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Agnes



1 - A Murderer in the apartment
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A bright Sunday morning in March 1960.

Agnes Bracken spat a bed-sheet from her mouth and struggled to a sitting position. She looked at her clock, Seven-thirty. Oh, what a night of broken sleep. Too much late-night conversation, that was the reason. Why was it not until the last hour or two when she slept deeply? Now, she had a throbbing headache made worse by the sun shining through the partly drawn curtains of her apartment in Duncan Court, Balham, South London. 

Agnes pulled herself out of bed and scowled at her reflection in the mirror over her dresser. Although yet to reach thirty, she felt old and frowsy. She felt more displeased than usual by her appearance.

Agnes stood about five feet tall. She was not fat but of a stocky build that warned of plumpness later in life — unless she took care. Her hair that morning looked ragged and unkempt instead of its usual light brown curls that she sometimes permed into tighter curls. She was not unattractive, but her cold steel-grey eyes and a tendency to scowl acted as a shield to prevent uncomfortable interaction with others. 

However, mornings were not always the best time to make a personal judgement, and she shrugged into her dressing gown. She sat on the bed and listened. There came a faint noise, familiar sounds. She opened her bedroom door and heard the clatter of cookware. Good, Inga, the Danish woman with whom she shared the apartment was in the kitchen. Agnes entered the bathroom and started to fill the bath. She put down a floor towel and then picked up and examined a bar of soap; she sniffed and picked off a hair. 

Agnes felt better following her long soak and returned to the bedroom to dress. That done, she entered the dining room and sat at her accustomed place at the table. She cleared her throat and called. ‘I never thought of you as a murderer Inga... Inga! Can you hear me? Blow, she can’t, she has the kettle on.’

The hiss and a clatter from behind the closed kitchen door continued. Inga was busy, and the busier she worked, the louder came the noise. The hiss turned into a whistle and then ceased. Inga stuck her head round the door. ‘Are you speaking to me, Miss. Braarken? I am hearing your voice but not your words.’

‘Come out of the kitchen Inga. Oh, never mind... No, stay and finish making the tea.’ 

Inga, tall, thin and gaunt then came out the kitchen and stood in an apron holding a saucepan of hot milk; her short-cropped blonde hair tied up with a blue band, her gold-rimmed spectacles steamed up. She was about the same age as Agnes, but as the pair had never discussed Inga’s birthday, the date was unknown to her friend. 

‘Good morning, Miss. Braarken, I am hoping you were sleeping well.’ Inga walked over and poured the hot milk into a jug.

‘Tolerably well. That is when I finally managed to drop off.’ Agnes poured the milk over her shredded wheat, wrinkling her nose when the skin from the milk came out the jug in a stringy gobbet. She took a mouthful of shredded wheat, chewed slowly then wiped her mouth on a napkin.

Inga returned to the kitchen looking flustered and returned carrying a tray with a cup of coffee, a small teapot, another cup for Agnes, and a plate of biscuits. She carefully set the tray upon the table, smoothed down her apron and smiled at Agnes. ‘I am sorry Miss. Braarken, the kettle I was heating and the noise it was making; what was that you were saying?’

‘I was pondering all last night, after what you told me when you got back home, and again this morning. Your little speech left me puzzled. I could not believe it.’

‘Yes, it is true, Miss. Braarken, you see we are so few men that a woman has to do it, and I was chosen.’

‘I’m surprised that’s all.’ Agnes drained her cup of tea and picked up a biscuit; she looked at it almost with suspicion and then took a tiny bite; she watched as Inga poured her tea. ‘Tell me again Inga, why your dramatics’ group has decided upon Sweeney Todd?’

‘Gladys wants us to put on a play about this bad man Sweeney Todd, a barber and he cut the throats of his customers who were then sliced up and made into pies in the shop next door, Miss. Braarken.’

‘Yes, yes! I know all about that terrible man, Inga, you need not go through all that. He was one of the many shameful characters in our history, and to my mind best forgotten.’

‘Oh, he was not a real man, Miss. Braarken. Sweeney Todd was made up. A story, I am knowing.’

‘Rubbish Inga, of course he was real. Sweeney Todd had his barber’s shop in Fleet Street, everyone knows that; and all about the horrible pies sold from the shop next door. People came miles for the pies because they tasted so nice. Oh, it makes me shiver at the thought.’

Inga picked up a biscuit, ate it in one mouthful, and then took a long gulp of coffee. ‘But, Miss. Braarken, Gladys said he was not real and it was just a story.’

‘Gladys is talking out of her hat. Of course Sweeney Todd was a real person. What you have not explained to me is why they chose you to play his part and not one of the men? To my mind you do not even look like a barber, far less a murderer.’

‘I am saying to you, Miss. Braarken that we have few men, only two last night, and they did not want to be Sweeney. I am chosen because I am tall: and with the clothes and makeup, and with a beard, I can look like a man.’

‘As I said, I cannot imagine you playing that role, the part of a foul murderer, and such a villain.’ Agnes scowled, finished her tea, and pushed her cup to the centre of the table. ‘...And I cannot sit here all morning discussing your play, I must be away to get ready for church.’

There came a sharp double knock at the door and they stared at each other. 

‘That’s Mrs. Whelp’s knock,’ said Agnes, ‘I know what she wants.’

‘I will go, you stay and rest, Miss. Braarken.’ Inga went to the door and there came a muffled conversation from the hall. Inga then returned to the room followed by Mrs. Whelp, the manager of Duncan Court.

The flat, or apartment, to use a word more favoured by Agnes, in which they lived, was one of the largest at Duncan Court. The front door opened to a square hall furnished with a soft carpet and the first thing a visitor noticed was a handsome long-case clock opposite the door. Agnes’s bedroom was to the left. This, the largest of the three bedrooms contained an impressive four-poster bed draped with thick curtains. Next to her room was a long, narrow but very functional bathroom. The kitchen was next to the bathroom. Small, but well designed with a waste chute next to the window. Coming out of the kitchen, there was a small lobby area containing two doors. The door to the left lead into a small dining room, almost entirely filled with a huge table. To the right, was the door to the lounge, the largest room in the apartment and comfortably furnished. Upon re-entering the hall, and to each side of the clock, were two deep and useful storage cupboards. Then there was another lobby area with a further two doors. Inga’s small and sparsely furnished bedroom was on the left, and to the right, the door to what would have been a third bedroom but was now empty. This room suffered from the disadvantage of being adjacent to the lift shaft on the other side of the wall, and in consequence, noisy.

‘Good morning, Miss. Bracken,’ said Mrs. Whelp, coming into the dining room; her squinting eyes taking in the breakfast scene at a glance. She looked at Inga and then at Agnes. ‘I trust you have both enjoyed a good nights’ sleep. I thought to call Sunday morning to catch you in. I’m here to remind you that at the end of this month the rent for this flat is due. Now, I have given you the agreement form. How will you arrange payment; weekly, monthly, or annual?’ 

'Good morning,’ said Agnes, not looking at all pleased. ‘Take a seat do, Mrs. Whelp. Would you care for a cup of coffee?’

Mrs. Whelp was a slim woman of slight build, about the same height as Agnes, with small sunken eyes and a permanent acidic expression on her face as though she was working through a disagreeable taste in her mouth. She declined the coffee and waited for Agnes’s reply.

'I will pay the rent weekly, Mrs. Whelp,’ said Agnes with some shortness, ‘I will pay cash and bring it to you with the agreement; there is, I believe, two weeks to run before I need to do this?’

‘Yes, very well. I just thought to call in by way of reminder.’ She rose out of her chair. ‘My, is that smell Inga’s cooking from last night? Fish, if I am not mistaken, and there is me who has not had breakfast yet. Well, I wish you both a good morning.’

When Mrs. Whelp had gone, Agnes turned to Inga. ‘I could do without these reminders from her, I was thinking all day yesterday about our plight. True, I can pay the rent for one week, but then...’

'What are they asking, Miss. Braarken, I have forgotten?’

‘No less than seven guineas each week Inga. Exorbitant to my mind, that’s more than three hundred and sixty pounds a year. That will take most of our combined wages when you add the other charges inflicted on us here.’

‘When we talk about this, we always have an argument,’ said Inga. ‘We must be real, Miss. Braarken, we cannot afford the rent.’

‘And I say we can pay with a little planning. We need more money, that is true. I will not argue over that; but there must be a way, Inga. We must not be so resigned to failure. I will tell you one thing, I will not, unless under the most oppressive circumstances move elsewhere. I love living here; the whole ambiance of the place suits my disposition, and when I compare this apartment to where my aunt lives, that dreadful Ebenezer House, or even the council maisonette rented by my parents...Why, I would rather live in a dog’s kennel.’

‘But what can we do? We cannot stay if we don’t pay what’s being asked?’

‘I know, Inga and that is the worry. I have a little money put by which will help but that means living off capital and that will never do.’ They both jumped when there came another knock on the door. ‘Oh blow, who’s this now?’ said Agnes. Go and see will you Inga?

Inga strode back into the hall and returned followed by an old lady clutching at a handbag. ‘It is Mrs. Artole, Martha, Miss. Braarken, she is wanting to speak to you.’

Martha Artole lived in a small apartment on the top floor of Duncan Court and was the proud mother of Agnes’s employer, Arthur Artole, who also resided at Duncan Court. It is very much of a tribulation to live in the same building as your employer, and an even greater trial to have one’s employer’s mother also living close at hand. Agnes felt compromised whenever she met Martha and went out of her way to accommodate the wishes of the old lady. Martha called out a brisk hello, cast her eyes from left to right, blinked once or twice, and asked Agnes whether or not she had seen the notice on the church door.

‘Good morning, Martha, you are an early visitor, and no, I have not seen the notice, what does it say?’

‘It’s from the vicar dear, His Reverence. He has such a bad cold today he cannot conduct the service, and his curate, bless him, is worse. So, no service Sunday I’m afraid, and such a pity because today is the second Sunday in Lent. I heard about the vicar’s notice from Mrs. Martin who came over last night to tell me. You know Mrs. Martin, don’t you? She has that small top floor place over the newsagent.’

‘Please sit down at the table Martha, and that news is really too bad,’ said Agnes, who had no idea who Mrs. Martin was and still less knowledge of what the second Sunday in Lent was. Agnes only attended church, ‘to be seen,’ and not because she felt in any way religious. Still, she played along with Martha as being bitterly disappointed, and remarked that the vicar’s cold cannot be helped and the Lord has seen fit. Agnes called out to Inga who had gone back into the kitchen and asked her to bring a cup of coffee out for Martha.

'The Lord’s will is sometimes capricious, my thoughts exactly my dear, and who are we to question His plans; and thank you Inga, but tea for me please dear, I find coffee stimulates me so. It’s the caffeine you know. Tea is very good.... As long as I’m not in the way or interrupting dear. I hesitated on the way down thinking I was early, but then I saw Mrs. Whelp out and about and guessed I was not too early.’

‘No, not too early, Martha. Mrs. Whelp was here to chat about the rent, that’s all.’

‘Do you know dear; I’ve always been intrigued by the way you and Inga came to be living here. I have asked Arthur on several occasions but he won’t tell. It is not such a secret, is it dear? You can set my mind happy can’t you and tell me?’

‘No, it is not a secret at all, although I am pleased Mr. Artole is keeping our privacy. Inga is the person I thank for us being here. You may know she worked here as a cleaner in this flat for a man she knew as Mr. Brown, although that was not his real name. It turned out that he was a criminal, a spy working for a foreign power. His cover was blown when we found certain items hidden away. He came here too while we were here, late at night, and would you believe, came into the bedroom where I was hiding behind the bed curtains. Honestly, I have never been so frightened but he didn’t even guess I was there, and in another minute was out of the place with his friend; oh yes, there were two of them that night. That was the last we saw of them.’ 

'That is dreadful dear and then what happened?’

‘Well of course I couldn’t sleep any more that night, and neither could Inga and the first thing we did when the hour was right was to go and see your son when we told him all that had occurred. Ah, here is Inga with the tea. Put the cups down, Inga and come and sit with us.’

Inga poured the tea for Martha and sat in a dining chair opposite, straight and upright, with her hands in her lap. Martha thanked her and asked where she had met Agnes. ‘We met at the night school. Isn’t that right Miss. Braarken?’

‘The night school where I went for my elocution lessons. Yes, that was so Martha. Inga was sitting alone at a table in the canteen and I went and sat with her.’ 

‘I’m just surprised, that’s all,' said Martha, sipping her tea, ‘the pair of you are so different it made me wonder where you met each other. And what were you studying at the night school Inga?’

‘It is my English. You see, Mrs. Artole, I came to England from Denmark four years ago. A teacher I wanted to become, a teacher of children, but they told me when I applied that my English was not good enough. So, then I worked at a school, and I am still working there, not as a teacher but as a helper; a dinner lady they call me. I am helping at dinner time and then the playground. I walk with the children.’

‘But that was not all, Inga,’ said Agnes, lighting a cigarette and offering one to Martha who declined. 'Tell Martha about your job in this flat.’

‘Oh yes, well, you are realising that this work at the school was not good pay? I needed more. I was living in a share-house. That is a big house in Brixton split into rooms for people to live. The rent I was paying was too much for my wage, so another job I looked for. I used an agent in Holborn and they found me a cleaning job; here, in this flat, for a man of business, Mr. Brown. I took the job. The work was good and so was the wage. If I wanted, I could sleep here in the room I have now, verr comfortable... But you will understand that I did not want to stay at night with Mr. Brown, and so I came here each day in the morning and then went off to my school at eleven; I returned at about four or sometimes five in the afternoon. I worked, usually another hour to clear away and wash up his meal dishes, and then I went back to my share-house.’

‘Brown was generous to you, Inga, wasn’t he, and gave you good tips?’

‘Yes, this is true, Miss. Braarken. I am saying I quite liked Mr. Brown, but then, suddenly he disappeared for a long time and that is when Agnes suggested that I live here because I was evicted from the share-house in Brixton.’

‘The house that Inga occupied was condemned and due to be redeveloped, Martha. I must not let you take away the idea that Inga was kicked out for riotous behaviour.’

Martha put down her cup and gave a laugh. ‘I would not have dreamt that for one minute, Agnes. Inga is the perfect lady.’

Inga blushed scarlet. ‘No, not a perfect lady, but trying.’ She giggled and told Martha that Agnes was evicted too and that is why she moved in with her.

'Yes, that is also true,’ said Agnes. ‘I had to move away when my parent’s house was scheduled for demolition to make way for high-rise flats.’

‘My dear,’ said Martha with surprise, ‘your parent’s house was demolished? You told me when we first met that you previously lived in Bayswater. Surely no house with that address was ever demolished?’

Agnes felt awkward. She recalled her first meeting with Martha outside the church, and falsely claimed that before moving to Duncan Court, she lived in fashionable Bayswater. Her parents were far from wealthy and lived for years in a council house in Shadwell Street, Whitechapel. It was true their house was to be pulled down to make way for flats, and as Agnes could not stand the idea of moving to a council flat, persuaded Inga to let her share the more salubrious accommodation offered by Duncan Court. Fortunately, she was relieved from making up a story to cover her lowly past by yet another knock on the door. 

The caller this time was George Oram, the head porter who was distributing leaflets warning against the dangers imposed by oil heaters. George, a friendly man and proud of his position, grinned when, upon entering, he saw Martha; he produced another leaflet, handed it to her, and told them that on Mrs. Whelp’s orders, oil heaters were now banned at Duncan Court.

‘Too many building fires due to them,’ said George, pointing out the wording on the leaflet. ‘Mrs. Whelp says the insurance company requested we ban them or the premium would go up next year. I don’t see why people use them here anyway because we have good central heating and electric fires in each flat.’

Agnes was about to say that her parents used an oil heater, but thought better of it and agreed with George that oil heaters were a menace to safety. 

‘I know about them too,’ said Inga. ‘My friend, my dear friend Michael had one in his room in my share-house. Do you remember him, Miss. Braarken?’

‘I remember Michael, Inga, of course I do. Who could forget a Nigerian man with tribal scars on his face; a man over six foot tall and nearly the same dimension wide? I do not recall ever seeing his heater, but I remember you did have concerns.’

‘Well, I must leave you to ponder over Michael and his heater,’ said George, making for the door. ‘Goodbye ladies, have a peaceful Sunday.'

‘What a pleasant man he is,’ said Martha when George had gone, ‘such a difference to that dreadful Mr. Hogg he replaced. It was you, wasn't it Agnes, who found out about his stealing?’

‘Hmm,’ said Agnes, looking hard at Inga who lowered her eyes. ‘Technically the bouquet goes to Inga because she tracked him down and followed him to that shop where he disposed of his loot. I helped of course by formalising the facts and taking them to your son.’

Martha again laughed. ‘You two are a pair indeed. Two good birds come in and pitch two bad eggs out the nest! Oh my, I’d never have guessed. Arthur never told me fully about Mr. Brown, let alone Mr. Hogg. But Agnes, tell me dear, how is it that you and Inga are still living here? Did you take on the rental agreement?’

‘It is complicated Martha but what happened was this. The person we knew as Mr. Brown was arrested for being a spy, and then it was disclosed by Mrs. Whelp that the organisation that supported him had paid the rent and outgoing charges for this apartment until the end of March this year. Not only that, but the place came furnished with quality fittings and furniture that we are enjoying now. Mr. Artole told me that it was likely we would lose the furniture as it is now technically owned by the Crown. But no, the police took away some of it, but the majority remained and we are keeping our fingers crossed they have overlooked the rest, or will take no further interest.’

‘You are lucky girls then,’ said Martha in wonder. ‘So, you have lived here rent-free for more than a twelve-month?’

‘Indeed, we have,’ said Agnes, ‘but to be perfectly candid with you, and please don’t tell your son, we may struggle when we are called upon to pay the rent in April.’

‘Oh, my dear I’m sorry to hear that. Does this mean you may be leaving The Court and going elsewhere?'

‘Not if I can help it, Martha. I mean to stay here as to live anywhere else would be for me, intolerable.’

‘And does Inga feel this way too?’

‘Yes, and if you saw her previous abode, you would understand why. It was a hovel, nothing short of a hovel.’

‘Well, I wish you both the best of luck dear, and I must be off back home. Arthur and Jane are going out today and I am on my own. I have several little jobs to do. It is Arthur’s big day. He is joining that prestigious Wimbledon golf club and they have laid on a lunch for him as a welcome. He has always been ambitious from the time as a boy in short trousers, was my Arthur. He went through all the usual stages of wanting to be a train driver; then a farmer of all things, and after that, a doctor. Arthur loves Latin. Our family came over from Italy and I suppose Latin was born in him. Ah, Latin. I am sure that is why he eventually settled on law as a career. Still, I mustn’t keep you and Inga any longer, I must be away.’ Martha got out of her chair stiffly, she stretched and made for the door.

‘Would you like to have evening tea with us here, Martha?’ asked Agnes. ‘We have plenty in the larder and you are welcome.’

‘Thank you dear, you are most kind, but no, some other time perhaps. I like to read in the evenings, and there is the television. We had a lovely chat, and I appreciate that, but I regard evenings as a time for repose.’

Agnes showed Martha out while Inga collected the crockery and went into the kitchen to wash up; she was joined five minutes later by Agnes who looked worried. 

‘Martha is a strange one,’ began Agnes; ‘at the door she asked me to... effectively spy on her son. She doesn’t like Jane, that I have found out, but then she thinks Jane’s suspicions about her husband’s dalliance are well founded. She told me she called on her son one day when Jane was away from home visiting her sister and was not invited in as expected. She felt sure she heard a female voice and smelled perfume. She has asked me to watch Mr. Artole at work and tell her if I find him in any compromising situations.'

‘You are meaning with a woman?’

‘Of course, Inga, what else should I mean? But what a thing to ask of me, his employee and a junior one at that?’

‘You will have to be careful, Miss. Braarken, careful he doesn’t find out.’

'Precisely Inga, but I don’t think I will be reporting anything back to Martha. I find it too strange.’

‘You do what you think best, Miss. Braarken, as you always do; I would not either like that.’

‘This is the downside of becoming too familiar with a person like Martha. You see Inga, I encourage her to talk because it never hurts to learn a little of the behind-the-scenes life of one’s employer; but then, she asks this of me, and I admit to being uncomfortable. And then in truth, I cannot say I’ve seen anything she need worry about. Ah, but then, he might be extremely discreet.’

The two women did not discuss this any further because Agnes looked at the clock and remarked the day was flying past and in danger of being wasted. “Never waste one’s weekends.” She once advised Inga. “Those two days are valuable. Put them to good use.” With this advice in her mind, Inga said she wanted a walk. The day was a mild one and the earlier showers had cleared. Yes, a walk to her favourite place, Clapham Common and to watch the men sailing their model boats. Agnes thought she would visit her parents as at least two weeks had passed since she last paid her ageing mother and father a visit. Now that the church service was cancelled, what better time to go.
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2 - Aunt Berry has a new man
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Agnes and Inga left the apartment with the view to catching the same bus into London. Inga planned to alight at Clapham for her walk on the common while Agnes was to continue to Whitechapel. Passing through reception, they spied the commissionaire, Alan Somerville seated behind the desk reading the Sunday Times. He had been at Duncan Court for over a year and although at first, he turned out smartly dressed in his green uniform with gold epaulettes, recently, a dowdy change had come over his sartorial attire that had taken away his initial gloss. This morning he peered over the top of his paper to bid the ladies a brusque good morning, and then immediately huddled down to continue reading. 

'Good morning, Mr. Somerville,' called Agnes, ‘remember to leave me your paper when you are finished with it.’ She turned to Inga and said in a lower voice that George had told her in confidence that Alan was ‘back on the tap’ which was to suggest that he had a drinking problem. Alan himself had freely admitted this to George one day when confessing, he had a whisky problem. “Not enough whisky,” he told George.

On the bus they sat on the lower deck because Inga did not like the smokers on the top. They sat and Agnes listened while Inga chatted about her school and how the boy who used to come each day without shoes now appeared with no shirt and in his vest. She then spoke of the girl who screamed all day and hit the other children. Agnes grew tired of the one-sided conversation and was glad when Inga reached her stop. She enjoyed a solitary bus ride, as when alone she could drift off into uninterrupted thoughts whilst gazing into the middle-distance. Her mind was on her parents. 

After leaving their dilapidated house, Mary and Harry Bracken lived in a smart new council maisonette in Whitechapel not far from their original address. They moved from their family home of decades when the entire road was to be replaced by a modern housing development. Initially, they were offered a flat in a notorious council block called Ebenezer House. Her parents, along with Agnes visited a vacant apartment, but the dreadful people who lived there and the mess about the place put them off. Agnes, then, by means of a little deception, erroneously stated on the council application form that she was a child of seven, and as a result, her parents secured much better accommodation in the High Street. A newly built maisonette with everything fresh and clean. Mary at first felt out of place in a strange new neighbourhood. Everything was different. They now had an inside toilet, they had hot water on tap, and the smaller rooms were easier to keep clean...Then she came to like her new home. As for Harry... Well, his local pub was still within easy reach, and so was his allotment garden. It was all the same for Harry. As with many men; wherever Harry laid his head was his home. 

Arriving at her parents’ home, Agnes used her key and let herself in. She called out a shrill hello, and her father, who was sitting at the table, came over to the door. 

Harry Bracken, now retired from his life-long occupation as a municipal highway cleanliness facilitator — which was a term favoured by Agnes, but in reality, he was a sweeper of the streets of Whitechapel and a man with a brown and lined appearance as befitted a lifetime outside. He had a slight stoop, but was otherwise active, and now that he had seen sixty-seven summers roll past, he devoted his time to three hobbies. Clock mending, pub-darts, and gardening on the council-run allotment, a mere quarter of a mile from home. 

Harry seemed surprised to see Agnes, tucked his billowing grey shirt into his trousers, and smarmed down the wings of white hair above his ears.

‘Hello Father,’ said Agnes.

‘Why, hello girl,’ replied Harry, ’wot brings you round ‘ere today, we wasn’t expecting you. Your muvver’s next door, but’ll be back in a jif,’

‘I thought to call round as I have not been to see you lately. You and Mother really must subscribe to the telephone service; it makes life so much easier. I would not be without a telephone now.’

Ha! Now don’t go an give yer muvver no grand ideas abaht’ phones. She’s been acting the lady ever since we moved ‘ere. Off to town to some exhibition yesterday, and last week to that ideal ‘ome thing that’s on. 

‘How is Mother?’ asked Agnes. ‘And you? How are you?’ 

'Nuffin to complain of girl, aside me eyes. Can’t focus like I could, and so me clock repairs are going out the door.’

'Oh, while I think of it, you no longer use that oil heater, do you Father?’

‘Nah, got shot of it. Your muvver can’t stand the smell, and when they put up the price of paraffin to two bob, I says, nah, sell it. We’ve sold lots of stuff from the ‘ouse since you saw us last.’

‘Good, they are exceedingly dangerous. Ah, here is Mother coming in.’

The front door was still ajar and Mary entered. She was short like her daughter, plump and well-rounded and this morning, wrapped against the chill March wind in a vast shawl that gave her the appearance of a pudding ready for boiling. She pushed open the door and was also surprised to see her daughter. She asked if anything was wrong.

‘No, just attending my filial duties and visiting you both,’ said Agnes, giving her mother an air-kiss and a loose hug. ‘Father tells me you have been busy this week.’

‘Oh, yes love. I was next door telling Dora Puttock about my week and she wished she had come with me like I asked her to. Wednesday, I went to the Ideal Homes Exhibition, and oh, Agnes what lovely things they have for the home, I was quite taken. I told your Father, I told him about the new kitchen things, but you weren’t interested, were you love? And then dear, I went on Wednesday to an interesting display of art and craft at that big museum, the Victoria and our Bert. All the stuff made by women; embroidery, quilting, knitwear — all sorts and beautiful, all of it.’

‘It is called the Victoria and Albert, Mother,’ said Agnes smiling, ‘I should have liked that myself. Is it still on?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, but I think I have the brochure.’ She walked over and hunted a few moments through a vast handbag. ‘No, sorry dear.’

‘Never mind, I will find out. Father says you have been selling things. What have you sold?’

'Oh, lots dear, but come and sit down. Harry, go and make us a brew, there’s a love.’

Mary, pulled off her shawl and then lowered herself on to the sofa and patted the seat next to her. Agnes took off her coat and joined her mother. She asked again what they had sold. 

‘Oh, lots dear,’ said her mother. ‘As I said. We got our furniture out of that storage room that kind George let us use at your Duncan Court and Mr. Spratt helped us with his van to take it to Grimsby’s auctions.’

'George never mentioned this to me, when did all this happen?’

‘About a week ago. We thought we had better clear the stuff we stored from the old house before we wore out our welcome. I told George not to bother you as I know you have enough on your plate.’

'There is always room on my plate for the sauce, Mother. I like these details and to know what is happening. I only hope you got a good price at Grimsby’s, that’s all.’

‘Your Father thought so. Do you remember that old heavy dresser we used to block off the door we never used? The man at Grimsby’s said it was made of rosewood and worth ten pounds. Well, it went for fifteen and we are well pleased with that. Adding it all up we made more than fifty pounds.’

‘An Muvver is working frough it,’ said Harry, coming in with a milk bottle that he placed on the table, ‘she’s been spending big, ain’t that true Mum?’

‘Oh, just here and there dear, on things we need. I have a new sofa on order as this one is too big and heavy. It just don’t suit the room.’

‘Yes, I am pleased that you realise that this is a modern style house that calls for small and lighter furniture... And I see you have a new picture up on the wall. Bought that, did you?’

'That picture I bought during the week; do you like it? It is an excellent and good print, the man told me; from an individual oil painting, and don’t those flowers in the vase look real?’

Agnes thought the picture tacky and cheap but didn’t say so. She felt that she had missed out on the final say on the disposal of their old furniture from when they moved from Shadwell Street; it is not that she wanted the furniture — all of it heavy and dated, but Agnes just liked being involved in such matters. She suddenly recalled an old painting, a painting done in oils years ago that had hung in their old house which her father had considered selling once. She asked what had become of it.

‘Oh, you mean the county view pitcha!’ said Harry. ‘I still got it in the shed. I’m thinking of trying again to sell the thing and to try a few different shops this time. Five nicker was ‘wot was offered to me last time, an’ I think I could get double at least.’

Agnes stood up and scowled. ‘Make sure you get that picture properly valued, Father. Huh, these back-street shops will cheat as soon as look at you. Take it up to a proper dealer in fine art and obtain a credible valuation. Don’t take the first price they offer either.’

‘Leave it wiv’ me girl, will do that. Sounds good sense. Agee has her ‘ead screwed on tight, 'asn’t she Muvver?’

‘A clever girl is our Agnes, an’ no mistake there,’ said Mary, smiling up at Agnes. ‘You have done very well and we are proud of you; studying for your law an’ all that. And how is your German friend, Ingrid? You never mention her unless we ask.’

‘Her name Mother, as I have told you countless times, is Inga; and she is Danish, not German.’

‘Oh, yes love you, sorry Agnes,’ said her mother, tittering, ‘I always forget. Foreigners, you see, are all alike to us if they speak different.’

‘They are all alike and speak different,’ mused Agnes, ‘that makes no sense at all.’ She looked at her watch and said that her visit would be a short one because she has caught them on the hop.

‘Don’t you fret love, we have plenty in for a spot of dinner,’ said her mother, ‘meat pie we had last night and there is some left over in the larder I can warm up.’

‘Well, all right a small amount, now my breakfast has gone down. Tell me, have you heard from Aunt Berry?’

Agnes’s aunt and Mary’s sister, Beatrice Renshaw, or Aunt Berry, bereaved the previous year of her husband, had at last come into her inheritance. The delay in receiving the money was partly caused by confusion arising from Aunt Berry insisting that she had a next of kin called Joey. This had come about owing to Agnes, on her aunt’s behalf, making another false application on the council house application form for two people requiring a council flat and not one: Joey, being in fact, Aunt Berry’s budgerigar. “Bless his little heart he is a real person to me,” whimpered Berry, when the matter was discussed with the probate lawyer. But, the wheels of the law were set in motion, and over twelve months had elapsed before the lawyer was satisfied that no person, no next of kin with the name Joey existed, and only a budgie carried that title. Berry at last came into her inheritance that included the proceeds from a long-lost savings account. The passbook for which was discovered by Inga hidden in the headboard of the bed when Berry’s furniture was moved to her new address. The money turned out to be a good amount. Enough for a decent holiday, but not enough to enable Berry to move from her flat at the end of a draughty rubbish-strewn balcony in Ebenezer House. Berry decided that she would immediately take a Scottish holiday despite it being early spring, and that a luxury hotel beside Loch Ness would be for her, a dream come true. 

Mary gave Agnes a confidential look. That is, she placed her finger over her lips to denote silence and giving a sly wink confirming the same, told her daughter in a lowered voice so that the inquisitive Mrs. Puttock could hear through the wall by means of a glass; that her sister had met a man!

‘A man! Whom?’ asked Agnes in astonishment.

‘Shhh! not so loud. Yes, a man. Archie is his name. Look, I’ll show you Berry’s card. I can’t wait to meet him.’ Mary rose stiffly and went over to the table. She shifted through a pile of papers, and returned with a postcard that she handed to Agnes. The postcard depicted a view of Loch Ness and a hotel perched on an adjacent hill; it was dated early March and Agnes read...

“Dear Mary,

I got here at last after a long train trip in the sleeper car. I am wearing that blue outfit you helped me get. Lovely hotel and dinners and I have been out walking and had a ride in a motor-bus to Fort William one day and saw the museum. Weather cold and wet days but not always. I must tell you this. I met a wonderful man who is staying at the hotel. Archie is his name and he comes from London like me. We go for walks and he says he wants to meet me when the holiday is over. No space for more. Tell you later all about it. Love to you and Harry and Agnes. Berry.”

‘Hmmm!’ said Agnes, turning over the card to look once more at the picture. ‘Hmmm, I really don’t know what to say.’

‘Well, I think it's lovely that Berry has found someone. I know it is not long since she lost Uncle Fred but I know she feels lonely, just her and that budgie, and it’s funny you know Agnes, but despite there being all those people living in them flats, no one seems to talk like they used to in my day. A row of houses in a street seems friendlier than a row of flats on a balcony. People don’t come over for a chat like they used to. Berry misses that.’

Agnes agreed that a house, any house, even her parent’s council maisonette was preferable to a flat in Ebenezer House. But her aunt was effectively poverty-trapped like so many into renting a home from the council. At least Berry had a reasonably large flat and not a squalid little one-room dive that was usually to lot for single renters. Now that Berry had a little more money at her disposal, she could at least take a holiday unlike many people in her situation. For them, every penny was spent on essentials with nothing left over to fritter away on excursions from home. 

Agnes, in her mind’s eye, pictured her aunt in ‘her blue outfit.’ That is an outfit consisting of a woollen blue coat, and matching blue hat, blue shoes, and a matching blue handbag; all chosen with the help of Mary. Her sister also supervised the perming of Berry’s hair and the application of a subtle tinting to her curly mantle producing a deep shade of chestnut brown. Berry’s appearance, in short, was transformed to the extent that when she stepped aboard the train at King’s Cross station, the station porter taking her luggage, gave her a bow, thinking perhaps Berry to be an itinerant dowager and one bestowing valuable tips. 

Mary left Agnes pondering over her aunt and the gentleman to whom she seemed attached, and went into the kitchen to warm up the pie for dinner. Mary, to Agnes’s annoyance, always referred to a meal eaten mid-day as dinner and not lunch, and then she compounded that error by calling dessert, pudding, regardless of what came out the kitchen. Agnes was about to re-educate her mother on these important points when her father came in with the picture they discussed earlier.

‘Ere it is girl,’ said Harry, plonking down a brown paper wrapped parcel and dusting off a running spider, ‘the country view pitcher: guess I shouldn’t keep it in the shed, damp out there.’

‘Indeed, you should not, Father,’ replied Agnes. ‘Under the bed is better if you really have nowhere else to store it. Let’s see what state it is in.’

Harry tore off the wrappings and placed the picture against the table leg. ‘There, not bad, no damage. Dark though, ain’t it?’

‘That is years of smoke,’ said Agnes, ‘tobacco and coal fire smoke. A professional cleaner can get all that off for you... And I don’t mean one of your mates using a mop and bucket.’

‘Don’t you worry girl. I’ll take it in next week. I knows of a place as looks respectable and honest. I’ll ask ‘em for an estimate as to how much the pitcher is worth. Here, your mother’s calling grubs up. Come along and sit, I’m famished.’

Agnes shuddered slightly when her mother dished up the pie and scraped a large spoonful on to her plate. A pie made with meat of dubious origin but thought to be beef, and crowned with grey somewhat chewy pastry like congealed wallpaper paste. Still, she nobly waded through her dinner and even ate the tinned marrowfat peas that Mary had boiled until pale grey. Despite years of kitchen experience, Mary was not a good cook. Harry though, enjoyed every bite and accompanied the meal with half pint of pale ale. At the conclusion he sat back in his chair, burped, declared good health, and said the meal was fit for a trencherman. 

Agnes thanked her mother for her efforts and said she really must be off soon as she had revision to complete for her law examination.

‘Oh, yes dear. How is Mr. Clutterbuck from work, well, I hope?’

‘Ah, Clutterbuck, he’s all right, just the same, a pain but not such a piercing one as he was.’

‘Good dear, and that dear Mr. Artole who helps you and Ingrid so much. l do hope he is also well?’

‘Yes, yes, him also, and Jeremy Spode, Cynthia, are all in the peak of health; I will let you
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