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Struggling to come to terms with her mother’s tragic death, Josie Goodwin is distraught when she hears that her father is to remarry before the year is out. Bossy, buxom Iris Collier, who’s had her eye on Samuel Goodwin for quite some time, is to be Josie’s stepmother and it’s clear from the start they aren’t going to get on. A family holiday in Blackpool with her younger brother Bertie and sister Frances fills Josie with joy but the growing intimacy between Iris and Frances soon dampens her spirits, making her feel isolated and unloved.

After the holiday Josie finds that the situation at home doesn’t improve. Then the Second World War erupts and a series of events take place that will change her life forever. Moving to Blackpool to escape from the war’s painful memories, she gains a deeper understanding of her stepmother’s ways and slowly but surely they establish a bond of friendship that is to see them through the ups and downs of the coming years.


This book is dedicated to the memory of the Blackpool Collegiate School for Girls, and to all the ‘Old Girls’ who were fortunate enough to attend this great school on Beech Avenue.


Chapter 1



Alice Rawlinson wondered however she would find the words to tell Josephine. She watched the child now, her dark head bent over her scrapbook, the tip of her tongue protruding with the effort of her concentration as she carefully cut round the shape of a red rose.

The child glanced up and looked thoughtfully at her aunt, frowning a little. The room was quiet apart from the ticking of the wooden clock on the mantelshelf and the silence seemed heavy and oppressive, weighted with sadness. Alice was so burdened with grief that surely the child, too, must sense that there was something amiss? No; her steadfast glance and the tiny frown that wrinkled her brow were obviously concerned with nothing more serious than the pile of coloured scraps in front of her, for Josephine suddenly smiled and her serious face was transformed.

‘Look, Auntie Alice,’ she said. ‘I’ve cut out this big red rose. I’m going to put it right here in the middle, then I’m going to put these little blue flowers at the top and the bottom. I think they’re called forget-me-nots. D’you like it, Auntie Alice? D’you think it’ll look nice?’

The child’s brown eyes, so like Samuel’s, glowed with enthusiasm. Josephine was uncannily like her father; the same dark hair and dark brown eyes which burned almost black, like smouldering coals, when she was excited or angry. When she frowned, her eyebrows would almost meet, just as Samuel’s did when he was in a bad mood. Alice did so hope that the child hadn’t inherited her father’s disposition as well as his looks. There had been a closeness between the aunt and her niece ever since Josephine was a tiny baby. It was just as well, under the circumstances . . .

Alice tried to smile at the child now, but her face felt so stiff that the muscles would hardly move. ‘I’m sure it will be lovely, dear,’ she replied. Dear God, she prayed silently. Please help me. Help me to find the right words to tell her. Please give me strength. She could feel her heart pounding against her ribs and a dryness in her mouth at the thought of the sad news she knew she must impart.

Josephine turned back to her task. She gave a little grunt of satisfaction as she painstakingly applied the flour and water paste to the back of each flower, then arranged them precisely on the piece of cardboard. She was always busy, with books and pencils and coloured crayons, and the book of brightly coloured scraps was her latest and most absorbing pastime.

Alice knew that the child had never cared much for dolls. Mary Jane, an elegant toy in a blue silk dress with matching bonnet – a present to Josephine from her parents on her last birthday, her sixth – sat on the top of the coal scuttle where her owner had abandoned her. She had a haughty look: she was not a doll to be cuddled or to give comfort. She had been brought along with Josephine’s other belongings when the little girl had come to stay a few days ago.

‘I’m sure Mummy will like this. D’you think so, Auntie Alice?’ The child looked up again and smiled at her aunt. ‘It’s a bookmark. She can put it in her prayer-book when she goes to church. She hasn’t been lately, with being poorly, but she’ll be able to go again soon . . . when she’s better. She will be better soon, won’t she? I’ll be able to go and see her . . .’

‘Josephine . . . Josie, love, listen to me.’ Alice crossed the room to where her niece was so happily occupied with her coloured cut-outs. A riot of flowers and fruit and brightly feathered birds lay scattered across the chenille tablecover and the protective layer of newspaper. She put her arm round the little girl and gently stroked the dark silken hair that hung, without the slightest semblance of a curl, to her thin shoulders. ‘Josie, love . . . listen to me,’ she said again. ‘There’s something I’ve got to tell you. Mummy . . . your mother . . . I’m afraid you won’t be able to see her when you go home. She’s not here any more, love. She’s gone to heaven . . . to live with Jesus.’

Alice felt the child’s body stiffen as she turned to look at her aunt. ‘With Jesus? D’you mean . . . she’s dead? Like all those people in the graveyard at the top of the hill? Is that what you mean, Auntie Alice?’

‘Yes, my love. I’m sorry . . . That’s just what I mean,’ Alice sighed. ‘And we’ll all have to try to be very brave.’

‘Why, Auntie Alice? Why did she want to go to live with Jesus? Didn’t she want to stay with us, with me and our Bertie . . . and our dad?’ Josephine’s lower lip began to tremble and her deep brown eyes filled up with tears. Alice noticed however, that the child had failed to mention the youngest member of the family, the new baby, Frances, asleep at the moment in her makeshift cot at the far end of the room.

Alice shook her head in a gesture of bewilderment. How could she begin to explain? ‘I’m sure she didn’t want to leave you, lovey. But your mum was poorly, you know. She was very poorly when baby Frances came. And sometimes, when people are ill, they don’t get better. But she will be safe now . . . now that she’s with Jesus.’

Josephine was silent, and her aunt held her close while she wept. She dried her eyes and blew her nose on the handkerchief her aunt proffered, then she looked at Alice thoughtfully. ‘I ’spect the King will be pleased,’ she said quietly.

‘The King?’ Alice gave a start. Whatever was the child on about?

‘Yes – the King. You told me the other day that the King had died, that he’d gone to heaven to live with Jesus. He’ll be glad to see Mummy, won’t he? She’ll be able to keep him company.’

Yes, of course . . . The King. King George the Fifth. Alice had almost forgotten the national sadness and mourning in the face of her own much more personal bereavement. Last Monday night a poignant bulletin had been issued: ‘The King’s life is moving peacefully to its close.’ Then, in the next morning’s paper, had come the inevitable news that King George had died the previous night, January 20th, 1936, at the age of seventy.

How the Empire would fare under the new King remained to be seen. He – King Edward the Eighth – had arrived, bare-headed, in London, having actually flown there in an aeroplane from Sandringham. He was a dare-devil and no mistake! The Prince of Wales – no, Alice corrected herself, King Edward the Eighth as he now was, hard though it was to think of it – he wasn’t one to be told what he must or must not do. He would be a different kettle of fish from his father, that was for sure.

Alice tried to answer her niece. ‘Yes, my love. I daresay you’re right. The King will be pleased . . .’ After all, how did she know? The King might well be pleased to meet his subjects in heaven. They might all be equal there. How did any of us know? What was beyond the grave was a mystery. You could only go on trusting and believing and trying to hold on to the simple truths that you remembered from Sunday school so long ago.

Things had seemed so much more straightforward then. It had been easy to believe in a beautiful place above the bright blue sky; a place where, according to the old hymn writers, a glorious band of angels sang incessantly to the accompaniment of sweet harps, with golden crowns upon their heads. Perhaps Florence, her sister, was one of them now? And the King, too? But what remained of her sister, her earthly body, was at this moment lying in a coffin in Samuel Goodwin’s tiny parlour a few doors away. Alice shuddered. Her beloved sister would soon lie in the churchyard, an elaborate stone set over her, no doubt, by her grieving husband. Samuel Goodwin would do the correct thing; he could always be relied on to behave in an exemplary manner and he wasn’t afraid of parting with a bit of brass if it would impress folks. But how much he was really grieving, or for how long he would go on mourning his wife, Alice wasn’t sure.

Florence was safe enough now, though, if the old hymns were to be believed. And the Bible, too. Hadn’t Jesus himself promised, ‘I go to prepare a place for you, that where I am, you may be also’? That was what Florence had believed so implicitly and she, Alice, must try to believe it as well. She must believe it . . . but she was no longer sure that she did. She didn’t know when the doubts had begun to creep in. She still went to church each Sunday, to St Luke’s at the top of the hill, carrying her prayer-book and wearing her best hat and coat. And she still said her prayers. She had found herself praying just now when she had to break the news to Josephine; to pray had been an instinctive reaction . . . but she wasn’t always sure that God was listening.

It wasn’t so much that she didn’t believe in God as that she had lost patience with some of the folks that went to church. Damned hypocrites a lot of them were, for all that they spent such a lot of time on their knees. Her brother-in-law, Samuel, for instance. He was a sidesman at St Luke’s, full of his own importance as he strutted up and down the aisle, like the cock of the midden, showing folks to a vacant pew or passing round the collection plate.

He thought he was somebody, all right, did Samuel Goodwin, but Florence would never hear a wrong word said about him. She had gone on loving him, bearing his children . . . and it had been the death of her. The doctor had warned both of them, but Florence has insisted that they wanted another child. What a blessing it would be, she had said, whatever it was, but secretly she had wanted another girl. Well, it was a little lass all right, but whether baby Frances would turn out to be a blessing remained to be seen. She was Alice’s responsibility for the moment and she seemed a placid enough baby to be sure. She had taken well to the bottle. It would be time for another feed soon; Alice could hear a faint mewling sound and could see tiny arms threshing the air.

She glanced across to the table where Josephine seemed to be busy again with her colourful creation. ‘Come on, lovey. I think you’d best put that away now. Baby will be wanting her feed and your uncle Jack and the lads will be back soon for their tea. They’ll be famished, I daresay.’

Josephine nodded. ‘I’ve finished it now, Auntie . . . and I’m going to give it to you. The bookmark, I mean. I’m sure Mum won’t mind.’

Alice felt the tears pricking her eyelids, but she answered as cheerfully as she could. ‘Well, that will be grand, my love. Come on, there’s a good girl. Side the table, then you can help me to get out the cups and saucers.’

They would be back before long, Jack and their Len, and little Bertie. It was dropping dark already, though it was only four o’clock. Jack had said that he would take the lads for a long walk across the moor, then they would have a look round the Saturday market.

‘Don’t fret yourself, lass,’ he had assured her. ‘I’ll break the news to them. I don’t suppose it’ll upset our Len too much. It’s only his aunt when all’s said and done. I know he was fond of her, but it’s not the same as losing his mam. And little Bertie’s too young to know what it’s all about. It’s young Josie that I’m worried about. But you’ll tell her, won’t you, Alice?’

Well, she had told her now and it hadn’t been as bad as she had anticipated. Some of the load had lifted from Alice’s mind and she knew that she would do anything for that little girl. She loved her as much as she loved Jack and Len. She was fond of Bertie, too, and was glad that she could help out by looking after them while Samuel was busy, seeing the vicar and the undertaker, and coping with all the sad business that had to be attended to following a death. It was the least she could do for her dear sister, but what would happen after the funeral, the Lord only knew. She would just have to take a day at a time.

Alice glanced out of the window, across the stretch of moorland to the lights of Haliford shining in the valley and the mill chimneys thrusting upwards into the darkening sky. Haliford was one of the chief towns of the Yorkshire woollen industry, and it was in one of those mills, Hammond’s, that Alice’s husband, Jack Rawlinson, and her brother-in-law, Samuel Goodwin, were employed, though in widely differing capacities. Jack was a warehouseman, responsible only for humping bales of cloth and stacking heavy boxes; a job that didn’t involve a great deal of skill or intelligence, but one that suited his easygoing nature. As long as there was enough money coming in on a Friday to keep himself and Alice and their Leonard, that was all Jack was bothered about. Enough for a pint or two a couple of nights a week at the Fox and Grapes, and a pouch of tobacco for his pipe.

Samuel, though, was ambitious; a go-getter if ever there was one. He didn’t half throw his weight about now, Jack had reported to Alice, since he had been made head overseer. And that wasn’t enough for him, Samuel Goodwin wouldn’t rest till he was one of the bosses.

He was a hard worker, though, Alice had to give him his due. She was only surprised that the Goodwins still lived a few doors away in the terraced house that was identical to the one that Jack and Alice occupied. No; not quite identical because Samuel had had the boxroom over the front door converted into a tiny bathroom. There was hardly room to swing a cat round in it, but at least they now had running water upstairs and an indoor lavatory. The Rawlinsons still had to make do with a closet at the bottom of the back garden, like the rest of the inhabitants of Baldwin Terrace.

Her little family was coming up the lane now, the lads running ahead and Jack swinging his arms against the cold, his red woollen muffler wound several times round his neck and his flat cap pulled down low over his brow. A blast of cold air entered with them as Jack pushed open the door that led straight into the kitchen-cum-living-room.

‘By heck, it’s a cold ’un all right!’ he remarked. ‘Our feet are like blocks of ice. We’re frozen to the marrow, aren’t we, lads?’

Len and little Bertie nodded automatically, but neither of them said a word. The light had gone from Leonard’s eyes and Bertie, poor little soul, just looked bewildered.

‘I’ve told ’em both,’ Jack whispered to his wife.

But Alice could tell that he had by the look on their faces.

Josie tiptoed across the room to the cot. It wasn’t really a cot at all; the real cot, the one that she and then their Bertie had slept in, and that she supposed the new baby would sleep in too, was at home, upstairs in the room where Mum had been poorly. This was just a big drawer that Auntie Alice had taken out of the sideboard and emptied of all its paraphernalia – old letters and bills, knitting needles and wool, sealing wax and rubber bands. She had made it comfy with sheets and blankets and then placed the baby inside it.

‘There now, my little lamb,’ she had cooed. ‘You’ll come to no harm, not while your auntie Alice is here to see to you. Poor little lamb – it’s a shame, it is that.’

Baby Frances – that was what Dad had wanted her to be called, after his mother whom Josie didn’t remember – was sleeping peacefully, satisfied with the warm milk that she had sucked hungrily from the feeding bottle that Auntie Alice held. Her little red mouth was making faint popping sounds and her tiny hands, like two miniature starfish, rested on either side of her head. Auntie Alice had told her that babies always slept like that when they were very little, with their hands above their heads.

Josie was puzzled now as she watched her new baby sister. She knew – she wasn’t sure why or how, but all the same she knew – that it was because of baby Frances that her mother had gone to heaven to live with Jesus. It was all the baby’s fault. Why did she have to come along, spoiling everything like this? In spite of herself, Josie reached out her finger, as she had seen her aunt do, and placed it in the baby’s palm. Involuntarily, the tiny fingers curled and grasped hold of the finger. The little girl gave a start of surprise as the baby, for just a second or two, opened her eyes. For the face that looked up at her – though the blue eyes were unfocused and couldn’t really see at all, only dim shapes, her aunt had told her – was Mummy’s face. The palish blue eyes and finely drawn eyebrows and the straight nose were just like her mother’s. So was the light blonde hair, wispy now, like the down on a day-old chick, but already showing the promise of a curl. Josie didn’t want her to look like Mummy. She didn’t want her . . . she didn’t want her at all.

She pulled her finger away. ‘I don’t like you, baby,’ she said, but in the softest whisper, putting her head near to the baby’s. Auntie Alice mustn’t hear. ‘I don’t like you one little bit. I shan’t ever like you, so there!’

As soon as Josie had uttered the words she felt dreadful. She knew that if Auntie Alice heard her she would be very, very cross. She knew also that Jesus would not be pleased with her as well. Josie had learned at Sunday school that Jesus wanted you to love everyone, even your enemies. This new baby, she wasn’t an enemy, but she was rather a nuisance and Josie didn’t see how she could possibly love her, not yet anyway. But she knew that Jesus would want her to try. She leaned over the baby’s makeshift cot again. ‘I’m sorry, baby,’ she whispered. ‘I’m sony I said I didn’t like you.’ Although she wasn’t sure whether or not she meant it.

There was a clothes-maiden near the fire on which were drying rows of nappies and miniature vests and nightdresses. The steam rose gently, permeating the air with a faint aroma of bleach and scented soap flakes. Josie crept inside the triangle formed by the clothes-maiden and sat down on the low stood near to the fire-guard. It was like a little house in here, a safe little house away from them all; Auntie Alice washing the pots in the kitchen, Uncle Jack reading the newspaper and gently puffing away on his pipe, and the boys, Len and Bertie, busy at their game with Leonard’s toy soldiers.

Josie liked Len. He was much older than she was – nearly ten – but he was kind, like Auntie Alice, and quiet, like Uncle Jack. He didn’t take much notice of Josie; boys of ten didn’t care much for girls, she knew that, but perhaps he would when she was older. She wasn’t bothered about him at the moment though; she wanted to be on her own, away from them all, and away from the baby. She would try not to think about the baby. She would just think about how much she liked everyone else, Len and Bertie, and Uncle Jack and Auntie Alice . . .

Josie loved her aunt Alice. She and Mum were sisters – not that anyone would ever think so, because they weren’t very much alike – but Mum was a few years younger. Aunt Alice was small and round and rosy, like a ripe apple; she smelled of apples too, and cinnamon, because she was always baking, and of the lavender scent that she sprinkled on her handkerchief. Aunt Alice’s eyes were dark brown, bright and shiny like a bird’s, and everything in her house shone too. The brass fender and the brass candlesticks on the mantelpiece gleamed with constant burnishing and the windows and mirrors glistened. It wasn’t a posh house; Josie had heard Dad complaining that it was shabby. The carpets and fireside chairs were threadbare and the rag rug had been made many years ago by Auntie Alice when she was a bride, so she had told Josie, from hundreds of tiny pieces of old cloth.

The house a few doors away, where Josie really lived, was much more splendid. They had recently had a new carpet square put down in the parlour, and on it stood a new three-piece suite in uncut moquette. But the best thing of all was the new bathroom. Aunt Alice’s family had to make do with a closet at the end of the garden. It was a small, smelly place – Josie wrinkled her nose whenever she went inside – but Aunt Alice was forever scrubbing the wooden seat and whitewashing the walls. She provided real lavatory paper, too, in a square box, not pieces of newspaper threaded on a string, such as were used by most of the inhabitants of Baldwin Terrace.

Josie was glad that she didn’t have to venture down the garden at night, though. Auntie Alice had told her to use the chamber-pot under her bed. It was a plain white one, but the one in her aunt and uncle’s room was decorated with pink roses, to match the huge basin and jug that stood on the marble-topped washstand. Josie went in there to wash of a morning, in the icy-cold water that took her breath away. The tiny boxroom where she was sleeping at her aunt’s was only big enough to hold a bed and a small chest of drawers. At home she shared the back bedroom with their Bertie, but Josie didn’t know when she would be going home again. She was happy here for the moment, and now that Mum had . . . gone, perhaps Auntie Alice could be her mum and Bertie’s mum as well? But what about baby Frances? Aunt Alice might not want to have all three of them. Josie did so hope that she wouldn’t, then perhaps the baby could go . . . somewhere else.

On January 28th, 1936, King George the Fifth was laid to rest, with due pomp and ceremony, in St George’s chapel, Windsor. Almost a million people filed past the coffin for four days as he lay in state at Westminster, while his four sons, in ceremonial dress, kept vigil. Vast crowds lined the route as the funeral procession made its way from King’s Cross, the new king and his three brothers following the gun-carriage on foot. On top of the coffin was secured the Imperial Crown, but as the procession turned into New Palace Yard, the jewelled Maltese Cross on the top of the crown fell off into the gutter. ‘A terrible omen,’ was the report in one of the newspapers.

‘It is that!’ remarked Alice to her husband. ‘A terrible omen . . . I can see trouble brewing with that Edward the Eighth, you mark my words.’

The next day, January 29th, Florence Goodwin, aged thirty-one, was laid to rest in St Luke’s churchyard. There was no pomp, no ceremony other than a simple service, but she was mourned no less sincerely by her family and friends.

A biting north-east wind shook the bare branches of the elm trees and scattered the thin covering of powdery snow that lay on the ground. Alice’s black coat was thin and worn, unsuitable for a funeral in the depths of winter, but she couldn’t feel the cold. She couldn’t feel anything but an overwhelming sadness and a foreboding for what the future might hold. She feared for the nation with the advent of the charismatic new monarch, but even more so for her immediate family, or rather her sister’s family. What would become of them all, without Florence?

She watched it all as though in a dream. The lowering of her sister’s body into the heavy clayish soil, the thud of the clods of earth as they fell on to the coffin, and the flowers, sprays of shaggy chrysanthemums like mop heads, some already wilting as they lay on the ground. She couldn’t weep; she knew that once the tears started to flow they would never stop, and so she remained outwardly calm and detached. She had been too busy during the last few days, caring for the children and preparing the funeral feast, to give way to her emotions. Now they seemed frozen within her, as frozen as the icicles hanging from the church porch, and her heart felt as leaden as the wintry grey sky.

The funeral tea she had provided, with the money from Samuel’s pocket, was a spread fit for a king. Samuel Goodwin wouldn’t be able to say that she had stinted on anything. There were slices of ham and tongue, crusty bread, pickled onions and beetroot, apple pies, deep custard and curd tarts, and a huge fruit cake left over from Christmas with Wensleydale cheese to accompany it. And gallons of tea, hot and strong and sweet, now being avidly sipped from Florence’s bone-china tea service, brought in from a few doors away, and from Alice’s own white and blue earthenware cups. What a panacea for all ills was a pot of tea, the ideal way to bridge the gap caused by embarrassment or shyness . . . or by sadness and death.

Not that there seemed to be much sadness now, not from all quarters at any rate, thought Alice as she poured the dark brown liquid into the cups. She wondered if some of them had forgotten why they were here, judging from the gales of laughter issuing from one corner of the room. Or could it just be, she thought, that we sometimes laugh at the things we fear, and so we laugh at death? She had never really approved of the funeral tea, a gathering together of family and closest friends and neighbours, to reminisce about the one no longer in our midst. But she knew that it was a tradition, and quite necessary, too. Some of them had travelled a long way. Cousin Mabel had come from Skipton, and Aunt Bertha and Uncle Will from Huddersfield. You couldn’t send them on their way without something warm inside them, not on such a cold day.

How Yorkshire folk loved a good funeral. She could hear the memories and anecdotes being exchanged now. Mrs Ollerenshaw, a neighbour from the other end of the terrace, never happy unless she was being miserable, was in full spate.

‘Aye, I remember her when she first moved into t’ terrace with young Samuel. A right bonny lass she were an’ all, with that lovely long hair and her big blue eyes. And she were bonny right up to the end. When I saw her in her coffin, I said to our Bill as how she were still a bonny lass.’

‘Aye, tha’s right, Martha. But she were always weakly, like. A puff of wind ’ud have knocked her over. I allus thought she wouldn’t be long for this world . . .’

Alice was glad that her mother couldn’t hear it all. She glanced across the room to where the old lady sat, as motionless as a statue, in the big armchair near the fire.

‘All right, Mother?’ Alice mouthed, and her mother nodded, the black petersham bow, which had been added to rejuvenate her ancient velour hat, nodding to and fro.

Her mother’s deafness was, at times, a blessing in disguise, cutting her off from the world and its problems. It was strange how Agnes Broadbent was often referred to as an old lady. She wasn’t old – only in her early sixties – but her deafness made her seem so. She had aged prematurely many years ago, grief-stricken by the death of a son and two younger brothers in the carnage of the Great War, and of her husband who had died in the outbreak of Spanish flu that had scourged the country soon after. She had looked just the same for ten years or more, slight of build, still and wax-pale, frequently retreating into her own silent world. She seemed as insubstantial as a shadow, but her spirit was strong.

‘Your ma’s as tough as old boots,’ Jack often remarked.

Indeed she was; frail though she looked, she had never ailed much and still lived alone in her small rented cottage at the far end of the lane.

‘I’ll ne’er budge from here till they carry me out feet first,’ she had vowed.

It must be dreadful, Alice thought, to lose a child, a reversal of the natural order of things. You could expect to lose your parents eventually, and maybe your spouse, but to see a child that you have borne and nurtured snatched away by premature death – that didn’t bear thinking about. And yet it had happened twice to Agnes Broadbent.

The buzz of conversation reverberating round the overcrowded little room progressed from memorable funerals, past and present, to the new King, and Stanley Baldwin, just re-elected as the Prime Minister of the National Government, and a fanatical little man called Hitler, who was beginning to make his presence felt in Germany. Alice’s eyes searched the room, finally meeting the kindly glance of Jack, her husband. He looked ill at ease in his best navy suit and black tie and highly polished black boots; he was much more at home in a collarless shirt and cardigan, often referred to as a ganzy in their part of the world. His fingers were drumming nervously on the arm of the chair and Alice felt her heart warm with affection for him. She knew, with the wifely intuition that came with years of living in close proximity, that he was anxious to be off down the garden for a puff on his pipe. He wouldn’t light up in here – it wouldn’t be seemly, not at a funeral party. Nor could he leave the guests in his own house to follow their own devices. Jack was not a demonstrative husband, not openly affectionate, but Alice knew that he was as steadfast and dependable as the unchanging hills of his native Yorkshire and she grew more fond of him with every passing year.

She turned as she felt a hand on her arm. ‘Samuel . . .’ she nodded at her brother-in-law. ‘I think it all went off all right, don’t you? It was a lovely service. The vicar spoke real well of our Florence, and I think the folks have all had enough to eat.’

‘Thanks to you, Alice, and don’t think that I’m not appreciative of your efforts. For all you’ve done for the children these last few weeks, and for all this.’ He waved his hand expansively at the banquet of food arrayed on the sideboard and table. ‘You’ve done us proud.’ He wasn’t usually so ready with his compliments, Alice thought, not unless further favours were to be requested. They were. ‘If you could see your way to looking after our Herbert and baby Frances for the next few weeks or so,’ he went on, ‘I’d be eternally grateful to you, Alice. Josephine will be at school, of course.’

He always gave his children their full names, Josephine and Herbert, whereas to most people they were usually Josie and Bertie; whilst he was known to everyone as Samuel, never Sam. And he’s swallowed a dictionary an’ all, thought Alice now. Him and his eternally grate-ful! But though he tried, when he remembered, to use fancy-sounding words, the flat vowel-sounds of the north of England betrayed him. In all fairness, though, he never sought to disguise that he was ‘Yorkshire born and bred, and proud of it’.

‘You know I’ll look after the bairns,’ Alice replied. ‘Who else is there to do it, anyroad? Josie can come here when she finishes school until you get back from the mill, and I’ll have young Bertie and the baby all day. Bertie’s not a scrap of trouble, bless him, and as for little Frances, well, at the moment you wouldn’t know she was there, she’s that good.’

Samuel, to give him his due, did seem to be grateful. ‘Thank you, Alice,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to it that you’re not out of pocket, of course.’ His dark eyes narrowed speculatively as he looked across the room. ‘It may not be for very long. I may be able to come to . . . some other arrangement. But if you could carry on as you have been doing, just for now . . .’ He nodded at her, but the brief smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Alice watched as he crossed the room. In the far corner, by the back kitchen door, sat Iris Collier. She had long been a regular visitor to the Goodwin home, especially so of late, while Florence had been poorly. She was by far the most elegantly dressed person in the room although, admittedly, she didn’t have much competition. A fox fur was draped elegantly over her smart black costume, the tail hanging down her back and the animal’s head reclining on her shoulder, for all the world as though it was about to snap off her ear. Her hat was small – what the French people would call chic – perched atop of her dark but already greying hair. Iris was a buxom woman; all bust and bum was how Jack had once described her. Her chest stuck out like a pouter pigeon and her long skirt hid the bandiness of her legs.

Samuel pulled up a chair and sat next to Iris Collier. She lowered her head as he spoke to her, then smiled at him and nodded. Alice felt a spasm of premonition run through her as she watched them. She knew that not by the slightest word or glance would Samuel step out of line, not in public view, at any rate; he could always be relied upon to act circumspectly. All the same, Alice was uneasy. So that was the way the land was lying, was it? Iris Collier was a widow . . .


Chapter 2



‘Well, he’s not wasted much time about it and that’s for sure! Our poor Florence only in her grave these last couple of months and he’s talking about getting wed again. Mind you, I’ve seen it coming . . .’ Alice put down her knitting and leaned forward. She nodded her head slowly as she looked at her husband, sitting in the opposite fireside chair. ‘That Iris Collier’s never been off the doorstep since the day of the funeral. Oh aye, I could see how things were shaping.’

‘I don’t suppose you can blame him, lass.’ Jack looked over the top of his Haliford Chronicle, then, seeing the worried expression on his wife’s face, he folded the newspaper and tucked it down the side of the chair. ‘Don’t take on so about it, Alice. It’ll happen work out all right. Like I say, you can’t blame him. It’s hard for a chap working all day at the mill then coming home of an evening and starting again. Men aren’t used to making meals and messing about in the kitchen like womenfolk do.’

‘Samuel’s not done so much messing about in the kitchen and well you know it, Jack Rawlinson, so don’t go sticking up for him.’ Alice’s eyes flashed with annoyance. ‘It’s me that’s been looking after those bairns these last few months . . . and I’d be only too happy to go on doing it an’ all. They’re no trouble to me, bless ’em. The little ’uns are as good as gold. Bertie’s a grand little lad and as for the baby, you hardly know she’s there. And Josie’s getting to be a real good help to me in the kitchen, siding the table and drying the pots. She even helped me make an apple pie the other day.’

‘It’s not natural, though, for a fellow to live alone,’ said Jack. ‘I don’t care what you say, Alice. A chap needs somebody to look after him, to see to his meals and creature comforts an’ all that . . . as well as the other thing,’ he added under his breath. ‘And Samuel’s a young man still. What will he be now? Not much more than thirty-two or three?’

‘And she’s old enough to be his mother!’ Alice picked up her knitting again. Her needles clicked together furiously as she stared fixedly at the grey sock taking shape beneath her flying fingers. ‘Cradle-snatching, that’s what she’s doing.’

‘Aw, come on now, lass. I think you’re laying it on a bit thick there. Old enough to be his mother, indeed! Nowt of the sort.’

‘I’ll bet she can give him ten years though.’ Alice glared at her husband indignantly. ‘Iris Collier must be well turned forty. She’s been a widow these past five years or so and she was no chicken then. I don’t know whatever he’s thinking about. When I think of our poor Florence, such a bonny lass she was, and as dainty as a fairy. That Iris Collier couldn’t hold a candle to her.’

‘Aye, I’ll grant you that. Iris wasn’t on the front row when looks were given out, and that’s for sure.’ Jack grinned wickedly. ‘And them legs of hers. She couldn’t stop a pig in an entry!’

‘Jack! What a thing to say!’ Alice laughed in spite of herself. ‘You can’t blame the poor woman for that, now can you? That’s what comes of standing long hours at a loom, and that’s just what Iris did when she was a youngster. She used to work all hours God sent, from all accounts, when she was a lass. There was a big family of ’em, I believe, lived on the other side of town.’

‘She did all right for herself though, when she got wed,’ replied Jack. ‘She didn’t do much standing on the mill floor once she’d wed Alfred Collier. And she’s still doing pretty well out of the business from what I’ve heard tell. She must be worth a bob or two.’

The red and black lorries with their eye-catching slogan, Colliers for Coke and Coal, were a familiar sight as they trundled up and down the steep cobbled streets around Haliford and district. The business had been started by Alfred, and was now carried on by his two younger brothers. Iris, however, it was said, was still a major shareholder and had a lot to do with the running of the business.

‘Yes, I daresay she’s pretty well heeled.’ Alice sighed. ‘And I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s the main reason Samuel’s taken up with her. He’s had his eye on the main chance these last few years. But he can suit himself. I’m not all that concerned about Samuel Goodwin. It’s those youngsters I’m worried about.’

‘He’ll see to it that they’re all right. Don’t fret yourself, lass.’ Jack leaned across and placed his hand comfortingly over his wife’s. ‘Whatever else you say about Samuel, he does look after his children. They’re always nicely turned out and they don’t want for anything. And he’s as pleased as Punch when he takes them all out of a Sunday. Right proud of them, he is.’

‘And why is he proud of them? Just tell me that. It’s because he likes folks to say that they’re a credit to him. Whatever Samuel Goodwin does, it’s for Samuel Goodwin’s benefit.’ Alice scowled at her husband. ‘What those youngsters want is a bit of love and affection, never mind new clothes and posh bathrooms an’ all that. And what does that woman know about bringing up children? She’s never had any of her own. She’ll not know where to begin, you take it from me.’

‘I daresay she’ll learn,’ said Jack, a trifle edgily. ‘It comes natural to a woman, doesn’t it, looking after children? And you’ve said yourself that they’re not much bother. Don’t get so het up about it, Alice, love.’

‘I didn’t expect you to take that attitude, Jack,’ said Alice, feeling hurt and let down. At least she had expected Jack to agree with her if no one else did. ‘You seem to be siding with him . . . and with her. I shall be lost without those bairns after all this time.’

Jack sighed. ‘Whatever we do or say, it’s not going to make a ha’p’orth of difference. So we’d best look on the bright side. That’s all I’m trying to do. I’m just trying to cheer you up. Happen it’ll all be for the best. And you’ll have a bit more time to yourself, Alice. You’ve been rushed off your feet these last few months.’

Alice smiled and quickly wiped away a stray tear from the corner of her eye. ‘Yes, I daresay you’re right, Jack. And I ought to know by now that you’d try to see some good in the devil himself. Yes, it’ll no doubt sort itself out . . . but it’s them moving away from Baldwin Lane that’s upsetting me. When will I get to see the children?’

‘It’s not as though they’re going a hundred miles away. Gladstone Avenue’s only twenty minutes’ walk if it’s that. And that house ’ud be a bit cramped with five of ’em in it, you must admit.’

‘Plenty folks have to manage with less,’ said Alice pointedly. ‘But of course a poky two-up two-down at the end of a terrace wouldn’t be good enough for the likes of Iris Collier.’ She stared thoughtfully into the fire, then looked up at her husband and gave a tight little smile. ‘Like you say, Jack, we must look on the bright side. And I’ll try to be charitable to the woman. I’ll have to be for the sake of the little ’uns. It’s no good us getting off on the wrong foot. It wouldn’t be fair to the youngsters for us to be at loggerheads from the start.’

‘Good lass. That’s the spirit.’ Jack patted her hand. ‘And you’ll be able to see the children, don’t you worry. When all’s said and done, they’re your sister’s children. Your own flesh and blood.’

Alice nodded slowly. ‘Little Josie . . . she’s just like my own child. She always has been, right from the start. And it’s her that I’m worried about. Not the other two, they’re young enough to adapt. Baby Frances has never known her real mother and young Bertie, bless him, I daresay he’ll soon forget. But Josie . . . she’s a spirited lass. I can see that there’ll be sparks flying before she’s much older.’

‘Don’t meet trouble before it comes,’ said her husband patiently. He gave her a worried glance, but Alice was absorbed once more in her knitting, her brow furrowed with concentration as she turned the heel of the sock. Jack picked up the Haliford Chronicle again. All the worrying in the world wouldn’t make a scrap of difference.

Iris Collier was not unaware of the strong feelings, in some quarters, regarding her forthcoming marriage. The gossip of the folk at church didn’t worry her. She could do her share of scandal-mongering; what women didn’t when they were on their own, away from their menfolk? Iris knew that while they were talking about her they were leaving someone else alone, and in any case, it would all be a nine day’s wonder. But she was most mindful of the quiet antagonism of Alice Rawlinson . . . and of young Josephine.

Not that there was anything she could put her finger on, not with Alice at any rate. In fact the woman had gone out of her way to be friendly, inviting Iris round for a cup of tea and a chat after the Mothers’ Union meeting. Iris had complimented Alice on her sponge cake – light as a feather, it was – and they had exchanged recipes. Iris had given Alice a recipe for parkin made with black treacle that had been one of Alfred’s favourites, and they had parted on the best of terms.

Iris had had no ulterior motive when she first started visiting the Goodwins’ home. At that time, of course, Florence had been alive, ailing though, and very big with her third child. The poor lass had hardly been able to walk about, the protuberance that had swollen her slender body to such grotesque proportions seeming not to be a part of her at all. Iris had felt sorry for her. She was a pleasant lass, though rather a milk-and-water sort of person, overshadowed by the dominant personality of her husband. Iris had befriended her, taking her under her wing at the Mothers’ Union meetings. So it had been inevitable that Iris should start calling at the home with little offerings of nourishing chicken broth or appetizing cakes and custards. It had been a great shock when the poor girl had died. Iris had been sorely distressed at the news, not realizing that the situation was so serious, and had called to offer her condolences.

Samuel was grateful. She had begun to see him then, for the first time, from a purely feminine point of view. Formerly he had just been the husband of her friend. Now the shrewd glance of his deep brown eyes kindled a similar response in her own. They had looked at one another, and had gone on looking for several seconds more than it was necessary. Each of them recognized in the other’s eyes an awareness, an acknowledgement, the very beginnings of desire. Neither of them said a word, though; sometimes words were not necessary.

Iris had lived alone since her husband, Alfred, had died, a state of affairs that didn’t suit her at all. It was different for men; they could take a woman to their bed on the quiet – or quite openly, for that matter – and very little would be said. It was assumed that men were like that; it was just ‘the nature of the beast’. But what could a woman do? Very little if she wanted to keep her self-esteem. Iris, at the time of her husband’s death, had been anxious to hold on to the good opinion that others had of her, and to maintain her up-and-coming position in the hierarchy, such as it was, in the town of Haliford.

Marrying Alfred had been a step up the social ladder. She had married him mainly for the security and the ease that his wealth could bring her although she had been fond of him as well. His modest affluence had been riches untold after the poverty in which Iris had been brought up. She had been one of a family of ten children, raised in a back-to-back house in a grimy cul-de-sac, where the mill chimneys incessantly belched out their putrid smoke. Alfred’s semi-detached house on Gladstone Avenue had seemed like a palace to the nineteen-year-old girl. He was twenty-five years her senior, but what did that matter? He could offer her a comfortable home and affection. She didn’t know whether it could be termed love; she had nothing with which to compare their feelings for one another. Iris’s life, up to that point, had consisted of standing for up to fourteen hours a day on the mill floor, then helping her downtrodden mother to care for the vast brood of children to which, every eighteen months or so, another was added. There had been little time to spare for walking out with lads. Alfred had been her first encounter with the opposite sex – except for her drunken bully of a father – and Alfred had been her salvation, her means of escape.

He had proved to be an adequate lover. What they had enjoyed together once a week in the commodious feather bed had been mutually satisfying. But Alfred was considerably older than his wife and, moreover, was becoming increasingly preoccupied with his business affairs. Sexual desire, on Alfred’s part at least, had waned. With Iris it had been merely put on one side. But the spark was there, and at Samuel’s knowing glance it was immediately rekindled.

When he asked her, about six weeks after Florence’s death, if she would consider marrying him, she didn’t hesitate, except to remind him of the difference in their ages.

‘I’ve long turned forty, you know, Samuel. Folks will say I’m cradle-snatching.’ Iris gave him an amused glance which he quickly countered.

‘To hell with what folks say!’ he replied. ‘I shouldn’t have thought it would worry you, Iris. I daresay folks had enough to say when you married Alfred, didn’t they? Let them think what they like – it’s our affair, and we’ve nobody to answer to but ourselves.’

Your children, Samuel, thought Iris. What about your children?

She was thoughtful for a moment. Yes, there had been talk all right when she married Alfred, not only that he was more than old enough to be her father, but that she was feathering her nest very nicely. The age difference was the other way round this time, but it didn’t worry her. She felt more than adequate to cope with Samuel’s youthfulness. The thought of it excited her . . . But she had the sense to know that it wouldn’t all be plain sailing.

She replied to him now, ‘Nobody to answer to, you say? There are your children, Samuel. Josephine and Bertie. Baby Frances is too young to have any memories, but the other two will go on remembering their mother. I wouldn’t want them to make comparisons. Well, I suppose they’re bound to, but I just hope I get on all right with them.’

Samuel shrugged. ‘They’ll forget,’ he said casually.

Too casually, Iris thought. She wouldn’t want the children to forget their mother, but she hoped that she would be able to compensate them, if only slightly, for the sadness of their loss. She knew only too well that Samuel, in asking her to marry him, was thinking of himself first and foremost. She had no illusions about him. Samuel, she knew, would always look after number one. She was well aware that her wealth was part of the attraction, and also the fact that there would be someone on hand all the time to look after his three children. But she didn’t think those were the only reasons. She had read the desire in his eyes, a feeling that, on her part, was eagerly reciprocated.

‘They’ll soon forget,’ he repeated. ‘Josephine was very fond of her mother, I know that, but children don’t worry very much, so long as there’s someone there to see to them. They’re all selfish little beasts at heart. They think of their own needs first, it stands to reason. Why do you think a baby cries? Because it wants attention, and once it’s got what it wants, it stops crying. No, children don’t care a damn for anybody else, only for themselves.’

And some of them don’t change very much once they’ve grown up, thought Iris, but she kept her thoughts to herself. What she said was, ‘You’re quite the philosopher, Samuel.’ She smiled wryly. ‘Yes, you’re right . . . to a point. Very young children don’t care who looks after them, so long as there’s someone there to see that they’re fed and watered. But Josephine’s growing up. She’s six now, isn’t she? And sometimes she seems a lot older than that. At any rate, she’s plenty old enough to start making up her own mind about things. And I don’t think she’s taken to me all that well.’

‘Of course she has. You’re imagining it.’ Samuel’s tone was indifferent. ‘Never mind about the children. They’ll soon get used to you, you’ll see. It’s us that’s important, Iris my love, you and me.’ He came to sit next to her on the settee and slipped an arm round her shoulders. His hand wandered down to her breast, quickly finding the opening in her blouse. She responded eagerly to his touch and returned his kiss with more than an equal ardour. Not that it would do to get too excited. Samuel, she knew, would go little further, not with the children upstairs in bed. Samuel always behaved correctly; he was well able to keep his emotions on a tight rein . . . for the moment. But she couldn’t wait for the wedding day.

Josephine, though, was the bone of contention. Iris knew that she wasn’t imagining it when she said that the child hadn’t taken to her. She had seen the thoughtful look in Josephine’s eyes – so like her father’s – a look that was weighing up Iris, wondering what to make of her. The child couldn’t possibly know, yet, that Iris was to be her new stepmother. They had decided it would be better to wait awhile before breaking the news to Josephine and Bertie. But the child knew that something was afoot; there was no need for her to be told. The knowledge was there, in her remoteness, in the way she refused to get too close to Iris.

Iris had tried with her. She decided she must try even harder. On her next visit to the Goodwins’ home she picked up Josephine’s elegant doll who seemed to have a permanent position on top of the sewing machine.

‘I like your doll,’ she began chattily. ‘Do you know, Josephine, when I was a little girl I always wanted a doll just like this. But my mother could never afford to buy me one. There were a lot of us in our family you see, dear. We didn’t have many toys . . .’ Her voice petered out as the child stared at her fixedly. ‘What is she . . . what do you call her?’ she asked falteringly.

‘Mary Jane. That’s what she’s called,’ said Josie, not showing much interest.

Iris stroked the doll’s silken dress and lifted the skirt to reveal lace-edged pantaloons of the type worn by Victorian children. ‘She’s very posh, your Mary Jane . . . but she’s torn her dress. What do you suppose she’s been doing? Fighting with the teddy bear while you’re fast asleep?’ She smiled at Josephine, but evoked very little response. The child just looked at her, frowning slightly.

Iris persisted. ‘Would you like me to make her a new dress? I’ve got some pretty pink material at home that would just suit Mary Jane.’

‘If you like,’ Josephine replied. ‘I don’t mind. I don’t play with her very much. I don’t like dolls.’

‘Oh dear – I thought all little girls liked dolls.’ Iris was aware that her voice sounded fatuous. Damn the child! Such a little scrap of a thing she was, but she was making Iris feel so helpless, a feeling Iris wasn’t used to at all. ‘What do you like then, dear?’ she asked.

‘Story-books, cutting-out, drawing . . .’ The child’s voice was still detached. She paused, then a slightly more responsive look crept over her face. She pulled open the sideboard drawer and took out a book of coloured scraps. ‘Look – Mummy bought me these just before she . . . before she was poorly. I made her a bookmark to put in her prayer-book, but then she . . . I gave it to Auntie Alice. She says she uses it every Sunday.’

Iris felt a sigh of relief escape from her. This seemed like a breakthrough, albeit a minor one. ‘That’s lovely,’ she said. ‘May I have a look, dear?’ She held out her hand and the child passed her the book of multi-coloured scraps. ‘That’s lovely,’ said Iris again as she turned the pages. Flowers, fruit, trees, gaudily coloured parrots and birds of paradise. ‘That’s lovely,’ she repeated, beginning to feel like a parrot herself. ‘Do you think you could make me a bookmark, Josephine? I’d really love one.’

‘Yes . . .’ The child smiled and her face lit up immediately. Iris hadn’t seen her smile very much; she was a serious little girl most of the time, but it was amazing what a difference the relaxing of her facial muscles made. She looked animated now, almost pretty, and her dark eyes shone with interest. She pointed to the scrap book. ‘Would you like to choose the ones you want?’

Iris had noticed that Josephine didn’t call her anything. Bertie had quickly fallen into the way of calling her Auntie Iris; most grown up persons, friends of the family, were given the courtesy title of Auntie or Uncle. But it was obvious, the way Josephine always left the sentence unfinished. Iris decided not to press the matter. She had already begun to make a little headway with the child; it would be better not to rush things. She smiled at the little girl and began to look through the book, exclaiming over-enthusiastically at the array of colourful characters. She stopped at a page full of dogs, impossible-looking poodles and Pekinese, and soulful spaniels with drooping ears.

‘What a dear little dog,’ she said, pointing to a Scottish terrier wearing a tartan bow. ‘Do you think I could have him on my bookmark, dear? And perhaps some of those pretty blue flowers to match his bow. When I was a little girl there was a dog just like him that lived next door to my gran. I always wished that he belonged to me . . .’ She stopped, aware that she was prattling foolishly, and looked at the child. ‘Do you like dogs, dear?’

‘Not much. I’d rather have cats,’ Josephine replied.

Iris gave a sigh. She had thought she was doing so well with the child. Now she felt deflated and, for the moment, utterly at a loss.

She started as she felt a small hand touch her knee, and she smiled warmly at little Bertie. He had been engrossed with his toy cars on the hearthrug, so quiet that she had forgotten he was there. Now his big brown eyes looked up at her pleadingly. ‘Will you read me a story, Auntie Iris?’

‘Of course I will, love.’ Iris lifted the child up on to her comfortable lap and he rested his head against her shoulder. ‘Now, which one shall we have? What about The Three Little Pigs?’

Bertie nodded contentedly and Iris began to read . . .

He was a dear little lad, so well behaved and biddable. He resembled his father in looks, as Josephine did; like three peas in a pod they were, with their dark hair and dark eyes. But there, as far as Bertie was concerned, the resemblance ended. He had inherited none of his father’s temperament. The child was very young of course, but so far there was no sign of Samuel’s driving force nor, it must be admitted, of his self-centredness. Bertie was showing the promise of a much gentler nature – like his mother’s – which was probably why Samuel took very little notice of his son. Not that he paid that much attention to any of his brood. He cared for their material needs – there was very little that they lacked – but if there was someone else there to look after them, then Samuel was only too happy to relinquish his responsibilities. He was completely ignoring them all now, enveloped in the depths of his Sunday newspaper.

It was becoming quite a Sunday afternoon ritual, as though they were a proper family already; a sedate walk in the municipal park, then back to Baldwin Terrace for tea. It would soon be time for Iris to don her pinny and prepare the meal. Samuel, of course, took it for granted that she would do so, and she couldn’t blame him. It was what he had always been used to. What went on in the kitchen – cooking, baking, washing-up – that was women’s work, in Samuel’s opinion. You couldn’t expect a man to start buttering the bread and peeling potatoes or to shove his hands in a bowl of soapy suds, not when he’d been working hard all day. Samuel hadn’t been working today, of course, but Sunday, as everyone knew, was a day of rest. For the men . . . There was precious little rest for the women, but that was just the way things were. Iris wouldn’t have expected it to be any other way. Not for the moment, at any rate. But Samuel would change once they got married. She had no intention of waiting on him hand and foot as his first wife had done, but it would be soon enough for him to find that out once they were wed. For the moment she would be the dutiful little woman, if that was what he wanted . . .

‘And the big bad wolf fell into the pan of boiling water . . . and that was the end of him. And the three little pigs lived happily ever after.’ Iris finished the story and closed the book. ‘There now, did you like that? Come on now, love. You’d best go and play with your cars again and Auntie Iris will start to make the tea. And Frances will be wanting her bottle soon, won’t she?’

Iris tiptoed across the room to where the baby was sleeping peacefully in her pram. They hadn’t taken her out when they returned from their walk; it had seemed a shame to disturb her rest, but it was time she was waking up now. Iris gently joggled the pram. ‘Come on, sleeping beauty. Let’s be having you.’ She leaned closer, breathing in the warm aroma of talcum powder and milk, the distinctive smell of a tiny baby. She felt her heart contract so that it almost hurt as the child opened her big blue eyes and looked straight at Iris.

‘You’re a little beauty, you are that. You’re a lovely little girl,’ she crooned softly as she placed her forefinger in the baby’s palm and felt the thrill she always felt as the tiny fingers closed around her own.

Iris had never been a great one for cooing into prams or asking if she could hold newborn babies. She thought she had seen enough of babies to last her a lifetime. Her childhood home had been full of them; bare-bottomed toddlers with dummies in their mouths, and older children with nits in their hair, grubby threadbare jumpers and seats falling out of their trousers. Iris’s mother had tried hard, at the beginning, to keep them all clean and well clothed, but she had been fighting a losing battle. Eventually she had been defeated by the grime and poverty and the sameness of life, the dull routine as one endless day followed another. Three of the children had died in infancy. She had wept, but it had, in a heart-rending way, been a relief. Three less mouths to feed, three less rapidly growing bodies to clothe.

This child was beautiful. Little Frances Goodwin was the image of Florence, her mother. But Florence was dead and in her grave these past few months, and baby Frances would soon have a new mother to care for her. Iris realized, as she bent close to the child in the pram, that this was one of her main reasons for marrying Samuel; not only her rapidly growing affection for him, but the desire to look after this little child.

The discovery came as a shock to Iris. She had been married to Alfred for almost eighteen years and no babies had come along. They hadn’t sought for a reason, but had just accepted that this was the way it was to be. They had been content enough with each other and with the increasing responsibilities of the business without the added worries that a family would bring. Iris had experienced little joy in family life and had felt that it was bliss beyond compare to live in a house where she wasn’t constantly falling over piles of washing, or working her way through mountains of dirty crockery; a house that smelt of lavender furniture polish and freshly baked bread, not of stale cabbage and urine . . . or worse.

Her brothers and sisters had been an unattractive brood, skinny and sallow-featured, and Iris had felt little affection for any of them. They mostly still lived in or near Haliford, but she saw very little of them. Save for Fred, the brother nearest to her in age, who, like Iris, had managed to scramble out of the mire. Fred had a white-collar job in the office at Hammond’s mill. He had married a girl that his family considered ‘a cut above him’, and they lived in a nice little semi on the other side of Haliford. Yes, Fred, like his sister Iris, had bettered himself.

Iris knew only too well what was said about her, not so much now, maybe, but when she had first married Alfred. A ‘jumped-up nowt’, they said, who was riding for a fall. Her own mother had warned her that no good could come of marrying out of her class.

‘Fur coat and no drawers,’ one of their old neighbours had whispered to a friend when Iris had turned up at her father’s funeral in her new sable coat. It hadn’t been intended that Iris should hear the remark, indeed she hadn’t done so; she had just read the woman’s lips and seen the sardonic smile on her face. Iris was skilled at lip-reading, as many mill workers were. It was an art they acquired over the years, enabling them to converse amid the clatter and clamour of the looms.

Iris was not immune to the cynical comments that were made about her; she found them hurtful, but she knew, too, that there were those who were envious because she had done so well for herself. Yes, she thought, looking back on the hard times, there had been occasions in her childhood when she had lacked certain articles of underclothing, as her sarcastic neighbour had suggested. But not now. Now she could afford a change for every day of the week.

Her mirror told her that her face and figure left a lot to be desired. Her cheeks were florid, a network of broken capillaries: her wiry brown hair was greying at the temples and she was – she had to admit it – fat. But where nature had failed, artifice could succeed, and Iris knew that when she attended St Luke’s she was the best-dressed woman in the congregation.

She was forty-two now. Whether it had been her fault or Alfred’s that no children had come along she would never know, but she was certain now that she would never give birth, nor did she wish to do so. She had seen her mother too often in the throes of childbirth to have any desire to experience it for herself.

But with this lovely child she was being given a chance. The thought thrilled her beyond words. What a joy it would be to dress her up in pretty clothes, to cuddle her and sing her to sleep, and, above all, to have a hand in her upbringing. Iris was well aware that she was taking on a big responsibility with the care of three children who were not her own flesh and blood, but she was more than willing to try. The two elder ones might not be easy, especially Josephine, but with this tiny baby it would be like writing on a clean page. Iris felt, for a moment, almost humble at the thought of it all, but not the least bit afraid. She had never been faint-hearted.

She straightened up, aware that Josephine was watching her. ‘Your sister’s awake now,’ she said, more cheerfully than she was feeling. Josephine’s quiet resentment disturbed her. ‘Come along, dear, and help me make baby’s bottle. Then you can set the table for me, there’s a good girl.’

Josephine looked at Iris, then she turned and looked at her father. Iris sighed inwardly. It was no use either of them looking to Samuel for assistance. He was still engrossed in his newspaper.

‘Josephine . . . I don’t think you heard me.’ Iris’s voice was steady and controlled, but there was no mistaking that she meant to be obeyed. ‘Come and help me to get the tea ready. Now!’

Josephine put down her book, but she still stayed where she was.

‘At once, Josephine! I’m not going to say it again . . .’

This time Josephine moved.


Chapter 3



‘I shall miss you, Auntie Alice,’ said Josie, leaning against the wooden draining-board in the kitchen. She was sucking abstractedly at the end of one of her long dark plaits, something that she had started doing only recently. ‘It’ll be horrid, going to that house in Gladstone Avenue instead of coming here to you when I finish school. I shan’t like it, you know. I shan’t like it one little bit.’

‘Nonsense! Of course you will.’ Alice purposely made her voice sound sharp, though her instinct was to put her arms round the child and hug her tightly. But Josie had to be steered away from this propensity towards self-pity and made to come to terms with what was going to happen. What couldn’t be cured had to be endured; it was no use telling the child that, but Alice knew that it was true and the message had to be got across somehow.

‘Don’t suck you hair like that, dear,’ she said. ‘You’re making it all nasty. And just look, your ribbon’s coming undone.’ Alice deftly tied the red ribbon into a bow and tucked the plait behind Josie’s shoulder. ‘There – all shipshape again.’ The child had not looked as spruce since Florence went, partly because, understandably, Samuel hadn’t got the touch that a woman would have, nor the time to bother of a morning; but also because Josie had stopped caring so much about how she looked. She went off to school looking reasonably well turned out, but sometimes when she returned at four o’clock she looked as though she had been dragged through a hedge backwards.

‘Of course you’ll like it at Gladstone Avenue,’ said Alice again. ‘Aren’t you going to have a bedroom to yourself, like a big girl, instead of sharing with Bertie?’ Josie nodded. ‘Well, there you are then. That’ll be grand. Proper grown up you’ll be. And it’s not all that far away you know, lovey.’ Alice couldn’t help herself putting an arm round the child’s thin shoulders. She hated to see her looking so dejected. ‘You’ll be able to come and see us quite often. Perhaps we could arrange with your dad to bring you here on a Saturday? Or if Auntie Iris would let you come one day a week after school, like you do now, then maybe your dad could come round for you later, when you’ve had your tea. Would you like that?’

Josie nodded again. ‘But I come every day now, don’t I?’ she replied. ‘You said once a week . . . That’s not very much.’

Alice sighed. The child could be so difficult when she was ‘wrong side out’, very much like her father. ‘Well, I’m afraid it will have to do, Josephine,’ she replied more firmly than she would have wished. ‘I’ve told you, your home will be in Gladstone Avenue in a few weeks’ time . . . and it’s all going to be grand. Now, come on, love. We’d best shape ourselves and get this table set. Our Len’ll be in soon, ready to eat me out of house and home. He always does when he’s been playing football. Now, I’ll cut the bread and you can spread the butter on it. How’s that?’

Alice was pleased to see that the little girl cheered up slightly as they prepared the tea. She answered in monosyllables at first. Yes, she was looking forward to school finishing in two weeks’ time. And yes, she would be in the big school, the Juniors, when she went back in September, as opposed to the Infant school that she attended now. Then, ‘We’re going on our holidays,’ she volunteered, somewhat hesitantly. ‘All of us. Me and our Bertie and Dad . . . and Auntie Iris and the baby,’ she added in an undertone. ‘We’re going to Blackpool.’

At this Alice threw up her hands in a gesture of surprise and delight, as if she hadn’t already known that Samuel proposed taking not only his new bride but all the family with him on his honeymoon to the seaside. ‘Blackpool! Well, I never did! Aren’t you the lucky one? Fancy going to Blackpool.’

At her aunt’s enthusiastic response a glimmer of interest began to stir in Josie’s dark eyes. ‘Is it nice at Blackpool, Auntie Alice? Have you been?’

‘Nice? I’ll say it’s nice,’ replied Alice. ‘There’s nowhere in this wide world like Blackpool. There’s the sea, and miles and miles of sand, and the Pleasure Beach. And the dear little donkeys on the beach. You’ll be able to have a donkey ride, Josie. Yes, I’ve been to Blackpool. Your uncle Jack and I went there when we got married. And we went back once when Leonard was a tiny lad. But we haven’t been for ages. I wish I was coming with you, I do that. You are a lucky little girl, going to Blackpool.’

‘Perhaps you could come with us, Auntie Alice.’ Josie was looking at her intently, her dark eyes serious and her brows drawn together in a questioning frown. ‘D’you think p’raps you could? I’d like it a lot better if you were there.’

‘Oh no, that wouldn’t do at all.’ Alice hastily patted her shoulder. ‘Don’t you worry about me, love. I didn’t really mean that I wanted to come. I know I can’t. No . . . this is a holiday just for your family. But you’ll have to send me a postcard, mind. One with the Tower on. And bring me back a stick of pink rock, then I won’t mind so much being left behind.’

Alice was pleased to see that Josie looked much more cheerful now. ‘That’ll be in August,’ the little girl said, as she placed the slices of bread and butter carefully on the bottom tier of the cake stand, the way she had seen her aunt do. ‘The middle of August, Dad said. But before that there’s going to be the wedding and a party at the Quarp Café.’

Alice smiled at the child’s pronunciation. ‘Co-op,’ she said. ‘The Co-operative Café. Say “Co-op”, Josie. That’s how you say it.’

‘Co . . . op,’ repeated Josie, frowning slightly. ‘And she says . . . Auntie Iris says that she’s going to take me to the big Co-op in town, so that I can choose a new frock and hat for the wedding. For meself, I mean. She’s already got her new frock, Auntie Iris has, but she says it’s a big secret. We can’t see it until the day.’

‘Well, I never did!’ said Alice again. ‘New clothes and holidays in Blackpool. Whatever next!’ She had noticed the child’s slight discomfiture when she spoke of Auntie Iris, but at least she was giving the woman a name now, instead of referring to her as ‘she’ as she had done in the beginning.

‘Who’s she? The cat’s mother?’ Alice had said to her repeatedly, though jokingly, at first, until Josie got into the way of calling Iris Collier ‘Auntie’. She doubted if the child would ever be able to call the woman Mother or Mum as she supposed baby Frances would learn to do. Frances, of course, would never be able to remember her real mother and little Bertie, too, might soon forget.

Eh, dearie me, it’s a sad business, Alice thought to herself as she placed four tomatoes – one each – in a glass dish and four slices of boiled ham on the plates. Poor little bairns, losing their mother at such a tender age and then being pitchforked into a new relationship before you had time to say Jack Robinson. She flicked away a tear that had formed in the corner of her eye. She thought she had done all her weeping for her beloved sister, but still, at odd moments, this feeling of desolation came over her. It was imperative, however, that she should keep cheerful for the children’s sake.

‘Put these plates on the table,’ she called to Josie, ‘then I’ll just mash the tea and we’ll make a start. I’m not waiting any longer for our Len. If I’ve told him once I’ve told him a hundred times that tea’s at five o’clock sharp. I’ll be having your uncle Jack in before I can turn round and the sparks’ll fly if his dinner’s not ready for him, I can tell you.’ Alice knew that this was not strictly true. Mild-mannered Jack Rawlinson would not say a word if, for once, his evening meal was not ready and waiting for him when he returned home from work. But it always was, and his slippers warming by the hearth as well. They were what he called his creature comforts, and Alice knew that he appreciated them, though he didn’t often tell her so. The little homely touches that Samuel, no doubt, was missing at the moment . . . but not for much longer.

‘And give Bertie a shout, will you, there’s a good girl. And make sure he washes his hands before he sits down . . .’ Four-year-old Bertie was playing with his ball in the back garden. Such an obedient little lad he was, so quiet and baby Frances, too, seemed as though she would be very little trouble. She was lying happily in her pram now in the corner of the big kitchen-cum-living-room, kicking her legs and making the occasional gurgling sound of contentment as she did when she had just had her bottle. Yes, they were good, well-behaved children but, for all that, Alice was finding that looking after them, day in, day out, was exceedingly tiring. She wouldn’t be sorry when, in a few weeks’ time she handed over the reins to Iris Collier. Or Iris Goodwin, as she would be by then. So long as it worked out all right for Josie, that was Alice’s only worry. She did so hope and pray that it would.

When Josie came in through the back door holding her little brother by the hand, Len came in as well. Or he would have done if his mother hadn’t stopped him. ‘Hold on a minute, lad.’ She pushed him back over the step with the flat of her hand. ‘You’re not setting foot on my clean kitchen floor in them muddy boots. Take ’em off and leave ’em outside. And wash them mucky hands and your face an’ all. You’ve mud up to your eyeballs . . . And you’re late, as usual.’

Len grinned good-naturedly. He was so like his father, easygoing and even-tempered and with the same mild blue-grey eyes and tousled fairish hair. It was impossible to stay mad with him for more than a minute or two.

‘All right, Mam,’ he said, ‘keep your hair on. I’m not all that late, anyroad. If I were late you’d be sitting round the table, wouldn’t you? And you’re not, so I can’t be late. It’s just summat you like to say, isn’t it, Mam? Come on, Bertie, let’s get us hands washed or we’ll be in even more bother.’

He picked up his little cousin and carried him over to the stone sink, at the same time giving Josie a conspiratorial wink. Alice noticed how the little girl lowered her eyelids and blushed faintly as she smiled back at him. Alice knew that Josie adored her big cousin, although it wasn’t very often that he had very much to do with her. Bertie seemed to like him, too, and Len was good at entertaining the little lad, that was when he wasn’t out playing his blinking football. All too soon, though, Alice reminded herself, the Goodwins would be someone else’s responsibility.
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