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About the Book

Continuing the story of the Rising family, begun in A Scattering of Daisies.

They were called the Daffodil Girls, spirited and bright, enduring, loving and dancing their way through the gay and desperate twenties.

April, who married the tortured and sexually suspect David Daker, convinced she could blot out his memories of the trenches.

May, pregnant by her handsome music-hall star husband, who refused to settle down and become a family man.

March, loved and betrayed by the man who had fathered her child, and who still wanted her, in spite of everything.
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Chapter One

IT WAS JUNE the twenty-first, the longest day of 1919, and April Rising’s wedding day. She woke at five o’clock and lay still in the bed she was sharing with her visiting sister May, watching the morning light around the edge of the blind in their attic bedroom, her body burning with fever one moment, shivering with panic the next. Eight months before on Armistice night, when she had still been sixteen, David Daker admitted his love for her in a kiss which had at last accepted that she was no longer a little girl. Now, only just seventeen, she had penetrated his post-war withdrawn soul, and together they had overcome the considerable family opposition to their marriage. She had no idea how it had been done, but here she was seven hours away from a proper white wedding with her two sisters as attendants.

She sat up very carefully so as not to disturb May who was, after all, seven months pregnant. Naturally May, innately indolent, merely puffed a little sigh and slid a hand over her abdomen. She was as beautiful as ever, her blonde baby-fine hair curled in wisps over her shoulders like the illustrations of Rapunzel in the book of fairy tales belonging to Mother. April smiled affectionately, hoping that she would have children, and as gracefully as May seemed to be having this one. April’s other sister, March, asleep next door with her baby son, had looked so thin and haggard when she had come home at Christmas.

April pushed her feet into the felt slippers Mother had made so long ago, and crept quietly out of the bedroom and down the stairs to her father’s workroom where the dresses hung limply from their padded hangers. Her own, cream satin cut on the cross in panels that swathed themselves to her, was March’s creation, inspired by sketches and descriptive letters from May. The two attendants’ gowns were entirely May’s idea, and had been copied down to the tiny roll hems from some Grecian dresses she had seen in Weymouth during the war. They were sleeveless and straight up and down like silken sacks. Will Rising, the girl’s father, had refused to make them: ‘I’m a tailor, not a French blouse maker,’ he had protested. So May had come down three weeks ago and she and March had cut and stitched and talked as they never had before. May, engrossed in her own pregnancy, was flatteringly deferential to March, who had already ‘gone through it’.

April let her fingers brush lightly against the fine materials and linger on her mother’s grey chiffon, then she moved to the window. Through the frosted glass, inlaid with her father’s name and trade, the sun was already warm. She put her fingers to the W. of ‘W. Rising’ and traced it carefully. She had not been close to her father since he had condemned David Daker two years ago, but before then she had been his favourite daughter. She thought that now he had forgiven David everything would be all right again. She touched her fingers to her lips and smiled. Of course it would be all right.

She slid the catch of the sash window and lifted the bottom half with infinite care. There was a slight rattle from the weighted pulleys but no squeaks; Mother always soaped the cords. April put out her head and turned it to the left to stare up the street – Chichester Street – to the portly window of the Lamb and Flag leering across the road to Mr Goodrich’s dairy. Behind that lay the playground of Chichester Street Elementary School where April Rising and Gladys Luker had sat on the coke pile and exchanged secrets. Beyond that still lay the silent streets of Gloucester: North, East, South and West converging at the Cross, supine in the early sunshine, waiting for whoever would tread them that day, be it Roman, Cromwellian, or the three Rising girls on their way to a wedding. April smiled at the thought, always conscious of her place in the long queue of Gloucestrians.

She straightened her neck painfully and looked at the house opposite, hoping one of the Luker family might be up and about and would pull aside their tattered curtains and wave to her on her wedding morning. But even energetic Fred was using the wedding as an excuse to lie in, and Gladys, exhausted after a week at the pickle factory, would not wake for another four hours at least. As for young Henry, he wasn’t interested in weddings. And Sibbie was no longer welcome in her old home. Sibbie Luker was now the scarlet woman of Gloucester and owned her own house and did not care tuppence that her father barred his door to her.

So April turned her head to the right and stared towards the top of the road where Chichester House lay behind its high brick wall. Chichester House . . . where she had spent ten of her seventeen years . . . She smiled and pulled back from the window. She knew now what she wanted to do with her sudden gift of time and solitude. She wanted to walk in the garden of Chichester House again and remember her two dead brothers, Albert and Teddy.

She slid into the hall and reached into the darkness under the stairs for her old Melton coat. Upstairs someone used a chamber-pot and she froze, thinking it was Will and he would come down to investigate her own furtive movements. There was a creak of bed springs and silence. Huddling her coat over her cambric nightdress she turned the hefty key in the front door and eased it open. Morning smells of lilac and baking bread and vinegar from the pickle factory rushed into the house. She inhaled them blissfully and set off across the road for her old home.

It had not been Will Rising using the chamber-pot. He was awake before his youngest daughter, but not in the same house. Fretfully at four in the morning he turned in bed, hunching a shoulder towards his companion, and snapped, ‘I’m not discussing it any more, woman! It’s too late now. She’s getting married tomorrow . . . Christamighty, this morning . . . d’you realize it’s four-a-bloody clock? I’ll have to go Sib, they’ll be about early this morning and April’s sure to bring me a cup of tea in bed as it’s the last time—’

Sibyl Luker looked at the back of the ginger head with unusual exasperation. ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you, Will, but you won’t listen. It needn’t be the last time. It mustn’t be the last time! You know what David Daker is like as well as I do – ’ she caught her breath, unable to resist the provocative remark even during such a serious conversation, ‘– well, perhaps not quite as well as I do—’

Will growled in his throat warningly, ‘Sibbie!’

‘Well . . .’ Sibbie changed tactics and snuggled up to the unresponsive back. ‘Will, darling Will. You always listen to your Sibbie. Why are you turning a deaf ear now? April is only seventeen, my darling. Seventeen!’

‘I know how old my daughter is, thank you, Sibbie.’

‘And you know what David is,’ she said, swiftly abandoning her cajoling in sudden pique at his closing ranks on her. She – Sibbie Luker – who had always shared everything the Risings had. She moved away from him, hoisted herself up in the bed and folded her arms over her naked breasts. ‘You yourself called him a pervert, Will. Do I have to remind you of that!’

Tiredness and anxiety made him snap back. ‘Yet you let him do . . . whatever he did! Is it – is it perhaps that you can’t stand the thought of any of your lovers going to someone else?’

Tears started in her eyes. ‘Will. How could you say that? I’ve never taken – I’ve always shared. I could have made you leave your Saint Florence and come to me—’

‘Don’t be too sure of that, my girl!’

‘But I didn’t try! I didn’t want that! I wanted you to be happy, Will – that’s all I’ve ever wanted! For you to be happy!’

She was crying in earnest and he turned and gathered her to him. Tears and laughter were always near the surface for Will Rising, they were as natural to him as bubbles to a spring. When they were suppressed, that was when he turned sour. Now he wept and let himself be comforted and then he laughed as she wriggled under him like a kitten and kissed his face with her tongue.

‘Sibbie . . .’ he crooned. ‘Little Sibbie Luker. Kept woman. Kept for Will Rising. All these years . . . kept woman. For Will Rising.’

She waited until after, when he was spent and exhausted. Then she whispered against his mouth, ‘Why, Will? Tell me why you’ve allowed this marriage? And don’t give me any cock and bull about it being for old man Daker’s sake. You wouldn’t let David marry May. And April is your favourite.’

Will groaned, seeing the clock standing at five to five and knowing he must get up and leave for home. There seemed nothing for it but to tell the truth.

‘David knows about us. He saw us that night. Armistice night. He told me that if I didn’t agree to him marrying April, he’d tell her about you and me.’

She was very still, gazing into his face two inches away, knowing that with his near sight he couldn’t focus hers.

‘That’s blackmail,’ she said softly, with a kind of admiration.

‘I don’t know what it’s called. But that’s what he said.’ He raised his head and drew it back so that he could see her. His beard trembled slightly and his resemblance to the Old King was striking. ‘What could I do, Sib?’ he pleaded. ‘What could I do?’

‘Nothing. But I wish you’d told me sooner. I could have done something.’

‘What?’

‘Warned her. Told her about David and me.’

‘She knows, Sib. She guessed. It didn’t make any difference. You don’t understand April. When she loves, she loves. Not even death . . . she’s still so close to Teddy.’

Sibbie said stonily, ‘I should have told her exactly what he used to do to me. Not even you know that, Will Rising.’

‘Oh God . . . Sib . . .’

‘God’s not going to help you over this. I could have done.’

He massaged her abdomen helplessly. And she lay still and thought about David Daker who wanted one of the Risings so much he was willing to blackmail for her.

Will said, ‘Sib, I have to go. Really. Now.’

‘Then go.’ She gathered the neat square head to her shoulder. ‘And Will . . . dear Will . . . I hope it goes well today. I wish I could be with you, I’m half Rising myself. But I’ll think of you all the time, darling.’ She put him from her and slid out of bed, standing proud and naked for an instant in the pale five o’clock light. ‘I think I’ll go out too. I shan’t sleep any more. I’ll walk along the canal bank and think of last night. And tonight.’

‘Oh Sib . . .’ He grinned as he dragged on his short summer pants. After all it wasn’t the end of the world. Naturally David would treat April quite differently from the way he’d treat Sibbie Luker, and there was a good chance the marriage would work out. If it did not, she could come home again as March had come home. Home to her father who would look after her without recriminations; even with understanding.

And meanwhile he had Sibbie. And because of having Sibbie he somehow had Florence again. His own quiet, gentle nun. His to protect and cherish as nuns should be. No more anger because of her purity, no more . . . degradation. With Sibbie love wasn’t carnal and wicked. It was fun.

He strode along the canal bank into Bristol Road. Musing philosophically along these lines, he worried no more about April.

The blackcurrants were as big as the gooseberries and had a bluish tinge to them like black opals. The gooseberries themselves were all ruby red and sweet. April picked them and savoured them slowly as she wandered past the fruit enclosure to the group of gnarled apple trees, standing in the long grass like petrified dancers. How Albert had loved this garden. The long hours of solitude he had spent in it, thinking maybe of Harry Hughes, maybe of his beloved March. He had only to lift his neat golden head to see the cathedral spires where he had sung as a choirboy, and to sniff the air blowing up Westgate Street from Newent and Kempley and the countryside of his roots. April bent and picked up two tiny hard green apples fallen from the trees. She felt she knew Albert far better in death than she had done in life; he was easier to love as the ten years between them grew less. But of course he belonged to March. Just as Teddy had belonged to her.

She hurried down the path to the gate which led into Mews Lane. Teddy too had loved the garden, but as a rampager not a nurturer. Teddy would have gathered the hard little windfalls as ammunition for his catapult. They would have played David and Goliath. She would have stood on the wall and been Goliath and he would have made her fall off and crash into the pile of grass cuttings beneath – several times. Dear Teddy, instigator of so many games and so much trouble and so very much love; forever a child of six years old. Peter Pan. She hung on to the gate and looked all around the garden. In the eighteen months since the Risings had left Chichester House there had been three itinerant tenants, none of whom had done anything outside. The place was empty again and had a derelict air which fitted well with the war-deprived street and the gently decaying area around it. To April it looked like a shrine.

She turned to go into the stable and froze where she was. Walking down the cobbled lane, picking her way daintily on low-heeled satin shoes, was Sibbie Luker.

For two pins, April the courageous, April who had her beautiful red-gold hair cut off for the war effort and worked in the poisonous powders of the munitions factory, would have run. She was wearing her felt slippers, her old school coat over her nightie; her short curls were not yet washed and brushed and she was in a private world of her own. But Sibbie had seen and recognized her and was smiling without embarrassment as if the last two years hadn’t happened. Everyone knew about Sibbie Luker: she had stolen May’s childhood sweetheart from her, she had taken March’s treasured job as secretary to Alderman Williams, she had bargained with her . . . yes, with her body . . . until he bought her the small wooden bungalow alongside the canal. And everyone also knew what went on there night after night. Even Harry Hughes, poor dead Harry who had been Albert’s best friend, even he had been one of her . . . men. April felt her cheeks flame at the thought. But she couldn’t run.

Sibbie said, ‘Well, look who’s here! Isn’t that lucky– I was just going to sneak in and see Ma while Pa’s still sleeping and can’t throw me out – ’ she laughed merrily at that, ‘ – and I was hoping Ma would give you a message. And here you are!’

April found she was the one who had to make excuses.

‘I couldn’t sleep—’

‘Shouldn’t think so!’

‘ – And I wanted to see the – the garden – just once more.’

‘Oh April! You haven’t changed, have you? I remember you standing in that kitchen over there –’ she jerked her head towards the back door, ‘ – and talking out loud. And when I asked who you were talking to, you told me. God.’

April recalled the Sibbie of then, her golden head a shade darker than May’s, lighter than March’s. She had always been in the house, part of the family, whispering to May, ‘We always shares everything May, dun’t we May? Dun’t we?’

April swallowed sudden tears and said unthinkingly, ‘May still misses you, Sibbie.’

Sibbie smiled, pleased. ‘Course she does. She’ll never have another friend like me. And I won’t have one like her. Underneath we’re still the same.’

There was a pause, uncomfortable for April, considering for Sibbie. Then the older girl said, ‘You see, April, May knew. Long before I showed her, she knew there was something wrong with David Daker.’

April opened the gate and moved swiftly up the garden path again. ‘I don’t want to hear,’ she said. ‘Goodbye Sibbie.’

But Sibbie, unencumbered by slippers and long nightie, got ahead of her without difficulty.

‘You must hear, April. I’ve always thought the world of you. And I know something about David that you don’t.’

April tried to pass her left, then right. Sibbie grabbed her coat and stopped her. April clapped her hands over her ears.

‘I know!’ she said, her eyes wide and very dark blue staring furiously at Sibbie. ‘I know you and he had – had an affaire—’ She pronounced the word in the French way and Sibbie burst out laughing.

‘Is that what it was?’ She sobered and shook April gently. ‘Oh April . . . don’t make anything of that! That doesn’t matter. If he was all right that would be a good guarantee for you.’ She tried to put her free arm around the Melton shoulders, but April backed away. ‘Listen April. Do you want children? Babies?’ She shook her again, impatiently. ‘Oh for God’s sake don’t look like that! You’re as bad as your mother! Do you want kids or don’t you?’ April did not answer. She had backed right up to the gate now and was stuck there. She was taller than Sibbie and stronger too, but she could not bring herself to wrench away physically from the confining hand.

Sibbie sighed. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m just telling you, my girl, that if you marry him you won’t have any. Do you understand that?’

‘Go away Sibbie!’ April gasped. ‘Please go away and leave me in peace!’

Sibbie stepped back and dusted her gloved hands fastidiously.

‘Righty-ho duckie. If that’s what you desire. ’ She put on a mincing, affected voice to hide her hurt. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you though, will you? It’s that shrapnel in his poor little groin, don’t you know. Oh he’ll give you a marvellous time – don’t worry about that. But there won’t be any results.’ She tinkled a laugh, stopped dusting her hands and smoothed her fitted powder-blue coat instead. ‘Maybe that will suit you. I don’t know.’ She looked critically at April. ‘If I were you dearie, I’d get May to Marcel your hair and put a dab of rouge on your face. You Risings never knew how to make the best of yourselves.’ She sighed dramatically and stepped around April and into Mews Lane. ‘Toodle pip!’ she concluded. And was gone.

May’s actor husband, Monty, arrived at midday. No-one had found time to meet him from the Paddington train, so he burst in on them unannounced and in his rôle as one-of-the-family immediately slotted into place. 

‘Mamma—’ He embraced Florence with a sort of passionate reverence. ‘Will!’ He shook Will’s hand in both of his. ‘My beautiful sisters!’ He couldn’t get near them for curling tongs and safety pins. May extended her neck to present her face and he kissed it without embarrassment. ‘Darling May. I can see you’re in the thick of it. I want to hear everything. May I change behind this screen-thing while you talk?’

In the event he did most of the talking. Will loved it; another man, a son practically, in the house again. He sent Daisy to the Jug and Bottle for beer and did not avoid Florrie’s disapproving look.

‘Special occasion, my love. Special occasion.’

She looked beautiful in the chiffon May had made for her; like a blue-grey cloud. He cupped her thin face in his needle-pocked hands and kissed her and she laughed forgivingly and fetched glasses.

‘Want some help, son?’ He passed a glass around the screen and caught a glimpse of Monty’s sinewy legs. Some sort of dancer wasn’t he? A bit of everything: actor, singer, dancer. And his legs weren’t that much better than Will’s own short, hairy pair.

‘Thanks Dad.’ Monty took the glass, grinned, flapped his shirt tail at Will. He knew his father-in-law loved the familiarity. Florence was so . . . formal. They all worshipped her of course, but sometimes Monty wondered just what went on in that marriage. Five children and she still looked like a nun.

Will said, ‘How long can you stay, Monty? Time for a spot of shooting on Robinswood? D’you remember the last time I took you up there? First time too wasn’t it? You bagged a handy rabbit.’ Will had a rabbit shoot on one of Gloucester’s two small hills. He never used it now, but he liked to talk about it.

‘No R in the month, Dad. Besides I have to get back for tonight’s performance. We closed last night at ten-thirty, open again at seven tonight.’

May removed the last pin that had held April’s swirling skirt in place and put it on the kitchen table with the others from her mouth. She stretched luxuriously and put her hands beneath her abdomen. The Grecian dress revealed her size for the first time.

‘Well . . . we’re ready now . . . and in good time.’ She went behind the screen. ‘D’you want any help now darling?’ In the spurious privacy she wound her arms around Monty’s neck and kissed him with relish. He snapped his braces over his shoulders and put his arms round her enormous waist. They began to giggle.

March spat out her pins and looked irritated. ‘Will you stop it, you two!’ She pulled at her own straight tunic, dissatisfied. ‘I wonder if these sleeveless dresses were such a good idea, May. I’ve never noticed before how arms go in before they go out.’

May emerged, deliciously flushed. ‘They’re all the thing in London, March. And arms are made that way. April don’t touch your hair, it’s perfect! No, not even to put on the veil, I’ll do that. I’m the hairdresser of the family.’

Monty folded the screen against the door and they stood around April in an admiring circle. The screen crashed inwards as Gran opened the door. There was pandemonium, then Gran, Aunty Sylv, Daisy and Hettie Luker crowded in. Hettie liked the way the panels of the dress were on the ‘bee-ass’. She said, ‘They sort of outline the – the – chest.’ She glanced nervously at Florence. 

May said matter-of-factly, ‘Yes, April’s got a nicer bust than March or me. Although mine is all right at the moment.’ She laughed unaffectedly and Florence wondered wryly how darling May could say such things with such perfect innocence.

‘Well.’ March was not enjoying it. She never liked crowds and she was worried about letting Hettie take over Albert-Frederick. ‘I suppose we’d better go.’ She kissed April’s cheek awkwardly. ‘Dear April. I hope you’ll be happy. If anyone can be, it will be you.’

Her words were significant to everyone there, and April reddened slightly as she returned the kiss. She decided on frankness and looked at her father as she spoke.

‘Listen . . . everyone. Just believe me. I know David better than anyone. Better than he knows himself. Please trust me.’

The short speech lifted some of Will’s hurt. Of course she was wrong; she had no idea what sort of man David Daker really was. He himself would never have guessed that the dark, suave chap with the constant half-smile was anything more than a reserved young man – a bit like Albert – who would come out of himself in time. The war hadn’t helped of course, but he’d been one of the lucky ones really, invalided out before the casualty list could get him. He should have come back to his father's small drapery in the Barton and started the tailoring side up again – with Will’s benevolent help – and everything would have been as it was before. Maybe he would have married May, maybe not. Probably not. But before any decision could be made, Will had discovered David’s true nature. He had discovered him and Sibbie in that tiny cutting-room of his behind the shop; with Sibbie spread out on the cutting table like a paper pattern.

Will felt his mouth go dry at the recollection and he glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. Another ten or eleven hours and he’d be with Sibbie again. Meanwhile he’d put on a good face today, knowing that he was right and that April would soon be home again, weeping and hurt and needing him as she had when she’d fallen as a child. And her public statement – so like April – absolved him of present responsibility somehow.

They walked round to ancient Saint John’s. May and Monty had been married at the fashionable Saint Catherine’s at the top of Wotton Pitch, but April was a Sunday School teacher at Saint John’s and loved the sooty, grimy old workaday church. The Lukers came out in force to wish her well and to admire their own two representatives at the wedding, Fred in his civilian suit and Gladys in a gaudy copy of the new sleeveless creations. Gran Goodrich popped out of the shop, dragging her son behind her, and the patrons crowded out of the Lamb and Flag to raise a cheer for Will Rising who’d had it rough in the past. April held her father’s arm so hard it hurt, and Will, thinking nerves were overtaking her, patted her hand with his free one and said, ‘There, there, little April. You’re not far from home, you know. And the door will always be open.’ And April smiled wryly, relieved that her father did not after all need comfort from her. 

And then her sisters were fussing over her again in the porch and the dark cave of Saint John’s nave was before her, the sooty windows casting purple and orange lights over the scant congregation. She remembered the Armistice Day service with a clutch of her heart; then someone next to the splash of vicar-white by the altar turned and looked at her. David Daker’s face, giving nothing away to the world, opened for her with a kind of terror. He couldn’t believe it either. He couldn’t believe that happiness could still exist after so much death and stench and degradation. She had to convince him that it could and did.

She and Will paused, waiting for the first organ notes; everyone looked round and smiled at her beauty and her dress and her short orange-gold curls and her ridiculous, unfeminine height which dwarfed her strong, square father. And while their eyes were still on her, she stretched out the hand holding the tiny nosegay of primroses, and curved the slender arm towards David as if inviting him to her. There was a small gasp throughout the church; Florence put her ready handkerchief to her mouth to hide its tremor, and Gran clutched at Aunty Sylv feeling, suddenly, that she was an old woman. And then, while April followed that curving arm with her whole body, the organ notes reverberated, and David turned fully towards her, acknowledging her gesture, and held out both his hands and waited like that while she paced slowly towards him. Then he gathered her to him. Daisy said afterwards it was the most romantic thing she’d ever seen; even more romantic than the meeting between May and Monty.

The Breakfast was at the Cadena; Will had found the money from somewhere to ‘do’ for May and April. It was a fairly quiet affair, just the family and a few very old friends: Gladys and Fred Luker, Bridget Williams and Tollie Hall. David’s best man was someone no-one had seen before, a man met at the hospital where David had been ‘patched up’ as he put it. His undisguisedly foreign name was Emmanuel Stein. He and Mrs Daker sat together, looking very Jewish in this Aryan gathering. Even Florence’s darkness could not compare with their olive-skinned difference. April sat by the strange lamenting woman who was now her mother-in-law and smiled at her tentatively. 

‘You don’t mind too much, Mrs Daker?’

‘Mind? Why should I mind?’ asked Mrs Daker lugubriously. ‘He has to marry some time and if it must be a Rising then you—’

She might have been going to say that April was the best of a bad bunch, but David, hovering protectively, swooped in. ‘April, take Manny onto the verandah. Show him the view. I’ll say goodbye to Mother, then we must leave.’ They were spending a week in Scarborough.

Manny Stein stood up immediately. ‘Gloucester is a very interesting and ancient city,’ he pronounced dutifully. ‘And I shall be obliged indeed if Miss . . . Mrs Daker will describe it to me.’ 

March said, ‘Don’t be ridiculous Fred. Of course I can’t come away for a week to the Forest. What would happen to Albert-Frederick?’

‘Your mother would be delighted to look after him. Anyway May won’t go back to London for a bit.’ Fred Luker folded a slice of ham in four, speared it on his fork and put it in his mouth. He spoke through it. ‘You’ve got the perfect excuse, Marcie. You’ve been doing all these letters for me and I am going down to see the coal-miners themselves, so you could come with me to take notes. Nobody would think anything of it.’

March said tightly, ‘Kindly do not speak with your mouth full.’

‘And kindly don’t call me ridiculous. And kindly come with me next week to the Forest of Dean.’

March breathed quickly. ‘Why should I?’

He turned and looked at her, chewing slowly and rhythmically. On her other side Aunty Vi Rising cut her ham into postage-stamp squares and spread each one with mustard. ‘Because you’re the mother of my son,’ Fred said quietly, but not quietly enough for March. ‘And because in the eyes of God we are man and wife, and because we haven’t been together since I rescued you from Edwin Tomms last January. And because I thought you would want to.’

March held her knife and fork so hard it shook slightly. She studied her plate.

‘Rescued me? Is that how you saw it? Smashed my life to pieces – that’s how it seemed to me.’

Aunty Vi said, ‘What’s smashed, dear? I din’t ’ear nothin’. What was it?’

Fred smiled. ‘You want a row, don’t you, March? I wouldn’t mind one either. Come down to the Forest with me and—’

March put down her cutlery with a clatter and turned her back on Aunty Vi. ‘I don’t want to. That’s the other thing. I don’t want to.’

‘We all ’as to do a lot of things we dun’t want to,’ Aunty Vi mourned. ‘D’you think I want to stay on at that dead ’ole with the boys? But ’oo else would ’ave ’em? They couldn’t come yer. They’d be in trouble afore you could turn round. Poachin’s bad enough, but yer, ’twould be out-and-out thievin’.’

Fred kept smiling. ‘I don’t believe you, Marcie. Remember that night at the George after we’d left Edwin? D’you remember that? You wanted to be with me then, didn’t you?’

March did not flinch but the anger seemed to go out of her. She kept her tea-brown eyes on Fred’s blue ones and spoke softly and reasonably. ‘Maybe I did. But now . . . I’ve had enough of men, Fred. You don’t know what it was like with Edwin. Pestering. It was disgusting. Now things are good. I want to be with Mother and Dad. Quietly.’

His smile died. ‘You’ve had six months with them, Marcie.’ 

‘I want it to go on. Six years. Sixteen.’

Aunty Vi’s eyes watered with too much mustard. ‘I’ll be dead in sixteen years,’ she said painfully.

March dabbed at her mouth with her napkin; her arms, naked in the fashionable tunic, were still thin but beautifully shaped. She said with a new assurance, ‘This is how I want my life now, Fred.’ 

He smiled again and leaned towards her, taking her napkin from her hand and pressing the knuckles between his thumb and forefinger.

‘If you don’t come with me, Marcie, you’ll be sorry,’ he said pleasantly.

March stayed very still. Vi began to cough.

‘Let me get you some water, Miss Rising,’ Fred said and stood up. March looked at her hand and saw the dark bruise already spreading.

Monty said, ‘May – sweetheart – I’ll have to leave. Really.’

‘I can’t bear it,’ May said with every appearance of bearing it very well. ‘I simply can’t bear it. You haven’t felt Victor kick once. Put your hand on him – he must know that his daddy is here.’

He touched the front of her tunic dress lightly and she immediately covered his hand with her own and pushed it over the curve. Gran saw it and tuttutted audibly.

‘You are brazen, May Gould,’ Monty laughed, putting his mouth to her exquisite neck. ‘You tricked me into having this baby and now you want to show everyone—’

‘Baby, darling, honey,’ she crooned at him. ‘How could a woman trick a man into having a baby. Silly billy.’ She kissed his ear lightly and whispered, ‘And hasn’t it been wonderful since?’

He lifted his head, pretending to be outraged. ‘You really are brazen May! I don’t know what you mean!’ He couldn’t hold the pose and spluttered with laughter as he looked into the clarity of her eyes. They fed each other scraps of meat on the end of a fork. Gran muttered to Aunty Sylv, ‘If that’s how they go on in London . . .’ and Aunty Sylv muttered back, ‘They’re happy, those two. That’s what matters.’

Monty said, ‘I wish you wouldn’t keep calling him Victor. Suppose it’s a girl?’ 

‘It has to be a boy. For Mother.’

‘It’s our baby, May!’

‘Of course. Why do you think he’s called Victor?’ May looked at him and the laughter was between them again. ‘It was victory night that night in more ways than one!’ 

Monty said, ‘I really have to go, May!’

‘You don’t mind me staying on a few days? They’ll miss April more than they realize.’

‘I mind like hell. But I’ll put up with it somehow.’ He kissed her again. ‘No, you’re not to come with me to the station. Fred Luker said he’d take me round in his car, and I don’t want any sad station farewells.’

May, who had no intention of leaving the Cadena until after April did, smiled beatifically. ‘Monty, you’re wonderful. I love you. I love you, baby-darling. Sweetheart. Mother’s baby.’

Gran said, aghast, ‘Look at them now! It’s indecent.’ 

‘They’re all right,’ replied Aunty Sylv.

April said, ‘The Cloisters have a very beautiful fan vaulted ceiling . . . Did you know David before the hospital, Mr Stein?’

‘No, Miss . . . Mrs Daker. And only two weeks in the hospital. We were the only two Jewish patients, you see.’

‘I see.’ David had never made friends easily; perhaps his army friends had been killed. That he should be forced to choose this stranger to stand by him at his wedding was evidence of his . . . alone-ness. She swallowed on the pain of it. He would never be alone again.

‘To the right you can see where Bishop Hooper was burned,’ she said huskily.

‘Hooper?’

‘Reformation. One of our – Anglican – martyrs.’ April straightened and took a deep breath. It was hot beneath the glass of the verandah and the potted palms smelled of mushrooms. ‘He was burned at the stake. He burned and burned but would not die.’ She turned away. ‘He did eventually, of course.’

‘David tells me you are a teacher, Mrs Daker.’

‘A pupil teacher. That is all.’

‘You should go to college and become trained.’

‘Married women teachers are not allowed in Gloucester,’ she said shortly.

‘Ah. I see. So you help David with the small shop, yes?’

Why did he make it sound second-rate? ‘Yes. Oh most certainly. Yes.’ She smiled, trying to show him that nothing could be more wonderful than helping David with the small shop. He blinked, dazzled. David Daker had told him of the Rising girls, their two dead brothers, their ill-assorted parents. He had been disappointed: the father was stocky, bulldog, a typical British type; the mother, far from being beautiful, was thin and bent though she still had a certain elegance. The brothers – how could he know? But the girls themselves were merely fair and pretty and undernourished. Until now. Suddenly he saw this one, as . . . quite extraordinary.

David said, ‘Christ. When will this be over?’

‘Soon, my darling. I’ll get out of this ridiculous dress and we’ll catch Fred as soon as he gets back from taking Monty to the station.’

‘And everyone will come with us and throw rice. And that dress is not ridiculous. It is virginal and very provocative. It is moulded rather than sewn. I shall get the pattern from May and make all your dresses from it.’

‘We can catch an earlier train and change at Cheltenham. Let’s do that, David.’

‘I love you, Primrose Sweet. I love you. I love you. I love you.’

‘David, stop it. You don’t have to . . . it’s happening. Just believe that and everything will be wonderful.’

‘What’s the matter? Something has happened. What is it?’

She almost told him about Sibbie. Maybe she would. Later. When they were at Scarborough. Tonight.

‘Nothing. Everything is perfect. I love you. Oh, David, I do love you so much. Ever since that first time. When I was five—’ She recalled him waiting for her on the landing outside the bathroom door at Chichester House. Full of menace and glorious attraction. Devil Daker she had called him. She shook.

He whispered, ‘I feel like Mr Rochester marrying Jane Eyre when he’s got a mad wife locked in an upstairs room.’

She knew exactly what he meant but she still whispered back, ‘You haven’t got a wife – anywhere. Have you?’

‘No. But there’s something mad somewhere.’

She looked into his dark, secret face and her heart accelerated.

‘That’s what makes it . . . like it is,’ she said in a low voice. He encircled her wrist with thumb and forefinger and felt her pulse race. He squeezed, his eyes on her face. She smiled at him. He, too, blinked.

Fred did not wait at the Great Western Railway station and Monty walked the length of the Up platform, counting the Mazawattee tea signs just as his sister-in-law had before him, and hating the hiatus between one life and another. May’s deliberate provocation had made him tingle, and he cursed himself for not demanding her immediate return to their shabby London digs. He ran through his two numbers for tonight’s show: ‘I love you dearly, dearly and I hope that you love me,’ May’s favourite; and ‘Come into the garden Maud,’ which he would sing with Maud Davenport. May pretended to be jealous of Maud, but knew there was no need to be. Darling May. Beautiful, wonderful May, who could enter into any rôle he chose to play. He paced past a bench full of waiting passengers and automatically straightened his back, pushed his bowler to the back of his head, lightened his step. There was an altercation at the ticket barrier and a young woman in a blue single-button coat, with a cloche right over her ears and a fringe into her eyes, hurried through. She reminded him of May; almost as fair, almost as blue-eyed, certainly slimmer around the middle. She came up to him breathlessly.

‘Is it Monty?’ She parted full lips and her tongue and teeth glistened visibly. ‘I met my brother – you left your brolly in his taxi!’ She produced an umbrella with a flourish. It wasn’t his. He considered an umbrella made him look like a businessman instead of an actor. He said, ‘You must be . . .’

‘Sibbie Luker. May’s erstwhile friend.’ Sibbie laughed. ‘Don’t be frightened. I won’t eat you.’

If it had been anyone else, Monty might have donned his man-of-the-world rôle. But Sibbie Luker was different. She had hurt May.

He said coldly, ‘It’s not mine. The umbrella.’ He raised his bowler courteously. ‘I’m sorry you have had an unnecessary walk. Good day.’ 

Sibbie stared at him, her mouth even wider.

‘My God. You’re cutting me. Aren’t you? May’s husband – cutting her best friend!’ 

‘Good day, Miss Luker.’

‘May would hate you for it.’

He turned and walked up the platform past the bench. She was one step behind him, talking still. Heads turned.

‘It’s no good. You can’t get away from me. I didn’t have a walk here. I had a run. And I do not run after men, they run after me.’

He was furious. ‘Not this one, Miss Luker. I am May’s husband.’ 

 ‘Ah!’ She stopped suddenly and her exclamation made him stop too. The people on the bench tried to look away. ‘Ah,’ Sibbie repeated. ‘So. That is how you see yourself, is it? Of course you have no background of your own, have you? So May is not your wife first and foremost, you are her husband. Loyal. True. Good son-in-law to William and Florence Rising, brother-in-law to April and March.’ She put a long gloved finger to her full bottom lip. ‘What does that make our relationship, I wonder?’ She held up a hand, palm facing him. ‘Of course we have a relationship. I am half Rising, I have always shared everything with May—’

‘So I heard,’ he interjected against his better judgement.

‘Ah, so you know about David.’ She laughed, bending over, her hand now on her beautifully flat abdomen. ‘But you don’t know about the . . . other connection.’ She straightened and sobered and considered him, narrow-eyed. ‘I could tell you, I suppose. You wouldn’t let on in case it hurt May. Maybe I will tell you one day, then you’d see that there is some relationship between us. But not now. Here’s your train anyway.’

It came puffing in, filling the station with sooty smoke and heat. People got up and porters cantered nonchalantly alongside the running board. He went to an empty carriage and swung himself in. She was behind him.

‘Look here—’ he began angrily. Another passenger pushed in behind and Sibbie cannoned into Monty and held them both upright.

 ‘Darling Monty. I really must go,’ she said as if he were detaining her. ‘Have a good journey. Are you sure about the umbrella?’

He hadn’t felt such a complete ass since he’d been sent those damned white feathers in 1917. He shoved her to the door where she clung, laughing into his face. The man behind said jovially, ‘Better close the door, lady! Give him a kiss quick!’

Sibbie obeyed, planting her open mouth over Monty’s and flicking her tongue across his cringing lips before she turned and leapt gracefully to the platform.

‘Goodbye darling. Hope you can sleep without me!’

She skipped up the platform and through the barrier, waving the umbrella like a sword. Monty sat down, hot and dishevelled and thoroughly out of countenance.

Once in London Road again, Sibbie’s smile disappeared.

‘One day it’ll be different, my lad,’ she murmured, making for the Cross where she would be able to see them leave the Cadena. ‘One day I’ll be head of that family. You’ll see.’

It had been a long journey and they arrived at the tiny boarding house near the harbour very late, so there was no supper, not even a cup of cocoa. David undressed in the large draughty bathroom and put on his new pyjamas and the dressing gown he’d had in hospital and padded back down the landing. April peered over the top of the sheet, looking about twelve years old. 

 ‘Darling, don’t look like that. It’s late and we’re tired. Go to sleep.’ He wondered how he’d summoned the evil courage to marry her. He pulled back the covers to climb in beside her. She was naked.

‘April!’

‘Don’t make me ashamed,’ she whispered. ‘I knew you’d say it was late. I knew—’

‘Oh April. My darling girl. You don’t have to. We’ve got all our lives—’

‘I want to, David. I want you. Everyone saying I’m so young and thinking I just want you to look after me. It’s so funny. Honestly, David, what I said back at the Cadena was true. I’ve wanted you – wanted you – since I was five years old.’

‘It’s a physical impossibility.’ He began to stroke her body with his left hand, holding her with his right. He put his fingers lightly on her chin and followed an invisible line beneath it, down her neck, between her breasts, over her abdomen and back again.

‘David. Please—’ she said urgently.

‘Plenty of time, Primrose. Plenty of time.’

She shivered and shook as if she had an ague. At last he slid his fingers between her legs and kissed her as she groaned in ecstasy. Much later he whispered, ‘Is that enough, my darling?’

‘I’m tired, David. I’m tired.’

‘Then that’s enough. Go to sleep, Primrose.’

‘David, it was lovely. But why—’

‘I told you. There’s time. You were happy, darling?’

‘Yes. Yes of course.’

It was true. But she also felt a faint shame. And something else. Was it fear? She turned over and pressed herself against his pyjamas and felt him wince as his leg hurt. She wouldn’t tell him about Sibbie. Not now. Perhaps not ever. He held her and kissed her and told her he worshipped her. The shame went away. She slept.
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