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In happy memory of my grandmother




Chapter 1


Old Granny Greengrass had her finger chopped off in the butcher’s when she was buying half a leg of lamb. She had pointed to the place where she wanted her joint to be cut but then she decided she needed a bigger piece and pointed again. Unfortunately, Mr Grummett, the butcher, was already bringing his sharp chopper down. He chopped straight through her finger and it flew like a snapped twig into a pile of sawdust in the corner of the shop. It was hard to tell who was more surprised, Granny Greengrass or the butcher. But she didn’t blame him. She said, ‘I could never make up my mind and stick to it, Mr Grummett, that’s always been my trouble.’


Of course I can’t be certain Granny Greengrass said this because she died so long ago, years and years before I was born, before there were motor cars on the streets or electricity in the houses or aeroplanes in the sky, but my grandmother, Emily Greengrass, told me she said it and I believe her, as her children, Poll and Theo and Lily and George, always believed her.


Emily Greengrass was very good at telling stories. Most of her best ones were about the town in Norfolk where she was born and lived until she grew up and married James Greengrass and moved into London. There was one famous tale about a poor swineherd whose pigs had died and whose wife and children were starving. He was in despair until one night a monk appeared to him in a dream and told him that if he dug under a certain oak tree he would find a chest of gold buried there. Poll and Theo had enjoyed this story when they were younger but now they preferred to hear about Granny Greengrass whose finger had been chopped off by Grummett the butcher. It was more interesting than a fairy story, partly because it had happened in their own family and partly because they were, naturally, a bloodthirsty pair.


Not that they looked it. Poll was nine years old with a soft, rosy face and long yellow hair the colour of duckling’s down, and although Theo was ten and a half most people thought he was younger than Poll because he was so small and thin. ‘About as thick through as a darning needle,’ was how their mother, who was a dressmaker, always described him, and his delicate features and wide, shy, blue eyes made him look, to anyone who didn’t know him, as innocent as a baby angel.


But it was Theo who said, when their mother told them the story about Granny Greengrass for about the hundredth time one dark, November afternoon, ‘What happened afterwards? Did she spout blood?’


‘No, it was a clean cut,’ Mother said. ‘Hardly a drop spilled – or no more than when you bite off a young puppy’s tail. Or so your Aunt Sarah said. She was there, you know, but not much help by the sound of it. What she should have done was sew it back on but Sarah was never very practical.’ She gave a faint sniff. ‘Though clever at her school books, of course.’


‘You’d have sewn it on, wouldn’t you, Mother?’ Theo said confidently. ‘What a shame you weren’t there! But d’you think the bone would have joined up?’


Mother held up the cambric petticoat she was making for Poll and examined the tucks on the bodice. ‘That I can’t tell. It might have done. She was a big healthy woman.’


Poll said, ‘What do you mean about biting off puppies’ tails?’


‘That’s what the groom at the Manor House used to do. My mother was cook there, you know. I’ve seen that groom pick up a new litter one after the other, bite off the tail at the joint and spit it out, quick as a flash. The kindest way, he always said, no fuss and tarradiddle, and barely a squeak from the pup.’


Poll squeaked herself at this thought and Lily, who was rising fourteen, closed her eyes and moaned softly. George, a year older, cleared his throat, pushed his glasses up on his nose and slammed his book shut. He thought he was too old for his mother’s stories now, and had been pretending not to listen.


Poll and Theo looked at Lily. She had stopped laying the table for tea and was standing still with closed eyes and a hand on her heart as if she had suddenly been seized by a terrible pain. Lily was a good actress – as good an actress as her mother was a storyteller. When she was certain she had everyone’s attention she opened her eyes, shook her head sadly, and sighed. Then she looked at her mother and said in a soft, reproachful voice, ‘I really felt quite faint for a minute. Why do you tell them such dreadful tales?’


‘She enjoys them herself, that’s why,’ George said. ‘They’ve got the taste from her.’


‘She shouldn’t encourage it, then.’ Lily sighed again, very deeply. ‘If you must tell them stories, Mother, why don’t you tell them something nice? Something that might do them good? Read to them out of Books For The Bairns, as Father does. Or On Angel’s Wings.’


‘I can’t see that a bit of real life does them much harm,’ Mother said, speaking more mildly than she usually did when one of them criticized her. She was always gentle with Lily and this annoyed Poll who could never see why she should be. Did she love Lily best? If she didn’t, why was she smiling at her like that, as if coaxing her tall, pretty daughter to smile back at her? Oh, it made Poll’s blood boil!


George said, ‘Of course it doesn’t.’ He put his book down with a bang on the table, making the cups jump, and stood up, stretching and yawning and grinning down at his mother. ‘No harm at all – as long as they’re sitting nice and safe by the fire with the gas lit and the curtains drawn and the tea on the table. Mother’s stories just make it seem cosier!’


*


George was often right about things – which was something else that annoyed Poll occasionally – and he was right about this. Poll and Theo enjoyed dreadful tales because their own lives were so comfortable: nothing dreadful had ever happened to them, nor ever seemed likely to. How could it? Their family’s solid brick villa in a leafy suburb of London was the sort people think of when they say safe as houses and there was plenty of money to keep them warm and well fed inside it. Their father was a coach painter in the firm of Rowland and Son and his special job was to paint coats of arms on the doors of rich people’s carriages. This was delicate work and he was paid three pounds ten shillings a week, which was a good wage at the time, enough for their mother to employ a young maid, called Ruby, to help with the housework and for the girls to have real lace on their drawers and Theo a green velvet suit for best with lace on the collar.


They had more important things, too: a lively young mother and a tall, handsome father who took them out every Sunday, to Kew or to Hampton Court, and sometimes, on Saturdays, to a Fair or a Carnival, or to the theatre to see Dan Leno the Clown, or the Siamese Twins, joined back to back like two stiff little dolls, each playing a xylophone. He was always bringing them presents. Not just on birthdays and St Valentine’s Eve and at Christmas, but on other days, too – and not ordinary presents, either. He used gold leaf for the coats of arms on the carriages and sometimes he brought home small, left-over slivers for his children to make Christmas cards with. The week before the dreadful thing happened, the thing that was to change their whole lives for ever, he had brought home a tin full; tiny scrapings of real yellow gold, thin as tissue . . .


Poll was the naughtiest one of the family and the dreadful thing happened on one of her naughty days; a dark day of thick, mustardy fog that had specks of grit in it she could taste on her tongue. Theo was not allowed out because of his delicate chest and by the time Poll got home from school she was already angry. She had been in a cold classroom all day, some of the time stuck in the corner with the Dunce’s Cap on, made of green drawing paper and smelling of gum, while Mother and Theo had been cosy at home, sharing secrets. Poll loved Theo but she was jealous by nature and when she came coughing in from the fog, hands and feet cold as toads, and found him sitting on Mother’s lap by the fire where she wanted to be, she wished he was dead. She was supposed to be the baby, wasn’t she?


She was naughty at tea. Children were expected to behave well in those days and although Emily Greengrass was less strict in some ways than most mothers, she was firm about table manners. It was always, ‘Sit up straight.’ ‘Don’t talk with your mouth full.’ ‘Elbows off the table, I won’t tell you again.’


That afternoon, Poll had to be told once too often. Her mother said, ‘I’ve had enough, my girl. Under the table!’


Poll didn’t mind. She had eaten as much as she wanted – she always ate a great deal, very fast, unlike Theo who chewed every mouthful so slowly that Mother’s fresh scones, crisp and warm from the oven and dripping with butter, might have been dry lumps of old cardboard – and with a good tea inside her it was pleasant under the table. The starched white cloth hung down almost to the floor, making a good, private place where she could behave as she liked and no one to see. The linoleum was brown and patterned in criss-cross stripes of a lighter shade. Poll thought these looked like little gates and, pretending to be a baby again, tried to push them open with her fingers. She spat on the floor and blew on the spit, to see the colours change in the bubble. There were spiders in the dusty underside of the table and she fetched one down and teased him by letting him run and then barring his way until she felt sorry and took off her shoe to give him a ride in it.


By this time she was yawning. Someone – George, probably, he was always kind to Poll when she was punished – had pushed a small green hassock under the table and she rested her head on it. She didn’t go to sleep properly, just dozed off and on, listening to the voices above her head and watching the feet round the table through the furry fringe of her lashes: George’s heavy shoes, Lily’s neat, black buttoned boots, and her mother’s slippers that had silver buckles in the shape of small roses.


She must have slept in the end because suddenly her father’s boots were where George’s had been and his voice was saying, ‘I am so sorry about this, Emily dear.’


Poll was awake at once. Father usually said ‘Mother’. But perhaps what startled her most was the tone of his voice which was hoarse and slow as if some of the gritty fog had got into his throat and stayed there.


He said, ‘Whoever took the money, I was in charge and must be responsible. I should have locked the safe up before I left the office to speak to my father.’


‘Oh, I knew he’d bring us all down one day,’ Mother said, and Poll wondered who she was talking about. Dad had said, my father. But Grandpa Greengrass was dead . . .


She listened, puzzled and yawning.


Father said, ‘It’s not his fault, Emily. Poor old fellow, if you could see him . . . ’


There was a question in his voice. Mother said, ‘No thank you, we can’t afford two soft hearts in this family! Did young Rowland know he’d been hanging about?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


‘And accused him, I suppose? Is that it, James? You were afraid he’d send for the police?’


Father said, very slowly and reluctantly, ‘Yes. Yes, I’ll admit I was afraid of that. Even though I was fairly sure young Rowland was just covering up for himself. He was the only one who was ever alone in the office with the safe open. But it was his word against mine, wasn’t it?’


‘Old Rowland would take your word, James,’ Mother said. ‘And you know it.’


‘Perhaps. In a way, that’s the point. The lad’s future was in my hands and he knew it. He stood there, denying what we both knew he’d done, blaming the old man and threatening to send for the police – but with such a look in his eyes! Begging me not to give him away to his father. And I couldn’t, Emily! A boy, barely nineteen, with his whole life before him!’


‘And yours is behind you, I suppose?’


Poll had never heard her mother speak like that to her father before. Until this moment she had been no more than sleepily interested in what they were saying, as if this were a play going on over her head or a story her father was reading to Lily and George that she didn’t quite understand but enjoyed listening to, but now the ice in her mother’s voice froze her still under the table.


‘Well . . . ’ Father’s boots creaked as he shifted his feet. One of them almost trod on Poll’s hand but she was frightened to move. He said, ‘Well,’ again. Then, ‘I can start afresh, Emily. Young Rowland can’t. It’s his family’s firm and he’ll have to take over one day. He can’t just walk out and get another job somewhere else as I can. And there’s his father to consider. Old Rowland. It would break his heart if he knew. His only child.’


‘You have four children, James.’ Mother’s voice was still cold as winter. ‘Shouldn’t you consider them, too?’


Father cleared his throat. Not, it seemed, to get the fog out of it, but in the way George did when he was hurt and embarrassed. He didn’t reply and for a moment there was no sound in the room apart from the hiss of the gaslight over the table and the slow, fat tick of the old grandfather clock in the corner. At last Mother said, ‘I’m sorry I said that. Of course I know that you think of them always.’


Father said, ‘It would be terrible for them to have a father they couldn’t look up to. One who had done something he believed to be wrong.’


‘Yes,’ Mother said. ‘Yes, I suppose it might be.’ She sounded as if she did not altogether believe this but saw no point in arguing further and added, as if changing the subject entirely, ‘What will you do, James?’


‘Something different, I think. Not coach building – that’s had its day. In twenty years, Emily, there will be hardly any horse-drawn traffic left on the roads. Everyone will have motor cars.’


‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Mother said, and gave one of her sniffs.


Father laughed. ‘I think you will, and in our lifetime, my dear! What I thought I might do –’ his voice lifted suddenly and he sounded young as a boy, young as George – ‘I thought I might go to America.’


Mother said, ‘James!’ and Poll cried out under the table. ‘Dad,’ she said, ‘Dad . . . ’ fighting her way through the stiff folds of the starched cloth that covered her head, blinding her. Father lifted the cloth, scooped her up, and held her against him. Safe in the shelter of his arm, she said quickly and angrily before her mother could be angry with her for hearing something she shouldn’t have heard, ‘It’s all your fault, Mother. You forgot me. You never said I could come out and I went to sleep under there.’


Mother’s face was white under her short, red-brown curls and her pretty mouth was buttoned up tight like her tight, buttoned bodice. She was sitting poker-straight and staring at Poll.


Poll looked at her, then at her father who was stroking his dark, silky moustache and watching her gravely. She said, ‘Why is Dad going away?’


Neither of them spoke. Poll thought they looked scared – scared of her! That shocked her; then made her angry. ‘What’s happened?’ she shouted, stamping her foot. ‘Tell me this minute!’


Perhaps most grown-ups would not have answered her – children were supposed to be seen and not heard and were rarely told what their parents were up to – but Emily Greengrass was different. She was a quick, direct person, used to speaking her mind and not mincing her words to make them digestible. She said, ‘Your father has left his job because there has been trouble in the firm. Money stolen. Not by him, that goes without saying, but for his own no doubt very good reasons he has taken the blame for it.’


Poll guessed that her mother did not think the reasons particularly good ones but knew better than to ask more. She turned to her father. ‘Are you really going away to America?’ Even as she asked this she knew it couldn’t be true and started to smile.


But she was wrong: it was true. He shook his head and said gently, ‘I think so, my little love. Your Uncle Edmund is there as you know, working on his fruit farm in California. I shall join him to start with. After that – who knows? America is a land of great opportunities. I may make a fortune!’ He pressed her hand and gazed beyond her, his eyes bright with dreams in the firelight.


Poll heard her mother sigh, a small, cut-off sound. She tugged at her father’s sleeve to bring him back out of his dream and said, feeling hollow inside, ‘If you go away, what will happen to us?’


He looked at her, frowning slightly. ‘Nothing, my Pretty-Poll. I’ll send for you when I’m established, of course. Until then, you will go to my sisters, your Aunt Sarah and your Aunt Harriet, in Norfolk.’


Mother stirred and the silk of her dress rustled. She said, drily and politely as if speaking to a stranger, ‘You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you, James?’ And then, to Poll, ‘Go upstairs now, it’s time. Tell George and Lily to come in here, please, because we must talk to them. And tell Theo to get into bed. I’ll explain to him in the morning. I don’t want him lying awake all night worrying. You know what an old worry-box he can be!’ She gave a light, breathless laugh, although there was nothing to laugh at, as far as Poll could see, and went on, ‘Not that there is anything to worry about, your father knows what is best for us all, you must not forget that. But be a good girl and do as you’re told just for once. Into bed and to sleep and not one word to Theo.’


‘Yes, Mother,’ Poll said. But she crossed her fingers behind her back as she spoke and kept them crossed while she kissed her parents goodnight and ran down the passage to tell George and Lily, doing their homework by the range in the kitchen, that they were wanted at once in the parlour. Then she went straight upstairs to tell Theo.


He had hitched his nightshirt over the big solid knob of the brass bed he and George shared, and was swinging dreamily backwards and forwards. Poll had been forbidden to do this because she was too heavy now and might tear her gown, but Theo was lighter than she was. He went on swinging, though more slowly, while she told him what had happened downstairs. His bare legs dangled like pale, peeled willow wands and his thin feet were blue.


‘Get into bed,’ Poll said. ‘You’ll catch your death. It’s like ice in this room.’


He unhitched his nightshirt and climbed on to the high bed, rubbing his feet back to life. His huge eyes shone in the light of the candle like pools of blue water. He said, ‘Who stole what?’


Poll perched beside him, shivering, plumping the soft feather bolster up round her. ‘Mother said money. Dad didn’t say. Only that it was the old man’s only son and it would break his heart if he knew. Old Rowland’s heart.’


She stopped. Old Rowland owned the firm Father worked for. Poll had seen him once. He was a short, stout man with a barrel-shaped belly and a red jolly face. He had said, ‘So this is your little maid, James. Pretty-Poll,’ pinched her cheek, rather hard, and given her sixpence. Poll thought of his heart breaking and saw it, in her mind’s eye, like the cracked white-pudding basin that had fallen in two halves when Mother dropped it on the stone floor of the scullery.


Theo said, ‘Is that all?’


‘Dad took the blame. Owned up . . . ’


‘To something he hadn’t done? That someone else had?’
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‘I think so.’


She wasn’t certain. She could barely remember. Dad going away had seemed so much more important.


‘Hmmm,’ Theo said in a funny voice.


‘What do you mean, Hmmm?’


He shook the hair out of his eyes and blinked at her. Then whispered, ‘Suppose it wasn’t ordinary money that was stolen, but gold?’ Poll stared, bewildered, and he went on, ‘Gold leaf, anyway. Those shavings he brought home last week for the Christmas cards. In the tin. They’re valuable, aren’t they? Real gold, he said so.’


‘Just shavings,’ Poll said. ‘What was left over after they’d finished painting the carriages. Like – like gleanings in a corn field.’


Poll had never lived in the country but her mother had told her that when she was young she had gone gleaning after the harvest was finished, picking up the fat ears of corn that the farmer’s horse-rake had missed and left in the stubble.


Theo said, ‘There was an awful lot, though. Pounds and pounds’ worth, I’d think. A fortune. If all those scraps were put together and melted down.’


He bounced up and down, very excited, squeaking the bed springs.


‘Theo! Dad’s not a thief!’


He rolled his eyes upwards as if he thought she was too stupid for words. ‘I didn’t quite mean that. Just that perhaps he thought he could take it, like gleanings, and then, later on, someone said, where’s all that gold gone?’ He grinned at Poll shyly as if wondering if this really made sense (or if it didn’t, if he could make her believe that it did), then sighed and said, ‘He might be scared to say then, mightn’t he?’


‘You’re just making a story up. Dad’s never frightened of anything. Besides, it was money stolen, Mother said.’ But Poll was less sure than she sounded. Like Mother, Theo enjoyed telling stories and his were not always true. This one sounded plain silly, Poll thought. On the other hand, Theo was older than she was and everyone said he was clever.


He was thinking now, huddled up in the feather bed, chin on his thin; pointed knees. He said, after a bit, ‘There could be two things, couldn’t there? Not connected. I mean, this money gone that Dad didn’t take and the gold that he did. Not meaning to steal at the time, but it would look bad if it came out, as things are.’


‘I think you’re horrible,’ Poll said. ‘A horrible, mean, skinny beast.’


Theo giggled. ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.’


Poll felt as if she would burst with rage. ‘I’ll tell Dad what you said. I will!’


Theo shook his head solemnly. ‘You mustn’t do that. He’d be upset, thinking you thought he’d really done something wrong.’


‘It wasn’t me thought that, it was you.’


‘He won’t know that, will he? Not if you say it!’


Poll was muddled by this. She was often muddled by Theo who had a tortuous mind. Listening to him was like being trapped in the maze at Hampton Court, she thought suddenly: all those paths twisting and turning and no clear way out. She remembered how furious she had been with him earlier when she came in cold and unhappy from school and found Mother cuddling him. She longed to give him a good punch to relieve her feelings but he always yelled when she hit him – sometimes he even yelled when he just thought she was going to – and that would bring Mother up in a temper.


He was looking at her with a nervous expression as if he knew what she was thinking. Or perhaps he was ashamed of the things he had said and was afraid that she might, after all, tell their father.
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