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          Aldershot, England, September 1952

        

      

    

    
      She could hear the doctor’s footsteps on the linoleum floor of the bedroom above. He’d come to certify that her mother was dead, and Ethel didn’t want to be in the room with him when he did it. Not that there was any doubt. She’d held the mirror from her powder compact against her mother’s lips. She’d seen them do that in films, but it felt strange, disrespectful, doing it herself. They also pulled the lids down and put coins on dead people’s eyes to keep them shut, but she hadn’t needed to do that, as her mother’s eyes had been closed anyway for many hours. Ethel was grateful for that – she would have hated to see her mother’s dead eyes when they had always been so very alive and ready with a smile.

      She got up and went to fill the kettle, in case the doctor wanted a cup of tea before he left. She didn’t want one herself. A glass of something stronger than her occasional port and lemon would be welcome, but there was no alcohol in the house.

      Glancing at the clock on the kitchen wall, she saw it was ten o’clock. Too late to go down the road to tell Aunty Chris that her sister had passed away. Ethel dreaded doing that. Dreaded also that her aunt might blame her for encouraging her to go home earlier that evening, saying that Vi would surely last the night out. But when the end came, it came quickly – a sudden change in breathing that, within a few minutes, faded to a flutter and then stopped altogether. Ethel had sat by the bed, uncomprehending at first. Unprepared.

      When she was able to move, she had combed out her mother’s hair, straightened the bed clothes and went next door to telephone the doctor. She should have gone for Aunty Chris at the same time, but she didn’t want to leave her mother’s body alone in the house. ‘Her body’.

      Strange how quickly she had become a body rather than Mum.

      She heard the doctor’s heavy tread on the stairs. He came into the kitchen and refused her offer of tea. Ethel looked at him, taking in his tired features, his overweight body and the worn tweed suit he wore every day.

      Handing her a piece of paper, he said, ‘Heart failure. I’m sorry, Miss Underwood.’

      Ethel took the paper. ‘I thought you said she’d last through Christmas.’ As soon as the words were out, she realised she was being unfair.

      ‘I know. I really believed she would, but it’s hard to predict these things.’ He drew his lips into a narrow line. ‘You’ll need to take that to register the death. Is there anyone to help you?’ He looked at her with concern.

      ‘I’ll be fine.’ She gave him a tight smile. ‘I’m an old hand at this now.’

      He shook his head. ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Underwood. Both your parents and your brother. You’ve had more than your fair share of grief. Is there anyone you can stay with tonight?’

      ‘My Aunty Chris. She’s just down the street.’ Ethel handed him his hat. ‘Goodnight, Dr Farrell. And thank you for coming out in this weather.’

      After he’d gone, she sat at the kitchen table and lit a cigarette. No way was she staying at Aunty Chris’s. The smoke curled upwards and the kitchen clock ticked in the silent house. She didn’t want to go to bed though. Didn’t want to go upstairs and climb into her bed in the room next to where her dead mother lay.

      The realisation that she was now completely alone in the world struck her like a blow. Even though she’d known her mum was dying – known it for some time – she hadn’t confronted the implications.

      Her father died before the war. His heart had let him down too – in his case not the slow chronic erosion Violet had experienced, but a coronary that felled him in one explosive moment as he was enjoying a pint of best bitter in the public bar of his local pub.

      Her brother, Mark, had survived the war, but died in a car accident last year. And here she was now, about to plan another funeral.

      Ethel looked around the kitchen, at the old enamel stove, the sink with a crack in it, the glass-panelled back door that looked out onto a grim little yard that housed the privy. When the other houses in the street began putting in bathrooms, Vi said they’d better things to do with their money. ‘That privy’s seen me through two wars. If we could manage to get to it in the blackout, we can manage to use it now.’

      Ethel hadn’t bothered to argue with her. They were dependent on her mother’s small widow’s pension and the money Ethel earned in the hairdressing salon. But at least the house was paid for.

      What was she going to do? She was more alone and lonely than she’d ever felt. Even after Greg, her fiancé, had died from a brain haemorrhage. He’d been defending his best friend, Jim. Their corporal, the man who’d started a brawl and struck him down, had been court-martialled and sent home to Canada in disgrace. Ethel had gone from being enveloped in happiness and love, to a grief-stricken woman who, at only twenty-two, felt her life was over.

      Her mum had been the one who’d kept her going. Given her a reason to keep ‘buggering on’ as Mr Churchill used to say. Cousin Joan had helped too. But Joan had gone to Canada six years ago as a war bride in the middle of 1946, leaving Ethel behind in Aldershot.

      Ethel got up and lit the burner under the kettle. If she was going to sit here brooding all night, she might as well fuel herself with tea.

      Would it have been easier if Greg had been killed by enemy action? The pain might have been greater. No, how could it have been any greater? And she’d at least have had more time with him. Possibly children. A lasting legacy of him. Now, all she had was the fading memory of his face, those kind, laughing eyes, those long lanky legs. Legs that had earned him the nickname ‘Grass’ from his pals – short for grasshopper. How different her life might have been. Living in Regina, Saskatchewan, married to Greg, with a mother-in-law and three sisters-in-law. She’d have been in the same country as Joan – even if thousands of miles away.

      What if? What if? What was the point?

      She moved back to the cooker and decided to make herself a mug of cocoa instead of tea. It might help her sleep. She mixed the drink and carried it with her into the front room. After drawing the curtains, she curled up in an armchair and wrapped her mum’s crocheted shawl around herself. Tomorrow she’d have to fetch Aunty Chris and break the news. The two of them could lay her mum out together.

      The rain lashed against the windows, whipped up by a strong wind. Ethel drank her cocoa and then slipped into an exhausted sleep.
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          Hollowtree, Ontario, Canada

        

      

    

    
      Joan was in the kitchen washing the breakfast dishes when the telegraph boy arrived. She wiped her hands on her apron and waited until the lad had mounted his bicycle and set off down the track, before opening the envelope. She guessed what the contents would be. Her Aunty Vi was dead.

      Sitting down at the big table in the kitchen, Joan thought about the woman who had been a second mother to her – at times more of a mother than her own. A kind-hearted woman, Aunty Vi had extended an invitation every Sunday afternoon in the early years of the war to Canadian soldiers, serving tea and scraping together her rations to make sugarless cakes when possible – so they’d experience a homely atmosphere and feel appreciated.

      In the corner of the room, Harry stirred. Joan pulled herself out of the chair and went to look at him. Fast asleep, his little face puckered, the baby was only eleven months old and Joan was already heavily pregnant with another child. So much for breast feeding preventing conception. She pulled the covers over the sleeping child and went to sit down again, her hands placed protectively over her swelling belly.

      If only she could go back to England for the funeral. But Aunty Vi would be long in the ground before Joan could complete an Atlantic crossing – even if there was money to spare for the trip, which there was not. Every penny Jim earned on the farm was ploughed back into it. They’d acquired another thirty acres last year and Jim had put in a new silo for the bean crop. There was a new roof needed on the Hollowtree barn, they wanted to install a new bigger sugar shack for maple syrup and he’d said something just that morning about needing to paint the fencing. It went on and on. One expense after another.

      Joan knew he was investing in their future, building up the farm to be successful and thriving, capable of providing a livelihood and inheritance for their three children, Jimmy, Sam and Harry and their future brother or sister. But sometimes Joan wished he’d ease up a bit, spend a little on themselves – a holiday or the occasional treat. How many times had she tried to tell him that there was no point in building a future if it was at the expense of the present? But he always flashed a grin at her and kissed her, until she was distracted into dropping the subject.

      There was a sound outside and the kitchen door opened. Jim pulled off his boots and came in.

      ‘Saw the telegraph boy. What’s happened? Bad news?’ His face was full of concern.

      She handed him the telegram. ‘Aunty Vi’s gone. Her heart gave out.’

      Jim bent over Joan, wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. ‘I’m so sorry. She was a lovely lady.’ He kissed her again.

      Tears pricked her eyes. ‘She was far away, and I’d probably never have seen her again, but just knowing she was there. And Ethel. Poor Ethel. She has nobody now.’

      ‘She has you. And your mum just down the street.’

      ‘What good am I thousands of miles away? And Mum, God bless her, has never had a lot of time for anyone other than herself. Ethel will be so lonely.’

      ‘Get her to come out here for a break. You’ve always wanted her to visit. A change of scene will be good for her. And a chance to meet Sam and Harry. She could stay and help you when the baby comes. We’ve plenty of room. And Jimmy would be thrilled to see his Aunty Ethel again.’

      Joan looked at him gratefully. ‘Really? You wouldn’t mind?’

      ‘Ethel’s my friend too. If it weren’t for her, you and I would never have happened. And she was my best pal’s girl.’

      Joan stretched her lips tight, thinking of Greg and how his sudden death had shattered her cousin’s life. It didn’t seem right that Ethel should be denied the happiness she and Jim had, especially when she had brought them together.

      ‘I’ll write to her this afternoon. Six years’ worth of tips must be enough to cover her ticket.’

      ‘What about the funeral? There’ll be expenses for that.’

      ‘Aunty Vi had a funeral plan. A couple of insurance policies too. Same fellow Mum used. From the Co-op. A bob a week on each. She’d been saving for years. That’ll be a little nest egg for Ethel now.’

      Jim slipped into the seat opposite. ‘Since I’m here now, I wouldn’t say no to a cup of tea.’

      Joan put the kettle on.

      ‘What about the house? Did Vi own it?’

      Joan nodded. ‘Yes. It was all paid off before Uncle Kevin died.’

      ‘She could take in a lodger. That’d be company for her as well as some additional income. Don’t like to think of her alone in that house.’

      ‘I doubt she’ll want to do that. I don’t think our Ethel would like a stranger living there with her.’ Joan sat down and poured the tea. ‘It will be so sad for her though. All those memories. That house was always lively. Before the war, when Uncle Kevin and Mark were alive, there were always parties. People would come round and listen to the wireless and sing along. Uncle Kevin used to play the banjo.’ She gave a wistful smile. ‘And then in the war. All you lot crammed into the front room every Sunday afternoon.’

      Jim put his hand on hers. ‘I remember the first time I went to one of Vi’s tea parties. It was so crowded and smoky I went through to the kitchen to escape.’

      She knew what was coming next.

      ‘Thought I’d be on my own back there, away from the smoky atmosphere, but instead there was a beautiful, aloof woman, smoking her head off and delighting in giving me the runaround.’

      ‘I didn’t give you the runaround.’

      ‘Yes, you did. I never knew where I was with you.’

      She grinned. ‘I was just terrified you’d see how crazy I was about you and run a mile.’

      Jim stroked her hand. ‘So, instead, you gave me the impression you weren’t interested in me at all and left me standing there.’

      ‘I didn’t know then what I know now.’

      ‘And what might that be?’

      ‘That you’d end up loving me like I already loved you.’

      ‘So, what did you know?’

      ‘That you were a great kisser.’ She laughed.

      He leaned towards her and kissed her slowly on the mouth. ‘Still am?’

      ‘Still are.’

      ‘I’d like to stay here all day kissing you, Mrs Armstrong, but I have a wagonload of beans to get in the ground.’ He glugged down his tea, pulled back his chair and moved towards the door. ‘Make sure you tell Ethel to get herself over here. And send her my condolences for Vi.’

      Joan walked over to the window so she could watch him walking back down to the fields. She never tired of looking at her husband, never stopped being thankful that she’d been so cold that night in a London hotel that she’d crawled under the blankets with him. One night. A half asleep, early-morning, semi-conscious attempt at love-making – the first time for both of them. A glorious accident that had led to their son Jimmy and to the transformation of Joan’s life from a small English garrison town to the farmlands of south Ontario.
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          Ottawa, Canada

        

      

    

    
      The hand bell jangled insistently. Alice Armstrong looked up at the clock. It was only six but her great-aunt ought to be well on the way to inebriation, given how much whisky she’d consumed. Alice walked into the room, where the old lady was sitting upright and alert in her chair. She must have an iron constitution.

      ‘Get me another drink, my dear. And don’t even think about diluting it this time. I know what you’re up to, Alice.’

      ‘Aunty Miriam, don’t you think–’

      ‘Yes, I do think. And what I think is that I want another drink. Straight up. No ice. Chop-chop.’ The old lady winked at her.

      Alice shook her head but went off to the kitchen to refill the glass with her aunt’s favourite scotch whisky. Not much of a drinker herself, Alice hated being complicit in Aunty Miriam’s alcoholic tendencies. No, not tendencies. She had to be a full-blown alcoholic, as not a day passed when she didn’t get through almost half a bottle of whisky. As her aunt’s companion, Alice was dependent on her for bed and board for herself and her two young daughters. She walked a fine line between a sense of responsibility for the elderly lady and respecting her independence and autonomy.

      Alice had asked her own doctor in confidence about her aunt’s drinking.

      ‘How old is the lady in question?’ he’d asked. When Alice told him she was eighty-seven, he laughed and said, ‘If it hasn’t killed her yet and she gets pleasure from it, she’s not likely to stop now. A little scotch before bedtime never did anyone any harm.’

      ‘Half a bottle?’ Alice was incredulous.

      ‘Mm, that does seem excessive. The older one gets, the harder it becomes for the body to process alcohol. Does she have falls?’

      ‘No. She only moves between her bed and the armchair with the aid of a walking stick and uses a commode in the bedroom. She never goes out of the house. Doesn’t even come downstairs.’ Alice hesitated. It felt like a betrayal to be telling the doctor all this. Although he was not her aunt’s doctor, he must surely guess that it was Miss Cooke to whom she was referring.

      ‘What about bathing?’

      ‘I give her a bed bath every day. She can’t get in and out of the bathtub anymore.’

      The doctor nodded. ‘As I say, Mrs Armstrong. It’s not a good idea to drink such a quantity of strong alcohol but if, as I imagine, she’s a stubborn woman, you’re unlikely to get her to cut back on her consumption now. She’s not incontinent?’

      Alice said she was not.

      ‘Is she unhappy? Does the drinking make her morose?’

      She shook her head. ‘She’s always very cheerful and appears to have the constitution of an ox.’

      ‘If she’s not a risk to herself and has you to care for her, why not leave her be?’

      Alice had been hoping for some kind of medical intervention. While her aunt showed little evidence of her extraordinary intake, never slurring her words, never stumbling, it couldn’t be right, could it? But then they said Winston Churchill had drunk all day long starting at breakfast and it hadn’t inhibited his ability to vanquish Hitler.

      She went back into the bedroom and handed over the glass to her great-aunt.

      ‘Sit down, I want to talk to you, Alice.’

      Alice pulled up a chair.

      ‘I wish you’d join me in a drink. It’s not natural never to touch a drop.’

      ‘I have Rose and Catherine to think about.’

      The old lady nodded. ‘Of course you do. I shouldn’t be criticising you. I’ve never been a mother, so I can’t imagine what it entails.’ She sipped her scotch, running the liquid around her tongue. ‘That’s better. No water this time. Just how I like it. Pass me my shawl, will you, dear.’

      Alice folded the mohair wrap around the old lady’s bony shoulders.

      ‘Too selfish, that’s me. I’d never have been willing to make sacrifices to put a child first. Even nice well-behaved ones like your Rose and Catherine. I wasn’t even prepared to put a husband first. That’s probably why I never took one.’ She gave a dry laugh and winked at Alice again. ‘Not that I lacked for offers. Where are the girls?’

      ‘Rose has a school friend here. They’re doing their homework together. Or trying to, but Catherine seems determined to stop them.’

      ‘She’s a holy terror, that Catherine. She’s going to be a handful. Mark my words. Don’t forget to send them up to say goodnight before they go to bed.’

      Alice adjusted the shawl around her aunt’s shoulders where it had slipped. Her aunt’s words bothered her. Was being ‘a holy terror’ a stepping stone on the way to Catherine turning bad like her father? Tip Howardson, the man who had fathered Catherine, was definitely bad – a man responsible for the death of another Canadian soldier from a brain haemorrhage and for the attempted rape of Alice’s sister-in-law, Joan.

      ‘Do you ever get lonely, Alice?’ Miss Cooke leaned forward, fixing her with a stare.

      ‘I miss Joan, my sister-in-law, in particular – she’s been a good friend to me.’ Alice looked down at her hands, feeling her aunt’s penetrating gaze on her. ‘And Walt all the time. It doesn’t get any better. Even after ten years.’

      ‘I hate to pry, dear, but haven’t you ever thought of marrying again? A lovely girl like you? I would hate that, of course, as it would mean losing you, but I won’t be around for much longer and I would like to think of you settled and happy.’

      ‘But you’ve just said you never wanted that for yourself, Aunty. Why should you want it for me?’

      ‘Because, my dear, you always look so sad. There are some women who get by splendidly without a husband and there are others who can’t – or don’t want to. You appear to be one who doesn’t want to. But you haven’t answered my question.’

      Alice breathed slowly. It was uncomfortable being asked about her personal life. She had intended to marry Catherine’s father, but it had come to nothing when he told her he was already married. Knowing what she now knew about him, she bitterly regretted her liaison with him.

      ‘Getting involved with Catherine’s father was a terrible mistake. He was a bad man. It put me off marriage.’ Alice examined her fingernails, bit her lip. ‘I can’t imagine why I was with a man like that. Why I didn’t see though him.’ She turned her head and stared into the fireplace.

      ‘Maybe it was because you were lonely. You probably missed the sex thing or whatever you young people call it these days.’ She chuckled. ‘Never tried it myself – I had a feeling I’d have liked it rather too much for my own good. And in my day, it was only supposed to happen after the gold band was on your finger.’

      Alice felt herself blushing.

      ‘But I can imagine you might miss it if you’d had it and then it stopped.’

      Alice squirmed in her chair, then nodded, avoiding her aunt’s eyes. ‘I wanted to marry when I found out Catherine was on the way. Hollowtree’s a small town. Children need a father. And Walt’s pension was barely enough for Rose and me. Certainly not enough for me to live anywhere but on the Armstrongs’ farm. But Walt’s mother wasn’t exactly happy about me expecting another man’s child.’

      ‘Well I’m very happy you chose to come to me.’

      Alice reddened again. ‘You’ve been incredibly kind to me, Aunty. You’ve taken me in, given me and the girls a new home.’

      What Alice didn’t say was that no one in Ottawa knew about her past and she was able to pass as a widow with two children.

      ‘I’m so grateful to you, Aunty.’

      ‘Grateful? Nonsense! How many times have I told you, it’s me who should be grateful to you. Having you and the girls here has brought light into my dreary old life. If you hadn’t come to live with me they’d have carted me off to some old folks’ home long ago. And you know how I’d feel about that?’ She pulled a face and took another sip of scotch.

      ‘Let’s say we have a mutually beneficial partnership then, Aunty.’

      ‘A partnership indeed! But alas, one that is drawing to a close.’

      Alice’s throat constricted. ‘You want us to leave?’

      ‘No, my dear girl.’ The old lady stretched out a hand and patted Alice’s. ‘I’m the one who must leave.’

      ‘Where are you going?’ Alice was confused.

      ‘To meet my Maker. I’ve outlasted my three score years and ten by a long way. What was it they used to call it in England? A good innings. Comes from cricket I think.’ She pulled her shawl tighter round her shoulders. ‘I’m not as hale as I appear and I know my time is coming so I wanted to speak to you before the good Lord comes and bowls me out!’

      ‘Please, Aunty Miriam, don’t talk like that.’

      ‘I’m being realistic. I’m living on borrowed time. I have a strong sense it will be any day now. I can’t delay talking things over with you any longer. I want you to know that all my affairs are in order. My lawyer has the will. Apart from a small legacy to your mother, everything goes to you, Alice. This house. The money in the bank. At the last statement it was around five thousand dollars. And there’s a portfolio of stocks and shares. The most recent valuation put it at sixty-nine thousand dollars. You will be financially secure.’

      Alice gasped.

      ‘And some investment properties. Commercial premises. Let to reliable tenants. That, plus the dividends, brings in a regular income that should be more than sufficient for your needs.’

      Sixty-nine thousand dollars – more money than Alice could imagine. It was too much to take in. Surely her aunt wasn’t serious? ‘I can’t believe it.’

      ‘Well, it’s true.’ The old woman smiled. ‘You won’t have to settle for second best now. If you marry again, do it for love, not because you’re worried about those girls. And if you can’t find love, it’s better to be on your own. Believe me.’

      Alice was shocked. Did her aunt know she was seeing someone? How was that possible when she never left her room?

      Aunty Miriam grinned at her. ‘Now, how about fetching me another glass of that single malt before I change my mind and leave the money to the cats’ home or the foreign missionaries.’

      Alice kissed her on the cheek. ‘Thank you, Aunty. I still can’t believe it.’ She moved towards the door and paused. ‘But please don’t die yet. Not for a long time.’
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      It was ten o’clock before Alice had cleared up after supper, put the girls to bed and checked on her aunt, now in a whisky-induced slumber. She went downstairs, sat in front of the fire and finished off a pot of tea.

      How had Aunty Miriam known about her seeing someone? What was it she’d said? You won’t have to settle for second best. And that was what Alice had been about to do. Well, not right now. Bob Hardcastle hadn’t even told his elderly mother he was engaged to be married yet. Everything he did happened at a snail’s pace.

      Bob was an insurance clerk. Alice had met him in the post office, when she was buying postage stamps and he was dispatching a parcel. In the long queue they’d got chatting and a courtship by default resulted. A half-hearted affair that Alice hadn’t even mentioned to her aunt, let alone her daughters.

      Alice glanced down at the ring he had given her. That must be how Aunty Miriam knew. And perhaps she had seen Bob through the window – even though he only visited late at night and never rang the doorbell. Her aunt was a wise old bird and evidently knew more than she let on. And she was right about Bob. He was definitely second best. Alice had a feeling that she was second best for him too – after his precious mother, who ruled him like a despot. When Aunty Miriam eventually passed away, Alice would have no more financial difficulties. No reason to marry a man for whom she felt no attraction. Bob Hardcastle had a reliable job but, apart from a pleasant face, a kind heart and a friendly disposition, he had little to recommend him. He dressed badly; he was awkward and unromantic. Sometimes Alice wondered if he had any sexual drive at all. So far, he had never tried to move beyond kisses. And, instead of setting Alice on fire, as had been the case with her husband, Walt, Bob’s kisses left her feeling flat.

      She would end it. Now that she knew she would have the means of bringing up her girls, there was no point in stringing Bob along any longer.

      She cleared away the tea things and went upstairs to look in on the two girls, fast asleep in the bedroom they shared. Rose was curled up on her side, the book she’d been reading discarded on the quilt. Alice picked up the bookmark from the floor, put it inside the book and placed it on the chair.

      Moving to the other bed, she looked down at Catherine who, as usual, was lying with the bedclothes in complete disarray. She drew them into place and looked at her daughter’s chubby face, the strands of dark brown hair and the cupid’s bow mouth. Every day she examined the five-year-old’s features, looking for signs of the child’s father and praying she would never find them. So far, Catherine still had the rounded face of a small child and soft downy skin. Much like Rose at that age. There was no sign of the cold eyes, narrow-lipped mouth and bull neck of Tip Howardson. Alice loved her daughter but lived in fear that might change, if, one day, she recognised Tip in her face.

      Her relationship with Tip had been disastrous. She had allowed herself to be seduced and flattered by him, a former classmate back in Hollowtree after years away. Lonely, after the death of Walt in the early years of the war, Alice had been easy prey. Refusing to listen to the warnings of her brother-in-law, Jim, she had embarked on a brief clandestine affair. The relationship had cost her her home, her family and caused her to flee here to Ottawa, where nobody except Aunty Miriam knew her.

      But to admit that Tip had been a mistake was tantamount to admitting that Catherine was too. There was also Rose to worry about. Now ten years old, the little girl one day was bound to ask questions about the sister who was born five years after their father had died.

      But tonight she had something else to think about. When Aunty Miriam died, Alice would become a wealthy woman. Free to do whatever she wished, live wherever she wished. Money was power. Money bought respect and protected you from gossip. Alice craved respect. If she were ever to return to Hollowtree, she wanted to go back with her head held high and dare those people to cast aspersions on her character. She’d show the lot of them.
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          Aldershot, October 1952

        

      

    

    
      The letter lay on the table in front of Ethel. She picked it up and read it for the umpteenth time. Joan was very persuasive. Ethel remembered only too well sitting at this same kitchen table with Joan when their situations were reversed. Her cousin had been agonising over whether to take up the offer by the Canadian military to transport her and four-year-old Jimmy over to Canada to join her husband Jim. Ethel had been incredulous at Joan’s indecision. Yet now here she was, in a quandary herself – and only over whether to go out to Canada for a holiday.

      How many times had Joan written to Ethel, begging her to come and stay with them? Ethel had always used her mother as an excuse for not making the journey. If she were honest though, it was because she couldn’t bear to see what her own life might have become if Greg hadn’t died.

      The sound of the front door opening made her jump.

      ‘Only me, Ethel. Made your mind up yet?’ Aunty Chris asked as she swept into the back kitchen. ‘I’ll stick the kettle on for a brew.’

      ‘It seems such a big step.’

      ‘Don’t be daft. It’s not as if it’s for ever. Just ’til the new baby’s born. A couple of months or so. I wish it were me, but I can’t leave Ron and I’m too old to be gallivanting half-way round the world.’

      Ethel was ashamed at her own reluctance. Aunty Chris had never met her two younger grandchildren and, with a fourth on the way, all she had were the snaps that Joan sent over.

      ‘Is it the cost that’s worrying you, love? Or are you worried the salon won’t be happy?’

      Ethel shook her head. ‘Vera’s told me I can have as much time off as I need. It’s not the money. With Mum’s insurance policies I’ve got nearly two hundred pounds, even after the costs of the funeral. And I’ve been saving my tips up for years for a ticket to see Joan.’ She fidgeted with the letter. ‘I’d want to pay my way while I’m out there. I’d hate for Jim to think I was sponging. But there should be enough to see me through until it’s time to come home.’

      ‘If you run low on money and want to stay out there longer just let me know. I can sort out a tenant for this place and keep an eye on things here for you.’

      Ethel stiffened. Aunty Chris was clearly thinking that once she got out there she might not want to come back.

      Life here in post-war England was grim, to put it mildly. Even now, seven years after the war had ended, there was still rationing – apart from tea which came off the rations only a matter of days ago. There were bomb sites in major cities that were still not redeveloped. Money was tight, and people were getting fed up with the continuing need to pinch and save every last penny.

      Ethel was no economist, but she could tell from Joan’s letters that it was a different story in Canada. There seemed to be a post-war boom over there. Yes, Joan complained that Jim worked too hard and money was tight, but it was all relative. Hadn’t they recently got a brand-new car? Here, in this little street of shabby terraced houses, Ethel was still using an outside privy, doing the washing with an ancient boiler in the wash-house in the back yard, and getting down on her knees to scrub the front doorstep. No one in the street had a television yet. And certainly, no cars. Whichever way you looked at it, the country was grim, grey, tired and run-down.

      Ethel put the letter down and cupped her chin in her hands. She decided to voice her concerns. ‘What if going out there puts me off Aldershot and makes me discontented with my life here? Now that Mum’s gone, and you know how much I miss Joan.’

      ‘Well, love, what will be will be. Must say I wouldn’t fancy living anywhere but here. Too late for me to adapt to foreign ways. But you? Your life’s ahead of you.’

      Ethel looked away, twisting her hands together. She hated the idea of becoming a dotty ageing spinster, an object of pity. ‘Hardly, Aunty. I’m thirty-three.’

      Christine shrugged. ‘I was twenty-six when Joan’s father walked out on me and I thought it was the end of the world. Didn’t expect to meet anyone else but Ron came along and I was married again at thirty-eight. We’ve never been Romeo and Juliet, but we muddle along fine and I can’t imagine life without the old fool now.

      ‘You’ll find someone else, Ethel, love. A lovely looking girl like you. Can’t believe no one’s snapped you up already.’

      ‘No.’ Ethel’s voice was sharp. ‘I’ll never marry now.’

      Her aunt shook her head. ‘Can’t grieve for ever. How long now since that fellow of yours died?’

      ‘Eleven years.’

      Christine snorted. ‘Enough’s enough, girl. Single or married, your future will be rosier if you get yourself out there and have a good time. See another part of the world. Get to know my grandchildren – I’ll expect detailed reports and lots of snaps. Our Joan doesn’t send enough of them.’

      Ethel nodded.

      ‘Think about it. But not too much!’ Christine got up from the table. ‘Now I need to get down the butcher’s. I promised the old man I’d do lamb chops if I can get some.’

      When she’d gone, Ethel washed the teacups, still agonising about whether to make such a big trip or not. She shuddered at the possibility of Joan and Jim feeling sorry for her. Of discussing what should be done about ‘poor Ethel’.

      She dried her hands and went into the front room. The Daily Herald, unread, lay on the arm of the chair where she’d left it, automatically, for her mother to read. Ethel closed her eyes. Better nip down to the newsagents later and cancel the delivery.

      Picking the newspaper up, she sank into an armchair. The front page was full of the horrors of a triple train crash at Harrow the day before. The headline read ‘Death Toll Nears 100’ and there were two photographs, almost filling the whole page, of twisted wreckage and people desperately trying to rescue any survivors. A sub-heading read ‘Disaster in Pictures on Back Page’.

      Why did the papers take such delight in the misfortunes of others? Hadn’t everyone had enough of death and destruction during the war, without wanting to look at pictures like that? Tears threatened. Since her mum died, they appeared at the slightest provocation.

      Putting down the newspaper, Ethel made up her mind. A change would do her good and give her something else to think about. Her mum would have approved. Hadn’t she always said Ethel should take a trip to see Joan?
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      Joan was whooping for joy and dancing round the kitchen with Harry when Jimmy and Sam got home from school.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Aunty Ethel’s coming!’ Harry was in her arms and she was waltzing him around to his great delight.

      ‘Oh,’ said Jimmy, as if to say, is that all? ‘That’s nice.’

      ‘She’ll be here next month. In time for your birthdays. And Christmas, of course.’

      ‘My birthday? Will she bring me a present?’ Sam piped up.

      ‘Aunty Ethel always remembers both your birthdays, whether she’s here or not.’

      Jimmy pulled a face. ‘Yes, but it’s usually money and you put it in my stupid savings. That’s not like having a proper present.’

      ‘You’ll thank me one day, young man, when you’re old enough to spend it.’

      Jimmy slouched into a chair. ‘I’d rather have something to play with. Not a load of stupid money I’m not allowed to spend. A bow and arrow set or a gun. Bobby Sheldon has a Red Ryder BB gun. I’m sick of pretending.’ He pointed two fingers at his mother. ‘It’s stupid.’ Jimmy had a tendency to adopt a favourite word and employ it at every available opportunity until he moved onto another one. ‘Stupid’ was evidently today’s.

      ‘It’s called using your imagination.’

      ‘No. It’s called using your stupid fingers.’

      Joan was about to respond but decided it was pointless. She wasn’t about to get into a long debate with a ten-year-old about the merits and demerits of toy weaponry. She didn’t want to dampen her excitement about Ethel’s visit.

      She put Harry down and moved to the stove to check on the casserole in the oven.

      The door opened, and Jim came in. He ruffled the two boys’ hair in turn, kissed the baby, then bent over his wife’s neck and planted a kiss there. Slipping his arms around her he rested his palms on her swollen stomach. ‘How’s your afternoon been?’

      ‘I’ve been across helping Ma pickle up a batch of cabbages.’ She put her hand against her back, tired.

      ‘I told you, Joan, I don’t like you trudging over there now the winter’s coming. It’s muddy on the track and you could slip and have a nasty accident.’

      ‘I’m not an old lady, just pregnant. It doesn’t make me an invalid. Anyway, I took the car and went round the long way. Harry’s too heavy for me to carry now and it was too muddy for the pram.’ She turned to face him, unable to conceal her excitement any longer. ‘Guess what was waiting for me when I got back here.’ She pulled the letter from the pocket of her apron.

      Jim took it and went over to the table, reading. He looked up. ‘That’s great. So, Ethel will be here for Christmas – and in time for the baby.’

      ‘And my birthday,’ said Jimmy.

      ‘My birthday too.’ Sam’s voice was indignant.

      ‘Of course,’ said Joan. ‘I’ll have to run up some new curtains for the guest room.’

      ‘The guest room?’ said Jim, eyebrows raised.

      ‘Sam doesn’t need a room of his own. He’ll be fine sharing Jimmy’s room for a while.’

      ‘Oh no!’ Jimmy shook his head violently. ‘No babies allowed.’

      ‘I’m not a baby! I’m five.’

      Joan stroked her middle son’s head.’ Take no notice, Sam. Jimmy’s only teasing. The two of you will be fine in that room together.’

      Jimmy huffed and folded his arms, his face screwed up in an exaggerated grimace.

      ‘I shared a room with my brother until I left to join the army. And it was half the size of your room. Now, I don’t want to hear any more from you, squirt!’ Jim jabbed a fist playfully in his son’s direction.

      Joan turned to the sink and began to peel potatoes. With Ethel coming, she couldn’t imagine a more perfect end to the year.
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          Ottawa

        

      

    

    
      Alice stood at the graveside, Rose and Catherine each clutching one of her hands. She’d been uncertain whether to bring them to the funeral but Aunt Miriam, or Tanty Mimi as they’d called her, had been the only relative the girls had seen over the past five years, or in Catherine’s case, ever. They should have the chance to say a final goodbye. Alice believed that children shouldn’t be cocooned from the concept of death.

      How easily a life could be snuffed out. She thought of Walt. Lost to her only months after their marriage and his departure for the war. That loss had cast a shadow over every day since. The pain would never wholly leave her. It was as much a part of her as the heart pumping inside her chest.

      It was a bitterly cold day. If Aunty Miriam had died a month later the ground would have frozen and they would have had to wait until spring to bury her.

      The old lady had died three days after their talk. Alice had gone into the bedroom with her morning cup of tea and found Aunt Miriam had expired during the night. As she smoothed away the hair from the old lady’s forehead, Alice shivered at the marble cold of her face. But rather than being upset, she was glad for her aunt – it was a perfect death, a quiet slipping into sleep after a long and happy life.

      The wind cut into Alice’s neck between her hat and the collar of her coat. She’d left her woollen scarf off as it had seemed too casual, disrespectful, being bright scarlet. The girls were well wrapped-up, but Catherine was starting to shiver.

      When the priest intoned the final blessing, Alice threw her clod of ice-cold earth into the grave and nodded to the girls to do the same, clinging onto Catherine’s gloved hand as the child approached the edge of the hole.

      ‘Is Tanty Mimi really down there?’ The little girl’s lip quivered. ‘She’ll be cold.’ She looked up at Alice with teary eyes.

      ‘Tanty Mimi is already up in heaven. With Daddy.’ Why did the lie come so easily? At some point Catherine would find out that Walt was not her father. There was no name under father on her birth certificate. Perhaps Alice could say it had been left blank because he was already dead? But Rose knew her father had been killed at Dieppe when she was a baby and once Catherine was a bit older the lie would be apparent. It was simple mathematics. Rose might have already worked it out. Alice pushed that alarming thought to the back of her head.

      She squeezed her daughters’ hands and turned to lead the girls away from the graveside. Maybe it wasn’t a lie. Tip Howardson could well be dead.

      But if he was, he certainly wouldn’t be in heaven.
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      There was no wake. Alice didn’t see the point. All Aunty Miriam’s friends were long dead, and Alice had none of her own in Ottawa. The few attendees at the church service had been business acquaintances such as the bank manager and Aunt Miriam’s lawyer and accountant. Alice had decided against inviting Bob Hardcastle to the funeral and he hadn’t tried to argue with her about it.

      That evening, after the girls were fast asleep, Alice sat in the front parlour waiting, tapping her foot in irritation against the fender. Just before nine o’clock, there was a rap on the window.

      She went to the front door to let Bob in. ‘You’re late,’ she said, her voice accusatory.

      ‘I’m sorry. Mother wanted me to listen with her to Don Messer on the radio.’ He had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘It’s her favourite show.’

      Alice held the door open for him. He took off his overcoat and hat to reveal a check sports jacket and wool flannel pants that were slightly too short, skimming greying white socks. He wasn’t a handsome man: at forty-three, his skin was pale, as though he spent too much time indoors, his eyebrows had the appearance of corn silk – growing with wild abandon in different directions – and he had the beginnings of a paunch. His best asset was his eyes, which twinkled when he smiled and were the reason she’d first struck up a conversation with him.

      She went into the kitchen and brought him a beer from the refrigerator. He took it, looking up at her, his expression still sheepish.

      ‘You’re cross with me, Alice?’

      Saying nothing, she stared at him, wondering how they had got to this point and debating how best to break the news to him.

      ‘Only, Mother’s old and gets lonely.’

      ‘Did you tell her about me?’

      Bob turned his head and stared into the fire.

      Alice was relieved. She had her excuse now. ‘I thought not. You’re never going to tell her, are you?’

      He opened his mouth, struggling to form words, his lips moving like a goldfish.

      ‘Very well.’ Fiddling with her finger, she pulled off the solitaire ring he had given her and held it out to him.

      He drew back, horrified. ‘No, Alice, please. Give me another chance. I just need a bit more time. I’m working on her. Getting her used to the idea that I have a young lady.’

      Alice cringed at his words.

      ‘Please, I promise you, I’ll tell her before Christmas. It’s just… you know… she’s elderly and doesn’t understand these things. She’s used to having me around all the time. You know she depends on me. It will be a big shock for her. And then there’s your daughters. I have to think about how to tell her about them. It requires a lot of careful thought.’ He smoothed his hands over the legs of his grey flannel pants.

      ‘I buried my aunt today,’ she said at last. ‘My circumstances have changed. I no longer want to marry you, Bob. And it’s clear to me that you don’t want to marry me either. Marriage would upset the comfortable life you share with your mother. If you cared for me you’d have found a way to tell her about me by now.’ She met his eyes. ‘Please don’t make a fuss. My mind is made up. It’s for the best.’

      She moved across the room and held the door open. ‘I’d like you to leave now.’

      Bob Hardcastle struggled to his feet, looking wretched. She handed him his hat and coat.

      ‘Alice… just one more chance. I beg you.’

      She pursed her lips. ‘Goodbye, Bob. I think it’s better if you don’t call here again.’

      When she closed the front door behind him, Alice leaned her back against it. She was shaking, and her palms were clammy.

      How could she have contemplated marrying him? But before she knew of her great-aunt’s inheritance, Bob had been her only route to financial security. She’d had to think of the girls.

      She went back into the parlour and sat down in front of the fire. What was it her aunt had said about her? That she was someone who couldn’t get by without a man? No – that she didn’t want to be without one. Well, now she’d made her choice. If Aunty Mimi had been happy as a wealthy, unattached woman, then so could she.

      After damping down the fire, Alice went up to bed. Lying in the cold cotton sheets, relief washed over her that she didn’t have to see Bob Hardcastle any more. Kissing him had been like kissing a relative. No passion. No emotion at all. The idea of sharing a bed with such a mother’s boy was abhorrent.

      Rolling on her side, Alice did what she did most nights now. Picturing the grinning face of Walt Armstrong, his tousled blond hair and tanned skin, she imagined his arms encircling her and his mouth on hers. Her hand slipped between her legs and she gave a deep sigh and tried to pretend it was Walt touching her.
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          Hollowtree, Ontario

        

      

    

    
      Joan put the telephone back in its cradle. She had intended to get on with washing the curtains for what was going to be Ethel’s room, but her mother-in-law had sounded distressed. It was rare for anything to disturb Helga Armstrong’s stoicism, so Joan didn’t want to ignore what was clearly a poorly-disguised need to unburden herself. Helga rarely used the telephone and had taken a lot of persuading before agreeing to its installation. The clinching argument had been Jim’s – that emergency help might be required at some point for his father, who had been suffering from chronic emphysema for several years.

      Harry was asleep in his bassinet, so Joan lugged it across the yard and put it on the rear seat of the car. With a bit of luck, he’d sleep on for another hour or so. She climbed into the front seat, squeezing herself behind the steering wheel. It was getting harder to reach the pedals as she needed to move the seat back to accommodate her stomach. All three of her sons had been born in November but this baby wasn’t due until January, as though she were defying the convention established by her brothers. Joan couldn’t help thinking of the baby as a girl. She wasn’t sure why – she just had a strong sense that this time she was going to have a daughter.

      If it weren’t for having Harry with her, Joan would have walked across the fields to her in-laws’ home, the original Hollowtree farmhouse. When Jim had bought the adjacent Rivercreek Farm, it was to provide a spacious home for their growing family – and more privacy than living in the old farmhouse, cheek by jowl with Jim’s parents. The two properties now formed part of one much larger acreage, farmed by Jim.

      At least the snow hadn’t come yet. With a bit of luck, it would hold off until after Ethel got here. Joan wanted her cousin to experience the magic of its sudden arrival, an event that still enchanted Joan.

      It was a fifteen-minute walk between the two houses, but the road route was more circuitous. Joan pulled into the yard, chickens scattering at the motor car’s approach.

      Helga appeared in the doorway but went back inside as Joan got out of the car. Too cold to stand around with open doors. When Joan entered she was greeted by a delicious scent of baking. A tray of Helga’s renowned butter tarts was waiting on the table.

      ‘You can take a dozen of those home with you, Joan. I promised Jimmy I’d make some for him.’

      ‘You’re determined to make my children fat.’ Joan softened her words with a smile.

      ‘No chance of that, the way those two boys run around like little dervishes. More energy than a pair of young colts.’

      Helga poured coffee for them both and they sat down at the kitchen table, the basket, with Harry still asleep inside, beside them. Helga didn’t spend time today on her customary grandmotherly inspection of her youngest grandson. Her face was worried.

      ‘What did the doctor say?’ Joan asked.

      ‘Reckons Don doesn’t have much longer.’ Helga jerked her head back, as if gravity might hold the threatened tears in check.

      Joan’s mouth tightened. She loved her father-in-law and had never stopped being grateful to him for his kindness and friendship when she first arrived as a war bride in Canada. Helga, at the time, had subjected her to extensive hostilities.

      ‘We knew the emphysema would get him in the end, but the medicine seemed to be keeping it at bay. Specially the inhaler. It was a godsend when he got breathless.’ Helga gripped the edge of the table, her knuckles white.

      ‘So, what’s changed?’

      ‘He’s started turning blue. Round the mouth and the fingertips.’ Helga leaned across the table and picked up a scrap of paper and looked at what was written there. ‘Cyanosis. I got Doc Robinson to write it down as I knew I wouldn’t remember it.’

      Joan thought for a moment then said, ‘I’ve never heard of that. What does it mean?’

      ‘Means it’s getting worse. The doc wanted to move him to the hospital.’

      Joan stretched a hand out and took her mother-in-law’s.

      ‘I told him no. Don won’t have it. He says he’ll die here or he won’t die at all.’

      ‘Isn’t that rather the point?’ Joan said. ‘Moving him to hospital to prevent him dying?’

      ‘They can’t prevent it. It’ll happen sooner or later, and he doesn’t mind if it’s sooner as long as it’s in his own home. He’s never trusted hospitals since the war.’ She looked up at Joan. ‘The other war. His war.’

      ‘What does the doctor say about that?’

      ‘Says he’s going to get an oxygen tank over here. That’s all they’d give Don in hospital anyway. He may as well have it in his own home. Just takes a bit of arranging. Knocking a few heads together. I told the doctor that’s what he must do.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘That’s what I hope he’s busy doing now.’

      Joan hesitated, uncertain how to frame her next question, but Helga anticipated it.

      ‘You’re going to ask how long he’s got?’

      Joan nodded.

      ‘Maybe he’ll see Christmas. But probably not long enough to see that babe you’ve got in there.’ She nodded at Joan’s spherical belly.

      ‘So soon? Oh, Ma, I’m so sorry.’ She squeezed Helga’s hand. ‘Can I go up and see him?’

      Helga nodded. ‘He’s probably sleeping. Just tap him on the shoulder. He won’t want to miss seeing you.’

      After a last check on her sleeping baby, Joan went out of the kitchen. The door to the Armstrongs’ bedroom was open and she could hear Don’s rasping breaths as she climbed the steep stairs.

      His eyes were open when she entered the room and they lit up when he saw her.

      ‘Don’t try to talk, Don. Ma’s filled me in on what the doctor said.’ She bent over the bed and kissed his whiskery cheek. Sitting on a wooden stool by the bedside, she took his hand in hers and began to stroke it, noticing the dark blue tinge to his fingertips.

      ‘I’m done for… girl. Did she tell… you?’ He struggled for breath. She saw how barrel-chested he had become as a result of the pressure his overinflated lungs put on his chest.

      ‘I told you, Don, don’t try to talk. It’ll make the breathing harder.’ She tried to swallow a welling up of emotion. Once the doctor gets an oxygen tank rigged up it’s going to make a big difference.’

      His eyes were rheumy. She had to remind herself that he was not an old man. Early sixties.

      ‘It was the gas… slow death… years later.’ He began coughing again.

      ‘Is that what the doctor told you?’

      ‘Doc knows… nothing… Never went to… war.’

      ‘Maybe he wasn’t a soldier, but he knows more about medicine than you do.’ She grinned at him, hoping he wouldn’t notice she was trying not to cry. ‘I’m sure the oxygen will make a huge difference. We’ve got to have you well for Christmas. And then in the New Year you have to meet your new granddaughter.’

      He raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But I feel sure it’s a girl this time.’

      Her father-in-law smiled. ‘I’ll stick… around… for that.’

      His hand fumbled, looking for something on the nightstand, so she handed him his inhaler. He put it into his mouth and pressed. Exhausted from the effort, he closed his eyes.

      Joan kissed him on the forehead. ‘I’ll let you try to get some sleep now. I have to get home before the boys are back from school and I’ve curtains to wash. My cousin will be arriving soon. She’s going to stop off at Alice’s on the way.’

      ‘She knows Alice?’

      ‘Not yet. But I wanted her to break the journey. And Alice has some photographs of her girls for us. Ethel can pick them up. Did Ma tell you, Alice’s great-aunt died?’

      Don shook his head. ‘She coming… home… then?’

      ‘I doubt it. She’s come into her aunt’s money. The house too. Our Alice is a wealthy woman now. Can’t see her moving back to Hollowtree.’

      But Don had already closed his eyes. Joan slipped out of the room and down the stairs, followed by the sound of his laboured breathing.
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