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Prologue

Hepton, Greater London: 1945

A late afternoon in June. In the stuffy office with grey walls the doctor cleared his throat and prepared to act out the scene he knew by heart.

‘There’s no doubt. You are pregnant. About five months, I’d say.’

The girl made no answer. But then it could hardly have come as a surprise.

‘So no more starving yourself. You need to keep your strength up. After all, you’re eating for two.’

Still no answer. He sat back in his chair and studied her. She was a pretty thing; strawberry blonde hair, delicate features, pale blue eyes and no wedding ring. A small hand rubbed at a lower lip. The white blouse and knee-length skirt made her look like the child she still was. Her name was Anna Sidney and she was three months short of her seventeenth birthday. He had read that in her file. And he had read some other stuff too.

‘Is the father a soldier?’

A nod.

‘Is he still here?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know where he is?’

A pause. The hand continued to rub at the lip. ‘No.’

He shook his head, having seen it all before. Naive, romance-starved girl meets libidinous, silver-tongued soldier and is charmed into losing her virginity and much else besides. Someone had told him once that a woman learned to desire the man she loved while a man learned to love the woman he desired. Only some men were very bad learners.

But that was just the way of the world. He was old and tired and there was nothing he could do about it.

He picked up his pen. ‘You need more vitamins. I’ll give you a prescription.’ His tone was brusque and businesslike. ‘And you’ll have …’

‘He will come back.’ Her voice was soft as a whisper. ‘I know he will.’

‘No he won’t. They never do. Not in real life. Only in films.’ He carried on writing, trying to be quick. Longing to get home to his supper and bed. In the street outside a man walked by, singing loudly. It was only a month since VE Day and the sense of euphoria was everywhere. Peace after six long years.

The nib of his pen scratched on the paper. A drop of ink fell on to his desk. He looked up, searching for some blotting paper, and saw that she was crying. He remembered her file. What he had read.

And felt suddenly ashamed.

He put down his pen. She was wiping her eyes with her fingers. There was a clean handkerchief in his drawer. ‘Here,’ he said gently. ‘Use this.’

‘Thank you. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. Forgive me if I sounded harsh. I didn’t mean to. Life should be like the pictures, only most of the time it’s not.’

‘He told me that he loved me. That he’d send for me. That we’d be married.’

Of course. That was what they all said. But perhaps the words had been meant.

‘Do you like the pictures, Anna?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who’s your idol? Clark Gable? Errol Flynn?’

‘Ronald Colman.’

‘My wife and I enjoy his films. The characters he plays. Kind and honourable. There isn’t enough of that in the world.’

‘He looks like my father.’

Again he thought of her file. Thought of the hard road she had travelled and the harder one that lay ahead. There was little comfort he could offer but still he felt the need to try.

‘Anna, people are going to try and make you feel ashamed. Don’t let them. A new life is growing inside you and that is a wonderful thing. My wife and I wanted a child of our own more than anything but we were never blessed. And that’s what it is, Anna. A blessing. No matter what anyone says to you, never lose sight of that.’

She looked up. Her tears were slowing. ‘I won’t,’ she said, and suddenly there was a world of dignity in her voice. ‘Because he meant what he said. He loves me and now the war is over we will be together.’

‘I hope so.’

‘I know it.’

That evening, after supper, Anna told Stan and Vera.

The three of them sat at the kitchen table of the house in Baxter Road. The window was open, looking out on to the tiny back yard that Vera insisted on referring to as a garden. The breeze, tinged with the scent of a hundred meals being cooked in neighbouring houses, never quite dispelled the smell of stale chip fat that hung in the air like invisible fog.

‘I knew it,’ Vera announced. ‘I said something was up.’

Stan nodded. He was a cousin of Anna’s father. A tall, thin man with receding hair, slack chin and asthma, who worked in a can factory two streets away.

‘I’m sorry, Stan,’ Anna whispered.

A sigh. ‘Well, I suppose these things do happen.’ His expression was sympathetic. Though a weak man, he tried to be a good one.

But it was not his reaction which mattered.

‘Not in my house they don’t.’ Vera’s small mouth was set in an ominous line. She was tall, like her husband, but twice as wide. ‘How could you do this to us after all we’ve done for you?’

Anna stared down at the tablecloth. From the living room came excited squeals as four-year-old Thomas and two-year-old Peter raced toy cars across the floor.

‘You had nothing. We took you in. We gave you a home and family and you repay us by acting like some tart.’

‘It wasn’t like that.’

‘How did it happen, then? An immaculate conception?’

‘We love each other.’ Emotion rose up in her. She fought against it, not wanting to seem weak. Not now.

‘So where is he? This knight in shining armour.’

‘I don’t know.’

A snort. ‘You don’t know anything about him!’

But that wasn’t true. She knew his name was Edward. That he was twenty-five and nearly six foot tall. That he was not classically handsome but had beautiful grey-green eyes and a smile that could release a million butterflies in her stomach. That he had a small birthmark on his neck which he called his little map of England. That he spoke with the faintest trace of a lisp. That he was clever, funny and kind. And that they loved each other.

‘You fool! You don’t have the brains you were born with.’

‘Don’t be too hard on her,’ said Stan suddenly. ‘She hasn’t had it easy.’

‘None of us have had it easy, Stan Finnegan, but we don’t all spread our legs the first time some squaddie gives us a smile. We’ve done everything for this girl and this is how she repays us. We gave her a home …’

And so it went on. The anger, the contempt and the constant reminders of all she owed them. She sat in silence, feeling as empty and afraid as she had on the day three years earlier when she had returned home after spending the night with a friend and discovered that a German bomb had destroyed her house and the lives of her parents and younger brother.

Stan and Vera had taken her in. Given her somewhere to live. But it was not a home and they were not her family. She was an outsider. Tolerated but unwanted. And sometimes at night, in her bed in the tiny room at the back of the house, she felt so alone that she wished the bomb had killed her too.

‘Well, you can forget about keeping the baby. You’re having it adopted and that’s that. The last thing we need is another mouth to feed. Particularly not some squaddie’s bastard.’

A lump was forming in her throat. She swallowed it down, determined to be strong. Not to let Vera win. To hold on to some last vestige of pride. Closing her eyes, she strained to hear the voice in her head that had once been as loud as thunder but now grew fainter with each passing day.



He loves me. He will take me away from this and we will be happy for ever.

He loves me and he will come and save me. I know he will come.

He has to come …





October.

Nurse Jane Smith looked about the maternity ward. Visiting hour was well under way and combinations of proud parents, happy husbands and curious children sat around every bed, clucking over the screaming bundle that the tired mother held in her arms.

Every bed except the one that contained the pretty girl with the strawberry-blonde hair.

The crib at the foot of the bed was empty. The baby had been born the previous day after a hard labour. It had been a boy. Seven pounds, nine ounces and perfect in every way. A baby of whom any mother would be proud. A baby who would be loved by his adoptive parents as soon as he was handed over to them.

He was being kept in a separate room. The adoption papers were being signed the following day. Then it would be final. Signed, sealed and delivered. Those whom the legal profession has joined let no natural mother set asunder.

The table beside the bed was bare of flowers and cards. Just as the left hand was bare of a wedding ring. There had been no visitors. No telephone calls. No sign of anyone who cared.

The girl sat staring into space. Her skin was ashen; her expression numb. On the wall behind her head faded bunting still hung. A remnant of the celebrations that had greeted VE Day. In this atmosphere of joy and rejoicing she looked completely out of place. A small, broken creature, totally alone.

Jane knew that it was none of her concern. Decisions had been made, forces set in motion. She had no right to interfere.

But she was a mother herself. One who had lost her husband on a French battlefield four years earlier, and with him her will to live. Until that day, three months later, when their newborn daughter had given it back to her.

And that gave her every right.

Five minutes later she approached the bed, walking through air that was thick with laughter and the smell of excrement and warm milk. In her arms was a crying baby boy. Seven pounds, nine ounces. Perfect in every way.

‘Anna.’

No answer. The eyes remained focused on the far wall.

‘Look, Anna. Please.’

Still no response. The arms hung limply by the sides. Gently, Jane placed the baby in them, bending the elbows, massaging them into a makeshift cradle. Then she stood back and waited.

The baby wriggled, clearly not comfortable. The mother’s face remained impassive.

Then, suddenly, the baby quietened and lay still.

‘He knows you, Anna. He knows who you are.’

Slowly the eyes turned downwards. The baby began to gurgle, stretching up one arm.

‘He’s saying hello. He wants you to like him.’

More gurgles. The tiny face formed itself into a smile. The doctors would have dismissed it as a contortion of the features. Perhaps they were right. But every new mother in the world would have known different.

‘He’s perfect, Anna. Perfect in every way. And he needs you. You need each other.’

The eyes remained focused on the baby. The numbness was fading, replaced by wonder, together with the first traces of a reciprocal smile.

‘But if you want him adopted that’s your choice. No one can stop you. Give him to me now. Let me take him back.’

She waited for the protest. None came. But no relinquishment either.

‘Is that what you want, Anna? For me to take him away? To never see him again?’

Silence. A single moment that seemed to last an age.

Then a soft whisper. ‘No.’

The smile remained. One finger slid around the outstretched arm.

‘He’s yours, Anna. No one can take him from you. Not if you don’t let them. Fight for him. He is worth it.’

She slipped away, back into the bustle of the ward, leaving mother and son to become acquainted.

Midnight.

The ward was quieter now. One baby cried; an exhuasted mother snored. All else was still.

Anna Sidney gazed down at her newborn son.

He was sleeping. Earlier she had fed him for the first time. In spite of her anxiety it had gone better than she had dared hope. As if he had sensed her nervousness and wanted to make it easy for her.

His forehead was covered in lines. Nurse Smith had told her that all newborn babies looked like old men for the first few days. Then the skin smoothed out and they became beautiful.

But he was beautiful now.

She traced the lines with her finger, remembering a similar pattern on the forehead of her father. His name had been Ronald. Like her idol Ronald Colman. It was a name she had always loved.

The baby stirred and half opened his eyes. The corners of the mouth stretched upwards. A weary smile.

‘Hello, my darling. My angel.’

Hello, Ronnie.

Rocking him in her arms, she began to sing:



You are my sunshine, my only sunshine.

You make me happy when skies are grey.

You’ll never know, dear, how much I love you.

Please don’t take my sunshine away.





The eyes closed again. He drifted back into sleep. A crinkled Buddha, wrapped in a blanket, lost in a world of dreams.

She wondered whether his father would ever see him. It had been five months since the declaration of peace in Europe and still she had heard nothing. Perhaps he was dead. Perhaps he had just forgotten her, his declarations of love as hollow as a drum.

But it didn’t matter. Not now.

Who will you look like, little Ronnie? Your father? My parents or my brother John? The only four people in this world I’ve ever loved.

All were lost to her now. But when she gazed down at her child she felt as if she had found them again.

No one would take him from her. She would kill anyone who tried. Vera would be furious; perhaps try to order her from the house. But she would stand her ground and fight back. And she would win. A strength was building inside her. One she had never known before. She had Ronnie to take care of and she would die for him if necessary.

There was movement near by. The woman four beds along had risen and was checking on her daughter, Clara. Clara was a foul-tempered baby with a face like a bulldog who did nothing but feed, scream and vomit. Clara wasn’t beautiful. Clara wasn’t perfect.

Clara wasn’t Ronnie.

He stirred in sleep but did not wake. Safe within her arms. The two of them bound together for ever.

Sleep well, my darling. My angel. My little ray of sunshine. My little Ronnie.

Little Ronald Sidney.

Little Ronnie Sunshine.



Part 1



Hepton: 1950

A slow Saturday in May. At the counter of the Moreton Street corner shop, Mabel Cooper read a magazine article about Elizabeth Taylor’s recent wedding. Nicky Hilton looked very handsome, and the writer of the article was sure that Elizabeth had found a love that would last for ever. Mabel was sure of it too.

Footsteps signalled the presence of customers. Her forced smile became genuine when she saw the pretty young woman who led a little boy by the hand.

‘Hello, Anna.’

‘Hello, Mrs Cooper. How are you?’

‘All the happier for seeing you and Ronnie.’

‘Is your sister feeling better?’

‘She is, dear. Bless you for asking. And how are you today, Ronnie?’

Ronnie looked thoughtful. ‘I am very well today, Mrs Cooper,’ he said, speaking slowly and deliberately, as if considering each word before it was uttered. Though not yet five, he had an old-fashioned dignity of manner that Mabel found enchanting. He was the image of his mother. The only difference was in the colour of the eyes. Hers were blue, his grey-green.

Mabel folded her arms and pretended to frown. ‘Ronnie, what are you to call me?’

The solemn expression became a smile. ‘Auntie Mabel.’

‘That’s right.’ Mabel smiled too. ‘And what can I get you today, Anna?’

A special look passed between Anna and Ronnie, just as it did every Saturday. Mabel reached under the counter and produced a small notepad and a new pencil. Ronnie’s smile became radiant.

‘He’s already filled the last one,’ said Anna, her voice swelling with pride. ‘A different picture on every page and all of them wonderful.’

‘Next time you must bring some to show me. Will you do that, Ronnie?’

‘Yes, Auntie Mabel.’

Mabel’s husband Bill appeared from the back room, crumpled after his nap and bringing with him the rich scent of pipe tobacco. ‘Hello, Anna. Hello, Ronnie.’

‘Hello, Mr Cooper.’

‘Ronnie, what are you to call me?’

‘Uncle Bill.’

Bill handed Ronnie a chocolate bar. Anna looked anxious. ‘I don’t have any coupons.’

‘That can be our secret.’ Bill gave Ronnie a conspiratorial wink which he returned.

‘You start school next year, Ronnie. Are you excited?’

‘Yes, Auntie Mabel.’

‘Are you going to work hard and make your mother proud?’

‘Yes, Uncle Bill.’

‘Good boy.’

Anna paid for the notepad and pencil. ‘Thank you for the chocolate. You’re both so kind.’

‘A pleasure,’ Mabel told her. ‘Take care, dear. Look after your mother, Ronnie.’

‘I will, Auntie Mabel. Goodbye, Uncle Bill.’

‘Goodbye, Ronnie.’

‘Poor girl,’ said Bill once Anna and Ronnie had left. ‘Can’t be easy for her.’

‘Especially living with that awful Vera Finnegan.’ Mabel shook her head. ‘I’m just thankful the father wasn’t a Negro. Imagine if Ronnie had been coloured like Elsie Baxter’s friend’s baby. Yesterday Elsie was telling me …’

‘You spend too much time gossiping with Elsie Baxter.’

‘That’s because it’s more fun than gossiping with you, Mr Keep-your-nose-out-of-other-people’s-business.’ Mabel’s expression became thoughtful. ‘I don’t think Anna would change anything, though. She absolutely adores that boy.’

‘He’s a good lad. Mark my words, he’ll make her proud one day.’

*

 Friday evening. Anna followed the other secretaries out of the typing pool and into the yard of Hodgsons can factory.

It was full of men, smoking, laughing and radiating the good cheer that came with the end of the working week. Some wolf-whistled as the more attractive secretaries approached. Judy Bates, a lively blonde of eighteen, blew them a kiss. Ellen Hayes, an older secretary, shook her head disapprovingly. Ellen thought Judy the sort of girl who would land herself in trouble. She had once said this to Anna over a cup of tea before realizing to whom she was talking and hastily changing the subject.

Anna walked with Kate Brennan, a cheerful girl the same age as herself. As they crossed the yard Kate was hailed by Mickey Lee, a machine operator. Kate touched Anna’s arm. ‘Have a nice weekend. Give Ronnie a kiss from me.’

‘I will. You have a nice weekend too.’

Kate hurried towards Mickey, her slim figure giving no indication of the baby she had borne five years ago. An illegitimate girl, fathered by a soldier just as Ronnie had been. The child had been adopted and Kate never talked about her now. Acted as if she had never existed. But sometimes Kate would stare at the tiny picture of Ronnie that Anna kept on her desk and a troubled look would come into her eyes. There for a moment and then gone, replaced by a smile and a joke about nothing in particular.

As they approached the gate, Anna saw Harry Hopkins, a small, serious man of about thirty. Three years earlier Harry had started taking her out, and after six months had asked her to marry him. Though not in love, she had been fond of Harry and willing to build a future with him. Until that moment when he had said, very gently, that it wasn’t too late to have Ronnie adopted …

Their eyes met as she passed. Each smiled, then looked quickly away.

Stan stood at the gate, wearing the suit that hung much less comfortably than the overalls he had once worn. He had a minor managerial role now and sat behind a desk all day. Anna knew that he would be happier back on the factory floor but neither hell nor high water could have persuaded Vera to renounce her new status as a manager’s wife.

Together they passed through the gates and up the road towards Hesketh junction. To the right was Baxter Road and the other narrow streets full of tiny houses with outside toilets, packed in together like sardines. Until last year that would have been their route. Now they turned left, towards Moreton Street and the more prosperous area occupied by the aspiring middle classes of the town.

Stan told her about the events of his day, trying to make them amusing. He was no comedian but she laughed to make him happy. Five years ago it had been Stan who had supported her decision to keep Ronnie, refusing to throw her out of the house in spite of Vera’s demands. It was the one time she had seen him stand up to his wife.

They entered Moreton Street: a nondescript road of semi-detached houses, built in the 1930s. Their house was on the right-hand side, backing on to the railway line that carried trains from London to East Anglia. At the corner of the street was a tiny park where a group of boys played football. Nine-year-old Thomas stood by a makeshift goal, talking to Johnny Scott, whose elder brother Jimmy had already been in court for theft. Vera did not approve of the Scotts and Thomas was forbidden to associate with Johnny, but Stan hadn’t noticed them together and Anna was not one to tell tales.

Half a dozen smaller boys played football in the street. Seven-year-old Peter scored a goal and was congratulated by his teammates. Mabel Cooper stood outside her shop, talking to Emily Hopkins. Mabel gave Anna a cheerful wave. Emily did not. She was Harry’s sister and had opposed his involvement with Anna from the start.

As she walked on, Anna thought of Kate and Mickey spending their evening watching a Robert Mitchum picture before eating fish and chips on the way home. Hers would be spent making the supper and doing whatever chores Vera decreed.

But that was how things were. She had made her bed. It could not be unmade now.

A cry disturbed her thoughts. Ronnie was running down the street, his feet moving so fast they barely touched the ground. His shorts, handed down from Peter, were still too big for him. His socks hung around his ankles. Flinging his arms around her, he began to tell her about his day; words pouring out of him like a torrent so that she could barely make sense of them while Stan stood by, watching them both with a smile.

As she gazed down at him love consumed her, burning away regret like a blast furnace devouring a sheet of paper.

On Saturday evening Ronnie knew it was his turn to have a bath.

Each member of the household had an allocated bath night. Auntie Vera bathed on Monday, Uncle Stan on Tuesday, Thomas on Wednesday, Peter on Thursday, Ronnie’s mother on Friday and Ronnie on Saturday. On Sunday the bath remained empty because even though the house in Moreton Street was bigger than the one they had left in Baxter Road and Uncle Stan was earning more now, Auntie Vera didn’t believe in wasting money on hot water if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.

There was a red line drawn on the side of the bath. A limit on the level to which it could be filled. Ronnie wished he could fill his bath right to the top but on this, as with everything else in 41 Moreton Street, Auntie Vera’s word was law.

His mother knelt by the side of the bath, measuring out shampoo. Only half a lidful per head. Yet another rule. ‘Shut your eyes, darling,’ she told him before massaging it into his hair. He lay back in the water while she washed it out, then sat up again.

‘Did Ophelia have dirty hair?’ he asked.

‘Ophelia?’

‘In the picture book.’ One that she had borrowed from the library about famous painters. A man called Millais had painted a girl called Ophelia lying in the water with her hair spread out like a halo. That was the picture he had liked best.

‘Probably, but not as dirty as yours.’

He climbed out of the tub. ‘Who’s a clean boy now?’ she asked, while drying him with a towel.

‘I am,’ he replied. Her hands were soft and gentle.

After he had cleaned his teeth, using the ordained amount of toothpaste, she led him across the hallway to the back bedroom they shared. From downstairs came the sound of Thomas and Peter arguing while Auntie Vera shouted for quiet so she could hear her big band programme on the wireless.

It was the smallest bedroom in the house, though bigger than the one they had shared in Baxter Road. His mother had a single bed by the door while he had a camp bed by the window that looked out on to the back garden and the ridge that led up to the railway line. Kneeling beside it, he said the prayer she had taught him.

‘God bless Mum and Auntie Vera, Uncle Stan, Thomas and Peter. God bless Granny Mary, Grandpa Ronald and Uncle John in heaven. God bless my dad and keep him safe wherever he is. Thank you for my lovely day. Amen.’

He climbed into bed. She plumped up his pillow. ‘Tell me about our house,’ he said.

‘One day, when I’ve saved enough money, I’ll buy us a lovely house of our own. You’ll have a big room and can cover all the walls with your pictures. We’ll have a garden so huge it will take a man a whole day to cut the grass. And you’ll have a dog and …’

He watched her face. Though she was smiling, her eyes were sad. She worked as a secretary at Uncle Stan’s factory but wasn’t very good. That was what Uncle Stan told Auntie Vera. Sometimes Mrs Tanner, who ran the typing pool, shouted at his mother. Auntie Vera said that his mother was lazy but that wasn’t true. She did her best and one day he would go and shout at Mrs Tanner and see how she liked it.

‘When I’m bigger,’ he told her, ‘I’m going to help you with your work.’

She stroked his cheek. ‘Of course you will.’

‘And then, when we’ve got our house, my dad can come and live with us.’

Momentarily her smile faded. ‘Perhaps. But if he can’t we’ll still be happy, won’t we.’

‘Yes.’

‘What shall we do tomorrow? Go to the park and play on the swings?’

‘I’m going to draw you another picture.’

‘I’ll take it to work and hang it on the wall and when people ask who did it I’ll say that it was my son Ronald Sidney and one day he’s going to be a famous artist and everyone in the world will know his name.’

She bent down to hug him. Her skin smelled of soap and flowers. He hugged her back as hard as he could. Once Peter had twisted his arm to make him say that he wished Auntie Vera was his mother. He had said it but his fingers had been crossed. He wouldn’t change his mother for a hundred Auntie Veras.

When she had gone he opened the curtains and stared out at the summer evening. It was still light and in the next door garden Mr Jackson sat in a chair, reading the paper. Auntie Vera said Mr Jackson gambled on horses. Auntie Vera thought gambling was bad.

Soon it would be dark and the moon would slide across the sky. It was just a thin sliver but in time it would grow as fat and round as the apples Mrs Cooper sold in her shop. His mother had taught him about moons and the constellations of stars. Auntie Vera probably thought moons and constellations were bad too.

A train rattled past, pumping clouds of steam into the air as it left London for the country. It was full of people. A woman saw him at the window and waved. He waved back.

One day he and his mother would be on that train. His father would come and take them away to a beautiful house of their own, and Auntie Vera and her rules would be left far, far behind.

April 1951.

‘Bastard,’ whispered Peter.

Ronnie shook his head. The two of them were sitting under the kitchen table playing with Peter’s toy soldiers. Ronnie thought soldiers were boring but none of Peter’s friends was around so he had been dragooned into taking their place.

‘It’s true,’ continued Peter. ‘Everyone knows.’

Ronnie wasn’t sure what a bastard was but he knew it was something bad. More importantly he knew that it meant something bad about his mother, so he stuck out his chin and said, ‘It’s not true.’

Peter grinned. He had his mother’s heavy build and bad temper. ‘Where’s your father, then?’

‘He’s been fighting the war in his plane but he’ll be here soon.’ Ronnie was sure this was true. His mother had told him his father might be in heaven but he didn’t believe that. At Sunday school he had been taught that God was kind and generous. Granny Mary, Grandpa Ronald and Uncle John were already in heaven and Ronnie was sure that a kind and generous God wouldn’t be so greedy.

‘The war finished years ago, stupid.’ Peter began to chant under his breath. ‘Stupid bastard Ronnie. Stupid bastard Ronnie.’

It was five o’clock. Uncle Stan and his mother were still at work. Thomas was upstairs doing his homework and Auntie Vera was in the living room talking to her friend Mrs Brown. When they had lived in Baxter Road they had been allowed to play in the living room because the floor was covered only in a rug. But the new room was carpeted and Auntie Vera was terrified of marks and stains.

‘Stupid little cry-baby bastard,’ continued Peter, punching Ronnie on the arm. Peter liked making Ronnie cry. A year ago it had been easy to do but Ronnie was five and a half now and learning to fight back.

‘What’s seven times four?’

Peter looked blank. Ronnie smiled. His mother was teaching him his tables. They had actually gone as far as the six times table but he was keeping that in reserve.

‘Maths is for girls,’ Peter told him. Peter who hated school and whose reports made Uncle Stan sigh and Auntie Vera shout.

‘It’s twenty-eight. I’m younger than you so who’s stupid now?’ Ronnie began to mimic Peter’s chant. ‘Stupid ugly Peter. Stupid ugly Peter.’

Peter punched Ronnie even harder than before. ‘Least I’m not a bastard,’ he hissed before sliding from under the table and going out into the garden, inadvertently treading on some of his soldiers as he did so.

Ronnie remained where he was, rubbing his arm, while in the living room Auntie Vera laughed at something Mrs Brown had said. The soldiers lay scattered. They were kept in a tin box. Auntie Vera did not allow toys to be left lying out so he began to put them away.

Peter’s favourite soldier was a Napoleonic grenadier. It was lucky for Peter that it had not been broken in the scuffle. But Peter didn’t know that so Ronnie snapped it in two before closing the lid.

Auntie Vera’s hobby was reading. ‘I love Dickens and those wonderful Bronte sisters,’ she announced to her new friends in Moreton Street. Perhaps she did, but Ronnie’s mother told him that Auntie Vera much preferred the cheap romance novels with shiny covers that Uncle Stan brought her from Boots and which she hid in a kitchen drawer when any of her new friends came to visit.

But Auntie Vera’s real hobby was shouting. When in a bad mood, which was most of the time, any family member was fair game, but because Ronnie was alone with Auntie Vera when the others were at work or school he was the one she shouted at most.

It wasn’t easy being alone with Auntie Vera. Of all the rules he had to live by, the most important was that when in Auntie Vera’s care he was not to bother her with anything. Instead he was to play silently in his room or in the garden. At noon she would leave him a sandwich and a glass of milk on the kitchen table and he had to eat and drink in silence too before washing his plate and cup in the sink and returning to his solitary games.

When Auntie Vera had guests Ronnie was under strict instructions to stay in his room, but on this particular afternoon thirst drove him downstairs. The kitchen could only be reached through the living room. Auntie Vera was sitting on the sofa, drinking tea with Mrs Brown. She was wearing a short sleeved blouse, revealing arms that were fleshy and covered in freckles. ‘What is it, Ronnie?’ she asked, adopting an exaggerated smile and speaking in the careful, clipped voice she always used when one of her new friends was visiting.

‘Please may I have a drink of water?’

‘Of course you may.’ Auntie Vera gestured towards the kitchen.

Mrs Brown put down her teacup. ‘How are you, Ronnie?’

‘Very well, thank you, Mrs Brown.’

She offered him her cheek. He brushed it with his lips, holding his breath to avoid the smell of stale perfume. She was older than Auntie Vera and buried her wrinkles beneath heavy make-up. Her husband was a deputy bank manager and she lived on the other side of the street where the houses were bigger and the noise of the trains less intrusive. Auntie Vera was proud to have a deputy bank manager’s wife as a friend.

As he filled his cup, he heard them discuss him.

‘Nice manners,’ said Mrs Brown.

‘I insist on them. After all, manners maketh man.’

‘Nice looking too. Takes after his mother.’

‘As long as he doesn’t take after her in brains and morals.’

He gulped down his water. Mrs Brown was smoking a cigarette. Auntie Vera did not like the smell of cigarettes and Uncle Stan had to smoke in the garden even if it was raining. But Uncle Stan was not the wife of a deputy bank manager.

‘She’s lucky to have relatives as understanding as you and Stan. My cousin’s daughter fell pregnant to a soldier and he threw her out of the house.’

‘Stan wanted to do the same but I wouldn’t let him. After all, she is family.’

‘You’re a good woman, Vera Finnegan.’

‘I try to be.’

‘Perhaps she’ll get married one day.’

‘I doubt it. There aren’t many men who’d want to raise another man’s bastard.’

Ronnie rinsed his mug and put it back in the cupboard. Mrs Brown said that she had to leave. Auntie Vera said that she was going to treat herself to another chapter of a book by someone called Jane Austen.

Back in his room he opened the drawer of his mother’s bedside table and took out the photograph she kept there. A tiny black-and-white snapshot of a man in a pilot’s uniform. A man with a strong jaw, a handsome face and a birthmark on his neck. His father.

His mother told him that he was her sunshine. Her little Ronnie Sunshine who made her happy when skies were grey. He wanted her to be happy always but sometimes, in spite of her smiles, he knew that she was sad. He wished his father were here to help make her happy. He hated it when she was sad.

The front door closed with a bang. Mrs Brown had left and Auntie Vera was summoning him downstairs. The clipped tone was gone now. Her voice was harsh and angry.

Before obeying, he stared out of the window. Above the railway line the sky was a beautiful blue. In his head he saw his father, sitting in a shining plane, carrying bombs to drop on Auntie Vera’s head.

September. In a crowded classroom, Miss Sims studied the rows of five-year-olds and indulged in the game she played at the start of each school year.

In time these children would face an eleven-plus examination that would determine whether they finished their schooling in the grammar or secondary modern system. The former offered a bright child the chance of qualifications, university entrance and exciting new horizons. The latter gave the less academically gifted vocational training and a more modest career path. Though she knew little of each child’s aptitude, still Miss Sims liked to look into their faces and try to predict the route each would follow.

Pretty Catherine Meadows in the front row was discounted. Catherine’s father was a stockbroker and could afford a private education for his daughter.

Alan Deakins whispered to his neighbour in the back row, his eyes alive with mischief. An intelligent but impish face. The class troublemaker who might have grammar school potential but not the requisite application.

Margaret Fisher in the third row stifled a yawn. A round, vacuous face that showed no interest in her new surroundings. Secondary school material without doubt.

In the second row Ronald Sidney stared solemnly at her. An attractive boy with lovely wide-spaced eyes. A contrast to his unprepossessing Finnegan cousins, who had both passed through her class. Peter, like Alan, had been a troublemaker, and Thomas, due to sit the examination this year, fitted squarely in the Margaret mould, as his results would likely prove.

Ronald responded to her gaze with a smile that lit up his whole face. His eyes were shining, as if excited at the prospect of learning.

Oh yes, a future grammar school boy for sure.

Smiling back, she thought, I’m going to enjoy teaching you.

She posed an arithmetic problem. Most of the class looked blank but a few hands rose into the air. One of them belonged to Ronald Sidney.

Each Friday Anna paid part of her salary into a savings account.

It was a very small part. Most of her money went to Vera for rent and keep, and what was left barely covered necessities and the occasional treat for Ronnie.

The girl behind the desk stared at her post office book. ‘Sidney,’ she said, pointing to the name on the front page. ‘Are you Ronnie’s mother?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s in my aunt’s class. Miss Sims. She’s always talking about him. Says he’s bright as a button.’

‘Thank you.’ Anna smiled. ‘Ronnie talks about your aunt all the time too.’

Actually that wasn’t true. Ronnie rarely talked about his teacher or the other children in his class. Not that he was unhappy at school. It was just that the people he met there seemed to make little impression on him.

He was learning so quickly. Each day his knowledge grew. Rarely did he need her help when reading and his mental arithmetic was almost better than her own. Having little in the way of brains herself, it was wonderful to have a child who was so obviously intelligent.

The girl returned her book. She looked at the new balance. Still paltry. Not enough to buy a carriage clock, let alone a big house. Perhaps it never would be.

But she couldn’t afford to think like that. Not even for a moment.

She walked out into the High Street. The drab centre of a drab town. A wind was rising so she fastened her coat. The sky was heavy and grey. Everything around her was grey in this soulless outpost in a constantly expanding London.

She wanted to escape from here. Get away from Vera and her contempt and all the others who judged her even if they didn’t mean to. Go somewhere new. Somewhere green and beautiful where she and Ronnie could start again. Where Ronnie would have everything she had always promised him.

One day she would make it happen. But how?

December 1951. Ronnie’s first report.

‘…a joy to teach! An exceptionally bright boy who is also hard working and beautifully mannered. A perfect little gentleman, in fact, and a huge credit to his family.’

Christmas Day. Ronnie sat with his family in the living room. A tiny Christmas tree stood in the corner, covered with the decorations Auntie Vera kept in a box in the attic. Auntie Vera had decorated the tree herself. Ronnie had offered to help but she had told him he would only break something and sent him away.

It was early afternoon. They had just finished a meal of turkey with roast potatoes, peas, carrots and stuffing balls, all cooked by his mother. Last year they could only afford beef. Auntie Vera had made a point of telling all her new friends that they were having turkey.

Ronnie sat on the floor, next to his mother’s chair, looking at the present she had bought him. A box of paints and two small brushes. ‘Do you like it?’ she asked anxiously. He allowed his smile to answer for him.

‘He’d better not make a mess with those,’ said Auntie Vera from the sofa by the fire. Auntie Vera and Uncle Stan had given Ronnie a scarf.

‘He won’t.’

‘He’d better not.’ Auntie Vera’s tone was belligerent. She and Uncle Stan had been drinking beer since their return from church that morning. Uncle Stan snored beside her on the sofa. Thomas lay in front of the fire, absorbed in his new comic book, while outside Peter struggled to master new roller skates.

Ronnie reached behind the bookcase for the envelope he had hidden there. A card he had made at school, decorated with a drawing of a beautiful house coloured like a rainbow. Inside was written ‘Merry Xmas Mum. Love from Ronnie Sunshine’. All his class had made cards for their mothers. Miss Sims had told him that his was the best and he had told her that it was because he had the best mother.

Now it was her turn to smile. ‘It’s the loveliest present I’ve ever had.’

He pointed to the front of the card. ‘That’s our house. The one you’re going to buy.’

‘What house?’ demanded Auntie Vera.

‘Mum’s going to buy us a big house.’

‘And how is she going to do that?’

‘By saving lots of money. And when she’s bought the house my dad is going to come and live with us.’

Auntie Vera took a sip of beer then put it back on the table, next to a bottle of expensive perfume that Uncle Stan had given her. The same perfume Mrs Brown wore. The shape of the bottle reminded Ronnie of something but he couldn’t think what.

‘You’re a clever boy, aren’t you, Ronnie? That’s what your report said, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Auntie Vera.’

‘Then here’s a lesson for you. Your mother’s an idiot who’s never going to buy you anything. Do yourself a favour and learn it well.’

‘My mum’s not an idiot.’

‘Then let’s write a letter to your daddy. Come on, Anna. What’s his address?’

‘Don’t, Vera …’ began Ronnie’s mother.

‘Or what? What will you do? Leave? Why don’t you? Let’s see how long you and Ronnie survive without us.’

‘My mum’s not an idiot!’

Auntie Vera began to laugh. Ronnie’s mother put her hand on his shoulder. ‘Auntie Vera’s just teasing you.’

A lump of coal fell from the fire, waking Uncle Stan.

Thomas looked up from his comic book. ‘You snore like a hog, Dad.’ Uncle Stan shrugged, then returned to sleep. Auntie Vera drank more beer. As he watched her, Ronnie realized that the perfume resembled a potion bottle he had seen in a book at school. A wicked witch had given the potion to a beautiful woman, who thought it would keep her young for ever. Instead it had turned to fire inside her stomach and burned her to ash.

He imagined Auntie Vera drinking from the perfume bottle by mistake. Just one sip. Then a scream as she clawed at her throat.

Auntie Vera was still laughing. He began to do the same. A look of confusion came into his mother’s face. ‘Hush, Ronnie,’ she said quickly.

Biting his lip, he smothered the sound.

January 1952.

Anna sat on Ronnie’s bed, listening to him read from a library book about a little girl whose magic ring gave her seven wishes. She had worried that it might be too difficult for him but he was managing it effortlessly. The previous evening he had been totally absorbed in the story but now he seemed distracted.

‘What is it, Ronnie?’

‘When is Dad coming?’

She felt a dull ache. The residue of a pain that had once been intolerable. ‘I told you, darling, he may not come. You mustn’t expect him.’

‘I want him to come.’

‘I know you do but we don’t know where he is. He might be in heaven.’

The little jaw was set. ‘He’s not in heaven. He’s going to come and help me.’

‘Help you what?’

‘Look after you.’

Outside it was raining. A stormy winter’s night. Though the room was cold his words were like a gust of warm air. She took his hand and pressed it against her cheek. ‘You don’t need any help, Ronnie. You do a perfect job on your own. Now let’s finish the story. Jemima’s only got one wish left. What would you wish for if you were her?’

‘That Auntie Vera was in heaven.’

She released his hand. ‘Ronnie, that’s a wicked thing to say!’

He stared down at the page while water pounded the window.

‘You mustn’t say things like that. Not ever. I know Auntie Vera gets angry sometimes but that’s just her way. She and Uncle Stan have been good to us. They’ve given us a home.’

Silence. His pyjamas were striped and too big for him. Handed down from Peter, as so many of his clothes were. A train raced past in the darkness. Even though the window was closed the sound still filled the room.

‘Ronnie?’

He looked up. ‘We’ll have our own house soon. You’re going to buy it. Then it won’t matter if Auntie Vera’s in heaven.’

Troubled, she shook her head. ‘Ronnie, it’s wrong to talk like that. You mustn’t do it any more. You’ll upset me if you do.’

Another silence. He stared at her with eyes that seemed suddenly like those of a stranger.

Then he smiled. The little Ronnie Sunshine smile that could lift her darkest mood.

‘I’m sorry, Mum. I love you.’ He continued to read.

Lunchtime. In the shadow of the grim Victorian school building the playground swarmed with life. Boys chased footballs or each other. Girls twirled skipping ropes, jumped hopscotch squares or played little mother over dolls.

Catherine Meadows, bored with skipping, watched Ronnie Sidney sitting by himself.

He was drawing. Just as he always was. Miss Sims said that he was very talented. Miss Sims liked Ronnie. When Miss Sims wasn’t there, Alan Deakins called Ronnie and Archie Clark teacher’s pets and Archie cried and everyone laughed, but Ronnie just shrugged and carried on with whatever he was doing until Alan grew bored and started teasing someone else.

She walked over. ‘What are you drawing?’

Ronnie didn’t answer. She leaned over to see but he pressed the paper to his chest and hid the image.

‘Are you drawing me?’

‘No.’

Catherine sighed. Her friends Phyllis and Jean thought Alan was the best-looking boy in class but Ronnie was Catherine’s favourite. Sometimes she tried to talk to him but he never seemed interested, which was strange because she was pretty and her father was important and everyone else wanted to be her friend.

She stood, waiting, but Ronnie just ignored her. Catherine wasn’t used to being ignored so she stuck out her tongue then went to rejoin the skipping game.

Ten minutes later the lesson bell rang. A groan echoed around the playground. Ronnie stood up, looking at the picture he had drawn, his expression thoughtful. Crushing the paper into a ball, he dropped it into the bin and followed the other children indoors.

Catherine walked over to the bin and removed the paper, hoping to see an image of herself. Instead she saw two separate drawings of a fat woman with an angry face standing in a garden behind a railway line. In the first drawing the woman was shouting at a small boy, unaware of the bomber plane flying overhead. In the second drawing a bomb had blown the woman into pieces and the little boy was waving to the pilot while twirling her severed head by the hair.

Disappointed, Catherine put the drawing back in the bin.

Summer 1952.

‘…an excellent year. The sky’s the limit for a boy with Ronnie’s brains and application. I predict great things for him.’

*

November. Ronnie sat at the kitchen table with Peter. Though the living-room door was closed it could not block out the sound of Auntie Vera’s voice.

‘Stan had to plead for you! He might have lost his job, and why? Because you’re too stupid to do your own!’

Silence. Ronnie willed his mother to shout back but she said nothing.

‘But stupid’s your middle name, isn’t it?’

Ronnie struggled to understand what had happened. His mother had made some mistake at work. Something about a lost order. She had nearly lost her job over it.

‘Look at Ronnie. Anyone with a brain would have had him adopted. Given him a decent start in life. You still could but you won’t because you’re too stupid!’

A chill ran through Ronnie. Beside him Peter began to giggle. Thomas was away, visiting a friend from his new secondary school.

At last his mother spoke. ‘Leave Ronnie out of this.’

‘Why? It’s true. Not content with ruining your own life, you want to ruin his too!’

Peter kicked Ronnie under the table. ‘No one would adopt you. They’ll put you in an orphanage with all the other bastards.’

‘That’s enough, Vera.’ Uncle Stan entered the fray.

‘Why? It’s what everyone around here thinks. And why are you sticking up for her? Just for once give me some bloody support!’

Peter prodded Ronnie with his finger. ‘You’re going to the orphanage, bastard.’

The arguing continued. Then there was the sound of footsteps. Ronnie’s mother running upstairs. Auntie Vera appeared in the kitchen, her face flushed and angry. ‘Looks like I’m making supper then. You two make yourselves useful. Peter, peel the potatoes. Ronnie, lay the table. And what are those roller skates doing on the floor? Put them outside.’

Peter jumped to his feet. Ronnie did too but made for the kitchen door, where a troubled-looking Uncle Stan was standing.

‘And where do you think you’re going?’ demanded Auntie Vera.

‘To see my mum.’

‘Do what you’re told. Lay the table.’

‘I want to see my mum.’

‘Let him go, Vera.’ Another weak interjection from Uncle Stan.

Auntie Vera folded her arms. ‘Lay the table, Ronnie.’

Ronnie shook his head.

‘Now!’

For a moment he stood his ground. His hands were clenched into fists. In the background Peter was giggling again.

Then his hands relaxed. He smiled. A soft, sweet gesture of submission.

‘Yes, Auntie Vera. Sorry, Auntie Vera.’

Meekly he went about his task.

Anna sat on her bed, staring down at the silver band she wore on her finger.

It had been a thirteenth birthday present from her parents. The last birthday she had celebrated with them before the fatal air raid. She had nothing else to remember them by. No photographs. No other mementoes or keepsakes. Everything of emotional value had been destroyed by the bomb.

All except her memories. Her father’s voice. Her mother’s smile. Her brother’s laugh as he told her a joke or teased her about a film-star crush. Faint echoes of a time when she had not been frightened of the future. When she had known what it was to feel secure and safe.

She had to leave here. Take Ronnie and move away. But where would she go? What would she do? She had no brains or talent. She could not earn enough to keep them both. Not without Stan and Vera’s help.

She heard footsteps. Ronnie stood in the doorway, watching her with anxious eyes. In his hand was a piece of bread and jam. As she looked at him she knew Vera was right. She should have had him adopted. Given him a decent start in life. Not kept him with her because she was too weak to go on being alone.

Self-disgust overwhelmed her. She burst into tears.

He ran towards her. Threw his arms around her neck. ‘Don’t cry, Mum. Please.’

‘Oh, Ronnie …’

They stayed like that for some time. Not saying anything. Rocking backwards and forwards with him sitting on her knee so that to an outside observer it might seem that she was the one offering comfort.

Her tears slowed. She wiped her eyes. ‘Don’t mind me. I’m just being silly.’

He touched her ring. ‘You were thinking about Granny Mary, weren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘You miss her. And Grandpa Ronald and Uncle John. You wish they were here.’

She nodded.

‘I don’t want to be adopted, Mum. Don’t make me be adopted.’

‘Never.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise.’

‘Cross your heart and hope to die?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’

He rested his head against her chest. She stroked his hair. ‘I’m sorry, Ronnie.’

‘For what?’

‘That you only have me.’

‘My dad will come soon and then I’ll have him too.’

‘He isn’t going to come, Ronnie.’

‘Yes he is, and then …’

She cupped his face in her hands. Stared down at him. ‘Ronnie, you must listen to me. Your father isn’t going to come. Not ever. I’d give anything for that not to be true, but it is. We only have each other.’

His eyes became troubled. He looked much older suddenly; like the little man he tried so hard to be. She felt ashamed. Wished she had allowed him to hang on to his dream.

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ he said eventually. ‘We’ll be all right. I’ll look after you. I promise.’

Then he began to sing. ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine. You make me happy when skies are grey.’ His voice was high and off key. A wave of love swept over her. So powerful she thought her heart would burst.

‘Shall I tell you a secret, Ronnie? Whenever I feel sad I tell myself that I’m the luckiest person in the world because I have the best son in the world. Handsome, clever and good. And I promise that one day I’ll make you as proud of me as I am of you.’

The piece of bread lay next to them on the bed. He offered it to her. Though not hungry, she ate to make him happy.

Tuesday evening. Anna walked along Moreton Street.

It was half past seven. She had been working late. An attempt to make amends for the disaster of the previous week.

Stan walked beside her. He had been for a pint with a couple of friends from the factory, though judging by his unsteady gait he had drunk considerably more than that. Though Vera was no mean drinker herself, she could be very moralistic when confronted with an intoxicated Stan. Anna considered taking him to the café on the High Street for a coffee but decided against it. Vera was making supper that night and their lives would not be worth living if they were late.

It was dark. The street was empty except for Vera’s friend Mrs Brown, walking arm in arm with her deputy bank manager husband, wearing fake pearls and high heels that threatened to buckle under her ample frame. Out to dinner perhaps, at that new restaurant in the High Street. The Browns ate out regularly. Vera was always on at Stan to take her to restaurants and he would complain that it cost too much.

They exchanged brief pleasantries on passing. Mrs Brown, registering Stan’s drunken state, gave a smile that merged amusement with contempt. Anna felt Mr Brown’s eyes crawl all over her. The previous December, at Stan and Vera’s Christmas party, he had cornered her in the kitchen and suggested that he take her out for a ride in his new car as she was a girl who clearly liked a bit of fun. She had declined and he had never mentioned it again, but even now she couldn’t see him without feeling the need to go and wash.

They moved on towards number 41. The lights were on. Thomas sat in his bedroom window, struggling with his homework. He gave them a wave. She waved back while Stan reached for his key. He unlocked the door. She entered first.

And heard the scream.

It came from the kitchen. High and shrill. A mixture of fear and terrible pain.

She ran, followed by Stan. Vera lay on the floor, the chip pan beside her. Boiling fat oozed across the floor. The air was full of the sickly smell of burnt flesh.

Stan, befuddled with drink, looked too shocked to act. Anna took charge. ‘Go to the Jacksons. Use their phone to call an ambulance. Now!’ He turned and ran while she crouched down, pulling Vera to safety.

Thomas appeared, followed by Peter and Ronnie. ‘Keep away,’ Anna told them. Vera, already whimpering, was starting to tremble. Shock was setting in. ‘One of you fetch me a blanket. Quickly!’

As she waited she comforted Vera, making soothing noises and trying not to look at the damaged flesh on the left arm. Instead her eyes settled on Peter’s roller skate, partly covered by the pan as if attempting to hide its guilt.

Anna sat on Vera’s bed, changing the dressing on her arm.

She tugged a little harder than she had intended. Vera winced. ‘Careful!’

‘Sorry.’

‘You’re not as bad as that bloody nurse. Where did they train you? I asked her. Belsen?’ Vera laughed at her own joke but it did little to lift the grey pallor of her face. The painkillers didn’t seem to be helping. Stan had told Anna that she regularly woke in the night in pain.

Peter appeared in the doorway. ‘Are you all right, Mum?’ he asked anxiously.

‘Yes.’ Vera’s tone was curt.

‘Are you really? Do you promise?’

‘I’ve said so, haven’t I? Now go away.’

Peter did as he was told. Anna finished. ‘All done. Sorry if I hurt you.’

‘You didn’t mean to. Anyway, better you than Stan.’ Another laugh. ‘If he were doing this I’d be screaming the whole street down. Useless bloody man.’

‘Peter didn’t mean to hurt you either.’

Vera’s mouth tightened. ‘I’m always telling him to put his things away. If only he’d listened …’

‘But he was so upset, and …’

‘His being upset doesn’t do me much good, does it?’

‘I know, but …’

‘When I was at school there was a girl in my class with burn scars. They were on the side of her head so the hair didn’t grow properly. We used to call her Scarecrow. We made her cry and she’d tell us that one day the scars would fade and her hair would grow and she’d be more beautiful than any of us. Poor little cow.’

During the nine years they had lived together, Anna had seen many emotions reflected in Vera’s eyes. But never, until this moment, had she seen fear. As she saw it she experienced a feeling that was just as new. Pity.

‘It will fade, Vera. Give it time.’

‘I was lucky, really. It’s only my arm. Imagine if it had been my face, like Scarecrow.’

Silence. In the street outside two young men laughed as they walked by.

‘I will forgive him,’ said Vera eventually. ‘What else can I do? He won’t be mine for ever. What was it my mother used to say? A son is a son till he takes a wife. One day some girl will take him away from me just as another will take Thomas, and then all I’ll have is Stan, God help me.’

‘I’ll always have Ronnie.’

‘Will you?’

Anna pictured Ronnie as an adult. Handsome and clever. Talented and charming. Someone countless girls would love. Someone who would no longer have any need for her.

Suddenly she was thirteen again. Standing in front of the wreckage of her home. Tasting the dust in her mouth. Feeling the emptiness inside.

They stared at each other. Old enmities temporarily forgotten in a moment of shared dread.

‘Perhaps you will. Ronnie’s a good boy.’ A trace of bitterness crept into Vera’s voice. ‘One thing’s certain. He’ll make you prouder than my two will make me.’

‘I’d better start supper. The others will be getting hungry.’

Vera nodded. Anna made her way downstairs.

Sometimes, as a treat, Anna took Ronnie to the Amalfi café on the High Street.

The café was owned by the Luca family, who had emigrated to England from Naples. Mrs Luca made wonderful cakes that were displayed in a big cabinet on the counter, but in spite of Anna’s urgings to be adventurous Ronnie always chose a jam tart washed down by a bottle of lemonade.

They sat at a table by the window. Ronnie ate the pastry, leaving the jam until last. ‘Wouldn’t it be nicer to eat them together?’ Anna suggested. He didn’t bother to answer. She remembered her parents once giving her brother and herself the same advice and receiving an identical response.

‘Queen Elizabeth is going to be crowned, isn’t she?’ he asked between mouthfuls.

She nodded. The papers had been discussing preparations for the following year’s coronation. Stan had been talking about it at breakfast.

‘When she’s crowned will she be called the Virgin Queen?’

She thought of Prince Charles and Princess Anne. ‘I don’t think so, darling.’

‘Why not?’

She felt herself blush. ‘Finish your tart,’ she told him. A man at the next table overheard the exchange and gave her an amused smile.

The café was crowded. At a nearby table a girl of about Ronnie’s age devoured an ice cream sundae, watched by a well-dressed couple who were presumably her parents. The girl waved to Ronnie. ‘Do you know her?’ Anna asked.

‘That’s Catherine Meadows.’

‘Is she in your class?’

‘Yes.’

‘Is she your friend?’

‘S’pose so.’

‘As good a friend as Archie?’

A shrug. Ronnie carried on eating. His new form teacher had told her that Ronnie was popular enough with his classmates but he had yet to make any close friends. He had been for tea at Archie Clark’s house but shown no particular desire to return the favour. In a way that was a blessing. Vera was always complaining about Peter and Thomas’s friends, and to suggest entertaining some of Ronnie’s would be like showing a red rag to a bull.
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