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Chapter One

‘Help me! Fer God’s sake, Mickey, help me, I’m slipping.’ Blind panic filled Frank McCallan as he clawed frantically at the slimy capping tiles on the summit of the church roof, his thin-soled boots desperately seeking a foothold on the slippery lead roofing. ‘Mickey,’ he pleaded. ‘Mickey . . . MICKEY!’ A hand grabbed his shoulder and he gasped with relief as he was roughly pulled just high enough to snatch hold of the capping. He took several deep breaths, fighting to calm himself. ‘Ta, Mickey, ta. Oh, God, I thought me end ’ad come that time.’

Mickey McCallan leaned towards his father, eyes ablaze with anger. ‘You were in no danger,’ he hissed.

‘I wa’, Mickey. Yer saw me. I wa’ . . .’

‘You got the wind up, Dad, that’s what yer done. Yer panicked. I knew this’d happen, that’s why I told yer not ter come. This ain’t the kinda place fer the likes of you.’

Frank recoiled from his son’s words, eyes filled with humiliation as they met Mickey’s. ‘There wa’ no need ter say that. No need ter mek me feel any more useless than I already do.’

Righting himself, Mickey eased his position astride the tiles, sniffing disdainfully. Before the war had arrived to wreak its havoc, the love and respect he had held for his father had known no bounds. But not now. Despite being told what Frank had suffered, Mickey could not  make allowances. The war had been over for three years and, to him, that was surely more than time enough to quash bad memories, heal wounds and get on with living. The man on the roof with him was nothing like the strong proud father who had gone away. This man was weak, one easily intimidated and manipulated. An unexpected show of character from him was merely annoying now.

‘I only speak the truth. You ain’t fit for this kinda lark, Dad, and the sooner you realise that the better for all of us. I could have asked Rod. I know it would have meant splitting the profit with him, but sooner that than what nearly happened. You could have killed yerself, or worse than that – got us both caught.’

The last accusation was spat out harshly and Frank gasped with horror to realise that his son was more concerned for his own safety than for his father’s life.

‘What’s going on? Dad . . . Mickey . . . what’s happening?’

Both men gazed down to the shadowy figure thirty feet below, half concealed behind a gravestone.

‘Keep yer voice down, Kelly,’ Mickey hissed harshly. ‘Someone might hear yer. Dad just had one of his turns, that’s all. But it’s all right now. You just keep yer eyes peeled and stop concerning yerself about what’s going on up here.’

‘I never had a turn, Mickey! You know I never. I just lost me footing, that’s all. It’s that dark I can hardly see what I’m doing.’

Mickey grunted. ‘Let’s just get on with this, Dad. I don’t relish the thought of being caught while we argue the toss.’

A shivering Kelly, heart pounding painfully, stared worriedly upwards, scanning her eyes across the roof. Something had happened, but whatever it was seemed to have righted itself, thank goodness. The thought of Dad  tackling such a precarious undertaking suddenly scared her witless, especially in his present state of mind. And she felt guilty too, for it was only due to her pleading with her brother that their father was here now. Hopes of restoring a little of his pride had far outweighed worries for his safety when this job was being planned several nights before.

‘Just let Dad take part, Mickey,’ Kelly had begged then. ‘He needs to feel part of things. It’ll be the end of him if yer don’t.’

Her brother had shaken his head grimly. ‘But what if he . . .?’

‘What if he does!’ she had erupted. ‘You’ll be there to help him. It ain’t his fault his nerves are gone. The bloody war did that. Can you imagine what it must have bin like for him, watching his mates die in that prisoner-of-war camp? Having no medicine and hardly any food. They were treated worse than dogs by them Jerries. No wonder Dad won’t speak about it. And he ain’t the only one. Remember, Mickey, we’re lucky ’cos our dad got off much lighter than most. He could have lost his life. Now we’re his family. We’re supposed to help him. You know what the doctor said: the support and love of his family’ll do more for him than any medicine can.’

‘I don’t think the doctor had in mind stealing lead sheeting off church roofs when he prescribed that!’

‘Mickey!’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Kelly. You talk about love and support. I’ve supported me dad for two years while he recovered his health. Then he was lucky enough to get his old job back and within two weeks he lost it for having a . . .’

‘He never had a turn! He lost his temper,’ she snapped, defiantly tossing her mane of near jet black hair, her vivid blue eyes sparkling angrily. ‘And I defy any sane man not to have lost his temper in the same  situation. None of them get on with Mr Smith. Calls himself an Inspector, saying he’s got the men’s best interests at heart . . . what a load of balderdash! That man hasn’t a decent bone in his body. Dad was three minutes late. Three minutes, that’s all, and Smiggy gave him the sack without so much as a by your leave.’ Her pretty face twisted bitterly. ‘Smiggy didn’t go to war, did he? Oh, no, he was one of the lucky ones needed here. So he didn’t come back home after five years of fighting fer king and country, having suffered God knows what, to find . . .’

‘Okay, okay, Kelly. Give over, will yer? You ain’t telling me n’ote I don’t already know.’

Hands planted firmly on her hips, she looked him in the eye. ‘I’ll only shut up if yer let Dad take part. Please, Mickey. I’ll give my share to you if yer do.’

Her brother didn’t need to deliberate. Hard cash was always a deciding factor with him. ‘Okay then.’

‘I knew if n’ote else it would be money that swayed yer.’

He grinned. ‘Yer thought right then. But if ’ote goes wrong, you’re responsible.’

Now, as she watched the shadowy figures going about their illicit business on the roof, Kelly felt sick to her stomach. If anything happened to her father she would never forgive herself.

‘Have yer checked the cart?’ she heard Mickey whisper urgently. ‘All we need is for that to be nicked.’

She froze. No, she hadn’t. It was part of her job to make sure the borrowed window cleaner’s barrow, still housing its buckets, ladders and tarpaulin cover under which the stolen rolls of lead would be hidden, was still where they’d left it, parked by the side of the church wall. Sammy the Shammy would have plenty to say if his cart was lost and it would be more than a five-bob rental he’d be wanting from them then. Barrows, ladders and  buckets didn’t come cheap even if the buckets were rusty, the ladders not far off rotten and the barrow itself only holding together by a miracle.

Her ears pricked as footsteps crunched against gravel. All worries for her father and the barrow instantly vanished as she swung into action. All the McCallans had their parts to play. This was her responsibility and if she didn’t give the performance of a lifetime, the consequences were unthinkable.

 



A dispirited Reverend Billings was deep in thought as he unlatched the iron gate to the churchyard and passed through. He was a tall man, thin and sharp-featured with a shock of greying hair. Despite his severe appearance, though, he was kindly in nature and much liked by his parishioners. He came from a long line of ministers, the dedicated kind who devoted their lives to the Good Lord’s work.

The young Algernon Billings had been expected to follow in the family tradition and had been happy to do so at the age of twenty-four, finding great satisfaction and fulfilment in his duties. That was until the last couple of years when he had realised retirement was approaching. One night, feeling thoroughly drained, he had arrived home extremely late to find his aged housekeeper had forgotten to light the gas oven to keep his meal hot and the fire was nearly out. As he sat and forced down the congealed cold mutton and watery vegetables, he’d thought back over his lifetime’s achievement.

The journey over the years had taken only minutes. All in all his uneventful life amounted to forty-five years of preaching sermons, mostly to people who didn’t understand half he said; and in being polite to the odd wealthy parishioner he encountered, most of whose benevolent gestures were undertaken, he felt, only in  order to pave their way to the hereafter. Apart from that, the vast majority of his time and strength had been poured into trying to lift the spirits of the desperately deprived to whom he ministered. His efforts, he knew, may have helped to muster just a little hope within these poor unfortunates, but he had done nothing by way of altering for the better their wretched circumstances.

How could he? These people needed money. It was the one and only thing that could give them all they needed. And it was the one thing Algernon Billings couldn’t provide. He was as poor as a church mouse himself. All he had to look forward to was passing his remaining years in a home for retired clergy. His only consolation was the thought that maybe it would not be as draughty and cold as the mausoleum of a Vicarage he had lived in for the past thirty-five years. And, of course, the food might be a little more palatable.

He sighed heavily as he rounded a bend in the path, instinctively ducking to avoid a stray branch of laurel from an overgrown hedge. He had endured the company of several needy families tonight, ones whose living conditions he found inhumane and general health so poor he pondered deeply how they were still amongst the living. Their lack of hygiene was so dire he hadn’t even been able to force himself to accept the usual offering of a cup of milkless weak tea, something that was a great sacrifice to these people.

As he strode along the path he sighed again, long and deep, shaking his head. It was dreadful to think that in 1948, after living through such atrocities as the war had brought, and despite the advent of modern technology and great steps forward such as the instigation of the much needed Health Service, people still suffered such terrible poverty. It wasn’t right. After witnessing all that he had throughout his ministry, much to his own bewilderment and shame, the Reverend Billings found he was  beginning to question the workings of the Lord.

The plight of the poor was not all he had on his mind tonight, however. Recently there had been a spate of robberies in the area and he was worried about his church. Usually it was the verger’s job to do the rounds last thing but like the Reverend Billings’s housekeeper, Mrs Mottle, Albert Flowers was getting far too old to do his job properly and very shortly the man would have to be retired. But unlike Algernon Billings, Albert Flowers would not have the luxury of the home for retired clergy to look forward to. It would be the workhouse for him. If Algernon’s own stipend was by no means plentiful, Albert’s was a pittance. The thought of having simultaneously to retire both loyal employees grieved the Reverend Billings deeply but he knew the deed could not be put off much longer.

Suddenly he halted abruptly and listened closely. He could hear someone crying.

‘Who’s there?’ he called sharply.

The crying became louder and he jumped with shock as a figure leaped from behind a gravestone, launched itself at speed down the path and threw itself upon him.

‘Oh, yer reverence, yer reverence! ’Elp me – please’elp me!’ Kelly raised tear-filled, pleading eyes to his. ‘’Ave they gone?’

Algernon prised her fingers from his arm and held her away from him. ‘They? Who’s they?’

‘Them lot. The ones that chased me. Big boys they were with chains. Thick ones. Threatened me they did. I were really scared.’

He glanced hurriedly around, ears pricked. ‘Well, whoever they were it seems they’ve gone now.’ His eyes settled on the shabby creature before him, trying to discern the face beneath the pulled down woollen hat and curtain of dark straggly hair. ‘Chased by hooligans  or not, you shouldn’t be out at this time of night,’ he scolded. ‘How old are you?’

Head bowed, Kelly studied her feet. ‘Twel . . . thirteen. Fourteen next week.’

Algernon frowned, taken aback. ‘Oh, I thought you were older somehow.’

‘I’m big fer me age,’ she blustered. ‘Me mam sez I were born older than me years. She breeds ’em big. You should see me brother. Six foot two and built like a . . .’ She stopped herself from saying ‘like a brick shit house’, remembering just in time whose company she was in. ‘An Irish navvy,’ she continued. ‘If our Mickey had been around tonight, them lads wouldn’t have dared come near me.’ Oh, damn, she thought. She had said her brother’s name. She hoped that fact had not registered with the minister, especially when he discovered the lead of his church roof missing the next time it rained.

‘Huh! Pity he wasn’t then. Anyway, I’d get yourself straight off home and let this be a lesson to you, young lady.’

Kelly’s face puckered in distress. ‘Can’t yer take me, yer reverence? Please? I’m still worried they could be waiting somewhere. Please? Even just halfway?’

Algernon ran a weary hand across his brow. ‘What’s your address?’

‘Near the Fosse Road.’ She grimaced again. First her brother’s real name, and now an address close to where she actually lived. She was getting sloppy. She really would have to watch her mouth.

Algernon frowned thoughtfully. Fosse Road was a good twenty minutes walk away from Highcross Street where his church was situated. Then he thought of his dinner, hopefully still hot inside the oven. But how could he refuse his help to one of the Lord’s children? Then another thought struck him. Only that very morning he had been asked by one of his parishioners to visit a very  sick lady on Tewkesbury Street, and that was in the vicinity of Fosse Road. It was out of his own parish, though. Normally he would have passed on the request to that area’s minister . . . He sighed. Maybe he was meant to go. The Lord sometimes chose mysterious ways of showing His hand. Reverend Billings smiled down at Kelly. ‘I’ll just keep you a moment while I check the church doors are secure.’

He made to walk away and her mind raced frantically. It would not do for him to go any closer to the church; her father and brother could be discovered. She grabbed hold of his coat. ‘Er . . . er . . . they’re locked. I tried, see. I pushed and shoved really hard. They’re definitely locked. I . . . I wa’ looking for somewhere to hide.’ Burying her face in her hands, she let out a loud wail of anguish. ‘Oh, don’t leave me ’ere, yer reverence. This graveyard’s giving me the willies.’

Algernon turned back. ‘Oh, hush, child. Don’t take on so.’ Compassion for this poor girl flooded through him and he took hold of her arm. ‘If you say the doors are locked, then I’ll take your word for it. Come on, let’s get you home.’

As he guided her back down the path Kelly hid a smile of relief.




Chapter Two

Panting hard, Kelly flattened herself against the rough red bricks of the dark alleyway. She shook her head. At nineteen, she thought critically, she was getting far too old to pass herself off as a young girl. Even the kindly Reverend Billings had looked suspicious when she had lied about her age. And besides, the tight strapping binding her shapely breasts restricted her breathing to such an extent she had had to fight for every bit of breath as, feeling they were a safe enough distance from the church, she had without warning kicked up her heels and run off as fast as she could, leaving the poor man staring after her completely flummoxed.

She felt a twinge of guilt regarding the Reverend Billings. As he had guided her down a warren of bitterly cold, grim streets, he had asked all sorts of questions about her home life, his sole intent, she knew without doubt, being to ascertain whether he could offer any help to ease their burdens. The guilt she felt was for the lies she had told him – something she had not, in all the time she had been a part of the ‘family business’, ever experienced before. She wondered uneasily why she should now.

It must be something to do with the clergyman himself. He had not been like the others she had encountered: brusque and more interested in what would be offered him by way of refreshment once he saw  her safely home than genuine concern for her welfare. This minister of the faith had been different. He had been genuinely concerned about her and her family. Still, she thought, he must meet all sorts in his job. What the McCallans did was undertaken out of necessity, and there were many people who did far worse than they. It was a way of life. And the McCallans had never taken anything from those who could not afford to replace it. Churches were rich. They could afford to lose a few rolls of roofing material.

Her guilt suddenly evaporated as more worrying emotions filled her, principally fear for her father. She prayed – which under the circumstances she knew to be hypocritical – that nothing untoward had happened to him, and gnawed her bottom lip anxiously. Mickey was right, blast him, and she should have listened. Her father really was in no fit state to be clambering about on church roofs. In future his role would have to be restricted to safer tasks. The bit of profit they made from their illicit activities was not worth either the injury her father might suffer or her own anxiety over his welfare, which she felt sure was behind her sloppiness tonight.

Hurriedly righting herself and making sure she kept in the shadows close to the wall, she scurried down the winding alleyway until she reached her own back gate and slipped inside, then on into the tiny shabby kitchen of the rundown two up, two down terraced house where the McCallan family lived. She tiptoed the several steps across the bare, dark kitchen and on into the passage, not wanting to make a noise in case her mother was sleeping.

She need not have worried. As she entered the bare-boarded passageway, with its peeling dingy cream and brown paint, she heard a low hum of voices coming from the back room. She placed her ear against the door, wondering who her mother’s caller  was, and frowned. Whoever it was, it was a man which struck her as strange. Her mother’s callers were usually from among the neighbouring women. Regardless, she dare not investigate until she had changed her clothes and, more importantly, freed herself from her painful bindings.

 



Ten minutes later, Kelly studied herself in the length of chipped mirror glass propped up against the wall – which was proving difficult as the silvering on the back was badly pitted. A smile lit her face. Gone was the dishevelled youngster in sagging grey socks, worn baggy brown coat and moth-eaten hat. Staring back was a pleasant-faced, shapely nineteen-year-old woman.

Her smile slowly faded as her eyes ran critically over her clothes and she vehemently wished that the faded second-hand ecru ‘A’ line skirt with its strategically placed pocket hiding a repair, and the plain jumper she had knitted with wool unravelled from an old cardigan bought for a shilling from the second-hand stall in the market, were more fashionable. But it was pointless wasting her life in longing, she thought, as she straightened her skirt. Any money brought into this house had far more important uses than buying fashionable clothes.

Her straggly black hair was now brushed and pinned up into a becoming french pleat, and tiny imitation pearl clip-on earrings given to her by her brother at Christmas adorned her ears. No doubt he had acquired them at a good price from some hard up soul on his bin round, but that did not matter to Kelly who had been grateful to receive them.

She smiled broadly as she gave her appearance a final check. It wasn’t surprising that vicar had stared when she had lied about her age. No doubt he had never encountered such a well-developed nearly fourteen year  old in all his years of preaching.

She was just about to go downstairs when she heard a noise coming from the yard and rushed to the window, pulling aside the tatty paper blind with her heart soaring in thankfulness. Her father and brother had returned safely and were busy stashing their ill-gotten gains inside the old outhouse ready for Mickey to take down to the rag and bone yard where he would haggle over a price for them. Although, she thought, as she let the blind drop back and headed for the door, haggle was not really the word to use. You either accepted the pittance offered or you didn’t make a sale. It was as simple as that. Just who exactly were the thieves, when all was said and done? she thought as she headed down the stairs.

Her eyes went straight to her mother as she entered the front room and as usual her heart filled with a deep, agonising sadness. Flora McCallan was dying, ravaged by a vicious growth in her stomach, an evil, relentless disease that had transformed this once striking, proud woman into a grey, shrunken shadow of herself.

For Kelly daily to watch the illness do its worst, unable to prevent the inevitable, was unbearable, but like the rest of the family she put on a brave front for the sake of the woman she loved, doing her crying and venting her anger and remorse well away from this room.

Despite intense pain, Flora McCallan smiled at the sight of her beloved daughter. ‘’Ello, me duck,’ she greeted her. ‘Mrs Brady – yer know, the lady who visits the sick – asked the Reverend to pop in and see me. Weren’t that nice of ’er?’ Her faded blue, pain-filled eyes went to the man seated in a chair next to the bed, his back to Kelly. ‘And nice of you too, Minister, considering I ain’t never set foot inside your church before.’

He turned to acknowledge her and how Kelly managed to stop herself from crying out in shock was a mystery to her. For there, hand outstretched in greeting,  was the kindly vicar, the very one she had distracted an hour previously in order for her father and brother to strip his church of its roofing.

Despite being shocked rigid, she automatically stepped forward and accepted the proffered hand. ‘Please to meet yer,’ she said, her voice pitched high.

Her mother eyed her worriedly. ‘Is there summat wrong, Kelly?’

‘Eh?’ She cleared her throat. ‘Oh, no. I think I’ve got a bit of a cold coming, that’s all, and it’s causing me voice to go funny. I’ll, er . . . leave you to your chat. Would you like a cuppa, Vicar?’

He smiled in gratitude. ‘That would be much appreciated, thank you.’ His eyes lingered on her. There was something familiar about this young woman but he couldn’t quite place it. ‘Have we met before?’

‘Eh? Oh, no, definitely not.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘’Course. I ain’t bin near a church for years,’ she lied. ‘I’m not much for religion. That finished for me with what went on in the war. I can’t for the life of me see how, if there is a God who’s supposed to be so loving, He could have allowed all that to happen.’ She turned and made for the door, seized with a strong compulsion to get out of this room. ‘I’ll see about the tea.’

Flora eyed Algernon shame-faced. ‘I apologise for me daughter, Reverend. I’m sure she meant no disrespect.’

He patted her bony hand. ‘Don’t concern yourself, Mrs McCallan. There’s many who think just the same as she does. I find it refreshing to meet someone who speaks their mind, and I must congratulate you on having such a lovely young daughter.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘Besides, your faith more than compensates for your daughter’s lack of it.’ And, he thought, who could blame the daughter for those feelings in such circumstances as these?

Flora relaxed back on her pillow and smiled, eyes filling with tenderness. ‘Yes, I’ve been blessed. If I don’t have much else I’ve the love of me family.’

 



As soon as Kelly left the front room she rushed straight for the back door and out into the yard. ‘Mickey,’ she hissed urgently. ‘Mickey, he’s here! Sitting wi’ Mam.’

He poked his head around the rotten door of the shed. ‘What yer babbling on about? Who’s here?’

‘Him, that vicar. The one whose church we’ve just robbed.’

He shot out of the shed. ‘Eh? Kelly, I hope you’re having me on?’

‘No, no, honest I ain’t. I got the shock of me life when I saw him sitting there, I can tell yer.’

Mickey glared at her accusingly and grabbed her arm, gripping it tightly. ‘You led him here. Yer must have done.’

‘Give over, Mickey. You know how careful I am. Let go of me arm, yer hurting me.’

His grip tightened and his eyes narrowed menacingly. ‘I’ll do more than hurt yer arm if I find out summat you’ve done put him on to us . . .’

‘Put him on to us? For God’s sake, Mickey, he couldn’t possibly have a clue yet about us pinching that lead. Him being here is a coincidence. One of his parishioners asked him to call on Mam. You never gave me a chance to tell yer that before you went for me jugular. I only came ter warn yer, that’s all.’ Her eyes narrowed and she glared back at him. ‘Now let go of me arm before I put me shoe against yer shin.’

He pushed her from him. He knew his spirited sister would do exactly as she threatened and the shoes she was wearing were not the soft leather the wealthy wore, but hard, serviceable ones. The one thing he admired about Kelly was her strength of character. Mickey knew  he could intimidate and charm most people he came across, but not his sister. Secretly he admired her for that. Running his fingers through his tangled black curls, he grimaced. ‘I don’t like the sound of this, our sis. Summat ain’t adding up. Seems a funny coincidence to me.’

‘Yeah, I agree. But I can assure you that’s all it is – a coincidence.’ She pressed her lips together. She hoped she was right. She dared not divulge to Mickey that the clergyman had commented on her familiarity, or worse still tell him about her slip of the tongue earlier in the evening – not once but twice.

‘Damn, this is all I need! Some do-gooding vicar poking his nose in. I’d better get rid of the stuff tonight, just in case,’ her brother reluctantly decided. ‘It’s the last thing I want to do. You never get a decent price as it is, but even less when it’s obvious you’re trying to get shot of it quick. Thank God I ain’t took Sammy’s cart back yet.’

‘Well, at least this time you ain’t got my share to pay out.’

Mickey eyed her for a second then a slow grin split his face. ‘Yeah, that’s right. You agreed I’d have yours if I took Dad along. Oh, well, that ain’t so bad then.’

Kelly scowled. Her brother’s selfish streak never ceased to amaze her. Still, at least the thought of extra money in his pocket seemed to have restored some of his good humour. ‘I’d better get back,’ she muttered. ‘I’m supposed to be making a cuppa and I ain’t put the kettle on yet. Don’t forget to warn our dad so he don’t blurt out nothing he shouldn’t.’

‘Oh, Christ, I forgot about him. I’ll keep him busy out here. I’ll need him anyway to help shift the stuff. You just go and get rid of that vicar, and make sure you hurry up about it. Give us the nod when the coast is clear.’

‘Mickey, a’ you coming back to give me a hand?’ Frank McCallan called softly from inside the shed. ‘I can’t manage it on me own. It weighs a ton and me back’s about breaking.’

Just then the yard gate opened and a man entered. He smiled briefly at Kelly, giving her a friendly wink before addressing her brother. ‘Yer back then. How’d it all go?’ he asked eagerly.

‘Keep yer voice down,’ Mickey snapped. ‘We’ve problems but Kelly’s just about to sort it. Ain’t yer, Kelly?’ he directed her aggressively.

‘I’ll do me best,’ she responded sharply. ‘But I can’t exactly shove him out in case Mam asks questions.’

‘Shove who out?’ the newcomer asked.

Mickey grabbed his arm. ‘Come and give us a hand in the shed and I’ll explain.’

As Kelly hurried back her thoughts were torn between anxiety about getting rid of their visitor without arousing suspicion and her feelings for the young man who had just arrived.

Rodney Collins was indeed an arresting sight for any warm-blooded female. An inch off six foot in height, he was broad-shouldered and slim-hipped, with a thatch of unruly corn-coloured hair and startling green eyes in a ruggedly handsome face. Kelly knew she was lucky to have him.

She had met Rodney through Mickey. She had been fifteen, slowly blossoming from girl to woman, still unsure of herself and awkward, despite several admirers whom she giggled over with her friends. Until the night Mickey had casually told her he had arranged a four-some for the following Friday night, she had been unaware of the existence of the good-looking youth who worked alongside him. Mickey fancied Rodney’s sister and saw this as a way of getting acquainted with her.

Kelly was not used to proper dating and the thought  of going out with a stranger frightened her witless. Mickey scathingly dismissed her fears and demanded she go. She flatly refused. He ordered, then bullied, then blackmailed, making up a blatant lie to tell their mother if she did not go. Kelly knew she had no choice in the matter and reluctantly relented.

The instant she set eyes on Rod outside the picture house as he strode up with his sister, Glenda, she fell in love and on looking back, often wondered how she’d got through that first night, so tongue tied was she. But, greatly to her surprise, Rodney asked her out again. Their dates were casual at first, gradually settling into a cosy routine over four years. After two years of going out, when he asked her to get engaged she was delighted but, like everyone else, not exactly surprised. The match seemed inevitable somehow. They became engaged in name only, he had no spare money to buy her a ring but was saving like mad. Two years on, he was still saving. But Kelly was not bothered. She had Rodney, they loved each other, and a ring was unimportant.

The only blight on their relationship, she felt, was the fact that at times Rodney seemed more interested in her brother than he did in her. Mickey and Rodney were friends, she could not deny that, and had been before she had come on to the scene, but all the same she sometimes wondered if his relationship with her was just a convenient way to ensure Rodney had easy access to her brother.

Like now, for instance, the way he had given her a hurried wink of acknowledgement then gone straight to Mickey – an avuncular wink not unlike ones she received from the ticket collector on the bus or their friendly coalman.

Annoyed, she spun on her heel and went back inside the kitchen, checked the kettle for water, then slammed it on the stove and lit the gas ring beneath. As she  grabbed two cups, mindful to make sure she gave the Vicar the one with the fewest cracks, a knock sounded on the back door and a woman of her own age entered.

Mickey’s fiancee, Glenda Collins, was a female version of her brother, extremely pretty where he was handsome. For a woman who could surely have her pick of men, it seemed Glenda was content to love Mickey to such an extent that she was blind to any bad traits in his character.

Mickey was Kelly’s brother. As such she loved him and had no option but to put up with him. Why the likes of Glenda did was beyond her, for most of the time he showed a lack of consideration and attentiveness which was marked and seemed to be worsening. But then, just when Kelly was sure that this time her brother had gone too far, he would fix Glenda with a devastating smile that would have turned the strongest woman’s legs to jelly. Rod might be handsome but Kelly knew that her brother possessed a charm and charisma that were impossible to ignore. He was fully aware of this, of course, and never failed to press home his advantage.

‘There’s a lot of swearing coming from the shed,’ Glenda said, stripping off her coat.

‘Keep yer voice down,’ Kelly whispered urgently, pressing a finger to her lips. ‘We’ve got problems.’

Glenda’s green eyes widened. ‘Problems? What d’yer mean? N’ote went wrong tonight, did it?’ She frowned worriedly. ‘My Mickey’s all right, ain’t he?’

‘Mickey’s fine. It depends what yer mean by wrong.’ Kelly sighed heavily as she poured milk into the cups. ‘They got the roofing off okay. That’s what all the swearing’s about. They were trying to force it into the shed ’til our Mickey can get rid of it. But now they’re taking it back out.’

Glenda stared at her. ‘Why?’

‘’Cos the Vicar of the church we robbed just happens  to be sitting here at this minute, talking to me mam. So Mickey thought it best to get rid of the lead tonight, just in case.’

Glenda’s jaw dropped. ‘What! But how come . . .’

‘He reckoned one of his parishioners asked him to call. Oh, Glenda, I’m just hoping it’s a coincidence,’ Kelly whispered worriedly. She caught hold of her friend’s arm and pulled her close. ‘Don’t dare breathe a word to our Mickey but the vicar sorta recognised me. Well, he asked if we’d met. I nearly passed out, I can tell yer.’

‘What did yer say?’

‘I lied to me back teeth, telling him I hadn’t bin near a church for years.’ A mischievous smile crossed her face. ‘Which, considering the circumstances . . .’

Glenda clasped her hand to her mouth to stifle giggles. ‘Oh, Kelly, you’ll never get to heaven the rate you’re going.’

‘Glenda, my place in hell was booked the moment I was old enough to help our Mickey.’

‘Well, if it is hell you end up in, there’s many’ll be accompanying yer. If we didn’t help ourselves no one else would.’

‘Yeah, I agree, but it still don’t make what we do right, does it?’

Glenda eyed her in surprise. ‘Changed yer tune a bit, ain’t yer? You never seemed bothered about the rights and wrongs before. In fact, I’d go as far as ter say you were just as keen as Mickey.’

‘That’s going too far, Glenda. I’ve done what I’ve done because I had ter and for no other reason. And our Mickey has always been the instigator of any of our jobs, as you very well know.’

‘Well, someone has to be in charge,’ the other girl replied defensively. ‘And there’s no one better than my Mickey.’

Kelly frowned in annoyance. ‘You’d better watch it, gel,’ she said, wagging a finger. ‘You’re talking like a gangster’s moll.’

‘And you watch too many American films at the pictures. Gangster’s moll indeed,’ scoffed Glenda. ‘I’m only trying to point out that it’s Mickey’s jobs that are practically keeping you all, ’cos yer dad certainly ain’t bringing in any money and the bit you earn ain’t much to speak of neither.’

Kelly’s face darkened. ‘The money situation in our house is none of your business, Glenda, and I’ll thank you to keep your thoughts to yerself.’

‘I happen to be engaged to your brother so I reckon what goes on in this house is my business.’ She flashed the diamond ring on her finger. It was only a minute solitaire but more than Kelly possessed and so Glenda felt superior. ‘If my Mickey didn’t have to fork out so much, we could afford to get married. I’m sure if he tried harder yer dad could get some sort of job and put an effort into keeping it.’

Kelly’s eyes sparked and her voice lowered dangerously. ‘You leave my dad out of this,’ she warned. ‘You should count yerself lucky your own dad got out of going to war and didn’t have to go through what mine did. We’re lucky to have him back, and whether he ever gets another job or not we’re grateful to have him with us. And if that means me and Mickey have ter stay at home and support him for the rest of our lives, then that’s what we’ll do.’

Kelly abruptly turned her back on Glenda, fighting to stop herself from telling her friend that she gravely suspected Mickey would have found some other excuse for not getting married had Dad not provided him with a convenient one. Kelly knew that Mickey had only bought that ring in an unusual moment of weakness, mortally tired of being dragged by all the jewellers’ shop  windows whenever Glenda could coax him to go shopping. She did not know either that although the ring itself was by no means valuable, it had been acquired for a fraction of its worth from one of Mickey’s mates on the bin round who had bought it for an engagement that had not materialised, and was afterwards glad to be rid of the painful reminder.

Glenda gulped, suddenly realising she had gone too far and should not have voiced her feelings.

Leaning against the sink, she folded her arms under her shapely bosom. ‘I’m sorry, Kelly, I didn’t mean any of that. I get frustrated sometimes. I just feel somehow that me and Mickey will never walk up the aisle, and I want that so much.’

Taking a deep, calming breath, Kelly turned to face her. ‘I know you do, Glenda. But you should have realised by now that Mickey won’t get married ’til he’s good and ready. My brother ain’t the type to be pushed into anything.’

‘Who’s pushing?’ the other girl retorted sharply.

‘You are. You’re always dropping hints. If yer don’t watch it our Mickey’ll retaliate and then you’ll never get yer wish. And will yer keep your bloody voice down?’ warned Kelly. ‘Remember that vicar is still with me mother.’

Glenda frowned. Deep down she knew Kelly spoke the truth and quickly decided she’d be more careful in future. The thought of losing Mickey for any reason was unbearable. ‘What’s up with you tonight, gel? I ain’t never heard you speak like this before.’

‘I’m just doing what you are, Glenda, speaking me mind.’ Kelly turned her back again and busied herself with the tea. Memories from earlier in the evening flooded back. She felt sure that something had happened up on the church roof and would have liked nothing more than to have discussed this with Glenda, obtained  her opinion. She would not do so, though. Whatever had happened was family business, and therefore not to be discussed with anyone but immediate family. And poor Glenda, however hard she tried, was not yet one of them.

Forcing a smile, Kelly turned back to her friend. ‘I don’t know what’s up with me tonight. I spouted off to the Vicar when I should have done what I’ve just told you and kept me thoughts to meself. But I was so shocked by finding him here. D’yer know, I ain’t never felt like this before, Glenda.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Maybe I’m having a brain storm or summat. Maybe I’m feeling guilty. That Vicar is a nice old geezer, seemed really concerned about me. I just feel bad that it was his church we picked on to rob. It’s all right for you, you don’t get involved like I do.’

She sighed. ‘Oh, why couldn’t he have just been a nasty old sod like others we’ve done it to then I wouldn’t be feeling like this? I’d much prefer it if Mickey stuck to pinching from factories and building sites. I know it sounds daft, but that don’t seem so bad somehow.’ She looked towards the stove and frowned at the kettle. ‘Why hasn’t that thing boiled? Oh, blast, the gas has gone and I’ve no money. Have you a shilling I can borrow?’

‘A bob? Kelly, it’s Thursday. I don’t get paid ’til tomorrow so how the hell do yer think I’ve got a shilling to spare?’

‘Sorry, I weren’t thinking. Nip out and tell our Mickey to cough up. I know he’s got some money. He always has.’

Hand on the door knob, Glenda paused. ‘Here’s you feeling guilty for robbing the church and you ain’t got a shilling for the gas. I bet that Vicar doesn’t have ter worry about where the next penny’s coming from. Everyone knows churches are loaded.’

Kelly smiled wanly. ‘Yer right. Why should I be  worrying? Hurry up and tackle our Mickey, though, ’cos if I don’t mek this tea and get shot of the vicar soon he’ll murder me.’

 



‘I’ll go out the back way if it’s all the same to you, Miss McCallan. I can cut through the jitty and be on the main Fosse Road in half the time it would take if I went by the main streets.’

Kelly eyed their visitor in alarm. And risk running straight into Mickey, Dad and Rod, catching them red-handed with the lead? Oh, no, she wasn’t having that. ‘Sorry, Reverend, Mam wouldn’t be happy if I showed you out the back. Besides, our yard is so full of junk, you’d likely go a cropper.’

‘But . . .’

‘Please, Reverend, she has this superstition that you go out the same way you come in. I wouldn’t like an ill wind to befall you. And neither would I like to upset me mam, ’cos she’s bound to ask me.’

‘Oh, well, I see. Front it is then.’

As Algernon stepped into the street he turned and took Kelly’s hand, patting it sympathetically. ‘Thank you for the tea, my dear.’

‘My pleasure, Vicar. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get Mam settled down for the night.’

‘Yes, of course. Look, er . . . if there’s anything I can do . . .’

‘Like what, Reverend? Perform miracles, do yer? ’Cos that’s the only thing that’ll save my mam.’ Kelly grimaced in shame. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’

He patted her hand again. ‘I know, I know. Watching our loved ones suffer is no easy thing to do.’ He eyed her meaningfully. ‘I did take note of what you said earlier but turning to the Lord can have its rewards, you know. If you should find yourself near a church, go in and say a prayer. You’ll be amazed by how different you’ll feel.’

‘Really, Reverend,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘No disrespect, but I meant what I said about my feelings on religion and it would take a miracle to change them. I admire people like yerself who put all their trust and faith in some man they have never seen in the flesh nor are ever likely to. Me – I prefer to stand face to face with whoever I’m dealing with. Look them in the eye, so to speak. Now, if yer don’t mind, I must get on. Thank you again for calling. I could tell me mam much appreciated your visit.’

Algernon mentally shook himself, realising he was being dismissed. Despite that, he found he sympathised deeply with many of Kelly’s words. He had heard them all before, of course, from atheists and sceptics, but somehow this young woman brought fresh feeling to them. Maybe it was his own frame of mind, his own recent questioning of the workings of the Saviour that were primarily responsible.

He smiled distractedly at her. ‘Goodbye.’

She sighed with relief as she shut the door and rushed down the passage. ‘I thought he was never going to go,’ she said, arriving in the kitchen. ‘He’s gone, Glenda. Go and tell our Mickey, will yer, while I see to Mam. The quicker we get shut of that lead sheeting the better as far as I’m concerned. The whole night’s been jinxed, if yer ask me.’

 



Algernon had just turned on to the main Fosse Road when he realised with annoyance that he had left his gloves behind. He chided himself for being so careless. He would have to go back for them. The gloves were old and worn but the only ones he possessed and much needed in weather like this. As he began to retrace his steps he smiled. There was no silly superstition in force now to stop him cutting through the jitty and entering the McCallan house by the back access.

As he rounded a curve in the jitty and the yard gate came into view he stopped abruptly as it opened and a head popped out, glancing rapidly up and down. Then three men emerged. Across each man’s shoulder lay a length of something which must have been extremely heavy judging by the way they were struggling under its weight. Whatever it was they were carrying was then loaded on to a cart parked by the side of the wall. Although the light was bad, it looked to Algernon like a window cleaner’s cart. He frowned. What on earth were these men loading at this hour of night? And, more to the point, why were they acting so suspiciously?

‘Thank the Lord we never took the barrow back, Mickey,’ he heard one of the men say.

‘Keep yer voice down,’ came a hissed reply.

Algernon waited until they had disappeared around the corner before continuing on his way.




Chapter Three

Kelly sat down on the chair by the bed in the front room and gently took her mother’s hand. ‘Anything else I can get yer, Mam? Another cuppa?’

Tired, pain-filled eyes settled on her. ‘No, thanks, love.’

She gazed at her mother in concern, rubbing her own hand affectionately over the back of Flora’s bony one. ‘That Reverend’s tired you out, ain’t he?’

Her mother nodded. ‘A little, but then it was good of him to take the trouble to call when I’m sure he’s a lot else he could have been doing. I’m always grateful for visitors whatever the time, you know that. I like to have contact with the outside world.’ She eyed her daughter questioningly and asked unexpectedly, ‘Is yer dad all right, Kelly?’

She gulped guiltily. Her father’s losing his job had been kept from Flora. Instead Frank went out each morning and wandered the streets until homecoming time. It was a strain for all of them, but they had agreed that they could not further tax Flora’s health with this new worry. Although Frank’s health had improved they all knew that getting another job was not going to be easy for him. Kelly just hoped something would turn up soon. It didn’t matter what, just something to restore her father’s self-respect as well as bring in some much needed money.

‘He’s fine, Mam.’ With difficulty she smiled reassuringly. ‘Yer know the doctor said his recovery would take time. He’s doing really well. He ain’t had a turn for a while now, so stop worrying.’ She gnawed her bottom lip, hoping that whatever had transpired on the roof tonight had not been associated with her father’s illness.

Flora sighed with relief. ‘No, he hasn’t, has he? But it’s strange, he doesn’t speak much about his work. He always used to be full of the capers that he and the lads got up to. Now he doesn’t mention anything.’ She sighed. ‘Oh, I’m being silly, I know. I just worry for him, love. He’s been through such a lot, and then to come back and find me like this. Well . . .’

Kelly squeezed her hand. ‘Eh, come on, yer can stop this train of thought, Mam. Anyway lots of things have changed since he came back. I don’t think they’re allowed to get up to any larks any more. Smiggy keeps his beady eyes peeled all the time. Our Mickey was only saying the other day he thought Smiggy paid some of the lads to sneak on their mates.’ Kelly hoped her lie worked, but then realised it could be true. It wouldn’t surprise her in the least if the Inspector did just that.

‘Does he?’ Flora exclaimed. ‘But he knows as well as anyone the men make up their wages on the bits and pieces they pick up.’ She frowned worriedly. ‘Oh, dear, if he’s put a stop to it, how we gonna manage?’

‘I shouldn’t worry, Mam. The men have his measure and will find a way to outsmart him, never fear.’

Flora sighed heavily. ‘I hope so, love. That Smiggy’s no heart. In my opinion he shouldn’t be in charge of men. Anyway, did yer dad say he’d be long? Only I’m just hoping I can stay awake ’til he comes in. I don’t feel right if I don’t say me goodnights.’

Kelly chose her words carefully. Her mother was oblivious of any of the McCallans’ illicit activities. As far as she was aware the bits and pieces Mickey picked up  on the bin round were the only extra resources they received. In an environment where supplementing wages by any means was the norm, Flora had striven hard to instil in her children a respect for honesty and they knew she would be horrified to learn the truth, no matter how badly the extra money was needed. ‘I shouldn’t imagine he will be. I think being’s you had a visitor they decided to pop out for a quick half.’

‘Ah, well, yer dad won’t be long then. He’s never been a boozer, thank goodness.’ She paused and studied her daughter for a moment. ‘You and Rodney, yer both all right, ain’t you?’

‘’Course we are, Mam. Why d’you ask?’

‘Just checking, me love. A mother’s interest, that’s all. I’m so glad that at least . . .’ She stopped herself just in time from saying that at least she had lived to see the man Kelly had chosen, even though she knew she would not be alive to see her beloved daughter walk down the aisle. She knew Kelly knew it too, but to voice it would only grieve them both further. The awkward moment was saved by a loud knock reverberating on the door. ‘Oh, is that someone at the back?’

Seconds later Glenda poked her head around the door. ‘The Vicar forgot his gloves.’ Smiling, she entered, retrieved the worn gloves from the floor by the chair Kelly was sitting on and departed.

Flora sighed. ‘She’s got her faults, that girl, but I can’t help but like her. If our Mickey doesn’t start treating her a bit better, I expect she’ll start looking elsewhere.’

‘I don’t think so, Mam. Glenda worships the ground our Mickey walks on.’ Although, thought Kelly, I’m not so sure he feels the same way. She decided it was best to say nothing. Her mother had enough to cope with. ‘There’s one thing I do know, though, and that’s that it’ll never be the love match you and our dad had. That’s been a match made in heaven, ain’t it, Mam?’

Flora’s face softened tenderly. ‘Yes, it has. I’ve bin lucky with yer dad. There’s not many been as fortunate in feelings as we have.’ Her eyes grew misty as memories flooded back and her voice became husky. ‘I fell in love with your dad the moment I clapped eyes on him, leaning up against the factory wall smoking a fag with his workmates. I can still see it as clear as if it were yesterday.’

Kelly settled back in her chair. Her mother liked nothing better than to reminisce. She had not much future left to her, so looking back and revisiting the past was now her only pleasure. Kelly had heard the stories many times but was more than happy to let Flora ramble on, conscious that it afforded her mother several precious minutes in which she was able, for the most part, to forget her pain and fear.

‘Yer dad said that was when he fell in love with me,’ Flora continued. ‘Though God knows how. I must have looked a sight, dressed in me working togs, me hair scraped under a cap, stinking of fish glue from me job in the shoe factory. Mind you, he didn’t look that much better. A bin man’s clothing ain’t exactly Burton’s shop window, but there was something about him, something different. I can’t put me finger on it, but it was there.

‘He winked at me, Kelly, and such a cheeky wink it was. Me friend Alice was appalled. She grabbed me arm and dragged me past. “He’s a bin man, Flora, and looks like a gypsy ter me.” “I’d say Irish meself with that head of black hair,” I replied. Alice’s mouth dropped wide enough to get a tram through. “And that’s worse! What would yer mam and dad say if you turned up with an Irish navvy in tow? Or one of gypsy origins, come ter that?” “Alice,” I said, “he winked at me, not asked me to marry him.” ’Course, it weren’t long after that, Kelly, that he did. From the start we both knew we were meant for each other and couldn’t see the sense in waiting,  even though I was only seventeen and yer dad a year older.

‘Courting in those days was hardly more than a walk round the streets sharing a bag of chips, and a cuddle up the entry when it got dark. If we wanted to go to the pictures or music hall we had to save like mad. My wages were pennies, yer dad’s weren’t much better. By the time we’d paid our dues there was hardly ’ote left for much else. Times were harder then than they are now, if that’s possible, but we had our love and that were enough for me and yer dad. And Alice was wrong. Me mam and dad took to him straight away. And what mam and dad wouldn’t have, eh?’

Kelly smiled distractedly. She barely remembered her grandparents, both of them having died when she was just a little girl, but had vague recollections of them as being warm-hearted people, never having much themselves but very giving – the sort of caring, loving parents who would readily accept their only daughter’s choice of husband as long as she was happy. And, Kelly reflected, her father had made her mother very happy. Their lives together had been fraught with difficulties, at times they’d had barely two halfpennies to rub together. A bin man’s wages, even enhanced by the bits and pieces her father had managed to salvage and sell, would never amount to a fat wage, but nevertheless their mutual respect, regard, and obvious love for each other had given them the strength to see all their hardships through.

And they hadn’t done too badly compared to some. The house they lived in was hardly a palace. Neither was it in the best of areas nor the items inside worth much, but what they had was all theirs. Many times during the past harsh winters there had been no money for extra fuel and they had all had to huddle together in Flora and Frank’s bed, under an assortment of threadbare blankets  and coats in order to keep warm. But the rent- and tally-man had always been paid, and Flora had made sure there was always some sort of meal on the table.

They had managed, just. But then the war had come, and if they had thought they had faced hardship before, nothing had prepared them for that. What a terrible time it had been! It had changed all their lives.

Frank had done his duty and signed up, never for one moment envisaging that he would not see his beloved family for over five long years or what hardships they would suffer during his absence. A soldier’s allotment was hardly enough to pay the rent, let alone feed and clothe his family. So like thousands of others Flora had taken factory work, dividing her time between her family and her job, constantly worrying for her husband’s safety and her children’s welfare while all the time being exhorted to work longer hours. This she had done without complaint until her health began to suffer so noticeably that it was obvious she could no longer keep up the punishing regime.

But despite poor health she still had two children to feed. Money had to be found from somewhere. So Flora had scraped a living by other means – a few hours in the corner shop; washing and sewing and the caring of children for women who were earning good money in the factories. Inevitably it had meant she worked harder than she had done previously, and for less money. To try and compensate she went without herself.

Pouring all of her meagre resources into the care of her son and daughter, Flora skimped on food; she went cold of an evening when they had gone to bed by letting the fire go out in order to save fuel; and the odd spare copper for clothing had been spent on the children’s, despite her own being almost threadbare and no protection against the bitter winter winds.

Kelly had always believed that it was then, when her  mother was at her lowest, that the disease had struck and begun to gain its stranglehold on her.

And it was during this time, she reflected, that a change had come over her brother. She couldn’t pinpoint exactly when this change had happened as it hadn’t at first been glaringly obvious. She had been, after all, a young girl of about ten – a sister who naturally looked up to her elder brother. Far too much had been going on in her own life, with her own friends and all the war had brought, for her to take much notice of him.

But a change had come about. It seemed that Mickey was suddenly no longer a carefree young boy, the brother who relentlessly teased her when he was not playing football or cricket with his mates in the street. He became moody and very secretive, and, most startling of all, began to have money in his pocket. Not much, the odd penny or threepence, but still a cause for surprise given their precarious finances. It appeared that her mother did not notice. But Kelly did and eventually she confronted him.

His angry response had frightened her, and his threats against her should she breathe a word were terrifying, but his explanation made a kind of sense despite Kelly’s knowing deep down that it was wrong. Mickey stole. And the reason he did so, he insisted, was to help their mother. And besides, how could what he did be classed as real stealing when it was done in order to ease their mother’s burden?

Kelly’s young mind could see a kind of sense in that and it wasn’t long before she was joining him in what became a regular occurrence. Just the odd item from a corner shop; vegetables snatched from allotments; washing from lines – anything they could sell on for a few coppers which would then be given to their mother, telling her it was payment for errands run for grateful  people in the area. Flora’s delighted response was all Kelly needed to spur her on. As time passed this petty pilfering became a way of life. The pennies made a difference and were quickly depended upon.

At fourteen, Mickey reluctantly followed in his father’s footsteps and joined the Leicester Corporation refuse gangs. It was either that or learn a trade in a factory, and he felt he had had enough of learning. But from the very first morning he detested his chosen profession. He hated traipsing the streets in all weathers; the collection of heavy bins full of other people’s stinking rubbish; the stigma that was attached to what others saw as a lowly occupation. But above all he resented the meagre wages. The job’s only saving grace was that money could be made on the side. And at that Mickey was a natural.

But as time passed a few extra coppers were not enough. He wanted more. Much more. It was only a matter of time before he had progressed to stealing lead from church roofs; building materials from sites; anything moveable from factory yards. And when necessary, whether she liked it or not, Kelly was expected to play her part.

She frowned. Her brother, she knew from experience, would some time soon become dissatisfied, and when that happened what would he turn to next?

Her own role had changed from those early days. Mickey no longer expected her to take part in the actual stealing of the goods; it was her job merely to stand guard and warn of any dangers. But nevertheless she believed her part in the proceedings was just as bad, she was just as involved, and if caught, God forbid, her sentence would be just as heavy. But if they stopped, how would they live, especially now her father seemed incapable of keeping a job? And they still had to cover his wage so as not to arouse her mother’s suspicions.

Kelly jumped as she realised Flora was addressing her. ‘Sorry, Mam?’

‘What were yer thinking about? You were miles away?’

‘Oh, er . . . Just life, Mam, just life.’ She forced a smile. ‘So, what were yer saying?’

‘Asking if you remembered the day yer dad returned from the war. Oh, what a joyous day that was.’

‘I do remember it well, Mam, and it was a great day.’ But little did they know, she thought, how badly he had been affected by it all. Thankfully he had all his limbs but his mind . . . no, that would never be the same.

Showing the same strength of love she had displayed towards her children, and despite her own failing health, Flora had tirelessly nursed her husband night after night, the months stretching to over two years, through terrible dreams, bouts of screaming and shaking, weeks on end of depression in which he would not leave the house. All this she endured without complaint. Flora had been thankful just to have her husband back alive, completely convinced that given time, with her love and care, he would heal. She had not foreseen that she herself might not be around to see that cure completed.

Kelly sighed sadly. Her mother must have loved them all very deeply to have acted so unselfishly in all she had done. Her life-threatening illness was so unfair. And that Vicar had dared to tell her to put her faith in God! What God could do this? Strike down such a wonderful woman in the prime of her life, and leave behind people who loved and would miss her dreadfully. Hard as she tried to avoid it, her eyes filled with tears.

‘Kelly.’

She gulped, sniffed and fought to control her emotions. ‘Yes, Mam?’ she said lightly.

‘Don’t, Kelly.’

‘Don’t what?’

‘Don’t be sad for me, love. I know what’s going  through your mind and I know yer angry for what’s happened to me. But I don’t want you to be. What’s happened has happened. No one has the power to change things.’

‘Oh, Mam, I . . .’

‘Kelly, dry those eyes. Remember, me darlin’, I’ve bin one of the lucky ones. I’ve had much more than most women and that’s love and happiness, Kelly. For my part, I’d sooner have had them than a miserable life and lived ’til I were ninety.’ She paused to take several laboured breaths. ‘Oh, Kelly, none of us know when our time will be up. That’s why we’ve got to make the most of what we’re given. Some people live to ripe old ages, some go young. My lot is ter go young.’ She smiled and for a brief second Kelly saw a flash of just how lovely her mother used to be. ‘I never did like the idea of getting to an age when me face looked like a mouldy apple! Yer dad wouldn’t fancy me looking like that, now would he?’

Kelly sniffed again and smiled. ‘Dad would fancy you whatever you looked like.’

Flora nodded. ‘Yer right, he would. But then, that’s love for yer. And the most I hope for you, Kelly, is that you experience love like I have. It carries yer through anything.’ Trying to hide the effort it cost her, she patted her daughter’s hand. ‘Yer know, I think I will have that cuppa, if you wouldn’t mind?’

‘I don’t mind, Mam, I don’t mind at all. While I wait for the kettle to boil, I’ll put the clothes into soak for tomorrow.’ She rose to her feet. ‘Back in a jiffy.’

As she reached the door Flora called out to her. ‘Kelly . . .’

She turned and smiled. ‘Yes, Mam?’

‘I love you, Kelly.’

‘I know, Mam,’ the girl whispered. ‘And I love you too.’

Flora lay back against her pillow and stared distractedly at the ceiling. At nineteen her daughter should not be concerned with putting washing into soak, she should be out enjoying herself. She should also have a full-time job, not the few hours she did at the corner shop, earning a pittance. And when she wasn’t working she had hardly any time for herself because not only did she have an invalid and her father and brother to care for but also a household.

Momentarily Flora closed her eyes, sucking in her breath as a wave of severe pain flowed through her. It was becoming worse by the day, increasing in intensity and severity, becoming hardly bearable. To keep this knowledge from her family would soon become impossible. What would she do then? How would she cope, knowing the further distress she was causing them? ‘Oh, God,’ she sighed wearily, ‘why did you have to do this to me when I have so much to live for? How much longer do I have to wait for the blessed release of death?’ Because, she thought, that’s all I’m doing now.

She knew there would be no reprieve for her, no miracles. The illness had too strong a hold. The thought of leaving her beloved family was unbearable, but what good was she to them now? She could do none of the things a mother did for her children, none of the things a woman did for the man she loved. Even the effort of drinking a cup of tea sapped all her energy.

Her illness was causing suffering for those she loved. Better for them all that her death came soon, that she didn’t linger much longer. Then her beloved family could get on with their lives.

Not for the first time, she contemplated the only solution. But it saddened her greatly to know she had been reduced to such thoughts.

She heard the sound of Kelly returning and, pushing aside her despair, she fixed a smile on her face.




Chapter Four

‘Is that you, Frank?’

He jumped at the sound of his wife’s feeble voice. He had been sitting in the darkness by her bed, her limp hand clasped gently in his, lost in thought for several hours.

With a great effort Flora tried to raise herself. ‘A’ you all right, Frank? Turn the light on so I can see yer.’

He froze. The last thing he wanted was for Flora to witness the state he was in. He had been crying and she would know it at a glance.

For Frank the fear of losing his beloved wife was far worse than anything he had been through or was ever likely to. It was selfish of him, he knew, but he would rather keep her here, with all her pain and suffering, than have her gone from him. He could not visualise life without her, couldn’t bring himself to. ‘No,’ he whispered hoarsely, ‘let’s just sit here for a bit with it off, me darlin’.’

Flora sank back against the pillows, knowing exactly the emotions her husband was experiencing. ‘Yes, let’s do that. I like lying here with you in the dark.’ Then you can’t see what my illness has done to me, she thought. You can picture me as I used to be.

There was silence between them for several moments.

‘Are our kids all right, Frank?’ Flora whispered. ‘Only I worry so much for ’em. Mickey keeps things from me,  I know he does. And our Kelly. Oh, Frank, our daughter’s got responsibilities a girl of her age shouldn’t have. She should go out more and enjoy herself, ’specially now she and Rodney are engaged. She’ll lose him if she doesn’t spend more time with him.’
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