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For Nell Shepherd, whose lovely letters always make me laugh and who keeps me up to date with what’s going on in Liverpool.
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Chapter One

1936

It was a warm Sunday afternoon in late October, with the leaves on the trees already turning from green to pale gold, crackly brown and deep, gleaming scarlet. Polly O’Brady and her small brother Ivan, each with a basket at the ready, were picking blackberries whilst the dog Delilah roamed ahead, occasionally raising a leg against a particularly inviting bush to a chorus of objections from both children. Polly, who adored her dog, nevertheless scowled at his scraggy, long-haired body as he pottered around the brambles, inhaling deeply whenever he found a new smell.

‘Delly! Oh, Ivan, isn’t he the worst dog in the whole world now? Why can’t he understand not to widdle on the blackers, when we’s still only half filled our baskets?’ Polly stamped an imperious foot. ‘Come back here at once, you tarble animal, or I’ll tie a knot in your penny whistle, so I will!’

Delilah, unmoved by this dreadful threat, turned and grinned at them, gave a perfunctory wag of his undisciplined ginger tail, and suddenly whipped round and broke into an ungainly canter as his large nose caught a whiff of something he hoped might prove to be rabbit. Although he had yet to catch anything – apart from fleas – he was a grand chaser and was hopeful of meeting a rabbit one day which could not run quite as fast as the rest.

‘You’ve got to catch him before you can do anythin’ to him,’ Ivan observed, watching Delilah’s shaggy backside disappear into a likely-looking bush. The children could hear his crashing progress gradually getting fainter as he charged up the hill. ‘He’s a bad feller, so he is, but we loves him, don’t we, Poll? And anyway, Mammy washes the blackers, so it doesn’t really matter who—’

‘Yes, it does,’ Polly interrupted, much shocked. She glanced around her. ‘Besides, you shouldn’t talk like that. It’s rude, so it is. But we’ve picked the best berries here be now, so we ought to go further up the hill where the bushes haven’t been touched yet, ’cos tomorrow’s Hallow’een and that’s when the girls at school say the devil overlooks the berries an’ turns ’em bad, an’ they give you bellyache. So if we don’t get enough today, that’ll be the end of our mammy’s blackberry jelly, ’cos you can’t pick ’em once the month’s turned.’

‘That’s a lot of nonsense, so it is,’ Ivan objected. ‘What does the ole devil want wit’ blackers, anyhow? I never heared he turned ’em bad in Ireland, so why should he do it here? Not that it matters, ’cos we’ll fill our baskets well before teatime.’ He sighed deeply and gave his sister a pathetic glance. ‘Only me arms is achin’ somethin’ tarble, an’ me basket’s only half full.’

‘They’ll ache worse by the time we get home,’ Polly said callously. She picked a couple more berries, popped them into her mouth, then set off up the hill in Delilah’s wake. ‘Come to think of it, the blackers will be better up there, out o’ the trees, because they’ll have had more sunshine on ’em.’ She glanced back at Ivan, trailing well in her wake. ‘Come on, will you, Ivan! Aren’t you lookin’ forward to eatin’ Mammy’s lovely jelly on a nice round of bread an’ butter?’

‘Ye-es, but me legs is achin’ as well,’ Ivan said in what was perilously close to a whine. ‘An’ don’t you say yours is too, Poll, ’cos my legs is only seven, yours is great, twelve-year-old legs – almost a grown-up’s. So just you go slower, or – or I’ll tell Mammy on you.’

‘Call yourself a boy! They say as girls are the weaker sex, but I’m stronger than you, Ivy,’ Polly said mockingly, using a hated nickname which Ivan had had many a fight over in school. ‘Now do stop moanin’ an’ come along, or it’s me what’ll be tellin’ the mammy a t’ing or two.’

‘You called names! Oh, won’t Mammy tell you what a bad girl you are, Polly O’Brady!’ Ivan said triumphantly. ‘An’ Daddy won’t be too pleased wit’ you either. Just wait till we get back to the crossin’ cottage.’

Polly, seeing that she had gone too far, slowed and waited until Ivan caught her up, then she took his free hand, saying guiltily: ‘It’s sorry I am, Ivan – there, isn’t that handsome of me now? I shouldn’t have teased you, for you’ve picked like – like Bevin would have. Now I can’t say fairer than that, can I?’

‘No, you can’t say fairer than that,’ Ivan agreed, cheering up immediately: such comparison with elder brothers was always welcome. For he admired both of them greatly, as Polly well knew. Now she squeezed his small, grubby paw and smiled down at him. He was a broth of a boy was her little brother, and it was mean to tease him, so it was.

The trouble was, she was missing Grace. Grace Carbery had been her best friend ever since they had come from Dublin to live on the Wirral, and the two girls had been inseparable during holidays, which Grace had spent at the railway crossing cottage. But Polly would never have met Grace, she knew, had it not been for her eldest brother’s wife, Sara, who had worked at the Strawberry Field Orphan Home, where Grace had been one of the inmates. Sara had brought Grace to the cottage, and the two girls had become great friends, for all that Grace was some four years the elder. And then Brogan and Sara had married and gone to America, where they had speedily settled down and had a baby boy. They had named him James Peter, after Brogan’s father, Peader, though they usually called him Jamie, and the young couple had kept an old promise – they had invited Grace over to America to stay with them and, hopefully, to find herself a better job than had been possible in Liverpool.

So eight months ago, Grace had set sail for the States, where she looked after the baby in the mornings, when Sara was teaching at the small private school where she had worked before Jamie’s arrival, and worked at something called a delicatessen in the afternoons and evenings; Polly thought it was some kind of a shop. Grace and Polly exchanged frequent letters, but Polly missed her friend terribly, and found young Ivan a poor substitute, though she did her best never to show it.

But Ivan was a good kid and Polly knew it so she was about to offer to carry his basket for a bit when a shrill, excited bark came from higher up the hill and she and Ivan exchanged anxious glances. ‘Come back, you tarble feller,’ Polly shrieked, but was not surprised when the dog failed to reappear. Delilah was always chasing rabbits, squirrels and anything else that would oblige him by scuttling ahead, but suppose, just suppose, that he had actually caught something, or was about to do so? Polly knew she would find it hard to forgive Delilah if he killed a fluffy little rabbit – or a squirrel, come to that – but if he half-killed it... She closed her eyes tightly for a moment in order to say a quick prayer for the safety of all small animals in the area, then she and Ivan dumped their baskets and set off at a run towards the barking, bursting out of the shade of the trees and into sunshine almost at once.

They saw Delilah immediately, emerging from a bramble patch and dancing across the rough grass and heather towards them, his dark eyes shining with excitement, his mouth open to show what looked like yards of pink tongue and a very capable set of white teeth. To Polly’s relief, however, the teeth were his own; the rabbit had clearly escaped.

‘Stay wit’ us, Delly,’ Polly commanded, almost breathless with relief. ‘And if you go off after rabbits, me fine boyo, I’ll – I’ll marmelise you, so I will.’ She turned to Ivan. ‘Will you stay here, Ivan, while I fetches our baskets? You could pick some blackers to eat, for I’ve seldom seen bigger berries. Aren’t they just great now?’

‘You stay here, I’ll go for the baskets,’ Ivan said. ‘And isn’t it Delly we ought to be t’ankin’, Poll, for bringin’ us out o’ the wood? ’Cos these are the best blackers I ever did see.’

He turned as he spoke and trotted into the trees and Polly, not to be outdone in helpfulness, followed him. They reclaimed their own baskets – Ivan’s had a piece of blue ribbon tied round the handle and Polly’s a piece of pink, in order that there should be no squabbles over who had picked what – and returned to the blackberry heaven at the top of the hill where Delilah, still recovering from his earlier pursuit, was lying in a patch of sunlight thoughtfully licking his front paws.

‘You’re a good feller,’ Polly said approvingly, handing the dog one of the larger blackberries. ‘Here’s a treat I picked specially for you. Now no runnin’ off, or Mammy won’t let us take you out again.’

Delilah accepted the blackberry and ate it absently, more from politeness, Polly thought, than pleasure. Still, she could see he would stay where he was for a bit, because his sides were heaving from his recent efforts, so she moved away from him and began to pick, telling Ivan that she rather thought another ten or fifteen minutes’ work would fill their baskets, so richly berried were the brambles hereabouts.

‘Mine’s nearly as full as I can carry,’ Ivan said after a few moments. ‘I’d better stop now, Poll, or I’ll be fallin’ over goin’ down the hill, and blackers aren’t so good when they’ve been scratted up off the ground. How are you doin’?’

‘I’ve got enough as well,’ Polly admitted. ‘Oh, Ivan, I’ve only just t’ought but it must be gettin’ on for teatime, an’ Martin an’ that horrible Monica is comin’ for tea an’ catchin’ the last train back to Liverpool. The trouble is, if we’re late we’ll get in trouble, but if we’re on time they’ll make us wash an’ change an’ sit quiet while that Monica talks in her lah-di-dah voice an’ Martin agrees wit’ every word she utters. So the question is, shall we hurry, or take as long as we can to walk back?’

And this question, Polly could see, taxed her small brother. He frowned down at the toes of his boots, at the blackberry stains on his hands and then at Delilah’s coat, sewn thickly with bits of undergrowth where the dog had forced his way into the brambles. After Mass this morning Mammy and Daddy had been talking to the Father and had mentioned Brogan, who lived in America, and Donal, who was a seaman aboard a merchant ship, to say nothing of Niall, who lived in Sydney, Australia. ‘You’ve a far-flung family so you have Mrs O’Brady,’ the priest had said, and Polly, having just remembered that Martin and his Monica were coming to tea, had thought to herself, I only wish that Monica could be far flung – right out of the nearest window! But she had said nothing aloud. The problem was, as Polly well knew, that none of them, from Daddy and Mammy through Donal and Bevin, right down to Ivan and herself, liked Martin’s wife, who was the daughter of a successful baker and thought herself more than a cut above an Irish railway worker and his family. But families stuck together, and despite Martin having made Monica family without so much as a by your leave, family she now was so she must be treated as such.

But amongst themselves, of course, the children could say what they liked. ‘If she says one word against me bein’ allowed to get meself into a bit of a pickle wit’ blackberry juice, I’ll stand on her toe be accident,’ Polly said disagreeably. ‘And I’ll put Lionel in her lap when she isn’t lookin’, and doesn’t she have a good screech when she sees the poor cat now?’

‘So’ll I, too,’ Ivan said. ‘I’ll tug at her dress wit’ my dirty hands, so I will, and then when she says we’re mucky, I’ll point to the stains on her dress and she’ll be sorry.’

Brother and sister giggled together, making their way down the hill. Martin and his Monica were coming to tea, so if she and Ivan were late they would be in trouble and just as Polly made up her mind that it would be best to go home, Ivan turned a sunny face up to hers.

‘We’d best stop coddin’ and start hurryin’ back, Poll,’ he said seriously. ‘For we do love Martin, don’t we? And we wouldn’t want to make him sad, because if he knew we didn’t like that Monica, he’d be real sad, so he would. Isn’t that right, Poll?’

Polly laughed and nodded. ‘You’re right, so,’ she agreed. ‘Let’s hurry then, me brave feller! Come on, Delly, you can run faster than the pair of us, so let’s be gettin’ home!’

Deirdre was in the cottage kitchen, cutting bread for sandwiches, when she heard the children coming in. Knowing that they had been blackberrying she was not unduly surprised by the state of them, but she pursed her lips, poured hot water into a tall enamel can and sent the pair of them up the stairs to wash and change before Martin and Monica arrived.

‘They’re catchin’ the three forty,’ she said, pushing Polly’s red-gold curls back from her forehead and tutting over the stains round the child’s mouth and the dirt liberally smearing her hands. ‘And you know how Monica will make remarks... God above knows why Martin doesn’t tell her it’s none of her business how I bring up me kids, but he’ll not do it, he’s still daft about the girl... so I’ll not have the pair of ye coming in for tea like that.’

‘Like what, Mammy?’ Ivan said. Deirdre laughed down at him. Her precious little son looked, she told him, like a tinker’s brat, and his sister... ‘Well, words fail me,’ she said. ‘What a couple! Now, Polly, get those old rags off your little brother and give him a good scrub before you start on yourself; hear me? I’ll take a brush to that horrid mongrel of yours... I put the cat out half an hour since, so’s he’d not jump on Monica’s lap like he did last time. Poor girl, she went white as a sheet. She’s not a cat-lover, that’s for sure.’

‘She doesn’t know Lionel,’ Polly muttered, taking the heavy can of water and heading for the stairs. ‘He’s no ordinary cat I telled her when first she came visitin’. But she squealed out anyway, and she’d have t’umped him but for me catchin’ him up and takin’ him out quick. So it’s glad I am that you’ve put him out of harm’s way, Mammy.’

‘Ye-es, but it isn’t Monica’s fault that she doesn’t like cats, alanna,’ Deirdre felt bound to point out. After all, one must be fair, even to a daughter-in-law. ‘It’s a feelin’ she can’t help, like some people don’t like spiders and others can’t abide rats, or snakes.’

‘I’m not too keen on spiders meself,’ Polly admitted, turning back on the bottom step and raising her voice so that her mother could hear her. ‘But a cat’s a lovely t’ing to stroke, and it purrs, and winds round your legs givin’ you love. A spider’s a different t’ing altogether, wouldn’t you say?’

Deirdre, who disliked spiders quite as much as Polly did, would have liked to agree, but it would not do to let Polly blame poor Monica for a dislike of cats which verged on real fear. ‘Would you let a spider sit on your hand and gaze up at you with its little squidgy eyes and beg for a dead fly?’ she asked. ‘Some folk will.’

‘Oh,’ Polly said, taking this in. ‘Right. Poor Monica. I’ll keep Lionel away from her, Mammy.’

Deirdre waited until her daughter had thundered up the stairs, then crossed the kitchen and opened the door of the oven beside the fire. She took out a tray of scones, cooked to a turn, and carefully transferred them to a wire rack to cool, then went back to slicing and buttering the brown loaf. Beside her was a plate covered in the ham which Peader had cut for her before he left the house. Deirdre, cutting and buttering the bread and slapping ham between the pieces, reflected that Polly wasn’t unreasonable, not when it came right down to it. She had taken her sister-in-law, Sara, to her heart long before Deirdre had realised that Sara was a fine person, and look how attached she had been to Grace Carbery! No two girls had been closer, and though she tried not to feel jealous of their friendship, Deirdre sometimes wished that Polly would hand her Grace’s letters so that she could read them for herself, instead of just reading out odd bits. But it was fair enough, the girls confided in each other, she guessed, in a way which they would not want to share with any parent, no matter how sympathetic. In fact if only Monica were not quite so critical, not so demanding, the two of them would probably have got on fine despite the older girl’s fear of cats. But there was no getting away from it; Monica was extremely pretty, she dressed fashionably and talked in a very refined sort of way, but you could not blame the O’Brady kids for finding her hard to love. She looked down on them, sneered at their achievements, thought herself superior, even thought Martin fortunate to have won her. And no one, except possibly the saints, Deirdre told herself, could take to someone who treated them like that.

A good deal of their – understandable – dislike of Monica was made worse, Deirdre realised, because back in Dublin Martin had been engaged to a charming girl, Kathleen Delaney, and when the rest of the family had crossed the water to join Peader in Liverpool they had confidently expected that Martin and Kathleen would be married quite soon.

But then Martin had come over to Liverpool for a job interview and had said, briefly, that he and Kathleen had had a ‘disagreement’, that their engagement was off and that he had decided to take the very good job which had been offered him as assistant to the chief clerk in the Liverpool branch of his bank. Questioning him further, what was more, had got them nowhere. He would not discuss what had taken place between himself and Kathleen, simply saying that they had been mistaken in their feelings, that it had been a mercy they had discovered this before marriage and not after, and had then thrown himself into city life with such enthusiasm that he had met Monica and married her within four months.

Deirdre and Peader, discussing their son’s alliance in bed at night, when there was no one about to overhear, had long ago decided that Martin had met and married Monica on the rebound from Kathleen, but there was nothing they could do about it. Martin was hot-tempered and self-willed; he had decided he wanted a smart wife from a well-to-do family and he had got one. Whether he would ever be happy with her was another matter, but it was a matter in which his family had absolutely no say. They could not like his new wife, but they must put up with her for Martin’s sake, and hope that, when the babies came, Monica would soften and become more likeable – and easier to live with, for her ‘high standards’ as she called them meant that every penny of Martin’s salary disappeared either on to her back or into the tiny house in Nelson Street.

‘And this house won’t be good enough for long,’ Martin had told his mammy soon after the wedding. He had sounded rather prouder of his wife’s ambition than otherwise, Deirdre thought now. ‘Soon Monica will be after something detached, out in the real suburbs. Still and all, she’s an only child and her parents dote on her. No doubt between us, we’ll manage to see that she lives in the style she so desperately wants.’

Deirdre and Peader, terribly worried that their boy would be taken from them by Monica and her parents, were reassured that in this one thing at any rate Martin seemed to be the master. Every other Sunday, the young O’Bradys came out to the crossing cottage, and once in eight weeks the rest of the O’Brady family got into the train on a Saturday and went into the city centre, where they looked at the shops and galleries, had tea with Martin and Monica, and returned – with a sigh of relief – to the cottage on the last train.

But it’s no use my worrying over Martin and Monica, Deirdre told herself now as she busily sliced and buttered. He’s a man grown and must please himself. As for Monica, she’s very young yet. She’ll mature, and change, and – and grow nicer, easier to get along with.

‘Mammy, where’s Daddy gone? Or is he waitin’ at the station for the three forty?’ Deirdre, with her back to the door, had not heard it open and jumped at the sound of her son’s voice and Bevin chuckled and came right into the room. ‘Sorry, did I frighten you?’ He walked around the table and picked up a scone, bit into it, then hissed in his breath. ‘Dear God in heaven, Mammy, that was hot!’

‘And so I should hope,’ Deirdre said severely. ‘Wasn’t it meself that just took them out of the oven? As for your daddy, he’s gone along to the station all right, to have a bit of a crack wit’ Mr Devenish. Then he said he’d walk back wit’ Martin and Monica so I’m minding the crossing while he’s away. And what might you be doing home so early?’

‘I remembered you were cooking scones,’ Bevin said, ‘So I thought I’d come home, give a hand. And anyway, someone’s got to stop our Polly going for Monica’s throat and stranglin’ some sense into her.’

‘You’re no fonder of Monica than Polly is,’ Deirdre said. She began to smear mustard on half the sandwiches; Polly and Ivan hated mustard, even with ham. ‘So don’t you go pretending to be a peacemaker, Bev! It’s your daddy who behaves best, for I’ll admit she gets me hackles up so high I’m surprised I don’t growl at her, like that misbegotten mongrel your sister’s so fond of.’

‘Oh, Mammy, we all love Delly,’ Bevin said, turning the subject rather neatly, his mother thought. ‘Anyway, I’m home now, so I am. What do you want done?’

Deirdre put her knife down and looked up at her tall son. He was getting more like his father every day, she thought affectionately – and more like his elder brother, Brogan, too. All three of them had the same very dark, wavy hair falling across broad, placid foreheads, the same sweet smiles, the same nice natures. For Bevin’s offer of help was genuine, as she knew well. The other boys might moan and try to evade household tasks, but Bevin was always ready to give a hand. Just as Polly was, though that, Deirdre told herself, was more upbringing than a family trait, because...

‘Will I lay the table in the parlour, Mammy? It’s a cold tea, isn’t it? Sandwiches and cakes and a nice apple pie.’ Bevin smacked his lips. ‘I dream about your apple pie, Mammy, when I’m slaving away over me books.’

‘That’s about it,’ Deirdre acknowledged. She glanced at the big clock which hung over the dresser and was kept accurate to the second by Peader, for a crossing keeper had to know the exact hour so he could be sure to open and close his gates in good time. ‘Would you get some eggs out of the pantry, Bev, and hard boil ’em for me? You can lay the table whiles they cook. There’s a big bowl of eggs in the pantry.’

‘I’ve got ’em,’ Bevin called presently from the big, walk-in pantry by the back door. ‘janey, Polly’s hens must be laying well, Mammy, the bowl’s full.’

‘Your sister has a way wit’ animals and birds, the same as you’ve a way wit’ figures and examinations,’ Deirdre said. ‘I swear she goes out and talks to the hens and next day there’s an egg or two in each nesting box. Put half a dozen on to boil, Bev; that should do us.’

‘Right, Mammy,’ Bevin said. ‘Then I’ll get that table laid.’

For a while mother and son worked contentedly together until a thundering on the stairs heralded the arrival of Ivan, with Polly close on his heels. Ivan was looking distinctly aggrieved.

‘Mammy, Mammy, she near on scrubbed me ears off of me head, so she did,’ Ivan shouted, hurtling across the kitchen and casting himself at his mother. ‘Look how red they are – that wit’ bein’ pulled out sideways so’s she could see the spuds growin’ in ’em, she said. I telled her I didn’t want lugs restin’ on me shoulders and she said: “Shaddup, you, or I’ll tie a knot in—”’

‘Mammy, don’t listen to him, he’s tale-clattin’, that’s what he’s doin’, and it’s wrong to tale-clat, you’ve telled me so many a time—’ Polly was beginning breathlessly when she saw Bevin. Immediately she rushed round the table to hug him, saying: ‘Bev! Oh, you’re home early for to see that girl – and our Martin, of course. But there’s a grand tea, so there is – Mammy always makes a grand tea when...’

‘... your penny whistle!’ Ivan finished his sentence at the top of his voice, glaring at his sister across the laden board. ‘Mammy, she’s a bad girl an’ she needs a good smackin’ for sayin’ bad t’ings to her little brother.’

‘Well, you shouldn’t have kept pullin’ away, and me only doin’ what Mammy had said, makin’ you respectable so that Monica wouldn’t get a chance to talk about kids playin’ in pigpens and things like that,’ Polly said. She cast a guilty glance at her mother, standing with an arm protectively around Ivan’s small shoulders. ‘Oh, Mammy, I love Ivan, so I do, but he was strugglin’ like a fish in me hands...’

Bevin held up a hand like a policeman and made shushing noises until both children had ceased their clamour. Then he spoke. ‘Polly, the kid’s little lugs look like beetroot, so they do. Say you’re sorry for mauling the little feller.’

‘I’m sorry I heaved at your lug then, Ivan,’ Polly said. Deirdre thought she sounded rather half-hearted about it, but refrained from saying so. An apology was an apology, after all, and Ivan was smiling once more.

‘That’s all right, Poll,’ he said with all his customary sunniness. ‘I’m sorry I stamped on your toes, then.’

‘Truth will out,’ Bevin said. He grinned at his mother. ‘Best clothes, I see. Was that orders too?’

Deirdre turned and looked properly at her two youngest for the first time. Polly was now wearing a pale green smock dress and white stockings whilst Ivan was in all the beauty of his Sunday suit. Deirdre clutched at her hair. ‘Polly! Not your party dress, you silly young wan, nor Ivan’s Sunday suit. Just something nice – your dark brown skirt wit’ the pink blouse. And Ivan’s grey shorts and blue shirt will do perfectly well. It isn’t as if we’re having the Queen to tea,’ she finished.

Polly heaved a sigh and took Ivan’s hand. ‘Well, there’s gratitude, when I put on our bestest t’ings special,’ she said as they headed across the kitchen once more. ‘I’m sure I don’t know why I try so hard, when nothin’ I do is ever right.’

‘Nor me,’ Ivan said in a lugubrious tone. ‘You won’t have to wash me lugs again, will you, Poll? I does hope not!’

Deirdre waited until they were out of hearing before she and Bevin caught each other’s eye and began to laugh. After a moment, however, Bevin heard the eggs boil over and ran to take them half off the fire, and soon enough it was time to drop them into a bowl of cold water, then to crack the shells and peel them off, and to arrange them, each one cut in half on a plate, and to put it down on the big table in the parlour, between the bowls of tomatoes – grown by Peader, in the little lean-to greenhouse against the bicycle shed – and fine, floury potatoes, still hot from the pan.

‘I’d best put on a dress,’ Deirdre said resignedly, when all the preparations were finished and she had put the kettle on to boil and stood the china teapot patterned with roses near at hand. ‘I’ll put me pinafore over it, because otherwise I’ll spill something down it, so I shall, but I just know Monica will be wearing something new and smart.’

Bevin said he would hold the fort for her whilst she changed, so she slipped up the stairs, meeting Polly and Ivan, now sensibly dressed, on their way down.

‘Better, Mammy?’ Polly said, holding out her brown skirt and doing a little bobbing curtsey. ‘Will she find fault wit’ me in this?’

‘Oh, you poor lamb, fancy anyone finding fault wit’ you,’ Deirdre said mockingly, but she pinched her daughter’s rosy cheek consolingly. ‘You and Ivan both look fine, so you do. Tell you what, the train went past a while ago, why don’t you and Ivan take Delly and walk up to the station to meet Daddy and the others? I daresay you’ll enjoy that better than sitting quiet in the parlour until they arrive.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Polly and Ivan chorused at once. They galloped down the rest of the stairs and straight out of the front door, without even thinking about putting on a coat or a hat. Deirdre called after them, but was not surprised to get no reply. Well, it was a warm enough afternoon, they’d come to no harm. And the exercise would mean that they wouldn’t fidget so much during tea, nor be so patently eager to make themselves scarce after it.

The train clattered into the small station and Martin stood up and pulled on the leather strap to let the window down. The train was still moving, though slowly, and the crisp, late autumn air came into the carriage, reminding him of the harvest fields, autumn woods, and the cropped grass of meadows where mushrooms grew at this time of year, spangling the grass with their neat white caps. Martin sighed. He loved the country, but he could not imagine Monica ever wanting to live anywhere but in – or near – the city. She was too fond of shopping, people and amusements to take kindly to country living, but privately Martin envied his parents and the young ones their rural home.

‘Is anyone waiting? Your da said he might come down and meet us.’ Monica squeezed into the window space beside him and they both looked along the platform. It was empty, save for the stationmaster’s brown and white terrier and a couple of pigeons, pecking between the big, flat paving stones.

‘No one about,’ Martin said, and heard her draw in her breath with a little hiss of satisfaction. She had spent most of the journey telling him that his family did not like her, that she did not like them, that this visit, every other Sunday, was nothing but a farce. ‘They’d sooner we didn’t come, and I’m afraid I don’t enjoy being where I’m not really wanted,’ she had said in a drawling, self-pitying tone. ‘We’ll tell them once a month in future, eh, Martin? Then we can go to my parents’ occasionally, or spend the day by ourselves.’

Martin had been looking out of the window; for a moment he let his eyes continue to roam over the stubble in the harvest fields, the leaves turning to gold and brown, tumbling down from the high branches, like falling stars from the blue arch of heaven. He had lifted his eyes from the scene beyond the glass and glanced at her briefly. So very pretty! Streaky blonde hair, light blue eyes, the full-lipped red mouth...

‘We’ll come every other Sunday,’ he had said. Not as though he were arguing with her, more as though he were agreeing. Yet the words were not the ones she wanted to hear.

‘Oh, but Martin, this just isn’t fair, they’re your family, not mine, and they resent me, you know they do. And I’m not used to children, I don’t understand them – and they’re so dirty, and then there’s that huge dog, and the cat – you know I’m scared of cats – and all those hens pecking about the place...’

They had been alone in the carriage. Martin had said flatly: ‘I like seeing them. I’m fond of me family. As for the kids, you’d better get used to them, so when we have kids of our own—’

She had interrupted him, actually grabbing his arm, pinching it, her face white with temper save for a bright red spot on each cheek. ‘Kids! I’m not going to have kids for years and years yet! I told you I didn’t like kids, didn’t want a family, not for years and years and you never said – I’m tellin’ you, Martin O’Brady, that I’m norra gal what’ll act pleasant if I find meself in the fam’ly way!’

He had looked at her, then smiled. He liked it when she forgot her smart accent, her posh school, and spoke as other Liverpudlians did. ‘We’re both Catholics, Monica,’ he had said gently. ‘You didn’t think I’d been using rubber johnnies all these weeks, did you? Because I tell you to your head I’ve done no such t’ing.’

‘No, of course not, but—’ She had stopped, suddenly seeming to be aware of his sharpened look. She looked down at her feet, catching her full red lower lip with her very small, very white teeth. Then she had looked up at him through her thick, dark lashes. The breath caught in Martin’s throat.

‘But what, Monica? So why aren’t you in the family way already, is that what you’re going to tell me?’ He had caught her hand in his, squeezing the fingers until she squeaked with pain, the pale skin reddening.

‘Stop it, Martin! Don’t you dare try to knock me about – if that’s the sort of wife you wanted I’m telling you here and now—’

‘What have you done to make sure we don’t have kids, Mon?’ His voice had been cooler now, faintly amused even. ‘Women’s magic, is it? Something us poor, ignorant fellers don’t know about?’

She had looked at him doubtfully. ‘Well, I – I went to the clinic, and they gave me... It’s what heaps and heaps of women use if they don’t want babies, there’s nothing wrong, it’s not as if... It’s not like doing bad things to yourself. It – it’s just a – a thing, a sort of sponge thing... it doesn’t hurt either of us, it just – just gets in the way, kind of.’

He had nodded. ‘I see. But this is no place to talk about birth control and families. We’ll discuss it later. And in the meantime, don’t let me hear any more talk about not visiting my parents. Understand?’

She had nodded, her lower lip trembling, tears misting her eyes. ‘All right, Martin. And – and, Martin, don’t be angry. I did tell you I didn’t want babies yet; it was your job to make sure I didn’t have them, only I was afraid you wouldn’t bother, so I did it myself. I don’t see that I’ve done anything wrong, honest to God I don’t.’

Inside himself, Martin had sighed. He had known deep down even before he married her that he was not doing the right thing by her. He liked her looks, her parents’ money and her air of fragility. He had not experienced the sharpness of her tongue nor her jealousy until the marriage was a couple of weeks old and then he had been dismayed. She was jealous of his parents and his siblings, of anyone in fact who Martin loved.

As to her not wanting babies, perhaps she was in the right of it after all. Babies need love, and two parents, and... He cut the thought off abruptly and jumped down on to the platform. He turned to help her to alight, then the two of them walked slowly, arm in arm, towards the stationmaster’s office. It was a good twenty minutes’ walk from here to the cottage, Martin told himself rather grimly; they had best spend the time in talking about the things which really mattered and which, to date, they had both avoided. Things like her feelings towards his family, and her reasons for not wanting babies of her own. Things like the money she insisted they put away every month towards a bigger house. For Martin, the only reason for wanting a bigger house was children, who would need more room. Surely, surely that must have been Monica’s reason too? Why else would she want a bigger house, with a nice garden of its own? It crossed his mind, but fleetingly, that perhaps they ought to discuss their reasons for marrying one another too, but he dismissed it at once. There were some things, he told himself, that were best left unsaid.

‘Martin? You said your father was meeting us, didn’t you? Not that I mind having you to myself for a while, and the walk’s awfully pretty at this time of year, with the trees turning and berries in the hedges.’ Martin smiled down at her. She was doing her best, he supposed. ‘We’ll likely meet Daddy on the way. Come on, best foot forward.’

Polly and Ivan were good at first. Mindful of their decent clothing, they walked sedately along the lane, playing I spy and trying not to stir up too much dust, for they wore their best shoes as well. Delilah bounded ahead of them, not rushing off the lane for once but sniffing placidly at the verge and occasionally stopping to lift his leg. However, such goodness could scarcely last for long. Any time now, as Polly remarked, they would meet up with either Martin and Monica or with Daddy, and that would mean having to behave properly.

‘So we might as well play somethin’ interestin’, whiles we got the chance,’ she said brightly, looking all around her. ‘Not mud pies – well, it’s been so dry there’s almost no mud – but something we can do as we’re walkin’.’

‘Relievio,’ Ivan said hopefully. His sister snorted and gave him a glance loaded with scorn.

‘That’s not a game you can play as you walk, silly, nor wit’ only the two of us! How about hide an’ seek?’

‘That’s not a game you can play as you walk either,’ Ivan objected, but Polly sighed deeply and shook her head at him.

‘Use your imagination, Ivan,’ she said. ‘Use that – that lump you’ve got on the end of your neck that you call a head! It just means you have to walk wit’ your eyes shut whiles you count to fifty, an’ I run ahead like lightnin’, and hide. Then you come after me.’

‘But we’ll take hours to reach the station if we do that,’ Ivan pointed out. ‘Besides, why’s you to hide an’ me to seek? T’ain’t fair!’

‘It doesn’t matter how long we take to get to the station, because we’re not meetin’ the perishin’ train,’ Polly pointed out briskly. ‘It arrived... oh, ages ago. Go on then, you run ahead and hide and I’ll count to fifty. Slowly,’ she added, seeing her brother looking up at her doubtfully. ‘Aw, c’mon, Ivan, we’ll be bored to death else.’

‘Right,’ Ivan said. He cantered off in a cloud of dust and Polly shut her eyes and started to count. Presently she shouted: ‘Coming, ready or not!’ and charged up the lane, scanning the hedgerows, the autumn-tinted trees and any likely hiding place with an eagle eye. She very soon realised, however, that she should have set some sort of limit on the distance away from the lane which the hider could travel, since she could see no sign of her small brother. In fact she was about to give up when a stifled giggle above her head made her glance up into the boughs of the enormous pine tree around which she had been peering. Sure enough, there was her brother’s rosy face hanging upside down and laughing at her, whilst the rest of him was laid comfortably along the large, rough-barked branch quite eighteen or twenty feet above the ground.

‘Got you!’ Polly squeaked, only to be immediately thwarted.

‘You haven’t,’ Ivan said. ‘Come up here if you can, an’ then you’ve got me, but I’m safe from you else, Polly O’Brady!’

‘Ivan, you’re a perishin’ liar!’ Polly said indignantly after a moment’s thought. ‘This is hide an’ seek, not Relievio. Come on down, or I’ll come up and marmelise you, so I will.’

‘I know it’s hide an’ seek,’ the tree-dweller said tauntingly. ‘But you can’t get me, can you? So you’ve not won.’

‘If I come up there I’ll... I’ll...’

‘If you come up, I’ll go higher,’ Ivan declared boastfully. ‘I’ll go right to the top of the tree, an’ – an’ I’ll be able to see the station, an’ the crossin’ cottage, an’ the village... Why don’t we both go up the tree, Poll?’

‘Because I’m wearin’ me decent t’ings, an’ me best shoes,’ Polly said primly, but she was tempted. Boys always thought they could climb better than girls, but in her experience this was not so at all. I can climb like a cat, so I can, she told herself, it’s just – just that I’ll likely tear me decent skirt and Mammy can’t afford to keep buyin’ me skirts. T’ings are a tarble price these days, so they are.

‘And what am I wearin’, Saint Polly?’ her brother asked mockingly. ‘But I’m up the tree – and never a scratch on me, because I climb so well.’

‘Right,’ Polly said grimly. She hitched up her skirt, tucked it into her navy-blue knickers and then, after some thought, removed her shiny strap shoes and her white ankle socks. No point in asking for trouble, and she could climb just as well barefoot she was sure.

The difficult part was the beginning, however. For the first dozen feet or so there wasn’t a branch to hang on to, you simply had to swarm up the trunk and though she was a good climber, swarming was something she had never tried. But she tried it now, and after a couple of false starts, during which Ivan jeered terribly, she managed to get the hang of it and humped herself, caterpillar-like, up the long, sloping, rough-barked trunk, seizing the first branch with hands which trembled. She hauled herself aboard it, realising with a sinking feeling that now that she was actually on the branch it was possible that neither of them might be able to get down. And it was horribly high, so high that she felt quite giddy when the tree swayed in the wind.

‘Grand, isn’t it, Poll?’ her small brother said complacently. ‘Are you comin’ up to me or shall we both go higher?’

Polly swallowed. ‘This is plenty high enough,’ she said, trying to sound calm and matter of fact. ‘Let’s go down now, eh, Ivan? Me legs is tarble scratched from grippin’ the trunk and me hands is raw.’

‘Oh, well, I’ll come down, then,’ Ivan said airily. He swung off his branch on to the one below with an insouciance which brought Polly’s heart thumping into her mouth. Dear God in heaven, don’t let him fall, she prayed inside her head. Oh, it’s ever so dangerous up here, so it is – let us get safely down to the ground!

But whether her prayers were answered or whether Ivan simply had no fear of heights she could not have said, for presently he thumped on to her branch, dusted his palms together, and grinned at her. There was a smear of dirt across his right cheek, Polly saw, and bits of bark and pine needles in his thatch of dark hair. His trousers had also attracted quite a lot of bark and the palms of his hands, like hers, were red-raw, but he seemed indifferent to such things. ‘There y’are, easy-peasy,’ he said nonchalantly. ‘I say, Polly, what’s that there?’

Polly looked down in the direction of his pointing finger, but could see nothing save for waist-high bracken and a tangle of brambles. ‘Where?’ she said crossly. ‘There’s nothin’ there except bracken and old bushes, Ivan. Are you goin’ down first?’

‘If you like,’ Ivan said. ‘But there was something there, Poll. You can’t see it from here, but up where I was—’

‘I’m not goin’ higher,’ Polly said at once. ‘It’s a long way to the ground from here, so it is. I don’t t’ink it’ll be easy gettin’ down, Ivan.’

‘I didn’t say to go higher,’ Ivan assured her. ‘I said from where I was I could see somet’ing glitterin’ in the bracken. If I go first, though I’ll have to get past you. Can you squeeze against the trunk?’

Not unwillingly, Polly got as close to the trunk of the tree as she could, and was impressed, against her will, by the casual way in which her little brother went past her, swung by his arms on the branch, then gripped the trunk with his knees until he had a good hold and could grab with his arms as well. Then, monkey-like, he descended the trunk until he stood once more on solid ground, looking up at her.

‘C’mon, Poll,’ he called. ‘It’s not bad – it’s quite easy, so it is.’

Polly nodded, as though she thought it was easy too, then she glanced at the bracken and the brambles, at the pale grass which straggled between them and the beginning of the trees. Just for a moment she, too, saw something gleaming and glittering in the depths of the bracken but then she moved her head and the object disappeared. To distract Ivan, she called down to him. ‘I see somet’ing in the bracken, Ive. We’ll take a look when I’m down, so we will.’

Ivan nodded and Polly took a deep breath, turned towards the trunk and closed her eyes. Then she launched herself at the tree trunk, hanging on, limpet-like with desperate hands, knees and feet. She felt that, had she been able to do so, she would have hung on to it with her nose and eyelashes as well, but failing that, she decided she would simply stay here for ever – or until someone came along with a good, strong ladder. She dared not move for fear she would lose her nerve – and her grip – and plummet to the uncommonly hard ground far below.

‘You’ve froze, like Bev said some fellers do when they first climb a pine,’ a voice from below said with more than a trace of satisfaction. ‘Me an’ Bev practised climbin’ a pine whiles you were goin’ shoppin’ wit’ Mammy last weekend.’

The unfairness of it! He had climbed up and down pine trees before, been taught by Bev to do it, yet here was she, a true beginner, stuck here like a fool, like a monkey on a perishin’ stick! Indignation – and a strong desire to clap her small brother’s ears until they rang – got Polly’s eyes open and, forcing herself not to look down or to remember the drop, she unclamped her hands, one by one, and moved them lower down the trunk, making her legs follow suit. The cheek of that young feller down there, saying that she, Polly, was froze wit’ fear, when she was no such t’ing! Determinedly closing her eyes again, she repeated the movements over and over. She would not let him see how terrified she was!

It was Ivan’s laughter which made her open her eyes. He was roaring laughing, and when she looked round at him she saw that there were actually tears of laughter on his cheeks. But it wasn’t until her foot hit something, and she realised it was the ground, that she knew why he was so amused. She had been so busy concentrating on not looking at the drop that she had reached the foot of the tree whilst still imagining herself up in the air somewhere, above that perilous drop.

However, there was nothing she could do about it now except to act with what dignity she could. She stood up and began to brush bits of bark and pine needles off her clothing and out of her hair. Then, ignoring Ivan’s gradually fading mirth she said: ‘Where’s Delly?’

As she had guessed it would, this took Ivan’s mind off her tree-climbing. He looked around him. ‘Delly? Oh, janey, he’ll be off after rabbits again, Poll. Or else he’s gone on ahead to look for Daddy. Shall I give him a yell now?’

Polly was about to agree when the dog burst out of the bushes which lined the lane and hurled himself at Polly, whining and trying to grab at the hem of her skirt. Polly seized his collar and began to try to tow him along the lane in the direction of the station, but Delilah resisted, his whines growing louder. ‘What’s up, old feller?’ Polly said. ‘What’ve you found?’

‘It’s probably something horrible,’ Ivan said with relish. ‘Oh, remember that flashing t’ing I telled you about? He came from that direction, didn’t he? Mebbe we’d best tek a look, Poll.’

‘I’m not goin’ to have much choice,’ Polly panted as Delilah turned round and began to tow her in the opposite direction. ‘All right, old feller, what is it, then?’

The children and the dog crossed the road, scrambled through the ditch – dry providentially – and out into a small hazel copse. Delilah, freed from Polly’s grip, ran over to a recumbent figure lying face down on the ground and began to bark again, but Polly shushed him.

‘Delly, shut your gob, will you?’ she said, approaching the figure cautiously. She bent over the man’s head, then straightened, her eyes rounding with horror, both hands flying to press against her small, flat chest. ‘Oh, Ivan, Ivan, it’s Daddy, an’ he must have been hurt real bad!’

Despite the shock, neither child panicked. Ivan took one look at his father’s white, set countenance and then turned back towards the lane. ‘I’ll go to the station an’ fetch help, so I will,’ he said breathlessly. ‘I can run like the wind when I want to. You stay here wit’ our daddy, Poll. You’d best keep Delly too. He’ll give a bark if – if anyone comes near.’

‘Well, all right,’ Polly said tremulously. ‘D-do you t’ink Daddy tripped over something, an’ fell, Ivan? Should I try to sit him up, mebbe?’

‘No. He’s too heavy,’ Ivan said simply. ‘Shan’t be long.’

He disappeared. Polly sat down beside her father and put a tentative hand on his cheek. It was cool, for the sun’s rays had little power so late in the day, but it was not cold. No need, then, to try to get him warm. She put her head close to his and listened. To her enormous relief, she could hear his breathing, low and rasping. ‘I knew he wasn’t dead, so I did,’ she whispered to Delilah, who had come and sat beside her on the ground as soon as Ivan had disappeared. ‘Me daddy’s the best daddy in the whole wide world, so no one would let him die. Not even God... because what’ud we do wit’out Daddy, eh, Delly?’

Delilah sighed deeply. Polly leaned over her father once more. She could not help wishing that she and Ivan had been accompanied by someone older – last year at this time it would have been she and Grace – but she would just have to do her best to be sensible and reassure her father. ‘Daddy? It’s your own little girl, so it is. I’m wit’ you, an’ Ivan’s gone for help. Oh, Daddy, could you say a word or two? Did you fall an’ bang your poor head, then? I know I ought to fetch water, like they do in books, to trickle between your lips, only... only I don’t t’ink there’s any water nearby and I don’t want to leave you, so I don’t.’

Delilah grunted and moved over so that he was leaning against Polly. He looked down at Peader, anxiety written all over his woolly face, and then bent his head and licked the unconscious man’s cheek. Polly, despite her fears, chuckled. ‘Sure an’ isn’t it just like our Delly to t’ink a kiss from him will bring you round, Daddy, just as if you were the sleepin’ beauty an’ Delly was the handsome prince? Oh, don’t I wish it would too! But if you’ve had a bump on your head mebbe it’s better for you to lie quiet a whiles. Anyway, Daddy, I’m goin’ to hold your hand, so’s you know I’m here, an’ before you know it they’ll come runnin’, all the grown-ups from the station, an’ you’ll be took proper care of, an’ better in no time at all, at all.’

It seemed a long while to poor Polly before the adults she longed for actually did arrive, and when they did the men did not waste time in examining the unconscious man or trying to work out what had happened. They lifted him with great care and gentleness on to the door they had brought and took him straight to the crossing cottage. Ivan and Polly had run ahead to alert their mother and a bed had been made up on the sofa, whilst the beautiful Sunday tea had been bundled out of the parlour and waited, unregarded, in the kitchen.

‘The doctor’s coming,’ Martin told Deirdre as soon as they had settled Peader on the sofa bed. ‘Mr Devenish telephoned him as soon as Ivan explained what had happened. He’ll be able to tell us what’s wrong wit’ Daddy, Mammy. Maybe he just tripped... The doctor will know.’

And the doctor, when he had had a chance to examine Peader, looked grave. He told Deirdre that her man would have to be admitted to hospital and that his condition was serious.

‘He’s had a stroke, Mrs O’Brady,’ he said bluntly. ‘He’s a very sick man and may not be well for some time.’

‘But he will get well, won’t he, doctor?’ Deirdre said, her voice heavy with pleading. ‘He was ill before, when the train near killed him, but he come to himself in the end.’

‘He’s a strong man,’ the doctor said evasively. ‘With good nursing he’ll probably do well... I’ll arrange for him to be admitted to the hospital in Liverpool which treated him last time. But strokes are funny things; you’ll just have to wait and see.’
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