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About the Book

It is with mixed feelings that Frances Goodwin, a pretty young infant school teacher, returns to Blackpool from Yorkshire to look after her increasingly ailing mother, Iris.

It’s not long before Frances is frustrated – not just with the severe lack of space at her mother’s small bungalow, but also with constantly having to give an account of her movements. Deciding to expand her horizons to compensate for this lack of freedom, she joins an operatic society where her love of singing and drama is rekindled.

However, some real drama enters her life in the form of Adrian Glover, the new local Methodist minister, who visits her school regularly to take assemblies. Kindly, cheerful and completely dependable, Adrian falls in love with Frances and when he asks her to marry him she says yes without hesitation. But the engagement does not go as smoothly as she’d expected. Not only does her mother’s health drastically deteriorate but she also gets to know a new colleague: the distinguished, devishly good-looking Marcus Avery. . .


For all the teachers with whom I have worked during my years in the profession; especially those with whom I am still in contact, most especially my good friend, Gladys.

The teachers portrayed in this book are fictional characters although, here and there, certain characteristics of teachers I have known have crept in. The schools, however, are based, very largely, on two Blackpool schools in which I have taught, although the names have been changed. Many of the former members of staff – and pupils – may recognise them.

But the incidents that take place in the schools and elsewhere are figments of my imagination.


Chapter 1

‘Now you won’t forget to write, will you, dear?’

It was the umpteenth time that Alice Rawlinson had asked that question during the ten minutes they had been standing on the platform at Haliford station. But Frances answered her, once again, good-humouredly. ‘No, Auntie Alice, I won’t forget to write. Don’t you worry. I’ll let you know how Mum’s getting on. And I’ll tell you all about my new school.’

Frances had grown very fond of her aunt during the two years she had been living at her home. She knew that she would miss her very much at first, but not nearly so much, Frances guessed, as her aunt would miss her. Alice had come to look upon her as a daughter rather than a niece but it was time now for Frances to go back to Blackpool, to make her home once again with her mother and to continue her teaching career in the town that was really her home.

It was the ruling of the Chief Education Officer for Blackpool that local girls should not be encouraged to apply for posts in their home town until they had taught elsewhere for at least two years. An unfair ruling, many thought. Why should Blackpool be allowed to pick and choose like this whilst other authorities were only too willing to employ probationers? After all, young teachers had to gain their experience – and make their mistakes – somewhere. The rule, admittedly, was relaxed from time to time, usually in extenuating circumstances such as the ill health of a parent. But when Frances had left college in 1956 her mother, Iris Goodwin, had been in reasonably good health and quite happy for her daughter to take a teaching post in Yorkshire, the county where she had done her training. The situation had now changed and Frances knew that she was needed at home.

‘Goodness me, I wish that train would hurry up and come.’ Frances glanced at her watch. It was only five minutes late, but they seemed to have been standing there for hours, Aunt Alice having insisted, as usual, on getting there with time and enough to spare. Partings were always distressing, and it only prolonged the agony when they dragged on and on.

‘Don’t worry, love. It’ll be here in a minute or two, I dare say,’ said Alice, sounding the more relaxed of the two of them at that moment. ‘Now, you’ve got your ticket safe, haven’t you? And don’t forget to eat those nice sandwiches I’ve made you. They’re beef, off yesterday’s joint. I always think it cuts better when it’s cold . . . And give my love to yer mam, won’t you, dear? I hope she’s on the mend. Though I doubt if she’ll ever be able to dash around like she used to, not now that blessed “arthuritis” has set in. We’re neither of us spring chickens any more, are we, Iris and me? Your Uncle Jack’s doing all right, though, for an old ’un, isn’t he? Sixty-four next birthday and still working at Hammond’s mill. Mind you, I reckon that’s what’s keeping him going. I don’t know whatever he’ll do when he has to retire. Me neither, love.’ Alice chuckled. ‘I can’t say as I fancy having him under me feet all day . . .’

Frances smiled, not answering. She had heard the same remarks time and time again and knew that her aunt was chattering so there would not be a silence heavy with the threat of separation. She glanced up now at the view across the railway lines. It was quite a nice day, although it had been a poor sort of summer so far – cold and rainy for most of the time. Frances viewed a pleasing scene: the railway station was in the valley, and the hillside, one of the lower slopes of the Pennines, formed a backdrop to the clusters of grey-stone houses huddled on its slopes. An orange bus, looking at this distance like a child’s toy, crawled along the road that snaked round the side of the fell, northwards to Bradford or beyond, and a couple of cars were heading southwards towards Lancashire. Here and there a tall mill chimney belched smoke out into the still blueness of the sky, besmirching the quality of the air and light. There were not so many chimneys now as there had been even a few years ago. The Yorkshire woollen industry, that the mill owners had believed would last for ever, was already in decline.

Haliford had once been one of the main centres of the ‘shoddy’ industry, the process by which old clothes made of wool were ground into a fibrous mass – shoddy – then mixed with virgin wool and remade into new cloth. Now, with the advent of synthetic fibres, many of these mills had closed down or had been converted into factories producing kitchen furniture or electronic equipment. With the march of progress many mill workers had lost their jobs or had been forced to learn different skills. Jack Rawlinson, however, still held on to his job of warehouseman at Hammond’s, where he had been for as long as Frances could remember. Aunt Alice and Uncle Jack never seemed to change and Frances had been glad of their reliability and the welcoming comfort of their home as she settled into the first post of her teaching career.

‘It’s here now,’ said Frances with some relief as the train puffed its way round the corner and into view. She was glad to see it was a corridor train – you never knew who you might end up with when it wasn’t – and she quickly bundled her belongings, a suitcase that weighed a ton and two bulging travel bags, into the nearest compartment.

‘Oh dear, however will you manage at the other end?’ said Alice, worriedly eyeing the mountain of luggage. ‘And you’ve to change, haven’t you, at Preston?’

‘Don’t worry, Auntie; I’ll be OK,’ said Frances. ‘I’ll get a taxi, and I dare say I can get a porter to help me at Preston. I’ll be fine.’ She stood on the step, reaching down to put her arms round the plump little woman, placing a kiss on her rosy cheek. ‘Bye, Auntie Alice. Love to Uncle Jack, and to Len and Karen and the girls. Take care of yourself now . . . I’ll write . . .’

‘Just think on that you do,’ said Alice, a tear glistening in her eye as the guard waved his flag and the train pulled away. ‘Remember now, give my love to yer mam. And to Josie and the family. Bye, Frances . . . goodbye.’

Frances waved until she saw her aunt turn to leave the platform, then she settled down. She was pleased to have a window seat because the scenery, at least until you reached the border with Lancashire, was quite impressive. She feasted her eyes first of all on the dark grey houses, many of them former mill workers’ cottages, and the higgledy-piggledy cluster of mills strung along the valley bottom. Rising above it all was the extravagant folly of an octagonal mill chimney topped with a Renaissance-style pinnacle, erected by a mill owner who believed that even chimneys could be things of beauty. Then the industrial landscape gave way to wild moorland, brown with bracken and purple with heather. Hump-backed bridges spanned the river that had once brought power to the looms and soft water for the washing, carding and combing of the wool. Sheep grazed between the limestone boulders, smoke curled from the chimneys of what must be some of England’s loneliest farms, and here and there a waterfall cascaded down between granite rocks.

Frances knew that she would miss the hills of Yorkshire. From her aunt’s house on Baldwin Lane, the thoroughfare that climbed steadily out of the valley floor, there was an uninterrupted view across the moors. It could be bleak in winter, especially in a house that was not centrally heated – and few were – although at least her aunt and uncle had finally managed to persuade the landlord that they had to have a bathroom and an inside lavatory. Her mother’s little bungalow was not centrally heated either, but there were gas fires and electric radiators; besides, the place was too tiny ever to get really cold.

The train chugged its way over bridges and through tunnels cut through limestone and the darker millstone grit, towards the border with Lancashire, the home of the cotton, not the woollen, industry. Blackburn, Accrington, Burnley, Nelson and Colne. The names of these towns were engraved on Frances’s mind and had been ever since she had learned them, by rote, when she was studying for her O level Geography exam. The five main weaving towns . . . or were they the spinning towns? She could never quite remember. No; Bolton, Bury, Rochdale and Oldham – those were the spinning towns.

The train was pulling into Blackburn station now, a huge building that seemed far too big for the amount of traffic passing through it, though once it had been at the very centre of all the industrial hubbub and commerce. Now, though the station was fairly busy, it was mainly with businessmen, shoppers and holiday-makers; there was little sign of the industry which had once been its very life blood.

In Lancashire, as well as in the Yorkshire Frances had just left behind, working ‘at t’mill’ was no longer the way of life it had once been for countless men and women, Frances’s mother, Iris Goodwin, having been one of them. Her mother was very much in Frances’s thoughts as the train left Blackburn, heading towards Preston, where she would change for the Blackpool train.

Iris, from being a girl of twelve, had worked long hours in the woollen mill. One of a very large family, she had been sent out to work at an early age. Frances knew from the odd remark her mother had made, or from snippets of conversation she had gleaned from Aunt Alice, that marrying her first husband, Alfred Collier, had been a good step up the social ladder for young Iris, especially as he had been more than twenty years her senior and, when he died, had left her very well heeled. Strictly speaking Iris was not Frances’s mother. She was her stepmother, having married Samuel Goodwin soon after Florence Goodwin had died giving birth to Frances; much too soon, many had believed. Iris had been forty-two then, some ten years older than her father, but Frances had never thought of her as old. She was just Mum, the woman who had loved her and cared for her – spoiled her at times, if the truth were told – the only mother Frances had ever known.

Dad was long dead, killed in the war, and now Mum’s health was deteriorating. She was becoming more and more incapacitated by rheumatoid arthritis – ‘arthuritis’, as Aunt Alice always called it – and it was no longer wise for her to live alone, especially as her heart was not too good either. She had given them quite a scare several years back, when Frances was still at school, when she had suffered a heart attack. This had forced her to give up her boarding house in North Shore and move to a little bungalow in Layton. She had lived there quite happily on her own while Frances was at college, then teaching for two years in Haliford; but now, with the onset of arthritis and a few disturbing warnings from Iris’s heart, this was no longer possible.

Which was why Frances Goodwin was on a west-bound train experiencing, if she were honest, very mixed feelings at the thought of living at home again. The last time Frances had seen her, Iris had seemed rather querulous, something she had not previously been, and more demanding. Frances had tried to think, charitably, that it was the pain that was making her so difficult, although Iris, it had to be admitted, had always been a tartar for wanting her own way. But they would learn to adjust to one another again, Frances told herself, and if things proved too difficult her elder sister, Josie, who lived in Blackpool, was always on hand to help.

Having boarded the Blackpool train at Preston, Frances breathed a heartfelt sigh of relief when she had heaved her two heavy bags up on to the luggage rack. Whew! Her Aunt Alice had been right to worry about how she would manage to change trains. There was not a porter in sight when she alighted. Then when she had struggled about fifty yards along the platform, a suitcase in one hand, a travel bag in the other and the remaining bag tucked, somehow, under her arm, one had appeared. Cheerfully he had taken charge of her luggage, heaving it around as though it weighed no more than a few ounces, leading her along the subway and across to platform one where she caught the train with just a few minutes to spare. It had been well worth the shilling tip she had given him, feeling very much a woman of the world and an intrepid traveller to boot.

She stared now at the suitcase on the floor, wondering whether it would be worth the effort of heaving it on to the rack, if, indeed, she could manage to do so. There was only one other passenger in the compartment, a young woman whom Frances had hardly glanced at as she stumbled in, so it wasn’t likely the luggage would be in anybody’s way. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror on the wall, which was sandwiched between two sepia photographs, one of Southport and the other of Morecambe. Goodness, what a mess she looked, her fairish hair all over the place, her face red and perspiring freely with her exertions and a black smear of soot on the side of her nose. As she drew her hanky from her cardigan pocket to wipe away the offending smut she saw two blue eyes, paler than her own, staring at her quizzically, reflected in the mirror.

‘It is Frances, isn’t it?’ said the girl uncertainly. ‘I thought it was when you came in. Of course I haven’t seen you for ages . . .’

Frances turned to look at the young woman. Wispy blonde hair, an earnest little face, pale blue eyes, Yes, Frances remembered those intense eyes which, at times, had seemed to be probing into her very soul.

‘Megan . . .’ she said, with a glad smile of recognition. ‘Megan Ashcroft, isn’t it? How nice to see you again.’ Frances spoke sincerely. It was good to meet old friends again, although the two of them had never been bosom pals.

‘Would you like me to give you a hand with that?’ asked Megan, nodding towards the suitcase. ‘You seemed to be having rather a struggle. I managed with just the one.’ A medium-size case, as neat and unobtrusive-looking as Megan herself, was on the rack above the girl’s head. ‘But then I’ve only been away for the weekend. You look as though you’ve been globetrotting?’ Those pale blue eyes beneath politely raised blonde eyebrows were watching Frances intently again.

‘No . . . thanks. I think I’ll leave it there if it’s OK with you,’ replied Frances. ‘If somebody gets in at Kirkham then I’ll think again.’ She collapsed gratefully on the opposite seat. ‘No, I’ve not been globetrotting, though it certainly feels like it. I’ve just come from Yorkshire. I’ve been teaching there, you see, for the past two years.’

Frances hadn’t seen Megan since they’d both left school, Frances to go to teacher training college and Megan to take up a nursing career. She had been keen to work overseas, on the Mission Field, Frances remembered. She was just about to mention this when Megan leaned forward intently and asked, ‘You’ve been teaching in Yorkshire? Why was that? Couldn’t you get a job in Blackpool? Or did you want to get away from home?’

‘Not exactly,’ replied Frances. ‘They don’t like giving jobs to local girls, you know, not straight away. But I’ve got a post in Blackpool now and I’m going to live at home again. Mum’s not too well, you see. Her heart’s not too good and she’s got arthritis.’

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Megan. She did look quite concerned. She had always had a sympathetic nature, Frances recalled, though she could, at times, be rather judgemental. ‘And where’s your new school?’ she went on. ‘Is it near where you live?’

‘Quite near,’ said Frances. ‘Not actually in Layton – that’s where Mum lives – but it’s only a bus ride away, on that big new estate they’ve built. Wyre Bank, the school’s called – not that it’s anywhere near the River Wyre, but they’ve called it after our local river, I suppose.’

‘And what age group do you teach?’

‘Infants . . . for my sins,’ added Frances ruefully, reflecting, when she had said it, that maybe it wasn’t the wisest thing to say to Megan Ashcroft. In the old days she and her friend, Janet, had been forever harping on about sin. ‘What I mean is . . . I wish sometimes I’d trained for Juniors, not Infants. The young children can be so terribly wearing, especially the Reception class, which is what I’ve had for the last two years. I’m having a Third Year class, though, at Wyre Bank, six-to-seven-year-olds, so it might be less harassing. I’m hoping there’ll be more teaching and less tying shoelaces and mopping up puddles, if you know what I mean.’

‘I think so.’ Megan smiled politely. ‘Where did you live when you were in Yorkshire? Were you in digs?’

‘No; I stayed with my aunt and uncle,’ replied Frances. ‘Our family came from Yorkshire originally, you know.’

‘Oh yes, I remember now,’ said Megan. ‘You’re not sand-grown, like me, are you? Your family came to Blackpool during the war, didn’t they, to take a boarding house?’

‘Yes . . . at least my mother did,’ said Frances. ‘Dad was killed in the desert war in Africa so Mum brought us to Blackpool, me and my sister and brother. She’d always fancied having a boarding house; well, a private hotel it was, really.’

‘But she’s not there now?’

‘No, she had to give it up when she started to be ill.’

‘So you’re going home to look after her?’

‘Something like that,’ said Frances evasively.

‘Yes . . . she was quite a lot older than some of our mothers, wasn’t she?’ said Megan thoughtfully, and not very tactfully, in Frances’s view. ‘I remember seeing her when we were at school. What about your sister – Josie, isn’t it? Does she help to look after your mother?’

What is this? thought Frances, beginning to feel a trifle annoyed. Twenty Questions or something? ‘Of course she does,’ she replied, as evenly as she could. ‘Josie does what she can. But she has her own family to see to and she lives right at the other side of Blackpool, in Marton.’

‘She married a policeman, didn’t she?’

‘Yes, that’s right; Jimmy Clegg. We don’t see very much of my brother, Bertie,’ Frances went on before Megan had a chance to ask. ‘He’s teaching in the Midlands. He married a girl from down there and they don’t come up to Blackpool all that often.’ She didn’t explain that Iris was only a stepmother, albeit a wonderful one, to the three children. Whether Megan was cognisant with this fact Frances wasn’t sure, but there was no point in telling her.

Frances smiled in a friendly way at her travelling companion. ‘Well, I think that’s enough about me, isn’t it? What about you? You went in for nursing, did you, like you said you would?’

‘Yes, I’m at Victoria Hospital,’ said Megan. ‘I’ve been there since I was eighteen. I’m a staff nurse now. And . . . I’m engaged to one of the doctors there.’ She hung her head, blushing slightly and staring down at the solitaire diamond ring on the third finger of her left hand, something which Frances had only just noticed. ‘He’s a gynaecologist – Dr Conway, Bernard, he’s called – and we’re getting married next year, we hope.’

‘That’s wonderful. Congratulations,’ said Frances. ‘I must say you look very happy.’ For Megan was certainly looking radiant now, her pale face flushed and her eyes sparkling with fervour; the way they had used to do, Frances remembered, when the girl spoke about her love for the Lord. ‘Let me see . . .’ Frances said now, although the last thing she wanted to do was embark on a theological discussion. ‘Didn’t you think of going overseas at one time? Becoming a missionary?’

‘Oh yes, yes I did,’ said Megan earnestly. ‘I think I would still like to . . . if I hadn’t met Bernard.’ She twisted her ring round and round on her finger. ‘He’s convinced me, you see, that there’s just as much work to do for the Lord here without going overseas. Bernard has all those babies he’s bringing into the world, and I’m doing what I can to help the children who have to stay in hospital. Poor little mites; some of them are so homesick. That’s where I am at the moment, on the children’s ward, though we get moved around from time to time. Yes, there’s plenty of work to be done here in God’s name, Frances, without going overseas.’

‘Absolutely,’ replied Frances, not sure what else to say. ‘And what about your fiancé, Bernard? Does he belong to the same church as you? Weren’t you a Baptist before you joined that . . . that other group?’

‘The Friends of the Carpenter you mean,’ said Megan, eyeing her steadily. ‘You went there for a while yourself, Frances, when we were at school.’

‘Yes . . . so I did,’ said Frances, somewhat cagily. Her encounter with the Friends of the Carpenter was something she didn’t often think about now. ‘What happened to them?’ she asked. ‘Are they still going strong?’

‘No, I’m afraid not. The group folded a couple of years back. Lack of funds mainly, and the numbers were dwindling. Yes . . . as you said, I was a Baptist before that, but not any longer. Bernard is a Catholic and – you may be surprised to hear this, Frances – that’s what I’m going to be as well. I’m taking instruction from the priest at Bernard’s church. So that we can get married at the high altar. It means a lot to him, you see . . . And what Bernard wants, then I want as well,’ she added demurely.

Frances was more than surprised at this news; she was flabbergasted, though she tried not to show it. Megan, who at one time had believed that even Church of England vicars with their elaborate vestments and ceremonial worship, smacked of ‘popery’, this same Megan was to marry a Roman Catholic?

‘Yes, I am rather surprised,’ she replied guardedly, ‘but I’m very happy for you.’

‘Thank you. I am happy as well,’ said Megan, once again blushing prettily. ‘Meeting Bernard has made such a difference to me, to my outlook . . . and everything. After all, He’s the same God, isn’t He, for all of us, no matter how we worship. Bernard has made me see that.’

‘Absolutely,’ said Frances, for the second time. This Bernard must be quite something, she thought as she smiled at her rediscovered friend. What a change in Megan, and all because the young woman had fallen in love, an experience as yet unknown to Frances.

‘What about you, Frances? Have you a boyfriend? I can see you’re not engaged.’ Megan was looking somewhat pityingly at Frances’s ringless hand, a tendency Frances had noticed before in newly engaged girls. Megan was certainly inquisitive, but Frances found that she didn’t mind. Megan seemed much more human now than the ‘holier than thou’ young girl that Frances remembered.

‘No, I’m quite footloose and fancy-free,’ replied Frances, laughing easily. ‘And, at twenty-two I’ve got plenty of time to find the right man. I went out with one or two lads when I was in Haliford, but nothing serious. You don’t meet many men in an infant school staffroom. My last school was both infants and juniors, but there were only four of us altogether on the staff, all women. It was just a small village school, less than a hundred children in all.’

‘You’ll find a big difference at Wyre Bank then,’ said Megan. ‘It’s a vast estate, so I should imagine there’ll be hundreds of children in the school, won’t there?’

‘Yes, about two hundred and fifty in the infant school alone,’ replied Frances. ‘It should be quite a challenge. I’m looking forward to it.’ She was trying to convince herself of this. At times, if she were honest, she felt quite scared at the prospect. A large class, almost twice the size of what she had been used to, and a headmistress who, at the interview, had looked aloof and forbidding.

‘That’s good,’ said Megan. ‘It makes all the difference when you find the right vocation in life. I’m so glad I have.’ She was looking dreamily again at her little solitaire diamond ring and Frances guessed she was thinking of her forthcoming marriage to the wonderful Bernard rather than her nursing career. Then she looked up, staring intently at Frances. ‘Shall we keep in touch, Frances, now we’ve met up again? I’d like to . . . if you would.’

‘Yes, I would like to,’ said Frances, finding that she really meant it. She had lost touch with most of her old schoolfriends in Blackpool and her college friends were mainly from Yorkshire or further afield. She would no doubt meet a whole new set of acquaintances – possibly friends – at her new school, but she wasn’t going to spurn Megan’s offer. She felt, somehow, that the young woman wanted – or more than that, needed – her friendship. ‘Yes, I’d like to see you again, Megan. You must be very busy, though, with your nursing . . . and Bernard.’

‘Yes, I am, that’s true, but I’m sure we can sort something out. Give me your address and I’ll give you mine. Is your mother on the phone?’

Iris Goodwin was, but Megan’s parents in South Shore were not. The two young women swapped details and Megan said she would ring in a few weeks’ time when Frances had settled into her new job and she, Megan, was on a convenient shift.

‘Now, let’s look out for Blackpool Tower,’ said Megan, sounding like an excited little girl. As she peered eagerly through the window she did, in fact, look much younger than her twenty-two years. She was slightly built, with a small face and delicate features, and her pink and white gingham dress, worn with a white woolly cardigan and flat-heeled sandals, only served to make her look more childlike. By comparison, Frances, in her blue rayon costume, recently purchased at Leeds C & A, felt positively sophisticated and quite the height of fashion. ‘I always look for Blackpool Tower when I’ve been away,’ Megan explained. ‘It’s like a “welcome home” sign. Don’t you think so?’

‘Yes, it certainly is,’ said Frances, although she had forgotten about it until Megan reminded her. The silhouette of Blackpool Tower would soon appear on the horizon, just after the next hillock.

‘There it is,’ they both cried in unison as the tall slender structure, no bigger than their little fingers at this distance, came into view. They burst out laughing. ‘Like a couple of kids, aren’t we?’ said Frances. ‘It’s a welcome sight, as you say. I remember Josie and Bertie and I looking for it every time we came back from holiday. Where’ve you been, by the way? You didn’t say.’

‘Oh, just to visit an aunt in Shropshire,’ replied Megan. ‘My cousin’s just had a baby and I thought it was a good opportunity to see them, especially as Bernard was working this weekend. He often is . . . but I’ll see him tonight.’ Her eyes were shining at the thought of it. ‘I start a week of late shifts tonight.’

‘Oh dear. Poor you,’ said Frances feelingly.

‘Not to worry.’ Megan sounded very cheerful. ‘There are compensations. A great many of them.’ She smiled serenely. All centred around Dr Bernard Conway, unless Frances was very much mistaken.

They fell silent, each wrapped in her own thoughts, as the train stopped first at Poulton-le-Fylde, then at Layton. ‘Are you getting off here?’ asked Megan. ‘Didn’t you say your mother lives in Layton?’

‘Yes, she does, but it’s a long way from the station, and I won’t be able to get a taxi here,’ said Frances. ‘There should be plenty of them at North station.’

‘And plenty of holiday-makers to fill them, no doubt,’ said Megan. ‘There’ll probably be a queue a mile long.’

‘Job’s comforter,’ muttered Frances, but she was smiling. Meeting Megan had cheered her up no end, helping her to put to one side her feelings of trepidation at her homecoming. ‘I’m so pleased I’ve met you again,’ she said as the train, with a screech of brakes, then a tremendous jolt, pulled into the station. ‘And we’ll keep in touch. Don’t forget to give me a ring.’


Chapter 2

The forecourt of North station was more crowded than Frances had expected, with cars and taxis coming and going, visitors arriving and departing, newspaper sellers, ice-cream vendors, porters pushing trolleys piled high with luggage, and half a dozen small boys offering to ‘Carry yer case, missis?’ There was a queue, if not a mile long, as Megan had predicted, then certainly a good twenty yards or so, waiting for taxis. Megan, only having one small case, had assisted Frances with her luggage, then hurried away to catch a bus, leaving her friend to tag on to the end of the queue. It was mid-August, the height of the holiday season. Frances had decided not to travel on Saturday when the trains would be extra busy, or on Sunday when they were few and far between, but it seemed as though many visitors had waited until today, Monday, to start their holidays.

In the queue in front of Frances there were a dozen or more children, from various families, jumping up and down with excitement, running the length of the queue and back or banging metal spades on the pavement.

‘Give over, our Alfie,’ bawled a harassed-looking woman with a red face and a net over her newly permed hair. She made a grab at the boy who had trodden deliberately on his little sister’s toes, making her whimper, then danced away. ‘If I’ve told yer once I’ve told yer twenty times. Leave our Joanie alone. You’ll get a good hiding if you make her cry again. Kids! Who’d ’ave ’em, I ask yer?’ She cast an imploring look at Frances, who smiled politely then looked away. Children were pretty much the same the world over, she guessed, although she wouldn’t fancy a dozen like that one in her class.

It was right in the middle of the school holidays, of course, and many families were taking their annual week’s holiday. In addition, it would be the ‘Wakes Week’ for several of the inland towns. Still, there was nothing Frances could do about the taxi queue but wait. She couldn’t attempt a bus journey with all this luggage.

To while away the time she studied the posters on the hoardings, advertising the season shows. Blackpool had certainly got its share of celebrities here this summer. David Whitfield and Arthur Haynes at the Opera House in ‘The Big Show of 1958’. The Opera House always liked to boast of the ‘big one’. Ken Dodd and Josef Locke at the Central Pier; David Nixon and Joan Regan at the North Pier; Winifred Atwell and Michael Holliday at the Hippodrome . . . It would be nice to take Mum to one of the season shows, Frances mused. They were spoiled for choice with such an array of talent. Frances would have opted for Rawicz and Landauer at the Winter Gardens. She liked listening to good pianists, although she couldn’t play herself, but she couldn’t stand that awful Hylda Baker who was also in the show. She would just have to let her mother make the choice, provided Iris wanted to go. From what Josie had said, their mother didn’t go out much these days.

‘Where to, luv?’ asked a taxi driver, flinging open the door of a black cab and bringing her out of her reverie. The queue had dispersed much more rapidly than she had expected.

‘Oh . . . Layton, please. Near the bowling green,’ said Frances, lifting one bag while the driver threw the rest into the back.

‘Here on holiday are you, luv?’ he asked as he drove away.

‘No . . . no, I live here.’

‘Coming back from holiday then, are you?’ he persisted, looking back over his shoulder and taking one hand off the wheel in an alarming way. ‘Where’ve you been?’

‘No, I’ve not been on holiday either. I’ve been living in Yorkshire, and now I’ve come back to live here,’ said Frances, wishing that the nosy fellow would shut up and concentrate on his driving. She didn’t intend giving him her life history – she’d done that once today already – although she knew he was only trying to be friendly. Most cab drivers in Blackpool were friendly, as were the bus conductors and conductresses. They had a reputation for cheerful banter. It was that sort of a town.

‘Oh, I see. I was only going to say I ’ope you ’ave a decent sort of week,’ said the taxi driver. ‘Although you’ll be lucky, I say, you’ll be lucky! It’s been a bloomin’ awful summer so far, it has that, but they still keep on coming. T’visitors, I mean. We had one hell of a storm last night. Thunder and lightning and hailstones and God knows what. T’tramlines were blocked with all t’sand swirling about and t’buses were diverted. Some o’ t’roads were like rivers. You should’ve seen ’em. Like rivers, they were. I’ve nivver seen owt like it. Some poor beggars were flooded out.’ He sounded amazingly cheerful though, as some folk were apt to do at other people’s misfortunes.

‘Oh dear,’ said Frances. ‘We’ve had bad weather in Yorkshire too, but we didn’t have a storm like that.’ She was hoping that her mother would be all right. Iris had always had an irrational fear of thunderstorms.

‘Aye, well, d’you know what I blame it on?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘It’ll be all this mucking around with that there atomic energy. And trying to break t’bloomin’ sound barrier. That’s what it is, you mark my words. Where did you say you wanted to go, luv? Near t’bowling green?’

‘Yes, you can turn right here,’ said Frances as they passed the laundry on Talbot Road. ‘Right . . . then left . . . It’s just here. This bungalow, the one with the green gate.’

She paid the taxi driver his fare, plus a shilling tip, and he helped her to carry the bags up the short path to the door.

‘Cheerio, luv. Be seeing yer.’ He gave a cheery wave then he was off, his mind, no doubt, already on his next fare. ‘We have to make our money in the season, you know,’ was the familiar cry of not only taxi drivers, but boarding house keepers, stall holders, rock and ice-cream sellers, everyone who was employed in the transitory holiday trade in this, the most famous seaside resort of all.

Frances had half expected her mother to be looking out of the window, waiting for her, but there was no one in sight. The little bungalow looked very neat and well cared for, the green paintwork shining and the lace curtains at the windows crisp and clean. Iris Goodwin, crippled by arthritis as she was, still liked to keep on top of things. Frances knew she had a woman in to help her a few times a week, but she guessed that her mother would still try to do as much as she could herself. The pocket-handkerchief-size lawn was bordered with bedding plants: begonias, clumps of alyssum and aubretia in a cheerful pattern of red, white and blue. The grass had been recently cut, as had the privet hedge. Jim Clegg, Frances’s brother-in-law, came every couple of weeks to do that.

Frances lifted the gleaming brass knocker and banged it a couple of times. She didn’t have a key, with living away from home, but no doubt her mother would soon provide her with one. Now where on earth was Mum? She knocked again, then, when she was just beginning to feel worried, the door opened.

‘Good gracious . . . Frances! You’re early, aren’t you?’ Her mother was peering at her uncertainly. There was not, to the girl’s dismay, the welcoming smile she had anticipated on her mother’s face, only a look of bewilderment. ‘I wasn’t expecting you, not yet.’

‘No, I don’t think I’m early, Mum,’ said Frances, trying to smile. ‘I told you what time the train got in.’

Iris was rubbing at her eyes, dazedly shaking her head, and Frances guessed that she had just woken up from a doze. She felt concerned. It wasn’t like Iris, at least not the Iris she remembered, to sleep during the day. To her relief the confused look soon disappeared and her mother smiled. Her grey eyes, always her best feature, shone with the delight Frances had been looking for as she threw her arms round her daughter, the stick she had been leaning on clattering to the floor.

‘Silly me,’ she said, kissing Frances on both cheeks. ‘What a chump I am, to be sure! I only went and dozed off, didn’t I? Fancy me doing that after I’d been looking forward to you coming home. I must have been asleep ages!’

‘Are you sure you’re all right, Mum?’ asked Frances, standing back and taking hold of her mother’s shoulders. ‘You’re not ill, are you, apart from . . . well, you know.’ She stooped down to pick up the stick. ‘Here you are, Mum. You need this, don’t you?’

‘Aye, drat it! I need it, more’s the pity. No, I’m not ill, love, no more than usual. Just a bit tired, that’s all. We had a storm last night. And what a storm! I never remember anything like it. So I didn’t get much sleep. You know what I’m like about thunderstorms, love.’

‘Yes, the taxi driver told me about the storm,’ said Frances. ‘Come on, let’s get in, then I’ll make us a cup of tea and we can tell one another all the news.’

Iris subsided into the armchair at the side of the fire, easing herself in stiffly as though every movement was an effort. Frances eyed her worriedly, although she knew better than to fuss too much, to offer to plump up her cushions or get her a footstool. Iris had never wanted to be treated like an invalid, at least the person Frances remembered had not. But her mother had changed; she could tell that already. Her once-black hair was now almost entirely grey and her once-chubby face had sagged, her cheeks becoming pendulous and her mouth drooping into heavy lines. At one time Iris, in spite of her disability, would have insisted on making the tea; but it was Frances who made it, poured it out, found the sugar and biscuits, and cleared away afterwards. Of course she didn’t mind, but she was more than a little dismayed at the lack of interest her mother was showing in what she, Frances, was saying. Iris used to be so eager to hear everybody’s news; she had, in truth, been something of a gossip.

‘Auntie Alice sends her love,’ said Frances. ‘And Uncle Jack as well. And Len and Karen and the girls. Susan starts school in September. She’ll be five at Christmas . . .’

But Iris merely nodded in an abstracted manner, seemingly not very concerned about the doings of her Yorkshire in-laws. Strictly speaking they were not her in-laws at all, but those of her husband Samuel. Alice was sister to Frances’s real mother, Florence, and Iris and Alice had become quite good friends. But now Iris seemed far more inclined to talk about herself and her own doings, and Frances feared she was becoming more than a little self-centred. This had been apparent, to a certain extent, the last time Frances had been home a few weeks ago, but it was far more obvious now.

‘Eliza comes to see me every week, more than once a week sometimes. You remember Eliza Pendleton, don’t you, love? They had a hotel in Albert Road, then they moved to Cocker Street. Norman died a few years back and Eliza sold up. She’s got a little house near the park . . .

‘And our Josie comes round, only once a week, mind. No, I tell a lie; she came twice last week. She always says she’s busy, but you’d think she could spare a bit more time for her mam, wouldn’t you? She fetched me some new cream, though, that the chemist recommended, to rub into me joints. Can’t say it’s made a lot of difference though . . . Her Jim’s a good lad; I’ve got to say that. He cut me lawn and hedge on Saturday. Looks nice, doesn’t it? And Eliza put them flowers in for me. I can’t manage the garden now . . . Frances, would you be a love and go and fetch my library book? I’ve left it on t’ bedside table . . .’

Then it was her cardigan she wanted. She was feeling a bit chilly in spite of the gas fire being turned up high. Then her slippers, then a clean handkerchief. Then some new photos Josie had taken of Valerie, her little daughter. Would Frances go and look for them? They were in the dressing-table drawer, she thought . . . They weren’t; they were on the sideboard, hidden behind the cut-glass vases, the fruit bowl and the plethora of silver photograph frames and china ornaments.

When Frances had finished looking at the photos her mother had appeared not to want to talk any more, turning to her library book, one of the latest Agatha Christies. But when she had been reading for a few minutes her head began to nod. Frances stared bemusedly round the small, overheated, overcrowded room. Iris had always loved to be surrounded by her possessions – nests of tables, standard lamps, vases, brassware, velvet cushions, lace-edged covers; all the things she thought made a nice comfy home – but there was really no room for them all in this tiny sitting room. And the dining room across the hall was just as small, filled to bursting point with an immense oak table and six chairs, another sideboard, just as full of knick-knacks as the one in the lounge, and two crowded display cabinets. Iris had moved house many times, particularly when she lived in Yorkshire, and had been loath to part with any of her belongings.

Frances tiptoed out of the lounge and into the minuscule kitchen. She had better see what she could find for their tea. She had only had those beef sandwiches at lunchtime and she was feeling very hungry. There were potatoes in the vegetable rack – but very little else – and bacon and sausages in the fridge. (At least her mother did have a fridge, which was more than Aunt Alice had.) That would do; bacon, sausage and chips. And there might be some cake in the tin . . . There was, but to Frances’s disappointment it was shop-bought Swiss roll, not the home baking that Iris had once excelled in. A feeling of depression settled over her as she set to, peeling the potatoes and cutting the rind off the bacon. This wasn’t the homecoming she had expected. She had known her mother’s health was declining, but she had thought that Iris would still take a lively interest in everything. She hadn’t even mentioned Frances’s new job. Frances tried to tell herself that Mum was just tired. There had been that awful storm last night and she was now catching up on lost sleep. She would be all right, no doubt, when she had had a rest.

Fortunately Iris did seem to brighten up considerably once they had had their tea and Frances had cleared away and washed up. ‘Pull that other chair round and sit down.’ Iris was already ensconced in her favourite chair. ‘We’ll have a see what’s on the telly. I think we’re just in time for I Love Lucy.’

The American comedy show starring the scatter-brained Lucille Ball was not really to Frances’s taste, but she bore with it for her mother’s sake, while Iris laughed out loud at the antics of the dizzy star. Television now played a very big part in Iris’s life. She had always enjoyed variety shows and visits to the cinema, and now that the entertainment was brought right into your own living room what could be better, especially since her movements were severely hampered?

‘She’s a caution, isn’t she?’ she chuckled as the show came to an end. ‘Lucy’s one of my favourites, but my very favourite programme’s on tomorrow: Emergency Ward Ten. D’you watch it, love?’

Frances had sometimes watched it with her aunt and uncle; it was a favourite of Aunt Alice’s too. They continued to watch the news and a quiz programme, then, later in the evening, switched over to BBC for The Night and the Music. Goodness, I’ll have square eyes at this rate, thought Frances, fidgeting more than a little at the enforced inactivity. For more than two hours now her mother’s eyes had scarcely looked away from the screen. Frances would have preferred to escape to her bedroom to read a book – she had often done so at her aunt’s and no one had seemed to mind – but she felt it would be impolite on her first evening at home.

The Night and the Music, a light-hearted programme billed as ‘melody, song and dance’, was, however, very much up her street, as her mother would say. Frances loved music, especially that of the light classical sort, and Eric Robinson and his orchestra excelled at that. Hungarian dances, Schubert’s Serenade, the tranquil strains of Delius; Frances felt the familiar well-loved melodies soothing her feelings of irritability and boredom. The Television Toppers, too, with their smiling faces and highly synchronised movements, long legs kicking and shoulder-length hair bobbing in unison, were a sight worth watching.

‘Eeh, aren’t they good?’ Iris enthused, leaning forward even more eagerly in her chair. ‘I never get tired of watching ’em.’ She did take her eyes away from the screen at this point to look fondly at Frances. ‘D’you know, at one time I thought you might end up on t’stage doing summat like that. Grand little dancer, you were. D’you remember when you were in the Tower Ballet? Stole the show, you did. I were that proud of you. That’s when our Josie took that picture.’

Of course Frances remembered. Her mother’s ‘do you remember’ was only a figure of speech. She glanced now at the photograph her mother was indicating, which still had pride of place on the sideboard, of Frances in her ballet dress, lacing up her dancing shoe and at the same time smiling winsomely into the camera. Yes, she remembered how she had loved taking the lead in the Children’s Ballet, held each summer in the Tower Ballroom. She recalled, too, that she had been a somewhat precocious little madam at the time, very full of her own importance. How her family had put up with her she couldn’t imagine. She also remembered that her mother, despite what she was saying now, had not been impressed at all with Frances’s hankering after a stage career; a childish whim as it happened, although she still enjoyed singing and wasn’t averse to appearing on a stage.

‘Of course I wouldn’t really have liked it, you know,’ Iris went on to say, as if reading her thoughts, ‘if you’d gone on to the stage; properly I mean, for a living, like. I wouldn’t’ve stood in your way, but I don’t reckon it’s the right life for nice well-brought-up girls. It’s all right for such as them.’ She nodded towards the line of dancing girls on the screen. Nice well-brought-up girls, most of them, Frances guessed, finding it hard to suppress a grin.

‘No, I’m glad you decided to be a teacher,’ Iris continued. ‘A good steady sort of job, teaching, especially now you’ve finished your gadding about in Yorkshire. Happen you’ll settle down here now.’

Frances cast her eyes towards the ceiling, sighing inwardly, though her mother didn’t notice this. It was almost the first reference Iris had made, since her arrival, to teaching or her new post. ‘Yes, I’m looking forward to Wyre Bank,’ Frances said. ‘We’ve a staff meeting there next week, so I’ll be able to tell you more about it when I’ve met the teachers.’

But Iris had switched off again, it seemed, from the conversation, her eyes once more glued to the screen. Damned television, thought Frances. She had heard it called the most antisocial invention ever conceived and this household was no exception. She went on talking, raising her voice. ‘Watching those girls dancing has started me thinking. I wouldn’t mind joining a society that puts on shows. A light opera group, singing and dancing and all that – an amateur one, I mean. I expect there are quite a few of them in Blackpool, aren’t there, Mum?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ replied Iris, huffily. ‘How should I know? But you’ll be too busy with your teaching, won’t you, without getting mixed up in owt like that?’ She gave an audible sniff. ‘You’ll have to concentrate on your job, Frances. It’s what you’re getting paid for.’

‘Yes . . . I will, Mum,’ said Frances, through clenched teeth. ‘I’ve every intention of working hard. But you know what they say about all work and no play. You need another interest, especially when you’re a teacher, or you can get too bogged down with it all.’

‘Don’t see why you should,’ said Iris, sniffing again. ‘I’ve just told you, it’s what they’re paying you for, not for jigging about on a stage, so you’ll have to put your back into it.’ Her lips closed together momentarily in a stubborn line. ‘Of course you’ll please yourself no matter what I say. You always do . . . Go and put t’kettle on, will you, love, there’s a good lass? Me tongue’s hanging out for a cup of tea.’

‘Honestly, Josie, she’s driving me mad. I don’t know how I’m going to stick it. It’s fetch me this and carry me that, and just go and answer the door or slip out to the shops. And I’ve only been home for two days.’

‘Precisely! You’ve only been home for two days and you’re grumbling already,’ said Josie Clegg, looking pointedly across the room at her sister. ‘Don’t you think that perhaps Mum deserves a little of your time and attention when you’ve been away for so long? Don’t be so selfish, Frances. It won’t hurt you to run a few errands and wash a few pots. Mum’s on her own an awful lot, you know, and you don’t seem to realise how crippled she is with this damned arthritis. She has a job to move about at all sometimes.’

‘I don’t know that she’s on her own all that much,’ retorted Frances. ‘She has a woman in to clean, doesn’t she, about three times a week? And Eliza’s often there from what I hear, Anyway, if you’re all that worried about her being on her own why don’t you go round more often? She remarked about it, you know. “You’d think our Josie could spare a bit more time for me.” That’s what she said.’

‘Well, I like that! Of all the cheek! I go round every week – twice last week. Don’t you forget I’ve a little girl to look after and a husband on shifts, and what amounts to a full-time job of my own.’ Josie’s dark eyes flashed and her heavy brows drew together in a frown. ‘What more does she expect? That is, if she said it at all . . . I wouldn’t put it past you to make it up.’

‘Well, of all the things! Of course I didn’t make it up. That’s what she said. It’s the honest truth. “You’d think our Josie . . .”.’

‘Girls, girls, please!’ Jim, Josie’s husband, came in from the kitchen bearing a tray holding three steaming mugs of coffee. ‘Give it a rest, can’t you? I could hear you right out there, going at it hammer and tongs. I’ve heard every word you said.’ He placed the tray on the table and perched on the arm of his wife’s chair. He put an arm round her in a casual manner, fingering the dark shining hair which hung in a page-boy bob almost to her shoulders. ‘You’ve got to admit, Josie, that your mother can be something of a trial.’ He looked across at Frances and grinned, his grey eyes twinkling roguishly. ‘In fact she can be a pain in the you know what at times. Oh come on, Josie . . .’ as his wife opened her mouth to protest. ‘You know as well as I do that Iris has become more and more difficult over the last few months. I’m not surprised she’s driving you barmy, Frances. We’ve all suffered, believe you me, in spite of what this one’s trying to tell you.’ He gave his wife an affectionate squeeze before getting up and handing a mug of coffee to each of the young women.

‘I never said she wasn’t a bit of a trial,’ said Josie, ‘I know she is. I’m saying that I don’t think she can help it. She’s in a lot of pain sometimes and I think Frances ought to be a bit more understanding . . . Oh, I’m sorry, Frances.’ She stopped suddenly and grinned at her sister, all traces of her ill-temper fast disappearing. ‘I didn’t mean to snap at you.’ She gave a sigh. ‘To tell you the truth I do feel rather guilty that I don’t get round more often. And of course I believe you. I know damn well she grumbles. She has a go at me every now and again. But it’s very difficult now I’m getting so many engagements. And I won’t neglect our Valerie. I always make sure I’m here when she comes home from school. I won’t have people accusing me of having a latchkey child. I dare say you’ve seen enough of those in your job, haven’t you, Frances?’

‘Yes, quite a few,’ agreed Frances. ‘It can be a problem now that more women are going out to work. But nobody could accuse you of neglecting Valerie, not either of you.’ Josie, Jim and little Valerie Clegg – aged five and now fast asleep in bed – were to Frances the ideally happy family. She was sure they had their ups and downs, as all families did. How could it be otherwise with someone as volatile as Josie? Frances well remembered her sister’s frequent changes of mood, but she knew that Jim helped to keep her quick temper in check. He had been a red-haired scamp, the terror of their class in school, when Josie had first known him in the Haliford days. He was now a policeman, a very steady, placid sort of fellow. Although he was often on awkward shifts he certainly pulled his weight in the house and with looking after Valerie, enabling Josie to concentrate more fully on her career as a freelance photographer.

‘You say you’re getting a lot of engagements?’ Frances asked now. ‘Weddings and all that?’

‘Yes, I must admit I’m doing quite well,’ replied Josie. ‘Aren’t I, Jim?’

Her husband nodded, smiling proudly at his wife. ‘I’ll say she is. Umpteen weddings; there’s hardly a Saturday without one in the summer. As well as the usual babies and family groups and so on. And she’s got a contract with some of the schools now, haven’t you, love, taking pictures of all the kids? The parents love ’em, especially as we’ve started doing ’em in colour.’

‘What d’you mean, “we”?’ laughed Josie. ‘How long have you been taking photographs?’

‘Oh, come on, love; you know I help you with the sorting out and mounting. To be quite honest, she couldn’t manage without me.’ Jim winked at Frances and she thought again what a well-matched pair they were.

‘Do you do all your own developing?’ she asked.

‘No, not now,’ said Josie. ‘I tried at first, but it became too much. No, Paul helps me out. You remember Paul Hepworth, of course. He does the bulk of it for me. In fact it’s what he does most of now, developing and printing, more than the actual photography. He still has the shop on Caunce Street. He does a very good trade with holiday-makers’ snaps.’

Frances did, indeed, remember Paul Hepworth. It was because of him that Josie had developed her interest in photography. She had been his assistant and had even been engaged to him for a while. Frances was glad, though, that her sister had married Jim Clegg, and she was sure that Josie was glad too. Paul, a widower, had been too old for her and too set in his ways. The woman he had married was much more suited to him, and it was obvious that Paul and Josie’s former relationship didn’t affect their present business association. Neither was Jim the least bit jealous; there was no need for him to be.

‘Talking about Mum, though,’ said Frances, when they had finished their coffee and biscuits and chatted a little more about Josie’s flourishing career, ‘I did notice a big change in her, even in the few weeks since I last saw her. I’m sorry if I seemed unsympathetic, but I have a full-time job as well, you know, like you – or I will have in a couple of weeks’ time – and I won’t be there to fetch and carry for her all the while. It’s all right at the moment, during the school holidays, but when term starts . . .’

‘Yes, I know what you mean,’ said Josie, much more reasonable now. ‘We’re not there all the time, are we, Jim and me? I can see that if we were she’d have us run ragged as well. Yes . . . she’s changed. It upsets me when I think about what an energetic person she used to be. Forever cleaning and polishing, cooking and baking – d’you remember the delicious cakes she used to make? – even before we moved to the boarding house. In Yorkshire, I mean, when she first married Dad. I bet she was the most house-proud woman in Haliford. Of course you wouldn’t remember her then, not when we lived in Baldwin Lane.’

Frances had been a baby at the time, so she couldn’t remember. But she had gathered from what she had heard over the years that she, Frances, had been Iris’s undoubted favourite, the baby the woman had always wanted and never had. And so she had been fussed over, spoiled. Frances knew, to her later embarrassment, that it was so and that it had caused ructions between Iris and Josie. Josie had been only six years old when her new baby sister arrived, the baby that had caused her mother’s death. It wasn’t until much later, when Samuel Goodwin was killed in the war, that Josie and Iris had settled their differences. But now Iris’s stepdaughters were united in their concern for the woman who couldn’t have been a better mother had she given birth to them.

‘She’s still house-proud,’ said Frances. ‘I noticed that as soon as I arrived. The letter-box was gleaming and the step newly washed. But I hadn’t realised it was somebody else doing all the work.’

‘She may be in much more pain than we realise,’ said Josie, ‘though she doesn’t complain all that much about it.’

‘No, she just sits there,’ added Jim. ‘And that’s something she never used to do. I remember your mam, always on the go, forever bustling around. I used to think she never sat down. Now, whenever we go, she’s in the same chair.’

‘Watching “the telly”,’ said Frances, smiling. ‘That’s what she insists on calling it, “the telly”. I tell the kids in my class off for saying “telly” instead of “television”, but I daren’t say anything to Mum. She’d tell me I was getting too big for my boots. I wish I could have a decent conversation with her, though, about something other than television. Her life seems to begin and end with Emergency Ward Ten. Honestly, I think those doctors and nurses are more real to her than we are.’

‘I don’t think she’s all that much different,’ said Josie. ‘Not in that respect. She’s always liked escapism, and you can’t blame her for that. Don’t you remember how often she used to go to the pictures? You can’t expect her suddenly to take an interest in Russia’s sputniks or the CND. She’s never taken much notice of world affairs – except during the war, when it affected us all – so I don’t suppose she’ll start now.’

‘Or about the Common Market Treaty,’ observed Jim. ‘The only market Iris’d be interested in is the one in Abingdon Street. D’you think Britain’ll ever be invited to join, Frances?’

‘I shouldn’t think so,’ replied Frances. ‘They don’t seem to want us at the moment, France and Germany and all that lot. I think Harold Macmillan is quite keen on the idea, but I must admit I don’t know a great deal about it so I can’t blame Mum for not talking about that. But what does she talk about? Herself, mainly, and she never used to be like that. She used to take such an interest in us all. D’you know, she’s hardly mentioned my new job at Wyre Bank? And that’s after her pestering me to try and get back home.’

‘Well, tell us about it then,’ said Jim. ‘We’re all ears, aren’t we, Josie?’

‘I don’t suppose I can tell you all that much, to be honest,’ said Frances. ‘I won’t know much myself, not until I’ve met the staff and looked round the school. But I did meet the headmistress at the interview at the Town Hall. I told you about that, didn’t I, Josie? But you weren’t here, Jim. Let me tell you, she looks a real old battle-axe . . .’

‘Try not to worry too much about your mother,’ said Jim, driving Frances home about an hour later. ‘Iris is only too happy to have a gofer at the moment.’

‘A what?’

‘You know, go for this and go for that, like you were saying.’

‘Oh yes, I see,’ Frances laughed.

‘And as long as you’re willing to do it she’ll let you. But she’ll have to manage on her own, at least part of the time, when you go back to school. So put your foot down, Fran. I should. Ask her what her last slave died of.’

‘Oh Jim, I daren’t. Honestly! You know my mother, I’m still frightened to death of answering her back.’

‘Well . . . perhaps not. I know she’s an old bossy-boots. Like your sister.’ He gave her a nudge and she could see him grinning, though he kept his eyes firmly on the road. ‘But don’t let her get you down. You’ve got your whole career in front of you and goodness knows what else, a lovely young woman like you.’

‘Thanks, Jim,’ said Frances. She knew he wasn’t flirting with her. He was far too happy with Josie. Frances and her brother-in-law had always been good mates. ‘I feel so . . . so restricted, so hemmed in,’ she said, ‘especially after being at college, then living in Yorkshire. Auntie Alice was great. She fussed a lot, but I did feel I could come and go as I pleased. Mum treats me like a little girl, the way she always has done. She even made a fuss when I was coming out tonight, though she knew I was only coming to see you.’

‘She’ll get used to it,’ Jim replied evenly. ‘It’s a novelty at the moment, having you at home. But you’ll have to stick up for yourself. Iris was always a very self-willed woman . . . Now then, here we are.’ He drew up at the gate of Iris’s bungalow and switched off the engine. He looked at his watch. ‘Quarter to eleven. I don’t think she can complain at that, do you?’

‘You never know,’ said Frances darkly. ‘Are you coming in, Jim?’

‘Yes, just for a moment. I’ll come in and say hello. Your mother doesn’t go to bed early, does she?’

‘No, not until the little dot on the television fades away,’ laughed Frances.

‘Have you got your key?’

‘Yes, at least I made sure I got my own . . .’

There was only one light burning in the living room, that of a standard lamp. It cast a dim glow on the black and white screen where some sort of magic programme was showing. But Frances took little heed of that for the light also revealed her mother, slumped sideways in her chair, her head lolling forward and the glasses she wore for viewing tumbled into her lap. She made no move or sound as they dashed across the room.

‘Mum, Mum, whatever’s the matter?’ Frances kneeled at her side and seized hold of her wrist. ‘Oh God, Jim, I can’t feel a pulse. Mum, Mum . . . speak to me. Oh Jim, whatever shall we do? Supposing she’s . . . she’s dead? After all those awful things I’ve been saying. I feel dreadful. And I did love her, really I did . . .’

Frances’s thoughts, at that moment, were not for herself but for her mother. She forgot about her new teaching job, her hopes for a bright future in her home town, praying that her mother would not die; that she might not, already, be dead.


Chapter 3

Iris was not dead. Neither was she completely unconscious, though, fortunately, she couldn’t seem to hear what Frances was saying. She had, however, suffered a heart attack. The doctor was called, then an ambulance, and within an hour she was in the care of the doctors and nurses at Victoria Hospital.

‘Oh dear, I feel so dreadful now,’ said Frances as she and Josie and Jim sat drinking tea in the early hours of the morning. She had accompanied her mother to hospital, then Jim had picked her up in the van, after breaking the news of her mother’s illness to Josie. They had persuaded her to stay the night at their home, which she was only too glad to do.

‘I didn’t realise how ill she was feeling. When she made a fuss about me going out I thought she was just being difficult. She said she had a pain – bad indigestion – so I gave her a couple of Rennies. Oh dear! It must have been the start of a heart attack and I never knew. Why didn’t she say? She must have realised . . .’

‘Probably not,’ said Josie. ‘Don’t start blaming yourself, Fran, Mum’s always taking Rennies. She eats too fast; she always has done, then she gets indigestion. She used to laugh about it; she said it was because they never knew where the next meal was coming from!’ Josie gave a rueful smile. ‘No, I don’t think she would realise it was her heart, so don’t go upsetting yourself.’

‘But she must have been feeling quite poorly,’ Frances persisted. ‘More than any of us realised. Maybe that’s why she had me dancing attendance on her. I feel so guilty: I can’t help it.’

‘Then stop it!’ said Jim, a little sharply. ‘We’ve all had a bit of a grouse about her, whether we should or not. She can be damned difficult at times and we’re only human. Anyway, she’s in the best place now, and if I know your mam she’ll be sitting up and ordering ’em all about in a day or two.’

And that turned out to be the case. After a couple of days of special care Iris was admitted to the main ward where she was told she would have to stay for at least another week. She didn’t seem to mind, although at one time she would have grumbled loud and long at being confined in a state of idleness.

‘This is Emergency Ward Ten for real, isn’t it, Mum?’ Jim teased her, perching on the end of her bed. ‘You’ve got your own real live doctors and nurses. How do this lot compare with the glamorous characters on TV?’

‘Better! Tons better,’ said Iris, beaming at a pretty dark-haired nurse who was passing. ‘They can’t do enough for you. Especially that one. She’s a little love. And that friend of yours popped in to see me, Frances. Megan Ashcroft. Nurse Ashcroft, of course, we call her here.’

‘Yes, I left a message to tell her you were here,’ said Frances.

‘Nice little thing. Could do with a bit more meat on her, though,’ said Iris. ‘She doesn’t look strong enough to be a nurse. Wiry, though, I dare say. She’s engaged to one o’ t’doctors, she was telling me. She’s done well for herself, I must say. I don’t know him though. He’s a – what d’you call it? – a gyna . . . something or other. Looking after women’s insides.’ Iris lowered her voice, exaggeratedly mouthing the words. ‘Wombs an’ all that.’ She reminded Frances of Hylda Baker. ‘That Dr Benson, though, the one that’s looking after me. Eeh, he’s a good doctor if ever there was one. “You’ve been very lucky, Mrs Goodwin,” he says to me. “Very lucky indeed. You had us worried for a time, but you’re going to be all right. And you’ve got a good family to take care of you when you go home, so you mustn’t worry about a thing.”’

Frances and Josie exchanged glances. It could prove to be quite a problem when Iris came out of hospital for by that time Frances would be starting her new job. Infant school hours were, supposedly, nine till three thirty, but she knew that any teacher worth her salt put in considerably more time than that. Neither would she be able to get home at lunchtime. She and Josie had assured Dr Benson that their mother would be well looked after and they intended to keep their promise, but it would not be easy.

‘I’ll go round every morning, once I’ve got Valerie off to school,’ said Josie, driving Frances home after one of their visits. ‘Yes, I know I’ve said I’m too busy in the past, but she’s our mother, isn’t she? We’ve got to do all we can. And perhaps Mrs Kingsley, the woman who cleans for her, could be persuaded to come at least one more day. And I’m sure Eliza will . . . Yes, we’ll cope, Frances, never fear.’

But Frances did fear that it would be others who would be coping with her mother’s illness far more than she would be able to do in the near future. And she guessed that before very long her sister would be grumbling that she, Frances, was not pulling her weight. Once the new term started life promised to become very hectic. And tomorrow there was the staff meeting . . .

Frances’s interview at the Town Hall had been back in June. It was the first time she had been inside the imposing Victorian building in Talbot Square and she felt the aura of solemnity and respect, reverence almost, the moment she entered. There in the marble-tiled entrance hall was a statue of Queen Victoria as an elderly monarch – the building had been completed fifty-eight years ago, in 1900 – surrounded by banks of plants and flowers on a green baize background. The wide staircase with an oak and wrought iron balustrade, and intricately carved heraldic beasts at each corner, led to the upstairs rooms, and was carpeted in a rich mid-blue. ‘Tory blue’, Frances surmised, as Blackpool since time immemorial had returned Conservative MPs.

Staff were being appointed for several local schools and so it had been an august body that Frances had faced that morning, consisting of headteachers of the respective schools, school governors, and a few members of the Education Committee. Because there were so many of them they were seated in the curved seats of the council chamber with the candidates, one at a time, seated in the chairman’s stately oak chair, facing them across the huge leather-topped table. It was a daunting experience, especially after a long wait in an adjoining committee room, chatting with the other candidates about this and that, about anything, in fact, but the questions they had been asked. Some re-entered after their interviews confidently with satisfied smiles, others looked decidedly worried, but none divulged anything of the ordeal they had just been through.

Frances could remember very little about the interview or hardly any of the questions she had been asked; but she realised she could not have fared too badly because, at the end of the morning, she had been offered a post at Wyre Bank Infant School, commencing in September.

One person who had remained in her mind, however, was Miss Reynolds, the headmistress of that school. The woman had made a point of stating who she was before asking her question about the importance of reading in the school curriculum. She had a noticeable inland accent and Frances guessed she was from Wigan or somewhere near. Miss Reynolds had untidy mid-brown hair, and was wearing a nondescript fawn suit. On the whole she presented a homely picture, but all this was at variance with her forbidding stare through rimless glasses and her autocratic-looking hooked nose. She had seemed, on first acquaintance, to be aloof and unfriendly. Now, meeting her once more at the staff meeting at Wyre Bank Infant School, Frances wondered if the main problem was that the woman was short-sighted. From the way she peered at the sheaf of notes she held it would seem so.

At all events she had welcomed Frances and another new member of staff, if not effusively, then at least cordially. Frances knew she would not remember all the names of the various members of staff – nine, including the headmistress – straight away. She had never been all that good at putting names to faces. In her previous school it had taken her a few days to remember the names of all the children in her class, although it helped in a Reception class when the children wore name tags. Seven-year-olds could not be subjected to such an indignity, Frances thought now, and she had just learned there would be thirty-six of them. Still, no doubt she would cope. Remembering their names could well be one of the lesser problems. It already seemed there would be a great deal else to contend with, including the introduction of a new reading scheme.

It was at this stage that Frances really began to notice Miss Cameron, the deputy head. The woman, neatly dressed in an elegant navy-blue suit, was turning the pages of the books that were being passed round the table, a look of contempt, bordering on disgust, on her face. She had a handsome, if disgruntled-looking, face with a well-sculptured nose and a determined mouth, painted in bright vermilion. Her sleek black hair was drawn back in a tidy bun. A more vivid contrast to the somewhat lumpy-featured Miss Reynolds would be hard to imagine. And Frances soon realised that it was not just their appearances that were out of harmony.

‘I would like to give my opinion, if I may.’ Miss Cameron looked coldly at the headmistress. ‘It seems to me that by introducing rub—er . . . reading matter such as this we are doing nothing, nothing whatsoever, to educate the children. We should be trying to enrich their lives, surely, not pandering to their . . . their baser instincts.’

‘Baser instincts?’ said Miss Reynolds, not loudly, in fact quite reasonably, Frances thought. ‘These are children we are talking about, Miss Cameron; five, six, seven years old.’

‘Yes, yes, I know that. But I’m thinking of their parents as well,’ Miss Cameron countered. ‘In many cases they need educating, just as much as the children. And how is . . . stuff like this going to do it?’ She picked up one of the offending books, holding it out to the group round the table. ‘Just look at this. Father in his vest and braces and a two-day stubble on his chin! And the language!’ She read out an example in her refined, rather high-pitched voice. ‘“Flipping heck, Daisy, ’ow can I ’ear myself think with the row them kids are making? Tell ’em to put a sock in it.” I ask you! And look at this.’ She pointed to a picture of a grubby child sitting on a potty. ‘And this . . .’ Another one of a baby in a high chair about to place his bowl of cornflakes on his head. ‘Not the sort of thing we should be encouraging our children to read, not in my opinion.’

‘It’s the sort of situation they can relate to,’ said Miss Reynolds calmly, ‘and surely they’ll be more interested in reading about things that are relative to their own experience rather than children who live in country mansions and fathers who drive big cars. And that is the basis of many of the old reading schemes, you’ve got to admit. Anyroad . . . anyway,’ she corrected herself, ‘I would like to try it, for this term at least; then you will have the opportunity to tell me what you think. We won’t know until we have tried, will we, any of us?’ Frances had the distinct impression that what Miss Reynolds said she intended to be the last word on the subject.

Not quite though. There were still murmurings around the table, mainly from Miss Walsh now, the oldest member of staff. She appeared to be in her late fifties, tall and extremely thin with iron-grey hair drawn back in a bun, and dressed in a maroon frock with a lace collar that might have been fashionable during the war. ‘I would like to make a point before this subject is closed.’ Miss Walsh spoke very quietly, her head nodding gently in emphasis, although Frances made a guess that the timid appearance disguised a strong will. ‘We mustn’t forget that quite a number of our children come from private houses.’ She stressed the last two words as though they were of the utmost significance. ‘I know that the vast majority of them are from the estate – and they’re no worse for that,’ she added, although it was obvious from her condescending tone that it was definitely not a point in their favour. ‘But we do have a responsibility to the others—’
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