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    ‘I suppose there is one friend in the life of each of us who seems not a separate person, however dear and beloved, but an expansion, an interpretation, of one’s self, the very meaning of one’s soul.’




    EDITH WHARTON




    ‘Far away there in the sunshine are my highest aspirations. I may not reach them, but I can look up and see their beauty, believe in them, and try to follow where they lead.’




    LOUISA MAY ALCOTT
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    PROLOGUE




    November 1937




    At the dead of night you could peep into another half-lit world.




    Every door in the clinic had a little round window, so when the comings and goings of the day were over, when Matron was gone and the lamps were dimmed, and the road outside was as quiet as darkness falling, you could see the babies born to the richest women in the land.




    Cecily Stirling stood in the vast redbrick maternity hospital on a quiet London square, looking at her favourite baby lying in a crib at the bottom of his mother’s bed. Every so often, she glanced both ways down the corridor as she wiped the pinprick beads of her breath from the glass.




    She’d seen him being born, this one. There was a little window in the door of the operating theatre too, and she’d watched as he was pulled out feet first from his mother’s belly. She’d heard them talking because she always listened – a Caesarean section, they called it – and she’d repeated it all shift. Caesarean section. Cecily liked words. Her teacher at school had said she was good with them.




    It had been such a thing to see the surgeon’s hand run down the mother’s painted purple belly and then out came this little baby from that great big bump. A pause while everyone held their breath for him to take his own first gasp, and then the wail, a great long mewl that ripped through the air like a cut through skin. Hallelujah! A child is born!




    Cecily thought of the park across the road, the palm trees by the bandstand like green chimneysweep brushes, perhaps a rustle in the undergrowth, and the cold, clear, clinging night air, while here was the special baby, as safe and sound as Jesus in His manger.




    He was a boy baby, she was sure, coming into the world so importantly like that. He would grow up in a house in Belgravia with a black door and a lion’s head for a knocker; he would become the Prime Minister of England and never let the country go to war again.




    It was midnight, more or less, the between time when Cecily finished her shift cleaning the long dark halls and rooms, all the bits shed by people busily bringing babies into being. There was sticky drool to mop, there was sometimes blood pooling by a new mother’s bed, or puddles of vomit – ‘I want every speck wiped,’ Matron would say – or a white feather strayed from a pillow.




    She should be taking her mop and bucket to the cupboard, but Sister had told her to stand outside the special baby’s room.




    Footsteps tapped by on the pavement outside. The girl heard the metal thump of a trolley hit a door somewhere beyond the end of the corridor. Cecily blew on her hands. It was cold staying put, even with her coat on. She went to the little window again, looked at the baby and the mother as still as the crocodile suitcase set on the floor by the bed. She’d been in the room once and touched that case. Dark and shiny it was, as smooth as the skin of a proper lady.




    She waited, wondering what was to happen.




    There had been talk that the mother might die and that a new lady would come and take the baby away. Earlier, Cecily had heard Sister say words like paperwork and discretion and night-time to Matron, who had nodded and said it all seemed in hand.




    ‘What will happen to the baby if the mother should die?’ Cecily had asked when it was just Sister and her two nights ago. ‘And what does discretion mean?’




    ‘You ask a lot of questions,’ Sister had replied, and after that Cecily kept quiet. Nobody argued with Sister, not even Matron – and she was no pussycat. But then much later, Sister had come and found her in the linen cupboard and said how Cecily might help the poorly mother and her baby, but she must tell nobody because the lady was very important. Cecily felt very important herself then.




    She’d stay here all night if Sister wanted her to, standing with her hand on her mop, like a shepherdess with her crook, in this endless corridor in this great big building, with its staircases and landings and rooms with distant ceilings, and a London Transport omnibus going by below. Cecily didn’t usually go home in any case. The large cupboard where the sheets and blankets were kept was better than another telling-off from her father, or laying the fire at home each morning so silvery flecks of ash flew up her nose. There was food here too, in the kitchen, where Cook gave her a cup of warm milk and a crust with jam and a sit-down in front of the range.




    ‘Discretion means keeping quiet about things,’ Sister had said. ‘Not saying a word.’




    Cecily had been worried she’d be told to leave, what with the linen cupboard and food and asking too many questions, but Sister hadn’t seemed to mind. She’d even put her hand on Cecily’s shoulder and said she could call her Sissie, not Sister, if nobody else was about. ‘We can be Sissie and Ceci,’ she’d said. ‘Our little secret,’ and that had been that.




    The names stuck and Cecily didn’t ask too many questions.




    Watching the special baby’s visitors, hoping to see his father, Cecily had kept the corridor spotless, going back and forth. The husband would be an important person, she was sure. He would wear a suit, have long legs and hair swept off a sloping forehead. He would arrive from his office and his polished shoes would tap importantly into the room to admire their pink-cheeked baby. He would bend and kiss his fashionable wife.




    But the only man who came was old and fat and hairy; he smelled of tobacco and kept his hands in the pockets of a big dark coat. There had been lots of ladies instead. The first night, there was an odd one, a neither here nor there one, who wasn’t old or young, with black hair parted by a white line and a bosom that bounced as she came clumsily down the corridor, but then she’d smiled and seemed to Cecily like a lady. But that other one, the second night, she was like a scarecrow in a long black dress, with sleeves like flappy triangles and shoes that came tap-tap-tapping like an impatient fingernail along the corridor.




    Cecily had been standing outside with her mop when that lady came out of the room. You couldn’t expect someone like her to say anything to someone like Cecily, but the woman had put spiky white fingers on her arm and said, ‘I am to have a baby.’ Cecily had panicked and thought she meant there and then, but the lady wasn’t fat enough and had blue jelly veins sticking up on the backs of her hands. Cecily had given a little curtsey and been glad when that lady swept off.




    Knowing the mother might die, she started to think of these women as mourners at a funeral, not visitors to a birth. It was strange because there was something dark and flitting about them that reminded her of her own mother being buried, and her father in a suit borrowed from his brother quickly throwing soil on the coffin in a hole in the ground.




    The door at the end of the corridor opened and two figures – please let one of them be Sissie – were coming towards her. The corridor seemed to have a silent hum to it – that was queer as well, as though it was waiting, like Cecily, for something to happen.




    It was Sissie and a lady in a black hat with a veil over her face, and a dark coat like all the nurses wore that almost hid her feet.




    ‘Stay here, Cecily,’ Sissie told her sternly when she opened the door to the poorly mother’s room, and Cecily stood back for the lady to go inside. She couldn’t help but look at her. Something was wrong. The woman seemed uneasy, the way her head and her eyes were still under the veil. She reminded Cecily of the new mothers who sat up straight in bed pretending to be comfortable for visitors when everyone knew that really they would prefer to lie down and sleep. She was putting on a show, Cecily was sure.




    The door clicked shut. Was that it now? Was she to leave? Cecily wondered if the lady wearing a black veil meant the mother had died. It frightened her, the idea of a dead body beyond the door before her, but that little window . . . where was the harm in just one look? She was a curious child, fourteen years of age, with a brain the teachers said could have taken her far if she hadn’t needed to get out and work for her keep. ‘This is a private clinic, and private means private,’ Matron had said when she’d last caught her looking through windows. Cecily knew she was pushing her luck.




    There were voices through the door. Cecily lifted the cold metal handle of her bucket and took the wooden mop in her other hand. She’d pretend she was just moving off and had happened to look through the window.




    Sissie was lifting the baby from the crib. The two women were talking, their heads bobbing about, then Sister looked towards the door. Quick as anything – she was good at getting out of her father’s firing line back home – Cecily moved to one side, worrying about the tell-tale fading circle her breath had left on the glass. Nothing happened. She waited, felt her heart beat, then stepped back for another look and oh, she almost had a turn! She was face to face with Sissie, each of them looking at the other through the window in the door.




    Cecily moved to one side. The door opened. She had a hopeful half-smile on her face as she looked at the roll of blanket in Sissie’s arms.




    ‘Ceci,’ said Sister in a stern voice, ‘as you know, the baby’s mother is very poorly and this lady has come to help give the baby a safe home.’




    Cecily nodded. She wished she had brought her mop and bucket away from the door.




    ‘Remember I said you might help the poorly mother too?’




    She nodded again. Perhaps she wasn’t dead. Perhaps Ceci might help save the baby’s mother.




    ‘Well, here.’ Sissie was holding the baby to her.




    Cecily couldn’t speak. Any words were jammed in the top of her throat like a knot of rope. She was thinking about the lady in the room. The baby’s mother must be dead. Her own mother was dead too.




    Sister said, ‘This lady will meet you outside. We just have to fill in some paperwork for Matron and the doctors and some other important people who know that I am giving you the baby.’




    Cecily looked at the woman in the veil. She could see the whites of her eyes flicking between the two of them. The lady had her hands clasped in front of her as though she was trying not to grab at the baby and Cecily saw that she didn’t wear nail polish as a lady might – and that her fingers were rough and red.




    ‘Take the baby,’ Sissie said. Her voice was urgent but firm. ‘Take the baby out the back way, and wait for me at the top of the stairs.’




    ‘What about the mother?’ Cecily thought of the woman in the bed, her pale face, the way she hadn’t moved when Sissie and the lady were taking her baby.




    ‘The baby’s mother is very, very poorly.’




    Cecily had heard this kind of talk before, when her mother, who had glorious shining hair the colour of conkers, had stayed more and more in her chair in the corner.




    ‘Is she . . . will she . . .?’ She couldn’t take the baby from his mother.




    Sissie shook her head as though there was nothing more to be said.




    ‘Cecily, I am asking you now to take the baby.’




    The girl stretched her hands out and Sissie stepped towards her. She felt the weight of the child in her arms, as heavy and light as a fresh egg, and she couldn’t let go.




    Sister said, ‘No more questions now, Ceci. It is down to you.’




    Cecily knew then what to do, and as she turned away from the door and the little window and the lady who was saying nothing, the baby’s weight settled against her, as good as a pat on the shoulder.




    She watched the two of them, Sissie and the lady, walk off down the corridor, and at the door Sister turned and waved, and then the door closed and it was Cecily and the baby alone in the dark.




    With her palm on the baby’s back, she walked, following in Sissie’s footsteps, opening the door with one hand and easing the two of them, herself and the baby, through, across the landing and – a push with her shoulder – through a second door, along another dark corridor.




    ‘Wait out the back for me,’ Sissie had said. At the end of the hall, Cecily opened the door and stepped carefully onto the rear stairs, thick with black, pitted paint and shiny dark in the faint light from the lamp on the street corner.




    Her heart was drumming crazily in her chest. She couldn’t think straight. Into her mind came the memory of a day she’d spent with her mother not long before she died. It was summer, they were in the park, and a crowd was gathered round a man doing card tricks on a small wooden box. ‘Find the Lady,’ he’d cried, winking at her mother, which Cecily hadn’t liked. Her mother had laughed and bet a penny she could say which card was the Queen – and then he’d turned the three cards face down on the box, and moved them around here and there, back and forth, until Cecily pulled on her mother’s hand and said, ‘Tell the man to stop.’




    Cecily stood at the top of the stairs for she didn’t know how long, before she slid her hands under the baby’s warm, thumb-sized armpits and lifted its face to hers. Find the Lady, she thought, wondering at what had happened just now in the hospital. The way all the ladies had been in and out of this little baby’s room had her head in a spin. Her mother hadn’t guessed right that day in the park, but the man had given back her penny, saying a lady should never pay. Lots of people had called her mother a lady, though she washed her own floors, stripped the weekly roast to the bone, and didn’t have the money for her prescription before she died.




    The girl’s breath clouded fiercely into the icy air and then she heard the voice.




    ‘Ceci,’ it said. ‘Ceci. Ceci. Ceci.’ The sound of her name seemed to lash frantically at her through the darkness, over and over, like a circus master’s whip encouraging an animal to perform.
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    CECILY 2009




    I liked the way the girl asked if she could call me Ceci. It wasn’t Mrs this or Miss that or, heaven help us, Ms something else entirely. I must be half a century older than her, but she wanted to call me Ceci.




    Forget pumping needles full of poison in your forehead to fill out the wrinkles – not that I’m young enough to go in for that kind of thing – but it knocked years off me in an instant, her expecting us to be equal like that.




    ‘Well, I’m Sarah,’ she said, ‘and would it be OK if I call you Ceci?’




    ‘Yes, I’d like that,’ I told her. I’m not one of those who complain about call-centre staff using Christian names. No need for titles where I come from, but I didn’t say that.




    The first time, I was cutting the laurel in front of the house, struggling to get the branches of sturdy leaves in the council recycling bags, when she came round the corner with her dog. She said my hedge had lovely bright berries, and didn’t the combination of red and green remind me of Christmas. I felt the pause after she’d spoken and later, I wondered if it was a question but it wasn’t. It was just the right amount of time for me to see she didn’t think Christmas was always a happy occasion.




    Usually I’m not anywhere near so chatty, but by the time we finished we’d covered allotments and knitting, egg cosies, beekeeping, and the council wanting to get rid of the lido on the seafront.




    ‘I love that white, curvy garage from the 1920s on the road out of town,’ she told me.




    ‘It’s like a grubby old wedding cake,’ I replied, and she laughed.




    We didn’t stop. People were walking by us – off to fetch a newspaper or a bar of chocolate or repeat prescription – and then those same people were coming back and there we still were, on the pavement outside the house, talking. The girl was so full of things to say I did wonder if she might be throwing out ideas to find what best would work with me, but I soon felt shame for questioning whether she wasn’t being her real self. I saw I’d been spending too much time with the women at the old age get-togethers in the community centre. If anyone under fifty talks to them, they think they’re after their money.




    ‘I often come this way with the dog,’ she said, ‘so if we get on your nerves, you can tell us to walk on by.’




    After that first day, with spring coming, I started going out the front more and more. Since Freda died, I’d let the garden go. I wasn’t keen on being outside, a sitting duck for the small talk of passers-by wondering how I was coping now my ‘companion’ had ‘passed on’, but soon after meeting the girl, I told myself it was time to smarten the place up. It looked such a mess, last summer’s plants shrivelled and caught up with dead papery leaves, and dandelion heads standing like lollipops between the tiles on the path.




    It’s a quaint enough set-up, one of a square of redbrick Victorian mansions around a church in an orchard, but when Freda bought us this house, the terrace was going down. Now it’s going up. My neighbours have cars with three rows of seats. They get their food delivered in vans from fancy supermarkets. Their back gardens are like theme parks with trampolines and tree houses for the children. I am the old woman in the shoe lowering the tone.




    If the weather was fine, I’d start the morning by opening the front door and putting my tools in the porch, just in case she came by when I was having the first cup of tea of the day out the back. Then I started finding it difficult to relax with that cuppa, wondering if I’d miss her, so I took a chair to the front and perched there sipping, as though I’d opened an outdoor café. It wasn’t all sitting about like a dummy. I weeded, I thinned out the geraniums, I snipped off dead daffodil heads, I turned over the soil, all the while going back and forth to top up the fire while keeping an ear out for her voice. I took it slowly – I had to. At my age you don’t bend over knowing for certain you’ll come back up again.




    ‘Ceci?’ she’d call, saying my name like a question over the hedge, as though if I didn’t reply she’d move on and not mind.




    I looked forward to seeing her standing at my gate in her brown tweed coat, flecked with yellow and pink, and her little knitted hat, and the way the dog pulled on his lead up the path towards me, as though I was a family member. Mungo, his name is, a great yellow lump of a thing, walking about the place like King of the Road in a big manly collar with studs.




    ‘That’s me,’ I’d say, hoisting myself up from digging.




    When she saw all the new patches of empty soil, she carried round a tray of foxgloves – three for two at the garden centre! – and said, ‘Let me plant them for you, Ceci, if your hips are bad.’




    I didn’t like to say how I’ve always thought of foxgloves as not weeds exactly, but roadside flowers, let’s say, like poppies or those big daisies – but in they went and they should come up nice and tall this year.




    ‘Did you know that bees like blue and purple flowers?’ she asked when she saw they’d gone in. I could tell she was worried she’d forced them on me and I saw her pleasure at the grouping of green leaves lifting from a sprinkling of compost.




    ‘No, I didn’t know that,’ I said, ‘but I do now.’




    I was starting to see the way she looked at things, and they were usually things people don’t notice, things with a bit of colour that come free. I’d have thought at her age she’d be all for the bells and whistles, the fancy cars and frocks, but she seemed content to sit and stare. Soon enough, I found out she had a husband working long hours as a lawyer in London, that she read a lot, and that she was down here having a break in her parents’ house while they did up a place in Spain. I was determined to get it all out of her, just as soon as she left me a gap long enough to ask.




    With her, it was always a dive straight in to something else, usually to do with the past. I suspected she thought I’d had a rather different upbringing to the one I did have. Not all old ladies wore floral-patterned frocks on camomile lawns, I wanted to say, but I enjoyed answering her questions as best I could. Every so often I tried to tell her something bleak and real in the hope she’d see my life wasn’t all chandeliers and Shim Sham bands – well, none of it was – but she gobbled up every little detail about powdered egg in the war as though I was handing out spoonfuls of caviar.




    ‘You’re thirty-four,’ I told her. ‘You shouldn’t be talking about rations.’




    ‘I’m not talking, I’m listening,’ she replied.




    ‘You and me will get on like a house on fire then,’ I said, because the amount I was chopsing I must have been making up for the years I’d kept quiet.




    ‘I like people with memories,’ she told me one day. ‘I always get teary watching those brave old men marching on Remembrance Day.’




    ‘What’s the matter with you?’ I asked, though I had an idea. ‘You need to get out a bit more.’




    When Sarah first came in the house, she marvelled at the length of the hall, at the height of the ceiling, at the mosaic of tiles on the floor, at the picture rail, the cornices. Look at the banister, she said. Think of the hands over the years that have burnished this to such a shade of ginger.




    ‘I’ve got a romantic on my hands, have I?’ I said, leading her into the room where I spend most of my time.




    ‘I wish,’ she replied quietly, and I thought, Full marks for putting your foot in it, Ceci, because by then I suspected something was up with her marriage; thereafter I resolved not to go interfering in her life just because I hadn’t much of a one left myself.




    After Freda died, I went for days without speaking to anyone. I only ventured out in the dark, walking the pavements and looking in at front rooms, wondering how it would feel to be part of the family framed in the bay window beneath a big paper lampshade.




    I enjoyed those walks, the way the darkness turned down the volume on the day’s glare. Everyone was inside. In summer you could always tell a Sunday night by the soap suds around the tyres of squeaky-clean cars and the faint peppery whiff of garden fires. You might spot a fox, looking so spindly and prehistoric, rush across the road, or curtains being drawn just as you walked by. I started to see why Freda went on her night-time treks, though the two of us used to row something chronic about her going off without saying. Even in winter she’d be away for a couple of hours, coming back through the door with cold skin and eyes so red they looked peeled. I never went with her. People aren’t together all the time, she’d tell me. Stop following me from room to room. I used to think it was the walking that finished her off and I’d wish she had listened to me.




    That’s what I used to think.




    ‘We’re having a bit of space from each other,’ Sarah said, when I couldn’t help dropping in whether her husband would be down at the weekend. She gave me a look as though I wouldn’t understand and she didn’t want to explain.




    ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Well, that’s a precious form of loving, isn’t it? Giving each other the space to be.’




    It’s a heck of a shaky balance, I thought to myself, working away at making sure both of you are happy in a marriage – or a friendship, for that matter – without upsetting the applecart, though I didn’t say anything. Not then anyway.




    She was the first in a long time to come inside my control centre, where I have my computer on a desk pushed up to the window, and a real fire in the grate to warm my back. There’s not much beyond that, just two easy chairs tilted towards the telly in the corner, a small table and a Welsh dresser on the side wall – How lovely, Ceci, the original one! – filled with my books because I’ve done a bit of studying in my time.




    That first March afternoon it was dark – I see now I was silly not to have got a good desk lamp, though the doctor says that wouldn’t have made a difference – but the room was as warm as a car left all day in the sun. I felt such a fool when I tripped and almost went over.




    ‘Oh, and a step down into the room, doesn’t that make it cosy?’ Sarah said, as I straightened myself up before she got close enough to give me a hand.




    ‘Yes,’ I replied. ‘To keep me on my toes.’




    One thing I will say is the girl didn’t like to come empty-handed. That’s a nice attribute to have, I think, always arriving with something in your hands. You don’t see many people wear gloves these days either, so I noticed hers straight away – duck-egg blue wool with a navy velvet trim around the wrist – and I remember thinking we had a bit of a lady here, on the quiet.




    The first time she brought biscuits she asked, ‘You don’t mind if I dunk, do you?’ We looked at the biscuit as it came back up out of her tea.




    ‘See it quivering, Ceci?’ she said.




    When Freda died I thought I’d never smile again.




    ‘Down the hatch!’ I replied, dipping my own. I liked the way she shed her gloves and dug her nail into the plastic packet to split open the biscuits. There was no hesitation.




    ‘I hope you’re getting some goodness down you too,’ I told her one day, because that’s all we seemed to be doing, eating the biscuits and cakes she was making and carrying round in a tin with an ice-skating scene on its lid.




    ‘Oh yes, Ceci,’ she told me. ‘There are apples and broad beans and carrots and all sorts of other things on the horizon. Why don’t you come and see my vegetable patch?’




    ‘Sounds like you’re bedding in for good.’




    ‘I’m looking forward to having apples with leaves on their stems in the fruit bowl.’




    ‘Never mind the fruit bowl,’ I replied. ‘You make sure you get up to London to see that husband of yours before you forget what he looks like.’




    The girl – it took me a while to call her Sarah, but she called me Ceci all the time – thought this place was one of those funny little seaside towns that’d seen better days, the kind of faded resort with cafés serving ice-cream sundaes in long thick glasses, a place where nothing ever happened. I had a smile at that.




    What are you talking about, I’d say to her. Look at the fairy-lit seafront and all these streets busy with trees and Blue Lias houses, and that quaint railway station that hasn’t changed in years. Look at the beach with its giant firefly circles of light at night from the fishermen’s lamps – you won’t get that in your city, and we’d both laugh. It isn’t the best by day, I agree. Lots of pebbles and mucky-looking water when the tide is up, and a rusting pier that’s like a lot of the town’s inhabitants – on its last legs.




    ‘Think of that lovely library with its clock tower,’ I said once, and that became another of our jokes.




    ‘You and your library,’ she replied. ‘Come out with me if you think this place is so great. Let’s go out on the town.’




    I was horrified. I’m in my eighties. ‘Get off,’ I said. ‘Where were you thinking?’




    ‘Let’s go for a pizza at the Italian place on the front.’




    So one evening she picked me up in the car and we motored down to the prom. I’d run an iron over my best white blouse and wore it with black slacks. I put the amber bead necklace Freda gave me for my seventieth to my neck but I couldn’t fasten the catch and left it behind on the dressing table.




    The place was packed, but we got a table by the window, just the road between us and the sea which was high that night and seemed almost to lap onto the pier. The water can come up onto the pavement – something to do with the moon and the tides, I’ve been told – and if you’re there to see it, then it looks so strange and frightening: all these great waves of dirty, salty water heaving over the promenade railings and lunging at the café windows.




    Don’t let the pier and the ice-cream seller, nor the restaurants and the Yacht Club fool you. That stretch of water has the second highest tidal range in the world and it ain’t shy of taking lives.




    That night – we’ve been twice since – we had a pizza between us and talked about I don’t know what: post-natally depressed women being put in asylums, biscuits only coming in tins at Christmas and whether Cadbury’s Old Jamaica was still going.




    I remember Sarah looking round at the tables of families with kids and saying in a sad sort of voice, ‘Think of the children going home and being tucked up in little attic rooms with cosy sloping ceilings.’ She talked as though everyone lived in a tall thin house straight out of Mary Poppins.




    ‘You’ve got all that to come,’ I said, and left it at that because she didn’t reply, though her appetite for questions never let up. What’s a tea dance, Ceci? Did you play hopscotch when you were a child? Was there ever a hat shop in the town?




    So I can’t say I didn’t know that when I put out the photo on the Welsh dresser, it would be the first thing she noticed the next time she came round. I set it just back from the corner too, and in any case it’s the kind of picture that stands out, not least because it’s the only one in the house. I haven’t got that many bits – Freda hated things lying about – just a bowl of onyx eggs I used to collect and warm in my hands when we were watching the telly. I still find it so relaxing.




    ‘Who’s this, if you don’t mind me asking?’ Sarah said, as I knew she would. The girl didn’t disappoint, she went straight for it, like a rat to a bin bag.




    ‘I love her long-legged bathing suit, not like today’s skimpies.’ She picked it up to pore over. ‘Is it you, Ceci?’




    I tried imagining what Sarah was seeing. She’d got me going a bit with her pointing at things, with all of her questions and wanting answers, always after a touch of something else and more. I told myself I was putting it out for her as much as anything. I could tell the girl was lonely and looking for something to take her mind off things.




    Well, I knew she’d see that it was an old photo, that much was obvious, being black-and-white and so grainy, and it doubtless looked far older to her than it did to me. And what about the young girl in it wearing a bathing suit, one of those old-fashioned styles that look so sturdy and prim now swimwear is no bigger than a thumbprint? Sarah would look at the costume, I was sure, with her interest in clothes and hats and tippets and brooches and going to jumble sales and charity shops and picking things out of skips on the road.




    I reckoned she’d like the bathing suit, all-in-one with long legs to it, like shorts that come down over the thigh, and big thick straps at the top to be sure everything’s safely up and in. I’ve seen similar outfits in films with girls and boys running from a row of brightly coloured beach huts, and I’ve a fancy this kind of costume might have been popular in white and navy stripes, perhaps with a little red bow on the collar . . . but anyway, I’m starting to sound like Sarah.




    This girl’s outfit is black and the rubber swimming cap hanging from her hand is white – cream, maybe, you can’t tell with the old photos. She looks stout enough, her bare feet on a beach of grey pebbles with what looks like the side of a cliff in the background. Her hair is dark, in a bob that comes to a point on either side of her mouth, she has a pretty, curvy face and dark eyes, as milky brown as chocolate pennies, I’d say, though that might be a bit of poetic what-have-you.




    It’s an old image from an age gone by, but the funny thing is I’ve seen black-and-white shots just like it in the fancy greetings cards shop in town. They made me stop and stare and pick them quickly from the shelf, I can tell you, but it’s never been the same girl as this one. Of course not. This one’s been all but wiped off the face of the earth. I’ve a feeling that happens to a number of women ahead of their time.




    Anyway, I did ask the woman in the card shop what’s all this then, with all the old things coming back in fashion? Retrochic, she told me. Oh, I said, I’m old – does that make me retro-chic? She didn’t even crack her face and out I went, thinking, It may take me five minutes to get off the bus but I’m more with-it than you, dear. The birthday cards they had in there ended at seventy too.




    ‘No, it isn’t me,’ I told Sarah, picking one of the dog’s hairs off my slacks pointedly, as if I was removing the topic from the conversation. ‘That dog’s hairs get everywhere.’




    I regretted putting the photo out now. What possessed me? Beyond an urge to come clean, I was in something of a hurry and got carried away wondering where the girl’s appetite for information might lead.




    ‘She’s very pretty,’ Sarah said. ‘A swimmer. Is that our beach in the background? I wonder if she was meant to look at the camera.’




    It had taken me a while to work out what I made of her expression, the girl in the photo, not least because these days I need to look twice at anything to get much of a picture. She’s not smiling, this young girl, and you’d expect a girl to smile, having a photo taken back then when it was such a novelty, wouldn’t you? I’d say it’s almost as though she doesn’t know the camera is there, that she’s off somewhere else with that faraway look.




    ‘Perhaps she had her own ideas about things,’ I said. Then, quickly, ‘That’s enough of your questions. That dog looks as though he could do with a walk.’




    I must have sounded like Freda, with my gruffness. Freda wasn’t one for questions, or answers. Too much gossip in this place, she’d say. Small-town mentality, she’d call it – but then she did spend a lot of time away and it must have been awfully difficult coming back here after all she had done and all she had been through.
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    Ida Gaze was the only swimmer waiting at the pool for the first race to begin.




    As the townsfolk poured through the turnstiles for the 1928 Annual Gala, red, white and blue pennants crisscrossing the turquoise waters of the seafront lido fluttered noisily in the salty breeze.




    On normal summer days, the pool was scattered with splashing bodies as though they’d been tipped, kicking like newborns, from a giant’s sack, but today it was empty, stretching before Ida like a vast tray of blue jewels rippling and glinting.




    The cement edge was cool and gritty beneath her feet. Her black Wolsey costume felt as snug as the submarine cap on her head.




    When a small cloud slid onto the high white-gold sun, two tiny points appeared on her chest and Ida folded her arms. Her tanned skin was covered in goose bumps.




    ‘Golf balls,’ she mouthed at Freda who was sitting on her left, and the two of them laughed. No doubt someone in the crowd was watching, just as they’d probably seen Ida squat clumsily so she could yank at her new bathing suit riding up between her legs. People didn’t miss a trick in this town, according to her father, but nobody would know what golf balls meant, only Freda.




    On both sides, the packed benches bobbed with cloches, flat caps, Homburgs, and straw boaters trimmed with stripy silver bands picked out by the June sun. There was even a bowler hat.




    The town’s galas were always an occasion, but the lido was a spectacle in itself. With its curved white walls and blue railings, it was as handsome as a grand ocean liner docked for good on the headland of this small seaside town.




    It was the largest, bluest pool in Wales with the sky stretching forever as its ceiling. It took your breath away, it really did, a great spearmint oblong that smelled of chlorine though the water was pumped in from the sea. There were rows of changing rooms for ladies and gentlemen that arched each side like white crescent moons, and a small paddling area for the children with a stone dolphin in the middle, its mouth spouting water.




    The Girls’ 50 Yards couldn’t be far off starting, but the others were still standing on the grassy slope, looking over at Ida with their hands to their mouths, no doubt discussing what Maeve Cawley, the Ladies’ Swimming Club captain, had just said.




    ‘Your swimming could take you far,’ she’d told Ida as the girls filed out of the cubicles.




    ‘How far?’ Ida asked, tightening the strap on her cap. She knew she was in good shape. Enough people had commented on how she didn’t stay out of the water, swimming every night after school until dusk.




    ‘What year were you born?’




    ‘Nineteen hundred and twelve.’




    ‘That’s the year Irene Steer, who came from Cardiff, won a gold medal at the Olympics in Stockholm.’




    The others had been limbering up, shaking out firm arms and legs the sun had turned a healthy milky caramel, but listening all the same.




    ‘Where’s Stockholm?’ asked Ida. ‘I was thinking more of Weston-super-Mare.’




    She’d meant it as a joke, and though Maeve had smiled, some of the girls looked at each other as if to say who was Ida Gaze to think she might swim the Bristol Channel.




    Ida looked beyond the lido’s railings, at the dangerous grey waters which separated Wales from England. Men with muscles like prize marrows were always trying to swim from the town’s beach to Weston and being hauled out of overpowering currents halfway. Nobody had done it and nobody thought anyone – let alone a girl – would ever get to the other side.




    She turned back to the pool. The crowd was clapping the Gala Committee chairman, who held a loudspeaker and a starting gun. The others moved to their lanes around her.




    ‘Go for it,’ Freda had whispered, before she went to sit down. She’d stopped going in the water some time ago because she wouldn’t wear a bathing costume.




    ‘Why?’ Ida asked her.




    ‘Because of these,’ Freda said, pointing at her breasts. ‘They’re growths. I loathe them, they’re like golf balls.’




    ‘We’re nearly sixteen. There’d be something wrong if we didn’t have them.’




    ‘People would think there was something wrong with me,’ Freda replied, ‘however I was.’




    Sometimes there was no point in arguing with Freda. She was touchy, that’s the word people used about her. Oddball was another, but Ida would always be friends with Freda. She noticed things, and understood things nobody else did. She loved animals and birds and wearing baggy trousers, and hated housecraft lessons as much as Ida did. None of the other girls seemed to think it a waste of time cleaning windows with newspaper dipped in vinegar, but Freda had thrown her sodden ball at the wall and run off, saying she felt sick.




    Ida dropped her head, toes curving over the edge of the pool, braced for the quiet then the start gun. All that mattered was the crack and they were off! It was the same every time she went in the water, her desire to get to the end as fast as she could.




    She would win for her parents, who hadn’t turned up, and for Freda who helped her train, sitting on the beach with a stopwatch every night, shouting out the time it took Ida to swim between the pier and the Yacht Club causeway.




    At the pool’s end, Ida turned from left to right as the other heads came in behind. She had done it. Freda stood with two fingers in her mouth and let out a whistle as loud as a shrieking train.




    After her last race, there were cheers and shouts as she raised herself from the pool. Pulling off her hat, Ida felt a hand on her back and heard the words, ‘Well done.’ She had come first in everything and was to be crowned the Gala Princess.




    ‘It’s down to Freda Voyle,’ she told the crowd after the chairman handed over her medal, a silver disc engraved with the words Gala Princess 1928.




    As she held the small chrome circle in the air, Ida’s towel slipped from her shoulders and there was a flash like sunlight hitting a looking glass as the town’s photographer took a shot of the winner.




    ‘If it wasn’t for Freda coming to the beach with me every night,’ she shouted, ‘I don’t think I’d have done this. Thank you, Freddie!’




    The wind was getting up. People had hands on their hats as they turned to look at Freda, who was rolling her eyes.




    ‘What’s the matter with you today?’ Freda mouthed. ‘Can’t you keep your mouth shut?’




    But Ida thought she seemed secretly pleased and clapped her all the more, and then everyone started applauding Ida again until she bent to pick up her towel and bowed off the small stage erected at the side of the pool.




    The Gala finale was a synchronised display by the Ladies’ Swimming Club. ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ the captain shouted at each pose the girls struck in the water. ‘We give you the Submarine! The Porpoise! The Swan!’




    As it came to a close, the girls formed a circle, holding hands and frantically treading water, with Ida in the centre. She looked around at the wide faces, narrow faces, eyelashes stuck with water, black straps on bronzed clavicles, all coming towards her, until the next thing she knew, she was being raised in the air by a mass of hands.




    ‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ called Maeve Cawley to the applauding crowd. ‘We give you the Gala Princess!’




    Later, as the girls filed down the aisle between the two rows of changing rooms, Maeve called for quiet.




    ‘I know the club was formed with the competitive spirit in mind,’ she said, ‘but I am pleased to see a sporting atmosphere has prevailed and you are all keen to congratulate Ida on her success.’




    ‘Three cheers for the Gala Princess,’ a voice shouted.




    ‘Hear, hear, hip hip,’ said another.




    As the group chorused ‘hooray’ three times, Ida blushed. They were such a nice lot.




    Maeve turned to Ida. ‘What’s next?’ she said. ‘The Channel?’




    ‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ Ida replied, hearing the quiet around her. One of the girls rubbed her arm. In the shade of the changing rooms it could seem suddenly chilly.




    ‘I do.’ It was Freda, coming round the end of the row in grubby white trousers and a pale blue fine-knit top.




    ‘Of course you will swim the Channel,’ Freda went on as the girls moved off, caps swinging from the straps in their hands.




    ‘Oddball,’ a voice said as wooden slatted doors swung open and closed – bang bang bang – and everyone disappeared into their favourite cubicles.




    Inside the changing room, Freda plonked herself on the small bench at the back and handed Ida her towel.




    ‘What did you have to go and say that for?’ Ida asked, stepping out of her bathing suit.




    Freda was studying her sand-shoes as Ida rubbed herself down.




    ‘Just because of the way people are,’ Freda replied. ‘Giving those looks as though we’re making things up.’




    ‘Living in cloud-cuckoo-land,’ said Ida, trying to take off her father, but it was Freda who was the mimic. She could do all the teachers. Once she’d called across the quadrangle to the Headmistress in the Scottish accent of the history teacher. ‘Och, Miss Casling dear, you have your skirt tucked into your slip and we have a pretty picture-postcard view of your wee undergarments.’




    Ida put a finger to her lips. ‘Sssh,’ she whispered. ‘Listen.’




    From the gap above and below the saloon doors came voices.




    ‘I think Ida Gaze will swim the Channel,’ said Ivy Gerrish.




    ‘She will be the first ever,’ called Nellie Marsh.




    ‘The newspapers will come from London,’ Ivy replied.




    ‘That’s because they don’t believe a girl can do it,’ Nellie yelled. ‘And I for one hope Ida Gaze does.’




    Freda grimaced. ‘Why do people do that?’ she asked. ‘Talk as though we’re not there? My Aunt Sylvia is the same, always coming round asking my mother what I’m doing with myself as though I’m not in the room.’




    ‘Oh heck,’ said Ida, as several pairs of bare feet appeared outside their cubicle and the doors were pushed open. Bella Pertwee, her least favourite member of the Swimming Club, put her head through the gap.




    ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Is it true?’




    ‘Is what true?’ Ida asked, holding her towel in front of her naked body with the bottom covering her feet.




    ‘Keep your beak out,’ said Freda, pushing her foot at the door. ‘Literally.’




    ‘It’s you that said it, Freda Voyle.’ Bella’s voice was friendly enough, the kind of teasing it would be easy to say was joshing if the club captain appeared.




    ‘Then why do you doubt it?’ Freda’s temper flared quickly if she thought people were being tricky and unkind.




    Ida heard herself say, ‘If you’re on about me swimming the Channel, then of course it’s true.’




    ‘Well, I hope you’ll be putting your costume on to do it,’ Bella replied, before disappearing. As the cubicle doors swung back together, Freda kicked her foot out angrily.




    ‘Leave it, Freddie,’ Ida said. ‘They’re only having a bit of fun.’




    ‘Only a bit of fun,’ came Bella’s fading voice. ‘Is that what they call it?’




    Shaking her head, Freda pulled a paper bag of coconut strips from her pocket and offered it to Ida.




    ‘You’re not really going to swim the Channel, are you?’ she asked.




    There were endless stories of lives taken by the Severn Sea. Seven people in a pilot boat from Somerset swamped. Sixty soldiers drowned. Men who failed to swim it talked of being lucky to come away with their lives.




    ‘I’ll have to now,’ Ida replied, ‘or they really will think we’re always making things up.’




    The place was empty by the time Ida and Freda emerged from the changing rooms.




    As they stood at the pool’s edge, Freda reached for Ida’s hand. The day had grown long enough for the water to seem cold and uninviting and the lido far less sparkling.




    Beyond the railings, the Channel stretched eleven miles to England. In the middle of the water, there was an island, Flat Holm, from where the first wireless communication across water was transmitted in 1897.




    ‘Do you remember that lesson about Marconi and his message?’ Ida asked, as they pushed through the turnstile. It was queer to think school would be over for good soon enough.




    ‘“Are you ready?” –That’s what it was.’




    ‘I’m ready,’ Freda replied, but Ida was gazing at the perilous waters. I’ve done it now, she was thinking. Or rather, that’s just it – I haven’t done it yet.
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    Though the results of the Gala had yet to be published in the town’s newspaper, word had already reached the Gaze household that Ida intended to swim the Channel.




    Back from the lido, Ida stood in the half-light of the hallway listening to her parents in the front room.




    ‘What’s wrong with her,’ Mrs Gaze asked, ‘in the water all the time like that? Where’s she got this from now, about swimming the Channel?’




    ‘Cloud-cuckoo-land,’ Mr Gaze replied. ‘The girl’s living in cloud-cuckoo-land and still no sign of a job.’




    If Mother mentions Gladys Baker, I may have to say something, Ida thought. Gladys’s family was stumping up twenty-five pounds for her to become an apprentice hairdresser. She would be paid half a crown a week, and fifteen shillings when she became an improver, which meant you had someone else do the shampooing.




    The Gazes’ terrace was on a hill overlooking the Docks where ships brought tea and sugar and bananas from the other side of the world, but the house always seemed so weary and disappointed, as though it had held its breath for something to happen and nothing had.




    Beyond the open front door, the late-summer evening seemed a mile wide with possibility. On the pavement, children jumped over a rope they had tied to a lamp-post. A hopscotch pebble skittled across the flagstones and the sssht of small feet quickened.




    ‘I see Gladys Baker is turning into a proper little lady and has got herself set up as a hairdresser,’ said Mrs Gaze.




    Oblivious to her daughter standing at the door with her arms folded, Ida’s mother caught up her pink knitting which never grew wider than a finger width. She hadn’t been the same since Ida’s baby sister, Maud, died of a fever five years ago and was taken away in a hearse pulled by two black horses with white frills on their feet.




    ‘And then there’s that Freda girl,’ she went on. ‘I say girl, but . . . I’m amazed at her parents letting her go about the place like that, in those trousers, with that wild streak to her, and always so dirty.’




    Mr Gaze looked up from his book, one of the Everyman Classics collection he’d bought from a door-to-door salesman who’d told him the covers were leather when they weren’t.




    ‘Shall I have a word with the girl’s parents?’ he said.




    Ida’s father knew that Freda, who was being taught golf by her Uncle Jack, was picking up golf balls in the fields next to the club and selling them back to the original owners. Walter Gaze needed two members of the club to nominate him for membership.




    ‘She’s a queer one, that’s what she is, and turning Ida the same way too.’




    ‘Winifred!’ Mr Gaze said, sounding as though he was trying to restrain a belch. Her mother looked up as Ida walked in.




    ‘I want a word with you, young lady,’ her father said.




    ‘Young lady,’ Mrs Gaze murmured. ‘Where?’




    Both her parents were quick-witted, but not in an amusing way. Having a go at Ida seemed to be the only time they talked to each other. She’d come to think of the two of them as a pair of brackets with nothing in between.




    ‘Hello, Mother, I won all my heats and was given a medal. I’m the Gala Princess.’




    Mrs Gaze’s face was aghast as Ida held up the disc. Thanks to the salty pool water, her daughter’s long dark curls had expanded to a vast triangle.




    ‘Where’s your locket?’ she asked. Ida had been given it last birthday, a locket with a lock of her dead sister’s hair locked inside, and it had bounced up and down on the bone in Ida’s chest as she took the Corpus Christi Walk.




    ‘Upstairs, safe under my pillow,’ Ida replied, and her heart shrank a little at her mother’s face sagging with relief and despair. She worried in case Mrs Gaze thought she didn’t care, that she carried on with her life, swimming and winning things, as though Maud didn’t matter; but Ida missed the baby’s packed jelly limbs and her tiny seashell nails, and the way her head topped her body like a big rosy apple she wanted to smell and kiss all the time. Mr Gaze had told her she wasn’t allowed to say so.




    Her father cleared his throat. ‘This swimming business,’ he said. ‘It’s getting out of hand.’




    ‘I’d like to know who told you when I don’t really know myself,’ Ida replied.




    ‘I don’t know where this girl’s come from,’ Mrs Gaze murmured. ‘Why can’t she be more like Gladys Baker?’




    ‘About my Channel swim, Father,’ Ida said. ‘Who was it?’




    ‘Gladys comes from such a nice musical family,’ Mrs Gaze went on.




    Gladys was a member of Madame Treharne’s Temperance Choir, an army of children who travelled to Crystal Palace by coach to sing in formation.




    ‘She’s certainly got the hump tonight,’ said Mr Gaze, looking straight ahead at the picture of The Holy Sepulchre hanging over the empty fireplace. The other two hanging on the dark green walls were The Mount of Olives and Nazareth.




    ‘As if I want to flap a large white handkerchief around while I sing “Nymphs and Shepherds”,’ Ida said. ‘Don’t you think I might be a little old for all that, Mother? I leave school soon. I might even get wed!’




    ‘I’d like to know who to.’ Mrs Gaze pulled one of her faces.




    ‘Ida, that’s enough,’ said Mr Gaze, but his wife was off again, her needles clicking crossly in time to the clock on the mantel set between two brass shells from the war.




    ‘They’re a nice harmonious family, the Bakers,’ she said.




    ‘Her father sits in the corner playing his violin while Gladys and her brother blow on paper wrapped round combs,’ Ida replied.




    Walter Gaze stood from the table.




    ‘Right, that’s it.’ He sounded nervous but firm. ‘I’ve had enough of this. You’re off down west.’




    ‘But, Father, I need to practise for my swim.’




    Ida already had her training planned. Back and forth on the beach until dusk, and an hour or so before school at the lake in the grounds of the old house that belonged to a ship owner who’d died. The place was empty after the rest of the family had gone to live in Jamaica.




    ‘I’ll give you swim,’ said Mr Gaze. ‘I want you out of your mother’s hair. Two weeks with your Aunt Bess.’ He cocked a thumb up at the ceiling. ‘But for now, up to your room.’




    There was no point in arguing. She was off to West Wales. Every birthday was the same, as though it didn’t mark Ida being a year older, but was a reminder Maud was another year gone. It was this time of year she had died.




    ‘And I don’t want to hear another word about that Channel,’ he called, as Ida went up the stairs. ‘It’s time you grew up and got yourself a living, my girl, or you’ll end up like that crone with her feet in the water.’




    Ida knew who he meant. There was an old woman who washed in the canal and was known as She-Him because she’d never married, wore men’s old suit trousers and had hairs all over her chin.




    On the landing, Ida glanced across at her parents’ room where on top of the wardrobe squatted the black hat with a trail of black ribbons that her mother had worn the day her sister was buried. Just because poor Maud died doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have a life. That’s what Freda said, but Freda never accepted adults knew better.




    Ida went straight to her bedroom window, hoisted up the sash and climbed out. She half-clung, half-slid down the drainpipe. Then it was onto the side wall, up onto the roof of the coal shed and over the back wall into the alley.




    ‘Open sesame!’ she called when she knocked on the Voyles’ front door, and Freda’s father shouted, ‘Password, please!’




    In the hall, Mr Voyle gave a small bow as Banjo the dog barked from the back room.




    ‘In you come, little mermaid,’ he said. ‘The menace is up in her room.’




    ‘You took your time,’ Freda said from the bed when Ida knocked and went in. The place reeked of cigarettes.




    ‘You’re right about this town,’ Ida said, stretching out alongside her. ‘Everyone already knows I’m doing the swim.’




    ‘I don’t know about that.’ Freda was holding a cigarette over a small plate on her bedside cabinet. Smoking was her new hobby.




    ‘What do you mean?’




    ‘I expect everyone knows you won’t.’




    ‘Freddie! Thanks for the support.’




    ‘What I mean is,’ Freda said, ‘they think they know a girl can’t do it.’




    Ida was hoping Freda would say that though the toughest of fishermen called the Channel cruel and treacherous, and though people were always drowning when their boats turned over in the currents, Ida would succeed in swimming it.




    ‘I thought we could train on the beach every night and go to our lake every morning – a bit more private, you know, with the Bathing House,’ Ida said.




    She knew Freda loved it when they lay on the floor of the Bathing House, an old peeling building you reached by way of a line of huge boulders that stretched from the bank of the lake to the island in its middle. The two of them went there on summer nights, crossing the stepping stones with a lantern held high. There was a glass dome through which you could see the sky. It was one of their favourite things, lying listening to the owls’ cries with the tall green-black trees around them, the abandoned house beyond, and Ida imagining aloud all the people who had hung their clothing on the hooks that ran along one of the painted tongue and groove walls.




    ‘Will you help me, Freddie?’




    Freda wiggled into the bed, like a hand settling into clay to make a firm print. As she pushed her hand under Ida’s neck, the candle on the bedside cabinet flickered as though fighting a sigh. Freda blew out a mouthful of smoke.




    ‘I wasn’t aware I had a choice,’ she replied, turning away to stub out the cigarette.




    ‘What happens if your mother comes in?’ Ida asked.




    ‘What happens if she doesn’t?’




    The room was dark and warm and safe from the silence brooding outside in the streets and houses of the small town. They were close, they were the best of friends, but Ida worried that Freda thought they felt exactly the same about things when perhaps they didn’t.




    Freda turned back so they were ear to ear on the pillow.




    ‘I’ve got something to ask you too,’ she said, her voice suddenly full of seriousness.




    ‘What’s that?’ Ida looked at her uneasily. The tips of their noses were touching.




    ‘Why can’t you be more like Gladys Baker?’




    Freda had Mrs Gaze’s voice to a tee and Ida laughed so hard they had to pull the covers over them in case Freda’s parents should hear, though Mrs Voyle was very fond of Ida and said she kept her daughter on the straight and narrow.




    ‘You know the drill,’ Ida said. It was sweltering. The day had reached a crusty stage, like the bubbling surface of a creamy pudding already burned around the edges. Each blade of grass on the little front lawn curved like a sigh. A bird’s late-afternoon lullaby sounded sweet and sad.




    Freda nodded. Every Sunday she stood look-out, but she knew things would change. With school nearly over, Freda’s form mistress, Mrs Button, had told her she could make something of her life despite everything. You’re bright enough to become a nurse, Freda Voyle, she said. You won’t make a doctor, but you are perfectly capable of being a nurse.




    I don’t have to do anything just because someone tells me I must, Freda kept saying.




    Ida liked English and history lessons and telling stories, but when she wasn’t able to point out Persia on his new globe, Mr Gaze had said she’d be lucky to get something in a sweet shop.




    Freda waited on the pavement under the shade of the tree, standing with her two long feet together, her bare arms pink in the heat, her fists clenched.




    Inside the house, Ida looked through the gap between the open door and the frame of her father’s new study. Mr Gaze had returned from his club barely able to walk and his wife was no doubt upstairs having her usual lie-down.




    She moved slowly, telling herself that if she didn’t tread on the darker bits of the floorboards, where the sun wasn’t shining, her father wouldn’t wake.




    The desk, the books, his newspapers were as warm and dry as the dust that danced in the sunlight like bubbles in Sarsaparilla, but Walter Gaze was like a man dipped in beer and laid out to dry. Moist air blew from his perfectly round nostrils. His jacket seemed to crouch on the floor, its grey lining darker round the armpits. His stomach rose and fell.
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