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The ferry crossed the harbour from Portsmouth to Gosport under a grey November sky. On the bow seat, in the open, a group of women clutched their children to them, their eyes blurred with tears. Among the sailors and dockyard mateys crowding the deck, the mood was sombre.


As the boat swung past Haslar Creek, nineteen-year-old Mary Vine stared across the water at her rivals crouching at their moorings. Blunt grey shapes with numbers painted on them. Furthest away was the L75, Matthew’s submarine.


Behind her one of the mateys said, ‘Terrible about that lost submarine. Not much chance of getting those matelots out alive.’


‘Bloke next door’s on board, his wife’s just had a baby,’ said another. ‘That nipper won’t never see his dad, now.’


Mary swallowed down their words like gristly meat. No, she would not let them frighten her. This was their day, hers and Matthew’s. The fourteenth of November 1925, a date they’d remember forever. Over in Gosport a new life awaited her. No longer the snot-nosed nipper from Lemon Street, she would become Mrs Matthew Miller.


Turning from the sea she looked at the crying women then snapped her eyes shut. Drowned sailors had no place in the mind of a girl that was getting engaged.


A crewman flung the rope to his oppo on the Gosport jetty and the passengers surged off the ferry. Dodging the mateys’ bicycles Mary thundered up the pontoon past the paper seller and his grim placard.


‘Little hope for the crew of the M1 submarine.’


There in the Ferry Gardens was Matthew, grinning from ear to ear. Ooh! She could never get enough of that gladness. Mary cannoned into him, burying her face in his coat, sniffing the familiar diesel fumes that clung to his clothes. He was alive and she could touch him.


‘Hello, love,’ he said, bending to kiss her, his hands icy against her face. ‘You’re shaking. We best get you in out of the cold.’


‘Hello yourself,’ she said grinning up at him.


‘Let’s go and get some Bovril before we’re perished.’


The windows in the café were all steamed up and the air ponged of hot lard and gravy. Matthew held out the chair for her as if they were in a swanky restaurant and took off his cap. ‘Like some bread with it?’ he asked.


Mary nodded. While he was at the counter she fiddled with the ribbon on his cap. The golden letters spelled out ‘HM Submarine L75’. Everything conspired to remind her of what she was trying to forget. Impatiently she drummed her fingers on the table, wanting him to hurry up. Then he turned and grinned at her. She smiled back at her tall red-haired fiancé. Dad called him the racing snake. Nobody thought him handsome but he made her so happy. They were laughing all the time. It was a wonder that he had taken to her at all – she was so vinegar-tongued and hard to like. Of course, getting to know one another by letter had helped. By the time they were face to face she felt safe with him. Matthew could always coax her out from behind her fortress. For the first time in her life she felt loved.


‘Here, wrap your hands round the mug, that’ll warm you through,’ he said, setting the steaming Bovril in front of her. ‘Ooh,’ he teased, looking at her fingernails, ‘still got your long talons. Just like a fashion plate.’


‘All the better to scratch you with,’ she said, making claw marks on his sleeve. Love had stopped her biting her nails.


‘What’s the programme? I’m sure you’ve got today mapped out to the second.’


‘Get the ring first, then something to eat and back over to the market to cash up and store away.’


He grinned at her. ‘Forgot you were a business lady, proper old money-bags. Couldn’t your dad pack up for you?’


Mary laughed. ‘He’s got no idea of trade. Gives the stuff away if he takes a liking to someone. Besides, his hands ain’t as quick as they used to be, before the fire.’ The stall had been a godsend to the family after Dad lost his job. Mary had worked with Nelly Moyes since she was sixteen, and, good as her word, the old woman had left the stall to her when she died. It was in Dad’s name until she was twenty-one. The year 1927 would be an important one: marriage, stall-holding and moving to Gosport. Mary sighed – only fourteen months to go.


‘I was glad to get out of Dolphin,’ Matthew said, as he handed her the plate of bread. ‘Those poor blokes on the M1. No one expects them to make it. Knew some of them, I did; decent lads with families. When I left there was wives and mothers at the gate – really brought it home to you.’


HMS Dolphin, the submarine base, was housed in Fort Blockhouse, a great slab of a building on the Gosport side of the harbour. Would she be waiting at the gate for news, one day? she wondered. She swallowed down another gristly lump of fear. ‘Don’t want to know about the M1,’ she snapped. Anyone but Matthew would have called her a heartless bitch.


He held her hands between his. ‘Being an ostrich won’t make it go away, love,’ he said.


‘This is our day and nothing’s going to spoil it,’ she insisted.


‘I just want you to know what you’re getting into, marrying a submariner. We don’t get the extra money for fun. Being in boats is a risky business.’


‘Thinking about it don’t make them any safer,’ she said. ‘All the women in Portsea was prayin’ their heads off, after Jutland in 1916, but it didn’t make no difference. Blokes still got drowned. We were just kids out playing in the street when the telegram came about Dad being killed. Mum locked herself in the lavatory and screamed her head off. The twins and me was wetting ourselfs with fright. Even when he came back safe she couldn’t believe it.’ Mary stared at the tablecloth. It was never the same after Jutland. There was Ma going mental and Dad as much help as a paper bucket. All the time, she had been trying to keep her little brother, Blyth, and the twins together and out of the workhouse. She grabbed Matthew’s hands, wanting to impress on him the importance of her words. ‘You gotta live for today, for what you can see and touch this minute. Tomorrow’s anyone’s guess.’


He kissed her fingers. ‘Calm down, love, no need to lose your rag. It’s just you and me today. Dolphin can go hang till Sunday. I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks.’


‘What? The Bovril?’


Matthew laughed and so did she. ‘No, you daft ha’p’orth! Getting engaged.’


Later, they walked up the High Street and stared into the window of Dukes, Jewellers and Watchmakers. On the middle shelf was a tray of engagement rings. Her eyes were drawn to one with a blue stone surrounded by a circle of diamond chippings. The ticket attached to it said five guineas. That would be a whole month of Matthew’s pay. Trust her to like the dearest. Trouble was that the one for two pounds looked so much meaner than the one she wanted. There was a notice saying that hire purchase terms could be arranged. Right at the bottom of the window, in the corner, was another collection of rings advertised as second-hand. No! She wouldn’t entertain them. All her life had been hand-me-down clothes, broken biscuits, stale bread. Mrs Matthew Miller’s engagement ring was going to be new and sparkling: she would flaunt it to the neighbours in Lemon Street. Them that had called her a guttersnipe would have to sit up and take notice.


‘What’s your fancy?’ asked Matthew. ‘Bound to be others inside.’


‘I’ve seen one, but . . .’


‘You have what you like, love,’ he said, ‘you only get one engagement ring in a lifetime. What’s the damage?’


‘Five guineas, but they do terms. So much down and half a crown a week.’ Mary watched his face for any sign of doubt. The ring was so lovely and nothing else in the window quite came up to its shiny splendour.


‘Won’t be able to have such a posh dinner as I’d planned, but that won’t matter so long as you have what you want.’


‘Why can’t you put so much down and pay it off like they say?’


‘I pay as I go, Mary. Can’t abide debt.’


‘But Matthew . . .’


‘We’ll have the ring today and a slap-up meal later on, that way we parcel out the treats.’


Mary almost bit her nails. She wanted the lot: the ring, the meal and Matthew holding her tight. For a second or two she thought of going into a sulk but knew that he wouldn’t wear it. If she tried that on he’d just walk away. She wasn’t used to giving in.


‘Let’s go in and try it on,’ he said. ‘It’s arctic out here. Come on, love.’


He’d calmed down. She swallowed with relief. Only when he was mad with her did he call her Mary.


The bell on the door tinkled. There was a carpet on the floor and the counter had a glass top with all the jewellery set out on little velvet trays. Mary was used to seeing rings heaped together on a stall in the market or in the pawnbroker’s window. Standing in the shop was like being in church.


A man in a black jacket and striped trousers came out from a curtain behind the counter. He had a moustache like a Shredded Wheat biscuit and peered at them through the thick lenses of his glasses. ‘Madam, Sir, how may I be of assistance?’ he said.


‘We are getting engaged and my fiancée would like to try on a ring from the window, please.’


‘Certainly, Sir, I won’t be a moment. I need to fetch the window key.’


Mary giggled. ‘Fiancée,’ she whispered, ‘makes me sound like Cinderella.’


He laughed. ‘Sit down on that chair over there. You can pretend it’s a throne.’


‘OK, Prince Charming,’ she said.


‘Which particular ring is it, Madam?’ The little man had the doors open and was poised to lift out whichever tray she pointed to.


‘It’s the tray on the middle shelf. The blue stone with the diamond cluster,’ said Mary, springing off the chair. Oh, she had never wanted anything so much in her life.


‘Ah, yes! The sapphire.’ The tray was set on the counter and the jeweller placed the ring on a little satin mat with ‘Duke and Son’ written on it in gold letters. He had starched cuffs, gold links, and nails that looked as if they’d been polished. Deftly he slid the ticket from the ring and stood waiting like a courtier.


‘I want you to put it on for me,’ she whispered.


Matthew blushed. ‘I’ve got engine oil under my fingers,’ he said.


‘Think nothing of it, young man, honest toil, honest toil.’


Old Shredded Wheat looked down, discreetly, at the tray of jewellery.


She held out her hand and Matthew picked up the ring and slid it on her finger. Mary gasped. ‘It fits perfect. It’s so beautiful.’ She wanted to cry.


‘Are you sure that’s the one? You’re certain?’


She nodded, unable to speak.


‘Five guineas, Sir, if you please. I will get the box for it.’ The little man turned his back and busied himself at a row of wooden drawers.


‘Happy?’ whispered Matthew.


She stood on tiptoe and kissed him quickly, before the little man turn round. ‘I love you,’ she whispered.


‘Me too,’ Matthew whispered back. He took out a ten-shilling note and a fiver from the back of his pay book and placed them on the counter.


‘Thank you, Sir; now, if you will kindly sign your name and address on the back of the five-pound note, I will make out a receipt for you and get your change.’ He turned and smiled at Mary. ‘Do you wish to wear your ring, Madam, or shall you put it in the box?’


‘I wants to wear it, please,’ she said, unable to tear her eyes away from her ring.


‘The receipt for you, Sir, and the box for you, Madam.’ He coughed. ‘As it’s for cash, I would like to give you a small token with my compliments.’ He gave Matthew his five shillings change, and then an extra two-shilling piece.


‘That’s good of you, Sir,’ he said. ‘My fiancée and I appreciate that very much.’


‘I’m so excited I needs to run,’ said Mary, grabbing his arm as soon as they were in the street. ‘Come on! Let’s dash all the way back down to the gardens.’ Laughing, they raced down the High Street past the grim placards and onto the ferry.


Breathless and in a daze, Matthew sat with Mary cuddled up beside him. They had done it, they were promised to each other. Never had he seen her so lit up. Her brown eyes shone and she kept squeezing his hand and looking up at him. In that red cloche hat, she reminded him of a robin: bright and brave. With the loss of his father in Gallipoli and death of his mother the year before, Mary had become his whole world. There was no one like her. He so wanted to make her happy and yet there were moments when there was no pleasing her. She could flare up one moment and the next break out in tears. Her intensity frightened him sometimes. Still, once he’d got her across the water and away from her rackety family, she’d be sure to calm down.


The wind tugged at his collar as Matthew looked out over the harbour. Every crossing was different: the sky sometimes a glowing sunset over Gosport or a lowering grey, the sea ranging from blue to stormy pewter. On the horizon the Isle of Wight could be a distant blur or a sharply defined pattern of fields and hedges. Old Portsmouth was a jigsaw of brick pubs and stone walls fringed by shingle and shell. Guarding the entrance of the harbour like open jaws were Fort Blockhouse and the Round Tower.


Today the talk around him of the lost submarine distracted him from the view. It gnawed at him. What did civilians know of his world? A submarine crew, all volunteers, were there because they had chosen the life, and were trained to deal with danger. The officers were mostly high calibre men who could respond to any emergency. It was early days yet for the lost M1, and there was always a chance.


Matthew liked the snugness of submarines, and the sense of family among the crew. Although shy by nature, he had become used to the coarse humour among the men and began to retaliate in kind. He loved being at sea with the noise of the engines throbbing in his ears and the familiar fug of diesel fumes, mildewed bread and boiled cabbage. It was better still when they dived and the big electric motors took over with their low hum accompanied by the plop, plop of the propellers driving the submarine forward. He would stand on watch checking the dials in the control room, in the gloom of the low-wattage bulbs. As his knowledge of mechanics increased so did his confidence. He would be twenty-two soon and was ambitious to become a Leading Hand.


Of course, there were bad times too: the squalor of living and sleeping, day in day out, in the same clothes, lack of sleep, stale food and stale monotonous jokes. After too many hours submerged your head ached and your brain got fogged. Your mouth felt as if it was full of mud. Coming up and opening the hatch, you’d be drunk on the sweetness of the air and the relief of being back on the surface.


They had crossed to Portsmouth and were walking up the jetty hand in hand when Matthew felt a tap on his shoulder.


‘Dusty, got cloth ears, ’ave ya?’


Startled, Matthew turned to see his old shipmate, Mary’s elder brother, arm in arm with his wife, Dora.


‘Hello, Harry, where you off to?’ he said, shaking him by the hand.


‘Upstairs, in Driver’s Café, to have a slap-up tea. We’re celebrating.’ He turned to Mary and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Hello, our kid. What you bin up to? Thought you’d be down the market with Dad flogging the toys and making your fortune.’


Mary grinned from ear to ear. ‘We just got engaged. Want to look at me ring?’


‘Blimey! You Rockefeller or sommink, Dusty?’ Harry laughed. ‘Here, Dora, look at our Mary’s ring. Got herself engaged she has.’


‘What’s your good news, then?’ Matthew asked, while the girls pored over the ring.


Harry grinned. ‘We found ourselves a place to rent. We’ll be on our own.’


‘No more kowtowing to my mum and dad,’ laughed Dora. She looked questioningly at Mary. ‘Off to Driver’s we are, for a slap-up dinner. Want to come with us and make it a double celebration?’


Mary hesitated. At first she had been furiously jealous of her brother’s girl, now she was wary. Everyone loved Dora. It was that sweetness that got on Mary’s nerves and showed up her own mocking nature. But today, she grinned up at her fiancé. ‘What ya think? Haven’t never been upstairs in Driver’s.’


Matthew swallowed. He had hoped to have Mary all to himself. Getting engaged was a milestone in a couple’s life, there was so much to talk about and decide together. He had wanted to take her for tea to a really nice place like Handley’s where there’d be bone china cups and cakes on a little stand, even linen serviettes. Driver’s was all right but it wasn’t what he would have chosen. He tried to think of an excuse, but Mary squeezed his hand. ‘Yes, of course we’ll come,’ he heard himself saying. When she was all lit up like that, he could refuse her nothing, and Harry was a good bloke, always one for a laugh. He watched the girls chatting away. Once we’re married we’ll be in Gosport and Harry and all the rest of the Vines will be safely on the other side of the water. We shall be the new Miller family answerable only to ourselves.


Mary walked hand in hand with Matthew up from the ferry and across the bridge. She relished the thought that only she called him by his proper name. Every Miller in the navy was called Dusty. A Saturday crowd of sailors poured out of the dockyard gates, ready to invade the pubs and eating places along The Hard. Mary was skipping with excitement. Outside the café she said, ‘I used to go downstairs, in here, for a bit of bread-pudding when we’d been slithering about the harbour, mud larking. Afterwards we’d share out our takings, what people had thrown us from the bridge.’


‘Bet you were a fierce little nipper,’ he said, grinning at her.


Mary laughed. ‘I punched this boy once so hard I made his nose bleed.’


‘Better keep on the right side of you then.’


‘I’d need a bloomin’ great ladder to reach your snitch,’ she giggled. She turned round to see if Harry and Dora were catching them up – fancy having a place of their own. She felt a surge of envy. Still, she mustn’t spoil their joy. Her brother was grinning like a lunatic and Dora looked ever so pretty.


As they walked up the stairs in Driver’s Café she felt relieved. The thought of Handley’s, with its thick carpets, snooty waitresses and posh women with plummy voices had seemed more an ordeal than a treat. Of course, growing up in a posh house Matthew knew how the toffs carried on. Although Mary had been a scullery maid once, in Lancaster Terrace, for a naval officer’s family, she’d hardly got a sniff of the dining room. All her time was spent at the big brown sink. Every bloomin’ crack and cranny of it was burned into her memory. For a time she had tried to get Dad and the family to lay the table properly, and use a cloth. Her enthusaism soon fizzled out when she was left to do the extra washing up and ironing. Half the time at home they spread newspaper on the table and it was everyone for themselves – the first in, the biggest share. Oh yes, Driver’s would be much more chummy and relaxed.


Matthew helped her out of her coat and hat. She shivered as his hands brushed against her shoulders, wishing they could be alone together, somewhere where he could hold her close and drown out the fear prowling in her stomach. She felt self-conscious in her new red jumper suit, until she saw the admiration in his eyes.


‘Very smart’, he whispered. They found a table by the window overlooking The Hard and all the bustle of sailors and passengers crossing the bridge to the ferries and trains.


‘We’ll wait for our friends,’ he said to the girl who stood waiting for their order.


‘You got enough money?’ Mary whispered as the girl began clearing the plates from another table.


‘I’ve got twenty-five shillings altogether, what with the money the chap in the jeweller’s gave us. What d’you fancy?’


‘Everything,’ she said, reaching across the table and squeezing his hand.


‘Mixed grill would be good. You get a sausage and bacon, liver and onions, fried tomatoes and a fried egg.’


‘Go on, gal, fill your boots,’ laughed Harry sitting down beside her.


‘Plaice and chips for me,’ said Dora.


Matthew and Harry settled for beef and dumplings.


‘Service, please,’ said Matthew and with a sniff the girl took her pencil from behind her ear and began to take down their order. ‘Tea all round and bread and butter?’ he asked.


Mary was so proud of him. He had such lovely manners and treated her as if she were a lady. What he saw in her she didn’t know. When she was with him it was as if she were someone else – someone she could almost like. The hard, mistrustful self could be left behind in Lemon Street and the real Mary could show herself.


‘Champion!’ said Harry. ‘All right with you, my babes?’


‘I could eat a horse,’ said Dora, smiling at all of them.


When the tray arrived and each of them had their tea, Matthew said, ‘Here’s to a new life for the Millers and the Vines.’


Down below on the pavement a newsboy was shouting, ‘All hope gone for the M1. Sixty-nine men lost.’


Mary looked at Matthew, willing him to smile at her. She clinked her cup against his. ‘Cheers,’ she said.
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Fred Vine shivered. He was dying for a fag and a pee but something else had wakened him. What was it? Struggling into the coat he used as a bedcover he stepped barefoot across the cracked lino and twitched the curtain aside. The sky was black. He breathed on the windowpane and smudged away a patch of frost flowers illuminated by the light from the street lamp. Outside, all was still save for a paper bag bowling along the pavement. On a mattress, at his feet, nine-year-old Blyth was snoring. Before going downstairs Fred pulled the thin blanket up over his son’s shoulders.


A light was glinting from under the kitchen door and there were sounds of swearing and the clash of pots. Mary was pulling the big saucepan and rusty roasting dish out of the cupboard under the sink. ‘Jesus! It’s only half four,’ said Fred, peering at the clock. ‘What you doin’ clattering around in the middle of the night?’


‘Lots to do,’ she snapped. ‘Got the stall to run, the shopping to get and you lot to organise. Christmas dinner don’t arrive on a bleedin’ sleigh, you know.’


Fred chewed his bottom lip. His daughter was on her high horse. They would all be in for a thin time if he didn’t get her to climb down.


‘We got us five, Dora, Harry and Matthew. That’s eight wedged around the table. Not enough chairs and the place like a tip.’


‘Why d’ya think I’m up early?’ he said, giving her a coaxing smile.


‘You just got up for a fag and a pee. I know you.’


‘May be so, but you can’t afford to turn me down. I’m cheap to run, just a cup of hot tea and a crust of toast. Come on, gal, you can still be the captain and I’ll be your master-at-arms.’


‘Get down the yard and stop flannelling,’ she snapped, standing there in a faded cotton nightdress, her arms folded around herself, jigging up and down with the cold. ‘Don’t think you’re slidin’ off to the pub, today, ’cos I got a list of jobs for you long as yer arm.’


Fred slocked down the yard, his laces trailing. He would like to have smacked her one but he deserved her scorn. Christ, if it hadn’t been for Mary and some of the neighbours they’d have fetched up in the workhouse long since. Trouble with his daughter, she didn’t know how to bring out the best in people, didn’t get them on her side. Refused help and then carried on top ropes when her plans didn’t pan out. He smiled as he emerged later from the lavatory door and smelled the toast from the kitchen. ’Course, all this carry-on was because her chap was coming over to dinner. He seemed a nice enough lad from what he had seen of him, but he was in for a rocky ride with Mary.


‘Here you are, Dad. Tea hot and strong, and the crust.’


Fred looked around the kitchen. It was the usual choas: last night’s clothes flung in chairs and jammy knives on the table. Mary was sat there writing out her lists.


‘Tell us the worst,’ he said, biting into his toast. ‘Watcha got me down for?’


‘Last night’s washing up, buying all the veggies and finding some chairs.’


‘What’s on the menu?’


‘Whatever we can get, needs another quid at least to get everythink. I’ll hang around down the market tonight till about eight, see what’s going cheap at the meat stall.’


‘What’s on for pudding? Are we getting any mince pies?’


‘You just cut your cackle and finish your fag,’ said Mary. ‘I ’spect Granny Pragnell will give us one of her puddings. Due back today, she is.’


Fred smiled at her. She was calming down but they were not out of the woods yet. There were Faith and Mercy to deal with. ‘How you gonna get the twinnies to muck in and help ya?’


‘Ah!’ said his daughter. ‘I boxed clever, there. Know how dance mad they are? I got some taps and the nails to fix on their shoes. I swapped them with this bloke for a bag of soldiers and some comics. They don’t get them till they’ve washed up the Christmas dinner.’


Fred laughed. ‘Artful, that’s what you are,’ he said admiringly. ‘What’s Blyth in for?’


‘He’s your assistant and he’s doing the Christmas tree.’


‘Thought we couldn’t run to a tree this year.’


Mary tapped her nose conspiratorially. ‘Wait and see,’ she said, dragging on her coat and fingerless gloves.


Fred got up from the table and hugged her before she shrugged herself out of his arms. Young Dusty would have a treasure, he thought, if he had the patience to work his way past all her prickles. If he could make her feel safe he’d be king of her castle.


‘Now, d’you want me to help you set up this morning or come down later?’


‘You get the kids organised with their jobs, then come up to me about eleven. Fetch us a cup of tea and a bacon buttie from the caff, then we’ll see how it’s going.’


Fred waved his daughter away into the morning gloom then crouched by the range with his fag and his tea. They were over the first hurdle. If the youngsters upstairs would just fall into line they might all have a halfway decent Christmas.


Blyth poked his head out from under the blanket and, just as quickly, pulled it back over his face. He’d just remembered, everything was different this year. There was no Father Christmas. His pals had told him it was all make-believe. It was really your dad what left the presents. He pretended that he knew that, all the time, but it had been a plummeting disappointment. His dad was full of stories and promises, but they were like sand castles – soon knocked over. Trouble was, Blyth could never get mad with him because Dad got as disappointed as he did when his plans fell apart. It was Mary and his big brother Harry what got the presents, stuck up for him and kept his secrets. He wished they were his mum and dad. Couldn’t remember Mum, except a lot of shouting and screaming. He was glad that Harry and Dusty were coming on Christmas Day. They might play battleships or even have a kick about with him in the street.


‘Here, son, I brought you up a cup of tea and sugar toast,’ wheedled his dad. ‘You and me gotta run the ship today and get those girls up and doing.’


In the twins’ bedroom, Faith began to uncurl herself from beneath the lumpy eiderdown she shared with Mercy. There was a cold space where her sister should have been.


‘Sit up! Got us some tea and bread. Catch hold while I gets back in,’ demanded Mercy.


‘Ooh! get yer feet off me! Like ice they are,’ grumbled Faith.


‘Keep still, you daft cow, you’ll have the tea all over us.’


The twins sat up with the eiderdown clutched up almost to their chins. Faith warmed her hands around the jam jar full of tea while Mercy chewed her way through the thick end of a slice of bread and jam.


‘D’you reckon they’ve bought them for us?’


‘Dunno,’ mumbled Mercy. ‘Said last night as she’d leave a list of stuff for us to do and then she’d see about it.’


‘Ooh! She don’t half get me riled. Always a sprat to catch a mackerel.’


‘Narky cow. That Dusty don’t know what she’s like. You reckon he really loves her and gets all spooney over her?’


‘Hope so,’ said Faith. ‘Once she’s married we’ll be able to please ourselves. Come in when we likes and keep our own money. Next May, when we’re fifteen, we’ll get a pay rise from the brewery. We’ll be up to ten bob each.’


‘Cripes!’ Faith whistled at the thought.


‘What we gonna give Mary fer Christmas?’ Mercy mused, hoping her twin had got something as she had spent all her money on their curling tongs.


‘Got some scent what that bloke give me, at work. Ashes of Violets, don’t half pong.’


They laughed.


‘Dora’s coming, I got her a hankie with a “D” on it,’ continued Faith, ‘ever so pretty and only sixpence.’


‘Snap,’ said Mercy, ‘I got her one as well. Here, greedy guts, hand over that bread.’ She licked the jam from her fingers. ‘Watcha reckon they’ve got for us, apart from the shoes?’ she asked.


‘Ooh, pearl earrings, silk stockings, gallon of scent and a Rolls-Royce.’


‘That was before you woke up,’ yawned her sister. ‘Probbly be mince pie and a new threepenny bit wrapped in paper same as last year.’


They jumped at the sound of rapping on their bedroom door.


‘Right, you two,’ said Fred, ‘it’s all hands on deck. We gotta put this place to rights before Mary gets back tonight or there’ll be all hell to pay.’


‘We’ll fetch the shopping and give Mary a hand with the stall,’ said Mercy, sitting on the floor and buckling her shoes. ‘What we gotta get?’


‘’Ere’s the list under the spill box,’ said Faith. ‘There’s a ten-bob note here and Mary reckons we’ll need at least another one, so we’ll all have to cough up. There’s all the veggies and meat and bread and the tree’s not bought yet.’


‘Gotta have a Christmas tree,’ said Blyth, licking the knife before flinging it into the sink.


Fred reached into his pockets and brought out a handful of loose change. ‘What we got here?’ He counted out the coins that amounted to two shillings and fivepence. ‘It’s a start,’ he said.


‘Let’s go through all the pockets,’ suggested Blyth. ‘Yours, too,’ he insisted, glaring at his sisters. ‘All for one and one for all.’


‘We ain’t the bleedin’ Musketeers,’ snapped Mercy.


‘You eats as much,’ her brother shouted at her as she tried to slink away. ‘I’ll go up in your room and search your drawers,’ he threatened.


‘What about all them jamjars under the sink? Fetch ha’penny each from Jacksons. There are tons under there. That can be Blyth’s job, washing and taking them.’


Their father rooted about in the cupboard. ‘Twelve here; no, fourteen.’


‘That’s only seven pence,’ mumbled Blyth. ‘Still got to find another seven shillings.’


‘What’s this rattling in your handbag?’ he asked, climbing on the table and holding it out of Mercy’s reach.


‘That’s private,’ she snapped, grabbing his leg.


Blyth went to open the clasp and his sisters hauled him onto the floor. He threw the bag to his father and lay there roaring at the girls.


‘Blyth,’ shouted Fred, ‘get yourself together. I’ll get the washing up done then you can start on them jars.’ He looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘Jesus, it’s gone ten. Your sister will skin us alive if we don’t get down Charlotte Street in one, one, two. You gals, get yourselves in the rig of the day and I’ll see what I can scrape together from upstairs. But you ’ave gotta put something in the pot.’


The twins had a whispered conference in the scullery and came back with a shilling, grudgingly given.


Fred rubbed his hands dry on his trousers then went upstairs to take off the jumper he slept in, and find some clothes. Resignedly, he pulled on a pair of odd socks and threaded his toes through the holes. After putting on a crumpled shirt he prised his tobacco tin from beneath a loose floorboard. His cache of coins amounted to half a crown. How he hated all this scratching about. Savagely he banged his shoe against the bugs stirring behind the wallpaper. Everything was stale. They were living on the leavings of others. It was Mary who kept them all going with her plotting and planning. She was the one standing in the market at all hours in all weathers. What with his burnt hands and bad chest he was a liability. Christ! He wanted a drink somewhere in the warm with a few pals, then he could hide from himself and all his failings.


‘Dad, you comin’ up Jackson’s with us?’ called Blyth. ‘I just found another tanner down the side of the chair.’


Fred shivered. Get moving, useless bastard, he whispered to himself.


At Charlotte Street, Mary was doing a roaring trade. There were only half a dozen bags of marbles left and the fort with the tin soldiers had sold for ten bob. Her best sellers were the matchbox dolls. Little celluloid figures tucked into their snug beds complete with a pillow and blanket. She painted the top of each matchbox with different girls’ names. There was even a Dora that she would give to her sister-in-law when they met on Christmas Day. She smiled to herself. Now that Matthew loved her she could afford to be generous. Yawning, she went round to the front of the stall to put out some more bundles of comics and watched Danny Sullivan sorting out his trees. Broad, blue eyed and full of nonsense, he and Mary were old sparring partners. Once she had even fancied him, but that was before ever she met Matthew. Beside him Danny was a slippery chancer as much to be relied on as the weather. Narrowing her eyes she spied the tree she wanted between two rather spindly specimens. It was small and bushy – just perfect.


‘How much you want for that one over there?’ she asked, trying to sound unconcerned.


‘Five bob, to anyone else,’ Danny teased, ‘seven and a tanner to you. How much for them boxin’ gloves and that football? Come on, old Shylock, give us a price.’


‘Me, Shylock!’ exclaimed Mary with exaggerated outrage. ‘Sell your old granny you would for the right price.’


‘There’s not much call fer Grannys at the moment. But what would you give me for an Irish tree-seller, hardly second-hand, barely been kissed.’


‘You lying toad, saw you last week with that girl from the Co-op, nearly chewing her face off you was.’


‘Aahh! Well I’m nothing if not thorough.’ He smiled at her. ‘Thought you was too caught up with your sailor to notice what I was doing.’


Mary blushed, furious with herself. Oh, he was sneaky. He always managed to get in under her guard. ‘Do you a swap. On top of what you wants I’ll throw in a Pompey football rattle,’ she said, avoiding his eyes, knowing there was a lace missing from the left boxing glove.


‘Lets seal it with a kiss,’ said Danny, taking her hand and raising it to his lips.


‘Oh, bugger off back to yer trees, Father Christmas,’ she snapped, unable to stop herself smiling at his cheek. ‘I’ll parcel your stuff up and send Dad over for the tree, soon as he gets here.’


She was soon swallowed up again by the demands of her customers. Forward and back went the trade. Toys left the stall and coins rattled in her money-bag. From time to time she looked at the rabbits swinging from the back of the meat stall, with the tins attached to their heads to collect the blood, and wondered how much the butcher would let them go for at the auction that night. The morning flashed by and when Dad appeared with two mugs of tea and some bacon sandwiches the stall was looking threadbare.


‘You done well, gal,’ he said. ‘Want me to fill up for ya, while you takes a break?’


‘Ta,’ said Mary, warming her mittened fingers around the mug. ‘Where’s the kids?’


‘Twinnies getting the veg and Blyth’s round here somewhere.’


Mary bit into the sandwich, suddenly ravenous.


‘Here, gal,’ said Dad. ‘You have this other half.’


She wondered what Matthew was doing. He was on duty until Christmas Eve. What did you do on a submarine when it wasn’t at sea? It was a mystery to her, something that she couldn’t share with him. She thought of the other Sunday when they had walked along the sea front to the naval war memorial. The wreaths from the families of the lost submarine were still there, the flowers dead and the rain-splotched cards indecipherable. Mary pressed her hand to her neck where Matthew’s ring hung safely on its chain, as if it were a talisman. Why did he love her? She knew without a moment’s thought why she loved him. He saw her as she would like to be: laughing and full of hope. His love had prised her free of the imprisoning shell of hurt and mistrust. For moments at a time with him she could dare to be happy.


‘Dished out the money for veg and stuff to the twinnies and here’s a ten bob what I got from Dora and she’s bringing a pudding, mince pies, crackers and a cake from her mum.’


‘What the bloody hell you do that for?’ she shouted, her joy evaporating, and her face flaming with temper. She slammed down the tea on the stall, upsetting it over the comics. ‘You always has to go on the cadge. Where’s yer pride? I wanted us to do it all ourselves. Saint bloody Dora always rides to the rescue. Comes round with her presents showing us up.’


‘Hold ya fire, gal. I’ll pay her back next week, I got it all under control.’


Mary blew a derisive raspberry. ‘You,’ she snorted, ‘couldn’t organise a bun fight in a bakery.’


‘Well, Miss-know-all,’ snapped her father, ‘you ain’t the only one with a bit of nous and cappernosity. I’ll show ya.’ He flung down his mug and disappeared into the crowd.


‘Anyone workin ’ere or shall we ’elp ourselves?’ said a woman with a baby in a pram and two children clinging to the handle.


‘What can I get you?’ mumbled Mary, still red-faced and furious.


‘Two bundles comics, a colouring book, one of them matchbox dolls, a box of soldiers, that little rabbit there and two Pompey football rattles.’


One of the boys took a rattle and swung it round and round. He laughed gleefully as it let out a satisfying rat-a-tat-tat.


‘That’s five bob,’ said Mary, putting the coins in her money-bag and setting all the toys into a paper carrier. She wanted to scream with frustration. What was the good of trying to get things going when Dad always put the kibosh on everything. Now, wonderful bloody Dora would take the credit. Always helping out, she was. Blyth and the twins loved her and her brother Harry treated her as if she was blooming perfect. Mary burned at the unfairness of it all. All the things she did for them were never even noticed. Dora would swan around with her cakes and stuff and they’d all make up to her and Matthew would think she hadn’t done nothing. Mary turned around to have another rant at Dad, but he had vanished into the crowd.


‘Got the veg we have and brought ya some toffee,’ said the twins, lugging a sack between them.


She nodded, too furious to speak.


‘Dad said we was to hold the fort and ter send you home. He’s going to be here till five with us. Says you’re to go home and cool down.’


‘You got us a tree!’ said Blyth, appearing from nowhere. ‘I’ll carry it home for yer.’


‘Over there, the short one in the corner,’ said Mary, taking off her apron and handing it to Mercy.


‘Here you are, young feller,’ Danny said, smiling at Blyth as he wrapped the roots of the tree in newspaper. ‘This little one is like your sister, the pick of the crop.’ He grinned at Mary, but she was in no mood for flirting.


‘Ta,’ she said and turned away.


There was a queue forming around the stall and the twins were soon in the thick of it. ‘We’ll take the veggies as well,’ she said to her brother. ‘You and me can take a handle each.’


Blyth chattered on and Mary trudged along beside him. She felt tired and defeated. They passed a baby in its pram warmly wrapped and fast asleep. How she wished she could change places with the child and be so snug and cosseted. They stopped to swap hands and reposition the tree. She bit her lip and blinked away her tears. At one stroke Dad had ruined her Christmas.
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Captain Charles Clements turned the key in the lock of number fifteen Lancaster Terrace and stepped inside, his footsteps echoing in the tiled hall. He shivered. Four years in Singapore had spoiled him for an English winter. The stillness shocked him, but what had he expected? Returning home alone to a place that had been locked and shrouded in dust-sheets was bound to feel dispiriting. He realised that never, in all the years he had lived there, had he entered his house without being greeted by someone.


‘Oh, ’ello, Sir,’ little Cissie the maid would say, flushing as he spoke to her. ‘Madam’s expectin’ you. Up in the sitting room, she is. Says to hurry, you’re expected at Keppels’ at eight.’ She had come to them at fourteen, looking no more than twelve, her pale face overwhelmed by a mass of blonde curls. Rarely had he spared her more than a moment of his time and yet, remembering Cissie, he was touched afresh by her innocence and simplicity.


What was that other girl’s name – came from a large family in Lemon Street? She had been rough around the edges without an ounce of courtesy. Yet he had liked her and admired her spirit. He remembered her greeting him at the door.


‘’Ello, Sir, your missis is in a right rage. You’d o’ bin better off staying on board.’ She had a way of sniffing when corrected, that always made him smile and infuriated Lettice.


‘Daddy, daddy, come quick and see, I’ve made a castle.’ Charles could almost feel his son Miles tugging at his sleeve and jumping about impatiently while he hung up his coat and followed him to the nursery.


‘You’ve missed the dollie’s tea party and they’ve eaten all the cake.’ He imagined Charlotte, her mouth ringed with chocolate crumbs, laughing and holding out her arms.


He sighed for all those times when he had run up the stairs to his wife’s sitting room and she had turned towards him offering her cheek for him to kiss. He would be engulfed in a cloud of L’Aimant. Lettice would stroke his face and then look past him as if he were the understudy and her real husband was somewhere behind him, in the distance.


‘Darling, how late you are,’ she would complain. ‘Hurry, hurry, we’re due at the Pembroke in half an hour. No, darling, don’t be silly, we haven’t time, you’ll spoil my make-up.’


There never was a right time for them. He would attempt lovemaking and she would lie beneath him unresisting but indifferent. Worse still were the times when he pleaded with her to show some affection.


Then she would taunt him, shrivelling his manhood. ‘For God’s sake, Charles, don’t be so bloody reverential. Take me, take me.’


The more he thought of her and their days together the more he realised how little she had loved him. He had merely been the provider of the children and the dress allowance. All the time, she had been pretending. Like Charlotte, she had been playing house.


His posting to the admiral’s staff in Singapore had provided her with plenty of opportunity to find a partner more suited to her taste. It was almost a relief when he found the letter telling him she was going away with Lawrence Davenport, a rich planter from Malaya. Lettice had not been in the least discreet, and the fact that Lawrence’s wronged wife Elizabeth was the daughter of his admiral did not help matters. In the midst of all the public humiliation was the knowledge that his wife’s happiness was no longer his responsibility.


Then his concern switched to the welfare of Miles and Charlotte. Thank God Lettice in the first flush of passion had fled alone to her lover. Thank God also for his sister Lavinia, recently arrived from England.


‘Charles, for pity’s sake show some backbone. Divorce the woman, face down the scandal and let me take the children back to England. Custody will be a mere formality, after your wife’s behaviour.’


‘Vinnie, I’m almost bankrupt; when she left, Lettice emptied our account. Yesterday the admiral sent for me and suggested I resign my commission. That will mean the loss of my pension and the likelihood of having to sell the house.’


‘By God, that woman has done a thorough job, I’ll say that for her,’ Lavinia had raged. ‘In that case I shall pay the children’s school fees and bale you out for as long as is necessary.’ She held up a silencing finger to Charles’s protests. ‘What else should I do with Gonville’s money?’


And so it was settled.


He would never forget saying goodbye to them on the dockside before the ship sailed. Nine-year-old Miles’s face was stiff with unhappiness. Charlotte, only six had clutched his hand. ‘Take us home, Daddy,’ she had pleaded.


‘Soon, soon, my pet,’ he had said. ‘Daddy will see you as soon as ever he can.’


Charles began to shiver.


Lavinia had given him a perfunctory kiss. ‘Charlie, brace up. You’re almost over the worst. If you can survive Jutland, you can survive that woman.’


Standing there in the hall, Charles felt like a convalescent returning from hospital. But what was he recovering from – blind stupidity? He had believed, naively as it turned out, that if he loved Lettice enough and was sufficiently patient, she would in time return his affection. He had been humiliated by her deceit and had tried to forgive her and make a fresh start. But she had not wanted his absolution and her fresh start had been with another man.


Enough of all this self-pity, he must stir himself, light a fire and make a bed for the night. It would be Christmas Day tomorrow and the prospect was depressing. Had Lavinia any idea that he was back in England she would insist on him going to Dorset. It had been a tempting thought. He could have seen Miles and Charlotte but his stubborn streak asserted itself. Charles had promised himself not to, until their home was ready and waiting. He would probably go to the service at St Thomas’s, then call in to his old club on Western Parade for a meal of some sort. After surviving the festive season he would begin 1926 in better spirits. He had done with the navy, and the New Year would be a fresh start.


Charles got the coal bucket and opened the cellar door. Action was the thing. He must pull himself up by his bootstraps and carve out a fresh career for himself. Within half an hour he had managed to get the kitchen range going and filled the kettle. He was surprised the caretaker he had employed to do a monthly check had not turned off the water to prevent burst pipes. But that was the least of his worries. The steward at his London club had packed up some venison pie and a generous slice of Dundee cake. While the water boiled he went into the living room and took the dust-sheets from the sofa and armchairs. There was work to be done. A list – that was it – jot down all that he must achieve in the next few days. That would focus his mind.


Fortunately he had managed to secure a post as mathematics master in a little school in Mile End. It was some sort of crammer for boys sitting the Dockyard Apprentice’s examinations. It would suit him very well for the present. What with that and the sale of his copper shares, he would be able to keep himself afloat until he had got his bearings. Mathematics had always been his salvation; there was certainty in numbers. Every problem had a solution that could be arrived at by simply moving logically from one stage to the next and the answer never altered. People were a different matter. What was certain one day was uncertain the next. Intentions changed and feelings could be veiled. You responded to what you thought was wanted, and yet, beneath the surface, another desire was at work.


Charles found that he was rather hungry. After he had the range alight he fixed a hot toddy, sat by the kitchen fire, and polished off the pie, saving the cake for later. Warming some blankets by the fire, he put the two kitchen armchairs together and settled down for the night. Just as he was drifting off to sleep the name of the scullery maid came to him. It was Mary.


The sailor tossed a shilling at her, then pulled up his trousers before buttoning his coat and setting his cap straight. Cissie was glad that it was dark in the alley and that she couldn’t see his face. He had been impatient and torn her drawers but she’d had worse: mean men who made her lay on the ground, others who’d wanted her to kneel in front of them and used her like a privy. Good job it wasn’t raining. Soon they’d all be back on board or down at the Home Club snoring off their beer. She looked at the night’s takings – four shillings. Well, it would have to do. She was shaking with cold and wanting to lose herself in sleep. Good thing she’d kept that key to the back door of the house in Lancaster Terrace. Cissie had tied it in a hankie and thrust it deep into the bolster case along with her frock and spare drawers on the day that the Clementses left for Singapore. Nobody had asked for it and she would not willingly give it up. It had been months before she touched it again. Between the losing and the finding had been the upset with Ted Garland and his wife. When she sat on the pavement with her stuff emptied at her feet, there had been the key still knotted in the handkerchief. That key and her old pink hatbox were what amounted to her life history.


Sometimes it was possible to pretend that she still lived in Lancaster Terrace and any moment Mrs Mullins would be hauling the bedclothes off her and screaming.


‘Get up, Cissie, you lazy trollop. Madam’s rung already for her breakfast, she’ll be boilin’ if you don’t get a move on.’


The best times had been Christmas with the tree all lit up and a dinner fit for royalty. Once, she had gone with the Clementses children to see Father Christmas. He had given her a red paper fan as a present. It was in the hat box along with all her other treasures.


It was Christmas Day tomorrow. One thing was certain, there’d be no turkey and no presents. Still, if she could just rest up for a couple of days, sleep in a bed and not be pestered for a while. Not much to ask. Everything was such an effort and she was tired all the time. Couldn’t get back into service because she had no references and no decent clothes to wear to the Servants’ Registry. All she could do was to try to avoid getting hit. If she hadn’t the safety of her room Cissie wouldn’t have lasted this long.


As she turned the key and stepped into the scullery she started up in fright. Even in the dark she knew someone was in the house. It was warmer. There was a faint smell of whisky and a light showing beneath the kitchen door. Cissie froze. She couldn’t be found here, she’d no right to the key. Who could it be? The caretaker came on the first of the month, as she had found by almost running into him one day. Besides, he was never around at night. Perhaps it was a tramp or some old soldier who had broken in through a window. They’d got a bit of warmth and a fire going. By now they could be asleep. Cissie stood in the scullery swaying with tiredness. It had been bound to happen. Having the place to herself, all this time, was too good to be true. Most nights she would go into the kitchen and heat up some water and find some cleaning rags in the cupboard under the sink and wash herself all over. Couldn’t sleep with the smell of a man still on her – it made her skin crawl. Up in the first-floor cloakroom there was a candle stub and a box of matches on a ledge above the wash-basin. She would light the candle and stand it on the sink while she ran some cold water and had a strip-wash, using a corner of the towel as a flannel and a lump of yellow household soap. She had planned, one night, to sneak into Madam’s bedroom and snitch that tablet of gardenia soap from the bottom drawer of her dressing table that had been forgotten when she swanned off abroad.


Cissie was sick with disappointment. It was cold and bare in the scullery with nothing to lie on and not a stitch of anything to cover herself with. She dare not creep through the kitchen for fear that whoever was in there might have a knife or something. She lifted the latch and crept back into the yard. Kneeling under the windowsill Cissie peered through a gap in the kitchen curtains. Whoever was in there had pulled the two old chairs together in front of the range and covered themselves with a dark blanket of some sort. An empty bottle lay on the floor. She shivered. What she would do would be to leave the back door open then risk going into the kitchen. If the bloke reared up and turned nasty she would leg it back into the yard.


Holding her breath, Cissie turned the handle and inched her way through the door. The man was turned towards the range and the blankets were pulled up around him. On the floor beside the bottle was a pair of black, highly polished shoes. Whoever he was he had a cheek, pinching the blankets. The man was snoring softly as Cissie, her heart banging against her ribs, flitted past. She crept into the hall and up the two flights of stairs to her bedroom in the attic. Familiarity with the house enabled her to make the journey without switching on the light. The attic had neither electricity nor gas fittings. Cissie felt along the mantelpiece above the fireplace for her matchbox and candle. It took her several minutes to steady her breathing and calm herself before she felt able to creep down to the first-floor bathroom. Quickly she half-filled the basin with cold water then took off her tattered drawers and used them as a flannel.


Back in her bedroom, Cissie took off her shoes and crept under the thin blanket fully dressed. She thought about Ted Garland tucked up snugly somewhere with not a thought of what he’d brought her to. Nearly died, she had.


His missis had found out about them and there had been hell to pay.


‘Ted, I thought you loved me,’ Cissie sobbed.


‘Well, you was wrong, darling,’ Sally snarled from the doorway. She’d knocked her over with the force of her slap. It was her that chucked her stuff out. ‘As for you, you worthless tyke,’ she screamed at Ted, ‘you can sling your hook. Deserve each other, like Eve and the serpent. Just get out of my sight the pair of you.’


Cissie ended up at the Slum Post scrubbing floors. Early in the mornings she would push the cart through the streets to collect vegetables from the market. They was kind to her, the Sally Army. She had gone to Springhaven with other pregnant girls. Cissie cried at the memory of her child. She clasped her hands over her belly and tried to feel again that first fluttering movement, to pretend that there had been a happy ending.


‘So sorry, my dear, your baby was just too frail,’ Major Grice had said as Cissie lay in that narrow bed, her child cold in her arms. ‘Will you name him?


‘Charles,’ she had whispered. Even now she wondered why she had used Captain Clements’ name – he’d hardly known she existed. Oh, he’d been kind in that vague way that toffs had. But, if he met her now, probably wouldn’t know her from Adam.


Poor little Charlie, she had buried part of herself in that little shoe-box.


Afterwards, she had had to move on. Couldn’t stay at Springhaven, there were other girls needing her place. Cissie began to beg in the street. Then she fell into a more certain way of making money. The past and the future became meaningless: life was a matter of existing from moment to moment, hoping that the men would not be too rough or lice-ridden. If she were not so terrified of hell she would have topped herself ages ago. If only there really were a heaven she would go there and find her son. Cissie pulled up the blanket and closed her eyes. She hoped whoever was in the kitchen would not come up to the third floor. All she wanted was to blot out yet another Christmas.


Charles woke feeling grubby and stiff. The range had gone out and the kitchen felt like a mausoleum. Why had he come back to the empty house? Why back to Portsmouth at all? Where else? He had been born in this house, he had been happy there – it belonged to him.


Enough, enough, he berated himself. He must unpack and settle in. The first move was to get the boiler going and to have a bath and a shave. After that he must get himself to church and then to his club and have a Christmas of some sort. Later, feeling more optimistic, he was coming out of the bathroom when he heard a movement in the hall. ‘Stop,’ he cried, hurtling down the stairs. As he reached the bottom step the front door closed behind his visitor.
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As Matthew turned into Lemon Street a strange procession made its way into number twenty-three. Taking the lead was Harry followed by Mary’s dad, carrying a door between them, accompanied by the twins with a chair apiece, then Dora, carrying a loaded basket.


‘Happy Christmas, Dusty,’ they chorused.


‘What are you up to?’ he asked.


‘Bit of a conjuring trick,’ laughed Harry. ‘We’re turning this door into a table, then adding chairs and extra grub. Fish the key out the letterbox and stand back, mate, while we gets things sorted.’


‘You’re in the best place, son,’ gasped their dad. ‘Mary’s on the rampage. Stay in the street and have a fag till things quietens down.’


As he turned the key and stepped aside a mouth-watering blend of roasted meat and fried onions tantalised him. Harry and Fred with much to-ing and fro-ing manoeuvred the improvised table into the house.


‘Can’t you see, we’re not ready? Get out the bleeding way and take the chairs with you,’ yelled Mary from the kitchen.


‘Narky cow,’ yelled one of the twins, thumping back down the passage. ‘Oh stick them in her room. Trust her to spoil things,’ said the other, slamming the front door.


Matthew’s spirits fell. He stood on the pavement sorely tempted to make his getaway before getting embroiled in the Vines’ Christmas. What would his mother have made of them? he wondered. How would she have coped with all the pushing, snatching and grabbing? All the talking with their mouths full, the shouting and elbowing that went on among them. He used to tease her for her insistence on all the little courtesies.


‘Manners maketh man, Matthew,’ she would say. ‘They cost nothing and oil society’s wheels.’


Each day he realised how much she had influenced him. Quiet and self-effacing though she was, Elizabeth Miller had a strong set of values and led by example. Even for the simplest of meals they always had a napkin and she insisted on him holding out her chair before she took her place at the table. How he missed her letters full of acute observations of her employers and interest in what he was doing. What would she have thought of his fiancée?


Once, when he had talked to Mary about the differences between their childhoods she had snapped at him.


‘It’s all right for you at home with your mummy, livin’ in that big house. Always knows where the grub’s comin’ from and can sit there pretendin’ you’re one of the nobs. You ain’t ’ad to go to school in your mum’s old dress pinned up off the floor or searched out bugs with a candle flame. Think you’re better than us, don’t ya?’
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