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For Mary, Norrie and Jamie


PART ONE


Chapter One

‘HAVE A LOOK through the window, Daisy! You’ve got Clark Gable out there queueing up for a spud pie and a basin o’ peas!’

The girl holding out her hand for change from half-a-crown turned round to the crowded shop and winked. ‘Dimples ’n all. Wouldn’t mind finding one like him in me Christmas cracker!’

The cotton mill across the street from the pie shop had closed its gates for the day, and the weavers were clattering in to buy a two-pound loaf or a bag of barm-cakes to spread with margarine and jam for their tea, if money wouldn’t run to fish and chips again that week.

Behind the wide counter Daisy Bell passed over the crusty loaves, standing them first on a layer of tissue paper which she twisted swiftly into little points.

‘I’m glad I put me curlers in last night,’ she confided, jerking her head towards the window. ‘D’you reckon it really is Clark Gable? Do you suppose he saw me beauty when he was passing and wants me for his next film?’

She stood first on one foot, then the other. It had been a long day, starting for Daisy at half-past four that morning, and once the rush was over she was looking forward to having her tea, then going to the second-house pictures. Sliding three Eccles cakes into a paper bag, she considered carefully. Evelyn Laye was on at the Olympia. ‘Music, Comedy, and Charm’ the advertisement in the Weekly Times had said.

‘Four barm-cakes, Mrs Margerison.’ She smiled, slipping them floury and soft into a bag. She quite liked Evelyn Laye. Possessing hair as fair as Daisy’s was dark, the musical-comedy star had a look of appealing fragility about her. Evelyn Laye looked like a fainter, and fainters always came off best. Daisy often considered fainting when her legs were aching and her feet killing her. She’d be good at it too after watching so many glamorous stars of so many Hollywood films slide gracefully to the floor with soft little moans.

Daisy spent a lot of time dwelling on glamour, there not being much of it about in the north-east Lancashire cotton towns during the depressed middle thirties.

The shop was slowly emptying, and ‘Clark Gable’ was coming closer by the minute. Daisy reached for a slab of parkin, leaning sideways for a better look at him. He really did bear more than a passing resemblance to the handsome star who, in a recent film, had startled audiences by revealing that beneath his shirt he was vestless. How manly, Daisy had decided dreamily. She stole another look at the man now approaching the counter.

Yes, he had the star’s broad shoulders, and the black hair springing away from a crumpled forehead. Plus the same air of cheerful impudence as he grinned at her, and jingled a handful of coins in his hand. He wore a chauffeur’s pale grey uniform, buttoned down the side of the jacket, with epaulet shoulder pieces. A peaked cap was pushed cheekily to the back of his head. Not from hereabouts, definitely not from round here, Daisy told herself, flashing him her open friendly smile.

‘And what can I get for you, sir?’ His eyes were dark blue, his eyelashes as long as a girl’s. Oh, yes, she was right. They certainly didn’t grow men like this vision up here. The men in this town all looked as if they’d been grown in the dark, like mushrooms.

‘I’ll have two of those, please.’ The voice was low, with a caress in it.

Daisy poshed up her accent as she spoke to him. ‘They’re called Eccles cakes, sir. Me mother’s speciality. The kids call them flies’ coffins. They’re luvly spread with a bit of butter and warmed up in the oven.’

‘Are they now?’ He handed over the money, and was she imagining it or did his hand close over hers for a second as she gave him change from a shilling?

The shop was empty now, and he stood there, smiling, swinging the paper bag from his hand.

‘I’m afraid these will have to be eaten as they are. In my boss’s car. And without making crumbs.’ He leaned forward. ‘It’s a Rolls-Royce. A Phantom. It goes at over seventy miles an hour.’ His eyes narrowed into mischievous slits. ‘I once saw my boss whip out a gun and shoot a bird stone dead for doing its whatsit on the bonnet.’

‘You never!’ Daisy was enchanted. He talked as if he was wobbling a hot potato round his mouth. A bit like Ronald Colman. ‘You’re having me on.’

‘Nope.’ He began to back away, his broad forehead crinkling into mock anxiety. ‘I’ve left it parked outside the mill. Do many cars get pinched round here?’

‘Well, they wouldn’t get far with it, would they?’ Daisy’s eyes twinkled. ‘Aw, mister. Folks round here are still using hand-carts for flitting. A lad with his wits about him can make a penny a bucket from horse droppings.’

As she laughed out loud, Sam Barnet stopped in his tracks. He’d never heard a woman sound quite like that before. It was a child’s laugh, throaty and uninhibited. Warm, filled with gaiety as though it could obliterate all the sorrows of the world. Motherly too, and yet she couldn’t be more than in her middle twenties. He glanced at her hand as she lifted it to push a wayward strand of dark brown hair into place. No ring. …

On an impulse he stepped forward, oblivious to the fact that an elderly woman was watching him intently from a crack in a door to his left.

‘I know this sounds a bit of a cheek, but would you let me take you to the pictures tonight? I’m free when I’ve driven my boss to his hotel.’ His smile was now that of a little boy lost. ‘I’m a complete stranger to these parts. You’d do me a favour if you came with me.’ He held out his hand. ‘Sam Barnet. Chauffeur to a London businessman who hopes to bring a deal of work to this town.’ He grinned, the dimples flashing. ‘Well, what do you say, Daisy? See, I know your name, so that’s a beginning.’

Daisy could see her mother standing motionless behind the door leading into the back living room. Listening so intently it was a wonder her ears weren’t flapping. Spying, if you decided to call a spade a spade, which Daisy always did. She could almost smell the disapproval emanating from every pore of the squat little figure with its pouter-pigeon bosom encased in the old-fashioned black marocain blouse.

Daisy’s dark brown gaze flickered from her mother’s set face to the handsome one smiling at her across the width of the counter. Marking time, she picked up a cloth and gave the mahogany surface an unnecessary wipe. A tiny frisson of excitement inside her told her she was being picked up. That she had clicked. She, Daisy Bell, spinster of this parish, good-for-a-laugh Daisy from the pie shop. Liked by just about everybody, but loved, alas, by no one in particular.

Her mother’s shadow shifted slightly and Daisy’s mind was made up.

‘Well …’ she said, pretending to consider. ‘All right, then. I can cancel the engagement I already had. No problem. Call for me about half-past seven at the door round the corner by the bakehouse. Ta-ra, then. Enjoy your cakes.’

Smiling as she turned away, hearing the shop door ping closed, then widening her eyes as she pretended to see her mother for the first time.

‘Well!’ Martha Bell had never minced her words and she wasn’t going to start now. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing. What about that girl up Oswald Street who went out with that commercial traveller and was never seen again?’

‘What about her?’ Daisy could feel the euphoria of the past minutes fading away.

‘White Slave Traffic,’ Martha said, going over to lock the shop door. ‘An Arab’s plaything that poor girl will be now. Doped and drugged into a life of shame.’

She marched through into the living room, muttering to herself, knowing she had wiped the look of happiness from her daughter’s face, and not sorry, neither. Accepting too that she still saw her only daughter as a clumsy little girl with ribbons in her hair that never stayed tied, an apple-cheeked child with straight hair and round horn-rimmed glasses always slipping down her nose.

‘I’ll go and get the tea.’ Daisy walked quickly through into the kitchen and opened the pantry door. She stared at the basin of potted meat on the cold slate slab, but made no attempt to reach in and get it. Through the gauze over the tiny window she could see the bakehouse wall, the bricks running damp, the recent pointing standing out like fretwork.

On her fourteenth birthday ten years ago she had left school and started working in the bakehouse, with flour in her hair and murder in her heart. She had told herself then that this was the way it was going to be for the rest of her life. And she’d been right. Daisy gloomed at the thick white basin. Pricking pies round their edges and knifing them to let out the steam, it seemed at times as if she was driving the blade into her own heart. Education could have opened the doors to a wider world than this. With education you could have a face like the back of a frying pan and it wouldn’t matter. Schooling opened doors to the world of dreams Daisy was sure lay far beyond the confines of the Lancashire market town. Think about the Brontës. They would never have been discovered by a Hollywood talent scout, not according to Branwell’s portrait of them, but think of the passions concealed in those flat maidenly bosoms!

‘I’ve mashed the tea, Daisy!’ Martha’s voice seemed to be coming from far away.

Daisy took no notice. … Passion. That was a word Daisy often pondered on; a word she had never said aloud.

Carrying the basin of potted meat into the living room, she set it down on the table. What would happen if she were suddenly to turn to her mother and say:

‘There is a need in me for passion, Mother. I am twenty-four years old, and all I know of passion is one kiss on the way home from a chapel hot-pot supper when I was seventeen. It was a French kiss, and for three weeks I thought I was going to have a baby, but now I’m willing to give passion another try.’

‘What are you going to put on if you’re set on going?’

Daisy blinked at the sound of her mother’s voice. ‘Me mink, of course,’ she said dreamily.

‘I told you that bottle-green coat did nothing for you when you got it.’ Martha up-ended the potted meat neatly like a blancmange on to a plate and began to slice it to have with the tomatoes arranged in a blue dish. ‘And your edge-to-edge will be too draughty. Unless, of course, he’s coming for you in the Rolls.’

‘You heard that too?’ Daisy decided, not for the first time, that she didn’t like her mother. Loved her, but didn’t like her. Was that possible?

‘He won’t turn up.’ Martha was sprinkling sugar on her tomato to bring out the flavour. ‘He’ll be like a commercial traveller, with a girl in every town he visits.’

‘But I’m not a girl, am I?’ Daisy got up and stared at her reflection in the fluted mirror over the fireplace. ‘And he’s not a boy, is he?’

‘Fancies himself in that uniform. With them gaiters.’ Martha’s eyes skinned over with spite. ‘Ivor Novello would have him in the chorus quick if he clapped eyes on him.’

‘Mother?’ Daisy turned round, her eyes willing Martha, just this once, to be glad for her. Even to laugh with her and agree that no harm could come of a visit to the pictures with a man who would be gone tomorrow. But Martha had her martyr’s face on her. So Daisy sat down again at the table and sprinkled salt on her tomato. Just to be different. ‘You’re right, he won’t turn up,’ she said, reaching for a slice of bread and butter, relenting and choosing one with rounded edges because she knew her mother only liked the square.

‘Your father wouldn’t like it.’ Martha was making a sandwich from a slice of the jellied meat. ‘Revolving in his grave at this very moment, more than likely.’

Daisy stared down at her plate. … When I was a girl, her mind screamed silently, no more than a girl, my father left the bakehouse one day to help repair the engine at the mill across the street. Because he was a wizard with engines he helped out, then lay trapped beneath a mass of machinery. And since that day, ten long years ago, I’ve tried to take his place. …

‘Don’t worry. He won’t come,’ she said. ‘Me father can lie undisturbed.’

‘Till the trumpets shall sound,’ said Martha, starting on a slice of date and walnut loaf spread thickly with butter.

Sam came promptly at half-past seven, giving them plenty of time to queue for the second house. Daisy was upstairs getting ready, just in case, trying on a hat in several different ways. Best like a push-back beret, she decided, with her hair rolled up into a sausage anchored by Kirby grips.

She heard her mother let him in, and the murmur of voices. After a last despairing glance at her reflection in the tripled mirror on her dressing-table she ran quickly downstairs, pulling on a pair of black leather gloves with fluted gauntlets.

‘Hello there!’ Sam came forward with outstretched hands to greet her.

Just as though he had never expected to see her again, Daisy thought, wondering what had happened to the handsome man in the smart grey uniform, hating the shabby brown suit and the way he was carrying a raincoat over his shoulder instead of his arm. The very gesture made him seem alien somehow.

Sam smiled at her, wondering what she had done to the glorious mop of curly hair, telling himself that surely she couldn’t have cut it off since he saw her a couple of hours ago.

‘Well, you’d best be off then.’ Martha jerked her head towards the mantelpiece. ‘You’ve forgotten your glasses,’ she said with spite, pointing at a shabby, peeling case. ‘She won’t be able to tell the News from the big picture without them,’ she informed Sam sweetly. ‘See she puts them on, won’t you, Mr Barnet.’

‘Your mother’s a card.’ Outside in the street Sam did a twiddling step to get to the polite side of the pavement. When he put his trilby on, the wide curving brim shadowed his face.

He isn’t a bit like Clark Gable now, Daisy thought. More like George Raft in Scarface, in fact. He stopped to put the raincoat on, then tucked her left hand into the crook of his elbow so that they walked along together, welded like lovers.

Daisy gave a little gurgling laugh, just to show she was used to that kind of thing; she hoped they would meet someone she knew, but it was so cold and wet, people hurried past with heads bowed against the driving wind. He said something to her, but the freezing wind tossed his words away, so they walked the rest of the way in silence.

In the pictures it was better. To Daisy’s delight Sam bought two tickets for the circle, and for the first time in her life Daisy walked up the wide shallow stairs with their rubber nosings to seats exactly in the middle of the back row.

She touched the bulge in the front of her handbag and decided against wearing the glasses. What did it matter if the figures on the silver screen were a blur? And what if she couldn’t read the adverts, or make sense of the trailers for next week’s performance? At least if Sam kissed her he could do so without bumping his nose on the despised tortoiseshell frames.

Adolescence had been and gone without touching Daisy. She had never dreamed long hours away in sulky idleness; never danced in the Public Hall till two o’clock in the morning; never gone to late-night parties, or even stayed up late listening to the big bands on the wireless – Jack Hylton, Ray Noble and Ambrose. Since her father’s accident her life had been ruled by the great fire-oven in the bakehouse. The gaping black hole that gobbled up coal with a never-flagging appetite.

Now, in the warm gloom of the cinema, she had the feeling she was sitting in the middle of a cloud. When Sam reached for her hand she curled her fingers into his. A sensation like pain shivered through her. When the big picture came on the music swelled as if it was coming from somewhere deep inside her. Sam’s arm was round her shoulder now, his fingers in her hair as he loosened the Kirby grips from the carefully rolled sausage. Obligingly Daisy removed her hat, placing it on top of her handbag and the bulge concealing the hated spectacles.

He kissed her as the music soared three beats to a bar. He struggled with the buttons on her coat, and when his hand slid inside and cupped her breast she trembled, partly with happiness but mostly with shame.

‘No!’ When his fingers began to move gently round and round, Daisy sat bolt upright and pushed his hand away.

To stare unseeing at the silver screen, where a dog – or it could have been a cat – lolloped across a lawn dappled in sunshine.

When she got home she crept upstairs to undress in the dark, but light or no light her mother appeared, standing by the bedroom door in her long flannel nightdress.

‘Well?’ Without her teeth Martha’s plump face looked as if it had been squashed in a nut-cracker. ‘You’ve not come straight home, have you?’

‘We were talking.’ Getting into bed, Daisy pulled the sheet up to her chin. ‘I have to be up in less than five hours, Mother. I’ll tell you about it tomorrow.’

‘You’ve not washed your face, neither. You’ll have spots the size of ping-pong balls leaving that powder muck on. Sets like biscuits on your cheeks when you sweat in the night.’ Taking a step forward into the room Martha clasped the brass knob on the bed-end with both hands. ‘That man is no good.’

‘Oh, Mother, you don’t know him.’ Daisy’s feet had found the comfort of a stone hot-water bottle. She closed her eyes in a kind of shame. ‘He’s a kind man. And he’s in work. He’s got a good job.’

‘He’s a southerner.’ Martha’s hands tightened on the brass knob. ‘He’s a here-today, gone-tomorrow sort of man. Smarmy. Unstable. Too good-looking for his own good. Men like him prey on a girl’s feelings, then leave her with her heart broke into little pieces.’ She polished the knob with the sleeve of her nightgown. ‘Why did he pick on you, when the shop was full of girls from the mill? Why ask you, and not one of them?’

‘I wonder?’ Daisy’s voice was rough with the hurt of her mother’s words. ‘You can ask him yourself tomorrow. He’s taking his boss to Burnley and Padiham, but they should be back here by late afternoon. I’ve asked him to his tea.’

‘So it’s serious between you, then?’ Martha sniffed. ‘Talk about not letting the grass grow underneath your feet … you’ve not even given yours a chance to seed!’

In the soft plushed cinema he had kissed her. Daisy traced the contour of her lips. He had tried to touch her, but when she said he mustn’t he hadn’t persisted. His hands had been cool and hard, and now and again she had stolen a glance at his profile, stern and somehow beautiful in repose. Like a head on a coin.

Daisy closed her eyes, willing a sleep that would not come. On the way home they had talked and talked.

‘Why have you never married, Daisy?’

‘Because I’m an unclaimed blessing.’

He had stopped then and laughed out loud before suddenly lifting her off her feet and whirling her round and round. And she’d felt just like Ginger Rogers or Anna Neagle, dancing in the street with a man who turned out to be a millionaire, ready to whisk her off to a life spent lying on white fur rugs, wearing backless satin gowns, listening to the popping of champagne corks.

*

Sam came at half-past five, and because it was a Thursday and half-day closing, the shop had been shut since one.

To Daisy’s surprise her mother had said nothing when she emerged from her lie-down to see the table set with the rose-sprigged cups with gold fluted rims, and the cloth embroidered with blue forget-me-nots. There was ham off the bone, Canary tomatoes in the blue dish, four small pots of shrimps with the butter softening nicely on the tops, a plate of thinly-cut bread, and a three-tiered cake-stand. Scones on the bottom plate, risen high and brown, fatty-cake on the middle tier, short with best lard and stiff with currants. And on the topmost layer a feather-light sponge sprinkled with caster sugar and split with home-made raspberry jam.

Sam apologized for not having had the time to change out of his uniform, but Daisy was glad. She told him to make himself at home and take off his jacket, and when she saw that instead of braces he was wearing a brown leather belt which nipped in his narrow waist she couldn’t look away from him. If a man could be described as beautiful, she decided, then Sam Barnet was beautiful. She was so aware of herself she blushed each time she spoke. She prayed she looked all right; sure she did not.

‘Your Auntie Edna’s coming.’ Martha made the announcement without looking at Daisy. ‘So we’d best not tuck in till she arrives.’

A headache of despair settled on Daisy. Her mother’s sister lived two doors up the street by the bakehouse, and the two were welded together with an affection compounded of envy and spite. Edna was one up at the moment, for although her husband Arnold had been out of work for two years, her daughter Betty was married and pregnant at the age of nineteen.

‘My sister’s daughter’s husband works at the Town Hall.’ A malicious expression drooped the lines of Martha’s round face. ‘With a pension to come when he’s sixty-five.’

Daisy sat next to Sam on the two-seater hide settee with its velvet cushions, feeling sorry for him and sorrier for herself. She tried hard to think of something interesting to say, and wondered if her mother knew that the bones of her corsets were outlined through the tightness of her brown dress.

‘Did you know, Mr Barnet,’ Martha said into the silence, ‘that through the wireless the chimes of Big Ben can be heard up here before a man walking down Whitehall can hear them?’

‘No, I didn’t.’ Sam grinned. ‘That’s marvellous.’

‘Do they have the Means Test in London?’ Martha’s answering smile was evil. ‘It would do a lot of them snobs good to come up here and see what goes on. Folks up here are starving while they line their pockets.’

‘Yoo-hoo!’

At the sound of her auntie’s voice Daisy gave a huge sigh of relief. Once her mother got into this mood there was no knowing what she would say next.

‘Well, then!’ Edna came into the room, a sparse little woman with a neat monkey face and grey hair permed to an immovable frizz. She was wearing a green dress fastened for modesty’s sake with a large gilt brooch in the shape of an anchor. ‘So this is Daisy’s new beau?’ She held out a hand and as she came closer Daisy saw the layer of talcum powder dusting her nose. ‘Pleased to meet you, I must say. I’ve heard a lot about you!’

It was worse at the table. Sam ate with head lowered, answering personal questions with a quiet dignity, although Daisy could sense his irritation. She wished she could take his hand and lead him away, out of the house, into the rain-swept street outside, and never mind if it took the curl out of her hair.

‘Our Betty’s expecting a happy event, bless her,’ Edna said into the lull between the ham and the cakes. ‘I think nineteen’s just the right age to start a family so you can enjoy them when you’re young.’ She accepted a scone. ‘Do you like children, Mr Barnet?’

There was a slight hesitation. ‘Excuse me, ladies.’ Sam pushed back his chair, leaned across and picked up his jacket from the back of the settee. Taking a wallet from the inside pocket, he took out a photograph.

‘My children,’ he said, offering it to Edna first. ‘The boy is six and the girl is five.’

‘So you’re a widower, then, Mr Barnet?’ Edna’s features sharpened visibly.

‘No.’ Sam shook his head, smiling. ‘No, I’m not a widower. My wife is very much alive.’

Daisy saw the glitter of triumph in Edna’s button eyes; saw her almost hug herself in delight as she helped herself to a second scone and a further dollop of raspberry jam.

‘You know, you could be an announcer on the wireless, Mr Barnet,’ she said, rooting for a raspberry seed in a back tooth. ‘Your accent would be just right. You must have a most interesting job driving a limousine all over the country. I suppose your wife has got used to you always being away?’

Martha seemed to have been struck dumb. Not daring to meet her eyes, Daisy pretended they needed a fresh pot of tea. Taking it through into the kitchen she set the kettle to boil on the gas stove and leaned against the sink, listening to her auntie’s voice going on and on, interspersed with refined little bursts of laughter.

Why hadn’t he told her he was married? Last night they’d talked and talked and he had never said a word about a wife. Squeezing her eyes tight shut Daisy willed the threat of tears back. She would never have asked him to his tea had she known he was married. And her mother would never have asked Auntie Edna in if she hadn’t wanted to show off – show her sister that her daughter could get a man too.

For a moment Daisy saw her cousin Betty’s husband in her mind’s eye. Middle-aged at twenty-three, living with his mother-in-law and going off to work with his red hair smarmed back, and forty-two years to serve before he got his pension.

No wonder Martha had wanted to swank with a man who resembled Clark Gable and dressed in his chauffeur’s uniform looked like Maurice Chevalier in The Merry Widow.

Now it would be all over that Daisy Bell from the pie shop was knocking about with a married man. Angrily she brushed back an escaping tear with the back of her hand.

‘I’m off now, Daisy.’

When Sam appeared, buttoning himself into his jacket, she could sense the irritation held tightly inside him. He was smiling at her, but his blue eyes stayed cold

‘That woman. …’ He jerked his head towards the living room. ‘If she was thrown to the lions they’d spit her out.’

Surprising Daisy, he took the teapot from her, then held her firmly, forcing her to meet his eyes.

‘I’m sorry, love. Believe me, I had no intention of starting a family bust-up when I took you to the pictures last night.’ He shook her gently. ‘And I never dreamed that accepting an invitation to tea today cast me in the role of your suitor.’

‘Oh, how can you say that?’ Humiliation brought the tears to Daisy’s eyes. She trembled with the shame of it. With self-disgust she remembered how he had touched her breast in the pictures and how she had only knocked his hand away because she was scared. Her lack of sophistication was total. Her experience of men less than nothing. ‘Yes, go,’ she said loudly. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been embarrassed. Please … just go.’

‘I never knew that such narrow-mindedness existed.’ This time his smile was genuine as he trailed a finger down Daisy’s cheek. ‘But you’re okay, love. You’re a lot more than okay. I’ve enjoyed meeting you.’ Pulling her to him, he kissed the tear-stained cheek she tried to twist away from him, then opened the door and stepped outside, leaving her alone with a terrible all-enveloping shame.

‘Daisy?’ Edna’s voice was wobbly with a vibrant satisfaction. ‘He’s gone then, has he?’ She advanced towards the teapot. ‘Your mother and me’s spittin’ feathers waiting for another cup of tea. Aw, come on, love. He’s not the only fish in the sea, and you weren’t to know he was married.’ Licking a finger she smoothed an eyebrow. ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish, and a good job I was here to rumble him. There’s no flies on your Auntie Edna.’

‘I’m going to my room.’

Daisy’s face was wrenched out of shape with the force of her emotions, but Edna noticed nothing. ‘You’ll be frozen stiff up there, love. It’s chucking it down in buckets outside.’

‘I’ll go down the yard first.’ Pulling the door open so violently it was in danger of coming adrift from its hinges, Daisy escaped. Hardly feeling the torrential rain beating down on her head she lifted the latch of the yard door and stepped out into the street.

And miraculously, round the corner by the shop front, Sam was there. He had put his raincoat on and he was standing at the kerb pulling the collar up round his throat. In the darkness, in his peaked cap, he looked, she thought, like Lew Ayres in All Quiet on the Western Front.

When she clutched his arm he was startled at first, then concerned.

‘For God’s sake, Daisy! You’re wet through. Here, come back here.’ He pulled her backwards into the doorway of a greengrocer’s shop, into a pungent smell of rotting cabbages and bruised apples. ‘Now then. What’s all this about?’

‘I want to talk to you.’ Daisy heard her voice, hoarse with uncontrollable emotion, and yet a part of her was so calm, so determined, it was as though she was in a film reading from a script. A wild woman, drenched with rain, pleading with the man she loved not to leave her. ‘Not here.’ Taking Sam by the hand she led him round the corner and into her own backyard. ‘Shush,’ she said, although he hadn’t uttered a sound. ‘In here,’ she whispered, opening a door and pulling him inside. ‘It’s nice and warm in here.’

‘Where the hell are we?’ Sam waved a hand in front of his face. ‘I can’t see a thing.’

‘I can’t put the light on.’ Daisy reached up and took a large torch from a high shelf. ‘They would see it from the house.’ She shone the torch on a pile of coal, the overflow from a wooden bunker. ‘See. That over there is the fire-oven, and here … this is where I shovel the coal. Into the firebox, you can see the ashbox below it. And the heat of the oven is controlled by that damper up on the wall.’

She was like a tour guide explaining things to a group of schoolchildren. She was close to hysteria; she could feel it like a spreading lump in her throat. She did not need to shine the torch into Sam’s face to know that he was staring at her with a look of mild astonishment. All she knew was that she had stopped him walking down the street, out of her life, for ever.

She had to keep him, just for a little while. For long enough to explain that asking him to tea had been a terrible mistake. That a worse mistake had been her mother jumping the gun and asking Edna along. Only to show off, of course, to make it plain that Daisy could get a man if she wanted, that she wasn’t well on her way to being an old maid.

And most important of all, Sam had to be told to forget the whole thing. To remember her, if at all, with some kind of respect. No, that wasn’t true. She didn’t want him remembering her. She wanted to keep him, to never have to say goodbye, to love him, to have him make love to her. …

There was no pride in her thinking, no way she could explain, even to herself, how she felt. She was in an alien world she had never entered before. In this world she was young, she was beautiful, and he was there, the man she loved. … Daisy shivered. It was like all the films she had ever seen, only better. Or worse.

‘Let’s sit down, shall we? Then you can tell me what all this is about.’ Sam’s eyes were used to the darkness now, and taking her hand he led her over to a pile of sacks in a corner.

He was behaving, he knew, in a way he hadn’t behaved since he was fifteen years old. All spots and incipient moustache, and kissing a girl on the top deck of the tram on the way home from school. Daisy’s hair had come out of curl with the rain. She sighed when he put his arm round her, snuggling close to him like a child, with her hair tickling his chin and her arm lying loosely round his waist.

There was a sweet vanilla smell, and Sam could see cobwebs festooning the corners of the whitewashed walls. There were baking tins piled high on shelves, and two long tables at the far end of the large room with open-tread stairs leading to an upper floor. In the light from a street lamp directly outside Sam saw the gleam of a piece of machinery clamped to the wall and guessed it was some kind of mixer for the dough. From somewhere deep inside Sam’s bank of memories he saw himself as a small boy helping the village baker with his round. Hanging the baskets on door knockers, baskets filled with orders of rock cakes, doughnuts, crusty loaves of bread and Atora beef suet wrapped in greaseproof paper. The crust of that bread, he remembered, had crackled and flaked in his mouth.

‘Now then. …’ He tightened his hold on Daisy, whispering into her hair. ‘What’s all this about. We’re too old for this kind of thing. We’re not a couple of kids snidging in corners. Are we?’ he said, giving her a little shake.

‘It’s nice in here, isn’t it?’

Her voice was soft, light and dream-tinged. Like a woman’s when the act of love is over and she needs to be held for a while, Sam told himself.

‘I like it in here very early in the mornings, before the men come in, and the mad rush starts.’ Daisy’s breath was close to his ear. ‘I tried to tell you about this place last night, how I like being in here on my own, well, love being in here on my own really.’

She could hear herself speaking in what her mother would undoubtedly have called her ‘poetry’ voice, but it wasn’t intentional. It was just the way she felt, all dreamy and far away. Her upturned face was gentled with love.

‘I come in here long before the knocker-up comes down the street with his long stick tapping on the windows to get folk up for the mill. I come in here before the chill has gone from the streets, but it’s warm and cosy quiet, with no sound but the cinders clinking down into the ashpan over there. And sometimes, where there’s a moon, it makes the oven door shiny and black as treacle. Like a Pontefract cake. And sometimes the policeman on his beat stops and knocks on the window. He comes in if it’s wet and shakes the rain from his cape. “Nasty neet, Daisy,” he says. “You mean nasty morning,” I say, and I make him a pot of tea. And when he goes I climb on that stool and look through the window to watch him go up the street, with the light from the lamp silvering the drizzle.’ She sighed. ‘Mornings can be very beautiful, Sam.’

‘You’re a funny one.’ Sam shifted his position slightly. Her voice … like warmed honey poured over silk, he decided. A voice to come home to, he told himself. ‘You’re a lonely girl, aren’t you, Daisy?’

Her head came up so quickly it butted him on the chin. ‘Me? Lonely? What a daft idea! It’s like bedlam when the men come in, and goodness, you saw me in the shop, run off me feet. And I make enough noise for a dozen. I’m always being told that.’

‘I’m lonely.’ Sam gently pushed her head down again. ‘Most people are, if they admit it. It’s only the very lucky ones who find someone to share their loneliness. A friend. Or a lover.’

Daisy shivered. His whole manner, his very way of speaking was new to her. No man from round here would have said the word ‘lover’, not in that way. Words like that were left to books or films, and yet Sam had just said it in ordinary conversation. She didn’t know him at all, and yet strangely she had no desire to know him as a friend. All she wanted was to love him. For him to be her lover. … She closed her eyes.

‘I wish we could stay here for ever.’

Above her head Sam Barnet pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. He felt suddenly totally dispirited. What in God’s name was he doing? What in God’s name was he getting himself into? This wasn’t the kind of girl he was used to. Not a cheeky uncomplicated lass from the mill who would have gone out with him, said yes, or no, and that would have been that. No recriminations. Nothing. ‘Ta-ra then,’ as they said up here.

Daisy spoke to him with the candour of a child. No guile, no flirtatious manner. All at once he thought of her coming into this dark hole of a place, early in the mornings, shovelling coal into that black firebox. Every day since she was fourteen, she had said. And seeing the lamp-light silvering the drizzle. …

‘I’ll be back in London by the weekend.’ He shook her gently. ‘Wake up, Daisy, love. Stop making something out of nothing. You’ll have forgotten me in less than a month.’

She ignored him. What kind of talk was that, anyroad? Forget him? She had managed to forget that he had a wife, hadn’t she? From that first mention of her she had blotted her out completely. She didn’t want to know what she looked like or what her name was, and she certainly wasn’t going to let go of this dream. Not yet … oh no, not yet.

Sam got to his feet, pulling her with him. Cupping her face in his hands he kissed her mouth, his fingers absent-minded in her hair as he tried to think of a way of letting her go, of saying goodbye without making her cry. But the sweetness of the kiss caught him unawares, and he strained her to him, feeling the stirrings of desire.

If he had been a lesser man, he told himself, putting her resolutely from him; if she had been a different sort of girl – the pompous phrases inside his head caught him unawares. He would lie down with her on the pile of sacks and make love to her. And she would let him. Her thinking had gone beyond reason; with a girl like Daisy it was all or nothing. And if he made love to her she would be committed, and a commitment was the last indulgence he could afford.

‘I’m married,’ he told her cruelly. ‘Why look at me like that? I can’t give you anything. I can’t make you happy. Why have you gone all serious on me?’

‘I’m not going to cry,’ Daisy said.

‘Well of course you’re not going to bloody well cry!’ Sam’s exasperation spilled out into his voice. ‘Look, I can’t face that harridan coming looking for you and finding us in here together. And she will once she realizes you’re not in the house. And God knows why, but I can’t say goodbye to you like this, because tears or no tears you’re upset.’

‘Stop shouting at me.’

‘Tomorrow then. Down the town.’ Sam began to button his raincoat. ‘Outside Woolworth’s. I suppose you’ve got a Woolworth’s?’

‘Not far from the Boulevard.’

‘The Boulevard?’

‘Where the trams and buses start off from.’

‘At half-past seven. We’ll go to the pictures again.’

‘I’ll wait till you come.’

Moving quietly, Daisy opened the bakehouse door and walked across the yard to the back gate. Lifting the sneck she opened it just wide enough for Sam to slip through.

The rain had stopped. Thin clouds veiled a drifting moon. When Sam got to the top of the street he turned round to look down over the town. Twinkling lights were spiked with the tall outlines of mill chimneys, and the air was so sharp and clean he fancied he could taste the tang of the sea.

What on earth had made him suggest seeing her again? His life was complex enough, without any further complications. He walked on, ashamed of his weakness. But so help him, it was a long time since a woman had looked at him like that. With her soul in her eyes. As if he were God. And yet … and yet, Daisy was no mealy-mouthed nothing. She had guts; must have plenty to get up each morning before dawn, stoking that great gaping hole with coal, then working with the men, one of them, an equal he suspected. Integrity – she had that, too. Living with that mother who had had the sweetness soured from her soul a long time ago, he guessed. And that other one, Edna, with the spite-filled laugh and the anchor clipping her non-existent bosoms together.

Daisy Bell had done something for him he wouldn’t have believed possible. She’d put the fire back in his belly, that’s what she’d done.

Sam snatched off his hat and walked along swinging it by his hand. The digs he’d found were the other side of the Corporation Park and as he entered by a side gate he saw the dark shadow of a family of ducks, huddled into the shelter of an overhanging tree. The gravel crunched beneath his feet, and a man walking a thin wet dog called out a greeting.

‘Nasty neet,’ he said, and Sam nodded.

‘Pity them at sea,’ he said.

‘Aye, the poor buggers,’ the man called over a disappearing shoulder.

‘So you’ve come in, then?’

Martha was clearing the cups and saucers from the table, clattering them together as if they were her everyday thick Willow and not her Royal Albert from the china department at the Co-op Emporium. She had switched off the ceiling light, and in the softer glow from the standard lamp the veins stood out on her cheeks like a contour map drawn in red ink.

‘You’ve not been upstairs. Not you, madam. You’ve been in the bakehouse getting up to God knows what with that … that dago.’ She slid a lace doyley from beneath a couple of scones and shook it, ready to go in the drawer for next time.

‘It isn’t like that, Mother. You don’t understand.’ Daisy picked up the milk jug, just to show willing. ‘Don’t humiliate me. Please?’

Martha gave a snort half-way between a sneer and a Victorian pshaw. ‘Not understand? Aw, my goodness! You might have been born yesterday, but I wasn’t. Not by a long chalk I wasn’t!’

‘You’d no right to invite Auntie Edna.’ Daisy’s voice shook. ‘You only asked her just to show off. To show Sam off. Like he was a trophy, a silver cup I’d won at tennis.’

‘You was never any good at tennis.’ Martha was already losing control of the argument. ‘All that money I laid out for your subscription and those two white dresses from Lewis’s at Manchester. Good as new, hanging in the wardrobe for the moths to get at.’

‘It’s my life,’ Daisy shouted emotionally, ‘to do with as I please!’

‘And me having to be mother and father to you all these years, and our Edna doing sweet Fanny Adam to help, and coming to the funeral in a pink hat. After me going up the street day after day with her husband’s dinner between two plates while Madam Muck went off to her Ladies’ Guild and the Inner Wheel, not to mention the Mothers’ Union even though she’s chapel.’

‘There has to be something for me!’ Daisy fell into the rhythm of the row. ‘You stopped me being Eliza in Pygmalion at the Dramatics because you heard there was a swear word in it! You said Bernard Shaw must be a dirty old man!’

‘You’re a silly, stupid girl!’ Globules of spit were frilling Martha’s mouth. ‘It said on your last report from school that you lacked self-control, and you do. The first man that beckons and you’re like a bitch on heat!’

‘Mother!’

‘Our Edna will have told half a dozen already. She saw that torch flashing in the bakehouse. “And I bet that’s not all he’s flashing,” she said.’

‘It’s not like that!’

Daisy’s voice tailed away as she saw her mother clutch her heart, saw her blink her eyelashes up and down as if in surprise, and her lips turn blue as if she’d been sucking an indelible pencil. Groping behind her for the comforting feel of an armchair, Martha lowered herself down slowly into it.

‘Leave me be,’ she whispered through terrible blue-mauve lips when Daisy knelt down beside her and began to try to loosen her blouse. ‘It’s only me palpitations. I’ll be all right when I get me breath back.’ She tried to sit up, but fell back, beads of sweat standing out on her forehead.

‘I’m going for the doctor.’ Daisy, with a last despairing glance at her mother, made for the door, only to turn round in time to see her mother pushing herself up by the chair arms, her face grey with determination.

‘You’ll fetch no doctor. I’m not paying him seven and sixpence for nowt. It’s passing. Stop fussing. I’ll be right as rain when I’ve had a lie-down.’

Leaning heavily on Daisy, she managed to climb the steep narrow stairs, but in her bedroom she stood like a child and allowed Daisy to undress her.

‘Leave me vest on! Roll me corsets up! And hide me knickers under that cushion.’

Lying quiet and still for once, beneath her green silk eiderdown in the icy room, Martha’s panting breath seemed to ease a little.

‘I’m going for the doctor. I don’t care what you say, I’m going.’

Daisy ran down the stairs with the sound of the protesting voice spiralling after her. Stopping only to grab a coat from the nail behind the kitchen door, she ran out into the yard, past the bakehouse and into the street.

If her mother died, then it was all her fault. She would carry that burden of guilt with her for the rest of her life. She would have killed her own mother as surely as if she’d stuck a knife in her heart.

The little waiting room in the surgery across the street was empty, its horsehair stand-chairs lined against the walls, and its NO SPITTING notice peeling from the wall. For a moment Daisy stood irresolute, wringing her hands together, praying that the doctor hadn’t been called out.

‘I was just about to lock up.’ The doctor’s wife came out of the tiny dispensary, a bottle of cherry-red medicine in one hand. When she saw Daisy’s face she went to fetch her husband.

Doctor Marsden was past retiring age. He had been on the go since seven o’clock that morning and his exhaustion showed in his red-rimmed eyes. He had brought Daisy into the world, and he had tried in vain to put together what was left of her father after the accident at the mill. He knew Daisy’s mother for what she was – a stubborn Lancashire woman who would die on her feet rather than rest. He knew that her dominance over her daughter was total, that Daisy was her insurance for life, that even if Daisy married she would merely move in next door or in the next street, never really leaving home. It was a repeating pattern he had seen over and over again among the working classes of this town he loved so much.

In Doctor Marsden’s opinion it was an abomination, but the pattern had been forged, he guessed, before the Industrial Revolution, when whole families had looms set up in their front rooms, and travel, even to the nearest town, was an adventure.

‘Your mother?’ The question was more of a statement. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute, Daisy.’

Already his wife was helping him into his coat and winding a long woollen scarf round his neck. ‘You’re wearing your carpet slippers!’ she shouted after them, but it was too late. Without a spare inch of fat on his large frame, Doctor Marsden was as nimble as a mountain goat.

‘In bed, is she?’ Inside the house he made straight for the stairs. ‘What did you do to get her there? Pole-axe her?’

‘She had a bad turn, Doctor.’ Stumbling after him Daisy stopped dead in the doorway of Martha’s bedroom, her eyes wide with shock.

Sitting bolt upright against her pillows, two spots of bright colour on her cheeks, Martha twinkled roguishly at the doctor.

‘So she fetched you, then?’ With normal-coloured lips she smiled, showing the bright pink gums of her dentures. ‘There’s nowt wrong with me but a bit of heartburn, and that’s gone. But you can syringe me ears out as you’re here, if you like. Our Daisy’ll bring a bowl of water and a towel up from the kitchen, won’t you, love?’

Doctor Marsden sat down on the side of the bed and opened his little black bag to take out his stethoscope. He knew his patient’s history without having to take down his boxes and consult her record card. He had nursed Martha through the Spanish ’flu after the war; he had personally wiped away the black mucus streaming from her nostrils; he had ordered her warm milk and brandy at that terrible time when up in the cemetery people were being buried in their hundreds by torchlight.

He had watched Martha sponge her little daughter all over with eucalyptus oil when Daisy seemed to be choking her life away with diphtheria, and when Martha’s husband had been brought from the mill, carried across the street on a door with his blood seeping down into the cobblestones, he had sewn up his wounds, pulling the great gaping holes together, even as he knew that all hope was gone.

‘Go downstairs and make your mother a cup of tea.’ He motioned to Martha to undo the top buttons on her nightdress. ‘I’ll just have a listen to your chest, Mrs Bell.’

‘You’ll ’ear nowt.’

Daisy could hear her mother’s voice chuntering away as she set the kettle to boil. Surely her mother hadn’t been shamming? Best use the rose-sprigged cups, or she’d be in bother. Surely she hadn’t imagined the pallor of her mother’s face, the rapid gasping for breath, the frantic fluttering of the eyelashes? Hadn’t she herself tucked her mother up into bed and left her lying there like a corpse waiting to be boxed in its coffin? Best put two cups out and the apostle spoons, and a crochet-edged cloth on the tin tray. Martha was a stickler for wanting people to know they knew what was what. But she never drank tea in bed. Since almost dying of the ’flu Martha had never had a single day in bed, despising women who, as she put it, enjoyed bad health.

‘I’ll go out till the day I die!’ she was fond of saying, even if going out most days meant no further than across the yard to the bakehouse.

‘I don’t think there’s too much to worry about at the moment.’

Doctor Marsden’s sudden reappearance startled Daisy so much she set the cups and saucers rattling as she put the tray back on the table.

The doctor waved the tray away. ‘Put the cosy on the teapot and have it when I’ve gone.’ His eyes were very shrewd as he shrugged himself back into his coat, then stared down ruefully at his mud-stained slippers. ‘There’s some enlargement of the heart,’ he went on, ‘and her pulse is too rapid, but then she’s no chicken. You were a menopausal baby, weren’t you?’

He wasn’t surprised to see a blush stain Daisy’s cheeks. It was a prim, puritanical working-class mentality; he came across it all the time. Why, the women would have their babies with their legs crossed, some of them, if they could. He rubbed the stubble on his chin reflectively, remembering for the first time that he hadn’t shaved that day.

‘Your mother is no chicken, Daisy. A woman of her age should be resting up a bit, not working every hour God sends.’ His sidelong glance took in the half-filled plates of cakes on the dresser, the butter in its blue dish and the large glass sugar-bowl. ‘Too many starches are bad for her. She’s carrying too much weight for her height. Far too much.’ He had seen in the upstairs room the corsets pinkly furled, standing to attention on the basket chair. He decided to be blunt. ‘Eating a meal like that …’ he nodded towards the dresser, ‘with her stomach tightly bound is enough to give anyone palpitations. One proper meal a day is enough at your mother’s age.’

‘We had a bit of a row.’ Daisy’s head drooped forward. ‘I said things that got her worked up. If she’d had a heart attack and died it would’ve been all my fault.’

‘That’s utter nonsense.’

Doctor Marsden was so hungry he could almost taste the liver and bacon casserole simmering in the oven in the house across the street. He’d been going to eat it listening to a carol service on the wireless. But he could smell despair as if it were a piece of ripe gorgonzola, and this young woman was, he would swear, in some kind of emotional frenzy.

‘What was the row about, Daisy?’ He put his bag down on the table with a little thump. ‘You can tell me all about it if you think it would help. It won’t go any further, I can promise you that.’

Daisy picked up a teacloth and began to twist it as if she was wringing water from it. Suppose she said to him: ‘Doctor, I met a man just yesterday, and something has happened to my mind. I can’t stop thinking about him, not for a minute, and if he asked me to go away with him I would, even though I know he’s married. I’d leave me mother and the shop, and though it would hurt me to do that, nothing could compare to the hurt I’ll feel when he goes away. He’s so handsome it makes my heart ache just to look at him, and he’s kind; no one can tell me that he isn’t kind. I love him, Doctor. It was love at first sight, just like on the pictures, but a million times better than the pictures because it’s real.’

‘Daisy?’ The doctor’s voice seemed to be coming from a long way away.

‘Sam listens to me, really listens when I talk to him, and I don’t have to make jokes all the time just because I’m Daisy Bell, good for a laugh. But he isn’t serious with me; half the time he can’t make me out.’

For a moment Daisy wondered if she had been speaking aloud, but the patient waiting expression on Doctor Marsden’s face told her she had not.

‘There’s nothing wrong I can’t sort out for myself,’ she said firmly. ‘Will you be coming to see me mother again?’

‘I’ll keep an eye on her.’ The doctor picked up his bag. ‘Remember, Daisy, if ever you do want a chat you know where to find me.’

‘A hop, jump and a spit away.’ Daisy’s joky response was automatic, she knew it was expected of her.

‘Your mother will be all right. If she rests.’ Doctor Marsden turned at the door. ‘You can’t expect her to go on for ever, working like a cart-horse.’ His thin face was crumpled into a genuine anxiety. ‘Does she still help with the baking early in the bakehouse, then stand all day in the shop?’

‘The pies,’ Daisy said. ‘Only she knows the right consistency for the fillings. She won’t let nobody else touch the mixing. Just now she’s on with the Christmas cakes, an’ that’s her secret recipe too. She puts marmalade in them, an’ she’d slit me throat if she heard me telling you.’

‘I will put up a notice in my surgery.’ The doctor opened the back door. ‘Mrs Bell from the pie shop puts marmalade in her Christmas cakes.’ He touched a hand to the brim of a non-existent hat. ‘Remember what I said, now. Keep her in bed for a few days, then get someone to replace her in the shop.’ Again he turned, frowning. ‘You mustn’t take it so hard, lass. We all have to grow old, and most women of your mother’s age have put their feet up years ago.’

An umbilical cord, he told himself, that had never been cut. Devotion that turned a girl like Daisy into an old maid before she’d had time to be a lass. Me mother this, me mother that. Middle-aged women helping their mothers along the pavement, settling them into their chairs by the fire. Bound hand and foot by a love that was self-destructive in its loyalty.

‘Will she be all right if I leave her by herself tomorrow night?’

The doctor’s eyebrows shot up at the question, so unexpected, so contrary to what he had been expecting her to say. ‘You mean all night, Daisy?’

‘No. Just from about seven o’clock till eleven.’ Her chin was up as she faced him with a defiance he couldn’t see the reason for. ‘I could ask someone to sit with her if you think it’s necessary.’

Assuring her that it wouldn’t be necessary, the doctor smiled, nodded and stepped out into the rain-swept yard, a man as bewildered as he looked. So much for imagining he could read his patients like a book, he muttered, heading off across the cobbles in his carpet slippers, with the rain beating down on his uncovered head.

Daisy went upstairs and found her mother sleeping. She stood in the doorway, noticing the whiteness of the puff of hair teased up from Martha’s forehead. There were whiskers sprouting from the small determined chin, black whiskers at variance with the bleached white of her hair.

And it came to her that if her mother had died she would have left her covered with a sheet and still gone out to meet Sam.

No one had warned her that falling in love was like this. In films there were coy glances, there were dewy-eyed faces staring into mirrors, fingers touching lips that had been kissed. There were melting glances exchanged across candle-lit tables, and love letters pressed to quivering lips before being hidden beneath silk stockings and lace-edged handkerchiefs in top dressing-table drawers.

Love, she had thought, would be a gentle sort of glow suffusing the heart, not a low grinding actual pain in her lower belly, as if she’d eaten plums from a tin that had blown.

Back downstairs she stood recklessly on the raised tile hearth to see herself clearly in the fluted mirror.

‘Oh, God, don’t let anything stop me going to meet him tomorrow,’ she whispered to the reflection of a wild-eyed woman she hardly recognized. ‘Don’t let me mother work herself up again, ’cos I’m going, even if she rolls on the floor and froths at the mouth.’

Her half-closed eyes held an expression she was hard put to identify. They were the eyes of a woman desperate for the touch of a man; they were slumbrous with desire.

Passion. … For the first time in her life Daisy knew the meaning of the word as she stepped back, pressed both hands to her breasts, and with a conscious effort shook the shocking thoughts away.

‘Oh, God, help me. …’

It was not a blasphemy, it was a prayer. Whipping the embroidered tablecloth from the table, she shook the crumbs in the hearth, then went to put it in soak when she saw the tea stain ringing a wreath of blue forget-me-nots.


Chapter Two

MARTHA WAS UP and doing the next morning when the first batch of loaves had been set in rows in the proving oven. Fifty bags of flour were due to arrive from a mill at Liverpool and she wanted to be there on the spot to count them as they were carried into the bakehouse. The pork steak from the butcher’s was late, and she was all for going down the town to give somebody a piece of her mind.

‘Folks die in their beds,’ she told Daisy, getting her spoke in before Daisy had a chance to say a word. ‘Doctors know nowt, but he’ll send his man round just the same on Friday night to collect his shilling. I bet that bottle of tonic you’ve to go for this dinner time’ll be nowt but coloured water. Cochineal in tap water, that’s all it is. No wonder his wife has a new outfit summer and winter.’

Martha’s gaze was lynx-like as she stared at her daughter. Oh, aye, she told herself, it was all there, written on Daisy’s sloppy face. The red-rimmed eyes telling of a sleepless night, the haunted expression, and the naked anguish in the large brown eyes, all telling their tale, revealing that Daisy was in love. Or thought she was, the silly faggot.

Martha had seen it all before. Their Edna had been in just the same state during the years coming up to the war, when she’d been courting Arnold, swooning about all over the place and reading poetry in bed. The same as that daft ’aporth of a girl they’d taken on as errand girl when young Bill had gone to his death in France. Martha could bring her to mind right this minute, riding the shop tricycle with her garters showing, till her stomach got too swollen for her to cock her leg over the cross-bar.

Romance. The whole stupid business made her feel sick. Men! Walking around with their brains in their trousers; there wasn’t one among them worth a twopenny bun. Fourteen years Martha had courted before she got married, and then only because her mother had died and didn’t need her any more. Working day and night to get the business going hadn’t left time or the energy for jumping around in bed.

Whoever had invented that carry-on needed their brains seeing to! Clever-clogs Edna had sworn that Martha falling with Daisy must have been the second immaculate conception! Then laughed her silly head off. But then, Edna had always laughed at nowt.

‘He’s not worth it, you know.’ She speared a slice of bread on the toasting-fork and held it to the fire. ‘His eyes are too close together for one thing.’

‘I’m seeing him tonight.’ Daisy’s voice came out in a croak. ‘For the last time. To say goodbye.’

‘You’re what?’ Martha felt sympathy slide away from her like butter from
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