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To all the readers who have written such lovely
letters to me.
They are much appreciated.


Dear Readers,

Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear, you’ll definitely need two boxes of tissues for this book. I did. But I think you’ll love the story and the characters who are warm, friendly and funny, just like yourselves. Happy reading and take care.

Love

Joan


Chapter One

‘Only another two weeks and you start your holidays, George.’ Ann Richardson rested her knife and fork to glance across the table to where her husband sat. ‘I was wondering whether we could afford a few days away? It would be a break for the children, because their seven weeks’ holiday from school seems never-ending with them having nothing to fill their time.’

‘I think we could manage a few days, love, if we tighten our belts.’ George was a handsome man of forty-two. Tall and well built, he had a thick mop of black hair, a moustache that was curled to a point at each end, a strong jaw and a set of even white teeth. He smiled now as he asked, ‘Would you like that, girls?’

‘Oh, yes, Dad!’ Maddy, twelve years of age, bounced up and down on her chair. She had inherited her father’s colouring and his enthusiasm for life. ‘It would be lovely, wouldn’t it, Tess?’ She turned in her chair and put a hand on her sister’s arm. ‘Wouldn’t it be exciting?’

Tess nodded, a faint smile covering her thin, pale face. ‘Yes, it would be lovely.’

‘We could go somewhere in the country, and the fresh air would put some colour in your cheeks.’ George looked fondly at the daughter who was a constant source of worry to him and his wife. She’d been sickly since the day she was born, and for years they’d consoled themselves by saying she’d grow out of it. But at ten years of age, she was so small and thin she could be taken for a child of eight. ‘You’d enjoy running in the fields and seeing the cows and sheep, wouldn’t you?’

‘Will Maddy be with me?’

‘Of course I will, you daft thing.’ Maddy put a protective arm across her sister’s shoulders. ‘You don’t think I’d let you go anywhere without me, do you?’

‘Will you eat your dinners before they go cold?’ Ann said, putting on a stern expression. ‘We can talk when we’ve finished eating and the dishes are washed.’

‘I don’t want any more, Mam,’ Tess said. ‘I’m full up.’

‘You’ve hardly eaten enough to feed a bird, so come on, get it down you.’ Ann could feel her husband’s eyes on her but didn’t look towards him. She knew he would say to leave the child alone if she didn’t want any more to eat, but that was the easy way out. If anyone needed feeding up, it was Theresa, and sometimes you had to be cruel to be kind. ‘I refuse to throw good food into the midden every night.’

Maddy leaned across to her sister’s plate and speared a potato. ‘Come on, Tess, eat this to please me.’ She held the fork near lips that were clamped tight. ‘Please?’

The one person Tess loved most in the whole world was her sister. And she’d do anything to please her. So she opened her mouth and sank her teeth into the potato. But within seconds she was balking, and clamping a hand across her mouth she dashed from the room out into the yard, where they could hear her being sick.

George sighed. ‘Why didn’t you just let her be? This happens every time you force her to eat more than her stomach can take.’

‘She has to eat to live! I will not stand by and watch our daughter starve herself to death. And that’s what is happening! Can’t you see that?’

‘I can see what’s happening right now, and vomiting her heart out will not improve her appetite.’ George pushed his plate away, his own appetite deserting him. ‘Maddy, will you go and see to your sister, please?’

Ann jumped to her feet. ‘Will you stop calling her Maddy? Her name is Madelaine. And I will see to Theresa myself.’ With a withering look she marched from the room, her back ramrod straight.

George caught the worried expression on his elder daughter’s face. ‘It’s all right, pet, nothing to get upset about.’

‘But I do worry about Tess, Dad, she always seems to be sick. She’s hardly ever in school and she’s miles behind the other children.’

‘When she’s at home she’s still learning, pet. Don’t forget your mother was a teacher in an infants’ school for three years before we got married. That’s many years ago, of course, and much water has flowed under the bridge since then. But when Tess is not at school, your mother does take her for lessons each day.’

Maddy lowered her head. She wouldn’t like to be taught by her mother because she was too strict. And the girl often thought the reason for her sister being sick so much was because she was scared. Her mother expected more from her than she was capable of. ‘I could help Tess with reading and sums, but I’m not allowed to.’

Her father smiled. ‘I’m sure your mother knows you mean well, pet, but she is more experienced than you.’

Maddy would have kept her mouth closed now, believing she’d said enough. But she could hear her mother in the kitchen telling Tess to rinse her mouth out, and the voice sounded more like a teacher’s than a mother’s. So Maddy dared to say, ‘Well, I’d rather be taught by a teacher than my mother. After all, you don’t have to live with the teacher.’

George looked surprised, then thoughtful. It was something that had never entered his head, but perhaps the child had a point. So when his wife ushered Tess in, he took more interest in the behaviour of both than he normally would.

‘I think the best place for you is bed,’ Ann told the shivering girl. And there was no sympathy in her voice, she was just stating what she intended to happen. ‘Run upstairs and get undressed. And for heaven’s sake, try not to be sick in the bed.’

Perhaps it was Maddy’s words that caused George to see his wife through the eyes of her children. She was two years younger than him, of medium height, still quite slim, and she carried herself well, shoulders always squared, never slumped. Her mousy-coloured hair was combed away from her face and plaited into a bun at the nape of her neck. It was a severe style, making her appear haughty, but she’d worn it like that for as long as George had known her, so he couldn’t imagine her any other way. She didn’t have much sense of humour, nor did a smile come easily to her face, but he was used to that. It hadn’t stopped him falling head over heels in love with her all those years ago, and he still loved her dearly. But was it possible that a child as fragile as Tess would feel intimidated by her, even though she was her mother?

‘No, leave her be.’ George held his arms wide. ‘Come here, pet, and I’ll give you a cuddle to warm you up.’ Holding the girl close, he rocked gently to and fro, until the shivering had stopped. Then he looked up at his wife. ‘Make some bread and milk for her, love, with plenty of sugar sprinkled on the top. With a bit of luck she might keep it down.’

There was a hot retort on Ann’s lips, but it remained unspoken when she saw the look on her husband’s face that told her he would brook no argument.

‘You sit on my knee, pet, and I’ll feed you like I did when you were a toddler.’ Ignoring the disapproving looks thrown his way, George slowly spoon-fed his daughter. And feeling warm, contented and safe in his arms, Tess took in spoonful after spoonful until the dish was empty. ‘Well I never!’ George feigned surprise. ‘Has all that gone down your tummy, sweetheart?’

Tess smiled. She had enjoyed the bread and milk, it had gone down easy. But better still, her father looked really pleased with her. ‘I’m a good girl, aren’t I, Dad?’

‘You’re always a good girl, pet.’ George kept a smile on his face even though he was feeling sad inside. She was ten years of age, but she didn’t speak as a ten-year-old. Like her body, her mind hadn’t matured. And it wasn’t as though they’d neglected her. Ann had taken her to the doctor’s many times, only to be told that while she was a frail child, and probably always would be, the doctor could find nothing wrong with her. No reason for her to be physically or mentally slow. But there had to be a reason, and it was up to him and Ann to find out what it was. ‘And you know your mam and dad love you very much.’ He caught the sadness in his wife’s eyes. ‘We do, don’t we, love?’

‘Of course we do!’ Endearments didn’t come easy to Ann because she’d grown up in a house where affection was never openly shown. She had been taught to be obedient, never to answer back, and often reminded that children should speak when they were spoken to. Her parents had loved her, she knew that, but words of love were never spoken, hugs and kisses never exchanged. ‘We love you dearly.’

‘And what about me?’ Maddy said, flinging her arms as wide as they’d go. ‘That’s how much I love you.’

Tess giggled. ‘I love you that much, but my arms aren’t as long as yours.’

George hugged her to him. ‘You can’t measure love in inches, pet, it’s in your heart. And when you know you’re loved, it makes you feel good inside, doesn’t it?’

Large hazel eyes stared up at him. ‘You won’t ever stop loving me, Dad, will you? Even if I can’t do my sums or joined-up writing?’

‘Scout’s honour, pet, I’ll never stop loving you, no matter what.’

‘You can do sums anyway!’ Maddy said with feeling. ‘You were watching me doing my homework last week, and you were quick to tell me when I made a mistake in my adding-up. If it hadn’t been for you I’d have got a cross by that sum.’

‘Is that true, Madelaine, or are you just making it up?’ Ann asked. ‘You’re not helping Theresa by telling lies for her, you know.’

‘I’m not telling lies! I was doing my homework at the table and Tess was sitting next to me, watching. You were in the kitchen getting the dinner ready, Mam.’ Maddy smiled at her sister. ‘I’m not telling lies, am I?’

Tess shook her head before drawing back into her father’s arms. She had to tell the truth because she loved her sister dearly and would never let her down. But she waited now for her mother to ask why she could get sums right for her sister but not for her. ‘They were only easy sums, though, Maddy, they weren’t hard ones.’ She was too frightened to add that there was no one standing over her while she did them, no one to reprimand or make her feel guilty if she got them wrong.

‘Let’s forget all about sums and talk about something more pleasant,’ George said. ‘Like the Richardson family going on holiday. How about that, eh?’

‘It would be great, Dad! All of my friends will be dead jealous.’ Maddy’s pretty face was agog. They’d never been on holiday before and the prospect was really exciting. ‘I won’t swank, though, ’cos that wouldn’t be nice, would it? So I’ll only tell my very best friends.’

‘Where would you like to go, the seaside or the country?’ George knew it would only be for a few days no matter where they went, because the money wouldn’t run to a whole week. But the two girls looked so happy he wasn’t going to say anything to take the shine out of their eyes.

‘We’ll go where Tess wants to go, shall we?’ Maddy said. ‘What do you think, Mam?’

‘I think we should let your father tell us what we could expect from a holiday by the seaside, or one in the country. And then you and Theresa can say which you prefer.’

Maddy’s long dark hair fanned her face as she leaned towards her father. ‘Go on, Dad, we’re all ears.’

He chuckled. How little it took to make children happy. ‘Well, you’ve been to the shore at Waterloo, and all seaside places are the same, with lots of sea and sand. There’d be plenty of fresh air, you could build sandcastles, paddle in the water with your dress tucked into your knickers, or even have a ride on a donkey.’

Maddy was beside herself with excitement. ‘That sounds lovely, doesn’t it, Tess? Just think, you and me riding on a donkey. We could have a race.’

‘Ooh, no, I might fall off.’ Tess shuddered at the thought. Then her hazel eyes widened at yet another possible fear. ‘And if we were paddling, a big wave might come along and carry us out to sea.’

‘You’d have none of those fears in the country, pet,’ George said. ‘It would be a nice gentle holiday, with plenty of fields and flowers, cows and sheep. And you’d see the high mountains rising up to touch the sky.’

Listening to her husband, Ann marvelled at his gentleness, and the ease with which he talked to their daughters. His childhood had been very different to her own, with easy-going parents who had filled their home with laughter and openly shown their love for their two children. George had never gone home without getting a kiss off his mother, even after he was married. And he treated his daughters as he and his older brother, Ken, had been treated, with love and tenderness. He was stroking Tess’s arm now, and although his work-worn hands were the size of shovels, his touch was as light as a feather. And the girl was looking up at him with admiration and love. Ann felt a familiar pang of envy as she wished she could find a way of throwing off the mantle of aloofness which she knew was standing between her and the girls. But the strict discipline with which she’d been reared, from her cradle to the day she’d married, was hard to cast away.

‘Ann!’ George raised his voice. ‘I’ve been talking to you, but you were miles away.’

‘I’m sorry, love, what did you say?’

‘I was telling the girls we could go on a picnic. Take some sandwiches and a bottle of lemonade, and find a nice spot where we could watch the sheep and cows grazing.’

‘That sounds lovely to me.’ Ann put as much enthusiasm into her voice as she could muster. ‘With a bit of luck we might even find a quiet spot with a stream running nearby.’

Tess smiled across at her sister. ‘That’s what I’d like, Maddy, but only if that’s what you’d like as well. If you’d rather go to the seaside, I wouldn’t mind.’

‘Why don’t we have a vote on it?’ George suggested. ‘Hands up those who want to go to the seaside.’ When not one hand was raised, he nodded with satisfaction. ‘The country wins by an overwhelming majority.’

‘Ooh, goody!’ Tess sat up straight on his knee. ‘When will we be going, Dad?’

‘When and where has to be decided yet, pet. I start my holidays in two weeks’ time, and I’m off for two weeks. So it will have to be within that time. I’ll start making some enquiries tomorrow, see if anyone in work can recommend a decent place. If not, I’ll slip down to our Ken’s tomorrow night. He and Millicent have been to a place in Wales a few times, and they said it’s a pretty village and the two children loved it.’

‘I’ll go in the morning, if you like,’ Ann said. ‘I know Ken will be at work, but Millicent should be in. She’ll have the name and address to write to, and the sooner it’s done the better. With all the factories being on holiday at the same time, chances are most of the bed-and-breakfast places will be booked up. So we don’t have a lot of time to spare.’

‘That’s an idea, love, if you don’t mind?’

‘It’s a good reason to get me out of the house. The weather’s so lovely, it’s a shame to stay in, and I’m sure Theresa would enjoy the trip out.’

‘You lucky thing!’ Maddy said. ‘I’ll be stuck in school all day while you’re out gallivanting! Roll on Friday, when we break up.’

‘You’ll be singing a different tune halfway through the long holiday,’ Ann said. ‘After a couple of weeks you’ll be bored stiff.’

‘Not this time, though, Mam, ’cos I’ve got a holiday to look forward to.’ Unlike most of her friends, Maddy loved school. She was popular with all the girls and teachers, and was always near top of the class in every subject except history, which she hated. ‘If we take a big bag, we might be able to bring a baa-lamb home with us. You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Tess?’

Her sister’s eyes rolled. ‘Ooh, I don’t know about that. I’ve never seen a lamb, only in books, so I don’t know if I’d like one.’ Her brows drew together. ‘What would we give it to eat, Maddy, and where would it sleep?’

‘It would eat all the scraps we leave, and it would sleep in bed with you.’

George’s chuckle was hearty when he saw the look on Tess’s face. ‘She’s pulling your leg, pet. Lambs live in fields, not in houses.’

‘And they certainly don’t sleep in my beds,’ Ann said, with mock severity. ‘The very idea! I’d spend my life cleaning up after it!’

‘That’s settled then,’ George declared. ‘No big bag, no baa-lamb. And I think that’s enough talking for tonight, it’s time you girls were in bed.’

‘Ah, ay, Dad!’ Maddy was too excited to go to bed. ‘Look how light it is out, we’d never be able to sleep.’

‘You heard what your dad said, so do as you’re told.’ As the words were leaving her lips, Ann was wishing she could take them back. With one sentence, she had wiped the smiles from her daughters’ faces. There was no need for it either, as George would have sent them to bed without it sounding like an order. She’d spoken out of habit, but it was a habit she had to get out of if she ever wanted to see the same love and trust in their eyes when they looked at her as there was when they looked at their father. ‘You can take your books with you,’ she said now, trying to make amends, ‘and read for a while.’

‘I’ve got a better idea,’ George told them. ‘Ask your mam for some paper and you can play teachers. Give each other simple sums to do, then mark them, just like a teacher does. How does that sound?’

Tess didn’t look very sure. ‘D’you mean Maddy will mark my sums, and no one else will see them?’

George ruffled her hair. ‘It’s only a game to pass the time, pet, you can tear the paper up afterwards if you like.’

A smile appeared. ‘Shall we do that, Maddy? I promise I won’t cane you if you get any wrong.’

Her sister nodded. ‘I’ve got a good idea. The one who gets the most sums wrong has to tell a story. It can be a fairy story out of one of our books, or a made-up one. Okay?’

Tess looked at her father and wagged a finger, asking him to lean closer. She whispered in his ear for a while, then George burst out laughing. ‘That’s very good, sweetheart. If Maddy takes my advice, she’ll make sure she wins so she can hear your story.’

‘That sounds great!’ Maddy’s infectious giggle rang out. ‘I’ll race you to the top of the stairs.’

‘Hang on a minute,’ George said. ‘What about our goodnight kiss?’

Maddy’s hand covered her mouth. ‘Ooh, er, sorry, Dad. It’s just that I can’t wait to hear this story.’ She hugged her father and kissed him. ‘Goodnight and God bless.’ Then she moved on to her mother, with Tess following on. ‘Goodnight and God bless, Mam.’

‘Don’t get into bed without washing your hands and faces,’ Ann said. ‘And fold your clothes neatly on the chair, not on the floor.’

Her words were lost in the mad scramble for the door. At least it appeared to be a mad scramble, but in reality it was Maddy waving her arms and laughing, as she pretended to try and beat Tess through the door. There was never any doubt that she would let her sister win.

‘It’s a wonder one of them didn’t fall and break their neck,’ Ann said, when they heard the girls running the water in the bathroom. Then she looked at her husband through narrowed eyes. ‘What on earth did Theresa whisper in your ear?’

‘Something that surprised me and made me wonder where we are going wrong with her. When she’s left to do something off her own bat, she’s got as much nous as any ten-year-old girl. I know that she’s not strong physically, but there’s not much wrong with her mind. If we could only find a way of encouraging her to open up, draw her out of her shell, I’m convinced she’d come on like a house on fire.’

‘George, if you tell me what she whispered in your ear, I’d know why you’re thinking what you are. So tell me.’

‘If she gets her sums wrong, and has to tell a story, she’s going to tell one about bringing a lamb home in a big bag. The lamb will be called Curly because all the ones she’s seen in books have curly wool. It can sleep on the couch, have its own chair at the table, its own knife and fork, and will be taught to use the toilet so you don’t have to clean up after it. And it can be taken for walks with a dog’s lead around its neck.’

‘That’s very good considering she made it up in a matter of minutes.’ Ann gazed down at her clasped hands. ‘George, am I holding her back? Am I too strict with her? If I am, I don’t mean to be. I just want to do what’s best for her.’

George patted the space next to him on the couch. ‘Come and sit here, love.’ When she was settled, he put an arm across her shoulders. ‘I know you love her and worry that she’ll never live a normal life. And I know you only want what’s best for her. But perhaps being a mother and a teacher to her isn’t the right way forward. You’re too close, and when she’s not in school, which is more often than not, she never has any time away from you. She worries that she can’t meet your expectations of her, and as I’ve just said, she is never away from you, so the worry is constant. I may be wrong, love, but I think we have to consider Tess’s interests and not our own. Let her develop at her own rate and see if that works.’

‘But how can she develop if she hasn’t any targets to aim for? Every child needs teaching, even if it’s only the very basics. She’ll never learn if she has nothing to learn from.’

‘You’ve tried the conventional way of teaching, and it hasn’t worked. Perhaps it would have done if she’d been attending school every day like Maddy, but there is no point in thinking what might have been. We need to go down every avenue until we find one that suits her. Because there is a way, love, it’s just finding it. Perhaps if we try it as a family, or treat it as a game? Anything we can think of, Ann, but we have to find that way. Tess is capable of far more than she’s showing at present, of that I’m sure. And I think we should consider allowing Maddy to help her more.’

Ann moved back to meet his eyes. ‘George, you can’t expect a twelve-year-old to teach a backward ten-year-old, it’s out of the question.’

‘Nothing is out of the question, love, not where our daughter’s concerned. And she’d be more likely to do things for Maddy because she idolises her. But instead of reading stories to her in bed at night, if Maddy set her a couple of easy sums it would be a start. I’m not saying she’d make great strides forward because that would take a miracle. But a couple of sums, getting harder each night, now that would be progress. She wants so much to make us proud of her, and worries because she thinks she’s a failure. I believe that is the cause of a lot of her health problems. And why she never has an appetite.’ George was conscious his wife might be hurt by what he was saying. She could take his words to mean she had failed their daughter. But it was better to be open than let things carry on as they were. ‘I’m not a clever man, love, and I might be talking through my hat. But let’s work together on this. Let me have a word with Maddy, and give it a trial for two weeks. Even if she only learns to write a short sentence, and gets a few sums right, it’ll be a start. She’ll enjoy that, I know she will. And if we find she seems better in herself, and her appetite improves, we can take it from there.’ He took her hand in his and gently squeezed it. ‘We’ve got to do what’s best for our daughter, love, no matter what it takes.’

‘Yes, I know, and I’ll go along with what you said. I’ll give lessons a miss tomorrow and take Theresa to Millicent’s with me. If the weather stays as nice as today, we could walk most of the way and do some window-shopping.’ Ann tried to shake off the feeling that she’d in some way let her daughter down. She never shouted at the girl if she got sums or words wrong, but she was strict with her. Lessons were two hours in the morning and two in the afternoon, and after she’d marked the papers, her daughter would be made to sit at the table until she’d corrected any mistakes. And all the time she thought she was doing the best for Theresa, so she could live a normal life, like her sister.

Ann hung her head, seeing herself in her mind’s eye standing over the young girl as she struggled with words and figures. Theresa always did as she was told, never answered back, but there was never a smile on her face until her sister or father walked through the door. ‘In fact I’ll stop the lessons altogether until after the summer holidays. So for seven weeks we’ll do as you suggested and see how things work out.’ She gazed into her husband’s face and he could see the sadness in her eyes. ‘I just want Theresa to be like other girls, and have a chance in life.’

‘I know that, love, and you’ve done your best over the years, God knows. So have a break now, relax, and get to know your daughter without worrying about what is going to happen to her in the future. Because I feel it in my bones that everything is going to be all right, and in a few years’ time we’ll be wondering why we ever thought it wouldn’t be.’

While her mother was clearing the breakfast dishes, Tess went to the door with her sister to wave her off to school. ‘You’ll come straight home, won’t you, Maddy?’

‘I promise I’ll run all the way.’ Maddy fell into step with Angie Williams, who lived three doors away and went to the same school. ‘Don’t forget to tell Auntie Milly I was asking about her and Uncle Ken.’

‘I won’t!’ Tess waited until the two girls turned the corner before going back into the house. ‘Shall I help you dry the dishes, Mam, or get my books out?’

‘The dishes are almost done,’ Ann called from the kitchen. ‘And there’s no lessons today, we’re going to see Auntie Millicent. So go and have a wash and put your nice pink dress on.’

Tess was smiling as she climbed the stairs. The pink dress was her very favourite and she was only allowed to wear it when being taken anywhere. So her mother must think this was an important occasion. The girl didn’t spend much time washing, it was just a cat’s lick and a promise because she couldn’t wait to get dolled up. And as she pulled the dress over her head, she spoke aloud: ‘I wonder would me mam get annoyed if I asked her to put a ribbon in my hair?’

Ann was on the landing and heard the words. She quickly turned and went quietly back down the stairs, avoiding the boards that would creak and give her away. In the living room she stood by the table and asked herself was she such an ogre her own daughter was afraid to ask for such a small thing as a ribbon in her hair? Things had come to a pretty pass if that was the case.

Tess flung the door open and rushed in. ‘Mam, will you fasten the button at the back, please, I can’t reach.’ As she turned, her eyes lit on the pink ribbon spread out on the sideboard. ‘Ooh, is that for me, Mam?’

‘It is, love! You and I are going out of here like a couple of toffs today. When I’ve combed your hair and put the bow in, I’m going upstairs to put my best dress on. That should give the neighbours something to talk about, shouldn’t it?’

Tess giggled, then studied her mother’s face. ‘Mam, why do you wear your hair like that? You’ve got lovely hair, much nicer than mine ’cos it’s nice and curly. But no one can see the curls the way you’ve got it.’

‘I’ve always worn it like this, Theresa, because it’s easy to manage. And it looks more tidy than hanging about my face and getting in my eyes.’

With no lessons today, and wearing her pink dress, plus the ribbon that would soon be tying her hair back, Tess was feeling on top of the world. And brave enough to talk to her mother as she never had before. ‘You’d look much prettier if you wore your hair loose, Mam, honest! And I bet me dad would like it.’

‘No, I’d look silly.’ Ann the schoolteacher was horrified at the very thought of anything so drastic, but Ann the wife and mother, without knowing, had allowed the seed to be sown. ‘Your father would think I’d lost the run of my senses.’

‘I bet he wouldn’t.’ Tess was holding her ground. ‘Why don’t you let it down tonight and see what he says? I bet he’d love you more than ever, and so would me and Maddy.’

‘Nonsense, it’s out of the question.’ But Ann was not as sure as she sounded. And her daughter looked so crestfallen, she said something she’d really had no intention of saying. ‘I’ll tell you what, Theresa, so you’ll know I’m right, I’ll take my hair down this afternoon when we come back from Aunt Millicent’s. And you’ll see for yourself how stupid I look and never mention it again.’

But as she sat at the table, waiting, Tess was convinced her mother wouldn’t look stupid. She’d look as pretty as any of the other women in their street.

‘Well, this is a surprise!’ Milly Richardson smiled with pleasure as she held the door wide. ‘What’s brought you down to this neck of the woods?’

Ann ushered Tess ahead of her. ‘I’ve come to ask a favour. We’ve been talking about having a few days away while George is on holiday, and he said you’d been to Wales a couple of times and might be able to recommend somewhere.’

Milly pulled two chairs from the table and waved a hand. ‘Sit yerselves down.’ She chucked Tess under the chin before giving her a kiss. ‘Ye’re looking very pretty today, Tess, a proper little lady.’

The girl was delighted with the compliment. ‘Thank you, Auntie Milly, this is my very favourite dress.’ Then she remembered what her sister had said. ‘Maddy told me to say she was asking about you and Uncle Ken.’

‘Tell her we’re fine, love, all fit and healthy. Yer Uncle Ken and Billy are at work, and Joyce is at school. They’ll be sorry they missed yer.’ Milly turned to Ann. ‘So, ye’re off on a few days’ holiday, are yer? Well, I can recommend the place we stayed at in Wales, we’ve always enjoyed ourselves there. The woman’s name is Mrs Owen, first name Gwen, and she does bed and breakfast, or, if yer want, she’ll do yer an evening meal as well. Her house is in a little village called Hope, and she’s spotlessly clean and a marvellous cook. There’s a big back garden full of fruit trees and flowers, and a swing which you’d like, Tess.’

‘Does she charge much?’ Ann asked. ‘We’re not exactly flushed with money.’

Milly gazed at her sister-in-law before answering. Although she liked Ann, she couldn’t help thinking that if she wasn’t such a snob they wouldn’t be short of money. A two-up two-down house wasn’t good enough for her when she married George, oh no, it had to be a six-roomed in Orrell Park. And she never went to TJ’s or the market to buy the girls’ school clothes; only Henderson’s in Church Street, one of the poshest shops in Liverpool, was good enough for her. George earned the same money as Ken, but with so much extra being spent on rent and clothes, they had nothing over for such luxuries as enjoyment.

Mentally shaking her head, Milly decided she wouldn’t change places with Ann for a big clock. It was all well and good living in Orrell Park and shopping at Henderson’s if you had the money, but not when you were struggling every week. Still, she thought, we all have different ideas and it wouldn’t do for everyone to think alike. ‘For bed, breakfast and evening meal, she charges four shillings a day for adults and two bob for children. But yer get yer money’s worth because the table’s always piled high with good food.’

Ann did a quick calculation. George only went for a pint once a week, and he only smoked five Woodbines a day, but if he did without for the next two weeks, as he’d said he would, they could probably scrape five pounds together with the bit they had saved and his two weeks’ holiday pay. Mind you, the rent had to be paid for those two weeks, but that was the only debt they had. ‘How do you get there, Millicent? On the train?’

Milly nodded. ‘Don’t ask me all the travelling details ’cos I can’t tell yer. I do know the first time we went, some soft nit told us to get the train from Liverpool and change to another train at some other station. Ken is the best one to tell yer how to get there, I’m hopeless for remembering names. The second time we went was much easier, though. We only had to get the one train, and outside the station there were a line of pony-and-traps waiting to carry people where they wanted to go. It was a fair distance, but the bloke only charged about two bob and we didn’t half enjoy the ride through the country.’

Tess was listening wide-eyed. ‘I’ve seen a pony-and-trap in my story book, and the man had a whip to gee the horse up. Did your man have a whip, Auntie Milly?’

‘He did, sweetheart, but he didn’t need to use it. All he did was click his tongue and the horse knew what he meant.’

‘It’s such short notice,’ Ann said. ‘D’you think she’ll be all booked up?’

‘I couldn’t tell yer that, Ann, I’ve no idea. Drop her a line today and yer’ll have an answer in a few days. I’ve got the address in the drawer somewhere.’ Milly left her chair to root in the sideboard drawer. ‘I keep saying I’ll clear these drawers out, but I never get down to it.’ Papers, combs, pencils, curlers and reels of cotton were taken out and plonked on top. ‘The trouble is, I did try clearing out one day, but everything I picked up I decided might come in useful sometime so every single thing was put back. Ken goes mad, calls me a hoarder.’ Then she held a piece of crumpled paper in the air. ‘Success, at last.’

‘Would you write the name and address out for me, please?’ Ann asked, smiling at her daughter, who was getting fidgety with excitement. ‘I’ll write as soon as we get home.’

‘I can let yer have some notepaper and an envelope if yer like, then yer can write the letter here and post it on yer way home. Yer’ll gain a day by doing that.’

Tess was all for it. ‘Yes, go on, Mam, write to the lady now.’

‘Are you sure you don’t mind, Millicent?’ Ann asked. ‘I don’t want to impose on you.’

‘Oh, sod off, Ann, a piece of paper and an envelope is hardly imposing, for God’s sake! Yer can buy a stamp at the corner shop, pop the letter in the pillar-box outside and it’ll be on its way by dinner time.’

Ann opened her handbag and brought out a fountain pen that had been the last present she’d received from her parents before they died. She would never let anyone else use it and carried it with her at all times. Then she sat with the paper in front of her and looked thoughtful. ‘I think George said they break up on Saturday the twenty-fourth, so it would be the twenty-sixth on the Monday.’

‘That’s right,’ Milly said, ‘Ken breaks up the same time. We’re having a week in Blackpool for a change.’

Ann began to write in her neat, precise handwriting, every word correctly spelt and every letter perfectly formed. After reading it through, she folded it neatly and slipped it in the envelope. ‘I’ve asked her to let us know as soon as possible, I hope she won’t think that’s cheeky of me?’

‘No, Gwen won’t think that, she’s a smashing woman. Never got a smile off her face.’

‘I’ll make tracks, then, Millicent, and get the letter off by the dinner-time post, like you said. And thanks very much for being so helpful. George will get a pleasant surprise when he knows the wheels are already in motion. If things work out and Mrs Owen can put us up, he’ll come and see Ken to get the travel arrangements off him.’ Ann pushed her chair under the table, and after pressing the handle of her bag into the crook of her arm, she held out the letter to her daughter. ‘You can carry that for luck, Theresa.’

Milly followed them through to the front door. ‘Ye’re welcome any time, Ann, yer know that. And Tess here, I’d offer to buy her off yer but I know yer’d tell me to get lost.’

Ann waved and set off down the street with her daughter skipping beside her, the precious letter clutched tightly in her hand. And when they had bought a threeha’penny stamp from the corner shop, Tess was allowed to stick it on the envelope.

‘Can I put it in the pillar-box, Mam?’

‘Of course you can, love.’

The girl put the envelope to her lips. ‘I’m kissing it twice for good luck.’ Then she slipped it into the pillar-box and listened for the flop as it fell to the bottom before reaching for her mother’s hand. It had been a lovely day so far, and she wished every day could be the same. And there was still something to look forward to. ‘Mam, you haven’t forgot your promise about letting your hair down, have you? And will you let me brush it for you, please?’

‘As long as you don’t start arguing if I don’t think it suits me and I want to put it back before Madelaine and your father come home.’

But Tess had already made up her mind about her mother’s hair. She’d seen her so often in her dreams with her hair falling loose about her face, and she’d looked pretty. Not a bit like a teacher. So the girl didn’t hesitate to promise. ‘I’ll be as good as gold, Mam, honest! But I know I’m going to like it, so there!’


Chapter Two

When they got home, Ann made straight for the kitchen. ‘I’ll make us a pot of tea and some sandwiches. Then I’ll have to get the stew on for dinner.’

‘Shall I take my best dress off, Mam, in case it gets dirty?’ Tess squinted down and was pleased to see there wasn’t a mark on the pink cotton. ‘I’ll put my blue one on, shall I?’

‘That’s a good idea,’ Ann called back. ‘If the weather’s nice tomorrow we might go to the park for an hour, and you’ll have to look respectable.’

‘Will I be having lessons tomorrow?’

‘We’ll talk about that while we’re having our sandwiches. Run up and get changed, the kettle’s nearly on the boil.’

Tess was down and sitting at the table when Ann came through carrying a tray with cups and saucers on, and a plate of sandwiches. ‘That was quick, Theresa, I hope you put your dress away neatly?’

The girl nodded. ‘I’ve hung it up in the wardrobe.’ She chewed on a cheese butty while swinging her legs under the chair. ‘It’s been a nice day, hasn’t it, Mam? I like Auntie Milly, she’s very kind. And it was good of her to give you the paper and envelope, wasn’t it? I mean, if it wasn’t for her, the letter wouldn’t be on its way. For all we know, it might even be in Wales by now.’

‘Not yet, love. Perhaps tomorrow, with a bit of luck.’ Ann was leaning her elbows on the table and she smiled across at her daughter. ‘You asked were you having lessons tomorrow. Well, your father and I were talking about that very thing last night. We thought you should have a holiday from lessons, like Madelaine does. Not that you shouldn’t be learning at all during that time, because I think you understand that with missing school so much you are well behind other children of your age. But your father and I thought perhaps you and your sister could spend some time each day playing school. Make it into a game, but a game in which you learn something. You and Madelaine could take turns in being the teacher and the pupil. Is that something you would like, Theresa?’

Tess laid the sandwich down, her face filled with surprise and pleasure. ‘Oh, yes, Mam, I’d love that. Maddy can be the teacher for the first day, so I can see how she does it.’ A smile came to the pale face. ‘Will we have a cane to smack each other if we get our sums wrong?’

‘The last thing your sister would do is raise her voice to you, never mind smacking you. She loves you very much, and would be very proud if she could help you.’

‘I love her too, Mam! She’s the bestest sister in the whole world. And I’ll work very hard so I get a tick by everything.’

‘Your father and I don’t want you to worry, Theresa, just do your best, that’s all we ask. If you find anything difficult, then tell Madelaine and she’ll go over it with you until you’ve got it clear in your mind.’ Ann reached across to pat her daughter’s hand. ‘Why don’t you surprise your dad and write him a letter telling him how much you love him?’

‘I could write one to you as well, Mam, ’cos I love you too! As long as you wouldn’t mind if I made any mistakes. I mean, if I got Maddy to write them for me then that would be cheating, wouldn’t it?’

‘I would rather have a letter you wrote yourself, even if it was full of mistakes, than one Madelaine wrote for you.’ Ann was feeling very emotional. She had never been a loving mother, never shown the two girls any affection because she didn’t know how to. But right now she felt like rounding the table and taking her younger daughter in her arms, to cuddle her in a bid to make up for some of the lost time. She reined in her feelings, though, because it would mean mother and daughter ending up in tears. ‘I’ll really look forward to receiving my first letter from you, Theresa. And I want six big kisses on the bottom.’

‘I’ll put ten on, ’cos that’s how old I am.’ Her face was a picture of childlike innocence and it touched Ann’s heart. ‘Will you write back to me, Mam?’

‘Of course I will, by return post. I’ll put it through the letter-box myself to save a stamp. We have to watch our pennies now, for when we go on holiday.’

Tess’s hazel eyes were like saucers. ‘Ooh, yeah! I’ll give you my penny pocket money to mind for me, so I can’t spend it on sweets. That means I’ll have threepence by the time we go to Wales.’ Her head wagged from side to side. ‘We’ve got a lot to look forward to, haven’t we, Mam? We’re very lucky.’

‘Yes, we are, love, very lucky. And now I’ll have to see to the dinner, otherwise your father won’t be feeling very lucky if he comes home and his meal isn’t ready.’

‘You think I’ve forgotten, don’t you, Mam?’

‘Forgotten what, Theresa?’

‘The promise you made to take your hair down. See, I haven’t forgotten.’

Ann glanced at the clock. She should really be getting the stew on now, and peeling the potatoes and veg. But she was feeling closer to her daughter right now than she ever had. On a normal day, she would be in the kitchen while Theresa sat at the table poring over an exercise book with a worried frown on her face. It was time to start making up for those frowns, and she could spare fifteen minutes even though the thought of taking her hair down didn’t appeal one bit. ‘Come on, then, seeing as you are so determined. I’ll let you take the hair clips out, save me stretching my arms.’

In her haste, the young girl pushed her chair back with such force it almost toppled over. She looked afraid for a second, as though expecting a reprimand. When none came she moved to stand behind her mother, her eyes seeking clips in the plaited coil. ‘I won’t hurt you, taking them out, will I?’

‘Not if you don’t pull a handful of hair with them. Just take them out slowly, one at a time. And don’t forget I warned you that you wouldn’t like my hair loose. If that is the case, it goes right back into a bun.’

Tess didn’t answer. With her tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth, deep concentration on her face, she drew one of the clips. It came out smoothly and she was delighted. Very soon all the clips were out and her mother’s hair was hanging over her shoulders. ‘Ooh, you haven’t half got a lot of hair, Mam! You’ve got ten times more than me. If I had pulled a handful out, you wouldn’t have missed it and I could have stuck it on my head. It’s nearly the same colour as mine.’

‘Except you don’t have any grey in yours, love.’ Ann could feel the hair on her shoulders and it felt strange. She couldn’t wear it like this all the time, it would get on her nerves. ‘Well,’ she turned to face her daughter, ‘are you satisfied?’

Tess tilted her head. ‘Can I comb it, Mam, please?’

‘Just for a couple of minutes, Theresa, because I’ll have to make a start preparing dinner. You’ll find a comb in the left-hand drawer.’

Tess was delighted as she gently combed the long hair, which was falling into soft waves. Her mother had never let her do anything like this before and she felt really grown-up. She could see grey hairs now, but there weren’t that many. ‘How is it that you and Maddy have wavy hair, Mam, and I haven’t?’

Ann had her eyes closed, finding the gentle combing very soothing. ‘My mother had wavy hair, so I suppose I get it from her. But I don’t know why it hasn’t been passed on to you. Perhaps your hair isn’t in very good condition because you haven’t been in the best of health. When you get stronger, your hair might grow stronger too.’

‘I hope so.’ The girl was speaking the thoughts that were running through her head. ‘I’d be made up if I had long hair like Maddy’s, and I could put it in rags every night to make it curly. Then I might get to be as pretty as her.’

Ann turned and caught her daughter’s hand. ‘Why do you say that? You are every bit as pretty as Madelaine. You have different colouring, but that doesn’t stop you being as pretty. What about Nita and Letty next door? They have different-coloured hair and eyes, but they are just as pretty as each other.’

Tess gave that some consideration. ‘Yes, they are, I never thought of that. But they haven’t got thin faces like me. And they’re not skinny, either.’

‘You won’t always be skinny, love, I promise. One of these days you will blossom, like a flower does, and you’ll be beautiful. But you do need to put on some weight. To do that you have to eat more. And you know what is the best thing to give you an appetite? Fresh air, and plenty of it. So tomorrow we’re going to the park for an hour or so, and you can play on the swings while you breathe in the summer air.’

Tess cocked her head to one side and pursed her lips. ‘I think you’re right, Mam, ’cos I feel hungry today, and I never have before. It must have been that walk to Auntie Milly’s.’ Nodding to show her mind agreed with her words, she said, ‘I must have breathed in gallons of fresh air today.’

Ann grinned. ‘I don’t know whether you can measure air in gallons, love, because you can’t get hold of it to weigh. It’s very elusive, is fresh air.’

‘What does that word mean, Mam? I’ve never heard it before.’

‘It means something hard to find or get hold of.’

‘Like money? That’s hard to find, isn’t it?’

Ann got to her feet and put a finger under her daughter’s chin so their eyes met. ‘I’m beginning to think you know a lot more than you let on, Theresa. That was a very good answer you gave, one I wouldn’t have thought of. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if one of these days you are teaching me.’

‘I’ll never be that clever, Mam.’ Tess was feeling very lighthearted. It had been a lovely day, one of the best she could remember. ‘Perhaps as clever as Nita next door.’

The clock on the mantelpiece chimed the half-hour, and Ann rolled her eyes. ‘I’m going to have to leave my hair looking a mess, I’m afraid. When I’ve got the stew on we’ll see what we’re going to do with it.’

‘I can peel the potatoes for you,’ Tess said. ‘I promise I won’t cut the peel an inch thick and I won’t cut myself with the knife. I’ll be very careful.’

Ann was doubtful, but a voice in her head asked her how she could expect the girl to come on when she kept her wrapped in cotton wool. ‘All right, but be very careful. Your father would blame me if you cut yourself.’

Tess made a cross on her chest. ‘Scout’s honour, Mam.’

So mother and daughter stood together in the kitchen, working in an atmosphere that was light, and enjoying being in each other’s company. Ann kept her eyes on Tess because the potato peeler was very sharp. And she smiled to herself when her daughter’s tongue came out of the side of her mouth and her brow creased in concentration. No potatoes had ever received such attention, or had their peel removed with such care.

‘There you are, Mam!’ Tess put down the knife and peered into the pan. ‘Have I done enough, or d’you want me to peel any more?’

‘That’s fine, love, there’s enough there to feed an army. You’ve done very well, and I’m really pleased with you. Your father’s in for a few surprises when he gets home. We’ve written away about the holiday, and you’ve helped me make the dinner! I bet he’ll think we’re pulling his leg when we tell him.’

‘And Maddy! She’ll get the shock of her life.’

‘She’ll get a pleasant surprise, love, not a shock. You see, when you get a shock, it’s usually something unpleasant.’

‘I’m learning a lot today, aren’t I, Mam?’

‘You’re not the only one, Theresa, because I’m learning a lot too! And it’s all about you! I’m finding out that you are far more clever than you let us think. And I wouldn’t be in the least surprised if you aren’t back at school in the near future. And able to keep up with the other girls. Please God, eh, love?’

Ann was taken aback when Tess threw her arms around her waist. Her own arms held away from her, she looked down on her daughter’s head, surprised by the unusual and impulsive show of affection. Her husband was greeted like this every night when he came in from work, but never before had it happened to her. But then, perhaps she hadn’t earned the child’s trust and affection.

She put her arms around her daughter, tentatively at first, then she hugged her tight. ‘We make a good team, you and me, Theresa. We’ll have to have more days like this, eh?’

A smiling face looked up at her. ‘I don’t think we could write off to Wales every day, Mam, to book a holiday. You see, money is elusive. Hard to get your hands on.’

It wasn’t often that Ann laughed aloud, but she did now as she ruffled her daughter’s hair. ‘I’ve got a feeling I’m going to have a hard job keeping up with you, young lady. You seem to be picking things up very fast.’

‘I’m happy today, Mam, that’s why.’

‘Well, you can tell your father and Madelaine all about it and they’ll be happy as well. And then you can eat all your dinner, like a good girl.’ Ann took her daughter’s arms from around her waist. ‘In the meanwhile, what about my hair? Just take a good look at me, love, and be truthful. Don’t I look like the witch in your story book?’

Tess rested her chin on a hand and studied the hair in question. ‘You don’t look like a witch, Mam, but it is too long to wear loose. None of the women in the street have hair this long. You could get it cut, though, and then you’d look nice.’

‘Get my hair cut! Whatever next! No, love, that I will never do.’ Ann was horrified at the very idea. ‘So now you can plait it into a bun again.’ She lifted the lid on the pan of stew, and when she saw it bubbling, she lowered the gas and left it to simmer. ‘Come on, I’ve got half an hour to spare before I need to put the carrots and potatoes on. Let’s see if you can learn to plait in that time.’

‘Will you show me, Mam?’

‘Of course I’ll show you. And there’s method in my madness, love, because when you’re good at it you can have the job every morning.’

‘Only until I’m well enough to go back to school, Mam.’

‘Yes, sweetheart, only until you’re well enough to go back to school.’

There was much talk and laughter around the dinner table that night. The two girls were making the most noise, their father the least. George was quite content to sit and watch his family being more animated than he’d ever seen them. Under normal circumstances his wife would have put a stop to the chatter, by telling them they couldn’t talk and eat at the same time. But tonight she was as excited as they were. And according to what Tess had said, it wasn’t only the holiday that had brought about the change. His younger daughter had been in high spirits, the words tumbling from her mouth, when she told of the trip to her Auntie Milly’s, the peeling of potatoes and the plaiting of her mother’s hair. He wouldn’t have thought these things possible even yesterday. There had been a definite change in the relationship between mother and daughter, a closeness that had been missing before. And it could be seen in Tess’s face as she chattered fifteen to the dozen, in between eating her dinner.

‘You’re very quiet, George,’ Ann said. ‘Or is it us being too noisy and not letting you get a word in edgeways?’

‘Ann, it’s lovely to see so much happiness around the table and I’m more than content to sit and take it all in.’

‘Maddy, do you know what elusive is?’ Tess asked, her eyes bright and her usually pale cheeks showing some colour. ‘D’you know what it means?’

Her sister pulled a face. ‘I’ve heard it, but I couldn’t explain what it means. Why?’

‘I know what it means,’ Tess grinned, ‘and I know three things what are elusive.’

Ann shook her head. ‘No, love, it’s “I know three things that are elusive.”’

Tess lowered her head so they couldn’t see the devilment in her eyes. ‘Oh, you know three things as well, do you, Mam?’

George chuckled. He couldn’t get over the change in his daughter. He hoped it wasn’t a flash in the pan, but a real sign that Tess was at last going forward. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you and your mam had been drinking on the sly. Auntie Milly didn’t give you a bottle of milk stout, did she?’

‘Don’t be silly, Dad! It was two bottles, wasn’t it, Mam?’

Maddy feigned disgust. ‘I don’t know, here’s me doing my ten times table, and you’re out having the time of your life. I think I’ll give school a miss tomorrow and go to the park with you.’

‘You’ve only got two more days to go, Madelaine, then you’re off for seven weeks. There’ll be plenty of time for visits to the park.’ Out of the corner of her eye, Ann saw Tess lay down her knife and fork and push the plate away. She’d eaten three quarters of her dinner, which was unheard of. ‘You’ve done well, Theresa, and I’m pleased with you. What say you, George?’

‘I’m beginning to think I’m in the wrong house! My younger daughter doesn’t drink milk stout, and she doesn’t know three things that are elusive! Ann, are you sure you brought the right girl home with you?’

Ann went along with him. ‘Well, she had Theresa’s dress on. But there could be another girl with a dress that looks the same. It’s possible my mind was distracted and I took hold of the wrong hand outside the butcher’s.’

‘And what was I doing while you did that, Mam?’ Tess asked, looking very serious. ‘I might be slow, but I’m not so slow I’d let a strange girl walk off with my mother.’ A pink tongue appeared for a second. ‘So there!’

Maddy didn’t care how the change had come about, all she knew was that her sister had colour in her cheeks, her nose wasn’t running and she was happy. That was enough for Maddy. ‘Ay, when we’re playing schools, I’m going to be the pupil and you can be the teacher. Then you can teach me the three elusive things you have in your head.’

‘I’d like to know them now,’ George said. ‘If you won’t tell me, Tess, I’ll have to get them off your mother.’

‘You’d have a job, love, ’cos I don’t know them.’ Ann gave him a gentle kick under the table to warn him not to ask. ‘Well, I know one, but the other two are in Theresa’s head.’

‘I’ll tell you, Dad, but you’ll kick yourself, ’cos they’re easy. The first one is fresh air, and we all know you can’t get hold of that. And when your purse is empty and you’re skint, money is very elusive then. The last one you gave me yourself when you said about the happiness around the table. You can feel it and you know it’s there, but you can’t touch it.’

George rubbed his forehead, his emotions running high. This was the girl who the headmistress of the local school had said was too backward to be in the juniors, she would have to go with the infants. In his mind, it was the headmistress who was backward for not seeing the potential in his daughter and helping her to develop it. Yes, she was slow with writing and arithmetic, and she couldn’t put down how she felt. But her mind was quick and active, she’d just proved that. Her dreams and hopes were all there, she just wasn’t capable of putting them on paper. ‘Sweetheart, shall I tell you something? One day you’ll be so clever you’ll knock spots off everyone.’

‘I keep telling her that!’ Maddy had her arm across her sister’s shoulders. ‘She’s a marvellous story-teller, Dad, honest! She can make up better stories than I can.’

‘Then you must help her write those stories down, Madelaine,’ Ann said. ‘Who knows, we might have an author in the family.’

Tess giggled. ‘If I did make any money, Mam, d’you know the first thing I’d buy with it?’

‘No, love, I don’t. And don’t ask me to guess because you know I’m hopeless at guessing games.’

‘I’d buy a cot for the lamb we’re going to pinch when we go to Wales.’

While George and Maddy doubled up with laughter, Ann was soft enough to walk into a trap. ‘Not the lamb we’re going to pinch, Theresa, the lamb we’re going to steal.’

‘That’s naughty, that is, Mam.’ The girl’s face was as innocent as a babe’s. ‘You’ve always told us it’s a sin to steal.’

Ann spread out her hands. ‘I give up! Outsmarted by my own daughter.’

‘I wasn’t being cheeky, Mam, I only wanted to make you laugh.’ Tess picked up her sister’s plate and put it on top of her own. ‘I’ll help clear the table and me and Maddy will do the washing-up.’

‘No, I’ll do it, love. You go upstairs with Madelaine and practise how to play school. There’s a notebook in the drawer.’

There was a mad scramble for the door. ‘I bags being teacher first,’ Tess called, elbowing her sister out of the way. ‘And our mam said as we haven’t got a cane, I can use the poker. So you’d better get your sums right.’

Ann’s mouth gaped. ‘Did you hear that, George? I never said any such thing!’

They could hear shrieks of laughter coming from upstairs and exchanged smiles. ‘That is the best tonic she can have,’ George said. Then, twirling the ends of his moustache, he asked, ‘Did you really let her take your hair down?’

Ann nodded. ‘And a right mess I looked. I asked Theresa if I reminded her of the witch in her book, and, God love her, she said I didn’t look like a witch but I could do with a haircut.’

‘You should have left it down, I would have liked to have seen it.’

‘Oh, don’t you start, love, it’s bad enough my daughter being at me. I like my hair the way it is, neat and tidy.’

‘And I like it when you take it down at night to go to bed. So I’m on Tess’s side on the subject of your hair.’

Ann tutted. ‘George, the bun and the hair clips stay. I refuse to wear it long or to have it cut.’ Then she softened. ‘For the time being, anyway.’

‘Good morning, Ann!’ Next-door neighbour Maisie Wilkins was on her knees scrubbing the front step when Ann closed the door behind her and Tess. ‘Taking advantage of the nice weather, are yer?’

‘Yes, we’re going to the park for an hour. It’s too nice to stay indoors.’

‘Ye’re not kidding, it’s sweltering! I should have done this earlier before it got so warm, the sweat’s pouring off me.’ Maisie pushed back the mobcap which had slipped down to her eyebrows. ‘The flaming elastic has gone on this and I keep forgetting to see to it.’ She grinned at Tess. ‘And how are you today, love?’

‘I’m fine, Mrs Wilkins. Coming on like a house on fire.’

Maisie sat back on her heels and threw the scrubbing brush into the bucket of water. ‘I’m glad to hear it. I just wish I could say the same about my two. Holy terrors they are, always in trouble. The only thing that stops me from strangling them is the thought that I’ve put up with them at their worst, I may as well hang on until they both leave school and start work.’

‘Nita is thirteen next month, isn’t she?’ Ann asked. ‘The same as Madelaine?’

‘Yeah, they’ll both be leaving school next summer.’ Maisie, fair-haired and blue-eyed, was a friendly woman, and a good neighbour
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