can hold its own better.’ She took a breath. ‘I have a blouse pattern with panels in the front so you can have contrasting fabric, so I’ll need mauve for that as well as the collar and cuffs.’ There, she had said it. Never mind all her shilly-shallying.


Her purchase made, she felt torn between pleasure and panic.


‘Thanks for your help, Miss Kirby.’


‘A pleasure.’


Turning from the stall, they began to walk away, avoiding an old girl carrying a sagging bag made of sack-cloth. Without planning to, Belinda stopped dead.


‘Wait.’


She returned to the stall, heart pumping. Mauve wasn’t what she wanted. She had dreamed of colour. She was sick of black.


Her hand trailed across the pink. It was a deep pink, a serious pink, not pale, not too summery, and the pattern was small, not too frivolous. Was she wrong to want it? Want it? She ached for it.


If it was bad of her to buy the mauve, what sort of person was she to want this?


But she didn’t have to make it up immediately, did she? She could start with the mauve and give Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie time to grow used to it; then, at a later date, she could suggest having a colour. Tension held her taut; her muscles felt sore. She tried to roll her shoulders inside her shawl without making it obvious.


‘It would suit you with your dark hair and fair skin,’ said Miss Kirby.


‘That’s what I thought.’ Was she really going to do this? She had worn black for four years. Four whole years. Her fingers curled into fists, then straightened. She caught the stallholder’s eye. ‘How wide it is, please?’


Moments later, she had a second paper bag tucked under her shawl, but there was no time to think about what she had done, because from behind her came a yell followed by the clatter of running footsteps. She glanced round – oh no, not them. As they barged past, Miss Kirby staggered and Belinda was a second too late to save her from falling. Her parcels dropped to the cobbles as she bent to help Miss Kirby to her feet.


‘Are you all right?’


‘Yes, thank you, just shocked.’


Folk gathered round. The draper came from behind her stall.


‘Are you hurt?’ voices asked. ‘Did you see them lads? I’d tan their hides if they were mine.’


Miss Kirby’s face had lost its colour, but there was a glint in her eyes as she met Belinda’s gaze. ‘Was that who I think it was?’


Oh, heck.




Chapter Two


SHE HAD LIVED here once, in squalid Cromwell Street. Simply walking up the road was enough to set little spikes of fear jumping beneath Belinda’s skin. What if everything went wrong and she ended up back here? Things did go wrong. She was living proof. Look at her, losing Ben. Life could be cruel.


Not that she was one to complain. She wasn’t like her father.


She arrived outside the house the Laytons squeezed into along with three other families. Dad blamed the war for the way they had come down in the world, but the truth was they had lived here before it started. Belinda could remember the gradual slide that had happened while she was in elementary school: Dad losing his job and finding another, only it hadn’t paid as well; then losing that job and the family taking another step down the ladder. The scrimping and saving; the first time she was sent to the grocer’s to ask for cracked eggs. The first time there was meat on Dad’s plate but not on the children’s. The first time she lied to the rent-man about Mum not being in the house when really she was hiding under the kitchen table. The time she looked at the sour-smelling, gaunt-faced children who took turns to come to school because they shared clothes with their brothers and sisters, and instead of the usual sneering pity, she felt dread streaming through her: what if we end up like that?


Things had changed between Mum and Dad. There had always been arguments, but now there was constant carping and bickering. It hadn’t all been bickering, though. There had been plenty of making up afterwards. Oh aye, Denby and Kathleen Layton, who had had just three children between 1901 and ’06, fell for three boys in two years. Two years! Twenty-three months, to be exact.


Belinda had not long turned seven when Thad was born. She had been thrilled to have a baby to look after; but by the time Jacob came along twenty-three months later, with Mikey in between, she was sick of babies. As the oldest, and even more so because the second-oldest was a boy, she had become a nursemaid; and if she complained, Mum would give her a thick ear and set her to mop the floor or fill the coal-scuttle.


‘It’s how girls learn,’ said Mum.


She had learned a great deal in the next few years.


The time came when the family did a moonlight flit and went to their new home. It had never felt like home. Two rooms in a house bulging with people, mould and bad temper, with smelly, sticky fly-paper dangling everywhere, covered with houseflies and bluebottles, a single stinking privy out the back, and if one person came home with a flea or if one person had diarrhoea…


How could somewhere you were ashamed of be home? If they had been a happy family struggling to get by but making the best of things, it might have been different, but not with Mum and Dad at it hammer and tongs because Dad had raided the housekeeping jar again, and Thad giving Mikey a good kicking in bed and swearing he had done it in his sleep, and the girls complaining bitterly about the lack of privacy on bathnight, and all of them digging their elbows into one another, not always by accident, because there wasn’t enough room to swing a cat.


Please don’t let me ever have to come back to live here.


The gate, its wood rotten at the bottom, lolled from one hinge, permanently wide open. From gate to doorstep was only a yard, but that would have been room for a tub or two of plants or herbs under the windows, if anybody could have been bothered. But no one could be bothered, the same way the front step hadn’t been donkey-stoned in years. Mum had done it when they first moved in, but then she got fed up of being the only one and had stopped.


As she let herself into the narrow hallway, Belinda’s skin tightened over her bones so as to have less surface area to feel unclean. Entering the kitchen-cum-sitting room, she pinned on a smile.


The room was damp: it always was, but it was worse in winter. The pulley-airer was full and there was a clothes-horse that was undoubtedly meant to be stationed round the fireplace, only Dad had shifted it and was now ensconced in their one armchair by the hearth, with half of the newspaper, while George, wearing the pullover Belinda had knitted him for Christmas, sat hunched over one end of the table, reading the other half and steadfastly ignoring Mum, who, eyes weary, mouth sullen, was using the rest of the table for ironing. They had had an ironing-board once upon a time, but it had had to go, one in a long line of things that had had to go, because Mum had needed a few bob and, anyroad, they didn’t have room. Mum looked like she was bashing the clothes rather than pressing them: Sarah was going to get an earful when she showed her face. Ironing was her job, just as it had once been Belinda’s.


Mikey crouched on the hearthrug at Dad’s feet, bent over something he was constructing out of matchsticks. He would have to defend it with his life if he intended it to last longer than two minutes after Thad returned.


Had her smile slipped? She hitched it higher.


‘It’s only me.’


‘Shut the door,’ said Dad. ‘You’re letting the warm out.’


She draped her shawl over the back of a chair, depositing her paper bags by the door before taking the iron from Mum.


‘Let me help.’


‘That’s our Sarah’s job.’


‘Then I’ll help both of you. Where is she?’


‘Lord knows. Not where she should be: here, seeing to the ironing. Lazy cat, leaving it to me.’


‘She’s not lazy. She puts in long hours cleaning that hotel and she’s on her feet the whole time, either that or on her knees.’


‘Trust you to stick up for her.’


There was no talking to Mum in this mood. Belinda took the cooling iron from Mum’s hand and popped it onto the iron hob on the range to heat up again, picking up the hot one.


‘Take the weight off your feet, Mum. I’ll make us all a pot of tea in a minute.’


‘About time someone did,’ George said without looking up.


Mum heaved a dramatic put-upon sigh and grabbed the kettle.


‘Saint flaming Kathleen,’ Dad muttered. He crushed the newspaper into his lap. ‘Let our Bel do it, for Pete’s sake. She does little enough else for us.’


Belinda’s mouth dropped open. Had he forgotten already? The capon, the presents, the tin of Mackintosh’s Toffee de Luxe – de Luxe, mind – the crackers, the box of dates.


‘Steady on, Dad,’ said George.


‘Oh – aye.’ He had the grace to look shame-faced. No, he didn’t. That sideways glance was sly. ‘At the mill this morning, were you?’


‘Yes, Dad.’


‘Give us your money, then. It’s not needed for Christmas now.’


Her heart lurched. Would he force her? ‘Auntie Enid said I could keep it for myself.’


‘Easy for her to say. She hasn’t got family responsibilities.’


‘Nay, leave her be, Denby.’ Mum perked up, the washedout drudge transformed into a straight-backed lionheart. ‘She spent all her Saturday money to give us a good Christmas. The least we can do is let her keep this one week’s. I don’t suppose Mrs Sloan will let her do any more Saturdays.’


‘No, she won’t.’ Belinda threw her a grateful look.


‘Whose side are you on?’ Dad demanded. ‘I’m the one with mouths to feed. It’s not as if Bel has a husband and children at home.’


She flinched. How could he hurl that at her?


‘Oh aye,’ Mum taunted, ‘and you’d use her money to top up the housekeeping, would you? I weren’t born yesterday. What you didn’t waste over the bar, you’d lose on the horses.’


Dad roared to his feet, scattering sheets of newspaper, and then they were at it, him bellowing and Mum shrieking like a fishwife. Belinda’s energy seeped out of her. An all-out row like this made her mind freeze.


The door crashed open and Thad burst in, followed awkwardly by Jacob, clutching a half-full sack, their arrival cramming the already crowded room still further. George stuffed his fingers in his ears and bent closer to the newspaper. Belinda stood the iron on its end on the trivet, keeping hold of the handle in case she got jostled.


Thad gave his parents a filthy look. ‘Ruddy hell, another barney.’


Mum and Dad stopped rowing and turned angry faces on the newcomers.


‘I want a word with you,’ said Belinda. Did she sound like just another loud-mouthed Layton? But she couldn’t let Thad get away with his behaviour in the market. With luck Jacob might see that Thad’s wasn’t the best lead to follow.


‘Have you brought us owt this week?’ Thad demanded.


Was that all she was to her family? The goose that laid the golden eggs? She stepped across to confront Thad. He might be taller than she was these days, but he was still a schoolboy in short trousers. Not for much longer, though. He would finish school the summer of next year.


‘I was there in the market when you two came racing through like a pair of hooligans, barging past all and sundry. Do you know who that lady was that you knocked down?’


‘We never knocked no one down.’ Thad gave a cocky sneer.


‘You jolly well did – and don’t answer back. You knocked over Miss Kirby, that’s who.’


‘Oh, her,’ said Thad. ‘The stupid old bag shouldn’t have got in our way.’


‘Miss Kirby from school?’ asked Mum.


Dad snorted. ‘Interfering so-and-so, trying to tell me how to run my family.’


‘That was years ago,’ said Belinda. ‘She’s older now and she’s retired – and these two ran hell for leather through the market, bowled her over and didn’t stop.’


‘Who cares?’


Turning on his heel, Thad shoved Jacob, but Jacob, unprepared for a quick exit, stumbled and the two of them got tangled up. Jacob lost his grip on the neck of the sack. It slipped from his grasp, hitting the floor with a smashing sound.


Everyone froze; then Dad’s hand landed on Jacob’s shoulder. Belinda dodged aside so as not to get clouted by accident: it wouldn’t have been the first time.


‘What’s in here, then?’ Dad flicked at the sack with his toe.


‘N-nothing,’ stammered Jacob.


He danced aside as Dad swooped on the sack, upending it and scattering pieces of china on the bare floorboards. There was a rectangular lid painted with ivy leaves, still in one piece but with a crack across the middle; and bits and pieces of what must be the matching dish.


Belinda went hot and cold. ‘You’ve been thieving. No wonder you were running like that. You were running away.’


‘Nah,’ drawled Thad. ‘It were payment – weren’t it, Jake? We helped a stallholder and he gave us this to pay us.’


‘Rubbish.’ George stood up at last. ‘Firstly, no stallholder ever gave a piece of china as payment; and secondly, when did you ever do anything to help anyone? You nicked it.’


Dad landed a sharp crack across the side of Thad’s head followed by a hefty slap that Jacob didn’t manage to dodge. He yelled and sank down the wall, crying, but Thad was made of sterner stuff. Nursing the side of his face, he jutted out his jaw defiantly.


‘To think that any lads of mine…’ Mum pressed her hand to her chest.


‘And what good is that to us now?’ Dad kicked at the pieces of china. ‘I can’t sell it in that state, can I? It’s no damn use to me.’


‘Dad!’ Belinda exclaimed. ‘You can’t punish them for stealing and then complain you can’t sell things on. What sort of example is that?’


‘Don’t you speak to me like that, telling me what’s what under my own roof. Go and lay the law down with your precious Auntie Enid if you want to lecture somebody, but don’t try it on with me. Is that clear?’


‘Is that clear, our Bel?’ added Thad in a soft sing-song.


How had that happened? Thad and Jacob had committed theft, but she was the one getting it in the neck. By, there were times when she felt that she, George and Sarah were one family and the young lads were quite another.


‘I think I’d best go,’ she said.


‘She thinks she’d best go,’ mocked Thad.


George gave him a clip round the ear. It should have come from Dad, but at least it had come from someone.


‘You two boys can get lost an’ all.’ Dad flopped into the armchair. ‘Don’t come back till teatime.’


‘Suits me,’ said Thad, ‘but before we go…’


He trampled on Mikey’s matchstick construction. With an indignant yell, Mikey snatched at his ankle, yanked hard and brought him toppling down. With a series of mighty kicks, Thad jerked free, aiming a few kicks at Mikey’s head. With a bellow, Dad was on his feet. He wasn’t a big man, but he picked up his brawling sons and flung them into the hallway, with Jacob scrambling after them. He slammed the door, muttering darkly.


There was a heated silence. Belinda gathered up the folded ironing and took it into the bedroom, flicking aside the tatty old sheet that was strung across the room to give a semblance of privacy to the sleeping arrangements, Mum and Dad on one side, George and two younger boys in the other bed with the third lad sleeping on a mat on the floor on a rotation basis. Poor Sarah had to make do with a straw-filled mattress in the other room and no matter what shifts she worked in the hotel, she could never lie down to sleep when their kitchen-cumsitting room was in use.


Belinda laid the ironed garments on Mum and Dad’s bed, looking round as Mum followed her into the room.


‘Thanks for sticking up for me against Dad. I’d have pretended I hadn’t worked this morning if I’d known he was going to ask for my money.’


‘That’s all right, love. We both know he’d only waste it.’ Mum edged closer. Her tongue flicked out and licked her lips. ‘But you can let me have some, can’t you? I only stopped him so you could give it to me.’


It was dark before Belinda reached home. Some folk made a show of shuddering when she said she lived near Stretford Cemetery, but that was just them being daft. Their cottage was at the far end of a row down an unpaved lane, no more than a cinder path, and once you got halfway down, it wasn’t even that, just a dirt-track that turned to slop after a few days of solid rain. The lane had no board at the top with a road name, but it was known locally as Grave Pit Lane. Everyone knew it as that. Ben’s letters, addressed to End Cottage, Grave Pit Lane, Stretford, had all arrived.


The telegram had arrived.


As she approached End Cottage, Belinda’s heart lifted at the welcome sight of the lamplight’s soft glow behind the thin curtains. If you thought about it, the cottage was nowt special. It had low doorways and low ceilings, which had made Ben and his ma and his nan joke the first time she visited them there that it was a good job she was nobbut five foot two; and it had no indoor pipes, just a water pump out the back, and candles and oil-lamps instead of gas-light. The rooms were small and the upstairs floors sloped, so that if you hauled yourself out of bed before you were properly awake, you stumbled about like a drunken sailor.


So no, it was nowt special.


But at the same time, it was the best place in the world; even more so after a visit to Cromwell Street.


Chilled through, Belinda let herself in, gloved fingers fumbling with the catch, but being cold became a pleasure of sorts as the mingled smells of onion and ginger enveloped her. She knew what that meant: poor man’s pudding, which was like toad-in-the-hole but with onions and potato instead of sausage, followed by ginger pudding and custard.


She hung up her shawl on the peg inside the door. The paper parcels with her pieces of fabric felt vaguely damp. She slid them onto the shelf where they kept the clothes brush. It wouldn’t be tactful to come barging in with them. Say hello first. Take your time.


Coward.


Grandma Beattie looked over her shoulder from where she stood in front of the range. It was a colossal beast that ate up most of one wall and took an age to blacklead, but, properly tended, it kept the cottage toasty-warm in winter. A dumpy woman all in black, Grandma Beattie was of an age to wear a headdress at all times, even indoors, and her iron-grey hair had a modest covering of black lace – well, it wasn’t really lace, just some fine black cotton that she had tatted in a loose pattern.


Belinda went to her, slipping an arm round her ample frame. ‘Grandma Beattie, have I told you recently that you’re an angel?’


‘Get on with you. I knew you’d need summat hot inside you on a day like today.’


Auntie Enid smiled across from the cramped window-seat, where she was knitting scarves for the poor by the light of an oil-lamp. The Sloan household might not be well off, but never let it be said they didn’t do their Christian duty. The scarf dangling from her needles was a rich royal blue, which, in the golden glow from the lamp, was jewel-coloured compared to Auntie Enid’s black garb, the black crêpe on the over-mantle shelf and the black fabric draped around the treasured studio portrait of Ben.


‘Don’t put your shawl on the peg, love,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘Hang it over a chair by the range. It must be damp.’


Lifting a chair closer to the range, Belinda fetched her shawl. She glanced at the parcels. Now was the moment. She braced herself. They would be disappointed, of course they would. Hurt, even, and she didn’t want to hurt them. She slid the parcel with the mauve into the folds of her shawl and returned to the range. All she had to do was produce the parcel and say, ‘Look what I bought. I hope you don’t mind, but…’


Grandma Beattie bent to open the oven door, sliding the dish inside, careful not to spill batter. Heat poured into the room. ‘There.’ She straightened up. ‘Did you buy yourself summat, lovey?’


Playing for time, she draped her shawl over the chair, easing the parcel out of sight under it on the seat as craftily as any magician.


‘You’ve been out all afternoon,’ said Auntie Enid, ‘and you’re not the sort to spend all that time trailing round the shops. I expect you went round your mum’s, didn’t you?’


‘Yes.’ And to the market. I bought—


‘I bet you gave your mum some money an’ all,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘Well, yes.’ There was still time to own up. Still time to produce the parcel.


‘There, we said she would, didn’t we?’ Grandma Beattie said in a pleased voice to Auntie Enid.


‘Aye, we did. We knew you wouldn’t get owt for yourself.’ Setting aside her knitting, Auntie Enid rose, her thin face with its hollow cheeks and lined mouth softening into a smile. ‘That’s why we decided to give you this now.’


What? A gift? She couldn’t produce her parcel now, not if she was about to receive something. But she could reveal it afterwards. Make a fuss of the gift, then half-laugh, perhaps blush, and say, ‘Actually…’


Auntie Enid reached under her knitting bag. ‘Here. This is for you.’


Belinda saw what it was and her hand faltered. A photograph of Ben, a copy of the studio portrait on the over-mantel shelf, but with a black crêpe sleeve over it with a window in the material to display the picture. Fastened to the top righthand corner of the sleeve was a red paper poppy. Poppies had been sold in November to mark Armistice Day and she, Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had each bought one, weeping as they pinned them to one another’s clothes. The heavy thud of her heart was surprisingly calm. Auntie Enid held out the photograph and she took it in both hands. Less chance of dropping it.


‘It’s his anniversary in a day or two,’ said Auntie Enid. There was a catch in her voice. She sniffed and carried on. ‘Four whole years. We were worried about giving it to you on the day itself in case it got too emotional.’


‘But with you supposedly buying yourself summat nice today, and us knowing you wouldn’t,’ said Grandma Beattie, ‘this seemed the perfect day.’


Belinda swallowed. This was a generous, heartfelt gesture and she loved them for thinking of it. Her very own picture of Ben: she would treasure it. Yet after what she had purchased today…


‘We got the idea when it were the anniversary of burying the body of the unknown soldier a few weeks back,’ said Auntie Enid, ‘and that’s your poppy sewn on there. They’re going to sell poppies every year from now on so, after every Armistice Day, when you take yours off, you can sew it onto the photograph-sleeve. Look, I made it slightly large, so you can add your poppies to it. What d’you think?’


Her stomach knotted. She raised her fingers to her throat, inside which a painful thickness threatened to suffocate her.


‘Oh, the poor love,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘She can’t speak. She’s too upset.’


No, too guilty. What would they think if they knew that while they had been busy planning this sentimental surprise, she had been planning – what had Miss Kirby called it? – to go into half-mourning? And, worse, she had bought a pretty patterned cotton an’ all.


‘Put it by your bed,’ said Auntie Enid.


‘Ben’s face will be the first thing you see every morning,’ said Grandma Beattie, ‘and the last you see at night.’ She sighed, adoration of her handsome grandson in the lingering breath.


‘I’ve moved your library books aside to make room,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘Up you go.’


Carrying the precious photograph in one hand, she picked up her shawl in the other, bending over the chair to scoop up her parcel. Aware of their gaze lovingly following her every move, she managed to remove her other parcel from the shelf. The stairs were steep and her foot caught in her trailing shawl. An image swooped through her mind: the photograph falling – glass smashing – parcels tumbling down the stairs, working themselves open in the process – a splash of mauve and patterned pink. She righted herself and hurried to her room, a tiny space that used to be Ben’s until she moved in.


‘I’ll sleep downstairs when I’m home,’ he had said, leaving the words and when we’re married, we’ll get somewhere of us own dangling in the air between them.


The bed she slept in was Ben’s bed, the cupboard she used was his, as was the small table, waiting now for Ben’s picture so that she could have it at her side as she slept and when she woke. Oh, Ben. Old sorrow washed through her, a strangely sombre feeling, a stillness.


That was the point, wasn’t it? She, Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had… stopped when the telegram came. All they had wanted, all they had hoped and prayed for, was his safe return and when that had been denied them, they had clung together, supporting one another in their desolation.


But their grief had never moved on. Four years later, they were still in deepest black. Maybe that was how it was when your son or grandson died; maybe you never got over it. She could understand that. But she, Ben’s fiancée, much as she had loved him, dear and special as he would be to her until her dying day, she… she…


She owed Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie so much. When she and Ben had started walking out, they had naturally wanted to know about her background. She had been careful what she said, not wanting to be disloyal to her family, but had Ben spoken more freely behind her back? Anyroad, when they got engaged, his ma had gone round to Cromwell Street and offered to take her in.


‘It’ll be easier on you, less of a squeeze, and it’ll give me and Ben’s nan a chance to get to know her properly. It’s different for you, with several children, but with Ben being our only one, we want to feel close to his future wife.’


She had made it sound like they would be doing her an enormous favour. Oh, how wonderful it had been to move into End Cottage. Truth to tell, it wasn’t all that much bigger than the two rooms the Laytons lived in, but the quiet and the orderliness had bestowed on Belinda such a sense of well-being that she had no desire to be anywhere else. It was the first time in her life she had had a room to herself, and who cared how small and cramped it was? It was perfect.


‘Ben calls me Ma and you can call me that once you’re wed,’ Auntie Enid said to her on her first day, ‘but until then I’ll be your Auntie Enid. He calls his nan Grandma. You can call her Grandma Beattie.’


Auntie Enid, with Maggie’s help, had got her taken on at the mill, so she had been rescued not just from her old squalid home but also from her old job, which she had found more of a strain by the day. Living with Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had made her feel grown up. She wasn’t taken for granted or put upon. They treated her with affection and respect, listening to what she said and placing value on her because she was their Ben’s choice.


She trailed her fingertips down the photograph. The black crêpe sleeve was a bit roomy, ready for sewing on more poppies over the years. One day, her lovely Ben would be surrounded by red paper poppies, the only splash of colour in his womenfolk’s swathed-in-black world. There would never be anyone else for her, but surely it wasn’t wrong – after four long years, surely it wasn’t wrong – to feel something inside her unfurling and looking forward to the coming springtime?


She owed Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie so much and they had her undying gratitude.


But was she grateful enough to stay in deepest mourning for the rest of her days?




Chapter Three


‘TELL ME ABOUT the material you bought on Saturday,’ said Maggie. ‘I hope you found summat fetching.’


Belinda glanced round. What if anyone overheard? But that was unlikely with the fent room being so noisy, as it was the last chance for spoken conversation before they went to their looms and the clatter of the machinery drowned out all other sound and mee-mawing took over. Women hung up their shawls and put on their sacking fents to protect their clothes.


‘You’re all in black still,’ said Maggie. ‘You’re too young to look like a crow.’ She brightened. ‘Don’t tell me. You found yourself some reet pretty stuff that’s too good to wear for work.’


Was your conscience housed inside your chest? That was where Belinda felt a pang. Her gaze went to Auntie Enid, in a group a few feet away. She spoke close to Maggie’s ear.


‘I know you mean well, Mags, but leave it for now, eh? Please.’


Maggie wasn’t stupid. She too glanced in Auntie Enid’s direction. ‘I’ll have a word. I know what it cost her to lose her lad – God knows, I lost two of my own – but she can’t keep you in widow’s weeds for ever and a day.’


‘Please don’t say owt, Maggie.’


‘Suit yourself.’


Maggie concentrated on tying her fent round her waist and filling the spacious pocket with the scissors and whatnot that she needed. Belinda felt guilty all over again. Now she had snubbed Maggie as well as going behind Auntie Enid’s back.


Maggie was in a nowty mood most of the morning, which the others, muttering when they stopped for their mid-morning brew, put down to her having been landed with a new girl to train. Wanting to make it up to the friend who had always been good to her, Belinda offered to spend part of dinner-time helping Colleen practise the weavers’ knots that she had to be able to do in her sleep.


‘Ta ever so,’ said Colleen as they left the canteen together. She was a scrawny fifteen-year-old with caramel-coloured marks on her skin, as if her freckles had merged into blotches. ‘I don’t think Mrs Sumner is happy with me.’


‘It’s nowt personal, but time taken teaching you is time her looms work slower, so her pay will go down. That’s why you must pay attention and pick it up quick. Don’t feel bad about it. We all start out as tenters. I was Maggie’s tenter once, and she was a tenter herself years ago.’


Colleen’s face screwed up. ‘D’you mind if I nip to the lavvy before we start?’


She dashed off. That was another lesson she would learn. You didn’t use the lavatory if you could avoid it. Most women had developed cast-iron bladders so they could hang on all day without using the facilities provided by the mill.


Waiting for her, Belinda picked up some pieces of wool, found a couple of stools and perched on one. Might as well take the weight off her feet; there was precious little opportunity to sit down during the day. A hand reached from behind her. For half a second, her eyes saw what they expected to see – Colleen’s hand – before they snapped into focus and she found a gloved hand with cutaway fingertips about to land on her arm. She tried to jump off the stool but she was too late. Mr Butterfield was standing behind her and he had her forearm. His body was close to hers, pressed against her back.


‘There now, is that what you’ve come for?’


She was frozen, her insides solid with revulsion and shame. Then she wrenched herself free and swung round to face him, breathing hard. There was a bitter tang in her mouth. He had no business touching her; he had no right. Only Ben should ever have touched her, only her lovely Ben. She wanted to shout at him, but how could she? He was the tattler.


‘That’s not fair.’ He smirked. ‘Coming in here, looking for attention, then playing hard to get.’


‘I’m not playing anything. I’ve come to help the new tenter.’


‘Oh aye? That’s what it’s called these days, is it?’


A movement caught her eye. ‘Colleen! Over here.’


‘Ready?’ asked Colleen. ‘Oh – Mr Butterfield. I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t see you.’


‘I’ll leave you to get on with it,’ said Mr Butterfield. He dropped his voice. ‘Any time you need a spot of attention, Miss Layton…’


Humiliation made her body want to collapse in on itself, but she forced herself to stand up straight, trapping the sobs in her throat as Mr Butterfield strode away.


‘You could have warned me,’ said Colleen. Oh no, had Colleen seen Butterfingers lay hands on her? ‘About the lavvy: you could have said summat. It’s horrible. It stinks and it leaks.’


‘Here, park yourself.’ Belinda resumed her position on the stool. ‘I’ll show you and then we’ll do it together.’


It was the oddest feeling, watching her clever fingers tying the same knot over and over again, and listening to her voice, not to the words as such, but to the patient tone. It was like she was standing a yard or two away, an observer who wasn’t involved. All the while, her body was objecting to what had happened. Goodness knows, he had only touched her arm, but he shouldn’t even have done that. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t decent. She felt peeled and vulnerable.


Was it her own fault for coming in here on her own? He would say she had asked for it. He would say that if all she wanted was to teach young Colleen her knots, she could have done it in a corner of the canteen. Oh, heck, she hadn’t encouraged him, had she?


No, she mustn’t fall into the trap of blaming herself. He would like that. He would use it against her, but she wasn’t at fault. He was the one who had done wrong.


Imagine working in a place where you didn’t have to keep your distance from the boss.


You could have been an office girl.


‘I’ve got it muddled again,’ said Colleen. ‘I’ll never get it right.’


‘Yes, you will. Watch me, then you do it, one step at a time.’


Soon Colleen was beaming, her sense of achievement shining from her eyes. ‘Thanks ever so. I wish you were teaching me instead of Mrs Sumner.’


‘Only the six-loomers do the training. I’m a long way off that.’


‘You’ll get there one day, I’m sure. I can’t think of owt finer than that.’


Oh aye, very fine, all those years ahead of her, dodging Mr Butterfield’s wandering hands. She hadn’t been supposed to stop in the mill indefinitely. It was meant to have been a decent job to see her through until she got married and started a family.


‘Once we’re wed, we’ll save all your wages and live off mine,’ had been Ben’s plan. ‘That way, it won’t come as a shock money-wise when you give up work and we’ll have a nice little nest-egg behind us.’


And here she was, still at the mill and looking like she would be here all her life, losing her hearing and possibly suffering from bad teeth. It happened to some women after years of kissing the shuttle. Even now, every time she sucked the thread through, she felt a nasty prickle of awareness.


You could have been an office girl.


Stop it. It was far too late to think of such things.


Was it?


She was much too old. Miss Kirby had said she could have started as an office junior, which meant she would have been fifteen, just leaving high school, so she was way past the right age; and of course, she never went to high school. No one would look at her for an office post.


Besides, how could she possibly leave the job that she owed to Auntie Enid? Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had done everything for her. Her life was immeasurably better, thanks to them.


You could have been an office girl.


Stop it. No point thinking like that. Drat Miss Kirby for putting daft ideas in her head.


As they jolted and swayed their way home on the tram through the cold, dark evening in which a fine drizzle shone in the glow cast by the street-lamps, the man on the seat in front of Belinda and Auntie Enid was reading the Manchester Evening News. When he got to his feet, he dropped the paper on the seat.


‘Excuse me.’ Auntie Enid leaned forwards. ‘You’ve dropped your newspaper.’


‘I’ve finished with it. Have it, if you like.’ And off he went.


‘What a disgrace, walking off and leaving his rubbish behind.’


Belinda reached over the back of the seat and picked it up. ‘We’ll have it.’


Auntie Enid snorted. ‘It’ll be all about whether the miners are going to go on strike, like last year. You wait, people will be hoarding coal – them as can afford to.’


Would Thad and Jacob start lugging home stolen sacks of coal? When had her little brothers grown into brazen thieves? And judging by his performance on Saturday, Dad would probably shake them by the hand and send them out for more. That bonfire belonging to kids in the next street that Thad had set alight on the afternoon of last Bonfire Night seemed now less of a joke that had got out of hand and more of a deliberate act.


They got off the tram near Stretford Station and hurried, heads down against the drizzle, Belinda clasping the newspaper under her arm beneath her shawl. At the top of Grave Pit Lane, Grandma Beattie awaited them with a lamp.


‘You shouldn’t be out on a night like this,’ Auntie Enid chided.


‘It’s nowt. I know what time you’re due home. There’s not a lot of point having a clock if you don’t use it.’


Belinda wanted to hug her. Grandma Beattie was proud of their black marble clock with its enamel dial, that they had saved up for and bought second-hand from the pawnbroker. Auntie Enid claimed the shame of entering such an establishment had nearly killed her, and Belinda and Grandma Beattie had had to act as look-outs to make sure no one they knew came anywhere near, but it was the only way they could be sure of getting a second-hand clock that was reliable.


With Grandma Beattie lighting their way, they walked up the lane, confidently on the cinder path and then warily when they reached the dirt-track, which was sludgy underfoot. They held their skirts clear of the mud: the Sloan women didn’t go in for the modern shorter hemlines.


Belinda threw open the cottage door, standing back to let the others in first. It made such a difference having Grandma Beattie coming home earlier. Until last year, the three of them had been out all day at the mill, but after they had done the sums repeatedly, they had decided that they could manage if Grandma Beattie gave up the mill and worked part time in one of the shops over the bridge. The few bob they had lost in income was more than made up for by knowing that Grandma Beattie’s life was less taxing and by Auntie Enid and Belinda’s coming home to a meal on the table.


End Cottage smelled of beeswax and coal and Grandma Beattie’s herby dumplings.


‘It’ll be on’t table in five minutes,’ said Grandma Beattie, allowing them just enough time to nip out the back to the earth-closet. Auntie Enid went first. After Belinda had had her turn, she used the trowel to scoop some powder out of the box and sprinkled a mixture of earth and ashes through the hole in the wooden seat into the pail underneath to smother the odour.


She made a dash for the cottage, where Grandma Beattie was ladling winter vegetable stew onto mismatched plates, making sure they each got a delicious doughy dumpling.


‘Thank you, Mrs Sloan,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘This is most welcome after a long day.’


That was something Belinda had never quite come to terms with: the way Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie called one another Mrs Sloan. They were in-laws, not mother and daughter, and even though they had shared a roof since the year dot, they still Mrs Sloan’d one another.


After the meal, Auntie Enid resumed her knitting and Grandma Beattie sat with her darning. Belinda laid the newspaper on the table and read out some articles. Grandma Beattie liked being read to. She hadn’t had much education because of stopping at home to be little mother to her younger brothers and sisters after the death of her mother when she was seven; but she didn’t seem to pay attention the way she usually did.


‘The newspaper’s all right, but, me, I prefer Vera’s Voice; you know, stories and such like, and helpful things, like lying potatoes in hot water before you roast ’em and putting a bit of asbestos under the cake in the oven so the bottom doesn’t burn.’


Presently Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie started chatting, so Belinda read in silence. Turning a page, she found herself confronted by columns of advertisements for situ ations vacant. This time last week, she would have turned over without a second thought, but now…


‘Anyone for cocoa?’ asked Auntie Enid, starting to get up.


Seizing the corner of the page, Belinda began to turn over – just as the words Office Junior Required caught her eye. She couldn’t risk Auntie Enid seeing. She turned the page, her heart beating quickly.


Why couldn’t she stop to read the details? Why mustn’t Auntie Enid see?


Because she had an itchy conscience, that’s why.


No, she wasn’t going to keep this a secret. If she was going to take an interest in the advertisement – and she was interested, after what Miss Kirby had said – she must do it openly. She already had one secret tucked away in her cupboard upstairs, and that was bad enough.


She turned back to the previous page, skimming it to find the words that had jumped out at her, which now, perversely, seemed determined to hide themselves.


‘You know I mentioned bumping into my old teacher? She said I’d have suited office work.’


‘Oh aye, looks down on mill-workers, does she?’ said Auntie Enid.


‘Not at all. In fact, she said how skilled you have to be, but—’


‘But what, lass?’ asked Grandma Beattie.


‘There’s a post advertised here in the paper for an office junior.’ She marked the place with her finger. ‘That’s how you start off in office work.’


‘She’s turned your head and no mistake,’ huffed Auntie Enid. ‘Foolish creature, giving you ideas above your station.’


Belinda nearly gave in, but this was her chance to sway them. She looked Auntie Enid in the eye.


‘Office work pays better than the mill. We could have a better life. If I earned more, you could cut your hours in the shop, Grandma Beattie.’


‘I’m not sure I’d want to,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘Even so,’ said Belinda, trying to sound as if it didn’t matter much, ‘if we had more money…’


‘We’re fine as we are,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘I don’t know what you’re thinking, letting that woman put fancy ideas in your head. You’re more sensible than that.’


‘Imagine being able to hoard a bit of coal,’ said Belinda.


‘That’s no reason to turn your back on your proper place in life,’ Auntie Enid retorted.


‘If Dad had let me sit the scholarship, maybe office work would have been my proper place.’


A spasm of shock vibrated around the room. What had she said? It had almost sounded like… She rubbed the heel of her hand in circular movements against her chest, feeling cold even though the warmth of the range surrounded her. Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie stared, not in recrimination, but in outright grief, faces strained.


‘I’m sorry.’ Her mouth was filled with sawdust. ‘However that sounded… You know I would never, never…’


Auntie Enid’s hand reached across to clasp Grandma Beattie’s. They sniffed almost in unison, breathing out and nodding, riding the tide of emotion.


‘If you’d been an office girl…’ Auntie Enid started to say.


‘If you’re going to say I wouldn’t have been suitable for Ben because he was a dustman, well… just don’t say it. I loved him. He were the best thing that ever happened to me and all I wanted was to be his wife and look after him all us lives.’


‘We know, love, we know,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘I had a horrid, ratty job when I met him. I used to feel sick to my stomach on Sunday nights, knowing I’d have to get up and go there on Monday for another week. But you know what? I’d do that job every day for the rest of my life if only Ben could have come home safe. You said about my proper place, Auntie Enid. Well, my proper place was to be Ben’s wife. That’s what was meant to happen, but it didn’t and…’ Loneliness built up inside her, a physical ache beneath her ribs.


‘Eh, you’d have been a good wife and mother.’ Auntie Enid dashed away tears. ‘Our Ben would have made a lovely dad.’


‘He would that,’ sighed Grandma Beattie. ‘It should have been me what was took, not him, a young man with all his life before him. Better to get rid of an old biddy like me.’


The room was washed in sorrow, sharp-edged and urgent. The pull of their shared mourning was as powerful as it was familiar and Belinda was no match for it. Nor did she want to be. Ben had brought her together with these two and it was Ben that kept them together and always would.


There were more tears and memories, an exhausting mixture of unhurried, glowing nostalgia and flat, empty sadness. It was only when she got up to trim the wick, because the lamp-flame was starting to give off sooty smoke, and her arm brushed the newspaper, that she recalled how the conversation had started. She couldn’t mention the advertisement again, not after they had all been so upset. Was the subject destined to fade away? Was that what she wanted? Filled with longing for Ben and cherishing the closeness she shared with his mother and grandmother, maybe it was.


But when Auntie Enid was stirring the milk for their cocoa and Belinda was tipping boiling water in the hot-water bottles and fastening the brown-glazed ceramic stopper in each one, Grandma Beattie brought the subject up.


‘What about this office job in’t paper? Never go to bed on an argument.’


‘We didn’t argue…’ Belinda began.


‘Yes, we did and I want it sorted.’


‘It’s all very well talking about how you earning more would make a difference,’ Auntie Enid said, ‘but you wouldn’t start on good money. The office junior is at the bottom of the pile, like being a tenter.’


‘Aye, and you’re twenty,’ added Grandma Beattie. ‘That’s old to know nowt at work. People would look down on you.’


‘It would be worth it if I got a better job out of it.’


‘I hate to say it, Mrs Sloan,’ said Grandma Beattie, ‘but we have to let her try. Otherwise she’ll always wonder and she’ll end up blaming us; either that or she’ll do it anyroad without our permission.’


‘I would never…’ Belinda started to say, but had to stop because she needed time to work out whether it was true.


Fortunately, Auntie Enid spoke over her. ‘It’s your Miss Kirby’s fault, putting ideas in your head and leaving us to deal with the mess.’ To Grandma Beattie, she said, ‘You’d best buy her a sheet of good paper and an envelope, then.’


‘Thank you,’ said Belinda.


‘Nay,’ said Grandma Beattie, ‘save your thanks for when we dry your tears after you’ve been knocked back from getting above yourself.’


Belinda tried hard not to look excited when she came home to find a crisp sheet of paper and a matching envelope, already stamped, awaiting her on the dresser. She had been planning her letter all day in her head. After they had eaten their pressed tongue and cleared away, she made a point of letting Auntie Enid wind wool around her hands, so as not to look too eager to write the letter.


But at last she was free. She started by writing a rough copy.


Dear Sir, or should it be Dear Sirs since there were three surnames? Or Dear Messrs Grace, Wardle and Grace? Get the rest of the letter written and worry about that later. I should like to be considered for the job – no, the position of office junior in your firm – no, in the firm of Grace, Wardle and Grace, which meant she couldn’t address the letter to the three gentlemen by name, as it would sound odd to use their names again so soon. I went to elementary school – no, cross that out. At school, my teacher wanted to put me in for the high school scholarship, but my father… my father what?… did not want me to stay on at school. Not bad. New paragraph.


My teacher said I would suit office work and she explained about starting as an office junior. I am a quick – no, an attentive learner and would work hard to give satisfaction.


Was it long enough? Did it say all that needed saying? Was it – her heart executed a little flip – was it good enough to pass muster in the office of Grace, Wardle and Grace?


Early next morning, in their walk through the bone-chilling darkness to the tram-stop, she dropped her letter in the pillarbox. She wanted to pause before letting go of it, to savour the moment, but she mustn’t vex Auntie Enid. If only Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie understood how much this mattered to her.


Her heart might live in the past, but the rest of her was in the here and now. Surely it wasn’t wrong to want to make the best of it?




Chapter Four


PATIENCE PADDED DOWNSTAIRS, carrying her bedside lamp, its flex neatly coiled. At the foot of the stairs, she passed the ornately carved monk’s bench and opened the cupboard under the stairs to place the lamp on the shelf. The cheerful clink of milk bottles on the step drew her glance to the front door, but she didn’t open it. Bolting the front door last thing at night and unbolting it in the morning was Prudence’s job, self-appointed many years ago, and Pa had never minded.


Darling Pa. Patience’s heart trembled with sorrow. Pa had lived his life immersed in his scholarly books and papers, surfacing occasionally for a toasted tea-cake, and with no more than a vague and, if she was honest, peevish awareness of mundane matters like how full the coal-scuttle was and whether the butcher’s bill had been paid.


‘Good thing we called you Prudence, eh?’ he had been saying to Prudence for as long as Patience could remember, whenever a pipe burst or a tile blew off the roof; and true to her name, Prudence would set about dealing with the problem with calm efficiency. Patience had longed as a little girl, and as an adult too, for Pa to say to her, ‘Good thing we called you Patience,’ but he never had, even though she had never been anything but patient when he chopped and changed his mind about rollmop herrings or sardines, and when he let his cocoa get cold because he was reading and then blamed her because… well, because he just did.


So what if Pa had been querulous? At heart, he was gentle, with an old-fashioned gallantry, and that was what counted. Was it silly to imagine that his gentleness had permeated yesterday’s funeral? For Prudence and Lawrence to be in the same room without arguing was unprecedented. Lawrence had always thrown his weight around, ever since they were children, and over the years he had become increasingly condescending towards her and Prudence. Because they weren’t married? Probably. The world looked down on spinsters. But it wasn’t just that. Lawrence had risen in the world. He was a successful businessman and Evelyn revelled in her role as his perfectly groomed wife.


Was yesterday’s courtesy and forbearance a sign of things to come? How wonderful if Pa’s death had brought them all together.


She got the fire going in their little breakfast room before Prudence could come downstairs and say it wasn’t worth it, with them going out straight after breakfast. She opened the curtains in here and the kitchen, letting in the thin, grey winter morning, and filled the kettle in the scullery. There was ice on the inside of the scullery window. In the kitchen, she reached for her apron and put the kettle on the gas, glancing at the fireplace where she had laid a fire last night. She couldn’t justify a kitchen fire, any more than she could a sitting room fire. The house would be freezing to come home to later on. Her bones creaked just thinking of it.


‘Good morning, Patience.’


Prudence came in, carrying the milk bottles. They always had two pints on Thursday, because it was rice pudding day.


‘Good morning, Prudence.’


They were both in their funeral garb again, as befitted the reading of the will. Patience’s eyes fell on the oval cameo brooch at Prudence’s thin throat. That showed how important today was. Prudence wasn’t one for jewellery and while it was only right and proper that Pa should have presented her with Mother’s brooch, her being the elder daughter, it was rather a waste as well. Had he seen fit to give it to Patience, it would have seen the light of day far more often.


Breakfast didn’t take long without Pa wanting a second cup of tea. In any case, Prudence had one eye on the clock.


‘…though why we have to trail all the way into town, I don’t know,’ she fumed, evidently finishing a thought.


‘This Mr Wardle must be Lawrence’s solicitor,’ said Patience, ever the peacemaker. ‘I suppose he automatically made arrangements with his own man instead of Pa’s.’


‘Automatically threw his weight around, you mean.’


So much for lasting forbearance.


They cleared away and Patience washed up, looking at her hands before she dried them. She got through lashings of hand lotion but, honestly, there was no disguising an ageing hand.


She put on her faithful wool overcoat, its tailored lines proclaiming its pre-war origins. Her wide-brimmed hat was pre-war too. Winding her scarf round her neck, she tucked it inside the front of her coat, checking her appearance in the mirror that hung between the front door and the deep alcove of the cloakroom.


Prudence produced a long, thin envelope and folded it into her ancient leather handbag.


‘Pa’s will. It’s a good thing we’ve got it. I don’t suppose Lawrence took that into account when he made the appointment with his Mr Wardle. For all he knows, the will could be lodged with Pa’s solicitor.’ She pressed her lips together. ‘I’ve half a mind to leave it behind. That’d teach him.’


‘Oh, Prudence.’ Patience felt that horrid flutter that had upset her ever since childhood. She hated it when the other two did battle.


‘Don’t panic. I wouldn’t stoop so low… however much Lawrence deserves it.’


Usually, when she walked along Market Street, Belinda enjoyed gazing in the shop windows, but today all she cared about was finding the turning into Rosemount Place. At last she found it, a quiet haven with what looked like a row of handsome houses, except that each one had a brass name-plate beside the gleaming black front door.


You could have been an office girl.


She was here. She was really here. She didn’t know whether to be excited or frightened to death. She would lose a day’s pay and if Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie were right, it would be for nothing, but, give her her due, Auntie Enid had agreed to tell Mr Butterfield she was poorly. Without that, she couldn’t have come.


She had arrived early, in her borrowed coat and hat, kindly loaned by Mrs Harrison from up Grave Pit Lane. Mrs Harrison was the rag-and-bone man’s wife and the garments had been cast out by someone with, as Grandma Beattie roundly declared, more money than sense. Old they might be, but there was wear in them yet. Belinda felt smart and trim and, if it didn’t sound stupid, business-like; and she must have looked the part because the gentleman who arrived just as she was anxiously checking the names on the brass plate, said courteously, ‘After you.’ She had a fleeting glimpse of a narrow face and a splendid overcoat with a fur collar as he ushered her up the steps. She didn’t want to go inside this early but didn’t feel she had a choice. She knocked on the door.


‘It’s unlocked. Go straight in,’ said the gentleman.


At the same moment, the door was opened from within, sandwiching her between the tall, lean gentleman behind her and a grand frock-coated gentleman in front. He was bald on top but sported mutton-chop whiskers to make up for it.


‘Mr Hesketh, sir. I saw you from the window. Come in, sir. A chilly morning.’


There was nothing like being overlooked, was there? Mr Mutton-Chop clearly recognised quality when he saw it, and the gentleman was quality and she wasn’t. Simple as that. She slid aside.


‘Morning, morning, Hathersage. How are you this fine morning?’


‘Very well, thank you, sir. Mr Wardle asked me to show you upstairs immediately, if you’d care to follow me.’


The two of them disappeared up a handsome staircase with a dark-blue runner. The spacious hallway smelled of beeswax. Three wooden chairs stood to attention against the wall on the left. Over to the right, a door stood open. Belinda glanced in, trying to be casual. The office! Her gaze ran over a vast desk with an ornate tray with glass ink-bottles and a stamp-box laid neatly on top of it and glass-fronted bookcases standing behind. Next to the bookcases was a table with decanters and a water jug and glasses. There was even a rug on the floor.


She hovered near the front door beside the umbrella-stand. Mr Hathersage returned, pausing on the staircase, as if no ticing her for the first time, before joining her in the hall.


‘Good morning. May I be of assistance?’ His tone was faultlessly polite but there was a flicker in his eyes that suggested she was in the wrong place.


‘Good morning, sir. I’m here for an interview. My name is Belinda Layton.’


‘Really?’ Another flicker. ‘You’re older than I was expecting. You do realise we are seeking an office junior?’


‘Yes, sir. If I could explain—’


He held up a hand. ‘Wait for your interview, if you please. Kindly take a seat over there.’ He indicated the wooden chairs. ‘You’re rather early, but never mind.’


Sitting on the chair felt like waiting outside the headmaster’s office. Presently another girl arrived and then a lad, neither of them more than sixteen. The boy’s suit had a certain middleclass smartness and the girl’s coat boasted a velvet collar and cuffs. Belinda stopped feeling business-like. She felt dowdy in her borrowed togs. Was coming here a colossal mistake?


A young fellow with cheeks with the colour and texture of boiled ham appeared in the office doorway.


‘Miss Ainsworth, please.’


The girl stood up, smoothing her coat, and went into the office. The young man shut the door. Belinda’s heart beat as hard as if it were her interview. She sat up straighter, clutching her handbag on her lap, her fingers wrapped tightly around the handles. The boy placed his hands on his knees. His gloves were leather. Hers were knitted.


But this wasn’t about being smartly turned out or middle class. Who was she trying to kid? Of course it was. Everything was about being smartly dressed and middle class.


No, it wasn’t. That was why the scholarship existed – so poorer children had a chance of a better education. Ah, but she hadn’t sat the scholarship, had she? A lot of poor children didn’t because their families needed them to work.


You could have been an office girl.


Miss Kirby believed in her. She must focus on giving the best interview she could.


Miss Ainsworth was shown out of the office and, with polite goodbyes, left the building. The boy, Mr Unwin, was called in. More waiting. When he emerged again, Belinda stirred and was half-standing before the young clerk said, ‘Mr Hathersage will be with you shortly,’ and retreated. She sank down again, trying to look as if she hadn’t got up in the first place.


The front door opened and a pair of middle-aged ladies walked in – sisters, obviously; both thin and pale, but one had a sharper face and keen eyes while the other, lacking the angles and planes of her sister’s face, looked softer.


Mr Hathersage appeared by magic. ‘Miss Hesketh and Miss Patience Hesketh? My name is Hathersage. Mr Wardle is expecting you. May I show you the way?’


Hesketh. Presumably they were connected to the leanfaced man from earlier, but whereas Mr Hesketh’s bonhomie suggested roast beef dinners with whisky to follow beside a roaring fire, his relatives had an impoverished look and probably lived lives of good works and church flowers, getting by in reduced but infinitely respectable circumstances, poor old loves.


She pulled her gaze away. She mustn’t be caught gawping. Surely it would be time for her interview when Mr Hathersage came back downstairs. Had she got what it took to work in a high-class place like this?


Mr Hathersage opened a door and Patience followed Prudence inside. The office was a large square, with a high ceiling and long sash-windows, its walls lined with row upon row of old books with identical spines. Pa would have loved it. There was an imposing desk twice the size of their kitchen table, with a smart desk-set complete with ink-bottles and pen-cradles, and a leather blotter, its blotting-paper pristine. Over by the fireplace, two button-upholstered armchairs, very gentlemen’s club-looking, faced one another, each with a small circular table by its side. Just the right size for a brandy, which was a bizarre thing to think because Patience didn’t know the first thing about brandy. Pa had been a port man and the most she had ever had was a sweet sherry.


Seated in the armchairs were Lawrence and a tubby gentleman, looking very comfortable in one another’s company. The men politely came to their feet.


‘Here they are at last,’ Lawrence said jovially.


‘You make it sound as if we’re late.’ Prudence pointedly did not look at the clock on the mantelpiece.


Lawrence made a play of digging beneath his jacket and removing his silver hunter from the small pocket in his waistcoat, flicking open the cover to study its face. He gave Prudence an approving smile that Patience knew would irritate her far more than a sarky reply would have, then flipped the watchcase shut and returned it to his pocket.


Lawrence performed the introductions, then Mr Wardle ushered them to his desk, where two chairs stood ready. Where was Lawrence going to sit? But he remained standing. Looking down on them.


‘Thank you for attending, ladies,’ Mr Wardle began. ‘We are here to read the last will and testament of Mr Edwin Lawrence Hesketh, the father of Lawrence from his first marriage and Prudence and Patience from his second.’


‘I have it here.’ Prudence drew her handbag onto her lap and opened it.


‘No,’ Mr Wardle said in a measured voice. ‘I have it here.’


Prudence pulled out the envelope and removed Pa’s will, thrusting it across the desk.


Mr Wardle examined it. ‘This is indeed a will made by your late father, Miss Hesketh, but it isn’t his last will. This, which I personally drew up,’ and with a smooth wave of his hand, he indicated the document lying before him, ‘is his last will. A new will, properly drawn up and witnessed, automatically takes the place of any and all former wills.’


‘I’m aware of that,’ said Prudence. ‘Are you saying that my father—?’


‘The old boy made a new will,’ Lawrence cut in impatiently. ‘Read it, Wardle.’


‘But I had no idea…’ began Prudence.


‘He wasn’t under any obligation to inform you,’ said Lawrence, ‘no matter how much you may think he was.’


‘I never thought any such thing.’


‘Just as well, since he obviously didn’t want you to know.’


Mr Wardle cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps we should proceed with the reading. It’s very straightforward. To summarise, the house in Wilton Close is left to Lawrence Hesketh—’


‘To Lawrence?’ Prudence burst out.


‘Lawrence?’ Patience echoed. ‘Oh, my goodness.’ There was ringing in her ears. She couldn’t breathe.


As if from a distance, she heard Prudence say, ‘He can’t do that.’


‘On the contrary,’ said Lawrence, ‘he could and he did.’


How? As a loving father – how? Patience stared at her clasped hands. Her eyes filled; her lashes felt spiky and sticky.


‘What I mean,’ Prudence snapped, ‘as you know perfectly well, Lawrence, is that the house belonged to our mother – our mother, not yours.’ She started to point to the old will lying on Mr Wardle’s desk, but dropped her hand almost at once. Was it shaking? ‘Pa left the house to Patience and me. He couldn’t leave it to you. It came from our mother’s family.’


‘It’s true that the property once belonged to Mrs Florence Hesketh,’ Mr Wardle said, ‘but she left it to her husband, with no conditions attached. She might, for example, have bequeathed it to him on condition he left it to you and your sister, but she didn’t.’


‘Which means Pa was free to dispose of it as he saw fit,’ Lawrence gloated. ‘It’s appropriate that he should leave his property – his property, note – to his son.’


‘Mother would never have left the house to him had she thought for one moment—’ Prudence began.


‘Then it’s fortunate for me that she didn’t think.’


They were arguing again; they were always arguing. Childhood anxieties reared up in Patience’s chest. ‘Is there anything we can do?’ She could barely get the words out; her mouth was dry.


‘We’ll contest the will,’ Prudence declared.


‘That’s your prerogative, of course,’ said Mr Wardle.


‘Assuming you can afford it,’ said Lawrence.


‘But I must advise you that the will is watertight,’ Mr Wardle finished. ‘It won’t do you any good.’


Patience’s hand crept across, seeking her sister’s. Prudence grasped it in a fierce, painful squeeze that seemed to run all the way up Patience’s arm and into her chest, where it wrapped itself around her heart. How could Pa have done this to them? How could he?


‘I’m sorry.’ The others were talking. What had she missed? ‘I didn’t catch that.’


‘Mr Wardle is about to explain how such a palpably unfair will can possibly be watertight,’ said Prudence.


‘Ah, but it isn’t unfair, Miss Hesketh. The late Mr Hesketh knew that you and your sister are provided for. As well as owning the house in Wilton Close, your mother also had an annuity, which automatically passed to you and your sister upon her death. Because you were children at the time, arrangements were made for your father to have the use of the money to meet the expenses associated with your upbringing and care until you married or achieved the age of twenty-five, whichever came first.’


Whichever came first. Just think. There had been a time when she had expected marriage to come first. Oh, how young she used to be, how naive, how romantic… how foolish.


‘We’re aware of that, thank you,’ Prudence said in the testy voice she reserved for tradesmen who thought a pair of middleaged spinsters didn’t know what was what. ‘What you have neglected to explain is how our inheriting Mother’s annuity somehow makes it appropriate that Lawrence should be given the house that belonged to her family.’


‘I would remind you, Miss Hesketh, that the will in question is your father’s, not your mother’s, and your father had three children. The house in Wilton Close started out in the hands of your mother’s family before becoming hers outright. She chose to leave it – quite properly, in my view – to her husband, and there her interest in it ceased. The house you insist upon referring to as your mother’s has in fact been your father’s since her early death. Naturally, your father wished to see all three of his children provided for. You and your sister have benefited from your mother’s annuity for – ahem – a considerable number of years. What more could you expect? Your father was entitled to leave the house, his house, to his son. What right-minded man wouldn’t?’


‘But Lawrence already has a house,’ cried Patience.


‘Rented,’ said Lawrence. ‘Not the same thing at all.’


‘And an income from his work,’ Patience went on doggedly. ‘If you take away our home, what will we be left with?’


‘The annuity.’


‘You say that as if it’s riches, and it isn’t. We…’ Her voice faded away. How vulgar to talk about money. They might be what Grandma Hesketh would have called the genteel poor, but they had their pride.


‘And Prudence’s salary,’ said Lawrence. ‘Don’t forget that. You’ll have ample between you to rent a couple of rooms. What more do you need, a pair of spinsters like you? I have a wife and family and that house will suit us very well.’


‘And then there’s the other way of looking at it,’ Mr Wardle said smoothly. ‘Had you two ladies come into the house, your brother could well have had grounds to contest the will. For the two of you to have the annuity as well as the house – well, that’s hardly fair, is it?’


‘This is an outrage,’ said Prudence.


‘I’ll take that as a professional compliment,’ said Mr Wardle, ‘though I believe you’ll find it isn’t an outrage. It is merely watertight.’


‘I don’t know how you talked Pa into this,’ Prudence flung at Lawrence.


‘Who says he needed persuading?’


‘I advise you to be careful what you say next, Miss Hesketh,’ Mr Wardle intervened. ‘It would be highly unwise to suggest—’


‘Let her suggest all she wants,’ said Lawrence. ‘There’s nothing quite like committing slander in the presence of a solicitor.’


A charged silence rolled round the room before Prudence said stiffly, ‘If that’s everything, Mr Wardle, my sister and I will forego a formal reading of the will.’ She stood up. ‘Come along, Patience.’


‘Yes, run along, Patience,’ Lawrence said, ‘but before you do, there’s one more thing.’


‘Well?’ Prudence demanded.


Lawrence puffed out his chest. ‘I intend to move my family into my new house and I’d be obliged if you would vacate it at your earliest convenience.’


Belinda pressed her lips together, then released them. She couldn’t afford to look awkward or unsure, especially with her being older than the other candidates, not to mention lower class. Not that there was anyone to see her. After the two Miss Heskeths had been escorted upstairs, Mr Hathersage had invited her to come through. But before he could so much as wave her towards the chair, the young clerk with the boiled-ham cheeks had appeared at an inner doorway that led to a further room.


‘Mr Hathersage, I apologise for the interruption, sir, but would you mind?’


‘Excuse me, Miss Layton. I’ll return directly.’


The door shut behind him. What should she do? He hadn’t actually invited her to take a seat: should she remain standing? The door to the hall was still open: ought she to close it?


A few minutes passed. It felt ridiculous to remain standing so she sat and waited. And waited.


At last the inner door opened and the clerk stuck his head out. ‘Fearfully sorry about this, miss. Mr Hathersage will be a while yet. Perhaps you could come back another time?’


‘No, I’ll wait.’ She couldn’t possibly have a second day off sick.


Hearing footsteps on the stairs, she glanced through the open door. The two Hesketh ladies were on their way down – and something was obviously wrong. Miss Sharp had a face like thunder while Miss Softer’s eyes were fixed in a pained stare. She stumbled on the final step and grabbed the newel post to steady herself.


‘Come along, Patience,’ said Miss Sharp.


Miss Softer – Patience – looked like she could do with a breather. Belinda rose and went into the hall.


‘Excuse me, but are you all right? Do you need to sit down? Not there,’ she added hurriedly, as the two ladies glanced at the row of wooden seats. ‘In here.’ She indicated the office. ‘I’m sure Mr Hathersage won’t mind. And perhaps something to drink?’ Mr Hathersage wouldn’t begrudge his masters’ clients a glass of water, surely.


‘Little as I wish to remain on these premises,’ said Miss Sharp, ‘a cup of tea would be most welcome.’


Panic streaked through her. ‘I’m – I’m sorry. I meant a glass of water.’


Miss Sharp gave her a look which combined outrage with disgust, at the very moment that the inner door opened and Mr Hathersage appeared.


‘Ladies, may I be of assistance?’


‘No, you may not,’ replied Miss Sharp, ‘unless you wish to train your staff to have better manners. A glass of water, indeed! Come, Patience.’


‘Member of staff? This young person is not employed here, I assure you.’


But Miss Sharp wasn’t interested. Taking her sister by the arm, she led her out. Mr Hathersage bustled after them, brushing past Belinda as if she was of no consequence whatsoever, and opened the front door for them, blustering apologies for whatever impertinence they had suffered at the hands of that young person.


The front door shut and he came back into the office. Belinda had heard of people looking down their nose at you, but she had always taken it to be no more than a form of words. Now, however, she knew it to be the literal truth. Mr Hathersage sneered at her down the length of his nose.


‘How dare you thrust yourself forward in such an objectionable manner?’


‘I only offered the lady a glass of water, sir. She looked upset.’


‘That is none of your concern. No wonder you have been unable to secure an office junior position by your age, if that is how you behave. Kindly leave the premises.’


Belinda stared. All she had done was offer comfort to a lady in distress. Was that such a crime?


You could have been an office girl.


No, she couldn’t. Not if it meant not caring about others.




Chapter Five


THE FRONT DOOR clicked shut as Prudence left the house. Standing at the window, Patience watched her sister set off for work. Prudence had made arrangements to go to the office at half past ten, straight after the meeting at the solicitor’s, but instead she had felt obliged to bring Patience home, so now she was late. Patience huffed a sigh, hating herself for getting into a state. Yet who could blame her after the devastating news Mr Wardle had delivered?


What were they going to do? They had lived in this house all their lives. She felt cold right down to her bones. She went upstairs to remove her funeral dress, stowing it away on its padded hanger before donning her plain everyday dress. A plain dress for a plain person. She looked at herself in the dressing-table mirror. Worse than plain today. Haggard. Oh, Pa, how could you?


Being plain had never bothered Prudence, but it bothered Patience, and if that made her shallow, then so be it. Prudence was thin and upright, her facial features clearly defined – sharp, some might say. Patience was thin too, but there was nothing sharp about her. She was all soft edges. That summed up her life: blurred round the edges. She hadn’t had the life she had longed for.


A thin, plain old maid, that was what she was. Soon to be a thin, plain, homeless old maid.


Fear rolled through her. She went downstairs. Unhooking her apron from the back of the kitchen door, she put it over her head and tied it behind her back before seeing to the downstairs fires. Thursday was brass day. Was it still brass day even though they were about to lose their home? But what else was she to do, if not this?


She laid a sheet of newspaper on the kitchen table, along with the Brasso and a couple of cloths. Then she fetched the first batch of ornaments. The brass had been Mother’s, and her mother’s before that, so it ought to feel special, but it wasn’t half so appealing as dainty porcelain would have been, preferably with roses or forget-me-nots painted on with a delicate brush.


She had barely started when the doorbell rang, followed, as she entered the hall, by a loud rat-tat on the knocker. Pulling her apron over her head, she opened the door.


Lawrence pushed his way in. ‘You took your time answering.’ He marched into the sitting room. ‘Ah, there it is. Good, good.’


Hurrying behind, she found him stroking the lid of Pa’s beloved old bureau as if it were a favoured dog. He pulled out the runners and lowered the lid to rest on them. Then he gave a humph of vexation.


‘Look at all this!’ His hand swept across Pa’s papers, notebooks and goodness knows what else spilling out of the pigeon-holes. ‘I thought you’d have cleared his things away by now.’ He jerked open one of the drawers underneath. ‘What have you been doing since he died? Nothing useful, by the looks of it.’


‘Lawrence, what are you doing?’


‘What does it look like?’ He shoved the drawer shut. ‘I’m taking what’s mine. Don’t stand there gawping. Empty all this rubbish from the bureau. The van will be here soon.’


‘The van..?’ Was she actually wringing her hands? She dropped them to her sides, then found them clutching at her side-seams.


‘How else do you imagine we’re going to transport everything? It’s hardly going to fit in the motor. Is that bowfronted chest of drawers still in Pa’s room? I’ll want that too.’


‘Don’t forget the pearl-handled fish-knives.’


Patience spun round to face Evelyn, beautifully turned out from her droopy-brimmed hat trimmed with a huge bow, and her cape-collared green wool coat handsomely adorned with embroidered braid to her slender leather shoes with their pointed toes. How she managed to cram her feet into them was anybody’s guess.


‘Good, you’ve got an apron,’ said Evelyn. ‘You’ll be able to box things up for us. Didn’t I tell you she’d be sensible about it, Lawrence? Shall we?’


The next thing Patience knew, the two of them were storming all over the house, throwing doors open and exclaiming in delight. All she could do was flutter after them, feeling hopeless and ineffectual in their superbly confident wake.


‘The walnut bed and matching wardrobe and dressing table in your father’s old room. Such a handsome set.’


‘The painting of the seaside village. Our Lucy will love that…’


‘This mirror – and that blanket chest…’ crowed Evelyn.


‘The clock on the window sill on the half-landing – and the monk’s bench in the hall. We can always flog it if we don’t want it.’


‘The dining table and chairs,’ cried Evelyn. ‘I’ve always admired the carving.’


‘The barometer…’


‘The epergne…’


‘The what?’ Lawrence asked.


‘This.’


Patience was just in time to see Evelyn making elegant waving motions with her pudgy hands, like a conjurer’s assistant presenting an item to the audience.


‘That old thing?’ said Lawrence. ‘It’s hideous.’


‘Only because your sisters fill it with bits of string and old tram tickets and pencil stubs. Properly polished up, with fruit in the dish and flowers in the little vases, it’ll make a splendid centrepiece for our dining table.’


‘Our new dining table.’ Lawrence ran his hands over the back of a dining chair.


‘And don’t forget the dinner service,’ Evelyn added, beaming. ‘Where is it, Patience?’


‘In the sideboard. Our everyday crockery is in the kitchen cupboard.’


‘So you never use the good stuff?’


‘We save it for best,’ said Patience.


Evelyn looked at Lawrence. ‘That means they never use it. You see, we’re doing them a favour, really, taking it off their hands.’


‘What’s going on?’ If it made her look stupid to ask so late in the proceedings, then she would just have to look stupid.


‘What does it look like?’ said Lawrence and muttered something under his breath, which brought a flush to Patience’s cheeks even though she didn’t hear it.


‘Poor little Patience,’ said Evelyn. ‘You do understand that the house is ours now, don’t you, dear? The contents are ours as well, so we’re taking a few things away; you know, clearing the decks to make it easier for you and Prudence to pack up and move out. Do you still have the silver teapot and tea-caddy?’


‘You’re… taking our things? You can’t do that.’ Or could they?


‘We’re taking our things, dear,’ cooed Evelyn. ‘Where’s Prudence? At the office? There you are, then. That shows how sensible she is being about this. Now you must be sensible too.’ Evelyn draped an arm around Patience’s shoulders and squeezed. ‘Do you think you can do that? There’s a good girl.’


Evelyn released her and Patience stumbled on watery legs into the hall. Any moment now, the promised van would roll up and her home would be dismantled before her eyes. Why did this have to happen when Prudence wasn’t here? Prudence wouldn’t let Lawrence and Evelyn walk all over her. Even if she couldn’t legally stop them taking items they now owned, she would at the very least have had a jolly good argument over it.


Patience shivered. A row was the last thing she wanted. She was the gentle one of the family, the peacemaker. The weak one.


Was that why Lawrence was here now, in Prudence’s absence? Because he knew that soppy little Patience was no match for him? Well, she wasn’t having that. She might be gentle, but she absolutely was not going to be walked over. It was up to her to do what needed doing.


Whatever that was.


Her thoughts seemed to be all squished together in her head and if there was a sensible idea in there, she couldn’t find it. She might as well slump onto the monk’s bench and drop her head into her hands. But she couldn’t, she mustn’t. There must be something she could do.


And there it was, crystal-clear in her mind, a possible answer to this vile situation. Would it work?


Lawrence and Evelyn were still in the dining room. Patience heaved herself to her feet and stood in the doorway. Evelyn was on her knees, rooting around in the sideboard cupboard.


‘Lawrence,’ said Patience, ‘don’t you think you should move your motor further along? You know, to make room for the van. You’re parked right outside and your removal people might find it more convenient if they could park there.’


‘Good point. Give yourself a pat on the back, Patience. It’s good to see you taking this on the chin.’


He threw open the front door and disappeared. Goodness, he had fallen for it. Now for Evelyn.


‘Did I hear you mention the fish-knives, Evelyn? Here they are.’ Patience extracted the box from the sideboard drawer and thrust it into her sister-in-law’s surprised hands. ‘Don’t you think it ought to be put in the motor rather than the van? So much safer.’


‘Really, I—’


‘Let’s take it before Lawrence locks the motor again, and I’ll bring the epergne.’


‘Oh, very well.’


Patience grasped the epergne. It was heavy and awkwardly shaped; the cut-glass dishes and vases were going to come adrift if she wasn’t careful. Lawrence had left the front door open. With a polite smile, Patience let Evelyn precede her. Evelyn stepped from the porch onto the path. Heart hammering, Patience stayed in the porch.


‘Evelyn – take this, will you?’


She pushed the hideous object into Evelyn’s arms. Evelyn did a little dance, trying to cope with the knife-box and the epergne, which made ominous tinkling sounds. Patience jumped back into the hall and slammed the door, then raced like a mad thing to make sure the back door was locked. The doorbell rang and didn’t stop ringing. The knocker clattered.


She ventured through to the sitting room, nearly jumping out of her skin as Lawrence appeared at the window and banged his fist on the glass. She did the only thing she could think of: she drew the curtains. Then she sank into a chair, breathing rapidly.


The doorbell stopped ringing. There was no more knocking. She held her breath, not daring to let it go because that might make her relax and that wouldn’t be a safe thing to do, not yet. If ever.


Then came the metallic whisper that usually heralded the arrival of the post.


‘Patience!’ Lawrence shouted through the letter-box. ‘Don’t be an idiot. Open the door this minute.’


She didn’t move a muscle.


‘Have it your own way. But you’ll open up soon enough when I come back with the police.’


*


‘Lawrence did what?’ Prudence demanded. Freshly returned from work, she stood in the hall, still in her hat and coat, Patience having been unable to hold back even long enough for her to shed her outdoor things. ‘How dare he force his way in and try to make off with our possessions?’


‘He said – well, actually Evelyn said – it all belongs to them now.’


‘But you outfoxed them, you clever old thing. I didn’t know you had it in you.’


Patience felt a glow of satisfaction. Prudence didn’t hand out compliments lightly. Life was a serious business for Prudence. Well, it was for Patience too, but whereas she might have enjoyed some fun, Prudence couldn’t be bothered with flibberty-gibberty stuff like that. Was it a lifetime of office work that had endowed her with that air of authority? No. She had been born with it.


‘Lawrence was fearfully angry,’ said Patience. ‘He threatened to send for the police.’


‘He only said it to frighten you.’


‘I wanted to sneak out and telephone you. I thought you’d be permitted a personal call under the circumstances; but I didn’t dare leave the house.’ It sounded stupid now. ‘I thought Lawrence might be round the corner, waiting for me.’


‘It’s a pity you didn’t telephone,’ Prudence said grimly. ‘I would have gone straight back to Rosemount Place and given Mr Wardle a piece of my mind. In fact, that’s what we must do tomorrow.’


‘We won’t get an appointment.’


‘We’re not going to ask for one. I’ll go into work and arrange to be absent for a while; then we’ll simply turn up in Rosemount Place.’


Patience tried to ignore a faint tightening in her chest. ‘Oh, Prudence, are you sure?’


Prudence had no interest in lily-livered dithering. ‘Either Mr Wardle agrees to see us immediately or we insist upon seeing one of his colleagues. That will muddy the waters, mark my words. In fact, I’ve a better idea. Either Mr Wardle sees us or we make our way to the newspaper offices on Deansgate. Neither Mr Wardle nor Lawrence will want that. If he is ever to rise to the rank of alderman, Lawrence can’t afford to have the slightest question mark over his character.’


‘Oh dear.’


‘Never mind “oh dear”. This has to be done – unless you fancy repelling him and Evelyn again tomorrow. Now, let me get my coat off. What’s for tea?’


Patience had meant to go to the fishmonger to purchase coley, but had ended up cowering inside the house, so there were no fishcakes this evening. Instead she had sacrificed the cooking apples that had been destined for tomorrow’s apple pie and had made curried apple soup. As she heated it, worries fluttered round her. Pa, how could you?


The next morning, Prudence set off for the office as usual. Patience followed her later, meeting her near the corner of Rosemount Place at ten o’clock.


‘You do realise today is Friday the thirteenth,’ Patience said.


‘It certainly is for Mr Wardle.’


‘What if they don’t let us see him?’


Patience almost had to break into an unseemly trot to keep up with her sister. Prudence marched round the corner – and there, heading for the black door to Grace, Wardle and Grace, was Mr Wardle himself. Prudence put on a spurt and overtook him, flinging herself up the front steps before he could mount them, with Patience pattering behind.


His mouth tightened, but he shifted his briefcase to his left hand and raised his bowler. ‘Good morning, ladies. Might I trouble you to stand aside?’


‘Not until I’ve said my piece,’ replied Prudence.


‘If your piece, Miss Hesketh, appertains to your father’s will, you had ample opportunity to say it yesterday. May I remind you that you were the one who cut short our meeting? Now if you would kindly step aside…’


Prudence stayed put. ‘Are you aware that my brother turned up at the house yesterday to remove the best furniture?’


‘No, I was unaware of that, but had you stayed to hear the full contents of the will, you would know that your father’s personal possessions now belong to him.’ Mr Wardle took a step forward as if expecting Prudence to melt obediently aside.


Prudence did no such thing. ‘The things Lawrence wanted belonged to my mother.’


‘Wedding presents, no doubt, and therefore also the property of the late Mr Hesketh.’ Mr Wardle took another step forward; Patience could have told him he was wasting his time.


‘On the contrary, they’re all items Mother inherited from her family. I believe you’ll find she came into possession of most of them before she married my father.’


‘Oh, well, that’s different – assuming you are correct.’


‘I make a habit of being correct, Mr Wardle. So in fact Lawrence was attempting to steal what is rightfully ours.’


‘I’d be careful of making accusations if I were you, Miss Hesketh. How could your brother, who was a small child when his father remarried, be expected to know the provenance of every stick of furniture?’


‘As his solicitor, I suppose you’re obliged to spout claptrap in his defence.’


Mr Wardle’s throat bobbed above his starched collar. ‘Miss Hesketh, I do not conduct business in the street. If you hadn’t flounced out of my office yesterday, not only would you have heard the full contents of the will, you’d also have been offered your own copy.’


‘Then we’ll come inside now and get one.’


‘I’ll arrange for one to be posted to you at the office’s earliest convenience.’


‘We wouldn’t dream of putting you to such trouble, Mr Wardle, would we, Patience? We’ll come in now and collect it.’


‘It will have to be prepared.’


‘No, it won’t. You’ve just said you were going to give it to us yesterday.’


Prudence marched inside, Patience behind her. Patience looked round for the kind girl from yesterday: she would help them for certain but, no, there was sign no of her, just Mr Hathersage coming to his feet, a look of surprise on his face.


‘We’ve come for a copy of our father’s will, which was prepared for us to take yesterday,’ said Prudence. ‘Could you fetch it, please?’


‘This is most irregular,’ Mr Hathersage began.


‘And here is Mr Wardle to vouch for us – isn’t that so, Mr Wardle?’


Mr Wardle didn’t actually growl, but looked as if he would like to.


Fifteen minutes later, having been obliged to sign receipts in triplicate, Prudence was in triumphant possession of Pa’s will. Patience didn’t feel triumphant. The whole business was shabby and upsetting.


‘Do you think Lawrence really thought those things were his?’ she asked as they walked away. They should be mourning Pa, not fighting one another.


‘Of course not. He was trying to get his hands on the good stuff before we could pack it away, should we move out.’


Would it really come to that? Yet how could it not, with Lawrence so determined, and the law on his side?


The last thing Patience felt like was entertaining – well, you could hardly call it that when it was an hour with an old friend once a week for a chat and perhaps a couple of hands of whist. Miss Kirby always came to their house. Goodness knows, they weren’t well off, but dear Miss Kirby barely had sixpence with which to scratch herself. She had been a schoolmistress, responsible for her invalid mother. When old Mrs Kirby passed away and there were no more doctors’ bills to pay, just when things might have become easier for Miss Kirby and she could have spent a few final years at work building up a nest-egg, she was required, because of her age, to surrender her post to a returning soldier. Life could be hard for women. Miss Kirby would spend the rest of her life feeling the pinch.


Patience wished she could invite her to have her tea with them on Fridays, but Prudence had vetoed the idea.


‘If we have her to tea, she’d feel obliged to invite us back and she can’t afford it.’


‘If we made it clear a return invitation wasn’t necessary…’


‘Then our invitation would be charity and you can’t have charity between friends.’


So every Friday evening, Miss Kirby came to their house; and if Patience happened to have made some gingerbread or a cherry cake that afternoon, that wasn’t charity, it was good manners and hospitality.


Anxiety twisted inside her. If Lawrence got his way and they had to leave this house, they would never be able to afford somewhere as comfortable – and it wasn’t just physical comfort. There was social comfort too. This address gave them a certain standing.


When the doorbell rang, she hurried to admit their friend. Soon the three of them were settled around the fire.


‘Thank you for attending the funeral,’ said Prudence. ‘We appreciated your support.’


She didn’t thank Miss Kirby for her letter of condolence: that would be acknowledged by post. Oh, the rules they lived by! What Patience wanted was to envelope her old friend in a hug and thank her for the kind letter that had brought tears to her eyes.


‘You’ll miss him,’ said Miss Kirby. ‘I know how long it took me to get used to being without Mother.’ She glanced at Pa’s empty armchair. ‘The house will feel strange for a long time.’


Would Prudence confide? They could trust Miss Kirby to keep their family troubles to herself.


‘I regret to say that we might not be here to make that adjustment.’ Prudence explained about Pa’s will and Lawrence’s determination to take possession of the house.


‘Goodness me, what a shock,’ said Miss Kirby. ‘Your lovely home. Whatever shall you do?’


Prudence’s jawline hardened, squeezing her narrow lips into a white gash. ‘It hardly seems possible that Lawrence can require us to leave, but we have to face it.’


Patience slipped her hand into her pocket for her lace-edged hanky and sniffed delicately, though what she really wanted was a jolly good blow, but ladies didn’t honk into their hankies.


‘Well, I for one will miss coming here. Such a pleasant home; and… it sounds foolish, I know, but whenever I come here, I indulge in a little day-dream.’ Miss Kirby’s cheeks went pink. ‘I spent my working life standing up in front of classes of sixty, remember; and I always thought, wouldn’t it be wonderful, wouldn’t it be a privilege, to teach a small class, just a few children, and really bring them on.’


‘What has our house got to do with that?’ asked Prudence.


‘I can’t help imagining your sitting and dining rooms as two little classrooms. There, I told you it was foolish.’


‘They would be very little classrooms,’ Prudence observed.


Patience jumped in. She often did when Prudence sounded dismissive. ‘A harmless day-dream, not foolish at all. Naturally you see places through a teacher’s eyes.’


‘Wait a minute,’ said Prudence. ‘That’s not a bad idea.’


‘What?’


‘Having a school here – not for children, but for adults; young women who want to work in offices. You sometimes see advertisements in the newspaper for a series of evening classes where you can learn to use a typewriter. Why not a series of classes to learn filing and letter-writing and… reading and writing invoices and delivery notes? I have years of experience.’


‘What about Lawrence?’


‘If we think this through carefully, he won’t have a choice.’




Chapter Six


BELINDA TIPTOED AROUND the ridges of mud at their end of Grave Pit Lane, jumping with relief onto the cinder path and setting off with a cheerful swing in her step, her bag of library books bumping against her leg. It was another bitingly cold morning, but the January skies, overcast for so long, were a vivid blue and the sunlight had a dazzling edge. It was her first Saturday morning off after weeks of cleaning duty in the mill and it felt like a treat. Mind you, getting out of the cottage, with its air of I-told-you-so, would make anyone feel better.


After her disastrous interview, so disastrous that she hadn’t even had an interview, Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had tried not to gloat, but Auntie Enid hadn’t tried very hard, her crossed arms and tilted head, even the way she rocked on her heels, expressing in no uncertain terms her satisfaction that Belinda had come a cropper.


‘I don’t mean you no ill, lass, you know that,’ she said after her smugness had a chance to subside, ‘but this is where you belong, and I don’t just mean here in End Cottage. You can’t climb out of your life. Everyone has their rightful place.’


Was her rightful place to dress in black for the rest of her life, endlessly mourning with Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie until they passed away and she was the only one left? That was what they thought, just as they thought her rightful place was in the mill. In the mill, and in black.


Were they right? Was this the way her life would always be?


She dashed the thought aside. Nothing must be allowed to spoil this morning of fresh air and freedom, made all the more enjoyable because she was meeting Sarah. She emerged from Grave Pit Lane to see Sarah coming towards her, her green shawl wrapped warmly round her and her sandy hair, several shades lighter than Belinda’s, swinging loose.


‘We were meant to meet outside the library,’ said Belinda, linking arms as they set off together.


Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘I couldn’t wait to get out of the house. Thad’s being a right so-and-so and Jacob’s just as bad. Mikey’s been saving up his pocket money for summat-or-other, and it’s gone missing, so he accused Thad, and… oh, you don’t want to hear the rest. It’s bad enough living there without talking about it as well.’ Her pretty mouth formed a pout. ‘You’d think being so close in age would make Thad and Mikey close, but they hate one another.’


‘It’s because of being in the same class,’ said Belinda. ‘You aren’t old enough to remember, but when they were tiny boys they were fine together, but being born in the same school year meant they had to be in the same class and people thought they must be twins. Thad hated that. That’s how the bad feeling started.’


‘Let’s not talk about them.’ Sarah squeezed her arm. ‘We haven’t had a Saturday morning together for ages. I have to be at work by one, so let’s make the most of it.’


They went to the library first. Sarah only ever borrowed one book at a time, which she kept inside her pillow-case, but she was happy to help Belinda choose.


‘Let’s go for tea and a bun,’ said Belinda when they came out. ‘My treat. I’ve still got some of what I earned last Saturday.’


‘Mum didn’t fleece you out of it, then? I know Dad tried to get his hands on it.’


‘I did give her some, but only a shilling.’


‘Only! And that’s on top of what you give her anyroad out of your regular wages. I bet she tried to get more than a bob an’ all.’


Belinda felt a stab of shame. Mum could be money-grabbing these days. ‘I’d spent some of it already.’


‘What on?’ Sarah asked eagerly.


Talking about other people’s purchases was often the closest they got to shopping; but it wouldn’t be right to tell Sarah before she had told Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie.


‘Just some fabric from the market.’


Uncurling her arm from Sarah’s, she pushed open the door to the tea-shop they frequented. It had seen better days, but then, had it been a top-notch establishment, they wouldn’t have been able to afford it.


‘A bun each today,’ she whispered. ‘A pot of tea for two, please,’ she said as the perky young waitress appeared at their side, pencil poised over her notebook, ‘and an Eccles cake and…’


‘A lardy cake, please,’ said Sarah, her lips twitching into a sunny smile. ‘Thanks.’


Belinda returned the smile. ‘If I can’t treat my little sister.’


‘Don’t you get fed up of handing money over to Mum? You must have to tip up at End Cottage an’ all. It isn’t fair on you.’


She shrugged. ‘I can’t see my family going without, especially when I’m lucky enough to live at End Cottage. It used to be easier giving Mum money when the boys were smaller and…’


‘…less objectionable,’ Sarah finished. ‘I’d be much better off if I was allowed to live in at the hotel. I’d have to pay bed and board and I’d still give Mum summat, obviously, but I wouldn’t have to pay my fares every day. That’s where all my money goes – all that I’m allowed to keep, that is.’


‘Same here.’


If only Ben had come home and they had got wed, her financial situation would have sorted itself out naturally. She and Ben would have taken care of Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie as and when they needed it, and she would have slipped Mum a bit now and then; but she and Ben would have had their own home and their own family, both of which she would have put first, and no one would have expected otherwise. As things were, she was caught in a financial trap and she would never have any money of her own.


What had Miss Kirby called girls like her? Surplus girls. No husbands and no training. Just a lifetime filled with responsibilities.


The waitress returned. She put down the teapot and milk jug. ‘One lardy cake… and one squashed flies cake.’ With a cheeky smile, she headed back to the counter.


Sarah bit into her lardy cake. ‘Mm, this feels like a celebration.’


‘It might have been, if this week had happened differently. Have you heard of surplus girls?’


‘No. What are they?’


‘Not “they”, Sarah. We are surplus girls. The men we could have married died in the war.’


‘Well, Ben, yes, but I didn’t have a fellow. I wasn’t old enough.’


‘Think of all the men who died. Some of them were little more than boys. What if one of them was meant to be for you?’


Sarah’s eyes widened. ‘You make it sound like there are no men left.’


‘There’s not nearly as many as there should be.’


‘I’m sure I’ll meet someone.’


‘I hope you do; but plenty won’t. Without husbands to support us, we’ll have to spend a whole lifetime at work, so…’ She took a breath. ‘I applied for a post in an office.’


‘You want to leave the mill?’


‘I want a better-paid, more interesting job that I’ll be happy to do for the rest of my working life.’


‘You’re a two-loomer, aren’t you? If you leave, one of the tenters will be made up and that’ll make room for a new tenter. Mrs Sloan helped you get took on as a tenter. Do you think she’d do the same for me?’


This wasn’t the way she had expected the conversation to go. ‘You don’t want to go there. It’s hard work.’


‘Well, you try cleaning for ten hours a day. That isn’t exactly a picnic.’


‘You go deaf and lots of weavers have bad teeth.’


‘The hours are regular. No starting at five in the morning, no working till midnight. Do you know what it’s like for me, getting to and from work at those hours? Do you know how often I have to walk because there’s no buses or trams? Please say you’ll help me get took on.’


‘I didn’t get the office job, so it’s beside the point.’


Was she daft to feel disappointed? She had wanted to discuss the surplus girls. She had never given the future any thought, other than to boggle at the way all her hopes and plans had been wiped out the moment the telegram arrived. For the past four years, she had lived a day-by-day existence, dressed in black, being accorded the status of widow by Ben’s mother and grandmother. For a long time, that had been sufficient; but recently her youthful spirit had reawakened… only to find herself facing life as a surplus girl. What had Miss Kirby said? Something about fending for themselves… and what education, what training, do they have under their belts to equip them for that?


A dart of fear passed through her.


‘I don’t blame you for wanting summat better, Sarah. It’s what I want an’ all.’


But if she couldn’t get an office position, how would she make her way?


*


Patience did some light dusting, which was all the housework she ever did on a Saturday. Catching sight of Prudence walking through their garden gate, she returned the duster to the housemaid’s box and opened the front door.


Prudence looked decidedly pleased. Healthy too, with an unaccustomed rosiness in her normally pale complexion. Colourless, they had been called all their lives. Washed-out. Other girls had been blessed with pretty curves, golden curls and properly blue eyes, but the stick-thin Hesketh sisters had straight hair of the palest fairness and their blue eyes were closer to grey. In middle-age, their fairness hadn’t changed to silver but to faded pewter. Still, what did it matter? Two old spinsters: who cared?


Patience cared. She always had. Which just showed how silly and superficial she was.


Having shed her outdoor things, Prudence walked into the sitting room.


‘It’s our lucky day,’ she announced. ‘I found a typewriter in the second-hand shop on Beech Road. A bit battered, and the Z is wonky, but how often does one require a Z? They’re delivering it later. And I asked at the post office about a post office box, but we have to go to the big post office on Wilbraham Road for that.’


‘You’ve been busy and all I’ve been doing is dusting.’


‘I called in at Brown’s as well and bought a new typewriter ribbon and a dozen sheets of carbon paper. That’ll get us started. And I asked about putting a postcard in their window, advertising our services.’


‘They said yes?’


‘Naturally. They don’t care what the postcard says – well, as long as you aren’t advertising anything indecent or illegal.’


Patience squeezed her fingers into fists. ‘Is what we’re doing quite legal?’


Prudence pulled down the corners of her mouth thoughtfully. ‘This house may not be ours legally, but it is ours morally and we’re not going to stand by while Lawrence marches in and lays claim to it. I’ll take postcards round all the newsagents when I sort out our post office box.’


A movement outside caught Patience’s eye. ‘It’s Lawrence’s motor.’


‘Talk of the devil,’ said Prudence. ‘Is Evelyn with him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Here’s what we do. Be polite, let their words wash over us, then wave them on their merry way.’


Unfastening her apron, Patience went to open the door. Evelyn, looking smart and expensive in a calf-length, rustcoloured coat with a whole family of foxes dangling from her shoulders, beamed at her from the path.


‘You look like an old family retainer, opening the door as we arrive.’


‘It’s the least she can do after slamming the door in your face last time,’ scowled Lawrence, waving Evelyn across the threshold ahead of him.


‘I apologise for that, Evelyn.’ Patience tried not to sound humble. ‘It was a difficult situation.’


‘It’s all forgotten.’


Evelyn turned her back and started to shrug her coat off. It was tempting to let it fall to the carpet, but Patience caught it and hung it in the cloakroom, then moved swiftly away before Lawrence could require the same courtesy. There were limits to what this old retainer was prepared to do.


In the sitting room, Evelyn sat down, Lawrence remaining on his feet. Patience sat, but Lawrence stayed standing; so he hadn’t been courteously waiting for her, he wanted to lord it over them. He planted himself with his back to the fireplace. He cut a fine figure in his dark blue suit and striped silk tie.


‘I am most displeased—’ he began.


‘Patience has already apologised for slamming the door,’ cut in Prudence.


‘I’m referring to the manner in which you took it upon yourselves to upbraid Wardle in the street. Disgraceful! I know it was you, Prudence, rather than Patience. Carrying on like a common fishwife, and in public too.’


‘Rosemount Place is hardly the most public place,’ Prudence murmured.


‘It’s a place peopled by gentlemen of standing and means. What if your behaviour had been witnessed by somebody who knew you to be connected to me? I’m ashamed of you.’


Patience glanced at her sister, but Prudence’s features had been wiped clean of all emotion.


‘You might as well know,’ Lawrence continued, throwing out his chest, ‘that I asked Wardle to produce a written account of the rash and unladylike haranguing to which he was subjected, and you know what that means, don’t you? It means I have an official record of what you did.’


He whipped out an envelope from his inside pocket and waved it under Prudence’s nose. Patience held her breath, but Prudence remained impassive, though her pale eyes glittered.


A slash of colour appeared across Lawrence’s high cheekbones. ‘That’ll teach you to make a spectacle of yourself,’ he jeered.


‘Have you quite finished?’ Prudence asked, her voice tight.


‘Almost. I’ve come to give you notice to quit the house.’


‘Oh!’ Patience couldn’t help it. The cry slipped out.


‘In spite of Prudence’s tantrum in the street, I’m here to do the decent thing and give you until the end of the month.’


‘The end of the month?’ Patience’s heart thudded. If their plan failed, then at the end of January…


‘And this is the decent thing, is it?’ said Prudence.


‘It is indeed. You’ll receive an official letter from Wardle early next week.’


‘But out of the goodness of our hearts,’ said Evelyn, ‘we couldn’t let that be the first you heard of it. We couldn’t subject you to that shock.’


There was a burning sensation in Patience’s eyes and she steepled her hands in front of her lips. How could Pa have done this to them? How could Lawrence?


‘Don’t imagine you can extend your occupancy beyond that. My coming here today to tell you in person goes in my favour. It demonstrates how tolerant I’m prepared to be even after you treated my good self and my lady wife, not to mention my solicitor, so shabbily.’


‘Lawrence, please,’ Evelyn murmured. ‘I’m sure they understand what’s expected of them.’ Again, that beam. She smoothed the skirt of her crêpe-de-chine dress, spreading her fingers on her knees with a flash of precious stones. ‘Obviously we’ll leave you alone as much as we can to get your packing done, but you won’t mind if we pop in to do some measuring, will you?’


‘And to label the items that are to stay.’ Lawrence rocked to and fro on his heels. ‘We wouldn’t want there to be any unfortunate misunderstandings.’


‘Speaking of which,’ said Prudence, ‘I believe you walked off with our fish-knives the last time you were here. Could I trouble you to return them since they weren’t Pa’s personal property?’


‘Well, really,’ said Evelyn. ‘Yes, of course.’


‘But feel free to hang onto the epergne. Horrid old thing – I never did like it.’


‘Finished gallivanting, have you?’ Mum demanded the moment Belinda and Sarah walked through the door. ‘Leaving me to work my fingers to the bone as usual, our Sarah. Well, I’ve left you a pile of darning, so you needn’t kid yourself you’ve got off scot-free.’


‘Mum, I won’t be home before midnight…’ Sarah began.


‘I’ll make a start on it,’ said Belinda. She had intended to walk Sarah to the bus stop, but she would have to forego that.


Sarah had only a few minutes before she had to hurry on her way, flinging goodbyes over her shoulder. Belinda sifted through the darning. Boys’ socks, mostly. Wouldn’t life be simpler if boys were taught to sew? She rifled around in Mum’s sewing-box and found the darning mushroom and some wool.


But instead of being pleased, Mum was nowty. ‘I don’t know why you have to help our Sarah when I’m here peeling carrots and chopping swede for a whole family.’


‘If our Bel had been here to do the dinner, at least our Sarah would have set off for work with a hot meal in her belly,’ growled Dad.


And that was all it took. Next moment, they were shouting at one another. Belinda felt her customary wretched hollowness. Fingers brushed her arm and, with a jerk of his chin, George signalled they should leave their parents to it. He handed her her shawl, took his coat from the back of the door and led her outside.


‘Why have we come out here?’ she asked. ‘We could have sat in the bedroom.’


‘No chance of being overheard out here.’ He popped his tweed cap onto his head, his fingers brushing his moustache, which was still new enough that he couldn’t leave it alone.


‘Not much chance of it in the bedroom, the way they’re yelling,’ said Belinda. ‘Anyroad, what have you got to say that’s so private?’


His expression changed subtly. The muscles tightened around his jaw, hardening the youthful lines of his face. He wasn’t a boy any more. He would be nineteen this summer. He had fought for his country.


His gaze locked on hers and she felt a tremor of apprehension.


‘I’ve got a new job.’


Surprise made her laugh. ‘Congratulations! Why so serious?’


‘You think me getting a new job is a joke?’


‘Of course not.’ She felt slapped down. ‘I didn’t know you’d applied for something.’


He shrugged. ‘No one does. Only you.’


She ought to feel honoured, but her skin prickled. ‘What are you going to do?’


He drew himself up, his face lapsing into boyishness. ‘I’m joining the post office. I’m going to be a postman. You know what that means? I’ll be a civil servant.’


‘Oh, George. That’s summat to be proud of, that is.’ She immediately pictured Ben as a postman, which was wrong and selfish when George was all puffed up with excitement, but she couldn’t help it. She tried to make amends by making a fuss of him. ‘You’ll wear a uniform and have your own round. You’ll be in charge of all those letters and postcards.’


‘It’s a responsible job. Folk rely on their postman.’


‘It’s more than a job, George. It’s a proper, dignified occupation. Oh, let me give you a hug.’ She threw her arms round him for a moment, then stepped away, feeling warm and relaxed, close to him in a way she hadn’t been for a long time. ‘My brother the postman. And I’m the first to know. I’m honoured.’ She was too. How stupid to have felt wary.


Delving in his pockets, George produced a packet of Lagoons and drew out a half-smoked one, popping it between his lips as he fiddled with a box of Swan Vestas. The tip of the cigarette glowed as he inhaled. He threw back his head, exhaling a stream of smoke into the air.


‘I’ll be leaving home an’ all.’


She frowned. For a moment, all she could think of was the attic dormitory in the Claremont Hotel. All the chambermaids and kitchen-girls slept there – all but Sarah.


‘Do postmen have dormitories?’ she asked.


‘No, but you remember Harry Phelps? We were mates at school.’


‘You were more than that. As I recall, you ran off together to join up.’


God, what a scare that had given everyone. Auntie Enid had received the telegram about Ben in the January and, a few weeks later, George and Harry had lied about their ages and joined the army. Hadn’t Ben’s death taught them anything? As for the authorities who turned a blind eye to lads telling blatant lies…


But George and Harry had both come home, that was the main thing.


‘Harry’s auntie is looking for a lodger to help make ends meet, so that’s where I’ll be living. It’s all arranged.’


‘And you’ve not told Mum and Dad?’


‘I thought I’d tell you first so you can start packing to come home.’


‘You what?’


‘You heard. You was quick enough to bugger off when you got engaged, and you stayed buggered off after Ben copped it, but with me moving out, you’ll have to come back. Mum will need your money.’


There was a heavy weight in her chest; she had to push her breath past it. ‘I’m not coming back here.’ She couldn’t. Her skin crawled.


‘I’ve done my fair share, Bel. Now it’s your turn.’


‘Belinda Layton! How could you?’


Grandma Beattie’s voice, sharp and vexed but with an edge of hurt, suggested she wanted to come pounding down the stairs, but instead she had to creak her way slowly down, same as always. She reached the bottom and stood there, feet planted apart, eyes hard as flint, mouth bunched up. Belinda left off blackleading the range, getting up off her knees and scooping an errant lock of dark hair away from her face.


‘What’s wrong? Have I done summat?’ Then she saw what Grandma Beattie had in her hand. Oh, heck. It was difficult not to slump with guilt; but she hadn’t done owt wrong, she hadn’t.


Would Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie see it that way?


‘What’s the matter?’ demanded Auntie Enid. She had just come in with their shopping and was putting their Sunday chops in the meat-safe.


‘Eh, Mrs Sloan, you won’t believe it,’ said Grandma Beattie. She rounded on Belinda. ‘I weren’t checking up on you. I weren’t nosing. I was just putting new lavender sachets in your hanging cupboard and one of ’em slipped through my fingers and when I picked it up…’ She stopped, her breathing harsh. ‘Oh, Mrs Sloan, you’ll never guess what our girl’s done behind us backs.’


Auntie Enid’s gaze flashed from Grandma Beattie to Belinda and back again. ‘What? Tell me.’


‘The sachet fell behind summat at the bottom of the cupboard – a brown paper parcel. I never opened it on purpose, but when I fiddled around to get the sachet, the parcel fell on’t floor and…’


Belinda’s neck shrank into her shoulders.


Grandma Beattie brought out the piece of mauve material, waving it accusingly. ‘You never said owt about wanting to break your black.’


Oh, why hadn’t she been brave enough to tackle the conversation, preferably before she had bought the wretched stuff? ‘I’m sorry if I’ve hurt you.’


Grandma Beattie might be riled up to boiling point, but Auntie Enid looked pale and perplexed, which was somehow worse.


‘Oh, Belinda. Why, love?’ Auntie Enid looked like she might collapse in tears. ‘I thought… I mean, the three of us… Our Ben…’


‘It’s only a piece of mauve fabric,’ Belinda said gently. ‘I wanted to wear a bit of colour. It’s been four years…’


Auntie Enid plonked down at the table, as if her legs had given way. ‘I thought… Nay, I can’t say it. Things will never be the same again if I say it.’


‘Things ’ull already never be the same again,’ snapped Grandma Beattie.


Anguish chilled Belinda’s blood. ‘If you mean that maybe I don’t love Ben any more…’ She clapped her hand to her mouth to stop a desperate keening pouring out.


‘How can you want to leave him behind?’ Auntie Enid whispered.


‘I don’t. I’m not. I only want to wear a little colour.’


Grandma Beattie flung the offending material on the table. ‘I wish I’d never found it.’


They all stared at one another. Belinda was the first to look away. If they were this upset about the mauve, what would they be like when they saw the pink? Maybe they never would. Maybe she would never be brave enough to show them.


In the end, they all returned to what they had been doing before, because what else were they to do? It didn’t matter how distraught you were five minutes ago. There were still lavender sachets to be popped in to drawers and cupboards; still turnips and potatoes to be tipped into the vegetable box; still a socking great range to be blackleaded.


Belinda rubbed vigorously at the smooth old surfaces. She was awash with grief and regret, but there was frustration and anger too. Wanting to add mauve to her black didn’t mean she had forgotten Ben. Trying for an office job hadn’t meant she was getting above herself. She felt hemmed in by other peoples’ expectations. George said she had to move home – well, who was he to boss her about?


A knock at the door jolted the strained, busy silence. Belinda answered it. Miss Kirby stood outside, wrapped up in an overcoat, her hat pulled down over her ears against the cold.


‘Miss Kirby! What brings you here?’


‘I went to Cromwell Street and your mother gave me this address. I’ve something to tell you, following on from what we talked about last time.’


‘You mean office work?’ Oh, heck. Today of all days. She was tempted to grab her shawl and march Miss Kirby along the lane, but there had been enough secrets for one day.


‘Who is it?’ Auntie Enid came up behind her.


‘This is my old teacher, Miss Kirby.’


‘Where are your manners?’ said Auntie Enid. ‘Invite her in. How do, Miss Kirby. I’m Mrs Sloan, Belinda’s honorary mother-in-law.’


‘Please sit down, Miss Kirby,’ said Belinda. ‘May I take your coat?’


‘No, thank you. I shan’t stay long.’


‘Who is it?’ Grandma Beattie laboured down the stairs.


‘It’s Miss Kirby,’ said Belinda. ‘She’s the teacher who—’


‘Who wanted to send you to high school,’ Grandma Beattie finished. From her tone, Miss Kirby might have wanted to send Belinda to the sewage works.


‘What brings you here, Miss Kirby?’ Auntie Enid asked. Was her voice a trifle more refined?


‘I met Belinda recently and we talked about—’


‘Office work,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘Aye, we know. Filling her head with nonsense…’


Belinda flushed. ‘I applied for a position, but I didn’t get it.’


Miss Kirby brightened. ‘So you’re interested in bettering yourself? That’s why I’m here.’


‘Mrs Sloan,’ Auntie Enid murmured, forestalling Grandma Beattie. ‘Let’s hear what Miss Kirby has to say.’


‘Friends of mine, two very respectable maiden ladies, are about to set up a business school and I wondered if Belinda might be interested in taking lessons.’


‘Yes,’ said Belinda.


‘And how do you propose to do that when you’re out working all day?’ asked Auntie Enid.


‘It will be a night school,’ said Miss Kirby, ‘with classes in the evenings. One of the Miss Heskeths goes out to work herself, in one of the Corporation offices.’ Her glance flicked round, landing on each of them. ‘I’ve written down the address for you, if you wish to make enquiries. I’ll leave you to discuss it as a family.’


‘I’ll see you out.’ Belinda showed her to the door. ‘Thank you for this.’


‘You’re welcome, dear. I hope…’ Miss Kirby’s gaze darted past her into the cottage. ‘Never mind.’


Belinda shut the door and returned to the others.


‘Well, I don’t know,’ grouched Grandma Beattie. ‘First that material and now this. Look at her face, Mrs Sloan. She’s already made up her mind, and never mind what we think. She leaving us behind.’


It was as if the breath had been snatched from her body. She threw herself on her knees at Grandma Beattie’s feet, grasping the knobbly old knuckles and peering up into her face.


‘I’d never ever do that. You’re Ben’s nan and that means you’re my nan too.’ Twisting, she reached a hand towards Auntie Enid. ‘And you’re my mother-in-law. I know how much you want things to stay the same – and I do an’ all, here, in our home, in our little family. But I’m the youngest and one day I’ll be on my own. I won’t be able to keep End Cottage on my mill money. I’ll have a better chance of supporting myself if I have an office job.’


Annoyance shot through her. She was tired of being the obedient daughter. Ben’s death wasn’t just the loss of the boy she loved. It had also robbed her of proper grown-up status. As a wife, no matter how young, she would have been accorded respect that was denied her as an unmarried girl. Was she destined to go through life not being taken seriously?


‘Well, if you put it that way,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘But you’re not going round there today. You must sleep on it. We all must.’


The thought of it hung in the air all afternoon and evening. At cocoa-time, when Grandma Beattie trotted out her determination not to go to bed on an argument, Belinda fiddled about inside her collar and drew out the dainty locket Ben had given her. It was warm from her skin.


‘I remember our Ben giving it to you.’ Auntie Enid smiled sadly. ‘I remember him bringing it home when he bought it. “D’you think she’ll like it, Ma?” Eh, what girl wouldn’t?’


‘He thought the world of you, our Ben did,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘We think the world of you an’ all.’


Her heart swelled and warmth filled her. ‘I wear this locket every day, but you’re the only ones that know. To me, it’s a private thing between me and Ben. I wear it under my clothes, next to my heart. I don’t parade round the streets with it on show; I don’t invite people to say, “That’s pretty. Where did you get it?” I know it’s important to wear black and show respect, but I don’t need to dress in black from head to toe to keep Ben’s memory alive. I’m not asking to wear sunshineyellow, just a touch of mauve. It’s still respectful, but it’s a bit of relief from all the black and it would make me feel better.’ She gazed into their careworn faces, yearning for their approval. ‘You want me to feel better – don’t you?’




Chapter Seven


PATIENCE TOOK THEIR small joint of lamb out of the oven. It had reduced in the cooking. Would there be enough for rissoles tomorrow? It didn’t matter if there wasn’t quite enough: they would still have rissoles. It was important that the Sunday joint stretched to Monday. It was a question of standards.


She had set the table with the best china, the so-called good stuff that Evelyn had claimed, rightly, they never used. Well, why not use it? Why keep things for best if suitable occasions never arose? They didn’t live a ‘for best’ kind of life. She had dug out the cut-glass tumblers and matching water jug as well, washing and polishing them before adding them to the table.


‘Goodness, are we expecting visitors?’ said Prudence, coming into the dining room.


‘It’s a waste, keeping the best things in the sideboard. A few days ago, I thought Lawrence and Evelyn were going to waltz off with them, so now I want to enjoy them.’


Afterwards, Prudence returned to the sitting room while Patience cleared away and washed up. She was responsible for all the housework, cooking and shopping, and always had been. Keeping house was what she had dreamed of as a child, though of course she had imagined keeping house for her husband and children.


She joined Prudence in the sitting room, where their small fire crackled away. Instead of reading, Prudence was jotting in one of Pa’s notebooks.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Planning lessons.’


A frisson ran through Patience. Would Prudence’s plan work? And if it did, what of their relationship with Lawrence and Evelyn?


Patience picked up her tapestried sewing-bag and withdrew her current piece; a tray-cloth she was working in crewel embroidery in a Jacobean design of curving stems and subtly shaded flowers and leaves. Sometimes it felt as though their house was covered from top to bottom in crewel-work.


The doorbell rang.


Prudence frowned. ‘Who can that be? Sunday is meant to be a day of rest.’


‘Says the person scribbling away at her lesson plans,’ Patience said mildly.


Prudence made a tsk sound and carried on.


Loosely folding the tray-cloth, Patience left the room, the chill in the hall hitting her as she went to open the front door.


A girl stood outside. She seemed familiar – but where from? How could she possibly know a person of this sort? Her puzzled gaze took in the black shawl, the black collar and blouse-front underneath, the black skirt. Older shawl-women habitually dressed in black from head to foot, but not young ones like this. She must be in mourning. Poor thing.


The next instant, Patience placed her.


‘It’s you!’


‘Miss Softer!’


‘I beg your pardon? You’ve come to the wrong address, dear. Our name is Hesketh.’ She glanced up and down the cul-de-sac, putting names to residences. ‘I know no one of that name.’


She took a step backwards, ready to shut the door, but the girl spoke up.


‘Please, miss. I’m sorry to get your name wrong. I’m here about the business school.’


‘Who is it?’ came Prudence’s voice from behind and Patience stepped aside.


‘This young lady has come to enquire about our business school.’


Prudence’s raised eyebrow said Young lady?


‘Our first enquiry.’ Patience wasn’t sure what to do with her voice. Sound pleased? To have a working-class shawl-girl on their doorstep? And yet – it was an enquiry. Already!


Prudence’s features hardened. ‘I know you. You’re from Grace, Wardle and Grace. Have you been sent to spy on us? I’m not standing for this. Lawrence has gone too far.’ But her annoyance melted into a pained stare. ‘If he already knows about the business school, we haven’t a hope.’


‘To spy?’ The girl sucked in a breath. ‘Honestly, miss, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Anyroad, I don’t work for them.’


‘Don’t tell lies,’ snapped Prudence. ‘We saw you in their office. We thought—’


Patience nudged her: no need to insult the girl with their assumption she was the cleaner. ‘You offered us a drink. Only an employee would be permitted to do that.’


‘I were there for an interview – for the position of office junior,’ she added.


‘Really?’ Impossible not to sound surprised.


‘Yes, miss, really.’ She lifted her chin. ‘Or do you think girls in shawls have no business wanting better jobs? I’m sorry to have wasted your time.’


She started to turn away. What was the right thing to do? Prudence made all the important decisions, but this one felt somehow too important to leave to her. Patience bit her lip. The kindness this girl had shown when she was distressed deserved something in return, surely?


‘Come in and we can talk about it.’


Prudence glared at her, but at least she had the common courtesy to turn her head away from the girl as she did it. Patience lifted her eyebrows in answer, feeling a flicker of uncertainty at what she had done. The girl looked clean, but you never could tell.


Prudence stalked to the sitting room. Patience stood aside, giving the girl an encouraging smile as she followed, bringing with her a swish of cold damp air. Entering the room behind her, Patience caught the girl’s hesitation. Not a bold piece, then. How must their sitting room look to this girl? The crimson velvet curtains in the bay window may have hung there for donkey’s years, but their fringing and lining testified to their quality. Did the armchairs in this girl’s house have antimacassars and arm-caps, with a spare set in the sideboard? Her house wouldn’t have a carpet, let alone one that covered most of the floor; and it probably had whitewash instead of wallpaper.


The girl’s lips parted. ‘You have electricity!’ A rosy flush swept across her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry. First the muddle over your name, and now your electric light switch.’


‘First impressions are important,’ said Prudence, ‘and so far…’


‘You’re probably nervous, aren’t you?’ Patience gave Prudence a fleeting frown. ‘Sit over here and we must perform introductions.’


‘I’m Miss Hesketh,’ said Prudence, ‘and this is my sister, Miss Patience Hesketh.’


‘I’m Belinda Layton.’


‘How do you do, Miss Layton?’


‘Very well, thank you.’


‘That is the reply to “How are you?” The correct answer to “How do you do?” is “How do you do?”’


‘Prudence!’ Patience exclaimed.


‘What?’ Prudence gave her a look. ‘If a girl doesn’t have the social graces, she can’t work in an office. It’s my intention to give instruction in the skills necessary to office work, not to teach deportment and elocution.’


‘If a girl is in need of a little polish, perhaps I could provide it.’ The idea popped out of Patience’s mouth. ‘It makes sense when you think about it.’ It would be good to contribute something. The teaching of business skills would be solely down to Prudence. Patience didn’t have any skills to speak of, beyond the domestic. ‘Then it will truly be our school and Lawrence will never be able to claim you pushed me into it.’ She hadn’t even known she was worried about that.


‘Well, we’ll see.’ Prudence turned to their visitor. ‘You aren’t the sort of person we were expecting. It’s all very well to present yourself on our doorstep claiming that girls in shawls deserve a chance, but so far I’ve seen no evidence of it.’


Miss Layton straightened her shoulders. ‘My teacher wanted me to go to high school, but my dad wouldn’t let me. She’s the one who suggested I come here – Miss Kirby.’


‘Miss Kirby?’ Patience looked at Miss Layton, seeing intelligence in her expression and quiet resolution in her upright posture. She glanced at Prudence. Could she see it too?


‘I was meant to get married,’ Miss Layton continued, ‘but my fiancé was killed in the war.’


‘Oh, my dear,’ Patience murmured.


‘I’ve worked in a mill for a few years and I was expecting to stay there for ever, but Miss Kirby told me about surplus girls.’


‘So sad,’ said Patience. ‘All those girls facing life alone. No husbands, no children.’ She knew how that felt. The hopeless dreams; the love, unused and unwanted. The gnawing loneliness. The fear of an empty old age.


‘Working in the mill is a good job,’ said Miss Layton, ‘but I don’t want to stay there for the rest of my life, not if I’m capable of better. I’m a surplus girl and that means I need to think about my future and do the best I can for myself.’


Prudence leaned forward. Surely she wasn’t going to tear the girl off a strip?


Prudence said, ‘Thank you, Miss Layton. You’ve given me a jolly good idea.’


The rain slashed against the windows. Belinda had already placed pans around the cottage beneath the places where the drips came through, adding the smell of damp to the lingering aroma of lamb chops and mint sauce, mingled with the sharp-edged pungent smell of coal. For tea, they had feasted on oven-bottom muffins with grated Lancashire cheese – well, as grated as it could be when it was so crumbly – and appleand-marrow chutney. It had been comforting to come home on a dark, rainy evening to something warm and tasty, even if Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie weren’t exactly jumping up and down with glee at her being offered a place at the business school.


‘I have to go to Mum and Dad’s,’ she said. ‘The Miss Heskeths want everything done properly; so, being as I don’t get the key of the door until June, I need parental consent.’


‘What’s the hurry?’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘It’s raining,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘You’ll catch a chill.’


‘If I wait for an evening in the week, there’s no saying Dad will be there.’ It was a polite way of saying he would be down the pub.


She pulled on thick woolly socks over her stockings and forced her toasty-warm feet into her ankle-boots before wrapping her shawl round herself.


‘Here. Have mine as well.’


Auntie Enid put her shawl over Belinda’s head and round her shoulders. Belinda examined her expression. Had she softened? No, she was just being a good mother. Guilt pierced her. Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie had been nothing but kind to her and they didn’t deserve to be upset. Should she back down? What, and continue with their lives the way they were? No. It was hard fighting for something when no one was on your side, but she mustn’t cave in.


As she opened the cottage door, cold wind rushed inside, leaving her no choice but to hurry out at once, the door resisting as she pulled it shut. Rain splattered her face as she peered into the deep darkness. There was no such thing as a lamppost in Grave Pit Lane. She couldn’t stand here waiting for her eyes to adjust. Off she went – straight into the mud. She hurried to the cinder path, pulling Auntie Enid’s shawl down further over her forehead, holding it bunched under her chin. Reaching the end of the lane, she ran through the wet streets.


In Cromwell Street, she thumped on the front door. It was unlocked during the day, but after dark someone turned the key. Belinda couldn’t imagine anyone in her family bothering.


The door opened and there was Mrs Abbott from the first floor.


‘Oh, it’s you. Shut your noise.’


As she opened her family’s door, Mrs Abbott shouted, ‘Let your own visitors in,’ and stomped upstairs before Mum or Dad could reply, though that didn’t stop Thad yelling, ‘Oy, you! Don’t you tell us—’ before George clipped him round the ear, prompting a different sort of ‘Oy!’


‘What brings you here?’ asked Mum. ‘Take off them shawls and sit by the fire.’


She wove her way across the crowded room. Thad was at the table with George; Mikey was hunkered down in a grimy corner by the range, so either there had already been a scrap or else Dad was taking preventive measures. Jacob sat crosslegged on the hearthrug.


‘Budge up, Jacob,’ she said.


‘Jacob doesn’t live here. I’m Jake.’


‘You’re a pain in the neck,’ said George.


Oh, this was just what she needed, frayed tempers and a grouchy atmosphere.


‘Is everything all right?’ Mum asked.


‘Actually, I’ve come to ask for Dad’s permission.’


Dad sat up straighter. ‘Oh aye?’


‘I want to go to business school. There’s one starting up in Chorlton.’


‘You can’t go back to school,’ said George. ‘What about your job?’


‘It’s night school.’ She looked at Dad, willing him to like the idea, to ask questions, to want what was best for her. ‘It’s so I’ll be able to get an office job.’


‘Why do you need permission?’ he asked. Then he scowled. ‘I’m not paying any fees.’


‘I’m not asking you to. I can pay for myself by working Saturday mornings. I have to get permission because I’m under twenty-one.’


‘You’ll earn more in an office job.’


‘Probably not right away.’


He jerked his chin. ‘You can forget that, then.’


‘But, Denby,’ said Mum, ‘if she earns more in a year or two’s time…’


‘That’s no good in the here and now. She can stop where she is.’ He wasn’t even looking at her. It was as if she wasn’t in the room.


‘But, Dad…’


His face swung round impatiently and he pinned her down with his gaze. ‘Hand over more of your earnings and I might consider it.’


‘No.’


His answer was a shrug as he turned away.


She left soon after. Why stay? Mum helped her on with her shawls. Her own was damp; Auntie Enid’s was positively soggy.


‘Sorry your dad said no, love, and I don’t mean because of the money. It were rotten on you, losing your Ben. If anyone deserves a chance in life, you do.’


‘Thanks, Mum.’


They smiled at one another. Mum’s eyes were tired, but for once her mouth wasn’t petulant. Belinda felt a rush of love, but George bustled over, stepping in front of Mum, more or less pushing Belinda out of the door.


‘George,’ she objected.


‘I want a word.’ He pulled the door to behind them. ‘What’s going on, our Bel? You can’t pack in your job for summat lower paid.’


‘It’ll be better in the long run – or it would have been, if Dad had said yes.’


‘Good job he didn’t. Have you forgotten what I told you about moving back?’


‘You can’t tell me what to do.’


But he was already marching back into their room. Bracing herself, she set off through the rain, huddling inside her wet shawls, and without the promise of permission to keep her warm.


At End Cottage, Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie drew her indoors, relieving her of the shawls and her boots, which Auntie Enid stuffed with screwed-up newspaper and put on one of the range’s shelves to dry out. Then she was pressed into a chair and offered a hot drink, which her fingers were at first too chilled to hold.


‘What did Mr Layton say?’ asked Auntie Enid.


‘No.’


She was aware of a look passing between them. They had got what they wanted.


But Auntie Enid said, ‘Your father can’t have it both ways. If he had wanted to hang onto his authority, he should have kept you at home instead of letting you move in with us. As your honorary mother-in-law, I’ll write you a letter giving permission.’


‘Oh, Auntie Enid.’


‘Grandma Beattie and me have had a talk. Without Ben to take care of you, we can see that you have to be able to take care of yourself. You won’t always have the two of us and we need to know you’ll be all right.’


She filled with an inner glow. They were on her side after all. ‘Thank you. This means everything to me. And I promise that going to night school won’t change things here.’


Auntie Enid sniffed. ‘It already has.’




Chapter Eight


I LIVE IN THE present, the here and now, right this moment. I used to have a past. Past, present and future – that’s what you’re supposed to have, isn’t it? Your past life, childhood, parents, your family; going to school; getting your first job; everything that brought you to this moment, this now. And you have plans to take you towards your future. A better job? Marriage? Children? You’re supposed to know what you want, what you’re aiming for.


I don’t know any of that. I have no past. Well, that’s not strictly true. I’m building a past, little by little; starting with waking in a bedroom with a sloping ceiling. I remember the smells of lavender and iodine. Such familiar smells. In that moment, a hundred memories danced around me, so close I could almost touch them, but they were just – just – out of reach.


Lavender. A grandmother? A scented pillow? An English garden?


Iodine. Childhood scrapes? Grazed knees? A field hospital?


I know the kind of memories these smells might evoke. I just don’t know my own memories.


And I have lived like that ever since.


The bedroom with the sloping ceiling is in a farmhouse in France. I don’t know how I got there – or rather I do know, because I’ve been told. What I mean is, I don’t know it of my own knowledge. Is that the correct expression? An expression that is widely used and generally understood? It could be a family saying, for all I know.


Anyhow, Monsieur Durand and his son Jean-Louis found me. I was conscious, apparently, though I don’t remember. German soldiers had set a building on fire in the town; and there were men inside. No one could do anything to help, not in that situation. Monsieur Durand and Jean-Louis crept to the back of the building, standing on something to see over the wall. They arrived in time to hear a great shattering of glass. Thick black smoke poured through the opening; then – apparently – I clambered out of the window, dragging a comrade with me. I dumped him on the ground, coughing his guts up, and climbed back inside.


When Jean-Louis would have shinned over the wall, his father pulled him back. He had seen what his son had failed to notice: soldiers in a look-out position on the steps of the old stone cross that marked the centre of the market square. The soldiers couldn’t see the back of the building, but they would have seen someone climbing over the wall. Discretion being the better part of valour – and that one has got to be a common saying; I refuse to believe my family coined it – the Durands, père et fils, jumped down and melted away.


They returned a few hours later. The Germans were gone and the building was a stinking, blackened shell. Round the back, they found me and a heap of others. A heap, yes. The others were dead, and I was as good as. We were dressed in the uniforms of the British Army, but beyond that there was nothing to identify any of us; no asbestos identity tags, no precious letter from home tucked inside a breast-pocket, not even a packet of cigarettes. Some had presumably died when the smoke invaded their lungs, others had been shot for good measure. I was the lone survivor and it didn’t look like I was long for this world.


The Durands carried me back to their farmhouse, where, in due course, I awoke in the room with the sloping ceiling and the smell of lavender and iodine.


And that, in a way, was the beginning of my life.


I had no memory of what had gone before. I hadn’t lost just the immediate past, those traumatic events that had brought me to this point. I had lost everything. My entire life, my name, everything. I tried not to worry at first. It would all come back before long. I just needed to recover.


Give it time, I told myself. It’ll come back.


That was at the end of 1918. Peace broke out while I was convalescing. It’s now the beginning of 1922 and my memory never has returned.


I still live at the farm, though I have not slept in the room with the sloping ceiling for a long time. These days I lay my head in the upstairs part of the barn, where an area was sectioned off for someone, a farmhand or a groom, who went off to war and didn’t return. The idea was that I would stay as long as I needed, in other words until I regained my memory or until someone came for me, but neither of those things happened. The war ended and I… stayed.


I could have made my way back home to England – oh, I do know I’m English. If nothing else, so says Monsieur Durand, my excruciating French accent would have made that evident. The Durands call me Pierre. You have to have a name, don’t you? It’s odd, answering to a name I know is not mine.


I know plenty of other things about myself. I learned French at school – I know that. I don’t take sugar. The first time I picked up a pencil, I knew without experimenting which hand to use. I knew I could get on a horse and ride it. I know how to ride a bicycle, how to tie a variety of knots, how to juggle (yes, really!), how to leap like a hurdler over a fence and how to make a paper dart. I know I love the scent of roses. That might sound ridiculous, because who doesn’t? But I don’t simply love it, I love it. That piece of knowledge is deep down inside at the very core of my being, and at the same time, it is right up at the top, near the surface, immediate and necessary… and out of reach.


Did my family – does my family have roses in the garden? Was I a gardener before the war?


Whatever I was then, I’m a farmhand now. The Durands let me stay, thinking I would move on when the time came. I thought the same thing. But that time has never come. Am I a coward? Is that why I have stayed here this long? Would a braver man have thrown a sack of provisions over his shoulder and headed for his native country?


Was I a coward in wartime?


The locals are used to me. They think nothing of my presence now. I am… I am part of the furniture. Now there’s an English expression, if ever there was one. I must tell the Durands. It will make them smile. No doubt there will be an equivalent French expression they will share.


We have managed pretty well, all told, as regards language. My schoolboy French and their limited English proved to be enough to get by on; and over time, my French has come on no end. I do a bit of English teaching in the village; and – very English – I play cricket with the children.


It is a new year. Am I going to stay here, to while away my life, making no attempt to seek out my identity? Was I a ditherer back in the days when I knew myself? Was I a weak fellow, incapable of making decisions?


Or was I capable and determined? Have I lost my character as well as my memory?


It is a cold day, but the skies are azure blue and the sun shines brilliantly. I pick up my pace as I walk into town. That blue sky, after a grey, wet winter, has infected me. I am as close to cheerful as I ever feel. I am heading for the école to do a spot of teaching. I have devised a counting game, a loud and boisterous game, I might add, and the children love it.


I have to pass the shell of the building where I was found, where my comrades perished. One day it will be pulled down and rebuilt but for now there are many other jobs that need doing all over the local area. Seeing the wreck of the building where I nearly lost my life does not distress me as such. It frustrates me; the not knowing frustrates me. I have no memory of the atrocity committed by the enemy soldiers. No hideous, nightmarish thoughts or impressions are awakened by my proximity to what remains of the building. I have been inside it, clambering my way through the internal ruins, trying to spark a memory, trying to force memories to the surface, but nothing ever happens.


Will my memory ever return to me? In the early days, I thought all I had to do was wait. Everyone thought so. But time passed and nothing changed. At this stage – what? Am I to accept that my mind will be for ever closed to me?


A man stands outside the building, looking at it. He is a stranger. His upright bearing speaks of the military, even though he is dressed in a suit with a double-breasted jacket. I change course so as not to disturb him, but he hears me and glances round.


‘Bonjour,’ I say.


He steps into my path. ‘Excuse me.’ He speaks to me in English. ‘Isn’t that an English accent?’


Something rushes through me. Fear? Elation? ‘Yours is the first English voice I’ve heard in a long time.’


‘You live here?’


‘Since the war ended.’


‘Can you tell me what happened here?’ He looks at the building.


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘I may not be in uniform, but I’m an army man. There are a lot of unanswered questions about what happened here. I should like to find the answers.’


Am I standing on the brink?


‘I was one of the soldiers trapped inside. I lost my memory because of it. I don’t even know my own name.’


‘Really?’ He gazes at me. His eyes narrow, then widen again in acceptance. ‘If that is the case, sir, then I’ll be able to help you find out who you are.’




Chapter Nine


THE LIGHT DUSTING Patience normally did on a Saturday wouldn’t be sufficient. Today was special. Today their plan was going to be officially announced.


‘I don’t know how you have the nerve,’ she had told Prudence. It was a good thing she wasn’t a nail-biter or she would have nothing left but stumps.


But Prudence exuded composure and resolution. ‘We have to do it this way. Telling the press, making it public – how can Lawrence argue? He’s going to be the hero of the hour.’


‘He won’t be fooled for one moment.’


‘He doesn’t have to be fooled,’ Prudence said crisply. ‘He merely has to want to be an alderman. His desire to be seen by the world as a jolly good egg will do the rest.’


The week had passed in a whirl. Instead of the packing that Lawrence and Evelyn were undoubtedly picturing, they had been busy preparing for their business school. Patience couldn’t help feeling useless compared to Prudence, who had worked in an office for forty years.


Forty years! Where had the time gone? Prudence was going to be fifty-two this year. She hadn’t seemed to mind about turning fifty, though Patience had minded quite awfully for her. She was dreading her own fiftieth birthday next year. At least Prudence could claim to have done something with her life. What did she, Patience, have to show for it? A life of domesticity wasn’t all it was cracked up to be when it wasn’t centred around a family of your own.


But this week had been different. Oh yes, there was nothing like the threat of losing your beloved home to ginger you up. But it wasn’t all bad-different. Parts of this week had felt distinctly good-different. Like popping into the St Clement’s sale of goods in aid of the local orphanage and finding, of all things, a telephone.


‘It’s only a replica,’ said the anxious-looking woman behind the stall, as if customers routinely attended church sales looking for the real thing. ‘Someone in the local amateur theatre company made it as a prop. Goodness knows who’s going to buy it.’


Someone in the process of setting up a business school, that’s who. Patience bore it home in triumph and Prudence was gratifyingly impressed.


‘Now we can teach the correct use of the telephone; how to dial, how to hold it. The girls can have pretend business conversations. That’ll be your responsibility. I’ll give you guidance in what the conversations should be about. I’ll be busy teaching typewriting, filing and so forth. We’ll charge extra for book-keeping tuition.’


Patience opened her housemaid’s box. They had had a maid once, but that was years ago. Pa had treated Mother’s small annuity as if it had turned him into a gentleman of private means, and Prudence’s wage stretched only so far. They still had a daily char, of course, to do the rough and keep their doorstep pristine. It was a question of standards.


Talking of standards, she wanted the sitting room gleaming this afternoon. From the housemaid’s box, she took cloths and beeswax and polished all the wooden surfaces; well, not quite all, obviously, not the skirting-boards, as that was the char’s job. Afterwards she ran the library-brush over the bookcase. As she put the box away, she was tempted to get out the carpet-broom, but that was the char’s job – or was it, these days? You did see advertisements in which the lady of the house was using a vacuum cleaner. Mind you, if they had one of those, their faithful old carpet would probably disintegrate and get sucked up, never to be seen again.


She went into the dining room, where Prudence was writing busily.


‘Putting the finishing touches to my lessons,’ she said without looking up. ‘We can’t afford to be caught out when Lawrence challenges the validity of this venture.’ She put down her pen. ‘I’ve asked the girls to arrive for three o’clock. We’ve got four signed up so far.’


‘It was a good idea of yours to put a postcard on the noticeboard at work. When the two Corporation girls apply for better jobs, that will spur others to join us.’


‘In an ideal world, but I doubt the Corporation will be pleased to see its typing pool vanishing.’


‘What time is the press coming?’ Patience felt a thrill of delight. There was something rather racy in talking about the press.


‘Three-thirty. I want the girls here in good time beforehand so I can talk to them about the tuition available to them.’


‘And perhaps let them have a go on the typewriter and the telephone; you know, to break the ice.’


Prudence dealt her a withering look. ‘This isn’t meant to be a jolly jaunt.’


‘Of course not, but I’m sure the gentlemen of the press are more likely to be interested if they find pretty girls with smiles on their faces.’


‘The gentlemen of the press would do well not to be so susceptible.’


‘I only meant that the girls will look eager and interested.’


‘In any case, Miss Hunt and Miss Michaels are from the Corporation typing pool. They don’t need to be introduced to the typewriter.’


‘Then they can show it to Miss Shaw and Miss Layton. It would give Miss Layton a chance to be involved. We don’t want her feeling overwhelmed because of her humble background.’


‘I hope we haven’t made a mistake by accepting a workingclass girl. We don’t want to give our other pupils the wrong impression.’


‘Miss Layton may not be out of the top drawer,’ said Patience, ‘but she’s a polite girl with a pleasant manner. Bright, too. I rather like her.’


‘As long as you don’t make a pet out of her.’


‘She’s the one who gave you the surplus girls idea. She deserves a chance.’


‘Let’s hope so.’ Prudence clearly wasn’t going to back down: she seldom did. ‘As well as the Manchester Evening News and Stockport Echo reporters, there’ll be a lady journalist from Vera’s Voice.’


Patience leaned forward. ‘Really?’


‘She lives locally, apparently: Mary Brewer. She writes under the name of Fay Randall.’


‘Fay Randall is coming to our house?’


‘Mrs Brewer is coming to our house. Fay Randall doesn’t exist. Please don’t be an embarrassment.’


‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ It wouldn’t be embarrassing if she happened to leave the latest copy of Vera’s Voice lying around. It would be a compliment. And perhaps a little speech of appreciation would be in order. Nothing effusive, just a few words. ‘Miss Randall—’


‘Mrs Brewer.’


‘Mrs Brewer, then. This is precisely the sort of article she writes: about women doing their best for themselves.’


‘If you’re considering leaving your most recent Vera’s Voice in a strategic place, please don’t.’


‘As if I would.’


‘And don’t fuss over Mrs Brewer. That would be highly inappropriate.’


‘Really, Prudence, I don’t know where you get your ideas from.’


‘That will be my brother now.’ At the sound of the doorbell, Prudence rose to her feet, every inch the gracious hostess. If the occupants of the sitting room could have seen the real, brusque Miss Hesketh, they would have been startled, to say the least.


Patience glanced round. Lawrence had arrived at exactly the right moment. Much longer, and the press would have finished and left. The gentleman from the Manchester Evening News was making notes as Miss Hunt answered his questions, while Mrs Brewer was quietly drawing Miss Layton out of her shell. Little Miss Layton had arrived wearing a coat and hat, a tired-looking ensemble but an infinite improvement on last Sunday’s shawl.


Prudence accompanied Patience to the front door. They shared a glance before Patience opened the door to reveal Lawrence, in his overcoat with the astrakhan collar, and Evelyn, resplendent in burgundy wool complete with those revolting foxes dangling down her front.


‘Come in,’ said Prudence. ‘Thank you for coming, Lawrence; and you’ve brought Evelyn. How nice.’


‘I hope you’ve seen sense at last,’ said Lawrence.


‘Patience will take your coats,’ Prudence replied.


She threw Patience an apologetic glance, but it wasn’t necessary. Patience was well aware that Prudence had to stagemanage every moment of this crucial meeting. As the others went to the sitting room, she dumped the coats on the monk’s bench and hurried behind them.


Prudence entered first. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, my brother has arrived: the man of the hour, Mr Lawrence Hesketh and his wife, Evelyn.’


‘I didn’t realise this was to be a social gathering.’ Full marks to Lawrence for a swift recovery.


‘This is no time for modesty, Lawrence. Evelyn, have a seat over here, dear. May I present Mrs Brewer, who writes for Vera’s Voice, and these young ladies are the first pupils…’ she drew a breath, ‘…for our business school.’


‘Your… what?’


‘Didn’t I tell you he’s modest?’ Prudence steamrollered on, smiling ruthlessly. ‘Lawrence, these gentlemen are Mr Cox and Mr Fielden from the newspapers. They and Mrs Brewer are anxious to write up the story of the generosity of Mr Lawrence Hesketh, that well-known businessman who is rising in the world and who has kindly offered to use one of his properties as a business school to assist those unfortunate girls who, because of the terrible loss of life in the war, have little hope of finding husbands and instead face a lifetime of fending for themselves.’ She glanced at the journalists. ‘Did you get all that?’


‘Mr Hesketh, this is a magnanimous gesture,’ said Mr Cox. ‘Where did you get the idea?’


‘You must allow my brother a few moments to recover,’ Prudence said smoothly. ‘He intended that the school should be set up without fuss. We’re deeply proud of him – aren’t we, Patience?’


‘Indeed, yes.’ And then, somehow or other, words spilled out of her in a torrent. ‘Prudence and I, being spinster ladies ourselves, feel a particular concern for this young generation of surplus girls and we’re gratified that our dear brother shares our anxiety.’ Goodness, where did all that spring from? Might she read her words in a forthcoming issue of Vera’s Voice?


‘Mr Hesketh.’ Mr Cox tried again. ‘I’ve heard your name before, sir. There are those who suggest that one day you might be elevated to the position of alderman. Do you think this venture might assist in that?’


Patience poured a thousand blessings on Mr Cox’s head. That word, alderman, was more powerful than abracadabra.


Lawrence lifted his chin and thrust back his shoulders. ‘I’m glad to have the opportunity to answer that question, Mr – Cox, is it? – Mr Cox, because while there might be people who imagine that such honours can, as it were, be bought and paid for through good works, I take the view that one’s good works have to emanate from one’s own integrity and a deep-rooted desire to do one’s best for one’s fellow man, or in this case,’ and he glanced round in an avuncular fashion at the girls, ‘one’s fellow woman; and in the truest spirit of philanthropy, I seek no advantage to myself from this, or indeed from any other venture with which I might have the good fortune to be associated, and I would never push myself forward into the public gaze, but prefer to take a private, modest satisfaction in whatever I do that might, in some small way, serve to benefit others, as indeed my sisters will testify, since this gathering here today was entirely at their instigation and my good lady wife and I had no notion of what we would be walking into when we arrived.’


Thank goodness: a full stop at last. Patience was almost breathless as Lawrence ceased pontificating for long enough to flash a dangerous smile at Prudence and herself. She felt a quiver in her stomach.


Had they done enough to secure their home?


Belinda almost skipped down Grave Pit Lane. She had been anxious about the afternoon and having to hold her own among her fellow pupils, whom she was meeting for the first time, and it had come as a massive relief to find there were only three others so far. After Mr and Mrs Hesketh had taken their gracious leave and the reporters had departed, Miss Patience – they had been instructed to call the ladies Miss Hesketh and Miss Patience – had invited the girls to have tea and cake with them, whereupon she had sprung to her feet, saying she was expected at home.


‘I’ll see you out, Miss Layton,’ said Miss Patience.


She would much rather have seen herself out, but Miss Patience had helped her on with her coat – they had a little room just for coats: imagine that! – and nothing in her tone or manner had suggested that Belinda’s, or rather Mrs Harrison’s, old coat and hat were in any way inferior to the stylish coats belonging to the other girls.


She was dying to get home and describe to Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie how the ladies had taken the girls into the dining room, with its polished table of dark wood and matching chairs, so they could try out the typewriter and pretend to have conversations using a toy telephone. Belinda had felt hopelessly self-conscious, but not for long. Encouraged by Miss Michaels, she had typed her name and address, using capitals and commas and everything, and Miss Michaels had applauded when she finished, though not in a snooty way, but rather as if she had managed something both clever and amusing.


Miss Patience had given her the piece of paper on which she had done her typing. ‘To show them at home,’ she said with a smile.


Warmth had radiated throughout Belinda’s body. Might she fit in at the business school? Even though she was from a lower rank in life, did being surplus girls make them all equal? Might she really and truly earn the right to wear a hat and coat to work instead of a shawl?


Oh, Ben, you don’t mind, do you?


Opening the door to End Cottage, she bounced in, wanting to regale Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie with the wonderful details. They weren’t as keen as she was, not by a long chalk, but surely they wouldn’t be able to resist when she spilled out her description of this afternoon.


The grim faces they turned to her made her insides slump. Then she realised their sombre expressions weren’t because of her.


Dad was here.


‘Dad!’


He never came here. And Sarah was in the corner, her face rigid with misery. Belinda hung up her borrowed coat and hat. Would it look false to smile as she turned round? It would look strange if she didn’t. You were supposed to be pleased to see your dad, weren’t you? But she wasn’t. She felt wary. Even if his unexpected visit, coupled with his uncertain temper and money-first attitude to life, weren’t reason enough for wariness, Sarah’s frozen posture and sidelong glances would have rung warning bells.


‘Your father says he’s come to take you home,’ said Auntie Enid in a flat voice that held on tight to her thoughts.


‘Aye, I have that.’ Dad came to his feet. ‘And not a moment too soon, if yon coat and hat are owt to go by. Frittering your money away on clothes, when you ought to be helping your family.’


‘They’re borrowed,’ said Belinda.


‘Where have you been that you needed to do yourself up like a dog’s dinner?’ His eyebrows drew together. ‘You’ve not got yourself a new man, have you?’


Cries of denial met this, not just from her but from Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie, their words clashing together, none of them distinct. Belinda didn’t even know what her own words were. They just burst out of her; or maybe it had simply been a howl of protest.


‘Get upstairs and get packed,’ ordered Dad, ‘since our Sarah weren’t allowed to do it for you.’ He glared at Auntie Enid.


‘You can’t come here, expecting to walk off with Belinda’s things,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘As for her moving back in with you, it’s the first we’ve heard about it.’


‘So you keep saying, missus.’ He jerked his chin at Belinda. ‘Don’t gawp at me like that, girl. George has left home, so you’re to come back. He said he’d told you, so don’t pretend not to know.’


‘Sorry, Bel,’ Sarah whispered. ‘He made me come.’


Belinda stood up straight. ‘I’m not coming, Dad. I told George I wouldn’t.’


‘There, then that’s settled,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘This is Belinda’s home. You agreed to let her come here and—’


‘That were when she was going to marry your lad. Now she’s just any old spinster and spinster daughters belong at home with their parents.’


‘I stand in the place of a mother-in-law to her.’ Spots of red appeared in Auntie Enid’s cheekbones, sharpening her features.


‘But you’re not her ma-in-law, are you? That’s the whole point. Unmarried daughters live with their parents.’


‘And hand over their wages, I expect,’ said Auntie Enid.


‘What’s wrong with that? Me and her mother fetched her up: now she pays us back.’


‘She’s not going with you. She wants to live here and her grandma and me want her to stay.’


Dad snorted. ‘She’s not Bel’s grandma and you’re not her mother-in-law. Our Bel’s nowt to you, not since your Ben went. Ta for putting up with her this long, but she’s coming home with me and she’ll pay her way in my family, not yours. Sarah, Belinda, get up them stairs and pack Bel’s stuff.’


Auntie Enid stood up. ‘Belinda is stopping here.’


Dad swaggered across and thrust his face close to hers. Auntie Enid flinched but held her ground.


‘I’m her father and I say what’s what. That’s the law, that is.’


With an ugly smirk on his face, he tapped the side of his nose, then pointed his finger at Auntie Enid. Belinda bunched her hands into fists as shame seared through her.


As he turned away, Auntie Enid breathed in, making her nostrils flare. ‘It would be the law if you still had your parental rights, but you haven’t got those any more.’


Dad swung round. ‘What are you talking about?’


‘When Belinda asked you for parental consent to her joining the business school, you refused.’


‘As was my right, as her father.’


‘All you wanted,’ cut in Grandma Beattie, ‘was for her to carry on earning at her present rate so you can squeeze a few bob out of her every week. The poor lass tips up here every Friday and then tries to help her family an’ all. Me and Mrs Sloan know full well what goes on – and not because your Belinda has ever said a word against you, so don’t be giving her any sideways looks.’


Dad wrenched his glare away from Belinda. ‘Me and her mum are entitled to a share of her wages and if I don’t want her to go to business school, she doesn’t go.’


‘But she does go,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘That’s where she was this afternoon – because I gave my consent.’


‘You did what, missus?’


‘I’m the adult she lives with and that makes me her guardian. As such, I wrote a letter giving my parental consent. If you don’t like that, Mr Layton, I suggest you pike off down Chorlton and take it up at the business school. They’re proper ladies, they are, and they won’t take kindly to you arriving on their doorstep, shouting the odds.’


Belinda saw her chance to jump in. ‘Auntie Enid’s right, Dad. The Miss Heskeths had the newspapers there this afternoon and their brother is a famous businessman. The school is all his idea. He won’t let you spoil owt.’


Dad banged his fist on the table. ‘She’s still coming home with me.’


‘No,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘This is her home and has been since she were a lass of fifteen. I have parental responsibility now and, if you don’t believe me, we can take it up with them posh folk.’


‘The Heskeths,’ said Belinda.


‘You keep out of this,’ growled Dad.


‘Aye, them Heskeths,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘And kindly don’t thump your fist on my table.’


‘Come on, Dad.’ Sarah tugged his arm. ‘Let’s go home.’


He yanked his arm away, his elbow jerking up and outwards, making Sarah flinch away. Belinda took a protective step towards her. She hadn’t seen him this riled up since she couldn’t remember when. The blaming and bickering that would go on between Dad and Mum when he got home didn’t bear thinking about.


‘Aye, well, happen you can stay for now, our Bel,’ said Dad, ‘but you needn’t think this is over.’


Snatching up his cap, he gained the door in a couple of strides and threw it open, letting the cold air pour in. ‘Come on, Sarah. Let’s go and tell your mum that our Bel has turned her back on her family.’


‘If it helps,’ Sarah whispered, ‘he were just as angry with George.’


‘Now!’ shouted Dad and Sarah scuttled out. Dad followed, banging the door shut.


Belinda didn’t know whether to crumple with relief or drop her chin to her chest in shame. How could Dad come here and make a show of her like that? There had never before been a word spoken against her family under this roof, but now the pretence had been dashed aside and she felt diminished.


‘Now there’s a lass who doesn’t want to go home,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘Thank you for standing up for me,’ said Belinda.


‘I didn’t mean you,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘I meant your Sarah.’




Chapter Ten


BELINDA WENT BACK to Saturday morning cleaning to pay her night school fees. She wished she could have used some of the money to smarten her appearance. It was surprising and rather shaming how quickly she had gone from feeling special in her borrowed coat and hat to feeling dowdy. The other girls wore such attractive clothes. Miss Hunt had a dark green cotton mackintosh that rippled around her when she walked down the Heskeths’ path in that brisk way of hers; and Miss Shaw’s wooltweed, though by no means new, had been spruced up with braid around the collar and cuffs and along the tops of the patch pockets. And they wore colours too. Miss Shaw’s tweed was a heathery shade and Miss Hunt’s mackintosh was a mustardyellow that Thad would take devilish pleasure in aiming mudpies at, if Belinda had ever dared wear anything so bold.


Their dresses were lovely an’ all. Miss Michaels had a linen dress in a fetching hyacinth blue that she wore with a navy cardigan; and Miss Shaw had a cream-and-cherry dress that would look a lot better if the waistline was in the proper place, but apparently your dress’s waist being on your hips was the coming fashion.


All in black, Belinda felt a hundred years old. What must her fellow pupils must think of her? Not that she saw much of them, since lessons were conducted mostly on a one-to-one basis, with one girl at the dining table with Miss Hesketh and another in the sitting room with Miss Patience.


‘We want to give our pupils our best attention,’ Miss Patience told her.


When she reported this at home, Grandma Beattie said, ‘You’re getting your money’s worth, then.’


Actually, Belinda wouldn’t have minded group lessons in preference to working alone under Miss Hesketh’s gimlet eye. At her first filing lessons, Miss Hesketh produced a stack of cards, rather like those in the catalogue drawers at the library.


‘I’ve put a name on each one: surname, first name and middle initial. Your job it to put them into alphabetical order swiftly and accurately. If you have four beginning with B, what will you do? And if two people have the same surname?’


Each time she visited the house in Wilton Close, the pile of cards had grown and there were more duplicated surnames and several pairs of names whose only difference lay in their middle initials.


‘You enjoy sorting the cards into order, don’t you?’ Miss Hesketh observed. ‘Your interest does you credit.’ But just as Belinda was feeling pleased with herself, Miss Hesketh remarked drily, ‘I hope your interest doesn’t wane when you’ve been filing for twenty years.’


‘I hope you aren’t putting Miss Layton off,’ said Miss Patience from the door.


Miss Hesketh fetched a sigh. There was never anything sorrowful in her sighs. Her sighs were annoyed or scornful. She could even sigh in a contemptuous way, though, thank heaven, she had never directed one of those at Belinda.


‘If you’re ready for Miss Hunt, I’ll send her through,’ said Miss Patience.


‘Certainly. If you’ll tidy the table, please, Miss Layton.’


If Miss Hesketh’s attitude was anything to go by, tidying up was an essential skill without which finding employment in an office was out of the question. Belinda tidied, then joined Miss Patience for her telephone lesson.


‘Are you quite all right, Miss Layton? You appear a little distracted.’


‘It was what Miss Hesketh said. Twenty years! I know the point of coming here is to set myself up for life. But – twenty years. I’ll be forty, forty-one come the summer. Grandma Beattie will be long gone, and Auntie Enid will be in her sixties, hanging on at the mill for as long as she can.’


‘It doesn’t always do to look too far ahead. Of course, if you’re anticipating happy things, it’s different.’


Was there sadness in those pale blue eyes? A middle-aged spinster couldn’t have much to look forward to. She couldn’t have much to look back on either.


Oh, heck. That’ll be me one day.


‘If Ben – that’s my fiancé’s name – if he’d lived, then when I’m forty I could have had a daughter the age I am now.’


Was Miss Patience about to touch her hand comfortingly? Of course not. Ladies kept their hands to themselves.


‘I’m sorry, Miss Patience. I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.’


‘No apology necessary; though you must get used to saying “I apologise” rather than “I’m sorry.” I’ve also noticed that you have a tendency to swap “was” and “were” around. An employer will require you to use correct English at all times. My sister has prepared a telephone lesson about deliveries that have gone wrong, so here’s an opportunity to practise your apologies.’


It never ceased to be a relief that the telephone lessons were done with Miss Patience, who was such a sympathetic lady.


With Miss Hesketh, Belinda learned about invoices and delivery notes, using real documents that would otherwise have been disposed of by the Corporation, where Miss Hesketh worked and probably terrified everyone under her. There were also money lessons. Belinda thought those pointless to start with, until she was presented with several pages of columns of money to check.


‘See if you can find the errors,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘If you show an aptitude for this kind of thing, you might be a suitable candidate for book-keeping. That’s a responsible job, and is paid accordingly, even for a woman, though you wouldn’t earn as much as a man, of course.’


‘It’s the same at the mill. The men are on a higher rate than the women. It’s not fair.’


‘It is, however, the way of the world,’ said Miss Hesketh in a tone that closed the subject.


‘Did I say the wrong thing?’ Belinda whispered later to Miss Patience.


‘My sister is in full agreement with you, never doubt that. Between you and me, she had to fight to keep her job after the war and was regarded by some as unpatriotic because she resisted handing her position to a returning soldier, even though the job had been hers all along and wasn’t a temporary wartime placement. That was hard. Being thought of as unpatriotic was hard.’


Sometimes Belinda wondered about what the ladies’ lives had been like, but when she raised the subject at home one evening, Auntie Enid snorted derisively.


‘Their lives have been a damn sight easier than ours.’


And that was that.


‘Go and fetch the hot-water bottles, there’s a good girl,’ said Grandma Beattie.


Belinda went upstairs. In her room, she put down the lamp she had brought to light her way and picked up her treasured photograph of Ben, gently fingering the paper poppy attached to the black crêpe sleeve. If only she could wear the poppy sewn onto her blouse, just for a dash of colour. Would she ever get to wear the pink patterned material?


‘Ah, our darling boy.’


She jumped. ‘Auntie Enid – I didn’t know you were there.’


She put down the photograph. Auntie Enid picked it up.


‘He’d be that sorry if he could see you now.’


‘Sorry?’ She went cold. Had Auntie Enid read her mind?


‘Aye. Instead of living your life in his memory, here you are going to night school. He’d be sorry to have caused so much worry.’


‘I think he’d be proud of me.’


‘Nay, lass. You were the sun, moon and stars all rolled into one as far as our Ben were concerned, but no man could ever be proud of his girl getting herself all trained up for a lifetime of work. That’s not what a decent fellow wants for his lass.’


Patience was in the sitting room, embroidering and feeling guilty. Prudence, after a day at work followed by an evening of teaching, was at the dining table, preparing more lessons. Patience bungled a French knot and had to undo it. If only she could be of more use to the school.


At last Prudence came into the room.


‘Now we have lessons ready up to the end of next week.’


‘Sit down and I’ll make the Ovaltine.’


When she returned with the tray, they settled down for a chinwag.


‘This is our third week of teaching,’ said Prudence, taking a sip. ‘I’ve been thinking. Now that we have a second typewriter, we can let the girls use it for practice outside their lesson-times. It’s the only way they’re going to pick up their speeds.’


‘They wouldn’t need to pay for that, would they? I can’t imagine Miss Layton’s pennies stretching that far.’


‘If they don’t pay, we can’t call ourselves a business, although they could pay a lower rate. As for Miss Layton, I rather think the business school ought to recognise the need to support charity cases. That will make Lawrence look like even more of a philanthropist and will be of genuine benefit to Miss Layton.’


Patience’s heart sank. ‘We can’t call her a charity case.’


‘Can you think of a better name?’


‘Not immediately, no.’ But she would. She wasn’t going to have Miss Layton known as a charity case. Even if she was one.


‘And we should organise a few part-time hours for each girl, on Saturdays, so they can use their new skills in a real work environment. That means getting local businesses to take them on – at no cost, of course. The girls will be doing it to gain experience. It will look good on their letters when they apply for new positions. Plus, of course, it will make it harder for Lawrence to close down the school if we have local businessmen on our side.’


It was a sobering thought. ‘How sad to be doing everything with an eye to keeping Lawrence at bay. What would Pa have said?’


‘It was Pa who put us in this situation,’ Prudence said bluntly. ‘We need to do something about Miss Layton’s appearance.’


‘What’s wrong with it? She’s a pretty girl, and clean. Her clothes aren’t new, but they’re always clean and pressed.’


Prudence gave a bark of laughter. ‘Poor Miss Layton. Is that the best way you can describe her? A clean girl. I’m sure she’d be flattered.’


‘Don’t mock. It matters.’


‘Of course it does. It’s the first thing you look for in the lower classes: clean poor or dirt poor. I don’t care for all that black, though. It’s deeply unflattering and if her young man died in the war, then it’s high time she came out of it. She can’t go into perpetual black like Queen Victoria.’


‘That’s unkind.’


‘It’s practical. If she turns up looking like the Ghost of Christmas Yet To Come, it isn’t going to endear her to a potential employer. I’ll write to Mrs Sloan. I have the impression that our Miss Layton is kept on a tight rein, which is appropriate, of course, for a young, unmarried girl, but in this case, my guidance is required.’


‘She’s not as young as all that. She’s twenty-one this summer. As I recall, you left home not long before you turned twentyone.’ Oh, what had made her say that? ‘I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.’


How crass. She had no business making remarks about Prudence’s time away. Prudence never spoke of it. She had gone with such high hopes, declaring that since men weren’t queuing at the front door, she was going to devote her life to her work and not only that, she was going to leave home. Her friend had married and moved to Scotland, where her husband’s family had a smart hotel and the friend – Elsie? Elspeth? – had secured the post of receptionist for Prudence. The family owned a dozen hotels around England and Scotland and Prudence had ambitions to be the first lady-manager. If anybody could achieve that, she could.


Pa and Lawrence had done their utmost to prevent her leaving, but she was having none of it.


‘Since you have both spent my whole life telling me I’m doomed to be an old maid, I’ve decided to be an old maid on the banks of Loch Lomond or in one of the other locations where the Waddens have their hotels.’


‘Since one of their hotels is in Manchester, you may well end up back here,’ said Lawrence. ‘That would serve you right for leaving Pa in the lurch.’


To this, Prudence had given the most effective reply possible: she left home.


Eighteen months or so later, she returned, complete with a brittle temper that forbade questions. On the one occasion that Lawrence had goaded her for her spectacular lack of success in the hotel world, she had risen from the table, tipped a serving dish of boiled potatoes over his head and marched out of the room, with her back so straight she might have had the poker tucked down her blouse.


That poker had been there ever since.


‘If you wish to apologise,’ said Prudence, ‘the best way to do so would be never to refer to the matter again. It was years ago. As I was saying before you interrupted with your ill-judged remark, I shall write to Mrs Sloan about Miss Layton’s attire. You may spend the next few days enquiring in local businesses about the possibility of our placing our girls there for a few hours on Saturday afternoons to extend their experience.’


‘I couldn’t.’ What? Approach strangers?


‘You have to,’ said Prudence drily. ‘Do you want us to remain in our home or not?’


A run of dry days made Belinda’s twice-weekly evening walks to Chorlton pleasanter, certainly a lot less muddy. Even though the air still had a sharp edge to it, there was a kinder note underneath, a hint of the coming springtime. In the next few weeks, the evenings would lengthen. Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie didn’t like her being out after dark.


‘I have a letter for Mrs Sloan,’ Miss Hesketh said at the end of her lesson, ‘if you would be kind enough to deliver it.’


Belinda took the envelope. It felt thick; not stuffed-full thick, but luxuriously thick. Who would have thought there was such a thing as a middle-class envelope? Mrs Sloan and their address were written in neat, upright handwriting in black ink, with By hand in the top left-hand corner.


‘I won’t put it in my pocket. I’ll carry it.’


If she had hoped Miss Hesketh might give her a clue as to its contents, she was disappointed. Miss Patience might have murmured, ‘It’s nothing to worry about,’ but Miss Hesketh was made of sterner stuff.


She kept the letter in her hand all the way home. In End Cottage, the golden lamplight wasn’t nearly as bright at the electric light in the Heskeths’ house. Not that she said anything. One thing she had quickly discovered was that, much as Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie gobbled up details about the wonders of the Hesketh household, only one mention of each thing was permitted. To mention something twice – the electric lights, the cloakroom, the carpets not just on the floor but on the stairs – resulted in accusations of not being happy in her own home.


‘Miss Hesketh sent you this.’


‘What is it?’ Grandma Beattie’s knitting needles clicked away without her having to look at what she was doing. ‘A school report?’


‘I hope not. I’m not a child.’ But she was under twentyone, so maybe Auntie Enid was entitled to be informed of her progress.


They both looked at Auntie Enid while she read. When she finished, she looked at Belinda as if it was her fault.


‘Did she tell you what this is?’


‘No.’


‘She’s only gone and laid the law down about what you’re to wear. Apparently, being all in black – except she calls it unrelieved black – isn’t how you dress to work in an office. You’re to have a white or cream blouse. Well, you can forget that.’ Again, that look, as if it was Belinda’s fault. ‘And you can forget about yon business school if it means showing disrespect to our Ben.’


‘Auntie Enid!’


‘Now then,’ said Grandma Beattie, ‘this isn’t our Belinda’s doing and she’d never give up her mourning if it was left to her.’


Auntie Enid wiped a hand across her eyes and sighed. ‘Sorry, chick. It’s riled me, this posh lady telling us what to do. It’s obvious she’s never lost anyone she cared about.’ A moment later, the look of blame was back. ‘I suppose this means that mauve material you bought on the sly has got a use after all.’


Grandma Beattie laid her knitting in her lap. ‘It says white.’


‘I don’t care.’


Belinda sat unmoving. Was this the end of her hopes?


‘It sounds like a kind of uniform,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘You what?’ Auntie Enid radiated suspicion.


‘If office girls are expected to dress a certain way, it’s like a uniform and that’s got nowt to do with who’s lost someone and who hasn’t. God knows, everyone’s lost someone these days. I don’t like it any better’n you do, but if it’s just a uniform—’


‘Well, she’s not having a white blouse and that’s flat.’ Auntie Enid gave Belinda that look again. ‘You can have a white collar and cuffs and that’s as far as I’m prepared to go.’ She made a choked sound and forced the letter back into the envelope.


Belinda felt jumbled up. Was she meant to be relieved? Grateful? Outraged, like Auntie Enid, at the idea of breaking into her mourning? All she wanted was to make a better future for herself by getting trained up for office work. Why did everything have to be such a fight?


Her next lesson was on Friday evening and Grandma Beattie saw to it that she had a white collar and cuffs attached to her black blouse. She should be glad to have shed some black at last, but she couldn’t be, not when she saw that sorrow in Auntie Enid’s and Grandma Beattie’s eyes.


‘There,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘You look like a proper office girl now – doesn’t she?’


‘Aye,’ said Auntie Enid with enough of an almost-sigh to make sure you knew she felt like sighing but bravely wasn’t.


At the Miss Heskeths’ house, she expected to be congratulated on her improved appearance, but neither lady commented. Part of her was pleased not to be fussed over, but another part was disappointed.


Would her family notice? Mum had been pleased for her when she started at the business school. Surely she would like to see her daughter looking like an office girl? And if Dad saw her in her office-white collar and cuffs, wouldn’t he realise the importance of what she was aiming for? So the next day, after she got home from her Saturday cleaning, she changed into her black blouse with the office-white collar and cuffs.


‘Where are you off to, wearing that?’ asked Grandma Beattie at the dinner table.


‘I’m going to show Mum and Dad. I’d like Mum to see me looking like an office girl.’


‘Aye, well, just make sure you leave your purse at home,’ advised Grandma Beattie.


Belinda flushed. Ever since Dad had come round here, wanting to drag her home, the unwritten rule that Auntie Enid and Grandma Beattie never uttered a word against him in front of Belinda had vanished like morning mist.


‘And don’t go making any fancy promises,’ added Auntie Enid.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean don’t go making fancy promises.’


After she had cleared away their dishes and washed up, she set off. It was a bitter afternoon, but at least it was dry.


Mum was on the front doorstep, sharpening a knife against the edge of the brickwork.


‘Mum,’ Belinda called, going through the permanently open gateway – and was then distracted because something wasn’t quite right. The gate was missing. Not that it had been of any use, being rotten and hanging off its hinges, but even so. ‘What happened to the gate?’


Mum jerked back her head with a throaty, exasperated sound. ‘Our Thad, that’s what. He only went and pinched it, him and Jacob. They chopped it up and sold it for firewood.’


‘They’re running wild.’


‘Don’t tell me. Tell your father. He’s the one that should stop ’em.’


‘Mum, look.’ She let her shawl slip down her arms. She felt like twirling round, but didn’t because she wanted to look like business-like. ‘What do you think?’


Mum tilted her head on one side. ‘What am I looking at?’


‘Mum.’


‘Oh aye.’


‘What do you think?’ She braced herself for the flow of compliments.


‘About time too. I know how much you loved Ben, but he’s been gone a long time. Is a white collar all you’ve run to? Honest, love, you should come out of your black now. It isn’t healthy, the way them Sloans keep you in it.’


‘It isn’t to do with mourning, Mum. It’s for the office; and it’s white cuffs an’ all… I mean, as well. This is how office girls dress.’


‘Is it? Well, it’s a shame they don’t wear more white, that’s all I can say. I’m sick of seeing you in black. Are you coming in?’


She ought to; but for once she wasn’t going to do what was expected of her. She spent her whole life doing what other people expected.


‘I just popped by to show you my office clothes. I’d best get back.’


‘Probably just as well,’ said Mum. ‘Your dad were spitting feathers when he came home after yon Sloans wouldn’t let you move back. It’s hard, you know, with our George gone.’


‘I know, but one day I’ll have a better job and…’


Don’t go making fancy promises. Was this what Auntie Enid had meant? But she would never be able to see her family go without, especially Mum and Sarah.


‘…I’ll be able to slip you a bit more.’


‘Eh, you’re a good lass. Come here.’


Mum drew her into a hug. Belinda let her body meld with her mother’s. She smelled of soap and used frying pans. Belinda wanted to hug away all Mum’s cares, her tiredness, her scratchy temper, the way Dad and the boys took her for granted.


‘I’d do owt for you, Mum.’


‘Except come home.’


Belinda drew back from the embrace, almost dizzy with shock and guilt.


‘Nay, love, that were a joke.’ Mum grasped her hands and held them so tightly it was like being caught in a pair of pincers. ‘You mustn’t come back here, whatever your dad says. This is your chance to make summat of yourself. You don’t want to end up like me.’


‘Oh, Mum.’


‘It’s true. Now, get away with you. I’ve got a rabbit to skin; and before you ask, it came from the butcher, not off the meadows.’


She had wanted to say ‘I love you,’ but couldn’t now that Mum was going on about the rabbit. She started to leave.


‘Hey, our Bel,’ called Mum and she turned round. ‘You look reet bonny.’


She laughed. ‘I’m not meant to look bonny, Mum. I’m meant to look business-like.’


‘Eh, my daughter, the office girl.’ Her face changed. She walked after Belinda, eyes watchful. ‘You haven’t got any money, have you? I wouldn’t ask, but you know how it is.’


Even before she walked inside, Belinda knew. She opened the door to End Cottage and she knew. It was like when she had walked in and found Dad, only that time she hadn’t known until she set eyes on him. This time, opening the door was enough. The atmosphere was different. Heavy with politeness.


She stepped over the threshold, glancing across the room.


‘Miss Hesketh!’ Her hand flew to her chest. Miss Patience was here too. She looked round at the four women – no, not looked: gawped. ‘Miss Hesketh – Miss Patience.’


‘Good afternoon, Miss Layton,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘I see you’re wearing your white collar and cuffs.’


‘I wanted to show my mum… my mother.’


‘I hope she was pleased,’ said Miss Patience.


‘The Miss Heskeths have come to tell us they’ve made you into a charity case,’ said Auntie Enid. She looked humble and furious at the same time.


‘I’ve already explained, Mrs Sloan, that a charity case is the last thing Miss Layton is,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘She is, in fact, our first scholarship candidate.’ Miss Patience smiled at Belinda. ‘You may not be aware, Mrs Sloan and Mrs Sloan, that our brother, Mr Lawrence Hesketh, is the brains behind our business school. He is concerned for the welfare of the surplus girls in society. Now he has had the idea of offering support to scholarship candidates.’


‘Charity cases,’ muttered Auntie Enid. ‘It doesn’t matter how you dress it up. It’s charity.’


Miss Patience smiled bravely. ‘Our brother wishes to assist girls who, at elementary school, never had the opportunity to sit the scholarship, though they would undoubtedly have passed the examination, had they done so. I believe I’m describing you, aren’t I, Miss Layton? Didn’t Miss Kirby say you’d have passed?’


‘We’ll ask her to write a letter to that effect,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘Now that we teach on Fridays, she comes to our house on Saturday evenings, so we’ll ask her today. Then you’ll be our first scholarship candidate and your fees will be reduced accordingly – not out of charity, but because girls such as yourself are more likely to be in lower-paid employment when they come to us.’


Auntie Enid breathed out through her nose. She didn’t utter the word ‘Charity!’, but it rattled round the room anyway.


Miss Patience addressed her. ‘Mrs Sloan, we understand your reservations. That’s why we’ve come in person to reassure you. We know you wouldn’t dream of accepting charity, but Miss Layton shows promise and we’re certain you must be as keen as we are that she has this opportunity to improve her prospects.’


‘It’d be a feather in us caps if Belinda was the first scholarship whatsit,’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘She wouldn’t have to pay so much in fees,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘and consequently her wages would stretch further.’


If Auntie Enid sucked her cheeks in any further, her face would turn inside out. ‘We can pay us way.’


‘I’m sure you can,’ said Miss Hesketh, ‘but if Miss Layton receives this position as scholarship candidate, which is entirely dependent upon Miss Kirby’s writing a letter in support, then any wages she saves as a result will be spoken for, to start with, at any rate.’


‘How so?’ asked Belinda.


‘Your attire, my dear,’ said Miss Patience.


‘Her what?’ said Grandma Beattie.


‘Her office clothes,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘We sorted them out,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘White collar and cuffs is as far as I’m prepared to go.’


‘Unfortunately,’ said Miss Hesketh, looking her in the eye, ‘it isn’t far enough. Black with white collar and cuffs is what shop girls wear in the better class of establishment. It is not what office girls wear. We require Miss Layton to wear a white or cream blouse. She’s already at a disadvantage through coming from the working class – I mean no offence; I am merely stating a fact—’


‘She must look the part,’ cut in Miss Patience with her kindest smile. ‘We realise, of course, that you suffered a terrible loss, all of you, and your bereavement continues to be as painful as ever, but the war has been over for four years and – forgive me – but dressed as she is, Miss Layton would look rather an oddity in the office; and I can tell that you want her to have the best possible chance.’


‘Aye,’ said Grandma Beattie. ‘We do.’


They all looked at Auntie Enid. She said nothing, but she almost nodded and relief swarmed through Belinda’s veins.


‘Thank you, Mrs Sloan,’ breathed Miss Patience.


‘Miss Layton’s office apparel must be sorted out by this time next week,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘We’re in the process of finding office work in private businesses for our pupils to undertake on Saturdays; just three or four hours, so they can use their new skills in a working environment. This work will be unpaid, but it means the pupils will have experience to offer a prospective employer when the time comes.’


‘Are you saying our Belinda will have to fettle on Saturday afternoons as well as all the rest of the week?’ demanded Grandma Beattie.


Miss Patience spread her gloved hands helplessly. ‘It will pay off in the end.’


‘You hope,’ said Auntie Enid. Belinda wanted to throttle her. Didn’t she realise she was putting her in a bad light with her tutors?


But Miss Patience took no offence, or not outwardly, anyroad. ‘We do hope,’ she agreed in her soft voice.


‘We’ve already found a placement for Miss Layton on Saturday afternoons,’ said Miss Hesketh.


Office experience? She wasn’t ready. Her heart beat faster. But it wasn’t just alarm. There was also a touch of excitement.


‘Where?’ asked Auntie Enid.


‘At the bookshop on Beech Road in Chorlton,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘It’s not far from Wilton Close, where my sister and I live,’ said Miss Patience.


‘You said office work,’ said Auntie Enid.


‘Mr Tyrell sells second-hand and antiquarian books,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘Anti-what?’ asked Grandma Beattie.


‘Books that are old and special,’ said Miss Patience. ‘They have to be treated with respect and I believe Miss Layton would do that.’


‘Well, she does love her library books,’ agreed Grandma Beattie.


‘Do you think a position in a bookshop would suit her?’ asked Miss Patience as if Grandma Beattie had the casting vote.


‘I don’t see how it’s meant to give her office experience,’ Auntie Enid persisted.


Miss Patience smiled at her. ‘It will provide Miss Layton with precisely the experience she requires. It’s a quiet environment, which is perfect for her first foray into the world of office-related work. Mr Tyrell had a part-time assistant for a time last year, a gentlemanly man by the name of Weston. When he left, Mr Tyrell didn’t replace him, which is one reason we thought he might appreciate another pair of hands. Miss Layton will not, I hasten to add, be required to work as an assistant in the shop. Mostly, Mr Tyrell will want her to type.’


‘My typing isn’t up to it,’ Belinda exclaimed.


‘That’s the point.’ Miss Hesketh sounded brisker than usual after her sister’s conciliatory manner. ‘Typing is precisely what you need.’


‘Don’t be afraid,’ said Miss Patience. ‘Mr Tyrell won’t expect your fingers to fly, though I’m sure they will do after a few more hours of practice. Between ourselves, he’ll be grateful not to have to do the typing himself.’


‘You’ll type lists of books and short catalogues,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘Mr Tyrell sells some of his books by post and his customers need to know what he has in stock.’


‘I’m not sure I like the sound of it,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘A young girl working for a man.’


‘I hope you aren’t suggesting we would condone an arrangement where a young lady might feel uncomfortable,’ said Miss Hesketh.


‘Mr Tyrell is as old as the hills,’ trilled Miss Patience, obviously used to keeping the peace.


‘We’ve arranged for Mr Tyrell to interview Miss Layton this afternoon,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘Please be ready to go in ten minutes, Miss Layton.’


‘I’ll take her,’ said Auntie Enid. ‘If there’s any interviewing to be done by a man, I’ll take her.’


‘That would not be appropriate, Mrs Sloan,’ said Miss Hesketh. ‘As her tutor, I will accompany her.’


Belinda had had her fill of being talked about as if she wasn’t present.


‘Thank you both for offering, but I’d prefer to go on my own.’




Chapter Eleven


IT IS FEBRUARY the fourteenth – Valentine’s Day. See, I know that without being told. I know about cards and presents and red roses, but I don’t know if I ever had a valentine of my own. In my past, was there a girl, a sweetheart? Did I give her roses on Valentine’s Day? I don’t even know if I’m the sort of chap who does such things. I’d like to think I am. Even if I never did it in the past (was I really so hard-hearted?), I know I will do it in the future… supposing the opportunity arises.


How can I contemplate getting to know someone else when I don’t know myself?


My thoughts never stop. They chase themselves round and round, asking questions, wondering and speculating, finding something new to worry away at – and what’s the point? Thoughts of a possible future relationship are worthless, but because it is Valentine’s Day and I know its significance, I can’t prevent the thoughts from appearing.


It is a crisp morning. Frost on the grass crunches underfoot as I take my morning tramp through the grounds. Snowdrops grow in clumps beneath the trees. This is a fine place. Parkland surrounds what used to be a manor-house, its windows crisscrossed with lead to form little diamonds, a handsome building, known to the locals, so I’ve been told, as Maniac Manor.


It is official. I am a maniac.


No, not really.


We’re here – me and the other maniacs – because the doctors believe we can be treated. For those poor souls who can’t be treated, there is an asylum a couple of miles away. The thought of it fills me with sadness for those poor beggars who have been put there. Maybe they’ll stay there for ever.


Since I have no memory, my fellow patients delight in testing my Englishness by offering me Marmite, black pudding, trifle, Colman’s Mustard, tripe. Do I enjoy them? For the record, yes, yes, yes, yes and I have no idea, as I can’t imagine putting it in my mouth and swallowing.


I have more freedom than the others. For them, there is a strict daily regime. They are unlucky blighters who are still suffering from profound mental and emotional trauma caused by the war.


I say as much to Dr Jennings that afternoon. His office occupies a corner of the ground floor, and has windows looking in two directions. Perhaps it was a morning room before the war, or a sitting room.


Jennings looks at me. He is middle-aged, with a gaunt face and hooded eyes. ‘Doesn’t it occur to you that you too are suffering from the after-effects of trauma?’


‘I don’t think of myself like that, even though I know it to be the case. Is it possible to know it and ignore it at the same time?’


‘You tell me. You say it’s what you do. The brain is a complex creature.’


‘Mine doesn’t feel very complex. Mostly, it feels empty.’ I say it in a jokey way.


‘You’ve had a couple of days to settle in here. Has returning to England brought back anything?’


I shrug. ‘Nothing.’ My shoulders feel like caving in, but I don’t let them. ‘You know who I am.’ I don’t make it a question: they must know. ‘Why haven’t you told me?’


‘I hoped you might remember for yourself. Leaving France, coming here, was a big step. It might have started to open doors in your mind.’


‘But it didn’t.’ I look at him expectantly.


A pipe-rack stands on his desk. He makes a move as if to choose a pipe, then withdraws his hand. A change of mind or a way of playing for time?


‘It would be better if you remembered naturally. I could tell you a lot about yourself, but if I do, it is just a list of facts.’


‘A list of facts sounds useful.’


‘Yes, but only inside your head. What you need is to have those facts in your heart.’


I raise my eyebrows. ‘You don’t sound like an army doctor. Not that I have the slightest idea whether I’ve ever met one before.’


‘Knowledge isn’t just facts in your head. Knowledge is a feeling. We don’t have a word for that feeling in the English language, but the absence of the feeling is—’


‘Emptiness,’ I say.


‘…doubt.’


Doubt? Is that what I feel? When I chase my thoughts down long corridors of speculation, is it doubt that propels me?


‘It isn’t simply a matter of knowing in here.’ Jennings taps his temple. ‘That would give you some peace of mind, of course, but after you’d learned the facts about yourself, would you be truly satisfied? Wouldn’t you move on from “I know nothing of myself” to “I know various things, but I remember none of them; I feel none of them.”’ He raps his knuckles against his chest. ‘Knowledge is a feeling.’


‘So your plan is not to tell me anything.’ I imagine myself spending years here, not remembering.


He smiles. He has a sad smile, though maybe it is his professional expression. ‘It would be better for you if we didn’t have to, but clearly, if coming here hasn’t jolted your memory, then we’ll have to give you some information.’


‘Is it possible my memory will never return?’


‘It’s unusual for amnesia to last this long.’ It’s the only answer he will give me.


So I’m in the same position I’ve been in since I woke up in the bedroom with the sloping ceiling. I thought that coming back to England would open the floodgates. It hasn’t.


Either I will remember or I won’t. And I have to face the possibility that I won’t.


(I am tired of putting on a brave face.)


They give me a list of names. ‘See if one jumps out at you,’ Jennings says in a casual way, as if it is of no consequence. I scan the list, suddenly anxious, heart pumping. Is this the moment when—?


Apparently not. I go back to the top and read the names again, one by one. There’s still a chance. If I concentrate, if I take my time, there’s still a chance. Anticipation makes my palms break out in a sweat. I find myself considering the first names in preference to the surnames. There is a John, a Mark, a Henry. Good, solid names.


In the end, they tell me.


‘Linkworth. You are Gabriel Linkworth.’


Not John, then, or Mark. Not a good, solid name. Gabriel: did I get ragged about it at school? I find the name on the list and stare at it, willing it to mean something. Do I feel like a Gabriel Linkworth? Do I look like a Gabriel Linkworth?


‘It sounds like a poet,’ I say and they laugh as if I’ve made a great joke. ‘What do you know about me?’ I ask.


‘All in good time,’ says Jennings.


Gabriel Linkworth.


I go outside and tramp across the lawns. The frost has vanished. The grass is wet. The clumps of snowdrops shine bravely as the day draws in.


Gabriel Linkworth.




Chapter Twelve


THE LITTLE BRASS bell overhead jingled as Belinda threw open the door and almost fell into the shop. What a start to her first afternoon working here. Mr Tyrell appeared, stepping out from between two sets of bookcases. His height had taken her by surprise when she came for her interview last week. Being told he was as old as the hills had made her picture a small, stooped gentleman, but he was a real lanky longlegs.


‘I’m so sorry to be late, Mr Tyrell.’


It was a sparkling February day of clear skies and pockets of surprisingly warm sunshine, but the inside of the shop was gloomy in spite of the large window. Her boots clattered on the floorboards, the sound lifting into the sombre air before being absorbed into the bookcases that filled the space. The shop smelled of wood, studiousness and well-thumbed pages.


Mr Tyrell frowned at her, shaggy eyebrows creeping together. Had he forgotten? Having run all the way from Stretford, she was sweltering hot and longed to undo her coat buttons, but she didn’t dare until she knew he was expecting her. Trying not to be obvious about it, she waggled her right arm, which was aching darkly after holding onto her hat all the way here.


‘You assured me you could get here for two o’clock. I assume you have a good reason for your tardiness.’
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