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At last I held a picture of a young Flo, a snapshot turning white at the edges. It was taken outside a ramshackle building with ‘Fritz’s Laundry’ above the door. A man in a dark suit and wire-rimmed glasses – Fritz? – stood in the middle of six women all wearing aprons and turbans. Flo was recognisable immediately because she was so like me, except that she was smiling and I had never smiled like that in all my life. She looked about eighteen, and seemed to be bursting with happiness, you could see it in her eyes, her dimples, and the curve of her lovely wide mouth.

As I replaced the silver-framed photo on the table, I sighed and was turning away with the intention of getting on with what I’d come for, when I noticed a studio portrait, in sepia tones, of a woman with a baby. There was something familiar about her grim yet good-looking face. I knew nothing about babies and couldn’t tell the child’s age – it was a boy in an old-fashioned romper suit with a sailor collar – but he was adorable. I looked at the back, and read, ‘Elsa Cameron with Norman (Martha’s godson), on his first birthday, May, 1939’.

The baby was my father!


For Yvette Goulden
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I am grateful to the authors of the following books which were of great assistance when writing Dancing in the Dark. The Admiralty Regrets by C. E. T. Warren and James Benson, published by White Lion Publishers, provided a thorough and detailed description of the Thetis tragedy. David M. Whale’s fascinating series, Lost Villages of Liverpool, published by T. Stephenson & Sons, told me all I needed to know about old Toxteth.


Prologue

It always began with the sound of the footsteps, the soft, slithering footsteps on the stairs, the unshod feet in their well-darned socks lifting steadily from one step to the next. He wasn’t the sort of man to wear slippers. Listening, I would picture him in my mind’s eye, just his feet, coming up the narrow beige carpet with the red border, the cheapest you could buy, worn away to threads in the middle and secured to the stairs with triangular-shaped varnished rods that slid into bronze brackets at the side. I saw everything very, very clearly, in precise detail.

Even on the nights when there were no footsteps, I never went asleep before Mam came home from work at ten o’clock. Then I would feel relatively safe, but not completely. Mam had never been able to offer much protection. But even he must have realised that a child’s screams at dead of night might have alerted someone; a neighbour, a passer-by.

I still dream about it frequently, always the footsteps, never the violence, the terror that was to come. Because in my dreams I am not there when he enters the room. My bed is empty. Yet I can see him, as though an invisible me is present, the tall figure of my father, an expression on his dark, handsome face and in his dark eyes that I could never quite fathom. Was it excitement? Anticipation? Behind the glitter of the main emotion, whatever it might have been, I sensed something else, mysterious, sad, as if deep within him he regretted what he was about to do. But he couldn’t help it. The excitement, the anticipation, gripped him like a drug, stifling any other, kinder, feelings he might have had.

In my dream I would watch him slowly undo his belt buckle, hear its tiny click, the feathery smooth sound the leather made as he pulled it through the loops of his trousers until it dangled from his hand like a snake.

Then he would reach down to drag me out of bed, but this was a dream and I wasn’t there!

Oh, the look on his face then! I savoured it. I felt triumphant.

At this point, I usually woke up bathed in perspiration, my heart beating fiercely, still triumphant, but at the same time slightly sick.

I’d escaped!

Sometimes, though, the dream continued, just as life had continued in the days when the dream wasn’t a dream but real.

I knew that when he came back from the pub, always drunk, he would scratch around downstairs, poking here and there, in the dirty washing, through the toys, searching for something that would give him an excuse to let rip with a thrashing. He liked to have an excuse. He’d find the mark of a felt-tipped pen on a tablecloth that Mam hadn’t had time to wash, paint dropped on a frock at school, the arm off a doll, or toys not put away properly. Anything could trigger the sound of those slithering footsteps on the stairs.

There were other nights, the best ones, when he would fall asleep in the chair – according to Mam, he worked hard – or he might watch television. Looking back, my memory softened slightly by time, this probably happened more often than I used to think.

In the extended dream I still wasn’t there, but now my little sister was in the other bed, and it was she who bore the brunt of our father’s anger, or frustration, or excitement, or self-loathing, or whatever it was that made him want to beat the life out of his wife and children, so that his dark shadow lay heavily over our house, even when he wasn’t there.

There would be no feeling of triumph when I woke up, just desolation and despair. Would the dreams never end? Would I ever forget? For the rest of my life, would I, Millie Cameron, never stop wishing that I was invisible?


Millie

1

The sun spilled under the curtains, seeping on to the polished window-sill like thick cream. The wine bottle that Trudy had painted and given me for Christmas dazzled, a brilliant flame of light.

Sunday!

I sat up and stretched my arms. I was free to do whatsoever I pleased. In the bed beside me, James grunted and turned over. I slid carefully from under the bedclothes so as not to disturb him, put on a towelling robe and went into the living room, closing the door quietly behind me.

With a sigh of satisfaction at the thought that it was all mine and mine alone, I surveyed the room, its dark pink walls and off-white upholstered sofa, old pine furniture and glass-shaded lamps. Then, I switched on the computer and the television and reversed the answering-machine. In the kitchen, I paused momentarily to admire the effect of the sun on the Aztec-patterned tiles before filling the kettle. Back in the living room, I opened the door to the balcony and stepped outside.

What a glorious day, unseasonably hot for late September. The roses bordering the communal garden were overblown red and yellow cabbages, the dew-drenched grass glistened like wet silk. In the furthest corner, the biggest tree had already begun to shed its tiny, almost white leaves, which scattered the lawn like snow.

I loved my flat, but the thing I loved most was the balcony. It was tiny, just big enough for two black wrought-iron chairs and a large plant-pot in between. I knew nothing about gardening and had been thrilled when the squiggly green things I’d been given last spring had turned out to be geraniums. I enjoyed sitting outside early in the morning with a cup of tea, savouring the salty Liverpool air; the river Mersey was less than a mile away. Occasionally, just before bed on warm evenings, I would sit with the light from the living room falling on to the darkness of the garden, reliving the day.

Most of the curtains in the three-storey block of flats that ran at right angles to my own were still drawn. I glanced at my watch – just gone seven. From the corner of my eye, I became aware of activity in a kitchen on the ground floor. The old lady who lived there was opening a window. I kept my head turned away. If she saw me looking she would wave, I would feel obliged to wave back, and one day I might find myself invited in for coffee, which I would hate. I was glad I’d managed to get a top-floor corner flat. It meant I was cut off from the other residents.

The kettle clicked and I went to make the tea. There was a political programme on television, so I switched it off and turned up the sound on the answering-machine. I nearly turned it down again when I heard my mother’s voice. A shadow fell over the day when I remembered it was the last Sunday of the month; my family would be expecting me for lunch.

‘… this is the third time I’ve called, Millicent,’ my mother was saying shrilly. ‘Don’t you ever listen to that machine of yours? Ring back straight away, there’s bad news. And I don’t see why I should always have to remind you about dinner …’

I groaned. I could tell from the tone of my mother’s voice that the news wasn’t seriously bad. Possibly Scotty had been on one of his regular sexual rampages and other dog owners had complained, or Declan, my brother, had lost his twentieth job.

Just as I was about to take my tea on to the balcony, the bedroom door opened and James came out. He wore a pair of dark blue boxer shorts and his straw blond hair was tousled. He grinned. ‘Hi!’

‘Hi, yourself.’ I eyed his tanned body enviously and wished I could turn such a lovely golden brown in the sun.

‘Been up long?’

‘Fifteen, twenty minutes. It’s a lovely day.’

‘The best.’ He enveloped me in his muscular arms and nuzzled my neck. ‘Know what today is?’

‘Sunday?’

‘True, but it’s also our anniversary. It’s a year today since we met.’ He kissed me softly on the lips. ‘I went into a wine bar in Castle Street and there was this gorgeous leggy ash-blonde with the most amazing green eyes – who was that guy you were with? I knew him slightly – that’s how I managed to get introduced.’

‘I forget.’ I felt uneasy. Remembering anniversaries seemed a sign of … well, that the relationship meant something, when we had always maintained stoutly that it didn’t.

‘Rodney!’ he said triumphantly. ‘Rod. I met him at a Young Conservatives’ do.’

I moved out of his arms and went to the computer. ‘I didn’t think you were interested in politics.’

‘I’m not, but Pa maintains it’s good for business. He makes lots of useful contacts in the Party. Is there more tea?’

‘The pot’s full. Don’t forget to put the cosy back on.’

He saluted. ‘No, ma’am.’

When he came back, I was seated at my desk. He stood behind me, his arm resting lightly on my shoulder. ‘This your report?’

‘Uh-huh.’ I pressed the mouse and the words rolled down the screen. I read them quickly. Despite night school and the subsequent A level in English, I worried that my terrible education might be obvious when I wrote at length. I hoped I hadn’t split any infinitives or put an apostrophe in the wrong place.

‘You’ve spelt “feasible” wrong,’ James said. ‘It’s “-ible” not “-able”.’

‘I did that bit when I was tired. I probably wasn’t thinking straight.’ He’d gone to one of the best public schools in the country, followed by a good university.

‘Shall we go somewhere special for lunch to celebrate? How about that new place in Formby?’

‘Sorry, duty calls. Today I’m lunching with my parents.’ I wished I had a more pleasant excuse.

‘Of course, the last Sunday …’ To my irritation, he knelt down and twisted the chair round until we were facing each other. ‘When am I going to meet your folks?’

‘What point is there in you meeting them?’ I said coldly.

‘You’ve met mine.’

‘You invited me, I didn’t ask.’ I disliked going to see his family in the converted, centuries-old farmhouse in its own grounds three miles from Southport. I felt out of place, uncomfortably aware of the stark contrast between it and my own family’s home on a council estate in Kirkby. His mother, with her expensive clothes and beautifully coiffured hair, was always patronising. His father was polite, but in the main ignored me. A businessman to the core, he spent most of the time on the phone or ensconced in his study plying fellow businessmen with drink. Phillip Atherton owned three garages on Mersey-side, which sold high-class sports cars to ‘fools who’ve got more money than sense’, according to my own father. Atherton’s rarely dealt in cars worth less than twenty thousand pounds. James was nominally in charge of the Southport garage, but his father kept a close eye on all three.

The phone went. James was still kneeling, his arms around my waist. After three rings, the answering-machine came on, with the sound still turned up. My mother again. ‘Millicent. You’ve not been out all night, surely. Why don’t you call back?’

James’s eyes sparkled. ‘Millicent! I thought it was Mildred.’

‘I would have hated being Mildred even more.’ I got up quickly to pick up the receiver. I didn’t want him hearing any more of the whining voice with its strong, adenoidal Liverpool accent, one of the reasons I’d told my mother never to call me at the office. ‘Hello, Mum.’

‘There you are!’ She sounded relieved. ‘Can we expect to see you today?’

‘Of course.’

‘Sometimes I worry you’ll forget.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘As if!’

‘Don’t be sarcastic, Millicent. After all, it’s only once a month you visit. You’d never think you only lived a few miles away in Blundellsands. Mrs Mole’s Sybil comes every week from Manchester to see her mam.’

‘Perhaps Mrs Mole’s Sybil’s got nothing else to do.’

‘You might like to know she’s got two kids and a husband.’ There was a pause. ‘You’ve become awfully hard, luv.’

‘Don’t be silly, Mum.’ With an effort, I made my voice softer. Mum set great store by the regular family gatherings now that only Declan was left at home. ‘What’s the bad news?’ I enquired.

‘Eh? Oh, I nearly forgot. Your auntie Flo’s dead. The poor old soul was knocked down by a car or something. But the thing is, luv,’ her voice throbbed with indignation, ‘she was already six feet under by the time some woman rang to let your gran know.’

‘Why should Gran care? She had nothing to do with Flo.’ Auntie Flo had, in fact, been a great-aunt, and the black sheep of the family, I had no idea why. Gran never mentioned her name. It was only when Auntie Sally had died ten years ago that I first set eyes on Flo, at the funeral. She was the youngest of the three Clancy sisters, then in her sixties, had never married, and seemed to me an exceptionally mild old woman.

‘Blood’s thicker than water,’ my mother said meaninglessly.

‘What did Auntie Flo do that was so awful?’ I asked curiously.

‘I think there was a row, but I’ve no idea what it was about. Your gran would never talk about it.’

I was about to ring off, when Mum said, ‘Have you been to Mass?’

To save an argument, I told her I was going to the eleven o’clock. I had no intention of going to Mass.

I replaced the receiver and looked at James. There was a strange, intense expression in his light blue eyes, and I realised he’d been watching me like that throughout the entire conversation with my mother. ‘You’re very beautiful,’ he said.

‘You’re not so bad yourself.’ I tried to sound jokey. Something about his expression disturbed me.

‘You know, marriage isn’t such a bad thing.’

Alarm bells sounded in my head. Was this a roundabout way of proposing? ‘That’s not what you’ve said before.’

‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Well, I haven’t.’ He came towards me, but I avoided him by going on to the balcony. ‘I’ve tried it before, remember?’

James was standing just inside the window. ‘You didn’t keep his name. Were things really so awful?’

‘I didn’t want his name once we were no longer a couple. And it wasn’t awful with Gary, just deadly dull.’

‘It wouldn’t be dull with me.’

So it was a proposal. I stuffed my hands in my dressing-gown pockets to hide my agitation and sat down. Why did he have to spoil things? We’d made it plain to each other from the start that there was to be no commitment. I liked him – no, more than that, I was very fond of him. He was good to be with, extraordinarily handsome in a rugged open-air way. We got on famously, always had loads to talk about, and were great together in bed. But I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with him or with anybody else. I’d struggled hard to get where I was and wanted to get further, without having a husband questioning my every decision, interfering.

I remembered Gary’s astonishment when I said I wanted to take an A level. We’d been married two years. ‘What on earth d’you want that for?’ I recalled his round pleasant face, his round moist eyes. We’d first gone out together at school and had married at eighteen. I’d realised, far too late, that he’d been my escape route from home.

Why did I want an A level? Perhaps to prove to myself that I wasn’t as stupid as my teachers had claimed, for self-respect, to gain the enjoyment from books that I’d only briefly experienced before my father had put a brutal stop to it.

‘I’d like to get a better job,’ is what I said to Gary. I was bored rigid working at Peterssen’s packing chocolates. ‘I’d like to learn to type as well, use a computer.’

Gary had laughed. ‘What good will all that stuff be when we have kids?’

We were living in Kirkby with his widowed mother, not far from my parents. Although we’d put our name down for a council house, one would not be forthcoming until we had a family – not just one child but two or three. I visualised the future, trailing to the shops with a baby, more kids hanging on to the pram, getting a part-time job in another factory because Gary’s wages as a storeman would never be enough to live on. It was why we’d never even considered buying a place of our own.

Two years later we were divorced. A bewildered Gary wanted to know what he’d done wrong. ‘Nothing,’ I told him. I regretted hurting him, but he was devoid of ambition, content to spend the rest of his life in a dead-end job wondering where the next penny would come from.

My father was disgusted, my mother horrified: a Catholic, getting divorced! Even so, Mum did her utmost to persuade me to come back home. My younger sister, Trudy, had found her own escape route via Colin Daley and had also married at eighteen, though Colin had been a better bet than Gary. After ten years they were still happily together.

Wild horses couldn’t have dragged me back to Kirkby and my family. Instead, I rented a bedsit. I had my English A level by then, and until I bought my flat, nothing in life had given me more pleasure than the certificate to say I’d achieved a grade C. Armed with a dictionary, I’d made myself read the books I’d been set, struggled for hours to understand them in the bedroom at my mother-in-law’s, while downstairs Gary watched football and game-shows on television. It seemed no time before the words started to make sense, as if I’d always known them, as if they’d been stored in my head waiting to be used. I shall never forget the day I finished reading Pride and Prejudice. I’d understood it. I’d enjoyed it. It was like discovering you could sing or play the piano.

Once settled in the bedsit, I took courses in typing and computing at night school, left Peterssen’s, and began to wonder if it had all been worth it as I drifted from one dead-end office job to another – until three years ago, when I became a receptionist/typist with Stock Masterton, an estate agent’s in the city centre. Of course, I had to tell George Masterton I’d worked in a factory until I was twenty-four, but he had been impressed. ‘Ah, a self-made woman. I like that.’

George and I hit it off immediately. I was promoted to ‘property negotiator’. Me! Now George was contemplating opening a branch in Woolton, a relatively middle-class area of Liverpool, and I was determined to be appointed manager, which was why I was writing the report. I’d driven round Woolton, taking in the number of superior properties, the roads of substantial semi-detacheds, the terraced period cottages that could be hyped and sold for a bomb. I’d noted how often the buses ran to town, listed the schools, the supermarkets … The report would help George make up his mind and show him how keen I was to have the job.

It was through Stock Masterton that I’d found my flat. The builders had gone bankrupt and the units were being sold for a song, which was unfair on the people already there who’d paid thousands more but the bank wanted its money and wasn’t prepared to wait.

‘I’ve not done bad for someone not quite thirty,’ I murmured to myself. ‘I’ve got my own place, a job with prospects and a car. I earn twice as much as Gary.’

No, I’d not done badly at all.

Yet I wasn’t happy.

I leaned on the iron rail and rested my chin on my arms. Somewhere deep within I felt a deadness, and I wondered if I would ever be happy. There were times when I felt like a skater going across the thinnest of ice. It was bound to crack some time, and I would disappear for ever into the freezing, murky water beneath. I shook myself. It was too lovely a morning for such morbid thoughts.

I’d forgotten about James. He appeared on the balcony tucking a black shirt into his jeans. Even in casual clothes, he always looked crisp, neat, tidy. I turned away when he fastened the buckle of his wide leather belt.

He frowned. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing. Why?’

‘You shuddered. Have you gone off me all of a sudden?’

‘Don’t be silly!’ I laughed.

James sat in the other chair. I swung up my bare feet so they rested between his legs and wriggled my toes.

‘Cor!’ he gasped.

‘Don’t look like that. People will realise what I’m doing.’

‘Would you like to do it inside where no one can see?’

‘In a minute. I want to take a shower.’

He smacked his lips. ‘I’ll take it with you.’

‘You’ve just got dressed!’

‘I can get undressed pretty damn quick.’ He looked at me quizzically. ‘Does this mean I’m forgiven?’

‘For what?’ I was being deliberately vague.

‘For proposing. I’d forgotten you modern women take an offer of marriage as an insult.’ He took my feet in his hands. I was conscious of how large and warm and comforting they felt. ‘As an alternative, how about if I moved in with you?’

I tried to pull away my feet, but he held them firmly. ‘The flat’s only small,’ I muttered. ‘There’s only one bedroom.’

‘I wasn’t contemplating occupying the other if there were two.’

No! I valued my privacy as much as my independence. I didn’t want someone suggesting it was time I went to bed or asking why I was late home – and did I really want the living room painted such a dark pink? I wished I could start the day again and stop him proposing. I had been quite enjoying things as they were.

James put my feet down carefully on the balcony floor. ‘Between us we could get somewhere bigger.’

‘You’ve changed the rules,’ I said.

He sighed. ‘I know, but it’s not the rules that have changed, it’s me. I think I’m in love with you, Millie Cameron. In fact, I know I am.’ He tried to catch my eyes. ‘I take it the feeling isn’t reciprocated?’

I bit my lip and shook my head. James turned away and I contemplated his perfect profile: straight nose, broad mouth, pale, stubby lashes. His hair lay in a flattering corn-coloured quiff on his broad, tanned forehead. He didn’t look as if it was the end of the world that I’d turned him down. According to his mother, who never failed to mention it, there’d been an army of girls before me. How many had he fallen in love with? On reflection, I didn’t know him all that well. True, we talked a lot, but never about anything serious; the conversation rarely strayed from films, plays, mutual acquaintances and clothes. Oh, and football. I sensed he was shallow and also rather weak, always anxious still to do his father’s bidding, even though he, too, was twenty-nine. I felt irritated again that he’d spoiled things: I didn’t want to give him up. Nor did I want to hurt him, but I couldn’t be expected to fall in love with him just because he had decided he was in love with me.

‘Perhaps we can talk about it some other time?’ I ventured. In a year, two years, ten.

He closed his eyes briefly and gave a sigh of relief. ‘I was worried you might dump me.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it!’ I jumped to my feet and ran inside. James followed. Outside the bathroom, I removed my dressing-gown and posed tauntingly before opening the door and going in. I stepped into the shower and turned on the water. It felt freezing … but it had warmed up nicely by the time James drew the curtain back and joined me.

2

‘Hello, luv. You look pale.’

‘Hi, Mum.’ I made a kissing noise two inches from my mother’s plump, sagging cheek. Whenever I turned up in Kirkby, she claimed I looked pale or tired or on the verge of coming down with something.

‘Say hello to your dad. He’s in the garden with his tomaters.’

My father – I couldn’t even think of him as Dad – had always been a keen if unimaginative gardener. Dutifully, I opened the kitchen door and called, ‘Hello.’

The greenhouse was just beyond the neat lawn, the door open. ‘Hello there, luv.’ My father was inside, a cigarette hanging from his bottom lip. His dark, sombre expression brightened at the sound of my voice. He threw away the cigarette, wiped his hands on the hips of his trousers and came inside. ‘How’s the estate-agency business?’

‘Okay.’ I managed to keep the loathing out of my voice. He told everyone I was a property negotiator. Nowadays he claimed to be proud of his girls. ‘Where’s Declan?’

‘Gone to the pub.’ Mum couldn’t have looked more harassed if she had been preparing a meal for royalty. She took a casserole out of the oven, then put it back. ‘What have I done with the spuds? Oh, I know, they’re in the top oven. Declan’s promised to be back by one.’

‘Will the grub be ready on time, luv?’

‘Yes, Norman. Oh, yes.’ Mum jumped at her husband’s apparently mild question, though it was years since he’d beaten her. ‘It’ll be ready the minute our Trudy and Declan come.’

‘Good. I’ll have another ciggie while I’m waiting.’ He disappeared into the lounge.

‘Why don’t you have a talk with your dad and I’ll get on with this?’ Mum said, as she stirred something in a pan.

As if I would! She’d always tried to pretend we were a perfectly normal family. ‘I’d sooner stay and talk to you.’

She flushed with pleasure. ‘What have you been up to lately?’

I shrugged. ‘Nothing much. Went to a club last night, the theatre on Wednesday. I’m going out to dinner tonight.’

‘With that James chap?’

‘Yes,’ I said shortly. I regretted telling them about James. It was when Declan had jokingly remarked he was thinking of trading in his bike for a Ferrari that I’d told him about Atherton Cars where several could be had. The following Sunday, my father had driven over to Southport to take a look and I was terrified that one day he’d introduce himself to James.

Mum was poised anxiously over the ancient cooker, which had been there when we moved into the council house in 1969. I was three and Trudy just a baby; Declan and Alison had yet to arrive. These days, Mum wasn’t just stout but shapelessly stout. Her shabby skirt, with no waist to fix on, was down at the front and up at the rear, revealing the backs of her surprisingly well-shaped but heavily veined legs. I always thought it would have been better if they had grown fat with the rest of her. As it was, she looked like some sort of strange insect: a huge, round body stuck on pins. Her worried, good-natured face was colourless, her skin the texture of putty. The once beautiful hair, the same ash-blonde as her children’s, she cut herself with no regard for fashion. She wore no makeup, hadn’t for years, as if she was going out of her way to make herself unattractive, or perhaps she just didn’t care any more. She was fifty-five but looked ten years older.

Yet she’d been so lovely! I recalled the wedding photo on the mantelpiece in the lounge, the bride tall, willowy and girlish, the fitted lace dress clinging to her slim, perfect figure, though her face was wistful, rather sad, as if she’d been able to see into the future and knew what fate had in store for her. Her hair was long and straight, gleaming in the sunshine of her wedding day, turning under slightly at the ends as mine and Trudy’s did. Declan and Alison had curly hair. None of us had taken after our father, with his swarthy good looks and bitter chocolate eyes. Perhaps that’s why he’d never liked us much; four children and not one in his image.

The back door opened and my brother came in. ‘Hi, Sis. Long time no see.’ He aimed a pretend punch at my stomach and I aimed one back. ‘That’s a nice frock. Dark colours suit you.’ He fingered the material. ‘What would you call that green?’

Declan had always been interested in his sisters’ clothes, which infuriated our father who called him a cissy, and had done his brutal best to make a man out of him.

‘Olive, I think. It was terribly cheap.’

‘“It was terribly cheap!”’ Declan repeated, with an impish grin. ‘You don’t half talk posh these days, Mill. I’d be ashamed to take you to the pub.’

A shout came from the lounge. ‘Is that you, Declan?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘You’re only just in time,’ the voice said pointedly.

Declan winked at me. He was twenty, a tall, lanky boy with a sensitive face and an infectious smile, always cheerful. He was currently working as a labourer on a demolition site, which seemed an entirely unsuitable job for someone who looked as if a feather would knock him down. I often wondered why he still lived at home and assumed it was for Mum’s sake. He shouted, ‘Scotty met this smashing bitch. I had a job getting him home. I forgot to take his lead.’

‘Where is Scotty?’

‘In the garden.’

I went outside to say hello to the little black dog that vaguely resembled a Scotch terrier. ‘You’re an oversexed ruffian.’ I laughed as the rough hairy body bounced up and down to greet me.

A car stopped outside, and seconds later two small children came hurtling down the side of the house. I picked up Scotty and held him like a shield as Melanie and Jake launched themselves at me.

‘Leave your aunt Millie alone!’ Trudy shouted. ‘I’ve told you before, she doesn’t like kids.’ She beamed. ‘Hi, Sis. I’ve painted you another bottle.’

‘Hi, Trude. I’d love another bottle. Hello, Colin.’

Colin Daley was a stocky, quiet man, who worked long into the night six days a week in his one-man engineering company. He was doing well: he and Trudy had already sold their first house and bought a bigger one in Orrell Park. I sensed he didn’t like me much. He’d got on well with Gary and perhaps he thought I neglected my family, left too much to Trudy. During the week, she often came over to Kirkby with the children. He nodded in my direction. ‘Hello, there.’

‘Do you really not like kids?’ Jake enquired gravely. He was six, two years older than his sister, a happy little boy with Colin’s blue eyes. Both Trudy’s children were happy – she’d made sure of that.

‘I like you two,’ I lied. As kids went they weren’t bad, but talking to them got on my nerves. I hugged Scotty, who was licking my ear. I would have had a dog of my own if I hadn’t spent so much time at work.

Jake looked at me doubtfully. ‘Honest?’

‘Cross my heart.’

We all went indoors. Mum shrieked, ‘C’mon, you little rascals, and give your gran a hug.’ The children allowed themselves to be kissed, then they cried, ‘Where’s Grandad?’

‘In the lounge.’

Mum looked wistful as Melanie and Jake whooped their way into the other room. She said, ‘They’ve got a thing about their grandad.’

‘I know.’ It was strange that Trudy’s children adored the man who’d once nearly killed their mother. She still bore a scar from his belt buckle above her left eyebrow.

When I went in Trudy was standing in the lounge, hovering near her children who were sitting on their grandad’s knee. I noticed her eyes flicker to the big hands, one resting on each child’s waist. We looked at each other in mutual understanding.

As usual, the meal was revolting. The mound of mashed potatoes, watery cabbage and stewing steak on my plate made me feel nauseous. ‘I’ll never eat all this, Mum,’ I protested. ‘I asked you not to give me much.’

‘You look as if you need a decent meal, luv. There’s a nice apple charlotte for afters.’

‘It’s a sin to waste good food,’ my father said jovially.

I caught Trudy’s eye and Declan hid a grin. The final Sunday of the month was a day for catching eyes and making faces. Odd phrases brought back bitter memories: ‘It’s a sin to waste good food,’ was not said so lightly in those days.

On the surface, it was a civilised gathering, occasionally merry, a family united for Sunday lunch, except for Alison, of course. But I always felt on tenterhooks, as if I were watching someone blowing up a balloon, bigger and bigger until it was about to burst. Perhaps it was just me. Perhaps no one else remembered how Colin detested his father-in-law, how nervous Mum was, what Sunday dinner used to be like when we were little. Even now, I was still terrified that I would drop food on the tablecloth and that a nicotine-stained hand would reach across and slap my face, so hard that tears would come to my eyes, even though I’d sworn at an early age never to let him see me cry.

The conversation had turned to Auntie Flo. ‘We were friendly for a while before I married your dad,’ Mum said. ‘I went to her flat in Toxteth a few times, though your gran never knew.’ She turned to me. ‘Actually, Millicent, that’s where you come in.’

‘What’s Auntie Flo got to do with me?’

‘Your gran wants her place cleared before the rent runs out, otherwise the landlord might chuck everything away.’

‘Why ask me?’ I could think of few less welcome things to do than clear out the belongings of an old lady I hadn’t known. ‘Why not you or Gran or Trudy? What about that woman you mentioned, the one who rang?’

Mum looked hurt. ‘It’s not much to ask, luv. I can’t do it because …’ she paused uncomfortably ‘… well, your dad’s not very keen on the idea. Gran’s too upset, she’s taken Flo’s death hard. Anyroad, she never goes out nowadays.’

‘And Trudy’s already got enough to do,’ Colin growled.

‘As for the woman who rang, she’s just someone who lives upstairs. We don’t want a stranger going through Auntie Flo’s precious things, do we?’

‘What precious things?’ I noticed my father’s fists clench. I reminded myself that he could do nothing to me now. I could say what I liked. ‘I don’t know what she did for a living, but I can’t imagine Auntie Flo having acquired many precious things.’

‘She worked in a launderette till she retired.’ For a moment, Mum looked nonplussed. Then she went on eagerly, ‘But there’ll be papers, luv, letters perhaps, odds and ends of jewellery your gran would like. The clothes can go to one of those charity shops, Oxfam. I’m sure you’ll find someone to take the furniture, and if there’s anything nice, I wouldn’t mind it meself. Declan knows a lad who has a van.’

I tried to think of a way of getting out of it. My mother was looking at me pleadingly, her pasty face slightly moist. She would probably thoroughly enjoy going through the flat, but Dad had put his foot down for some reason, not that he’d ever needed a reason in the past. The mere fact that Mum wanted to do something was enough. Maybe I could get it done in a few hours if I went armed with several cardboard boxes. I had one last try. ‘I’ve always avoided Toxteth like the plague. It’s full of drugs and crime. People get murdered there, shot.’

Mum looked concerned. ‘Oh, well, if that’s –’ she began, but my father butted in, ‘Your auntie Flo lived there for over fifty years without coming to any harm.’

It seemed I had no choice. ‘Oh, all right,’ I said reluctantly. ‘When’s the rent due?’

‘I’ve no idea.’ Mum looked relieved. ‘The woman upstairs will know. Mrs Smith, her name is, Charmian Smith.’

‘Don’t forget to give me the address before I go.’

‘I won’t, luv. I’ll ring and tell Gran later. She’ll be pleased.’

After the meal was over and the dishes washed, Trudy produced the bottle she’d painted for me. It was exquisite, an empty wine bottle transformed into a work of art. The glass was covered with roses and dark green leaves edged with gold.

‘It’s beautiful!’ I breathed, holding it up to the light. ‘I’m not sure where to put it. The other one’s in the bedroom.’

‘I’ll do you another,’ Trudy offered. ‘I’m running out of people to give them to.’

‘I suggested she have a stall in a craft market,’ Colin said proudly. ‘I could look after the kids if it was a Sunday.’

I waved the bottle in support. ‘That’s a great idea, Trude. You’d pay ten pounds for this in a shop.’

‘Millicent.’ Mum came sidling up. ‘Have you got much to do this afternoon?’

I was immediately wary. ‘I’m in the middle of a report.’

‘It’s just I’d like to go and see Alison.’

‘Can’t you go yourself?’ The only reason she’d learned to drive was so she could visit Alison in the home.

‘There’s something wrong with the car. Your dad promised to get it fixed but he never got round to it.’

He’d probably not got round to it deliberately. He would prefer to think his youngest child didn’t exist. ‘Sorry, Mum. As I said, I’ve got this report to write.’

‘We’ll take you, luv.’ Colin must have overheard. ‘It’s a couple of weeks since we saw Alison.’

Mum looked grateful. ‘That’s nice of you, Colin, but there’s nothing for Melanie and Jake to do. They get fed up within the first five minutes.’

‘You can leave the kids here with me,’ my father offered.

‘No, thanks,’ Trudy said, much too quickly.

‘I’ll take them for a walk once we get there, and you and Trudy can stay with Alison,’ Colin said.

In the midst of this discussion, I went upstairs to the lavatory. The bathroom, like everywhere else in the house, reeked of poverty, the linoleum cracked and crumbling, the plastic curtains faded. I was well into my teens before I discovered we were relatively well-off – or should have been. My father’s wages as a toolmaker were high, but the family saw little of the money. He’d been a betting man all his life and a consistent loser.

As usual, I couldn’t wait to be back in my own place. I felt guilty for refusing to visit Alison, pity for my mother, angry that the pity made me turn up for the monthly get-togethers then guilty again, knowing that I would get out of coming if I could. When Stock Masterton had begun to open on Sundays, I’d hoped that would provide a good excuse, but George, a workaholic, insisted on looking after the office himself with the help of a part-timer.

After saying goodbye, I went outside to the car. Several boys were playing football in the road, and someone had written ‘Fuck off in black felt pen on the side of my yellow Polo. I was rubbing it off with my handkerchief when Trudy came out with the children. She ushered them into the back of the family’s old Sierra and came over to me. ‘Thank the Lord that’s over for another month.’

‘You can say that again!’

‘I can’t get me head round this kindly old grandfather shit.’ Absent-mindedly she rubbed the scar over her left eyebrow.

‘I suppose we should be thankful for small mercies.’

Trudy regarded me keenly. ‘You okay, Sis? You look a bit pale.’

‘Mum said that. I’m fine, been working hard, that’s all.’ I eyed the car. I’d got most of it off and what was left wasn’t legible. ‘Look, Sis, I’m sorry about Alison,’ I said in a rush, ‘but I really have got work to do.’

Trudy pressed my arm. She glanced at the house where we’d grown up. ‘I feel as if I’d like to drive away and never have to see another member of me family again, but we’re trapped, aren’t we? I don’t know if I could bear it without Colin.’

As I started the car, I noticed that the house opposite had been boarded up, although children had broken down the door and were playing in the hallway. There was a rusty car without wheels in the front garden. As I drove away, the sun seemed to darken, although there wasn’t a cloud to be seen. Unexpectedly, I felt overwhelmed by a sense of alienation. Where do I belong? I wondered, frightened. Not here, please not here! Yet I’d been born in a tower block less than a mile from this spot, where nowadays Gran lived like a prisoner: Martha Colquitt rarely left home since she’d been mugged for her pension five years ago. My own flat in Blundellsands was a pretence, more like a stage set than a proper home, and I was a fake. I couldn’t understand what James saw in me, or why George Masterton was my friend. I was putting on an act, I wasn’t real.

And what would James think if he met my slovenly mother and chain-smoking father, and if I told him about my brutal childhood? What would he say if he knew I had a sister with severe learning difficulties who’d been in a home since she was three, safely out of my father’s way? A scene flashed through my mind, of my father slapping Alison, knocking her pretty little face first one way then the other, trying to make her stop saying that same word over and over again. ‘Slippers,’ Alison would mutter, in her dull monotone. ‘Slippers, slippers, slippers.’ She said it still, when agitated, although she was seventeen now.

Even if I were in love with James, we could never marry, not with all the family baggage I had in tow. I reminded myself that I didn’t want to get married again, that I wasn’t capable of falling in love. I belonged nowhere and to nobody.

Nevertheless, I had an urgent desire to see James. He was calling for me at seven. I looked forward to losing myself in empty talk, good food, wine. He would bring me home and we would make love and all that business with my family would be forgotten, until the time came for me to go again. Except, that is, for the dreams, from which I would never escape.

3

It wasn’t until Thursday that I managed to get to Toxteth. James had tickets for a jazz concert at the Philharmonic Hall on Monday night, which I had forgotten about. Tuesday, I’d promised to go to dinner with Diana Riddick, a colleague from the office whom I’d never particularly got on with, but then few people did. Diana was thirty-five, single, and lived with her elderly father, who was a ‘pain’, she claimed, particularly now that his health was failing. She was a small, slight woman, permanently discontented, with a garishly painted face, a degree in land and property management, and an eye on the position of manager of the Woolton office. She didn’t realise that I nursed the same ambition and when we were alone together she openly discussed it. I’d suspected she had an ulterior motive in inviting me that evening and it turned out she wanted to pump me about George’s plans.

‘Has he ever talked to you about it?’ she asked, over the Italian meal. There were red and white gingham cloths on the tables and candles in green bottles dripping wax. The walls were hung with plastic vines.

‘Hardly ever,’ I replied truthfully.

‘I bet you anything he gives the job to Oliver.’ She pouted. Oliver Brett, solid and dependable, was the assistant manager, in charge when George was away, which was rare.

‘I doubt it. Oliver’s nice, but he’s proved more than once he couldn’t handle the responsibility.’ I sipped my wine. On nights like this, Kirkby seemed a million miles away. ‘Remember last Christmas when he rang George in the Seychelles to ask his advice?’

‘Hmm!’ Diana looked dubious. ‘Yes, but he’s a man. The world is prejudiced in favour of men. I shall be very cross if it’s Tweedledum or Tweedledee.’

‘That’s most unlikely.’ I laughed. Apart from June, who’d taken my old job as receptionist, the only other permanent members of staff were two young men in their mid-twenties, Darren and Elliot, startlingly alike in looks and manner, which accounted for their nicknames. Both were too immature for promotion. ‘George has never struck me as being prejudiced against women,’ I added.

‘I might do a survey of Woolton, see how the land lies.’ Diana’s rather heavy eyebrows drew together in a frown and the discontented lines between her eyes deepened further. ‘I’ll type up some notes for George.’

‘What a good idea,’ I murmured. I hadn’t added to my own report since last week.

It was late on Wednesday when I returned to the office in Castle Street. I’d taken a couple, the Naughtons, to see a property in Lydiate. It was the sixth house they’d viewed. As usual, they walked round several times, wondering aloud whether their present furniture would fit, asking if I would measure the windows so they could check if the curtains they had now would do. George insisted that keys were returned, no matter how late, and it was almost eight when I hung them on the rack. George was still working in his glass-partitioned office and Oliver was about to go home. His good-natured face creased into a smile as he said, ‘Goodnight.’

I was wondering if there was time to drive to Blundellsands, collect the cardboard boxes I’d acquired from a supermarket, return to town and start on Auntie Flo’s flat. I couldn’t bring the car to work with boxes on the back seat when I had to take clients to view.

Before I’d made up my mind George came out of his cubicle. ‘Millie! Please say you’re not doing anything special tonight. I’m longing for a drink and desperately in need of company.’

‘I’m not, doing anything special that is.’ I would have said the same whatever the case. At the moment it was essential to keep in George’s good books.

We went to a wine bar, the one where I’d met James. George ordered a roast-beef sandwich and a bottle of Chablis. I refused anything to eat. ‘You should get some food down you.’ He patted my hand in a fatherly way. ‘You look pale.’

‘That’s what everyone keeps telling me. I’ll wear blusher tomorrow.’

‘You mean rouge. My old mother used to go to town with the rouge.’ His mother had died only a year ago and he missed her badly, just as he missed the children his ex-wife and her new husband had taken to live in France. He was alone, hated it, and buried himself in work to compensate. George Masterton was fifty, tall and thin to the point of emaciation although he ate like a horse. He wore expensive suits that hung badly from his narrow, stooped shoulders. Despite this, he had an air of drooping elegance, enhanced by his deceptively laid-back, languid manner. Only those who knew him well were aware that behind the lazy charm George was an irascible, unpredictable man, who suffered from severe bouts of depression and panic attacks.

‘Why the desperate need for company?’ I asked lightly. I always felt at my oddest with George, as if one day he would see what a fake I was, and never speak to me again.

‘Oh, I dunno.’ He shrugged. ‘It was Annabel’s birthday on Monday. She was sixteen. Thought about whizzing over to France on Eurostar but told myself Stock Masterton would collapse without me. Really, I was scared I wouldn’t be welcome. I’m supposed to be having her and Bill for Christmas, but I shan’t be at all surprised if they don’t come.’

It was my turn to pat his hand. ‘I bet Annabel would have been thrilled to see you. As for Christmas, it’s months off. Try not to start worrying yet.’

‘Families, eh!’ He chuckled. ‘They’re a pain in the arse when you’ve got them, and a pain when they’re not there. Diana calls her old dad everything but now he’s ill she’s terrified he’ll die. Poor chap, it sounds like cancer. Anyway, how’s your lot over in Kirkby?’

‘Same as usual.’ I told him about Auntie Flo’s flat, and he said bring the boxes in tomorrow and put them in the stationery cupboard until I found time to go. He asked where the flat was.

‘Toxteth, William Square. I don’t know round there all that well.’

His sandwich arrived. Between mouthfuls, he explained that William Square had once been very beautiful. ‘They’re five-storeyed properties, including the basement where the skivvies used to work. Lovely stately houses, massive pillars, intricate wrought-iron balconies like bloody lace, bay windows at least twelve feet high. It’s where the nobs used to live at the turn of the century, though it’s gone seriously downhill since the war.’ He paused over the last of the sandwich. ‘Sure you’ll be safe? Wasn’t there a chap shot in that area a few weeks ago?’

‘I’ll go in daylight. Trouble is, finding the time. Things keep coming up.’

George grinned. ‘Such as me demanding your company! Sorry about that. Look, take tomorrow afternoon off. I’d feel happier about you going then. Don’t forget to take your mobile and you can call for help if you get in trouble.’

‘For goodness sake, George, you’d think I was going to a war zone!’

‘Toxteth’s been compared to one before now. As far as I’m concerned, it’s as bad as Bosnia used to be.’

At two o’clock on a brilliantly sunny afternoon, William Square still looked beautiful when I drove in. I found an empty parking space some distance past the house I wanted, number one, and sat in the car for several minutes, taking in the big, gracious houses on all four sides. On close inspection, they appeared anything but beautiful. The elaborate stucco decorating the fronts had dropped off leaving bare patches like sores. Most of the front doors were a mass of peeling paint, and some houses were without a knocker, the letterbox a gaping hole. Several windows were broken and had been repaired with cardboard.

The big oblong garden in the centre of the square was now, according to George, maintained by the council. Evergreen trees with thick rubbery leaves were clumped densely behind high black railings. I thought it gloomy, and the square depressed me.

With a sigh, I got out of the car, collected some boxes and trudged along to number one. Two small boys, playing cricket on the pavement, watched me curiously.

The house looked clean, but shabby. Someone had brushed the wide steps leading up to the front door recently. There was a row of four buzzers with a name beside each, so faded they were unreadable. I ignored these and used the knocker – Charmian Smith lived on the ground floor.

A few seconds later the door was opened by a statuesque black woman not much older than me, wearing a lime green T-shirt and a wrap-round skirt patterned with tropical fruit. Her midriff was bare, revealing satin smooth skin. She held a baby in one arm. Two small children, a boy and a girl, stood either side of her, clutching her skirt. They stared at me shyly, and the little girl began audibly to suck her thumb.

‘Mrs Smith?’

‘Yes?’ The woman regarded me aggressively.

‘I’ve come for the key to Flo Clancy’s flat.’

Her expression changed. ‘I thought you were selling something! I should have known from the boxes. Not only that, you’re awful like Flo. Come in, luv, and I’ll get the key.’

The magnificent hallway had a black-and-white mosaic tiled floor and a broad, sweeping staircase with an intricately carved balustrade. The ornate ceiling was at least fourteen feet high. But whatever grand effect the architect had planned was spoilt by crumbling plaster on the coving and cornices, hanging cobwebs and bare wooden stairs worn to a curve. Several sections of balustrade were missing.

I stayed in the hall when Charmian Smith went into the ground-floor room, the children still clinging to her skirt. Through the open door, I could see that her flat was comfortably furnished, the walls covered with maroon flock paper. Everywhere was very clean, even the massive bay window, which must have taken hours to polish.

‘Here you are, girl.’

‘Thanks.’ I took the proffered key and wondered if the children stayed attached to their mother like that all day. ‘Which floor is it?’

‘Basement. Give us a shout if you need anything.’

‘Thanks.’ I returned outside. The basement was situated behind railings down a narrow well of steep concrete steps. Little light reached the small window. I struggled down with the boxes to a tiny area full of old chip papers and other debris. To my consternation, there were several used condoms. I wondered what on earth I’d let myself in for.

A plastic mac and an umbrella were hanging from a hook inside the tiny lobby, and a brass horseshoe was attached to the inner door, which opened when I turned the knob.

The first thing I noticed when I stepped inside was the smell of musty dampness, and the cold, which made me shiver. Although it was broad daylight, I could see nothing. I fumbled for a light switch just inside the door and turned it on. My heart sank. The room was crammed with furniture, and every surface was equally crammed with ornaments. There were two sideboards, one very old and huge, six feet high at least, with little cupboards in the upper half. The other was more modern, but still large. Beneath the window was a chest covered with a red fringed shawl and a pretty lace cloth. On top of that a vase stood filled with silk flowers; poppies. I touched them. The effect was striking, as if they’d been bought to echo the colour of the shawl. It was the sort of thing I might have done myself.

I walked slowly down the room, which ran the length of the house. Halfway along, two massive beams had been built into the walls to support an equally massive lintel, all painted black, and covered with little brass plaques. An elderly gas fire was fitted in the green-tiled fireplace, and on each side of it, more cupboards reached to the ceiling, one of which I opened. Every shelf was stuffed to capacity: clothes, crockery, books, bedding, more ornaments stored in boxes …

‘I can’t do this all on my own,’ I said aloud. I had no idea where to start, and I would need more like a hundred cardboard boxes than ten.

A window at the far end overlooked a tiny yard, which was level with the rear of the flat. It contained a wooden bench, a table and plant-holders full of limp pansies. The wall had been painted almost the same pink as my lounge – another indication that Auntie Flo and I had shared similar taste. The woman upstairs had said I was like Flo, and I wondered if there was a photograph somewhere.

I turned and surveyed the room, and supposed that, in its way, it had charm. Very little matched, yet everything seemed to gel together nicely. There was a large brown plush settee and a matching chair with crocheted patchwork covers on the backs and arms. Obviously Flo hadn’t believed in leaving an inch of space bare. There were numerous pictures and several tiny tables, all with bowls of silk flowers. Linoleum, with a pattern of blue and red tiles, covered the floor, and there was a handmade rag rug on the hearth. A large-screen television stood next to an up-to-date music centre, a record visible on the turntable beneath the smoky plastic lid.

If only it wasn’t so cold! On the hearth next to the fire I saw a box of matches. I struck one, shoved it between the bars and turned the knob at the side. There was a mini explosion and the gas jets roared briefly before settling down into a steady flame.

I held out my hands to warm them and remembered I’d been looking for a photo of Flo. After a while, I got up and moved round the room again until I found some on a gate-leg table, which had been folded to its narrowest against the wall. The photos, about a dozen in all, were spread each side of a glass jar of anemones.

The first was a coloured snap of two women taken in what looked like a fairground. I recognised Flo from Auntie Sally’s funeral. Despite her age, it was obvious that she’d once been pretty. She was smiling at the camera, a calm, sweet smile. Her companion wore a leopardskin coat and black leggings, and her hair was a violent unnatural red. I turned the photo over: ‘Me and Bel at Blackpool Lights, October 1993’.

There was a picture of Auntie Sally’s wartime wedding, which I’d seen before at Gran’s. The bride, in her pin-striped suit and white felt hat, looked like a character out of Guys and Dolls. Another wedding photo, the couple in Army uniform. Despite the unflattering clothes, the woman was startlingly lovely. On the back was written, ‘Bel & Bob’s wedding, December, 1940’. Flo and Bel must have been friends all their lives.

I found two more photos of Bel getting married; ‘Bel & Ivor’s wedding, 1945,’ in what looked like a foreign setting, and ‘Bel & Edward’s wedding, 1974’ showed a glamorous Bel with a decrepit-looking old man.

At last I held a picture of a young Flo, a snapshot turning white at the edges. It was taken outside a ramshackle building with ‘Fritz’s Laundry’ above the door. A man in a dark suit and wire-rimmed glasses – Fritz? – stood in the middle of six women all wearing aprons and turbans. Flo was recognisable immediately because she was so like me, except that she was smiling and I had never smiled like that in all my life. She looked about eighteen, and seemed to be bursting with happiness, you could see it in her eyes, her dimples, and the curve of her lovely wide mouth.

As I replaced the silver-framed photo on the table, I sighed. More than half a century spanned the images of my great-aunt, the one in Blackpool, the other outside Fritz’s Laundry, yet little seemed to have happened over the years to make her expression change.

I was turning away with the intention of getting on with what I’d come for, when I noticed a studio portrait, in sepia tones, of a woman with a baby. There was something familiar about her grim yet good-looking face. I knew nothing about babies and couldn’t tell the child’s age – it was a boy in an old-fashioned romper suit with a sailor collar – but he was adorable. I looked at the back, and read, ‘Elsa Cameron with Norman (Martha’s godson), on his first birthday, May, 1939’.

The baby was my father! His mother had died long before I was born.

I slammed the photo face down on the table. I was shivering again. I was about to kneel in front of the fire once more, when I saw the sherry on the sideboard, the modern one. My jangling nerves needed calming. In the cupboard underneath, where I looked for a glass, I found five more bottles of sherry, and several glasses hanging by their stems from a circular wooden stand. I filled a glass, drank the sherry, filled it again, took it over to the settee, and sank into the cushions. My head was buzzing. How could such a beautiful child grow up to become such a monster?

The sherry took effect quickly and I began to relax. There seemed to be a sagging hole in the middle cushion of the settee into which my bottom fitted perfectly. Perhaps it was where Flo had always sat. Outside, cars drove past occasionally and I could hear children playing in the square. People walked by, heels clicking on the pavement, only their legs visible from the knees down through the small window by the door.

I put down the empty glass and promptly fell asleep.

When I woke up it was nearly half past five. There was a throbbing between my eyes, which I supposed was the result of the sherry, though it didn’t feel particularly unpleasant. I would have given anything for a cup of tea or coffee and remembered I hadn’t seen the kitchen yet, or the bedroom.

I got to my feet, and staggered towards the door at the back of the room, where I found myself in a little dark inner hall with a tiled floor and two more doors, left and right. The left led to a tiny Spartan kitchen with a deep porcelain sink, a cooker older than Mum’s, a digitally operated microwave oven but no fridge. In the wall cupboard, behind several packets of biscuits, there was coffee and, to my relief, a jar of Coffeemate. I put a spoonful of each with water in a flowered mug and stuck it in the microwave to heat.

Whilst I was waiting, I went back to the inner hall, opened the other door, and switched on the light. The bedroom was mainly white, curtains, walls, bedspread. A pair of pink furry slippers were set neatly side by side under the bed. A large crucifix hung from the wall and there was a statue of Our Lord on the six-drawer chest, surrounded by smaller statues. The walls were covered with holy pictures: Our Lord again, Baby Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and an assortment of saints. Otherwise, the room was sparsely furnished: apart from the chest, there was only a matching wardrobe with a narrow, full-length mirror on the door, and a little cane bedside table, which held an old-fashioned alarm clock, a white-shaded lamp, and a Mills & Boon novel with an embroidered bookmark. An old brown foolscap envelope was propped against the lamp. I picked it up and put it in the pocket of my linen jacket. It might contain Flo’s pension book, which would need to be cancelled.

I admired the wardrobe and the chest-of-drawers. They looked like stained oak and had been polished to satin smoothness. They’d look lovely in my flat, I thought. I wouldn’t have minded the brass bedstead either. My own bedroom furniture had been bought in kits and had taken weeks to put together.

In the kitchen, the microwave beeped. I sat on the bed, which was like sitting on a cloud it felt so soft, and bounced up and down, but stopped when I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror. I saw a tall, graceful young woman who looked years younger than her age, dressed in white and pink, with long slim legs and hair that shone like silver under Auntie Flo’s bedroom light. Her wide, generous mouth was turned up slightly – she’d been childishly enjoying bouncing on the bed. At school, she had been regarded as stuck up because of her straight, slightly patrician nose, but James’s mother had said once, ‘What fine bone structure you have, Millie. Some women would pay a plastic surgeon a fortune for cheekbones like that.’

The young woman had forgotten to use blusher and she did look pale, as everyone had been saying, but it was the deadness in the green eyes that shocked me.

I took the coffee and a packet of custard creams into the lounge, switched on the television and watched Neighbours, then an old cowboy film on BBC2.

Just as the film was finishing, I glimpsed through the window the majestic figure of Charmian Smith descending the concrete stairs. I kicked the boxes aside and opened the door, feeling slightly uncomfortable when she gave me a warm smile, as if we were the greatest friends.

‘I’d forgotten all about you until our Minola, that’s me daughter, collected her kids and said there was a light on in Flo’s flat. Me feller’s just got home and I wondered if you’d like a bite to eat with us.’ She came into the room without waiting to be asked, as if it was something she was used to doing.

‘What does your daughter do?’ I was astonished to learn that Charmian was grandmother to the children I’d seen earlier.

‘She’s learning to use a computer. It was when Jay, that’s me son, went to university last year, she decided it was time she used her brain.’ Charmian’s brown eyes danced. ‘I told her she’d regret getting married at sixteen. I said, “There’s more things to life than a husband and a family, luv,” but kids never listen, do they? I didn’t listen to me own mam when I got married at the same age.’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Are you married? Y’know, I don’t know your name.’

‘Millie Cameron, and no, I’m not married.’ I wished the woman would leave so I could get down to work. It seemed imperative suddenly that I take at least half a dozen boxes of stuff to Oxfam tomorrow. To
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