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Book One




Chapter One

15 April 1928

 



As she washed up the dinner dishes at her scullery sink, Edith Luckett smouldered with vexation. Her eldest son Len was taking advantage of her good nature. He should have been here an hour ago to take his daughter Alice home. She’d been looking after her two granddaughters all week, and he knew she’d be in need of a rest by now.

A shout of triumph from the back yard made her look up through the window. The girls had drawn chalk marks on the concrete and were seeing which of them could jump the furthest.

Alice was getting ready to make a run, her teeth biting her lower lip in concentration. She went flying down the yard on legs like sticks. Her jump fell noticeably short of her cousin Maddy’s. Edith wasn’t surprised. Alice was a poor stunted little thing, pale and whey-faced, with fair wispy curls. She took after her mother. There was no way Alice would ever jump as far as Madeleine.

‘You’re miles short,’ Maddy was crowing.

Edith watched Alice pick up her large toy monkey and cuddle it, disappointment in every line of her body. As she turned, she saw the dirty marks on the clean blue frock she’d let the girl put on because her father was coming.

Edith grunted with irritation. All the washing and ironing she had to do! Anger welled up in her throat. It was asking  a lot of a woman of sixty-two to look after two nine-year-old children during a whole week of school holidays. She didn’t have the energy to run round after them now. It was not what she wanted to do with her life, and she didn’t have the patience with her grandchildren that she’d had with her own.

She did it because the family meant everything to her. She put their interests above her own and always had, devoting her life to her three boys. She’d had a pair of twins, with her third son coming along many years later, and wanted to see all of them get on and go up in the world.

She’d been looking after Madeleine, Frank’s daughter, for years, whether she was at school or not. Frank paid her ten shillings a week to do it because his wife was a hairdresser with her own business. Alice came to live with them off and on for months at a time, and Edith never saw a penny towards her keep. She had to do it out of the goodness of her heart.

She felt another rush of irritation when she thought of Len, her eldest by twenty minutes. He hadn’t half the gumption of Frank, her second twin. Len had agreed to come for his dinner and collect Alice when he finished work today. It was Saturday and he had a half-day, yet here it was, gone two o’clock, and he hadn’t turned up. It was hurtful.

Len took after his father; he’d no sense and no go about him. Beryl, his wife, had been a millstone round his neck from the beginning. Not a local girl at all, she came from some poor part of London. She gave out that her mother was a widow and a consumptive; when she took bad, she had to go home to look after her.

Edith didn’t believe her. According to Frank, Beryl went off with other men from time to time, leaving Len to bring up their daughter by himself, which meant his mother had to help. Len always seemed cagey about where Beryl went, but he had said that she’d caught consumption too. Beryl had been a disaster for them all.

Edith peeped through the window again. Alice was a strange child, obsessed with that stuffed monkey, a horrible thing with bare patches in its fur. She called it Wobble because its head wobbled round, and she treated it as though it was human. She wouldn’t be parted from it, wanting it beside her on the next chair at every meal.

She saw Alice prop it up against the yard wall while she jumped again. It wore baggy trousers with real pockets in them and stood two and a half feet high. It had a red fez and a red waistcoat with gold braid; all its clothes were shabby and spotted with grease. Edith wished she’d washed them before letting Alice take it home. She wanted Len to think she was taking proper care of the girl and her things while she was here.

There was another triumphant scream from Madeleine. ‘I’ve won, I’ve won!’

Alice had already lost interest and had turned away. She was trying to entice next door’s ginger tom down from the dividing wall. Edith gave another cluck of irritation as it landed in the yard with a thump, sounding like a bundle of wet washing being thrown down. Alice bent to stroke it.

‘I can jump further than you.’ Maddy was trying to goad her. ‘I can run faster and skip better.’

Madeleine was a very different specimen from Alice. Her hair was a magnificent shade of deep bronze. She had eyes the colour of tawny sherry, creamy skin and rosy cheeks. Maddy was well fed and glowed with health.

Edith surmised that having a settled home and healthy parents made a big difference. Maddy was only a month older than Alice, but she was inches taller and a stone and a half heavier.

Edith reflected that Maddy was also a lot more trouble to look after. A bit of a handful really, noisy and boisterous, perhaps a little spoilt. She wouldn’t play by herself as Alice would.

Not that Alice was easy; she was a fussy eater who pushed  the food round her plate, while Maddy ate everything put before her. Edith had tried to feed Alice up while she’d been here this week. The child was so like her mother that everybody was afraid of her going into a decline too, and she’d look better if she weren’t so waif-like. Her grandmother had put generous platefuls of food in front of her at every meal and said:

‘Come on, Alice, do your best. See if you can finish it. Sausage is good for you. You want to grow big and strong like Maddy, don’t you?’

Alice was a slow eater, but she’d been finishing what was on her plate. Not that she looked any better for it.

Edith didn’t like next door’s cat coming into her yard. An enormous fat thing and she was sure it had fleas. As she watched, she saw Alice hold something out to it. She was gripped by such a wave of anger that she shot to the scullery door.

‘Alice, what’s that you’re giving it?’ The child’s hand swept behind her back.

Maddy’s pretty face smirked up at her: ‘Sausage. There’s some mash too, and some of the apple pie.’

Edith was shaking with outrage. ‘Is that your dinner? You naughty girl!’ The devious little madam!

‘I couldn’t eat it.’ Alice’s eyes were round and green, too big for her tiny face. ‘I couldn’t get it down. It stuck in my throat.’

Maddy was hopping around on one foot. ‘She wouldn’t give it to me. I’d have eaten her sausage. She wanted to keep it for Ginger.’

‘I did try, Gran. It was too much.’

‘Wasting good food like that! Do you know what food costs?’

Madeleine looked up coyly. Edith knew that look. It wasn’t the first time Maddy had told tales.

‘She hides it in Wobble’s pockets.’

Edith was choking with ire. ‘That damned monkey!’

All that shopping and cooking, and what for? What was the point in trying with Alice? She knew now why the monkey’s trousers were stained with grease. No wonder Alice wanted it by her at every meal. It caused nothing but trouble.

Maddy had tried to take it to play with herself. That had caused hair-pulling and a fight that Alice had managed to win. Of course, Maddy only wanted it because Alice loved it so much. Anyway, at nine they were both too old for soft toys.

‘Sorry, Gran.’ There were tears glistening in Alice’s eyes. A deep red flush ran up her neck and into her cheeks.

Edith retreated to the kitchen, breathing fire. Monty, her husband, stirred in the rocking chair in front of the range. That was as far as he’d moved from the table after dinner.

‘Leave her be, Edith. She’s a good little thing really.’

Alice had followed her in. She looked paste white now, as though she’d had the stuffing knocked out of her.

‘Isn’t Dadda here yet?’

‘He won’t be long now.’

‘Can I read my horoscope, Grandpa?’

Edith tried to stifle her irritation. Horoscopes indeed! Alice got all that nonsense from her mother.

‘Course you can.’ Monty flapped the pages of his newspaper, finding the place for her. ‘There you are. Let’s hear you read it out.’

‘Where’s Leo? Yes, it says: “There will be disappointments and delays this week ... ” ’

Monty chuckled. ‘Well, that’s true enough.’

Alice went on reading: ‘“If luck is not coming your way now, keep to your usual routine and don’t take on anything new until after the new moon.” ’

She took a deep breath and turned to Monty. ‘The disappointment is that Dadda hasn’t come.’

Her face screwed with sudden horror. ‘But he will, won’t he?’

‘Yes, luvvy,’ her grandfather reassured. ‘It says delays, doesn’t it? Not that he won’t come.’

Her tears were about to brim over. Alice was a pathetic scrap of humanity. Even though she was infuriating, her plight pulled at everybody’s heartstrings.

‘Go out and play with Maddy till he comes,’ Edith told her, pushing her out on the step and closing the door against her back.

It didn’t help that Alice took after Beryl and not their side of the family. A shame really.

 



Alice felt the door bump against her shoulders and bounce back an inch. She huddled on the step with her eyes closed, shaking with fear, silently imploring the powers that be: ‘Please come for me, Dadda. Please come for me now.’

Maddy was skipping, the rope sending up whirls of dust from the concrete yard. ‘Thirty-six, thirty-seven ...’

Alice could hear Gran’s voice inside: ‘I’m getting worried about our Len. It isn’t like him not to come when he’s said he will.’

She felt perspiration break out across her forehead. That Gran was worried made everything seem worse.

‘I kept his sausage and mash for him but it’s gone cold now. I’ll have to fry it all up again. Did you see him this morning?’

Alice knew that both her father and grandfather worked in Lever’s soap factory at Port Sunlight, but Dadda’s job was tending a machine that packed Vim into canisters, while Grandpa was a clerk in the main office. She pushed the door to make it open another inch. It seemed vital to hear what they were saying.

Grandpa’s newspaper fluttered. ‘No.’

Grandpa infuriated Gran as often as Alice did. He had an almost permanent smile that seemed to show he was well contented with life.

Gran barked: ‘When did you last see him?’

‘Thursday, I think. Or was it Wednesday? Going for the bus, he was.’

‘I thought you saw him in the canteen every day?’

‘I don’t go to the canteen anymore.’

‘So where d’you have your dinner?’

‘The cafeteria. Len can’t eat there, it’s for office staff.’

‘I thought you said the canteen was better value?’

‘I don’t want such big meals these days.’

‘You don’t want a proper dinner? Why not? I do wish you’d take Alice home.’

‘Len will come when he’s ready. Why don’t you put your feet up for five minutes? You try to do too much. Here, have a look at the paper.’ Alice heard him get to his feet.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Down to the allotment.’

‘Take the girls with you. If Len gets here, it won’t hurt him to walk down for Alice.’

Grandpa cleared his throat. ‘I’d rather not. Alice might be all right by herself – she’d do a bit of weeding – but not Maddy. I’ll just get my cap.’

Gran sounded vexed. ‘It wouldn’t hurt you to take them off my hands for an hour.’

‘They’ll race about, make nuisances of themselves.’

‘They make nuisances of themselves here.’

‘Come on, Edith, they’re not much trouble. Not while they’re both together and playing outside.’

Grandpa was coming out. Alice pushed herself off the step, hurled herself at Wobble and hugged him to her, her heart thumping.

Maddy hadn’t stopped skipping. ‘Seventy-four, seventy-five ...’

Grandpa stood on the step, surveying Alice. He had a thick mop of grey hair that was turning white, and a big droopy moustache one shade darker, more iron grey. Alice thought he looked like a Mexican bandit. She thought her  dad did too; he had an even more droopy moustache, that tickled when he kissed her.

Grandpa smiled at her. ‘Don’t you worry about your dadda. He’ll get here sooner or later.’ He was feeling in his pocket.

‘Here.’ Alice felt a halfpenny being pressed into her palm. ‘Get yourself some sweets.’

Maddy stopped skipping and came closer. He gave her the same. The next moment he’d gone and closed the yard gate behind him. Maddy whooped with joy.

‘Come on.’

Alice followed slowly, still hugging Wobble. All week she’d been looking forward to Saturday dinner time, counting the days till Dadda would come. Gran didn’t like having her here, she didn’t want to be bothered with her. Every time Mummy went away she had to come, and she lived in dread that Dadda would go away too. What would she do then?

 



When Monty left, Edith collapsed on the rocking chair, the only comfortable one in the narrow kitchen. She knew she wouldn’t be able to rest until Alice went home. There’d be no peace.

She tossed her apron over her head, closed her eyes and thought of her sons. They’d been such lovely boys. She’d lost two brothers in the Boer War and had called her twins Len and Frank after them. She’d done everything she could to make them happy and successful. She’d wanted them to have the good lives her brothers had missed.

Her Len had started work as a clerk at Cammell Laird’s at fourteen. She’d expected him to follow in his father’s steps and keep his white-collar job. It was the Great War that had done for him. He’d been shell-shocked in the trenches, and in a pitiful state when he’d come home. Never been able to take any pressure after that.

He’d wanted a job without stress and had taken a labouring job in the Hovis flour mills. Edith had been disappointed,  she couldn’t say otherwise. He’d done very well at school. She’d nagged Monty to get him a better job at Lever’s, expecting it to be in the office, but Len had wanted to go in the factory. There’d been a price to pay for the war, and Len had paid over the odds; he should have been given a disability pension. It had ruined his health.

She hadn’t liked any of the girlfriends he’d brought home. Each one had seemed worse than the last. She’d told him straight out that he could do better than Beryl Briggs. A barmaid, and a tart if ever there was one. There’d been no talking him out of it, though she’d tried.

Got married in white, Beryl had, though the gown had been straining across her stomach. Holding her bouquet in front of it hadn’t hidden that. Edith had felt embarrassed for her. Even more so when Alice had been born four and a half months afterwards.

She never had trusted Beryl; she’d seen it coming, though Len wouldn’t listen. Flighty, there was no other word to describe her. Flashing her big green eyes at other men. Len had given her everything she could possibly want. Forgiven her, and taken her back twice. Edith was afraid they’d had rows with the child cowering there, listening to it all.

The first time Beryl went, Edith had had to take Alice in. Len couldn’t cope with the child, not when he had to work. Alice had been even more pathetic at three.

‘Want my mummy,’ she’d cried, looking up at her grandmother with troubled green eyes. ‘Want her. Where’s she gone?’

Edith didn’t know. She only knew what Frank had told her, that the barman from the Lighterman’s Arms had gone too. She hoped that wouldn’t be noticed by anyone else.

She said quickly, ‘Your mam’s down in London, with your other gran.’

That’s what Len had said, but she didn’t believe him because his eyes wouldn’t meet hers. She always knew when he lied.

The marriage had seemed to be on rocky ground right from the beginning. Beryl had never acted as though she was Len’s wife; she seemed to distance herself from him. They’d done nothing for Alice. Practically ignored her. It had been Monty’s idea that she should come here. He thought Len and Beryl needed time alone to work things out. Edith had had to look after Alice for months at a time.

Len had tried to please Beryl. When they’d both been working in the North End, he’d got her a nice new council house there, even though the rent was six shillings a week. Now he had miles to travel to work. Not that Edith would approve of a council house anywhere for herself, but Len couldn’t afford to buy. Beryl had had the nerve to complain that it didn’t have a proper bathroom.

The lavvy was outside but against the house, so she didn’t have to go down the garden, but there was no satisfying Beryl. He’d rented a lovely gas cooker from the gas board because she’d fancied that too. It hadn’t stopped her leaving.

Alice had had little loving care from her parents. She was far too thin and peaky, and if Edith didn’t watch her, she’d sit in a corner all day reading her books. It was good for her to have Maddy to play with, though Maddy was inclined to lead her into mischief.

Edith leaned over to poke the fire and suddenly realised there were no sounds of play from the yard. She got up and went to the window. It was empty. It bothered her when she couldn’t see the girls. It was a responsibility looking after other people’s children, even if they were family.

She went up the narrow hall and into the parlour. Everybody else insisted on calling it the front room, but she’d made it a real parlour, with a piano and a Victorian horsehair sofa in green velvet. It had the stuffy atmosphere of a room that was rarely used.

She kept the plush curtains partly closed to avoid fading the red and burgundy carpet square. She had to move the  aspidistra to get close to the window, but she couldn’t see the girls in the road either.

Clucking with annoyance, she went out through her front door and on to the pavement of Woodchurch Lane. From here she could see up to Storeton Road and down past the row of shops, in one of which Maddy’s mother carried on her hairdressing business. The family lived in the rooms above it.

She let out a pent-up breath of relief. The girls were peering through the salon door. Little devils! They had no business to go away without telling her. As she watched, Madeleine went inside and Alice, still gripping Wobble, turned towards home, her head low in misery.

 



Alice crept in through the back door. She’d kept going for the last ten minutes by telling herself that Dadda might be here by now. As soon as she saw Gran reading the paper, she knew he wasn’t, but she couldn’t help asking:

‘Has he come yet?’

‘Not yet, dear.’

Gran was tired of telling her that, she knew from her voice. Alice felt cold inside.

‘Maddy’s gone home. Uncle Frank’s there.’

‘You should have told me before leaving the yard. I don’t like you wandering off by yourselves.’

‘Sorry, Gran.’

‘Would you like to go down and play with Maddy? Uncle Frank likes to have you there.’

‘No.’

‘All right, then we’ll go to the shops.’

Gran splashed water into the enamel bowl in the scullery sink. Alice felt the cold wet flannel swish across her face, then more carefully across her palms, and lastly it scrubbed at the dirty marks she’d made on her frock.

Gran always went shopping at this time on a Saturday afternoon. She said shopkeepers were glad to get rid of their  produce at this time and often threw in little extras for their customers.

She followed Gran upstairs and watched from the doorway as she took off her apron and changed her frock. Gran had to sit on the side of the double bed to see herself in her dressing-table mirror. She dabbed powder on her large Roman nose and redid her iron-grey hair into the tight roll that rested along the top of her collar. She was thin-faced and gaunt, and her hands were red with housework.

Gran got up suddenly. Alice felt a comb scratch through her hair. She asked: ‘Can’t I stay here? In case Dadda comes.’

‘It’ll do you good to have a little walk. You can help me carry the shopping.’

‘But Dadda ...’

‘If Dadda comes while we’re out, he’ll wait.’

Gran was skewering her hat to her head when Alice heard the back-yard gate scrape open. She raced to the back door.

Uncle Peter, the younger of her two uncles, still lived at home. He was wheeling his bike into the yard. Alice gulped with disappointment as she saw him prop it against the wall. She’d thought Dadda was coming at last.

‘Hello, kid,’ he smiled.

Peter took after his mother rather than his father, though he hadn’t inherited her Roman nose. His was straight and thin, and his eyes were brighter blue and more kindly.

He worked in a bakery up on the main road and didn’t come home for his dinner. He said there was more than enough food on the spot, and old Mr Best thought he ought to taste what he baked. Now he was sliding a bag off his handlebars. He always brought the bread Gran ordered home with him.

Alice felt hope die. Dadda wasn’t going to come. Tears were burning her eyes. She rushed to the lavatory and locked herself in. She didn’t want Peter to see her cry.  Tears scalded her cheeks as she pulled herself up on to the scrubbed wooden seat. She mopped them up with one of the squares of newspaper she’d helped Gran thread on the string.

 



Edith reached over to the kettle that was singing on the hob. Peter always wanted a cup of tea when he came in.

He had to be at work by five in the morning to start baking, and was usually home just after three. He was taking off his bicycle clips. She could see by the way he bent down that he was tired.

Peter was fourteen years younger than Len and Frank. They’d been growing up; she’d thought of her family as complete, and it had changed everything for her when she was caught on the change with Peter.

She’d welcomed him once she’d got over the shock, of course she had. Her family was everything to her. It had been more than a shock, all those nappies and wakeful nights again, but Peter was a delight, everybody liked him.

He was nineteen now, and old Mr Best was relying on him more and more. Peter was ambitious like Frank. Edith could see him taking over that bakery in a few years, when Mr Best wanted to retire.

‘Hello, Mam.’

His hair was straight and light brown until the summer sun put bright streaks in it. Whatever he did with it, it always fell over his face.

She said: ‘No wonder they make you wear a cap at work. You ought to get that hair cut.’

‘Give over, you’re always on about my hair. I’d still have to wear a cap even if it was short.’

He had a gentle, good-natured face, although he was not quite so obviously handsome as his brothers. He reached for the tea pot she’d put on the table for him.

‘It won’t be brewed yet.’

He went on pouring. ‘It’s fine. Just as I like it. I’m parched.’

Alice let herself into the kitchen and went to sit at the table with him.

‘You still here then?’ he asked.

‘Dadda didn’t come.’ Her face was blotchy with tears.

‘I expect he will.’

‘Will he be much longer?’

‘I don’t know, kid. Fetch a cup and I’ll pour you some tea.’

Alice shook her head. ‘Don’t want any.’

Edith sighed. ‘Will you take her home, Peter? She’s dying to go.’

‘Mam! I’m dropping, I can’t. You take her.’

‘I’ve got to go shopping.’

‘I need a nap.’

Edith knew he’d flake out on his bed after his early start. He’d sleep now until about five. It was Saturday, and tomorrow was the only day in the week he didn’t have to get up before five in the morning. He’d want to go out and enjoy himself.

Alice was curling up in misery.

‘Later then. After you’ve had your nap.’

‘Oh, Mam! I’m going out with Eric.’

Eric Ainslie lived next door, and though he was more than a year younger than Peter, they’d been friends since they left school.

‘It’s all arranged.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘There’s a do on at the rugby club.’

‘You’ll have plenty of time to take Alice home first, and it won’t be much out of your way.’

‘It’s miles out of our way, and we were going to have a drink first. For goodness’ sake, Mam, it’s Saturday night.’

‘I can go home by myself,’ Alice said defiantly.

‘No,’ Gran retorted. ‘You’ve got to change buses at  Woodside and there’s your case to carry. Anyway, I want to know what’s happened to your father.’

‘What has happened?’ Alice’s face was full of fear.

Peter sighed. ‘It’s OK, Alice. Let me have forty winks, and if your dad’s not here by the time we’ve had tea, I’ll take you home.’

‘That’s settled then.’ Edith pulled herself to her feet. ‘Come on, Alice, we’ll go down to the shops.’

 



Peter felt guilty as he went upstairs. He couldn’t help feeling sorry for Alice. He remembered the first time she’d come to stay with them. She’d only been three; little more than a baby. She had stayed with them on and off after that, and for a long time when she was six. Almost every day she’d asked him: ‘Will Mummy be coming home today?’

‘I don’t know, kid.’ What else could he say?

There’d been dozens of questions he couldn’t answer.

‘When will she be coming back? Where’s she gone?’

He’d had to shake his head. The solemn face and imploring green eyes had gone through him. It hurt to see such longing and suffering in one so young.

Every time Beryl went away, Alice went through the same agony: ‘Dadda wants Mam to come back. He told me he does.’

‘Of course he does.’ Peter had squeezed her hand. ‘I do too.’

‘Why does she go away all the time? Where does she go?’

Where indeed? Peter had wondered too. Len didn’t confide in him. To Len he was still a half-grown lad. Peter was almost sure he didn’t confide in their parents either, but he thought Frank knew more.

During Peter’s growing years, there’d always seemed to be some new rumour about Beryl. When he went into a room, Mam and Dad would stop talking abruptly, and he’d know they’d been discussing Beryl. As though there was  something they didn’t want him to know. He knew they didn’t like her.

He felt close to Alice, but taking her home on Saturday night was still a bit of a bind. Why Len had let Mam talk him into a job at Lever’s, he didn’t know. He’d given himself miles further to travel to work. Now he was trying to swap his house in the North End for one in Bromborough, and he was on the list for a house in Port Sunlight. Len never thought anything through. He’d been down in the dumps since Beryl had gone away again, dragging himself round.

The North End was miles out of their way. They’d planned on having a drink first at the Swan, and tonight was a big night. They’d met two girls at a dance last week who’d said they’d be going to the rugby club tonight. He really fancied the little dark one. Julie, she’d said her name was.

 



At tea time, Alice looked with dismay at the big slice of ham Gran had put on her plate. Beside her, Uncle Peter was yawning but making good headway into his share. Gran was cross because Grandpa hadn’t come back from his allotment.

‘I don’t know where he gets to,’ she fumed. ‘He said he’d bring some salad stuff back with him for tea. He knew I was going to buy tomatoes to go with it. Never gives a thought to anyone else. He knows you go out on Saturday night.’

‘We won’t go hungry on this, Mam.’

‘Salad makes it go further. Serve him right if there was no ham left.’

Alice didn’t know how she was going to get through what was on her plate, because Gran had made her leave Wobble on the rocking chair by the fire and her own dress had no pocket. She was chewing and chewing but the meat wouldn’t go down. She didn’t want food, she wanted Dadda; she was afraid he’d gone away too.

‘You’ll feel better when you get that inside you,’ Gran  said. ‘Come on, eat up. Let’s have no nonsense about feeding it to that cat.’

When she got up to fetch the tea pot from the hob to refill their cups, Alice watched Uncle Peter’s fork come over and hook the rest of her ham on to his plate. When Gran took the tea pot back, a piece of tomato followed. Alice swallowed what was in her mouth and looked up in relief. Uncle Peter winked at her.

There was a knock on the back door. Peter got up to let his friend in.

‘Just finishing my tea. Won’t be long.’

‘Have a cup in your hand?’ Gran invited. ‘While you wait.’

‘No thank you, Mrs Luckett. Just got up from the table myself.’

Eric sat on the rocking chair and pulled Wobble up on his knee. He was darker than any of the Lucketts, and more squarely built. His hair usually had a slight wave to it but now, still damp from his bath, it was combed straight back.

Alice knew him. He lived next door and often came round to see Peter. His eyes were dark brown, friendly and gentle. He was wearing his best Harris tweed jacket, with grey flannel slacks that he’d made himself. His white shirt was soft-collared and his tie dark blue.

‘I want Peter to take our Alice home first,’ Gran told him. ‘Before you start your night on the town.’

‘I’ve brought my bike round. Thought we were going on our bikes.’

‘Alice could sit on my crossbar,’ Peter suggested.

‘There’s her case and that great toy. And a pie I’ve made. Len’ll have no food in. Better if you take her on the bus,’ Gran said.

‘They stop running at midnight. It’s easier ...’

Alice froze. What if they suggested she wait until morning? Eric’s fingers were pulling something sticky from  Wobble’s fur. He didn’t look pleased, but it seemed they were agreed. They’d take her, and they’d go by bus.

Then it was all fluster as they got ready to go. Gran was wiping Alice’s face and hands over again with a flannel. Uncle Peter brought down her case, while Eric hurried her arms into the coat with the velvet collar and tried to put the matching hat on her head. She had to pull it straight.

She walked down Woodchurch Lane between them, trying to swallow back the apprehension that was rising in her throat. Ever since Mam had gone she’d had this awful dread of what would happen to her if Dadda went too.

Her dress was damp and clung to her bare legs because Gran had sponged it again. She’d been cross because the dirty marks hadn’t come out the first time.

The bus was crowded as they rode into town. Eric had to stand, but Peter found a seat just inside and pulled Alice up on his knee. He held her close to show affection.

‘Uncle Peter, if ...’

‘Don’t call me Uncle. It makes me feel ancient.’ He grinned at her. ‘Just Peter.’

‘Peter, what if Dadda isn’t home yet?’

‘He will be by now.’

‘Then why didn’t he come and fetch me like he said he would?’

‘I don’t know, kid. But we’ll find out when we get you home.’

‘Perhaps he forgot about me?’

‘Perhaps he’s just fallen asleep in the chair, something silly like that. We’ll soon find out.’

Alice felt frightened. Dadda was supposed to call for her on the way home from work. He must have forgotten about her, otherwise he couldn’t have got home to fall asleep in his chair.

When they got off the bus and walked down Gautby Road, Eric wanted to give Wobble a piggy-back but she wouldn’t part with him. It made her forget for a few moments.

Then she was leading the way round the back of her home. Miraculously, everything seemed all right. She wanted to laugh out loud. Dadda’s bike was in its usual place, leaning up against the side of the house. He must be here.

The back door was tight and always difficult to open. Uncle Peter had to put his shoulder to it. Alice, feeling all excited and eager, pushed past him and ran inside.

‘What a funny smell,’ she laughed, but then it caught in her throat and seemed to burn. It was darker inside and it took a moment for her eyes to get used to it.

‘Dadda? Dadda! Oh!’

The next instant she felt Peter take a firm grip on the collar of her coat and jerk her back outside.




Chapter Two

Eric wasn’t pleased that Peter had been talked into taking Alice home. Without their bikes, they’d have to leave the dance before the buses stopped running or face a long walk home in the small hours. He knew Len, and he felt sorry for his child, but he hadn’t wanted Peter to take her home and he hadn’t wanted to go with them. It was a waste of time on a Saturday night.

Going round the back of the house, Eric had been bringing up the rear, his mind anywhere but on what they might find, but the moment he heard the child scream, he recognised the smell. It was gas. It was coming out of the door in choking clouds. It was everywhere, and Alice was screaming and coughing and spluttering and waving her thin arms about.

She was shouting, ‘Dadda, Dadda,’ over and over. When he saw her plucking at the inert figure lying across the kitchen floor with his head in the gas oven, his heart turned over.

He had a momentary glimpse of Peter. He’d thought him paralysed with shock, but suddenly he leapt to life, grabbed at Alice and started dragging her out.

Eric could feel himself shaking but he knew what had to be done. He took a deep breath and dashed in to turn off the gas and throw open the window. He had to get out again to fill his lungs with clean air, and he knew he had to pull Len Luckett outside as soon as he could. Alice was screaming at full pitch the whole time.

Len was heavier than Eric was himself. He couldn’t budge  him until Peter came back to help. Together they dragged him to the back door and down the step to the weed-filled garden. Alice was at them like a mad thing, pushing to get at her father.

‘Dadda, wake up! He’s not dead? Tell me he’s not dead?’

Her shrieks were bringing out the neighbours, and a woman came and threw her arms round Alice to take her away. Eric could still hear her screaming from the next-door house; the sound was turning his blood to water.

‘Dadda, don’t die! Don’t let him die. Don’t let him die.’

Len wasn’t moving, but he didn’t look dead. As Eric remembered him, he’d been sallow. Now he had rosy cheeks and pink lips, and he looked healthier than he had done for a long time. Peter looked a lot worse. He was as fraught as Alice.

‘Len, Len, wake up!’ He was slapping his brother’s face, trying to bring him round.

‘What can I do?’ His frightened eyes swung up to Eric’s, imploring him. ‘What can we do?’

Other people were gathering. ‘Artificial respiration,’ someone suggested.

‘How do I do that?’ Peter cried. Eric didn’t know. Nobody seemed to know exactly how it should be done, but they were pushing on Len’s ribs, trying to drive clean air into him. Soon a small crowd was filling the garden.

Eric took another deep breath, held it, and rushed back into the house. He propped the front door open to get a through draught. Threw open some more windows.

Realisation was beginning to dawn on him. Len Luckett had tried to kill himself. He wondered what could possibly have driven him to such an awful step. He felt cold with horror. It was impossible to breathe inside the house even now, and he rushed out to the garden again. Len was still inert, though two men were working on him.

Another man asked: ‘Shall we send for an ambulance?’

‘Yes please,’ Eric said. ‘And what about the police? Do we need them too?’

‘I think so.’ Peter was bent over in agony and shock.

Eric came out in a cold sweat himself as he remembered that both he and Peter had been smoking as they’d walked down from the bus. He’d dropped what was left of his Woodbine in the gutter outside the garden gate and ground his heel on it. If they’d had lighted cigarettes in their hands when Peter had opened the door, they could all have been blown sky-high. He tripped over Wobble in the crush round Len. Alice was still screaming next door.

‘Take her home,’ Peter gasped. ‘Take her back to my mam. Don’t let her see her dad like this.’

‘Right.’

‘We can’t do anything. It’s no good. We’re too late.’

‘Mustn’t blame yourself.’ Eric tried to comfort him. ‘Not your fault.’

‘It is. Mam wanted me to come down at three o’clock,’ Peter wailed, unable to drag his gaze from the still form of his brother. ‘I knew he was depressed. We all did. We shouldn’t have let this happen.’

There was nothing Eric could do but pat his friend’s shoulder. Peter looked unsteady on his feet; he was holding on to the waist-high fence.

‘Go on, take Alice back. I’ll have to stay here and see to things. Talk to the police.’

‘What shall I tell your mother?’ Eric was aghast at the thought.

‘Anything. She’ll have to know. Anyway, she’s tougher than the rest of us put together. I’ll come as soon as I can.’

 



Eric ached for Alice as they walked up to the bus stop. She’d been so eager on the journey down, looking forward to getting home and seeing her dad.

She’d gone quiet now, her little face sad and bewildered, like that of a miniature adult. As though what she’d seen  had made her grow up instantly. He had her firmly by the hand, her suitcase in his other. He didn’t know what had happened to the pie but Wobble had been restored to her care. For once she was letting his feet drag along the pavement. Eric’s stomach churned with sympathy.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, as though she’d only just noticed they were going anywhere.

‘Back to your gran’s.’

‘Is my dadda dead?’ Her eyes, red and swollen with crying, searched his face. There was no point in lying; she’d seen too much.

He said as gently as he could: ‘I’m not sure, Alice, but I think he might be.’

‘So do I.’

Eric didn’t know what to say next. He felt agonised, still in a state of shock himself.

‘Will my mam come back for me, do you think? Now Dadda’s dead, there’s no one else.’

‘I don’t know. You must ask your gran.’

‘She won’t know either.’ Her voice was matter-of-fact. ‘Who will look after me now?’

‘Your gran will.’

‘She won’t want to. I’m a lot of work for her.’

Eric tightened his grip on her hand. How did he comfort the poor child?

‘Your Uncle Peter will help to look after you. He likes having you in the same house.’

‘Perhaps. Yes, perhaps he might.’

‘I’ll help too. I want to.’

When they reached the bus stop, he put an arm round her thin shoulders and pulled her close. Finding that her father had gassed himself was the worst hell he could think of for a nine-year-old child. He didn’t know how to offer comfort.

She was clinging to him. On the bus, she buried her face in his jacket, his best Harris tweed too. She was twisting it, pulling the material out of shape. He knew she was crying  again, but silently now. He pushed his handkerchief into her hand. It was all he could do to stop his own tears running down his face.

Eric knew his step was slowing as they turned into Woodchurch Lane. He was dreading having to tell Mrs Luckett what had happened. He was tempted to go straight to his own house and keep Alice there until Peter came. But it was too late; he could see Peter’s mother walking up from the shops to her front door. She was staring at them, her eyes wide with surprise.

From thirty yards she called: ‘What are you bringing her back for?’

That made Alice cry again. Eric hurried closer.

‘What’s happened?’

There was nothing for it, he’d have to tell her. ‘Let’s go inside.’

‘Well, for heaven’s sake! Tell me what’s happened ...’

‘Dadda’s dead,’ Alice whispered, her face twisting with agony.

‘What? Glory be! No, he can’t be. Don’t be telling such stories.’

‘Let’s go inside.’ Eric urged her towards her own front door, relieved that Alice had got the words out, because he’d never have been able to. His own mother doted on him; he knew it would be the end of the world to her if anything happened to him.

He followed Edith up the narrow hall and urged her into the rocking chair in the kitchen. The colour had drained from her face.

‘Is it true? Our Len ... ?’

‘I’m afraid it might be. They were still trying artificial respiration.’

‘But what happened? Tell me.’

‘I think he wanted to take his own life. Gassed himself.’

‘Oh my God!’ Edith flung her apron over her head and sobbed noisily. ‘Not our Len?’

Eric felt even less capable of comforting her than he had Alice, who was crying noisily again and clinging to him. He couldn’t prise her fingers away from his jacket and there was no other way to loosen her grip. He put a comforting arm round the child’s shoulders and pulled her closer. He felt helpless in the presence of such grief and didn’t know what to do.

‘Shall I fetch my mam?’ he asked.

‘Frank,’ Edith gasped. ‘Go for our Frank. He’s at home, I’ve just come from there. Took them a cake I’d made.’

‘All right.’

Eric was glad to get away, glad to have something useful to do. He had to take Alice with him; she wouldn’t loosen her grip.

It was Cecily, Frank’s wife, who answered the door. He said as little as possible, just that Frank was wanted at home.

She frowned. ‘His mother was here a minute ago. What does she want?’

‘Something’s happened.’

‘What?’

‘She’ll tell him. Ask him to go straight away.’

Eric had made up his mind to keep out of it. He’d go home and take Alice with him for a bit, but he’d hardly turned back when he heard Frank’s footsteps running after him.

‘What’s the matter? Is it our Len?’

He had to tell him then. He couldn’t pussyfoot about any more. Frank was a grown man and could handle it. When Eric and Peter were small and they did something Frank didn’t like, he used to bang their heads together. Eric wasn’t all that keen on Frank.

‘Oh my God!’ Frank was visibly shocked. ‘He was dead when you found him?’

‘Shush,’ he said, nodding down towards Alice’s head. ‘Peter will be home soon, he’ll tell you all about it. Your mother wants you now. She’s upset ...’

‘Damn it, I’m upset. He’s my twin ... Look, get my dad for us, will you? Mam’ll want him. You’ll find him in the Halfway House.’

Eric didn’t need to be told where Mr Luckett would be. It was common knowledge that he walked to the local pub almost every evening.

‘All right. Will you go in with Uncle Frank now?’ He put a finger under Alice’s chin and made her look up at him.

She was shaking her head. ‘Want to stay with you.’

‘You won’t be able to come into the pub with me. They don’t let children in. You’ll have to wait outside.’ Nothing would budge her little fingers. She was clinging to him like a limpet.

‘I’ll tell Mam she’s with you,’ Frank said.

That meant he’d have to take her. Eric felt for her hand, took it firmly in his, and strode out.

‘I shouldn’t have brought you,’ he worried. ‘It’s much busier up here on the main road, and it’s dark now.’

She sniffed and he felt her fingers tighten in his.

‘You won’t be frightened to stay outside by yourself?’

She was shaking her head. From making so much noise, now it seemed she couldn’t make any sound at all.

‘I won’t be long then. You stay here. Don’t go away.’

Eric pushed the door open. The convivial sounds grated tonight; he wasn’t in the mood for jollity. But horror had made his mouth dry, and his tongue felt like old leather. The smell of beer was tempting. What couldn’t he do with a pint?

He walked through the tap room to the lounge, looking for Monty Luckett. He was nowhere to be seen. Eric stood with his back to the bar and let his eyes travel from one table to the next. He couldn’t see the shock of grey hair, nor the familiar flat cap in brown checks.

He turned and shouted to one of the two barmen: ‘Has Monty Luckett been in tonight?’

They were busy, and he had to repeat the question.

‘Not tonight.’

He watched the man fill a pint tankard and the froth spill over. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Course I’m sure. Monty Luckett never comes in on a Saturday night, does he, Charlie?’

‘No, don’t see as much of him as we used to.’

Somebody guffawed. ‘Got better things to do, has Monty.’

Eric wanted the taste of beer on his tongue. He jingled coins in his pocket.

‘Give me ...’ But he mustn’t. Alice was waiting outside. ‘Five Woodbines,’ he finished. As he put them in his pocket, his best Harris tweed jacket felt damp where she’d buried her face in it. There was an ominous dark and twisted patch; he hoped it would be all right when it dried.

Reluctantly he went out. Alice was shivering, hunched against the wall of the pub, her head buried in the fur of her monkey. She hadn’t moved an inch.

‘Your grandpa’s not here,’ he told her, feeling for her hand. ‘Come on, let’s go home.’

She looked up at him with green eyes so full of tragedy, he felt his throat tighten all over again.

 



Alice felt as though the end of the world had come, yet somehow she’d survived. Nobody knew where Mam had gone, and now Dadda had gone too. Terror was curdling her stomach; she felt abandoned and alone. She couldn’t think what would happen to her now. She knew nothing could ever be the same again.

Her eyes felt hot and sore, and her legs ached; they were tired from all the walking about. She felt ready to drop, but she couldn’t leave go of Eric. He’d been there when she’d found Dadda. He understood what had happened and was being kind.

She took comfort from the arm round her shoulders, but he was taking her to Gran’s house. She dragged her feet.  When his hand went out to the knocker on her front door, she twisted round to look at him.

‘No,’ she pleaded. ‘Grandpa isn’t there, or Uncle Peter. Not yet.’

He looked taken aback, quite shocked really, and she felt him hesitate.

‘Where d’you want to go then? I’m shattered. Surely it’s time you were in bed?’

‘Not yet.’

‘I’m going home. I’ve had enough. D’you want to come with me?’

Alice nodded and took a firmer grip on his hand as he turned to the next-door house. Alongside the front door was a large wooden board that read: ‘Mrs N. Ainslie, High-Class Dressmaker. Curtains and upholstery undertaken.’

During the hours of business, their front door always stood open. A sign on the lobby door invited everybody to enter. That door pinged like a shop door every time it was opened.

Propped up in the hall was an even larger notice that was put outside every morning. It listed the prices Eric’s mother charged for her work and invited customers inside.

Gran did not approve of it. She said it was lowering the tone for neighbouring houses and shouldn’t be allowed. If Nell Ainslie wanted to run a business, she should move to a shop.

Alice had been inside with Peter many times and knew Eric’s home was very different. She followed him into the front room, where his mother was still at work. Her treadle sewing machine was racing up a long seam on a vast expanse of red velvet.

Alice had never seen so much lovely material and couldn’t resist putting out her hand to stroke it. It felt soft and comforting. Softer than Wobble’s fur. She saw a small offcut on the floor and picked it up.

‘You shouldn’t still be working at this hour,’ Eric said wearily. ‘You take on too much.’

‘I wasn’t expecting you back before midnight.’ Nell Ainslie was a plump, motherly woman. ‘And curtains are easy, I can do them when I’m tired. Hello, Alice.’

She had a soft and gentle voice, not like anybody else Alice knew. Enough of her accent had rubbed off on Eric to make him sound a little different too. She watched his mother’s grey eyes, kindly behind her rimless spectacles, slide to Eric.

‘What’s brought you home so early?’

Alice buried her face in Eric’s jacket again. She didn’t want to hear what he would tell his mother. The next moment she felt herself enveloped in a hug and half carried to the fire in the kitchen.

‘You poor little mite. Some cocoa? Would you like that?’

Eric collapsed on a chair.

‘Are you all right, Eric? It must have been a shock for you.’

‘Worse for Alice,’ he sighed. ‘And Peter. It’s been a terrible evening for us all. Could you go next door and tell them Monty isn’t at the Halfway House, and that Alice is here with us? I can’t face ...’

Alice sank down to the hearth rug and leaned against his legs. It helped that Eric couldn’t face things either.




Chapter Three

Monty Luckett had a spring in his step as he came out of Rita Hooper’s house in Carlaw Road. She’d bought it quite recently, a lovely new house, quite a big one.

He turned for home. He’d had a good day, and tomorrow promised to be even better. He was quite proud of the way he was managing to keep both sides of his life under control. Edith hadn’t the slightest idea. He’d be home right on time tonight. The pubs had just closed.

He’d been visiting Rita for the last two years though Edith believed he was going to the pub. He felt he was living two separate lives. It made him feel on top of his form, bursting with the energy of a man half his age.

As he turned into Woodchurch Lane and glanced down at his own house, he felt his first misgivings. Always, when he came home at this time of night, he saw a pink glow from the upstairs bay window. Edith was a creature of habit. She read the paper in bed until he came in. Tonight, there were no lights on upstairs, but the hall light burned. Edith’s thrift didn’t usually allow her to leave that on.

He turned his key in the front door and went in. He could hear voices from the kitchen. He hooked his cap on the hall stand with a sense of foreboding, afraid that something had happened.

Edith called. ‘Is that you, Monty?’

The small kitchen seemed crowded. Frank, Cecily and Peter had pulled dining chairs close to the range and the fire had not been allowed to die. That and their sorrowful  faces warned him that something very bad had happened. Edith’s eyes were red from crying.

‘Where’ve you been?’ she demanded angrily.

The question was the one he dreaded most.

‘Just out for a drink. You knew that.’

‘We’ve been looking everywhere for you,’ Frank said. ‘You weren’t in the Halfway House.’

Monty felt his heart begin to pound.

‘No, it got crowded. Why d’you come looking for me? You knew I’d be back just after eleven.’

Of his three sons, Frank was the one most like him to look at. Tall, with wide shoulders, easily the most handsome, with the same thick, glossy head of hair Monty had had in his youth, the same luxuriant moustache. Though Frank was more confident and aggressive than his father had ever been. More determined to get what he wanted in this world.

Frank’s steel-blue eyes stared into his; there was something confrontational about them. He was getting uppish, too big for his boots.

‘Where did you go?’

Monty could feel anger rising in his throat. He turned on him savagely.

‘Down to the Swan. What is this, an inquisition? What’s happened?’

‘All right, Dad. There’s no need to blow up.’

‘Is it Len? Has he had an accident or something?’

‘Worse than that.’ Tears were rolling down Edith’s cheeks. ‘He’s killed himself. Committed suicide.’

That knocked the breath out of him. He groped for a chair and sank down on it.

‘Wha-at? No! Not our Len. He’s not the sort.’

But he knew he was, he was exactly the sort. He’d never got over his war-time shell-shock, and Beryl’s goings-on had driven him near the edge. It was only a few weeks since she’d gone again. He hadn’t seemed all that upset at the time, but clearly he must have been.

‘Gassed himself,’ Frank added.

Monty moistened his lips. ‘Who found him?’

Peter’s agonised eyes met his. ‘Alice. I took her there.’ Monty heard emotion break in his son’s throat.

‘It was dreadful. Enough to give me nightmares. I wish she hadn’t seen him.’

‘Isn’t it awful?’ Cecily dabbed at her eyes.

‘What did he have to do that for?’ Monty asked indignantly, looking round his family. ‘We could have helped.’

‘He left a note.’ Edith pushed a sheet torn from an exercise book across the table to him.

Monty felt too agitated to read it. ‘What’s he say?’

‘He asks Frank to look after Alice.’

‘Frank? Why you, Frank? We always look after her. Is that all? No reason ... ?’

‘Just that he couldn’t go on. That things were getting too much for him.’

‘Oh my God! The silly fool. Why didn’t he tell us? He could have come here for a bit till he’d got over it. Whatever was troubling him.’

Monty could feel sweat breaking out on his face. They were all staring at him accusingly.

Edith’s face was twisting with agony. She took a deep, shuddering breath.

‘If you’d gone down to his place right after dinner, when I asked you to, you might have been able to stop him. But no, you had to go to your precious allotment instead.’

Monty felt a tide of guilt run through him. His face felt fiery. He hadn’t been to his allotment. He hadn’t owned an allotment this last year. Rita had one of those big new semis with a large garden. He grew vegetables for her and brought some home for Edith, to keep her believing that things hadn’t changed.

Anger made him turn on her: ‘You could have gone yourself. Why didn’t you take Alice home?’

‘I’ve got enough to do here. Looking after this house, and  all the cooking and washing for two men. And there’s been no school; don’t forget I’ve had two children to look after all this week.’

‘I’d have thought you’d be glad to get out of the house for a change. Ride down there on the bus.’

‘I get tired too. I can’t do everything.’

‘We could all have gone down sooner,’ Peter said gravely. ‘But we didn’t. No point in trying to blame each other.’

‘I blame Beryl.’ Edith spat the name out. ‘Yes, Beryl’s got a lot to answer for. She’s driven him to this.’

Monty sat back in his chair. He blamed himself. He’d been too wrapped up in his own interests to offer even token help to Len. He should have done more, but what? The lad was grown up, he could be prickly if anyone asked questions. Len hadn’t wanted his father to interfere.

Edith was crying again. ‘I remember my own mother, I thought her heart would break when my brothers were killed in the fighting. This is worse, much worse. Taking his own life like that. He must have known what this would do to me.’

Monty felt shaky; he was appalled at what had happened. Len must have been in a very black mood to do such a thing, must have felt terrible. Poor Len, he hated to think ... He must put it out of his mind.

Cecily swung the kettle over the fire. ‘Shall I make some more tea?’

Monty watched her take the tea pot out to the scullery sink to empty the slops. If Len had married a girl like Cecily, she’d have kept him on an even keel. Cecily was a good-looking girl, with pale-brown hair which benefited from frequent camomile rinses to bring out its golden highlights. She knew how to enhance her looks. She’d been taught to do facials and paint fingernails and things like that, and she had good dress sense.

She had a stylish gloss, the sort that usually cost a lot of money, and he was proud to call her his daughter-in-law.  But it wasn’t just her looks. Cecily had a lovely warm manner. She seemed to care for people, give out affection to everyone.

He’d watched her hand go out to touch Frank many times, and her eyes could shine with love when she looked at him. He envied Frank, he had to say that.

‘Tea?’ Cecily pushed a brimming cup in front of him. He was usually careful to refuse when he was supposed to have come straight from an evening on the beer, but tonight his mouth was dry with shock. He needed it.

Edith ignored hers. ‘I don’t know how I’m going to hold my head up in front of the neighbours. It was bad enough having to admit his wife had upped and walked out on him again. But now ... I’ll be ashamed to admit he’s done for himself like this.

‘I did my best for him. Always did my best for you all. I’ve spent my whole life ...’

Frank said: ‘I know, Mam. Don’t upset yourself again.’

Monty felt a prickling of irritation with Frank. There were times when he seemed to take over as head of the family. This was one of them. There was no doubt that Frank was very capable, and he willingly took on responsibilities and duties. He was quite the opposite of Len. Hard to believe they were twins. Not that they were the identical sort.

For a start, Frank had both feet on the ground. He’d been a physical training instructor in the army, and when he’d been discharged at the end of the war he’d been very fit. He’d married well too. Cecily was a lovely girl.

‘I am upset. All I’ve ever wanted was to bring up my family decently. I wanted you all to get ahead, have decent lives.’

‘Mam, we do have decent lives,’ Frank assured her.

‘Len didn’t, but I did my duty. We’ve nothing to reproach ourselves with, have we, Monty?’

‘Of course not,’ he told her. But he could have done more, and so could she. Edith just didn’t see it that way.

‘Family meant everything to me. Still does.’

‘There’s Alice to think of now,’ Peter reminded them.

‘Alice?’ Edith looked up, aghast.

Monty knew that Peter had thought his mother would be pleased that there was still family needing her.

‘Where is she?’ he asked.

‘I put her to bed here,’ Cecily said. ‘In the middle room. She was terrified. Our Maddy’s keeping her company. It’s like three in the bed, with the monkey on her other side. She’ll be all right.’

‘I suppose there’ll be no getting rid of Alice now?’ Edith’s ravaged face turned to Frank. ‘Len seemed to think you ...’

‘You wouldn’t want to get rid of her,’ Monty said gently. He felt full of pity. He’d never wanted to do more for Alice than he did at that moment.

‘I’ll do my duty by her, just as I did by the others.’ Edith’s face was stiff with reluctance. ‘It’s just that she’ll stop us doing what we want. It’ll be years before she’s off our hands. I had such plans for you and me, Monty. For when you retire.’

Monty could feel himself shaking. He knew Edith was after a new bungalow. The last thing he wanted was to move from here. It was just the right distance from Carlaw Road. A short walk, yet far enough away for those living in one not to know the occupants of the other.

He didn’t want to retire, he hated to think of it, yet Edith never stopped talking about it, planning for it. He didn’t like admitting he was as near to it as he was. He was five years younger than his wife, only fifty-seven.

Rita wanted him to spend more time with her, but he didn’t know how to extricate himself from Edith after thirty-four years. He was torn between loyalty and doing what he really wanted.

‘This is the best place for Alice,’ Peter said. ‘She’s used to us. I’ll try to take her off your hands a bit at the weekends,  Mam. Really I will. Poor kid. She couldn’t wait to get home, could she?’

‘I’ll help,’ Cecily said.

‘What can you do?’ Edith sniffed into her handkerchief. ‘I have to look after your Madeleine when she’s not at school. You can’t do much, not with your shop. There’s always something to stop me doing what I want.’

‘She can come and spend the night with us from time to time,’ Frank said. ‘It’s no harder to get two up for school than one.’

‘She’ll be company for Maddy,’ Cecily smiled. ‘And they’re both getting older.’

‘If everybody takes a turn, it won’t be too much for you.’ Monty tried to comfort Edith.

‘Perhaps not.’ She sounded reluctant to admit it. ‘And you’ll be able to take her down to your allotment with you.’

That made him run with guilt again.

 



At breakfast the next morning, Alice watched Maddy tucking into her boiled egg and toast while she struggled to swallow hers. Gran’s eyes were red and swollen; all the grown-ups seemed on edge. Alice wondered if they all felt as she did, as though they were living a nightmare.

‘You’ve got to do something about the house,’ Gran was saying.

‘What house?’ Grandpa was irritable.

‘Len’s house, of course! You’ll have to let the council know tomorrow. Otherwise we’ll have to pay the rent. You’ll have to get his furniture out.’

Alice watched Grandpa stroke his moustache. ‘I suppose so, but what can we do with all his stuff? We haven’t got room for it here.’

‘It’ll have to be sold.’

‘We can’t do that in ten minutes.’

‘There’s my things,’ Alice put in faintly.

‘Course there are, love,’ Gran said fiercely. ‘We’ll have to fetch your clothes up. Honestly, Monty, what are you thinking of? If you aren’t going to do it, I’ll talk to Frank. He will.’

At that moment, Alice heard Uncle Frank and Aunt Cecily coming through the back door. Maddy ran to her mother for a hug.

Alice had always seen a lot of Uncle Frank; he was often round at their house. She’d heard him order Dadda about and knew Frank could make him do things even if he didn’t want to. He’d made Dadda nervous, and sometimes she’d thought Dadda was afraid of his twin.

They were not much alike. Frank was much bigger and stronger, and always wanted his own way. He was more handsome too, with confident blue eyes that had a way of looking at her as though she was one of his possessions.

Alice didn’t know how to take him. Sometimes Uncle Frank was cold and cruel and wanted her out of his way. At other times she could feel his love, strong and more intense than Dadda’s.

He was always generous with pennies and sweets, and sometimes, if he was in the mood, he’d play with her, lifting her up on his shoulders. It made her feel ill at ease in his company, wary of him.

‘How are you, Alice?’ Frank bent down to kiss her cheek and give her a hug. He was too rough and hurt her arm.

‘Feeling a bit better this morning? Did you have a good night’s sleep?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered, though she’d had a terrible night.

Uncle Peter smiled encouragingly from across the table. He’d crept in twice in the night to offer comfort. Maddy had slept through it all.

Frank straightened up. He always held his shoulders back and his head high.

‘We’ve got to do something about Len’s house. Sort his stuff out and close it down.’

‘Thank goodness for someone with sense,’ Gran said.

‘That’s why I’m here so early. I thought I’d go down this morning.’

Alice said: ‘I want to go with you.’

‘No need for that, love,’ Gran and Grandpa said together.

‘I want to go,’ she said more fiercely. ‘It’s my home. I want to get my things.’

‘All right, all right.’ Uncle Frank rocked back on his feet in his superior way. ‘You’d better come, Mam, to help Alice pack.’

‘We’ll all go,’ Peter said. ‘We’d better take suitcases.’
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