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Chapter One

One of the stylists at Conly’s Coiffures had brought her new portable radio to work to impress her pals who responded with gusto. To add to the excitement, their employer, in a rare fit of generosity, let them have it on in the salon while they were working, provided that they kept the volume down. Hastily dismissing the entertainment offered by the BBC as boring and middle-aged, they had tuned to the American Forces Network where Frankie Laine was belting out his latest hit.

Marcus Conly’s good humour was due to his slackest trading day of the week, Monday, being transformed into a real humdinger by tomorrow’s Coronation celebrations. Even now, as evening approached and people finished work in shops and offices, clients were still piling in to take advantage of his extended opening hours for their special party hairdo.

The frantic atmosphere warmed his heart like nothing else could. Skilful hairdressers in snazzy yellow overalls and ballet pump flatties worked at high speed, vying with each other behind the scenes for the assistance of juniors as they battled with the problem of being hopelessly  overbooked. Towel-wrapped clients sat damply in front of mirrors waiting for attention; there was standing room only in the reception area, and a queue waiting for the driers which flanked the walls upstairs and down. Marcus Conly was master of all he surveyed. Life held no greater joy for him than to see his investment working at over capacity.

A sweltering, drier-bound client caught the eye of apprentice Faith Hodge, and suggested, rather desperately, that perhaps her hair might be dry by now.

‘Feel her rollers and tell her it’s still a bit damp,’ hissed Jackie, the stylist to whom Faith was assigned.

‘But she’ll be cooked to a cinder by this time . . . she’s been under there for ages . . .’

‘Just do it,’ commanded Jackie who had become an expert in the art of stalling clients, an essential skill for any Conly stylist.

Hawkeye, as Marcus Conly was known privately among his staff because of his uncanny ability to miss nothing that went on in his salon despite the fact that it was on two floors, seemed quite incapable of turning a paying customer away and hovered over the receptionist to make sure this didn’t happen. Book them all in and bugger the consequences, that was his motto, or so it seemed to Faith.

The lengthy wait for service didn’t deter people from coming, though, Faith had to admit that. They came in their droves to Conly’s modern, open-plan salons, this one in Ealing Broadway and the Acton shop which was run by Mrs Conly who, unlike her husband, was a qualified hairdresser. The magnetic ingredient was undoubtedly Conly’s expertise in the new 1950s look which drew the young and  fashion conscious from all over West London. What a Conly stylist couldn’t do with a few rollers and a bit of back combing wasn’t worth having done.

For all the hard work and tedium of the job at this very early stage, Faith was not in the least disenchanted. Not for her a job in a shop or office, or one of the old-fashioned salons where they did tightly set waves and pin curls all day. She liked the fast pace and stylishness of Conly’s, and hoped that constantly working under pressure would make her into a first-rate hairdresser by the time she qualified in three years’ time.

‘Just a few minutes more,’ she fibbed, installing the overcooked client back under the drier at the lowest setting before returning to Jackie’s side to pass pins which were prodded through rollers with great alacrity.

After a varied session during which she was told to shampoo, hand pins and perm papers, and sweep the floor, Faith was sent to make coffee for a client. While waiting for the kettle to boil in the staff room, she became involved in a conversation with two third-year apprentices, Pat and Jean, who had sneaked out here for a cigarette and were sitting down smoking and discussing their social arrangements for the next day.

‘I’m gonna have a nice lie-in as I don’t have to come in to work,’ said Pat. ‘Then a crowd of us are goin’ up the West End.’

‘You won’t see much of the procession unless you get there really early,’ Jean knowingly informed her. ‘My mum reckons there’ll be thousands of people camping out on the pavement all night to make sure of a good view.’

‘Who cares about the procession?’ said Pat dismissively.

‘Not you by the sound of it.’

‘Too right. I’m only goin’ up West for the fun later on . . . the fireworks on Victoria Embankment and that. There’ll be plenty goin’ on.’

‘Well, I’ll be watching it on next-door’s television,’ said Jean. ‘Then goin’ out dancin’ in the evening . . . there are special Coronation dos on everywhere.’

‘What about you, Faith?’ asked Pat, tilting her head back slightly as she inhaled on her cigarette, imagining herself to be the last word in sophistication.

‘I’m watching it on a neighbour’s television set with my mum, dad and sister,’ said Faith who was only fifteen and hadn’t yet begun to spread her wings.

‘Sounds deadly dull,’ said Pat. ‘Why not come with us?’ She gave Faith a wicked grin. ‘Johnnie Tripp might be there . . . we all know he’s taken a fancy to you.’

‘I can’t,’ said Faith, her heart leaping at the mention of the really cool bloke who sometimes called at the salon to see Pat - not her boyfriend, apparently, but just one of her crowd. ‘We’re having a street party.’

‘Oh, God. They’re having one o’ those in our street too,’ groaned Pat. ‘I wouldn’t be seen dead anywhere near it.’

‘Why?’ asked Faith, enquiring blue eyes round and vivid against her bright red hair.

‘ ’Cos it’ll be dead borin’,’ stated Pat categorically. ‘It’ll be all little kids and old codgers.’

‘Our party is for children in the afternoon, naturally,’ explained Faith, compelled to defend her family’s arrangement whilst yearning for the freedom to go with Pat  and her friends. She ached to get to know Johnnie better. But her parents wouldn’t approve. They thought she was too young to go out on the town with friends and they’d be horrified at the idea of her having a boyfriend. ‘But there’s gonna be entertainment for the adults in the evening . . . a talent contest and dancing.’

Pat gave Faith a pitying look. ‘I grew out of that sort of thing long ago,’ she announced with an air of worldliness.

‘Kids’ stuff,’ agreed Jean.

‘You can’t have a good time with parents lookin’ over your shoulder.’

‘Impossible,’ agreed Jean, sighing with the weight of experience.

‘I don’t see why,’ said Faith, whose loyalty was being severely tested by this conversation. ‘It should be fun.’

‘What . . . with your parents clocking your every move and making sure you behave yourself?’ asked Pat cynically.

‘They won’t do that.’

‘They will, you know,’ explained Pat. ‘It’s as natural as breathin’ to parents. They just can’t help themselves.’

‘Mine aren’t like that,’ defended Faith with sincerity. ‘They’re great.’

‘So are mine but I don’t wanna be at a party with ’em.’

The conversation was brought to an abrupt end by the appearance of their employer wearing a thunderous expression, all five foot three of him trembling with rage, his face bright red against his dark, immaculate hair and neatly trimmed beard.

‘Well, well, a staff meeting,’ he said with withering sarcasm.

‘I’ve got a terrible headache, Mr Conly,’ lied Pat, leaping to her feet and speedily extinguishing her cigarette in an ash-tray. ‘I came out here to get some Aspirin.’

‘And I came with her to make sure she was all right,’ added Jean.

‘I’m making coffee for a client,’ explained Faith, freckled face flushed guiltily.

‘Don’t take me for a fool,’ he exploded, moderating his tone so as not to be heard in the salon.

All three stared at him wordlessly.

‘How dare you sit out here gossiping when I’ve a salon full of people waiting to be seen to?’ he barked. ‘I don’t pay you to socialise.’

‘We were just going back . . .’ began Jean.

‘How very nice of you to bother,’ he interrupted sardonically. ‘Now back to work, all of you . . . and if I catch any of you sitting around in my time again, you’ll be looking for another job.’

The two older girls scuttled back to the salon while Faith turned to the kettle which was now boiling furiously. They had all been struggling against nervous giggles which wouldn’t be suppressed once the boss was out of sight.

 



It was almost eight o’clock by the time Faith caught the bus to West Ealing. Staring idly out of the window at the shops so liberally adorned with red, white and blue, her thoughts turned to Pat’s comments about Johnnie Tripp. She could tell by the way he looked at her that he fancied her and he always made a point of chatting to her if the boss wasn’t around. Maybe he’d ask her out some time soon? A  wonderful thought, even if she wouldn’t be able to go.

She was imbued with the feeling of restlessness that had plagued her a lot lately, moods during which she experienced intense irritation with home and parents. She wanted to escape - to do the things the older girls at the salon talked about. Go to places that were off limits for her, like coffee bars where the ‘with it’ crowd hung out, drinking the new espresso coffee and listening to the latest hits on the juke box. Even more thrilling were dance halls where you jived to pop tunes and everyone wore the latest gear. It was all a world away from the youth club where you played table tennis with boring boys in baggy flannels.

Not realising that these new feelings were natural while she was at such an age, she was tortured by feelings of guilt for wanting to break loose from the parents who loved her and had been so supportive of her ambition to train as a hairdresser. Not a word of complaint from them about having to pay Mr Conly a bonding fee for her apprenticeship, or the fact that the low wage meant she wouldn’t be able to pay her way at home for a long time.

Raindrops began to speckle the bus window and a steady drizzle had set in by the time she got off and turned into Jasmine Street where flags and bunting were strung across the road. This festive spectacle, that had so delighted her on her way to work that morning, didn’t seem nearly so impressive since hearing Pat’s and Jean’s opinion of street parties.

Even the resplendent red banner swinging between two lampposts, proclaiming LONG MAY SHE REIGN in embroidered gold letters, seemed claustrophobic somehow. Faith sensed  that there was more to her mood than just the influence of the older girls, though. The street celebrations had become synonymous with the childhood she had outgrown but wasn’t yet able to leave.

Hurrying past the terraced rows of redbrick houses, where wild flowers and weeds flourished among occasional cultivated blooms behind low garden walls and unkempt privet hedges, she picked her way through noisy, ubiquitous children resolutely continuing with their play despite the rain. Eventually she came to number twenty-five. Turning her key in the lock, she opened the door and stepped into the polish-scented hall.

‘I’m home, everybody,’ she called. The familiarity she had found suffocating lately felt suddenly comforting as it washed over her in a welcoming tide, dispelling her uncomfortable feelings.

 



‘That Marcus Conly is a proper slave-driver,’ announced Faith’s mother, Joan, setting down her daughter’s supper on the table and sitting opposite her companionably.

‘He’s all right . . . really,’ said Faith, driven to defend him by the fear that her parents might force her to leave Conly’s if they thought she was being overworked.

‘I don’t know why you’re sticking up for him,’ said Joan. ‘I mean, what sort of a time is this for a young girl to get home from work?’

‘It’s only because of the Coronation tomorrow,’ said Faith, tucking in to liver and onions with cabbage and mashed potato. ‘We’ve been rushed off our feet all day.’

‘He has you working late far too often for my liking,’  said Joan, pouring tea for Faith and the rest of the family who had already eaten and were keeping her company while she had her meal.

‘It can’t be helped in the hairdressing trade,’ she explained. ‘A lot of people can only get their hair done after work. Mr Conly can’t just turn business away.’

‘Other salons manage to work normal hours . . . some don’t even open on a Monday.’

‘They’re not as popular as Conly’s so they don’t need to stay open late,’ Faith informed her with a touch of pride.

‘Not many people get their hair done on a Monday in an ordinary week,’ said Joan, handing a cup of tea to husband, Alan, and younger daughter, Zoe. ‘Conly could stay closed and not notice the difference to his takings.’

‘We do a lot of perms on a Monday,’ Faith pointed out.

‘Even so . . .’

‘Anyway, I get a day off every week to go to the Tech,’ said Faith.

‘Money-grabbing Marcus couldn’t bear to have his cash register standing idle for two days a week,’ pronounced her father, entering the conversation lightheartedly from behind his newspaper. A robust man of forty with masses of dark curly hair, Alan had laughing brown eyes and a huge appetite for life. ‘Sundays must be painful enough for him . . . he’d die if he had to extend it to Mondays an’ all!’

‘One of these days I’ll call in at the salon and give that man a piece of my mind,’ proclaimed Joan, a homely woman of thirty-eight dressed in a blue and white spotted dress under a frilly pinafore. An attractive blue-eyed redhead from whom her daughters inherited their striking  colouring, Joan’s tendency to over-indulge in cakes and pastries from the baker’s shop where she worked part-time had ruined her figure. But so long as it didn’t bother Alan, she was quite content to be plump. Eighteen years married and they were still as devoted as ever. Her husband and daughters were Joan’s whole life.

‘Don’t you dare,’ warned Faith anxiously. ‘I’d die . . .’

‘No, don’t do that, Mum,’ added sister Zoe who was sitting in a chair by the fireplace, adorned at this time of year by a vase of flowers. A year younger than Faith, Zoe was much less exuberant and impulsive than her sister. In fact, she was rather cool and controlled for someone so young.

Joan laughed heartily. ‘Oh, dear, you should have seen your face, Faith. Don’t panic . . . I was only kidding.’ She paused, then added more seriously, ‘But I still don’t like the idea of you working so late. It’s bad for you to have to wait so long for your food. Still, at least you have a hot meal in Lyon’s at dinnertime.’

Faith didn’t dare tell her that today she had only had time for a couple of currant buns which had been speedily consumed in the staff room during a short break.

‘Anyway, you’re home now,’ said Joan. ‘So finish your food while it’s hot.’

They were at the front of the house, overlooking a tiny garden. It was a cosy clutter of a room, spotlessly clean but overcrowded with furniture as it wasn’t large yet served as both dining and sitting room. There was a door into the kitchen from here and the stairs in the small front hall led to two bedrooms and a bathroom.

‘Will you do my hair for me, Faith?’ asked Zoe who had a towel wrapped around her head. ‘I’ve washed it ready.’

‘Yeah, ’course I will, but I don’t see much point when you take all the rollers out as soon as you get into bed.’

‘They hurt my head.’

‘You’ll have to put up with that if you wanna look nice.’

‘I know . . . I’ll really try this time.’

‘I’ll do your hair for you, too, Mum, if you like?’ offered Faith who welcomed any chance to practise.

‘Thanks, love, but I don’t have the time. I’ve some baking to finish for the kiddies’ tea party tomorrow.’

‘Okay.’

‘It’ll be good when you’ve learned how to cut hair,’ remarked Zoe, who was very similar in appearance to Faith with the same round blue eyes and striking hair. ‘I fancy having mine short, in that new Italian style.’

‘I wouldn’t mind having mine like that,’ remarked Faith.

‘Oh, don’t have your hair cut, dear,’ said Joan, glancing at Faith’s long luxuriant mane which was tied back in a pony tail.

‘I won’t just yet,’ she said, ‘but the boss likes his staff to have their hair properly styled . . . says it’s good for business. Anyway, it’s dead borin’ like this. I can’t wait to have something more interestin’ done to it.’

‘Your hair’s lovely as it is, both of you,’ said Joan. ‘Isn’t it, Alan?’

‘Not half,’ he said, which didn’t surprise his daughters because their parents were always in agreement. A quarrel between them was a rare thing indeed.

Faith ate in silence for a while then grinned wickedly  and said, ‘I hope you’re not gonna show us all up tomorrow, Dad?’

‘How would I do that?’

‘By carrying out your threat and singing in the talent contest.’

‘Bloomin’ cheek.’

‘Your father’s got a very good voice,’ said Joan with predictable loyalty.

‘For talking with, maybe,’ said Faith.

‘You don’t think I’m another Frank Sinatra then?’ said Alan.

‘More of a Frankie Howerd, I’d say,’ giggled Faith.

‘Hear how your sister speaks to me?’ he said to Zoe, with feigned offence.

‘Faith’s right, Dad. You stick to organising the show and being the compere.’

‘This is how your daughters treat me, Joan,’ he said to his wife with mock regret. ‘No respect for their father at all.’

‘I notice they’re my daughters when they’re giving you trouble.’

The banter was interrupted by a knock at the front door.

‘That’ll be Sid from number ten, come to rescue me from all this female domination,’ said Alan lightly, rising and putting his teacup on the table. ‘We’re going down to the church hall in his builder’s truck to collect the trestle tables and chairs for tomorrow.’

‘Okay,’ said Joan.

‘Shan’t be long, love.’

‘Righto.’

‘We’ll probably go for a quick one on the way back,’ he said, grinning. ‘Carting tables and chairs about is thirsty work.’

‘Don’t get too plastered, then,’ she remarked mildly.

‘Now . . . would I do a thing like that?’ he said roguishly.

‘Not if you want to stay in one piece when you get home.’

‘You’re a hard woman, Joan Hodge, do you know that?’ he said affectionately. ‘Never was a man more henpecked.’

‘You look well on it.’

‘That’s a fact.’ He walked round the table to his wife and kissed her on her cheek. ‘See you later then.’ He glanced at his daughters. ‘Tata, girls, be good.’

‘Tata, Dad.’

It was as though his departure drained the atmosphere of vitality, Faith thought, such was his joie de vivre. A chunkily built man who worked in the machine shop of a factory in North Acton, he was a natural extrovert, loved by his family and liked by everyone on the manor. Always the life and soul of the party, he’d think nothing of standing up and giving a song, especially when he’d had a few beers.

Faith noticed that both her mother and sister were smiling. Such was the effect Alan Hodge had on most people. Faith was overwhelmed by a sudden rush of love for him which came as a blessed relief after the difficult emotions she’d been experiencing recently.

Finishing her meal, she said cheerfully, ‘Well, I’ll just drink my tea, Zoe, then I’ll get crackin’ on your hair.’

‘I must go and finish my baking, too,’ said her mother,  rising. ‘Or I’ll still be in the kitchen at midnight.’

When she had gone, Zoe, as yet untroubled by the agonies of growing up, said, ‘Do you reckon the party tomorrow will be any good, Faith?’

‘Yeah, it’ll be smashing,’ she replied, determined not to allow her own restiveness to spoil the party for her sister.

 



The weather the next day was disappointing to say the least. But it would take more than unseasonal chilliness and persistent rain to destroy the Jasmine Street spirit, so the party went ahead as planned.

Swathed in cardigans and mackintoshes over their summer dresses, Faith and Zoe entered into the spirit of the thing with as much enthusiasm as they could muster, given that they were at an age to feel comfortable neither with children nor adults. Placing themselves firmly in the latter category so far as the adults would allow, they made themselves useful by helping to serve a crowd of boisterous under-twelves with fish-paste sandwiches, jelly and blancmange, and iced fancies at a long table in the middle of the road.

As evening approached, the party fare designed to appeal to a childish palate gave way to savoury nibbles and alcoholic drinks. Faith and Zoe weren’t allowed anything stronger than Tizer but this didn’t stop them from drinking in the party atmosphere.

Faith was thoroughly enjoying herself until a group of youths in Teddy Boy outfits appeared and unsettled her again.

‘ ’Ello, darlin’,’ said a black-haired, good-looking young  man in drain-pipe trousers with pink socks showing above crepe-soled shoes. ‘I didn’t realise you lived round here.’

‘Hi, Johnnie,’ said Faith, thrilled to see him. ‘I thought you were going up West with Pat and the others?’

‘Changed my mind,’ he explained, his deep brown eyes resting warmly on her. ‘We’re havin’ a mooch round to see what’s goin’ on in the area . . . we’re going to a dance later.’

‘Sounds like fun.’

‘Fancy comin’ with us?’

‘My parents wouldn’t approve,’ she said, hearing her voice hollow with immaturity.

‘Why not?’

‘They think I’m too young to go to dance halls.’

‘You’ll be all right with us,’ said Johnnie. ‘I’ll look after you.’

‘You’ll have more laughs with us,’ said his mate. ‘This is really square.’

Johnnie looked at her persuasively. ‘I’d like you to come,’ he said eagerly.

‘She can’t,’ said Zoe, who was standing beside Faith.

He studied Zoe as though only just realising she was there. ‘Are you twins?’

‘No, just sisters,’ said Faith.

Turning back to Faith, Johnnie said, ‘Would your parents let you come with us if your sister came too?’

‘No, thanks! I don’t wanna come,’ snorted Zoe.

‘Oh.’ Johnnie gave Faith a searching look. ‘You could ask your parents.’

‘I know what their answer will be.’

‘But you go out to work,’ he said, obviously disappointed. ‘You earn your own livin’, surely that entitles you to some freedom? And you’ll come to no harm, I promise you.’

She was just thinking that her wages as a first-year apprentice hardly amounted to ‘a living’ as such, when her father burst aggressively on to the scene.

‘What’s going on here?’ he demanded in a belligerent tone, looking suspiciously at the strangers.

‘I was just chatting to Faith,’ explained Johnnie amicably.

‘On your way, sharpish,’ commanded Alan.

‘Da-ad,’ said Faith, burning with embarrassment. ‘Johnnie’s a friend of one of the girls at the salon.’

‘I don’t care if he’s a friend of the Prime Minister,’ he bellowed. ‘Teddy Boys aren’t welcome in this street.’

‘We’re not doin’ any harm,’ Johnnie pointed out.

‘Clear off - now,’ ordered Alan.

‘This is a public highway, mate,’ said one of Johnnie’s mates.

‘And this is a private party, paid for by the residents,’ Alan retorted. ‘So get lost.’

‘We don’t wanna join your party,’ said one of the other youths. ‘We’ve better things to do.’

‘Go and do ’em then,’ growled Alan. ‘Before you get my boot up your arse to help you on your way.’

Sick with humiliation, Faith stared at her father in despair.

‘They’ve done nothing wrong,’ she said. ‘There’s no need to turn on them just because of their clothes.’

Johnnie smiled at Faith, putting his hand on her arm in a gesture of gratitude. ‘Thanks, darlin’. But don’t get yourself into trouble on our account. We’ll go . . .’

‘That’s it . . . that’s enough,’ roared Alan, pale with temper. ‘Take your hands off my daughter this minute and go.’

‘Keep your wig on, old man,’ said one of Johnnie’s mates. ‘He’s not hurting her.’

‘Go on, sling your hook.’

‘We wouldn’t stay round here with you squares if you paid us,’ said the mate.

‘Push off.’

‘Okay, lads, let’s go,’ said Johnnie. He turned to Faith and smiled as though understanding how she was feeling. ‘See you around, Faith.’

‘Yeah . . . sure.’

They swaggered off, chattering and laughing among themselves.

‘Did you have to cause such a scene, Dad?’ she asked despairingly, feeling isolated from her own generation.

‘I certainly did,’ he declared. ‘They were making a nuisance of themselves . . . out looking for trouble.’

‘No, they’re weren’t.’

‘Rough lot,’ he grumbled. ‘We don’t want the likes of them round here.’

‘I thought they were okay.’

‘You keep away from Teddy Boys.’

‘They’re not bad people just because they dress like that,’ she said. ‘You didn’t have to be so rude to them.’

‘Here, who do you think you’re talking to?’ he demanded.

‘You. Who else?’ she heard herself say, eyes hot with unshed tears.

‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that,’ he said grimly.

‘Well, honestly, you carried on as though I was a five year old.’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘You did.’

‘If I did then it must have been because you were behaving like one,’ he snapped.

‘That’s not true . . .’

He glared at Faith. ‘I won’t be told how to behave by a fifteen year old.’

‘And I’m fed up with being treated like a child, so stop doing it,’ she said, her voice thick with emotion. Desperately upset, she didn’t wait for a reply but hurried through the crowds towards number twenty-five.

 



Faith sat on the edge of her bed trembling, scalding tears pressing painfully against her lids as she wrestled with her painful emotions. The humiliation she’d suffered in front of Johnnie hurt so much she could hardly bear to think about it. But she was also deeply ashamed of having been so rude to her father. She’d never spoken to him like that before. She liked Johnnie, yes, but she loved her father and had been brought up to respect him. Johnnie’s mates were a bit rough, she could see, and probably seemed threatening to someone of her father’s generation.

Zoe came in and flopped down on her own bed next to Faith’s, her red hair damp and clipped to one side, her sister’s efforts of the previous evening ruined by the rain.

‘I suppose Dad’s sent you to tell me to stop sulking and go back to the party,’ mumbled Faith through her tears, fiddling nervously with a lock of hair.

‘No, he hasn’t said a word to me about it,’ she said. ‘I came in ’cos it’s dead boring out there without you. All the young ones who are old enough to go out at night with their friends have gone off somewhere else.’

‘Yeah, there’s lots happening everywhere tonight,’ said Faith.

‘Did you wanna go off with those Teds?’

‘It might have been fun.’

‘You like that dark one, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, I think he’s gorgeous.’

‘I thought they were all dead common.’

‘At least they know how to dig the scene,’ said Faith. ‘Anyway, there was no need for Dad to be so heavy with them.’

‘He can be a bit of a pain at times.’

‘He means well,’ said Faith with a perverse need to defend him in the wake of her own criticism. ‘They probably seemed rough to him and I suppose he does have our interests at heart.’

‘Yeah . . . probably,’ agreed Zoe without much interest.

‘I feel really bad now, about the way I spoke to him.’

‘He’ll get over it.’ Zoe got up and combed her hair in front of the wardrobe mirror. ‘Are you coming back to the party?’

‘I suppose I’d better . . . or I’ll make things worse with Dad.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Zoe, sounding bored with the  subject. ‘He was busy getting everyone ready for the talent show when I last saw him. He’ll have forgotten all about the row by now.’

‘I doubt that,’ said Faith, rising. ‘But come on. Let’s go and give him our support. He’s worked hard to organise the talent contest.’

 



There was a large crowd around compere Alan Hodge when his daughters arrived back at the party. They had to climb up on to a garden wall to see him. From here they could also see their mother at the front of the audience. Dusk was falling and the lampposts were spreading an amber glow over the damp gathering, wet patches on the pavements gleaming in the light, though the rain had finally petered out.

‘I’m sure there’s no shortage of talented people in Jasmine Street and we’re gonna have a really good show here tonight,’ he was saying. ‘I, myself, am a very good singer . . .’

He waited for the laughter which came in a loud roar.

‘Unfortunately,’ he continued when it finally subsided, ‘you’re going to be denied the pleasure of my dulcet tones this evening because I have been forbidden to enter this talent contest by my daughters.’

This raised a cheer.

‘Well, that’s nice, I must say,’ he said with feigned umbrage. ‘Does this mean you’ve heard my singing through the bathroom window or have you been got at by my lovely daughters?’

The question was rhetorical and the response a riotous one.

‘I tell you, folks, a bloke’s life’s not his own when he lives with a gang o’ women. I’m really outnumbered in our house.’

There were calls of mock sympathy.

‘I have to say this though, or I’ll get beaten up when I get home,’ he grinned. ‘I love ’em all to bits.’

Watching this big-hearted man, his curly hair shining in the street-lights, Faith tried to define what it was that made him a natural showman. She could only put it down to his enormous warmth and complete lack of inhibition, assisted on this occasion by several pints of best bitter. She loved him so much and felt dreadful about the way she’d treated him earlier. She longed for him to come ‘offstage’ so that she could apologise and put things right between them.

‘Anyway, I’m sure you all want to get on with the show . . .’

‘Yeah, get on with it, you daft bugger,’ called someone.

‘You just wait your hurry,’ he admonished jokingly.

‘We’ll still be here when the Queen has her Silver Jubilee at this rate,’ shouted someone in the crowd.

‘Even I won’t keep you that long.’

‘That’s a relief.’

‘But before our first contestant comes on, I’d like to tell you about the prizes . . .’

‘Oh, no . . .’

‘Come on, let’s hear it then, and sharpish,’ urged someone.

‘The first prize is a basket of fruit.’

There were cheers of approval.

‘The second prize is . . . is . . . oh . . . oh dear . . .’ His  voice tailed off and he clutched his chest dramatically.

‘Stop muckin’ about and get on with it,’ said a man at the back.

‘You ought to take more water with it, mate,’ shouted someone else jovially as Alan began to stagger and seemed about to fall.

It was typical of Dad to pretend to be drunk, thought Faith, grinning. He was always joshing, a born comedian. But the smile died on her lips as he began to make alarming choking noises and slumped to the ground. A hush fell as it became obvious that he wasn’t pretending.

By the time Faith and Zoe had fought their way to the front of the crowd, someone had gone to call an ambulance and their mother was leaning over the still and silent figure who was lying in the road staring vacantly up. Someone had put a coat over him.

‘Alan, love,’ Joan was saying, her voice guttural with emotion. ‘It’s Joan . . . say something, love. Oh, please talk to me . . . please.’

Standing behind her, Faith was struck with horror. She knew with a terrible certainty that her father wasn’t going to say anything to her mother, or to anyone. Not ever again.




Chapter Two

A month or so later, one evening when Faith approached Jasmine Street on her return from work and saw Zoe hurrying to meet her, she stiffened with apprehension. The home that had once felt secure and welcoming was now dismal and fraught with problems, all of which seemed to land on Faith’s young shoulders.

The loss of her father was a relentless ache that consumed her totally, darkening her perception of the world, her anguish exacerbated by the fact that her last words to him had been angry ones. It hardly seemed possible that then she’d been yearning for freedom, when now she would give anything to be back in the tender trap that had ceased to exist on Coronation night.

Having had life’s fragility so vividly brought home to her by her father’s fatal heart attack, all the more devastating because he had never complained of any symptoms, Faith felt as vulnerable as blossom in the wind with no one to turn to for advice or succour. To tell friends or neighbours that her mother seemed to be sinking into an abyss would be disloyal to her, and the only relatives she knew of were Aunt May and Uncle Ted in South Ealing, an  unfriendly couple whom Faith knew only vaguely and didn’t feel able to approach. They had been present at her father’s funeral because Aunt May was Dad’s sister but Faith’s parents had never had much to do with them for some reason unknown to her.

But now she greeted Zoe in the sanguine manner she felt obliged, as the elder sister, to maintain.

‘Hi, sis. What’s the matter?’

‘It’s Mum.’

‘Oh, dear,’ said Faith with a sinking heart. ‘What’s she doing?’

‘Nothing,’ said Zoe miserably. ‘That’s what’s so scary. She’s just sitting in the chair staring into space.’

‘That doesn’t sound like anything to get too upset about,’ said Faith in an effort to reassure her sister.

‘But she’s been like that since I got in from school,’ explained Zoe. ‘Just sittin’ there in a world of her own. It’s weird, Faith, honestly. She frightens me. I don’t like being on my own with her when she’s like this . . . that’s why I came to meet you.’

‘I know,’ said Faith kindly, linking arms with her. ‘It’s a bad time for her.’

‘For all of us.’

‘Yeah, but it’s worse for her. I mean, Dad was her whole life.’

‘I loved him too, you know.’

‘Of course you did, and so did I. But it must be harder for her . . . being married to him,’ said Faith. ‘It’s up to us to help her through this bad time.’

‘She’s changed,’ said Zoe. ‘She isn’t like our mum any  more . . . she doesn’t seem to care about us.’

‘ ’Course she cares about us,’ objected Faith sharply because the suggestion was so painful. ‘She’s grieving, that’s all.’

Faith was feeling equally as abandoned by their mother as Zoe but she didn’t think it would help to let her know this. Naturally, Zoe looked to her elder sister for the comfort their mother seemed unable to provide just now. Though little more than a child herself, Faith knew she must face her new responsibilities with courage even though she felt lost and alone and desperately in need of her mother, who was in no fit state to bother about her daughters’ grief.

‘She seems so vague,’ said Zoe. ‘Almost as though she doesn’t hear you when you speak to her.’

‘Still in shock, I suppose.’

‘You think so?’

‘I don’t know much about these things but she’s bound to need time to get used to being without him, poor dear,’ said Faith. ‘Don’t worry, she’ll get back to her old self again eventually.’

‘Things will never be the same again, though, will they, even when she is better? Now that Dad’s gone.’

Faith couldn’t bring herself to deny it.

‘No, never quite the same, Zoe,’ she agreed, fighting back the tears.

 



This was the fourth night in a row they’d had fish and chips for their evening meal. That would never have happened when Dad was alive. Neither would the house have had a  sour smell to it and a layer of dust covering everything. It used to smell fresh and sweet, of polish and home cooking. Now the larder was left unstocked and Faith and Zoe had to do the cleaning and shopping when they could. Faith didn’t mind in the least but it was so unlike their house-proud mother to let things slide so dramatically. It was further proof of how bad she must be feeling.

‘I saw Hilda Johnson in the fish and chip shop, Mum,’ said Faith as they ate their meal at the living-room table.

‘Did you?’ said Joan Hodge in the breathless, agitated manner she had developed since her husband’s death. ‘What did she have to say?’

‘She asked after you and said they all miss you at the shop and hope they’ll be seeing you back at work soon.’

‘That’s nice. Hilda’s a good sort,’ remarked Joan of her workmate.

Sprinkling vinegar on her chips, Faith chose her next words carefully.

‘Don’t you think it might perk you up to go back to work?’ she suggested, anxiety rising as, yet again, her mother seemed about to leave her food. ‘There’s nothing like company to cheer you up.’

‘Yes, I really must try to go back soon. Apart from anything else, I need the money,’ said Joan, putting down her knife and fork and drinking her tea thirstily. ‘I feel so dreadfully weak, though. Too damned weak to do a shift behind a shop counter.’

‘You won’t get your strength back if you don’t eat anything, will you?’ admonished Faith, conscious of the fact that she and her mother seemed to have reversed roles. 

‘I just don’t seem to feel hungry,’ she said. ‘My mouth is always so dry.’

‘Nerves,’ pronounced Faith who had been similarly affected this last month. ‘Do try to eat some of it, though. It’s a lovely piece o’ cod.’

‘Yes, it’s very tasty, dear,’ Joan said dully, poking about under the batter with her fork for the fish which she began to eat with obvious difficulty.

Faith felt a surge of pity for her. She looked so frail; the once plump face that had radiated contentment was now pale and emaciated, with dark shadows under her eyes. She barely resembled the woman who had sat at this table just a few weeks ago.

‘Oh, Mum,’ said Faith impulsively, her voice cracked with emotion, eyes hot with tears. She reached across and put her hand on her mother’s to comfort her, and also because she herself needed physical contact. ‘I know that nothing I can say or do will make you feel any better about losing Dad. But you’re not on your own, you know. You’ve got Zoe and me. We love you . . . we’re still a family.’

‘I know,’ said Joan with a trembling sigh, discarding her eating utensils to clasp Faith’s hand with both of hers. ‘You’ve both been wonderful. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

‘Why don’t you consider the idea of going back to work?’ suggested Faith again because her mother used to enjoy her job. ‘Only I worry about you being here on your own during the day while Zoe and I are out.’

‘You’ve no need to fret about that, dear. Being alone doesn’t bother me in the least,’ explained Joan, who had  craved solitude since her world had come crashing down around her. People exhausted her because she couldn’t concentrate on what they were saying, so was unable to converse properly. Even her daughters seemed to be existing on the other side of the grey muzziness in her mind. Whilst she was aware of their presence, it didn’t seem to mean anything to her because she couldn’t feel beyond her own all-consuming pain. She knew she should be stronger, and was dimly conscious of the fact that she was neglecting her maternal duties, but she simply didn’t have the heart or energy to carry them out. ‘In fact, I’d rather be on my own just at the moment.’

‘Oh!’ After a lifetime of parental guidance and protection, Faith felt unequal to this new supervisory role. She wanted whatever was best for her mother but didn’t have the experience to know exactly what that was.

‘Why don’t you girls go out somewhere after tea?’ suggested Joan unexpectedly. ‘No need for you to feel you have to stay at home with me every night.’

Reminded of her new freedom, Faith’s thoughts turned to Johnnie and how kind he’d been to her after hearing about her bereavement from Pat. He came to the salon one Saturday lunchtime and took her to Lyon’s for beans on toast. He’d been shocked to hear about her father, having seen him so soon before his death. They’d talked a lot. She’d found him easy to be with and learned more about him. He told her he worked in a factory in Acton but would be going into the army to do his National Service soon.

He’d suggested a date at some time, but because of her circumstances, left the next move to her by giving her a  phone number where he could be reached. As much as she wanted to use it, she felt her priorities must lie with her mother and sister at the moment. The fact that her last conversation with her father had been a quarrel about Johnnie also worried her. Sadly she accepted the fact that this just wasn’t the time for romance.

Recalled to the present, Faith replied to her mother, ‘I don’t fancy the Youth Club.’

‘Me neither,’ said Zoe.

‘What about the cinema then?’ said Joan.

‘Will you come with us?’ asked Faith.

‘No, you two go. Girls of your age don’t want Mum tagging along.’

‘Don’t be silly . . . we love having you with us,’ said Faith.

‘Not all the time, I’m sure.’ Joan went to the kitchen and came back with two half-crowns which she put on the table. ‘That should cover your bus fare as well as your cinema tickets. I’m sure you’ll find a film you can get in to see without an adult.’

The sisters exchanged surprised glances. Not only were they being encouraged to do what had previously been prohibited but there was no mention of a curfew. Faith got the impression that the later they stayed out the better their mother would like it. Now that liberty was Faith’s for the taking, it was the last thing she wanted. In fact, there was an aching void inside her which she recognised as a feeling of rejection. Her mother wanted her daughters out of the way so that she could grieve alone.

‘There’s a technicolour film on at the Odeon,’ said Zoe  who wasn’t burdened with the same sense of duty as her sister and was eager to escape from the gloom of home with all possible speed. ‘It’s a Doris Day. A girl at school said it’s smashing.’

Although Faith wondered if she ought to insist on staying home with her depressed mother, the idea of an outing to the cinema finally proved too tempting, especially as it was what her mother wanted.

‘If we hurry we’ll be in time for the beginning of the big film.’ She gave her mother an appealing look. ‘Please come with us, Mum.’

‘No, I really don’t feel like it,’ was her predictable reply. ‘You two go and enjoy yourselves. I’ll stay and do the dishes.’

‘If you’re sure . . .’ said Faith.

‘I am.’

‘Thanks for the money.’

‘You’re welcome.’

When Faith left the house with Zoe ten minutes later, she couldn’t help but feel relieved to shed her worries for a while.

Hearing the door close behind them, Joan also felt a surge of relief. She sat in an armchair and sank into her new dark world, her daughters and the dishes forgotten.

 



Over the next few weeks it became obvious to Faith that personal grief wasn’t the Hodge family’s only problem. When they had to pretend to be out for the third week running when the collector from a credit clothing company called, Faith knew she was going to have to confront her  mother with her suspicions. It wasn’t something she relished because the poor woman seemed to become sadder and frailer by the day.

But practicalities had to be faced, and she finally plucked up courage to broach the subject one Sunday morning when the three of them were in the kitchen preparing lunch. A shaft of sunlight filtered through the net curtain between the fruit-patterned plastic drapes, and formed a dappled patch on the wall which Alan Hodge had papered with brightly coloured Festival Style wallpaper not long before he had died.

‘Are we very short of money, Mum?’ she asked nervously, basting a cheap, gristly cut of lamb in the roasting dish while her mother and sister prepared vegetables at the kitchen table.

The forces request programme, Family Favourites, was on the radio and the rich sound of Nat King Cole’s voice filled the house as Faith waited for her mother to reply.

Joan put down the potato peeler and wiped her hands on her pinafore before running one of them over her furrowed brow.

‘Don’t bother me with that now, Faith, please,’ she said wearily.

Although it seemed the height of impertinence to enquire into the private affairs of a parent, Faith knew she must persist. ‘Didn’t Dad . . . I mean, didn’t he provide for this sort of thing?’

‘He had insurance to pay his funeral expenses,’ her mother explained. ‘And there’s a few savings in the Post Office . . .’

‘But that’s all?’

‘I get my widow’s benefit and what I earn at the baker’s.’

‘But you’ve not been back to work,’ Faith gently reminded her.

‘Don’t nag me, Faith.’

‘I’m not. I’m just trying to put myself in the picture,’ she said, biting her lip. ‘I think I ought to know what our situation is, as I’m the eldest daughter.’

‘If they’ve found a replacement for me at the baker’s, I’ll get another job . . . just as soon as I feel up to it,’ sighed Joan. ‘There’s plenty of part-time work about.’

‘And in the meantime we have to hide under the table when the man from the Prov comes for his money,’ said Faith, anxiety sharpening her tone as the strain of the last few weeks began to take its toll. ‘Will we be giving the milkman the same treatment soon . . . and the rentman?’

‘No, of course not. I can manage to pay them out of my benefit,’ said Joan dully, ‘but there isn’t much left over when that and the food has been paid for since you’re the only earner in the family at the moment . . . and your wages don’t go far.’

Faith’s spirits plummeted with her recognition of the sacrifice she knew she must make. ‘I can easily do something about that,’ she said.

‘I don’t see how, since you won’t be earning decent money until you qualify.’

‘I will if I give up my apprenticeship and go into something more lucrative,’ she said, smiling to hide her disappointment. ‘Factories pay really good money. Some  of the girls I was at school with are working at machines and they earn much more than I do.’

‘There’s no future in that, though, is there? Not like there is with hairdressing,’ said Joan with a hint of her old positive attitude.

‘Well, no . . . but it would solve the immediate problem.’

‘No, we’ll manage, Faith.’

‘I don’t see how.’

‘Once I get back to work things will be better,’ she said. ‘Zoe will be starting work next year, too. The last thing I want is for you to give up your training.’

‘I don’t mind,’ she lied, glad that her offer had been declined but suspecting she had only been given a temporary reprieve.

‘We’ll see,’ said Joan, sounding hopeless again. ‘Let’s see how things go. I’ll go down the baker’s as soon as I possibly can to find out if they still have a job for me.’

‘Couldn’t we try to find a cheaper place to live?’ suggested Faith.

‘We’ve about as much chance as flying to the moon.’

‘Perhaps we could apply for a council flat,’ suggested Faith.

‘Don’t talk daft. The waiting list is miles long,’ said Joan gloomily. ‘Priority goes to families with young children.’

‘Oh, well, I suppose that’s as it should be,’ remarked Faith.

‘Anyway, can we drop the subject now, please?’ said her mother gruffly. ‘It’s bad enough having to cope with your  father’s death, without having to think about the possibility of losing my home too.’

Although Faith had matured far beyond her years recently, she was still only fifteen and therefore lacked the diplomacy of an older person.

‘But what about the man from the Prov?’ she couldn’t help asking.

‘Stop fussing, for goodness’ sake,’ tutted Joan. ‘I’ll get something out of the Post Office to keep him quiet.’

‘But what will we do when your savings have run out?’

‘Oh, I’ll be back at work by then,’ she snapped. ‘Now will you please shut up about it? I’m just not in the mood for an inquisition.’

Faith smarted at the sharpness of her mother’s tone. ‘I’m only trying to help.’

‘Well, nagging me isn’t helping one little bit.’ She dug the end of the potato peeler into a knobbly King Edward and poked out an eye. ‘I’m tired, girls, so very, very tired.’

Faith put the sizzling meat back in to the gas oven and glanced at her mother whose eyes were oddly glazed against her mushroom pallor. She looked as though a draught from the back door would knock her over.

‘You go and sit down, Mum,’ she offered kindly. ‘Zoe and I will see to the lunch.’

Joan felt too weak to need a second bidding. ‘I think I shall have to before my legs give in,’ she said, and shuffled off into the living room whereupon the house was plunged into silence as the wireless was switched off.

The sisters exchanged glances.

‘The noise must be getting on her nerves,’ whispered Zoe.

‘Mm, it must be,’ replied Faith softly, remembering other Sundays when her mother would have turned the volume up rather than off because Family Favourites had been her favourite programme. Those happy times seemed so very long ago.

 



‘You’re really going to give up your apprenticeship without telling Mum first?’ said Zoe that same afternoon as the sisters sat on a bench in the park in the sunshine.

‘That’s right,’ confirmed Faith.

‘Are you sure you ought to?’

‘No, I’m not, but I don’t see what else I can do,’ explained Faith. ‘I’ll wait until I’ve actually got a job in a factory paying a good wage, then I’ll tell her.’

‘You think she might try to stop you if she knows,’ surmised Zoe.

‘It isn’t so much that,’ said Faith, idly watching a crowd of children pushing each other and squealing around the drinking fountain. ‘I think she knows in her heart that it has to happen since it’s obvious we need more money coming in to the house. But she probably feels bad about it which is why she’s pretending I can continue with my training. If I go ahead and do it of my own accord, it’ll be easier for her.’

‘Are you very disappointed?’

‘Very,’ admitted Faith. ‘Hairdressing is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do and I know I could have been good.’

‘Shame you’ve gotta give it up.’

Faith shrugged. ‘It’s just one of those things. I’ll get over  it. The important thing is to take some of the worry off Mum’s shoulders.’

‘She doesn’t seem to be very worried about us, though.’

‘Of course she’s worried about us,’ snapped Faith. ‘The shock of losing Dad has knocked her for six, that’s all.’

‘All right, there’s no need to go all huffy about it,’ retorted Zoe. ‘I was only saying what I think.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t,’ replied Faith brusquely. Her sister’s thoughts were just a bit too similar to the ones she herself was trying to suppress because they were too hurtful to bear. ‘She is our mother, remember.’

‘Something she seems to have completely forgotten!’

‘Zoe!’ admonished Faith.

‘It’s true.’

‘Stop it.’

‘Okay, I’ll shut up about it.’

‘Good!’

The weather was warm and humid. Hazy sun shone from a misty blue sky and felt sticky but comforting on Faith’s bare arms. The atmosphere had been so depressing at home over lunch, the girls had felt obliged to go out after they’d done the dishes, and give their mother the privacy she so obviously wanted.

There were quite a few people about on this fine August afternoon. Pram-pushing mothers were out in force along with football-playing fathers amusing offspring bored with the emptiness of a Sunday afternoon. The air was loud with the shouts of children as they worked the swings to the limit and hurtled down the slide. The distant sound of Perry Como singing ‘Don’t Let the Stars Get in Your Eyes’  drifted from a portable record player that was entertaining a group of teenagers sitting in a companionable circle on the grass.

Outside the cinema opposite the park, youngsters were queuing for the afternoon performance. Sunday afternoon at that particular cinema was always a bit rough, a sort of senior version of Saturday morning pictures with yobs jumping over seats to sit with girls they fancied, shouting and whistling at the slightest hint of romance on the screen. Faith had been a few times with her school friends and had found it rather fun in a vulgar sort of way. How trivial and childish all of that seemed now.

Relaxing a little in the warmth of the sunshine seeping through her cotton dress, she found herself observing the gathering with the record player. The girls had pony tails or poodle cuts that looked dead smart, especially with their dirndl skirts or pedal pushers. She couldn’t hear what was being said but judging by the volume of their laughter they were having a wonderful time. She was fascinated by their joyful togetherness and the culture of which they were a part. They seemed to be at the centre of the universe, inhabiting a slick, glamorous world that was not accessible to her but in which she craved acceptance.

Johnnie was part of that world. She smiled, recalling his wicked grin and that cool wink of his. He’d waited for her outside the salon after work the other day, just to see how she was. He still called at the salon to see Pat sometimes too. Faith would miss seeing him when he went into the army.

She was brought back to earth by Zoe who was saying,  ‘It’s awkward with Mum being so peculiar.’

‘Awkward . . . in what way?’

‘The fact that she doesn’t look after things like clothes now,’ Zoe explained. ‘I’ll need new shoes for school when we go back after the hols. I’ve grown out of my other winter ones and my sandals are on their last legs.’

‘Have you told her?’

‘I’ve tried to but I don’t think it registered.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll have a word with her,’ said Faith.

‘Oh, would you, Faith?’

‘ ’Course I will.’

‘Thanks.’

‘That’s all right. That’s what big sisters are for.’

 



When they made their way home later, having visited a friend to lengthen their absence, respecting their mother’s wish to be left alone, Faith was ashamed to realise that she was dreading returning to the nerve-wracking atmosphere. But hope springing eternal in her youthful heart, she told herself that her mother would probably be feeling better after the sleep she had said she intended having.

She was still fast asleep in the armchair when they got in. Faith went straight in to the kitchen to start preparing tea. She made a pot and gave a cup to Zoe to take to their mother while she herself cut some bread for sandwiches.

Zoe appeared at the kitchen door moments later with the cup and saucer rattling in her hand.

‘I think you’d better come, Faith,’ she said, blue eyes bulging in her bloodless face.

‘Why?’>

‘There’s something wrong with Mum.’

‘Wrong?’

‘She won’t wake up to take her tea and she looks sort of peculiar,’ she explained, the cup and saucer slipping from her shaky grasp and crashing to the floor.

‘Peculiar?’

‘I think she’s dead.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous,’ exclaimed Faith, her legs threatening to give in. ‘You’re giving me the creeps, saying a stupid thing like that.’

‘Come and have a look then,’ said Zoe breathlessly.

Hurrying in to the other room with trepidation, Faith was relieved to find that her mother was still breathing. But when she tried to rouse her she realised that this was no ordinary sleep. Then she saw the empty Aspirin bottle on the floor at the side of the chair . . .

‘Go to the phone box and call an ambulance, quick,’ she said to Zoe. ‘I’ll try to bring her round.’

‘Is she alive?’

‘Yeah, but only just, I think. So, hurry, for God’s sake!’ But even before Zoe had reached the telephone box on the corner of the street, her mother died in Faith’s arms as she struggled to bring her round. Damp with nervous perspiration and wanting to be sick, Faith managed to ease the dead woman into the chair. Gently she closed her mother’s eyes.

Something happened to Faith at this, the worst moment of her life. The seed of insecurity sown when her father died so suddenly, quickened and became firmly rooted. She was far too bewildered to identify exactly what had  occurred but she knew she had passed through some sort of a watershed at the violent impact of this new loss.

‘Oh, Mum, if only you’d hung on,’ she choked, holding her mother’s hand, her whole body so wracked with tension her bones ached and she couldn’t shed a tear. ‘We’d have worked things out, the three of us. There’s no one for Zoe and me now . . . with both of you gone.’

She laid her mother’s hand in her lap and stood up, looking down at that much loved face, serene and empty now. Faith’s sadness was like a physical pain bearing down on her. She had never felt more frightened and alone in her life. When she spoke again, her grief was so deep, the words were barely audible.

‘It seems as though Zoe was right when she said you’d stopped loving us,’ she murmured through parched lips. ‘You’d never have done this terrible thing otherwise.’




Chapter Three

Joan Hodge’s untimely death put her sister-in-law May Bates in a very awkward position. May needed a couple of teenagers to look after like birds need walking boots, but Faith and Zoe were her brother’s children and they had  been left in a predicament. May didn’t doubt that the balance of Joan’s mind had been seriously disturbed for her to have shed her responsibilities in such a cowardly way, but that didn’t make it any the less heartbreaking for her daughters.

Her brother’s wife had always seemed a well-balanced sort of person from the little May knew of her, which wasn’t very much. May hadn’t had much to do with her brother and his family. But then, she hadn’t had much to do with anyone since she’d married Ted Bates fifteen years ago. Hers wasn’t the sort of marriage that encouraged friendships or close connections with relatives.

When people knew you well they thought that gave them the right to worry about you which led to interference. And that was something she couldn’t allow to happen, no matter how well meaning. It hardly seemed possible she’d once been a sociable type with a normal circle of friends. 

But now she was standing in the cemetery on a late-summer day as her sister-in-law’s coffin was lowered into the ground. The weather was heavy and warm, the sun slipping out from behind banks of tawny-grey clouds every so often. Looking across at her nieces, she felt a rush of hot salty tears to her eyes. The same thing had happened when an ashen-faced Faith had arrived at her door with news of the tragedy. May was surprised to feel empathy with her nieces because hitherto they meant nothing to her, simply strangers who happened to share a little of her blood.

Standing close together at the graveside, their red hair bright against their black hats which they wore with dark frocks specially purchased for the occasion from the insurance money, they might almost have been twins, the elder barely an inch taller then her sister.

Faith was very pale but dry-eyed, and had a supportive arm around her sister. May had perceived a natural gallantry in Faith that twisted her heart. She hadn’t seen her shed a tear since it had happened and that wasn’t healthy. If May was any judge, that young woman was feeling her mother’s death a damned sight more than she was making out.

May had helped her nieces with the official duties of bereavement, contacting the insurance company for them and organising the funeral, which was sparsely attended because of the nature of Joan’s death. There wasn’t much sympathy about in cases of suicide. It was only due to an understanding vicar they’d managed to get her buried next to her husband.

May was fully aware of the fact that she was not legally  obliged to do more for her brother’s daughters. It wasn’t as though they were children. They could probably manage well enough on their own with a little financial assistance from her, especially as Faith was talking about leaving hairdressing for something better paid. In fact they gave the impression that they wanted to be left to themselves.

Kids were an unknown quantity to May. Never having had any of her own, she found communication a problem. She sighed wistfully, remembering how much she had wanted a family - until Ted had made that impossible.

But what should she do about Faith and Zoe? Okay, so she wasn’t much good with youngsters and her home didn’t have the stable family atmosphere that young people thrived on. But the girls needed her, whether they realised it or not, so nothing in the world would persuade her to leave them to fend for themselves.

Damn you, Joan Hodge, she said silently as a handful of earth was sprinkled on to the coffin by Faith. Your daughters didn’t deserve this, poor lambs.

 



Faith watched her mother being buried with a kind of bemused detachment, almost as though she wasn’t present in the spiritual sense. As well as being overwhelmed by sorrow, her mother’s death had stripped away all the trust and stability she’d taken for granted for so long. She’d grown up in a sheltered, secure atmosphere. Now she could feel disaster lurking everywhere.

In retrospect, she could see that she’d been almost casual in her assumption that she and Zoe had meant everything to their mother. Now it was obvious that they hadn’t  mattered enough for her to face up to life without her husband. Although Faith’s intelligence told her that the poor woman couldn’t have been in her right mind to have done what she did, she was hurting far too much to understand or forgive.

But she kept her emotions well hidden. Fortunately, pride and an indomitable spirit enabled her to put up a public front. Only beneath the bedcovers at night did she allow her true feelings to rise to the surface, and even in her despair she found it impossible to let go and find solace in tears.

 



Somehow the funeral was over and they were back home in Jasmine Street where Faith and Zoe provided light refreshments. Aunt May had bought a bottle of whisky in case anyone wanted anything stronger than tea or coffee, which Uncle Ted apparently did. Apart from their aunt and uncle, there were some pals of Mum’s from the baker’s and a couple of old family friends, all of whom indulged in morbid discourse over their ham sandwiches.

Faith was the perfect hostess. She made sure everyone had plenty to eat and drink and made polite, intelligent conversation whilst feeling completely detached from the company. Until something unexpected happened to put her right back at the centre of things . . .

She and Zoe had been in the kitchen making more tea. They were on their way back into the other room with the tray when their attention was attracted by the low, confidential tones of their guests. They paused by the door.

‘Such a tragedy. Those poor girls losing their mother so  soon after their father,’ Hilda Johnson was saying mournfully.

‘I must say, I never thought Joan would do such a dreadful thing,’ said someone else critically. ‘Leaving them all alone like that . . . and at such a difficult age.’

‘She always seemed such a devoted mother too.’
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