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She longs to be free, but will she always be tied to the past?


Ever since she was eight years old, Katie Roberts has dreamed of getting away from the Cardiff slums where she lives.


When she is only a girl, her handsome but wicked father, Lewis, is imprisoned for theft, leaving Katie and her mother homeless and penniless. Life is hard for Katie – not only because of their poverty but also because of the stigma of her father’s shame.


When Lewis is released years later, it seems that life must improve. But to Katie’s horror, it becomes worse than she has ever known it. When she and her father are left alone together, Katie seeks happiness and love elsewhere, but as she struggles to make a new life for herself, there is difficulty and danger at every turn ...
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Chapter One

EIGHT-YEAR-OLD KATIE ROBERTS struggled to her feet and wiped away the tears streaming from her big grey eyes with the back of her hand. She would remember September 1926, and starting school in Tiger Bay, for the rest of her life.

Her long fair hair was caked with mud and there was a cut on one cheek of her heart-shaped face. Her white pinny was stained with grass and mud, her blue cotton dress was torn and there were angry red patches on her arms where the other three children had seized hold of her and forced her face down onto the ground.

Around her mouth were cuts and grazes where one of the boys had forced a handful of grass, flower heads and mud between her lips.

‘Don’t cry, you’re all right now!’

Although her lip was bleeding she tried to smile as she looked gratefully at Aled Phillips, the gangly older boy who had rescued her from her tormentors.

Inwardly she was shaking with fear. Ever since she and her mother had come to live in Tiger Bay a month ago her whole life had changed and most of the time she felt lost and forlorn.

She thought back with deep longing to the time when her entire universe had been her home in Catherine Street, where she and her mam and dad had lived with her nana, Sian Roberts.

In those halcyon days, life had revolved around Katie’s needs, her likes and dislikes. Nana Roberts had always been petting her, asking her what she wanted to do, or what she would like to eat. She had cared for her, cuddled her, taken her out to the park or to the shops, read stories to her and sung her to sleep at night for as long as Katie could remember.

There had never been any loud voices or harsh words when she’d lived in Catherine Street, not until the day the police had come and taken her father away.

That was when everything had started to change.

They claimed that Lewis Roberts had been stealing but Nana Roberts declared that was nonsense. Why should he steal when he had everything he wanted?

Sometimes Katie found it hard to remember exactly what he looked like. At other times she could see him clearly, as if he was standing right beside her; a handsome, stocky-built man with grey eyes and a square chin, a glass of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

When she’d been very small he used to carry her on his wide shoulders all the way from Catherine Street to Roath Park. She remembered how she used to cling onto his shock of black hair, scared she was going to fall off because he walked so fast.

She hadn’t seen him since the two policemen came hammering on the front door, but Nana Roberts told her he’d been sent to prison and wouldn’t be coming home again for ages and ages.

Her mam had cried for days, bringing out huge blotchy red lumps on her face. She kept saying she really hated him for the disgrace he’d brought down on their heads, and that she would never be able to show her face outside again.

Nana Roberts had tut-tutted a lot as if she was going over and over everything in her head. Sometimes her lined face had looked so sad that Katie had cried as well. Not harsh, ugly, choking sobs like her mam made, but snuffly mewing sounds just to show how much she cared.

She’d expected Nana Roberts to pick her up and cuddle her and feed her sweets to make everything better, but she’d simply ignored her. Then, a few weeks after her dada had been taken away, Nana Roberts had gone upstairs and shut herself in her bedroom.

Hours later, when her mother told her to go and tell nana to come down and have a cup of tea she’d found her sprawled on the bed, her face a funny grey colour. She’d tried to waken her, but even though she’d shaken her arm and tugged at her black skirt, Nana Roberts had gone on sleeping.

Katie knew something was wrong so she’d gone back downstairs and tried to tell her mam, but Rachael had been too immersed in her own grief to take any notice. It was almost dark before Katie managed to get her mam to go upstairs to see what was wrong with Nana Roberts. And by then it was too late.

Her mam started screaming, rushed down the stairs and banged on the front door of the house next door, gabbling so hysterically that Stan Parsons couldn’t make head or tail of what she was saying. He’d called out to his wife, Mona, and the pair of them went upstairs to Nana Roberts’s bedroom to find out for themselves what had happened.

Katie watched in terrified silence as Mona held the hand mirror to Nana Roberts’s mouth and then shook her head sadly when nothing happened. Not a single blur appeared on the shining surface, only a reflection of Nana Roberts’s small round face with her eyes tight shut and her grey hair drawn back into a tight bun on top of her head.

Stan Parsons went for an ambulance, but when it arrived the men didn’t even bother to carry Nana Roberts downstairs and put her into it.

‘She’s dead, mun! Looks like a heart attack. Been gone for hours, I’d say. Left it a bit late, like, to send for us, didn’t you?’

Katie’s mam had looked bewildered. ‘I . . . I didn’t know there was anything wrong,’ she whispered.

‘Not been having a barney, the two of you, then?’

Her mam had shaken her head. ‘No, nothing like that. She did have something of an upset a couple of weeks back, mind.’

‘Oh yes?’ The ambulance man looked at her questioningly.

‘Bit of bad news, like, about her son,’ Rachael said evasively. ‘Upset her a lot, there’s no doubt about that.’

‘Better send for your doctor,’ the ambulance man advised. ‘No point in us taking the old lady to hospital when she’s been dead for hours now, is there?’

That was when everything seemed to get really bad. There were people coming and going to the house for several days after that, Katie remembered.

The doctor had come right away with his black bag, and a stethoscope dangling around his neck like a necklace. He hurried upstairs with her mam and they’d shut the door, so she could only sit on the stairs and wait and wonder what was going on.

A little while later Father Patrick came, rosary beads in hand and an elaborate stole draped over his black vestments. She and her mam followed him upstairs and they’d all spent a long time in Nana Roberts’s room saying prayers, mostly Our Father and Hail Mary over and over again.

The next day, two men in black brought a shiny wooden box and stood it on the big table in the best room. Her mam said it was a coffin and that they were going to put Nana Roberts in it so that she could go on sleeping peacefully for as long as she liked.

Later in the week, a horse wearing black feathers on its head and pulling a long carriage with glass sides stopped outside the house. Her mam said it was the hearse and that it had come to take Nana Roberts, and all the flowers that friends and neighbours had brought along, to the church for Nana Roberts’s funeral.

Katie didn’t like that part at all. Even though it was a warm summer day she’d had to wear a black dress, shiny black shoes and long white socks, and her long fair hair had been tied back with a black ribbon.

Her mam had been wearing black as well. With her shining fair hair and slim figure she’d looked lovely, even though her face had been sad and there were tears in her eyes. They’d sat in the front pew in church, which was full of Nana’s friends and people who lived nearby. Father Patrick said special prayers and lots of things about Nana Roberts that she didn’t understand.

Then they’d all gone along to the cemetery and Father Patrick had said more prayers as the men who were carrying her nana’s coffin lowered it down into a big hole.

Her mam had thrown some earth down onto the coffin and she’d been told to do the same. She had shaken her head and hidden behind her mam. She didn’t want to throw dirt down onto it because she knew Nana Roberts wouldn’t have liked that one little bit! She felt angry that her mam had done it, even though Father Patrick had done the same.

Nana Roberts always liked things to be spick and span. She hated dust, cobwebs and dirt of any kind. She liked everywhere to be scrubbed spotless and polished until you could see your face in it. She always put old newspapers down on the floors when it was raining so that no dirt was walked indoors.

Katie hadn’t wanted to come away and leave Nana Roberts there. She’d be so lonely all on her own, she reasoned. Anyway, how were they going to manage without her? She was always in charge of everything at home. She was the one who laid down the law and made all the rules. It was Nana Roberts, not her mam, who did all the cooking and the baking. It was Nana Roberts she turned to when she wanted something, so she knew she was going to miss her something terrible.

They’d left all the lovely flowers and wreaths behind in the cemetery. Her mam said that after the men had filled in the grave they’d pile them all on top of it. Her mam promised they’d both come back the next day and make sure they were arranged properly.

Katie had thought that meant things would go back to normal after they’d made sure the flowers were all in the right place. She knew the house would seem empty without Nana Roberts bustling around with her duster and polish, but she thought that perhaps her mam would do all those sort of things instead.

It hadn’t been like that at all. Next morning her mam had said they had to start packing. At first she’d been quite excited because she thought they were going on holiday. She remembered when Nana Roberts had taken her to Swansea and they’d stayed in a boarding house for a whole week. It had been wonderful! She’d been able to play on the sand, building sandcastles with her bucket and spade, and she had gone paddling in the sea until the water came right up over her knees.

It wasn’t going to be like that at all this time. She couldn’t believe it when her mam said they were packing because they were leaving Catherine Street and never coming back.

‘Where are we going, then?’

‘I’m not sure yet, cariad. We have to find somewhere cheaper to live. This was Nana Roberts’s house, see, and now the landlord wants us out.’

‘Why?’

‘Someone else is coming to live here.’

Katie felt bewildered. ‘Why don’t we want to live here anymore?’ she asked.

Her mam hugged her. ‘We do, cariad, but we can’t afford the rent. Your poor mam hasn’t any money. Nana Roberts was the one who paid all the bills, even before your dada went to prison. Now we’ve got no money coming in at all, not even money to buy food. That’s why we’ll have to move out of this lovely house and find a cheap room somewhere. I’m going to have to get a job, cariad.’

As she piled all her clothes, dolls and toys into one of Nana Roberts’s big suitcases, Katie pursed her little rosebud mouth and frowned. It didn’t make any sense at all to her. Why did they have to move? If her mam was going to go out to work then why couldn’t they pay rent like Nana Roberts had done and stay where they were?

She tried to ask her mam about this, but Rachael was too worried to listen, let alone give her an answer.

‘You go and pack your dolls. I’ll explain everything to you later, I’ve far too much to do now,’ she said rather crossly. ‘There’s a man coming here later on this morning to tell me how much he will give me for Nana Roberts’s furniture and I want to make sure everything is ready for him.’

‘I’ve already done that!’ Katie told her. She sat on the windowsill and watched as her mother emptied out all Nana Roberts’s clothes from the big mahogany chest of drawers and from the cupboards and drawers in the matching dressing table.

‘Can I look at Nana’s jewels?’ she asked plaintively.

‘Yes, if you want to. Make sure you don’t drop any of them on the floor, though, or put them down anywhere and forget them. I’m taking those to the pawnbroker later on to see what he will give me for them.’

Katie picked up the handsome walnut box with its elaborate gold leaf decoration that had been Nana Roberts’s pride and joy, and scrambled up onto the bed with it. Carefully she turned the little gold key. As she opened back the lid, displaying the assortment of rings, brooches and necklaces inside, she looked at her mam accusingly. ‘Are you going to sell all of Nana Roberts’s jewels?’ she frowned.

Rachael pushed her straggling blonde hair back behind her ears and her hazel eyes were clouded with unhappiness as she nodded. ‘Yes, cariad,’ she sighed. ‘We’ll need every penny to get by on for the next few weeks until I find some work, so I’m afraid they’ll have to go.’

‘Every single one of them?’ Katie persisted.

Rachael nodded, then hesitated. ‘Well, perhaps you could keep just one piece. You decide which one you like the best.’

‘They’re all lovely!’

‘I know that, but we need the money. No more arguing. If you can’t decide which piece you want then I shall sell them all.’

While her mother polished the furniture to make sure it was looking its very best, Katie spread out all the pieces of jewellery and looked at each one of them very carefully, trying to make up her mind which one she liked the most.

She was still sitting on the windowsill doing this when the man who was to buy the furniture arrived. She felt the tears in her eyes as she saw the horse and cart with two men on it stop outside. A rough looking man in brown cord trousers, brown tweed jacket and wearing a greasy brown cap, jumped down and walked to their door.

He knocked so loudly that Rachael almost jumped out of her skin. Then she smoothed back her untidy hair, straightened her apron and went to open the door.

Jake Adcock was a burly man with small sharp eyes and a heavy moustache, which he kept stroking as if it helped him to think. He pawed over the furniture, sniffing and stroking his moustache, and pushing his cap back on his head as if he couldn’t make up his mind whether to buy the pieces or not.

Rachael followed him from room to room, nervously rolling the edge of her apron between her fingers. She kept opening her mouth to speak, then closing it again and chewing on her lower lip as if afraid she might say something to upset him or put him off the deal.

‘Look yer, missus, it’s a load of terribly old stuff you got here,’ Jake Adcock told her. ‘Worn out most of it! Not sure if I want to take it off your hands or not.’

‘It’s been very well looked after,’ Rachael told him timidly. ‘And it was top quality when my mother-in-law bought it.’

He pushed his cap back and scratched his head. ‘That was a long time ago though, wasn’t it, missus?’

Rachael nodded but didn’t answer.

‘Tell yer what, I’ll give you twenty pounds for the lot, and I won’t charge yer anything for taking it all away. How’s that?’

Rachael looked shocked. Her thin down-turned mouth quivered and she looked so worried that Katie jumped down off the windowsill and went over and clung to her arm.

Rachael looked down at her and then hugged her close.

‘I was expecting a lot more than that,’ she told Jake Adcock in a strained voice. ‘It’s all me and my little girl will have to live on until I can find work.’

Jake Adcock pulled at the ends of his droopy moustache. ‘I’m being generous, missus, but if yer want to try someone else then it’s up to you.’

Rachael felt undecided about what to do. She knew he was cheating her. She was sure that if Lewis had been there he would have managed to get twice that amount for his mother’s belongings.

Katie sidled away and went back to the windowsill. She didn’t like this man one little bit and she certainly didn’t like the horrible things he was saying about Nana Roberts’s furniture.

Jake Adcock’s eyes followed her as she began picking up the rings and brooches she’d been looking at and putting them back into the jewellery box.

‘’Course, if you’ve got anything else yer want to sell, missus, then I might be able to do yer a better deal.’

Rachael shook her head. ‘That is everything she left. Except her clothes.’

‘I suppose I could give yer a few bob for those,’ he said reluctantly, ‘though if they’re anything like the furniture they’ll only be good for the rag and bone man. Isn’t there any jewellery? Rings, and bits and bobs of that sort?’

Katie tried to push the rings and brooches she was sorting through under her skirt out of sight, but he’d already seen them and his eyes were glistening greedily.

‘There’s a few pieces, but I didn’t think you’d be interested in things of that sort. I . . . was going to keep them, or perhaps sell them later on.’

Jake Adcock shrugged. ‘It’s up to you, missus, but if it’s now yer wanting money then I’d do yer a better deal than old Manny the pawnbroker, mind. Right twisting old tyke he is and no mistake. Shall I take a look and see what you’ve got to offer?’

Rachael shivered. She felt so completely out of control. She needed money now, enough to pay for a room for the two of them and keep them in food for at least a couple of weeks until she could find herself a job.

‘Yes, I suppose you could look at them,’ she agreed cautiously. She took a deep breath and looked Adcock straight in the eye. ‘They’re good pieces, all of them, mind. I won’t be selling unless you make me a decent offer.’

Adcock placed his hand on his wide barrel chest. ‘Cross my heart, missus, I’ll be as generous as a man can be.’

‘Katie, bring that box of nana’s things over here,’ Rachael told her.

‘Yes, Mam.’ Katie hesitated for a moment then scrabbled all the pieces she’d been looking at together and pushed them into the box higgledy-piggledy. She didn’t stop to lay each one in its own little velvet nest because she didn’t want them to look nice, she didn’t want this horrible man to take them away.

Jake Adcock’s eyes gleamed avariciously as he sorted through the contents of the jewellery box, but when he looked up his face was dour and he was pulling at the ends of his moustache as if he wasn’t sure what to do.

‘Another fiver for the clothes and bedding and another fiver for this lot, how about that?’

‘No!’ cried Katie. ‘They’re worth tons more than that! They’re worth a fortune! My nana called them her Crown Jewels.’

Jake Adcock scowled at Katie, frightening her so much that she felt tears stinging her eyes.

‘Mrs Roberts always did say they were all valuable pieces,’ Rachael agreed.

‘Duw anwyl! Yer a hard woman to deal with,’ Jake Adcock muttered. ‘Tell you what, missus. Seeing as how I’m kind-hearted and can see you’re in a spot of trouble, I’ll make my offer up to fifty pounds. That’s my final offer, mind. Fifty pounds and that includes everything in the house!’ He gave a deep belly laugh. ‘No wonder they call me generous Jake. Fool to myself, I am.’

‘Very well then.’ Rachael made her voice casual.

Fifty pounds! It seemed like a fortune and far more than she had expected. With fifty pounds she’d not only be able to pay a month’s rent in advance on a cheap furnished room, but she’d have enough left over to feed them for three or four weeks as well. By then she would have found a job and they’d have no worries.

Katie watched wide-eyed as the man called out to the lad he’d left outside holding the horse and the two of them began moving the furniture out and piling it on the cart.

He left the jewellery box until last and he tucked this under his arm after he’d counted out a pile of dirty notes and handed them to Rachael.

‘Right, that’s it then. Good luck to yer, missus.’ He doffed his cap and made for the door before Rachael could even count her money.

Katie looked around the bare rooms. Every step she took echoed and she wondered where they would be sleeping that night now that all the beds and blankets had gone. There wasn’t even a kettle left on the hob or a cup in the kitchen cupboards. Jake Adcock had stripped the house bare.

‘Come on, Katie,’ Rachael held out Katie’s coat for her to put on. ‘We’d best be going.’

‘Yes, Mam.’ Katie fastened up her coat then stooped down and opened up one of the suitcases.

‘Come on, girl, what do you think you are doing? If we go now, before the rent man comes, that will be one less thing to pay out for and he’ll never find us once we’ve left Catherine Street.’

‘I want to put these in my suitcase, Mam,’ she giggled, as she fished a ring and two brooches out of her knicker leg, ‘they’re scratching my botty.’

‘Katie! Where did those come from, they’re out of Nana Roberts’s jewellery box!’ Rachael exclaimed in shocked tones.

‘You said I could keep whichever one I liked best. And I liked all of these.’

Rachael regarded her severely for a minute then she burst out laughing.

‘Fair-dos’, I suppose,’ she said as she shrugged on her coat and pulled her blue cloche hat well down on her ears. ‘What Jake Adcock didn’t see and doesn’t know about he’ll never miss, will he!’


Chapter Two

FINDING A ROOM that they could afford turned out to be very difficult for Rachael and Katie.

‘Why couldn’t we have stayed with Mr and Mrs Parsons?’ Katie snivelled, as once again a door was slammed in their faces.

She was tired and hungry, and it was starting to rain. Her shoes were pinching her toes and the suitcase she had to carry made her arms ache.

‘They wouldn’t want us, cariad. They don’t talk to us since your dada was taken off to prison.’

‘They came to Nana Roberts’s funeral.’

Rachael sighed. ‘I know that, cariad, but that was because they were fond of your nana and wanted to show their respect to someone who’d lived in Catherine Street for over thirty years.’

Katie’s big grey eyes clouded with tears. She didn’t understand this. If they still loved her nana then why did they hate her and her mam and not want to have anything to do with them? It wasn’t her mam’s fault that her dada had gone to prison.

‘Well, we’ve tried everywhere we can afford in Splott and Grangetown so it looks as though there’s nothing else for it but Tiger Bay,’ Rachael said wearily.

She picked up the two suitcases she was carrying and nodded towards the one that Katie had dropped by her feet. ‘Come on, pick that up then and we’ll get a tram down Corporation Road to the Pier Head before we’re soaked to the skin.’

‘Where do we go now, Mam?’ Katie asked despondently as the tram reached the Pier Head and they stood in the roadway with their suitcases on the pavement by their feet.

‘I don’t know, cariad,’ Rachael told her jadedly, ‘but we must try and find somewhere before it gets dark otherwise we’ll be spending the night on the street huddled in a doorway.’

‘Mam, we can’t do that!’ Katie exclaimed in horror. Katie looked at the people hurrying by who were of every colour and every nationality.

‘Come on, Mam.’ She picked up her suitcase and dragged at Rachael’s arm with her free hand as she felt terror churning inside her. ‘Let’s hurry up and find somewhere.’

The sudden jerk startled Rachael, causing her to drop one of her suitcases. It landed heavily on the ground and the locks burst open, spilling everything inside it out onto the wet pavement.

‘Now look what you’ve made me do,’ she snapped crossly.

‘I’m sorry, Mam! I didn’t mean to make you drop it,’ Katie snuffled plaintively as she got down on her knees and gathered together the clothes and shoes that had fallen out, and tried to ram them back into the suitcase.

‘Now then, what’s going on here?’

Katie and Rachael both looked up startled as a man’s deep voice boomed out over their heads. Katie looked at the big black boots only inches from her face. Her heart pounded nervously as her eyes moved up and she saw the dark navy-blue uniform and the shining silver buttons of a policeman.

‘Are you two running away from home?’ he asked as he tapped his trouser-leg with his baton.

‘No, we are looking for somewhere to stay though,’ Rachael said, as she stood up and faced him. ‘Can you help?’

The policeman tapped the baton against his leg several times before he answered. ‘Just the two of you, is it?’

‘That’s right. Me and my little girl.’

‘What sort of place are you looking for?’

‘Something cheap and clean and respectable, of course. One room would do.’

‘Hmm!’ He looked from one to the other of them speculatively. ‘Where’ve you come from?’

Rachael hesitated. ‘Cathays. Catherine Street, Cathays.’

Katie looked up into his broad red face and remembered the other two policemen who had come to the house and taken her dada away with them. This policeman looked much kinder. She gave him a smile. She felt sure he was going to help them.

‘We were living with my nana in her house but she’s died and now we have nowhere to live,’ she told the policeman.

He looked at her gravely. ‘I see. And where is your daddy?’

‘He . . . he’s away at the moment,’ Rachael said quickly.

‘My dada’s been taken to prison,’ Katie told him. ‘I’m not supposed to tell anyone where he is, but since you’re a policeman I expect you know already.’

The constable tapped his leg several more times with his baton. ‘What did you say your name was?’ he asked Rachael.

‘My name is Katie Roberts,’ Katie piped up before Rachael had a chance to answer.

‘I see!’ His stern gaze went from her, back to Rachael. ‘So why are you looking for somewhere to live in this area, Mrs Roberts? There must surely be better parts of Cardiff where you can find accommodation than down here in Tiger Bay. Why didn’t you stay in Cathays? Nice tidy place to live, that is.’

‘None of our friends or neighbours in Cathays want to know us, now that my husband is in jail,’ Rachael told him bitterly. ‘I’ve tried all over the place in Splott and Grangetown, but no one wants a woman with a kiddie in tow, see. I thought people mightn’t be quite so picky down here.’

The policeman nodded understandingly. Taking out his notebook he wrote down an address. ‘Here, try this place,’ he said, handing the scrap. of paper to Rachael. ‘It’s not a palace, mind, but you’ll find it is reasonably clean and the folks that live there have never been in any trouble with the law.’

‘Thank you.’ Rachael gave him a wan smile. ‘Can I say you sent me?’ she asked.

He frowned and tapped his leg with his baton again. ‘You can, but it might be better if you said a friend told you . . . that’s if they ask,’ he said at last.

‘Very well . . . and thanks again,’ she murmured, as she continued collecting up the miscellany of articles strewn on the pavement.

He waited until Rachael and Katie had put everything back in the suitcase and shut the lid down before he moved away.

‘Where is this place, then?’ Rachael called after him. ‘How do I get to it?’

He turned sharply and gave her brief instructions before walking away briskly, leaving them to make their own way.

‘Louisa Street is fairly near, so let’s give it a try,’ Rachael pronounced, picking up two of the cases and indicating with a movement of her head that Katie was to take the other one.

‘Now remember,’ she warned Katie, ‘not a word about your dada being in prison. You understand?’

‘What shall I say, then?’

‘Nothing! Or simply that he is away.’

Rachael walked in silence, saving her breath to give herself the energy to carry the cases. Katie grizzled and moaned as the case she was carrying banged against her legs, but Rachael took no notice. She knew that if she stopped and put down her own load she would never be able to gather the momentum to pick them up again.

The terraced houses in Louisa Street opened straight onto the pavement. As they reached the door of No. 10, Rachael put down one of her cases and studied the scrap of paper to find the name of the woman living there.

Alys Morgan was a big buxom woman in her late fifties with small hard black eyes like currants in her puffy white face. A cigarette with an inch of grey ash on it dangled from one corner of her thin-lipped mouth.

She answered the door wearing down-at-heel slippers, a flowered print overall hiding her drab grey dress, and with her streaked hair imprisoned in metal curlers that stood out above her brow like a tiara.

‘Yer wanting something?’ Her beady eyes took in the cases. ‘A room is it?’ She held out a grimy hand. ‘Five bob a week and money up front. Take it or leave it.’

‘I’d like to see it first,’ Rachael told her, spiritedly.

Alys Morgan folded her brawny arms over her massive chest. ‘Darw! Choosy sort are you? Leave your stuff there then; the kid can look after it. It’s the back room at the top of the stairs. Go on up and have a look at it. I’m not taking you up, my bloody varicose veins are killing me!’

She drew heavily on her cigarette as she waited for Rachael to return and Katie watched fascinated as the tip of grey ash shivered and collapsed into a powdery mess down the front of Alys Morgan’s wraparound overall.

‘Don’t your mam smoke, then?’ She coughed as she brushed the ash away with her hand.

Katie shook her head, her eyes widening as Alys Morgan sucked deeply on the cigarette and a red glow showed at the end.

Rachael stared round the back bedroom in distaste. The walls were covered in a drab, striped wallpaper that was so faded it was difficult to discern what the original colours had been.

A three-quarter-size bed was pushed tight against one wall to make room for a bentwood chair. The only other furniture was a chest of drawers that had a cracked piece of mirror hung on the wall over it. A chipped washbowl and cracked jug stood on top of the chest. They were a muddy green colour with faded red cabbage roses painted on them.

There was no space for a wardrobe but a row of metal hooks had been hammered into the wall down one side of the room.

Rachael pulled back the washed-out pink candlewick counterpane that covered the bed. Beneath it was a dingy grey blanket and, surprisingly, clean white sheets and pillowcases.

It certainly wasn’t ideal, she thought miserably, but she didn’t really have any choice. At least the bed was clean she consoled herself, as she went back downstairs.

‘I’ll take it,’ she told Alys Morgan.

‘Five bob then, missus. Like I told you, rent has to be paid in advance.’

‘And I want to know a bit more about what I’m getting for my money before I hand it over,’ Rachael told her as she searched inside her handbag for her purse.

‘What d’yer mean by that?’ Alys Morgan frowned.

‘Well, do I have use of the kitchen? Where’s the lavatory? Is there a lock on my bedroom door and do I get a key?’

Alys Morgan’s lips curled. ‘I don’t wait on you, if that’s what you’re wondering. You can boil a kettle or heat a pan of food up in the kitchen on the landing. It’s alongside the lavvy and you share both with the others who have rooms upstairs. You’ll be expected to scrub it out once a week like the others do. As for a key, there’s no locks on any of the rooms and no one has a key to the front door except me. I lock that when I go to bed, otherwise it’s always on the latch.’

‘So anyone can walk in and out at any time of the day and there’s nothing to stop them taking things from my room?’

Alys Morgan’s dark eyes hardened into angry bullets. ‘They can try! They have to get past me first. My kitchen door is always open, see, so I can spot who comes in and who goes out. All my lodgers are honest and respectable and they’d be out on their ear if I caught any of them messing about in a room that wasn’t theirs.’

Rachael sighed, then counted out the necessary coins into the other woman’s outstretched hand. It certainly wasn’t ideal, certainly not what she had been hoping for, but it was the first time she’d even got as far as seeing a room. At least this woman hadn’t slammed the door in her face and told her that she didn’t want any brats in the place.

Alys Morgan checked the money Rachael had given her then dropped it into the capacious pocket in her floral overall.

‘Better take yer cases on up to your room then, hadn’t yer,’ she stated. ‘Someone might go sorting through them and take some of your precious belongings if you leave them lying about on the doorstep,’ she added acidly.


Chapter Three

SETTLING INTO THE cramped bedroom and having to share the primitive conditions provided at No. 10 Louisa Street was an unsettling experience for both Katie and Rachael. Not only were both of them missing their friends, but the accommodation certainly wasn’t what they were used to having. Rachael felt thoroughly miserable as she remembered her lovely bedroom back in Catherine Street with its blue floral curtains and matching counterpane. Katie’s room had been pretty, too, with its pink and white curtains and matching eiderdown.

The kitchen on the landing, which she was told she would be sharing with the families living in the other two upstairs bedrooms, had once been the bathroom, and so it was right next to the lavatory. Rachael took a quick peek in there first. She noticed that the scrubbed wooden seat had a gaping crack in it at one side, and that the stained linoleum was littered with bits that had dropped there from the squares of newspaper that hung from a piece of string tied to a nail halfway up the wall.

In the adjoining room the washbasin acted as a sink, and someone had left a pile of dirty dishes soaking in it. The bath was covered over with a plank of scrubbed wood to provide a makeshift worktop. Standing on it was a gas ring and alongside that was a badly dented tin kettle and two battered aluminium saucepans.

On the wall above the bath were three shelves, one each for the occupants of the bedrooms. Two of them were crammed with an assortment of cups, plates, dishes, jars, and packets of food. The third shelf held only oddments of china and Rachael assumed this must be for her use.

Desperate for a drink, Rachael lit the gas ring and placed the tin kettle on it to boil. As she took down cups for herself and Katie, and rinsed them clean under the washbasin tap, she realised that she had no tea or any milk. The feeling of frustration and despair brought tears to her eyes.

‘Katie, run back downstairs and ask Mrs Morgan if she can spare me some tea. Hurry up, cariad, I’m dying for a drink, and I expect you are, too,’ she urged, when she saw Katie hesitate.

As the child made off, Rachel leaned over the banister and called down, ‘and a spot of milk if she can manage it!’

‘By the sound of it all you’ve got is hot water so yer’d better come on down here and have a cuppa,’ Alys Morgan yelled back.

Rachael took a peek at herself in the cracked flyblown mirror over the chest of drawers and shuddered. She prided herself on being slim and trim, but now she looked terrible. Her hair, that she usually wore caught back at the nape of her neck with a broad slide, hung in untidy strands. Her face looked grey and her hazel eyes were lacklustre with exhaustion.

The blue cotton dress she’d put on clean that morning was creased, and it was grubby down the front from lifting the suitcases after they’d been standing on the wet pavement.

All she wanted to do, she thought irritably, was to sit quietly for ten minutes, close her eyes, rest her aching feet and drink a cup of tea. After that she’d start the depressing task of unpacking their cases and trying to find somewhere in the room to put their belongings.

She suspected that behind Alys Morgan’s invitation was curiosity and the hope of prising information out of her about her background.

The moment the thought entered her mind Rachael felt a frisson of alarm. Hastily, she smoothed her hair, pushed her feet back into her shoes, scrambled over the cases piled between the chest and the door and rushed down the stairs. Katie was already down there and she was such a chatterbox that she’d be telling Alys Morgan far more than Rachel wanted her to know, just like she’d done with the policeman.

Alys Morgan’s kitchen came as a shock. The room was stiflingly hot and smoky. It was obvious from the way it was arranged that Mrs Morgan not only lived, cooked, and ate her meals there, but that she slept there as well.

Every wall was covered with shelves and in turn they were crammed with everything from pots and pans, cups, saucers, plates of every size, glasses, ornaments, and curios of every description, from a cuckoo clock and some gigantic sea shells to china houses and figurines.

Rachael breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Katie was standing just inside the door, open mouthed and enthralled, and realised that so far she hadn’t said a word out of place. She was gazing around her in awe, mesmerised by the assortment of things on display. With any luck, Rachael thought, Katie was so bemused that she wouldn’t say a word about their affairs to Alys Morgan.

‘Sit yerself down then,’ Alys told her, nodding at a padded rocking chair that was on the other side of the fire grate and which was identical to the one she was sitting in.

Her chair creaked protestingly under her bulk as she reached out for the aluminium teapot standing on the hob and poured out a stream of rich dark tea into a flowered china cup. ‘Help yerself to milk and sugar then, they’re all on the table,’ she said, as she replenished her own cup.

‘Now what about the little one? This tea’s too strong for her, mind, but she’s welcome to some milk,’ she said, pulling a white enamel jug closer to her and lifting up the piece of beaded net that protected it from the countless flies buzzing around the room.

‘You’d like a bakestone, too, wouldn’t you, cariad?’ she invited, as she half-filled a cup with milk.

Katie smiled and nodded, but she couldn’t stop her eyes wandering back to all the things on display.

‘It’s like a shop in here,’ she gasped in disbelief. ‘Are all these things yours?’

Alys Morgan smiled proudly. ‘They certainly are, cariad! Every single one of them has been given to me by grateful tenants. They’ve all said this place was like a second home to them and they’ll never forget it. You’re going to love living here, mind, once you’ve unpacked all those cases and got yourselves sorted out.’

Katie pulled a face. ‘I don’t like our room very much. It’s an awful lot smaller than my bedroom was at home and my mam says we both have to sleep in the same bed!’

‘Well, there’s lovely that will be for you. Be able to snuggle up all cosy like, won’t you!’ Alys Morgan smiled at Katie, but immediately turned to Rachael. ‘So it’s not what you’re used to, eh? Things a bit hard for you at the moment, are they?’

‘A little,’ Rachael murmured stiffly. She didn’t want to discuss her affairs with Alys Morgan or with anyone else, but she didn’t want to antagonise her either.

‘No husband around at present, then?’ Alys probed.

‘He’s away at the moment. He’ll be home again soon,’ Rachael told her.

‘Oh? Working away, like, is he?’ Alys Morgan persisted.

Rachael bit her lip and shot a warning glance at Katie, who she could see was on the point of speaking out. ‘Something like that,’ she said quickly.

‘Never around when you want them, are they,’ Alys Morgan said cryptically. ‘Mind, this old General Strike seems to be changing all our lives.’

Her beady eyes gleamed and, guessing her curiosity was insatiable, Rachael hastily swallowed down her tea and made to leave.

‘Come on, sit back and have another cup, and give the little one a chance to eat another of my bakestones. Lovely they are. Only made them this morning. Try one for yourself. Or would you rather have a fag?’

She rummaged in the deep pocket of her overall, pulled out a packet of Woodbines and held it out, but Rachael shook her head.

‘Thanks, but I don’t.’

‘Never? Oh I like a ciggie with me cuppa. I find one perks me up no end and you look as though you need something to cheer you up,’ she added critically. ‘Sure you won’t have a drag?’

‘No. Thank you all the same.’

Alys Morgan tipped a cigarette out of the packet and lit it with a spill that she thrust between the bars of the grate into the glowing heart of the fire.

‘Now then,’ she inhaled a lungful of smoke and coughed noisily as she turned back to Katie, ‘you haven’t even told me yer name yet, cariad!’

‘It’s Katie. Katie Roberts and I was born in May 1918 and I’m eight years
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