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About the Book

A sequel to A Better World Than This, which won the Romantic Novelists’ Award. It is 1947. The war is over, but life is still very harsh. Following the death of her husband Joshua, the indomitable Daisy Penny resolves to sell her boarding-house in Blackpool and start a new life in the country.


A World Apart

Marie Joseph
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For my friend Bunty with grateful thanks


PART ONE


Chapter One

FOLKS SAID THAT the wind was coming straight from Siberia. In Blackpool skaters glided over the frozen lake in Stanley Park, and a six-inch layer of snow turned the Fylde countryside into a living postcard.

In the coldest winter in living memory folks ventured outdoors only when necessary – wearing three of everything, sometimes even in bed.

Snowstorms stopped trains from running, and biting blizzards kept ships in port. In the first week in February, Shinwell told a shocked House of Commons that the power stations were so dangerously low on coal stocks that electricity would be turned off for five hours a day to save fuel.

The war was over and done with, but slowly and surely the country was freezing to a halt.

It was 1947.

Daisy Penny, standing on a snow-packed pavement in her third queue of the morning, accepted that she was going to be late back from the shops. She knew she’d have to look sharp to get the dinner on and ready in time, and the washing-up done afterwards. All before the electricity went off again at two o’clock. Her feet were solid blocks of ice, and she could imagine the gyp her chilblains would give her that night in bed.

She asked herself who in their right mind would be a landlady when it looked as if rationing was going to go on for ever even though the war was over? Then reminded herself that Blackpool had come off lucky. One solitary bomb on Seed Street and North Station, that was all.

In fact Daisy knew she should be feeling glad and grateful for all kinds of reasons, but that morning she was feeling as nowt as a wasp, so she thrust all positive thoughts firmly aside. She had the reputation of being such a good and imaginative cook that it had been said she could make a meal out of a dishcloth if needs be, but Daisy was fed up to the back teeth of making do. She had jokily promised her boarders a toasted crumpet with a poached egg in every other hole when the war was over, but up to now there was no earthly chance of that coming true!

The rations were hardly worth the bother of queuing up for. One person was allowed a measly one and a half ounces of cheese. Hardly enough to tempt a mouse into a trap. One solitary ounce of cooking fat. Daisy shuffled forward, leaned sideways and calculated that at this rate she could actually have a toe inside the butcher’s shop within ten minutes. She moved another step forward and settled herself deeper into the woollen scarf wound three times round her neck. She looked at the woman in front of her, who was wearing a fur coat that the moths had claimed as their own years ago, topped with a man’s flat cap tied underneath her chin with a long khaki muffler.

What price glamour? Daisy set quite a store on glamour. Even during the darkest days of the war when she had done her stint as an air-raid warden she had walked the blacked-out streets wearing her tin hat at a rakish angle, thinking it suited her better than straight on. She wasn’t vain, she was sure of that. To be vain you had to be pretty and Daisy had never seen herself as that. Not ugly, mind you; not so plain that a man had never been tempted. Not like poor little Miss Grimshaw, one of her regulars, who had once confided she would die as pure as the day she’d been born.

‘But then, no man has ever tempted me,’ she’d said, ‘so how do I know whether I’d have succumbed or not?’

Poor Miss Grimshaw, not to have had even the most fleeting moments of passion to look back on. Daisy’s expression was smug as she faced the butcher at last. She handed over her ration books, and flashed him what she thought of as her Betty Grable smile, all twinkling teeth and fluttering eyelashes. When she whispered that she’d like best mince for now, a piece of topside for the weekend, and was there a chance that he had a rabbit going spare, the butcher sighed and made a great to-do of wiping over the bloodied chopping block with a damp rag.

‘And don’t go telling me there’s a war on,’ Daisy said gaily, sliding her flirty eyes away from his stained apron, worn over an ex-army greatcoat to keep out the cold. ‘We’ve won. Remember?’

‘Bloody Germans.’ A man behind her dressed like a Commando in a black boiler suit, with his face swallowed up in a balaclava helmet, stamped his boots up and down in the sawdust. ‘By the left, but they’ve a lot to answer for. Followed old Hitler like sheep they did, and now not one of them reckons he’d recognize him if he passed him in the street. It’ll be the same as after the last war; they’ll be living off the fat of the land in no time.’

‘The Germans are actually starving, as a matter of fact.’ The butcher was in that kind of mood when he would have contradicted the Pope right to His Holiness’s face rather than agree. ‘Berlin is in ruins, like the rest of their country. They’ve been reduced to eating dogs and rats. So now you know,’ he added, going hastily through into the back for Daisy’s mince.

‘Who started it, then? That’s what I’d like to know.’

The man in black turned round to address the shop at large.

‘We’ve come to something when we’ve to kow-tow to a bugger like that for half a pound of stewing steak.’

‘I’d lick his boots for a nice thick piece of fillet,’ a woman said, then went quiet as the butcher reappeared.

‘Here you are, Mrs Penny.’ He handed over a wrapped parcel, winking at Daisy to indicate, she hoped, that it contained all she’d asked for, as well as a skinned rabbit.

Making sure of keeping quids in, she winked back.

She had the mince in a big pan with carrots, onions and a handful of barley before she got round to taking her coat off. In the steamer a bright yellow sponge made with dried egg and the minimum of fat was rising nicely, pushing up its mobcap of greaseproof paper. And now the dinner was organized and on the go, Daisy could relax for a minute or two.

Out of season the boarding house, with the name of Shangri-La, now a Guest House since the war to give it more tone, was barely half full. In the lounge, little Miss Grimshaw was sitting hunched up to the coal fire, crouching over it to make the most of it, as if the government were just waiting to put it out at two o’clock. Of an indeterminate age, she was all protruding bones and teeth; so thin that once Winnie Whalley had reckoned that the elderly spinster could be posted underneath a door without flattening her perm.

Daisy could hear Winnie now, singing a mournful-sounding song at the top of her voice as she got on with giving the landing and the stairs their weekly bottoming. Daisy blessed the day ten years ago when the scrawny red-haired fifteen-year-old girl had come to work for her. Winnie, for all her apparent lack of muscle, could clean a bedroom in double quick time, flinging wardrobes and dressing tables about as if they were matchboxes.

She came into the lounge now, muffled to the eyebrows in a sailor’s pullover, hand-knitted in navy oiled wool, her chin sunk deep into the polo neck.

‘You’ll singe the hairs off your legs if you don’t move back from the fire, Miss Grimshaw,’ she said. ‘I thought I could smell something burning from upstairs.’

Daisy could tell Miss Grimshaw wasn’t in the least put out. It was no good trying to curb Winnie’s tongue. She said exactly what she was thinking, straight out, the minute she thought it. She had made herself so much a part of Daisy’s family that their troubles were hers, their dramas part and parcel of her own life. If Daisy had asked her to put her hand in the fire, she would have done so; for Joshua, Daisy’s husband, she would have laid down her life.

She followed Daisy into the kitchen, closing the door behind her.

‘Miss Grimshaw says the Bolshies in this new Labour Government are keeping the middle classes half frozen on starvation rations, to bring them down to the workers’ level.’

‘It’ll be a Socialist plot.’ Daisy laughed. ‘Poor Miss Grimshaw. I doubt if the world she grew up in will ever be the same.’

‘Up the Revolution,’ Winnie said, making a start on the potatoes, working in rhythm with Daisy, sidestepping her as neatly as a ballet dancer. ‘By the way, the kids are upstairs in their room. Sent home from school on account of a burst boiler. They’ve been as quiet as mice for over an hour now. God knows what they’re up to.’

Immediately, still holding a wooden spoon in her hand, Daisy went to the foot of the stairs.

‘Oliver? Sally? What are you doing up there?’

‘Nothing! We’re not doing nothing!’ There was a hint of bravado in Oliver’s young hoarse voice. The last thing he wanted was his mother coming upstairs, just when they’d stripped both their beds and up-ended two chairs to make a den on the carpet.

‘We’re not doing nothing!’ Sally’s voice was an echo of her brother’s.

‘Well, stop it then. This minute!’

Daisy almost decided to run up and investigate, but changed her mind. She was fretting a bit because the mince should have been flash-fried first to seal in the flavour, but there hadn’t been the time. There never seemed to be the time to do anything properly these days. In a strange way her life had been more organized during the war when the house had been full of airmen billeted on her. The children had been easier too, as babies sleeping in prams. Or even when things got too hectic, in carry-cots in the kitchen.

Making do had made you feel patriotic during the war, as if you were doing your bit and helping us to win. Now that the war was over, the satisfaction of making do was wearing a bit thin. In her present mood she could almost make herself believe that Miss Grimshaw was right. That the Bolshies in the government were trying to wear everyone down to the same drab grey level.

‘Well, here goes,’ she said, watering down a pint of milk for pouring-custard to go with the jam sponge. Smiling, as if she thought it was all a bit of a lark.

She didn’t fool Winnie – not for a minute. What Winnie didn’t know about her employer could be stuck underneath an eyelid without making her blink.

Daisy had a calm face, not a wrinkle in sight, even though Winnie knew for a fact that she was thirty-seven if she was a day. Daisy kept all her real feelings tight inside her. She never shouted her head off or howled like a dog when something terrible happened. When Joshua had nearly died in hospital before the last Christmas but one she’d gone serenely around the house just as if he’d gone in for an inflamed bunion, and not to almost cough his stomach up.

Winnie didn’t know how she did it. It wasn’t because Daisy had no feelings. Sometimes the empty sadness in her eyes made you look away. You knew she was worried sick about Joshua being ill so often and having to take so much time off his teaching job at Preston. She was nearly out of her mind with worry right now, but you’d never know by listening to her moaning about the shortages, when Winnie knew for a fact she could have turned a couple of carrots and an Oxo cube into a banquet.

Feelings were there to be let out. Winnie firmly believed that. How else could she have gone on living, when in the first year of the war the boy she loved with all her heart and soul had been shot down over Belgium? And how could she have faced the truth when the GI who had promised to send for her to follow him to America, had sent her a letter saying he was very sorry but he was marrying a girl called MaryLou?

That time Daisy had come into her room and got into bed with her, to hold her shaking and quivering, and promise her that someone else would come along, and that some day Chuck would be just a memory of a tall, fair, bristle-haired young man who had cycled over from his army camp at Lytham and swept her off her feet.

‘It’s long past the time Joshua should be back from Preston,’ Winnie said, knowing she was speaking out of turn but not caring. ‘He’s not fit to be out in weather like this. He’s no right to be sitting in an unheated train. What if he’s collapsed on his way back from the station? What if he’s lying out there buried deep in a snowdrift?’

Daisy went on with what she was doing without turning round from the stove. ‘This is Blackpool, love, not the North Pole.’

If Winnie did but know it, being buried alive in a snowdrift was a mere nothing, a piece of cake, as the young men billeted on her would have said, compared to the terrible disasters her vivid imagination had been conjuring up all morning.

Winnie was quite right. Joshua hadn’t been fit to go out first thing, even to an interview he reckoned was so important it couldn’t be missed. He was fifty-two, that was all. Nowhere near the age of retirement, but Daisy knew it in her bones that the powers-that-be were going to suggest to him that when he returned to work it would be on a part-time basis. Until his health improved. His salary had been paid all through the long weeks of his increasingly frequent absences. But there was a new brand of teacher coming up, trained by the government’s Emergency Scheme. Daisy had seen two of them at Oliver’s and Sally’s junior school. One an ex-paratrooper, bursting with ideas, and the other a girl from ENSA, fresh from entertaining the troops in the Far East. Now, after merely one year at college, she was in charge of the nine to ten-year-olds, who hung on her every word, because using her professional experience she made them act out most of their lessons.

Daisy hoped with a great sigh that Joshua wasn’t going to be replaced eventually by an eager beaver young enough to be his son. Joshua’s work was highly specialized. He had a special rapport with the backward children in the big red-brick school on the outskirts of Preston. Daisy had seen a fourteen-year-old mongol child snuggle herself on to his knee, staring up at him with adoration. She had seen him coax a spastic boy to speak and smile through the laboured contortions of his face muscles. And she had seen him weep when a tiny lad with a wasting disease had died.

Winnie was keeping her mouth shut just for once. She knew the score, and in her opinion Joshua would be lucky to keep his job. She had seen him slowly wither in the past two years, grow more stoop-shouldered and grey-faced. Her heart ached for what dismissal would do to him.

‘I think that’s Joshua coming in now,’ she said, testing a salt cellar for its pouring ability on the back of her hand, tossing a pinch over her left shoulder for the luck she felt was going to be needed.

But it wasn’t Joshua. Instead it was two civil servants wearing tightly belted beige gaberdine raincoats and black berets, like lady spies; followed closely by a commercial traveller who was doing a thankless round of restaurants and shops in the sub-zero weather, trying to flog machinery for making ice cream.

Joshua knew he’d feel better the minute he’d told Daisy what had happened. You opened the big front door of the tall old house and there she was, in the kitchen at the end of the long hall. Standing at the cooker more often than not, stirring something in a pan, her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright. She’d once told him that she opened the kitchen door when the time came round for him to come home, and be blowed to the cooking smells seeping into every corner of the house.

As he turned the corner of the familiar street he slipped on the ice and almost fell outside his own front door.

‘Whoops-a-daisy!’ a woman called out, and he touched the brim of his brown trilby to her, praying she wouldn’t stop but knowing full well she would.

‘How are you today, Mr Penny?’

Mrs MacDougal from Balmoral next door thought he looked shocking. She’d only slipped into Daisy’s house for long enough to borrow a cup of arrowroot, but she’d realized at once that something serious was going on. There had to be a good reason for anyone as poorly as Mr Penny to venture out in weather like this. Daisy had nearly snapped her head off when she’d mentioned, as nice as ninepence, that she’d just happened to see him leaving the house that morning, even before the streets were aired. After all, she’d known Joshua Penny longer even than Daisy. She’d seen him come to lodge next door when Mrs Wilkinson was in charge, right after burying his first wife who had shrunk to the size of a pullet with the consumption. Now it looked as if he was going the same way.

All right then, if he didn’t want to talk to her so be it. It was taking her all her time anyroad to keep her balance on the icy flagstones. Even though Angus, her husband, had shovelled the snow off and sprinkled salt twice that morning.

‘Mr Penny’s a terrible colour,’ she told Angus as soon as she got inside her own front door. ‘He’ll never make old bones, not by the look of him. Them flamin’ Germans have a lot to answer for. Gassing a nice man like Mr Penny in the first war so that his chest’s never been the same since, and freezing us to death after the second.’

‘You can’t blame the weather on the Germans.’

Mrs Mac put the cup of arrowroot down carefully on the table. ‘The atomic bomb changed the pattern of the weather all over the world,’ she explained. ‘It said so in the paper. What would we have been doing mucking about with a thing like that if the Japanese hadn’t sided with the Germans in the war? And we all know who started it all off in the first place, don’t we? So?’

‘So what?’

‘Hitler may be dead, but he’s got a lot to answer for.’

Angus gave up. It made his life a lot easier.

Joshua opened the door just in time to see Daisy disappearing into the dining room carrying a loaded tray. Avoiding her by a whisker, Winnie rushed past him into the kitchen, narrowly missing bumping into Oliver who was chasing his sister down the hall.

Slowly Joshua unwound the long woollen scarf from his neck, took off his tweed overcoat and hung it with his trilby on the hall-stand. Daisy came out of the dining room and stopped just long enough to kiss his cold cheek and tell him to go through to the fire in the lounge which was empty at the moment. She’d join him as soon as she got a minute to spare.

‘How did you get on?’ Even as she asked the question she was poised for flight.

This was the trickiest part of the whole day, and if Joshua had looked at his watch he would have known it. Midday dinner was served on the dot of one o’clock. Hot food on heated plates, with no one kept waiting longer than was necessary. Daisy and Winnie were like clockwork dolls, passing each other without speaking, each knowing exactly what to do, the whole performance a miracle of split-second timing.

Joshua stared coldly at his wife. He didn’t mean to. He had prepared the little speech he was going to make to her, breaking the news gently, explaining that he was honestly quite philosophical about the whole thing; reassuring her that it wasn’t the end of the world, my goodness no. That they would come to see in time that it was all for the best.

‘Later,’ he said, and instead of going through into the lounge, started upstairs.

‘Joshua?’ Daisy hesitated, one hand on the banister rail. There were four more plates of mince and carrots to take through. The potatoes were still in the pan, keeping hot. There was an extra pan of gravy ready to pour into a gravy-boat to hand round for those who wanted it. There was the pudding to turn out while the first course was being eaten. There were the children to settle at one end of the kitchen table, with Oliver refusing to touch his dinner if he got the slightest suspicion that an onion had touched his plate, and Sally picking over her mince in case of a speck of lurking fat, just like a mother chimpanzee searching her offspring for lice.

‘I’ll manage, Daisy. We’ve got the worst over, anyroad.’

Like a good genie materializing from a lamp Winnie appeared, wild of eye, her red hair standing on end. She jerked her head upwards. ‘You go on up and see to him. It won’t hurt that lot in there to have to wait a bit for once.’

‘Try and keep some back for . . .’ Daisy was halfway upstairs. Deserting her post at this stage was the equivalent of an actress walking off the stage in mid-speech, but one look at Joshua’s face had shown her something was very wrong. He looked like a man who had been told he had only a month to live. Daisy shuddered, and followed him along the landing, up the shorter flight of stairs, to their room at the top of the house.

He was standing by the window, staring down into the narrow walled yard. She closed the door and went to stand beside him.

‘How did it go, love?’ She laid a hand gently on his arm.

‘How did you expect it to go?’ Her hand was shrugged away.

‘Joshua . . . please.’

‘Go back downstairs. Get on with what you were doing when I came in. Don’t let me interrupt you. I never do, after all.’

‘Winnie can cope.’ Daisy stood her ground. ‘Look, love. You have to tell me. Why not tell me now?’

‘So you can dash back to get on with your job?’

‘So that I can finish serving the meal.’ Her voice was very quiet. ‘Have they cut your working hours down?’ She risked touching him again. ‘We half expected that, didn’t we?’

‘You mean you half expected that. Not me.’

Daisy blushed, and found herself blustering. ‘Well, it was on the cards, wasn’t it, love, considering all the leave you’ve had.’

When he turned round his cheeks were redder than hers. ‘Through my own fault, of course?’

‘Well, of course not through your own fault! You have a chronic complaint, Joshua. Old Doctor Armitage explained the lung damage you’ve suffered.’ In her distress her voice rose. ‘You’ve coped marvellously. You’ve worked harder than thousands of people who have nothing wrong with them. You’ve fought it, love. You’ve gone to work time and time again when we’ve both known you ought to have been in bed. So what does it matter if you work less hours for the time being? It’s not the money, Joshua. We’re not going to starve.’

‘With you as the breadwinner, how can we?’ He coughed and ran a finger round his collar. ‘Even if they’ve retired me completely, it’s of no consequence, is it? Not as long as I’ve got a clever young wife to keep me.’

He went to lay down on his bed and closed his eyes.

Daisy ignored the sarcasm. She looked stricken. ‘But they wouldn’t do that.’

‘Do what?’ He sounded slightly bored.

‘Retire you completely.’

‘As from today.’ He waved a hand. ‘Well, to be exact, back-dated from the first of January, if you want it spelt out.’

‘That last medical . . .?’

‘Exactly. The medical examination, the X-rays, the tests. I thought it was merely routine, but they were quietly assessing me, it seems. Deciding whether to put me out to grass. Like a horse that has outlived its usefulness.’

To Daisy’s horror she saw his lower lip begin to tremble.

‘Oh, they want me to go back for what they call a “little presentation”. In recognition of my years of dedication. It seems there are a lot of grateful parents who will want to show their gratitude. You know the kind of thing. An embarrassing little ceremony in the Headmaster’s room. You’ll be invited, I’m sure. It’s jolly decent of them, on the whole.’

Daisy sat down on the bed. ‘But it’s so unfair! You’ve had pneumonia and flu, all in the space of six months. Anyone can have either of those. You’ll perk up when the warmer weather comes, just like you always do. You put hours and hours in more than you’re expected to at that school when you’re on the better side . . .’

‘I’m finished, Daisy.’

The long winter of illness had taken its toll. Nights of coughing the hours away, of sleeping at times in the chair by the fire, of struggling for breath, had seeped his resistance. And, for the moment, his courage.

‘I need to work, Daisy,’ he whispered. ‘My kind of teaching is more than a job. Take that away and what’s left? Tell me what’s left?’

She took his hand and held it to her cheek. ‘I’ll tell you what’s left. Do you want me to do that obnoxious thing and count your blessings for you, Joshua Penny?’

He turned his head away, but she went on: ‘There’s me, for one thing, and the children for two more.’

‘And Uncle Tom Cobley and all.’ He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. ‘I won’t be lonely in this house. So there’s another of your blessings to count. There aren’t many men who get locked out of their own bathroom, or who pass perfect strangers at every hour of the day on their own landing. Oh, God no, there’s no chance of me being lonely.’

Daisy took a deep breath. ‘Then we’ll sell up.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I’m serious.’ She stood up and faced him. ‘Our arrangement has worked whilst you’ve been out teaching, but I can see that it won’t when you’re in the house all day.’

‘Under your feet. In your way. Or would you like to buy me a pinny so I can wait at table with Winnie?’

‘Stop it, Joshua! Stop feeling sorry for yourself!’ She had thought it was the right thing to say, the only thing to say to make him pull himself together. ‘There isn’t time to talk now, but we’ll sort this out between us.’

‘With you playing the role of the sacrificial lamb?’

‘What do you mean?’ She was shouting now.

‘Giving up your job just because I’ve lost mine? That’s carrying things a bit far, isn’t it?’ His face twisted out of shape with the force of his emotion. ‘Don’t try to emasculate me too much, Daisy, because I won’t stand for it.’

‘I’ll go down and help Winnie.’ It was the best thing to do. Joshua was taking his hurt out on her, Daisy realized that, but she’d meant what she’d said about selling up and moving out. It had come to her in a flash, in exactly the same way as the day ten years ago when she had stood outside the tall boarding house and known she was going to buy it with the proceeds of her mother’s pie shop. ‘We’ll talk later,’ she said, and opened the door.

To reveal Oliver, eyes bulging with indignation, a gravy moustache adorning his short upper lip.

‘Winnie’s given Sally twenty times as much custard as me. And she swore at Mr Livesey.’

‘I’m coming down.’ Daisy closed the door gently. The last thing Joshua wanted was a domestic crisis.

‘Mr Livesey brought his pudding through into the kitchen and said it was stone cold.’

‘Oh dear.’ Daisy was already halfway down the second flight of stairs.

‘She called him a fussy bugger,’ Oliver shouted, following on her heels, and shocking little Miss Grimshaw into dropping her knitting bag as she made her way back into the lounge to claim her chair by the dwindling fire.

Nothing was said all that long, cold afternoon. Winnie tried a few feelers, but Daisy wouldn’t be drawn. The electricity went off promptly at two o’clock and Joshua did a thing Winnie never remembered him doing before. He joined Miss Grimshaw round the coal fire in the lounge for a game of Ludo with the children.

It was an unspoken law that the family never sat in the lounge with the house guests. Their role was to keep out of the way, but Winnie was no fool. Nor had she been born yesterday. Joshua was in there because he was keeping out of Daisy’s way, and not entirely because the upstairs rooms were like little ice-boxes.

Winnie’s friend Leonard Smalley came round after tea, and he too went straight into the lounge and stood on the rug by the fire, jingling the coins in his pocket, telling Miss Grimshaw all about his mother’s arthritis. He was such a good son, Winnie reminded herself, watching from the door with a tea towel draped over her shoulder. And as everyone said, good sons made good husbands. Winnie narrowed her eyes, trying to see him in a different light.

It wasn’t in every man to be a hero. Chuck had been a hero, with so many medals to his credit at the end of the war his knees would have buckled under him if he’d worn them all at once. Chuck had been all the things Leonard was not. Coolly Winnie enumerated them one by one. Better looking. Brave. Jokey. Lively. Rich – or at least he’d said his father owned a ranch in Texas the size of Lancashire. Leonard kept a firm hand on his money. Perhaps that was why he jiggled it about in his pocket so much.

Leonard was telling Miss Grimshaw now that he was quite prepared for his mother’s fingernails and toenails to drop off eventually. Rotted by the excess acid in her bloodstream, he explained.

‘Did Leonard always have a beard?’ Daisy asked Winnie, when she went back into the kitchen. ‘It’s funny I’ve never noticed it before.’

Winnie wiped a plate and slotted it into the long rack above the sink, then reached for another. It wasn’t really surprising that Daisy hadn’t noticed Leonard’s straggly little apology for a beard. Leonard could walk into a room with horns sprouting out of each neat little earhole, and no one would turn a hair.

When Chuck had walked into a room in his mustard-coloured uniform, with his yellow hair cropped close to his scalp like the pile on a length of velvet, Winnie’s heart had turned right over. She picked up another plate. Yet Chuck had promised to send for her when he was settled back on his ranch in Texas, and all the time he must have been writing to a girl called MaryLou. Winnie conjured her up for a moment, looking just like Jeanne Crain in State Fair, all sweetness and light, with her hair fussed out in little tiddly curls, and her skirts sticking out like lampshades.

‘Leonard has asked me to get engaged to him,’ she said suddenly.

Daisy’s hands in the soapy water were still for a moment. Winnie had known Leonard for a long time. Held back from joining up during the war because of his work on munitions, Leonard had come and gone from the house like a shadow. One minute there and the next one vanished. The thought of Winnie with her bright face and brighter hair married to the colourless Leonard with the anonymous features appalled Daisy. He was so highly nervous that once she had seen him flinch and twitch when a Brussels sprout had rolled from the kitchen table to plop on the oilcloth.

‘He’s joined the St John’s Ambulance Brigade,’ Winnie said, as if that explained a lot. ‘Looking after his mother means he needs all the medical knowledge he can get. She’s in bed all the time now, apart from the hour or so she’s helped out to sit in her wheelchair by the window.’

‘So you’d be taking her on as well as Leonard?’

‘That would be a bit of a bind, I admit.’ Winnie still used quite a bit of wartime slang. ‘But a woman who used to work in Squire’s Gate factory goes in of a morning to see to her; then Leonard’s home by dinner time. A postman’s job fits in nicely with his routine.’ Winnie picked up and wiped a vegetable dish she’d dried and put down not a minute before. ‘I wouldn’t want to stop working here in any case, though my room would give you another let when you’re busy during the season.’

‘Suppose – just for the sake of supposing – that Joshua and I decided to sell this place?’ Daisy chose her words with care. ‘There’d be no guarantee that the people we sold to would want to keep you on. There’s a house down the end of the street gone to a couple from Rochdale with a daughter who worked in the mill. They’re going to run it as a family.’

‘Good idea.’ Winnie’s tone was brisk. ‘But you and Joshua would never sell this place. You’d never sell Shangri-La. You’re like me, Daisy. You have to keep working. I can’t see you sitting down with your feet up reading a book in the middle of the morning.’

‘Try me,’ Daisy said.

As it was Winnie’s afternoon off, and Leonard’s mother was having a bit of company for the afternoon, they went to the pictures to see Brief Encounter. Winnie didn’t think much of it, but Leonard thought it was inspiring.

‘It made it all the more poignant because they never . . . because nothing came of it,’ he said on the way home, walking beside Winnie, his small head jutting forward like a pecking bird.

‘That spoiled it for me,’ Winnie said firmly. ‘They would have had something to remember. Or it would have made a lot more sense if she’d left her husband and gone off with Trevor Howard. It was a lot about nowt, if you ask me.’

She was in a mood because Daisy hadn’t let a single word slip about how Joshua had gone on that morning at his interview. And she was deliberately trying to blot from her mind Daisy’s remark about selling up and moving on.

Joshua and Daisy were her family. Shangri-La was her home. Even marrying Leonard wouldn’t alter that. She squeezed his arm. He really was quite sweet, and kind with it too. Winnie happened to believe that kindness mattered above all else. Yes, she could do a lot worse for herself than Leonard. Even if he’d never make the short list for Mr Universe.

Snuggling closer to him, she whispered that she’d been thinking about them getting engaged.

‘And?’

‘What would you say if I told you the answer was yes?’

Leonard skidded on the frozen pavement, but righted himself in time. ‘I would consider myself to be most blessed amongst men,’ he said with such feeling that Winnie’s eyes flew wide.

‘Trevor Howard’s got nowt you haven’t got in abundance,’ she said, kissing him on his little frozen beard.

Winnie was very proud of the fact that a doctor came to the house regularly as a friend. It showed that Daisy and Joshua were a cultured family, she felt.

Daisy too often reminded herself of how pleased her mother would have been when young Doctor Armitage breezed into the house, coming straight through into the kitchen, with no side on him at all. When he had first asked her to call him David she’d blushed every time she said it for a while. He was Joshua’s friend after all. But he was so pleased when she managed at last to say it naturally, she felt she had to explain that in her childhood the doctor was as important as a priest; that nobody liked to trouble him until their cough began to resemble the death rattle, and that houses were cleaned from top to bottom before he was allowed to set foot inside.

She was glad when he called round that evening, even though it meant another chance to talk to Joshua was lost.

‘Mind if I go up?’ he asked, as he always did when he first arrived, putting his head round the kitchen door and smiling at Daisy and Winnie as they finished clearing away. ‘The kids in bed?’

‘For which small blessing may the Lord be praised,’ Daisy said. ‘Yes, go on up, David. I think Joshua will have something to tell you.’

Winnie’s expression set grim. ‘About how he went on at the interview this morning? Oh, don’t bother to tell me. I’m only a servant after all.’ With that she flounced out of the kitchen, wagging her bottom the way she always did when she was angry or upset. And this time she was both.

The commercial traveller had checked out after tea, so she went into his room and started to strip the bed . . .

Joshua had been given the sack. Well, not the sack, because teachers and doctors and the like were asked to take an early retirement, never sacked. That would be why Daisy came out with the remark about the possibility of them selling up.

Yet Daisy was always saying what a good team she and Winnie were. Daisy was a superb cook and a born organizer, but Winnie could best anybody at cleaning and polishing and waiting at table. It was a life she loved; she would have no other.

And it was coming to an end. She could feel it in her bones.

‘Aw, Holy Cow!’ as Chuck would have said.

Her sudden acceptance of the inevitability of what was to be brought a lump to her throat. She flipped a clean sheet over the mattress, tucked it in viciously then snatched up a pillow and clutched it to her flat chest.

Why couldn’t Chuck have loved her as much as she loved him? She’d told him her entire life story, wanting him to accept her for what she was, and to make her feel better he’d confessed that he came from a long line of horse thieves. There was Red Indian blood coursing through his veins, he’d said, his blue eyes laughing. Was he serious? And did it matter? Winnie wouldn’t have batted an eyelid if his grandma had turned up at their wedding looking like a wrinkled Minnie-Ha-Ha. She wouldn’t have cared if his grandpa was coal black, rolling the whites of his eyes and saying things like ‘Hush yo mouth, honeychild’. Everyone knew that Americans were very often of mixed blood. It made them all the more fascinating.

One night she had walked slowly along the promenade with Chuck’s arm round her, from the north to the south pier. Two little red lights shone from the top of the Tower. ‘Like bloodshot eyes,’ she had said, feeling poetical.

That was the night Chuck had said he would send for her when he’d got the business of his father’s ranch in Texas sorted out. That was the night she had given him her all.

Winnie had quite enjoyed the war. Blackpool had been like an animated League of Nations. Shangri-La had bulged with airmen. Three of them had slept in this very room . . . Winnie stood for a while with a mauve candlewick bedspread cradled in her arms. All those uniforms! She remembered trying to teach a Polish boy how to speak English in Stanley Park. She remembered being on the prom one night during the Liverpool blitz, holding on to a sailor’s arm as they watched the bomb flashes and the dock fires lighting the sky.

She took a crumpled packet from her skirt pocket and lit a cigarette, first putting out her tongue at the NO SMOKING IN THE BEDROOMS, PLEASE notice pinned to the door.

Daisy could smell the smoke on her way up to the top landing. She had accepted the fact a long time ago that Winnie preferred to be a furtive smoker, lighting a cigarette when alone then stubbing it out with exaggerated guilt when anyone caught her at it. There were times, like today, when Daisy wished she too was a smoker, but she’d tried once or twice and never got the hang of it.

David Armitage stood up as soon as she went into the room. ‘I’m going now, Daisy. I only dropped by on my way back from a call.’

‘Sit down, man.’ Joshua’s voice had a cutting edge to it. ‘Daisy is only paying a flying visit.’

Daisy could hardly bear to look at him. His face was sunk into deep lines of exhaustion, while two red flags flamed on his cheekbones. David’s father, old Doctor Armitage, was Joshua’s doctor, but surely David could see how ill Joshua looked? Surely he ought to be ordering him to bed instead of keeping him talking?

David didn’t behave as Daisy had been conditioned to think doctors should behave. He didn’t even look like a doctor in his shapeless tweed jacket with his fairish hair straggling slightly over his collar at the back.

She sat down on the edge of her bed and smiled at David, just to show him that Joshua hadn’t meant to be curt with her; hadn’t intended to sound as if he was dismissing her. She wanted to know if they had been discussing Joshua’s interview at Preston when she came in, and if their sudden silence confirmed her suspicions.

‘Would you like me to get you both a hot drink? I’ll ask Winnie. She’s determined to be a martyr, so she’ll welcome an extra job when she should be finished for the day. She’s so sorry for herself this evening she can make the same sigh last for ten minutes.’

David laughed, but Joshua looked at her with a strangely cold expression.

‘I expect you’ve got plenty to do downstairs,’ he said.

Daisy got up at once and left the room, closing the door with such careful deliberation that the effect was the same as if she had slammed it hard.

She was no rusher-out-into-the-night kind of woman. Not now her fortieth birthday was within sighting distance. Daisy left that kind of carry-on to Bette Davis and Joan Crawford. But she needed air. Even frozen air would do.

She snatched her coat down from the hallstand, wound a long woollen scarf once round her head and twice round her throat, and pulled on her rubber overshoes. Even in her distress she was well aware that neither Bette Davis nor Joan Crawford would have stopped to wrap themselves up warmly before making their grand gesture. More like flinging themselves out into a thunderstorm in their nighties.

She opened the door and stepped out into a cold so intense it whisked her breath away. The street was deserted, the frozen snow piled high, leaving a channel free for pedestrians to walk along. A biting wind sent flurries of snow into her face, half blinding her, and she slithered along, her footing as uncertain as if she walked on a moving carpet of ping-pong balls.

‘Do you normally choose a night like this to go for a walk?’

Coming up behind her David Armitage startled her so much she cried out and had to grab his arm to stop herself from falling over. As she stared up at him a large icicle let go from the roof of a house to fall silently into a drift of snow.

‘Over there.’ He nodded at the pub on the corner. ‘I’ll buy you a drink. If you’re daft enough to come out in weather like this when you don’t have to, you must need one.’

The saloon bar was empty. The landlord sat behind the bar on a stool, remembering the glorious days during the war when you couldn’t have put a pin between the airmen using it as their local night after night. The Americans had been the best once they realized that their comments about the lukewarm and watery beer were making them unpopular. Many a bag of doughnuts or oranges had made their way over the counter and into the back for the missus, not to mention the boxes of candy and tins of corned beef, and once an unforgettable banana. The couple who’d just walked in looked frozen to the marrows. He stood up as the man came towards him.

‘Nasty neet, sir.’

During the war his Lancashire accent had gone down a treat. He’d broadened his vowels so much that there were times when even his missus couldn’t tell what he was saying. But the tall man wearing an officer’s greatcoat merely nodded and ordered two double brandies.

‘Coming up, sir.’ Disgruntled, the landlord went back to his stool and the evening paper.

‘I only drink brandy for medicinal purposes, actually.’ Daisy sipped her drink and pulled a face. ‘It’s horrible!’ She took another sip. ‘Best thing to do with this is to set it alight on a Christmas pudding.’ Another sip. ‘Though I suppose you could get used to it.’

‘Force yourself.’

Daisy felt a warm glow going all the way down to her stomach. ‘I must say it grows on you, but it’s a bit strong, isn’t it?’

‘Where on earth do you think you were going?’ David leaned forward, holding the balloon glass in cupped hands. ‘Joshua would be worried stiff if he knew you were out in this.’

‘Did he hear me go out?’ At once Daisy stood up and pushed her chair back. ‘I must go back now – straight away.’

‘He didn’t hear you. When I left him he’d turned the wireless up. I doubt if he even heard me go. Sit down and I’ll get you another drink.’

‘My goodness, no thank you.’ Daisy sat down again and unwrapped the scarf from her head. It was too late to stop him now. David was already at the bar. She stared at his back. It looked as if the landlord was trying to keep him talking, and knowing David, he’d be too polite to walk away. How thin he was – unnaturally thin. But then any man who’d been a prisoner of the Japanese in Burma for the last two years of the war was bound to be thin. She unbuttoned her coat and fanned her hot face with her hand. She should have made her drink last, it had really taken hold of her. She caught herself smiling and wondered what at? The day had been so long, so awful, so depressing. For Joshua in particular.

‘I’m thinking of selling Shangri-La and buying a cottage in the country with roses round the door,’ she said, when David came back. ‘It’s always been a secret dream of mine – to live in a thatched cottage with roses round the door, and a black cat sunning itself on the window sill.’ She half closed her eyes. ‘With a garden for Joshua to potter about in, and a rocking chair for him by the fire.’ She lifted her glass. ‘It’s not much of a life for him being married to a landlady. He hasn’t known a real home for a long, long time.’

‘And now he won’t be teaching . . .’

‘You know, then?’

He nodded. ‘That’s why I think your dream of buying a cottage in the country could be just what the doctor ordered.’

Daisy looked at him carefully. There was an underlying meaning here. David had latched on far too quickly to what was, after all, hardly a germ of an idea as yet. ‘Did Joshua mention any of this to you?’

‘No, not a word.’

She wished he would stop smiling, so to cover her growing distress she drank her brandy too quickly again, spluttered and coughed. ‘It was your father’s report that helped Joshua on his way to enforced retirement, wasn’t it?’

‘Not helped, advised that to continue working might endanger his health.’

‘But he’s not that bad.’ Daisy picked up her glass, bringing a round cardboard mat with it. ‘Joshua has always had trouble with his chest. You’re his friend. You know that. But lots of people suffer from bronchitis in the winter, then they pick up as soon as the warmer weather sets in. Ever since the first war he’s had bouts of bronchitis. Men who were gassed in the trenches and lived never really get over it. But they survive.’ She began to feel sick. ‘You’re not hiding anything from me, are you, David?’ Her voice wobbled on the verge of lost control. ‘Because if you are . . .’ The table in front of her seemed to be undulating like a turbulent sea. ‘I am more than capable of hearing the truth.’

‘Joshua isn’t my patient. It would be quite . . .’

‘Unethical,’ Daisy finished for him. ‘I want the truth, David. I’m calm, as you see, and I want you to speak frankly to me.’

She could hardly credit that she was talking so freely to the man sitting opposite to her. He might be Joshua’s friend, but he was still a doctor, worthy of respect and even awe. Why, not all that many years ago, a person could be dying but the doctor wouldn’t be allowed upstairs until the sheets on the bed were changed, even borrowed from a neighbour if their whiteness wasn’t up to standard.

To her astonishment David reached across the table and took her hand in his own. ‘Will you stop anticipating trouble, Daisy? You’re putting thoughts into my head that weren’t there to begin with.’ He took a deep breath. ‘The reason I said that buying a cottage in the country might be a good idea was because I agree with you. When Joshua’s not teaching he spends far too much time sitting alone in that upstairs room. I noticed at Christmas that the children were beginning to irritate him . . .’

‘Because they can’t have the run of the house. Because I kept sending them upstairs to Joshua to keep them quiet.’

‘Exactly.’ He got up and pushed his chair back. ‘And now I’m going to get you another drink.’

Daisy meant to refuse, but the relief was so great she could only sit there, nodding and smiling foolishly. She was too much like that, always jumping in feet first, anticipating trouble. David must have felt acutely embarrassed. Of course Joshua would be all right. If, as David hinted, he was taken more care of, given a house of his own without having to talk to complete strangers on the landing, and find his own bathroom locked against him. She would force Joshua to listen to her. Now that she knew David was on her side she’d ask him to talk to Joshua. Between them they’d win Joshua over.

David was only half listening to the man behind the bar.

‘Stuck upstairs in that poky attic,’ his father had said. ‘Coughing his heart up. Keeping out of his wife’s way.’

‘Daisy’s not like that,’ David had said quickly. ‘She works so hard with only that flame-haired girl to help her. Most women make the bringing up of two children a full-time job. God knows how Daisy manages.’

‘She manages because she knows no other way. Her mother worked all through her pregnancy, I bet, and brought up Daisy while running a business at the same time. It’s a repeating pattern. Good God, you’ve seen it often enough yourself.’

‘And you feel environmental reasons are impeding Joshua’s recovery?’

‘Environmental, psychological, circumstantial – use whatever word you like. But if he isn’t out of that room, and out of that house . . .’ The old man had shaken his head sadly. ‘I give him twelve months, that’s all.’

Daisy grew sentimental over her third brandy.

‘Joshua didn’t mean to be short with me,’ she confided. ‘He’s lovely, really.’

‘He’s had a bad day.’

‘I’ve never had much of a head for strong drink,’ Daisy said, tipping her glass up and sipping the brandy slowly. ‘I must say this grows on you.’

‘You’re all right, Daisy. In fact, you’re a lot more than all right.’

She frowned and bit her lip. Someone else had once said that to her. Another man. A long, long time ago. She drank again and stared at David through half-closed eyes. His looks were improving by the minute. What an attractive mouth he had, curvy, even when he wasn’t smiling.

I’m drinking on virtually an empty stomach, she told herself, remembering she’d hardly eaten a thing all day. In the dim light of the saloon bar David Armitage looked quite a lot like Leslie Howard. Very English with his fair hair and blue eyes. Definitely Leslie Howard – dead for four years now, a casualty of war.

‘We are all casualties of war in some ways,’ she said, accepting that the brandy was setting her tongue wagging, quite enjoying the feeling. She was relaxed for the first time that day, warm for the first time that day. Strong drink always had the same effect on her, she admitted. It didn’t make her irritable, noisy, depressed, belligerent, or any of the things it was supposed to do. Instead it made her love the entire world; gave the company she was with an aura so that she wanted to tell them how much she admired them and how lovely they were.

‘I’m so glad you’re Joshua’s friend,’ she enthused, brandy-induced affection for him softening her expression. ‘I’m so glad you’re my friend. But then,’ she giggled, ‘any friend of Joshua’s is bound to be a friend of mine.’

She smiled gently at him. ‘Dear David. You never talk about how it was for you in Burma, but there’s no need to say anything. Not to me.’ She leaned forward. ‘I’ve never mentioned this before, David, but I want you to know how sorry I am that your marriage didn’t last the war out. Was she very young? Joshua said something, but not much.’

‘Peggy never forgave me for joining the army when because of my age and my job it wasn’t strictly necessary. By the time I went to the Far East she was already serious with the man she’s going to marry.’

The brandy had done its work on Daisy with a vengeance. She reached across the table and covered David’s hand with her own. ‘Oh, poor David. But you’ll meet someone else, and marry, and have children. You’re not the kind of man to live his life alone.’

David couldn’t take his eyes off her. With her hair mussed and her cheeks brandy-flushed, she looked about twenty years old. Her voice was low and filled with warmth, and she had the kindest eyes he’d ever seen in a woman.

He wished his father hadn’t told him that for a long time now Joshua had been impotent, that pride prevented him from going to see one of the newfangled specialists in Manchester. That after that initial embarrassed confession Joshua had refused to discuss it further.

If ever a woman was made for passion it was this bonny lass holding his hand and looking on him with melting compassion.

Suddenly David wanted to make love to her so badly that he snatched his hand away from hers and stood up.

‘I think I ought to take you home. Before Joshua misses you,’ he said.


Chapter Two

FOR A WHILE Joshua tried to listen to a Schubert concert on the wireless. But for once the music failed to comfort him.

Why, in God’s name, had he spoken so sharply to Daisy? Why, when she was his love, his friend, his one bright star? She’d flinched as if he’d hit her, before dashing downstairs. David hadn’t wasted any time in leaving either.

Joshua stared at the fire without blinking until his eyes felt dry. David had come round to sympathize, that much was evident. David might not be Joshua’s doctor, but his father was. They shared a practice and there wouldn’t be much they didn’t know about each other’s patients.

Joshua buried his face in his hands. The wind had got up and was rattling the sash window. It felt strangely as if it was blowing in his head. He felt so restless, so uneasy, it was as though his skin crawled, and out of the corner of his eye he could see the long brocade curtains billowing slightly into the room. He switched off the wireless and walked towards the door.

The house teemed with people, most of them, he guessed, in the lounge sitting round the coal fire. But for how long before the grate was empty? Only weeks into nationalization, and the country was in the middle of a severe fuel crisis. Already Daisy was regretting her switch from gas to the electric cooker in her kitchen. She must have had one hell of a day . . . Joshua stood for a moment on the landing. Yes, indeed, the house might be teeming with people but Daisy was downstairs dispensing warmth and food and her own brand of serenity. Being all things to all men, as usual. How did she do it? Joshua started to cough and leaned for a moment against the wall.

He was achingly tired. The long cold day was almost over, but before it ended he had to talk to Daisy to put things right between them. He hesitated at the top of the short flight of steep stairs, wracked again by a spell of coughing. When it was over his body sagged as he fought for breath, then making a determined effort he moved forward and his foot caught in the frayed piece of carpet on the top stair. With his left hand he reached for the banister, but grasped at nothing but air. As he fell he twisted sideways, rolling neatly like a stunt man down to the main landing. To lie shocked and stunned with a leg crumpled beneath him.

‘What was that?’

For the space of a second, down in the kitchen, Winnie held her head to one side in a listening position.

‘I didn’t hear nothing, Winnie.’

Leonard knew he wouldn’t have let on even if he had heard something suspicious. Winnie would send him upstairs to investigate, and he could be there on the landing startled by someone popping their head out of a bedroom and wanting a chat with him. People were always appearing suddenly in this house. Perfect strangers smiling at him and saying what a dreadful day for the time of the year, or asking him did he know the time as their watch seemed to have stopped. Leonard had no small talk. He could never flash out with a flip remark like Winnie.

‘Probably the chap in number three fell out of bed,’ Winnie said. ‘You know the one I mean. He walks like somebody’s starched his underpants.’

Little Miss Grimshaw looked up at the ceiling. The wind was making the old house creak and groan like a house in a horror film. She shivered and went back to her library book. She’d read Charlotte Brontë’s Villette twice before, but it never failed to enthral her. All that emotion locked away behind such a decently covered bosom. Miss Grimshaw remembered once being in love with a young man who went to live in Australia. They met one day by chance in the street and he talked to her for almost ten minutes. She could see him now swaying up and down on his heels by the kerb, swinging his hat in one hand and laughing, with his head thrown back showing the masculine curve of his throat. When he sailed away she disguised her handwriting and wrote a letter to herself as though it came from him, declaring his sadness at having to leave her when their friendship had only just begun. She wrote it to show to her mother to prove that she wasn’t one of nature’s old maids. His name was Geoffrey, and she had never forgotten him.

Three commercial travellers were playing pontoon at a card table over by the window. The banker was waving his arms about, arguing the toss with a dough-faced man who had twisted when he should have stuck.

Joshua moaned and opened his eyes. He tried to sit up, or at least kneel to pull himself upright, but the pain in his foot was so agonizing it seemed to burst through the top of his head. He was very cold, and when he gingerly touched the crown of his head his fingers came away covered in blood. When he shouted for help something seemed to have happened to his voice.

Where was Daisy? The long window at the far end of the landing rattled in its frame. ‘Daisy!’ The effort of trying to shout brought a spell of coughing on again. He clutched his chest. ‘Daisy!’ Oh, dear God, there were enough people in the house. Couldn’t a single one of them hear him?

‘Daisy!’ He fell back, exhausted. Why didn’t she come? Down all the years of their marriage she had always heard him and come running when he called her name. If he closed his eyes it was as if he were being pulled against his will down a long dark tunnel with just a pinpoint of light at the end. He struggled to keep his eyes open. He was dying. This was how it felt. No one could possibly have told him, but he knew. A trickle of blood from the deep cut on his head was meandering down one side of his face, but it didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to matter any more.

Little Miss Grimshaw closed her book, first keeping her place with a thonged leather marker which told her in bright gold lettering that Books Are Silent Friends.

Winnie Whalley was saying goodnight to her man friend in the hall. In a way he reminded Miss Grimshaw of Geoffrey who had gone to Australia so long ago. Mr Smalley was shy, you could tell that, and he had the same trick of jiggling the coins in his pockets. Privately Miss Grimshaw thought, that Winnie wasn’t really his type, but perhaps if she married Mr Smalley she would calm down and not be quite so ebullient and overly familiar. A wise woman would always lift herself up to her husband’s level.

‘Goodnight, Winnie. Goodnight, Mr Smalley.’

‘Goodnight, Miss Grimshaw. Sleep tight.’

As Winnie watched the neat little woman walk upstairs, her back as rigid as a rolling pin, she knew a sudden comforting moment of truth. By marrying Leonard she would never have to become a Miss Grimshaw in her old age, wearing her glasses on a gold beaded chain
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