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            Chapter One

         
   
         SUMMER VISITORS WERE beginning to come to the town, its beaches and shops and fairground a draw for families inland. The children gripping new, shiny tin buckets and spades heading for the beach seen only once a year, the youngest not quite sure what to expect, being given confusing descriptions by parents that made eyes shine with excitement.
         

         Parents were already looking weary as they carried heavy cases and baskets, looking up addresses on pieces of paper as they searched for their rooms. Some had dogs on leads and a few carried birds in cages as well as the luggage.

         Cecily and Ada had already been stopped twice by anxious fathers flagging down the car and asking for directions.

         ‘We’ll never get to the beach at this rate,’ Ada chuckled, driving around the corner and on to the road leading to the Pleasure Beach.

         Cecily and Ada ran a shop selling green groceries and fresh fish and in recent summers had increased their business by serving the shops and tea stalls on the popular holiday destination. It was Wednesday and a half day. When the shop closed at one o’clock, they headed for the beach to visit customers, some of whom had become friends.

         They parked the car then headed to find the green-painted stall to find Peter Marshall. He had seen them approaching and was pouring teas for them as they arrived. The sun had brought the crowds, locals as well as visitors, and Peter and his young assistant were kept busy. The sisters didn’t stay long. Promising to see him soon, they left to wander around to talk to other stall holders, take a few orders and leave lists of all they could supply.

         As they were leaving, Ada saw a dark, angry-looking man watching them and guided her sister in a different direction. Danny Preston was the last person Cecily needed to see.

         ‘Cecily!’ Danny shouted. His voice was powerful but the noise of children laughing, people on the fairground rides screaming and the loudspeaker warning people to behave drowned his voice. Ada hurried Cecily away. Danny had caused enough trouble with his jealous, possessive, tainted love for Cecily.
         

         Since their father had died and they had been able to run the shop as they chose, they had been helped by two friends. Waldo Watkins ran a large and successful grocery store on the main road; Bertie Richards was a successful businessman buying properties, some of which he rented, some he resold. Bertie and Beryl and Waldo and Melanie came every week to examine the accounts and order books to make sure everything was running smoothly.

         The following evening the four of them were due to visit once the shops closed and Cecily’s daughter Myfanwy waited impatiently for them to arrive. She watched as her mother and aunt dragged the boxes of meal and seed in from the porch, squeezing past them and looking up the hill for the first glimpse of Edwin.

         ‘Uncle Bertie and Auntie Beryl will bring Edwin, won’t they?’ she asked.

         ‘Of course they will. They wouldn’t miss a chance of you two spending an hour together.’

         ‘Can we go into the stables and play on the swing?’

         ‘No, dear. It’s better that you stay away until the building work is finished.’

         ‘That means forever! Why don’t you ask Willie to get on with it?’

         ‘There are other things to spend our money on. It’s sound enough for the shop van and the car to be garaged there, so there’s no hurry.’ The stable had suffered a fire, which although not serious had left the walls soot covered and made it an unsuitable place to use.

         When the five visitors had arrived and settled in the small room behind the shop, Myfanwy asked again, ‘Uncle Bertie, when will Mam repair the stable?’

         ‘No hurry, lovely girl. It isn’t needed now there are no more horses.’

         ‘But it’s a mess and I like to go there and play with the empty boxes, like I used to do when Grampa was here.’

         ‘Van,’ Ada said with a laugh, ‘that’s silly. It’s 1938 and you are fourteen years old! Grampa left us a long time ago.’

         ‘You do silly things sometimes. And I still miss Grampa, even if you don’t!’

         Cecily glanced at her daughter’s expression and could see that another argument was brewing.
         

         Ada gave a sigh. Everybody leaves us, she thought as Van left the room, banging the door behind her, Edwin following. ‘I don’t think our Van will stay once she’s old enough to move away.’

         ‘Of course she won’t leave. She’s difficult, I know, but she’ll grow out of it.’

         Ada ignored the interruption. ‘Our Mam running away with the coal man, Dadda dying in an accident, Gareth frightened away from marrying you by his mam, and my Phil in prison for burglaries….’

         ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, cheer up,’ Cecily said with a laugh. ‘We’ve still got Van and lots of good friends, especially dear Waldo and Melanie and Bertie and Beryl.’

         The men examined the accounts and the order book and nodded approval. ‘You are increasing your stock well,’ Bertie said, ‘but a lot of the things you hold are slow sellers. Are you sure you want to continue to sell these odd spices and things used only by one or two local cafes and boarding houses?’

         Ada nodded. ‘We believe that if they ask and we can’t help them, they’ll go somewhere else and probably buy other things there too. So we try not to say no.’

         Cecily added, ‘If it’s something we don’t have, we promise it for later that day and Willie, our wonderful stable boy, goes to get some. The time he spends isn’t wasted if it keeps a customer we might otherwise lose.’

         The two men nodded approval.

         ‘About the stable,’ Bertie said as they were collecting their coats. ‘It might be a good idea to get the place repaired properly and perhaps use it for storage. The fire didn’t cause great damage – the shelves are gone and the floor between the stable and the loft above is gone but the rest is no worse than smoke-blackened wood.’

         ‘But we don’t need more storage. We have the back room next to the kitchen and that’s plenty.’

         ‘For the moment,’ Waldo added, looking seriously at Bertie.

         ‘We’re thinking that if there’s a war, you might be glad of extra space – perhaps bulk buying so you have a start if things get scarce.’

         ‘But there’s a risk of mice and rats if we store food, and also burglaries, if food gets scarce.’

         Ada’s face stiffened with distress. ‘It’s all right, my Phil is in prison – he won’t be a danger.’

         ‘Oh, Ada, we weren’t talking about Phil! He’ll never do anything like that again.’
         

         ‘And Myfanwy has learnt her lesson about allowing strangers to sleep there,’ Cecily said hastily, to overcome the embarrassment.

         Van had taken pity on two homeless people. They sang on the streets and had been thrown out of room after room. She had found them in the lane cuddled up together under a piece of tarpaulin surrounded by the bags and blankets that were all they owned. The skinny, crippled old man called Horse and his wife – named Honoria but simply called Wife – had to resort to sleeping in barns and even shop doorways, so Van had unlocked the stable door each night and allowed them to sleep there. One night, feeling confident that they wouldn’t be discovered, they lit a small fire, luxuriating in the glow and the warmth. Then, becoming more brave, they cooked some sausages on a small paraffin stove. Full, warm and sleepy, they dozed off and as they slept the stove was kicked over and set fire to the boxes and papers that were carelessly stored there.

         Gareth Price-Jones, who had once been engaged to marry Cecily, had been out on a midnight stroll to avoid another confrontation with his difficult mother when he saw the smoke. He and Willie, the sisters’ delivery man, got the old couple out, shocked but unharmed, before the firemen arrived.

         They spent a few days in hospital where they were cleaned up and fed, then a room had been found for them. Two weeks later they had vacated the room, scared of not earning enough to pay the rent, and were now back on the streets holding out a tin for coins.

         Edwin and Van were sad that their idea of helping had ended so badly, wishing Horse and his wife hadn’t been discovered and had enjoyed the shelter for many months more. For Edwin the plan had been kindly meant but for Van it was the pleasure of outwitting her mother that gave the plan its appeal.

         Since she had learned that her Auntie Cecily, was in fact her mother, her anger against Cecily hadn’t eased. She dreamed of a revenge that was at that moment vague, knowing that one day an idea would come and her mother would know she had been the instigator. Sitting in the kitchen playing with the two cats, she and Edwin moaned as usual when told it was time for the visitors to leave.

         Goodbyes were said, promises to meet were arranged and the visitors departed.

         
         

         
              

         

         It was Saturday evening and the shop was closed for the day. Cecily and Ada were scrubbing the counters and putting the rubbish ready for Willie to take away. The fresh fish that hadn’t sold they would cook for their supper, the few less-than-perfect apples and pears and bananas put in a box for children to help themselves. They didn’t talk much, both wrapped up in thoughts of their future.

         Ada wondered if today might be the day Phil changed his mind and allowed her to visit him. She desperately wanted to see him and assure him she would be waiting when his sentence ended. So far only his mother had seen him and she brought back little news of him. There was a letter on the shop counter, one of the many Ada had written but to which she received no reply. She would post it and hope it would be the one that finally broke down his resolve.

         Even though it was mid-summer, the day was dark with rain threatening, making the shop, with its door blind down, seem even more gloomy.

         Cecily became aware of voices and saw that outside there was a group of people talking in subdued voices. That the people outside were talking about them was in no doubt as they glanced frequently in their direction and at times spoke behind their hands.

         ‘I wonder whether it’s your affair with Danny or my criminal husband Phil?’ Ada whispered with a sigh. ‘We certainly give them plenty to talk about, don’t we? You seeing Danny Preston, even though he’s married to Jessie, and my Phil convicted of burglaries.’

         There was a quiet tap on the door as the rest of the group walked away. It was Gareth’s mother, Mrs Price-Jones. Cecily opened the door and the woman pushed her way in.

         ‘Mrs Price-Jones. Sorry but we’re closed,’ Cecily said, beginning to guide the woman back out of the shop.

         ‘I just called to say I’m sorry about your Phil attacking a prison guard,’ she said, addressing the words to Ada, who stared in shock at the news she was hearing for the first time. ‘Lose any chance of getting out early now, won’t he?’

         ‘Phil, yes, he’s so unhappy and I think anger against himself flares sometimes and he loses his temper.’ She prevaricated a bit more, hoping the information matched the story Mrs Price-Jones was so gleefully passing on. Why hadn’t her mother-in-law told her what had happened? She learned very little after Mrs Spencer visited Phil; she seemed to pretend he was ill and she had visited him in hospital, not the prison where he was serving a sentence for burglaries and assault. Anger towards her mother-in-law flashed and was gone. She couldn’t blame the poor lady for the way she dealt with the disgrace and anxiety of her son’s imprisonment.
         

         Mrs Price-Jones obviously wanted to say more but Cecily firmly led her to the door. ‘How is Gareth? she asked politely. ‘We don’t see him so much these days.’

         ‘Gareth is fine. Happy and content with his business and meeting friends now and then.’

         ‘Yes, a barber is a steady job, isn’t it?’

         ‘More than a job! My Gareth has a high-class business.’

         Cecily smiled as she closed the door behind her. ‘I was sorry when my wedding to her son was stopped but imagine having her for a mother-in-law. We’d have had to leave the country or kill her!’ She chattered for a while, giving time for Ada to recover from what had been a shock, then asked, ‘Did you know about this?’ Then, as Ada didn’t reply, she saw the look on her face and said, ‘You hadn’t been told, had you? If Mrs Price-Jones and her cronies know, your mother in-law must. So why hasn’t she told you?’

         ‘She hardly says a word about Phil. When she’s been to see him, she answers questions vaguely telling me nothing except that he’s well and hopes I’ll be there when he comes home. Assures me that he loves me.’

         ‘You must ask her about this. What if she doesn’t know? Is there any way others could find out? Do we know anyone with a relative in the same prison?’
         

         Myfanwy burst into the shop and nodded to her Aunt Ada and ignored her mother and went straight upstairs to her bedroom to change out of her tennis clothes.

         The sisters finished cleaning and went to check on the casserole simmering in the oven. When the food was on the table, Cecily called her daughter, who came down and at once said, ‘What were you talking about that I can’t hear? The minute I come in you two go quiet. I’m not a child and I don’t like being treated like one!’

         Cecily sighed. Van only opened her mouth to complain these days.

         ‘Nothing to interest you, Van, lovey.’

         Ada disagreed. ‘We’ve just heard that your Uncle Phil is in trouble again. I don’t know the details but if the gossip is correct, he was fighting and hurt a prison guard.’

         ‘Delaying his release, is he? He must dread coming home, to face you and all the disapproval.’
         

         ‘Van! What rubbish you talk! Of course he wants to get home. Longing to be back with your Auntie Ada where he belongs.’

         Van shrugged. ‘Auntie Dorothy thinks that he’ll do something every time he gets close to … parole is it called? Early release he dreads and he’ll do something to stop it.’

         ‘Dorothy told you? You knew about this and didn’t tell me?’ Ada was upset.

         Van shrugged. ‘You never talk to me. How could I know you hadn’t been told?’

         ‘Your Auntie Dorothy is a wicked and very unkind person and I wish you wouldn’t listen to her lies. She makes up facts and persuades others she knows more than everyone else.’

         ‘She doesn’t stop talking when I appear,’ Van said defiantly, ‘and secrets are no better than lying. My own mother knows about that! Pretending to be a friend of my mother all these years.’

         Cecily tried to interrupt but Van went on, ‘And Auntie Dorothy wasn’t lying, it’s true. Uncle Phil is a criminal and he did hurt one of the guards.’

         Cecily rarely lost her temper with her difficult daughter, hoping that with tolerance on her part Van would outgrow her anger towards her, but now she stood up, dragged Van from her chair and pushed her to the door. ‘Go to your room and don’t come down until you’re ready to apologize to Auntie Ada. She doesn’t deserve your wicked, ill-informed opinions.’ She hadn’t raised her voice but her handling of Van was rough as she pushed her towards the stairs. She went back into the room, covered her face with her hands and fought against the sobs that threatened to tear her apart.

         ‘You shouldn’t have treated her like that,’ Ada said sadly. ‘These are my battles and it doesn’t help me if they cause other battles between you and Van.’

         ‘Go and see Mrs Spencer. If it’s true we’ll deal with it, both of us, but if it’s lies, I’ll make sure everyone knows the lies were created by Mrs Price-Jones – encouraged, no doubt, by our sister-in-law Dorothy.’

         Ada shook her head. ‘I can’t face her now. I need to calm myself or I might upset her by insisting she tells me what’s going on. Wednesday, I’ll go Wednesday.’ She picked up the evening paper lying unread and turning to the relevant page said, ‘Let’s go to the pictures. Better than sitting here waiting for that stubborn daughter of yours to apologize.’

         You’re right, we’ll be waiting forever.’
         

         Ada called up the stairs and Van came down after a lot of coaxing, red-eyed and subdued, and held a hand of each sister as they walked to the picture house.

         
             

         

         Wednesday was half-day closing but Cecily and Ada had nothing planned. Nothing more had been said about Ada talking to her mother-in-law about Phil’s attack on a guard. She had visited each lunchtime as usual, hoping to be told, but Mrs Spencer said nothing. So after closing the shop and eating a simple meal they went together to the cottage where Ada had lived with Phil and his mother until his imprisonment, after which Mrs Spencer had asked her to return to the shop and leave her alone. It was how she coped best, she assured a disappointed Ada.

         Cecily didn’t go into the cottage but walked a little further to call on Willie’s wife and children. Willie had worked for them since he was fourteen years old and was an invaluable help. He had married Annette, the daughter of Cecily and Ada’s widowed sister-in-law Dorothy, and worked for them in any capacity in which he was needed. He was also building a reputation for making quality furniture. He was partnered by Danny, once Cecily’s fiancé but a man whose jealousy had ruined their lives. Danny lived near Willie and Annette but Cecily avoided looking in the direction of his house.

         While Ada went into the Spencers’ cottage, Cecily stayed with Annette, admired the children, drank tea, then wandered back. Ada was still inside, the door was firmly closed and, unwilling to interrupt what she hoped was a valuable, open discussion, she wandered around the small, colourful garden.

         Almost hidden by climbing flowers and shrubs, she saw the workshop where Phil had carried out his printing business. The door was locked but the key hung outside and, idly curious, she went inside. Everything was neatly arrayed even though the police had searched the place for stolen items he hadn’t yet managed to sell. Mrs Spencer’s work no doubt. She was a person who loved to have everything neat and tidy, straightening things, even when there was no real need. The tools and machines were clean and there were no oddments of paper, no cleaning cloths as there would have been when Phil worked there. The windows were shining; any cobwebs had been brushed away. Cecily felt sad looking at the abandoned room and wondered if it would ever resound to the noise of the machines again.

         She went out into the garden but there was still no sign of Ada and the door remained closed. After overnight rain, the clouds were still low and the air was chilly. She stepped back into the workshop and picked up one of Phil’s order books. She saw their name in there, Owen’s Grocery and Fresh Fish Shop. It was an order for letterheads and leaflets to distribute around the stall holders and cafes near the Pleasure Beach.
         

         There was a page in the book she was idly examining and it was smudged and difficult to read. She put on the electric light and noticed that the bulb cable didn’t hang straight. Mrs Spencer couldn’t have noticed that, she smiled to herself, or it would have been straightened. Or perhaps she couldn’t reach and had no one to ask for help. She knew nothing about electricity, the cottage was still lit by gas light, but it wouldn’t hurt to take a look in case it was just something in the way.

         She climbed up onto the bench and stared at the ceiling rose, afraid to touch, then she saw something glinting between the rose and the ceiling. She moved the light bulb holder on its cable a little to one side and the object became clearly visible. It was a small earring. With a pencil she eased it out and then realized there was more.

         She stepped down, frightened by the implications of what she had seen and waited for Ada. When her sister came out with her tearful mother-in-law, Cecily refused tea and pulled her sister away. ‘What’s the hurry?’ Ada demanded. ‘And don’t you want to hear about Phil?’

         ‘Of course I want to hear about Phil, but Ada, I’ve found some jewellery. Remember there were two offences to which Phil refused to plead guilty? Two robberies that he insisted he didn’t do?’

         ‘Yes, one of them our friends, Bertie and Beryl. I knew he wouldn’t have stolen from them.’

         ‘The other was Waldo and Melanie.’

         ‘So?’

         ‘I sheltered from the cold in Phil’s workroom and, I’m so sorry, Ada, love, but I think I’ve found the items that were stolen.’

         ‘Nonsense! Phil wouldn’t have taken anything from our friends. And the police searched the place. If they were there they would have been found. Someone must have put them there! Someone wanting to add to his sentence.’

         When Ada had calmed down, they went back to the garden and, making sure Mrs Spencer was in the kitchen at the back of the house, slipped into the workshop. Together they eased out the jewellery that had been carefully and successfully hidden in a cavity in the ceiling behind the light fitting and spread it on the work table. There was no doubt who the pieces belonged to; they each recognized several.
         

         ‘What do we do now?’ Ada whispered. ‘I can’t give it to the police. It would mean another trial and another sentence. I couldn’t cope with any more. I want him home.’

         ‘Hide it again, but not in here. Then we’ll think carefully about the best way of helping Phil.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Ada sobbed.

         They took the jewellery home and found a place for it in the heavy old wardrobe in the room that had once been their parents’ and sat in silence, each wondering about the best way of dealing with the discovery. Days passed and the problem seemed insoluble. They couldn’t give it back to Beryl and Melanie without an explanation that they didn’t want to give, and it seemed that every time they passed the bedroom door there were vibrations of disapproval coming from the large, old wardrobe.

         The following Sunday, they went to the beach to try to forget the situation, even if it was only for a short time. The weather had improved and the sun shone bright and strong as they set off.

         The smell of hot, damp sand met their nostrils as they stepped from the car. They chose to ignore the whispered comments and mumblings from people who recognized them but were well aware of the latest gossip they had engendered. The summer of 1938 had been good so far, rainy days and dark clouds quickly forgotten, rumours of imminent war ignored, as memories were being made of this wonderful summer.

         Cecily smiled as she took off her lightweight coat. ‘It’s a hot one. There’ll be more in the sea than on the prom today.’ She picked up the basket, which contained Van’s bathing costume, their sun hats and an inflatable beach ball.

         ‘I wish we’d brought our bathers,’ Ada sighed. ‘Lovely it would be to sink into the waves.’

         ‘Buy one,’ said Van. ‘It’s years since you two went into the tide.’

         Above the sound of cars pulling into the car park, they could hear the whirring and clacking and whistling of the dozens of rides in the amusement park. Above the trees shielding the cars from the road, the top of the figure eight could be seen, the carriages pausing at the highest point before swooping down leaving the screams of its passengers in its wake.

         ‘Remember how we used to love that?’ Cecily said.

         ‘Yes, but the fun was not the ride but the excuse to cling to the boys,’ Ada said with a laugh.

         ‘I think that sort of thing is childish,’ Van said, slamming the car boot for emphasis. ‘I can’t understand how people can go on it and make such an exhibition of themselves.’
         

         Ada shrugged. ‘That’s young people for you. Fourteen and already too old for fun.’

         ‘Nineteen thirty-eight isn’t fun though, is it?’ Cecily said as they walked towards the sand. ‘Everyone’s anxious about the future. Things were more relaxed when we were your age, Van.’

         ‘D’you realize how old we sound?’ Ada exclaimed when they were waiting to cross the road. ‘Talking like two old women we are and us not far past thirty.’

         ‘Most are married and settled with children an’ all,’ Van said critically. ‘Missed the boat you two did, for sure, and that’s why the past sounds so good – there was still hope for you then.’

         The sisters stared at her in surprise.

         ‘I was talking to Edwin about it yesterday,’ Van went on. ‘He thinks that only unhappy people look back and say everything was better then.’

         ‘Oh, he does, does he?’ Cecily looked at her daughter, an eyebrow quirked questioningly. ‘And what else did he say about us?’

         ‘He says he loves you both but you aren’t fun any more.’

         Crossing the busy road a reply was delayed, then, as they reached the wide pavement and the start of the stalls and shops, Peter Marshall called and waved. He had been waiting for them.

         Peter had been a friend since they had first visited the traders to persuade them to buy from their shop, promising good prices and reliable service. He had been one of the first to become a customer and remained a friend.

         ‘Peter, love.’ Cecily smiled a greeting and asked, ‘Where can we buy bathers? Ada and I want to go into the sea.’

         They chose simple identical costumes in red and bought white head-hugging caps to protect their hair. Walking through the established groups on the hot sand, they found a place where they could spread out their belongings and take possession for a few hours.

         ‘You’ll need this.’ Peter handed them a large towel and looked studiously at his book while the three of them took turns doing contortions under the towel, to emerge ready for the sea. He slipped off his shirt and trousers to reveal his woollen bathers of dark blue tied with a white cord.

         Seeing him as an elderly man possibly a little overweight, Cecily was surprised to see how lean and fit he looked. His body was nothing like his rather fleshy face but strong and surprisingly youthful. She felt shy taking his hand as they ran between the scattering of people towards the distant sea. Peter looked back and offered his other hand to Van.
         

         ‘Come on, Ada,’ he called. ‘Last one in is a cissy!’ He laughed and the mood was set for a happy afternoon.

         Used to seeing Peter either in overalls as he worked in his garage or in a neat suit with a shirt and tie, Cecily hadn’t thought of him as anything else but a middle-aged man who spent most of his time in an office chair. A lovely, kindly man, a devoted friend but older than the rest of their friends. Now she saw a man who, although in his early fifties, was still young enough to enjoy a day out. She laughed then, beginning to see the day as one they would remember with pleasure.

         They ran, stumbling on occasions as they wove in and out of families and their clutter. Strings of donkeys strolled across and barred their way, old men wandered aimlessly, selling balloons and flags, young men played football and were being shouted at by pot-bellied sunbathers. Then they were on the wet sand chasing the tide, which was as far out as it would go.

         The air was cooler and they were glad to increase their speed to stay warm. The sand was a complicated pattern of ripples, hard ridges where water, warmed by the sun, was trapped, a treat for their feet. The subdued roar of people behind them faded to a hum as their feet touched the foaming surf. All this Cecily noticed as though for the first time. It was so long since they had enjoyed a day of simple pleasures like this.

         Peter released their hands and, after running as far as he could, he threw himself into the frothy white waves. He surfaced and looked back for them. Van was the next to swim out to where he was treading water and jeering at the sisters’ hesitation. He and Van coaxed and teased and laughed together until Cecily and Ada sank with gasps of shock under the clear water.

         Then they swam and raced, disappearing underwater to appear alongside unexpectedly, splashing each other like children.

         ‘Why haven’t we done this before?’ Ada gasped. ‘I’d forgotten what fun it is.’

         ‘Make sure you do it again, soon,’ Peter advised.

         Peter took charge of that afternoon in July 1938. He organized a ball game after the swim, insisting it was important to get thoroughly warmed before getting dressed. They took turns to squirm about under the large towel to dress themselves, then, while they were combing their hair, he said, ‘I own part shares in the Golden Schooner. We’ll eat there.’
         

         Van was right about Ada and me, Cecily thought as they packed the wet clothes. Since the court appearance, she and Ada had built a wall around themselves and were crouching behind it, afraid of allowing anyone inside for fear of being hurt. Fun had been firmly locked out.

         Such troubled lives they had led. First their mother leaving them, then their father being killed in an accident on a grain ship, then her planned marriage to Gareth Price-Jones cancelled when Dorothy had revealed that she was in fact Myfanwy’s mother. She knew the fault was hers in that instance. She should have told Van long before but she had been afraid of upsetting her – although finding out like she had was far, far worse.

         And Ada’s marriage to Phil, which had been so happy until he had been caught with the proceeds of a robbery, and through it all there was Danny Preston and their on-off love affair ruined by his unreasonable jealousy.

         Peter had come into their lives soon after the death of their father when they were just starting to build up the business and coping with their grief and the troubles that followed. He was the understanding, uncritical, reliable friend they had needed.

         Phil’s arrest was a humiliation for both Ada and Cecily, less so for herself but an extra agony all the same, to be endured while people gleefully spoke of them as the ugly sisters – the ugliness not a factual description, more an opinion of their unsavoury characters.

         During Phil’s trial, Cecily and Ada had seen him shrink from the lively, optimistic, lighthearted man into a shell of skin and bone. The colour went from his cheeks and the laughter drained from his eyes. His appearance altered as the trial continued until, at the end, where he was given a custodial sentence, he was an old man without a sign of the fun-loving, cheeky character Ada had married.

         He had remained unmoved and apparently unaware as his counsel asked that ninety-eight cases be taken into account. It had been explained to him that it was wiser to face them all now, rather than come out of prison and face another trial and sentence if further evidence had come to light. Two charges he had denied.

         Ada had comforted her mother-in-law, who refused to believe it, even when Phil himself told her it was true. She was particularly shocked at the stories of violence against three people who had caught him on their premises and had suffered injuries as he made his escape.

         Bringing her mind back to the present on the summer beach, feeling the warmth of the sun, hearing the laughter of children, she smiled at her sister encouragingly as though she had shared her melancholy thoughts.
         

         Van was in front walking with Peter as they made their way up to the restaurant on a rocky headland where windows looked out over the sea. They ate crab salad and fresh fruit and drank a bottle of wine, which, as they rarely drank, made both girls a little sleepy. Van, to her chagrin, was given lemonade.

         ‘I feel as if we’ve had a holiday,’ Ada said, lazily stretching. ‘Thank you, Peter, for a lovely day.’

         ‘Perfect,’ Cecily agreed. She looked at her daughter. ‘Don’t you agree, Van, lovey?’

         ‘Yes. It’s the sort of day my friends have often.’ The censure in her voice was the only cloud.

         Peter walked them back to the car as families were packing up to go home. The donkeys were gathered ready to be taken back to their field and an evening meal. Shutters were going up on stalls on the sand and the balloon seller had fallen asleep against a wall. The midget cars were still doing a good trade and the shops selling fish and chips had queues outside as hunger drove the people from the beach.

         Cecily looked back as she drove away from the car park to see Peter still waving. He appeared to her then to be a lonely figure, standing in the lengthening shadow of the trees. She turned the car in a circle and called to him, ‘Come for lunch on Sunday?’ He happily agreed.

         ‘He loves you too,’ Van sulked. ‘There’s Danny, Gareth, Peter and my father. They all love you and you still aren’t married.’
         

         ‘Hush, girl,’ Ada admonished.

         
             

         

         Since parting from his wife in 1935, Danny Preston had continued to live in the house next to Gladys Davies, near Willie and Annette. Although he hadn’t wanted a child, knowing he had a daughter, now almost three, distressed him dreadfully. He had tried repeatedly to see her but Jessie’s mother refused to let him in.

         ‘The divorce agreement doesn’t include you seeing little Danielle,’ the sharp-faced woman insisted. ‘Go away or I’ll call the police.’

         ‘But she’s my daughter.’

         ‘You’ve never behaved like a husband so how can you know how to be a father?’

         ‘I pay for her, don’t I? And generously too. More than the courts decided was fair.’ He often resorted to anger in the hope he could bully her into letting him spend some time with his child but it never worked.
         

         ‘In fact,’ he admitted to Willie, ‘I think it only makes her more determined to keep me away.’

         ‘Give it time, Danny. Jessie might relent as Danielle grows up. At least paying as you promised you’ll keep some sort of contact.’

         ‘Unless Jessie marries again.’

         ‘Plenty of time to worry about that when there’s cause. No hint of another man so far.’ Willie put down the heavy plane he was using and patted Danny’s shoulder. ‘Come and have a cup of tea with Annette, then we’ll try this new window for size.’

         Danny was a postman and Willie still worked at Owen’s shop, but with Annette dealing with the office work, their own business was flourishing. Both men worked well with their hands and could tackle every aspect of house repairs. When they weren’t working on the pieces of furniture for which they had a steady list of customers, they were kept busy with small repairs. They filled every moment and apart from the hours spent in his room, where he felt the loneliness of his bachelor existence, Danny was as content as Willie.

         He put down his tools and followed Willie to where Annette was making bread. She put it to rise near the fireplace and smiled a welcome. Her plump arms were floury and there were smears of flour on her rosy cheeks. Willie felt a lump in his throat as he looked at her from the doorway. She made him so utterly happy. He still marvelled at his good fortune.

         Her eyes and nose wrinkled as she blew him a kiss. ‘Ready for a cuppa, are you, boys?’ She gestured to the black, highly polished oven range, where a white tea towel covered some freshly baked Welsh cakes. ‘Saw you coming so the tea’s ready to pour – help yourselves.’

         ‘Thanks, love,’ Willie said, reaching for the plate.

         ‘Welsh cake for Victor?’ a small voice asked.

         ‘Hello, Niblo.’ Danny smiled as Willie picked up his son, asked if he’d been good and rewarded him with a cake.

         When tea was poured and the two men were sitting one on each side of the oven range – ‘Like Toby jugs,’ Annette often said – Willie made an announcement.

         ‘We are all going on holiday,’ he said. He picked up Victor and, ignoring the butter which transferred itself from the boy’s hands to his own face and hair, went on, ‘All of us, Danny as well. What d’you think of that, then?’

         ‘A holiday?’ Annette frowned.
         

         ‘Yes, we’re all going to a place in west Wales, for a whole week. It’s a proper hotel near the beach where Victor can bathe every day and learn to swim.’

         ‘But are you sure? Will the sisters give you the time off? And will it be all right to leave the house for a week?’

         ‘Can I please have another Welsh cake?’ Victor asked.

         He was given another cake by Willie, who explained, ‘We’ve all worked hard these past years and I think it’s time we had a reward. Danny, you will come, won’t you? We’ll have a great time. I’ve already asked the sisters and they’ve agreed. All we have to do is pack the car and go.’

         ‘When?’ Annette asked. She looked around her urgently as if already deciding what to pack and what she must do before they left. ‘How soon will we be back home?’

         Willie and Danny laughed so loudly that Victor ran to his mother, startled by the sudden noise. ‘We’ll stay a whole week and the house will be here when we get back.’

         ‘Things are looking bleak,’ Willie said when he and Danny were back working on the replacement window. ‘All this talk of war. Damn me, we ought to get away and have some fun while we still can.’

         All through 1938 there had been regular war scares and the town was preparing for the worst. From lectures by the St John’s Ambulance and gas mask drill to discussions about insurance in case of bombing, all the talk was about the imminence of war against Germany.

         Back in May, war manoeuvres had taken place, with the army, navy and air force testing the strength of the town’s defences. Searchlights lit up the night skies, a hundred planes flew over, Avro Anson and Hawker fighters displaying their ability to defend the country from attack. And a thousand new planes had been ordered for the RAF. There were appeals for volunteers for the fire brigade, air raid wardens and ambulance drivers. Both men and women over forty were asked to come forward for training.

         ‘They say Hitler will attack as soon as he’s got the harvests in and that’s why I decided we should have a holiday; it might be our last chance for a year, or longer. The last one went on for four years, remember.’

         ‘I think you’re right,’ Danny said. ‘Who knows where we’ll all be this time next year.’

         That evening when Victor was sleeping, Annette began to write out a shopping list for the following day.

         ‘I’ll need a few more clothes for Victor,’ she said to Willie, ‘in case I can’t get any washed.’
         

         ‘Buy whatever you need.’ He leaned over the table, the first thing he had made, and squeezed her arm. ‘Annette, my lovely girl. We can afford it. Go on, treat yourself to something nice as well. Right?’

         She blushed, her eyes glowing in the low light in a way that made Willie’s heart lurch with happiness. ‘I’d better not buy a dress, Willie. It might not fit me for long.’ she added shyly. ‘We’re going to have another child. Isn’t that wonderful?’

         For an answer he picked her up and ran around the room with her in his arms. ‘My lovely, clever Annette,’ he said, then kissed her soundly.

         The following morning when her daily tasks were done and a stew was cooking on the hob, Annette set off, with Victor in his pushchair, to the shops. In the department store where her mother worked, she met Beryl and Bertie Richards. She had known them all her life and called them auntie and uncle.

         She knew how much Bertie had helped Willie when, as a young man without family to back him up, he had been in danger of drifting into a life without prospects or hope of making a place for himself. She had often tried to thank them and now, filled with the excitement of a new baby and the prospect of a first holiday away from home, she stopped them.

         ‘Hello, Auntie Beryl, Uncle Bertie. Are you busy for half an hour? Could you come and have a cup of tea with Victor and me?’

         Bertie frowned. ‘Nothing wrong, is there? You look a bit worried.’

         ‘I’m so happy I could burst!’ Annette laughed. ‘I would just like a chat, if you have time.’

         Annette waited until they were seated in a cafe and had been served with teacakes toasted and liberally spread with butter, and a pot of tea. She told them first about the new baby and the holiday then she became more serious.

         ‘I just wanted to tell you how much I appreciate the way you helped Willie, Uncle Bertie. He was only an errand boy for the sisters, not related in any way. Yet you helped, advised and set him on his way, showed him he could make something of himself. I’m so grateful and, well, I love you both.’ She smiled, feeling self-conscious now she had said her piece. It had sounded wrong, too formal. She was surprised to see how touched Bertie was by her words.

         ‘My dear girl,’ he said. ‘Helping Willie was the most worthwhile thing I ever did. And, d’you know, I didn’t do that much. He’d have grown up and away from the limitations of his childhood without any help from me, you can be sure of that. I can’t have you thinking I’m responsible for his success – it was all his own effort. Remarkable man, your William Morgan.’ He patted her head and Victor’s as though they were both children. ‘He’s a lucky one too.’
         

         ‘Why did you help him? What could you see in him that made you believe he was worth the helping?’

         ‘My dear, he was alone. His family had left him to shift for himself. I wanted to be sure he had a reason to get up in the mornings. And another thing. I’ve been very fortunate in this life. Very lucky. It isn’t a bad thing to pass on your luck, share it by helping someone else who needs a bit of a bunk up the ladder. And, before you say it, I’m not religious, trying to make my place in heaven! I just think it isn’t a bad thing to say thank you to life.’

         When they left the cafe, Annette kissed them both and went on her way, looking very thoughtful. She was carrying a parcel of new baby clothes which Beryl had insisted on buying. She was thinking about Bertie’s words and wondered whether his philosophy of helping someone to say thank you would work for her, too.

         She caught the bus but didn’t go home. Instead she headed for the beach. It was a pleasant day; a gentle breeze cooled the warmth of the sun and made walking from the bus to Foxhole Street a pleasure.

         Victor, having eaten more cake than the adults, dozed in the folding chair. Annette hummed as she walked, slightly nervously, to her intended encounter, with Bertie’s words running through her head. Repaying life for her good fortune. It was more sensible every time she repeated it.

         She knew where Jessie Preston lived, with her mother just a few doors away from where she had lived with Danny. Leaving the pushchair with its sleeping passenger at the gate, within sight, she knocked on the door.

         ‘Jessie,’ she said. ‘I want to talk to you. It’s about a holiday Willie is planning,’ she added hurriedly as the red-haired girl began to close the door. ‘It’s all paid, a little treat for you and Danielle. A week in west Wales, it’s near the beach. It sounds lovely. Will you come? I’ve taken the liberty of booking a room for you. It won’t cost you anything; accommodation and food, all paid. You can get there by train easily.’

         So far Jessie hadn’t said a word and Annette felt her words drying up.

         Still wearing a suspicious frown, Jessie opened the door wider and invited Annette in. Collecting the pushchair with its sleeping passenger, she stepped inside. Jessie’s daughter was sitting at a small desk, chalking on a framed slate. Annette smiled and was rewarded with a wave.
         

         ‘I can imagine what it’s like, back to sharing everything with your mam, no real home of your own, living through and through, with your mother making the decisions. I just thought you’d enjoy a week away, just you and Danielle. Here’s the address.’ She took out the card and waited while Jessie copied out the details.

         ‘You’re sure this isn’t some scheme of Danny’s?’

         ‘Danny knows nothing about this,’ Annette assured her, fingers crossed against the part truth.

         ‘All right. I’d be a fool not to, wouldn’t I?’ She sat on the edge of the table. She hadn’t invited Annette to sit. ‘You’re right, I do need to get away, be my own person for a little while. Thank you. Can I ask why? Sorry for me, are you?’

         ‘How could I be sorry for someone with such a beautiful daughter?’ She smiled at the dark-haired girl watching them solemnly. ‘I just think that when life is good to you – as it’s been to me – it’s nice to pass on some of your good fortune. But you won’t tell anyone, will you?’ She spoke earnestly. ‘I mean, passing on good luck isn’t so people will tell me how generous I am. People knowing would spoil it.’ She handed her a ten shilling note, part of the money Willie had given her to buy what she needed for the holiday. ‘This is for the train fare.’

         Victor began to rouse and Annette wanted him out of there. She promised him an ice cream if he stayed in the chair a little longer. She hurried him away, hoping he wouldn’t mention the visit to Willie, or worse, to Danny.

         They called to see Peter Marshall but he wasn’t there so she caught the bus home. There were letters to write, and postal orders to send. She didn’t know what she’d do if the hotel had no other vacancies!

         
             

         

         Phil Spencer looked an old man. His hair, always thin, was cut very short and was a yellowish grey. The yellow was caused by the cigarettes he now smoked. He spent most of his day, apart from work and exercise, in the small cell shared with another burglar and, although the man wanted to compare notes and share knowledge and past errors, Phil refused to discuss his criminal ‘career’. All he wanted was to get out and see if Ada meant her promise to be there waiting for him.

         Yet as the time approached, he was frightened. Prison had been a completely new world and he’d had to learn its rules and esoteric laws. Returning to the old world, facing people who had been friends, noticing changes that had happened while he’d been away, would again be entering a strange world, its rules needing to be relearned. The prospect kept him awake at night. When he had hit the guard, he’d felt shame but also a relief that the day he went out had been delayed.
         

         There was a letter on his bunk from Ada and as usual he stared at it without opening it for a long time. Afraid to read that she was leaving him, saying goodbye. As his fingers touched the envelope flap, his eyes blurred with panic and he couldn’t read the words for several minutes. It was only when he had skimmed through it, and found nothing but concern and love, that he would settle and absorb every precious word.

         The routine of each day was a torment. They would see an eye through the peephole, then the key would turn in the heavy lock and they were allowed the artificial freedom of walking down the catwalk with the night soil, all in a line, trying not to look at the filth they carried. They shuffled along at a regimented speed between the cell wall and the wire mesh covering the open area between the cells and those opposite. The walls were brick, painted with so many coats of paint over the years the joins hardly showed.

         Even in the exercise yard there was nothing to see but bricks, and his mind often wandered to pretend he could see people on the other side, going about their normal, perhaps boring, lives. Passers-by were so used to the gaunt buildings with the high, windowless walls they hardly noticed them and certainly never gave much thought to the men inside.

         He knew he would never forget the smell. It permeated his clothes and oozed from his skin, a part of him forever. How could he go back to Ada, his sweet-scented wife, and share a bed with her, touch her, kiss her, make love, smelling like this? There were times when, if the wire hadn’t prevented it, he would have jumped, hoping to end the painful sojourn in death. The railway line wasn’t far away; perhaps, when he was released, he could end his life there?

         He fiddled with the most recent letter, thinking of Willie and his family going on holiday. If he got out with his mind intact he would never want to go away. He was lost in the agony of his situation, staring at the wall, behind which was that other world. His thoughts became distorted, with fact and imagination becoming confused.

         Ada was huge and he was small, then Willie was shouting at him for upsetting the sisters, then he was down in a well, the water rising and Cecily looking over the top and laughing. Voices all around him were chanting ‘worthless, worthless’ and he was agreeing with them when the man sharing the cell shook him awake and he hit out at him, just as he had when the guard had done something similar. His companion sat him on the edge of the bunk and, wiping blood from his face, urged him to calm down.
         

         When he heard the small metallic sound that told him the eye was there, he watched and waited for the rattle of the key and jerked his troubled mind back to the present to eat yet another prison meal.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         CECILY AND ADA had asked their cousin Johnny Fowler to help them while Willie was on holiday. He was unemployed apart from an occasional evening on the taxi and was delighted to be asked. He still looked the same gangling youth who, eight years before, had helped carry their father’s coffin and walked ahead of the funeral cortege, Cecily thought. His thin brown hair was still plastered down and sticking out in a stiff fringe over his ears, refusing to follow the contours of his bony dome.
         
 
         ‘It’s stuck there like a piece of badly woven cloth,’ she whispered to her sister. ‘Poor dab, you’d think someone would tell him.’
 
         ‘Best if he goes to Gareth for a decent haircut. He’d give him a bit of style if anyone can,’ Ada suggested. ‘Gareth is good with difficult hair.’
 
         Cecily felt the remnants of regret at the mention of Gareth Price-Jones. If she had been honest and told him that Van was her daughter, they might be together now. They had been happy days: building the business, dancing and planning her wedding. She stopped then, remembering Van’s unkind remark that only unhappy people looked back and said the past was good. Nonsense, of course, but.…
 
         ‘I said we should suggest it,’ Ada said, obviously not for the first time.
 
         ‘Suggest what?’
 
         ‘Suggest that Johnny goes to Gareth for a decent haircut.’
 
         ‘Yes, that’s a good idea, but how do we tell him he looks a sight?’
 
         Johnny came in from the beach deliveries, having called into the fish market on the way home. He smelled strongly of fish although he had only carried the wooden boxes.
 
         ‘We’ll make you a cup of tea before you go out again, while you wash your hands.’
 
         ‘It’s not my hands that stink of fish,’ he groaned. ‘It’s leaked all over my coat, and there’s me going out this evening straight from work!’ His Adam’s apple wobbled in indignation.
 
         ‘Where are you going?’ Ada asked.
         
 
         ‘To Cardiff to see a show. Taking a girl I am and now I’ll have to meet her stinking of fish!’
 
         ‘Tell you what, Johnny, there’s an old coat of Dadda’s in the wardrobe and we’ll treat you to a smart haircut at Gareth’s.’
 
         ‘It was as easy as that,’ she told Cecily later.
 
         They persuaded him to leave before the shop closed, insisting they could manage for the last hour, and watched him stride up the hill to the main road, his long skinny legs looking more spider-like than ever in the too-tight trousers and the too-large coat. It was raining and they were glad to close the shop. The rain darkened the buildings, bringing them closer and making the night oppressive, and they were glad to block out the dull, chilly evening.
 
         ‘Imagine those people still working at the beach.’ Cecily shuddered. ‘They stay open for as long as there’s a chance of a customer. Lucky we went last week with Peter, there might not be many more days left for bathing this summer.’
 
         Waldo arrived at 7.30. He’d been asked to call by the sisters, who had a plan to put to him. He looked ill. Waxy faced, but with spots of high colour on his cheeks that made the pale skin even more alarming. Fatigue showed in his eyes but he seemed cheerful and full of enthusiasm, as always.
 
         ‘We want to buy the shop next door,’ Cecily told him. ‘We can’t carry the stock we’re selling in large enough quantities to get the best price. Everything goes so fast we even have to collect from the wholesalers on the way to make deliveries sometimes.’
 
         ‘An extra few rooms would make it easier, specially as you advise us to carry greater stock,’ Ada added. ‘What d’you think?’
 
         Waldo looked doubtful. ‘I can see the sense in what you’re saying, but there are other points to consider. Everything goes up. Rates, heating, insurance, and why pay to hold stock that the wholesalers will hold for you for nothing? Use the stable, leave the van outside if necessary; that will cost nothing extra.’
 
         ‘We thought of renting out the top floor to cover the extra expenses,’ Cecily explained.
 
         ‘More responsibility, and you two have enough already. Phil will be home soon, Ada, and he’ll need more of your time, not less. And you, Cecily, will be on your own, with Van. No, I think you should expand but not like this. If you open another, separate, shop, get someone to run it as a business, then if there’s a war you’ll be in a stronger position.’
 
         ‘You really think we’ll fight against Germany again?’
         
 
         ‘Hitler became chancellor as far back as 1933. He announced the intention of destroying or driving away all the Jewish people and developing a one-party system and no one attempted to stop him when he became dictator in 1934. Earlier this year he took control of the army and still no one tried to hold him back. He’s all set to take on the rest of Europe and his country is behind him. His promises are impressive and his people look upon him almost as the finest leader they had ever had. I can’t see anything less than full-scale war stopping him now.’
 
         It was a long speech for Waldo, and Cecily found it distressing, not because of the contents but for the way Waldo had to keep stopping to take a breath. She hardly heard what he actually said.

         ‘Won’t Chamberlain talk him round?’ Ada asked.
 
         ‘Maybe, for a time, but don’t underestimate the danger. Yes, I think you should invest in a second shop, diversify if you can. This business is bound to suffer.’
 
         The sisters were gloomy as they made tea and offered Waldo some of his favourite cakes. Then Waldo seemed to cheer up and asked, ‘And how is young Van? Where does she fit into your plans?’
 
         ‘Van is fine. She and Edwin planned to play tennis this evening but the weather changed that to table tennis,’ Ada told him.
 
         ‘She doesn’t want to stay on at school,’ Cecily said. ‘We’ve tried to persuade her. She was wrong to take a place at the grammar school if she had no intention of staying. There were others wanting her place, girls who’d make better use of it.’
 
         ‘She’s talking about working with Dorothy and learning about fashion. Such a waste of her qualities.’
 
         Waldo shook his head. ‘Not necessarily. She’ll succeed at whatever she does. Perhaps the world of fashion will interest her even if she does stay on.’
 
         ‘If you’re right about there being a war,’ Cecily said gloomily, ‘how much fashion will there be in khaki uniforms?’
 
         
             

         
 
         They were both waiting for Johnny the next morning to see his haircut. Ada saw him first and she groaned. ‘It’s like a smaller piece of badly woven cloth,’ she reported. ‘Poor dab. There’s one who’ll benefit from premature baldness!’
 
         Johnny had something on his mind. He wanted to tell the sisters but was afraid of putting it badly and upsetting them. He compromised by telling Van.
         
 
         ‘I saw your gran last night,’ he told her.
 
         ‘Where? Have you found out where she lives?’ Van was excited. ‘Oh, I’d love to see her. D’you think she wants to see me? If I went without telling Mam and Auntie Ada?’
  
         ‘I know where she’s living but I can’t decide whether or not to tell the sisters.’
 
         ‘Not!’ Van was emphatic. ‘Please, Johnny, tell me and let me see her on my own before the others find out. Please, Johnny.’
 
         ‘That boyfriend of hers was with her,’ he said, giving himself time to think, ‘and his son.’
 
         ‘Happy is she? Without us?’
 
         ‘She seems different. The son, Paul Gregory, was about twenty and looks a bit of a handful. Tough as a mad gorilla he was, with sinews like steel hawsers. He’s been in the army since a young boy, so Auntie Kitty – your nan – told me. They asked us to go back for supper, me and my girlfriend, Cleo.’
 
         ‘Cleo? Cleo Robbins? Is she your girlfriend, Johnny?’ Van chuckled at the thought of her cousin courting. He’d always been a source of amusement and it was hard to imagine him taking a girl out, especially one she knew.
 
         ‘We’ve been going out for a couple of months, until last night. Now she’s going out with a big, bull-necked bloke called Paul Gregory!’
 
         ‘You let this Paul Gregory steal your girl?’
 
         ‘Glad I was really. She started looking at furniture shops and jewellery.’ His Adam’s apple went into top gear and a faint blush drifted across his angular features. ‘Hey, what am I telling you all this for? Not old enough yet, you aren’t, Myfanwy Owen.’
 
         ‘Neither are you by the sound of it!’
 
         After a great deal of pleading, Johnny agreed to take Van into Cardiff to see her grandmother and also not to tell the sisters. Johnny was not completely happy about this but Van was hard to argue with when she wanted something really badly.
 
         
             

         
 
         When they reached the small house in a road near the canal, Johnny knocked and insisted Van waited around the corner while he asked Auntie Kitty if she would see her. When she knew her granddaughter was near, Kitty ran to greet her and almost lifted her off her feet in a wild hug of joy, although Van was taller than her.
 
         Johnny walked along the canal bank, looking down into the greenish, glutinous water while they talked. When they caught the bus with their story of a visit to the museum well rehearsed, Van sat silently gloating over the secret which she intended to keep from her mother and aunt. Finding Gran was her secret, something to be cherished, a private possession safe from interference, Johnny her unwilling accomplice.
         
 
         ‘It’s Gran’s wish that they aren’t told,’ Van told him several times on that bus journey. ‘You’ve got to promise not to tell.’ So he promised and the secret remained intact, and Van kept in touch with her grandmother without anyone else finding out.
 
         
             

         
 
         Outside the holiday cottage in the little village in west Wales, Danny was checking on the fishing. He had driven most of the way to the hotel where Willie had booked a week’s stay and, leaving Willie and Annette to unpack and settle Victor in, he’d taken his rod and set off to explore the river running alongside the delightful property.
 
         There was no one else staying at the hotel, although the manager had told him another booking had been made but not yet filled. He wondered idly if there would be another child for Victor to play with.
 
         He walked slowly, looking around him, enjoying the peace and quiet, listening to birdsong and the occasional slap as a fish jumped out of the water after a fly. At thirty-five he was still a handsome man, and he kept that carefree gypsy look that women found so fascinating. His figure had thickened a little but the dark hair was as black and curly as ever. The earring with which he showed defiance of convention glinted in the sun.
 
         This week had been a good idea on Willie’s part and already he felt the tension easing from him. The shock of Jessie’s divorce and her initial refusal to keep Cecily out of the notoriety had been a nightmare. This week was the perfect opportunity to forget it and refresh himself. Willie’s family were good company even if they were a constant reminder of his solitary state. They made him aware that he was alone, with no one who cared a pig’s bristle for him.
 
         He walked for several miles along the bank of the river, noting the deep pools where large fish might lie and seeing from the pattern of worn grass where feet had walked and fishermen had stood, casting hopefully into the dark waters. Further up, where the river ran through woodland, the river was deep and wide. In a small clearing he came across several coracles lying upside-down, the smell of tar evidence of their recent maintenance. There was a smell of rotting bait too. He could see where unused worms had been thrown carelessly towards the water, some getting caught on the branches.
         
 
         A water rat scuttled through the grass and stopped to chew at a freshly discarded morsel. The water ran swiftly past, sleek and smooth, its surface hardly showing a ripple as the rat slipped in and headed for its home in the bank.
 
         Danny left the coracle station, having decided to return in the early morning to watch them set off. He would love to try and manage one of the fragile craft but thought it unlikely they’d agree.
 
         ‘Caught any fish, then?’ Willie called as he walked back into the hotel.
 
         ‘No. Nice walk though. I think I’ll go down early tomorrow and see if one of the fishermen will let me try one of the coracles.’
 
         ‘My brother is one of the coracle men,’ the landlord told them. ‘In fact, he caught the lovely Sewin you’re having for dinner tonight. Shall I have a word with him?’
 
         So it was arranged for Danny to have an early call, an early breakfast and maybe a trip on the river.
 
         He went to bed but didn’t sleep straightaway, allowing the sounds of the strange house and the nearby river to settle around him. Muffled voices from the room next door gave him moments of self-pity, in which he felt envious of Willie, his plump wife and small son.
 
         Cecily should be here with him. Cecily with whom he shared a love neither would accept. She was independent and he couldn’t help wishing her father had left the shop to that brat Owen, the son of the unpleasant Dorothy. There would never be a time when Cecily would settle for a quiet life; she would always want a new challenge, a goal to achieve. He believed he could learn to cope with all that, though. It was the easy way she had with men, flirting and driving him to anger, that he found so difficult.
 
         Perhaps he should have settled for Jessie. She was the antithesis of Cecily: quiet, submissive and patient. But she was so irritating he found himself wanting to hurt her deliberately by being sarcastic – something she couldn’t cope with – and treating her unkindly when she didn’t deserve it. Best he stayed away from her, but now, lying all alone, he wished she were with him. Darkness is a large space to fill when you’re lonely.
 
         
             

         
 
         The friends ate separately, Danny rising early to meet the coracle men and leaving before Willie and Annette came down, although he heard the lively chatter from their room, reminding him of how early three-year-olds awoke. A stab of jealousy trapped in his thoughts from the previous night jolted him as he passed their room with his rods and the box of tackle. He sighed it away. A good day stretched out before him.
         
 
         He was welcomed by a young man who earned a precarious living from the river and after a lot of wobbling, and two soakings, he managed to sit in one of the wildly bobbing boats and find the point of balance. He was glad he was attached to the bank by a strong rope. There was no possibility of fishing!
 
         ‘Spent five years at sea I did,’ he told the young man. ‘But I never tried anything like this. It’s like sitting in a bowl of jelly!’
 
         ‘Let her take you, don’t fight her,’ he was advised. ‘Sit tight, relax and you’ll soon get the feel of her.’
 
         ‘Sit still? Man, I daren’t move! How do I paddle without going arse over tip?’ But the men had moved off. They were willing to give him a ride but not generous enough to miss the tide which raised and lowered the river so dramatically. He watched them until they disappeared, marvelling at how easy it looked to manage the unstable craft, then hauled himself back to the bank. Although he was a strong man, the struggle with the unwieldy boat had exhausted him. He sat for a while before finding the strength to walk back to the hotel. He was too tired to fish, or to think about Jessie and Cecily. He’d thought of nothing but the boat during the busy and enjoyable hour.
 
         The others were in the garden when he reached the gate. ‘Hello, young Niblo,’ he called to Victor, who came running to greet him.
 
         ‘Poo, Uncle Danny, you smell of fish!’ Victor laughed as he was swung in the air. ‘I bet you didn’t catch one though.’
 
         ‘Damn me, you should have seen the giant salmon I wrestled with. Never seen a bigger one, not even on the fishmonger’s slab!’
 
         He talked to them for a while then went into the hotel to change. As he was about to open his door, the door next to Annette and Willie’s snapped shut and a gasp made him turn.
 
         ‘Jessie!’ he said in disbelief.
 
         
             

         
 
         It was Jessie who recovered first from the appearance of her ex-husband. ‘So, it was you behind all this!’
 
         ‘All what? What are you doing here?’ He stepped towards her. ‘Where’s Danielle?’
 
         ‘I’ve just put her down to rest. She’s tired after travelling. It was a long journey and tomorrow we’ll have another one! Straight back home! Don’t think you can trick me like this, Danny Preston!’
 
         Her face, usually so calm, was bright with anger and he felt a wave of deep sympathy and affection for her. ‘But, Jessie, what are you doing here? Did you know I’d be here? Is that why you’ve come? Who told you? What d’you want? I’ve tried time and again to talk to you at home and your guardian dragon wouldn’t let me in. Is that why? So we can talk about us and Danielle without interference?’
         
 
         She didn’t answer any of his questions, just staying quiet until he fell silent, then said, ‘I’m going back home at once. If there was a train to take me I’d leave now but as I have to wait until the morning, I’ll stay in my room until then. Please, Danny, go away.’
 
         He was shocked at the vehemence of her words. ‘It was at my instruction that Mam wouldn’t let you near me or my daughter.’ She turned and fumbled with the key, trying to unlock the door, and Danny took the key and turned it. As she went in, he followed.
 
         ‘Please go,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what you hoped to achieve by this trick but it won’t work.’
 
         ‘It’s no trick,’ he said. ‘I’m as surprised as you.’ He was alarmed now at the harshness of her expression, the tightness around the once-generous mouth. He had done that. He was responsible for the change in her. He went to the single bed, needing to get away from the reproachful stare in her eyes, away from the inimical accusations showing in their depths. Danielle was sleeping peacefully, unaware of the anger that filled the air in the small room.
 
         Pain showed on his face as he watched the dark-haired sleeping child. His child. ‘Jessie, I don’t want to hurt you any more than I already have. I’ve done enough damage to this little sleeping beauty. I won’t stay or cause a fuss but please explain why you’re here. Don’t tell me this is a coincidence that you arrived at this hotel this particular week.’
 
         Jessie hesitated, her mind grappling with the confusion his appearance had caused. When she had arrived she had hoped her fears of some unexplained and unwelcome reason for the invitation were groundless and she was simply going to enjoy a pleasant week. Then, just as she began to relax in the luxury of the unexpected holiday with Willie and Annette, Danny had appeared, wild, untidy and smelling of the clean, fresh country air, like some demon king shot up onto a stage.
 
         She thought of Annette and guessed the idea had been her attempt to help, a genuine belief that confrontation far from home would give them a chance to sort out their differences. Kindly meant but misguided.
 
         ‘I think someone meant to be kind,’ she said at last, in a voice nearer to normal. ‘Kind but misguided,’ she added, repeating her thought.
         
 
         ‘But who?’
 
         ‘I don’t know for certain, but I was offered a free holiday. I think whoever did it thought we might be glad to talk privately and far from any interference.’ The harshness was back in her voice as she added, ‘They were wrong, I’m sure you’ll agree.’
 
         Danny had been standing, looking down at the sleeping child. He sank into a chair and stared at her. The curtains were drawn across the window and she stood very still in the shadowy room.
 
         ‘I’ll go,’ he muttered. ‘I don’t see why you and little Danielle should be deprived of a holiday. If someone “kind but misguided” arranged it, you shouldn’t turn down the generous offer. I only wish I’d thought of it myself,’ he added quietly.
 
         ‘And you didn’t?’
 
         ‘No, Jessie, I didn’t.’
 
         Even in the poor light he saw a slight pain cloud her eyes as she asked obliquely, ‘Are you alone?’
 
         ‘Yes, and no.’ He smiled for the first time and leaned over to look again at Danielle. ‘I’m with Annette and Willie and little Victor. So, alone and not alone, depending how you mean it.’
 
         ‘I – I don’t want to see them. I’ll stay here until the morning, in my room. Will you take a note down for the manager? I’ll ask for a car to take me to the station for the early train. Until then I’ll stay out of sight.’
 
         ‘No, Jessie. Don’t do that, please.’ He stood up and looked down at her and a flood of tenderness engulfed him. She was so vulnerable. Small, defiant and surprisingly fierce. ‘Stay, come down and have a cup of tea with us all. I won’t bother you. You have my word on that. Just stay and enjoy the week. Annette is good company and Danielle will have Victor for company.’ He hesitated, watching her face to see if his persuasions had any chance of success. ‘I’ll go if you prefer, but if you allow me to stay I’ll be off fishing most of the time so I won’t embarrass you. Don’t say anything to the others about how you got here, just put it down to one of life’s remarkable coincidences. Please, Jessie,’ he coaxed when he saw she was wavering. ‘Better than going back to your mam, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘I do need a break,’ she said, and before she could reconsider Danny went to the door.
 
         ‘We’ll go and tell the others. So pleased they’ll be.’
 
         ‘Danny,’ she said firmly as the door opened wide, ‘this isn’t a change of mind.’
         
 
         Danny nodded, lowering his head in case she saw the gleam of hope in his eyes. Jessie and Danielle! Someone of his own. With Cecily far away and with little hope of her ever coming back to him, he’d settle for second best – if he could persuade Jessie to do the same. Lifting the sleepy little girl, they went down to meet the others. Willie greeted Jessie with a surprise that Danny thought was genuine.
 
         For the rest of the day they stayed together, Annette and Jessie formal and rather ill-at-ease, Danny showing nothing but pleasure at the unexpected arrival of his daughter and ex-wife. When the two children began playing together, it seemed the week would be a success.
 
         ‘How did you work it?’ Willie asked Danny suspiciously but Danny assured him the idea had not been his.
 
         The following day, Danny went to wander along the river and fish as he had promised Jessie, but he found no pleasure in the solitary activity and returned early to the hotel. There was no sign of the others and he sat in the garden under a tree and waited for them to return.
 
         ‘Hello, Danielle, hello, young Victor,’ he called as the children ran through the gate, barefoot, dusty and sun-kissed. ‘Been to the beach, have you?’
 
         ‘No, Uncle Danny,’ Victor called, running to hug him. ‘We’ve had a picnic in the woods.’
 
         Danny sat with a child either side of him and listened as they told him of the small brook where they had paddled and splashed, and the birds they had seen, which Jessie had identified for them.
 
         ‘Why don’t you come with us tomorrow?’ Victor asked.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Annette agreed, ‘it’s good fun watching the antics of these lively characters discovering things we’ve known and half forgotten.’
 
         ‘Well, I.…’
 
         ‘Yes, Danny. Why don’t you?’ Jessie said, relieving him of his promise.
 
         So he agreed and the rest of the week was one of the happiest times he had known.
 
         On the morning they were leaving, Danny suggested he travelled back with Jessie and Danielle to help with their luggage.
 
         ‘No, Danny.’ Jessie’s voice was firm and he saw the cold look was back in her eyes. ‘Nothing has changed. It was a lovely interlude and I’m grateful to whoever arranged it for me, but it’s over and I’m going back to Mam’s.’
 
         ‘But Jessie, it’s been so good.’
         
 
         ‘It was a holiday. Today we return to reality with all its problems.  Please don’t make a fuss, Danny, you promised.’
 
         Her small hands packed away their days together, closing the lid on  their brief reunion with a firm click. His sense of failure drenched him in  melancholy. Why couldn’t he make a success of love like Willie?
 
         First there had been Cecily, who loved him but whom he tried to  change from the person he’d been attracted to, now Jessie, who he had  deliberately driven away in the hope that he and Cecily could begin  again. Wrong decision all the way; now this. Someone had given him a  week to play happy families and he’d failed again, failed to impress Jessie  with his willingness to work at their marriage. His acute unhappiness  gave a need for honesty.
 
         ‘Jessie,’ he asked as he took the case from the bed and dropped it near  the door, ‘tell me the truth. What is wrong with me?’
 
         ‘Truthfully?’ She looked up at him, her blue eyes bright, clear and  tempting him to bend his head the short distance to look into them while  his lips found hers. Sensing the desire, she stepped away. ‘You, Danny,  have a love-hate relationship with Cecily Owen. You can’t make up your  mind which is the stronger.’
 
         ‘But here, this week with you and Danielle, it’s been wonderful  and—’
 
         She raised a small hand to interrupt, moving towards the door as if to  escape, he thought sadly.
 
         ‘If we tried again,’ she said, her face closed against his pleading, ‘Cecily  would only have to call for help, or plead for you to come back and I’d  be left all over again.’
 
         
             

         
 
         Since Phil’s imprisonment, and Ada’s return to the shop, Cecily had kept  her very busy. She determinedly filled as many hours of the day as  possible. Besides the hectic hours when the shop was open, every week  they went to the pictures, sometimes twice. They also went to many of the  summer entertainments during the two months of the holiday season,  when the town was host to thousands of visitors.
 
         On their half day, instead of staying in and dealing with the bookkeeping,  they went to the beach or the park when the weather was  suitable and Van went with them. Peter, too, when his business allowed.
 
         There were tea dances and at several of these they met Gareth, with  their sister-in-law, Rhonwen, and her daughter Marged too. Marged was now a pretty twenty-year-old, still giggling constantly as Gareth patiently  showed her the steps of the popular dances.
         
 
         They watched as Rhonwen and her daughter tried to master the  simplest steps but unlike Cecily and Ada, they had no skill and were  content to watch.
 
         On evenings when they didn’t go out, and when Van and Edwin joined  them, they often pushed the furniture back in the big room above the  shop and danced to records or the wireless. Cecily shared with Ada the  dances of sentimental songs like Hoagy Carmichael’s ‘Stardust’. Also ‘I  Get Along Without You Very Well’, particularly poignant at that time.
 
         They went on picnics too and one day they began as a party of four  and ended up with fourteen. Ada had risen early that Sunday morning  and had already packed their wicker hamper with food and drinks when  Cecily and Van rose.
 
         ‘Come on,’ Ada said, smiling, ‘it’s going to be a lovely day and we’re  going to the rock pools.’ That was a stretch of beach on the far side of  town.
 
         ‘Can Edwin come too?’ Van asked.
 
         She didn’t add that if he didn’t she wouldn’t go either, but Ada recognized  from the scowl that a confrontation would spoil the day.
 
         ‘Of course, lovey, you ring and invite him and we’ll pick him up on the  way.’
 
         Van phoned, then ran out. She returned an hour later with Edwin and  his parents.
 
         ‘I phoned Melanie and Waldo,’ Beryl said. ‘They’re coming too.’
 
         ‘Might as well invite Dorothy and Owen,’ Ada said. And then Annette  and Willie were brought by Waldo and soon there was a procession of  cars containing thirteen people heading for the chosen spot.
 
         ‘Damn me, there are thirteen of us,’ Bertie said.
 
         ‘I’ll get Danny,’ Willie said at once. ‘There’ll be plenty of food.’
 
         ‘Good,’ Bertie agreed. ‘I don’t fancy starting the day with thirteen.’
 
         Amid teasing, he turned the car. Cecily crossed her fingers, hoping he  would be out. Danny’s company for the day was something she did not  want.
 
         No one had bothered to make sandwiches; they had packed loaves,  butter, cheese and jars of fish paste and jam into their baskets. Ada had  packed cakes and biscuits and a supply of bottles to fetch water from the  tap for the necessary cups of tea. They would make a bonfire from driftwood  gathered on the beach. There were two kettles plus teapots and twists of paper holding sugar, tea and salt. Dorothy had brought a tablecloth  and some salad wrapped in a tea towel. Annette had packed extra  cups and plates.
         
 
         It was a breathless, rosy-faced party that eventually clambered down  the rocks to their chosen spot with all the paraphernalia of the day out.
 
         Danny – who much to Cecily’s dismay had come with them – and  Willie chose a place for the fire. The tide was on its way in and below the  place they had chosen to sit. The children helped to gather wood from the  irregular line of the tide’s ending. Van and Edwin helped Victor build a  sandcastle before the incoming tide drove them back up to the rocky  plateau where they would eat.
 
         With the fire burning satisfactorily, even if clouds of smoke had caused  several of the party to change their position, Danny and Willie filled the  kettles at the tap high about them on the cliff path and set them to boil.  Ada filled extra bottles to replenish their supply. Some splashing  occurred, causing riotous enjoyment for Victor who was shrieking and  laughing at Ada’s attempt to keep her feet dry.
 
         Annette and Willie stared at their son with amusement and wondered  why children felt the need to shout when they were out of doors.
 
         Cecily knew she couldn’t ignore Danny for the whole day, but was  angry with Willie for inviting him. She tried to behave with him the same  as she did with the others, and helped him build a cairn of stones to  protect their food from the sun. As usual it failed to stop the butter  melting but they always tried.
 
         They were some distance from the others when Danny said, ‘Cecily, I  want to talk to you.’
 
         ‘Let’s enjoy the day out. Can’t we pretend for a few hours that we’re  nothing more than casual acquaintances? Look at them all, expecting a  happy relaxed day. Don’t spoil it for them.’
 
         ‘Did you arrange for Jessie to be at the same hotel when I went with  Willie and Annette? Was it you who planned a grand reunion for me?’
 
         ‘What are you talking about?’
 
         ‘Someone booked a room for Jessie and Danielle at the same time we  were there. Was it you?’
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I do anything for Jessie after what she  did to me?’
 
         ‘Someone did. They must have hoped that spending a week together,  without her mother interfering, we might have come together again.’
 
         ‘And did you?’
 
         ‘I felt happy seeing Danielle every day and knowing she’s mine. I was  tempted to try again, just for the pleasure of being a family, like Willie  and Annette, but no, it didn’t change anything. I’m a fool, and I hate  knowing my foolishness has ruined three lives – four with Danielle,  growing up without a father in her life. What can I do? It’s you I love  and—’
         
 
         Cecily stood up, pushed him away and moved towards the others. ‘No,  Danny. You want too much of me. You can never be happy with me  unless you tie me in chains and I’m not the woman to enjoy that!’
 
         Willie was walking up the narrow path to refill the water bottles again  and as Cecily ran off to sit with Ada, he had overheard the last exchanges.  Danny was still sitting by the food cairn when he came back down with  the filled bottles.
 
         ‘Why can’t I be happy with a woman like you are with Annette?’
 
         ‘Cecily’s right, man. You ask too much.’
 
         ‘Annette is different.’
 
         ‘So am I!’ Willie sat beside Danny, one each side of the cairn of stones.  ‘Look at us, like two Toby jugs again.’
 
         He tried to laugh Danny out of his solemn mood but Danny replied, ‘I  can imagine me in twenty years, sitting beside a fireplace like a Toby jug,  but it won’t be my fireplace and there won’t be another Toby jug opposite  me.’
 
         ‘Come on, face facts. How can you expect a successful woman like  Cecily to become the dull little housewife to please you?’ He didn’t expect  a reply and gestured to where Owen was sitting beside his mother,  munching a fish paste and lettuce sandwich. ‘Look at Dorothy – she  wouldn’t be pleased if you and Cecily married. She thinks her Owen will  inherit the shop as long as neither of the sisters have a child. She  discounts Van as an illegitimate daughter with no claim on what their  father left them.’
 
         ‘Too much time has passed. Cecily is thirty-seven and I’m older. Little  chance of a child if we did marry. Dorothy can forget that particular  worry.’
 
         
             

         
 
         The beach party divided itself up into couples, Danny and Willie sitting  away from the rest as if they were guardians of the food belonging to a  shipwrecked crew on a desert island. Cecily and Ada were sorting wood  into sizes for the fire. Bertie and Waldo watched the simmering kettles  and arranged teapots ready to be filled. Beryl and Melanie chatted like the good friends they were and Van climbed down the rocks towards the  lapping waves with Edwin, searching for limpets to use as bait when the  tide filled.
         
 
         Van threw the last limpet into the bucket and, after depositing them  with Willie and Danny, climbed up to the tower of rock that, from a  distance, looked like the crumbling ruin of a castle keep. Thrift, wild  spinach, samphire and grasses grew in the crevasse and droppings from  thousands of sea birds decorated the ledges. Edwin followed her and sat  beside her.
 
         They stared out over the sea, a darker patch here and there as small  clouds threw shadows on the surface. There was little to disturb the tranquillity.  What surf there was was hidden by the rocks which over-hung,  cut away by a million storms.
 
         There was a companionable air around them, a comfortable ease and  a sense of belonging that might have given the impression they were  brother and sister if it weren’t for the complete contrast in appearance.  Edwin was heavily built and already showing his father’s tendency to  loose-fleshed features, but it didn’t suggest weakness or lack of fitness. He  looked self-assured. His calm stillness and size belied the fact that when  necessary Edwin could move fast, and think with a speed that impressed.
 
         To Van, he was the reliable and constant anchor in her life. Edwin was  completely trustworthy and someone who, unlike her mother, had never  let her down.
 
         Van was graceful, her slim, tanned figure turning many an eye.  Although topping her mother by an inch or two, she had small hands and  feet and her features were delicate. Her blue eyes lacked the calmness of  Edwin’s dark ones, and now her gaze moved nervously around, resting  first on her mother, then on her aunt, wondering if she would ever forgive  them for their deceit in denying she was Cecily’s child, and thinking she  would not.
 
         ‘Shall we swim, later?’ Edwin suggested. ‘We might as well get the most  out of the occasion. The sea’s calm and warm and with food to greet us  when we come out, perfect.’
 
         ‘Uncle Waldo brought potatoes to cook in the ashes. Just think, Edwin,  most children have days like this all through the summer, while for me it’s  an occasion.’
 
         ‘Aw, poor you!’ he teased, then added, ‘Your family have the shop to  manage and summer is their busiest time, remember.’
 
         ‘I resent my mother,’ Van said quietly. ‘I didn’t have a normal childhood.  I was cheated out of it by my mother pretending she was no relation  for all those years. And I still don’t know who my father is. Can you  imagine what that’s like? Not knowing who I am? It gives me nightmares  sometimes, wondering if I’ve inherited traits that will make me a criminal,  or send me crazy before I’m thirty.’   
         
 
         ‘Look in a mirror, Van. That’s who you are. Whether your father swept  roads or worked in a slaughter house or was a professor in some fine  university doesn’t matter – unless you allow it to!’   
 
         Van continued as if she hadn’t heard him. ‘Being passed from pillar to  post, never going on picnics except when your mam and dad or Uncle  Waldo and Auntie Melanie took me. Never going to the beach for a day  of fun.’   
 
         Edwin was laughing, trying to disperse her mood of self-pity. ‘You  can’t say you never go to the beach!’   
 
         ‘All right, I can’t say never, but look at those over there.’ She pointed  to where a group of about thirty people were sitting, the sound of a  mouth organ floating across to them with the smoke from their fire. ‘Not  like them. Belonging. Having a proper place.’
 
         More seriously, Edwin said, ‘There’s a lot in your life people would envy, Van.’
 
         ‘Whenever I went out I was dressed up like a fancy cake without a  plate to sit on.’
 
         Edwin laughed loudly then. ‘Van, you are an idiot.’
 
         ‘Frills and ribbons like those over there would never believe. And fancy  white ankle socks and ankle-strap shoes in black shiny leather.’ She was  trying not to laugh. ‘Not daps I could run around in without making a  sound, but shoes that clacked all the summer through so everyone knew  it was me coming. I did envy my friends their freedom from socks and  their daps.’
 
         ‘Shame. Pity. Poor you.’ Edwin was still laughing.
 
         ‘I hate my mother,’ she said, sobering him up immediately.
 
         ‘Van, you mustn’t say that – or think it.’
 
         ‘No father, no gran, a mother who doesn’t care. One day I’ll pay her  back and make her sorry for what she’s done to me.’
 
         Deciding it was safer to treat it as a joke, Edwin laughed again. ‘Oh,  Van, stop it or you’ll make me fall from this rock.’ He was relieved to see  a smile beginning to curl her lips, but her eyes didn’t soften. One day she  would have the means to punish her mother for the way she’d treated her.
 
         ‘Do you miss your gran?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes, and I miss Grandpa. He listened to me and read to me and told me stories about the big ships that come from all over the world to our docks.’
         

         ‘It was sad that he died.’

         ‘I miss seeing his boots. Every night he’d take them off to climb the stairs and leave them on the fender. I sometimes expect them to be there, with some spilt ash near them from his old pipe.’

         ‘Come on, let’s have that swim.’

         Several of the party swam, diving off the rocks, and when they were back, with their towels spread to dry in the hot son, they ate. Food was shared, everyone accepting hungrily everything that came their way.

         ‘My potatoes aren’t cooked,’ Waldo said sadly. ‘We’ll have to have them later.’

         ‘Can I try one?’ Owen asked, holding out a hand.

         Dorothy slapped his hand down. ‘No, Owen. You’ve eaten plenty already!’

         ‘Pig,’ Van hissed, just loud enough for Owen to hear.

         Danny ate very little and sat apart from the rest. He wandered off to a part of the beach where few went. The surface was uneven, not the levels of flat rock as on the rest, but rough and difficult for walking. Out of sight of the others he took off his clothes and swam naked in the cool refreshing water. He swam strongly and then when he grew weary, trod water and looked back, unable to see a soul. He swam back lazily and climbed out and sat, ignoring his nakedness, for an hour.

         His thoughts were sombre. The sea stretched to infinity, almost silent now and empty, like his life. He imagined rather than heard the shouting and laughter from family gatherings like the one he’d left. He had no one who cared about how he felt, or spent the slightest effort to please him. And it was his own fault.

         His body longed for Cecily yet his head knew they were incapable of creating a warm, loving atmosphere to keep them safe from whatever life threw at them. He forced his mind to create a picture of her that was less than desirable, trying to quell the aching void within him. They were incompatible and he must accept that if he were to move on. He stood, deciding that he would make his excuses and leave, even though it meant a long walk back.

         He was stiff with the effect of the sun, which was stronger than he’d realized, with the sea breeze caressing his skin. He strolled back and saw Cecily standing apart from the others, shading her eyes and watching him approach. His resolution fell from him like the water as he had climbed out of the sea.
         

         ‘Danny,’ she called, ‘we were getting worried.’

         ‘Cecily, I hate being alone. Come back to me, please, love. When this divorce is finally settled, we’ll get married.’

         ‘Danny, this is stupid.’

         ‘I won’t want you to change a thing. Dance if you want to, flirt if you want to, just stay with me.’

         ‘I don’t—’ Cecily began to protest but he hushed her with a finger on her lips, playing with them, watching her face with such intensity in his dark eyes that she felt her breath flow suddenly inward, like a cry.

         ‘Do anything you want, be anything you want, Cecily, my love, my only love. Just come home with me. We’ve wasted so many years. Will you?’

         She took his arm and they walked back to where Waldo was proudly handing out baked potatoes with blackened hands. Owen was already eating his but the others were jiggling them about, laughing and pretending to be burnt by the hot food.

         ‘Hot potato, that’s what you are, Danny Preston,’ Cecily said smiling. ‘But equally as irresistible. Yes, we’ll give it another try to be friends,’ she emphasized. ‘Only friends, nothing more. Right?’
         

         He kissed her lightly then, in sight of the others. Van looked away, disgust distorting her young face. Others oohed in a teasing way but Dorothy stood and said, loudly, ‘Cecily this week, is it, Danny? How did you enjoy your week with your wife? Not enough for you to have one woman, is it?’

         Annette reached for Willie’s hand. ‘Mam!’ she said in distress. ‘How could you?’

         Danny kept a hand on Cecily’s shoulder, his fingers gripping her firmly to stop her moving away. ‘Was it you who arranged that meeting, Dorothy?’ he asked angrily. ‘Well, it didn’t work. And Cecily knows about it, so your attempt to bugger things up this afternoon won’t work either!’

         ‘No? Not when the solicitor knows how you and Jessie spent the week together? The divorce will still go through, will it?’

         Everyone was silent. The shouting and laughter from nearby families seemed like an echo of the happiness they’d enjoyed and which was now shattered.

         Waldo touched Dorothy’s arm and whispered something. The potato she had been holding fell, and Owen, apparently unaware of the tension around him, picked it up and began eating it.

         A cloud appeared over the sea and raced towards them, a crowning finish to the day that had started so well. They all began gathering their things, refilling baskets with the untidy remnants of the picnic. Waldo and Bertie threw sand over the fire, which smoked and spluttered as it died.
         

         ‘Well, Dorothy,’ Waldo said quietly, ‘that’s another beautiful thing you’ve ruined with your vicious tongue. Aren’t you ever going to learn to be quiet?’

         ‘Not when I can harm the sisters! They stole that business from my son.’

         ‘Who? Old get-up-and-go there?’ Melanie looked towards the overweight, podgy-faced boy who was eating the last of the potatoes, which he’d rescued from the ashes of the once-glorious fire. ‘And what would he do with it if he had it? After he’d eaten the contents, that is!’

         ‘He’s as capable as those two of managing a shop,’ Dorothy retorted. ‘He’s been with your husband long enough to learn to run it properly. Sharp he is, my Owen. Your husband will tell you.’

         ‘Oh, yes. He tells me how sharp he is. Sharp at getting out of any real work!’

         Cecily didn’t speak to Danny again. She pushed him away every time he tried. She watched him carry Victor up the rocky path and get into Willie’s car. Why did she punish herself by dreaming, if only for a moment, that she and Danny could ever be anything but a disaster?

         Danny told stories to Victor on the way home, making them all laugh as he dragged humour from everything and anything to hide his inner torment. He knew he’d made the wrong decision again and it had blown up in his face. If he hadn’t been persuaded to join the picnic he’d intended to go to Foxhole Street and try again to arrange to see Danielle. No chance now with Dorothy reporting his every move.

         Perhaps it would be better if he did what Jessie had advised and went away, leaving them both in peace. Peace was something he seemed unable to find for himself.

         Cecily and Ada were artificially cheerful as they went back to the shop. Van didn’t speak, her disapproval showing on her face, and when they got back to the shop she went straight to her room. Ada pleaded a headache and went to bed early. Cecily unpacked the sad remains of the lovely day that had been ruined by Dorothy. Although, she admitted to herself, the day was really spoilt by Danny. Always Danny. Whenever he appeared he ruined everything.

         She wished then that they had thought to invite Peter. Danny was synonymous with disaster but Peter was her shield against all her stupidity. The one uncomplicated person who made everything all right. It would all have been different if Peter had been with her. The significance of that thought kept her awake for a long time. 
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