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            I can’t remember being at Druridge Bay –

            It was going that was important.

            We might not get there, anyhow:

            It might rain, or Father change his mind.

            But going! The car’s leather smell,

            The bright blue drive, mile after mile

            Down shimmering tarmac lanes.

                                                              At last, the sea –

             

            Can you see it yet? – the magic line

            Rising over coarse dune grass.

            I could stand on the seat to gaze through the open roof

            Or ride on the running-board

            For the last few thrilling miles.

            The silent engine’s petrol smell in sunshine.

            Father’s first picnic cigarette.

            Heaven about to happen.

                                                              R V Bailey

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              To a Pit Pony
            

          

        

      

      
        
          
             

            O blackbrowed beetling pony standing there,

            In darkness standing, gulping in the air;

            You are not more cold in heart than we,

            For the green earth in shadowy dreams you see.

            Those eyes, inured to night, have seen

            Sparkling rivers, clouds, fields were green.

            So in the dark you snuffle, kick the dust,

            And stretch your weary head to take my crust –

            Crunch steadily, while tremors rippling run,

            Induc’d by visions of a half-remembered sun.

                                                              Sid Chaplin
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      My mother is supposed to have told my father when they were newly married, and as he began his training for the priesthood, that she would go anywhere on earth with him except Ashington. She had never been to Ashington, just heard about it – everyone had. It had the dubious claim to fame of being the biggest mining village in the world.

      ‘Why is the North-East always famous for the grim things, like coal?’ her own mother would grumble. ‘Coal and ships and guns. People think we’re savages up here.’

      Ashington simply seemed to belong to a different North-East from the one Mum and her parents belonged to. She was proud enough of its claim, it just didn’t have much to do with her and her city-centred life in Newcastle where she had grown up, gone to school and trained as a nurse. Her father worked in a bank. Her mother’s father had been a gifted violinist named Walter Stratford. Grandma was so proud of her maiden name and its associations with Shakespeare, you would think she was descended from the Bard himself.

      Somewhere along the way Mum must have changed her mind, for, one afternoon, she left us all at home with Grandma and accompanied my father to meet the church council of the parish of Seaton Hirst, which covered a large part of Ashington. It was a parish on the Catholic wing of the Church of England, and its vicar – who had been in the job for over twenty years – was a single man, as had been the one before. If there had ever been a married vicar in the parish, no one could remember him, and there had certainly never been one in the current vicarage, a generously proportioned five-bedroom house designed by its first occupant in the 1930s for himself and his housekeeper. Yet despite some reservations over his marital status – and probably even more over his having four children – the council had decided that Dad was the man they wanted to be their new vicar.

      Mum and Dad must have wondered just what they were letting themselves in for as they stood on the doorstep that afternoon.

      ‘Alder, how lovely to see you!’ boomed Canon Morton, the present incumbent, as he opened the door to them. My father’s first name was William but he had always been known as Alder, his middle name and an old family name that had been handed down to various Goftons for several generations. ‘Come in, come in! Let me take your coat.’

      My mother, who was wearing an outfit borrowed from her elegant friend, Murial, in order to make a good impression, smiled and held out her hand too, but the old priest had already turned away, his hand on Dad’s back, ushering him inside. Mum stayed where she was for a second, wondering if he had even seen her, if he might be coming back to give her an equally effusive welcome. When she realized that this was not going to happen, she stepped inside the porch, closed the front door behind her and followed the men into the hallway. She stood there awkwardly as they chatted, smiling in readiness to be included in the conversation as Canon Morton said for the third time how much everyone was looking forward to meeting his successor – but he didn’t once look her way. Just when she thought that there might be something wrong with his eyesight and that he didn’t actually know she was there, he glanced at her briefly and pointed to the cloakroom at the foot of the staircase. ‘You can put your jacket in there,’ he said.

      The cloakroom was dark and she couldn’t find the light switch. She draped her jacket over what appeared to be a heavy black cassock, glanced at herself in the tiny mirror and gave a forced smile at her ghostly reflection. ‘Chin up,’ she said to herself. ‘He can’t be any worse than some of those dragons you worked with at the hospital.’ Perhaps Canon Morton wasn’t comfortable with women. As he had never seen any need for a wife himself, he probably wondered why this young priest, whom he otherwise appeared to think quite highly of, had thought to acquire one. Or perhaps he just hadn’t been expecting her, and that was the reason for the decidedly cool reception. But Alder had been quite clear, she remembered, that she was to come to meet the council too. Well, someone had their wires crossed. She sighed, took a deep breath and went out into the hallway, now empty and almost as dark as the cloakroom. The doors that led off it had all been closed. She had no idea which room the men had gone into and had to listen at each door to find out.

      My father was being introduced to a group of people. No one took any notice of Mum as she slipped inside and quietly closed the door. An elderly lady, squeezed into a navy nylon dress, was sitting in a corner away from the others, her large legs slightly apart, fanning herself with her hand.

      ‘Eeh,’ she said when my mother wandered over, ‘I’ve been on me feet all day and they’re killing us.’ She nodded towards the chair beside her. ‘Have a seat, pet.’

      Mum sat down and introduced herself, slightly apologetically. She would have words with my father about this on the way home. Trust him to get the wrong end of the stick! But the lady, who said she was called Margaret Dobie and that she had done some baking for the occasion, didn’t seem surprised to see her and chatted away about her varicose veins and how Ashington wasn’t the place it used to be, and asked Mum what the church they were leaving behind was like and how big their Sunday congregation was. After about twenty minutes, people began to leave. Canon Morton came over to where Mum was sitting, said, ‘Thank you, Margaret,’ to Miss Dobie, and helped her to her feet. She gave Mum a little nod, said a few words to Dad and departed along with the others. Only one person had stayed behind: a smart, nicely spoken lady who asked Mum if she would care to come to the table. Mum now saw that a dining table at the other end of the room had been laid for three people. She, my father and Canon Morton sat down to a huge spread of sandwiches and cakes, while the lady, who introduced herself to Mum as Phemie Templey, wife of one of the churchwardens, waited on them. Mum said she had only expected a cup of tea and a biscuit and wasn’t very hungry, but she ate what she could to be polite. And Miss Dobie’s orange cake was one of the nicest she had ever tasted – rich and moist with a creamy butter icing and pieces of candied fruit on the top. Canon Morton was very attentive to Mum now, including her in the conversation and even asking after the children. There was no reason or apology given for his reception earlier. She put it down to his being a confirmed bachelor, with no real idea of how to behave towards women, and laughed about it all the way home.
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      Not long after that, when Canon Morton had left Ashington to see out the rest of his working life in a quiet country parish – and in another house that was far too big for one man – Mum and Dad took me and my sister Sarah to see our new home. Our younger siblings, Ruth and Mark, were being looked after by Grandma and Papa, Mum’s parents, but Sarah and I were allowed to accompany Mum and Dad as they went to take measurements for carpets and curtains, so that we could choose our own bedrooms. We could hardly believe that we would each have a room of our own.

      ‘Poo!’ said Mum, as we got out of the car into the smoky air. She looked across to the row of houses on the other side of the road. ‘I think there must be a chimney on fire.’

      The thought of a fire was exciting, but to my disappointment I could see no evidence of one, just a long line of chimneys chuffing out smoke. Dad didn’t seem to have heard what she said. He rubbed his hands together and grinned at me and Sarah. ‘Well, what do you think, kids? Is it up to scratch?’

      We had parked at the bottom of a driveway in front of a garage that was attached to a large red-brick house. The house had towering chimneys at each end and lots of windows. A path ran along the front of the house and kept on going, disappearing through some bushes into the churchyard next door. Dad pointed to a large rectangular plot alongside the drive that he said we would grow vegetables on. On the other side of that, separated from it by a beech hedge, a narrow path ran from a small wooden gate straight down to the front door. Beyond that was a lawn, about the size of the whole garden at our current home in a suburb of Newcastle, but Dad said if we thought that was big, we should see what was round the back.

      He led the way along the front of the house, past the front door and through a gap in the hedge. If there had been a gate, I thought with a thrill, it would have been like entering a secret garden, just like the one in the book I was reading. We found ourselves in the corner of what might have been a tennis court if the ground hadn’t been covered in gravel, and beside it, directly behind the house, was another lawn, bigger than the front one and dotted with shaggy rosebeds.

      ‘I can get my game back up to scratch,’ said Dad, giving a swing of an imaginary tennis racket. ‘My backhand was terrible when I last played with Colin.’

      Mum came up behind us. ‘Aren’t you lucky,’ she said. ‘All this space! It’s like having your own park.’

      ‘Can we go and play?’ Sarah and I pleaded, looking longingly at the lawn. The grass was long and wet, and the trees and bushes that bordered it on two sides gave it a look of territory waiting to be explored.

      But Mum and Dad said no, there was too much to do and we had years ahead of us for playing, and so we reluctantly followed them back through the gap in the hedge and into the house.

      It was February, and the house was cold and bare apart from some dead flies on the windowsills and woodlice scuttling into the corners. Mum said to be careful, there might be the odd nail lying around. Sarah and I stood in the hallway, silent for a few seconds, breathing in the smell of emptiness and chilled air. We both felt slightly shy at our good fortune. Then we took off, tearing from room to room, excited by the size of the place and the clattery sound our feet made on the floorboards.

      ‘Casey Jones, mounted to the cabin!’ I sang out. The television programme about the adventures of the railroad engineer Casey Jones was one of our favourites. The empty rooms threw my words back at me.

      ‘Casey Jones, with his orders in his hand!’ Sarah continued in her shrill singing voice.

      We thought echoes belonged in caves and hills, so it seemed magical to hear our voices bouncing back to us inside a house. And to think that this was our house! We had never felt so lucky before.

      In the centre of each room a large brass disc, curved like a mushroom, sat on the floor. It didn’t take us long to discover that if we stood on these, a bell rang in the kitchen. A box on the kitchen wall indicated the room in which it had been rung.

      Mum said that the first incumbent had been looked after by a housekeeper, and that he would have rung a bell when he wanted something. Sarah and I looked at each other, scarcely able to believe it. Ringing bells for servants belonged to a different world from the one we knew.

      ‘We can have different meanings for different rings,’ I told Sarah. ‘One ring will mean, “Are you ready now?” and two will mean “Yes”, and three will mean “No”.’

      Sarah nodded. ‘And we can ring when it’s dinnertime, like ringing the gong when we’re on holiday.’

      But Mum was already shaking her head and saying certainly not, they would drive her mad, and anyway, we would have carpets covering them up. We tried to reason with her but she had made up her mind.

      ‘I can’t believe he’s taken all the curtain rails and light fittings,’ she said to Dad, and we realized that there was no more to be said on the matter.

      When we had run round each of the downstairs rooms and jumped out on Mum and Dad from the walk-in pantry, we shot upstairs to do the same on the next floor. We stopped when we found a single piece of furniture left behind in one of the bedrooms. It was made of wood and had a tiny step and a shelf for holding a book, like the pulpit in church but far smaller.

      I stood on the step, half closed my eyes and screwed up my face. ‘Let me tell you a story from when I was in Borneo.’

      Sarah giggled, knowing that I was imitating Father Hetherington, an eccentric old priest who often turned up at mealtimes. Mum, who had followed us upstairs, laughed from the doorway then told us to shush. She had explained to us that men without wives developed strange habits, not having the benefit of a woman to moderate their behaviour. A vicar without a wife, it seemed, was even more of a hopeless case than other unmarried men. ‘Think what your father would have been like if I hadn’t married him,’ she would say, as she gave his hair its weekly wash at the kitchen sink. It was true that Dad needed Mum to look after him, and that in our house the more practical jobs fell to her. ‘Or John Grainger, with that train set of his. He wouldn’t move from that room if Elspeth wasn’t there to give him a good kick in the pants when he needed it. What is it with vicars and trains?’

      I didn’t know if Father Hetherington was a train nut too, but he often began a sentence with: ‘When I was in Borneo…’ referring back to his days as a missionary there. Apart from closing his eyes when he spoke to you, he made strange gulping sounds when he ate and his black cassock had hardened food stains down the front. Sarah said they made her feel sick. Mum usually offered to stick it in the wash for him when he came round, but had only been successful the time he had bounced Mark on his lap and Mark’s nappy had leaked. Dad said she had arranged it deliberately.

      ‘Why’s there a pulpit, Mum?’ I asked as she disappeared into another room with her tape measure.

      She called back, ‘It’s not a pulpit, it’s a prayer desk, to put your Bible on. You’re supposed to kneel on it.’ She popped her head back round the door. ‘It’s hideous. You can keep it in one of your rooms, if you like.’

      ‘I’ll have it,’ Sarah said, ‘for when I’m playing schools. I can use it for taking the register.’

      Sarah was going to be a teacher when she grew up, and this was one of her favourite games. I decided not to argue about it. I hadn’t decided if I even liked it.

      After we had explored all the bedrooms – three large, two slightly smaller – we saw there was another staircase.

      ‘Bags I the attic – I’m the oldest,’ I said, pushing past Sarah in my rush to get to the top. But I stopped short when I saw the darkness that lingered on the final stair.

      Sarah barged up behind me. ‘Go on, then,’ she said, giving me a shove.

      I walked a little way inside. The attic had a smaller window than the other rooms, too high up to look out of, and a cold, musty smell. A ripped mattress was propped up against the wall at the far end.

      ‘There’s your bed,’ Sarah said.

      ‘Very funny. Anyway, I was only joking when I said I was having this room.’

      ‘Why? Are you scared?’

      ‘Of course not. But it’s not for sleeping in, it’s for storing things.’ I had a vague idea this might be true. Mum was always complaining about having no room for the trunks she had brought back from her travels in America, along with a passion for the latest labour-saving device, earning her the nickname Gadget Gwenda.

      I walked a little further in and jumped up at the window. All I could see were the tops of trees, and part of the graveyard beyond the back garden. Apart from a box on the wall like the one in the kitchen showing where the bells were rung, there was nothing to see. While Sarah was pulling down the mattress – ‘We could turn it into a trampoline’ – I edged closer to the door then cried out to her, ‘Who’s that little old lady sitting in the corner?’ She stopped what she was doing, looked to where I was pointing, then at me, and we both screamed and ran back down the stairs.

      ‘I made you look, I made you stare, I made you cut the barber’s hair!’ I cried triumphantly as we ran.

      ‘I knew there wasn’t one,’ she said, but we both kept on running all the way down to the kitchen.

      Sarah wanted one of the big bedrooms. It had its own washbasin – the only one that did – and overlooked the back garden. Mum said that was fine, as long as she understood that it would also be the guest room and that when we had visitors she would have to move in with me. I chose the corner room that had two different views: one over the back garden and another, through a small side window, over the flat garage roof and on to the road. Sarah’s room would have a double bed and mine would have twin beds, but when we had lots of guests, like when our aunt and uncle and cousins came to stay, we would both have to vacate our rooms and be banished to the attic in our sleeping bags.

      ‘I’m not sleeping up there, there’s a ghost,’ said Sarah, flashing me a look, and Mum asked if I’d been telling my sister stories again.

      I ran through the house one more time to count all the rooms. A kitchen and dining room all in one with a massive fireplace and cooking range in the centre; a study for Dad – he had chosen a light, sunny room with a view of the garden, rather than the room off the porch that the previous vicars had used; a sitting room with the same garden view; a proper cloakroom – there was even an old jacket left behind, hanging on a hook – with a separate toilet and washbasin. And there was still one room left over downstairs: the old study. Mum said that could be our playroom. A playroom! The very sound of it seemed to belong to the world of the books I read, where the children had their tea made by faithful old nannies, went to boarding school and spent a lot of their free time solving mysteries, seldom bothered by parents. I couldn’t help thinking that we might have adventures too, if we lived in a house like this.
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      We lived in Gosforth, a nice suburb of Newcastle, on a road where cars backed out of drives at eight o’clock each morning, returned at five-thirty, and were washed lovingly every weekend. Where neighbours took us for polite walks and the air smelt of petrol and freshly trimmed hedges.

      ‘Ashington?’ I overheard my friend’s mother say to Mum outside school one afternoon. She laughed. ‘Isn’t that called one of the sacrifices of being married to a vicar?’

      Mum replied with something about Dad testing his calling, and that she was doing the same. I didn’t know what either of them were talking about. All I could think of was the big new house and garden and having my own bedroom at last. Sarah and I had been excited for weeks, and were most put out when Mum told us we had to go to school as usual on moving-in day, and that Grandma and Papa would pick us up and take us to our new home. I was so excited, I hadn’t given much thought to the fact that it was the last day I would see some of my schoolfriends, and that I would be starting a new school after half-term, just over a week later.

      We drove up Gosforth High Street with its banks and building societies, past the smart hairdresser’s with the pictures in the window I liked to gaze at. I felt sure that if I had my hair cut there, rather than at the hairdresser’s on our local shopping parade, I would come out looking like a film star. Mum said I would come out bankrupt, more likely. I reached for the end of my plaits and gave them both a tug, satisfied to see how far my hair was reaching down my back.

      The Great North Road passed the Gosforth Park Hotel, almost hidden behind its high wall. ‘Four stars,’ Mum always said proudly, as if not quite able to believe that we deserved such a fine place in the North-East, yet what I could see of the building looked surprisingly ordinary. We carried on, and as we travelled north we left the smart houses and shops of the city behind and entered a new, grimy world – one of working-men’s clubs and scruffy corner shops and the buildings that came with coal mines. After passing through some villages where remnants from disused collieries languished, we came to an estate of low, grey factories where men with haversacks stood smoking at bus stops. Ahead of us at the top of a steep bank stood a large, handsome house. Grandma said it had been built for a wealthy mine owner and was now a home for injured miners. As we approached it, the road grew dark with overhanging trees, then plunged like a rabbit hole down the bank, wound its way over a stream and up the other side, passing behind the building that was now hidden from view in the thick woodland.

      ‘Wheee!’ Grandma said as we shot along the road. ‘Who needs to go on the roller coaster, with Papa driving?’

      Sarah and I grinned at each other in the back seat. We could hardly believe the day was finally here. I had sometimes wondered if the world would come to an end first. I was excited, but there was another feeling too that I didn’t quite understand. Though I wanted to be there so badly, something in me also wanted this journey to go on for ever, so that nothing could spoil my dreams. To be always on the way to Ashington that first time.

      A bit further along the road, Grandma caught my eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘You two are unusually quiet,’ she said. ‘Nearly there now, you’ll be pleased to hear.’

      We came to a place where a gang of untidy boys kicked a football on a patch of grass next to a bus shelter. Papa slowed down then had to brake hard as the ball bounced into the road. Grandma tutted and shook her head at the boys, who didn’t look as if they cared.

      And then Papa said, ‘Hold on to your hats, girls’ – though only Grandma was wearing one – and took off down another bank, over a bridge that crossed a wide grey river, its banks glistening with slag heaps, and up a hill to where a sign announced that we were now in Ashington.

      ‘Well,’ said Grandma. She turned round to look at us. ‘Well,’ she said again, ‘the cat’s well and truly got your tongues today. Aren’t you excited?’

      ‘They’re bound to be with that blummin’ big house to live in,’ chuckled Papa. ‘I wouldn’t mind it meself.’

      Grandma said, to no one in particular, ‘I suppose there’s got to be some consolation to living in this place.’

      We bumped over a railway line and carried on along a road lined with endless terraces of red-brick houses. Apart from different-coloured front doors, each house looked identical to its neighbour. Half a mile further on we came to a junction where a large building, topped with an assortment of chimneys and pinnacles, stood proudly on the corner. With its huge bay windows, wedding-cake turret and layers of contrasting stone and brick, the North Seaton Hotel looked far grander than the Gosforth Park Hotel we had left behind in Newcastle.

      ‘Do you think that’s four stars as well?’ I asked Grandma.

      Papa snorted, and Grandma said, ‘Tsk, that’ll be the day.’

      On our right, opposite the hotel – which we would soon discover was known to everyone as the White Elephant – was St John’s Church, and next door to that, almost hidden from view behind untidy trees and bushes, was the vicarage, our new home.

      Papa had to park on the road as the drive was full of cars, but there was no sign of the removal van.

      ‘Perhaps we should have had tea and turned up a little later,’ said Grandma, looking at him anxiously as we stood at the top of the path.

      He tutted. ‘We’re here now.’

      Papa opened the wooden gate and Sarah and I charged down the path. We stopped suddenly on the step, even though the front door was open. Loud hammer blows and the sound of unfamiliar voices coming from inside made us feel shy all of a sudden, and doubtful that this was really our house after all.

      ‘Sounds like chaos,’ said Grandma, coming up behind us. ‘But get a move on, I need to put these bags down. Go carefully, now.’

      When we opened the door into the hallway, the first person we saw was Mark being pulled along the floor in a cardboard box by a man with a friendly, deeply lined face and wearing a flat cap. Mark beamed at us all for just a couple of seconds, then turned his attention back to his makeshift car, his hands round an imaginary steering wheel. He made a rumbling sound with his lips.

      The man looked at me and Sarah, winked and said something I didn’t understand.

      Grandma poked us both in the back and said, ‘They’re very well, thank you. I think they must have lost their manners on the way here. Introduce yourselves, girls.’

      We told him our names, while Mark pleaded with him, ‘Faster! Pull me faster!’

      ‘Please would be nice,’ said Grandma.

      Papa chuckled. ‘You’ll be doing that all night if you’re not careful,’ he said.

      ‘I think she’s conked oot, let’s have a look at her and see what’s wrong,’ said the man with another wink, as we squeezed our way past boxes to the end of the hall and down the little corridor that led to the kitchen.

      ‘Yoo-hoo!’ Grandma said. ‘No rest for the wicked,’ and Mum looked up from the crate she was unpacking.

       

      The kitchen, which was full of women washing and drying crockery or unpacking boxes, had changed since our last visit. The large fireplace and old-fashioned range, which had been the focus of the room before, had vanished and the room split into two with a dividing wall, complete with serving hatch, forming a narrow dining room down one side. I was pleased to see that the walk-in pantry was still there.

      ‘Ah, here are the girls,’ Mum said to everyone, ‘and my parents, Gwen and Arthur Brady.’

      The ladies briefly stopped what they were doing to smile and say hello, and I could tell that some of them were looking at me and Sarah closely, no doubt trying to decide which parent we looked like, one of the annoying habits that grown-ups had. The lady with her hands in the sink waved an arm in greeting and said, ‘Your daughter’s a hard taskmaster, Mrs Brady,’ and all the adults laughed.

      ‘I’ve been dying to see you two,’ said a solid-looking lady half in and half out of the pantry, looking and sounding so purposeful I thought she was about to bound across the room and grab us both. Luckily, her way was blocked by boxes and she stayed put. ‘I thought to meself, I bet you’re both gorgeous, just like your little brother and sister, and I can see youse are. Ooh, wait till I get me hands on you both!’

      Grandma, who believed modesty to be the utmost virtue, said something about us spending enough time already in front of the mirror without hearing comments like that. Meanwhile, Mum was trying to introduce her helpers. ‘This is Mrs Bennett, Mrs Kirkup, Mrs Oxberry, Mrs Turner…’

      ‘I’m your Aunty June,’ said the lady in the larder, ‘so you can forget your Mrs Oxberry nonsense. Hee, hee, hee.’ She had a funny, rasping sort of laugh. Sarah and I looked at each other and laughed too.

      ‘Have you seen your rooms yet, girls?’ asked another of the ladies. ‘They’re smashing. June… your Aunty June’s given them a good hoover and made your beds. I’m thinking of moving in myself.’

      ‘But I’ve not touched your things,’ said Aunty June, holding up both her hands in a gesture of innocence. ‘I’m not getting meself into trouble. I know what our Carol would say if I started rearranging her knick-knacks. “Mam,” she would tell us, “do not meddle with my stuff.” And I always do as I’m told.’

      We would discover later that this wasn’t strictly true. Mum gave Sarah and me a look that we recognized. ‘Thank you,’ we chorused.

      ‘Go up and have a look,’ said Mum. ‘You’ll have plenty to do later when my lovely helpers have gone. Oh, ladies! What would I have done without you? You must all be worn out by now. Come on, let’s call it a day and put the kettle back on.’

      ‘But you’ve got loads to do still,’ one of the women protested, and as we slipped away we heard Mum saying something about having all the time in the world, and how lucky she was to have two hard-working daughters, which we suspected was intended for our ears too.

       

      Unfamiliar male voices were coming from one of the downstairs rooms. Mark’s cardboard car was now half in and half out of the playroom, but he had disappeared. I experienced a fleeting moment of disappointment to see that the house wasn’t quite as big as I’d remembered it.

      Our bedrooms were a sanctuary from the mayhem below, with the beds made and our belongings, like Aunty June had said, waiting to be unpacked. One box, however, had been opened, and a few books were arranged in neat piles on my bookcase. I knelt on my bed and looked into the back garden. The lawn had been cut, and large pink and yellow roses were bouncing showily in one of the beds. Sarah’s teddy was sitting on top of my bedspread. I picked him up to take him to Sarah but stopped when I heard someone coming up the stairs. I peeped out from behind my door. A tall slim man with a ruddy face was carrying a tea chest. When he got to the landing he paused for a second, jiggled the chest a bit higher in his arms, then carried on up the next flight of stairs to the attic. Dad, coming up behind him with a far smaller box, was laughing apologetically. ‘Oh to have your strength, Wilf!’

      When I heard their footsteps on the attic floor, I made my escape.

      Sarah was sitting on the edge of her double bed, swinging her legs. I saw with pleasure how high the bed was, with lots of room for hiding underneath.

      I handed over the teddy. ‘Do you like your room?’ I asked her, looking admiringly at the size of it. ‘My room’s blue, like I wanted.’

      ‘Well, I wanted white. And look, I’ve got Mum’s old dressing table.’

      It was positioned in front of the window, a proper dressing table with a stool in the centre and three mirrors so that you could see yourself from all angles. I would have loved one too, but there was no room for extra furniture in my room, and the top of the chest of drawers would have to do for my treasured collection of Avon cosmetics and my jewellery. But I did have something nobody else had. ‘I’ve got a secret cupboard in my room. Do you want to come and see it?’

      ‘In a minute.’ She kicked her legs importantly. ‘I bet you can’t do this on your bed.’

      ‘Are you going to start unpacking now? Let’s do one box each, then go outside before tea.’

      Sarah came into my room a few minutes later. ‘Let’s see what’s so special, then.’

      I showed her how the cupboard was built into the wall, and that there was a smaller cupboard underneath the main one. We lay on our stomachs to see inside. ‘We could keep our treasure in there and not tell anyone else.’

      ‘Like what?’

      I thought for a few seconds. ‘Well, that penny with the old king on it – it must be worth lots of money. And the heart necklace with the Lord’s Prayer written on the back. You can keep yours there as well, if you want.’

      We both jumped when someone came up behind us. ‘Aren’t youse two just the luckiest girls! Ooh, I’d love to live in your house. Wait till I tell yer Uncle Andy about youse all. He’s on foreshift this week. Our Carol and I can’t stand it. We have to tiptoe around so we don’t wake him. You’ve never known such a light sleeper as your Uncle Andy! Now, who can tell her Aunty June where your mam’s nets are? We can make a start on getting them up.’

      Neither of us spoke.

      ‘What?’ I said at last. ‘I mean, pardon?’

      ‘Her nets. You want to get them up now before it’s dark.’

      ‘Um, I don’t know where they are.’ I looked at Sarah, who shrugged and pulled a how-should-I-know face at me.

      Aunty June padded round the room in her slippers, prodding at boxes and opening drawers. She pointed to the jewellery box I had just unpacked. ‘Mind, that’s a proper bobby-dazzler you’ve got there,’ she said.

      ‘It plays a tune,’ I said, jumping up. ‘I’ll show you.’

      I wound it up and the three of us watched the ballerina turn on her little stand to the music. Aunty June clutched her hands together with delight.

      ‘I love that show. I love a good musical, me. Yer Uncle Andy laughs at us, you know, when I pretend to be Doris Day.’ She gave a little wiggle to make us laugh, then went out of the room, saying over her shoulder, ‘I’ll ask yer mam about her nets when she’s got a second. I don’t suppose there’s any chance of yer dad knowing, not after what she said about him.’ She chuckled to herself as she went back downstairs.

      Sarah and I looked at each other and giggled.

      ‘What kind of nets can she mean?’ asked Sarah.

      I wanted to have the answer to this, but couldn’t think of one.

      One of the women downstairs was shouting to everyone else now in a pretendy-posh voice that tea and biscuits were being served, and people started making their way to the kitchen from the other downstairs rooms. I was thirsty too, but didn’t want to be fussed over and asked lots of questions about school or what we thought of our new house.

      The main way into the garden was out through the back door by the kitchen, but that would mean braving the crowds. Instead, we peered over the banister and, when the coast was clear, ran downstairs and out the front door, slipping through the gap in the hedge.

      ‘Race you to the top of the tennis court,’ I said to Sarah, giving her a small head start. We peered over the fence at the far end. ‘The graveyard is huge,’ I said. ‘I wonder if we’re allowed to ride our bikes on the paths.’

      ‘We could have races on it! We could start at different ends and meet in the middle.’

      ‘Shall we time ourselves now, running the length of the tennis court? I’ve got a second hand on my watch.’

      ‘You always have to make it a competition.’

      ‘OK, we’ll do it just for fun.’

      Sarah pretended to be looking at something, then ran ahead gleefully when I wasn’t ready. ‘Come on then, slowcoach!’

      ‘We might be tennis champions one day,’ I said, as we leant against the wall of the house getting our breath back after running several lengths. ‘I’m going to play every single day in the summer.’

      ‘I’m going to play every day, even in winter.’

      ‘Well, it was my idea. Maybe we can both be champions.’

      We walked along the path that ran between the house and the lawn. Although it was May, the day had been dull and overcast and someone had switched the lights on inside. People had taken their tea to different rooms. They could have seen us if they had looked, but everyone was too busy or talking too much to know they were being watched. We could see our sister, Ruth, on someone’s knee in the sitting room, being read a story. Aunty June and another of the kitchen ladies were looking down at her fondly. In Dad’s study, the next room along, the man who had been playing with Mark on our arrival was talking to a man in paint-spattered overalls, while Wilf, the man who had carried the tea chest to the attic, was doing something with a hammer to one of Dad’s many bookcases. Further along in the dining room sat Grandma, still wearing her coat and hat, nodding politely at the conversation of two of the other helpers from the kitchen. I knew she had brought pans of mince and potatoes for tea, and wondered when everyone was going to leave so that we could sit down and eat.

      When one of the ladies seemed to look straight at us, we ducked, then crept on to the lawn. The trees and bushes at the back of the lawn were thick and jungle-like and hid the churchyard from view. As we hunkered down in the wet grass, I hoped there was nothing hiding in them.

      ‘We can spy on everyone from here,’ I said.

      ‘The light’s on in my bedroom,’ said Sarah. ‘There’d better not be anyone in it.’

      ‘That’s Mum and Dad’s room, not yours.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘It’s like looking into a doll’s house,’ I said, suddenly enthralled by this image. Each room was a story with its own characters, playing out its own scenes. Grandpa Gofton, a builder, had made a doll’s house for me and Sarah three or four Christmases ago, and I could still spend hours moving the little figures around, rearranging their furniture and making up stories about their lives.

      ‘Everyone talks funny,’ said Sarah.

      ‘I know. Did you hear that man when we came in? It sounded like this…’ I made a thick guttural sound in my throat and put the word ‘pet’ on the end.

      ‘No, it was like this.’ Sarah’s version sounded almost exactly the same.

      ‘Mum says some of my friends can come and stay in the summer holidays. Will you invite yours too?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Sarah pulled at a clump of moss. ‘Maybe. If I don’t have any new ones.’

      A new school. A new teacher. New friends. I had put these thoughts to the back of my mind, and the thought of them now was both exciting and terrifying. What if I didn’t make any new friends? I hadn’t been a new girl before. Would I know what to do? I was glad it was the holidays first, and that I could forget about such things for a week. A week was a long time. Something might happen, and I might never need to go to school.

      ‘Girls!’ a voice called from somewhere.

      ‘Mum’s shouting for us,’ said Sarah. ‘Quick, let’s hide.’

      But before we had the chance, she appeared round the corner from the tennis court and saw us. ‘I’ve been looking for you two. Come on, people are leaving. Time for tea.’
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      As I lay in bed, I could hear Dad singing downstairs. Dad had a good voice, and often said he wished he had had proper vocal training. In church he was always the loudest one singing the hymns. I thought that all vicars must be the same – that it was a requirement for the job – so was surprised when I discovered that some couldn’t sing that well at all, or that they sang hesitantly, like other people did. His only failing was that when he sang at home, without the benefit of a hymn book, he didn’t always remember the words, so we got used to hearing his favourite lines repeated over and over again, often followed by improvised lines of his own or by whistling. For he was a whistler, too, of jaunty tunes from his past, of show tunes, of popular North-Eastern songs.

      ‘If I were a rich man,’ he was singing tonight. He sounded happy. ‘A teedle-deedle-deedle-deedle-deedle-deedle-dum.’ He whistled it next, then sang it again, making a whole verse out of the teedle-deedles. He and Mum were unpacking boxes. I didn’t feel tired at all. I wanted to help. ‘We’re just doing one more,’ they said, as Sarah and I were sent to bed. But I learnt the next day that they had stayed up until three in the morning.

      My room smelt of fresh paint, but there was another smell that permeated the house, the rubbery smell of carpet underlay. Our old
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