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            To all those children everywhere who suffered the indignity and
                brutality of orphanages. My heart goes out to you, and I hope that in some small way
                this story will acknowledge the sadness of your past and help you to put it
                aside.
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Part One



1947–1955

    
        Chapter One

        
            May 1947
        

        
            Hither Green, South London
        

        Edna Groomes and Iris Brown paused in their
            gossiping as Anne Taylor came tripping along Leahurst Road. Her high heels tapped out a
            staccato message, Look at me, look at me, and so they stared, hating her for
            her beauty, blonde hair, trim figure and youth.

        
            Edna and Iris were both only in their
                early thirties, no more than six years older than Anne, but their crossover pinnies,
                headscarves knotted like turbans and sagging, overweight bodies made them look much
                older.

            ‘She’ll be off to the
                ‘airdresser’s again,’ Edna said accusingly, shaking her tin of
                Brasso and bending over to finish polishing the letter-box she’d started
                before Iris came out of her flat next door. ‘She’s always in there. All
                she thinks of is ‘ow she looks.’

            Iris put her hands on her hips and
                smirked as Anne came closer. ‘’Ow’s the little ‘uns?’
                she asked with some malice. ‘Stuck indoors as usual?’

            ‘The children are fine, thank
                you,’ Anne replied without even breaking her step, her nose firmly in the air.
                ‘And yes, they are indoors. I don’t allow them to play in the street
                disturbing the neighbours.’

            It was the crisp, cultured voice and the
                snipe at Edna and Iris’s children who were playing a noisy game of cricket
                further down the street which momentarily stunned the two older women. By the time
                Iris had managed to open her mouth again, Anne had already disappeared around the
                corner into Manor Lane.

            ‘Stuck-up bitch,’ Iris spat
                out.

            Edna laughed. ‘You
                asked for that one, Iris. If she weren’t so bloody posh she might ‘ave
                whacked you.’

            ‘She might be posh but she’s
                no better than she should be,’ Iris retorted, sitting down on the low wall
                which gave a mere three feet of front garden to the two-storey flats.
                ‘She’s bin carrying on with Tosh down at the pub for months now.
                I’ve two minds to slip Reg the wink.’

            ‘I wouldn’t if I were
                you,’ Edna said, abandoning her polishing to sit on the wall beside her friend
                and drawing a packet of Turf out of her pinny pocket. ‘I reckon
                ‘e’d knock you out.’

            The two women lit up their cigarettes,
                enjoying the warm spring sunshine on their faces. It was the first warm day of the
                year. Nineteen forty-seven had been the worst winter on record, snow lying on the
                ground from January right through to early April, and it was only now, the first
                week in May, that they’d been able to come outside without a coat.

            But apart from the sunshine, there was
                no real evidence of spring in Leahurst Road, for there were no trees, and the tiny
                front gardens were used to house dustbins and bicycles, not flowers. Even further
                down the street nearer to Hither Green station where the long terrace of Victorian
                houses was broken by a bomb-site, the weeds and grass hadn’t yet begun to
                grow. Across the street was Lee Manor School, but as it was Saturday the gates in
                the eight-foot fence were closed, shutting out the sight of pots of daffodils on the
                window-sills.

            Edna drew hard on her cigarette before
                speaking again. ‘You sure she’s carrying on with Tosh at the pub? I
                can’t see someone like ‘er messing with a creep like ‘im. I
                wouldn’t touch ‘im with a flaming barge-pole!’

            ‘Well, ‘e’s loaded,
                ain’t ‘e,’ Iris said with a sniff. ‘She thinks she’s
                too grand to live around ‘ere, ‘spect she thinks he’ll set her up
                somewhere more to ‘er liking. He won’t, though, he’s as tight as a
                monkey’s balls.’

            Edna laughed. Tosh, the landlord of the
                Station Hotel, was famous for his meanness. They joked that moths flew out when he opened his wallet. He was also nearly fifty, balding
                and paunchy, an ex-boxer with a broken nose. It was surprising enough that Anne
                Taylor, with her stunning looks and hoity-toity manner, should even work for him as
                a barmaid, but although Edna would like to believe what her friend was saying she
                thought it extremely unlikely that Anne would stoop to having an affair with him
                too. ‘Why would she want a man to take her away from ‘ere anyway? Reg
                ain’t a boozer, and he’s always in work,’ she said.

            Iris rolled her eyes with impatience.
                ‘Are you blind and deaf?’ she exclaimed. ‘Everyone knows they
                fight all the time. Mrs Gardener downstairs to them says they are at it hammer and
                tongs most every night.’

            ‘Me and Sid fight all the time
                an’ all,’ Edna retorted. ‘Specially when he stays in the pub and
                his dinner’s ruined. That don’t mean I go looking for someone
                else.’

            Iris moved closer to her friend.
                ‘She neglects those kids,’ she said conspiratorially. ‘Back in the
                winter when the snow was on the ground sometimes they was waiting on the doorstep
                with their teeth chattering for hours for their mum to get back. If it weren’t
                for Reg I don’t reckon they’d ever get a decent meal or clean clothes.
                She spends all the money on clothes and hair-dos, and why would she do that if it
                weren’t to catch a new man?’

            Edna knew it was true about the two
                little girls waiting on the doorstep in the cold after school, she’d taken
                them in a few times herself, but she thought Iris was being a bit malicious about
                the rest so she made no comment. She liked Reg Taylor. He looked like a thug with
                his big shoulders and hair cut as close as a convict’s, but he’d been
                the first to come round to offer help when her pipes burst in the winter and Sid was
                working away. Just the way Reg talked about his little girls showed how much he
                loved them, and she didn’t believe he would stand for his wife neglecting
                them.

            ‘Oh, I know Reg is a good
                sort,’ Iris said as if she’d read Edna’s thoughts. ‘But
                she’s a bad ‘un. Fancy ‘er leaving those little
                kiddies cooped up in that flat all day while she gets ‘er ‘air done. It
                ain’t never right.’

        

        The Taylor girls didn’t think it was
            right either. As their mother was walking up the street they were watching her from the
            window. They saw her pass Mrs Groomes and Mrs Brown, and once she’d gone round the
            corner, they grabbed the spare key from the mantelpiece and skipped out, knowing she
            wouldn’t be back for at least two hours. They were making for Manor House Gardens,
            the pretty park with a lake only ten minutes away. Within an hour they had joined some
            other children down in the mud on the banks of the River Quaggy, which ran through it,
            until the park-keeper spotted them.

        
            All six children involved in building a
                dam across the river jerked up their heads in alarm at the sound of his outraged
                shout from the bridge some twenty yards away. Dulcie Taylor didn’t stop to see
                what her companions would do, just grabbed her younger sister May’s hand,
                hauled her up the river bank and squeezed first May, then herself, through the same
                bent railing they had entered through.

            ‘Quick, hide under there,’
                Dulcie gasped, shoving May beneath a dense shrub on the other side of the pathway,
                then, with only the briefest glance around, crawling in too.

            Seconds later, the park-keeper in his
                brown uniform came riding past on his bicycle. Dulcie put her hand over May’s
                mouth and whispered that she wasn’t to move until he was out of sight. As they
                could hear him yelling at the others, no more than thirty or forty feet away from
                their hiding-place, they stayed crouched under the bush, both panting with
                fright.

            Dulcie was eight and a half, May had had
                her fifth birthday only two days ago, and they were very alike, with blonde hair
                which they wore in plaits, pale skin and wide blue eyes. Yet May was always referred
                to by neighbours as ‘the pretty little one’. It wasn’t that Dulcie
                    was plain, though she was rather thin and gawky, with new front
                teeth which looked a little large for her small face, merely that May endeared
                herself to people by smiling readily and chatting, and she didn’t look
                permanently anxious as her older sister did.

            Dulcie was an anxious child and
                it was quite out of character for her to suggest slipping out to the park while
                their mother was out, or to do anything as reckless as playing in the river.
                Normally she was a timid and obedient girl, and took responsibility for the safety
                of her younger sister seriously. But today’s warm sunshine after months of
                bitter weather had caused latent feelings of resentment towards her mother to boil
                over. She couldn’t see why she and May should be expected to stay indoors on
                such a nice day while she, who couldn’t even be bothered to make them
                something for dinner, went off to the hairdresser’s.

            Dulcie wasn’t prone to thinking
                she was hard done by. She knew that everyone in England had had to endure severe
                hardships all through the long, bleak winter. Animals had frozen to death in the
                fields, old people had died of cold sitting in front of an empty grate. Food rations
                had been cut again, lower even than during the war years, and the heavy snow
                prevented much of the food from being distributed.

            Young as she was, she appreciated that
                her family were lucky to have a decent place to live, for many people were still
                struggling to repair bomb-damaged houses or living in temporary accommodation.
                Dulcie had grown used to having to wear a coat and hat in class during the winter
                – her teacher had explained that coal for the boilers was difficult to get
                hold of – she didn’t even mind that she and May often had to get into
                bed as soon as they got home for the same reason. She had put up with chapped
                thighs, feet and hands and conditioned herself to ignore the rumblings of hunger in
                her stomach, but what she couldn’t accept or understand was her mother’s
                apparent total lack of regard for her family.

            Anne kept on buying new clothes for
                herself instead of food. She sat around all day painting her nails
                and reading magazines instead of cleaning up. It was perfectly understandable to
                Dulcie that Dad got mad when he came in from work and found there was no dinner, or
                when he had to wash and iron their school clothes because Mum hadn’t done
                them. Like him, Dulcie had come to the conclusion that Mum didn’t care about
                him or her children, and night after night when she had to bury her head under the
                pillow so she wouldn’t hear the bitter rows, she almost wished Mum would make
                good her constant threats to leave – at least then they’d get some
                peace.

            Just that morning in Lewisham, Anne had
                bought another new dress for herself. Dulcie had pointed out that both her own and
                May’s shoes were pinching their feet, but she’d snapped at them and said
                they must put up with them for another few weeks. On the way home Dulcie had asked
                if she’d take them to the park in the afternoon because someone at school had
                said there were baby ducks on the lake. But Mum had just clouted her round the ear,
                said she was always asking for something, and anyway she was going to the
                hairdresser’s.

            Dulcie knew it was pointless asking if
                they could go alone. Dad didn’t allow it, and he wouldn’t let them play
                in the street either. She understood why. Dad had been a street urchin himself and
                he always said he wanted something better for his girls. Besides, he was fair, he
                was never too tired to take them to the park or up to Blackheath when he was home.
                Even if he’d planned to do something else, if it was a nice day he’d
                drop it for them.

            That was why Dulcie decided to defy her
                mother. It was a protest against her selfishness, coupled with a desire for
                adventure and freedom.

            She wished she hadn’t now. Her
                shoes were wet through and covered in mud, and May was in an even worse mess with
                mud all over her skirt and cardigan. If the park-keeper caught them, goodness only
                knew what he’d do to them, and Mum would go mad when they got home.

            At last Dulcie saw the park-keeper
                moving away. He was pushing his bike with one hand and holding one
                of the boys by the ear with the other. Once she was satisfied that he was too far
                away to see them, the girls crawled out of the bush and Dulcie said they must go
                home.

            ‘But I don’t want to
                go,’ May said petulantly. ‘We haven’t even seen the ducks yet. Mum
                won’t be back for ages.’

            Dulcie sighed deeply, hoping May
                wasn’t going to have one of her tantrums as she often did when she
                didn’t get her way. She was reluctant to go herself, she’d wanted to see
                the ducks too, but she had no idea what the time was, and it was imperative they got
                their clothes and shoes cleaned up before Mum came in.

            ‘We can’t stay now, Parky
                will get us,’ Dulcie said, taking her sister by the hand and almost dragging
                her towards the gates.

            ‘What would he do to us?’
                May asked. She looked intrigued rather than frightened.

            Dulcie had no real idea. As she’d
                never been to the park before without an adult watching over them, all she knew
                about Parky was hearsay from other children. They said he clouted children, whipped
                them with a stick for picking flowers, one girl at school claimed he’d taken
                her into his shed and forced her to hold his willy. Dulcie didn’t really
                believe that story, but the way he’d shouted at them earlier and the
                way he’d dragged Stephen off suggested he could be very nasty.

            ‘He’d lock us up in his
                shed, then he’d get Dad,’ she guessed.

            Just the mention of her dad made them
                both really frightened. He wasn’t a cruel man, he never, ever belted them like
                some kids’ dads did, but he would be very angry that they’d slipped out
                without permission.

            Dulcie was an observant and thoughtful
                child, and when they visited Granny in Deptford, she could see why her dad wanted
                something better for her and May than he’d had. Deptford was a slum area, with
                nasty old tenements and dirty streets, and many of the dilapidated little terraced
                houses like Granny’s housed several families. Dad had once
                told her that most of the boys he’d played with as a child had become thieves
                and rogues, and the reason he’d always worked so hard when he was young was so
                he could get away from there. Dulcie supposed that he’d married Mum for much
                the same reason, because she was beautiful and she had a posh voice.

            Yet that didn’t always make sense.
                Mum was always saying cruel things about how rough and uneducated Dad’s family
                were. Dad usually struck back by saying hers were mean-minded snobs and they
                hadn’t equipped her for real life. Dulcie often wondered what on earth had
                made them get married in the first place if they disliked each other’s
                families so much.

            As they turned into Leahurst Road, to
                Dulcie’s horror she saw that their dad’s bicycle was in the front
                garden. Either it was much later than she thought, or Dad had knocked off work
                early. He was a builder, at present working on a site in the Eltham Road, and
                normally he didn’t get home before six on a Saturday. But now they would be in
                serious trouble. Mum would probably only have given them a clout, she wouldn’t
                have told Dad what they’d done because he would have been mad with her for
                leaving them on their own. What on earth were they going to do?

            ‘Dad’s home,’ Dulcie
                said fearfully to her sister who hadn’t yet noticed his bike.
                ‘We’re in for it now.’

            May pulled a couldn’t-care-less
                face. ‘It’s not my fault. It was your idea to go.’

            Dulcie felt like slapping her. It was
                quite true it had been her idea, but then May always wriggled out of any blame.
                ‘Well, at least don’t go and say we went in the river,’ Dulcie
                said. ‘We’ll say we fell over on the muddy grass.’

            May stopped in her tracks. ‘But
                that’s a lie!’ she exclaimed, opening her blue eyes very wide.
                ‘You’d have to confess it!’

            Dulcie had taken her First Communion and
                perhaps unwisely had told May all the sins she was supposed to tell the priest in
                the confessional.

            ‘It’s only
                a very tiny lie,’ Dulcie said. ‘And it’s a kindly meant one
                because Dad will be very upset if he thought we were playing somewhere dangerous. I
                will confess it in church, but don’t you dare tell on me.’

            May gave her a sly look. ‘I
                won’t if you give me half your sweets.’

            Dulcie sighed at this blackmail. If she
                didn’t agree, May would go out of her way to get her into worse trouble. Dad
                always brought them home sweets on a Saturday, but they wouldn’t get them
                tonight anyway, they’d probably get sent to bed without any tea, so half of
                nothing wasn’t much to give up. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But
                don’t you ever ask me to help you when you’re in
                trouble!’

            They walked on then, Dulcie’s
                heart thumping loudly with fear. Dad had never given her a good hiding before for
                anything, but maybe he would for something as serious as this.

            Dulcie didn’t use the key to the
                door, Dad would think it even more sneaky if he knew they’d taken that. She
                rang the bell and a few seconds later heard his footsteps coming down the
                stairs.

            ‘Not today, thank you,’ he
                said as he opened the door and saw them standing on the step. He closed the door
                again.

            This was one of his little jokes,
                pretending he didn’t know them, it showed he was in a very good mood, and he
                probably thought they’d run ahead of their mother. Usually when he did this,
                Dulcie would say, ‘Let me in, little pig’ through the letter-box, and
                he’d reply, ‘Oh no, Mr Wolf, not by the hair of my chinny, chin chin, I
                won’t let you in.’ But Dulcie couldn’t bring herself to play out
                this game today.

            She took a deep breath and lifted the
                flap of the letterbox. ‘Let us in, Daddy, we’ve been naughty, we went to
                the park when Mummy told us to stay home.’

            The door opened immediately and there he
                was, looking down at them with a frighteningly stern expression on his face.

            Reg Taylor was a big
                man, six foot two with shoulders like a barn door. He had the kind of tough
                appearance that made other men nervous of getting on the wrong side of him, fair
                hair cut very short on top, cold, pale blue eyes, pitted skin and a strong jaw-line.
                As his neighbour Edna had observed, he did look like a thug, that was until he
                smiled and showed the warmth of his real character. But anyone, even his children,
                was inclined to back away when he looked as he did now.

            ‘I’m sorry,’ Dulcie
                whispered. ‘But it was so nice outside and we just wanted to see the baby
                ducks.’

            Reg looked the pair of them up and down,
                noting the mud on their clothes and shoes. He realized immediately that they had
                been in the river. ‘Come on in,’ he said. ‘Take your shoes off and
                leave them there, I’ll sort them out later.’

            He walked on back up the passage towards
                the stairs while they took their shoes off, but stopped suddenly to look back.
                ‘Where’s your mother?’ he asked.

            Dulcie gulped. Whenever her dad used the
                word mother instead of mummy it was a sure sign he was cross with her. ‘At the
                hairdresser’s,’ she said.

            He gave a sort of grunt and disappeared
                up the stairs. The girls took off their shoes, placed them neatly on the mat and
                holding hands, nervously crept up too.

            The flat consisted of three rooms, a
                bathroom and kitchen. When they’d moved here eighteen months earlier from just
                two rooms in New Cross, they’d all thought they were in heaven. Back in New
                Cross the stove and sink were on the landing, they had to share the outside lavatory
                with several other families and go to the public baths. It was so exciting watching
                as Dad painted and papered, turning a gloomy, dirty place into a real home, to go
                with him to choose furniture, to see Mum sewing curtains and cushion covers. It
                didn’t matter that the furniture was secondhand, or that there was no stair
                carpet. Dad kept saying that they were on the way up.

            Everything had seemed so perfect then.
                Dad had joined up in the army at the start of the war and had been
                away in the fighting for almost all of Dulcie’s early years, but now he was
                home for good, taking up building work again and coming home every night. Lee Manor
                School was right across the street from their flat, there were nice shops down the
                road by Hither Green station, the park and the library to go to. But best of all was
                that Mum had been so very happy, dancing around, singing, laughing and cuddling Dad.
                Dulcie had thought it was going to be that way for ever.

            But it didn’t stay like that for
                long. Soon Mum gave up laughing and singing and lay around in her dressing-gown,
                chain-smoking the way Dulcie remembered she had so often done during the war. She
                stopped cleaning the flat, the washing and ironing mounted up, she didn’t seem
                to care about anything other than how she looked when she went out.

        

        ‘Come on in here,’ Dad called
            out once they’d reached the landing outside the living-room.

        
            They slunk in to find their father
                sitting on the couch. It was a large room with a bay window overlooking the street.
                At night when the curtains were drawn, a tablelamp lit and the fire roaring away,
                the cream wallpaper with gold scrolls looked so very posh. It looked nice too in the
                mornings when the sun came in, but the sun was gone from the windows now, and in the
                gloomy light the room looked as sad as her father’s expression.

            Dulcie realized almost immediately that
                he had been home for some time. He had changed out of his work overalls into his
                grey trousers and a clean shirt, and he’d cleared the grate of last
                night’s ashes and laid it with kindling ready to relight later when it got
                cold.

            ‘I’m not going to ask why
                you disobeyed your mother,’ he said, looking at them with cold eyes. ‘I
                know why. But I want you to think what would have happened if you had been run over
                by a car, or fallen in the river.’

            Both girls just stood there, hanging
                their heads.

            ‘That’s why
                I make rules about you not going out alone,’ Reg went on. ‘You see, if
                either of those things happened I wouldn’t know where you were. Can you
                imagine what it would be like for me and your mother if you just didn’t turn
                up? How would I know where to look for you? Little girls sometimes get taken by bad
                men, that’s why it’s important we always know where you are.’

            He held out his arms to them, and the
                girls, realizing he wasn’t going to smack them after all, ran to them
                willingly. He pulled them on to his knees and cuddled them tightly.

            ‘You must never, ever do that
                again,’ he said with a strange kind of croak in his voice, his cheeks rough
                against their smooth ones. ‘You two are the most precious things in the world
                to me, and I’m only strict with you because I want to keep you from
                harm.’

            ‘Are you going to spank us and
                send us to bed without any tea?’ May asked, her voice trembling.

            ‘Not this time,’ he said,
                and Dulcie heard the faintest hint of amusement in his voice. ‘But if you do
                it again I will, make no mistake about that. As it happens I’ve been home for
                over an hour. If you’d been here I would have taken you to the park myself,
                and we might have had an ice-cream too. But there’ll be no ice-cream or sweets
                this weekend now.’

            He sent them to their bedroom then to
                change their clothes and put on dry socks. As they left the room Dulcie saw him
                going over to the table and picking up all the bottles of nail varnish and other
                cosmetics their mother had left on it this morning.

        

        A long narrow passage ran from the
            living-room past the stairwell, Anne and Reg’s bedroom, the kitchen and then the
            bathroom before reaching the girls’ bedroom right at the back of the house. They
            loved their room, even though the double bed they shared took up most of the space.
            There was pretty paper with pink roses on the walls and a pink eiderdown on the bed.
            They could look out on the gardens that belonged to the ground-floor flats, and their bedroom’s distance from the living-room meant they could
            play noisy games without their parents complaining. Afternoon sun shone through the
            window and it was invariably warmer than the living-room as old Mrs Gardener who lived
            downstairs kept a fire going in the room below them.

        
            After changing their skirts, cardigans
                and socks, they stayed in their room to play, climbing up on the bed with their
                dolls. May seemed completely untroubled, chatting to her doll Belinda as she
                pretended to feed her with a toy bottle. But Dulcie still felt very anxious for she
                knew that once Mum came home a row between her parents was inevitable and she was
                ashamed that this time it would be all her fault.

            She didn’t have long to wait. Just
                after the clock chimed four-thirty along in the living-room, Mum came up the stairs,
                her high heels clicking on the painted boards.

            ‘I’m back, girls,’ she
                called out.

            May went to jump off the bed and go to
                her, but Dulcie stopped her. ‘Wait until Daddy’s spoken to her,’
                she whispered.

            They heard Dad say something sarcastic
                about her hair, then they must have gone into the living-room together and closed
                the door because the girls couldn’t hear their voices any more.

            Dulcie gradually relaxed when the
                expected shouting didn’t begin. She picked up the Enid Blyton book she’d
                borrowed from the library, lay back on the bed beside May and began to read.

        

        ‘Why didn’t you arrange to have
            your hair done when the kids were at school?’ Reg asked Anne as he handed her a
            cup of tea and sat down opposite her in an armchair. He didn’t want to start yet
            another row with her, but when he’d told her what the girls had done she had
            merely laughed as if it didn’t matter. ‘It was hardly fair to expect them to
            be shut in here on a nice sunny day.’

        
            ‘It’s you who insists they
                can’t play outside,’ she said haughtily, lighting up
                yet another cigarette. ‘Besides, I needed my hair done today, I’m
                working tonight.’

            Reg bristled at this piece of news. Just
                the way she sat, so poised and elegant, her legs crossed, one shoe swinging loosely
                from her foot, irritated him intensely. Yet irritated as he was, as always he was
                struck by her classic oval face, features as perfect as a china doll’s, the
                big speedwell blue eyes and soft, sensual mouth.

            She had been merely pretty when he first
                met her at a dance at the Empire, Leicester Square in December of 1937. Just
                seventeen, all eyes and soft blonde hair. She had made him think of a baby deer, and
                he’d felt so big and ugly next to her. Even now that he knew how heartless,
                selfish and cruel she could be, he was still awed by her beauty.

            So many young mothers had lost their
                good looks during the war – the hardships, danger, anxiety and lack of
                nutritious food had turned them into drab, worn, prematurely middle-aged women. But
                not Anne. She was more curvy now, her soft floaty hair had been styled into
                Hollywood glamour, the pretty but bland features had matured into striking beauty,
                and there was a bold, challenging look in her eyes. Even though he bitterly resented
                her constantly buying new clothes, cosmetics and getting her hair done, he did feel
                proud that she kept herself looking so good.

            ‘Working tonight!’ he
                exclaimed. ‘I told you I was going to take you all to the pictures.’

            She merely shrugged and puffed on her
                cigarette. ‘We can do that another night. You didn’t tell the girls we
                were going.’

            ‘Would it have made any difference
                if I had?’ Reg said, his voice rising. ‘Since when did you care tuppence
                about letting them down? I agreed you could work at the pub lunchtimes. Not bloody
                Saturday nights.’

            ‘Tosh needs me there, and besides,
                I need the money,’ she said, her tone more defensive now.

            ‘Oh, Tosh needs you there, does
                he?’ Reg said sarcastically. ‘It doesn’t matter that your husband
                and children have to spend the evening alone. And it makes a lot of
                bloody sense to spend what you’d earn for one night on having your hair done.
                Dare I ask what we are having for tea tonight? Or are we to go hungry because you
                are swanning off to work behind a bar?’

            Reg knew by the way she looked shiftily
                away from him that this was in fact true, and the last of his good humour left him.
                ‘You’d better have bought some food, Anne!’

            ‘Oh, calm down, Reg,’ she
                said, getting up from the couch. ‘I just didn’t have time to get
                anything for tea. I’ll send Dulcie down for fish and chips.’

            It was the way she was making for her
                handbag which made Reg suspect she had something more to hide. He leaped up and
                reached it before she could, snatched out her purse and spilled the contents out on
                to the table. All there was were two half-crowns, a two-shilling piece, a sixpence
                and a couple of coppers.

            ‘I gave you eight quid last
                night,’ he said, his voice trembling. ‘What have you spent it
                on?’

            When he got in from work he’d gone
                into the kitchen to make himself a sandwich, and all the kitchen cabinet contained
                was half a stale loaf, one egg, a tiny piece of cheese, milk and margarine.

            ‘I bought some beef for
                tomorrow,’ she said defiantly.

            Reg caught hold of her arm and dragged
                her out to the kitchen to prove this. There was a tiny piece of beef in the meat
                safe, but Reg knew by its grey appearance it came from the market and would be as
                tough as old boots. ‘So what are we supposed to have with it?’ he said
                sarcastically.

            ‘I’ll get vegetables
                tomorrow,’ she said, trying to get free of his hand. ‘The kids were
                playing up and I forgot about getting them.’

            ‘Show me what you bought for
                yourself,’ he commanded, hauling her by the arm along to the bedroom.

            ‘Oh Reg, don’t be like
                this,’ she pleaded, starting to cry. ‘I just had to have a dress.
                I’ll pay back the housekeeping out of my wages and I
                won’t buy anything again, I promise.’

            ‘Show me!’ he said, pushing
                her towards the wardrobe.

            She brought out a blue dress and even
                though Reg knew little about fashion he knew it was an expensive one by the
                embroidery which ran down the bodice and across the front of the skirt.

            It was too much for Reg. He knew the
                girls both needed new shoes, their underwear was threadbare too, and for the first
                time ever he slapped Anne hard across the face.

            ‘You vain, selfish bitch,’
                he hissed. ‘You’d let your children wear shoes too small for them and go
                hungry just so you can show off in that pub.’

            She just looked up at him, big blue eyes
                full of shock that he’d struck her, and it made him feel like a maggot.

            ‘I didn’t mean to hit
                you,’ he said hurriedly. ‘But my God, you deserve it, Anne! Stay in
                here. Get yourself tarted up for bloody Tosh, he’s just about your level.
                I’ll feed the children and take them to the pictures on my own.’

            He turned on his heel and walked out,
                slamming the bedroom door behind him.

        

        Anne was severely shaken by the
            slap Reg had given her, so much so that she lay on the bed with the eiderdown wrapped
            around her, shaking like a leaf as she listened to him getting the girls’ coats
            and shoes on to go out. Part of her wanted to get up and go and apologize, say she
            wouldn’t go to work tonight and promise faithfully she’d never spend the
            housekeeping money on herself again. But the other part wouldn’t let her.

        
            It was always like this for her. Part of
                her was happy enough just to be a wife and mother, grateful she had a sober,
                hard-working husband, a nice home and the security of being loved. Yet the greater
                part resented the mundane chores, living on a tight budget, trapped in a life that
                never changed. This wasn’t what she’d expected when she fell in love
                with Reg, she thought he’d take her to a world completely different to the one
                she’d grown up in, and instead all he was doing was trying to
                make a replica of it.

            Anne’s parents were over forty
                when she was born. Their only other child had died of meningitis when he was two,
                and they had all but given up hope of ever having another. Throughout her childhood
                Anne had been all too aware that she was everything in the world to them, and she
                felt stifled by their over-protective ways. She never got to play with other
                children, instead her parents played with her, board-games every night, jigsaw
                puzzles and reading books. They took her to the circus and the seaside, on walks and
                for boat rides, but all she really wanted was to be allowed to run around with other
                children, to join the games of rounders in the street, to walk along the high street
                and look in the shops on her own.

            Their house was a semi-detached one in
                Eltham, in a quiet, tree-lined avenue, and all their neighbours were as genteel and
                restrained as her parents. Anne’s father left for his office in the City at
                exactly eight every morning, wearing his bowler hat and dark suit and carrying his
                furled umbrella. She and her mother kissed him goodbye at the door and greeted him
                again when he came in at six in the evening. He would ask over tea how their day had
                been, and as young as seven or eight Anne could remember wondering why he always
                asked because each day was almost identical. Taken to school and collected later,
                half an hour’s piano practice, laying the tea table, and that was all.

            On summer nights she would lie awake in
                bed hearing children’s voices in the distance. She knew they came from the
                nearby council estate, and from what her mother said they were all under-fed and
                neglected, but it seemed to her that they had much more exciting lives than she
                did.

            At sixteen she was sent to a private
                secretarial college in Catford, and all at once she was travelling alone on the
                train each day and not having to wear a school uniform. That was almost enough in
                itself, but to her delight it led to making new friends that for once her parents
                approved of. Most of the other girls had parents who were wealthier
                and further up the social scale than her own, and she was invited home to tea and
                even to stay overnight at these girls’ homes. Ironically, her parents’
                trust in professional people was misplaced, for they couldn’t really care less
                what their daughters got up to as long as they kept out of their hair. So while Mr
                and Mrs Hobbs smugly imagined Anne was mixing with the elite and being carefully
                chaperoned, she was in fact learning to put on make-up, making eyes at boys, trying
                alcohol, and out exploring the West End.

            It didn’t amount to anything very
                wicked, just wandering around giggling when boys tried to pick them up – the
                farthest they went was a few kisses before catching the last train home. But by the
                time Anne was seventeen it was autumn and too cold to spend evenings outside. She
                had soothed her parents into complete trust so that they no longer constantly
                checked up on her when she said she was staying with someone overnight. So when one
                of the girls suggested going dancing at the Empire in Leicester Square Anne was only
                too eager.

            It was just the third time she’d
                been to the Empire when she met Reg, and she fell for him right away. He was as
                opposite to the kind of man she knew her parents would approve of as it was possible
                to be – he was a builder not an office worker, his accent was strong South
                London, he wore a sharp, hand-tailored suit, the kind spivs wore, and his face
                looked as if it had been moulded by fists. When he took her in his arms to dance,
                for the first time in her life she suddenly knew what desire was. There was
                something animal and raw about him which made her feel all weak inside, and even
                though one of her friends drew her aside later and warned her he was too old for her
                and probably dangerous, she didn’t listen.

            He walked her and her friend Marianne to
                Charing Cross station later to catch the last train to Petts Wood. Just before the
                train came in, he caught her up in his arms and kissed her with such passion that
                she knew she’d keep the date they’d made for the
                following Monday, even if she had to lie to her parents to do it.

        

        Anne got up after Reg had left with the
            children. She ran a bath and held a cold flannel to her inflamed cheek while she waited
            for the bath to fill.

        
            ‘I’m only
                twenty-seven,’ she said aloud to her reflection in the mirror. ‘Surely
                I’m entitled to more than this?’

            Later, as she lay back in the bath, her
                hair protected by a scarf, she looked down thoughtfully at her naked body. Not a
                stretch-mark, her breasts as firm as they’d been at seventeen.

            ‘If only I hadn’t got
                pregnant,’ she murmured.

            It wasn’t persuasion from Reg that
                pushed her into making love, it was she who instigated it. He wanted to wait until
                they could be married, but kissing and petting wasn’t enough for Anne, just as
                meeting him in secret wasn’t either. Perhaps it was as her mother claimed,
                that she knew the only way her parents would tolerate him was through disgracing
                herself.

            Anne winced as her mind went back to
                that ugly scene on a summer’s evening in 1938 when Reg had come to the house
                to share the responsibility of telling them the news.

            Her father had remained standing for the
                whole time, his back to the fireplace, his mouth set in a straight line of
                disgust.

            ‘She’s having your
                baby!’ he exclaimed. ‘You must have raped her, my daughter
                wouldn’t allow an animal like you to touch her willingly.’

            Her mother was even worse. She sat on
                the couch weeping as if she’d just been told her child had been savaged by a
                mad dog.

            Yet Reg was wonderful, he kept so calm
                and insisted they heard him out.

            ‘I know you disapprove of me
                because I’m ten years older than Anne, a mere builder from Deptford, and you
                wanted a lawyer or a doctor at least for your daughter. But I love
                her, she loves me, and we want to get married right away.’

            Her father ranted and raved, her mother
                wept and insulted Reg by saying he was a common upstart. Yet still Reg stayed calm.
                ‘Give me a chance to prove myself,’ he said. ‘I will take care of
                Anne and our baby. She will never want for anything, but meanwhile just give Anne
                permission to marry me if you don’t want the disgrace of having a little
                bastard in the family.’

            Of course her parents did give their
                permission. As Reg had put it so succinctly, they didn’t want the shame of an
                illegitimate child. But they never even tried to like Reg, they turned up their
                noses at the tiny flat in Lee Green he found for himself and Anne, and refused to
                visit them there. By the time Dulcie was born in December of that year there was
                talk of war, men being called up, and Anne always had the impression that her
                parents were pinning all their hopes on Reg being killed, for that way they could
                get their daughter back home where they believed she belonged.

            But Reg survived the war. It was her
                mother who was killed in an air raid during the Blitz, caught while scurrying to a
                shelter while shopping in Lewisham.

            ‘Oh Mummy, you were so narrow in
                your outlook you wouldn’t even try to see the good in Reg,’ Anne sighed,
                standing up to soap herself all over. ‘If you’d just forgiven me maybe
                everything would have turned out different.’

            As Anne sat down in the bath again she
                thought back to when her mother was killed. Anne had been evacuated to Sussex when
                Dulcie was seven months old, billeted in a big country house near Hastings with
                three other young mothers. With them for company, and older women in the village to
                give advice and help, she felt secure and happy, and for the first time in her life
                she was making decisions for herself, learning to become independent. When Reg came
                to see her before being sent overseas with the army, they talked about finding a
                permanent home in Sussex once the war was over. Yet the happiness
                she found there shattered when her mother was killed in September 1940.

            Her father couldn’t bear to be
                alone, he made Anne come back and keep house for him, even though it was so
                dangerous to be in London. He kept crying all the time and expected her to wait on
                him the way her mother had, complaining about everything Dulcie did, insulting Reg.
                All the while bombs were dropping, turning every night into a living hell.

            It was impossible to stay with him. She
                wanted to go back to Sussex, but her sense of duty compelled her to find somewhere
                near to her father, so she took the poky flat in New Cross. Yet when he died three
                years later, he proved how little he’d thought of her sacrifice or her future,
                because he left everything, the house and his savings, to his younger brother and
                nothing to her and his granddaughters.

            Anne got out of the bath, her eyes
                swimming with tears. Reg had said dozens of times that she ought to let the past go,
                and she wished she could, but it just wouldn’t let her. It was slowly
                poisoning her, making her into someone she didn’t want to be.

        

        Before Anne began dressing she took out the
            bottle of gin she kept hidden in the back of the wardrobe and drank directly from it. It
            burned her throat and made her eyes water but the warming effect was instantaneous,
            pushing back the bleakness inside her.

        
            Two hours later, at eight o’clock,
                she was behind the bar at the Station Hotel smiling and pulling pints as if she was
                the happiest woman in the world. The saloon bar was packed as usual on a Saturday
                night, as was the public bar next door, and a private party was in full swing in the
                function room at the back.

            Tosh, the landlord, stood at the corner
                of the bar with a large whisky in one hand and a cigar in the other, watching Anne.
                He liked to see her breasts moving up and down as she pulled pints,
                and the curve of her pert little arse under that tight dress, and to know that
                he’d have her again before the night was over.

            No one, least of all Tosh, knew how
                he’d got that name – his real one was Albert Bright. He was born in
                Stepney in 1900, and he had taken his childhood nickname with him when he turned to
                professional boxing. Although he’d never reached any dizzy heights in boxing
                circles, he had made enough money to buy a little pub in Mile End, and by branching
                out into black marketeering during the war, he got enough to buy this place.

            Situated on the corner of Leahurst Road,
                directly opposite Hither Green station, the large Edwardian premises were a little
                goldmine. The immediate area was short on pubs, travelling salesmen found his rooms
                upstairs a convenient base from which to travel to the City and the West End, and he
                had two function rooms he let out for parties and weddings.

            Tosh had been married, but his wife had
                run off with a sailor twelve years ago. He hadn’t missed her, only his pride
                was hurt, but it had made him wary of women ever since. He knew he wasn’t much
                to look at, short, stocky and balding. His nose had taken a few too many punches,
                his teeth were bad and he had a big gut. Yet women were always making a play for
                him. They claimed it was because he had style and made them laugh, but he knew only
                too well they were mostly only interested in his money.

            Anne Taylor was no different. She was
                just looking for a way out of a marriage which bored her. She was barking up the
                wrong tree with him, though. She might be the most thrilling screw he’d ever
                had, as beautiful as a May morning and ladylike to boot, but he wasn’t about
                to get himself saddled with two kids and a man like Reg after his blood.

            He was prepared to play the game for a
                little longer though. Just the thought of pushing his cock into that sexy mouth made
                him quiver and when he saw there was a slight lull behind the bar, he beckoned her
                over to him.

            ‘Want a break for
                a while?’ he asked. ‘Janet will come in from the public bar to take
                over. We could go upstairs for a drink.’

            Anne groaned inwardly for she knew
                exactly what Tosh really wanted, and not for the first time she regretted embarking
                on an affair with him. She had begun working lunch-hours at the pub last December,
                and Tosh made her feel good because he was always saying how beautiful she was.
                Before long she was staying on after the pub closed for the afternoon, and over a
                couple of drinks he would tell her about his boxing days, the elegant nightclubs he
                went to, and all the glamorous people he used to mix with. She sensed that he still
                hankered for that kind of life, and it seemed to her that if he had the right woman
                on his arm, he’d go back to it. She found herself thinking about him
                constantly, imagining herself as that woman, stepping out for a night on the town in
                a fabulous evening dress and a mink coat.

            It turned bitterly cold at Christmas,
                and then the snow came. The flat was freezing, the windows iced up even on the
                inside, it was an ordeal just to get undressed and have a bath, let alone try to
                wash clothes, dry them and find something in the shops to make into an evening meal.
                Reg didn’t seem to notice the cold, and it irritated him that she just
                couldn’t stand it. If she hadn’t had her job to go to at the pub, she
                thought perhaps she might have gone mad, for it was warm there, and a few drinks, a
                bit of flattery, took the edge off her despair.

            Tosh was so attentive, so caring. He
                often gave her a few chops or some mince to take home when she’d used up her
                meat ration, and he would shove a pound note into her hand and tell her to pop over
                to the hairdresser’s and get her hair done, but most of all it was his
                appreciation of her, rather than desire, that lured her into having a little kissing
                and cuddling with him.

            It was mid-February when she finally let
                him make love to her. Even that came about because the water pipes were frozen up at
                home, and he suggested she had a bath upstairs in his flat. It was
                heaven in his bathroom, a big radiator kept it warm, the water was piping hot, and
                the couple of large gins she had before getting into the bath transported her into a
                blissful state where she didn’t care about anything but the moment. She had
                been wallowing in there for almost an hour when Tosh walked in with a hot, fluffy
                towel for her in one hand, and another large drink in the other. He wrapped her up
                in the towel and carried her into his bedroom, and even if he wasn’t a great
                lover, the wickedness of it, the sensuality of the warmth and comfort, and the gin,
                made it quite delicious.

            Anne was very glad she wasn’t a
                Catholic like Reg, or she’d have been compelled to confess her adultery. But
                she got her punishment in other ways, because each afternoon after going to bed with
                Tosh, which was never so good after the first time, she had to go home again and
                face the girls and Reg. She knew she was failing them all by not having meals ready
                and letting the flat get so dirty and untidy, but instead of guilt making her try
                harder, it seemed to have the reverse effect. The more Reg complained, the less she
                did, and each night when she went to bed her dreams were all of a glamorous life,
                with her dressed in silk and satin, diamonds around her neck, and being with a man
                who wanted to show her off.

            She knew it was wicked, but sometimes
                she even had fantasies about Reg dying. It wasn’t that she actually wanted him
                dead, all she wanted was freedom, just as she had as a child. Maybe that was why she
                riled him so often by buying new clothes – she had never consciously thought
                about it, she just wanted to look stunning, but perhaps it was a way of making him
                get so exasperated with her that he’d leave her.

        

        ‘Come on then!’ Tosh said
            impatiently, repeating his suggestion they went upstairs for a drink.

        
            Anne forced a smile. ‘A break
                would be nice,’ she said, even though she had no heart for even speaking to
                him, let alone sex tonight. She knew it was a mistake to get involved with Tosh, but she needed to keep him sweet just in case Reg did take it
                into his head to slam the door on her.

            Tosh poured her a large gin and tonic
                upstairs in his sitting-room. There had been a time when Anne admired his flat with
                its ostentatious flock wallpaper, the cocktail bar, radiogram and sumptuous couches,
                but tonight it looked as vulgar as he was. He had barely poured her the drink before
                he unbuttoned his fly, pulled out his flaccid cock and suggested she woke John
                    Thomas up.

            ‘I’m not really in the mood
                tonight,’ she said, looking away. ‘Reg and I had a fight today, things
                are going from bad to worse at home, he actually hit me.’

            She thought that Tosh would put his cock
                away, come and sit beside her and reassure her he would take care of her if
                necessary, but he didn’t. Instead he moved right in front of her, caught hold
                of her head and pushed her mouth down on to him.

            ‘Fill your mouth with this,’
                he said, and held her head so she couldn’t move away. ‘I’ve been
                watching your tits jiggling all evening and I’m as horny as hell.’

            It was vile – no tenderness, no
                loving words, no thought for her, just bestiality. He smelled musty, he kept
                muttering filthy things, and he was pushing himself so far into her mouth it made
                her retch. He didn’t even have the grace to withdraw when he came.

            Anne turned away and spat into her
                handkerchief, then quickly took a large gulp of gin. Tears of humiliation welled up
                in her eyes, and when Tosh slumped down on the couch beside her and tried to put his
                arm around her, she shrugged him off.

            ‘Don’t you dare ever treat
                me that way again,’ she hissed at him. ‘I’m not some old
                tart.’

            ‘Sorry, doll,’ he said, not
                even looking vaguely ashamed. ‘I got carried away. I’ll make it better
                for you later.’

            ‘I can’t stay later,’
                she said, wishing she could go home right now. ‘I told you already, things are
                bad at home. I think Reg might even throw me out.’

            ‘Well, you can
                always share my bed for the night,’ he said as if it was just a joke.

            Anne riled up. ‘Don’t you
                care about me at all?’ she asked indignantly. ‘I’ve already told
                you Reg hit me once today, I’m hurt and scared and all you’ve done is
                make me feel worse. I wish I’d never come here to work, I’ve had nothing
                but trouble since I did.’

            ‘Come on, babe,’ he said,
                pulling her into his arms and kissing her. ‘You know I think a lot of you,
                I’m just not much good at the sloppy stuff. But you’ve got to make the
                peace with yer old man, you’ve got the little ones to think of. Now sit there,
                drink yer drink and have a fag till you’ve calmed down. I’ll have to get
                back to the bar.’

            Anne did as she was told, but
                Tosh’s words and his actions had done nothing to reassure her, just stirred up
                even more resentment and bad memories.

        

        Reg held his two girls’ hands as they
            walked through the dimly lit subway under Hither Green station. They had eaten egg and
            chips in a café and then gone to the Park cinema. This rather elderly picture-house
            rarely showed new releases, but instead packed people in by putting on a double
            programme of old, well-loved major films. Tonight’s were first Dumbo and
            then Daddy Long Legs starring Shirley Temple, but although both girls were
            riveted to their seats during Dumbo, May had begun to fidget in the second film
            and Reg had no real choice but to leave. All the way down the hill Dulcie had been
            complaining that May had spoilt the evening.

        
            ‘That’s enough now,
                Dulcie,’ he said finally. ‘May’s only five and she can’t
                concentrate for long. We’ll get to see Daddy Long Legs again one
                day.’

            Dulcie shut up then, it had after all
                been a lovely surprise going out with Dad. When she heard him raise his voice to Mum
                about her dress she’d thought they were all in for another miserable
                evening.

            ‘Can we go in and see
                Mummy?’ May asked as they came out of the station. They weren’t often
                out when it was dark and the Station Hotel, all brightly lit,
                looked and sounded very inviting with music wafting out through the doors.

            ‘Of course not,’ Reg said.
                ‘Children aren’t allowed in pubs.’

            ‘But I didn’t see her in her
                new dress!’

            Dulcie looked sharply at her younger
                sister – sometimes she could swear May was half-witted. Surely she knew the
                new dress was what had made Mum and Dad argue again today? She’d soon be
                telling Dad how the park-keeper chased them.

            ‘I expect she’ll put it on
                again tomorrow,’ Reg said, and to Dulcie’s surprise he didn’t
                sound angry, so maybe he’d forgiven her. She thought her parents were very odd
                sometimes, Granny had said more than once that they were chalk and cheese.
                When they weren’t fighting they were all lovey-dovey, kissing and hugging each
                other. That embarrassed her almost as much as their fighting disturbed her. She
                wished they could be like Mary Abbott’s parents a few doors away. They were
                just nice to each other all the time, neither sloppy nor nasty. But then Mr Abbott
                was a very little man, and his wife was big, fat and plain. Perhaps that was
                why?

        

        ‘Into bed quickly,’ Reg said
            once they got indoors. ‘While you’re getting undressed I’ll make you
            some hot milk.’

        
            As he waited in the kitchen for the milk
                to warm, Reg looked around him and winced at the state of it. The walls were greasy,
                the lino hadn’t been washed for weeks, and the tablecloth and curtains were
                filthy. He’d painted it all glossy white when they moved in eighteen months
                earlier, the kitchen cabinet and the window-frames bright yellow. Anne had been so
                pleased with it that she’d made the yellow gingham tablecloth and curtains and
                bought a couple of plants for the window-sill. Why had she let it get this way?
                Didn’t she see the dirt, or was it just that she didn’t care any
                more?

            He didn’t understand her, but he
                still loved her every bit as much now as he had when they got
                married, the dreams he had then were all still intact. He intended to start his own
                building business in a few years and buy them a pretty little house out in the
                suburbs. Maybe when Anne was back where she belonged she’d start being glad
                about things again.

            Reg was one of eight children. His
                childhood and adolescence had been overshadowed by hunger, poverty and a drunken,
                violent father. Yet even as young as seven or eight, Reg sensed there had to be a
                way into a better world, and he spent his time looking for it. While his siblings
                were content to kick a tin can round the dirty streets or make mud pies on the banks
                of the creek, he used to take long walks up through Greenwich Park to look at the
                grand houses in Blackheath and admire their beautiful gardens.

            His mother seemed to understand how he
                felt, and when he was fourteen she persuaded a master builder to take him on as an
                apprentice, even though this would mean further hardship for her. While Reg’s
                old playmates were already moving into crime, he stuck tenaciously to his work. Even
                after a twelve-hour day humping bricks and mixing concrete, he still attended night
                school too. He wasn’t satisfied with learning mere brick-laying, but mastered
                plastering, carpentry and plumbing, and because of this he managed to keep in work
                right through the grim years of the Depression and support his by then widowed
                mother and the younger children.

            He was twenty-seven when he met Anne,
                and though there had been other women before her, he had never taken any of them
                seriously. Anne, with her sweet-smelling hair, dainty manners and posh voice, gave
                him the same feeling when as a child he’d looked at those beautiful houses up
                in Blackheath. He found himself blushing like a sixteen-year-old, his pulse raced,
                and he hung on every word she said. Yet it was the same for her too, she would jump
                on a train or bus to meet him anywhere, she sent him love letters when he worked
                away from London, she enveloped him in the kind of sweet romance
                that until then he’d thought only existed in fiction. He asked her to marry
                him after knowing her only a few weeks, before they even made love for the first
                time, for he believed they were made for each other.

            They’d had it tough, there was no
                getting away from that. The hostility from her parents, the separation during the
                war. Then Anne losing her mother, and all the unpleasant stuff with her father when
                she was trying to cope with two small children. But then all women had it hard
                during the war, she wasn’t unique, and it was over now, they had a decent
                place to live. The girls were bright and healthy. So what was it that made her stop
                caring?

            The milk was warm enough now, Reg poured
                it into two mugs, stirred a spoon of sugar in to each and carried it in to the
                girls. They were sitting up in bed waiting for him and he had to smile, they looked
                like a pair of angels with their just-brushed blonde hair all silky on the shoulders
                of their white nightdresses.

            ‘Prayers first,’ he said,
                then sat on the end of the bed watching as they said the Rosary. It made him smile
                again to see May peeping through half-closed eyes at her sister and trying to copy
                her. She could never remember the words, just moved her lips and muttered
                ‘Hail Mary’ now and again, but Dulcie was word perfect. It took him back
                to when he was her age – his ambition then had been to be an altar boy, for
                the church was his favourite place. He loved the serenity, the smell of incense,
                polish and flowers, he could remember praying hard for a miracle, that his father
                would stop drinking and beating his mother, and that they could move away from
                Deptford to somewhere beautiful. His prayers were ignored. He was seventeen before
                his father was found dead in a back alley where he’d had a heart attack while
                staggering back from the pub. There was no money to move away, the only solace for
                the children was in knowing they would never have to see their mother with black
                eyes again.

            As he watched Dulcie he wondered if she
                had a secret prayer too. She was a thinker, an observer, happy to
                stand on the side-lines and watch others take the centre court. Yet she had so many
                abilities, she was the best reader in her class, she could draw and paint, sew
                almost as well as her grandmother, and she had only to be told something once and
                she grasped it.

            May was very different. She wasn’t
                half so advanced as Dulcie was at the same age, but perhaps that was because her
                older sister did so much for her. May liked the limelight and she stole it
                effortlessly with her ability to chat and laugh. He felt that even if she never
                matched her sister’s intelligence, she would be the kind to grasp
                opportunities, for even now at only five she could be very determined.

            He loved them so much, and he was all
                too aware that the rot which had crept into his marriage had to be stopped before it
                damaged them.

            ‘God bless Granny,’ Dulcie
                said when she’d finished the Rosary. ‘And please make Mummy happy
                again.’

            A lump came up in Reg’s throat and
                his eyes prickled. He bent over the girls, kissed them and said goodnight, then
                quickly left the room. It took a child to hit the nail right on the head. Anne
                wasn’t happy, and perhaps he ought to try to find out the root cause of
                it.

        

        Reg had dozed off, but he woke when he
            heard Anne’s high heels tapping up the street. He got out of his seat and pulled
            back the curtains a crack to watch her. Even when she was tired after a long evening,
            she walked so elegantly, head held high, shoulders back. Her hair glimmered under the
            street lights, her figure was so curvy and desirable in the new dress. He didn’t
            really care now about the money she’d spent on it, all he wanted was for her to
            come in and hug him and tell him she loved him, the way she used to.

        
            He slipped out into the kitchen and put
                the kettle on. Maybe if he talked to her now they could sort things out and then go
                to bed and make love.

            The kettle was just coming to the boil
                as she came up the stairs. She looked more than just tired, completely drained and care-worn as she slung her handbag over the newel post
                on the landing, and his heart went out to her. ‘I’m just making some
                tea,’ he said before going back into the kitchen. ‘Go and put your feet
                up, I’ll bring it in.’

            She was slumped on the couch when he
                came in and she looked nervous as if expecting more harsh words.

            ‘I’m very sorry I hit
                you,’ he said, handing her the tea.

            ‘I provoked you,’ she said.
                ‘It doesn’t matter.’

            ‘What’s gone wrong with
                us?’ Reg asked, sitting down on the chair opposite her. ‘We’ve got
                to work out what it is because we can’t go on like this.’

            ‘It’s not you, Reg,
                it’s all me,’ she said wearily. ‘I’m no good for you. I
                can’t be what you want me to be.’

            ‘What do you think I want you to
                be?’ he asked gently.

            She didn’t reply for a moment,
                just frowned as if trying to get it sorted out in her mind. ‘You want a
                perfect wife and mother,’ she said eventually. ‘One who scrubs and
                cleans like your mother does, has the dinner on the table when you come in, and
                never sees beyond the four walls.’

            Reg laughed. ‘If I wanted that I
                could live with my mother,’ he said. ‘That’s not it at all. I can
                live with a bit of mess, and having to wait for my dinner. But I want to come home
                to a wife who’s pleased to see me, to a mother who talks and plays with her
                children, and I want a wife who shares my dreams for the future and doesn’t
                spend the money I’m trying to save for that.’

            ‘But that’s just it,
                Reg,’ she suddenly burst out. ‘It’s all in the future with you.
                Save money, be sensible, wait and wait. I can’t stand it, I want to live
                now.’

            ‘With me?’

            That question shot out, he wasn’t
                even aware of it forming in his mind. But once it was out he realized it was the
                crucial question. Did she or did she not want to live with him?

            She hesitated, and that in itself cut
                him to the quick. ‘You don’t want to live with me,’ he said.
                ‘Do you?’

            She put her hands over her face.
                ‘Why did you ask that?’ she said through her hands. ‘It’s
                impossible to answer.’

            ‘It’s not.
                Just a yes or no will do.’

            ‘But it isn’t black or
                white,’ she said.

            ‘Why not?’ He was surprised
                he could sound so calm.

            ‘Because sometimes I’m happy
                to be with you.’

            ‘And sometimes you
                aren’t?’

            She nodded.

            ‘Well, let’s talk about the
                times when you aren’t then,’ he said. ‘How does it
                feel?’

            ‘Like I’m trapped, like a
                mouse in a cage with only the wheel to go round and round on,’ she burst
                out.

            ‘Well, I could say the same
                myself.’ He shrugged. ‘I have to go to work every day, that’s like
                a treadmill. I’d rather be sitting at the seaside, or driving a motorbike down
                an empty country lane, or even getting drunk down in the pub, but I have to go to
                work or we’d all starve.’

            ‘I knew you wouldn’t
                understand,’ she said sullenly. ‘You always bring everything back to how
                hard you work for us.’

            ‘I don’t, I go to work
                willingly for the good of us all, and I dream of the time I might be able to buy
                that motorbike or lie in the sun in our own garden. My dreams are for all of us.
                What do you dream about?’

            ‘Being free!’

            Anne’s voice rose as she said that
                and Reg knew it came from the heart.

            ‘Free of me?’

            ‘Yes. No. Oh, I don’t
                know,’ she said, and promptly burst into tears.

            Reg allowed that to sink in for a
                moment. Instinct told him the first reply was the one she really meant, but she
                hadn’t the courage to go through with it.

            ‘Are you trying to tell me you
                want a divorce?’ he said in little more than a whisper. ‘To end it all
                after nine years of marriage? Why, Anne? What about the children?’

            ‘Why did you have to start in on
                me again the moment I got in?’ she suddenly snarled at him. ‘I’m
                exhausted, I can’t think straight.’

            This, or something similar, was how she
                wriggled out of all confrontations. Reg usually let it be then, but
                tonight he had no intention of doing that.

            ‘But you can think
                straight,’ he insisted. ‘You know why you are unhappy, all you
                have to do is explain it to me, or how can I help you? Try looking back and thinking
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