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  Chapter One




  The tea had been served, the best cups and saucers handed round, and hands were eagerly reaching for the sandwiches that seventeen-year-old Laura Morrison had prepared that

  morning. Some were made with thinly sliced boiled ham from the grocer and some with ox tongue out of a tin she had discovered at the back of a shelf in the cupboard. Her father had used the tin

  opener to open the tin. After a few false starts when he declared the opener to be useless, it did work and the tongue was eased out and put on a plate. That done, George Morrison removed himself

  and offered no further assistance.




  At the last minute Laura remembered that her aunts liked everything dainty and using a sharp knife she removed the crusts from the bread.




  Only when she was in bed did she give way to her tears and then she wept and wept for the loss of her mother. Last night she had tossed and turned with two sodden handkerchiefs under her pillow

  and sleep seemed just to have claimed her when the alarm went off. Her hand came out of the bedclothes to stifle the sound and with a huge effort Laura forced herself to sit up. A few minutes to

  come to would have been so very welcome but the risk was too great. She couldn’t afford to sleep in, not with all the work she had to get through.




  If she had been used to housework it would have been so much easier but her mother had made few demands other than to get her to tidy up her own room, believing as she did that her daughter had

  quite enough to do with her studies. Now Laura was having to learn and learn fast. Putting on an old overall that had belonged to her mother, she cleaned out the living-room fire and got it going.

  The fire in the front room was set and just needed a match put to it. She did that right away since the room faced north and took a lot of heating. Laura didn’t want any complaints about

  feeling the cold. With both fires going well she started on the breakfast. The sudden, tragic death of his wife the previous week had left her father shocked, bewildered and grief-stricken but

  apart from that first awful day when they had all been completely stunned, it hadn’t affected his appetite.




  Uncle Sam looked at the plate of sandwiches, then raised his eyes to his niece. ‘Any with mustard?’ he asked.




  Laura wondered how anyone could think of mustard at such a time.




  ‘No. Sorry, Uncle Sam, I didn’t think, but in any case there is none in the house.’




  ‘That’s all right, don’t you worry’ – as if she was – ‘this will do fine, it’s just, Laura lass, a wee thing of mustard gives it a bit of

  taste.’ He smiled and she turned away.




  Laura, a tall, slim, lovely girl with thick dark blonde hair that fell in soft waves, was paler than usual and there were dark smudges under her blue eyes. Her mother, her darling mother,

  wouldn’t have wanted her to wear black. Her navy blue skirt and jumper would have done. But it didn’t do for the aunts who insisted that she must wear black. Too broken-hearted to

  argue, she had gone to Mathewson’s in Cornhill Road and bought a cheap black skirt and black jumper. She wore them with the collar of her white blouse showing at the neck. Her long, shapely

  legs were in black stockings and her narrow feet in black lacing shoes.




  Aunt Peggy took a sandwich, smiled at Laura, then lifted the top to see what was inside. It must have satisfied her and she took a bite.




  The house seemed to have taken on the family grief. Without her mother’s presence the front room, where they sat, looked dull. As if the life had gone from it just as it had gone from her

  mother. Laura began to look about her, at the tall oak sideboard with its mirrored back, the long white starched cover that stretched the length and a bit over and in the centre of which was a

  black marble clock, a wedding gift, that chimed on the half-hour. A Westminster chime, a beautiful sound, but George Morrison had opened the clock, done something to it, and the chime was no more.

  Laura hadn’t seen the sense of it but wisely held her tongue. She rather thought that the suggestion must have come from one of his sisters, she didn’t think her father would have

  troubled otherwise.




  The room was very slightly shabby with a comfortable lived-in look though it was seldom used other than on Sundays and when they had visitors. There was a sofa in a tweed mixture of blues and

  greens and six high-backed chairs in the same material. Over at the window which looked out on the quiet street was a mahogany table with long spindly legs. A plant with a cork mat under it looked

  dry and in need of watering. The curtains were floral, had plenty of width and brightened the room.




  Laura’s eyes strayed to her father sitting on the sofa between his sisters, Peggy and Vera. Their husbands, Peggy’s Archie and Vera’s Sam, sat in armchairs at either side of

  the fire. The men wore the dark suits and stiff collars they had worn for the funeral and looked as uncomfortable as they felt. Both wondered how soon the real talking would begin and they could

  get away.




  The widower sat with bowed head but raised it to accept a plate on which were two sandwiches, one put there by Peggy and the other by Vera.




  George Morrison was good-looking, very tall and in his early forties, and had been served hand and foot all his life. His sisters had been ten and twelve when he was born and just after his

  sixth birthday their father died. The grandmother immediately gave up her house to go and live with her daughter and the three children and thus it was that George was brought up in a household of

  women.




  In his youth he had gone through a string of girlfriends but only Ellen had captured his heart. Orphaned early in life, Ellen had been brought up by a kindly grandmother. Her only other living

  relative was a cousin in Canada, and the only contact with her had been a card at Christmas. The romance of George and Ellen was frowned on, George could do better for himself but the truth was

  that the woman wasn’t born who would be good enough for George. But he, despite opposition, had gone ahead and married cheerful, capable Ellen. It was a good, solid marriage, unexciting and

  without passion, but it suited Ellen and George. He went happily to his job as a minor civil servant, hoping for advancement, and Ellen took charge of everything else including where they would

  live, and that was at the opposite end of the town to where her in-laws had their homes.




  Laura sat down with a cup of tea.




  ‘Laura dear, you haven’t taken a sandwich for yourself.’




  ‘I don’t want one, Aunt Vera, I don’t feel like eating.’




  Vera pursed her lips. She was a tall woman, a bit on the hefty side, with a narrow face and a high-coloured complexion. Her sister, Peggy, was smaller and as a girl had been pretty but the

  prettiness had gone and there was a discontented droop to her mouth. She had, however, kept her figure and dressed well.




  ‘That will not do, Laura, it just won’t. You must look after yourself. You owe it to your poor father and young Ronnie, and speaking of the lad, where is he?’




  ‘Next door with Mrs Brand.’




  She nodded. ‘If I recall correctly she has a lad about the same age?’




  ‘Yes, Ronnie and Alan play together.’




  ‘Poor wee soul, it’s going to be hard on Ronnie, he has always been such a mummy’s boy. I warned Ellen, warned her often, that he was too timid.’ She paused and looked

  hard at Laura. ‘You’ll have to be the one to toughen him up, Laura.’




  Uncle Archie spluttered over his tea. ‘For any favour, Vera, Laura has enough on her plate, she’s just a young lass herself.’ He beetled his brow, and glowered over at his

  brother-in-law. ‘Time you pulled yourself together, George, and faced up to your responsibilities.’




  ‘I am well aware of my responsibilities, thank you very much,’ George said angrily, ‘and let me remind you that I have just lost my wife.’




  ‘And Laura has lost her mother.’




  Laura got up. Two sandwiches remained on the plate and someone was sure to take them – pity to leave them would be the excuse. Swiftly she picked up the plate and went through to the

  kitchen. Ronnie might take them with a glass of milk before he went to bed.




  All the doors were open and the voices carried clearly.




  ‘College is out of the question but Laura is a sensible lass and she’ll realise that.’




  ‘I hope you’re right, Vera, but one thing is for sure she is going to be very disappointed.’




  ‘Life is full of disappointments, George,’ Vera said briskly, ‘Laura has to learn that. None of us has escaped, we’ve all had our share.’ She paused to look at her

  brother. ‘Such a pity we don’t live nearer and speaking for myself I would have been only too happy to lend a hand and help Laura but I have my own family to think of.’ Her

  eyebrows shot up as though someone had spoken. ‘Yes, I know mine are grown up but with Marie expecting her second and as for Harry, that weak chest of his is a constant worry.’ She

  shook her head as though in despair.




  Aunt Peggy nodded gloomily. ‘I’m sorry I can’t be more supportive but Archie’s mother being so poorly I’m having to spend a lot of time with her.’ She

  didn’t look at her husband as she said it or she would have seen the sheer disbelief on his face. Only recently his mother had complained to him that she got precious little help from her

  daughter-in-law. ‘And as to college,’ Aunt Peggy continued, ‘I think we are all agreed that that is a nonsense. A silly idea in the first place and a complete waste, the girl will

  no doubt be getting married in a year or two. I am not against a good education, far from it, but one should concentrate on the boys. After all they become the breadwinners and the more

  qualifications they gain the better job they are likely to land.’




  ‘Now you’ve had your say, do you think I could have mine?’ Uncle Archie asked from the depth of the armchair.




  ‘Of course, Archie, don’t be silly,’ his wife said, shaking her head, ‘the whole purpose of this visit is to discuss what is best for George and the family.’




  He heaved himself to a more upright position. ‘The way I see it, that lass has worked hard to be accepted by the college and the waste would be in not allowing her to take it

  up.’




  Uncle Sam nodded slowly and thoughtfully. ‘In happier circumstances I would agree with that, Archie, but these are not happy circumstances.’




  ‘You’re making them a deal worse by denying Laura what her mother wanted for her. What’s to hinder George getting a woman in for an hour or so each day? I’ve no doubt

  Laura would buckle to and do a bit at the weekend and see to what needs to be done in the evening.’




  ‘How like a man to come up with something unworkable,’ his wife Peggy said sharply.




  ‘A bit of organising and it could be done.’




  ‘I couldn’t afford help in the house,’ George said, ‘so that is out. You forget, Archie, or perhaps you don’t know how expensive it would be to keep Laura at

  college. There is a lot more than fares to consider.’




  Archie’s face went a dull red with anger. ‘None of it was to come out of your pocket, George, I happen to know that.’ He had little time for his brother-in-law but a lot for

  Laura. ‘Ellen, poor lass, had it all worked out. That money she was left was to go on Laura’s education, she was adamant about it.’




  ‘What about Ronnie, does he get no consideration?’ Vera said in a dangerously quiet voice.




  ‘There would have been no problem about Ronnie. When he was that length, Laura would have finished her studies. In any case the money for the lad’s education would have been found

  somehow.’




  ‘Quite right too,’ Peggy came in again, she always had the most to say. ‘I’ll speak no ill of the dead but to my mind, George, you gave in to Ellen far too much. Too

  good-natured you are, you should have put your foot down.’




  ‘I would have, but remember it was Ellen’s money.’




  ‘Well, it will be yours now and you’ll have a better use for it,’ she said, sounding smugly satisfied.




  ‘Yes, I’ve no doubt.’




  No one spoke for a little but eyes went to the clock.




  ‘Good! I think that is more or less everything settled,’ Peggy said, preparing to get up. ‘We should get on our way now but before we do I must draw Laura’s attention to

  that poor plant. Without water she’ll lose it.’ She shook her head. ‘I wonder why young people don’t notice these things?’




  





  Chapter Two




  Laura stood in the kitchen in rigid silence and listened to her future being discussed. They didn’t care that her whole life was in ruins and she was sure that being

  denied her college place would give her aunts a great deal of satisfaction. Her anger against them and her father was in danger of breaking bounds and Laura had to fight to control herself.




  Everything for which she had worked so hard was disappearing, and clutching the back of the chair she closed her eyes and the memories crowded in. So clear was it all that she could recall every

  word. The present slipped into the past.




  Trembling with nervous excitement, she waited for the letter. It must come today, this morning, she was almost sure it would come this morning, and when she heard the rattle of the letterbox

  Laura dashed to the door. The long brown envelope was on the mat, turned up to show her name. What news was in it? How had she fared? Laura’s mouth went dry and her heart began to hammer.

  Slowly she bent down to pick it up, read her own name and address, checked the postmark and knew she couldn’t put it off any longer. Her hand was shaking as she forced herself to open it. The

  flap came away after a little persuasion and she drew out the single page. The words blurred then cleared and Laura let out a huge sigh, then gave a great whoop of delight.




  ‘Mum! Mum! It’s come,’ she shouted and ran into the kitchen where her mother was busy at the sink.




  ‘What is it?’ Of course she knew and her daughter’s face told her the rest.




  Laura found she couldn’t speak and wordlessly held out the letter.




  ‘Let me get my hands dried before I touch it.’ She quickly dried them on a towel, took the letter and began to read it. Her face broke into a broad smile.




  ‘Congratulations, Laura, darling. Of course you’ve got a place, I never doubted but that you would be successful and I’m just so proud of my clever daughter.’ She held

  out her arms and mother and daughter hugged one another. ‘A college education is what I dreamed for you and now it is to happen.’




  ‘Thanks to you, Mum,’ Laura said quietly, ‘you had a fight on your hands, Dad was dead against me staying on at school.’




  ‘That’s true, but my dear, you have to make allowances for your father. All his life he has been influenced by those sisters of his. Sour grapes, really, none of theirs had the

  brains to go on to college.’ She smiled and shook her head. ‘You owe me nothing,’ she said quietly, ‘my reward and all I’ll ever want is to see you make a success of

  your life.’




  Laura swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘Whatever you say I do owe you everything and one day, I promise, I’ll make it up to you. No, Mum,’ as her mother made to speak,

  ‘let me finish and say what I have to while we are alone!’




  Ellen Morrison’s brown eyes were soft with love. She was a pleasant-faced woman of medium height with a clear complexion and a smile that lit up her face. She sat down at the kitchen table

  and poured tea for them both. Laura sat down too and brought the cup in front of her.




  ‘Great-grandma meant that money for you and to be used to make your life easier.’




  ‘I’m perfectly happy with my life.’




  Laura ignored the interruption. ‘Instead of which it is going towards my education and then, as if you didn’t have enough to do, you have been taking in sewing to make extra

  money.’




  ‘A labour of love.’




  ‘I caused a lot of problems, I do know that. You and Dad were often at loggerheads, he thought that I should have got a job when I was fifteen.’




  ‘That’s true enough but your father and your aunts are not alone in their opinion that education, higher education I mean, is wasted on a girl, particularly a lovely girl like you

  who won’t want for admirers.’




  ‘I’m not interested in marriage.’




  ‘Of course you are but you are wise enough not to rush into it. Enjoy your independence, my dear.’ She paused to lift her cup and take a drink of tea. ‘You are just so lucky

  that this is nineteen thirty-two and women are not so backward at coming forward.’




  Laura giggled. ‘Mum, you were never backward.’




  ‘No, and you are a lot like me. As I said, enjoy your time at college and the independence it will give you, then set your sights higher than the young men around here.’




  ‘You do have high hopes for me.’




  ‘I do.’




  ‘What about Ronnie, what are your plans for him?’ Ronnie was nine, a quiet, timid boy with no interest in games or sport of any kind but a clever lad who was seldom seen without his

  nose in a book.




  ‘Ronnie will go on to university.’




  ‘Dad won’t object?’




  ‘Oh, no, far from it.’




  ‘Maybe I shouldn’t say this, Mum, but Dad doesn’t seem to have a lot of time for Ronnie.’




  ‘Only partly true. I didn’t give him the son he expected. His son should have loved to kick a ball about, be fond of sport, then they would have had something in common,’ She

  paused. ‘Even so, seeing his son top of his class makes him very proud and so it should.’




  ‘I’m glad you fought my corner.’




  ‘I’m a fighter, Laura, and in the end—’




  ‘You usually get your own way,’ Laura finished for her.




  Her mother went quiet. ‘Yes, very often I do get my own way but it isn’t an attractive trait in a woman, I have to say that, Laura.’ Then she added and sadly, Laura thought,

  ‘In some marriages it is necessary for the woman to lead and take the decisions. The clever wife manages it without it being obvious, I’m not sure if I come into that

  category.’




  ‘You do, Mum.’ They exchanged glances and there was complete understanding.




  How long she had been standing there Laura could not have said but at last she opened her eyes and determinedly blotted out the past. She was in no hurry to go back and face

  them but there was a limit to the time she could remain in the kitchen. Laura took a grip on herself and went through.




  ‘There you are, Laura, I was just about to come through,’ Aunt Peggy said with false heartiness. ‘Do you want a hand with the dishes before we go?’




  ‘No, thank you, it won’t take me long.’




  Her thin lips moved into a smile that was meant to be sympathetic and full of understanding. ‘Such a sad time and difficult decisions to be made, we have been discussing what would be

  best—’




  ‘Best for whom, Aunt Peggy?’




  Her aunt looked decidedly put out. ‘Best for your father, your brother, best for the three of you.’




  ‘Why wait until I was out of the room to discuss my future?’




  ‘You overheard or perhaps you were listening?’




  ‘Since all the doors were open and you weren’t exactly whispering I would have had to plug my ears with cotton-wool to keep from hearing.’




  Uncle Archie laughed, then smothered it in a cough.




  ‘No call for impertinence, Laura, which is what that is.’




  ‘I’m sure Laura didn’t mean it that way,’ Uncle Sam said, giving Laura a sharp look. ‘Peggy, you should remember that she is just a young lass.’




  ‘Old enough though to take over the running of the house.’ Laura sounded bitter and there was an appalled silence.




  Aunt Vera broke it. ‘That is a terrible attitude to take, Laura, I am deeply disappointed in you and this must be very distressing for your poor father.’




  Laura did feel some shame, she shouldn’t be so selfish, shouldn’t be thinking of herself at a time like this, but they made her so angry and she was almost certain that her mother

  would have approved of her sticking up for herself and not letting her aunts dictate. What business had they to interfere since they weren’t going to put themselves about to help? And as for

  her dad – she looked over at him with a mixture of affection and exasperation – he was so weak, always taking the easy way out. Without his wife to make the decisions Laura knew that he

  would once again fall back on his sisters.




  There was an uncomfortable silence as they got their coats and prepared to depart but before reaching the door Uncle Archie gripped her arm and said softly and apologetically, ‘Sorry,

  lass, I did my best.’




  ‘I know you did and thanks.’




  ‘Don’t give up, maybe there is a way,’ he said, but in a voice that gave little hope.




  Aunt Peggy, putting up the collar of her coat, turned back to speak to Laura. ‘You could give that plant at the window some water, it badly needs it.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Take it to the sink, give it a good soak and be sure there is no water left in the bottom of the pot.’ She smiled. ‘Plants don’t like their feet wet, Mother used to say

  that.’




  ‘That goes for the rest of us too,’ Uncle Sam said as he shrugged himself into his overcoat. He waited for the others to laugh, no one did.




  George stood at the front door to see them off.




  ‘George,’ his sister gave him a peck on the cheek, ‘try and get a good night’s sleep and we’ll be in touch.’




  Vera gave him a hug. ‘Always remember, George, you have us.’




  Laura stood well back. The door was shut and she breathed a sigh of relief.




  ‘Dad, I’ll go round for Ronnie.’




  ‘Yes, you had better, and Laura —’




  ‘What?’




  ‘You’ll need to put out my navy suit and a clean shirt, a white one. I could have done with another day or two, so much to see to, but this is all I’m allowed.’




  ‘Better working, Dad, keep your mind off things.’




  He sighed and loosened his tie. ‘Yes, that’s the general idea, isn’t it? My black shoes, Laura, put black shoe polish on them before you go to bed then polish them in the

  morning with a brush and then a polishing cloth. Your mother always did that.’




  ‘I’ll get Ronnie,’ she mumbled as she went through the kitchen and out the back door.




  Mrs Brand opened the door to her knock. She was a good-natured woman in her late thirties with a sweet face and small eyes that disappeared when she laughed which was often.




  ‘Come in, Laura. If your face is anything to go by it was awful,’ she said, leading the way into the living-room and all but pushing Laura into a chair. ‘The pair of them are

  in Alan’s bedroom playing Snakes and Ladders or Ludo, quite happy anyway, so if you want to talk, then talk. Bert won’t be in for an hour yet. I’m not going to

  ask—’




  ‘Mrs Brand, have you ever felt like murder and that’s a terrible thing to say with my mum just—’ Her voice broke but she swallowed hard. She’d wept into her pillow

  every night since her mother died and tonight would be no exception. Until then, however, she would stay dry eyed.




  ‘Often. Some folk should have been drowned at birth and those two aunts of yours among them. Many’s the time your mother has come in here after they’d been and not known

  whether to laugh or cry.’




  ‘Mrs Brand, I’m having to give up my college place,’ Laura said quietly.




  ‘No!’ She looked shocked.




  ‘Yes, I’m to stay at home and keep house for Dad and Ronnie.’




  Mrs Brand had been standing but she sat down abruptly. ‘That’s a crying shame and the last thing your mother would have wanted.’




  ‘Dad says he can’t afford to get anyone in but I know we could manage if he would do his bit.’




  ‘Not often I didn’t agree with your mother, Laura, but I have to say she ruined your father. Bert doesn’t consider himself hen-pecked but he does see to the fire and getting in

  the coal and he’s not above doing other jobs when it’s necessary.’ She warmed to her subject. ‘Start as you mean to finish. Don’t just do things because your mother

  did. Take my advice and let your father clean his own shoes, Ronnie’s too for that matter.’




  Laura gave a mirthless laugh. ‘Some hope. I’ve already got my instructions even to how he likes his shoes cleaned and polished.’




  ‘Once you start something it’s difficult to stop.’




  ‘Suppose you’re right,’ Laura said gloomily but seeing no way out of it.




  ‘It shouldn’t be impossible for you to go to college, you’ve worked hard and that should count for something.’




  ‘Not with my father,’ Laura said bitterly, ‘he couldn’t care less about college, as far as he is concerned higher education is for boys but not for their

  sisters.’




  ‘If it would help Ronnie could stay here until you got home.’




  ‘Thanks, Mrs Brand, you’re a gem, Mum always said so, but I’m afraid college is out.’ Her voice faltered. ‘Uncle Archie did his best for me but his was just a lone

  voice.’




  ‘Nice to have someone on your side even though it doesn’t do any good.’




  After seeing Laura and Ronnie out, Mrs Brand was thoughtful. Ellen Morrison’s death had greatly upset her, particularly as she believed it could have been prevented. Always so concerned

  about her family’s health but careless about her own. She had got caught in a deluge and been soaked to the skin but instead of immediately changing out of wet clothes she had prepared the

  meal rather than have it late. A few days in bed and she might have fought off the chill that followed but she wouldn’t give in and had paid the price. Now there were two motherless children

  and their father who wouldn’t be much help.




  She had to smile remembering her own weakness. George Morrison could make her own heart quicken and her colour would rise when he smiled at her across the hedge that separated the houses. She

  didn’t see Laura’s father being alone very long. Selfish and impossible he might be, indeed he was, but few women could resist a handsome face, his brand of charm, and that beautifully

  modulated voice that made her for one go weak at the knees.




  Having these thoughts, Joan Brand occasionally felt guilty and sometimes wondered what plain, ordinary Bert would think if he could read her thoughts and her longings, but then maybe plain,

  ordinary Bert had his own dreams, his secret desires, and provided they were hidden from each other and kept that way where was the harm?




  The marriage of George and Ellen had surprised a great many women. What had he seen in her, they asked each other. She wasn’t even pretty, attractive perhaps but no more than that. No one

  could see it lasting, two maybe three years they gave it but they had been proved wrong. George, as far as anyone knew, had never looked seriously at another woman. Joan Brand was of the opinion

  that George liked to be mothered and Ellen had excelled in that role.




  As to Laura she had come out of it very well. She had her father to thank for her good looks and her mother for her nice nature.




  Miltonsands, where the Morrisons lived, was a small, attractive seaside resort on the east coast of Scotland with a good golf course that brought in the visitors. Men in

  plus-fours were a common sight in Miltonsands and the miles of safe sandy beach made it popular with families. Hotels and boarding-houses were booked up for most of the summer months and those who

  had a room to spare and the need of a little extra money took in those who couldn’t pay the higher prices. Most of the shops were on the High Street which stretched the length of Miltonsands

  and all made enough in the summer to make up for the dearth of visitors in the winter.




  Home for the Morrisons was 9 Fairfield Street which was a street of terraced houses. They had all been built to the same design. Two rooms downstairs with a good-sized kitchen off the

  living-room which held a table and chairs, and in the Morrison household breakfast was taken there as well as cups of tea. Main meals were served in the living-room. The front room was

  square-shaped with a double window and used only on Sundays and when there were visitors. Upstairs consisted of three bedrooms and a bathroom. The bathroom had a white bath with clawed feet and

  linoleum on the floor. The largest bedroom which wasn’t large at all held a double bed, a wardrobe, a small dressing-table and one chair – someone had to sit on the bed. The other two

  had a tight squeeze to fit in a single bed, a single wardrobe and a small chair.




  The wind howled, it was bitterly cold, and Laura hurried her young brother from one back door to the other. Before she could turn the knob to get them inside, Ronnie had clutched at her arm and

  Laura turned in surprise.




  ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’ She saw his white, strained face.




  ‘You won’t go away and leave me, will you?’ he whispered fearfully.




  ‘Why would I do that? What made you ask such a thing?’ Laura said, shaken at his obvious distress.




  ‘I’m frightened, Laura. Why did Mum have to go and die?’ His brown eyes, his mother’s eyes, were wide and anxious.




  She hugged him, thinking how little and frail he was. ‘I don’t know, Ronnie,’ she said gently.




  ‘She wouldn’t have wanted to go away and leave us?’




  ‘I’m sure she wouldn’t but God must have decided He wanted her in heaven.’




  ‘He won’t want you, will He?’




  ‘Not for a very long time.’




  ‘Promise me,’ his fingers dug into her arms with all the desperation of a nine-year-old boy needing reassurance, ‘that you won’t leave me. Ever! Ever! Ever!’ His

  voice was rising hysterically.




  Laura eased away his fingers. ‘You’ll have me black and blue.’ She bent down. ‘Listen, Ronnie, I said I wouldn’t leave you and I meant it.’ She pushed him in

  and closed the door behind them.




  ‘You promise? Promise, Laura, and I’ll know you’ll have to mean it.’




  Her words hadn’t been enough, she had to use the word promise and perhaps she could understand that. There was something more lasting and binding about it. She would put his mind at ease.

  ‘Ronnie, I give you my solemn promise that I won’t leave you and in return I want you to promise me something.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘That you’ll do little things to help me.’




  He nodded. ‘Like carrying the dishes through to the kitchen?’




  ‘Yes, like that.’




  ‘You’ll be here when I get home from school? You’ll stay in the house like Mum did?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said dully, ‘that’s what I’ll be doing, staying in the house like Mum did.’




  She saw his relief and he gave her the beginning of a smile.




  George Morrison had come into the kitchen then turned back into the living-room and they followed him.




  ‘You’ve taken your time,’ he said irritably, ‘surely you could have saved your gossiping for another time.’




  ‘I wouldn’t describe it as gossiping.’




  ‘Ronnie, you get to bed, you need your sleep if you are going to school in the morning.’




  ‘Am I, Laura?’




  ‘Yes, but don’t go up just yet. It’s not that late, Dad, let him stay down for a little while.’




  ‘Do what you like, I’m having an early night. I’ve had all I can take for one day so I’ll say goodnight. Remember to lock up, Laura.’




  ‘Yes.’




  He went upstairs and Ronnie followed Laura back into the kitchen.




  ‘Saved you a couple of sandwiches, so go and sit down. I’ll pour you a cup of milk.’




  ‘Alan’s mum gave me something to eat.’




  ‘Then you won’t want—’




  ‘I’m still a little bit hungry, I’ll eat them.’




  ‘Good! Then it’s off to bed for you. I’ll come up later and put out your school clothes.’




  ‘When will you get to bed?’




  ‘I won’t be too long, I have some jobs to do.’ She looked at the dishes piled up beside the sink. She could have washed and her father dried only it would never have occurred

  to him. Fleetingly she thought of leaving them until morning, then dismissed that idea, it could be the beginning of a bad habit. She would do them, then see to her father’s and

  Ronnie’s shoes. Perhaps she should be taking Mrs Brand’s advice but she wouldn’t, not this time anyway. She could see herself doing all the jobs her mother had done because if she

  refused there would be unpleasant scenes and, perish the thought, the aunts might come rushing over.




  Laura was tired, desperately tired, but she forced herself to go on. It had been a long, long day but she doubted if she would sleep when she did get to bed. She washed, dried and put away the

  dishes, put black boot polish on both pairs of shoes – she would have to get another tin, it was almost finished – then set the table for breakfast. The clock showed it to be quarter

  past eleven, not as late as she’d thought. The tiredness had passed, she’d gone beyond it and now Laura felt fully awake. Sufficiently wide awake to want to be outside in the cold night

  air, perhaps go for a brisk walk. An absurd notion but then she wasn’t herself and nothing was making sense.




  Her new duties. Check the doors, back and front, and the windows, she did that and after a last look about her, Laura went upstairs. Opening Ronnie’s bedroom door, she tiptoed in. He was

  out to the world, his breathing regular, and one arm was on top of the quilt. Going to the wardrobe, Laura took out his grey shorts, put them on the chair and his blazer over the back of it. From

  the drawer she took out clean underwear, a grey shirt, a school tie and a pair of stockings. Then she rescued the elastic bands from his other stockings and gathered up what was meant for the wash.

  No need to go downstairs, she would leave them outside the door and take them away in the morning. A clean handkerchief, she had forgotten that. She went back and put one in his trouser pocket and

  one in his blazer pocket. And while she was there she had another look at her sleeping brother. No matter how dreadful it was for her, she had to remember that she had enjoyed her mother’s

  loving care for seventeen years. Poor Ronnie was only nine and desperately afraid and uncertain, it was in his eyes, the way they followed her around. If only there had been a stronger bond between

  father and son it would have gone a long way to help, to ease the pain of loss, but as her aunt had said and in this case rightly, Ronnie had always been a mummy’s boy. It made it all the

  harder for him and for her too.




  As for herself she had to accept the inevitable and for a start she would take a leaf out of her mother’s book and get herself organised. Ronnie’s welfare would always come first,

  her mind was made up about that. Her mother would expect it of her and it was what she wanted to do. She hoped it was what she wanted to do.




  The alarm wakened her and Laura sat up. No Mum to come up and waken her gently, those days were just a memory. She was in charge and her father and Ronnie were depending on her. After a quick

  wash, Laura dressed, collected the washing from outside Ronnie’s door and hurried downstairs. The fire had been drossed up and there was still a faint glow and a little warmth coming from it.

  She was saved from going up and wakening her father, she could hear him moving around. Ten minutes later he appeared in his office suit looking smart and every inch the civil servant. He mumbled

  something and sat down at the table.




  ‘Good morning, Dad, did you sleep?’




  ‘Off and on.’




  ‘Want a boiled egg or I’ll scramble one for you if you like?’




  ‘No, toast will do, is that it under the grill?’




  ‘Yes.’ She drew out the grill, a minute earlier would have been better but apart from a grimace he made no mention that the toast was overdone. She poured out his tea and went back

  to the cooker to stir the porridge. Her father didn’t like porridge but Ronnie did and she would have a plate herself.




  ‘Time Ronnie was up.’




  ‘Yes, I’ll go and waken him.’ She lowered the gas under the porridge pot and dashed upstairs. He was still asleep but this was no time for gentle treatment. ‘Come on,

  Ronnie, time to get up.’ She shook him and pulled down the bedclothes.




  ‘I’m tired, five more minutes,’ he protested and made to haul up the bedclothes.




  ‘No you don’t, and I’m not leaving here until you have both feet on the floor.’




  That struck him as funny and she was glad to see a smile on his face.




  ‘All right, I’m up.’




  Laura whipped the clothes right off the bed in case he was tempted to get back. ‘A good wash, remember, and don’t forget your neck and behind your ears.’ She ran

  downstairs.




  Her father had got up from the table and she saw that he had taken only one piece of toast.




  ‘Dad, that’ll never see you through the morning,’ she said worriedly.




  ‘It’ll do, I’ll buy something and eat it in the office.’




  Laura remembered then that there was a shop nearby where the staff could buy buttered rolls and pastries. She stopped worrying, shouted cheerio when he said he was going and with Ronnie arrived

  they sat down together to a plate of porridge. Ronnie liked plenty of sugar on his and a liberal amount of milk. Laura, when younger, had liked sugar with hers but not now.




  The important thing, she decided, was to keep as near as possible to what had been her mother’s routine. Tea with a cookie or biscuit had always been ready for them when they got home from

  school. When Ronnie came in she saw by his face that he was pleased and just as he always had done he put his schoolbag on the floor behind the door, his blazer on the back of a chair and went to

  wash his hands at the kitchen sink. Sitting down at the table, he ate his cookie and jam and began to tell Laura about his day at school.




  ‘Laura, it was strange, everybody was looking at me but it was nice. They were all sad about Mum and Miss Campbell asked me if I was all right and patted me on the shoulder. Can I have

  another cookie and strawberry jam, please?’




  ‘May I, and it’ll put you off your proper tea.’




  ‘No, it won’t.’




  She smiled. ‘This once, and go easy on the jam.’




  ‘When it’s finished you’ll have to make more.’




  ‘No, we’ll have to buy it and that’s expensive. I don’t know how to make jam.’




  ‘You could learn though, couldn’t you?’




  ‘I suppose so.’ Laura’s first big shopping had surprised her and she was alarmed at how much everything cost. What she hadn’t been prepared for were the extras like boot

  polish, Brasso and soap. It wasn’t just food. This was something she could do, she could make a list of household expenses and see where she could make savings.




  Thank goodness she didn’t have to provide a midday meal for her father, he got his in the canteen or dining-room as some of the civil servants called it. For a modest sum they were served

  with a good meal which was cooked on the premises. It was far superior to what could be had elsewhere at the price and a whole lot better than taking sandwiches.




  The evening meal was over. Mince, potatoes and peas followed by stewed apples with custard. The custard was lumpy even though she was sure she had stirred it non-stop. She

  waited for the complaints, none came. George Morrison pushed back his chair and went through to the living-room and was soon behind his newspaper with his feet on the leather pouffe.




  Ronnie, remembering his promise, began carrying through the dishes, one plate at a time until Laura showed him how to pile them up and put all the cutlery together. That finished, he looked

  up.




  ‘Will that do or do I have to do something else?’




  She smiled. ‘No, that was a big help and if you’ve homework to do go and get it done.’




  ‘Not much and it’s easy. I got a comic to read from Charlie Adams and he wants it back in the morning.’




  ‘Lessons first then your comic,’ Laura said severely but she didn’t have to tell him that. Ronnie would do what was required and quickly.




  ‘Not in your bedroom,’ she said as he was preparing to go up. ‘It’s too cold.’




  ‘No, Laura, it isn’t, I’ll take off my shoes and go under the quilt.’




  She nodded. There were things she wanted to discuss with her father and Ronnie was better upstairs and out of earshot.




  





  Chapter Three




  Laura went through to the sitting-room, stood for a moment undecided, then sat down in the armchair that had been her mother’s. As she did her father looked up briefly

  before lowering his eyes once again to the newspaper. The fire was low, in need of attention, but she ignored it for the time being. Soon the weather would be warm enough to do without a fire until

  the evening.




  ‘Dad?’




  ‘Mmmm.’




  ‘Please put the paper down, we need to talk.’




  ‘Can’t it wait? You know I like this time to relax with the news. I work hard all day, you know,’ he ended peevishly.




  You aren’t the only one, she thought, then anger spurred her on. ‘No, this won’t wait, and like you I’ve had a hard day and unlike you mine won’t end until I go to

  bed.’




  To show his annoyance he dropped the paper to the floor. ‘If this is about money you should manage with what I give you.’




  ‘It’s not that, I need to know where I stand.’




  ‘Obvious, I would have thought. In your mother’s place, I believed you understood that.’




  ‘That won’t do,’ she said, shaking her head, ‘that won’t do at all.’ Taking a deep breath she added, ‘I need something for myself —’




  ‘An increase in your pocket money?’ he smiled.




  ‘No, an allowance for my own personal use.’




  ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’




  ‘I’m not. Had I left school at fifteen as you wanted I would have been earning a wage.’




  ‘My dear Laura, you have a lot to learn. Once you pay the rent, food, coal, etc. the rest is yours to buy clothes for Ronnie and yourself. The more efficient you become the more there will

  be left over.’




  ‘No, Dad,’ Laura said firmly, ‘that works between husband and wife but I am not prepared to stay at home under those conditions.’




  ‘What exactly are you asking?’




  ‘I need some independence and what I propose is to list all the expenses so that you can see where the money goes. As to my allowance, that remains separate and in no circumstances do I

  dip into it for extra housekeeping.’




  He blinked rapidly. ‘Words fail me and if your mother could hear you what she would have to say I just cannot begin to imagine.’




  ‘I can, she would be in favour.’




  ‘You have a hard streak in you, Laura. Your Aunt Peggy always said so.’




  ‘Spare me the aunts,’ Laura said furiously, ‘those two have far too much to say about what is none of their business.’




  ‘All they do is try to be helpful,’ he said stiffly.




  ‘Helpful,’ she said scornfully, ‘what help have we had? Advice, yes, plenty of that. Advice we could do well without.’




  ‘This conversation ends here and now.’




  ‘Just as soon as we agree on a fair allowance for me.’




  The sum eventually agreed on wasn’t much but at least it was hers. She would have no guilt feelings about putting it into the bank and what was left from the housekeeping would be put

  aside for clothes for Ronnie. She had to think and plan for Ronnie and herself, for who could tell what another year would bring?




  The small victory was hers, or perhaps not so small, and now was the time to apologise.




  ‘I’m sorry, Dad, if I lost my temper.’




  The apology surprised and pleased him. ‘We’ll say no more about it, Laura, we are both under a lot of strain.’ He hesitated before adding, ‘You have your life to lead and

  I have mine.’




  ‘Yes.’ She wondered what was coming.




  ‘You must get out and see your friends and I must make some effort too.’




  ‘Good idea, but we have to arrange it so that there is someone with Ronnie.’




  His brow beetled in annoyance. ‘Don’t baby him the way your mother did, let him do a bit more for himself and that way you should manage a part-time job.’




  ‘Such as?’




  ‘I don’t know, but I imagine shops quite often need assistants for a few hours daily.’




  She didn’t answer.




  Stepping out into the warm sunshine, Laura closed the door and noticed that the knob and letterbox could do with a polish. She promised herself that she would get out the

  Brasso tin and see to it once she was home and the shopping away.




  March had been cold, as cold as in the depths of winter, and that had been followed by an unsettled April with frequent showers of hail then bright sunshine. Here on the first Saturday of May

  the sun shone from a cloudless sky and Laura felt carefree and happy. How lovely it was to discard thick jumpers and warm skirts, and she congratulated herself that she had had the foresight to

  wash and iron her summer dresses ready for just such a day as this. In her pink and white cotton dress with its full skirt and narrow belt that accentuated her neat waist, Laura felt both cool and

  pretty. Over it she wore a fine-knit white cardigan with pearl buttons which were undone. Her long legs were bare and too white but she hoped that the sun would soon change that. Being fair-skinned

  she usually managed to get a nice tan. Her feet were in sandals that were shabby after having been worn all the previous summer and over her arm was a shopping bag. It held her purse that had been

  her mother’s. A large purse with divisions and in which she kept the housekeeping money.




  Her father was in bed, Laura had left him there, his excuse being that there was nothing for him to do and he was better there than getting under her feet. Nothing to do! Laura thought of all

  the jobs needing to be done but she was learning to swallow her resentment and bite back the words she longed to say. Was he totally blind as well as deaf, she wondered, or just not interested?

  Life wasn’t easy for him and she did try to be fair but didn’t he understand that it wasn’t easy for her or for Ronnie? Worse for Ronnie, he missed his mother desperately and was

  clinging more to his sister than he should. It infuriated George Morrison.




  ‘For God’s sake, he’s not a baby, stop treating him as one,’ he’d said on more than one occasion.




  ‘I try not to, but can’t you see how lost and bewildered he is and try and make allowances? And you’re one to speak. How much have you done to help since Mum died?’ And

  then the rows and the sulky silences and, she had to smile, the cause of it all trying to restore harmony.




  If only she could learn to organise her days then she would get through more but she seemed to work back on herself, jumping from one job to another and none of them getting done properly.

  Perhaps if her mother hadn’t been so super-efficient in everything she did, including being good with a hammer and nails, she wouldn’t feel so inadequate.




  Laura accepted that she wasn’t a good housekeeper because her heart wasn’t in it. How could it be when hardly a day went by without her thinking of what might have been? She was

  ashamed of herself because she was sick with envy when she met her friends and had started to avoid them.




  She and her father had never been close but until recently she had had an affection for him and made allowances for the grown-up child he was. Now she was fighting not to show her contempt.

  Other men did jobs about the house and could be seen in the garden at weekends and other times, cutting the grass and tidying up. Not George Morrison, he could be knee-deep in weeds and not notice.

  Weeds were a problem, her mother used to make a joke about them saying she only had to turn her back and a weed would re-appear. Laura thought she just had to turn her back and there was a whole

  army of them waiting to be pulled out. Remembering how the garden had looked when her mother was alive, the pride she had taken in it, Laura could have wept.




  Since he and Alan were going to watch a school game, Ronnie had been up sharp and he and Laura were about to sit down to breakfast together.




  ‘Before you start, Ronnie, take a cup of tea up to Dad.’




  ‘Why not make his breakfast, Laura, he would rather have that and I’ll take it up? I’ll be careful.’




  ‘No, he can come down for it.’




  The brown eyes were pleading. ‘It would put him in a good mood.’




  ‘No, Ronnie.’ She handed him a cup and saucer and two Abernethy biscuits. She didn’t want her brother to think her hard-hearted but she wasn’t going to relent. ‘If

  Dad was ill I’d be only too willing to take up his meals but he isn’t and he didn’t do this when Mum was alive.’




  Ronnie thought breakfast in bed was a small price to pay to keep his dad happy but when Laura had that tight-lipped expression it was a waste of time to try and get her to change her mind.




  Opening the door, she watched Ronnie slowly and carefully go up the stairs. She was about to turn away when she remembered the bedroom door would be shut and quickly went up ahead of him to open

  it, then flew down again.




  Sometimes Laura worried about herself, about the kind of person she was becoming, and there were times when she scarcely recognised herself. Once she had been a happy, carefree

  seventeen-year-old and now at eighteen she felt that all the cares of the world were on her shoulders. To Laura in her narrow world her days consisted of boring, repetitive jobs. Shopping, washing,

  ironing, mending and in between trying to keep the garden tidy. Cooking wasn’t so bad, she quite liked it. As for her social life it was virtually non-existent, with just an occasional visit

  to the cinema. Not so her father who was out most evenings, with one evening devoted to visiting his sisters, Peggy one week, Vera the next. He went straight from work and each had an appetising

  meal awaiting him. Laura was happy about that, it gave her a rest from cooking and to the delight of Ronnie they had fish and chips from the Italian’s.




  Visits from Aunt Peggy and Aunt Vera were few and far between, they much preferred that their brother visit them. At least he was assured of a good, well-cooked meal was what they said to each

  other, and from what they gathered life at 9 Fairfield Street left much to be desired.




  ‘Laura! Laura!’




  Day-dreaming as usual – she was very guilty of it these days – the sound of her own name made her start and swing round. Her face broke into a delighted smile. ‘Michael

  Grayson,’ she said, stopping in the street, ‘where did you spring from?’




  ‘Just got back home a few days ago—’ He broke off and looked uncomfortable. ‘Never got the chance to say how very sorry I was – it must have been terrible for

  you?’




  The sympathy in his eyes, in his voice, brought it all back and Laura nodded, unable for the moment to speak.




  Michael saw that her eyes were bright with unshed tears and gave her time to recover.




  ‘Thanks, I’m all right now, we’re beginning to come to terms with it but as you say it was awful,’ she said with a catch in her voice.




  ‘Heard too that you’re missing out on college. None of my business but I would have thought something could have been worked out.’




  ‘Something could,’ Laura said bitterly, ‘but if you remember my dad was never in favour of me going,’ She tried to laugh. ‘Enough about my troubles, what about you?

  Tell me how life is treating you.’




  ‘Can’t complain, Laura, life is pretty good and the hard work has paid off. I got through the exams, or struggled might be nearer the truth.’




  ‘Nonsense, I bet you sailed through the lot. Does that make you a fully qualified civil engineer?’ she asked.




  He nodded. ‘I’m doing an extra qualification but at least I’m earning while I’m studying and it doesn’t come so hard on the parents.’




  Although over two years older than Laura, they had been schoolfriends and she had been thrilled when Michael began to wait for her and they walked to school together. It was a nice feeling to be

  the envy of her friends and class-mates who had to be content with boys from the same year.




  Michael was a nice-looking boy and one of the tallest in his year, just as Laura had been almost a head taller than the others in her year. As they talked she began to study him and note the

  changes. The extreme thinness that had made him look gangling had gone. Now there was breadth to his shoulders and he held himself well. His grey eyes were just as honest and direct as she

  remembered and the dark brown hair still flopped over his forehead.




  She was under scrutiny too and couldn’t fail to see the admiration in his eyes.




  ‘You were always pretty but more so now I think.’




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, trying to accept the compliment gracefully but only succeeding in looking embarrassed. She looked down at her scuffed sandals.




  ‘Still go about with the same crowd?’




  She shook her head. ‘Very seldom see any of them.’




  ‘But surely—’




  ‘My own fault, Michael, not theirs. You see, I feel out of it, we no longer have much in common. All they talk about, and naturally enough, is college and I can’t join in.’ She

  stopped. ‘You can’t understand that, can you?’




  ‘On the contrary, I can understand it very well. Since coming back to Miltonsands I’ve met up with a few of the school crowd, we chatted for a while but after we’d each said

  what we were doing there didn’t seem to be anything left to say.’




  She smiled. She wasn’t sure whether to believe him or not.




  ‘Laura, I wish I didn’t have to but I’ve simply got to dash.’




  ‘Of course, it’s been—’




  ‘But not before we make a date. I know you are head cook and bottle washer—’




  ‘And a hundred things besides,’ she laughed, feeling more like the old Laura.




  ‘Which evening suits you, or better still if you’ve nothing fixed for tonight how about us going dancing at the Pavilion?’




  ‘Michael, there is nothing I’d like better but I just don’t know. Dad goes out most Saturday evenings—’




  ‘That doesn’t stop you going out, surely?’




  ‘There’s Ronnie.’




  ‘Forgot about your young brother, how old is he?’




  ‘Nearly ten.’




  ‘Couldn’t he stay with one of his friends until your dad gets home?’




  ‘Alan goes out with his parents on a Saturday night and I don’t know anyone else he could stay with.’




  He looked at her strangely. ‘You do want to come out with me?’




  She looked hurt. ‘Very much so. I’ll try, Michael, be sure of that, but I can’t promise.’




  ‘That’ll have to do then.’ He was looking at his watch and starting to walk away. ‘I’ll come for you about eight and hopefully you’ll be ready, if not’

  – he shrugged – ‘I’ll just have to go along on my own.’




  Laura didn’t want that, in fact it was the last thing she wanted. Michael had come back into her life and she didn’t want to spend the evening thinking about those other girls in

  Michael’s arms. She watched him striding away, unaware that she was smiling. Then she remembered the real purpose of this outing, glanced at the silver watch that had belonged to her mother

  and gave a start. Where had the time gone? Here she was with an empty shopping bag and if she didn’t look smart and get herself to the baker’s the bread would be sold out. One had to be

  early on a Saturday.




  Once George Morrison heard the door closing behind Laura he got up and not bothering to put a dressing-gown over his pyjamas, went downstairs and into the kitchen. The

  breakfast dishes were stacked beside the sink and the teapot was under the knitted tea-cosy. George got himself a clean cup and saucer and carried them to the table. Opening the door of the larder,

  he saw that, on the marble slab, was the blue and white jug half filled with milk, a plate with butter and a bowl of brown eggs. He could boil himself an egg, three minutes it took if he remembered

  correctly. The matter received his consideration but in the end he decided he couldn’t be bothered. A couple of slices of bread and butter would keep him going until one o’clock. That

  was when they had their main meal on a Saturday and Sunday and Laura was becoming quite a good cook, he would give her that.




  George buttered the bread, poured the tea which was neither hot nor cold but drinkable, and stood while he ate and drank. That over and feeling only marginally better for it, he put the cup,

  saucer and plate together with the knife and spoon with the other dirty dishes and went into the living-room to see if the paper had come. It was always later on a Saturday, the paper-boy very

  likely had an extra hour in bed. That made him think about Ronnie, what was to hinder the lad doing a delivery round? It could be a paper round or delivering groceries after school.




  The newspaper was on the chair, untouched as he insisted it should remain until he’d read it. Paper in hand, he climbed the stairs and got himself into bed. The extra pillow went behind

  his head and as usual he turned to the sports page. The news could wait. As he turned the page his hand all but overbalanced the cup on the bedside table and he righted it. Pity he hadn’t

  remembered to take the cup and saucer down with him but Laura could see to that when she came up to make the bed and tidy the room.




  These days Laura was often in his thoughts chiefly because she was turning out to be such a disappointment. With her intelligence he had supposed that looking after the house and garden as Ellen

  had done would have been child’s play, instead of which she seemed to be forever in a muddle, and as for his shirts she didn’t make a good job of them, none of the collars sat the way

  they should. His sister was right, when was she ever wrong? Dependable, was Peggy. Ellen should have made Laura do a bit more about the house then she would have been better prepared when she was

  landed with it. His face darkened in anger. What a nerve she had to suggest that he should be giving her a hand. Didn’t she realise how exhausted and drained he was after a day at the office?

  It was well known, though it had escaped her, that brainwork took a lot more out of one than manual labour. The girl had a lot to learn. For heaven’s sake, the weekend should be a time for

  relaxing and surely it wasn’t asking too much to have his breakfast in bed on a Saturday. But no, his daughter wasn’t going to oblige and he didn’t have to search for a reason.

  This was her way of paying him back for depriving her of a college education. A pulse in his temple throbbed. Didn’t she ever think of anyone but herself? Ronnie got some consideration, far

  too much by his way of thinking, but as for himself he got none. What an incredibly selfish daughter he had.




  Irritably he looked at the sports page and that did nothing to cheer him. Dundee, the football team he followed, had put up a poor show. Pathetic, according to the football news, and there was

  no excuse for it. They were capable of better and if they weren’t careful they would be losing supporters, himself included. Nothing was going right for him either, he thought, and that was

  more to the point. In disgust he thrust the newspaper aside and began to think about his situation. Six months had gone by since Ellen’s death. The pain of loss was less now and there were

  whole days when he didn’t think about her and when he did it was usually in connection with his creature comforts or rather the lack of them.




  Looking back, George decided that his marriage had been comfortable. Yes, that was the word. It had been happy too because both Ellen and he had got from it what they wanted. He could see that

  now and accept that Ellen had mothered him and that he had enjoyed being fussed over. And as for Ellen she had been perfectly content in that role.




  He accepted that his life was beginning to change. The quiet sympathy from friends and colleagues was less now. The sympathy was still there but now invitations were coming his way and his male

  colleagues, who felt they had done their bit, were encouraging him to accept. It amused and secretly pleased him that so many of the unattached females were finding an extra ticket for a show or

  function. Perhaps he should start to accept instead of refusing as he had up to now. After all, as he was being constantly reminded, one couldn’t mourn forever, life must go on.




  Certainly life at home held very little for him. His son and daughter had not turned out as he hoped, in fact if he was going to be completely truthful, they were a big disappointment. Why

  couldn’t he have been blessed with a son more like himself, fond of sport and with a bit of life in him? And Laura had him to thank for her good appearance. Ellen had been pleased about that,

  saying that it was so much more important for a girl. Ronnie would be very ordinary, like his mother had been, but according to Ellen that wouldn’t matter. He had a good brain and one day

  would hold down a well-paid job, she had said proudly.




  Putting his hands behind his head, George stared at the ceiling. He was restless and desperate to make a fresh start, to escape from the responsibility of home and family. His heart ached for

  freedom and he thought longingly of distant shores, Canada or America or anywhere for that matter, just provided it was far away from Miltonsands. He sighed. Just dreams that faded in the light of

  another dreary day.




  





  Chapter Four




  When Laura returned from the shops with a bulging bag there was a smile on her lips and for the first time in a long while she felt happy. Somehow between meeting Michael and

  getting home she had managed to convince herself that her dad would stay in with Ronnie. How could he refuse when she went out so seldom and he was rarely in? She didn’t know where he went,

  he never said and she never asked. Laura just supposed he had a drink with his colleagues and since she had never known her father to be the worse for drink she had no worries on that score.




  Humming happily, she put away the groceries and the large loaf of bread in the bread-bin. It had been the last but one on the shelf in the baker’s. That job done, she got out an apron from

  the drawer in the kitchen and tied it round her waist.




  There was plenty of hot water and Laura began on the dishes, noticing as she did that at some stage her father must have come downstairs. An extra cup and saucer had been added to the pile but

  the white one she’d sent up with Ronnie was missing. Normally that would have annoyed her, that he hadn’t troubled to bring it down, but this morning nothing was important enough to

  irritate her.




  She heard him walking about so at least he was up, and fifteen minutes later her father appeared looking smart and fresh. He wore the light grey flannels she had collected from the cleaners the

  previous day with a fresh shirt, a blue striped one. The top button was undone. Under his arm was the morning paper and in his hand a cup and saucer which he handed to her.




  She smiled. ‘Thanks,’ she said, surprised.




  ‘Did you remember my cigarettes?’




  ‘Yes, on the sideboard.’ She didn’t think his cigarettes should come out of the housekeeping but he did.




  ‘Where’s Ronnie?’




  ‘Told you last night, Dad, that he was going with Alan to see the school team playing.’




  ‘You may have, don’t recall, but no doubt I would have paid more attention had he been playing instead of watching.’




  ‘He can’t help not being good at sport and I bet many parents would rather their son was clever academically like Ronnie instead of having brains in their feet.’




  He laughed and she joined in. It was important to keep him in a good humour and the offer of tea might help.




  ‘Want a cup of tea, Dad?’




  ‘Wouldn’t mind.’ He went through to the living-room.




  Laura had the potatoes peeled and in the pot and the vegetables prepared. She dried her hands, filled the kettle, lit the gas, put the kettle on the ring and took a deep breath. Now was the

  time. She went through.




  ‘Dad, I’ve got a favour to ask.’




  ‘What?’ He lowered the paper and looked at her.




  ‘I met Michael Grayson when I was out. You do remember Michael?’




  ‘Vaguely.’




  ‘He’s done well, got through his exams.’




  ‘What does that make him?’ he asked without showing much interest and fingering the paper as though anxious to get back to it.




  ‘A civil engineer.’




  ‘Mmmm.’




  ‘He wants to take me dancing, tonight, to the Pavilion.’




  ‘Tonight?’ His brows shot up. ‘Short notice, isn’t it?’




  She chose to ignore that. ‘Dad, I want to go, I really want to go and you have to admit that I don’t go out a lot.’




  ‘Your own fault, and sorry, but as it happens I’ve made arrangements for tonight.’




  ‘Not important arrangements though, are they?’




  ‘I consider them to be,’ he said coldly.




  ‘That’s not fair, Dad,’ she burst out, ‘you’re out nearly every night and what about our arrangements or have you conveniently forgotten those?’




  ‘Not at all, and if you haven’t wished until now to take advantage that is hardly my concern. Or are you suggesting it is?’




  ‘No, of course I’m not, but tonight is different,’ she said desperately, ‘I want to go dancing with Michael, I’m young and I’m entitled to some enjoyment. It

  wouldn’t do you any harm to stay in for a change.’ She regretted the words as soon as they were said but she was so angry, so disappointed, that they just came out.




  His eyes were icy blue. ‘Are you by any chance dictating to me?’




  ‘I didn’t mean that and I’m not dictating. All I’m doing, Dad, is appealing to your sense of fair play.’




  ‘Go dancing with your boyfriend by all means and as far as your brother is concerned he can stay with his pal next door or remain in the house on his own. He isn’t a baby, Laura,

  though that is what you are making him.’




  ‘Alan goes out with his parents on Saturday nights and Ronnie can’t be left on his own at night.’




  ‘That is just ridiculous, I should be home by ten o’clock at the latest.’




  Her eyes flashed angrily. ‘Tell me this, were you ever left on your own? No, I’ll answer it myself. All through your childhood you were surrounded by doting females who would never

  have dreamt of leaving you on your own – not at Ronnie’s age or even when you were a lot older.’




  ‘That’s enough!’ He was blazingly angry. ‘You’ll go too far one day and you’ll be sorry.’




  Defeated, Laura turned away and as she did became aware of the kitchen filling with steam. The kettle, she’d forgotten it was on!




  ‘Heavens! I completely forgot I had the kettle on,’ she said, dashing through to turn off the gas.




  ‘You can forget about the tea too as far as I’m concerned, I’m going out.’ A few moments later she heard the front door bang.




  Gripping the edge of the table, Laura closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. She wanted to scream with disappointment and rage and the rage was mostly against herself. Why did she have to go

  and say all that? She might have had a chance if she’d kept her temper, a bit of gentle persuading perhaps. Funny that she’d never thought of herself as quick-tempered or bad-tempered

  but she appeared to be both.
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