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Book One

1909 – 1914




CHAPTER ONE

June 1909

 



For Evie Hobson, Thursday morning started like any other, except that she couldn’t help but notice the woman peering through the shop door at her. She seemed fearful, her nervous eyes following Evie up and down the counter. Evie saw her lips move and was sure she wanted to tell her something. She looked ill and pitifully weak, but then so did many of their customers.

Evie’s father, Joseph Hobson, chemist and druggist, kept one of the busiest shops in Birkenhead. It occupied a premier position at the end of a small parade; it was bigger than its neighbours, square in shape with double doors set across one corner.

Evie sold a packet of hairpins from the front counter. There were two counters, and she was always conscious of her father working behind her on the back one that he called the drug run. His voice reached every corner, reverberating off the high cabinets that screened him from her view. On his side was a series of small mahogany drawers each with a Latin label. On hers were high shelves holding huge ointment jars.

‘Painful piles?’ Her father sounded irritable; his voice dropped slightly as a token to customer embarrassment but was still audible to everyone in the shop.

‘Oak bark is what you need. Boil it in water for an hour. Then take your trousers off and sit over the steam until it cools. That should ease you. I’ll give  you enough for three applications.’

Evie had heard it all before and no longer blushed. She was used to her father giving advice of an intimate nature. He was in one of his bad moods this morning. He’d had to give Johnny Simms, his senior apprentice, a day off, because last evening he’d dislocated his shoulder playing in a cricket match. As Johnny did much of the dispensing, this meant her father had more work to do.

Joseph prided himself on always being in control of his shop. He’d placed mirrors so he could see exactly what was going on in every corner. Evie knew they allowed him to watch her, his assistants and his customers. But likewise, in the mirror over the door she could see the back of the shop and him too when he came to speak to his customers.

‘A packet of Pine Liptus throat lozenges, please.’

Evie moved down the counter to get them. From here she could see herself in one of the mirrors. She looked pale and the freckles across her nose seemed to stand out. Her dark hair was gathered up in a loose bun on top of her head. It looked insecure; several strands had broken free to hang down beside her chin. She tried to tuck them in. Her father was always telling her she looked untidy.

‘A stick of shaving soap, please.’

The front counter had glass cases on top to display all manner of cosmetics and soaps. To reach the shaving soap, Evie had to ease herself past Miss Lister, the senior assistant, who had presided over the front counter for twenty years. She was in her late thirties but looked much older because she was so stout.

It was a dark morning, muggy and close, and thunder seemed to threaten. Her father’s voice came again, crackling with ill temper.

‘More of that sleeping draught I gave your baby? You  can’t expect him to sleep night and day, you know. You mustn’t give him too much.’

Joseph Hobson behaved as though he had the power of life and death over his customers. Evie reflected that he treated her and those who worked for him in the same way, and it made them all nervous. She heard the pages of the prescription book being flipped over to find the date of his original prescription. Joseph was meticulous in everything he did and expected the same standard from everybody working for him.

He reckoned he didn’t get it from Bertie Pugh, the junior apprentice, and was always at his throat. Bertie was only nine months into his five years of training and was made to spend a good deal of his time dusting and polishing.

‘The best way to find out where everything is kept,’ Joseph was in the habit of telling him. Bertie also helped out at the front counter when they were busy. Today, with Johnny off nursing his injured shoulder, he was working on the back counter.

Bertie had a problem with acne. When he’d first started his apprenticeship, his face had been a mass of pustules and spots. Joseph had prescribed a lotion and informed him confidently that he’d soon have it cleared up. It had not improved one iota, though Bertie had appealed to him for further remedies and had applied them all conscientiously. Evie thought her father showed less patience with him as a result.

The succession of customers seemed never-ending. Evie sold two flypapers and then had a moment to look up. Her counter faced the window fronting on Argyle Street – it was filled with bedpans and feeding cups, crutches and splints. The woman she’d seen earlier was still there, watching her. Something about her drew Evie’s sympathy.

She almost went out to speak to her, though Father forbade her to leave the counter without permission, but at that moment another customer was asking for rhubarb and ginger for his bowels.

The other shop window faced into the side street. It held four magnificent onion-shaped glass carboys filled with coloured water, the traditional symbol of the four elements of the alchemist adopted by all apothecaries: red for fire, green for earth, blue for water and yellow for air.

Evie caught a glimpse of the woman’s pallid, waxy face between the coloured carboys and straightened up in surprise. Why was she hanging about? It was almost as though she had to find the courage to come in. She took a closer look. The woman was bent nearly double and had a matted black shawl pulled close about her head. It was only her manner that singled her out from their other customers. Evie could almost feel the intensity of her gaze. She decided she must speak to her, and on the spur of the moment she went to the door. The bell pinged as she opened it.

‘Evie?’ Her father’s voice boomed through the shop, halting her in her tracks. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’

‘Just to have a word ...’

‘Not now. There are customers waiting to be served.’

Evie glanced hastily outside, but the woman had disappeared. Obediently, she returned to the counter and sold a jar of Virol and a bottle of embrocation.

The shop seemed to fill with customers all at once; three came together to the counter in front of her. She was looking for lip salve for one when the doorbell clanged again and the woman lurched inside at last. She edged forward, holding Evie’s gaze with feverish eyes, and  seemed to be offering her a bag. Then, in the crush, one of the waiting customers stepped back against her, knocking her off balance and making her drop the bag and spill its contents. Bertie Pugh happened to be passing close enough to prevent her falling.

‘You want to consult Mr Hobson, ma’am?’ he asked as he collected up her possessions and put them back in her bag.

Evie thought she heard the woman say, ‘No.’ She was sure it was to her she wanted to speak.

‘You need to sit down, ma’am,’ Bertie was saying, and in truth she seemed to sag as he guided her to the wooden bench provided for customers who were waiting their turn to consult Joseph.

She’d been there only a few minutes when Joseph called: ‘Next, please.’ It was a refrain that punctuated the day. Now, with greater impatience, he shouted: ‘Who’s next?’

Evie looked up into the mirror. It was the woman’s turn. She was making an attempt to stand but fell back on the bench. Joseph went towards her. When his voice came again, he sounded shocked, horrified even.

‘Helen! It is you? What brings you here?’

Evie couldn’t move. They were all attuned to her father’s moods. His tension was immediately theirs. It was awe and fear that made them like this. Everything in the shop came to a standstill.

‘I didn’t think you’d ever come near here again.’

Evie couldn’t take her eyes from the woman. She was very frail and her shabby black dress was spattered with mud up to the knees. Evie had thought her a stranger, and yet her father had called her by her given name and seemed to know her well. Every eye in the shop watched them. His voice was colder now.

‘Why can’t you leave me in peace? Do you want to ruin what I have left?’ He was angry and at his most hurtful.

‘It’s Evie I want...’

‘You leave her alone. I don’t want you here. Didn’t I tell you never to set foot in my shop again?’

Everybody saw the woman stare at him in horror and then slowly slump against him.

‘Pugh,’ he shouted, ‘help me put this woman in the dental chair.’ Joseph was aware that he should show concern for his customers, and occasionally he tried. ‘She can recover there in peace.’

To Evie his concern sounded false, a front he had assumed for the benefit of listening customers. She was sure he didn’t feel compassion. Not for anybody. Bertie had once whispered that he was a dry stick of a man and there wasn’t an ounce of sympathy in him. She watched them half carry the woman between them, her chin on her chest, her head escaping now from the shawl, grey-haired and unkempt.

The dentist’s room opened immediately off the shop. Many years ago, when he’d first come here, Joseph Hobson had pulled teeth too. Now he rented his room to a travelling dentist who came two days each week. Miss Lister took appointments for him.

Evie felt overwhelmed with curiosity. She’d never known a customer to be put in the dental room before. She was afraid the woman must be very ill.

‘Sal volatile,’ her father’s voice boomed, and Bertie Pugh rushed to get it from the drug run. ‘She’s fainted.’

‘Who is she?’ Bertie whispered to Evie as he passed.

Evie wished she knew. Another customer was demanding her attention by rapping on the counter with a coin.

‘I want something to cure the biddies. Can you get it for me? Or do I have to wait for your father?’

‘Head lice, do you mean, Mrs Stott?’ Her father was coming from the dentist’s room with a face like thunder. ‘Sassafras oil, Evie. Do you have a toothcomb?’

‘Yes, you sold me one last time. Pick ’em up at school, they do.’

‘Use vinegar and water to loosen the nits from the hair.’

‘I do,’ the woman said. ‘You told me that last time.’

Bertie Pugh was coming out of the dentist’s room. ‘She’s coming round,’ he said.

‘Leave her be. She can rest there for a while,’ Joseph said crossly.

Joseph Hobson was below average height and slight in build. His head was thickly covered with steel-grey bristles. His brows were like miniature coils of barbed wire, drawn tightly together over a large nose. That, and the granite line of his chin, gave him a permanently angry expression.

Evie knew he thought himself a cut above his neighbours because he was an apothecary, a professional man who had his own business.

They were all kept busy for the rest of the morning. Evie sold hairnets and nail brushes and bottles of Matron Milly’s Infallible Female Mixture. The rush only died down when there was a rumble or two of thunder, the heavens opened and rain started to come down in sheets. Evie went to the end of the drug run. Her father was writing in his prescription book and Bertie Pugh was washing out medicine bottles.

‘Father, did that poor woman say she wanted to speak to me?’

‘No! Why should she?’

‘I thought I heard her.’

‘You thought wrong.’

‘Shall I see if she needs anything?’ Nobody had been near the woman for an hour and a half.

‘No,’ he barked. ‘You stay away from her.’

Evie hesitated, but her curiosity got the better of her. ‘Who is she, Father?’

‘Better if you keep your mind on your work.’ The doorbell pinged again. ‘Here’s a customer for you to attend to.’

It didn’t escape Evie’s notice that he went to see the woman himself five minutes later. He was only in the room for seconds and looked a changed man when he came out. He was supporting himself against the door jamb.

‘Mr Pugh?’ His voice lacked its usual confidence. ‘Go and fetch the policeman on crossing duty. By Central Station.’

Bertie Pugh stared at him as though he’d taken leave of his senses.

‘Do what I say. A customer has died on our premises.’

‘Died!’ Bertie’s eyes were out on sticks.

Evie felt the blood rush to her face. ‘That woman’s dead?’

‘I’ve said so, haven’t I?’

Her father seemed suddenly as bent as the woman had been. The habitual blue tinge to his chin was more pronounced.

‘Get along with you, Mr Pugh. I want her out of here as soon as possible.’

Bertie shot out into the rain without his coat. Evie’s hand covered her mouth as she remembered that Mr Tennant the dentist would be here this afternoon.

Another customer came in and her father attended to him as though nothing had happened. Evie felt in a turmoil. It was only when she saw that Miss Lister had cheeks the colour of paste and was clutching the edge of the counter for support that she collected herself and ran for the sal volatile for her.

A few moments later, Mr Pugh was bringing in the policeman.

‘In here.’ Her father hurried to join them in the dentist’s room, his lips set in a thin straight line.

‘Passed away on your premises, has she, Mr Hobson?’ the policeman was asking. Raindrops were dripping from his cape.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you have any idea who she is?’

Joseph closed the door with a firm click and Evie could hear no more. Moments later, it opened again as Bertie Pugh came out.

‘I know who she is.’ She could see that Bertie was bursting to tell her. His face shone with the latest balm he’d been prescribed for his spots. ‘She’s a relative of yours.’

‘Who then?’ Evie asked. She knew of no such relative. By what name had her father called her?

‘Your father said her name was Helen Katherine Hobson.’

‘What?’ She couldn’t believe her ears. ‘No. Can’t be. That was my mother’s name.’

‘It’s your mother?’ Bertie’s mouth opened in amazement.

‘No, course not,’ Evie said. ‘She died when I was six years old.’

‘Another relative with the same name?’ he asked, frowning in concentration.

‘No!’ Evie had never heard of any.

The shop closed for an hour at twelve thirty. Usually they all went upstairs then, apart from Miss Lister, to eat the hot dinner that Matilda, their cook-general, prepared for them. Evie went up with Bertie.

‘Shall I dish up?’ Matilda wanted to know. ‘Or had we better wait for your father to come to the table?’ He was still closeted in the dentist’s room.

Evie said: ‘We’d better wait.’

Her mind was on fire. Her father had recognised the woman. ‘It is you?’ he’d asked. Could it be that her mother had not... ?

She swung on her heel and ran back downstairs. This was something she had to know now or she’d have nightmares. She flung open the door of the dentist’s room. The policeman was just closing his notebook.

Her father’s eyes met hers. ‘Leave us, Evie, if you please. I don’t want you upset.’

She was determined to stand her ground. ‘I won’t be upset.’

The policeman said: ‘There’ll have to be a post-mortem, sir. I’ll arrange for her to go to the mortuary.’

‘As soon as you can. I can’t have her here. The dentist is due this afternoon. Two o’clock in this room.’

Evie demanded: ‘Who is she?’ She risked a glance. The shawl now covered the woman’s face.

The policeman was moving towards the door. ‘I’ll be on my way then.’

‘Thank you. As soon as you can then?’

‘Yes, sir, I’ll do my best.’

As soon as they were alone Joseph seemed to crumble. He leaned against the back of the chair and took out a large handkerchief to blow his hawk-nose.

‘Who is she?’ Evie persisted.

‘Never you mind.’ His face was drained of colour. His hand showed a slight tremor. He was more shaken by this than she’d first supposed.

‘She’s my mother, isn’t she? Why did you tell me she was dead?’

She saw her father moisten his lips. Anger was boiling up inside her.

‘Do you know what that did to me? I cried myself to  sleep for months. I missed her dreadfully.’

Joseph straightened up. ‘And what about me? Do you think I didn’t miss her? She ran off with another man. She didn’t want either of us.’

‘But you lied ...’

‘Better for you to think she’d died than that she was guilty of that. I didn’t want to spoil your memories of her. She walked out and left you too, don’t forget. She didn’t care what happened to either of us.’

Evie was turned to stone. She felt sick.

‘Remember it was me that brought you up. You’d have had precious little if you’d had to rely on her. I did my duty by you. I’ve kept a roof over your head all these years. I’ve fed you, clothed you and educated you.’

There was a lump in Evie’s throat the size of an orange. Duty! Oh yes, everyone could rely on Father doing his duty. He’d shown her no love and precious little affection. Gently she lifted the shawl from the woman’s face.

‘Undernourished,’ her father said.

The woman looked as though she’d been ill for a long time. There was nothing of her but skin and bone. Not undernourished, more wasted away. She looked pathetic.

‘She ran away to have a better life, but she didn’t get it.’ There was contempt in Joseph’s voice.

‘Is that what she said? She was looking for a better life?’

‘She told me she was in love with someone else. A flashy fellow. Looks as though he dumped her in the way she dumped us.’ He sighed. ‘We’ll never know now.’

Evie could barely see the body. Her eyes kept misting over. She told herself it was an empty shell, not anybody now. It didn’t seem like her mother. She could feel nothing for her except shivers. This was the first dead person she’d ever seen.

‘Leave her be, Evie. We’d better go up and have our dinner.’

‘Dinner!’ Evie felt another wave of nausea. The lump in her throat was bigger than ever. ‘I don’t want ...’

‘You must. Put this out of your mind and come up and eat. How do you expect to work and stay healthy if you don’t refuel your body? You’ll feel better if you eat something. Believe me.’

‘She was my mother! She wanted to speak to me, I know she did. I could see her looking at me. She wanted to explain ... You shouldn’t have lied, told me she was dead.’

He pulled at her arm. The shawl fell back over the dead face and Evie allowed herself to be led away. ‘I grieved for her.’

‘Better that than to expect her to come back. You were six years old, for goodness’ sake. What else could I tell you?’

‘All those lies about a road accident ...’ She’d never understand why he’d told her such a story. He’d said her mother had slipped when she’d got off at the back of one of those old two-horse omnibuses at Charing Cross, and fallen in front of a governess cart, frightening that horse. It had kicked her before she could get up.

It was such a cruel thing to say if it wasn’t true. It had given Evie terrible nightmares. She had very definite memories of her mother. She remembered the care she’d taken when brushing her daughter’s hair. The way she used to sit Evie on the table to fasten all those little buttons on the leather gaiters she used to wear in winter.

Her mother used to give out love. She remembered her voice as she sang; her laugh as she’d taught her nursery rhymes. The feel of her soft body as she cuddled her close. Her good-night kisses.

Her mother had played with her and read stories to her. She’d taken her to school every day. She remembered a soft blue dress and the petticoats that swished as she walked. She’d had soft brown hair piled high on her head. But she couldn’t remember her face. Not the way she’d looked.

She’d been woken one night by her father’s voice. It had been wild with anger but she’d never known why. Only that the anger was directed at her mother. Then the next day she’d been gone, and Father had told Evie about an accident in which her mother had been killed.

The sun had gone from her world. The change in her life was fundamental. There had been no more school. Father thought it better if he and Aunt Agatha saw to her education. Nobody played with her after that, nobody laughed or joked.

Matilda had been kind, but Evie had recognised a change even in her. She was afraid. If Father came near and found them talking, Matilda would hurry away to some suddenly remembered task. There was an atmosphere of oppression in the household after that.




CHAPTER TWO

Evie found herself seated at the table with a plate of steaming red beef in front of her. Matilda always sat down with them for meals, as did Johnny Simms, who lodged with them. Bertie ate his dinners with them but his home was nearby and he lived out. The events of the morning cast a cloud. Nobody had much to say. Nobody ate much.

‘Pull yourself together,’ her father told her coldly. ‘Come on, eat up.’

Evie had never felt this mutinous before. ‘You’re fond of telling everybody what they should do.’

‘I know the human body. I know what’s best for you.’

Evie put the food in her mouth and tried to swallow. Her mind raced with memories. Other things her father had said when she was six.

‘Aunt Agatha will come and take care of us. We’ll manage very well with her.’

Aunt Agatha was his older sister and very like him to look at. She had the same hawk-nose and darting grey eyes that missed nothing. The same wiry hair but with more grey in it, drawn back severely into a tight roll at the nape of her stringy neck. Agatha was a spinster with strict ideas about child-rearing. She shared with her brother an iron self-discipline, and together they did their best to instill that trait into Evie.

Agatha was efficient and thrifty in every aspect of home care and cookery. She could serve in the shop and act as dispenser. She wasn’t qualified to prescribe as her brother was – he didn’t believe women should be. He’d taught  her just enough to make her useful to him on the back counter.

That was to be Evie’s lot too. Joseph had been articled to an apothecary from the age of thirteen and saw no reason why Evie shouldn’t learn to make herself useful in the shop in the way he’d had to. From the age of eight she was responsible for washing out all the medicine bottles returned by customers to collect the penny charged on them.

It was Aunt Agatha who decided that Evie’s hair should always be drawn back into tight plaits. She chose the black boots that laced up over her ankles, similar to Agatha’s own. She asked the local dressmaker to run up Evie’s dresses, always from the same pattern and always in dark greys and browns. She ordered serviceable serge for winter and plain cotton for summer. Evie felt a frump and pleaded for lighter colours, but was not allowed them.

‘They’ll need washing twice as often,’ she was told. ‘What’s the sense in making work?’

Joseph believed in an early bedtime. Evie was fourteen before she was allowed to stay up after eight o’clock at night. He also believed in early rising and liked to have breakfast over and see her opening her lesson books by half past seven. He gave her lessons in herbalism and Latin.

Aunt Agatha was in charge of her general education and saw to it that she was kept busy every minute of the day. Sewing and housekeeping skills were not neglected. On Sundays, she was taken to church and Sunday school, and taught the scriptures.

Agatha chose books of instruction for her to read, or stories written from a strong moral viewpoint. Reading for pleasure was not allowed until the evening meal had been eaten and cleared away.

Evie was not allowed to play with other children, and  on no account was she to encourage them to come to the shop. She was given to understand that the local children were not of her class. And anyway, Joseph Hobson believed in keeping himself to himself.

If she was ill, Father took her down to the pharmacy when it was closed. Evie remembered sitting on the bench provided for customers and being questioned about her stomach aches. Then he’d prescribe some remedy, and pound up the herbs with his mortar and pestle. For her, he’d make the powders, which she understood tasted horrible, into sugar-coated pills. That was the mark of her father’s love.

Evie had also been taught the value of money by having to work for it. She’d been taking out the babies from the baker’s shop next door every afternoon for the past five years; ever since she was thirteen and considered old enough. The older ones were in school now, but there was always a new baby needing her attention. This served as a means to get her out in the fresh air, learn responsibility for others and earn her own pocket money. All necessary lessons for a girl, in Joseph Hobson’s view.

He told her that what she earned in this way was hers to keep. But it must be put into her money box, which was kept on the living-room mantelpiece. It stood on a small cash book, into which she was trained to enter all sums added or withdrawn, so that there was a running balance. Father checked on this regularly. Every Sunday, she must withdraw twopence, a penny for the church collection box at each service. She was told she needed prior approval to withdraw money for anything else.

She knew she disappointed both her father and her aunt. There were always red ink corrections scrawled across her lesson books. Her efforts in housework and shop work didn’t please either. She saw Aunt Agatha as a  jailor who never left her side. She felt caged.

She was fifteen, and had been told it was time to wear her plaits pinned up round her head, when George Appleby started to attend the same church. Evie felt an immediate change in her aunt, who seemed more cheerful and less constrained by duty. Joseph, on the other hand, seemed more morose. Evie only understood why when Aunt Agatha announced her intention of getting married. She found it hard to believe. Her aunt seemed too old.

Agatha said stiffly: ‘Mr Appleby’s asked me and I’ve said I would.’

Evie felt uplifted by the news; joy spread through her like a warm tide. There was nothing she wanted more, and it couldn’t come soon enough for her. Mr Appleby was a missionary and a widower, whose first wife had succumbed to the unhealthy climate of central Africa.

‘I don’t think it’s safe for you to go out there,’ Joseph told his sister resentfully. ‘The same fate could befall you.’

‘I shall look after myself. Mr Appleby wants me to run the Sunday school and teach the native children their letters.’

Evie was delighted that the children of Africa rather than her would benefit from Agatha’s discipline. The future suddenly seemed more rosy.

 



Before leaving, Aunt Agatha said: ‘You’ll have to look after the house for your father now, Evie. You’re old enough and you’ve been well trained.’ Her smile had been frosty. ‘You’ll manage well enough, I’m sure.’

Well trained or not, Evie was afraid she’d fall short of Agatha’s standards.

‘I’ll not have that much time,’ she’d faltered. ‘Not to do everything you do.’

‘Perhaps it’s time you stopped taking next-door’s  children out,’ Father suggested, lifting his eyebrows of twisted wire-like hairs. ‘That would give you another couple of hours every day and save your energy for more important things.’

That was the last thing Evie wanted. She never mentioned it again.

Her father didn’t want Agatha to go. He was very tight-lipped about it. As soon as she had gone, he began to carp at Evie’s efforts. She must be more thrifty. The housekeeping was costing more and she was gossiping with Matilda and allowing her to get lazy. From then on, Father directed the housekeeping.

With her aunt gone, Evie wanted to ditch the drab dresses she’d chosen for her. She thought the ten shillings a week her father allowed her for working in the shop very generous and wanted to spend some of it on new clothes. He told her off harshly.

‘You mustn’t waste, Evie. There’s plenty of wear left in the clothes you have. Waste not, want not is what I say. You’ll live to rue the day if you don’t.’

This year, she’d been allowed to buy one new dress. It was light blue, but blue had not been her first choice. Father had thought red wool quite unsuitable and had forbidden it. Red was for hoydens and women of the street.

Evie hated her hairstyle. One night she sat in front of her dressing-table mirror looking at the plaits pinned round her head. She thought them frumpish and more suited to the middle-aged. On the spur of the moment she took her nail scissors to them and sheared six inches off each. She piled what remained of her hair into a loose bun in the style of Lillie Langtry, except that on her it didn’t look quite so elegant.

Father was very cross and said she was cheapening herself. That her hair was untidy and looked a mess, and  why did she want to make such a fool of herself? Bertie Pugh whispered that she was not to listen to him, it looked wonderful.

Her hair was too fine and silky to stay in position, and strands seemed always to escape and hang down by her face. Bertie assured her that didn’t matter. Johnny and Miss Lister approved too.

 



By the time their dinner plates were being cleared away, Evie realised that her father was making a mighty effort to appear his normal self. He was the only one to have eaten a hearty meal. He even had a second helping of the beef. Evie did feel better with hot food inside her. Not good, but better than she had.

‘Get yourself out to the park. Some fresh air will do you good,’ he said briskly. This morning’s events must not be allowed to change their routine. It was time for her to take next-door’s baby out.

‘She’ll be gone to the mortuary by the time you come back, and we’ll all be able to put it behind us.’

Evie noticed that he couldn’t bring himself to call her mother by her name. She’d had the feeling that there was some mystery about her for some time. Matilda had said in an unguarded moment last year:

‘How like your mother you are.’

‘Am I? What was she like, Matty? I’d love to know more about her. Tell me what you remember.’

‘No!’ Matilda’s voice had sounded strangled and she’d turned back to battering cod with uncharacteristic speed.

‘Why not?’ Evie had asked. ‘Why does nobody want to talk about my mother? Father’s just the same.’

‘He’s still grieving.’ Matty had recovered her wits. ‘It upsets him to talk about her.’

‘It upsets me that nobody ever has,’ Evie retorted. ‘Not  you, or Aunt Agatha. You can’t all be so locked in grief that you can’t bear to remember her. Not after all these years. Doesn’t anybody have happy memories of her?’ It really had upset her that that was the case.

Now Evie put on her hat and coat and went slowly downstairs, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to go out without seeing her mother once more. If she didn’t see her now, there might never be another chance. Slowly she turned the knob on the door to the dentist’s room. It was always closed up and airless.

It was hard to accept, even now, that this inert figure was the mother she’d thought had died eleven years ago. Father had been very wrong to lie about that. Evie was sure she’d have grieved less if she’d known the truth. And now to be told her mother had lived many more years! She wouldn’t have believed it if she wasn’t here in front of her eyes. There were knots in her gut. She was numb and sick with the horror of it.

She folded back the matted wool shawl. It was a face that ought to be as familiar to her as her own. Grey and waxy as it was, it had the same neat nose and even features that she had. She tried to imprint it on her mind. The outline became hazy as tears misted her eyes. Her mother had come back to see her before she died. Surely that meant she had loved her?

She looked round for the bag her mother had been carrying when she’d come into the shop. A grey canvas shopping bag, but it was not here now. If only Father had told her who the woman was when he first saw her, Evie would have been able to talk to her. Her mother wouldn’t have had to die alone.

Blinking hard, Evie slowly covered the still form, closed the door softly and let herself out of the shop.

 



When Evie returned at four o’clock, there were two patients waiting for the dentist’s attention.

‘It’s all right,’ Bertie whispered. ‘Everything’s back to normal.’

Evie felt nothing would ever be normal again. ‘My mother’s gone then? The hearse came in time?’

‘A hand cart. They didn’t send the horse hearse for her. They don’t if they’re going to the mortuary.’

Evie couldn’t get the vision of that out of her mind either. She had a terrible night. She’d been unable to think of anything but her mother since yesterday morning. She felt in a state of shock.

At breakfast, her father flared up when his bacon and egg was put in front of him.

‘Matilda, you’ve overcooked it again. Just look at this egg, it’s all dried up. Why can’t you cook things as I like them?’

‘I’m sorry.’ His complaints made Matty nervous and apologetic. ‘It’s me feet. Giving me gyp they are. I can hardly walk this morning.’

Matilda had a round face, and her large pale cheeks were mottled with broken veins. She was well padded and could be motherly if Joseph were not about. It was to her that Evie had turned for comfort when she’d been a child. This morning her brown -eyes showed distress.

‘Can Evie do a bit of shopping for me? Get a few things for dinner?’

‘Of course I can,’ Evie told her, hoping to calm things down. She felt they were all walking on eggshells.

But Johnny Simms upset her father further by taking off his shirt and showing his shoulder, now black and blue with bruising.

‘Still very painful, sir. Didn’t sleep. I think another day to recover?’

‘Damn it, Simms! You ask for time off to play that confounded game. You come home with your shoulder put out, begging for help. I put it back for you, I give you embrocation and a day off, and now you want still more.’

Evie knew Johnny wanted to use the time to study, because his final exams, his majors, were not so far off now. He was rarely to be seen without his copy of Materia Medica sticking out of the pocket of his white coat.

‘And it’s Friday,’ Joseph exploded. ‘One of our busier days.’

‘Not as busy as Saturday, sir. If I rest now, I shall feel much better by then.’

Johnny was a good-looking young man, with smooth fair hair swept straight back from his forehead. They were all in awe of Joseph Hobson, but everyone knew Johnny was Joseph’s favourite and could get away with more than the rest of them.

‘All right, but I shall expect you to pull your weight next week.’

‘Of course, sir.’

Evie watched Joseph’s eyes go round the table. She knew Bertie Pugh had not pleased him yesterday. She had heard him shout several times: ‘Look lively, lad. Why are you so dozy? Keep your wits about you.’

By nine o’clock, when the shop was opening, Evie couldn’t even think straight, and it seemed Bertie couldn’t either. Within fifteen minutes, she’d heard Father tell him off twice. Then he committed the cardinal sin. He made out a packet of powders to the wrong customer. The error was discovered only because that customer was expecting a bottle of cough mixture.

‘You aren’t capable, Mr Pugh,’ Joseph exploded. ‘Sometimes I wonder whether you should be allowed to  continue in this profession. Get out of my sight. Go and help on the front counter.

‘Evie?You can come and help me in the drug run today.’

Evie’s heart sank. Although she felt permanently under surveillance in the shop, to work to Father’s instruction in the back was much worse. As Father saw it, it was a privilege to make herself useful by writing to his dictation in the prescription book, to wrap up his powders and lotions.

‘Couldn’t I learn to be a real chemist like you, Father?’ she’d once asked. ‘I could help you much more then.’

‘No,’ he’d said.

‘If Bertie Pugh can do it, I’m sure I could.’

‘You’re a woman. It isn’t possible for you. A woman’s role in life is to support her father or her husband.’

‘I could help you more if ...’

‘You’re being silly, Evie. Don’t argue.’

Evie had had to accept that she’d be taught to fetch and carry for her father, and no more.

 



Ned Collins’s step was jaunty as he walked into the centre of Birkenhead. He paused outside the Argyle Theatre to look at the billboards. Harry Lauder was top of the bill tonight. Ned bounded across the road, in front of a brewer’s dray, to post a letter at the General Post Office opposite, and then back to stride on down Argyle Street towards Hobson’s the Chemist. Evie Hobson had caught his eye some time ago and had filled his mind ever since. He thought her the prettiest girl he’d ever seen.

He went past the shop as often as he could, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. If possible, he found some reason to go inside. On his last day off, he’d asked Joseph Hobson to prescribe a cure for a hangover. His brother had been very grateful for it and he’d been able to stand around the  shop for ten or more minutes. Evie had been serving most of that time, but she’d noticed him and asked if there was anything she could get him.

He was pleased because today he had two commissions to fulfil. He’d be able to speak to her. Perhaps get her to say something to him; something more than the transaction called for.

He could see Evie now in his mind’s eye. A slight figure in a drab dress that reached to her ankles. That was covered with a starched white apron with straps crossing between her shoulder blades and tying in a big bow in the small of her back, trailing streamers down her skirt. She had dark silky hair and thick eyelashes that threw shadows on her cheeks and a delightful dimple that came when she smiled. Her eyes were big and soft and brown and could look happy, but were more often wary or anxious.

Ned knew that a lot depended on her father’s temper. He was a terrible tyrant, but all the same, many in the community preferred to put their trust in Joseph Hobson when they were ill. The poor came in droves because he charged only for the remedies he made up for them, while Dr Jones, who practised round the corner, charged one shilling and sixpence for a consultation and then exacted another payment for the medicines he handed out.

His own mother thought Joseph Hobson’s powders, pills and lotions more effective, as well as being cheaper. Customers put up with his shortness of manner and volatile temper because they respected his skills. He had the reputation of being a hard man who would do his best for them. He saw that as his duty.

From the doorstep the shop looked busy. All the better as far as Ned was concerned. He didn’t mind waiting around inside, not one bit. His brothers laughed at him.

‘You’re aiming a bit high, aren’t you? The apothecary’s  daughter? What would she see in you?’

The bell clanged as he went in. Straight away he felt the atmosphere. Tension crackled in the air. Things were more fraught than usual. His heart lurched with disappointment when he saw that Evie was not in her usual place.

Then he heard her voice and knew she was helping her father on the back counter. Mr Hobson’s face was heavy with irritation. Ned went forward until he could see her. Evie’s eyes were frightened and had mauve shadows beneath them. He wanted to take her hand. No, he wanted to take her in his arms and comfort her.

 



Evie could see the shop filling up with customers. She was doing her best to please her father. He was pounding herbs to fine powder with his mortar and pestle. She felt all thumbs as she folded the doses into tiny papers with the exact precision her father required.

‘Look lively, Evie,’ he growled, as he pushed another prescription alongside one she hadn’t finished. ‘Be careful you don’t get them mixed up.’

It was for pills this time, thank goodness, so she’d be able to catch up. It took Father longer to roll his powders into pills and coat them with sugar. Most customers were prepared to put up with the bitter taste of the powders because it was the cheapest way to buy the remedies.

Evie scurried back to the prescription book to fill it in. Cough mixture this time, for Mrs Gertrude Collins. Then she had to wrap the bottle in white paper with meticulous care, seal it top and bottom with hot wax and write the dose and the name of the customer on the pleat she’d folded down the front.

‘Do put a move on, Evie, you’re falling behind again,’ Joseph complained as she moved past him.

He had his back towards her. After what had happened yesterday, the sight of his narrow shoulders covered by his white coat was enough to frighten her. She shrank at being reprimanded in front of customers and staff. But worse than any fear was the feeling of shame that she couldn’t cope with the simplest of tasks. He’d always sapped her confidence. He showed no fatherly affection. No affection for anybody or anything. Everybody but Johnny Simms was scared of him.

She went to the end of the drug run and called: ‘Mrs Collins? That will be sixpence, please.’

Neither of the two elderly ladies waiting on the bench looked up. Evie felt a momentary misgiving: had she got the name right? Her fingers were cold and she felt numb with agony.

She knew Mrs Collins by sight, a stout middle-aged woman. Everybody round here knew the large Collins family. It consisted mostly of boys, grown to manhood now. They all came in from time to time, generally in search of a cure for a thumping head. Father said they all drank like fishes, their mother included.

Evie didn’t know how she let it happen, but somehow the newly filled bottle of cough cure slid through her fingers. She made a desperate grab to save it. The sound of shattering glass brought her father off his high stool.

‘For goodness’ sake, girl!’ His hawk-nose was screwing up in outrage. ‘How can you be so careless?’

Evie could feel her heart thudding against her ribs. She’d never done such a thing before.

‘Look at the mess!’ Dark-brown syrupy fluid was leaking out of the package. She tried to pick it up but the sodden paper parted and let the glass tinkle on to the floor. The next second it was crunching under her feet.

There was a fit of coughing from the bench and a  querulous voice rasped: ‘Was that my physic she dropped?’

‘No, Mrs Smith. It was mine, or rather my mother’s. She asked me to get it for her.’

Evie registered that it was one of the Collins boys who answered. She thought he’d been studying the scented soaps in the glass case on the front counter.

‘I’ll make up another bottle,’ Joseph told him shortly. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been kept waiting.’

To Evie, he said: ‘Better get this glass brushed up, before it causes more trouble.’

She ran for a floor cloth, a dustpan and a brush. The smell of cough mixture was filling her nostrils; it was so strong she could taste it on her tongue. The heavy fumes were warming her throat, spreading down to her lungs. She breathed in deeply, trying to still her thudding heart.

Down on the floor she could see herself in the mirror advertising Proctor’s Pine Liptus Pastilles. There were brown splashes now along the hem of her dress. Her face looked drawn with worry and almost as white as her apron.

Ned Collins was standing too close. She could see cough mixture all over his boots. He was reading the advertisement.

‘ “Pastilles for dusty roads and a tendency to catarrh. For chest, throat and voice. A boon to singers, speakers and travellers.” Are they good?’

She looked at him then. He had a pleasant smile. ‘We sell a lot. One and threepence a box.’

‘Evie?’ her father called. He was pushing another bottle of medicine towards her, already wrapped. ‘At seventeen, you should be capable of handling a bottle of medicine without dropping it. Try again.’

‘Sorry, Father.’

She took it to the end of the counter. ‘That will be sixpence, Mr Collins, thank you.’

‘And a couple of corn plasters.’ His eyes seemed to be searching for hers. ‘They’re for my mother, too.’

Evie went to the front counter and reached into one of the glass cases.

‘Two?’ She knew her voice sounded strangled.

‘How much are they?’

She turned one over, looking for some clue. ‘Four a penny, I think.’ She couldn’t see her father, but she knew he was listening.

‘Two a penny,’ Joseph corrected. He was always close enough to monitor everything she did and said. As she took out two corn plasters, two more fell to the floor.

‘Evie! What’s the matter with you today? You’ve got to be more careful.’ Her father had come to see what she’d let fall and couldn’t hide his exasperation.

‘No harm done,’ the customer said mildly. ‘No need to go for the poor girl.’

That made Evie look squarely at Ned Collins. He was a handsome young man in his early twenties, with a thatch of curly brown hair. His eyes smiled into hers. They seemed full of sympathy, as though he wanted to share and lighten her misery. She warmed towards him.

‘Stay out of this,’ Joseph barked. ‘It has nothing to do with you.’

Ned Collins crashed his coins down on the counter, scooped up the corn plasters and left without another word. He let the shop door bang behind him so that the bell set up a frenzied clangour.

‘Scum of the earth, those Collinses,’ her father said contemptuously. ‘Irish tinkers.’ Evie could feel herself shaking. She couldn’t stand any more of this. She glanced at the clock.

‘Had I better do that shopping for Matilda next? She wants me to get something for dinner.’

‘For all the good you’re doing here, you might as well. Get her list and let me see what she wants. Tell her we’ll have liver and onions for dinner.’ Liver was a favourite of his; the rest of them didn’t care for it.

To pull the shop door shut behind her and get out was always a high spot in Evie’s day. She gulped at the fresh air. Joseph always had to know exactly where she was going.

She walked slowly past the baker’s next door, sniffing at the scent of freshly baked bread. Past the barber’s shop with its red striped pole. It was steamy inside from the kettle kept simmering on the gas ring to provide hot water for shaving. She could smell the scented soap and bay rum wafting from the door as she passed. A man sitting waiting his turn looked up from the Liverpool Advertiser he was reading.

She called in at the grocer’s and bought the half-pound of fig biscuits her father had added to Matilda’s list. She wouldn’t let herself look at the Meadow Creams, which she much preferred.

Bentley’s, the butcher’s, was the last shop in the row. With the lamb’s liver in her bag, she went back to Darty’s, the baker’s. She wouldn’t look at the display of cakes either, because she was never allowed to buy any of them. Her father’s tastes were austere; he didn’t approve of shop cake. He expected Matilda to make everything they ate. She made big cut-and-come-again plain cakes when she had time.

‘Hello again.’ Ned Collins was standing at this counter now, his eyes sparkling down at her, as though he was pleased to see her. Not sympathetic eyes after all; he had laughing eyes. He was in the middle of making his choice from the luscious delicacies set out in the window.

‘Two buns with pink icing and two with white, please,  Polly. And I’ll take a couple of jam tarts and four apple tarts, if you haven’t burned them today.’

‘We never burn them,’ Polly Darty chuckled. She knew when she was being teased. She was a middle-aged matron with a plump figure showing how much she appreciated her husband’s baking.

‘And a lardy cake. My mother loves those.’

‘How is she, Ned?’

Evie could feel her mouth beginning to water. The shop was filled with heavenly scents. She found it hard to believe that the Collins family her father so looked down upon could indulge themselves in this fashion.

‘Give me one of your pork pies too. I’ll eat that on the way home.’ Ned’s manner was relaxed. Everything about him suggested he enjoyed the pleasures of this world.

He said to Evie: ‘Your dad lets you out, then?’

‘I’ve just come for bread. The usual please, Mrs Darty. A white tin.’

Ned bit into his pork pie. He was making no attempt to leave the shop before she did. She wanted him to stay. She wanted to know him better. He was the first person who had ever tried to support her against her father.

‘He was giving you a very hard time.’ The friendly brown eyes were searching her face.

She couldn’t openly admit that. Not so close to home. Father would half kill her if he knew! Polly Darty knew what he was like.

Evie managed: ‘That’s the way he is.’

‘He’s a hard man. Bloody-minded and foul-tempered, so they say. Don’t they, Polly?’

‘Perhaps not the easiest to get along with.’ Polly was carefully noncommittal too, and wouldn’t look at Evie now.

They all heard the baby cry for attention in the back of the shop.

‘There’s Herbie waking up,’ Evie said.

‘Wants his dinner. You’ll be back to take him out at two?’

‘Of course.’

Ned followed her out and seemed reluctant to leave her. He kept her talking on the doorstep of the pharmacy.

‘Walk a little way with me. You don’t want to rush back to your father, do you?’

‘I have to. We’re busy and Johnny Simms has the day off.’

He looked disappointed. ‘But you’ll be taking the Darty baby out at two?’

‘Yes, to the park.’

‘Good.’ His eyes beamed down at her. ‘I mean, you’ve got to have a bit of fun, haven’t you? What’s life for if it’s all work?’

Evie couldn’t have agreed more. She felt starved of fun. Starved of life itself. Through the glass in the shop door, she saw her father striding towards them, his face like thunder.

‘Goodbye,’ she said hastily. ‘I’ve got to go.’

Once inside, she felt the medicinal fug close round her again. Her father was furious.

‘You stay away from those Collinses, do you hear? They’re a bad lot. I don’t want you keeping such company. Putting his oar in where it’s not wanted. He should mind his own business.’

Evie’s heart was thumping wildly as she scurried upstairs with the shopping. A few minutes later she could hear Joseph pounding his mortar and pestle with ill-tempered zeal.




CHAPTER THREE

As Evie unpacked the bag of shopping on the kitchen table, Matilda was peeling potatoes at the sink. She noticed for the first time that Matty’s figure was not as well padded as it used to be. She had been a fixture in their household for as long as Evie could remember. Now she was looking older and not very well.

Evie did as much as she could to help with the housework, for she was afraid it was becoming too much for Matilda. She knew she worked long hours on her own; she’d rarely seen the older woman sit down. The nervous tremor of Matty’s work-worn fingers was more marked today. When Father had turned on her, Evie had seen raw fear in her brown eyes.

It occurred to her now that Matilda must have known her mother well.

She said: ‘A terrible thing, my mother coming back here to die.’

‘Terrible. I can’t get it out of my mind. I wanted to see her but your father wouldn’t let me. Why did she come?’

‘To see me. I think she wanted to tell me something.’ Evie was getting used to the idea now. ‘I feel so churned up...’

‘It upset me too. I was right fond of your mother.’

Matilda wore her straight grey hair in a bun in the nape of her neck and covered most of it with a large, no-nonsense cotton cap. Like the shop assistants, she wore a large white starched apron. To show her lower station, Joseph insisted that instead of black she wear a print dress  of striped cotton which came down to her ankles. Instead of boots, she wore incongruous red carpet slippers to ease her painful bunions.

Evie had tried to talk to her about her mother before but she’d never got much out of her. Matty had seemed on edge the moment Evie mentioned her name. Evie was in no doubt that Joseph had forbidden it.

‘All these years ...’ Evie said. ‘Did you think she was dead?’

The brown eyes were troubled. ‘That’s what your father said. He spoke of her as being in her grave, and you thought she’d gone to heaven. I suppose I came to believe ... that perhaps she might have died.’

‘That means you didn’t.’

She saw Matilda swallow. ‘You’re a quick one. Determined too. You stand up to him better than she did. She didn’t dare.’

‘You knew she wasn’t dead?’

‘She told me she was leaving, you see. And I never heard of any funeral.’

Evie felt a surge of fear. She might dare, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t terrified of Father. Her heart began to hammer.

‘She told you what was going on?’

The pounding from the drug run below ceased. They both paused to listen in case Joseph should be coming upstairs. Evie’s voice dropped to a near whisper.

‘It’s all right...’

‘He doesn’t like me talking about her. Told me I mustn’t. Not one word.’

‘To me?’

‘To anyone. He’d be furious if he knew about this. He threatened to sack me.’

‘Please,’ Evie pleaded. ‘She told you she was leaving?’

‘I knew she wanted to. There’d been an awful row.’

‘Between Mother and Father?’

‘She wanted to take you with her. She’d asked me to pack all your things.’

Evie’s mouth felt dry. This was what Father was trying to keep from her. ‘What happened?’

‘She went to meet you as you came out of school. She was going to leave straight from there. But your father went too.

‘She tried again the next day but he caught you both as you were going downstairs. Helen thought he’d be busy in the shop once it was open. That you’d both be out of the door before he could stop you.’

Evie caught her breath. Something stirred in the depths of her memory. She remembered clinging to Mother’s coat. She was weeping and they were both hung about with bags and coats.

‘Where was she taking me? Where did she go? You should have told me.’

‘Look, lass, you were nobbut a child, and if your father said she was dead, it wasn’t my place to say otherwise.’

‘Matty!’ Evie wanted to shake her. ‘You’ve got to tell me everything now. Father stopped her taking me away with her. Then what happened?’

‘She didn’t know what to do, she was worried about you, distraught. She made me promise to look after you. See you was all right.’

‘You did that, Matty. You were always kind. I used to come to you if I wanted a cuddle.’

‘You came too often. Your father saw you and warned me off. He thought I was telling you things, but I wasn’t. He said I must stop it anyway. I was spoiling you, softening you.’

Matty’s voice dropped until Evie could hardly hear.  She held her hand in front of her mouth.

‘Your mama gave me something to keep for you until you were old enough to understand. After what happened yesterday, I reckon that’s now. Save my legs and run up to my room, Evie. There’s a photograph of her in a frame.’

‘Where? I’ve never seen it there. Never seen any photos of her.’

‘Your father packed all her things away when she went. All those he could get his hands on.’

‘Why? That’s awful.’

Matilda was shaking her head. ‘Not my place to question why. You’ll find this one in the top drawer of my chest, at the back. I didn’t want him to see it.’

Evie rushed up two flights of stairs to the attic where Matilda slept. The room was like a cell, plain and sparsely furnished. She had the framed picture in her hands in moments.

It made her gasp aloud. The eyes were so like her own. It was sepia and somewhat faded now, so it was hard to tell what her mother’s colouring had been. She wore a high-necked Victorian blouse, all frills and furbelows. Evie feasted her eyes and was delighted to find a resemblance to herself. She took the photograph to her own bedroom and hid it in her bed before going back down to the shop to help her father.

‘Where’ve you been until now? You know we’re busy and you dawdle upstairs. You need to jump to it, young lady.’ His wiry eyebrows were pulled down in a formidable frown.

 



At two o’clock, Evie steered the baby carriage out of the yard behind the bakery with one hand, and kept a firm hold on Herbie Darty’s reins with the other. His plump arms reached up to the handle to push it too. At eighteen  months, he was leaving babyhood behind.

This was her favourite time of day, when she could get away from her father and the shop for two whole hours. Yesterday’s thunder had cleared and it was a cool summer’s day. She lifted her face to the pale sun and tried to take pleasure from it. But today, she couldn’t get her mother out of her mind.

She walked back along the parade of shops and looked both ways, wondering if Ned Collins would come. He’d said he would, but there was no sign of him. That disappointed her too.

Little Herbie was waddling on plump legs, already looking over-podgy from the buns he received to keep him quiet. Evie thought him a lovable child, full of energy and always happy. He cried only when he was hungry.

His father had to be up and in his bakehouse by four in the morning. By nine, he had the shop stocked with fresh bread and cakes and was ready to open. Evie had been told that he took a cup of tea and some fresh bread to Polly’s bedside at seven, so that she could get dressed, get the children off to school and see to little Herbie.

They tended the shop between them during the morning, and after dinner at midday, Arthur Darty went to bed for a two-hour rest while his wife ran the shop on her own and Evie took the baby out for some fresh air.

Herbie was encouraged to take his nap before his dinner, and Evie’s instructions were to keep him awake at all costs while he was out. He was to walk and run as much as possible and hopefully tire himself out, so that he could be put to bed and would sleep soon after having his tea.

There were not many places within walking distance that she could take him, and it depended upon the weather. For wet days, the best place was the big market  hall. They could walk round there, up and down the aisles, and keep dry. She amused herself by pricing the goods on display: cotton and wool cloth, ready-made blouses, boots and shoes, hams and cheeses and pies, crockery, and fruit and vegetables. For better days, there was the recreation ground in Camden Street, but that could be commandeered by older boys playing rough games.

Evie loved to go up Grange Road, window-shopping in the fine shops, but it was a busy road and she dared not let her attention stray from Herbie there.

On warm days, Hamilton Square offered a bench for her to sit on and a bit of grass in the formal gardens, but much the nicest place for Herbie was Birkenhead Park, though it was also the furthest. There she could play games with him on the grass and he could run about freely. On such a fine day as today, it was the obvious place for her to go.

It took her about twenty minutes to push the perambulator there, but much longer if Herbie’s stumpy legs were covering the distance too. She’d started up Conway Street when she heard feet thudding on the pavement behind her. She turned and found Ned Collins running after her.

‘You went without me!’ he accused, but his eyes danced with pleasure. He was puffed after his run. ‘Didn’t know whether you’d set out or not. Had to ask Polly Darty.’

‘You asked her!’

Evie stopped, horrified. She knew exactly what her father would say. He’d see any boyfriend as a source of trouble, and he’d already warned her off the Collins family.

‘It’ll be all right. Told her not to mention it to your dad.’

Evie started to breathe again, hoping he was right.

‘A bit strict, Polly said he was.’ His brown eyes smiled down at her.

‘Yes.’

Ned laughed. ‘We’re never going to reach the park at this rate. How do you stand this meandering?’ He picked Herbie up and set him across his shoulders. The child chortled with delight. ‘What a little roly-poly you are. You weigh a ton.’

After that, Evie had to skip along to keep pace with Ned’s long stride. She told herself she wasn’t going to worry about upsetting Father; she wasn’t going to think about her mother either. She was going to enjoy Ned’s company.

She kept stealing sideways glances at him. Trying to commit to memory the strong planes of his face, his curly brown hair blowing in the breeze and the spotted red kerchief round his neck.

They reached the park and went in through the grand entrance. Ned swung Herbie to the ground and let him walk between them, holding on to their hands. They were almost swinging him off his feet.

‘The duck pond’s the place,’ Ned said.

‘No,’ she protested. ‘I’m afraid he’ll fall in, and he tried to paddle with his shoes on last month.’

There was a cricket match in progress. Ned paused to watch it for a moment. Herbie was crawling round. Evie unhooked his reins and sank to the grass beside him. He was safe enough just here.

Ned sat down beside her. There were so many things Evie wanted to know about him, but she didn’t know how to ask. She’d never been alone with a man before. In the shop, her father was always within earshot.

She knew she was blurting it out: ‘Don’t you have to go to work?’

He smiled at her. ‘I have got a job.’

‘I know.’

‘How?’

‘All those cakes you bought.’

He laughed. ‘I’m on the Isle of Man boats. Day off today.’

‘Oh! A sailor...’

‘Deck hand.’

Evie knew her father wouldn’t approve of that either. He thought his position in life was considerably higher than that of a deck hand.

‘Do you like it?’

‘It’s a job.’

‘But the Isle of Man? I’d have thought you’d like to go further. You could see the world.’ Evie could think of nothing she’d like better.

‘No. Those who want to see the world are away for years. I did a three-year trip on a tramp steamer once. Nothing but work ...’

‘But you must have seen far-off places?’

‘I saw a lot of docks. Whether it’s New York or Cape Town, the docks don’t look much different from those in this country. This way, I’m home regular, like. There and back in a day.’

His brown eyes were exploring hers. ‘Do you want to get away from your dad? I would if he were mine. He’s ferocious.’

She said nervously: ‘He won’t like me talking to you.’

‘You’re doing more than talking to me,’ Ned laughed. ‘You’re here in the park with me. Keeping company.’

‘You tagged on to me.’

‘Course I tagged on to you. I liked the look of you. Besides, your dad was being horrible. Couldn’t help feeling a bit ... well, you know.’

‘What?’

‘I’d have liked to punch him on the nose.’

Evie couldn’t hold it back any longer. ‘I’ve always wanted a friend.’

‘A boyfriend?’

‘Any sort of a friend. Someone I could talk to.’

He took her hand in his. It felt comfortingly warm. ‘Go on then,’ he said. ‘Talk to me. I’d like that.’ She laughed but didn’t know where to begin.

Ned was handsome. She liked the way he closed his eyes against the sun. She’d felt his support this morning when he’d stood up for her against her father. Ned was keeping an eye on Herbie now. He called out to him and obediently the child waddled back towards them.

She started to tell him how claustrophobic she found the pharmacy, how domineering her father was.

‘He was in a terrible temper this morning. I still feel sick when I think about it.’

‘Why?’

‘Yesterday ...’

It wasn’t easy to talk about it. It sounded impossible, a nightmare. Evie swallowed hard. ‘My father did a terrible thing. He told me my mother was killed when I was six years old. All these years I’ve believed she was dead.’

Ned’s hand tightened on hers. Gently, then, he began drawing the whole story out of her.

‘She died in the shop?’ Even Ned shivered when she told him that.

‘She was so near to speaking to me. Telling us where she’d been and what had happened to her. He said he hadn’t heard from her from the day she left. She was terribly ill but he left her alone in the dentist’s room, and I didn’t even know who she was.’

Evie put her head down on the rough flannel of Ned’s shirt. She felt his arm go round her shoulders and the tears start to her eyes.

‘He forbade me think of her, but I can’t stop.’

‘Course you can’t,’ he comforted.

‘He said she knew where I was and could have come back for me at any time. He said she didn’t want anything to do with me.’

Ned’s arm tightened across her shoulders, pulling her closer. ‘That was cruel. A horrible thing to say.’

 



When Evie returned to the shop it was full of customers again. They were often busy in the late afternoon when people were leaving their work.

She took off her hat, tied on her apron and went behind the front counter, hoping her father would allow her to stay there. She sold a packet of Carter’s Little Liver Pills and a jar of Eastern Foam Vanishing Cream.

Nothing seemed to have changed in the shop. Miss Lister and Bertie were trying to behave as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened. Her father’s voice boomed out, full of impatience.

‘What’s that? Speak up, I can’t hear you. Pain in your back?’

She knew from his brusque manner that he hadn’t got over seeing her mother again. He wasn’t usually this short with his customers, only with his staff. She felt better now she’d poured out her troubles to Ned. She felt comforted; it was a weight off her shoulders.

What bothered her now was that her father would notice how much higher her spirits were and guess the reason. She’d done what he’d forbidden and spent two hours with Ned Collins. That she’d dared to do it brought shivers of guilt. If Joseph found out, he’d be raving. He expected to control everything in her life, and it was the first time she’d ever disobeyed him.

She and her father usually went up to eat their tea at  five, leaving Johnny Simms in charge of the shop for half an hour. Today, Joseph sent Evie upstairs to find Johnny.

‘Ask him to come down and relieve me,’ he ordered. ‘It won’t hurt him to do that. He knows I can’t trust Bertie Pugh to do it, not yet.’

Johnny’s handsome eyes rolled up to the ceiling when she told him, but he put on his white coat and went straight down.

When she was alone with Father, sitting one each side of the table and eating their boiled eggs, he said:

‘I’ve heard from the police. The post-mortem showed that your mother died of consumption. She was very far gone. Must have had it for years. There was nothing anyone could have done to help. The funeral’s to be on Monday. I’ve told them I’ll pay for that. Nobody need say my wife was a charge on the parish.’

‘Will we go, Father?’

‘I’ll go because some might think it odd if I don’t. There’s no need for you.’

‘I’d like to.’ Evie moved egg round her mouth while her father thought it over.

‘All right then. We’ll both go. Though she hardly deserves it. She made her own bed, Evie. It’s only right that she had to lie on it.’

Evie said. nothing. It was safer to keep quiet.

‘Your mother made bad friends. They led her astray. I don’t want that to happen to you.’

She felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. It sounded as though he knew all about Ned. She must keep her friendship with him a secret whatever happened. Ned’s brown eyes had laughed down at her when they’d parted this afternoon,.
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