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      To my mother

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Nice girls didn’t. And Lucy Potter wouldn’t. Not until she was safely wed.

      
      Just as well she hadn’t, as it turned out. Just as blooming well.

      
      ‘Filth!’ she flung at him from the upstairs window, together with his khaki great-coat and various items of soldierly kit.
         He staggered down the path, socks sticking to the frost, braces dangling, trying to button his flies.
      

      
      ‘You b…’ But though a few choice b-words came to mind she had to make do with ‘Beast! You dirty, rotten s… so-and-so, Roy!’
         Frustration spoilt her aim as one marching boot, then the other, sailed past his head.
      

      
      ‘But Luce…’ he pleaded, ducking and dodging, ‘I love you!’

      
      Of course he did. She was a catch. Sweet and twenty. Well … on the face of it, sweet; at first blush. But he should have thought
         of that.
      

      
      ‘Love!’ she heard some harridan shriek. ‘Call that love? Going with prossies, soon as my back’s turned? A fine wedding present you’d’ve given me, Saturday night! You’re vile, Roy Sykes, a lousy, stinking piece of sh—!’
      

      
      She screeched to a halt. In 1942, nice girls didn’t resort to gutter language, not even when their future was gurgling down
         the drain. Nor did they shout their business from the rooftops. Up and down the terraces, there were aspidistras twitching
         with earwiggers, and circles of hot breath fogging cold windows. The neighbours’d all be loving this.
      

      
      Grinding her pretty teeth on the vilest of words, the ones she would never forgive him for putting there, she channelled her fury instead into throwing things. His forage cap flew over
         the front hedge, like a bird, and landed beside the milkman’s horse. Blinkered against the chaos of war, the mare shied between
         the shafts, dolloping dung in the road, before moving off.
      

      
      Ever alert, Old Man Harris, double-digging for runner beans and Victory two front-gardens down, grabbed his bucket and hurried
         out to shovel it up, just as Roy’s shaving tackle made a soft landing.
      

      
      ‘Brings the rhubarb on a treat,’ the old boy observed. ‘Marvellous stuff.’

      
      Across the street, Aggie Moffat’s scrubbing brush had slowed to a soapy standstill. She didn’t miss a trick, that one. Look
         at her, sitting back on her heels, ears a-flap under her knotted turban. Well, that was all she was getting.
      

      
      Lucy slammed down the window with a bang, knocking out a couple of the cardboard panes and, with a tight face, watched Aggie
         get to her feet, straightening her bony knees like the old cow she was. Then they both focused on the soldier putting on his
         boots and, with bowed head, clumping out of their lives.
      

      
      Still staring, long after the sound of his boots had died away, hardly breathing, mind and body numbed by what she had done,
         a part of her became aware of Aggie wiping her hands on her pinny, darting indoors and hurrying out again with her shopping
         bag. The click of the gate made her blink. A cog shifted.
      

      
      So Aggie was off to the shops, and news of the bust-up at number 41 would be all over Walthamstow by dinner-time.

      
      Lucy’s groan came from somewhere deep.

      
      ‘Why?’ she ranted, as the shreds of his photo flew about her like confetti and the cup and saucer smashed against the wall.

      
      ‘Why?’ she stormed, stamping in savage dance upon her new hat from C&A’s.

      
      ‘Why, Roy … why?’
      

      
      And, receiving no answer, she punched the pillow in lieu of the man, punched it and fell on it and wept into it. Her mother’s voice drifted in, from the end of the street, through the panes where the cardboard had been. A draught moved
         the curtain and somewhere a door slammed. Ma was yelling at the kids on the bomb site. It was an eerie, echoing wasteland
         up there, now that the terraces had been reduced to rubble.
      

      
      ‘What d’you think you’re up to, ’Arry Jenkins? You clear off, you ’ear! Pickin’ over poor people’s misfortune like a bleedin’
         vulture. And you, Patsy Bell, get down off there. Your poor mum’s got enough to worry about without you breakin’ your blinkin’
         neck! Don’t you cheek me, you little monkey, ’less you want to feel the flat of my ’and!’
      

      
      At last, Lucy heard her battling through her own front door, shedding shopping bags right and left. Things spilled out, higgledy
         piggle, across the lino.
      

      
      ‘Luce?’ she wheezed. ‘Luce!’ Advancing down the narrow passage, opening doors. ‘Luc-ee! You up there?’

      
      Lucy didn’t answer, didn’t move, knowing her mother would find her.

      
      The heavy tread creaked the stairs and moved across the landing. She was mumbling to her ghosts, telling them about the rush
         and bother, in between gasps for breath. At last her face, pink with cold and concern and effort, peered round the bedroom
         door.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Luce…’

      
      Aggie Moffat had caught up with her in the greengrocer’s, she explained. “‘Nora,” she says, “Nora!” top of ’er voice, so’s the whole queue gets an earful, “You best get off ’ome, gel,” she says. “Your Lucy’s in a right old
         two an’ eight”.’
      

      
      Well, of course she’d come straight home when she’d heard the news.

      
      ‘Lucky I’d already done the butcher’s. He’d kep’ a nice bit of liver by for me, under the counter. There was a big queue when
         I come out …’ and in the same breath ‘… oh, look at you, Luce, what a state to get yourself in. He ain’t worth it, whatever
         he’s done.’
      

      
      Lucy realised she was still in her dressing gown, unwashed, uncombed. She must look a sight: pale and blotchy. She sat up,
         with her chin dug mournfully into her knees.
      

      
      
      ‘Ma!’ she wailed, a child again.

      
      ‘Come on downstairs, duck, and you can tell me all about it while I make a nice cup of tea.’

      
      The trousers had been looped by their braces over the hook on her brothers’ bedroom door. Roy was putting up at theirs until
         the wedding, since Jack and Charlie weren’t due home until the day itself, and the room was going begging. It made sense.
      

      
      He’d gone back to sleep. The cup and saucer, last of the bone china set, containing cold tea now, was as she had left it half
         an hour before, on the bedside table. Poor love, he must be tired after all that travelling. Careful not to jingle the pockets,
         she had gathered the rough material to her, breathing in the Roy-smell, the cigarette smoke, the sweat, the maleness, and
         then she turned towards the bed, where he lay, a slight sheen of sweat sticking tendrils of bright, blond hair to his forehead.
         Her fingers itched to smooth them away, but she reached instead for his jacket, hanging on the back of the chair. As she folded
         it over her arm, she watched his gold-fringed eyelids, softly closed, moving to the rhythm of a dream and asking to be kissed.
         But she had to get a move on if she was going to drop the uniform into the cleaners on her way to work. Leave it any later
         and it wouldn’t be back in time for the big day. Quietly, reluctantly, she had pulled the door to.
      

      
      Downstairs she piled keys and coins and bus tickets, the complicated penknife Nora had given him, his crumpled handkerchief,
         all onto the wooden draining board. In the jacket pocket she found his wallet, with his identity card, his leave pass, pay
         packet, a bill for five pounds eighteen shillings from Fish Bros, the Jewellers, stamped PAID for a wedding ring (her heart skipped), her last letter, setting out the wedding arrangements, photos, one of them together,
         arm-in-arm on the prom at Southend, six of herself in multiple miniature, a Poly-photo strip of ‘spot the difference’ poses.
         They’d had them taken at Selfridges the day they got engaged. Not bad, she supposed. Too much forehead, though, made her face
         look long. The fringe was an improvement. And her nose could do with being a bit narrower, shorter, or something. And, of course, her mouth was way too big, flashing all those teeth … But her eyes were nice. Big, green eyes.
         He was always going on about her eyes.
      

      
      What was this, tucked into the back of his wallet? A dog-eared Out-patients card. He’d kept very quiet about it, if he was
         suffering. Not like her brothers; they let everyone know. What hospital was it? She flipped it over …
      

      
      … and flung it from her like some foul, smelly thing.

      
      She found herself at the sink, washing her hands under the full blast of the tap. Soaping and scrubbing with the coarse red
         soap. And again … and rinsing them pink and wet and cold and clean. Water sprinkled from her shaking finger-ends onto the stone floor and the smell of soap, vaguely antiseptic, penetrated,
         at last, to the root of her nausea.
      

      
      Roy was attending a VD Clinic.

      
      The disease of the rusting notices, nailed to the doors of the lays in the High Street, advising sufferers to attend St Thomas’s
         for treatment.
      

      
      VD.

      
      So obscene, you didn’t even whisper its real name, and you spread sheets of Bronco on the wooden seats against the germs,
         which gave you running sores and scabs and itched and were ever so catching and sent you mad, in the end. Or blind. Something
         like that.
      

      
      And Roy had it! There was no mistake: he’d kept four appointments already. And there was only one way he could have caught it. Only one way,
         for a man, that much she knew. Not off the lavvy seats. He’d been going with dirty tarts. And she could not marry him now.
      

      
      As Lucy told the tale, she watched her mother pour the tea. Hot and strong, and sweetened with a spoonful or two of condensed
         milk, it brought you up sharp. Put things into perspective. In the Potter household there was always tea simmering on the
         hob, a great brown enamel pot of the stuff. Rationing or no, there was always tea. Ma regarded it as her right, one of the
         perks of early-morning charring up at the hospital, along with STs and Lifebuoy and government-issue lavvy paper. Some houses
         smell of cigarettes, or cats, or boiled cabbage, some of lavender polish. Their house smelled of tea. Except on Mondays when Ma lit the brick copper in the scullery for the weekly wash. Then the place smelled
         of Sunlight soap, but so did everyone else’s.
      

      
      As she sipped the thick brew, Lucy’s head came up, like a thirsty pot-plant, whose veins swell with watering.

      
      ‘Why, Ma? Why’d he do that to me?’

      
      She watched bitter replies flitting across her mother’s face before she, in turn, asked, ‘Why does any man do it, duck?’ And
         Lucy knew her mother was as mystified as she. If any of the men they knew had cheated on their women they’d hidden it well.
         In the Potter family you made your bed and you bloody lay in it, if you had any backbone at all. They weren’t saints, ‘course
         they weren’t; the family cupboard rattled, same as anyone else’s. There was her dad’s Auntie Vi, who’d been a lazy slut and
         driven poor Uncle Harry to drink, but he’d not taken up with any floosie, not ever, not as far as anyone knew. Her own grandad
         had ‘played the gee-gees’ and finished up broke, but he had stayed true to Grandma Potter, despite her nagging, to the bitter
         end, much good it did either of them. No, what Roy had done was as far beyond Ma’s experience as it was beyond her daughter’s.
         It was something you only read about in the Sunday papers.
      

      
      ‘He tried to make out it was my fault!’ Lucy’s voice was gritty, despite the tea. She massaged the ache in her throat. ‘He
         said not doing it was driving him up the wall. He had to go with the … those other women to get relief.’
      

      
      Her mother spluttered into her cup. ‘Relief!’ she shrieked. ‘I’ll give him relief, dirty tripehound! Chop the bugger off, I will, let him show his face round here again.
         If it don’t drop off of its own, nasty thing!’
      

      
      Lucy found rogue muscles pulling at the corners of her mouth, putting a twinkle in her eye.

      
      Ma squeezed her hand. ‘That’s more like it, duck. Oh Luce, you’re well out of that and no mistake. Just thank your lucky stars
         you found out in time.’
      

      
      Oh, she did! When she thought …! A few more days and they’d’ve been on their honeymoon. In a double bed, in the best room, in the boarding house at Clacton.
         Suppose she hadn’t found out till then? What on earth would she have done? Divorced him? Unless … unless he hadn’t told her.
         Would he? Or would he have soldiered on, regardless?
      

      
      Her smile faded.

      
      Just showed you, didn’t it? She hadn’t really known him at all.

      
      Ma was patting her hand, talking about how she could forget him; how she was only young and there was plenty more fish in
         the sea … and Lucy’s mouth began to droop again. There weren’t. Not like Roy.
      

      
      Roy had been the prize catch, the biggest and best in her pond. On Saturday he would have put that ring on her finger and she’d have lived happy ever after in the Lake District, in
         a big house, with a car, one day, when Roy learned to drive, and their own door-making factory. Face it, Ma, she thought,
         where are you going to net another fish like that? Not in cheek-by-jowl East London. No, now she was stuck with it, with the
         munitions factory, with nutty Nora and her ghosts. The lot.
      

      
      For a long time she slumped, propping up her gloom with cupped hands, legs tucked under the chair, vaguely aware of the woman
         clattering in the scullery, putting shopping away, peeling potatoes and boiling up the peel to mix with bran for the chickens.
         Then she could hear her out in the yard, crying, ‘Coop, coop, coop!’ which the chickens had learned meant ‘Come and get it!’
      

      
      At some point another cup of tea was placed before her by hands that smelled faintly of onions, warm hands that stroked the
         ache from her forehead, through her hair and away, through her hair and away.
      

      
      She heard Ma rooting in the coal cupboard, watched her shovel lumps onto the dying fire, and when, at last, the bright flames
         caught, they glittered in her eyes.
      

      
      Lucy straightened and yawned, her narrow shoulders pressing the back of the chair.

      
      ‘I suppose we’ll have to cancel everything, won’t we? The church and the flowers and the cake and everything?’

      
      Ma shrugged. ‘The cake’ll keep for Christmas, wrap it in greaseproof. The icing’s only cardboard, after all’s said and done.’

      
      ‘What about Clacton?’

      
      Clacton had been Ma’s treat, saved out of the egg money. The hens had been laying well all summer and, instead of putting the eggs in buckets of isinglass for winter, she had sold
         them to neighbours and friends. The dried stuff from America didn’t hold a candle to a soft-boiled, melt-in-the-mouth, crumbly
         new-laid egg, and people had been glad to pay over the odds, specially as it had been in a good cause.
      

      
      She frowned. ‘Don’t suppose we’ll get our money back, not on the train fare nor the guesthouse.’ She tutted. ‘Bloomin’ Roy.
         Bloomin’ nuisance. I never liked him.’
      

      
      This was news.

      
      Her mother caught the disbelief in her eyes.

      
      ‘No, honest, Luce, I been ever so worried since the day you fetched ’im ’ome. I knew he weren’t right for you, him being well-to-do
         and that. Not that I got nothing against real class, but he was jumped-up. I ’ate that, as you know …’
      

      
      Didn’t she just? Being jumped-up was the eighth deadly sin, the worst of the lot. Commit this one, pick up the aitches that
         your mother dropped, or correct an ’ain’t’ or a ‘you was’, and you’d get a back-hander, followed by icy silence or, if you
         managed to duck and make it up the stairs in time, you’d get the insults slung against the bedroom door …
      

      
      ‘Don’t you come the old acid with me, girl. Think you got everyone fooled, don’t you, Miss Goody-goody, butter wouldn’t melt
         …? But you ain’t. Oh no. Know what the kids next-door call you? Eh? Swank-pot! That’s bloody nice, innit? And what you got
         to swank about, I’d like to know. Eh? Who the hell d’you think you are?’
      

      
      Or

      
      ‘Who else talks to their mother like that, eh? Go on, who else? Don’t know what I ever done to deserve you. A right little
         madam, that’s what you’re turning out to be!’
      

      
      Or

      
      ‘What possessed me, sending you to that bloody snobby school, I don’t know! Teaching kids to be lah-di-dah and uppity, looking
         down their noses at decent people. Coming between a mother and daughter!’
      

      
      And so on …

      
      As if that were the only thing between them. There were also six wonderful, do-no-wrong boys, not to mention an army of ghosts.

      
      
      ‘’Course,’ Ma was saying, ‘with his looks he could twist everyone round his little finger. Only had to smile, didn’t he? But
         his eyes was too close together. And all that grease on his hair! Wouldn’t trust him no further’n I could throw him.’
      

      
      ‘You might’ve said …’

      
      ‘What – and get me teeth pushed down me throat for me trouble! No, duck, you made it pretty clear you thought the sun shone
         out of his backside. Didn’t you tell me he made you go weak at the knees? Well, I thought, if he makes you happy …’ She sighed.
      

      
      ‘But it was your place to tell me, Ma! Your responsibility. God, I could’ve caught some horrible disease off him …’

      
      ‘I wasn’t to know that now, was I?’ She plucked at the table cover, her rough skin catching in the soft fibres of the chenille.
         She said, almost embarrassed, ‘I didn’t want to lose you, duck.’
      

      
      Lucy studied her mother’s face. They never spoke of love, the bond they sometimes admitted to sharing being that of gender:
         two females in a family of men. Now all the men were gone. Was there something else? Was love the reason her mother wanted
         her? She reached across to rub her mother’s arm, in case. The skin wrinkled against the pressure, like setting jam. Ma smiled
         grimly.
      

      
      They both stared at the fire. It was a gloomy room. The French windows backed onto a narrow yard, flanked by the kitchen and
         next door’s fence. Rain had been threatening for days.
      

      
      A coal shifted, and Ma brightened as inspiration came.

      
      ‘How about we take the room for the weekend, Luce – you and me? Might as well, save it going to waste.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. Is that a good idea?’

      
      ‘’Course! Got to buck you up a bit, ain’t we? And Gawd knows I could do with a day or two off from this lot.’ It was unclear
         whether the jerk of her head meant the bombardment of London by the Germans or more pressing domestic demands. She sorted
         out the practicalities.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Next-door’ll see to the chickens. She owes me, times I’ve looked out for her cat.’ She paused. ‘Oh blimey, there’s the
         flowers, ain’t there? All them bleeding chrysanths Roy wanted round the church … and the bloomin’ bouquet!’ She sucked air through her teeth. ‘Tell you what, if they can’t get rid of them round the shop, I’ll ask Matron. They’ll be glad
         of ’em up the hospital. Sweeten her up when I ask her for Sunday off.’
      

      
      Lucy let herself be swept along by her mother’s bustle. They said she was the same at work, bossing the other cleaners, making
         things tidy.
      

      
      ‘Mary won’t mind working a double shift; she’ll be glad of the money.’

      
      She ticked that item off her mental list.

      
      ‘’Ave to put the boys off, of course. They won’t want to waste their leave. What d’you reckon a telegram costs? Or you can
         phone. Tell ’em to put the presents by for when the right man comes along, eh? He will, you mark my words. One of these fine
         days.’
      

      
      Lucy’s smile had vinegar in it.

      
      ‘Oh, come on, girl, look on the bright side! It’ll do us both a world of good, you’ll see. We’ll get dolled up, shall we?
         Got to have some excuse to wear me new frock. Couple of smart smellers we’ll be. And you can wear your pretty hat from C &
         A.’
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ The hat! The damned hat!

      
      ‘Lucy?’ Nora’s voice was heavy with suspicion and Lucy could only hang her head in shame. A naughty child.

      
      ‘Where is it?’ The older woman heaved herself out of the chair.
      

      
      Lucy whispered. ‘Upstairs. In the bin. And Ma …’ hanging for a sheep as well as a lamb, ‘there’s a cup …’

      
      She listened to her mother mount the stairs and, with stricken heart, traced the laboured progress across the bedroom floor
         over her head; she thought she heard a sharp intake of breath, before the explosion.
      

      
      ‘Oh my Gawd! Look what you’ve done! Two bleedin’ guineas that cost, covered in tea-leaves! And look at this! Oh, Luce!’
      

      
      She came down, carrying the wallpaper-covered ‘bin’, that had once sloshed with whitewash and now chinked sadly.

      
      ‘I was a bit upset.’

      
      ‘Me best cup and saucer, Lucy! Smashed to smithereens!’ She picked out the hat and Lucy bit her lip as her mother poked and prodded the sorry object for some semblance of shape.
      

      
      ‘I lost me rag with it, somehow.’

      
      ‘You and your rag. Bloomin’ spitfire, you are. Do real damage one day, you don’t get an ’old of yourself.’ Her expression
         softened. ‘Oh well, it’s only money.’ She flicked the veil with a blunt finger. ‘Ow, it’s gone all floppy!’ Her eyebrows were
         jiggling and suggesting quite another image. ‘And look at its poor feather! Bent! Ain’t no bleeding use to nobody, now,’ she
         said, flinging it onto the fire. When the damp straw fizzled a feeble protest they tittered. When it hissed on the hot coals
         they snorted. And when it gave a sad sort of whistle and a smell of scorching feathers they cackled and crowed and cried with
         laughter.
      

      
      ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ said Ma, sniffing and dabbing at her eyes with her hanky. She looked up. ‘And you can laugh …!’
      

      
      Who?

      
      She wasn’t looking at Lucy but smiling and nodding over at the armchair where shadows flickered and reflected firelight leapt
         on the cushions.
      

      
      Nora was seeing things again. One of her ‘old dears’.

      
      ‘Oh, Ma.’ Her heart sank. Why, whenever her emotions were stirred, did Ma take refuge in the dead? As though they were a bolt-hole
         in which to hide from the living, or a safety-valve to release some ferment of her brain.
      

      
      ‘It’s your Gran,’ she said now, smiling happily.

      
      Gran?

      
      No, please no. That would be too obscene.

      
      ‘You’re not making out you can see Granny Farthing now?’ Lucy said.

      
      Her mother sobered quickly, sensing trouble. ‘She only come to tell us not to worry,’ she insisted, ‘nothing dreadful. “Don’t
         worry,” she says, “everything’ll come out in the wash”.’
      

      
      ‘No, Ma.’ She couldn’t take this, not on top of everything else. She twisted her hands to stop them shaking. ‘Don’t, Ma, please.’

      
      But Ma wasn’t listening. She was staring hard at the chair, absorbed in her madness. ‘Well shot of him, yes, I told her,’ she was saying. ‘You said he was a bad lot, didn’t you, right
         at the start.’
      

      
      Lucy pushed away from the table, knocking her chair lopsided against the sideboard. Her nails dug into her palms, her face
         tightened. ‘Don’t go dragging Granny Farthing into it! She’s not one of your rotten ghosts. You can’t have her too!’
      

      
      ‘But look, she’s—’

      
      ‘Oh, stop it, Ma! It’s wrong; it’s … terrible!’

      
      ‘No, Luce. You should see ’er, gel. Bright as a button, she looks.’

      
      She turned to the chair again, to explain. ‘Lucy don’t believe in the Other Side, Mum. We had that barney, couple of years
         back, remember? Over Uncle Harry that time. Put the wind up her good and proper.’
      

      
      Now her head was on one side, a thrush’s cocked to hear the worm turning.

      
      Lucy was seething, breathing hard. Granny Farthing was not to be tampered with …

      
      And the words bubbled up, like marsh gas, from somewhere deep and stagnant. ‘It’s not funny any more, Ma – it’s horrible!
         Gran’s not a ghost, no more than any of the others. She’s dead, poor old thing. Gone. She’s never coming back. So don’t meddle
         with her. Don’t!’
      

      
      ‘Lucy, girl …’

      
      ‘No!’ She waved her hands to fend off Ma’s protest. ‘You don’t know what you’re doing, Ma! You’re bloody barmy. Certifiable!’

      
      And stuffing her fingers in her ears against her mother’s speechlessness, she ran upstairs to the bathroom and slammed the
         door.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Nora stood in the scullery, swilling the cups and listening to the rumble and bang of the hot water in the pipes.

      
      She shouted up. ‘Mind you don’t overfill that bath, Lucy! Five inches, you ’ear? You turn them taps off this minute!’

      
      ‘All right! Keep your flipping hair on! I heard you the first time!’
      

      
      That sounded more like the old Lucy.

      
      A hot soak would do her good, poor kid. She’d had a right day of it one way and another!

      
      ‘’Course, you know who she takes after …’ Nora pitched her voice for another’s hearing. ‘Two peas in a pod, you and her. Cor,
         light the blue touch paper and watch out! Thing is with her, you never know what’s going to set her off. Just when you think
         you’re getting on all right for a change, having a bit of a giggle, she goes for you! Heaven alone knows what set her off
         this time. I mean, she takes it all in her stride, of a rule, me and me ghosts. Oh, she thinks I’m off me rocker but we can
         have a laugh about it. Then she goes and bites me bloomin’ head off.’
      

      
      There was no reply.

      
      ‘Mum? I say she’s got a temper on her, our Luce. Reminds me of you.’ But when Nora looked round the door, the armchair was
         empty. ‘Tch!’ she clicked in disgust. ‘Talk to your blooming self!’
      

      
      There was a bit of her gran in Lucy’s looks, too. The same pointy chin and sensitive mouth. The same ‘good’ bones and curly
         hair.
      

      
      Nora’s was poker-straight. She tucked a lifeless wisp back into the hairnet. Didn’t look nothing unless you crimped it with tongs heated on the gas. Had to be careful though. Get them
         too hot and there’d be a sizzle and a pong and there was your hair all frizzed up to nothing. Did a lot for your looks, that
         did!
      

      
      She put the casserole and a rice pudding in the oven on a low gas, dried the cups and hung them on the dresser, poured bleach
         down the drain, mopped up the slime where the draining board was rotting, and hung the cloth over the tap. All done. She turned
         out the light and stepped up into the living room.
      

      
      As a girl, she’d been a looker, too. Quite a catch. Bit on the plump side, but nobody minded in them days.

      
      She eased her back as she stood to admire the sepia photograph of her younger self, hanging to one side of the mantelpiece.
         She glanced at the red-grained cheeks of the woman in the mirror, at the eyes, staring back like a startled bird’s, at the
         greying hair trapped in the net. She poked at it from habit, without interest. Wouldn’t hardly think it was the same woman.
         Had she really been that creamy-skinned girl with the dimples? Her Fred had thought the world of her then. And she of him.
         Proper love-match, that’d been.
      

      
      His photograph, on the other side of the fireplace, came under scrutiny now. Proper old-fashioned he looked with his dark,
         feathery moustache and stiff collar. She had his colouring, did Luce. And his eyes. Big, clever eyes. That was her problem,
         her cleverness. Always thought she knew better than everyone else.
      

      
      ’Cause she knew for a fact there was no such thing as ghosts!
      

      
      ‘They’ve done scientific tests, Ma,’ she would say. ‘They’ve proved the whole thing is a load of bunk. Fraudsters playing
         on poor bereaved people’s emotions, just to get money out of them.’
      

      
      Well, that was it, then, wasn’t it? No more to be said. And she, Nora, was ‘certifiable’ for thinking otherwise!
      

      
      She stabbed the fire with the poker and watched the sparks fly up the chimney.

      
      It wasn’t a thing you could prove or disprove. Lord knows she’d tried. She’d told them exactly what Uncle Harry was wearing, down to his lace-up boots and his neckerchief and watch and chain. She’d told them how he was leaning against the
         mantelpiece stuffing his pipe with baccy. She’d told them what he was saying, word for word, but it made not a blind bit of
         difference. They still thought she was making it all up.
      

      
      If only! Gawd, with an imagination like that she’d have made her fortune long ago.

      
      Lucy had imagination, like her dad. She used to get top marks in her lessons. But she couldn’t see what was in front of her
         nose. Same as him.
      

      
      Pity she never took after Fred in other ways. Been more easygoing. It would save all these upsets.

      
      ‘But it must be hard when you’ve got an education,’ she said to the ghost of Granny Farthing, who had now returned, bringing
         her knitting with her, and a bag of peardrops, to keep her daughter company by the fire. ‘They teach you not to take things
         on trust, don’t they? Question, question! Lucy wants to know the ins and outs of a pig’s arse!’
      

      
      ‘Language, Nora,’ said her mother.

      
      She’d been surprised, herself, coming to live in her new husband’s home and finding it already occupied with aunts and uncles,
         long-gone grandparents, great-grandparents and greater still, older-than-ancient family and friends. It looked like 41 Bampton
         Street was home to them all.
      

      
      ‘Pushy lot, them Potters,’ said the ghost. ‘Young couple starting out don’t want the likes of them poking their noses in.’

      
      ‘Ssh,’ said Nora, her eyes darting.

      
      ‘It’s hard enough getting to know each other without having your missus pestered by a lot of silly old hasbeens.’

      
      ‘Mu-um … they’ll hear you.’

      
      The old woman shrugged. ‘S’only the living don’t ’ave to speak ill of the dead, girl!’

      
      Fred had certainly been puzzled, never having noticed anything untoward, though he had lived in the house all his life.

      
      When she told him, on that first morning, that she could see his Auntie Vi, sitting on the stairs, waiting for the tally man
         to call, he had humoured her, thinking that the wild night of wedded bliss had gone to her head. When she began talking to the old dear, he expressed concern. She told him she
         had never seen ghosts before. It must all be to do with her married state, her ‘eyes being open’, that sort of thing …
      

      
      ‘I ain’t complaining, duck, don’t get me wrong,’ he’d said fondly, kissing her plump white shoulder, her neck, her cheek.
         ‘No one could wish for a better wife. Long as you don’t expect me to say “How do?” to thin air.’
      

      
      And when it was confirmed that she was expecting their first, he was happy to believe that the ‘flights of fancy’ were, indeed,
         all part of her condition.
      

      
      ‘Chap’s got to expect something of the sort,’ he said. ‘Some ladies get an ’ankering to eat coal, or bloaters, they do say.
         And you have your feet planted so firm on the ground the rest of the time, Nora.’
      

      
      ’Cause she was thrifty, wasn’t she? Always had been. Take care of the pennies and the pounds’d take care of themselves. Every
         Saturday night she sorted his pay into tobacco tins marked ‘Rent’ and ‘Coal’, ‘Gas’ and ‘Insurance’, ‘Food’, ‘Furniture’,
         ‘Clothes’ and ‘Rainy Day’. Anything left, and there wasn’t much in them early days, she gave him back. After all, a man who
         worked six days a week making safes for banks and stately homes was entitled to a drink or two with his mates. And anything
         cropped up unexpected, you robbed Peter to pay Paul.
      

      
      She had it all organised.

      
      Every morning she got up early to cook his bacon and eggs, and get cracking on the day’s jobs, different depending what day
         of the week it was. Monday was Washday, of course, then came Baking Day, Doing-Downstairs day, which meant scrubbing and polishing
         the floors, taking up the mats and bashing them with the beater. In them days she’d have to blacklead the stove, whiten the
         front step and polish the brass as well as all the furniture. Then came Doing-Upstairs day, which meant cleaning all the windows
         and turning out the cupboards. They didn’t have a bath to scour, not then, which was a blessing. Ironing day was when she
         had to starch the collars, sew on loose buttons, strengthen hooks and eyes and put a stitch in falling hems, while she was
         about it. Then came Market day, which spoke for itself, and Sunday. Only when her ankles swelled up did she stop to put her feet up for five minutes; Sunday was never a day of rest,
         not for a woman, not even when a baby was due. In between times she had her chickens to see to, she grew lettuces and runner
         beans, cleaned the grates and laid the fires, dusted, shopped, put by a few preserves, cooked the meals and kept them both
         supplied with cups of tea. In the evenings, when the supper was cleared away and washed up, she sat in the chair across from
         Fred’s, did the serious mending and knitted for the baby.
      

      
      So when the talking to his dead relations didn’t pass, as expected, Fred was anxious that she might have been overdoing things.
         But she said she felt fit as a flea.
      

      
      ‘A good man, your Fred,’ said her mother, a boiled sweet clicking on her teeth. ‘Pass slipped stitch over … A good husband
         and a good dad.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, he was. So long as his tea was on the table when he come in, he let us get on with it. Carried on like it was me mates
         come round for a chinwag. “I can see you’re busy,” he’d say. “I’ll take the kids up the Rec, kick a ball around for ’alf hour.”
         And I’d go, “Why don’t you stop in, Fred? Your Dad’s come to see you”.’
      

      
      ‘You see to ’im, Nora,” he’d say. “Give ’im me best”.’ She leaned back, smiling, into her memories. And then she sighed.

      
      ‘We used to have a laugh, me and Fred, specially after he’d gone over, but I ain’t seen ’im in a while – must be a month or
         more.’
      

      
      ‘He’s all right, Nora. Just keeping out of your way for a bit.’

      
      ‘Yeah, you said. I don’t get it, though, in more ways than one!’

      
      ‘I told you, Nora, you gotta save your strength. You ain’t a young woman, no more.’

      
      ‘And this was his idea, this rest cure?’

      
      ‘No, it come as a shock to him. He’s your husband, girl. He don’t see you wrinkled and old and running to fat. Not like me.’

      
      Nora winced. ‘You was never one to mince your words, was you, Mum?’

      
      
      ‘We don’t want you popping off before your time, do we? No, be honest, he was quite cut up, poor sod. Thought it was all his
         fault, your very close veins and your indigestion. ’Cause he died young, left you to it, like.’
      

      
      Nora grunted. There’d been times when she’d blamed him, too.

      
      ‘What’s it all in aid of, then, Mum?’

      
      The old woman sniffed. ‘War effort, I gather. But they don’t tell you much. Only know I had to get down here and give an eye
         to the both of you.’
      

      
      He had died when Lucy was two.

      
      There’d been a lot of blind eyes that day at the safe-makers. Nobody at Harding & Willow, it turned out, had seen him cut
         himself. Well, they wouldn’t, would they? Nothing to do with them if a curling shard of chiselled steel cuts a workman’s hand.
         Shouldn’t’ve tried to carry on with a wound like that. Well, of course, he might not’ve had a job to come back to, but that
         was down to him. Teach him to be more careful. And everyone knew you could get lead-poisoning off them heavy doors. He should’ve
         known. That septicaemia would set in. That he’d die. That was his lookout.
      

      
      So it finished up that Nora got no compensation, no pension and, if it hadn’t been for the insurance, nothing but young Arthur’s
         paper round between her large family and the workhouse. As it was she had to take in washing to make ends meet.
      

      
      ‘Not the rosy future I ’ad in mind when I married him!’ she remarked.

      
      Her mother was casting off. ‘No, you had it hard (three, four …) – still, we managed between us (seven, eight …).’

      
      ‘Not the best way to bring up a family, though.’

      
      ‘Beggars have no say in it, gel.’

      
      ‘Never had a lot of time for the kids.’

      
      ‘You kept a roof over their heads and shoes on their feet. You got nothing to reproach yourself for.’

      
      ‘But Lucy, poor little scrap, I never ’ardly saw her. All them years when you ’ad her for me, I was too busy.’

      
      ‘She was all right. She got to the Central, didn’t she?’

      
      ‘But then she always had ’er ’ead in some book or other. Honest, Mum, I don’t feel I know the girl, not really.’
      

      
      ‘No, you don’t, not yet. Still, things’ll get better. Not straight away, but it’ll be all right. Mark my words.’

      
      She took the wool between her long, yellow teeth and gnawed it through, before spreading the piece of knitting over her lap.
         ‘What d’you think – that look fourteen inches to you?’
      

      
      Nora fetched her tape measure. She dared to ask her mother why, when there was no weather to speak of ‘over there’, she felt
         the need of extra woollies.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it ain’t for me, duck, it’s for your dad. Be a nice surprise for Christmas.’

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The walls, painted forest green, were wet and cold as a cave. Lucy pulled the hot water over her shoulders, but felt her bones
         chill with loneliness.
      

      
      She sighed as she began soaping her arms. Now she had no one.

      
      Her friends from school had already begun the long climb up and out of Walthamstow; they were either married or had joined
         up.
      

      
      The factory girls, give them their due, had included her in their trips to the pictures and to dances but after she had met
         Roy, last season, at the Football Club do, she had had to turn down their invitations. He hadn’t liked the idea of her going
         out, possibly meeting other men while he was away. So she had stayed home in the evenings, or gone out with Ma and, if she
         were really honest, she had been glad of the excuse.
      

      
      Because they weren’t her sort. When they played their games with the men at work, cheeked the supervisors, when they gave
         the boys on the dance floor a cheap and cheerful come-on, it was all rather alarming. She would bite her lips and blink at
         their boldness and because she couldn’t bring herself to do the same they thought she was uppity. A swank. She knew it. She
         hadn’t needed her mother to tell her.
      

      
      Or that Roy wasn’t right for her. Deep down, she had known.

      
      Sometimes she had found herself looking at him hard, trying to find the man she knew, the man who kissed her tenderly, in
         the petulant little boy who sulked when he lost at cards, or in the pompous prig who brayed others down. Popular songs or politics, films or battle campaigns, it didn’t seem to matter what turn the conversation took, he had to
         be right. He had to win. Have the last loud word. Always. Then, almost sensing her disapproval, he would turn to her with
         his smile, bewitching her into forgetfulness.
      

      
      God, that smile.

      
      The hand, soaping her breast, slowed, slid and cupped the heaviness, found the nipple that hardened at the touch of slippery
         circling fingers.
      

      
      That smile. His eyes full of secrets she could not understand. Suggesting things she could not imagine, making her blush.
         His mouth, curving slowly, explicitly, playfully … tiny muscles twitching with terrible thoughts.
      

      
      She closed her eyes, relishing a pleasure so akin to pain it made her wince. And somehow her fingers were drawn down there,
         to the nub of ‘thou-shalt-not’ and began a comfort that merely aggravated the need, the desire, the demand of the thing.
      

      
      Her thighs pressed tighter. Her breath came faster …

      
      Oh please, she yearned.

      
      The water rippled quietly.

      
      A sudden aching surge made her draw up her legs. And the water, noisy in their wake, brought her to her senses. What was she
         doing?
      

      
      Quickly, she went back to washing, legs, belly, trying to ignore the pain that would not go away.

      
      Oh no. She would not be seduced by the smile of a cheat and a liar.

      
      She soaped her face, and slid under the water. It filled her ears, stretched skin over her bones. She shook her head, loose-necked,
         feeling her hair swirl with the current she had made. When she surfaced, she had made up her mind.
      

      
      No regrets, no sentiment. She would put him out of her mind. Forget him. And sooner rather than later.

      
      All right, so now she had no one. All the better. She was free to please herself. Do what she liked, go where she liked. She
         could join up if she wanted. No one to keep her here.
      

      
      Only Ma, mother of boys, so unsure of her daughter’s love she was afraid to express misgivings about Lucy’s choice of husband.

      
      
      Only Ma, so ignorant of Lucy’s hopes and fears she saw her longing for a better life as betrayal and ‘swank’.

      
      Only Ma, so insensitive to her daughter’s feelings she had turned Granny Farthing into a ghost.

      
      Granny Farthing who had brought her up. Granny Farthing who had taken her in, loved her, when her mother had had no time or
         money.
      

      
      She had taken Jack as well, while the other five kids were at school, on her daily shopping trips to the High Street, looking
         for bargains and cheap cuts, filling the pockets of their memories with riches … the colour and clamour of the street market,
         the cries of the vendors:
      

      
      ‘A-apples-a-pound-pe-aars!’

      
      ‘Ripe tomate-ers!’

      
      A bolt of lovely material thumping unrolled for display, the clatter of dishes magically tossed and caught and never broken:

      
      ‘’Ere’s one, ’ere’s two, ’ere’s three! An’ I don’t want half-a-crown … not even a florin. ’Ere y’ are, lady, one and a tanner the lot.’
      

      
      The clunk of weights and scales, the chink of money.

      
      Stalls of shoes, the smell of leather. Dainty heels and pointy toes for grown-up ladies, new button-boots for other little
         girls. Not her. Hers hurt her ankles and squeezed her toes, especially after a barefoot summer, but better them than cast-offs
         with cardboard in the bottom, that had already ‘done-for’ three pairs of growing feet by the time they reached her.
      

      
      Stalls of hats that the smart young women, from the ‘posh’ end of town, pulled down over their pencilled eyebrows, pouting
         their cupid’s-bow lips at the mirror. Lucy had to tilt her chin to see them under the brim of her own brown straw ‘shape’
         that pressed her fringe flat into her eyes.
      

      
      Racks of waistless dresses, that the ladies held up to their shoulders and round at their hips, frowning doubtfully. There
         were wrap-round coats with bits of fur on the collar. Even for children. But not for the likes of Lucy Potter. She fingered
         the big brass buttons on her dad’s old Guards’ jacket, cut down to fit. Though it was bright red, though the buttons had kings’
         crowns on them, she knew it wasn’t what proper children wore.
      

      
      
      The biggest crowd was round the second-hand stall, a battleground where men and women would squabble like dogs at a piece
         of meat, over smelly trousers and shirts and motheaten skirts. Granny made her wait beside the next stall, selling parrot-food
         and cats’ meat, so she wouldn’t get trampled.
      

      
      Here she would stand, a grubby little ragged girl with big green eyes, listening, entranced, to the gramophone across the
         way, playing catchy dance music, charlestons and tangos, black-bottoms and one-steps. She would jig up and down, watching
         the people ‘squashing-flies’ and kicking out their legs on the cobbles, until the gramophone wound down.
      

      
      Granny had her regular stops and her big shopping bag would gradually fill with a penn’orth of pot herbs and a couple of marrow-bones
         (free: she said they were for the dog) to be boiled up and made into soup, or scrag-end of mutton, potatoes, pearl barley,
         bread, bacon, pudding rice, topped off with a ha’p’orth of broken biscuits, a pound of cooking tomatoes, a few pieces of spoiled
         fruit (free), and darning wool.
      

      
      Flowers, ribbons, make-up were things other people bought. But Lucy was at liberty to feel them, breathe in the scents, admire
         the shapes and colours, store them away in her memory.
      

      
      In the forest-green bathroom of a different era, she could wander again through the market, examine the meat and wet fish,
         smell oil lamps and paraffin heaters, sarsparilla and cough candy, though Gran preferred pear-drops and might buy two ounces
         if she was flush. She could see the chickens in crates, the puppies in cages, eels squirming as the man in the boater chopped
         off their heads and their middles and their tails. Chop, chop, chop. She could look up and see Marsh Street church-spire leaning,
         leaning about … to … fall! And the stall with the dead rabbits and the man turning one inside out and asking Granny if she
         wanted to make a fur coat. And the big weighing machine outside the swimming baths, where posh children swung and you breathed
         in the shrieks and splashes and chlorine while the fat man piled shiny brass weights on the balance.
      

      
      The beggars. The little man without legs, sitting on the kerb, singing Irish songs. The blind one that played the violin, with ‘Wife and six children at home’ written on a card beside
         his hat. The zither-man outside Woolworth’s where Granny always, always bought them something: a tiny pink dolly to sit in
         her hand, or a book, or a whistle, or a windmill, or a ball that made Ma’s face go tight and red when they got home.
      

      
      ‘Oh, not more toot, Mum!’ she would snap. (In those early days of her widowhood she had a short fuse.) ‘Making a rod for your
         own back. You can’t afford to waste money on rubbish for the kids.’
      

      
      ‘It’s my money – I’ll spend it how I like. And what does it cost to make a child happy? Only a farthing or two.’

      
      Lucy reached over the side of the bath for the jug of shampoo. And yelped as she poured the suds over her head. It was stone
         cold! The water had been hand-hot when she had added the powder, as per the packet’s directions. However long had she been
         lying here?
      

      
      Gingerly, she rubbed her hair into a lather and soap dribbles stung her eyes.

      
      She filled and re-filled the saucepan with a mixture of hot and cold from the taps and sloshed it over and over her head.

      
      Though she didn’t remember the naming of Granny Farthing, she did remember the rainy days when you couldn’t move in Ma’s house
         for wet sheets and shirts draped over lines and furniture to dry, when her Granny took them round the block to her house.
      

      
      They would sprawl on the floor, sorting through greasy old records to play on the gramophone. Funny ones, like Mrs Buggins’s Christmas Party. Fast, clever ones, The Flight of the Bumble Bee or Chopin’s Nocturnes. Lucy and Jack would take it in turns to wind the handle and Granny Farthing would screw up her whole face to see the needle
         onto the right groove. And they would try to sing Two Little Girls in Blue, lad … and Granny would pant ‘One, two, three, one, two, three,’ holding Jack and then Lucy under the arms and whizzing them around and up in the air when their feet got into
         a tangle.
      

      
      Sometimes Charlie or one of the others was off school, sick, and would have to lie on the sofa while they dressed up to entertain the invalid, Granny, too, in her funny old dance dresses and feathery hats and they would wobble about in her
         high-heeled shoes, until the squabbles started and they would end up bashing each other with her chain-link evening bags.
      

      
      When Jack started school, Granny and Lucy would go for ‘treats’. ‘Up West’ to Gamages in Holborn, to see Father Christmas,
         ‘over the Plains’ at Chingford, where Good Queen Bess had hunted deer, ‘’undreds and ’undreds of year ago’ and they would
         picnic on condensed milk sandwiches and blackberries picked in the forest, or they’d go ‘down the Rising Sun’ for a pedalboat
         ride and cream soda with an ‘icy’ in. Always back by half-past three to fetch the little boys from school.
      

      
      When Lucy started at the Infants, Granny would be there to meet her at the gate for the walk home through the narrow terraced
         streets to Lloyd’s Park, to feed the ducks and play on the swings. Ever after, the smell of flowering lime trees would conjure
         up the soft sweetness of Granny’s face.
      

      
      ‘Any trouble she’d be there like a shot,’ Ma would say, waxing sentimental over her Saturday Guinness. ‘Died of the gastric,
         poor old soul. Horrible, it was, see her fading like that. Lucy musta been about twelve. You’d passed for the Central, by
         then, hadn’t you? Poor old Mum.’ She poured herself the other half. ‘Don’t know what I’d’ve done without her.’
      

      
      But Lucy could remember rows, slanging matches, she and her brothers bawling, and Ma stomping out to the scullery to mangle
         the sheets, growling as though she were turning the handle of some mediaeval instrument of torture, and Granny Farthing would
         slam the front door so hard the knocker knocked and the letterbox clattered.
      

      
      ‘’Course, we didn’t always see eye to eye, specially over them – you know, the ghosts. She didn’t ’old with them when they was alive, leave alone when they was dead. No such thing, she
         always said.’
      

      
      ‘Putting it mildly!’ one of the boys might snort, referring to the times when the old woman would scream, ‘You ain’t right
         in the ’ead, Nora! Sitting there, jawing away to yourself. You look bleedin’ ridiculous, gel! They cetch you they’ll lock
         you up and throw away the key. And they’ll ’ave my blessing! You ain’t fit to ’ave charge of my old cat, let alone a bunch of kids, poor little mites …’
      

      
      Which was why Granny Farthing would have been the last person to sit beside their fire and haunt them.

      
      It was all rubbish. She made it up as she went along. If you listened to Ma, nowhere was safe. Ghosts were everywhere, spying
         on you. Even in the bath!
      

      
      Lucy shivered. Scum had formed a silent seal on the surface. With an effort of will, she pulled the plug and rose from the
         water. The towel was rough, too thin, too small and let in the draught. A quick dusting of talc to help the clothes go on.
         Too quick. She banged the tin down on the wash-stand and a cloud of powder puffed into the cold steam.
      

      
      She and her brothers had never seen so much as a wisp of ectoplasm but when you’ve grown up with a mother who chats to empty
         chairs and blank walls you simply accept it. Like early-morning charring at the hospital, fish and chips and a bath Friday
         night, a bit of a flutter and a Guinness of a Saturday, and Sunday roast after church, it was just her way. She did no harm.
         In fact, you could go a long way to find a better mother. Even Lucy had to admit that since she had got the job at the hospital,
         since the boys started bringing home wages, since Granny had ‘passed over’ and left her the insurance, and her few sticks
         of furniture, Ma had had more time for her kids, patching their quarrels, their clothes, and lately, their hearts. She was
         a good ‘plain’ cook, a terrible cheat at cards, an incurable gossip and, though they didn’t always see eye to eye, in need,
         she was a friend. She was practically perfect. Just ever so slightly cracked.
      

      
      ‘Eccentric,’ Lucy said, with the benefit of Central School education.

      
      ‘Round the bleedin’ bend,’ said Charlie, less succinctly.

      
      And because they loved her, they put up with her. But they didn’t encourage her. Not any more.

      
      ‘Goldilocks – I’m getting Goldilocks. Does the word Goldilocks mean anything to you, dear?’ The voice quavered and head and hands shook feebly. Ma, in her trance,
         had come across Great Auntie Maud, who had been a penny short of a shilling most of her life.
      

      
      ‘Someone you know named Goldilocks, Luce?’ prompted her mother, helpfully, in her own robust tones. ‘Or it could be the storybook,
         I suppose.’
      

      
      ‘You tell me,’ said Lucy, with one eye on the clock. Her mother had caught her between assignments: a critique of the use
         of imagery in Milton’s Paradise Lost and the more pressing matter of what to wear for her date at the pictures.
      

      
      ‘Well, dear,’ Auntie M doddered on, her frailty again pervading Ma’s plump person, ‘you must be on the lookout for Goldilocks
         …’
      

      
      Who’s coming to sleep in my bed? thought Lucy wistfully.
      

      
      ‘I see dark shadows looming …’

      
      ‘A great big one, a middle-sized one and an itsy-bitsy baby one!’ suggested Lucy.

      
      Her mother twitched, sensing a certain scepticism.

      
      There were more messages from the Other Side, mostly stern warnings about staying out late and the pitfalls of dance-halls,
         drink and talking to tall, dark strangers – the very things, in fact, that a growing girl might find halfway pleasant and
         that a widowed mother might find hard to veto without authoritative backing.
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