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      Chapter 1

      
      Liverpool

      
      June 1937

      
      Jessica’s mother boasted that, at the age of forty-nine, she could still turn a man’s head. ‘I wonder if they will still turn
         when I’m fifty,’ she would then say with a coy smile, as if, when the clock struck midnight on her birthday, her lovely face
         would melt into wrinkles, her startlingly blue eyes fade, and her hair turn grey (an impossibility as it had been grey for
         several years but dyed a pretty golden blonde). ‘I’ll become an old woman overnight.’
      

      
      ‘Never!’ the friends would gasp – it would have been rude not to and so deny that Ethel Farley had the gift of eternal youth.
         It was the reason why so many of her friends were male and so few female, the latter unprepared to worship at the foot of
         her shrine.
      

      
      Earlier that morning, Ethel had married Tom McGrath, a well-known, Liverpool-based barrister, whose sometimes notorious cases
         were featured in the national press. Tom hadn’t stopped to worship, but had swept Ethel off her feet at their first meeting.
         This time it was she who was doing the worshipping, having fallen madly and genuinely in love for the first time in her life.
      

      
      ‘I think your stepfather is adorable,’ said Jessica’s cousin, Lydia, who was sitting next to her at the wedding breakfast.

      
      ‘He looks like a gypsy.’ Jessica didn’t like her mother’s second husband and resented him being referred to as any sort of
         father. He was too dark, too foreign-looking, his hair too thick and curly, his sideboards too long. She considered him rather menacing. Nor did she like the idea of him replacing
         her real father, who had died five years ago and to whom she had been devoted.
      

      
      ‘It’s his Irish blood. He’s a Celt, not a gypsy. The Celts have been in Ireland since 350BC.’ Lydia seemed to know a bit about everything. As girls, she and Jessica had attended the same convent school and been in
         the same class. Lydia had usually been top in most subjects, whereas Jessica had only been good at Art and English – English
         Literature that was, not grammar. She had left at sixteen, but Lydia had stayed on, gone to university, and become a school
         teacher.
      

      
      Jessica said, ‘My real father was Irish and he wasn’t dark like that.’

      
      ‘He wasn’t a Celt, that’s why, just plain, ordinary Irish.’

      
      The meal was being held in a private room in a small, hideously expensive hotel called The Temple, which was tucked like a
         secret behind Liverpool Town Hall. Anonymous outside, it was exotic, outlandish even, inside. Lydia added to her reputation
         of knowing everything by telling Jessica it was a place where well-off people conducted affairs of the heart and men picked
         up attractive women who were in actual fact high-class prostitutes. Parties were held there that no respectable woman would
         be seen dead at. ‘Though it would be interesting to attend one,’ Lydia said thoughtfully, a glint in her eye.
      

      
      Thirty-three guests had been invited to the wedding, including Tom’s twin daughters by his first wife, now sadly deceased,
         and their husbands, his brother and his brother’s wife, and half a dozen other people whose names and relationships to each
         other Jessica couldn’t remember. Also present was Monsignor Rafferty, who had married the couple and was sitting next to the
         bride.
      

      
      On her mother’s side there was her brother, Uncle Fred, and his wife, Mildred, who were Lydia’s parents, and their son, Peter. Bertie, Jessica’s husband, was sitting on her other side, and next to him was Gladys, her paternal grandmother,
         whom she loved dearly. Various unmarried cousins were present, two widowed great-aunts and, last but not least, Ida Collins,
         Jessica’s mother-in-law, whom she loathed. Ida had inveigled an invitation to the wedding, though she had no right to be there.
      

      
      ‘She’s not a relative of my mother’s,’ Jessica had complained hotly when Bertie requested she obtain a wedding invitation
         for Ida.
      

      
      ‘She is through you,’ Bertie had pointed out.

      
      Jessica hid a shudder of revulsion. ‘Not a blood relative.’ She’d stopped arguing before Bertie demanded rather than requested
         an invitation. He always won arguments, wearing her down with the weight of his logic, particularly if they concerned his
         mother.
      

      
      They were having breakfast in what was called the ‘Indian Room’. On the red, silk-covered walls hung brass swords in jewelled
         scabbards, carved wooden masks, hideously painted, and loops of coloured rope with little brass bells attached. There were
         no windows visible. The wooden floor was polished to the colour of old blood. She thought it was almost certainly the room
         where the unusual parties were held.
      

      
      The best man, Eddie McGrath, the bridegroom’s brother, stood to make a speech. He tapped his spoon against a champagne glass,
         making a pleasing, mellow sound, and the guests fell silent.
      

      
      Jokes were made, stories told of Tom when he was a child, then a young man, back in dear old Ireland, the family history relayed
         in Eddie’s gravelly voice with its strong accent. He was older, smaller and narrower than Tom, his features not quite so refined,
         as if his mother had given birth to him before bringing forth a much-improved version in Tom. As it was, the effort had killed
         her.
      

      
      
      The McGrath brothers came from poor farming stock. They’d pulled themselves up by their bootstraps. The motherless boys had
         been raised by their grandmother, who washed and sewed into the night to pay school fees so her grandsons received a good
         education. Eddie had worked hard, but Tom had worked harder.
      

      
      ‘I paid her back as well as I could,’ Eddie said, smiling with a mixture of humility and pride, ‘but our Tom here, well, he
         paid our granny back in spades. Me, I became a mere office Johnny, but Tom turned out to be one of the most famous lawyers
         in the British Isles.’
      

      
      Everybody clapped apart from the bride, who picked up the groom’s hand and laid it against her lightly powdered, subtly rouged
         cheek. Jessica considered it an overly sentimental gesture on the part of her mother, a touch embarrassing, but everyone else
         breathed, ‘Aaah!’ – apart from Ida Collins, who looked sour. Seeing this, Jessica added her own loud ‘Aaah!’ lest her mother-in-law
         think they were of the same opinion or on the same side in any shape, manner or form.
      

      
      The food eaten – a conventional English breakfast; Jessica had been expecting something more foreign – trays of champagne
         were carried into the room and Eddie called for a toast to the bride and groom.
      

      
      ‘Ethel and Tom!’ the room cried with real enthusiasm. On such a day, Jessica thought, her mother must wish with all her heart
         that she’d been called something pretty and lilting like Rosemary, Cynthia, Madeleine or Talullah. She hated being Ethel;
         it smacked of woolly hats, cheap handbags and wrinkled stockings, she claimed. ‘That’s why I called you Jessica,’ she told
         her daughter. ‘Shakespeare used it. It rolls so smoothly off the tongue.’
      

      
      Waiters came in with more champagne and other drinks, along with trays of Turkish delight, glacé fruits, marzipan and assorted
         chocolates.
      

      
      ‘This is a strange wedding altogether,’ Lydia mused.

      
      
      The guests rose from their seats and began to form little groups; the McGraths, the Collinses, the Farleys, the young and
         the old, the cousins. The youngest was Peter Farley, Lydia’s brother, who was twenty-three. The new Mrs McGrath had requested
         there be no children at her wedding: ‘Running round, shouting, spilling things, and generally making a nuisance of their mischievous
         little selves.’
      

      
      She had said this with a laugh, but in truth she genuinely disliked children. Jessica could remember her mother’s attitude
         to herself and her brother, William, when they were young. She had disliked any show of childish behaviour. Jessica and William
         – more commonly known as Will – had been discouraged from laughing out loud, running too fast, playing noisily, any one of
         which activity could give their mother a headache, though she did enjoy reading them stories. Jessica mainly played with her
         dolls, making sure they behaved themselves.
      

      
      It was her father who’d given them piggybacks, played football in the garden, and taken them to the park. She glowered darkly
         at the man who’d taken his place. Will, who had never met his new stepfather, was a lieutenant in the Royal Navy and currently
         involved in exercises in another part of the world.
      

      
      Tom caught her eye and grinned. Jessica turned away, embarrassed. He made her feel uncomfortable. She thought about her own
         children, missing them. They’d been left with Miss Austin, a retired nurse who lived next door to their house in Sefton Park.
         In a moment of sheer terror, she imagined five-year-old Dora falling downstairs while Miss Austin had unintentionally fallen
         asleep, or Jamie, two years older, burning, cutting, scalding or hurting himself in some other horribly painful way, possibly
         fatal.
      

      
      ‘Do you think the children are all right?’ she said anxiously to Bertie.

      
      ‘More all right than they’d be with you, darling,’ he chuckled. He reckoned she was a hopeless mother. Jessica didn’t know why. The children thrived, laughed a lot, were happy.
         She loved them with all her heart and they loved her back. What more did Bertie expect?
      

      
      Music arrived, coming from a source invisible to the human eye, Al Jolsen singing, ‘Oh, how we danced the night we were wed’.
         The newly married couple began to waltz, Tom whirling her mother around the room so uninhibitedly that people had to step
         back or be knocked over. Her mother was laughing loudly as her daughter had never been allowed to do, her face flushed, her
         eyes bright. Tom was smiling, moving faster.
      

      
      The song ended. Tom picked up his new bride and virtually threw her into the air. ‘It’s time we boarded our ship,’ he shouted,
         and there was a swift intake of breath.
      

      
      Afterwards, Lydia said it was because some people recognized that Tom couldn’t wait to get her mother to bed: ‘It was obvious
         from the tone of his voice and the look on his face.’
      

      
      ‘Why did you know that and I didn’t?’ Jessica complained, annoyed with herself.

      
      ‘Because you’re so sweet and innocent, Jess,’ Lydia said, a trifle tartly. ‘Butter wouldn’t melt – you know the sort of thing.
         You’d never think you were a twenty-seven-year-old married woman with two children. By the way, your mother looks terribly
         smart today. Did she buy that outfit in London?’
      

      
      ‘That’s what she wants people to think.’ She wasn’t prepared to lie to Lydia. ‘In actual fact, Miss Fleming made it for her.
         It’s a copy of a Chanel model that was on the Paris catwalk only this spring.’
      

      
      The dress was grey and white georgette with long, full sleeves, a tight belt, and a knee-length, slightly flared skirt. The
         hat, now removed, was like an upturned saucepan with a huge white organdie bow at the front. Miss Fleming had been making
         her mother’s clothes for years and years. Ethel told people she’d been to London to buy them in Harrods or Selfridges. With
         her slim figure and ravishing good looks, she showed off the various fashions to their best advantage. Her going-away outfit was a grey three-quarter-length crêpe coat.
      

      
      Jessica hadn’t noticed that her mother had left the room, until she returned wearing the coat and hat and hanging on to Tom’s
         arm. It was midday, time for them to leave. They were sailing first class to New York on the Queen Mary, staying a week and returning on an aeroplane, which was very daring. Naturally, her mother had wanted to stay longer, but
         Tom had a busy schedule. Even in New York, he had business to see to.
      

      
      They insisted on leaving alone. ‘The room’s booked for the day,’ Tom shouted. ‘Have a fine time, why don’t you? And order
         whatever you like.’
      

      
      They disappeared in a shower of silver confetti and kisses and shouts of ‘Good Luck, have a lovely time’ and ‘Don’t do anything
         I wouldn’t do, Tom’ from one of the men.
      

      
      Jessica didn’t know why she followed, at a distance, down the stairs and into the foyer, and why she watched through the glass
         door of the hotel, as Tom helped her mother into the back of a black limousine with a playful slap on her bottom. She still
         watched, sighing, as the car glided away in the brilliant sunshine – she had forgotten the sun had been shining so brightly
         when they’d come in.
      

      
      She had never had the same warm relationship with her mother as Lydia had with Aunt Mildred, but she was fond of her. Since
         her father had died and William had gone away, Jessica had felt an obligation to look after her fluffy-headed mother, to ensure
         she didn’t come to any harm. Right now, she felt apprehensive seeing her go off with a man she hardly knew. And not just a
         conventional man, but an outrageous individual, who was bigger and louder and more successful than every other man she knew.
         She prayed her mother wouldn’t come to any harm with this person,
      

      
      A pleasant, silver-haired gentleman in a dark green uniform approached. ‘Are you all right, miss? You look a bit pale.’

      
      ‘Yes, I’m just …’ Jessica paused. She couldn’t describe how she felt. Perhaps she’d drunk too much champagne. ‘Could I possibly have a cup of tea or coffee?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Of course, miss. Would you like it in the lounge? Tea might be best if you don’t quite feel yourself; more settling on the
         stomach than coffee.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes. Tea would be lovely. Thank you.’ The man reminded her of her gentle, courteous father. The contrast between Gordon
         Farley and Tom McGrath was stark. Her mother’s first husband had been a considerate man, her second was dangerous. She felt
         slightly sick at the thought and was glad she’d ordered tea rather than the coffee that might have upset her stomach.
      

      
      ‘This way, miss.’

      
      The man led her into a quiet dark room filled with brown velvet chairs, and held one while she sat. She was the only person
         there. ‘I’m sorry, it’s Mrs, isn’t it?’ he said apologetically. He must have noticed her wedding ring. ‘It’s just that you
         look too young to be married, if you don’t mind my saying.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t mind.’ She was used to hearing that. Jessica had none of her mother’s charisma. Her eyes were the same blue, her
         hair a darker, natural blonde; she was exceptionally pretty, but her expression was timid and slightly bemused, as if she
         were unsure of her place in the world, while her confident, outgoing mother dazzled everyone she met.
      

      
      She relaxed into the chair, her body ticking away the tension of the last few hours. It was lovely and peaceful here, and
         when the tea came, she thoroughly enjoyed it.
      

      
      ‘Where have you been?’ Bertie said irritably when Jessica appeared and announced she was going home. ‘You know very well I’m
         playing cricket this afternoon.’ It was an Old Boys’ match between his school, St Mary’s, and Merchant Taylor’s.
      

      
      ‘I’ve been downstairs having tea,’ she told him. She’d been easy enough to find had he really wanted to. Anyway, the match didn’t start for another two hours.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ he said, frowning, ‘I think you and Mother should take a taxi home together. She’ll help entertain the children until
         I come home.’
      

      
      Jessica resisted the urge to scream, ‘No!’ at the top of her voice. Since when had she needed help entertaining her own children? ‘Lydia is taking me home in her
         car,’ she lied.
      

      
      Bertie’s frown deepened. ‘I thought I heard Lydia say she was going shopping.’

      
      ‘She is; we are.’ Jessica hastened to expand the lie lest he suggest Lydia take his mother home with them. ‘Dora needs a couple
         of school blouses from Henderson’s. It would be convenient to get them today.’
      

      
      ‘Why can’t you go another time?’

      
      Why, oh why, was he so often in a bad temper – and only with her?

      
      ‘If I leave it too late they’ll run out of stock,’ she said defensively.

      
      ‘Oh, all right then. I’ll be home about six.’ He kissed her. ‘Bye, darling.’

      
      ‘Goodbye.’ She caught his arm. ‘Don’t forget to tell your mother she can’t come home with me.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you …’ he began, but Jessica had gone in a flash before he could finish, ‘… tell her yourself.’

      
      ‘I can’t abide her – Ida, that is,’ she said when she and Lydia were on their way to Sefton Park in Lydia’s little Austin
         7.
      

      
      ‘Gosh, I didn’t know that!’ Lydia made a false show of surprise. ‘You’ve been married to Bertie for eight years, yet you’ve
         never once mentioned that you disliked his mother.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry.’ Jessica mentioned it all the time. It made her feel very uncharitable and mean, but she couldn’t help it. Mrs Collins
         was a spiteful woman who was able to wind Bertie, her only child, round her little finger, usually at the expense of Jessica and even, occasionally, the children. She seemed to resent her son being fond of anyone except herself.
      

      
      ‘Out of interest,’ Lydia said, ‘what do I tell Bertie should he mention our supposed visit to Henderson’s? Did we go or not?’

      
      ‘We went, but they’d sold out of blouses in Dora’s size. However, they promised to telephone when new stock arrives.’

      
      Lydia nodded. ‘Very good. You are an excellent liar, Jess, extremely convincing.’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t say that! The only person I lie to is Bertie.’

      
      ‘He’s your husband, the last person you should lie to.’

      
      Jessica groaned. ‘I know, but it’s just that not telling the truth makes life so much easier.’ Easier to say when he did the
         accounts that she’d spent some of the housekeeping on groceries rather than cigarettes or a ticket to a matinée at the cinema
         – she’d been a few times since Dora had started school in January. He would disapprove of the cigarettes and be horrified
         at the idea of her going to the pictures on her own. When they’d first married, he’d been timid and easy-going, but had become
         unnecessarily oppressive over the years, she had no idea why.
      

      
      Her cousin squeezed her knee. ‘Bertie does huff and puff just a bit, but he’s frightfully attractive. Being an estate agent
         is a really good job, and he loves you madly. You’re awfully lucky, Jessica.’
      

      
      ‘Some people might think so.’ Perhaps she had felt lucky once, but no longer. As for Lydia, she was desperate to get married.
         A fine-looking woman, tall and always fashionably dressed, she had dark brown wavy hair cropped rather mannishly at the back,
         brown eyes, and aquiline features that tended to look rather haughty and possibly put men off. She needed to meet a strong
         man, one like Tom McGrath, who wouldn’t be deterred by a forceful-looking woman.
      

      
      Lydia turned into Atlas Road where the Collinses lived in a modern semi-detached house complete with garage and a leafy garden. Their neighbour, Miss Austin, opened the front door and
         the children rushed out. They fought with each other to hug their mother the tightest.
      

      
      ‘Have you been good?’ she asked them.

      
      ‘As good as gold, Mummy,’ Dora assured her. She was blonde and blue-eyed like her mother, while Jamie was a junior version
         of his cricket-playing, tousle-haired father. Like Bertie, he had a healthy tan after spending so much time out of doors.
      

      
      ‘They really have been as good as gold,’ Miss Austin told Jessica. ‘They’re a pleasure to be with. We’ve been playing cards.
         I showed them how to play Twenty-One.’
      

      
      ‘It’s called Blackjack in America,’ Jamie informed her.

      
      ‘That’s nice.’ Jessica hoped Bertie wouldn’t mind his children being taught to play cards.

      
      Lydia had gone to put the kettle on, Miss Austin went home, and the children still clung to their mother as they went indoors.
         She patted their heads, relieved to find them still alive and in one piece.
      

      
      ‘Can we all play Twenty-One?’ Jamie pleaded.

      
      ‘In a minute. Are either of you hungry?’

      
      ‘Miss Austin made us scrambled eggs and tomatoes for lunch,’ Jamie said. ‘But,’ he added hopefully, ‘she didn’t give us any
         pudding.’
      

      
      Yesterday, Jessica had done loads of baking in readiness for the weekend. She offered them a choice of scones, jam tarts,
         or fruitcake. They chose the jam tarts, as she guessed they would.
      

      
      Lydia had made the tea. Jessica poured milk for the children, and the four sat round the table with a plate of slightly burnt
         jam tarts while Jamie instructed them how to play Twenty-One.
      

      
      They played for an hour – Jamie showed he had the makings of an ace card player – before Lydia announced it was time she left; she was going to the theatre that evening and had to get changed.
      

      
      Dora, fed up with cards, took her little pram filled with dolls for a walk around the garden, and Jamie lay on his tummy on
         the sofa with that week’s copy of Wizard, which he read from cover to cover at least half a dozen times. Jessica went into the kitchen and began to prepare dinner
         – lamb chops with mint sauce, mashed potatoes and runner beans, followed by fruitcake, which was not quite as burnt as the
         tarts.
      

      
      Bertie would complain the meal was too basic, not exciting enough. ‘You have no talent for cooking, Jess,’ he had told her
         numerous times.
      

      
      Jessica would just shrug and concede she was a hopeless housewife. She detested cooking and cleaning. Her least favourite
         job of all was hanging washing on the line and having it blow back in her face in the cold weather. On the other hand, she
         could sew well, knit and embroider beautifully, and made all her own and Dora’s clothes, apart from the uniform that the school
         insisted be purchased from Henderson’s. She also enjoyed painting and decorating, an attribute Bertie thought rather odd for
         a woman.
      

      
      Leaving the lamb chops in the oven and the potatoes simmering in a pan, she saw Dora was still preoccupied with her dolls
         and Jamie with his comic. Creeping into the parlour, she closed the door, switched on the gramophone and chose a record from
         the pile on the shelf underneath.
      

      
      Minutes later, Al Bowlly’s soft, seductive voice began to croon, ‘Love is the sweetest thing …’ Jessica held out her arms
         to an invisible partner and began to sway around the room, forgetting everything, conscious only of the strange yearning in
         her breast. ‘The moment I saw you …’ How tenderly he sang. She was no longer in the house in Atlas Road, but somewhere mysterious
         and romantic, headily perfumed. She could sense her heart beating faster. ‘The very thought of you …’ She could almost believe someone really was thinking about her now, wanting to put his arms round her. She stood still for a moment, concentrating, and could feel the arms sliding around her back,
         stroking her hips.
      

      
      Jessica groaned just as Dora shouted, ‘Mummy, Daddy’s home’, and she came to with a start, turned off the gramophone and opened
         the parlour door. Bertie had gone straight into the garden. He came through the back door into the kitchen with their daughter
         in his arms.
      

      
      ‘How did the match go?’ she enquired. She felt much too hot and hoped her cheeks weren’t noticeably flushed.

      
      ‘St Mary’s won,’ he announced with a satisfied grin. His own cheeks were flushed, but he’d been playing cricket, not dancing
         around the room indulging in impossible dreams.
      

      
      They ate dinner with Bertie giving a running commentary on the match to an entranced Jamie. He suggested they all went to
         Sefton Park tomorrow after Mass, and played cricket themselves: ‘Daddy and Dora against Mummy and Jamie.’
      

      
      Jamie hooted his approval and Dora looked pleased. Jessica said she’d make a picnic lunch to take with them. What a perfectly
         happy family they were!
      

      
      Later, the children asleep, she and Bertie listened to a John Galsworthy play on the wireless. When it was over, she made
         cocoa and immersed herself in the latest book borrowed from the Romance Library in the Post Office while Bertie read The Times until it was half past ten and time for bed.
      

      
      Another day over, she thought. There was always something sad about going to bed, knowing she’d never experience that particular
         day again, feeling as if she’d lost something precious. Behind her, Bertie was checking doors were locked and windows closed.
      

      
      What was her mother doing now? She imagined a large, brightly lit ballroom on board the ship with an orchestra playing and
         her beautiful mother dancing with Tom McGrath. She was probably wearing the silver dress Miss Fleming had made. It troubled her that she should envy her mother’s obvious happiness.
      

      
      She undressed quickly, put on her nightdress, and got into bed, edging to the far side, pulling the clothes round her shoulders.
         Behind her, Bertie was changing into his pyjamas. He went into the bathroom, and Jessica closed her eyes and prayed that when
         he came back he would think that she’d fallen asleep. She began to breathe deeply and regularly, and didn’t budge when he
         slid into bed beside her.
      

      
      Then a hand touched her shoulder and he said meekly, ‘Do you mind?’

      
      Jessica turned on to her back, wanting to cry, saying nothing, just letting him get on with it, which he did clumsily and
         noisily, taking ages, or so it seemed.
      

      
      He finished at last and she turned away, pulling the clothes back round her. She hated it, hated it with all her heart. She
         would never grow to like it, not if she lived to be a hundred.
      





      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      ‘Can I stay with you, Jess?’ William Farley pleaded. ‘It wasn’t until I came ashore that I remembered Mother had let our old
         house and I had no idea where she was living with this new chap. And the new chap might not want me staying with them, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure Tom would love having you, Will,’ Jessica assured him, ‘but right now he and mother are in New York on their honeymoon.
         They’re flying back on Friday and will live in Tom’s place in Calderstones. But,’ she added, ‘you can stay with us, you know
         you can, you idiot. There’s no need to plead. We have a box room on the second floor, only tiny, but big enough to take a
         single bed and a chest of drawers.’
      

      
      ‘Will Bertie mind?’

      
      ‘Bertie will love having you as much as Tom would.’ Though not as much as she would. Jessica really missed having her brother
         around. ‘You can talk to Bertie about the Navy. He’s envious of you leading such an exciting life – his is as dull as dishwater
         beside yours. He said that if he didn’t have me and the children to support, he would have joined the Navy long ago.’
      

      
      Will looked amused. ‘He never mentioned that when we were at school. If I remember rightly, all he ever wanted was an office
         job. But perhaps,’ he continued charitably, ‘he didn’t like the idea of leaving his mother.’
      

      
      Bertie and Will had been at St Mary’s together. Jessica had met her future husband at a leaving party when the boys were eighteen and she was two years younger. An impressionable girl,
         she’d considered him impossibly handsome and had fallen crazily in love at first sight.
      

      
      She looked at Will in his uniform, his long legs stretched out and making the small sitting room seem even smaller. Like their
         sorely missed father, he was tall and slim with dark ginger hair and an attractive smile. His features, slightly crooked,
         as if they’d been put together in a hurry, had an irresistible appeal. He was the most popular of men with friends in ports
         all over the globe. A hopeless letter writer, nobody ever knew where his ship happened to be, and he was apt to turn up out
         of the blue when they’d imagined him sailing on foreign seas thousands of miles away. Finding her brother on the doorstep
         was like having the sun come out on a miserably dull day.
      

      
      ‘What time do the kids come out of school?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Half past three. I go and fetch them. It’s only a short walk away in Princes Park. You can come with me, give them a surprise.’
         If only he’d chosen a different career and they could have seen him all the time!
      

      
      ‘Is it a private school?’

      
      ‘Yes. It’s called St Thomas Moore’s Academy for Juniors and Infants. Bertie insisted on it.’ He had the children’s futures
         rigidly planned. They would pass the scholarship just like their father and Uncle Will. Jamie would go to St Mary’s Grammar,
         Dora to Notre Dame Convent. Jamie was destined for university; Dora for commercial college.
      

      
      Jessica hoped neither of her children would take after their mother, who’d failed the scholarship and was as thick as two
         short planks.
      

      
      Dora came out of school first. She gave a little scream and threw herself at her uncle. ‘Uncle Will, Uncle Will.’ Her little
         face was a picture of delight as she was thrown into the air and caught again in Will’s strong arms. The other children looked on, impressed by the tall, striking figure in naval uniform.
      

      
      As Jamie approached, Will aimed a pretend punch at his stomach and Jamie aimed one back.

      
      ‘Have you come back to Liverpool for good?’ Jamie asked hopefully.

      
      ‘I’m afraid not, but I’m staying at your house for a whole week.’

      
      Jessica may as well have been invisible as they walked home. The children, having bagged a hand each, skipped alongside the
         heroic figure of their Uncle Will while he answered their numerous questions as best he could.
      

      
      No, he didn’t sleep in a hammock and, yes, he could row using both oars. His ship didn’t have sails and so far nobody had
         thrown him overboard.
      

      
      Home again, Jessica made the children’s tea and Will went upstairs to unpack. He came down looking almost ordinary, having
         changed into grey flannels and a check shirt, and carrying presents for everyone.
      

      
      A book for Jamie, The Wizard of Oz. ‘It’s an American classic,’ he said. ‘All the kids over there have read it.’ A most unusual doll for Dora. ‘She’s a grown-up!’
         the little girl marvelled. The doll wore a white beret, a black-and-white check frock, and high-heeled shoes!
      

      
      ‘I’ve got scent for you, sis – Dior something or other; apparently you can’t get it in this country – and a tie-pin for Bertie.’

      
      Jessica hugged him. ‘You’re a lovely chap, Will.’ She dabbed the scent behind her ears. ‘It’s gorgeous,’ she assured him.

      
      ‘I’m starving, sis,’ he said pathetically. ‘What time’s dinner?’

      
      ‘Not for another two hours. Sit down and I’ll make you a sarnie.’

      
      Later, Jamie having gone to read the book somewhere quiet and Dora absorbed in undressing the new doll, Will said wistfully, ‘I miss Liverpool, you know, Jess. Sometimes, I feel like packing in the Navy, settling down, getting married and
         having kids, just like you and Bertie.’
      

      
      Jessica’s heart lifted at the idea of him living nearby, them going out in a foursome. ‘Then why don’t you?’ she urged. ‘You’ve
         given the Navy eleven years; it’s time you had a life of your own.’
      

      
      ‘There’s more to it than that.’ He shrugged, reached in his pocket and brought out a packet of Chesterfield cigarettes and
         a box of matches.
      

      
      ‘Can I have one?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Since when did you start smoking?’ he asked, surprised.

      
      ‘I only smoke now and again – never in the house.’ Bertie would smell the smoke and disapprove, as he did of most things she
         liked. She smoked when she was on her own at the pictures or in restaurants. ‘What do you mean, there’s more to it than that?’
      

      
      Will lit the cigarettes. ‘I’ve never liked the idea of being married and in the Navy at the same time, leaving a wife and
         kids behind. I’d like it even less if there was a war on.’
      

      
      Jessica gaped. ‘But there isn’t a war on.’

      
      ‘There will be, Jess. It’s inevitable.’ He blew smoke out in a long, steady stream. ‘You’ve heard of this chap, Adolf Hitler,
         haven’t you?’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a total ignoramus, Will. Of course I have.’

      
      He grinned. ‘I remember a time when you’d never heard of Santa Claus.’

      
      ‘That’s because everyone I knew called him Father Christmas, but you suddenly came up with Santa Claus. Anyway,’ she said
         impatiently, ‘I thought we were discussing Adolf Hitler?’
      

      
      ‘We were.’ Will stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette and straight away lit another. ‘Getting a bit too big for his boots,
         is old Adolf,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Friend of mine’s brother recently returned from Germany where he was teaching English. Said there was a pretty gruesome atmosphere there; police, troops on every corner. Needless to say, he’s never going
         back.’ His face darkened. ‘His landlady had a daughter, only ten, one of those Mongol kids. The authorities only took her
         away and stuck her in a camp somewhere. She hasn’t been seen since. And Jews are having a terrible time, losing their jobs
         and their businesses. Quite a few have left for France, the States or here. Winston Churchill says our country urgently needs
         to arm itself in readiness for battle.’
      

      
      Jessica wasn’t about to confess that she had no idea who Winston Churchill was. She continued to smoke, not enjoying it quite
         so much after listening to her brother. ‘It sounds frightful,’ she said, ‘but if there’s going to be a war, which I don’t
         believe for a moment, by the way, why does it stop you from leaving the Navy now?’
      

      
      ‘If I left,’ he said lightly, ‘with my record, I’d be one of the very first to be called up when the war starts.’

      
      ‘If it starts.’
      

      
      ‘I think it’s more a case of when rather than if, Jess.’

      
      Jessica slowly let the meaning of his words sink in. She got up, stubbed her cigarette out in the sink, heard it sizzle, then
         took another from the packet on the table. Will lit it for her. ‘Chesterfields,’ she said. ‘Where did they come from?’
      

      
      ‘The States,’ he said. ‘California.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe you. About the stupid war, not the cigarettes.’ She shook her head. But what did she know about it? She listened
         to the news on the wireless, watched it at the pictures, read the occasional newspaper, yet her mind usually switched off
         if it was anything foreign or political. Adolf Hitler appeared to be a silly little man with a silly little moustache. He
         looked anything but dangerous.
      

      
      She was relieved when Dora appeared and demanded help with the new doll. ‘I can’t get her frock back on, Mummy.’

      
      ‘Let me do it, sweetheart. It’s a tight fit, isn’t it?’

      
      She’d refuse to talk about war with Will again, do her best not even to think about it. The last one had been pretty horrible. She’d been eight when it finished and could remember it well, all those
         poor men coming home with limbs missing or badly injured in other ways. The lady living next door to their old house had lost
         two sons.
      

      
      Jessica’s father had volunteered to fight, but had been rejected on account of the weak lungs that had eventually killed him.
         And now her brother would be called upon to risk his life, be one of the first to go. Bertie would be called up, too, if not
         as soon as Will. She thought about Bertie going away, of just her, Jamie and Dora living in the house without him. It was
         an idea that made her feel quite light-headed because it was so strange, something that she had never, ever imagined would
         happen.
      

      
      The children would undoubtedly miss him – but would she?

      
      Lydia burst into the house not long after dinner. ‘Where’s Will?’ she demanded. She was like a young girl again, full of smiles,
         the haughty look gone. ‘When I woke up this morning, I could sense something terrific was going to happen, so I wasn’t at
         all surprised when you called this afternoon, Jess, to say he was home. Where is he?’ She danced into the house and down the
         hallway. ‘If he’s gone out, I’ll kill him.’
      

      
      ‘I’m here, Lyd. I’m here.’ Will appeared at the top of the stairs and came down two at a time. They met at the bottom and
         embraced enthusiastically. ‘Bertie promised to drive me over to your place later,’ Will said.
      

      
      They’d been such good friends when they were younger that Jessica had often felt jealous. As they grew older, she had imagined
         them getting married one day, but a girl at school had told her they couldn’t.
      

      
      ‘The church forbids Catholic cousins to get married,’ she’d said. ‘Protestants can, but we can’t.’ At the time Jessica recalled
         feeling very mixed up about it; half of her wishing Will and Lydia could get married and the other half against the idea. She still wasn’t sure how she felt all these years later.
      

      
      Lydia had brought wine. Bertie fetched another bottle out of the larder. Jessica opened a tin of assorted biscuits, but all
         Will could offer was himself.
      

      
      ‘But I can be neither eaten nor drunk,’ he said regretfully.

      
      ‘Never mind,’ Lydia said. She looked at him soulfully. ‘We will just sit at your feet and savour your beauty and your charm.’

      
      At this, Jessica laughed and Bertie pretended to be sick.

      
      Having returned from New York by aeroplane on Friday, Ethel and Tom McGrath treated Saturday as a day of rest and on Sunday
         opened their house in Larch Avenue, Calderstones, the most expensive and exclusive area in Liverpool, to family and friends.
         Ethel knew her son Will was home and couldn’t wait to see him.
      

      
      ‘Gosh!’ Will marvelled on Sunday when Bertie drew up outside a pure white single-storey building with Venetian blinds, also
         white, on the tall windows. ‘What on earth would you call that? It looks like a wedding cake. It’s a bit different from our
         old house, and that wasn’t exactly a hovel.’
      

      
      ‘It’s Art Deco,’ Bertie explained. Being an estate agent, he was knowledgeable about such things. ‘It’s built from Satuario
         marble from Italy and has five bedrooms and four bathrooms. Tom designed it himself and brought over some artisans from Italy
         to build it. I wouldn’t like to hazard how much it cost.’
      

      
      Jessica had been in the house a few times and disliked it intensely. Privately, she considered it rather vulgar, exactly the
         sort of showy place that her mother’s new husband would want to live in because he was vulgar himself.
      

      
      ‘I must not laugh at Mother’s house,’ Will chanted as they walked along the black-and-white marble-tiled path towards a large
         and very shiny front door. ‘I must not laugh at Mother’s house. I must not … hello, Mother. I thought marrying a millionaire meant you no longer had to open your own door. Where’s the butler?’
      

      
      ‘Will, darling.’ Ethel McGrath, in brilliant red, with diamonds in her ears and round her neck, and smelling as if she had
         just bathed in rich perfume, threw her arms round her son. ‘Why aren’t you wearing your uniform? I did so want Tom to see
         you dressed as a lieutenant in the Navy. Oh, you are such an outstanding young man. I’m so proud of you. Come and say hello
         to Tom – he’s longing to meet you.’
      

      
      Will looked over his shoulder at his sister. ‘I must not laugh at Mother’s house,’ he mouthed as he was dragged inside.

      
      ‘She doesn’t make nearly as much fuss of you,’ Lydia said as they followed behind.

      
      ‘There’s nothing to show off about me,’ Jessica explained.

      
      After having little interest in her children throughout their lives, preferring them to remain seen, but not heard, it had
         suddenly dawned on their mother that Will, fully grown and wearing a dashing uniform, was someone she could exhibit to her
         numerous friends. He was paraded in front of them, invited to parties where Ethel, his self-important mother, hung on to his
         arm.
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t bother you, does it, Jess?’ he’d asked once.

      
      ‘Not a bit,’ she had assured him. ‘I’d hate it if she suddenly started making a terrible fuss of me.’ By then, she was married
         to Bertie, and Jamie, the most beautiful baby in the entire universe, had been born. Her mother’s preference for Will didn’t
         bother her in the least.
      

      
      She went into the vast, white hall with Lydia and Bertie – it made her think of a giant bathroom – where Will was being introduced
         to Tom McGrath. They were shaking hands, both smiling broadly. It was clear they must have decided they liked each other straight
         away.
      

      
      At first glance, she couldn’t see a soul she recognized, until a wrinkled hand seized her arm.

      
      ‘Jessie, luv! Where are Jamie and Dora?’

      
      
      ‘Gladys!’ Gladys Farley, her father’s mother, was in her eighties, a small, slight woman with glorious silver hair and light
         blue eyes. She lived some distance away in Chester. ‘They’re at home; our neighbour is looking after them.’
      

      
      For some mysterious reason that Jessica would never understand, sweet-natured Gladys and Ethel, her late son’s frivolous and
         undoubtedly shallow wife, were the best of friends.
      

      
      Not long after her son had died, Gladys had explained to Jessica why the friendship persisted despite the fact that she was
         no longer Ethel’s mother-in-law. ‘In her own way, your mother genuinely loved your father,’ she said. ‘She isn’t capable of
         showing how she feels about other people – I doubt if she even knows. To be frank, she’s too taken up with how she feels about
         herself. But she’s not a bad woman. She made your father very happy and he absolutely adored her.’
      

      
      Jessica looked across at her mother now. She was holding on to both Tom and Will, her face glowing with excitement. ‘The most
         amazing thing has happened,’ Gladys said. ‘For the first time in her life your mother has met someone she loves more than
         she loves herself. Tom McGrath must be a remarkable man.’
      

      
      Jessica nodded. ‘Oh, I’m sure he is, Gran. But I also think he’s terribly vulgar.’

      
      ‘Vulgarity doesn’t stop a person from being remarkable,’ her grandmother said sagely. She winked. ‘Or attractive.’

      
      ‘Oh, Gran. You don’t fancy him, do you?’ Jessica was mildly shocked.

      
      ‘He can tickle my fancy any time he likes,’ Gran said, shocking Jessica even more. ‘Tell you one thing, though. I wouldn’t
         be surprised if he didn’t break her heart one day.’
      

      
      Bertie said, ‘I wish I’d thought to invite Mother. She would have enjoyed looking round the house.’

      
      ‘I thought she spent Sundays in church with the Friends of Mary Magdalene,’ Jessica said.

      
      
      ‘Do you have to be so spiteful?’ Bertie said crossly.

      
      ‘Spiteful!’ She had no idea what he meant. She was glad Lydia had gone to speak to her parents and Will had disappeared.

      
      ‘Who’s being spiteful?’ Her mother linked Bertie’s arm and Tom put his hand on Jessica’s shoulder.

      
      ‘Hello, there,’ he said warmly, looking down at her with his twinkling brown eyes. His hand felt warm, too; big and strong
         and warm. To her horror she had a quite unexpected sensation in her tummy that threatened to overwhelm her, and her legs felt
         as if they were about to give way.
      

      
      ‘Hello.’ She could hardly hear her own voice for the thunder rolling in her ears.

      
      ‘I asked who was being spiteful,’ her mother reminded them.

      
      ‘Only a man in Bertie’s office,’ Jessica lied, amazed that she could think clearly while in such a confused state. What was
         happening to her? ‘I’ve never met him.’ Bertie would definitely come out the worst if she told the truth; she hoped he would
         be grateful for the lie. ‘Did you enjoy your honeymoon?’ she asked her mother and Tom.
      

      
      ‘We had a wonderful time,’ Tom said loudly – Jessica doubted if he could speak any other way. His Irish accent was more pronounced
         than she remembered.
      

      
      ‘New York is marvellous,’ her mother cooed. ‘Mind you, we hardly moved out of Manhattan – Tom intends opening an office there.
         If I hadn’t married him, I would have loved to work there myself.’
      

      
      ‘Doing what?’ Tom turned his twinkling gaze on to his wife. ‘You can’t type and you know nothing about the law.’

      
      Ethel pouted charmingly. ‘I could make the tea, darling.’

      
      ‘That reminds me,’ Tom turned back to Jessica, ‘you’ll never guess what my secretary has done.’

      
      ‘I’ve no idea,’ she stammered.

      
      ‘Only gone and joined the Army!’

      
      
      ‘The Army!’ Jessica, Bertie and Ethel said together. A woman in the Army! They’d never heard of such a thing.

      
      ‘She’s convinced that any minute now Germany will start a war in Europe and she wants to be ready to fight.’ His laugh was
         like a burst of thunder. ‘Though I’m sure women won’t be allowed anywhere near the battlefield. Anyway, Jessica,’ her shoulders
         were painfully squeezed, ‘I’ve got a big case starting shortly and your mother tells me you can type. I wondered if you would
         be willing to work in my office a few hours a day until I have found a new secretary?’
      

      
      ‘She can’t,’ Bertie said shortly. Jessica could tell he was inwardly livid at what must seem to him an outrageous suggestion.
         ‘There’s the children to look after and housework to do. Jessica has no time for other work. Anyway,’ he continued, ‘it’s
         a long time since she did any typing. She’s probably forgotten how.’
      

      
      ‘I would have thought typing was a bit like riding a bike,’ Tom said mildly. ‘Once you learn, you never forget.’

      
      Ethel jabbed her son-in-law in the ribs with her elbow, so hard that he gasped for breath. ‘And it’s Jessica’s decision whether
         or not she works for Tom, Bertie, not yours. Perhaps you haven’t noticed, but it’s no longer the Victorian era. Nowadays,
         women are considered equal to men.’
      

      
      Bertie went red and mumbled something incomprehensible. Jessica was glad when her mother and Tom wandered off to talk to someone
         else, the question of her helping in Tom’s office left undecided. She was even more glad when Lydia turned up, then Will,
         and they could go home and relieve Miss Austin of the children. It had been an extremely disturbing afternoon altogether,
         and she was glad that it was over.
      

      
      After the children had been put to bed, Bertie and Will announced they were going for a drink. Jessica persuaded Lydia to
         go with them. She wanted time to herself, to think about the afternoon and what it had meant.
      

      
      
      Nothing, she supposed, after they’d gone. She’d been in a bit of a state, that’s all, and that’s why Tom’s arm, the weight
         of it, had sent such pleasant shivers up and down her spine. And she was dreading Will going away again, wondering how many
         months it would be before he returned.
      

      
      She sighed and went into the parlour where she put an Al Bowlly record on the gramophone, but felt too tired to dance. Instead,
         she lay on the settee, eyes closed, letting the music wrap round her like a soft, warm blanket. She imagined invisible arms
         caressing her, imaginary lips press hard against her own, while a passionate voice whispered endearments in her ear.
      

      
      It wasn’t until she recognized the voice as belonging to her mother’s husband that she leaped to her feet, rushed into the
         kitchen and hurriedly made tea.
      





      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      Monday was Will’s last day in Liverpool. He was spending it with Henry Chapman, his best friend from school, who’d moved across
         the water to Secombe and become an artist.
      

      
      ‘A portrait painter,’ Will explained. ‘He’s got this incredible studio overlooking the Mersey where he lives and works, and
         is still waiting for his first commission. He sent me a photo of the studio, but I’m dying to see the real thing.’
      

      
      The second Monday in the month was the day that Bertie did the household accounts. After the children had gone to bed, he
         produced his cheque book, bank statements and a shiny black ledger, and stationed himself at the kitchen table while Jessica
         fetched the old biscuit tin in which she kept receipts. She emptied them in a heap in front of him and he tut-tutted.
      

      
      ‘I do wish you would keep them together neatly, darling. I’ll give you some paperclips, if you like. It’s so much more efficient
         than leaving them in a jumble in that silly tin. Now, if you would kindly sort them out, most recent at the back, while I
         attend to my own affairs.’
      

      
      There was silence in the kitchen while Bertie ticked things off and added things up, his lips tight with concentration. Jessica
         noticed, not for the first time, how small and effeminate his hands were, about half the size of Tom McGrath’s. The thought
         made her feel unnaturally hot. She ran her fingers through her hair as a distraction just in case Bertie was able to read her mind.
      

      
      Will returned, and Bertie told him to make himself comfortable in the sitting room. ‘We’re busy out here, old chap. Won’t
         be long, though. Jessica will make you something to eat as soon as we’ve finished.’
      

      
      His own accounts done, Bertie began to examine the household receipts, entering the figures in the accounts book: so much
         for milk, so much for groceries, the butcher, the baker, and so on. Jamie’s shoes had been repaired and Dora had needed three-quarter-length
         white socks, Jessica had bought stockings from Henderson’s and borrowed books from the Post Office library at a penny a time.
         She’d also bought eight ounces of yellow wool and a pair of size ten knitting needles.
      

      
      Bertie looked questioningly at his wife. ‘I thought you already had size ten needles?’

      
      ‘One broke.’

      
      ‘I see. How much is left in your purse?’

      
      ‘Eight and threepence ha’penny.’

      
      He quickly did a calculation. ‘You appear to be missing nearly seven shillings, Jessica. There are no receipts for vegetables.
         I think it’s about time you started using a different greengrocer than Plunkett’s, one that’s not still stuck in the Dark
         Ages and has something called a till that issues receipts. I mean,’ he said distractedly, ‘how much of the missing seven shillings
         was spent on vegetables?’
      

      
      ‘Plunkett’s is really cheap,’ Jessica said. She sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Bertie, but I have no head for figures.’

      
      ‘Then it’s about time you acquired one,’ he said pettishly.

      
      ‘I’ll make up the missing seven shillings,’ William said from the next room. He appeared in the doorway and laid a ten-shilling
         note on the table. ‘Keep the extra three, Bertie; it will help in case my sister is short again next month.’ He laid stress on ‘my sister’, as if wanting to emphasize their relationship and let Bertie know he didn’t think much of Jessica being treated like a thick-witted housekeeper who couldn’t add up.
      

      
      Bertie jumped to his feet, red-faced. ‘There is no need for this.’ He picked up the note and tried to give it back, but William
         backed away, ignoring Bertie and saying to Jessica, ‘Goodnight, sis. I think I’ll turn in. I have to leave early in the morning.’
      

      
      ‘But Will, don’t you even want a cup of tea? Shall I bring some up to your room?’

      
      He bent and kissed her cheek. ‘That’s a lovely idea. In a few minutes, eh?’

      
      Jessica put the kettle on. ‘Would you like some tea?’ she asked her husband.

      
      ‘No, thank you.’ He looked extremely discomfited. ‘I don’t think your brother has very good manners,’ he said stiffly.

      
      ‘He was just helping me out.’

      
      ‘There was no need to help you out. What did he think I was going to do about the missing money? Fine you? Lecture you?’

      
      ‘There wasn’t any money missing, Bertie. I spent it on vegetables and little things like tram fares. Would you like me to
         start keeping the tickets? I might have bought a newspaper one day or ice creams for the children on our way home from school.’
      

      
      ‘Then all you have to do is keep a note of these things, Jessica. I’ll put a blank sheet of paper in the tin and you can do
         it from now on.’ He laughed ironically. ‘I find it hard to believe you helped your father with his accounts.’
      

      
      ‘I typed them out, that’s all.’

      
      The water boiled and she made the tea, pouring two cups and putting them on a tray along with a plate of ginger biscuits.
         Bertie frowned when he noticed the two cups, realizing she intended to stay upstairs and drink the tea with Will. But he didn’t
         remark on it.
      

      
      *

      
      
      Will was sitting, fully dressed, on the bed. He patted the space beside him. ‘Shut the door first,’ he said.

      
      Jessica put the tray on top of the chest of drawers. She handed him his tea, took her own, put the biscuits on the bed between
         them, then sat down.
      

      
      ‘How long has this been going on?’ he demanded. ‘This accounts stuff, Bertie treating you as if you were a stupid child? I
         felt like barging in and giving him a bloody nose, odious creature. I never liked him at school. I’ve never told you before,
         but I was more than a bit put out when you met him at that party and it turned out you actually fancied the bugger. I should
         have objected to you getting married straight away.’
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t have taken any notice. He was so sweet and gentle.’ He’d given the impression of loving her very much. Perhaps
         it had been true then – perhaps he still loved her. If so, he had a funny way of showing it. What was the saying? Familiarity
         breeds contempt. A fitting description for how he felt about her nowadays – apart from in bed, that was. She shuddered at
         the memory.
      

      
      William had drunk his tea and was now gorging on ginger biscuits. ‘What happened to the money Dad left us, Jess?’ he asked,
         his mouth full of biscuit. ‘A thousand quid each. Mine’s still in the bank, untouched. Where’s yours?’
      

      
      Jessica blushed, knowing that the answer would make him more angry than he already was. ‘We paid off the mortgage with some
         of it. It saved paying loads of interest.’
      

      
      ‘And what did we do with the rest?’
      

      
      ‘Bought the car. There’s about a hundred pounds left in the bank.’

      
      ‘So you’re telling me,’ William said in a voice thick with suppressed rage, ‘that you paid for both the house and the car,
         yet that loathsome individual downstairs questions you about buying a new pair of knitting needles and disputes the price
         of vegetables?’
      

      
      ‘Actually, Will,’ she said in a small voice, ‘not all the money went on vegetables, but on cigarettes and tickets for the pictures, and coffee in the Kardomah in Bold Street.’ She didn’t
         tell him that the receipt for the stockings had been found on the floor in Henderson’s – Bertie hadn’t noticed the size shown
         was larger than she wore. She hadn’t broken a knitting needle, either.
      

      
      Will laughed. ‘You’ve been fiddling the household bills! But you shouldn’t have to. And why did you claim to be no good with
         figures? Dad used to praise you to the skies, said you had an aptitude for them.’
      

      
      ‘Only after he’d explained them to me. At school, I was hopeless.’

      
      ‘From now on, you must stand up for yourself more, sis.’ Will put his hand on the back of her neck and squeezed it gently.
         ‘Stop letting him bully you. I wish I were staying a bit longer. I’d have a few words with that precious husband of yours.’
      

      
      Jessica rose early, at six o’clock. Downstairs, she opened the kitchen door and could smell a mixture of earth and grass and
         the flowers about to uncurl their petals for the day. It was going to be glorious, she could tell; the sun already warm in
         a cloudless blue sky, lighting up the kitchen like the brightest of electric lights.
      

      
      She woke Will, went back downstairs and made an omelette for his breakfast. Later, she stood on the step in her dressing gown
         and waved at his tall, uniformed figure until he disappeared round a corner.
      

      
      He was gone and she had no idea when she would see him again. She clasped her hands together and pressed them against her
         breast to suppress the ache. Will was the only person in the world, the children apart, who loved her for herself. Her father
         was dead and she doubted if her mother ever gave her more than a passing thought.
      

      
      Bertie came down with a frozen face and went to work,  pretending not to notice that Will had left without saying goodbye. She wondered how long it would be before he decided to
         stop sulking.
      

      
      She took the children to school – Dora in tears because Uncle Will had gone away.

      
      ‘But, love, you knew he was going,’ Jessica reminded her. ‘He said goodbye to you yesterday.’

      
      ‘I didn’t think he really meant it,’ Dora sniffed.

      
      ‘Uncle Will would never say anything he didn’t mean,’ Jamie said primly, sounding a bit too much like his father for Jessica’s
         liking.
      

      
      She bought the Daily Post on her way home. Tom McGrath had mentioned he had a big case starting this week and she wondered if there was anything in
         the paper about it. She’d look as soon as she’d tidied up.
      

      
      While taking the bedding off Will’s bed, she found a half-full packet of Chesterfields with a book of matches inside, and
         a plain black sock. She kissed the sock, despite it smelling a bit, and put the cigarettes in her pinafore pocket. She made
         the other beds, washed and dried the dishes, brushed the kitchen floor, though only the parts that could be seen, put the
         kettle on for tea, and prepared to read the paper.
      

      
      She found details of the case on page three. It was called Donovan versus The Crown, and Thomas McGrath was listed as Barrister
         for the Defence.
      

      
      Mary Anne Donovan was sixteen years old and had been a live-in servant in the house of Edward Charles Gregory, aged fifty-three,
         from Walton Vale for three years. Within her first month, her employer had forced his way into her bed. Over time, Mary Anne
         had borne him two male children. A year ago, she had been expecting a third, when her employer had been found dead in her
         bed, long after she herself had vacated it. He had been stabbed at least twenty-five times. Mary Anne had been arrested and
         charged with murder, which she denied. While in prison, she’d given birth to a third male child.
      

      
      It seemed terribly unfair, Jessica thought. Mr Gregory should have been sent to prison for sleeping with a thirteen-year-old
         girl against her will. If he had, he wouldn’t have been there for Mary Anne to murder. She hoped Tom McGrath would get her
         off.
      

      
      She crossed her legs and was aware of the cigarettes in her pocket. What an unexpected treat. Smiling, she took the packet
         out, removed one, and lit it. It wasn’t until Will had come home the week before that she’d smoked in the house. There was
         something exceptionally pleasurable about it. Now that Will had gone, she’d have to sprinkle lavender water about the place
         to disguise the smell. She drew in the smoke, blew it out with a happy sigh, and flicked the ash in the saucer. It made her
         feel relaxed and light-headed.
      

      
      What she required now was music. She carried the tea into the parlour, the cigarette in her mouth partially blinding her with
         smoke. With Al Bowlly singing the haunting ‘Pennies from Heaven’, possibly her very favourite song of all, she sank into an
         armchair, hugging a cushion with her left arm. Putting the tea down, she took another puff of the cigarette and blissfully
         closed her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Is this all you have to do?’ a sharp voice demanded.

      
      Jessica nearly jumped out of her skin. Her mother-in-law, Ida Collins, was staring down at her with such an angry look on
         her face you’d think Jessica was doing something utterly disgusting – she couldn’t think of anything bad enough to warrant
         such an outraged expression. How could such a plain woman have brought such a handsome son into the world? she wondered for
         the umpteenth time.
      

      
      ‘I’m only smoking,’ she said artlessly. Smoking wasn’t a crime. You couldn’t be sent to prison for it. ‘Will left his cigarettes
         behind so I thought I’d try one.’
      

      
      Ida scowled. ‘Don’t you have housework to do?’

      
      
      Jessica looked dreamily at her mother-in-law. She breathed smoke into her lungs and released it slowly in a long, narrow stream.
         Ida took a startled step backwards as if worried the smoke might reach and kill her. ‘The housework is done,’ Jessica said.
         ‘When I finish this cigarette I intend to go shopping.’
      

      
      ‘Has William gone back to sea?’ Ida didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I really wanted to see him. It’s why I came. He’s such a nice
         young man and was very kind to Bertie when they were at school together.’
      

      
      ‘He left early this morning,’ Jessica informed her. Ida Collins couldn’t have been more different from Ethel. Bertie, Ida’s
         only child, had been born during the menopause. Not long afterwards she was left a widow with a child to bring up alone. Now
         in her early seventies, drab and shapeless, her lined face reflected the bitterness she felt at the way life had treated her.
         She wasn’t an easy woman to like, let alone love.
      

      
      ‘Nobody thought to tell me he was in Liverpool until Bertie mentioned it on Sunday after Mass,’ Ida said resentfully. ‘By
         then, it was too late; he had more important people to see and places to go. Why wasn’t I invited to tea or something while
         he was here?’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t know how much you liked Will, or I would have asked you.’ It was up to Bertie to see to his own mother, surely.

      
      ‘Like hell you would,’ the woman virtually spat. She got up from the settee and stamped into the kitchen.

      
      Jessica gasped. She pushed herself out of the chair and followed unsteadily, wishing she’d thought to lock the back door so
         her mother-in-law couldn’t have got in. But why should she have to lock her own back door? How dare Ida walk into her house,
         confront her in the parlour and accuse her of neglecting the housework.
      

      
      In the kitchen, her mother-in-law was seated at the table in the same place, on the same chair, as her son had sat the night
         before doing his damned accounts. To Jessica’s horror, tears were pouring down Ida’s cheeks. ‘I’m sorry,’ she stammered, though
         had no idea what she was apologizing for. ‘Would you like a handkerchief?’ She was pretty sure she didn’t have an ironed one.
      

      
      Ida shook her head. ‘I want to die,’ she moaned.

      
      ‘Oh, dear,’ Jessica said inadequately. She sat opposite the woman and reached for her hands. ‘Don’t cry,’ she murmured.

      
      Ida snatched her hands away. ‘Don’t you dare tell me not to cry,’ she shouted. ‘What would you know about it? You, with your
         posh house and posh furniture. You have no idea what it’s like to live on a pittance, to plead with this charity and that
         charity for money to buy shoes for your child.’
      

      
      ‘I can only guess what it must have been like for you, Ida.’ Jessica had no idea how to deal with the situation and felt like
         crying herself. ‘All I can do is sympathize.’
      

      
      The woman’s eyes were wild. ‘I don’t want your sympathy.’

      
      ‘Then what do you want, Ida?’ In the parlour, Al Bowlly was singing ‘Au Revoir, But Not Goodbye’.

      
      Ida looked frantically from right to left, as if whatever it was she wanted might appear out of thin air. ‘I don’t know,’
         she said in a ragged voice. ‘I don’t know.’
      

      
      ‘Would you like us to go into town and have lunch?’ Jessica suggested. It would be horrible, but she was willing to put up
         with it.
      

      
      ‘No, no, of course not, you stupid bitch.’

      
      ‘If that’s the case …’ Jessica went into the hall, grabbed her white jacket and straw hat, collected her bag from the living
         room, and left the house, ‘… I’ll go to lunch by myself.’
      

      
      She sat upstairs on the tram and smoked one of Will’s cigarettes – the matchbook came from a bar in San Francisco, she saw.
         It helped calm her nerves after the encounter with her  mother-in-law which she’d found deeply upsetting. It was almost as if the woman hated her. She’d always been a bit odd, but
         never as bad as today.
      

      
      No doubt Bertie would be informed about what had happened, the story slanted in such a way that it was all her fault; that
         she’d been smoking, neglecting the housework, and had made Ida cry. Jessica groaned and was wondering how she would defend
         herself when she noticed the tram was passing the King’s Cinema in London Road. Anna Karenina was on, with Greta Garbo and Frederic March. She’d been longing to see it ever since the trailer had been shown at the City
         Picture House in Lime Street.
      

      
      Jessica rang the bell, raced downstairs, and jumped off the tram. She hurried back to the cinema and saw the programme was
         about to start. After handing over her one and threepence, she went upstairs, entered the empty balcony and sat in the front
         row.
      

      
      It was a while before the cinema darkened. The news came on showing the marriage in France of the Duke of Windsor to Wallis
         Simpson, followed by film of the fighting in the Spanish Civil War. Jessica closed her eyes and kept them closed – she couldn’t
         stand seeing dead bodies. She still didn’t open them during a report from Russia about some awful person called Joseph Stalin,
         who was having people murdered all over the place.
      

      
      The picture started. Russia again, but long before Stalin had appeared on the scene. There were gracious houses, women in
         crinolines, and soldiers wearing uniforms more suitable for the theatre rather than for battle.
      

      
      Oh, but it was so sad, so heartbreakingly romantic. Poor Anna, madly in love with Count Vronsky, refused a divorce by her
         cold, unloving husband, left completely alone at the end. Jessica could feel her anguish. She forgot to smoke and couldn’t
         stop crying all the way through, sometimes loudly, though it didn’t matter. The balcony was as empty when the picture ended as it had been when it began.
      

      
      She was still dabbing her eyes on the tram on the way back to Sefton Park, having forgotten about the drama that had occurred
         in her own home only that morning. Fortunately, there was no sign of her mother-in-law when she went inside.
      

      
      The cup of tea she’d been drinking when Ida had burst in was on the floor in the parlour, a cigarette stubbed out on the saucer.
         Jessica picked up the things and took them back to the kitchen. The house looked and felt strange, as if it had changed drastically
         since the morning. ‘I don’t belong here any more,’ Jessica whispered. ‘If only things were different.’
      

      
      She was glad when it was time to collect Jamie and Dora from school. It would bring her down to earth. There were times when
         she worried that being their mother was the only hold she had left on reality.
      

      
      Lydia arrived while the children were having their tea. She looked awfully tired. She’d had a horrid day at school.

      
      ‘I had a horrid morning,’ Jessica told her. ‘But the afternoon was sheer bliss.’ She described Anna Karenina, and Lydia said she’d go and see it at the weekend.
      

      
      ‘You know how much I love a good romance.’ She stretched her arms languorously. ‘Frederic March is one of my favourite leading
         men, though he can’t hold a candle to Joel McCrea.’
      

      
      ‘Me, I like Clark Gable best,’Jessica declared.

      
      ‘With moustache or without?’

      
      ‘Oh, definitely with. In a minute, love,’ she said to Jamie, who was clamouring to play Twenty-One. He’d become obsessed with
         the game, whereas Dora had gone off it completely and preferred to play with her dolls. ‘Go and read the book Uncle Will brought,
         while me and Auntie Lydia have a little chat.’
      

      
      ‘It was just school,’ Lydia said after Jamie had gone. She shrugged. ‘The children are OK, poor little things, but the parents want their heads banging together. There’s a little girl
         in my class, Roseanna, seven. Summer or winter, she never wears knickers. Her clothes are filthy and, I’m not joking, Jess,
         she stinks to high heaven. Well,’ she continued, her voice getting angrier and angrier, ‘this morning she only turns up with
         a deep cut on her forehead, blood pouring down her face, crying her heart out. Turns out her father did it, just gave her
         a casual punch as she left for school. One of the teachers took her to hospital, and the doctor called the police, who went
         to see the father. No one has any idea what’s going to happen next. I mean, will the father be sent to prison? Or will he
         just get a rap on the knuckles and be told not to do it again? Either way, what sort of future can Roseanna expect?’
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