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Prologue


Becca read the letter and passed it across the breakfast table to her husband without comment.


‘Well, we always knew it would come one day, Becca.’ Jethro brushed his hand across his eyes as he handed it back.


‘I know. But that don’t make it any easier.’ A tear splashed on to it as she held it in her hand. She turned to the child sitting at the table with them.


‘Drink up your milk, lovey, then you can say grace and get down.’


The child’s pudgy fingers closed round the blue and white willow-pattern cup and a pair of big blue eyes was to be seen over the rim as she finished the milk, quite unaware of the drama surrounding her. She put the cup down and after a gabbled grace slid from her chair. ‘Can I go and play in the pightle, Nannabec?’ she asked, putting her arms round Becca and giving her a kiss.


‘’Course you can.’ Becca gave her a hug. ‘Go into the kitchen and ask Polly to wipe your fingers first. Look, there’s an apple on the sideboard you can give owd Prince. But don’t get yourself all dirty playing in the owd cart shed.’


‘I’m going to play on the swing Grampa made for me. I reckon I can go as high as the sky.’


‘You jest mind you don’t hurt yerself,’ Becca warned.


‘She won’t come to no harm, I’ve put it in among the clover where it’s nice and soft,’ Jethro said with a smile.


Her grandparents watched, with eyes full of love, as the child danced out of the room. She was three and a half, a pretty little thing with a mop of dark, curly hair. She had been theirs to love and cherish since their daughter died at her birth, leaving a husband too bereft to care for her. But soon she would be theirs no longer.


‘When did he say he was coming for her?’ Jethro asked.


‘Tomorrow.’


‘Well, he’s got every right to take her away, Becca. After all, he is her father. And we’ve always known …’


Becca nodded, her face working. ‘And we’ve always told her one of these days he’d take her back with him, so she knows …’


‘I jest hope he’ll be good to her.’


‘He will. He wouldn’t take her if he didn’t want her. And now he’s remarried …’ Becca swallowed. ‘That’ll take a bit of getting used to.’


Jethro nodded. ‘I reckon she’ll miss the fields and fresh air, living in London.’


‘She’ll miss us, too.’


‘Not too much, I hope. I wouldn’t want the little maid to pine and be unhappy.’


‘No. We wouldn’t want her to be unhappy.’ She gazed out of the window. ‘I must remember to pack Patch.’


‘She won’t forget Patch, you don’t need to worry.’ Jethro smiled. ‘She really took to that little dog, didn’t she?’


‘Even though I ran outa wool and had to make one ear and half his face a different colour when I knitted him.’ Becca bit her lip and gave a sniff. ‘It’ll be better for her, Jethro. She needs to be with younger folks.’


‘Yes, that ain’t right for sech a bright little thing to be brought up by owd fogeys like you and me, Becca. If she was a boy, now, I could hev him in the workshop with me and teach him to repair furniture like I do. That’d hev been nice to hev a grandson to pass my knowledge on to …’ His face softened as he dreamed of what might have been.


‘But she ain’t a boy, she’s a girl,’ Becca said bluntly. ‘Mind you, she’s never happier than when she’s in the workshop with you, scrapping about among the shavings. But there’s nothing for her here in Wessingford, ‘cause I wouldn’t want to see her go on the land. Thass all for the best that she should go with her father.’ Her voice wavered. ‘She won’t forget us, will she, Jethro?’ she whispered.


‘No, ‘course she won’t.’


‘I dessay her father’ll bring her to see us from time to time.’


‘I dessay he will …’


But when Stanhope Gardiner came to fetch his daughter the following day, wreathed in smiles and bearing gifts, he talked about ‘a clean break’ and ‘a new life’ and they knew he never would.


Yet, as the child was driven away in the taxi, clutching the brand-new teddy bear her father had brought her in one hand and Patch in the other, Becca had a feeling, so strong that it sustained her through the many empty, lonely days until she could come to terms with her grief, that she had not seen the last of her beloved granddaughter and that one day Rachel would return.




Chapter One


Rachel waited anxiously outside the station for the 6.15 train that would bring her father home from his work in the City so that she could tell him the news and beg him to make Mummy change her mind. A rather thin, leggy girl, eleven and a bit years old, neatly dressed in a blue check dress with a matching bow nestling in her dark curls, white ankle socks and sandals, she was waiting with considerable patience considering how important the news was.


The train came round the bend and drew to a noisy halt. Rachel’s heart skipped a beat, whether with excitement or apprehension she couldn’t have said. She scanned the crowd that spilled out on the platform, a good many of them London businessmen, all dressed in the regulation homburg, black coat and striped trousers, and carrying newspapers and rolled umbrellas. Some also carried small attaché cases.


She easily picked her father out from among these. Stanhope Gardiner was a tall, spare man, with a pale, tired face and stern features. He slowed his stride when he saw her, so that he was last through the gate.


‘What’s this, then?’ he asked, looking down at her, his expression cool. ‘What can be of such importance that it can’t wait until I get home?’


Rachel hung her head. ‘I’m sorry, Daddy, I know you don’t like to be met from the train, but I had to speak to you. You see –’ she looked up, unable to contain her excitement any longer – ‘I’ve won it! I’ve won the scholarship!’


‘That’s very good news. Very good news indeed. Congratulations, my dear.’ He smiled now, a smile that transformed his tired face, and patted her on the head.


The excitement left her and her shoulders drooped. ‘But Mummy says I can’t take it up. She says she can’t possibly afford to send me to the Girls’ High School. And I worked so hard … I did so want to go …’ Her voice trailed off miserably. She looked up at her father, the tears in her eyes overflowing down her cheeks. ‘Can you speak to her, Daddy?’ She caught his hand. ‘Can you make her change her mind?’


He let her hot little hand rest in his for a moment, then released it. With an immaculate white handkerchief, he brushed his moustache once to the left, once to the right, then a final dab before returning the handkerchief to his breast pocket. ‘Yes,’ he said at last, ‘of course you must take up the scholarship. I shall speak to your mother.’


‘Oh, thank you, Daddy. Thank you!’ Rachel clutched his hand again and gave a little skip of relief.


He extricated his hand and waved her off. ‘Now, run along home, child. It won’t look well if your mother thinks there’s a conspiracy between us, will it?’ He gave her another of his rare smiles and patted her on the head again. ‘Well done, Rachel, I’m very proud of you.’


This was praise indeed from a father who made a point of never showing emotion of any kind. Relieved beyond words, Rachel ran off home to number 17 Myrtle Grove.


Myrtle Grove was situated right at the end of the mile-long Station Road, overlooking the park. This part of East Northam was a rather dull, featureless suburb that had developed with the coming of the railway to the outskirts of London. Identical rows of semidetached houses, in roads with names like Acacia Avenue, Laburnum Drive and Lilac Way, bisected Station Road at respectable intervals. The houses were all the same, typically Victorian, large and solid, and at each end of every road was a corner shop. Recently, on the other side of the railway line, a rash of smaller, cheaper houses had begun to spread, while in complete contrast, across the park, what was left of the original village sprawled round the church and the duck pond.


Out of breath now, Rachel slowed as she turned into Myrtle Grove, past Mr Banks the grocer’s. As she walked she ran her hand along the iron railings behind which the shadowy houses lurked, half-hidden by laurel bushes or privet hedges, their square bay windows shrouded in lace curtains that kept out prying eyes and most of the light.


Like a good many of the others, the paint on number 17 was beginning to peel and the front gate had lost part of its latch. But there was something that set it apart from the rest; it had an aura of almost fanatical neatness. The windows sparkled, the tiles in the porch shone, the laurels were neatly clipped and there were no weeds in the small, square flowerbed – no flowers, either.


Rachel ran down the passage at the side of the house and in through the back door. Nellie Gardiner, a thin, handsome woman in her middle thirties, a wrapround overall protecting her coffee-coloured afternoon dress, was in the kitchen putting vegetable dishes on a tray.


‘Where on earth have you been, Rachel? You know I need your help at this time of day,’ she said sharply, without looking up. ‘Now, wash your hands and then take these dishes through to the dining room. Quickly, now, or they’ll get cold.’


Rachel did as she was told, anxious not to upset her mother. She carried the tray from the kitchen, a large room with red quarry tiles and a high ceiling, through the equally large room where the family lived and took their meals, and along the hall, cold even in summer, to the dining room where her mother’s two lodgers – ‘gentlemen guests’ she called them – took their meals and their ease.


By the time she returned to the kitchen her father had arrived, the meal was on the table and Mary and Joan, her two young sisters, were already seated.


The three girls ate in silence, they were never allowed to talk at table, but Stanhope and Nellie held desultory conversation. Rachel was in such a fever of anxiety that she could hardly eat, but she knew she must contain herself until her father was ready to speak.


This was not until the meal was finished and the table cleared. Only then did Nellie with pursed lips reach the letter down from behind the clock on the mantelpiece and hand it to her husband.


He read it, then looked up at Rachel. ‘This is very good, my dear,’ he said, as if he didn’t already know the news it contained. ‘And when does it say term begins?’ He scanned the letter again.


‘That’s of no consequence, Stan,’ Nellie snapped. ‘There’s no question of her going to the High School, you know that as well as I do. We couldn’t afford the school uniform, never mind books and fees’.


Rachel was sitting at the table, holding her breath and nervously running her finger along the lines in the green chenille tablecloth. It was a bad sign, Mummy calling Daddy Stan. He hated his name being abbreviated. She lifted her head. ‘It’s a scholarship, Mummy,’ she said hopefully. ‘You don’t have to pay. There won’t be any fees.’


‘Don’t have to pay?’ Nellie’s voice rose shrilly. ‘What about the uniform? That won’t be cheap, I can tell you. It reeks of class.’ She shrugged her thin shoulders. ‘Well, it would, wouldn’t it? The Girls’ High School’s full of professional men’s daughters.’ She shot a scathing look at her husband. ‘In any case,’ she went on, ‘if we do it for Rachel, what about Mary and Joan, when their turn comes, Stan?’


Stanhope winced. ‘I don’t think we need to concern ourselves with the little ones at this precise moment, my dear,’ he said in his rather clipped tone. ‘Since Mary is only seven and Joan barely five. If they too are clever enough to win scholarships –’ he made a face indicating that this was not very likely – ‘then naturally enough we shall do our best for them, too. I’m sure we shall manage, Nellie.’ He picked up his newspaper and opened it.


‘We shall manage, you say! Since when have you done any managing, I should like to know, Stan Gardiner?’ Nellie jabbed her chest. ‘I’m the one who does the managing in this house. And I’m putting my foot down. She’s not going. She can go to the senior school like the rest of the girls in her class.’ The subject was closed as far as she was concerned. Nellie screwed up the letter and threw it into the empty grate.


‘It would be a pity to let her miss such a golden opportunity,’ Stanhope said, and although his voice was reasonable his eyes had a steely glint as he lowered the newspaper to look at his wife. ‘Think of it, Nellie, our daughter at the Girls’ High School!’ He shook the newspaper. ‘Think how that will impress the neighbours.’


Nellie straightened her back and patted her marcel-waved hair. ‘That’s true’, she said thoughtfully, missing the barb in her husband’s words. ‘And she’s worked hard, I’ll grant you that. I suppose we might manage, at a pinch. And Mr Solomon may have some of the books she’ll need, second-hand.’ She shot a glance in Stanhope’s direction. ‘Of course, there would be no question of us not being able to afford it if they were to pay you more at that hospital. You’re simply not appreciated, Stan, that’s the trouble. All the work you do there … I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, if it wasn’t for my gentleman guests I don’t know where we’d be.’


‘You’re quite right, Nellie.’ Stanhope nodded. He’d heard it all before, many, many times. ‘However, to get back to the point in question. Rachel has won the scholarship so she will take the place offered at the High School.’ He took out his handkerchief and stroked his moustache.


Nellie opened her mouth. ‘Just you wait a minute! It needs a good deal more thought. I haven’t said –’


He gazed at her and said levelly, ‘No, but I have, Nellie. This is my decision. The child will go to the High School.’ With that, Stanhope immersed himself in The Times.


‘Then perhaps you’ll be good enough to tell me where the money’s coming from!’ Nellie glared at the newspaper.


‘We shall manage, Nellie. We always do,’ he said patiently from behind it.


‘I’m sure I don’t know how. Remember, there are only two gentlemen guests now, instead of four. And this house takes a lot of keeping up. The rates are high and people keep leaving lights on all over the house, wasting electricity. I don’t know how you think I can keep things going on the pittance you give me very week …’


‘Cissie Johnson, down the road at number 42 is going to the High School,’ Rachel said with a flash of inspiration, not taking her eyes off the lines in the tablecloth.


‘Oh?’ Nellie raised her eyebrows, suddenly interested.


‘She didn’t win a scholarship. Her father’s got to pay.’


Nellie’s thin shoulders moved uncomfortably as her mind wrestled between poverty and snobbery. ‘Oh, well,’ she said at last, ‘in that case, since you’ve won yourself a place …’ She gave a sigh of resignation. ‘I expect we’ll manage. Somehow!’


Careful not to show her triumph, Rachel slid down from the table, catching her father’s eye. She was almost certain he winked. It was strange, but she often had the feeling that there was a special bond between the two of them, something that neither her mother nor her sisters shared. Today there was no doubt of it. She and Daddy had won! She wouldn’t have to go to the crummy old senior school, to leave at fourteen and end up working at the clothing factory. She wiped her palms, wet with nerves, down her skirt. From next September she would be wearing the navy gymslip and the red and blue tie of the Girls’ High. Had it not been for the fact that Daddy didn’t care for demonstrations of affection, she would have thrown her arms round him and hugged him.


She glanced at the grate, where the crumpled letter lay. Instinctively, she knew that this was not the time to retrieve it. Instead, she went off to her nightly task of clearing the table in the dining room, where the lodgers – her mother refused to allow that word but Rachel knew what ‘gentlemen guests’ meant – had just finished their supper and were sitting in armchairs, smoking.


Deftly she piled everything on the large wooden tray just inside the door, and then took the brush and crumb tray off the sideboard and brushed the damask tablecloth before folding it and putting it away in the drawer.


‘Here, let me carry that tray for you.’ Mr Denton got up from his chair and took it before she had a chance to pick it up. ‘It’s far too heavy for a little thing like you to carry.’


‘Thank you, Mr Denton,’ she murmured. She didn’t mind him. He was quite young and not bad-looking and he never tried to put his arm round her as Mr Hoskins did. He’d helped her with her algebra, too, when she’d got in a muddle.


‘So, you’ve won a scholarship,’ he said admiringly as he followed her down the hall to the kitchen.


‘Yes.’ Rachel noted that in spite of her mother’s objections she hadn’t wasted any time in spreading the news.


‘Soon be off to the High?’


‘Yes. In September.’ She turned. ‘I’ll take the tray now, thank you.’ Her mother didn’t like the lodgers to step beyond the hall door.


‘Well, congratulations. I hope you’ll enjoy it. And if you want any help …’ He handed her the tray, knowing the rules.


‘Thank you, Mr Denton.’ She made a face. ‘I probably will.’


‘Good.’ He grinned at her. ‘Only maths, mind you. I’m no good at French. Or English, either, for that matter.’


She carried the tray through to the back kitchen, where her mother had already begun the washing-up, the geyser above the sink still groaning from its efforts to yield sufficient hot water for the task.


‘I expect that’ll be the next thing,’ Nellie said, irritably swishing suds. ‘We shall need a new water heater. And where’s the money coming from for that, I should like to know?’


Rachel said nothing. She knew the remark was a dig at her, because the geyser had groaned like that ever since she could remember. She took a tea towel off the rack and thoughtfully began to dry up, watching as her mother methodically washed and stacked the dishes, her sleeves rolled up to reveal scrawny arms. She worked very hard, in fact she never seemed to stop working, cooking, cleaning and polishing from morning till night. Rachel was sure her mother loved her and her two young sisters but she never seemed to feel it necessary to show them much affection. In any case, she never had time, she was always too busy working. Nellie lived by two maxims, which she quoted constantly: ‘Cleanliness is next to godliness’ and ‘A place for everything and everything in its place.’ To these ends and for the comfort of her gentlemen guests she was prepared to work her fingers to the bone.


Rachel couldn’t think why. She found the house they lived in oppressive, although that was not a word she would have used. It was cold even in summer and in winter the small coal fires were no match for the icy draughts. She hated the dark wallpaper and paint; the long, cheerless hall from which the staircase rose into perpetual half darkness and which reeked of a combination of floor polish and cabbage; the cold, high-ceilinged bedrooms and the bathroom, made even colder by being painted blue. And everywhere the dark, heavy furniture that, like the house, had belonged to Grannie Briggs.


Grannie Briggs had taken gentlemen guests and Nellie had helped her. When Grannie Briggs died, naturally Nellie continued in the same way. Rachel didn’t remember Grannie Briggs. That wasn’t surprising, because she had died before Daddy came to live at number 17 as a gentleman guest and stayed to marry Mummy. Rachel thought that was quite romantic, although she couldn’t imagine either Daddy or Mummy being romantic. But that was probably because they spent most of their time arguing about money, or rather the lack of it.


Her thoughts turned full circle back to the scholarship. ‘Perhaps I could earn a bit of money if I went and saw Old Solly …’


‘Don’t be disrespectful, Rachel. Mr Solomon to you.’


‘He doesn’t mind. Everyone calls him Old Solly.’


‘That shop of his is a disgrace to Myrtle Grove. Goodness knows when the windows last had a clean.’ Nellie untied her overall and hung it behind the door. Then she poured a few drops of glycerine and a pinch of sugar into the palm of one hand and began to rub it into her hands to soften them. ‘I don’t know how he thinks people can see what he’s got to sell. Mind you, it’s nothing more than a lot of old junk, most of it.’


‘It isn’t all junk, Mummy. He’s got some really nice furniture and silver there. And it smells divine.’ Rachel closed her eyes in ecstasy. ‘A mixture of polish and stain and old furniture and – oh, I dunno. It reminds me of something, I don’t know what exactly, but it’s lovely.’ She hung the tea towel back on the rack. ‘Anyway, I’m sure Old Solly would let me help in his shop sometimes. He might even let me clean the windows.’


‘I don’t know what your father would have to say about that,’ Nellie said flatly. She sniffed and raised her voice. ‘Although he seems to have plenty to say about most things, these days.’ She glanced into the next room where he was still sitting in his armchair, hidden by the newspaper.


‘I don’t think he’d mind. After all, I’ve been there often enough –’ Rachel bit her lip. Now was not the time to remind her mother of the numerous occasions when she had been sent to the back room at Old Solly’s, where he carried on the pawnbroking side of his business. The first time it had been her father’s gold hunter watch that had to be pawned, another time it was a ring that had belonged to Grannie Briggs. Other pieces of Grannie Briggs’s jewellery had gone over the years, as well as small items of furniture; nothing too big or Rachel wouldn’t have been able to carry it and it was unthinkable that Nellie or Stanhope should lower themselves to take things to be pawned. Some things, like Nellie’s fur coat, were redeemed and never went for pawn again; others, like the gold hunter, could have been on elastic, they were in and out of pawn so often.


Rachel couldn’t really understand why they were always so hard up, even though there were only two lodgers now. After all, her father caught the 8.15 up to the city every morning, to work in the hospital, returning every evening on the 6.15. Rachel didn’t know what his work was, he never talked about it and she didn’t like to ask. Her father was not a man to encourage questions.


All her jobs finished, Rachel went off down the road to see Old Solly, whose shop seemed to be permanently open. In her hand she was clutching the half-crown her father had surreptitiously slipped her in order to redeem her mother’s pearl earrings. Dimly she was beginning to understand that everything had a price.


Old Solly’s shop was at the far end of Myrtle Grove, at the junction with Wilberforce Road, where Rachel would catch the bus to her new school. Over the door there was a sign that said ANTIQUES in peeling gold letters and three small golden balls hung discreetly below it. Inside, the place was crammed with so much furniture that it was impossible to get near enough to see the silver in the showcases round the walls. Rachel often thought he was more of an antique collector than a dealer because the stock rarely seemed to change, only to grow. She loved browsing in Old Solly’s shop and felt quite at home among his treasures.


‘Rachel, my dear, what can I do for you today?’ The old man came shuffling in from the back of the shop, rubbing his hands together as if they were cold. He did this whether it was winter or summer, just as he wore woollen half-mittens whatever the weather. ‘You brought me a little something, no?’


Rachel shook her head. ‘Not today, Solly. I’ve come to fetch Mummy’s earrings.’


‘So. Things not so bad, eh?’ He didn’t even ask for the ticket but fetched them and wrapped them in a twist of tissue paper.


‘I’m going to the High School.’ She was bursting with pride.


‘So! You hear that, Mother?’ he called to the back regions. ‘This young lady’s going to the High School.’ He turned back to Rachel. ‘You won that scholarship, then?’


She nodded, then bit her lip. ‘We can’t really afford it. I wondered …’


He nodded wisely. ‘I could do with a bit of help to tidy up the shop now and then. And Mother, too, she has trouble – her knees, you know. She could do with help, too.’ He smiled at her, his old brown eyes wrinkling at the corners. ‘Just now and then. When you got time, Rachel. Any time, you understand.’


Rachel smiled happily. ‘Oh, you are a dear, Solly! And I won’t mind what you ask me to do. Really I won’t. I’m used to hard work, because I have to help Mummy in the house and she’s very particular.’ She stroked the silk smoothness of a yew-wood elbow chair. ‘I do so love coming here. It smells so lovely and you never mind me touching things, Solly. I love these old things.’


‘I know you do, child, that’s why I never mind you handling them. I don’t know where you got the feel for them but you handle them like an expert.’


‘Do I? Perhaps one day I’ll have a shop of my own, just like you, Solly.’


‘Perhaps you will, child.’


After Rachel had gone, the earrings secreted safely in the pocket of her knickers, Solly returned to his living quarters, as cluttered as his shop. His wife, enormously stout, was sitting at the plush-covered table knitting him new mittens.


‘She’s a good child, Pansy,’ he said, putting the kettle to boil on the gas ring in the corner. ‘But it’s a very funny family she comes from.’


‘Poverty pride, I’d say, Solly. Fur coat and no knickers.’ Pansy yanked at the ball of wool as she spoke. ‘You notice you never see the mother down here, hocking things, she’s too busy making out she’s a cut above the rest. And the father’s just as bad with his homburg hat and umbrella. I’ll wager the folk he travels up to the City with don’t know the number of times that gold hunter’s been in and out of here …’


‘It’s not for us to judge, Pansy.’ Solly busied himself with the teapot.


‘Maybe not. But it’s always the child that has to come and you can’t help wondering why they should need to send her. It’s good stuff she brings, so they can’t be as hard up as all that.’ Pansy sniffed and yanked at her wool again. ‘You never see them down at the Albert, neither, so they don’t tip it all down their necks.’


‘No, I believe they’re good-living people. And the child’s polite and well-mannered. I don’t know much about the other two girls.’


‘They’re younger, ain’t they?’


‘Yes, a good bit. Don’t look a bit like our Rachel, neither. Ain’t nearly so pretty.’


‘Our Rachel,’ Pansy chided with a smile.


‘Well, I’m fond of the little thing. And we got no chick nor child of our own.’ He gazed at his wife. ‘I told her you’d be glad of a bit of help too, Pansy.’


Pansy nodded. ‘I’m sure between us we can find her enough to do to feel she’s earned a bob or two.’


Solly smiled. ‘And I might be able to pick up one or two of the books she’ll need at school. That’ll help.’


‘You’re an old soft thing, Solomon.’


He spread his gnarled old hands. ‘Have I ever denied it?’




Chapter Two


Becca stood at the window looking out at the children waiting on the corner for the bus to take them to school. You could tell which were the ‘new’ children, the ones who had recently passed the scholarship, by their nervous appearance and brand-new blazers and satchels.


‘I wonder if Rachel won a scholarship,’ she mused, half to herself. ‘She’d be the right age for it, wouldn’t she?’ Her face softened. ‘I reckon she’d look a right treat in her uniform.’ She sighed. ‘I wonder where she is.’


Polly, Becca’s maid of all work, who had been with her for more years than either of them cared to remember, paused from clearing away the breakfast things. ‘You’ve never, ever heard a word about her since the day he fetched her away, hev you?’ She banged the teapot on to the tray. ‘Ungrateful, I call it. Shameful and ungrateful! And after all you did for her, too.’ She went off to the kitchen.


‘You can’t blame the child, Polly. I don’t s’pose she even remembers us after all this time.’ Becca wiped the corner of her eye with her apron. Never a day passed without a thought for her little granddaughter, although it was eight years now since she had last seen her. She dreamed constantly that one day Rachel would walk through the door. She even knew how she would look. Or thought she did.


Jethro poked his head in from the workshop, where he repaired some of the furniture that his son Tim sold in his antique shop in Colchester. ‘I’ve jest got to fix the handles on the little walnut chest, then I’m taking it in to Tim. You wanta come, Becca?’


Becca turned away from the window with a sigh as the last of the children boarded the bus. ‘Might as well, I s’pose.’ She gave her husband a brief smile. ‘Somehow, I feel neither won nor lost, today. I expect it was seeing all the children and thinking … well, you know.’


‘That don’t do any good, Becca my girl,’ Jethro said firmly. ‘Wishing won’t bring the child back.’ He laid his hand on his wife’s arm. ‘I dessay she’s got little brothers and sisters by now, so she’ll be far happier than we could ever hev made her. Now, come on, dear, get your coat and hat and get in the car. There’s a house sale out Lavenham way, this morning. How would you like to take a look? You never know, you might pick up a bit or two of china there. It looks as if there might be some good pieces, according to the catalogue.’


‘Let me see.’ Becca took the catalogue. ‘Yes,’ she said, running her eye down the page, ‘I’d like that Derby group. And the pot lids – all three of them …’


‘Thass better, Becca,’ Jethro smiled at her. ‘Thass more like you.’


She nodded. ‘I jest hope she’s happy,’ she said, reverting to her previous thoughts. ‘Thass all I ask, that our little gal should be happy.’


In fact, Rachel loved her new school. She was a clever child and eager to learn, so she had no trouble with lessons. Yet she was not altogether happy there. She felt inferior, isolated. All the other girls in her form seemed to know each other, or if they didn’t they soon found something in common; either they had come up from the ‘pree’, as the lower, preparatory forms were called, or their fathers belonged to the same golf club or their mothers to the same Women’s Guild. Her mother had been right, Rachel decided gloomily, the other girls’ fathers were professional men and she assumed that it was because of this that they all seemed to radiate a confidence that she herself, pitchforked into this unfamiliar environment, envied but lacked.


This feeling of inferiority wasn’t helped by the subtle, but to Rachel screamingly noticeable, differences in her uniform compared with all the others. Her navy blazer had come from the Co-op and had the school crest sewn on to the pocket instead of being an integral part of it, thus advertising that it was a cheap copy of the real thing; her velour hat was a slightly different shade of navy because that, too, had come from the Co-op instead of from Veales – the outfitters, recommended by the school and the most expensive in the district. And, worst of all, her gymslip was home-made. Her mother had seen an advertisement in the grocer’s and had gone to a woman in one of the new houses who worked in the clothing factory and did dressmaking in her free time. It was well made and almost the same as everybody else’s but not quite. The serge was of poorer quality and not quite the same colour and the pleats were slightly narrower. Standing in the line for assembly, Rachel knew this showed and she felt humiliated.


But the worst humiliation of all was that her mother refused to pay for school dinners, saying that Rachel would have a perfectly good cooked meal at night and didn’t need two in a day. So she was forced to sit in a corner of the dining room and eat her jam sandwiches by herself. Very few girls took sandwiches, it was not the done thing.


To her great relief, this particular humiliation was eased at the beginning of the second term when she was joined by another girl. Angela Clayton was the same age as Rachel but not in the same form.


‘You don’t know how lucky you are, not having to eat those dreadful school dinners,’ Angela confided, unwrapping her own lunch. ‘They are absolutely frightful. Haven’t you noticed the girls all turn green as they try to force them down?’


‘No, I can’t say I have.’ Rachel was surprised. ‘They smell all right to me. Well, not too bad, anyway.’ She didn’t say she had been cowering in her corner, envying the other girls.


‘Well, take it from me, they’re dreadful. When I saw you were lucky enough to bring sandwiches, I asked Mummy if I could do the same. She said I could if I made them myself.’ Angela made a face and showed Rachel her thick, uneven slices. ‘I’m not awfully good at cutting bread but I expect I’ll improve. Anyway –’ she took a bite – ‘they’re better than that awful stew they’ve got.’ She nodded towards the neat rows of girls eating at the dining tables.


‘How do you know that?’ Rachel asked.


‘Because it’s always stew on Mondays and it’s always awful. And they always manage to burn it.’ She took another bite. ‘Oh, well, it adds to the flavour, I suppose.’


‘Yuk!’ Suddenly, Rachel didn’t feel so humiliated. Perhaps she was the lucky one after all. She’d never thought of that. She watched the other girls tucking into their stew. ‘It isn’t that bad, is it? Look, they seem to be enjoying it. Some of them are even going up for seconds.’


Angela grinned sheepishly. ‘I exaggerated a bit. But I asked Mummy if I could bring sandwiches because I thought you looked a bit lonely, sitting here all on your own.’


Rachel stared at her. ‘That was jolly nice of you.’ She found it hard to believe that anyone would bother about her to that extent.


Angela shrugged. ‘We-11, I quite fancied sandwiches, anyway.’


The two girls munched in silence for a while. Then Rachel said, ‘Would you like one of my buns, Angela?’ offering one of her mother’s fairy cakes. Nellie was an excellent cook.


‘Oh, yes, please.’ Angela held up what looked like a small stone. ‘Mummy’s a darling but her cakes can be a bit hit or miss. Mm!’ She closed her eyes as she bit into the fairy cake, ‘This is heavenly.’


‘Have the other one.’ Rachel held out the Oxo tin containing the remains of her lunch. She would have starved for her new friend.


‘Oh, may I? Thanks.’ Angela savoured the unaccustomed delicacy. Then she said seriously, ‘I wouldn’t want you to think Mummy can’t cook, Rachel. She’s quite good, really. It’s just that whenever she starts to make anything, either the phone rings or somebody comes to the door and then she forgets how far she’s got and does things like putting the sugar in twice or forgetting the eggs.’ She sighed. ‘Poor darling, she must find it very difficult sometimes, being a clergyman’s wife.’


Rachel stared at her. ‘Your father’s a clergyman? Gosh!’


Angela shrugged. ‘It’s no different to any other job, except you get to live in a big draughty old house …’


‘I live in a big draughty old house, too,’ Rachel interrupted.


‘I’ll bet you don’t have people keep coming to the door and wanting things. Or ringing up and saying, “Why hasn’t the vicar called?” And you don’t have to go to boring old church on Sundays. My brother David hates church, he’s two years older than me. But I don’t mind it. I wink at the choirboys during the sermon and make them blush.’


‘Oh, Angela!’


‘It’s true.’ Angela licked her fingers. ‘What does your father do, Rachel?’


Rachel froze. How could she admit that she didn’t exactly know? ‘He works in a hospital,’ she said.


‘Oh, a doctor.’ It was a statement, not a question.


‘Sort of.’


‘What do you mean, sort of?’


‘I mean, yes, he’s a doctor.’ For all Rachel knew it was true.


‘A doctor in a hospital.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Come on, let’s go out on to the field while the sun’s shining. We don’t have to wait till this lot have finished their pudding and lumpy custard. Yuk! I’m glad you bring sandwiches, Ray.’


‘I’m glad you do, too, Angie.’


‘Will you be my special friend? From here to eternity?’ Angela held out her hand. She’d been reading Kipling.


Rachel took it. ‘From here to eternity,’ she said solemnly. She bit her lip. A lifetime’s friendship couldn’t be founded on a lie. ‘My father isn’t really a doctor.’


‘What is he then?’


‘I don’t really know, except he works in a hospital.’


‘Well, if he works in a hospital, he must be a doctor, mustn’t he?’


‘Yes, I s’pose he must.’


‘Well, then, what are you worrying about? Come on, we’ll cut through the kitchens and go and find a shady spot, then you can help me with my French.’


‘You’ll be lucky! I only got a B plus last time.’


Angela stopped in her tracks and stared at her. ‘B plus! What do you usually get?’


Rachel shrugged. ‘A. A minus.’


‘Come with me.’ Angela took her by the arm. ‘You’re the absolute answer to my prayers. I usually get C minus.’


From then on Rachel was blissfully happy at school. More academically able than Angela, she helped her friend with lessons where she could. In turn Angela was happy to carry Rachel along on her own tide of self-confidence, telling everyone who cared to listen that Rachel’s father was a famous doctor who saved lives in one of the big London hospitals, till Rachel almost began to believe it herself. They became inseparable. And when they reached the fifth form and were streamed for ability, their joy knew no bounds when they found they were both in the A stream, albeit Angela had only scraped in by the skin of her teeth and some frantic coaching from Rachel.


At home things went on much as usual. Rachel did her homework, helped her mother, fended off Mr Hoskins, who was beginning to be a nuisance now that she had developed breasts, and even found time to play the occasional game of snakes and ladders with Mary and Joan.


She was fond of her young sisters, but being five years their senior she had never felt particularly close to them. In any case, with barely two years between them, Mary and Joan always played and clung together and had neither wanted nor needed her. The two girls even looked alike, with fair, straight hair and pale, puddingy faces in which their dark little eyes shone like currants in a cake. Nellie never tired of saying how much like Grannie Briggs they were. Indeed, it was true, Rachel decided, standing in front of the portrait of their maternal grandmother hanging on the landing. Grannie Briggs also had a face like a currant bun. She searched for a picture of Grandpa Briggs, to see if perhaps she herself favoured him, but she had never been able to find one. Perhaps she was like Daddy; she was dark like him, although her eyes were blue, whereas his were brown, but his hair was straight and sleek, while hers curled all over the place and wouldn’t lie flat whatever she did.


‘Who am I like, Mummy?’ she asked one day when she was helping her mother clean the brass. ‘If Mary and Joan look like Grannie Briggs, do I look like Grandpa Briggs?’


Her mother didn’t look up. ‘Does it matter who you look like?’


‘No, except Angie and I were talking about it. She says she’s just like her mother.’ Rachel put her head on one side. ‘I don’t think I look like you, do I?’


‘No, you don’t.’


‘Who do I look like, then?’


‘You’re like yourself.’


‘Yes, but I must bear a family likeness to one of you.’ Rachel picked up another candlestick. ‘Everybody looks a bit like somebody, except me. I’m the odd one in this family.’


Nellie stopped polishing and looked up sharply. ‘What makes you say that? Is that what you really feel, Rachel?’


Rachel laughed. ‘Only because I think I look different.’ She sighed dramatically. ‘I expect I’m a throwback.’


‘Rubbish! I never heard such nonsense in all my life.’ Nellie clicked her tongue. ‘Give those candlesticks a good shine, then you’d better take them down to Mr Solomon. Just till your father gets paid at the weekend.’


‘OK. I was going there anyway, when I’d finished helping you. He said he’d try and get me the Latin textbook I need.’


Nellie sniffed. ‘I expect that’ll cost a pretty penny. Fancy filling young girls’ heads with that old rubbish. Latin, indeed! They’d do better if they taught you to cook. Or to speak properly and not say things like “OK”. It was a mistake ever to let you go to that school, if you ask me.’


Rachel didn’t wait to hear any more. It was her mother’s theme song. Rachel guessed that Nellie had never forgiven Stanhope for asserting himself over her schooling. Usually it was Nellie who made the decisions and she was still smarting over it.


Wrapping the candlesticks carefully, Rachel put them in a bag and went off to see Old Solly.


‘Just till Daddy gets paid at the weekend,’ she repeated cheerfully as she unwrapped them on the counter. ‘I expect Mummy wants to give the lodgers steak for tea.’


‘Steak, eh? Do you like steak?’ Old Solly looked at her over the top of his gold-rimmed glasses, bent crooked from years of use.


‘Dunno. Never tasted it.’ She grinned. ‘Steak isn’t for the family, Solly, you ought to know that. Steak’s for the lodgers – sorry, gentlemen guests.’ She turned round. ‘Oh, this is new. Isn’t it nice!’ She went to the whatnot in the corner. ‘Regency?’


‘That’s right, my child. You’re learning.’


‘I like the Chelsea figures, too.’


‘Derby.’


‘Oh, heck! Wrong again.’


‘You’ll learn, chicken. You’ve got a flair for it.’ He smiled at her fondly and reached under the counter. ‘I managed to get your book.’


‘Gosh, thanks, Solly. How much do I owe you?’


He waved her question away.


‘Oh, no, you can’t give it to me. I must pay you.’ When he still said nothing, she put her head on one side and pointed to a large walnut pedestal table. ‘All right, then. Polish that for you?’


‘You did it last week after I got you the algebra textbook.’


‘So I did. Well, I’ll wash the rest of the china. It jolly well needs it. You can see what’s been done and what hasn’t.’


He sighed. ‘Very well, child. If you insist. But there’s no need. After all, what’s a book?’ He spread his hands again.


‘I like to do it, Solly.’ She gazed round the shop. ‘Just look at that tureen, it’s caked in dust round the handles.’ She clicked her tongue. ‘I don’t know what my mother would say. Yes, I do. Cleanliness is next to godliness, that’s what she’d say.’ She grinned impishly at the old man.


He smiled affectionately back at her. ‘Come on, then. I know Mother will like to talk to you while you do it. You’re like a breath of fresh air to us, child. You go on, I’ll collect up the china and bring it through to you.’


Pansy was knitting as usual. It was a scarf this time.


‘It’s for you, ducky. Keep you warm when you go to school in the winter.’


Rachel fingered it. ‘It’s lovely, Pansy. Thank you.’ In her miserable first term at the High School, Rachel had poured her heart out to Pansy over the blazer and the gymslip and the old lady had obviously taken great trouble to make sure the scarf would be exactly right, navy blue with a two-inch red stripe six inches from each end.


‘It’s good you’ve come today, duck. Solly’s not happy,’ Pansy said, watching Rachel fetch the big enamel bowl that was kept specially for washing the china, her needles never stopping.


‘Oh. What’s wrong?’ She poured the water on to Lux flakes and lathered it, then began carefully to wash each piece of the china Solly had brought in separately, cleaning in the crevices with a soft brush and then draining it on a piece of cloth spread on the table before drying it carefully.


Pansy waited until Solly had gone back into the shop. Then she went on, ‘He’s heard from his cousin in Germany. I dunno what the world’s coming to, I’m sure I don’t.’ She shook her head sadly.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Haven’t you heard about the things that happen to the Jews in Germany?’ Pansy’s fat face had lost its habitual cheerful expression and was dark with anxiety. ‘That man, Herr Hitler, seems to have a real down on them.’


Rachel bit her lip. Of course, she hadn’t thought. Solly was a Jew. She nodded. ‘Yes, I’ve heard a bit about it.’


She’d seen things in the paper about how badly the Jews were treated in Germany, how some of them had disappeared and nobody knew where they went. She’d heard a bit about it on the wireless too, although when the news came on her mother always turned it off, saying she’d got troubles enough of her own to contend with, without listening to other people’s. The only news her mother was interested in was news of the royal family and she couldn’t get enough of that, cutting bits out of the paper and sticking them in a scrapbook with a large silver crown on the cover. Last year, when the King abdicated, she’d sat glued to the wireless for hours on end, crying.


They discussed what was happening in Germany at school too, sometimes. Miss Loveday, the history teacher, said it was in such a dreadful state, with high unemployment and widespread poverty, that Adolf Hitler was the answer to everyone’s prayers. She reckoned that he would pull the country round if anyone could. And the Hitler Youth Movement was certainly attracting handsome and earnest young men who looked very smart in their khaki uniforms and swastika armbands. Some of the girls positively swooned over pictures of them.


On the other hand Angela said that her father was worried because he was afraid that if Hitler carried on gobbling up territory that didn’t belong to him left, right and centre we should find ourselves fighting another war before long. Rachel couldn’t help thinking that Angela’s father was being a bit extreme, and anyway Miss Loveday was a dear and surely wouldn’t support anything that was bad. But this business about Jews having blood daubed on their houses and being dragged away for no reason, sometimes in the middle of the night, was definitely a bit worrying.


‘Where does Solly’s cousin live?’ she asked, carefully cleaning the ornate handle of a porcelain mug.


‘Berlin. Solly’s sent the money for him to come over here where he’ll be safe. I hope he’ll get it in time.’ Pansy shook her head. ‘They were brought up together, Solly and Jake. Like brothers, they were. Solly’s worried sick about him.’


Rachel nodded and carried on with her task. She tried to imagine how worried she would be if Mary or Joan were in danger. It was difficult.


At school great debates raged. Miss Loveday spoke with great admiration of Sir Oswald Mosley and one of the girls said she knew someone who had seen her at one of his meetings wearing a black shirt. There was great speculation about what was actually happening in Germany; some girls still thought the Hitler Youth looked like film stars, others were beginning to find the way they chanted ‘Sieg heil’ nothing short of sinister. Rachel didn’t know what to think, but she remembered Solly’s cousin, who had never arrived in England, and felt uneasy. Then murmurs of rearmament began and a knot of real fear formed in her stomach. Ruby Hick, whose uncle knew an MP, said it was just the arms manufacturers touting for custom and anyway, if it was true, it would help to shorten the dole queues. Nevertheless, as time went on and Hitler raved and ranted to the adulation of the crowds, the general feeling of apprehension grew and Rachel noticed that even people on the buses had began to speculate about what he might do next.


But one cold November day neither the weather nor the depressing conversations she had heard on the bus coming home from school could dampen her spirits. She hurried along Myrtle Grove, swinging her satchel, thrilled because she had received an A plus – a mark not lightly given – for her English essay on ‘Life in the Country’. She’d never been to the country, the only grass and trees she had ever seen were those in the park opposite the house, but in her imagination she had conjured up a picture of a funny old house with a red tiled roof set in a field of spring flowers. There was an old shed in the corner of the field and a swing. She imagined herself swinging high in the air and looking over to a sparkling river in the distance, bright with red-sailed boats. She had pictured the bees buzzing in the fragrant clover and the butterflies flitting from flower to flower. She had even put geraniums in the crooked windows of the house, because somehow she had known that was what it would be like, just as she had known there would be low ceilings and big oak beams. She smiled to herself as she remembered that she had been so immersed in writing her essay that it had come as quite a shock to find herself back in a chilly classroom on a cold winter day.


When Miss Crichton had handed her book back after marking, she had asked where the cottage was. Rachel had shrugged and said it wasn’t actually anywhere, except in her head, and Miss Crichton had given her a funny look and told her she had got a wonderful imagination and perhaps she would be a writer when she left school. Rachel didn’t think that was very likely; it was just that the subject interested her. Even now, as she hurried along in a rising November fog, with Pansy’s warm scarf wound up to her chin, the thought of ‘her’ cottage gave her a glow.


But as soon as she walked into the kitchen the glow faded and she knew there was something wrong. Mr Denton, never normally allowed beyond the hall door, was there; he was actually at the sink, washing up, with a tea towel tied round his waist. Mary was helping him, looking pale, and Joan was sitting on a stool with her thumb in her mouth, nursing her teddy. Her mother was sitting at the table, drumming her fingers impatiently, her fur coat slung across a chair. She stood up as soon as Rachel came in.


‘Oh, thank goodness you’ve come! You’ve been long enough getting here. Put your satchel down, you’ve got to come with me. Mr Wilson has kindly said he’ll drive us and Mr Denton’s offered to look after the girls.’ Nellie shrugged herself into her fur coat as she spoke.


‘Where are we going? You’ll have to wait till I’ve been to the lav.’


‘Well, hurry up. We’ve no time to waste.’ Nellie was at the mirror, putting on her black cloche hat. ‘It’s your father. He’s been taken ill. We’ve been called to the hospital. They rang Mrs Bartlett, up the road, and she brought the message. Mr Wilson’s going to take us,’ she repeated.


Rachel went up to the bathroom. Mr Wilson was her mother’s new gentleman guest. He was a commercial traveller so he had a car. Rachel didn’t like him much, he was too pushy. She realised that she was thinking about Mr Wilson so that her thoughts shouldn’t dwell on what her mother had said. But it had to be faced: Daddy was ill. How ill? In hospital. Of course he was in hospital, that was where he worked. She washed her hands, ran a comb through her curls and hurried downstairs. The sooner they went, the sooner they would know.


As they sat side by side in the back of Mr Wilson’s Morris 10, Nellie said, ‘I only heard half an hour ago, so I waited for you. But I couldn’t have gone without you. I’d have fetched you from school if I’d had to. I couldn’t have gone on my own.’


It was the first time in her life that Rachel felt that her mother needed rather than merely tolerated her. She looked at Nellie’s hands lying in her lap, twisting nervously in their black kid gloves. They had never been a demonstrative family. Tentatively, she put her hand over her mother’s. Nellie looked at her and smiled briefly. ‘You’re a good girl, Rachel.’


Rachel removed her hand. ‘Is he bad?’ she whispered.


‘He must be or they wouldn’t have sent for us.’


‘Did they say what it was?’


Nellie shook her head, chewing her lip anxiously.


They didn’t speak again. Rachel stared out of the window as they drove along unfamiliar streets towards the City, and she marvelled that Mr Wilson knew the way. At last he pulled up outside the hospital.


‘This isn’t Bart’s!’ Nellie said sharply.


‘It’s the one Mrs Bartlett said. The Royal Free,’ Mr Wilson said.


‘But my husband is at Bart’s.’


Rachel tugged her mother’s arm. ‘We’d better go and see.’


‘If it’s not the right place I’ll take you to Bart’s. No hurry, Mrs Gardiner,’ Mr Wilson was patting his pockets to locate his cigarettes as he spoke. ‘Take your time. I’ll have a smoke, and if you’re very long I’ll pop across to that caff over there and get meself a cuppa.’


‘Thank you, Mr Wilson.’


They went up the steps and into the hospital and ascertained that a Mr Stanhope Gardiner had indeed been brought in earlier after suffering some kind of seizure in the street. Puzzled, Rachel followed her mother and a stiffly starched nurse along echoing, Izal-smelling corridors with walls painted dark green at the bottom and cream at the top, with a dark-brown demarcation line. Everywhere was painted the same, even the staircases, and Rachel felt that they had followed the dark-brown line for miles before they came to the fourth-floor ward where her father lay.


It all seemed unreal. The nurse paused before letting them in and she was saying very strange things. Things like, ‘He was picked up not far from here. We’ve often seen him. I think he must go to the houses round the back of the hospital. Felt sorry for him, really. Pedlars must have a hard time of it these days.’


Nellie gave a gasp and her voice was icy as it cut across the nurse’s words. ‘I think there’s definitely some mistake. My husband is no pedlar. He works in the laboratory at St Bartholomew’s. You should have checked your facts more carefully before you dragged me here. Don’t you realise what this has done to me? I’ve been worried out of my mind … And now this.’ She sank down on the only chair outside the ward and got out her smelling bottle.


The nurse looked at the woman in the fur coat. She certainly didn’t look the type to be married to a pedlar, she was far too well-to-do. Oh, Lord, it looked as if somebody was for the high jump after a mix-up like this. She consulted her notes. ‘The name is definitely Stanhope Gardiner,’ she said with a frown. ‘Your address was found in his wallet. That’s how we managed to contact you.’


‘I’m sure it can’t be Daddy,’ Rachel said firmly. ‘It must be somebody else with the same name. Or perhaps this man stole Daddy’s wallet.’


Nellie’s face cleared and she nodded vigorously. ‘That’s about it.’


The nurse cleared her throat. ‘I hardly like to ask, but would you mind just taking a look at him? Just to make sure?’ She looked most unhappy and puzzled.


‘Oh, very well,’ Nellie got to her feet. ‘But I may as well tell you I’m not at all pleased at being dragged along here like this just because some pedlar man happens to have fallen down in the street.’ She shrugged her fur more closely round her. ‘It’s shattered my nerves, I can tell you. I shall speak to the authorities.’


Still complaining, Nellie followed the nurse into the ward, with Rachel tagging behind. It looked vast and bare, with a high ceiling supported by painted iron girders and a great expanse of brown linoleum. It smelled strongly of floor polish and disinfectant. Twenty-four iron bedsteads, all with occupants and white counterpanes, were evenly spaced down both sides. The nurse led them to a bed halfway down the ward.


Nellie took one look before she collapsed and had to be led away, leaving Rachel to stand alone, looking down into the ashen features of her father.




Chapter Three


‘Is it your father?’ Dimly Rachel heard the voice at her elbow and nodded.


‘Yes, it’s Daddy,’ she whispered. She stared at the figure in the bed, wearing a white hospital gown and propped up on snowy pillows. Everything about him was white, except his black hair and moustache and the faint blue tinge round his mouth. He looked very old.


‘Would you like to stay with him?’


Again she nodded, without taking her eyes off him. The nurse fetched her a chair and wheeled squeaky screens round for privacy. A moment later she brought a cup of tea. ‘Your mother doesn’t feel well enough … Will you be all right?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Rachel even managed some sort of smile. Of course she would be all right. After all, she was Daddy’s favourite, she knew that instinctively, without ever having been told, so there was nobody he would rather have by his bedside. When he woke up they would clear up this silly misunderstanding and everything would be all right. She sipped her tea and waited.


Eventually her mother joined her and Rachel could smell the mothballs that normally lived in the fur coat. She had been crying but she was quite calm now. ‘There’s obviously been some mistake,’ Rachel whispered. ‘He’ll tell us when he wakes up.’


Nellie stared at her husband. ‘Do you think he ever will? It was a heart attack, the Sister said.’


‘Of course he will.’


As if in answer, Stanhope’s eyes flickered open. ‘Rachel. Nellie,’ he whispered. He rolled his eyes round, frowning. ‘What’s all this?’


Nellie told him. She also told him he had been mistaken for a pedlar, which Rachel felt could have waited.


Stanhope rolled his head gently from side to side. ‘No mistake,’ he whispered.


‘No mistake? What can you mean?’ Nellie’s voice rose, bringing the nurse scuttling to remind her that Mr Gardiner was very ill and mustn’t be excited.


‘I mean, there’s no mistake.’ Stanhope swallowed painfully and Rachel gave him a sip of water. He smiled at her gratefully and then went on, speaking in a hoarse whisper, with long breaks between to gather his strength. ‘I lost my job at Bart’s. Couldn’t get another … Walked the streets. Then began selling medicines door to door … Quite good really. Sometimes made more in a week than I earned at Bart’s … Some weeks not so good.’ He gave a ghost of a smile. ‘Kept a bit back from the good weeks to pay for the bad … so you shouldn’t know anything was wrong.’


Nellie was looking at him in undisguised horror. ‘Do the neighbours know?’


‘Of course they don’t, Mummy,’ Rachel said impatiently. ‘How could they? We didn’t. Anyway, what does it matter?’


Stanhope gave a sigh. ‘I was careful to preserve the City image. Kept my pack in left luggage at King’s Cross Station. Changed clothes in the men’s every morning and back again at night.’ He closed his eyes. ‘Wasn’t difficult once I got used to it.’


Tears were running down Nellie’s face, but they were tears of rage, not pity. ‘How could you do this to me, Stanhope Gardiner? The lies! The deceit! I forgave you once, but for this I’ll never forgive you. Never!’ Her voice rose once more and this time the nurse came and took her firmly by the arm and led her away.


Rachel leaned over and kissed her father. ‘It doesn’t matter, Daddy. Really it doesn’t,’ she whispered. She was about to add ‘I love you’, but stopped herself. She wasn’t honestly sure that what she felt for him was love – their relationship had never held enough warmth for that – and she realised that this was a time for complete honesty. ‘I’ll try and come and see you again,’ she said instead. ‘I can come on the train.’


‘I’d like that.’ He was obviously tired now. ‘There are things I must tell you …’ He closed his eyes. ‘Next time …’


They went back to the car. Nellie answered Mr Wilson’s enquiries with a brevity that bordered on rudeness but he took no offence, putting it down to anxiety.


It was not until much later, when the little girls were in bed and asleep, that Nellie gave vent to her feelings.


‘To think,’ she said, rocking herself angrily back and forth in Stanhope’s chair by the fireside, ‘to think I should find myself married to a common street pedlar! Do you know what he’s been selling? Carter’s Little Liver Pills, Beecham’s Powders, Snowfire face cream, shampoo, patent cough cures, Dr What’s-his-name’s pink pills for pale people, all things like that.’ Each name was accompanied by a disparaging flick of her hand. ‘Hawking them around from door to door! Think of it. My husband! Oh, how can I ever bear the shame of it all?’ She closed her eyes and went on speaking, as much to herself as to Rachel. ‘God knows, I’ve always tried to keep up appearances. It’s important. My mother always impressed that on me. Not that times have always been easy, but I’ve always said you must keep your problems behind closed doors, always present a proud face to the outside world. And now this!’ She covered her face with her hands and was silent for several minutes. Suddenly she gripped the arms of the chair and glared at Rachel. ‘And what’s he going to do when he’s better, I should like to know? I could never live with knowing he was going off every morning peddling cough cures from a box slung round his neck.’ She waggled her shoulders. ‘Not after what I’ve been used to.’


‘Maybe he can find work back at one of the hospitals,’ Rachel suggested. ‘There’s not so much unemployment about now.’


‘We don’t know why he lost his job in the first place.’


‘Perhaps he asked for the rise you were always on at him about,’ Rachel couldn’t resist saying.


Nellie shot her a venomous glance. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, none of this would have happened,’ she snapped.


Rachel was taken aback by her mother’s vitriolic words. ‘Whatever do you mean? It wasn’t my fault he lost his job. Oh,’ her face cleared. ‘You mean he’s had to work harder because of the expense of sending me to the High School.’


Nellie looked into the fire and didn’t answer.


‘Well, it hasn’t cost all that much. Old Solly gets most of the books I need and I haven’t had any new uniform since I started there, although goodness knows I could do with a new skirt …’ She stared at her mother. Somehow, she had the feeling that that wasn’t what Nellie had meant at all. She got to her feet. ‘I’m going to bed. I told Daddy I’d go and see him tomorrow. Will you come?’


Nellie sighed. ‘I expect so. It’ll look bad if I don’t.’


Rachel filled her hot-water bottle and climbed the two flights of stairs to her tiny bedroom, little more than a box room but better than sharing with Mary and Joan. She wondered what would happen, whether her father would ever work again, whether she would have to leave the High School and stay at home to help her mother so that they could take in even more lodgers. She shuddered at that. Her thoughts turned to her father. Poor Daddy, she thought dispassionately, I suppose I love him really. But surely love meant cuddles and she couldn’t even remember ever sitting on his knee. She picked up Patch and got into bed, pulling the covers round her to stop the draughts, and was just dropping off to sleep when she remembered he had said there were things he wanted to tell her. She wondered sleepily what he could have meant.


She was never to know. Stanhope Gardiner died in the night.


Nellie played the part of the grieving widow to perfection at the funeral, in a new black outfit bought by selling Mr Solly the gold hunter, much to Rachel’s disgust, plus Stanhope’s gold cuff links and tie pin and a few other odds and ends that had belonged to him. Rachel wore her school uniform with its too short skirt.


She was seeing a new, even harder side to her mother in the callous way she disposed of her husband’s possessions and Rachel felt guilty because she was discovering that she really didn’t like her much.


She told Angela as they hugged the radiator during a freezing lunch break at school. ‘It’s all wrong, the way I feel,’ she said, ‘Everybody loves their mother, don’t they?’


‘There’s a difference between love and like,’ Angela said thoughtfully. ‘I expect you still love her, even if you don’t like her much.’


‘Can’t see the difference, myself,’ Rachel said gloomily. ‘And I’m sure she neither likes me nor loves me. She’s always picking on me.’

OEBPS/images/9780349406893.jpg
lizabelt

JEFFREY






OEBPS/images/map.jpg
Joe and Daisy Stansgate
|

(Re)Becca 1870 Elon 1872 ————————— Tommy 1675
m. Jetho Miller m. George Askew
m (1) Jane Rowiands
(doc)
8 children, inc. twins Henry and
Albert, Rosie dec. Doy Timothy James
1894

_ adopled by Becca
Jethro at birth,

Mark
m(2) 1894
Alce Hawkins
Kato 1892 Ashiey Lucy 1899,
m (1) Charlie Fuller b. 1893 91023
(2) Eustace Beccles o.1919 m. Stanhopo Gardiner 1920
Rachel Lucy b 1923 Selina (Sally) Johnny. Elizabeth
b1985 b1898 (Lizzie)
m. Sam Bridges 1906

b 1915 b1917 1921 1923





