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Chapter One

 



March 1919

 



Daisy Corkill always listened for the tap of Brenda’s high heels when it was time for her to come home from work. Tonight, she was later than usual and the fish shop over which they lived had closed. Daisy sensed Brenda’s excitement the moment she came running upstairs.

‘Wonderful news.’ Brenda laughed as she threw her coat on her bed and swept into the living room, where Uncle Ern was setting out plates of fried herring and mashed potatoes on the table. ‘Lots to tell you.’

‘What is it then?’ Auntie Glad demanded as she pulled out a chair to sit down.

Brenda was all smiles as she twisted the emerald ring on her engagement finger. She was the younger of Auntie Glad’s two daughters and worked in a dress shop. Before she sat down, Brenda fastened on a green apron to protect the smart black skirt and white blouse she was required to wear for work.

Daisy sat down opposite her and felt suddenly breathless with hope. ‘You haven’t broken it off?’

‘No, silly.’ A playful foot pushed against Daisy’s knee. ‘Gilbert and me, we’ve fixed our wedding day.’ She laughed with joy. ‘Been down to the church. It’s  to be the last Thursday in June.’

Daisy gasped. She wanted Brenda to be happy, of course she did, but she was apprehensive. Brenda didn’t often bring Gilbert home, Daisy hardly knew him but she certainly hadn’t taken to him.

Brenda Maddocks was no relation but Daisy had grown up wishing she really was her big sister. It was some comfort that most of the people she came in contact with, customers and neighbouring shopkeepers, assumed she was. Not having blood relatives of her own, Daisy longed for them above everything else.

Countless times, as Brenda had powdered her nose in the dressing-table mirror they shared, Daisy had crowded behind her seeking some likeness in their faces, hoping to prove she was related, if only distantly. She wished she was more like Brenda.

Brenda was well-groomed and elegant, with lovely dark hair and soft luminous eyes. Daisy had never seen herself as anything but plain. She thought her nose too big and her chin too square. Diffident blue eyes stared back at her from a rather large face framed by two brown plaits of enormous thickness that reached below her waist.

Uncle Ern leapt from his chair to kiss his daughter and wish her well. Brenda had been engaged to Gilbert Fox for two years, so it wasn’t totally unexpected.

‘I’m pleased you’ve set the day.’ Auntie Glad, a big-boned woman with a florid complexion, retrieved a herring bone from her mouth. She was always a little dour but like the rest of them, she doted on Brenda. ‘And not before time. Wouldn’t like you to be left on the shelf.’ At twenty-six, Brenda was ten years older than Daisy and had been engaged four times before.

Uncle Ern chuckled. He was a gentle person, with a shock  of white hair and a grey walrus moustache. ‘We always thought you’d be married at eighteen. Snapped up quickly. A good-looking girl like you.’

Daisy told herself that if Brenda was determined to marry Gilbert Fox, there was nothing more she could do to stop her. The wedding would be lovely, Brenda would make sure it was done in great style.

‘Can I be your bridesmaid?’ she asked. ‘Do let me. I’d love that.’

Brenda pulled a face. ‘I’ve already agreed to three child bridesmaids. Relatives of the groom.’

‘Three’s plenty.’ Auntie Glad was straight-lipped. ‘Think of the cost.’ Daisy’s hopes sank.

Brenda laughed again. ‘No cost to us. Gil’s family will be fitting them out.’

‘I didn’t know Gil had relatives like that,’ Uncle Ern said.

‘Neither did I. It just happens they’ll be here on a visit from Canada. Distant relatives of his mother, she thought it would be a good idea.’

‘Please,’ Daisy pleaded. ‘I’ve never been a bridesmaid.’ Brenda’s dark eyes met hers. She smiled in the way that made Daisy feel she was Brenda’s nearest and dearest.

‘If you want to be the only grown-up bridesmaid, I can borrow a dress for you from Mrs Fanshaw. She’s already offered it.’ Brenda’s boss had become Mrs Fanshaw in the early years of the war, and still had all her wedding finery.

‘Yes please. I’d love that,’ Daisy breathed.

Auntie Glad put in, ‘What about our Ruth? She’s your real sister. What if she wants to be a bridesmaid too?’

Daisy felt that as another jab to remind her she didn’t really belong here.

‘Ruth can if she wants.’ Brenda’s smile was warm and seemed only for Daisy. ‘The more the merrier. She won’t  expect me to buy a dress for her.’

Ruth had left home when she was twenty to train as a nurse but she often came to see the family when she had time off. She was now working as a midwifery sister at Grange Mount Hospital.

There was a large framed photograph of her on the parlour mantelpiece, wearing her uniform dress and apron and large fluttering folds of starched muslin over her head. Three years older than Brenda, she wasn’t nearly so pretty. She resembled Uncle Ern, with a rather plump face and benign expression, and as befitted a nurse, she was kind and caring.

Daisy had never seen Ruth in uniform. When she came home she was always fashionably dressed. She was a customer at the shop where Brenda worked and had the benefit of her expertise. Daisy liked her, impossible not to, but she didn’t feel as close to her as she did to Brenda. She didn’t know her so well; Ruth was more self-contained, a little introverted. Nowadays she seemed almost a visitor in the house.

When they’d finished eating, Uncle Ern pushed two half-crowns into Daisy’s hand.

‘Nip down to the Queen Vic for me. See if you can get a bottle of port. We’ll all drink to our Brenda’s health and happiness. British Ruby Port, that’s what your Auntie Glad likes.’

‘I’m going out, Dad. Gil’s calling for me in half an hour and I’ve got to get ready.’

‘Time for a quick one, love. Anyway, your mam and I will enjoy it.’

The only coat Daisy owned was the one she wore in the shop and Brenda wouldn’t allow her to bring that up to their bedroom because it smelled of fish. She pulled her mackintosh round her and ran down Market Street to the  pub. Nothing was too much trouble if it was for Brenda. She enchanted them all, nobody could do enough for her.

When she got back and tried to give the one and six change to Uncle Ern, he said, ‘Put it towards the coat you want, love. You’re a good girl and you’ve been saving for it a long time.’

‘This gives me enough. I’ll be able to buy it now.’ Daisy felt almost as happy as Brenda. ‘Auntie Glad, can I call in Brenda’s shop tomorrow morning and get it?’

‘As long as you don’t stay there half the morning.’

‘I’ll watch out for you.’ Brenda winked at her.

‘Only after you’d done all the deliveries, mind,’ Auntie Glad added.

 



The next morning was bright but frosty. All the way up Market Street Daisy stood on the pedals of the delivery bike to make the wheels turn faster. It was huge and heavy and had a great metal fitment on the back and an even bigger one on the front that held carrier baskets. Daisy had been very keen to learn to ride it, a bike was a desirable object, even one such as this. To start with, she’d barely been able to hold it upright when it was stacked high front and rear with bags of fish and vegetables. So that the girls could make the deliveries, it had a ladies’ crossbar; beneath that the red and gold lettering read: G.G. Sampson, Fish Monger and Green Grocer, Market Street. Brenda had been very keen to teach her to ride it so she could help with the deliveries.

‘I wanted a fairy cycle,’ Brenda told her. ‘This was what I got.’

Daisy had mastered it by the time she was ten and now went soaring round the streets. She felt like singing, delivering orders was her favourite job, but today she’d hoped to finish as quickly as possible to give herself time to  choose a coat. Just as she was setting out on this round which she’d left until last, Uncle Ern had rushed out to say he’d made up another three orders to be delivered in town.

She was throwing every ounce of energy into pedalling and was breathless by the time she propped the bike upright against the kerb outside the premises owned by Gilbert Fox’s family. It did have kick-down legs so it could stand upright, but they were so stiff Daisy still found them difficult to use.

The first thing she did was to look across the road to the clothes shop where Brenda worked. It surprised her to see the red coat she’d fancied still in the window. Brenda had promised to put it away for her so nobody else could buy it. Still, it hadn’t been sold. Daisy had seen it on the day the sale had started. A price tag of thirty-five shillings swung from the belt.

With a shiver of excitement, she lifted the bags of greengroceries from the bike’s basket. She’d always thought the Fox business rather odd. The shop that fronted the big building was a dairy, there were churns of milk standing along one wall and they ran a milk round every morning. There was also a discreet brass plate beside the door that read: Z.A. Fox and Sons, Funeral Directors.

She’d heard that customers for that service were led through to another room furnished with a desk and comfortable armchairs, and once she’d peeped through the small window but an aspidistra in a copper pot almost blocked the view inside. She knew hire cars could be ordered there too.

She was taking the bags to the door alongside the dairy to ring the bell when she heard the scrape of bike brakes and the jangle as another bike touched hers. She saw hers wobble but it didn’t fall.

The rider leapt off and kicked his pedal against the kerb  to prop it upright. He wore a smart pepper and salt tweed jacket and seemed in an even greater hurry than she was. Gilbert Fox chose that moment to rush out of the dairy to talk to him. Brenda’s fiance was a handsome man of thirty-three with a lot of wavy dark hair and a waxed moustache. Daisy had heard Uncle Ern say he was rather a ladies’ man; she thought so too.

She rang the house bell again, then let her eyes linger on the scarlet wool coat, believing its bright colour would transform the drabness of all her other clothes. The house door was opened by a stout woman, wiping her hands on her apron.

‘Morning, Mrs Bagshott.’ Daisy had been delivering orders even before she’d left school and knew the cook general employed by the Fox family. ‘Your weekly order from Sampson’s.’ She put the bags into her arms and turned to go.

‘Er, wait a minute till I check this stuff over. Last week you didn’t bring the leeks I ordered.’

‘There’s leeks there today. And the cod and two pairs of bloaters. Isle of Man, the best.’ Usually Daisy carried the groceries into the kitchen for her. ‘I want to make a call across the road.’ She nodded towards the clothes shop. She’d d been waiting for this chance for days and she wasn’t going to put it off any longer. ‘I’ll knock again when I’m finished over there.’

‘See you do then.’

Daisy let a pony and trap pass before running across. The clothes shop door pinged open and the warmth enveloped her, bringing the scent of new cloth. She filled her lungs with a shiver of pleasure. Brenda came out from the back room.

‘I’ve come for the red coat,’ Daisy gulped. ‘You said  you’d take it out of the window for me.’ She felt for the thirty-five shillings she’d saved from her wages. It was safely in her pocket, tied up in her handkerchief.

‘I put it away for you.’

‘No, it’s still here. This is the one.’

Brenda was frowning. ‘That coat won’t fit you. Not your size. Much too big.’ Daisy saw her eyes travel over her slight figure.

She was wearing her working clothes and in here they made her feel shabby. Old boots and gaiters that reached to just below her knee with a skirt that barely covered the tops of them so she could ride the delivery bike. Once all these clothes had been Brenda’s; Daisy rarely had new ones. She felt deflated.

‘Too big?’ She peered into the window. From this side she could see some of the width of the red coat had been pinned back to give it a more attractive line when viewed from the street.

‘Much too big. Bust size forty.’

Daisy could feel a ball of disappointment growing in her throat. The coat looked so smart. She’d imagined herself wearing it, suddenly transformed from a drab sparrow to a swan. She hadn’t thought about its size. In desperation, she said, ‘Can I try it on?’

Brenda sighed. ‘I know it won’t fit you,’ but she started to unpin the coat from the model in the window. ‘By the way,’ she looked up with a dazzling smile, ‘Mrs Fanshaw is bringing her wedding dress down for me this afternoon.’

‘What about . . .?’

‘Yes, and the bridesmaid’s dress for you.’

Daisy felt another swirl of pleasure.

Through the plate glass, she could see Gilbert Fox still  out on the pavement. He was waving his arms about angrily, and seemed to be arguing with the man who’d parked his bike behind hers.

At last Brenda was holding the red coat out and sliding Daisy’s arms into the sleeves. It had a beautiful scarlet silk lining but felt light and slack, not body hugging and warm as she’d anticipated.

They were standing side by side in front of the big mirror. Daisy studied their reflection and wished as always that she was more like Brenda. The truth was, Brenda was beautiful and would look good in sackcloth, while the red coat she’d hankered for hung garish and shapeless on her slight frame and her oversized plaits dwarfed everything else. She could see disappointment in every line of her body.

Both Brenda and Auntie Glad told her that it was high time she wore her strong wiry hair up. She’d tried to fix it on top of her head but it wouldn’t stay there for more than half an hour. There was just too much of it.

‘Like I said,’ Brenda was still frowning, ‘this coat’s much too big for you. Mrs Fanshaw should never have ordered it. It’s too bright a colour for the large woman it would fit. You’d see her coming a hundred yards away. That’s why it’s in the sale at this price.’

Daisy was biting her lip in indecision.

‘Why don’t you try the one I put away for you?’ Brenda fetched it from the back room.

‘That isn’t red.’

‘A reddish rust. I thought this was the one you meant. It’s your size.’

‘It’s more a brown.’

‘More practical, Daisy. You could get tired of a bright colour and it’s a wool boucle. A good warm coat.’

Daisy felt the red coat being lifted off her shoulders and  her arms fed into the sleeves of the brown boucle. She thought the colour rather drab.

‘Fits well.’ Brenda’s hands smoothed the material over her shoulders. Daisy shook her head, she wanted something brighter, more attractive.

‘There are other coats that will fit you. Try this blue and grey tweed.’

Moments later, the belt of the blue tweed was being pulled tight round her waist. Strong hands turned her round so she could see herself in the mirror. It was marginally better, but tweed was very down-to-earth.

‘It suits you.’ There was enthusiasm in Brenda’s voice.

Daisy’s eye caught the price tag. She was shocked. ‘I can’t afford three guineas.’

‘I get discount. Mrs Fanshaw needn’t know it isn’t for me. That would bring it down to two guineas.’

The shop door pinged again and she said, ‘The coats on this rail are all reduced. See if there’s anything here you like,’ and went to greet the newcomer.

Gilbert Fox came into the shop. He looked pleased with himself as though he’d won the argument he’d been having outside. Daisy thought he was about to throw his arms round Brenda but she caught at one of them and led him into the back room. Daisy could hear lowered voices and delicious little laughs from behind the half-closed door as she felt for another coat to try on.

She needed a coat badly and she daren’t stay long or she’d be in trouble with Auntie Glad when she got back. She had only the navy blue melton, a hand-me-down from Ruth, that she was wearing. It was warm but shabby and she’d had to wear it to work since the beginning of the winter. Now it was none too clean where the apron she wore in the shop didn’t cover it.

She tried on a fawn coat. Not bad, but nothing compared with the red. She fidgeted with the collar trying to make up her mind. It wasn’t what she really wanted, but it would do. Better to buy here where Brenda could give her discount than try somewhere else.

She could hear the rise and fall of Gilbert’s voice from the back room. Across the road, the door to his dairy flew open and the man she’d seen talking to him earlier came racing out. He was followed by Ellis Fox, Gilbert’s younger brother, who was trying to catch him.

Daisy’s attention was riveted, she held her breath. Something extraordinary was going on. The man grabbed for his bike in such a hurry that he knocked hers again. This time it crashed to the pavement.

Her heart missed a beat. She’d be in trouble if it was scratched. She was feverishly unbuttoning the fawn coat when she saw Gilbert’s mother come to the shop door and shout.

When the significance of what she was watching sank in, Daisy couldn’t move a muscle. Then, feeling half wild with panic she rushed to the back room and threw open the door.

‘Brenda, Gilbert, come quick. I think your shop’s being robbed.’

They were all across the road in seconds, all shouting at once. Ellis was coming back slowly, out of breath and limping slightly. He looked very down. He’d fought in the trenches and had only just returned home. She thought he looked very different to Gilbert, not like a brother at all. She’d heard Brenda say he was eleven years younger, more serious and lacking all Gilbert’s polish.

‘He got away, I couldn’t stop him. He’s taken what was in the till.’

‘Stolen?’

‘The takings – got clear away with them.’

Daisy followed the others into the shop. Everybody was talking at once in a fever of outrage and excitement. Mrs Fox, a small woman who wore black ankle-length skirts, was now sitting in the corner with her apron over her head.

‘Are you all right, Mam?’ Ellis asked her.

The apron was lowered, her face twisted with pain. ‘He pushed me over.’

‘You fell against the churn, there,’ he said sympathetically. ‘I heard shouting and—’

Hard and heavy thudding on the ceiling silenced them all.

Gilbert looked up. ‘It’s Father!’

Ellis said, ‘He’ll want to know what’s happening. All the shouting.’

‘Go and tell him.’

‘I want to phone the police straight away.’

‘No! No, don’t do that.’ Gilbert was breathing heavily. ‘Not necessary.’

‘Course it is.’ Ellis hesitated, looking nonplussed. ‘What hope do we have of getting our money back if we don’t?’

‘We’ve got to report it,’ his mother insisted. ‘We can’t let that fellow get away with this.’

‘No, hang on a minute.’ Gilbert was holding up his hands.

‘Don’t be silly,’ his mother retorted. ‘The sooner we let the police know, the better chance they’ll have of catching him. Get on the phone to them, Ellis.’

Daisy was watching. Without another word, Ellis went down the passage at the back to the office. Then she turned to stare at Gilbert. She couldn’t believe this.

‘You knew him, didn’t you?’ She knew she sounded suspicious.

He said hotly, ‘I didn’t even see him.’

‘You did, it was the man you were talking to. In the pepper and salt tweed jacket. Out there on the pavement, before you came across to the dress shop.’ She turned to Brenda. ‘We saw them talking, didn’t we?’

Brenda looked blank.

Gilbert said, ‘It wasn’t him.’

‘It was. He left his bike right behind mine.’

‘No, that fellow pedalled away. I watched him go. This was someone different. Quite different.’

Daisy recoiled, her heart pounding. It was not just Gilbert’s words that shocked her, she could feel the tension and anger behind them. And his confidence was making her doubt what she’d seen. She hesitated, trying to think back. No, she wasn’t mistaken. She’d seen the man come out of the dairy and mount his bike. He was wearing that unusual jacket. Gilbert was acting very strangely. She was beginning to think there was something very odd going on.

As Ellis returned, saying, ‘The police are on the way,’ there was another burst of hammering on the ceiling.

Gilbert tried to push Brenda towards the stairs. ‘Go up and tell Dad what’s happened.’

‘I can’t, I’ve got to get back to the shop. I’ve left it unlocked. Don’t want the same thing to happen there, do I? I’d get the sack.’

As Daisy watched her run back across the road, an old man’s voice shouted from the stairs, ‘What’s going on down there?’

‘Go and help him,’ Mrs Fox implored. ‘I’m afraid he’ll fall.’ It was Ellis who ran up to him. Daisy hadn’t seen old Mr Fox for a long time, he’d had a stroke last year and didn’t often come downstairs now.

‘What’s going on?’ In his formal dark suit and waistcoat he looked like an undertaker. His face was cadaverous, thin  with greyish cheeks. He collapsed heavily on to a chair and glowered up at Gilbert.

His wife said, ‘A man came in and stole money from the till.’

‘Did he . . .’ Mr Fox was breathless. ‘Did he threaten you?’

‘He knocked me flying. He was in such a hurry to get away.’

Ellis looked decidedly ruffled. ‘He came in and started talking to me. About our undertaking business. I thought he wanted to arrange a funeral, but when I asked, he said no. He wanted to speak to you, Dad. Said it was a personal matter. I explained that you hadn’t been well for some time and he said Mam would do. I could hear her in the kitchen so I called her in.’

‘Who was he?’

‘I don’t know.’ Mrs Fox started to sob.

‘What did he say to you?’ Gilbert demanded.

His mother was shaking with sobs. ‘Some long story. About the old days, when his family used to work here. I couldn’t make head nor tail of it. Oh deary me.’

‘Ellis?’

‘I didn’t listen. I was taking an empty churn out to the back. I was just rolling in a full one when I heard Mam scream. The fellow leapt suddenly at the till and scooped out all we’d taken this morning. I tried to stop him when I realised what he was up to. He just shoved past us both, knocked Mam flying and was gone before I could stop him.’ Ellis looked white and shaken, but seemed concerned for his mother. ‘You need to lie down, Mam. This has shaken you up. Are you hurt? Come on, I’ll take you upstairs and get Ruby to make you a cup of tea.’

‘What about the police?’

‘I’ll bring them up to talk to you.’

‘I could do with a cup of tea too,’ his father grunted and tried to lift his bulk from the chair.

Daisy took a deep shaky breath, it had all happened so quickly. Her head was in a whirl and her knees felt weak.

She looked up to find Gilbert’s pale green eyes staring at her; they were full of aggression. ‘You’d better go,’ he said roughly.

‘Won’t the police want to talk to me? I saw the man outside.’

‘No.’

‘I had a really good look at him. Hadn’t I better wait?’

‘No.’ His hand shot out with the speed of a viper’s tongue to fasten on her wrist; his fingers bit painfully into her flesh. ‘We can tell them all they need to know. Go on now.’ There was raw anger in his face. ‘We’re all a bit upset here and this has nothing to do with you.’ He propelled her towards the door.

Daisy was affronted. Not many people wanted to hear what she thought, but in this case she’d seen more of what had happened than anyone else. She’d never seen Gilbert like this before, all tensed up with fury. And why had he tried to tell her she was wrong about that man? It rather looked as though he wanted the robbery kept quiet and that could only mean . . .

She went out into the cold frosty air and shivered. Then went slowly across to Brenda’s shop. She’d left in such a hurry she hadn’t put her own coat on.

Brenda said, ‘I had to put it in the back room. It stinks of fish.’

‘That’s why I need another.’

‘Look, I could give you that green one of mine.’

‘I want a new one Brenda, but I daren’t stay longer now.  Auntie Glad will be mad with me for being away this long. I’ve got more deliveries to do.’

When she picked up her delivery bike, she found a bad scratch along the side of the deep carrier on the front. Spitting on her handkerchief and rubbing at it didn’t help. Some of the paint had come off. She was afraid Auntie Glad would be cross about that too. The red coat had turned out to be a big disappointment. It had been a bad morning.

She rushed back to the fish shop. In the yard behind she loaded another round into the large panniers on her bike. Her stomach was still churning as she set about delivering them as quickly as possible. She was afraid Brenda could be making a big mistake in marrying Gilbert Fox. He’d been quite nasty.




Chapter Two

 



Daisy pedalled back as fast as she could. From the far end of Market Street, she could see the big double shop with boxes of fruit and vegetables spilling outside on the pavement. She went round the back to the yard, put away the bike, tied her apron on over her coat and went to serve. The shop was full of customers.

‘Where’ve you been until now?’ Auntie Glad demanded. ‘I knew you’d hang around Brenda’s shop for hours if I said you could go. You take advantage. You knew we were busy.’

Daisy explained about the theft. Her mind still whirled as she let the details spill out.

‘Hardly believable.’ Auntie Glad, her mouth round with shock, stopped blaming her. ‘Fox’s robbed like that!’ The fish shop customers waiting to be served listened with rapt attention too.

‘In broad daylight?’

‘At half ten in the morning? With people about?’

‘The nerve of it!’

But as far as Daisy was concerned, the worst part was that Gilbert had wanted to brush it away as though it was of no importance. He’d refused to admit he’d spoken to the thief and he’d shown such rage at her. She’d felt threatened and his aggressive green eyes had scared her. If he could be  like that to her, how would he treat Brenda? She tried to explain it to Uncle Ern, but he didn’t think there was anything sinister in what Gilbert had done.

‘He believes it was a different person, luv. That’s all.’

Old Willie, their shop assistant for the last twelve years, pushed his fingers under his cap to scratch his head. ‘We ought to be careful. Would you know this fellow again? He could come here.’

When Auntie Glad closed the shop at dinner time, she emptied her tills and took the money upstairs.

‘You never know who’s waiting to snatch your takings,’ she told Daisy.

After dinner, Uncle Ern put a lick of black paint over the scratch on the bike, saying, ‘Got to keep it smart if we can. It reflects on the business.’

That afternoon, there were only two topics of conversation in the shop, the theft at Fox’s and Brenda’s wedding.

Mrs Mack, who’d sold their fruit and vegetables for the past decade, said, ‘Brenda will make a lovely bride. Marrying in white, is she? And you a bridesmaid?’

Auntie Glad acted as though she’d personally seen the theft and told everybody she felt involved because Brenda was going to marry into the family. She asked Daisy if the Foxes were upset.

‘The old people, yes very. Gilbert . . . I don’t understand him.’

‘Wait till Brenda comes home, she’ll tell us more.’

‘She doesn’t know any more,’ Daisy said impatiently. ‘She saw less of what happened than I did. She was in the back room with Gilbert at the time.’

‘The police will be down to talk to you. They’ll be on to that man, he won’t get away with this.’

Daisy herself expected the police to come to hear her  version of what had happened. When they didn’t, she began to think that Gilbert was going to succeed in hushing it up. He hadn’t wanted the police called in the first place. It seemed he didn’t want the thief caught, but that didn’t make sense. He’d surely want his money back if he could get it.

Daisy had to recount her story several times. For her the theft itself became a distraction. Auntie Glad’s conversation switched continually from the theft to the wedding, and in the end Daisy made herself think instead of the bridesmaid’s dress she would wear. She didn’t even know what colour it was yet. She fancied blue satin.

It was getting on towards closing time, Auntie Glad was growing irritable and the afternoon had turned cold and wintry. The double doors of the shop on Market Street stood wide open whatever the weather.

‘Get a move on, Daisy. You’ve done nothing but daydream all afternoon.’

That brought her back with a bump. She shivered. Her feet were freezing though she wore strong boots and thick socks over her stockings. Auntie Glad was tossing finnan haddock on the scales for one of the last customers of the day when an angry woman rushed in under the shop lights and without waiting for her turn at the counter announced to them all, ‘I should have more sense than to buy from you. We couldn’t have that cod for our dinner, it was after half twelve when your daughter delivered it. She was late coming again.’

Daisy quaked, she knew she was in trouble. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said though she’d apologised at the time. It was the theft at Fox’s that had made her late. Auntie Glad was bristling with annoyance.

‘She’s not my daughter,’ she snapped, and the cherries  on her shabby felt hat bounced with emphasis.

The words cut into Daisy. She hated to hear her say such things, especially in that tone of voice. It sounded as though Auntie Glad wanted to disown her altogether. She was saying a lot more; a lengthy apology to the customer.

Daisy couldn’t listen, she wanted to hide. She had often pondered on the turn of fate that had put her in this fish shop. She remembered as a toddler being tied to the stand on the other side of the shop where fruit was displayed. She’d lived with the Maddocks family all her life though she was not related to them.

Auntie Glad turned on her. ‘You’ve got to learn to jump to it. I knew if I said you could go to Brenda’s shop for that coat—’

‘I didn’t get a coat. There wasn’t time. It was the robbery that made me late.’

‘You’re always in a daydream, mooning on about some lord or earl coming round to claim you as his daughter. You’ve got to keep your mind in the real world, on what needs doing, or you’ll be no use here.’

Daisy found that hurtful. She hadn’t had those daydreams since she was eight years old. She prided herself on having a practical streak. She reckoned she worked hard.

In Daisy’s opinion, Auntie Glad didn’t suit her name, she was never glad about anything. She was a rather bitter person with deep ruts of dissatisfaction running from her nose to the corners of her mouth.

Brenda had inherited her mother’s brown eyes; hers could be challenging too. But Auntie Glad’s eyes were hard and cold and no longer beautiful and she had the beginnings of a dark moustache on her upper lip. She ordered and demanded instead of pleading and cajoling as Brenda did, and always  she seemed angry. She never gave an inch to anybody else.

Sampson now, that was a name that did suit her. As a child, Daisy had asked why the name Sampson was over their shop when their name was Maddocks.

‘Sampson was Auntie Glad’s name before she was married,’ Uncle Ern had explained. ‘The business belonged to her father, she inherited it when he died.’

For Daisy that threw a new light on Auntie Glad. She was strong, very strong, stronger than Uncle Ern. The lines of power ran through the women in the Maddocks family. It was Auntie Glad who tended the shop counter all day. Uncle Ern who cooked meals and saw to the fire upstairs. Of course, he had to be in the wholesale fish market by four o’clock in the morning to buy their stock and then he had to do the same for their fruit and vegetables and bring everything back to the shop.

Daisy was glad to see an old man coming in and went to serve him.

‘Three herrings, please.’

‘Fine fat herrings today, sir.’ They were the last on the tray, thank goodness. Herrings were the most icy and slippery of fish. Her numb fingers could no longer grip them.

It was getting dark. When the old man left, Daisy started collecting up the enamel trays that were empty and taking them out to be washed. Mrs Mack was already sorting through the vegetables that remained. Auntie Glad expected wilting greens to be marked down or discarded every night. It was their way of hinting that it was time to shut up shop, but they only did that when Auntie Glad gave the word. If customers kept coming in, they could be open at ten o’clock at night, and sometimes were on light summer evenings.

Auntie Glad gave a gusty sigh. ‘Might as well close. Won’t  be many more customers tonight. Daisy, get this fish put away.’

‘Don’t let her upset you,’ whispered old Willie as he carried in the sacks of potatoes and crates of vegetables that were set outside on the pavement.

Daisy packed the fresh fish that hadn’t been sold back into boxes and carried it out to the ice box in the back yard. A cart delivered blocks of ice every day, though they hardly needed it this weather. Only the smoked fish, kippers and bloaters stayed in the shop overnight.

Auntie Glad shut the doors, put the closed sign against the glass and turned her attention to the tills.

‘Get a bucket of hot water to wash this slab down, Daisy, and when Willie and Mrs Mack are ready to go, be sure to lock up after them.’

‘Yes, Auntie Glad.’ It was what Daisy always did.

‘I’ll take the cash upstairs to count, too cold down here.’

Daisy went out to the wash house in the yard and ran the tap. In the mirror over the sink her nose looked red and her face pinched. She wore a rubber apron under a cloth one, both tied over the old coat, with a thick cardigan underneath for warmth. Her clothes gave her the shape of a sack of potatoes. She flung off the woolly hat she wore pulled down over her ears; she particularly hated that.

Pushing up her sleeves, she put her hands into the bucket of hot water. After the first pain, it was bliss to feel her fingers thawing out. She would have liked to splash hot water on her face but the only towel often had fish scales sticking to it. Her last job at closing time was to wash the trays on which the fish had been displayed and scrub the cutting blocks and knives. This was better than standing about waiting for customers to come in and signalled the end of the working day. Daisy had worked in the shop since  she left school on her fourteenth birthday.

‘We kept you at school right to the last minute,’ Auntie Glad had assured her more than once, ‘though we could have taken you out to help in the shop before then.’

She was now paid seven shillings a week and her keep, to serve in the shop, sweep up, lift sacks of potatoes about and deliver orders round the neighbourhood. In addition she was paid a commission of a penny in the pound on the money she collected. Some customers liked to pay when she delivered their orders and on some weeks she could earn as much as half-a-crown that way. She considered it good money.

In the shop, she was treated exactly like Mrs Mack and Willie, the two assistants. It was what she expected. Upstairs in the rooms above the shop, Auntie Glad didn’t always treat her as family.

Daisy scrubbed hard at the cutting blocks. She couldn’t get Auntie Glad’s words out of her mind. She minded very much that she had no blood relations. Everybody else had brothers and sisters and cousins and uncles and aunts but she had only the Maddockses. She was filled with longing; she must have had parents but Auntie Glad refused to tell her much about them.

‘You’ve been at me ever since you were six years old, asking everlasting questions.’ She would mimic Daisy’s voice. ‘Why is my name Corkill when yours is Maddocks? Where is my mam and dad? Why aren’t I with them?’

When Daisy was twelve she asked Auntie Glad if she was her mother’s sister. She knew a girl at school who lived with her aunt.

‘No, I’m not, I’m no relation. I just got landed with you. I wish you’d stop poking into what’s long gone, it’s unhealthy.’

‘If you’d just tell me,’ Daisy pleaded. ‘I’d know then and be satisfied, wouldn’t I? What is the secret?’

On days when Auntie Glad was in a better mood, she’d say, ‘We’ve given you a good home, looked after you, fed and clothed you. Just be glad you’ve got us and show some gratitude.’

Daisy tried. Auntie Glad could be right about providing a good home. There was always plenty to eat. Most of what went on the table was bought at wholesale prices to sell in the shop, but was all the better for that. They had the pick of fresh vegetables and fresh fish and ate salads all through the summer. Auntie Glad told her to help herself to the fruit in the shop when she wanted it. ‘No point in taking it upstairs to put in a bowl. Just spoils if it isn’t eaten quickly.’ Daisy knew she meant the apples or oranges. She was not allowed to touch the expensive hothouse grapes.

But however good her home, she couldn’t help wondering what her roots were and why Auntie Glad’s face became a stone wall when she asked. It made her feel different and alone and insecure.

The shop was cleaned and made ready for the next day. Willie and Mrs Mack had gone. Daisy had been listening out for some time. Brenda was due home and she hoped she’d bring the wedding finery Mrs Fanshaw had offered to lend her.

At last she heard Brenda’s high heels tapping up the back yard. She was carrying two large boxes. Daisy felt a shiver of anticipation as she locked up behind her.

‘I’ve got them. The wedding dress is absolutely beautiful. I’ve tried it on already.’ Brenda went shooting past her through the shop and upstairs to their bedroom.

Daisy ripped off her aprons and coat and followed her. ‘What’s my dress like?’

‘Very nice.’ Brenda was taking the lid off the box.

Daisy stared down at the folds of pink taffeta. ‘Lift it out for me. I don’t want to touch it, not until I’ve washed my hands properly.’

Brenda did so, shaking the folds out. It wasn’t at all what Daisy had seen in her mind’s eye but . . . She gasped. ‘It’s lovely. I’m going to wash.’

When she returned to her bedroom, Brenda was changing into the ivory satin bridal gown.

‘It’s magnificent,’ Daisy told her. ‘You’ll look beautiful in it.’

‘It needs taking in. Mrs Fanshaw must have been quite plump. I’ll do it after tea. It was high fashion when she had it and very expensive.’ Brenda twirled round in it.

Daisy threw off her jumper and skirt, while Brenda examined the pink taffeta she’d spread out on the bed. ‘It’s beautifully made. This would have been very expensive too.’ She helped to lower it over Daisy’s head and pull the long skirt down.

‘It feels a bit tight! Very tight.’ Daisy was fighting disappointment. It was quite a struggle to get into it.

Brenda was apologetic. ‘I didn’t realise it was made for a thirteen-year-old. Not until today, but you’re so thin, I thought it would probably fit.’

‘A thirteen-year-old? Oh no! It’s for a child?’ Daisy thought her figure quite womanly now.

‘Mrs Fanshaw had two bridesmaids but the other one was only ten at the time.’

Daisy felt as though her ribs were being squeezed in when Brenda buttoned up the back of the bodice. and the skirt was gripping her round the waist with the strength of a boa constrictor.

‘It’s a bit short,’ Brenda said. ‘But there’s a good hem, you could let it down.’

‘Can I let it out? I can hardly breathe.’

‘There’s nothing extra on the side seams, I’ve already looked. No.’

‘Move the buttons back half an inch,’ Auntie Glad suggested, when they paraded in front of her. ‘We can’t think of getting you a new dress, not with the war just over and everything scarce.’

Back in the bedroom, Brenda tried on her veil and headdress.

‘I’ll need to get myself some shoes, Mrs Fanshaw takes two sizes larger than I do.’

Daisy turned anxiously in front of their mirror. ‘I feel as though I’m bulging out of this dress.’

‘Not a bulge anywhere,’ Brenda assured her. ‘It makes you look beanpole thin and taller.’

Daisy said sadly, ‘I love the shawl neckline and it’s a pretty dress but it doesn’t fit and I don’t think pink suits me.’

Brenda’s voice was suddenly sharper. ‘You should be used to wearing other people’s things.’

‘I am.’ She’d always been dressed in clothes that had belonged to Brenda and Ruth.

‘The dress looks fine.’ Brenda lost patience with her. ‘You don’t have to be a bridesmaid if you don’t want to wear it. I’m the bride and if I’m not having a new gown, I don’t see why you should.’

‘Of course I’ll wear it.’ Daisy wasn’t going to miss out on the chance to be a bridesmaid.

Brenda relented. ‘I’ll do your hair for you on the day. Put it up for you so you can wear this hat.’ She held it out, turning it slowly.

Daisy gasped with delight, it was of fine straw with pink velvet flowers round the brim. ‘That’s lovely.’

‘Tea’s ready,’ Aunt Glad called. ‘Get those gladrags off and come and eat it.’

‘What is for tea?’ Brenda called back.

‘Finnan haddock.’

‘Not again!’ Brenda wrinkled her nose in distaste.

As they sat down at the table Auntie Glad said, ‘I hope it won’t be too much of a rush. There’s a lot to do for a wedding. To get everything ready.’

Brenda smiled. ‘I bet all mothers say that. There’ll be plenty of time. It’s going to be a quiet affair. Just the two families and a few friends.’

‘The wedding breakfast . . .’

‘We’ll have it here, of course,’ Brenda said. ‘That’s what you want, isn’t it? I’ll do most of the work beforehand.’

Throughout the meal, Daisy thought of the hat. She ate quickly, impatient to return to the pink taffeta dress to move the buttons back on the bodice. Auntie Glad expected her to wash up first; she rushed through that.

Brenda brought her wedding gown into the living room and laid it out across the table. ‘I’ve tacked in bigger darts to make it fit.’ She did alterations in the shop and knew exactly how to go about it. ‘I haven’t time to finish it tonight,’ she mourned. ‘I’ll have to get ready. Gilbert will be here in a minute, we’re going out. Would you do it for me, Mam? Be a darling.’

Auntie Glad grunted. ‘I’m tired. Can’t you do it at the shop?’

‘I don’t want to be seen doing work for myself while Mrs Fanshaw’s around.’

‘But you already have – the darts.’

‘She went out so I knew I’d be safe. You can sit quietly  by the fire and do it. I’d ask Daisy but your sewing is much neater than hers. It isn’t as though the dress is mine.’

‘You’ve got months yet, Brenda. Plenty of time for that.’

 



Brenda went to her bedroom to get ready. She changed into her new green blouse and decided to wear her green felt hat with it. She couldn’t be bothered changing her skirt tonight and, anyway, they were only going to the pictures, Gil would hardly notice what she wore.

She perched on the side of their double bed so she could see her reflection in the dressing-table mirror and went to work with her powder puff. Was that the beginning of crow’s feet round her eyes? She pressed more powder into the creases. Daisy was lying across the bed they shared, her big eyes watching every move she made.

She said, ‘There’s another powder puff in that drawer. Can I have it?’

Brenda opened it to have a look and threw it to her. ‘It needs a wash.’

‘Thanks very much.’ Daisy caught it deftly and applied it to her own nose straightaway.

Poor Daisy, nobody stirred Brenda’s sympathy more. She was so grateful for anything and so good-natured. Too good-natured for her own good. She rarely thought of herself.

‘Brenda?’

‘What?’

‘It’s definitely Gilbert then?’

‘Yes, I wouldn’t be fixing the date of the wedding otherwise, would I?’

‘I’m a bit bothered about . . . Is he up to something?’

‘What d’you mean?’ Brenda knew her voice was sharp.

‘He knew the man who stole that money.’

‘He said he didn’t, Daisy.’ She could see Daisy pursing  her lips trying not to say too much, afraid of upsetting her. She could read Daisy like a book.

‘Are you sure he’s . . . You know, above board? Do you trust him? Trust is very important. You must if you’re going to marry him.’

Brenda clucked impatiently. ‘I know it’s important but trust isn’t the most important thing. You’d trust my mum, wouldn’t you?’

‘Ye-es.’ Daisy sounded undecided.

‘I’d trust my mam anywhere and so should you. She’d always want to do the best for us, but I wouldn’t want to throw in my lot with her. I’d have a terrible life. That’s what you have to think of, Daisy, when you choose a husband. What sort of life you’re going to have with him.’

‘You think you’ll have a good life with Gilbert?’

‘Definitely. Don’t you think he’s handsome? He took me to the pictures to see Rudolph Valentino and I’d swear he looks quite like him. He has the same athletic body, the same face almost, and eyes that smoulder at me across a table.’ She took out her comb and started on her hair. ‘He thinks he’s more like Douglas Fairbanks because he’s got a moustache like his. But it’s not just looks, Daisy, he’s a Fox too. I’ll be marrying into a family with a good business.’

‘I know that. I deliver fish there every week. Twice, some weeks. But I’m sorry you gave Charlie the push. I grew quite fond of him. Get your rings out, Brenda. Let’s look at them again.’

Brenda laughed and took the four ring boxes out of her dressing-table drawer and opened them up. ‘I’m not going to add another to this collection.’

Daisy reached across for a hoop of three diamonds. ‘I like this one best.’

‘Charlie gave me that.’ Mam had belittled it by saying, ‘Diamond chippings,’ in a disgusted voice. ‘The opal is pretty too.’

‘Arnold Smith.’ Mam had been equally firm about the opal. The moment she saw it she’d said, ‘Unlucky. Nothing will ever come of him.’ She’d been right about Arnold. He’d been killed in France six months later.

Brenda swallowed hard. She might have married Arnold, he’d been a lovely person.

‘You don’t wear any of them any more.’

With one quick movement Brenda tipped all four rings onto the bed in front of Daisy. ‘Definitely Gil. I’ve made up my mind.’

Daisy tried on the deep blue sapphire; easily the biggest and most impressive stone, but Mam had said it wasn’t real, just glass.

‘Gil turned on me this morning, was quite nasty. He grabbed at my wrist, you can see the bruises. I don’t think I like him very much.’

Brenda smiled at her. ‘You don’t have to. I like him and that’s what counts.’

‘Don’t you love him?’

‘Course I do, silly.’

As far as Brenda was concerned, the best thing about Gil was that he liked having a good time and set out to give her one too. He was generous. He believed in buying the best seats when he took her to theatres and cinemas and he always bought her a programme and chocolates. He knew where they could go for a nice meal too. He made her feel pampered, driving her round in the Dodge, leaping out to open the passenger door for her. Of course, she knew the car belonged to the family business and was not his personal property.

‘Acts like your chauffeur,’ her mother had hooted when  she saw him opening the passenger door for her to get in. ‘Well-trained to do car hire.’

Even so, Gil made her feel valued and she certainly felt as though she was going up in the world. She’d already turned down three suitors for being either too poor, too mean or too thrifty; reluctant to provide little treats and presents, unable to relax and have fun. By comparison, Gilbert treated her like a princess and of course there was the family business behind him. She’d decided she was unlikely to do better. Anyway, she was getting on a bit. Twenty-six, it was time she made her choice and settled down.

Gil had a polish about him, but she hadn’t leapt at the chance to marry him when he’d first asked her. There was always a downside. She really didn’t like him being an undertaker. It gave her the shivers to think of that. Burying the dead was a real turn-off.

 



When the doorbell rang through the upstairs rooms, Brenda said, ‘That’ll be Gil now. Be an angel, Daisy, go and tell him I’ll be ready in a minute.’

Daisy ran down. Gilbert Fox was on the shop doorstep when she opened the door. It had scared her to see his eyes bulging with fury this morning, and she was nervous of seeing him now. Gilbert didn’t seem pleased to see her either.

‘Isn’t Brenda ready yet?’

‘Not quite, you’d better come in for a moment.’ She closed the door behind him and couldn’t resist asking, ‘How did you get on with the police? Have they any idea . . .?’

His jaw tightened. ‘They aren’t very interested,’ he said coldly.

Daisy recoiled, her distrust of him surfacing again. She was very conscious of his heavy step on the stairs behind her as she led him up to the living room.

‘I’m thrilled Brenda’s let me set the day.’ He was all smiles again to Auntie Glad. ‘She’s taken some persuading. My parents are delighted too. They’ve been saying for ages it’s high time I found a wife and settled down.’

Daisy had heard Brenda brag about Gilbert, she thought him quite a catch. His family had standing in the district, and was thought to be socially above the Maddockses. Daisy had heard it said that the Fox business had been established for over a hundred years. But not everybody approved of Gilbert himself because he’d managed to avoid fighting for his country in the war. As the eldest son, he’d pleaded a need to stay in Birkenhead and run the family business, though his father had been well at that time and quite capable of doing it.

Brenda had contradicted that. Gilbert had told her he’d had to go before a tribunal to get permission to stay home after he’d received his conscription papers, and it wasn’t true that his father had been well. He’d lost his health years ago. Gilbert was really needed at home to keep the business running.

At the beginning of the war there had been six Fox brothers, but there had been no question of the other five avoiding conscription. They all went to fight but only Ellis the youngest had returned. Daisy felt drawn to him. Sometimes when she delivered fish to his home, he’d smile at her and say a few words but he’d never given any sign that he knew she was connected to Gilbert’s fiancée.

Auntie Glad made the same mistake that Daisy had by asking Gilbert, ‘Have the police caught that thief? Daisy told us all about it. She saw it all.’

‘Aren’t you all upset?’ Uncle Ern added. ‘Mid-morning, wasn’t it? Not usually the time thieves choose. They wait till late afternoon when the till is likely to have more in it.’

Daisy saw immediately that Gilbert didn’t like their questions, he didn’t want to talk about it.

‘No. We didn’t lose much. It’s not worth bothering about.’

‘Even so, it’s a loss,’ Uncle Ern persisted. ‘I don’t suppose your father’s pleased.’

‘I’d be bothering if anything was stolen from my shop,’ Auntie Glad retorted sharply. ‘You can’t have customers coming in and raiding the till. The cheek of it.’




Chapter Three

 



As soon as Gilbert and Brenda had clattered downstairs, Daisy settled down to move the buttons back on the pink taffeta. When she tried the dress on again she found that though the bodice was not yet comfortable she had enough room to breathe. But there was nothing she could do to let out the waistline and the patent fasteners in the placket kept popping open under the strain.

‘Hooks and eyes,’ Auntie Glad recommended. ‘Just sew two on. They’ll keep the fasteners together.’

Daisy did and put it on again. ‘It’s hard to fasten up.’

Auntie Glad tugged hard on the material. ‘Pull your stomach in. There you are, I’ve done it.’

Daisy took a tentative breath. ‘It still feels very tight. A real grip.’

‘It looks all right. I wouldn’t worry about how it feels, it’s only for one afternoon, after all.’ Auntie Glad settled back in her chair and wheedled, ‘Look, Daisy, now you’ve finished your own dress, sew Brenda’s for her, there’s a good girl. You can sew very nicely when you try.’

Daisy changed back into her jumper and skirt, feeling rebellious. Auntie Glad was putting on her. She would have liked to read her book. Instead, she sat at the living-room table where the lovely ivory satin gown had been spread out, and started to stitch in the darts, making her  stitches as small and neat as she could. If it was for Brenda, no trouble was too great. That’s how it had always been.

She thought of Brenda as she stitched. Most Sunday mornings she took tea and toast to her in bed, and Daisy never ever mentioned the crumbs she could feel through her nightdress the following night. As a toddler she remembered trailing round behind Brenda. She’d mothered her, treating her like a living doll one moment, ordering her to fetch and carry for her the next. She’d been Brenda’s willing slave and it seemed she still was. Daisy wished again she had someone of her very own.

Her mind went back to her own parents. She’d always been very curious about them. Countless times, usually in bed before they went to sleep, she’d talked to Brenda about how she’d come to live with the Maddockses.

Brenda had whispered, ‘I remember your mother living with us. Rosa, her name was.’

‘Rosa? A pretty name. What was she like?’

‘I liked her. She was supposed to keep an eye on me and Ruth in the school holidays.’

‘But what did she look like?’

‘She was tall and . . . I remember her wearing a blue dress.’

‘Did she look like me?’ Daisy couldn’t hide her eagerness for any fact at all.

‘Not specially. She had dark hair. She helped in the house, did a bit of cooking and that. Helped set up the fish in the mornings and clear up at night, but I don’t think she served in the shop.’

‘Why not?’ Everybody was pressed into service when the shop was busy. Daisy had been from an early age.

‘How do I know?’ Brenda was losing patience.

‘What happened to her?’

‘It was sudden. She was all right in the morning before we went to school. When we came home, she’d gone. We never saw her again.’

That night, Daisy had held hard on to Brenda’s nightdress. Her mother had gone away and not taken her?

‘Didn’t you ask where she’d gone?’

‘Yes, Dad said she’d had an accident. I thought she’d gone to hospital, but he told us later that she’d died.’

Daisy’s heart turned over. ‘Died, just like that?’ She ached inside and out with a longing that wouldn’t go away. Over the years the longing had grown and multiplied until it was burgeoning out of control and colouring her whole life.

It was always there at the back of her mind. When she wasn’t setting out fish on the counter, adding up three and a half pounds of herrings at twopence a pound, or giggling at Brenda’s gossip, her mind was casting round for some explanation of who she was. What her roots and origins had been and how she’d come to be here in this fish shop.

She told herself that if only she could find out the facts it would settle her, give her peace, but the sense of loss remained. Her longing grew, feeding on the minute particles that Brenda conveyed, gnawing away inside her ever more strongly. She felt driven by it.

Daisy knew Brenda had told her all she could, because Brenda had been only ten years old when she was born. So deep was her need she was prepared to risk Auntie Glad’s displeasure. She couldn’t understand why she refused to talk about Rosa. However much she asked, further knowledge was denied her. Auntie Glad said it was bad for her to know these things, unnecessary. Unhealthy, the way she went on about it.

Daisy knew it was essential. She’d never get this longing  out of her system until she knew all the facts, however trite and ordinary they turned out to be. She just had to know.

She kept on trying to find out more. A good time was when they were finishing tea and able to relax after the rush of the day. She targeted Uncle Ern, sensing he was more likely to tell her.

‘Poor thing,’ he said. ‘Your mother was just a slip of a girl herself.’

‘How did you come to know her?’ Daisy had asked. ‘What was she like? She lived here with us, didn’t she? Which room did she sleep in?’

‘Up in the attic.’

‘Don’t you be going up there messing everything up.’ Auntie Glad turned on her. ‘Do you hear me?’ For Daisy this was nothing new. For her, the attics had always been forbidden territory.

It didn’t stop her creeping up for a look round when Auntie Glad and Uncle Ern went down to the shop to rearrange things one Sunday afternoon. The attics felt freezing cold and smelled dank, but it looked as though people had once used them as bedrooms. Now they were stuffed tight with unwanted furniture and ancient domestic bric-a-brac all covered with dust and grime.

She was glad to get back to the warmth of the living-room range and didn’t want to think of her mother sleeping in such a miserable place.

It did nothing to cure her curiosity though. A few days later, after tea again, Daisy was asking about her father. ‘Tell me about him, Uncle Ern.’

‘He was a sailor. Deep sea, he used to go off for a couple of years at a time. West Africa to America or something like that.’

‘When will he be back?’

‘He won’t,’ Auntie Glad had put in. ‘His ship foundered in a storm and sank. With the loss of all lives.’

‘I can’t believe . . . When was this?’

‘You were still just a baby. Off the West African coast, it was.’ She must have seen the doubt Daisy felt because she added, ‘I’m not making this up.’

‘A sailing ship. There were still a lot of them about in those days,’ Uncle Ern had tried to explain. ‘They were quite small.’

Daisy’s throat had been tight. ‘How awful . . . What poor Rosa must have felt.’

Auntie Glad had said in a vicious voice, ‘A fitting end for him, that’s what I think.’

Daisy had been horrified. ‘How can you say such a thing?’

‘No more than what he deserved. After what he did.’

That didn’t stop Daisy’s questions for long. There were still a thousand things she wanted to know about her parents. On the following evenings she’d asked, ‘What did my father do?’ But Uncle Ern wouldn’t be drawn to add more.

It was Brenda who’d said, ‘You and your mam were sort of lodgers here. Your father paid our mam to look after you both.’

‘Until he was killed,’ Auntie Glad had added tartly. ‘We haven’t had a penny since. Nothing towards your keep. We got stuck with you.’

‘I made her keep you,’ Brenda had whispered. ‘And Dad. We wanted you here.’

‘Shut up, Brenda.’ Her mother turned on her.

That had gone through Daisy. She’d always felt that as far as Auntie Glad was concerned, she was only here on sufferance.

‘What did my mother die of?’

‘An accident, we’ve told you.’

‘But what sort of an accident?’

‘Banged her head in a bad fall.’

‘What, here in this house?’

Uncle Ern had looked at Auntie Glad as though he wasn’t quite sure.

‘No, outside,’ Glad said. ‘Give over, Daisy.’

While she’d been still at school, Daisy had helped in the shop on Saturdays and during her holidays. From the age of ten she’d been sent out to make deliveries round the neighbourhood. She loved being out where Auntie Glad couldn’t keep an eye on her, it gave her a wonderful sense of freedom. She loved riding the bike and feeling the wind blow through her hair.

One day, in some long-ago school holiday, she’d been sent to deliver fish up in the North End and had seen the big cemetery at Flaybrick Hill. She’d gone in to look for her mother’s grave and had started reading the inscriptions on the gravestones. It was such a big place she soon realised she’d set herself an impossible task. She didn’t even know for sure that her mother had been buried here. She’d told Brenda about it that night in bed.

‘You poor love.’ Brenda was always quick to give supportive hugs. ‘You want to find it that bad?’

‘Yes.’ Daisy could think of nothing else.

‘But it won’t tell you anything you don’t know already.’

‘It’ll tell me where she is now. She’s my mother.’

‘I expect there are records. Of who’s buried where . . . You could ask somebody.’

‘Will you come with me? Help me?’

Brenda had been reluctant, but Daisy had persuaded her to go with her one sunny Sunday afternoon. It was a longish walk and they were glad of the shade cast by the tall trees when they reached the cemetery.

‘It’s enormous,’ Brenda had said as they walked round the wall to the gates. ‘I didn’t realise it was this big. We’ll have to ask.’

Daisy had held on to her hand, glad Brenda was ten years older. She was grown up by that time, twenty-three years old and she knew how to smile so that people wanted to do things for her.

They’d walked up towards the two chapels of rest. That day, there’d been quite a lot of people about. A priest had been coming towards them, she’d asked him for help. Brenda knew how to charm people.

‘Rosa Corkill?’

‘My mother,’ Daisy had gulped. ‘We want to find her grave.’

He’d smiled down at her sympathetically. ‘I’ve just been speaking to the man in charge here, he’ll know how to go about it.’

He’d led the way into the vestry and handed them on to an elderly man wearing his Sunday best. He’d asked, ‘When was your mother buried? We’ll need the date.’

Brenda was frowning, trying to work it out. ‘You were born in December nineteen hundred and two. So it would be nineteen oh four.’

‘You don’t know which month?’

‘The weather was hot, so it would be summer.’

‘I was nineteen months old,’ Daisy had put in. ‘Uncle Ern told me that.’

‘June then, possibly.’

Daisy had stood first on one foot and then on the other, willing him to find her mother’s name in the registers he was consulting. It had taken him some time.

‘Yes, here we are,’ he’d said at last, and written a grave number down for Brenda.

He’d started pointing out the way they must go to find it, but Brenda’s helpless smile made him offer to show her. It was quite some distance and even he had difficulty in locating it. The number was missing from the grave itself but he eventually worked it out.

Daisy had looked at the strip of ground covered with rough grass and burst into tears. It was unmarked and even the mound seemed to be levelling out.

Brenda had held her tight. ‘Perhaps Mam was right. Perhaps it isn’t good for you to know these things.’

‘It looks as though nobody cares,’ Daisy had sobbed. ‘Even if the other graves don’t have headstones, they do have flowers.’ She jerked out of Brenda’s arms and knelt to pull the rye grass out in tufts.

‘We can find you some flowers,’ their guide had told them. ‘We had two big funerals late yesterday afternoon, and there were more flowers and wreaths than would fit round the graves. Usually we send them down to the Borough Hospital but they haven’t gone yet.’

‘That’s kind of you,’ Brenda had said. ‘Daisy would appreciate that.’

They’d walked back to the chapels of rest with him. He found Daisy a bunch of pink carnations and a big jam jar and showed them where they could get water. Even the second time, it hadn’t been easy to find the grave. Only when they saw the grass Daisy had pulled up were they sure.

‘I shouldn’t have brought you,’ Brenda had said. ‘It is upsetting.’

‘I want to know these things.’ Daisy had been dry-eyed by then. ‘Come and help me weed this properly. I want to make it neat and tidy.’

When she’d been satisfied it was the best they could do,  Daisy had set the flowers on it. ‘Now she’ll know I care about her.’

‘Let’s go home.’

‘I wonder if my father’s grave is somewhere here.’

‘No.’ Brenda had taken her hand firmly. ‘He died at sea, remember? Let’s go home and don’t tell Mam what we’ve been doing. If she asks, say we went to the park.’

Daisy had been back quite often. She kept the grave free of grass and when they had flowers in the shop during the summer, she sometimes bought a bunch to take with her.
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