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PROLOGUE

IT WAS A Sunday afternoon and the little terraced house in Keele Street, Scarstone was quiet, with just Sarah and her mother at home. Sarah put three spoonfuls of tea in the warmed pot. As she poured over the boiling water, she heard her mother scraping back a kitchen chair and she turned to see her sinking down onto it, her face very pale.

‘You all right, Mum?’

Ava didn’t answer straight away and when she did, she sounded a little breathless, although she mustered a brief smile.

‘Yes, I’m fine, love. A bit tired, that’s all. Came over a bit faint, like … but just give me a minute.’ She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

‘You don’t look so good,’ said Sarah, putting the cosy over the teapot, then giving her mother her full attention.

Sarah’s older brother, Joe, had gone with their father to watch a local football match. Janette, their younger sister, was round at her friend Lorna’s house, leaving Sarah and her mother to enjoy the luxury of a peaceful afternoon together.

‘I’ve made the tea nice and strong,’ said Sarah. ‘That’ll buck you up. But are you sure you’re all right?’

Ava nodded wanly. ‘Thanks, Sarah. I’ll be up and doing in a minute.’

She had been looking a little too tired and listless of late, Sarah thought. Of course, she was always busy, what with her job working as assistant to Evelyn Rowley, whose first-class skills as a seamstress brought in a constant stream of customers wanting their clothes altered or mended. On top of that, Ava was a loving and caring wife and mother, whose home was spotless, even if the things in it were well worn, and whose husband and children never lacked for clean and pressed clothes, even if they were second-hand, nor for nicely cooked food of a plain sort. The Quinn family were not well off, but Ava’s domestic standards never slipped below excellent.

‘Mebbe you’ve been working too hard, Mum,’ said Sarah, sitting down beside her mother and taking her hand, which felt cold yet clammy. ‘I’ll cook the tea tonight, shall I?’

‘That’s good of you, Sarah. Thank you,’ said Ava. She looked relieved to be able to delegate. She took a couple more deep breaths and noticeably rallied, forcing a wider smile. ‘I reckon you should get in a bit of practice. You could be married in a few years – your dad and I were courting when I was seventeen – and, well, cooking is a skill that you’ll need if you want to stick to a budget and feed your family decently.’

Sarah laughed. ‘I can see no fella on the horizon for me, Mum, but you’re right, I expect I’ll have to cook for a family one day. But I’d also like to learn a few skills that aren’t domestic and put them to good use first. I’ve been thinking about this; thinking about my future …’ She looked a little uncertain, being not one to push herself forward, but then she plunged in. ‘It’d be grand to learn typewriting and mebbe to study bookkeeping, too – what do you think? Girls like me – just ordinary – are learning to do all sorts now, not just factory or shop work, but in offices, using their brains. D’you reckon I could manage that, Mum?’

‘Ah, love, I reckon you could do owt you put your mind to – both you and Janette.’ Ava had always encouraged her daughters. Joe was disappointingly unambitious about his work – he never lasted more than a few months in any job – and he hadn’t paid much attention at school either, but Ava saw no reason why her girls shouldn’t do well for themselves.

‘Well, Janette is the clever one, but I’d like to see what opportunities there are for me if I work hard.’

Ava smiled. ‘I’ll always be proud of you, whatever you do, and I hope I see my girls doing better than I ever did. “Reaching your potential” – isn’t that what Miss Hurst calls it?’

‘Aye, our headmistress is certainly keen on girls getting educated. I know staying on at school means I’m not working, except at the hardware shop with Dad on a Saturday. I know money is tight—’

‘Don’t worry, love. Your dad and me – and even Joe at the moment – are working, so we manage. I’m glad you’re staying on. I … I hope you’d still be able to get your Highers … if owt happened.’

Sarah felt a niggle of unease. ‘What do you mean, Mum?’

‘Oh, just … if things changed … you know – weren’t quite as they are.’

Sarah had stood up to pour the tea, but now she put down the pot and resumed her seat beside her mother, taking her hand.

‘What do you mean, Mum? What kind of changes? You’d tell me if there was owt wrong, wouldn’t you? There isn’t owt wrong, is there?’

‘No, love.’ Ava reached out and stroked a lock of Sarah’s fair hair back behind her ear. ‘There doesn’t have to be owt wrong for me to tell my lass that I want the best for her. But, love, you’re the one I can rely on, so I’m just saying, if owt did happen, you’d look after your dad, wouldn’t you? Even if you’re still studying? He’s a good man, but I reckon he’d not be much use on his own—’

‘On his own! Mum, what are you saying? You’re not ill, are you?’ Sarah felt panic rising in her stomach. She could not imagine this home without her mother at its heart.

‘No, love. I told you. Please, just listen. Your dad’s never learned to look after himself – why would he? – and Janette is still only twelve. Joe … well, he’s a good lad, but it’s taking him a while to find his feet. He’s not yet learned that you only get out what you put in – and sometimes not even that, truth be told. And he is only a lad, so you couldn’t expect owt much doing around the house … I’m just saying, I know I can rely on you. Your dad … well, he thinks the world of you. I know parents shouldn’t have favourites – and he’s never said in so many words – but it’s plain to me that you’re the centre of his world and he’d be lost without you—’ 

‘Lost without you, you mean. Mum, please! You claim there’s nowt wrong, so why are you saying this?’

‘Now, Sarah, love, don’t get worked up. Pour us a cup of that tea, and let’s each have a spoonful of sugar in it, eh? There’s nowt in life that can’t be made right with a good strong cup of tea.’

By the time they had drunk the tea, Ava’s colour had returned, and Sarah had been half persuaded that there was nothing to be alarmed about. Or, at least, not just now. And Ava had extracted a promise from her to look after her father and her siblings, ‘just in case I need you to, so I don’t have to worry’.

Within weeks, Ava was dead of heart failure and Sarah, broken-hearted and burdened by her promise, left school immediately and went to work for Miss Rowley, taking over what had been Ava’s job as her assistant, and earning her first proper wages to help keep her family. It was a sacrifice, but she needed to contribute financially at home, and she knew there were far worse jobs than working for the kindly seamstress.

But alongside that, she took on the role of running the Quinn household. It no longer felt like the happy family home it had been, but four sad people feeling isolated in their misery, and struggling to see how on earth they were to fill the gaping holes in their lives that Ava had left.

One evening, Sarah found her father just sitting in his chair, staring ahead blankly. Joe was not yet home from work, which was currently with a painter and decorator, and Janette was in the rather gloomy little dining room at the back of the house, doing her homework.

‘You all right, Dad?’ Sarah asked gently. ‘Shall I make you a cup of tea while I get cooking?’ She knelt down beside him and took his hand.

He squeezed hers in return but could not raise even the slightest smile. He looked so desolate she wanted to cry.

‘I doubt I’ll ever be all right again, our Sarah,’ he said. ‘You’re a good lass – the best – but, by heck, I never thought I could miss anyone like I miss your mother.’

She understood.

She rose and put an arm around his shoulders. ‘We’ll cope if we stick together, Dad. There may be just the four of us now, but we’ve got plenty of love to go round. Let’s never forget that.’

Fred nodded, but it was just a token gesture. Sarah saw only despair in his face. Ava had been dead three weeks, and already Sarah felt out of her depth.




CHAPTER ONE

Early Summer 1930

SARAH MET HER friend Rachel outside Scarstone Library, where Rachel worked as an assistant, and the two young women strolled home in the golden early evening light, their sturdy heels tapping along the dusty pavement, their arms linked. Both wore well-worn cotton summer dresses, Sarah’s blue, to match her eyes, while Rachel’s was primrose-yellow, which looked striking against her dark hair. Sarah carried a bulging cloth bag on her free arm.

‘Bringing your work home, Sarah?’ asked Rachel. ‘It’s not like Miss Rowley to crack the whip, is it? What’s got into her?’

‘Oh, it’s not Miss Rowley, Rachel. She’s always considerate, but if I can get these repairs done by tomorrow morning and deliver them to the customer early,’ she lowered her voice, although there was no chance of being overheard, ‘the lady said she’d pay me a bit extra. Mrs Hutchinson, her name is, and she likes things done snip-snap; doesn’t like to wait for owt.’

Rachel gave her friend a careful look. ‘And does Miss Rowley know this?’

‘She knows I’m working on them and that I’ll take them round to Mrs Hutchinson first thing. She’s pleased I said I’d do that and she trusts me to make a good job of them. The extra is just a private agreement between me and Mrs H, who said not to mention it.’

Rachel raised a questioning eyebrow. ‘And you think that’s all right, do you?’

‘I don’t see why not. Miss Rowley will still be paid what she’s asked for, I get a bit extra for my effort, and Mrs Hutchinson is pleased to have her blouses made over quickly, so it’s good news all round,’ Sarah smiled.

‘Aye, well … just be careful,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s Miss Rowley’s business and she might not like you making a deal on the side.’

‘Hardly “a deal”. And certainly nowt illegal. Plus it’s good for her reputation if her clients know she’s fast as well as reliable.’

‘Mm. There may be two ways of looking at this, that’s all I’m saying. Anyway, here you are, Sarah,’ Rachel said as they reached the Quinns’ front door, ‘and as you’ve work to do this evening, you might want to ask Janette or even that useless article Joe to cook the tea. You can’t do everything.’

‘I doubt Joe will think the tea’s owt to do with him, except when it’s on the plate and in front of him,’ said Sarah, with a roll of her eyes.

‘Aye, probably … Right, well, I’ll be seeing you. Don’t stay up working too late.’

With a lift of her hand, Rachel continued on her way to her own, almost identical house, a couple of streets away, where she lived with her parents, the youngest of three siblings and the only one still at home.

Sarah turned to her front door, noting the grubbiness of the doorstep. Why did she never find the time to keep the step spotlessly white, like Mum had done? It hadn’t been donkey-stoned for weeks. She didn’t want to be ashamed of her own doorstep … to feel as if she was somehow letting down her mother by allowing standards to slip. Still, there wasn’t time to do anything about that now.

Inside, the house was stuffy and a little oppressive.

‘Janette?’ Sarah called, kicking off her shoes with some relief.

‘What?’ came her sister’s loud voice from the back.

Sarah padded through to the kitchen, enjoying the coolness of the hall tiles against her hot feet, her indoor shoes in her hand.

‘Good, I hoped you’d be home, love. I’ve got some blouses to retrim and I want to get on while the light is still good. Please, would you mind cooking the tea?’

Janette, who was just finishing her homework, her exercise books spread on the kitchen table, raised her eyebrows challengingly.

‘What’s it worth?’ she asked with a saucy smile.

‘A clip round the ear if you don’t. How does that sound?’

‘No need to get shirty. I was always going to agree anyway.’ Both knew this, just as they knew that Sarah was not the sort to be clipping anyone’s ear. Janette held up a finger to indicate she needed a moment, added a final sentence to her essay, then got up, flicking back her blonde plaits, and tidied her school books away into her satchel, which hung on the back of her chair. ‘Why the homework? I thought folk waved goodbye to homework once they’d left school.’

‘Just summat I said I’d do by morning, that’s all,’ Sarah said evasively. She was saving up, hoping to buy Janette some shoes for her birthday – a shiny new pair, not second-hand or handed down – and didn’t want to mention the extra money.

While Janette crashed around the kitchen, making a big show of being helpful, Sarah took her work into the sitting room, where her mother’s treadle sewing machine was set up ready to use on its heavy black stand. The low sun shone through the sooty window, and Sarah began quickly unpicking the frayed lace from Mrs Hutchinson’s blouse collar before the light dimmed.

Sarah had been taught to sew by her mother, just as an interest, a skill Ava had been pleased and proud to share, and now, in a completely unforeseen turn of fate, Sarah had inherited her mother’s job, working for Miss Rowley.

With Ava’s sudden death, leaving Janette, now thirteen, still at school, and Joe – who was twenty, but sometimes acted as if he was thirteen – occasionally getting into the kind of trouble that meant he had to look for another job, there was little hope that Sarah would be trying to find her own chosen place in the world any time soon. Dad was becoming unrecognisable as the caring father he had once been. He was cast adrift without his wife to anchor him, lost and purposeless, sometimes moody, evermore uninterested in his home life and his children. Ava had been the heart of his home and the queen of his heart, and without her he was utterly lost. However hard Sarah tried to rise to the challenge of taking up her mother’s domestic role (and it was proving to be hard work for a girl of just eighteen, employed full time and now running the house too), she never could take the place of her mother for any of them, but, of course, most especially for Fred.

As for her sewing job, Miss Rowley was very appreciative of Sarah’s talent, and Sarah knew she was well up to the job, but she was beginning to feel she had been coerced into it by circumstances; that she had had neither choice nor control.

Still, just think of the extra Mrs Hutchinson was paying, she thought. Janette was growing taller by the day and her shoes were beginning to pinch. She would be thrilled to have some brand-new ones … if Sarah could save up enough to buy them for her.

The front door slammed.

‘Dad?’ called Sarah. ‘In here.’

Fred put his head round the sitting-room door and Sarah explained that Janette was cooking, and why, and that she might need a little supervision.

‘Oh, I expect she’ll manage,’ he said vaguely, brandishing the evening newspaper. ‘Someone left this in the shop so I’ve summat to read while I wait for my tea. Then I’m off to the Lamb and Flag.’

The Lamb and Flag was becoming her father’s home from home, Sarah reflected. She understood he liked the distraction of folk to gossip and grumble with, but it seemed to her that he was seeing the pub as a place to escape to and would far rather be there than here.

‘But I’ve got these blouses to finish, Dad – I told you – and I haven’t time to keep an eye on Janette as well. Couldn’t you just help out this once?’

‘I know nowt about cooking, and I have been at work all day, you know,’ he said, as if Sarah hadn’t; as if she was leading a life of leisure. ‘Oh, mebbe in a bit, love,’ he added, possibly seeing the expression on her face. But then he sat down in his armchair with the newspaper, shook it open and raised it like a screen in front of him.

Sarah tried to shrug off her annoyance and, conscious of the fast-fading light, continued with her task, splicing a new length of lace between the two collar edges. She ignored Janette’s increasingly loud crashing about until she could stand it no longer.

‘Dad, can’t you hear her? Please would you go and just see if she’s managing?’ she begged, looking up from her sewing machine.

‘What are you saying? Can’t be much – I’ve heard nowt.’ He carried on reading.

‘Oh, honestly …’ Sarah got up and stomped off, muttering, to the kitchen, where Janette was just putting a cottage pie in the oven. The pie looked delicious, but she had clearly used every single pan in the place to make it.

‘All done,’ Janette smiled. ‘What do you want with it – carrots?’

Sarah looked at the heap of pans, the deposits already beginning to dry on in the heat; at the array of jugs and knives and plates; at the soil-encrusted potato peelings on the draining board and in the sink; at the packet of Bisto on its side, the contents spilling onto the floor.

‘Yes, please, carrots … but, Jan, you’ll have to clear up this lot first. There’s no room to do owt.’

Janette gazed around as if noticing the mess for the first time. ‘But I’ve just done all that cooking. I can’t be doing with clearing up too! Not all by myself. That wouldn’t be fair.’

‘’Course you can. You made the mess, you side it up.’

‘Oh, Sar-raah! Is that what you’ve come in here to do, boss me about but not help?’

‘I could hear you crashing pots. I came to see if you were all right.’

‘Well, I’m not all right, am I, if I’ve got all this to clear by myself?’

Sarah took a deep breath. There was only one way forward. ‘All right, I’ll wash, you dry.’

It was when she went to unhook her pinafore from behind the door that it occurred to her that Janette, who was still in her school uniform, should have been wearing the pinny herself.

Sure enough, there was gravy soaked into the lower sleeve of her school blouse and, now she looked closely, a splodge of mashed potato on the front of it.

‘Give me strength! Jan, look at you! Why didn’t you …? Oh, never mind, it’s too late now. Just go and put your old togs on and then come and help. And be quick about it.’

Janette brushed the mashed potato onto the floor and sped away to do as she was asked.

The cottage pie was just about cooked when their brother, Joseph, appeared. It was as if he had some inner clock that told him the exact time when his food would be ready so that all he had to do was eat it and be thankful. He greeted his family cheerfully. The girls, rushing around and dishing up, replied brightly, while Fred grunted and sat down at the head of the table to wait for his food. Fred didn’t always have a lot of time for Joe and what he called his ‘unsteadiness’.

Having washed, Joe also sat down at the kitchen table. However, he was grinning.

‘All right, Sarah? You look a bit heated.’

‘I’m fine, thank you, Joe. Apart from—’

‘Smashing-looking pie, though,’ he said appreciatively, reaching over for the salt and pepper pots.

‘Jan made it.’

‘Aye, lass, you’ve done all right,’ Fred conceded. He looked at Sarah. ‘Told you there was no need to fuss, our Sarah.’

‘Clever girl,’ Joe said, winking at Janette. ‘Been a busy day. I was supposed to scrape the peeling paint off some window frames. I hate that job, but the old biddy where we were working, Mrs Thomas – her cat got stuck up a tree and she got in a tizzy about it. Mr Blake isn’t agile enough to get his bulk up off the ground, so I volunteered to rescue it. Took a long while, I can tell you,’ he laughed. ‘By the time I’d got that cat down, Blake had had to scrape most of the windows himself. Then the old lass made us tea and brought out a cake to thank me for rescuing the cat, and she slipped me a little tip, too.’

‘You daft bugger,’ muttered Fred.

Janette’s eyes were wide. ‘How high up was the cat, Joe? Was it very dangerous?’

‘No, not dangerous at all – easy-peasy, really – but I had to make a show of the rescue, didn’t I? Mrs Thomas might have thought it was nowt if I’d done it in a couple of minutes, so I reckoned I should entertain her a bit, like, with some near-falls and pretending to get stuck. Proper grateful for the tea and cake, I was – and the tip.’ He smirked. ‘I reckon we’re friends for life.’

‘Shame on you, Joe, taking an old lady for a ride,’ said Sarah.

‘Oh, sis, don’t you start. It was bad enough Blake bending my ear when Mrs Thomas was out of hearing. A fella’s got to get on in this life and it pays to make the most of any opportunities.’

‘You’ll not be so pleased with yourself if you lose that job, Joe,’ warned his father.

‘Yes, all right, Dad.’

They ate the cottage pie, while Joe entertained them with an exaggerated description of Mrs Thomas’s run-down house. Then he helped himself to seconds before Sarah could stop him, although she had planned to eke out the leftovers with some extra vegetables the following evening, and then it was time to clear away. It was the closing of the front door that told Sarah her father had left for the pub without even removing his plate to the sink.

‘Put the kettle on, Joe, would you, while I just side these plates off the table? Then if you and Jan could wash up—’

‘No, you’re all right, Sarah, I’m off out. Said I’d meet Dora Burgess.’ He grinned, looking pleased with himself. ‘There’s a bit of a dance on at the town hall. Summat tells me that Dora is a good little dancer. I’ll not stop late, what with work tomorrow, but I’ve got to have a bit of fun to set me up until the weekend.’

‘But, Joe, I’ve got some blouses to trim by morning. I hoped you’d be here earlier to give Jan a hand with the washing-up, just this once. I think she could do with some help now while I get on.’

‘Oh, sorry. Another time, mebbe. Can’t keep a lady waiting outside in the street, can I? Especially one like Dora Burgess. Right, I’ve just got time to change into my decent bags and pullover and then I’m off. I’ll see you later,’ he called over his shoulder.

They heard his size nines thudding up the stairs.

‘Do you think he’s really taking Dora Burgess out?’ Janette asked.

‘I don’t know and I don’t care,’ snapped Sarah.

‘She’s like a film star, with her golden hair and her pouty lips.’ Janette made a little moue in imitation.

‘Cupid’s bow,’ said Sarah, distractedly.

‘And, honest truth, Sarah, she wears white silk stockings!’

‘Good grief, are you sure? … I mean, look, Janette, I’m sorry but you know I’ve got that sewing to do, and Dad and Joe will never be persuaded to help, however busy I am. Can you just manage by yourself this once … please?’

Janette sighed as if from the bottom of her soul. ‘All right. If I must. Miss Rowley never used to have Mum working all evening, though. I think she’s taking advantage. I might have to have a word.’

‘Janette Quinn, if you ever say more than “Good day” to Miss Rowley, you’ll have me to answer to. Now, to work!’

They set about their tasks, hearing Joe’s thudding return downstairs, his cheery ‘’Bye, girls’ and then the front door banging behind him.

How had it come to this, Sarah asked herself as she returned to her sewing: all this running just to keep up with what needed doing? It hadn’t been like this for Mum when she was alive … had it? Somehow everything had been clean – even the front doorstep – and Mum cooked and Sarah helped, and everyone tidied up, even if it was just to take their plates to the sink. And there was no nagging or raised voices, or anyone taking umbrage about shouldering a small part of the burden. How far this current situation had fallen below that ideal! Now Dad went to the Lamb and Flag most evenings, and Joe was out as often, as if they were washing their hands of home life now that Mum was dead. Perhaps that was it: perhaps they couldn’t face being here without her.

Well, thought Sarah, crossly, it’s not my fault. I wish Mum was here, too. And I’m doing my best.

The trouble was, her best was obviously nowhere near good enough.

The next morning, the kitchen smelled vaguely of cigarettes, although Ava had been very strict in forbidding smoking indoors because Janette had once had bronchitis and cigarette smoke made her wheeze. Joe was undoubtedly the culprit – Sarah had heard him coming in late the previous night, about half an hour after she’d finished the sewing – but she couldn’t find any evidence, and he’d already left for work. She opened the windows and the back door for a few minutes to air the place while she made sandwiches for packed lunches and a fresh pot of tea.

‘Morning, Dad. Let me know if you’re in a draught, won’t you?’

Fred, sitting at the table, grunted noncommittally. Maybe he had had a merry time at the Lamb and Flag. But then again, perhaps not.

‘Here you are, Dad.’ Sarah handed him some cheese sandwiches wrapped in greaseproof paper, secured with string.

‘Thanks, love.’ He barely looked up from his boiled egg and toast.

‘I didn’t really see you when you got back from the Lamb and Flag – was it a good evening?’

‘Not that I noticed. Sarah, please, can you just stop your chatter over breakfast? Early mornings are bad enough without you chirping around me like a sparrow.’

Sarah duly kept silent while she put eggs to boil for herself and Janette.

‘Did Joe have owt to eat?’ That wasn’t chatting, it was asking.

‘I don’t know and I don’t care. He’s old enough to do for himself.’ Fred picked up the parcel of sandwiches without a trace of irony. ‘Right, I’m off to work; get some peace and quiet. I’ll see you later, love.’ Thankfully, he put his plate and cup on the draining board.

‘Have a good day, Dad.’

‘Aye …’

Fred worked in a hardware shop on the High Street, where he had a reputation for being extremely knowledgeable about the correct ways to do small plumbing and joinery jobs and the right sizes of screws, nails, and tools to use. ‘Ask Mr Quinn. He knows everything’ – Sarah had heard that said. Once quite recently, she now remembered, she had overheard, ‘Ask Mr Quinn at Scarstone Hardware. He’s a miserable old sod, but he does know how to fix stuff.’ Sarah was sorry her father was getting such a reputation, but a part of her acknowledged that, these days, he deserved it.

When Janette came down dressed for school, Sarah realised that she’d forgotten all about the gravy and potato stains on her sister’s blouse. Janette had her sleeves rolled up now to try to hide the gravy, but that only drew Sarah’s attention to it.

‘Oh, no, Janette …’

‘Leave it. It doesn’t matter,’ Janette muttered. ‘Lots of the others have their dinner down them.’ She sat at the kitchen table and started eating her egg as fast as she could.

‘But, love, I can’t send you off like this. What would Mum have said?’

‘Mum wouldn’t have forgotten about the stain,’ said Janette quietly, then immediately regretted it when she saw Sarah’s face was shot through with anguish. ‘Oh, Sarah, I didn’t mean it was your fault. I forgot, too.’

‘Yes, well, you’re old enough to wash your own blouse.’

‘I know, I know. I said it wasn’t your fault,’ Janette fretted, knowing there would be sarcasm, or worse, from the teachers. Worn clothes were perfectly acceptable, but slovenliness – the kind of carelessness that could be avoided – was called out, to shame the offender into doing better. ‘Look, I’ll just have to wear next week’s.’

‘I haven’t ironed it yet. I’m sorry, I just ran out of time.’

‘Doesn’t matter. I’ll wear it crumpled.’

She unbuttoned her blouse, threw it onto a chair and, pale and skinny in her liberty bodice, went to rummage through the ironing basket in the scullery, returning with a hideously creased and slightly damp replacement.

‘That looks awful,’ said Sarah, wishing she’d thought to iron it when she was doing Mrs Hutchinson’s blouses the night before. It was too late now.

‘Well, never mind. You won’t be looking at it in a minute.’ Janette swallowed her tea down in great gulps. ‘Now, where’s my satchel …?’

She left for school and Sarah followed her out soon after, Mrs Hutchinson’s neatly pressed blouses all retrimmed and folded carefully into her bag.

The streets of Scarstone were at their busiest, with people going to work, to school or delivering goods to the shops. Sarah walked quickly, crossing the High Street at the end, dodging a handcart of vegetables and then a little brown van with the name of the hardware shop where her father worked painted on the side.

Beyond the High Street and back a couple of roads was where Mrs Hutchinson resided, in a terraced house with a tall front window and shrubs in the little front garden. This area was regarded as a bit smarter than the other end of town, where the Quinns and the Frasers, Rachel’s family, lived.

Sarah went up the black-and-white-tiled front path and knocked on the door.

After a little wait, the door was opened by a skivvy. That was the only word Sarah could think of to describe the thin and shabby-looking girl, probably no older than Janette. She was wearing a cross-over pinny that was slack and too long on her, and her hair was covered with a grey scarf that was knotted at the back, a lank pigtail poking out from under it.

‘Yes, miss?’

‘I’ve brought Mrs Hutchinson’s blouses. She’s expecting them.’

‘I’ll go and tell her. Please wait,’ said the girl, and indicated the doormat just inside with a shy smile.

Sarah stepped in, the girl closed the door and then went off along the hallway, knocked on the door of a room at the end and went in. Almost immediately she came out and back to Sarah.

‘Mrs Hutchinson says thank you and if you leave them with me, she’ll settle with Miss Rowley at the end of the week.’

‘Miss Rowley expects me to bring her the money this morning,’ Sarah said, but gently so the girl wouldn’t think she was arguing with her. ‘Her terms are cash on completion.’ Oh dear, this wasn’t looking very hopeful for the promised tip.

The skivvy looked uncertain. The situation was not of her making and she clearly wanted no part in it.

Seeing this, Sarah said, ‘May I speak to Mrs Hutchinson, please? I’m sure she’s just forgotten and it will be easier if I remind her.’ Again, the girl looked anxious so Sarah added, ‘I’ll say I insisted. I don’t want you to be in any trouble.’

‘I ought to ask her if she’ll see you first, miss.’

The girl went back to the room at the end, knocked again, and disappeared inside. Soon she was back out, looking unhappy, and beckoned to Sarah with a flap of her hand.

‘Thank you,’ Sarah said, and she went into the sitting room, gathering her courage, hoping she was up to persuading the woman to pay. The room turned out to be light and very warm with the sun already slanting through the big window.

Mrs Hutchinson was a middle-aged lady whose abundant hair was dyed almost black. Even at half past eight in the morning, she was fully made up, her face pale with a thick layer of powder and her mouth bright red, although she had yet to dress and was wearing a dressing gown with a fashionable jazzy pattern to the silky fabric, and a pair of pink mules with little heels. She was sitting in an armchair with her broad feet up on a pouffe, a cup of tea on a little table beside her.

‘Ah, Sarah, my blouses at last. Thank you. If you leave them there,’ Mrs Hutchinson pointed to another armchair, ‘I’ll send Miss Rowley a postal order at the end of the week.’

‘Miss Rowley’s terms are the same as usual, Mrs Hutchinson,’ said Sarah. ‘Cash on completion. She’s expecting me to bring the money this morning.’

‘Is she? Is she really?’ said Mrs Hutchinson, looking mystified; as if that hadn’t always been the arrangement. ‘Well, I don’t suppose she’ll mind if I pay later this time. Just this once.’ She flashed a hard, lipsticky smile at Sarah.

If the intention was to win Sarah over, she failed, because Sarah now recognised the woman for what she was, and she didn’t care for her one bit. Mrs Hutchinson had been all soft smiles, compliments and promises when she’d wanted her clothes repaired quickly. Now she didn’t even want to pay promptly what she owed.

‘I’m afraid she will mind, Mrs Hutchinson. Also, you … you mentioned paying me extra if I did the blouses by this morning and brought them round. Otherwise it would have been next week. I worked late, specially.’

‘I don’t remember that at all,’ said the lady, standing up and looking astonished. ‘When did I say that?’

‘When you asked for the job to be done in a hurry, Mrs Hutchinson,’ said Sarah, quietly, fixing her with narrowed eyes.

She could see the way this was going. It would be unfair not to receive the promised tip to put towards Janette’s birthday present, but forgoing the bonus was the price of learning her lesson: Mrs Hutchinson was not to be trusted. She put herself before everyone else and rode roughshod over other folk because, in her eyes, they simply didn’t matter. Her sole concern was to get her own way. Well, she would not be getting any preferential treatment in future.

‘May I just wait here for the money, Mrs Hutchinson?’ Sarah asked, and went to stand in front of the window, feeling the warmth of the sun on her back as she blocked some of its light from the room.

‘Oh, if you must,’ huffed the woman. ‘I shall have to fetch my handbag and see if I’ve got any change. Have you any idea how much it is?’

Sarah produced a book of invoices from her own handbag, the kind with carbon paper to make a duplicate copy. Mrs Hutchinson’s invoice was already written out. ‘This is for you, Mrs Hutchinson,’ Sarah said pointedly. ‘When you’ve paid, I shall write “Paid with thanks” at the bottom, sign and date it. Miss Rowley is very organised, as I’m sure you know by now.’

‘Is there any way you could leave my blouses and come back later … just this once?’ the woman wheedled then.

No sign of the promised tip, and now asking for more favours! Sarah struggled to compose herself as her anger increased. She wanted to slap the spoilt, selfish woman’s face. For one wild moment she imagined what would happen if she did: a great cloud of face powder would rise into the air like flour from an exploding bag, enveloping them both, snowing pale pink over Mrs Hutchinson’s dark dyed hair.

‘Well, if you need to go to the bank or the post office to get the money, I do understand,’ said Sarah, managing to sound patient and reasonable, although she was seething and her heart was pounding with the upset of this confrontation. ‘In the meantime, I shall take the blouses back to Miss Rowley to keep safely for you. Then you can collect them any time during business hours when you’re ready to pay.’ She put the invoice book carefully back in her handbag, bent to gather the bag of mending and made to go.

‘Oh, all right. If Miss Rowley really can’t manage until the end of the week …’ Mrs Hutchinson said. She left to fetch her bag, taking tiny steps in her fancy mules, and Sarah heard her footsteps fading as she went upstairs.

While she waited, Sarah, breathing deeply to calm herself, looked around the room. It was comfortably furnished, with lots of squashy-looking cushions on the chairs, and pretty, slightly faded curtains. The furniture looked what Sarah’s auntie Irene would call ‘good’, although old-fashioned, but there was a pile of dog-eared fashion magazines spilling out of a rack, and some books with cheap paper jackets on a side table. Sarah stepped over to look and saw a racy illustration on the front of the top one: a pretty young woman in an old-fashioned dress, which was dangerously slipping off one shoulder, and the shadow of a man in a tricorn hat behind her. The Price of Her Honour was the title, by someone with the unlikely name of Marie-Antoinette Armstrong.

Soon Mrs Hutchinson returned with her bag and rudely thrust some coins into Sarah’s hand. ‘I think you’ll find that’s correct,’ she snapped. It was, of course, but the tip was a lost cause.

Sarah stowed the money in her bag, signed the invoice as paid, then gave the top copy to Mrs Hutchinson. She was anxious to get away now. She knew if she pursued the matter of the promised tip she would get upset and so have neither the tip nor her dignity. Then Mrs H would have the upper hand … even more than she did already.

‘Well, goodbye, Mrs Hutchinson,’ she said. ‘I’ll see myself out.’

But the skivvy was hovering by the front door to open it for Sarah. Sarah guessed she had been listening. She opened the door and wished Sarah, ‘Good morning, miss.’ Then, so quietly that Sarah almost thought she had imagined it she added, ‘Faced her down, the old cow.’ She smiled angelically and gently closed the door.

For a minute or two, Sarah was buoyed up by the thought of the mutinous young girl, who undoubtedly sought to get even with her unpleasant employer in some mini battle every day of the week, but then she reflected that she hadn’t actually faced down the selfish and mean-minded woman. Otherwise she’d have come away with her tip. And it had been rather too confrontational a start to the day for it to be a good one.

As she did countless times every day, Sarah wished her mother was still alive. Nothing was right without Ava, and there were days when trying to fill her role was too much. Everyone she had to deal with was older, more experienced, better at … better at life, really. Mum would have got the promised tip out of Mrs Hutchinson. No, that wasn’t right: Mum would have recognised the woman’s wheedling for preferential treatment for what it was and would never have agreed to take on the extra work in the first place.

However hard she tried, Sarah thought, events – work, chores at home, life in general, it seemed – just slipped away from her control. She wasn’t ready to run the house and do her job, and organise Joe and Janette, and Fred, too. Where would it all end?




CHAPTER TWO

JOE WAS LOOKING forward to another evening in the company of Dora Burgess. They had met up several times lately, to go dancing at the town hall, or to a social at the working men’s club, and they had a laugh together, but today Joe was planning to take Dora out for supper.

Scarstone didn’t have much of a choice of places to eat in the evening, at least that Joe could afford. There were two fish and chip shops, but you couldn’t sit down to eat inside, and Dora wasn’t the kind of girl who would happily stand around in the street, eating chips from a newspaper. That left the two nearby public houses, both of which were known to Joe.

The Lamb and Flag was popular, but not the kind of place to take a woman like Dora for a treat. It didn’t serve hot food, for a start. It was primarily a place where men went to drink together, grumble over pub games, and to put the world to rights.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, Joe knew his father was at the Lamb and Flag most evenings. Fred had become gloomy and moody since Ava had died, and the Lamb was where he went to mope and drown his sorrows. Joe always got the impression that the customers of the Lamb vied with each other to see who could be the most miserable. Certainly, Fred never came home any more cheerful for an evening spent there. Anyway, Joe wasn’t ready to introduce Dora to any of his family; to give his burgeoning romance with her any status just yet. Sarah knew her a little, of course – they’d been at school at the same time – but Dora was older, Joe’s age, and he was aware that Sarah and Janette were rather in awe of her glamour. As he was himself.

The other place, the George and Dragon, was the obvious choice. It was an old coaching inn, built centuries ago, where stage coaches would change horses before continuing on the main road through town and then out east beyond Great Edge and across the moors. It had a warren of cosy dining rooms, provided good food all day, and with its character and its bit of class, it was, Joe thought, the perfect place to take Dora. Or maybe just the only place. He’d set himself a budget and intended to be generous to Dora even if he had to be thrifty with himself.

Joe collected Dora from her parents’ home, not far from Keele Street. She was an only child and her mother and father clearly doted on her, which might explain why she seemed to have more money to spend on herself than most young women did, even in these straitened times; possibly her parents didn’t expect her to pay her way at home from her wages as an assistant at a dress shop. The Burgesses had come north from somewhere on the south coast several years before, and the way Dora’s parents spoke marked them out as incomers to Scarstone.

Dora stepped out of the little house looking … well, lovely, Joe thought. Her hair was always perfectly in place and in a grown-up style – short and ‘done’ – unlike that of his sisters, who both had plaits, although Sarah’s was pinned up behind. And although Sarah and Janette had blonde hair, Dora’s was somehow blonder and shinier. She was wearing a pale pink dress with a sailor collar trimmed in navy blue.

‘Ahoy, there!’ said Joe, thinking it a witty and cheery greeting.

‘Funny,’ smiled Dora, who liked to have her clothes noticed.

The George and Dragon, in the central square of Scarstone, was welcoming when they arrived, which took rather longer than Joe had anticipated because Dora was wearing high heels – smart navy-blue shoes that fastened with buttoned straps – which meant she couldn’t stride out. Still, they did make her legs look very slim and her feet dainty, he thought. He felt proud to have Dora on his arm, a girl who was pretty and certainly better dressed than most around here.

He led her into one of the rooms at the back, where he found a table for them in a nook behind a wooden pillar, where they wouldn’t have to raise their voices to hear each other and could spend their evening flirting in privacy. Then he went to the bar to order drinks while Dora read the menu chalked on a blackboard.

It was a very pleasant evening. The pies, for which the George and Dragon was renowned, were good, the conversation was easy, and really, Joe thought, Dora was so very pretty, with her big blue eyes and shiny hair. They swapped amusing stories about their families and people they both knew in Scarstone. Eventually Dora excused herself to go to powder her nose, while Joe went to get more drinks.

It was as he was returning from the bar that he saw his father sitting at a window table a little further along, on the other side of the room, his back to Joe. Joe had to look twice to see if he wasn’t mistaken, but he’d recognise that bald patch, the greying hair and that sleeveless pullover, knitted by Ava, anywhere. This wasn’t Fred’s usual stamping ground – in fact he tended to disparage the George and Dragon as ‘a bit too pricey’ – so what was he doing here now?

Joe put the drinks down on the table and peered round the pillar to see who his father was with. The answer was astonishing. It was a woman: a middle-aged woman with abundant dark hair shot through with silver, a thick white stripe at the front. She had rather a hard-looking, jowly, pink face with very dark eyebrows. Joe had never seen her before.

Joe couldn’t hear what his father and the woman were saying to each other, of course, but they were sitting at a table for two, so he thought they must have planned to dine together. The conversation between them went back and forth, the woman smiling or laughing loudly and leaning in, Fred replying eagerly; from what Joe could see, he was behaving quite unlike his now habitually grouchy and taciturn self. More like how he used to be in the old days. When Ava was still alive. What was going on?

Dora came teetering back, all dimples and smiles, but by now Joe was distracted.

‘Thanks for the drink, Joe,’ beamed Dora, lifting her glass to clink with his. ‘Cheers.’

‘What? Oh … yes,’ Joe replied, barely looking at her, then gazing across at the pair to his left, by the window. If he sat back, he could get a good view of them. He racked his brains to think who the woman could possibly be. Not some relative, that was for certain. This woman was cut from quite a different cloth from Ava’s sister, Auntie Irene, whom the Quinn siblings adored, and she was the only relative Joe knew of.

Dora was saying something, but he hadn’t heard.

‘Sorry, Dora … what?’

‘I said, who’ve you seen? Someone you know?’

‘Oh, no, no one,’ he said, turning his attention back to her, but within moments resuming his surreptitious observation of his father and the mysterious woman with sidelong glances. By now he was wondering if he ought to go over and say hello, but then if his father had done that to him, he’d have been furious. No, he needed to be cleverer than that …

Dora continued to chat, but Joe was hardly listening.

‘… going home now,’ she finished.

Just at that moment, Fred sat back in his seat and laughed loudly at something the woman had said. Joe was amazed. He couldn’t remember when he’d last seen his father laugh, and so … carefree a laugh, too. Even as he was wondering about this – thinking he must be mistaken and this man wasn’t his father after all, just someone who resembled him from behind – Dora pushed her chair back and made much of gathering up her handbag.

‘Oh, are we going?’ Joe asked.

‘I am. I don’t know what you’re doing,’ she snapped. ‘Perhaps you’d like to go and join them, whoever it is who’s more interesting than I am?’

Joe coloured and jumped to his feet. ‘Oh, sorry, Dora, I … I’ve just been a bit distracted this evening, that’s all.’

‘You have, that. Thanks for the drinks, and the pie, Joe,’ she said, standing and sidling out past him. ‘I can see myself home.’

‘No! No, I’ll walk you,’ he said. He’d never let a girl walk home by herself.

‘It’s still light. There’s no need.’

‘There is.’ But he couldn’t help but glance in the direction of the middle-aged couple as he turned to follow her. Yes, it was definitely his father with the woman.

Dora, seeing the direction of his gaze, looked over, too.

‘Know her, do you?’ she asked with a raise of her eyebrows.

‘Er, who?’

‘That woman you’ve been staring at since I came back from the ladies. Who d’you think?’

‘Never seen her before. Just noticed her ’cos she’s a stranger, like.’

‘Lives out by Great Edge,’ said Dora. ‘Her name’s Mavis Swindel.’

‘Oh, yes?’ said Joe, trying to sound casual while desperate to find out more. ‘How do you know her?’

‘I don’t,’ said Dora, slamming the door on that conversation. ‘Right, well, I’m off and you can come with me or not, as you like.’

‘Oh, don’t be like that, Dora.’

‘Like what? Bored of sitting with someone who isn’t even listening to me? I’d rather have spent the evening with Mum and Dad. At least they show an interest.’

She tip-tapped out in her dainty shoes, while Joe pushed his way to the bar to pay the bill, which took a couple of minutes. By the time he emerged into the High Street, Dora was a good distance along it and he had to run to catch her up.

‘Dora … Dora,’ he panted. ‘Don’t go off in a huff, please. I’m sorry I got distracted. I’ll see you to your door.’

‘You can do as you like, Joe,’ she said, and continued on as fast as her shoes would allow, pointedly ignoring Joe all the way home.

At her parents’ front door, she paused to find her key.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow evening, Dora? We can go dancing, if you like? I’ll call for you at seven?’

‘Don’t waste your time, Joe. I’ll be washing my hair,’ she said, put her key in the door and in two seconds was inside and the door closed firmly in his face.

Damn.

‘Mavis Swindel … Mavis Swindel …’ Joe muttered under his breath so he wouldn’t forget the name as he mooched home, hands in pockets, slightly ashamed of himself. His thoughts were partly on Dora and her bad mood, which he knew he deserved, and partly on the bold-looking woman sitting in the George and Dragon with his father. He was consumed with curiosity and determined to find out more about her.

Back at home in Keele Street, he found Janette had gone to bed already, and Sarah was sitting listening to the low murmur of a discussion on the wireless and working on some complicated knitting.

Joe wanted to mention the name of Mavis Swindel to Sarah, to see what she knew, or maybe to relieve himself of the burden of the news that his father had dined alone with this woman, but Sarah had taken their mother’s death harder than any of them, and he felt he couldn’t cope if she got upset about their father seeing another woman. There might not be anything to be upset about either, but it was odd the way Dora had cut off his enquiries about the Swindel person. As if she didn’t want to be associated with her in any way. As if the woman wasn’t quite … nice.

But, then, if Mavis Swindel had a reputation for … something, it wouldn’t be impossible to find out about her.

‘You’re back early, Joe,’ said Sarah, putting down her knitting. ‘Did you have a good time?’

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I think I’ve blown it with Dora.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that. She’s a good sort, what I know of her.’

‘Well, she doesn’t think I am.’

‘Don’t fret. She’ll come round, I expect.’ She looked up and read his hopeless expression. ‘Were you a complete idiot?’

‘Probably …’ He bit his lip and hunched his shoulders. ‘Shall I make us a hot drink?’

‘Yes, please. Cocoa. That’s kind of you. I’m trying to get this cardi finished for Jan for her birthday, working on it in secret. I wanted to buy her a new pair of shoes, but I don’t think I can afford them, for all she does need some. I don’t want to give her second-hand ones for her birthday. She’d love summat nice and new.’

‘I could go in with you on the shoes, if it’d help. I’ll pay half if you can see about getting them. Don’t go for owt dear, though.’

He thought of Dora’s pretty navy-blue shoes with the heels. Sarah never bothered with things like that, or fashionable dresses, or smart hairstyles. Their mother hadn’t either, or at least not in those last years. There were some photographs of her and Auntie Irene, when they were little, with Grandma and Granddad Mayhew, and they all looked very smart in their best clothes, Grandma with a feathered hat and a long skirt, and Granddad with a shiny watch chain across his broad stomach. And Ava and Irene looking rather doll-like in dresses with sashes, and their hair in corkscrew curls …

Suddenly Joe felt his eyes stinging. Strange how his grief about losing his mother could just rise up from nowhere and assault him in a totally unprovoked attack. Mostly he thought he was all right and then suddenly he wasn’t, even now, more than a year after her death. What had brought this on? Seeing his dad dining with that woman in the George and Dragon?

Soft bugger.

Sarah was speaking. ‘That’s good of you, Joe. Thank you. I’ve been trying to save up for brand new but it’s hard work. We’ll go window-shopping for fun on Saturday, Jan and me, and I’ll see if I can find out which she likes best that we can afford.’

Joe was just going to boil the kettle when he heard his father come in. Astonishingly, he was whistling what might have been ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’.

‘Hello, Dad.’

‘Joe.’ Fred sounded very chipper.

‘I’m making hot drinks – do you want owt?’

‘No, thanks. I’ll just go out back –’ he referred to the privy – ‘and then I think I’ll go up.’

‘Where have you been?’ The question was out before Joe could think it might sound suspicious. He never usually asked his father where he had spent the evening because, he had thought, there was only one answer. Now it seemed that was not so.

‘To the Lamb and Flag, of course,’ Fred replied straight off. There wasn’t a trace of guile in his face.

‘Oh, aye. Who did you see?’

Now Fred was looking at his son a little harder. ‘Usual folk. Reg’lars, like, same as always. Why? What’s it to you?’

‘Nowt, Dad. Just wondered.’

‘So where have you been, then?’

‘Took Dora Burgess for fish and chips. We sat out and ate them in the churchyard.’

‘Well, that would be quiet, anyway,’ Fred said.

So they were both liars, thought Joe. This was an unexpected turn of events, especially when Sarah, having overheard, asked him, while they drank the cocoa, why he hadn’t taken Dora somewhere where she could sit inside – the George and Dragon, maybe – instead of offering her a bench in the churchyard. Then Joe had to lie to her, as well, and he went to bed wondering whether the evening could possibly have been worse.

Over the next few days, Joe reminded himself frequently of the name Mavis Swindel, so that he wouldn’t forget it. He asked a couple of his friends, Ed and Dave, at the working men’s club, making light of his enquiry – ‘just a name that came up, like’ – but they hadn’t heard of her. But then Dora had said she lived out near Great Edge, so perhaps she wasn’t known around this side of Scarstone.

About a week after the disastrous evening with Dora, Joe and Mr Blake began work repainting the interior of the Scarstone Public Library. They started in the little reading room, with its big, bossy notice: ‘Silence please!’

Joe was securing dust sheets around the bookshelves when he had an idea. This was a public building in which people told the staff their names. If Mavis Swindel used the library, someone might know something of her, or even where she lived. And, as luck would have it, one of those library staff was Rachel Fraser, who was Sarah’s best friend. Rachel was a good sort, a kind friend to Sarah, who had needed Rachel’s thoughtfulness and support this last year, although Rachel always gave the impression that she thought he was a bit of a joke, a lightweight. Not a man to be taken seriously.

Still, returning a tray of tea cups and saucers provided the perfect excuse for Joe to ask Rachel if she’d heard of the Swindel woman.

‘Thanks for the tea, Rachel,’ he began.

‘Keep your voice down,’ whispered Rachel. ‘It’s all right, Joe, I said to leave the tray. You’ll want to get on with your work.’ She looked at him in a way that suggested she had already realised he didn’t want to get on with his work at all.

‘Well, I, er, wanted to ask you summat, Rachel.’

‘Oh, yes?’ She raised one eyebrow. ‘Usually when someone says that, they’re hoping to be excused a fine. Which I’m not allowed to do.’

‘Oh, no, borrowing books isn’t my kind of thing at all. I’ve never read a book in my life,’ he laughed. His remark came out quite loud and several people looked round to see which philistine was confessing to this, and in a public library, of all places.

‘I guessed that,’ murmured Rachel, deadpan, and, leaving the tray behind her desk, she led Joe to the foyer where the silence wasn’t quite so heavy. ‘So what is it?’ she asked.

‘I … I … er, that is, I’m wondering if you’ve heard of someone I came across the other day. Her name is Mavis Swindel. She might come here to … well, to borrow books, like.’

‘That’s often why people come to a library, Joe,’ smiled Rachel. ‘No, I don’t know her. But if you met her, why do you need to know if I have?’

‘Oh, I haven’t actually met her, only heard the name. Just wondered … about her.’

By now Rachel was looking at him quite hard and he felt a little foolish.

‘No, Joe,’ she said. ‘I don’t know the name. I don’t remember hearing it.’

‘Right … Well, sorry to bother you.’

‘It’s no bother,’ said Rachel. ‘Now, please excuse me, Joe, but I have to get back to work.’

She strode quickly back inside the main room of the library, leaving him alone in his paint-splattered overalls, just standing there, doing nothing, feeling silly. He often felt like that with Rachel Fraser, although she wasn’t mean so he couldn’t work out why, in her company, he should feel disappointed in himself. Women – so hard to fathom, he thought.

He was no further forward in learning about Mavis Swindel, and he wondered whether he should ask his father outright about her, never mind that he himself had lied about being at the George and Dragon; but something told him to wait, to tread carefully. He thought of her painted-on eyebrows and striking hair, her womanly figure in her too-close-fitting shiny blouse, her loud laugh … and how she had made Fred laugh, too. And he knew – just knew – that he would meet her in time. It wasn’t a very comfortable thought.




CHAPTER THREE

SARAH WAS WORRIED about Joe. He was out of sorts, not his usual cheeky, exuberant self at all. Of course, he was still grieving over their mother’s death – that was understandable – but time had taken the edge off his grief, and whatever else the matter was, it seemed to have arisen only the previous week. Surely he wasn’t taking the break-up with Dora Burgess that hard? They had been seeing each other for only a short while, and Joe was frequently taking out one pretty girl or another so that it was hard to keep track sometimes. But he refused to be drawn, shrugging away all Sarah’s attempts to get to the bottom of his troubles and to offer a listening ear.

‘Joe, can I ask – you’ve not lost your job, have you?’ Sarah questioned him one morning, after Fred had left for the hardware shop and Janette hadn’t yet emerged for school. ‘It’s just that you’ve been a bit … odd recently and—’

‘No, I’m still running myself ragged for Mr Blake,’ said Joe. ‘Now, it’s time I went—’

‘’Cos I remember that time when you lost that window-cleaning job and didn’t let on, and pretended to go to work for days before you told us. Really, Joe, if you’re out of work I need to know, so I can budget for it until you find summat else.’

‘No, really, sis, it’s not that.’

‘So it is summat
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