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      Margaret Thornton was born and bred in Blackpool and has lived there all her life. She is a qualified teacher but retired
         to concentrate on her writing. She has two children and five grandchildren. Her previous Blackpool sagas are all available
         as ebooks and have been highly praised.
      

      
      ‘A heartwarming tale of romance and heartache . . . guaranteed to light up the bleakest winter day’ Northern Echo

      
      ‘A gentle novel whose lack of noise is a strength’ The Sunday Times

      
      ‘A smashing holiday read’ Lancashire Evening Telegraph

      
      ‘A brilliant read’ Woman’s Realm
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      When Rachel Watkins gives birth to her daughter on Ash Wednesday in 1953, she prays the old saying – Wednesday’s child is
         full of woe – won’t be proved true. She’s shed enough tears over her troubled marriage to Derek, and she hopes that Lorna
         will be the sunshine to light up their unhappy home. But Derek’s overnight ‘business trips’ continue – until one day he announces
         he’s never coming back, and Rachel and Lorna must get by without him.
      

      
      As the 1960s beckon, Rachel marries again, but Lorna resents her new dad and half-brother, and soon the rebellious teenager
         is anxious to spread her wings and leave the nest. Rachel is worried about her daughter. Lorna’s looking for love, but in
         all the wrong places, and there’s a danger she’ll miss the happiness waiting for her, closer to home . . .
      

   



      
      
      

         Monday’s child is fair of face,

         Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

         Wednesday’s child is full of woe,

         Thursday’s child has far to go,

         Friday’s child is loving and giving,

         Saturday’s child works hard for its living,

         But the child that is born on the Sabbath day

         Is bonny and bright and good and gay.

      



      
      An old rhyme.

      
      For my dear daughter, Elaine Marguerite, another ‘Wednesday’s Child’. A modern version of the old rhyme states that ‘Wednesday’s
         child is free from woe’. I pray, from now on, that this may be so.
      

      




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      ‘Come on now, Rachel. Another push, another big one. That’s it, that’s a good girl; you’re doing splendidly. And another one
         . . . Hey, steady on. You’re going to knock yourself senseless with that stuff.’ The young midwife’s voice sounded faintly amused
         as Rachel made another grab for the gas-and-air machine. ‘Leave it alone; you don’t need it. You’ve some hard work to do.’
      

      
      Of course I damn well need it, you cocky little madam! You just wait till you’re in my shoes; you’ll realise then how much
         you need it. Rachel did not give voice, however, to the thought that entered her mind. She needed all her energy for the final
         onslaught, the one almighty push that would send this child, boy or girl – and at this stage she couldn’t have cared less
         what it was – into the world. Honestly, though! This competent little midwife – and Rachel had to admit she was competent
         – with her starched white cap and apron, looked no older than Rachel herself; only twenty-two or -three years old, if that.
      

      
      ‘That’s it. Good girl . . . I can see its head; fair hair, just like yours. Just one more big push now. That’s splendid.’

      
      They always said that you forgot the pains of childbirth. Looking back on it, even many years later, Rachel Watkins knew that
         that much was probably true. You did forget the pain, but she knew she would never forget the experience as a whole, all the
         indignity and discomfort and the fear – for she had been terrified – that went with the trauma of giving birth in the early 1950s.
      

      
      Her pains had started at about ten o’clock on the previous evening, set in motion by a massive dose of castor oil – in fact,
         the whole of a small bottle. She had been some seven days overdue when she had made her routine visit to the hospital that
         morning, accompanied, as usual, by her mother. The doctor who had examined her, a brusque, impatient man with cold hands,
         had advised her to go home and take the said dosage. And, weary of waiting, she had obeyed.
      

      
      The oily, slimy liquid, gulped down in two huge swallows, had made her feel sick, but fortunately she had not brought it back
         up. She had felt it making its way down to her stomach and then, a little later, it had done part of its work and emptied
         her bowels.
      

      
      It was Shrove Tuesday and, incongruously, in the middle of all the palaver, her mother had insisted on making pancakes. It
         was a tradition that had to be adhered to come hell or high water; even the birth of her first grandchild could not be allowed
         to stop Lizzie Harding making pancakes. Rachel had gone back to her parents’ house after the hospital visit. It made sense
         with her husband, Derek, at work all day, although she would need to go home at teatime to prepare his evening meal. It was
         always on the table ready for him as soon as he returned from his work as a commercial traveller for Whittakers Mill. He had
         not gone very far afield on that day, only as far as the Harrogate area, so he should be home before six o’clock.
      

      
      ‘Now then, Rachel,’ said her mother. ‘Set the table for me, there’s a good girl. You’ve finished running up to the lav, haven’t
         you? And it will help to take your mind off things.’
      

      
      Rachel got up obediently. She had always obeyed her mother without question, and even now, as a married woman, she would not
         have dreamed of saying, ‘Why don’t you ask my father to help instead?’, the retort which had immediately sprung to her mind.
         Because her father did not help his wife one little bit, nor did she expect him to do so. Although he had recently retired
         from his job as an under-manager at one of the local mills, Percy Harding did not intend to spend any of his vastly increased leisure time in doing household chores.
         Yes, he would dig the garden, fetch in the coal and – very occasionally – see to such things as unblocking a drain or knocking
         in a nail or two. But that was as far as he was prepared to go. His mornings were now spent in reading the daily paper from
         cover to cover and doing the crossword puzzle, then he would turn to his library book, invariably a spy novel or a murder
         mystery – what his wife called ‘blood and thunder’. He spent his afternoons playing bowls or taking longish solitary walks
         into the countryside.
      

      
      He looked up and smiled at Rachel now as she opened the sideboard drawer and took out the blue and white checked tablecloth,
         then spread it over the gate-legged dining table. ‘It won’t be long now, love,’ he said, a little self-consciously. ‘You’re
         a brave girl.’
      

      
      She guessed he was rather embarrassed, as he always was, at the mention of bodily functions and women’s problems. Brave! She
         thought, as she laid out the three knives and forks and the wooden table-mats. She didn’t feel brave at all; in fact, she
         was scared stiff at the thought of the ordeal that lay ahead, but she knew it was something that had to be endured . . . and
         then she would have her baby.
      

      
      When it was ‘Pancake Day’, all they ate at their midday meal were pancakes, two each, or three if they could manage them,
         but two were usually sufficient. This ritual had gone on ever since Rachel was a little girl, coming home from school at dinner-time.
         Her father, then, had been out at work during the day and special pancakes were made for him in the evening. Rachel fetched
         from the kitchen the castor sugar in the fancy glass shaker with the silver top and the saucer of lemons cut into quarters.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Dad,’ she said. ‘Mum’s just tossing the first lot of pancakes. We’d better go and sit at the table.’

      
      She knew her mother would want to enter proudly, bearing the dinner plates holding the crispy golden-brown pancakes with their
         delicately frilled edges. In spite of her stomach feeling empty and a mite peculiar, Rachel suddenly felt a pang of hunger at the tempting aroma as the plate was placed
         in front of her.
      

      
      ‘There; those should go down very nicely,’ said her mother. ‘Put plenty of sugar and lemon on. You carry on, the pair of you,
         and I’ll have mine in a little while.’
      

      
      ‘By Jove! That looks grand, Lizzie,’ remarked Percy, as he invariably did when a meal was placed in front of him, whatever
         it might be. He was nothing if not predictable, and he was certainly not unappreciative of the way his wife pandered to his
         every need. But that was what she was there for, wasn’t she? That was his attitude, along with most menfolk of his generation,
         and as far as her mother was concerned, Rachel knew there was a certain tendency towards martyrdom in the way she fussed around
         him. But he was what was termed ‘the breadwinner’, or had been until recently, and, as such, was entitled to his wife’s deference.
      

      
      Lizzie Harding belonged to a generation of women who did not go out to work after they were married, at least not if they
         were in the social class to which Lizzie belonged. Lizzie’s father, Herbert Ransome, who, along with her mother, had now been
         dead for many years, had been an under-manager at one of the few local mills in the small Yorkshire moorland town of Melcaster.
         Lizzie, on leaving school at fourteen, had also worked there, not in the weaving shed as did many of her contemporaries –
         both before and after they were married – but in the office.
      

      
      She had met Percy Harding, who was employed at one of the other mills in the town, when she was twenty-seven years old, at
         which age she had believed herself to be well and truly on the shelf. She had seen Percy as a knight in shining armour come
         to rescue her from the humiliation of spinster-hood. He had been a good enough catch, in her parents’ eyes as well as her
         own, having worked his way up from a lowly position as a weaver to that of overseer and, finally, under-manager. They had
         courted for three years before getting married in 1926 when Lizzie was thirty and Percy almost forty years of age. And it had been another five years before their only child, Rachel, had been born.
      

      
      Rachel had realised at an early age that her parents were rather elderly compared with those of her school friends. She had
         not minded at first. She was a contented girl, taking for granted her sheltered and somewhat restricted upbringing. She had
         always been well clothed and well fed, even throughout the war years, which had left the little town of Melcaster virtually
         unscathed. She had plenty of friends and she knew that her parents loved her in an undemonstrative sort of way.
      

      
      It was only when she reached her mid-teens that she began, if not exactly to rebel, then to question her mother’s rigid control
         of her life. When she had turned sixteen she was allowed to go to the dances at the church hall which were held fortnightly
         on a Saturday night, and to the youth club once a week. But whereas most of her friends were allowed to stay out until ten-thirty,
         or even eleven o’clock, Rachel’s curfew was ten sharp and her mother refused to budge despite her pleadings. Admittedly, she
         did not plead very hard; it had become second nature to her to do as she was told. Church on a Sunday morning, accompanied
         by both her parents, was, of course, obligatory. It would have caused ructions if she had dared to suggest that she might
         not go, especially as she had become a confirmed member of the Church of England at the age of fourteen.
      

      
      It was only when Rachel became friendly with Derek Watkins at the age of sixteen that Lizzie began to relax her rigid control,
         if only a little. Rachel knew it was not because her mother liked Derek all that much; it was more a question of better the
         devil you knew. Derek went to the same church, he lived in the next street, and his parents were what Lizzie termed ‘nice
         respectable people’, his father being a clerk on the railway and his mother a housewife, like herself. She had always worried
         about Rachel going to the Saturday dances because, some thirty miles to the north, was Catterick Camp, and the khaki-clad
         National Servicemen were often to be seen at weekends in the streets of Melcaster, as they were in other neighbouring Yorkshire towns. It was far better for
         Rachel to be friendly with a boy from her own background than with one whose breeding and upbringing were unknown.
      

      
      Rachel’s friendship with Derek, therefore, if it was not exactly welcomed, was tolerated. Besides, he would be going away
         soon to do his own National Service, and Rachel, to her mother’s great pride, was going to a teacher training college. If
         her mother had hoped that the courtship would fizzle out as a result of their separation, then she was doomed to disappointment.
         As soon as Rachel had turned twenty-one and she had been teaching for only a few months she announced to her parents – the
         bravest thing she had ever done – that she and Derek intended to get married.
      

      
      Her news had been greeted with the shocked silence she had expected, until her mother found her tongue and asked if she were
         pregnant. Rachel assured her this was not so; she and Derek loved one another and they wanted to be together. What was more,
         Derek had the chance of a small rented house, quite close to both sets of parents, and such an opportunity in those days of
         severe housing shortages was not to be sniffed at.
      

      
      Lizzie had given in then, although she had really had no choice – Rachel had reached the age of consent – and she had thrown
         herself into the task of organising her daughter’s wedding. As for Rachel, she could not wait to get away from her parents
         and into her dear little home with her new husband.
      

      
      She believed they had been happy at first although it was hard work, teaching all day at the school on the outskirts of the
         town, and then coming home and doing all her household chores. Derek did not offer to help, nor did she ask him to. In some
         ways Rachel was her mother’s daughter, brought up to believe that it was a man’s prerogative to be waited upon and a woman’s
         privilege to do so.
      

      
      When they had been married for almost a year she realised there was a baby on the way. And that, she believed, to her slight regret, would put an end to her teaching career,
         almost before it had started. Still, what was done could not be undone, and a baby might be just what was needed to complete
         their marriage. She was well aware that there was something missing in their relationship, but she was not exactly sure what
         it was. Her mother, of course, would be very quick to tell her that they had been far too young to get married, and maybe
         that was true. Certainly, much of the fun they had enjoyed together had now flown out of the window and their lovemaking had
         become a ritual rather than a pleasure. But a baby was always a reason for rejoicing and she hoped their love for this child
         would help to set their slightly shaky marriage back on course.
      

      
      Rachel decided, in the middle of the afternoon, that she had better go home.

      
      ‘Do you really need to?’ asked her mother. ‘Stay here, then I can look after you. You don’t know when your pains might start,
         and your dad will be able to run you to the hospital.’
      

      
      ‘But my case is at home, all packed and ready,’ she replied. ‘Anyway, Derek will take me, won’t he?’

      
      ‘If he’s back in time. I don’t want you starting with labour pains and being there on your own. Stay a little bit longer,
         love, just in case.’
      

      
      So Rachel, against her better judgement, was persuaded to stay until five o’clock, and then she knew she really had to go.
         Her father ran her home in his Morris Minor, and when they turned the corner she could see – as, deep down, she had feared
         – that Derek’s car, the large Ford he was allowed for his work, was standing outside.
      

      
      ‘Oh, crikey! Derek’s home already!’ she exclaimed, grabbing at the door handle as soon as her father stopped the car. ‘Bye,
         Dad. Thanks for the lift. We’ll let you know when something happens. I must go now and see to Derek’s tea.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t that husband of yours see to his own tea for once?’ asked her father. She thought that was priceless, coming from him, and she wondered if he might be joking, but no, his face was deadly serious.
      

      
      ‘No, probably not, Dad,’ she said. ‘You know what men are like.’

      
      ‘Aye, mebbe I do. Well, take care, lass. Let us know if you want owt.’

      
      ‘Yes, I will. Cheerio then.’ She ran up the path as fast as her bulk would allow and thrust her key into the lock.

      
      The door was pulled back before she could get her key out. ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Derek’s habitually florid face
         was redder than usual. ‘No, don’t tell me. Let me guess. You’ve been round at your flippin’ mother’s, haven’t you? As usual!’
      

      
      Rachel knew she was in the wrong; she should have been at home. Every man had the right to expect his wife to be there to
         greet him when he had done a hard day’s work. But surely, just this once, there was a good reason for her absence? She was
         not going to let him get away with it this time.
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s a nice greeting, I must say,’ she retorted, pushing past him into the hallway. ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, I
         have been to my mother’s. She went to the hospital with me this morning, or had you forgotten that was where I was going?’
      

      
      ‘No, I hadn’t forgotten. But most women I know would manage all right on their own.’ He threw his briefcase on to the floor
         before flopping down in one of the low-sprung contemporary armchairs which had been their pride and joy when they were first
         married. ‘They wouldn’t need Mummy with them to hold their hand.’
      

      
      ‘And most husbands I know would be there to support their wives.’

      
      ‘Support you? Good grief, Rachel! I’m working every hour God sends to support you. Do you expect me to take time off work
         as well, to come to the damned hospital?’
      

      
      ‘No . . . I suppose not,’ she replied grudgingly. Then, ‘Forget I said it,’ she added, much less aggressively. ‘Of course you couldn’t get time off work.’
      

      
      She realised there was no point in antagonising him further. Their first child would be born in a few hours’ time and she
         would need his support, as much as he was prepared to give. She knew that, like her father, he would be squeamish about the
         gory details surrounding childbirth. Not that fathers were allowed anywhere near the scene when their wives were giving birth.
         She sat down, tentatively, on the other G-Plan armchair and leaned forward. This was an uncomfortable position, though, with
         the weight of her abdomen pressing downwards; it had become very noticeable today.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you want to know what they said at the hospital?’ she asked. ‘About the baby?’

      
      He glanced at her bulk a mite distastefully. She knew he found her pregnancy unattractive and he had not wanted to make love
         to her for several months. He did, however, smile briefly now and she saw his eyes soften a little.
      

      
      ‘Well, you’ve obviously not had it, or you wouldn’t be here, would you? How much longer, then? Did they say?’

      
      ‘It will probably be today, later tonight, I mean. I’ve taken a massive dose of castor oil, so my mother thinks it’ll be born
         tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, she does, does she? Trust your mother to know everything. Castor oil, you said? Why on earth did you do that?’

      
      ‘Because they told me to, at the hospital.’

      
      ‘And what good will that do?’

      
      ‘Well, I suppose it’s to lubricate . . . everything inside there, you know.’

      
      His repugnance at the idea showed on his face again.

      
      ‘Oh well, we’d best have our meal then, hadn’t we, before anything happens.’ He smiled at her now, coaxingly. ‘Go and make
         us a cup of tea, love. I’m parched.’
      

      
      She stood up, not just because she was being obedient; she could feel the baby kicking strenuously. She had asked Derek to
         put his hand there the first time it had happened, several months ago, believing he must be as thrilled as she was. But he had seemed unimpressed, even slightly repulsed, and
         she had never asked him again.
      

      
      ‘What are we having to eat tonight?’ he continued. ‘I know I’ll have to wait a while for it, whatever it is. You haven’t even
         taken your coat off yet.’
      

      
      ‘No, sorry.’ Why she was bothering to apologise she didn’t know, but it had become automatic, somehow, to put herself in the
         wrong. ‘I’ve got some bacon that’s still quite fresh. I’ll make some chips to go with it and I’ll fry you an egg. I won’t
         want very much.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I do; I’m starving. Get a move on, there’s a good lass.’

      
      How on earth would he manage for the rest of the week when, all being well, she would be in hospital with the baby? It took
         Derek all his time to boil a kettle, let alone make toast or boil an egg. This thought passed through her mind as she edged
         her way around her small kitchen. She was so enormous now, from front to back, that there was scarcely room for her to squeeze
         past the formica-topped table to reach the gas stove. Of course she knew the answer to the query in her mind. Derek would
         go to his mother’s, and she would cook his meals and do his washing and ironing just as she had done before his marriage.
      

      
      He grumbled continually about their home, his and Rachel’s, being too near to those of their parents, although it had seemed
         to be an advantage when they were planning to get married. And it still was, when it suited him. Rachel, too, sometimes wondered
         about the wisdom of living so close to one’s parents. She knew, in a sense, that she had never really got away from home,
         from her mother in particular who still tried, kindly but determinedly, to exercise a control over her life. She sometimes
         thought that she and Derek would be better if they moved right away from the area, but there was little hope of that. They
         were now having to rely solely on Derek’s wage and the rent of the small house was very reasonable. Now she was hoping and
         praying that the birth of their child would bring about some sort of a miracle.
      

      
      She could not complain about Derek’s concern, however, when her pains started in earnest. She had washed the pots and they
         were listening to The Goon Show on the radio – at least Derek was listening, chortling with laughter at his favourite programme – when she realised that
         this was something that could not be ignored. She had had minor twinges before, but this time it was for real. The pain that
         gripped her was so severe that she could not help shouting out loud. To give him his due, Derek immediately switched off the
         radio and started to fuss around her in a way he had never done before. He dashed upstairs to get her suitcase, ready packed
         for the stay in hospital, and to fetch her coat. She realised, of course, that he wanted her out of the way as quickly as
         possible, for fear she should give birth there and then on the carpet.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Rachel; we’ll have to hurry. I’ll carry your case out to the car and get the engine going. Put the guard round the
         fire and switch off the light.’ He stopped at the sight of her amused smile. ‘What’s up? It’s not another false alarm, is
         it?’ There had been a few of those during the last week, the pains starting and then subsiding again. ‘Well, you’re going to
         hospital this time, whatever it is. I’m getting sick of all this waiting.’
      

      
      ‘And don’t you think I am?’ she said through clenched teeth, not smiling any more as another pain gripped her. ‘No, it’s not
         a false alarm, Derek,’ she gasped when she was able to stand upright again. They’re coming every ten minutes now and getting
         stronger.’
      

      
      ‘And what’s that supposed to mean?’

      
      ‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘It might be ages yet or it might be soon. How should I know? Just get me there, for
         God’s sake!’
      

      
      She had never known him to drive so fast, but fortunately there was little on the roads at that time of night. The hospital was an Edwardian building dating from the early years of the century. It was situated on the outskirts of Melcaster
         with a superb view of the nearby moors, a scene that Rachel usually loved. Tonight, however, the sky was dark with heavy clouds
         obscuring the stars, and the hills appeared stark black and menacing. She felt a frisson of fear as Derek took the case from
         the boot and they entered the portals of the grim-looking building.
      

      
      When she had checked in she was told to sit in a wheelchair and a porter wheeled her along to the maternity ward, with Derek
         trotting along at the side, looking abnormally subdued and self-conscious. He sat in the corridor whilst Rachel was examined
         by the midwife on duty.
      

      
      ‘Yes, baby’s on his way,’ she said heartily. ‘You were right to come in, Mrs Watkins, but I don’t think he will be born for
         quite a while yet. Your husband might as well go home.’
      

      
      The relief on Derek’s face was transparent when he heard this and he stood up hastily. ‘Right, I’d best be off then.’

      
      ‘I’ll leave you for a moment to say your goodbyes,’ said the midwife. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Watkins. Your wife is in capable hands
         here.’ But Rachel doubted that Derek had given a thought to the possible dangers of childbirth. It was far safer than it had
         been in the past, to be sure, but still not without its hazards.
      

      
      ‘Yes . . . thanks,’ he had the grace to say, and he did go so far as to put his arm hesitantly around his wife as the midwife
         disappeared into her room. ‘You’ll be OK, Rachel; I’m sure you will.’ He kissed her cheek in a perfunctory manner. ‘I’ll . . .
         er . . . ring up in the morning, shall I, from t’ phone box on t’ corner, and see how you’re going on? That nurse said it would
         be a while, didn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’ Rachel nodded. ‘That’s what she said.’

      
      ‘And they don’t want fathers hanging around, do they? She made that quite obvious.’

      
      It would be all the same if they did, thought Rachel. Derek clearly wanted to be anywhere but there. ‘No, you go now, Derek.
         Perhaps you could call at my mother’s on the way home and tell her what’s happening? I promised to let them know.’
      

      
      ‘You and your bloomin’ mother! No. Why should I? They’ve got a phone in the house, haven’t they? That’s more than we’ve got.
         Let ’em ring up if they want to know.’
      

      
      Rachel felt tears spring to her eyes. She would never have believed that Derek could be so unfeeling. She would have liked
         to kid herself that his outburst of petulance was as a result of his concern for her, but she doubted that this was so. The
         truth was that Derek Watkins was concerned with nobody but himself.
      

      
      ‘But they don’t even know I’m here, do they?’ she protested, trying not to let her tears overflow. ‘Please, Derek. It’s the
         least we can do.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, all right then. I might. I’ll see if I have time.’

      
      ‘You’ve nothing else to do. Call and tell them now, Derek.’ She almost spat the words at him, through gritted teeth, as another
         pain caused her to double up again.
      

      
      ‘OK, whatever you say.’ He glanced at her fearfully for a moment, then turned away and hurried off down the corridor.

      
      Rachel burst into tears and an uncontrollable sob racked her body. In that moment she felt that she hated her husband. No,
         maybe hatred was too strong a word, but she knew that she disliked him, and the thought came to her, not for the first time,
         that her marriage to him had been a mistake.
      

      
      The midwife came bustling out of her room. ‘Now, now, Mrs Watkins, we can’t have all this. I know you’re upset at your husband
         leaving you, but there’s no need for all this fuss. Now, get undressed and put this nightgown on, then pop into bed and we’ll
         come and see to you in a little while.’
      

      
      Rachel noticed there was a bed standing in the corridor outside what she guessed was the main maternity ward. ‘Aren’t I going
         into the ward?’ she asked timidly. ‘And . . . and I’ve brought a nightdress of my own.’
      

      
      ‘You can go into the ward when your baby’s been born. All the other mothers are settling down to sleep and we don’t want them being disturbed.’ By her cries, Rachel supposed, if her
         pains became too severe to bear. ‘And you must wear this regulation gown just for now.’ It was an ugly shift-like garment
         which looked as though it was made from unbleached calico, with tie fastenings at the back. ‘You can wear your own pretty
         nightie when you have your baby and your husband comes to visit you.’ The midwife, a buxom middle-aged woman with a round
         rosy-cheeked face, looked more human when she smiled. ‘Come along now, dearie. It won’t be so bad.’
      

      
      Rachel, feeling scared and miserable, did as she was told. No sooner had she climbed into the high bed than the midwife appeared
         again with another, younger nurse. They were carrying an assortment of funnels and bowls and rubber tubing. For a moment Rachel
         felt like laughing hysterically. She was reminded of ‘water play’ and how her class of infants had loved to splash around
         with jugs and bottles and tubes in a huge tank of water. It was believed to be educationally beneficial, although most teachers
         complained about the mess it made. These nurses, however, were bent on something much more sinister. She knew they had come
         to give her an enema.
      

      
      ‘But I don’t need an enema,’ she cried. ‘I took a big dose of castor oil. I’ve been to the toilet. I mean . . . I’ve been lots
         of times. I must be . . . empty.’
      

      
      ‘We have to make sure, dear, and it will make the baby come faster.’

      
      Oh, the indignity of it all! That was what Rachel knew she would never forget. Then the frequent dashes to the toilet along
         the corridor; the shock as her waters broke and soaked the bed sheet; the stainless-steel bowl shoved under her chin when
         she called out that she was going to be sick. And, every few moments or so, gathering momentum now, the unescapable pains.
      

      
      They seemed to go on for hours as she lay there, alone, in the dark empty corridor. The night nurses, three of them, were in their own little sanctum. She could hear them laughing and she caught a glimpse of them through the doorway drinking
         tea. She even imagined she caught a whiff of cigarette smoke. It wasn’t that they didn’t care, but there was little they could
         do at the moment. They had seen it all before, many times, and pain in the first stage of labour was what women had to bear.
      

      
      Finally, when she felt she could stand it no longer – it must have been in the early hours of the morning – the midwife appeared
         and gave her an injection. She did not know what it was, nor did she care. The pains subsided, temporarily, and she drifted
         off into semi-consciousness, feeling much more tranquil and unworried. The next thing she remembered was being wheeled hurriedly
         along a long corridor on a stretcher bed. She was fully conscious again now, but she no longer felt so afraid. ‘Where are
         you taking me?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘To the labour ward,’ said a disembodied voice behind her. ‘You’ve some hard work to do now, Mrs Watkins.’

      
      The voice belonged to a nurse she had not seen before, a little dark-haired girl with an elfin face and a trim figure. Her
         waistline, accentuated by the broad black belt with a silver buckle, looked to be no more than twenty inches, marvelled Rachel
         as the young woman bent over her. ‘Oh,’ she said in surprise. ‘I’ve not seen you before. Where’s the other nurse? You know,
         the fat one?’
      

      
      Rachel realised afterwards, to her acute embarrassment, that it must have been the effect of the drug injection that had made
         her speak so tactlessly. She would never, normally, have been so rude. But the new nurse just smiled. ‘That was Sister Bradley;
         she was on the night shift. We’ve swapped over now and this is the day shift. I’m Sister Kennedy and I’ll be with you until
         your baby is born. It shouldn’t be long now.’
      

      
      This second stage of labour was, indeed, hard work, as the young sister had said it would be. Rachel had been naïve, knowing
         very little about the actual procedure of birth except, of course, from where the child would emerge. First stage, second stage; she would be able to speak about it with authority afterwards. You had to experience it yourself to know
         about it. Even this clever little midwife with her efficient manner and her dexterous hands would not really know what it
         was all about until she went through it herself.
      

      
      ‘One more big push, Rachel.’ She had become Rachel now, not Mrs Watkins, in the intimacy of the labour room. ‘That’s it! Good
         girl! You’ve done it. It’s a girl!’
      

      
      For a second or two Rachel had felt as though she was being ripped apart, and then it was all over. She felt a flood of relief
         and happiness. She had her baby and, what was more, it was the girl she had hoped for. She had not dared to say so when anyone
         asked her, as so many people had done, what she wanted. But she knew, in her heart, she had wanted a girl. As she looked down
         for her first glimpse of the child, she found herself crying out in astonishment. ‘Good grief! I can’t believe it. She looks
         just like my mother!’
      

      
      She found it amazing that this tiny baby, at the very moment of birth, should bear such a close resemblance to its grandmother.
         Rachel was the image of her mother; everyone said so. And this baby, too, had the same high cheekbones, longish nose and finely
         sculpted features of both Rachel and her mother, Lizzie. Rachel had believed that all newborn babies were alike; red and wrinkled
         and resembling no one in particular other than a monkey. But this baby was different.
      

      
      ‘Can I hold her, please?’ she asked.

      
      ‘In a minute, Rachel. Be patient, dear. I have to clean her up a bit first. And there’s something else for you to do. One
         more little job.’
      

      
      She had not known about the afterbirth; it was surprising, really, how little she had known. That was dealt with deftly by
         the assistant nurse, and then her baby was placed in her arms.
      

      
      ‘There now. Isn’t she beautiful?’ said Sister Kennedy. ‘What are you going to call her? Have you decided on a name?’

      
      
      ‘Yes – Lorna,’ replied Rachel. They had perused a book of babies’ names and that was one that she and Derek had agreed that
         they liked. But she was not thinking of Derek at that moment, only the precious little bundle in her arms with her tiny starfish
         hands and the golden fuzz like chicken down on the top of her head. She had heard the child give her first cry as the nurse
         cleaned her and wrapped her in her cotton nightgown. They had to cry to get the air into their lungs, so Rachel’s mother had
         informed her. But baby Lorna was not crying now. Her blue-grey eyes were staring up at Rachel, although she knew they were
         unfocused and could see very little but vague shapes and colours.
      

      
      ‘What day is it?’ asked Rachel, suddenly feeling disorientated and out of kilter. She could see through the window that it
         was daylight and the sun had already crept from behind the moorland hills, its radiance highlighting the variegated greens
         and browns, the drystone walls and the outcrops of rock.
      

      
      ‘Wednesday. Ash Wednesday, to be precise,’ replied Sister Kennedy. ‘And it’s eight o’clock on a lovely sunny morning.’

      
      Wednesday . . . Yes, of course. Ash Wednesday. She recalled now how it had been Shrove Tuesday – Pancake Day – when her pains
         had started. So little Lorna was a Wednesday’s child. The old nursery rhyme flashed into her mind. How did it go?
      

      
      

         Monday’s child is fair of face,

         Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

         Wednesday’s child is full of woe . . .

      



      
      Goodness me! She hoped not. Not if she, Rachel, had anything to do with it. This child would be loved and cherished and would
         know nothing but happiness.
      

      
      Suddenly the sky grew dark as the sun disappeared behind a cloud, and the next moment there was the pattering of heavy rain
         against the window; a climatic change which was a frequent happening in the Yorkshire hills. And the child, at that instant, opened her mouth wide and gave a loud, agonising wail. Not just one cry; her yells went on and on
         and Rachel was powerless to stop them. ‘She’s crying!’ she said, turning in distress to the midwife.
      

      
      ‘Of course she is,’ smiled the nurse. ‘All babies cry. It’s perfectly normal. Give her back to me now, Rachel. The doctor’s
         coming to have a look at you.’
      

      
      Rachel handed her back reluctantly. Sunshine and rain, happiness and tears, she thought. They were the lot of everyone who
         passed through life; they could not be avoided. And this little child, no doubt, would experience them too; she would have
         her share of sadness as well as joy. It was foolish to wish that all her days would be carefree and sunny. Yes, she was a
         Wednesday’s child – Ash Wednesday of all things – but Rachel hoped desperately that her life would not be ‘full of woe’. She
         even found herself looking ahead to the time when this little girl would be old enough to be married. How she hoped that her
         daughter would choose more wisely than she, Rachel, had done.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      ‘Oh, isn’t she delightful?’

      
      ‘What a gorgeous little girl!’

      
      ‘You must be so proud of her, Rachel.’

      
      Rachel was well accustomed to such comments about her dear little daughter. At two months old baby Lorna was, indeed, delightful
         and gorgeous, plus all the other effusive words which admirers used to describe her. She was beginning to smile now, proper
         smiles, not just windy ones, which transformed her face and caused people to say what a happy child she was. Rachel knew that
         Lorna recognised her now when she leaned over the cot or pram. There was that light of understanding in her brown eyes – they
         had changed to brown now, like Rachel’s, rather than a muddy bluish-grey – and she would even stretch out her chubby hands
         and arms towards her mother.
      

      
      This latest group of baby worshippers were the staff of Kilbeck Infant School where Rachel, until a few months ago, had been
         a teacher. At the invitation of the headmistress she had gone along that afternoon to take part in the festivities that had
         been arranged for the crowning of Queen Elizabeth II. The school would be closed, of course, on the actual day, so that the
         children could celebrate at home with their parents, watch the ceremony on the television, maybe, if they were fortunate enough
         to have a set, or listen to the wireless, or just have a general knees-up with lots to eat and drink. Rich and poor alike
         seemed to be affected by the air of expectancy and optimism that had gripped the heart of the nation. Most people would be celebrating in one way or another, except for the small minority of anti-royalists who were choosing
         to ignore the event, and others who regarded it as a waste of time, money and resources.
      

      
      Kilbeck Infant School’s celebration was taking place in the week prior to the Coronation. Rachel, with baby Lorna sleeping
         peacefully on her lap, had watched the five- to seven-year-olds, some of whom she had taught earlier that year, performing
         on the makeshift stage in the assembly hall. The hall was packed with friends, parents, mainly mothers – there were very few
         fathers to be seen – and a good smattering of doting grandmothers.
      

      
      A little dark-haired girl with vivid blue eyes – eyes such as, it was said, Queen Elizabeth possessed – was crowned with due
         ceremony. Her white satin dress had probably been made specially for the occasion, but her golden cloak and train looked suspiciously
         like one of her mother’s damask curtains. Several small boys in knee breeches and red velvet tunics bowed before her, whilst
         her ladies in waiting, in an assortment of white dresses and with glittering coronets on their heads, stood dutifully at her
         side.
      

      
      Rachel recognised the queen as Samantha, a very helpful little girl who had been in her own class; a very apt choice for such
         a high honour. Rachel doubted that there would have been any jealousy or animosity at her election, at least not amongst her
         peers, although there might well have been some mutterings from the mothers. It was only when they reached junior-school age
         that the rivalries and back-biting started between pupils. Halfway through the ceremony Samantha’s eyes began to wander around
         the faces in the audience. Catching sight of her former teacher sitting in the second row, she smiled delightedly and lifted
         her hand to wave. Then, no doubt remembering the dignity of her position, she lowered it again, trying to recapture her former
         solemnity.
      

      
      Rachel smiled back at the child, finding, suddenly, that her eyes were moist. She had not realised she would miss the children so much. She had her own baby, of course, and she knew that Lorna was more precious to her than anything or anybody
         else in the world. But there were still times when she was lonely, when she missed the companionship of the teachers, a couple
         of whom had become good friends, and the friendliness and exuberance of the children. For the birth of baby Lorna, sad to
         say, had done little to bridge the gulf that was widening between herself and Derek.
      

      
      The older children sang a medley of patriotic songs, including ‘There’ll Always Be An England’, ‘Rule Britannia’, ‘Rose Of
         England’, and a song which was continually being played and sung on the wireless at that time, ‘In A Golden Coach’, written
         especially to celebrate the Coronation.
      

      
      The concert was followed, after the parents and most of the guests had departed, by a tea party for the children. They wore
         red, white and blue paper hats and made short work of the sandwiches, buns and dishes of red jelly prepared by the dinner
         ladies. This sterling group of women, worth their weight in gold, stayed on afterwards to do the washing-up whilst the teachers
         gathered in the staff room for their own private party.
      

      
      It was then that baby Lorna was passed round from lap to lap. She did not seem to mind. She had woken up in a good temper
         and made no murmur of dissent as the unfamiliar ladies cooed over her. Rachel was relieved, though, when she finally put her
         back in her pram. Even then she did not protest. She was a remarkably placid baby.
      

      
      ‘We are so pleased to see you again, Mrs Watkins,’ remarked the headmistress, Miss Lacey. ‘Aren’t we, staff?’

      
      Miss Lacey, one of the ‘old school’ of headmistresses, would never have dreamed of calling any of her staff by their Christian
         names. Even more outrageous was the idea of them ever calling her Matilda, although she was often referred to as ‘good old
         Mattie’ behind her back. Despite her somewhat forbidding appearance and her strict adherence to the formalities of yesteryear,
         she was an understanding head who showed a genuine interest in her teachers as well as the children in her charge. One of her peculiarities was to refer to them, collectively, as ‘staff’.
      

      
      They agreed unanimously now that it was, indeed, great to see Rachel again. Christian names were used quite freely amongst
         the rest of the staff, although not in front of the children.
      

      
      ‘We still haven’t filled your vacancy,’ said Miss Lacey. ‘We had to wait, of course, to make sure that everything turned out
         satisfactorily.’ What she was referring to was the fact that Rachel had not officially resigned from her post, but had taken
         a leave of absence as a safeguard, just in case anything should go wrong at the birth and she should wish to return to the
         school. Such a precaution was common practice. ‘I will have to do something about it before the end of term,’ she continued,
         ‘although it’s doubtful that we can interview before September.
      

      
      ‘I don’t suppose . . . You wouldn’t consider coming back, would you, Mrs Watkins? Mrs Metcalfe here has been taking your class
         – and making a very good job of it too; we’re very grateful to you, Mrs Metcalfe – but she doesn’t want a permanent position,
         do you, dear?’ The said young woman agreed that that was so. She only filled in as a supply teacher from time to time.
      

      
      Rachel, too, had been dilatory about sending in her firm resignation. She knew she should have done so, but something had
         kept holding her back. So her post was still open? And she did have quite a lot of time on her hands . . . She had heard other
         young mothers say how a baby kept you busy every minute of every day. In the first week or two maybe that was true, but Rachel
         was finding now that there were times when she was not exactly bored, but anxious for adult company and a stimulus which,
         alas, could not be found in her home and marriage. The improvement she had hoped for in her marriage had not taken place.
         Derek, in fact, seemed to be spending more and more time away from home, either working overtime or going out with his mates.
         The thought of returning to her teaching post was very tempting. She was breast-feeding little Lorna at the moment, but she could foresee no problem in weaning her on to a bottle.
         Her supply of milk was already decreasing, and Lorna was such a good, contented baby that she was sure she would adapt well
         to the change.
      

      
      She found herself saying, ‘I’m not sure. I certainly didn’t intend coming back, but . . .’

      
      ‘You mean you might consider it?’ It was clear from the expression on Miss Lacey’s face that she was pleased at the idea.
         Rachel had always got on well with her. On leaving college she had still known very little about the real nitty-gritty of
         teaching – training colleges tended to theorise too much – and she had learned a good deal from Miss Lacey. She was the sort
         of head who knew exactly the calibre of all her members of staff. Without openly interfering she knew, nevertheless, just
         what was going on in each and every classroom. And she had liked Rachel’s common-sense approach to the children, and the way
         they responded to her.
      

      
      ‘It is so difficult to get really good teachers nowadays,’ Miss Lacey continued. There is quite a shortfall in some areas
         – in the big cities like Leeds and Bradford, for instance – in spite of the emergency training after the war and the recruitment
         programme now. We don’t do too badly here; Melcaster is a pleasant place to live and work. It would be wonderful, dear, if
         you could find a way to coming back. I know there’s your dear little baby to consider, of course. She’s such a good little
         thing that you might even be able to bring her with you. I know of one or two instances where young teachers have gone back
         to work with their babies.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘On the other hand . . .’
      

      
      Rachel smiled. ‘No, I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Miss Lacey. There would be a clash of interests, surely, and somebody
         would be sure to suffer, either the baby or the children. No, if I do consider coming back – and at the moment it is rather
         a big if – I would have to make sure that I left Lorna with someone who would take very good care of her.’ And the obvious person, the only person in Rachel’s mind, was her mother.
      

      
      ‘My mother might be willing,’ she said. ‘And my father has retired now, so maybe it would give him more of an interest in
         life.’ Not that her father had ever had anything to do with her own upbringing. Like most fathers of the era he had left the
         child-rearing to his wife. But his increased leisure time, which had been a novelty at first, was now beginning to be irksome.
         Her mother had told her that he even helped to wash up now and assisted with the hoovering and dusting. So it was not beyond
         the realms of possibility that he might welcome the idea of looking after his little granddaughter. He loved her to bits,
         as did her mother.
      

      
      ‘I’ll ask them and let you know,’ she told Miss Lacey. ‘When I’ve decided myself, of course. It’s a big decision.’

      
      And what would Derek think about it? she pondered as she pushed Lorna, now asleep again in her pram, the mile or so to their
         home. Although relations between herself and her husband were still not good, he doted on his baby daughter. His care for
         her did not go so far as to change her nappies, or get up in the night when she cried, but it was obvious that he loved her
         very much. He nursed her from time to time, handing her back when she was wet or crying, but there was a look of wonderment
         on his face that was unmistakable. She knew that he loved his little daughter far more than he loved her, Rachel.
      

      
      She did not know exactly what had gone wrong between them. She had come to the conclusion that it had never been right; they
         should never have got married in the first place. They had been too young. Rachel had never had a real boyfriend before, due
         to her mother’s strictness, and Derek had been far too immature to shoulder the responsibilities of marriage. She had not
         been unhappy at home, but she had felt hemmed in and restless, especially after the two years away at college which had given
         her a taste of freedom. She had viewed marriage as a wonderful adventure, leaving home for good and moving into their own
         little house. Now, less than two years later, she knew she had made a mistake. Already she and Derek had grown tired of one another. She guessed
         that Derek knew it as well, but it was something they never talked about.
      

      
      She broached the subject of her returning to teaching over their evening meal. She was surprised when he made very little
         objection to the idea of leaving Lorna with her mother, if her mother was agreeable, of course.
      

      
      All he said was, ‘I thought you wanted to cut loose from the apron strings, Rachel? God knows, it’s time you did, and now
         you’re talking about leaving the baby with her. We don’t want your mother interfering. You know what she’s like; give her
         an inch and she’ll take a mile.’
      

      
      ‘She’s been very good to us, Derek,’ replied Rachel. She did, in truth, sometimes feel annoyed when her mother presented her
         with a batch of buns or a fruit loaf she had made – as though she, Rachel, was not capable of doing her own baking – but she
         knew that she meant well and did not consider for a moment that she was interfering. ‘Of course, if you really object to me
         asking her . . .’
      

      
      ‘No. Why should I?’ said Derek. ‘The child won’t come to any harm with her, I know that. And we might as well make use of the
         old girl if she’s willing. Aye, you get back to work, Rachel. You’ll be home afore me of an evening, though, won’t you?’ He
         answered his own question. ‘Of course you will. Teachers work such short hours, don’t they? It’s nobbut a part-time job really.’
      

      
      She did not rise to the bait as she knew he wanted her to do. They had had this sort of conversation before about short hours
         and long holidays. At one time he might have been teasing, but that was something Derek did not do very much now. All the
         fun had gone out of their relationship, if there had ever been any there in the first place; she sometimes wondered.
      

      
      ‘I don’t fancy the idea of coming home and cooking my own tea,’ he added. ‘But you’ll be back soon after four, won’t you?
         You’ll have loads of time.’
      

      
      
      ‘Don’t worry, Derek.’ She gave an inward sigh. ‘I’ll see to your teas, like I always do. You wouldn’t have a clue anyway.
         You can’t even make toast without burning it, can you?’
      

      
      He actually chuckled. ‘Aye, that’s true.’ He was tucking into the steak-and-kidney pie, homemade, that she had placed in front
         of him, with relish. Very rarely, however, did he comment on her culinary achievements. He had used to do, once in a blue
         moon, but now he took it all for granted.
      

      
      ‘This is homemade,’ she said. She, also, was enjoying the tasty dish of tender meat and rich gravy. ‘By me,’ she added meaningfully.
         She knew she was a good cook, having watched her mother, ever since she was a little girl, preparing nourishing meals – nothing
         too fancy – for the three of them. ‘If I go back to teaching I may not have time to do my own baking. I’m just warning you,
         Derek.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, you made it, did you?’ he replied, with his mouth still half full.

      
      ‘Of course I did! Where did you think it came from?’

      
      ‘Well, I dunno, do I? And I don’t care, neither, so long as it’s good and hot and filling.’ He wiped his hand across his mouth
         and gave a loud burp. ‘Aye, it were good, I must admit.’
      

      
      ‘Well, your steak-and-kidney pies may have to be shop bought in future.’ She snatched his plate away from him before he had
         a chance to scoop up the remaining gravy with his dessert spoon. His habits – nothing too disgusting, admittedly, but annoying
         all the same – were beginning to get on her nerves.
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter. Doubt if I’ll know the difference anyroad,’ he called after her as she went into the kitchen to fetch
         their pudding, the remainder of a trifle she had made the day before.
      

      
      The appetising meal had put him in a more affable mood than he had been in for some time, but as they continued to talk –
         yes, to her surprise they were having a real conversation – she realised that it was more likely to be the idea of her returning
         to work that was causing him to be so buoyant. It was not, of course, just the returning to work, but the fact that she would be making money.
      

      
      ‘We’ll be able to save up and get away from this dump,’ he said, waving a derogatory hand at his surroundings.

      
      ‘It’s not a dump, Derek,’ Rachel felt aggrieved. She was very proud of her little home, even though relations there might
         not be as congenial as she had hoped. ‘You didn’t say that when we were getting married. You were thrilled to bits that you
         had found us a house to rent.’
      

      
      ‘Aye, mebbe I was,’ he nodded. ‘But I never intended it to be a permanent thing. I’ve always wanted to own my own house, but
         it’s not possible on the pittance that Whittakers pay me. That’s why I’ve been doing so much bloody overtime. Happen I won’t
         need to if you go back to work.’
      

      
      She had noticed his use of the possessive pronoun and it annoyed her. My own house, indeed! ‘Our own house, Derek,’ she corrected him. ‘I shall have a share in it as well, won’t I?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, we’ll soon be able to save up enough for a deposit,’ he went on.

      
      She did not know whether or not he had grasped the significance of her interruption or if he had even heard her. Equal shares
         in their marriage; that was what she would have to insist on. She did not mind so much doing all the work, but she was damned
         if she was going to let him get away with sole ownership. Her name was going to be on the mortgage book, when they got one,
         or her name was not Rachel Watkins! She occasionally found herself looking back, with some regret, to the time when she had
         been Rachel Harding, but then the thought of little Lorna made her count her blessings. Her baby was the most wonderful thing
         that had ever happened to her, and she had her marriage to thank for that.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I rather fancy one of those semis on that new housing development,’ Derek was saying now. ‘You know, Coronation Close;
         that’s what they’re calling it. I was driving past the other day so I got out and had a peek through the window – of one that was empty, I mean. Gardens back and front, three big bedrooms, nice big lounge, and a smashing view over the hills
         from some of ’em. I know you like to see the hills, don’t you, Rachel?’
      

      
      She was surprised, and rather touched, too, that he should remember this. She never tired of the landscape in which she had
         always lived, the dale on the northern fringe of industrial Yorkshire, and she could not imagine ever living anywhere else.
         Derek, too, was Yorkshire born and bred. That was something they had in common, something, maybe, that they must cling to.
         And it might well be that this common goal, saving up to buy their own house, might prove to be the turning point in their
         marriage, giving them a second chance for loving and understanding one another.
      

      
      He was not, however, being very considerate with his choice of Coronation Close. The houses, indeed, did sound lovely, if
         a bit out of their reach, but they were miles away from Kilbeck Infant School where Rachel, all being well, would be teaching.
         She told him so.
      

      
      ‘Yes, it sounds very nice, Derek, but it’s impractical. For a start, it’s right at the other end of town from the school.
         Don’t forget I would have to take Lorna to my mother’s and then go on to school. It wouldn’t be possible.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a bus, isn’t there? At least we don’t live out in the wilds. Melcaster’s pretty well on the beaten track. Or perhaps
         your dad could run you to work. He’s nowt to do now.’
      

      
      ‘Just get back to reality, Derek. We won’t be able to afford one of those posh houses. Anyway, we don’t know yet what my mother’s
         going to say. How much do you reckon we would need, though, for a deposit? On an ordinary little house, I mean. Something
         like this?’
      

      
      ‘We want summat a bit better than this, Rachel. Oh, a couple of hundred, I’d say. Two hundred and fifty, mebbe, at the most.’

      
      ‘Mmm . . . that’s not bad. We might manage that in a couple of years or so. In the meantime we’re all right here. Yes, we are,
         Derek,’ she added firmly.
      

      
      
      ‘OK, if you say so,’ he shrugged. ‘When are you going to ask your ma?’

      
      ‘As soon as I can. On Sunday, perhaps. Or maybe not. I can’t really ask her in church, and she’s always busy afterwards talking
         to her friends. And I have to get back to see to our Sunday dinner.’
      

      
      ‘And I’ve got me weekly date with Charlie,’ he reminded her now. ‘Don’t forget that.’ It was, in point of fact, more than
         a weekly date, as he went out two or three evenings a week as well, to sup with Charlie in the local pub.
      

      
      ‘I won’t forget,’ said Rachel. ‘Do I ever? I’ll be seeing my mother on Tuesday anyway – well, we’ll all be seeing her – so
         maybe I’ll wait till then.’
      

      
      ‘Tuesday?’ queried Derek.

      
      ‘Yes, Coronation Day. Surely you haven’t forgotten? We’re going round to my mother’s to watch it on her new television set.’

      
      ‘Hey, wait a minute, Rachel. You might be going, but you can count me out. If you think I’m going to spend all day in the
         company of your ma – and all her cronies, no doubt – then you’ve got another think coming.’
      

      
      ‘But you knew she’d invited you.’

      
      ‘Aye, but I didn’t say I’d go, did I? And I’m not doing, so there! Your mother can put that in her pipe and smoke it!’

      
      ‘Don’t be so horrible, Derek! You might at least show your face, for a little while at any rate. Especially as we want to
         ask her a favour.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, come on, Rachel. It’s far better coming from you than me. And you know she’s not exactly my favourite person . . . and
         neither am I hers.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know why. You used to get on well enough.’ She remembered that he had made quite an effort, when they were courting,
         to get on the right side of her mother, but he no longer bothered to do so.
      

      
      ‘I’m not good enough for you. I never was. At least, that’s what your ma thinks.’

      
      ‘No, she doesn’t.’

      
      
      ‘Of course she does! I can tell by the way she looks down her long nose at me. I’ll show her, though, when I’m able to buy
         my own posh home.’
      

      
      ‘Our house, Derek.’

      
      ‘Yeah, whatever. She won’t be able to look down on me no more.’

      
      ‘You are forgetting, aren’t you, that we won’t have a house at all if she doesn’t agree to look after Lorna?’

      
      ‘OK, OK, I know. You don’t really mind, do you, if I don’t come on Tuesday? It’s not really my scene.’

      
      ‘But what will you do? This is one time when I won’t be dashing back to see to your dinner, Derek. My mother will be putting
         quite a spread on and—’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes, I’m sure! Trust your mother. She’ll do anything to impress the neighbours. New telly an’ all.’

      
      His interruption made her even more determined that on this day of all days she would do exactly what she wanted to do for
         a change. ‘. . . and I don’t know what time I will be back home,’ she continued. ‘In time to put Lorna to bed, of course, but
         you might have to fend for yourself, just for once.’
      

      
      ‘Huh! There’s no chance of that. If you’re going to make a day of it, watching this blasted Coronation, then so will I. I’ll
         see what Charlie’s doing. If I know Charlie he’ll be wanting to escape, same as me. He’s got an ogre of a mother-in-law an’
         all.’
      

      
      She deliberately ignored the insult, but she could feel the hurt of it, like a stab of pain at her heart. So much for the
         friendly conversation they had been having a little while ago.
      

      
      ‘Oh. So where will you go?’ she asked, in a tone of voice that indicated she did not much care.

      
      ‘To the pub, I daresay. Where else?’

      
      ‘They’ll be closed, won’t they? It’s a public holiday.’

      
      ‘Oh, you can bet quite a lot of ’em’ll be open. They’re not going to miss a chance of raking in the lolly. I’ve heard that
         some of ’em have even had tellies put in to attract the customers. We’ll do all right, Charlie and me, you can be sure of that.’
      

      
      He looked at her steadily, his bright blue eyes – his only remarkable feature – boring into her own. She looked determinedly
         back at him. She knew that neither of them was going to budge an inch. On that auspicious day they would each please themselves.
         After a few moments he gave a sardonic smile.
      

      
      ‘Just make sure you talk your mother round, there’s a good girl. And don’t forget to give her my love!’

      
      Rachel set off from her home at half past eight on Coronation Day, leaving her husband in bed. He had refused to get up ‘so
         bloody early’ on his day off. ‘Then he can damn well get his own breakfast,’ she had muttered to herself as she dashed around
         making toast for herself, getting Lorna ready for the day, and packing the pram with a supply of nappies and bibs and the
         rest of her baby paraphernalia, not forgetting the large ginger cake she had baked as her contribution to her mother’s feast;
         she could not go empty-handed. Then, like the fool she was at times, she made two extra slices of toast, spread them with
         butter and marmalade and took them up to Derek, with a mug of strong tea, just the way he liked it. At least he did have the
         grace to emerge from beneath the bedclothes and thank her.
      

      
      ‘Enjoy yerself,’ he said, grinning. ‘Here, give us a kiss before you go.’

      
      She dutifully kissed his stubbly cheek, then lifted up baby Lorna from the cot where she was lying, all dressed and ready
         to go in her pram. Derek held her for a moment, very gently kissing her cheek before handing her back to Rachel.
      

      
      ‘Be a good girl for your mummy and don’t cry all through the Coronation. Have a good time, both of you. And love to Grandma.
         Don’t forget!’
      

      
      ‘Give over, Derek,’ said Rachel, but good-humouredly. ‘OK then, we’re off now. You have a good time as well. So . . . I’ll see
         you when I see you. Cheerio then.’
      

      
      
      She had hung a Union Jack in the front window, as had many of the neighbours, just to show her loyalty to the Queen. When
         she reached her mother’s street, however, she found that signs of patriotism were much more in evidence there. Red, white
         and blue bunting was stretched from lamppost to lamppost and almost every house sported flags or streamers or photographs
         of the Queen and her husband. As Rachel might have expected, her parents’ home surpassed them all.
      

      
      Her mother must have decided that red, white and blue was rather too ordinary. Her window was decorated with streamers of
         purple and gold, the royal colours. As well as the photos of the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh taking pride of place in
         the centre of the window, there was a picture of the royal coat of arms with the lion and unicorn, and, in each of the four
         corners, small paintings of a rose, daffodil, shamrock and thistle. These, Rachel knew, were her mother’s handiwork. Lizzie
         was very talented at all kinds of arts and crafts.
      

      
      She could imagine Derek’s comment, were he to set eyes on this extravaganza. ‘Trust your mother; keeping up with the bloody
         Joneses as usual,’ or words to that effect. Lizzie Harding was a very enthusiastic and energetic person who entered into all
         she did with a spirit of gusto and exuberance. And if she went one better than everyone else, then that was all to the good.
      

      
      Her excitement was clear to see as she opened the door to her daughter and granddaughter. Her cheeks were flushed and her
         eyes shining with delight. She was wearing a royal-blue dress with white trimming at the collar and cuffs, partially covered
         by a red, white and blue apron. Rachel had not seen the dress before; she guessed her mother had made it specially for the
         occasion.
      

      
      ‘You’re nice and early, Rachel love. I wasn’t expecting you just yet, but you’ll be able to give me a hand, won’t you? I’m
         busy making mounds of sandwiches.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I thought, Mum. I’ve come early to help and . . . perhaps we can have a chat as well?’

      
      
      ‘Of course we can. And how’s my little pancake, eh?’ That was what she often called Lorna, remembering the trauma of the day
         before the child’s birth. She peeped into the pram. ‘Ah, she’s fast asleep, bless her! We’ll lift the pram into the hallway,
         because it looks as though it might rain. Oh dear! I do hope it isn’t going to rain on our lovely Queen. Percy, come and give
         us a hand with this pram, will you? Steady now, we don’t want to wake our little treasure, do we?’
      

      
      The kitchen was a hive of activity. Lizzie had already made a pile of egg-and-cress sandwiches and was starting on the salmon-paste
         ones. Rachel could also see a plentiful supply of boiled ham, corned beef and Spam, plus tomatoes, lettuce and cucumber waiting
         for attention on the kitchen table.
      

      
      ‘Goodness, Mum!’ she exclaimed. ‘It looks as though you’re going to feed an army! And this lot must have cost you a bob or
         two.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, don’t you worry about that, love. The folk that are coming have chipped in. Mona gave me the ham, Gladys the stuff from
         her husband’s greenhouse. I shall make a big bowl of salad for them to help themselves. And – oh, I can’t remember exactly
         – somebody else gave me the corned beef, and some of them are bringing cakes with them, and scones. I’ve made an enormous
         trifle and baked a special Coronation cake.’
      

      
      ‘And here’s a ginger cake,’ said Rachel, placing her offering on the table. ‘Now, what can I do?’

      
      ‘Let’s see . . . yes, you do the ham sandwiches and I’ll finish off these salmon ones. We’ll wrap them in greaseproof paper
         and they’ll keep fresh for ages. What’s the matter, love? You’re rather quiet. There’s nothing wrong between you and Derek,
         is there?’
      

      
      ‘No, nothing like that, Mum.’

      
      ‘I thought, happen, with him not coming with you . . .’

      
      ‘No. He said he hoped you would excuse him,’ Rachel muttered the white lie with her fingers tightly crossed, ‘but it’s not
         much in his line. He thought the room would be full of women and he’d be like a fish out of water.’
      

      
      
      ‘Most of them’ll have their husbands with them. And he could have helped to look after our little Lorna.’

      
      ‘Well, never mind, Mum. We’re all right, honestly. Actually, I wanted to ask you something; a very big favour.’

      
      ‘Now you know I’m always ready to oblige, dear, if I can, whatever it is.’

      
      To Rachel’s relief, Lizzie raised no objection to the request that she should look after her granddaughter whilst Rachel returned
         to her teaching post. A beatific smile spread across her face after she had thought for a moment and she clasped her hands
         together in delight.
      

      
      ‘I shall be only too pleased to help and I know your dad will be as well. Come here, Percy, and listen to this. He’s getting
         on my nerves, to be honest, love,’ she added in an undertone. ‘I hadn’t realised he’d be under my feet so much when he retired.
         It’ll be an interest for him, looking after our little treasure. And you’ll be able to save up, like you say, you and . . .
         Derek.’ There was always a slight hint of disapproval whenever Lizzie uttered his name.
      

      
      Her father, also, smilingly nodded his head. ‘Aye, we’ll enjoy looking after your little lass. She’s not much trouble, is
         she? And it’s not as if you’ll be working long hours. Schools finish at four o’clock, don’t they? I’ve seen some little ’uns
         coming home even earlier than that.’
      

      
      Not their teachers, though, thought Rachel, but it would be best not to say too much at the moment.

      
      ‘Lorna won’t interfere with your activities, will she, Mum?’ she asked. ‘Your whist drives and your Mothers’ Union meetings?
         I’ve only just thought about that.’
      

      
      ‘Of course she won’t! I shan’t let her. I shall take her along with me, won’t I, when your dad can’t look after her. She’s
         as good as gold, our little pancake, and all the ladies will love her. They’ll be quite envious, I can tell you.’
      

      
      Oh dear! thought Rachel, already imagining her mother boasting and possibly boring all her friends. Still, if she wanted the
         help she would have to leave her mother to her own devices.
      

      
      
      ‘Right, that’s settled then,’ said Lizzie resolutely. ‘We can talk about the details another time, can’t we? Today it’s our
         Queen’s day. Oh, dearie me! I do hope the weather is going to improve for her.’
      

      
      It was a tight squeeze in the Hardings’ sitting room for the twelve guests – neighbours and friends who did not possess a
         television set of their own – plus Lizzie. Percy and Rachel and, of course, baby Lorna, who took up no extra room and was
         happy being passed from lap to lap. The room measured no more than fifteen feet by twelve and every chair in the house – even
         the kitchen stools – was arranged in rows facing the nine-inch television screen. This was contained in an oak cabinet almost
         as big as a sideboard. Lizzie had decided that if she was going to have a set, then she would have a good one, never mind
         the expense or the space it took up. The curtains were drawn to darken the room, although there was, in fact, no sunshine
         in Melcaster either, only dark clouds and the threat of rain.
      

      
      It rained on and off all day in London, but the weather did not appear to have dampened the enthusiasm of the crowds who lined
         the route to and from the Abbey. It was a wonder that Lizzie saw anything at all, as she was busy for a great deal of the
         time, dashing in and out of the kitchen with plates of food and pots of tea, but, Rachel knew, loving every minute of it.
         She did manage to sit down for the actual crowning, and watched the Duke of Edinburgh bow and swear allegiance to his wife.
      

      
      One of the most memorable sights of the day was that of the Queen of Tonga, a huge black lady, smiling and waving to the crowds
         from her open carriage. She was soaked to the skin, but refused to put up the carriage hood, and the crowd went wild, admiring
         her exuberance and her unselfish gesture.
      

      
      Queen Elizabeth, with her husband at her side, looked radiant as she drove back to the palace after the ceremony. The smallness
         of the television screen and the fact that the picture was in black and white did not detract from the brilliance of her smile and the glitter of the gems at her throat and in her crown.
      

      
      At last it was all over. Rachel stayed until all the other guests had gone, and after another snack meal with her parents,
         to eat up the sandwiches and cakes that remained, she wheeled her baby home again. As she had expected, Derek had not yet
         returned.
      

      
      Charlie Fleming and Derek Watkins had been friendly, on and off, for many years. They had been at school together, then had
         started work at the same Melcaster mill, Whittakers. Their two years’ National Service had separated them, but on being demobbed
         they had returned to Whittakers, Charlie to the job of warehouse manager and Derek as a commercial traveller.
      

      
      Melcaster, on the fringe of the industrial belt, had never had as many woollen mills as the towns of Leeds, Bradford and Halifax
         to the south, nor had it tried to compete with these giants. The air had always been a good deal cleaner up in Melcaster,
         and now the woollen industry, both here and in the larger towns, was in decline. Whittakers now produced ready-made clothing
         from material made from the synthetic fibres which were superseding wool and cotton; such fibres as nylon, Acrilan and polyester.
      

      
      Charlie had married Marlene, his childhood sweetheart, on his demob from the army and they now had a one-year-old boy. He
         still went out with Derek on a couple of evenings each week and had not demurred when his mate had suggested they should spend
         Coronation Day together. Derek suspected, though, that Charlie’s heart was not entirely in it when they went off on these
         ‘lads only’ outings. He teased him that he was henpecked, but Derek knew, to his slight shame, the truth of it – that Charlie
         was more contented in his marriage than was he, Derek.
      

      
      Their usual drinking place, the Coach and Horses, was closed when they arrived there at midday. They had spent the last hour
         or so watching the procession on the television screens in the window of Listers, the electrical shop in the high street, along with a small crowd of twenty or thirty others,
         mainly men.
      

      
      ‘That’s a bloody let-down and no mistake,’ said Derek, rattling at the pub door. ‘What the hell do they think they’re playing
         at, closing the place on a day like this?’
      

      
      ‘They probably want to watch it all in peace,’ replied Charlie. ‘You can’t blame ’em. Look, there’s a notice in t’ window.
         They’re opening tonight as usual. Not that that’s much good to me. I promised Marlene I’d be back before then. Come on, let’s
         try our luck elsewhere. There’s sure to be somewhere open.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, flamin’ hell! I thought we were going to make a day of it,’ grumbled Derek as they walked off down the street. ‘And now
         you say you’ve got to go home early. Didn’t you tell me you wanted to get away from your ma-in-law, same as me?’
      

      
      ‘So I do, but Marlene’ll be going back home at teatime to get the little ’un to bed. She’ll have had enough of her mam an’
         all by then. I assumed you’d be doing the same, getting back to help with the bairn.’
      

      
      ‘You’re joking!’

      
      ‘Why? I thought you were thrilled to bits with that little Lorna of yours?’

      
      ‘So I am, but I leave all t’ messing about to Rachel. You’ll not catch me changing mucky nappies and cleaning up sick.’

      
      ‘You’ve got to take the rough with the smooth, mate.’

      
      ‘OK, OK, you do it your way, but don’t expect me to follow suit. For God’s sake, let’s not fall out about it.’

      
      Derek was narked because his favourite pub was closed. Goodness knows why they hadn’t bothered to find out before they set
         off, he fumed to himself. He had been so pleased at the thought of having a whole day on the loose that he had not really
         considered just how he was going to fill in the hours, only that he was going to throw off the shackles and get away from
         his wife for a while. He cracked on to Charlie that she was a nagging wife, but he knew that that was not true. Rachel was
         not a nag, not by any means.
      

      
      
      They found a pub on the outskirts of Melcaster – the Queen’s Arms, which was very appropriate – which was not only open but
         was serving sandwiches and pies; cold snacks which had been prepared beforehand and could be eaten whilst watching the television
         screen, with as little inconvenience as possible to the bar staff. Neither Derek nor Charlie was particularly interested in
         the Coronation as such, apart from it being a day for celebrating in the way you thought best. They dutifully watched the
         solemn crowning ceremony in silence whilst munching away at their cheese-and-pickle sandwiches, meat pie and crisps, and quaffing
         their pints of foaming bitter.
      

      
      Derek found his thoughts wandering to Rachel. He knew he was doing her an injustice by suggesting to Charlie, or to anyone,
         that he was henpecked; moreover, he guessed that Charlie knew it was not true. She had never nagged at him, although he knew,
         if he were honest with himself, that she might – just might – have had cause to do so, occasionally. In fact she was, he supposed,
         a good wife to him, inasmuch as she washed and ironed his clothes, cleaned his shoes, looked after his baby daughter and cooked
         his meals – very appetising meals too. They had been happy at first . . . at least, he had told himself they were happy. So
         what had gone wrong? Why was he feeling so restless and dissatisfied, not only with Rachel, but with himself as well?
      

      
      He knew one of the reasons was what the older generation – her parents and his – had told them right from the start, that
         they were too young to get married and settle down. Derek knew, of course, that her parents, particularly her mother, had
         said he was not good enough for their precious daughter. What was more he knew, deep down, that this was true. Rachel had
         been, and still was, a cut above him.
      

      
      Why had he been so keen to marry her then? he asked himself. Possibly in order to get one over on that awful mother of hers,
         to prove that he was as good as anyone else. And because . . . well . . . he had always fancied her like mad. He had been stunned
         at first when Rachel Harding had agreed to go out with him. She had always seemed so aloof and unfriendly when he had seen her at the church youth club. But
         he had chanced his arm and had discovered she was a really nice lass, albeit a little shy. She had blossomed, though, under
         his tutelage. He had felt proud to be seen out with her. She was pretty, petite and fair-haired and she always dressed smartly
         and in the height of fashion. He supposed they had fallen in love; at least he had told her he loved her, asked her to marry
         him, and she had said yes. But that was before . . . and this was now.
      

      
      ‘D’you want another one, mate?’ Charlie’s question broke into his reverie.

      
      ‘What? Oh, yes please. Same again, eh?’

      
      ‘Wakey, wakey. You were miles away. I bet it weren’t the Queen you were thinking about?’

      
      ‘Eh? No, it wasn’t actually . . .’ When Charlie came back with his pint he said to him, ‘D’you ever find yerself having second
         thoughts – you know – about . . . you and Marlene?’ When Charlie stared at him open-mouthed he knew, as he had really known
         when he asked the question, that his mate was horrified at such a suggestion. ‘No, you don’t,’ he said quickly. ‘Forget I
         asked. You and Marlene, you’re . . . well, you’re as happy as pigs in muck, aren’t you?’
      

      
      Charlie laughed, but he did not sound very amused. ‘I don’t reckon much to the comparison, but – yes – we’re happy right enough.
         And it’s been even better since our little Jeremy came along. For heaven’s sake, Derek, you want to stop feeling so bloody
         sorry for yourself. You don’t know how lucky you are. Your Rachel’s a lovely lass – real classy an’ all – and that baby girl,
         she’s a little smasher. What’s up with you, anyway? Have you and Rachel had a row?’
      

      
      ‘No, we hardly ever do. But we don’t seem to – I dunno – get on as well as we did at first. Things are not right, but I can’t
         really put me finger on it. She’s a good wife. I can’t complain about—’
      

      
      ‘Although you do, don’t you?’

      
      ‘Aye, I suppose so. But it’s par for the course, isn’t it, to have a moan about the wife? All fellows do it.’ All except Charlie, he now realised. Charlie never – well, hardly ever – criticised
         Marlene. ‘She’s not as . . . well . . . as adventurous as I might have wished,’ he went on. ‘A bit . . . not exactly prudish, but
         she never lets go, not properly. I feel I’m missing out on summat.’
      

      
      ‘I take it you’re not talking about the meals she cooks?’

      
      ‘Am I heck as like! You know what I mean. I hadn’t been around very much before I married Rachel, and I’m thinking now that
         maybe I should have – you know – sown a few wild oats. How do you find it, in that department?’
      

      
      Charlie’s face took on a closed look. ‘That’s something I don’t discuss with anybody. You should know that by now, Derek.
         When have I ever talked about Marlene like that?’ No, he never had, mused Derek. Charlie was not beyond listening to, or even
         telling, the odd risqué joke when he was out with the lads, but his loyalty to his wife was unquestionable. ‘I will tell you,
         though, that everything’s fine, couldn’t be better. And if you’re having problems . . . in that department, then the fault most
         likely lies with you.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, come on! That’s not fair. It’s not my fault; you don’t know what she’s like.’

      
      ‘I know she’s a bit on the posh side. That’s what you said when you first met her, didn’t you? That she was a classy bird.
         Maybe she finds you a bit – what shall I say? – insensitive, immodest maybe, compared with her, I mean.’
      

      
      ‘I’m as common as muck. That’s what you mean, isn’t it? I know damn well that’s what her mother thinks, always has done. I
         was never good enough for her precious daughter.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, steady on. You know that isn’t true. Of course you’re not common. You’re just an ordinary bloke, same as me. We didn’t
         go to the grammar school, like Rachel did – and neither did my Marlene – but we’re none the worse for that, and I’m sure Rachel
         doesn’t think so neither. She wouldn’t have married you if she hadn’t wanted to.’
      

      
      Derek gave a sardonic snigger. ‘Oh, I can put on an act when I want to, talk posh like Rachel and her mother do. I have to talk proper in my line of business anyway, to impress the clients. The thing is . . . I find myself behaving just the
         opposite when I get home and I don’t know why I do it. To annoy Rachel, I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to pull yourself together, mate. You don’t want your marriage to head for the rocks, do you?’

      
      ‘Aw hell! It’s not as bad as that.’

      
      ‘Your glasses, please, gentlemen,’ said the barman, putting the empty tankards on his tray. ‘You’re welcome to stay a while
         if you wish and watch the television, but we have to stop serving now. Rules and regulations today same as any day.’
      

      
      ‘I suppose we’ve nowt else to do,’ said Derek, a shade grumpily. ‘You won’t go dashing off just yet, will you? Happen I’ll
         try and sort things out with Rachel when I get home. Don’t know what’s up with me really.’
      

      
      ‘You want putting in a bag and shaking up,’ laughed Charlie. ‘That’s what my mother used to say.’

      
      ‘Aye, mebbe I do. Summat o’ t’ sort.’

      
      Derek glanced around at the small group of people who were still sitting on bar stools or on the chairs to the rear of the
         pub, ostensibly watching the Coronation proceedings. It was beginning to pall a little now – if you had seen one marching
         soldier or guardsman on horseback you had seen them all – and the crowd in the pub had dwindled considerably. There were two
         young women sitting on a red plush sofa near the window. One of them, a striking dark-haired girl, smiled as she saw Derek
         looking at her and she gestured to the two empty seats at the small round table. ‘Come and join us,’ she mouthed.
      

      
      ‘Charlie.’ He turned to his friend. ‘There’s a girl over there that I know from somewhere.’ It was a lie – he didn’t know her
         from Adam – but Charlie would certainly not be game for a pick-up. ‘I can’t quite remember who she is, but she obviously knows
         me. Look – she’s beckoning to us.’
      

      
      ‘Pull the other one; it’s got bells on it!’ said Charlie. She hasn’t a clue who you are. ‘They’re most likely a couple of . . .
         you know whats.’ But Derek was already on his way over there, so Charlie reluctantly followed him.
      

      
      As it happened, they were not ladies of ill repute, but two very nice girls who, nevertheless, were not backward in coming
         forward, particularly the more attractive dark-haired one. Derek soon gave up the pretence that he knew her – Charlie was
         not fooled anyway – and they introduced themselves. The dark one, who clearly had her eye on Derek as he had his on her, was
         called Babs and her fair-haired friend was Elsie. They were both shop assistants in Melcaster, Babs at a sweet and tobacconist’s
         shop and Elsie at the local Woolworths.
      

      
      They chatted about the happenings on the television screen, watched now by only half an eye, the weather, the lack of entertainment
         in the little town of Melcaster, and their various jobs. Derek’s disclosure that he was a commercial traveller for Whittakers
         brought about the usual comment about ‘travelling in ladies’ underwear’. He had heard it many times before, but laughed dutifully.
         Whittakers did, indeed, produce underwear, both for women and for men, and other items of clothing as well – skirts, blouses,
         shirts, pyjamas and overalls.
      

      
      By the middle of the afternoon Charlie was growing restless. Derek was not surprised when his friend stood up and said it
         was time he was going. He raised a quizzical eyebrow at Derek, but Derek shook his head. If Charlie wanted to play the dutiful
         husband then that was up to him.
      

      
      ‘OK, see ya then.’ Charlie raised his hand in farewell and quickly left the pub.

      
      ‘Has your friend got a date then?’ asked Babs. ‘He seems in a hurry.’

      
      ‘No, he’s got a family,’ replied Derek nonchalantly. ‘He wants to get back to his wife and baby.’

      
      ‘Oh, I see.’ He was relieved that Babs did not ask about his own circumstances, and he did not intend to tell her.

      
      A few moments later Elsie said that she, too, must be going. ‘She has an invalid mother,’ said Babs as her friend departed. ‘She’s a widow and Elsie’s ever so good to her, but there was a crowd of neighbours there to see to her today.’
      

      
      Derek nodded. ‘So that leaves you and me.’

      
      ‘So it does,’ said Babs. She smiled at him questioningly.

      
      Everyone, in fact, was leaving the pub now and the landlord was looking pointedly at the few who were still lingering. Derek
         started wondering, frantically, what he could do. He knew that Babs was expecting him to make some sort of suggestion, and
         as for him, he didn’t want to say goodbye to her, not just yet.
      

      
      ‘Would you like to . . . er . . . have a drive out into the country?’ he found himself saying. ‘I could go and get the car and
         we could have a bite to eat somewhere . . . if you like?’ The trouble was he did not want her going home with him. He had decided
         not to use the car that day, knowing that he might drink rather too much, but he would have sobered up by the time he reached
         home.
      

      
      ‘Lovely,’ she replied. ‘Ta very much. Where do you live then?’

      
      ‘Oh . . . the other end of town. It’s too far for you to walk. Shall I meet you somewhere, in half an hour, say?’

      
      ‘That suits me fine,’ replied Babs, to his relief. ‘I’ll have to pop home and get a warmer coat anyway. It’s turned really
         chilly, hasn’t it? I only live round the corner. So I’ll see you back here, shall I, in half an hour?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ said Derek. ‘See you later then.’

      
      He walked off jauntily, feeling very pleased with himself, but his footsteps slowed a little when he realised just what he
         was doing. Supposing Rachel was already at home? It was not likely, but if she was, then this little assignation would be
         stopped before it had even started.
      

      
      But Rachel was not at home. He drove away, hoping that none of the neighbours had seen him; he would pretend to Rachel that
         he had had the car with him all day. And if Babs had thought better of it and didn’t turn up . . . well, he would just put it
         down to experience.
      

      
      She was there, however, half an hour later, looking very pleased to see him, in a cherry-red coat and a red, white and blue headscarf to keep the wind off her hair. She whipped it
         off as soon as she got into the car.
      

      
      ‘I was afraid you might have had second thoughts,’ she said, grinning at him.

      
      ‘What, me?’ he replied. ‘Not on your life.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘Now, where shall we go?’

   



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Lorna was six months old when Rachel returned to her teaching post at Kilbeck Infant School. Her working day started early,
         before seven o’clock, although it was usually some forty minutes or so later that Derek rolled out of bed. She didn’t mind
         because it meant that she was able to get on with her morning activities – bathing and dressing Lorna and giving her her bottle,
         then making the breakfast – in peace. Breakfast was just cereal and toast and she had usually finished hers before Derek,
         often bleary-eyed, put in an appearance.
      

      
      To her amazement, however, he had actually agreed – no, he had done more than agree, he had offered – to wash up in the mornings,
         knowing that she had to leave the house quite a while before he did. She wheeled Lorna round to her parents’ home before catching
         the bus at eight-thirty to take her to school. Whittakers Mill was in a different direction, so it was not feasible for Derek
         to give her a lift – not that he had ever suggested it.
      

      
      They were jogging along reasonably well, though, she supposed. His offer to help with the breakfast pots did not extend to
         the evening meal as well, when there were often pans to be scrubbed and casserole dishes left to soak in the sink. She would
         sometimes prepare a casserole the night before, then heat it up in the oven in time for their evening meal.
      

      
      Life was hectic at times, but on the whole she felt she was happier than she had been when she was at home, alone, with baby Lorna. She was not sure whether she was really getting along any better with Derek, or whether she was so preoccupied
         that she scarcely had time to consider the state of their marriage. She did feel, however, that he was more agreeable, and
         that this amiability seemed to date from Coronation Day.
      

      
      He had arrived home that day at around nine o’clock in the evening, saying that he and Charlie and a couple of other lads
         had decided to make a day of it, and he hoped she didn’t mind too much. That, in itself, had puzzled her. When had he ever
         cared about what she thought? They had driven out towards Skipton, he had told her, and had had a meal in a country pub. He
         had even suggested that he and she should do the same sometime, if they could get a baby-sitter, but so far they had not done
         so. There never seemed to be time, but at least he had made the offer.
      

      
      She would have thought no more about the happenings of Coronation Day had she not happened to meet Marlene Fleming, Charlie’s
         wife, in Melcaster one Saturday afternoon. After they had duly admired one another’s children – Jeremy was a grand little
         lad, fifteen months old and already toddling and trying to talk – they had casually mentioned their husbands.
      

      
      ‘It sounds as though the lads had a good time on Coronation Day,’ said Rachel. ‘I know Derek was full of it when he came home;
         the slap-up meal they’d had and everything. “It’s all right for some!” I told him.’ She laughed. ‘What do you say, Marlene?’
      

      
      ‘What? Oh yes, I suppose so. Charlie didn’t mention any meal, actually. He was back home at four o’clock, from what I can
         remember; it’s quite a while ago.’
      

      
      Rachel opened her mouth to reply, then she thought better of it. What did it matter anyway? She was only making conversation
         with a young woman she didn’t really know all that well. As Jeremy was growing restless they parted company, but Rachel was
         thoughtful. She was sure Derek had said that Charlie was with him when they went for that meal . . . or maybe she had just assumed he was there? He had said there were a few other lads as well. Maybe Charlie had not
         been one of them; according to his wife he had been at home.
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