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One

Thursday, May 5th, 1904

‘The man’s a spy!’ said George. ‘I know he’s a spy.’

Lydia bit her lip, telling herself not to rise to the bait.

George went on, a note of triumph in his voice: ‘He’s a spy if ever I saw one! You know it, Lydia, but you can’t or won’t admit it!’

‘That’s enough, Father.’ She tried to concentrate on her sewing, tried to ignore him, tried to pretend that he was not deliberately upsetting her and tried as usual to make allowances for him. The cotton in her needle ran out, and she finished off and reached for the cotton reel to cut another length of thread.

From the corner of her eye she saw him glance towards her, his eyes searching her face for any sign that he was reaching her with his accusations. She sighed, praying for patience. He was no longer the father she had loved as a child, but that was not his fault.

Four-year-old Adam, sitting between them on the floor with a wooden engine, looked up at her. ‘What is a spy, Mama?’

‘Nothing,’ Lydia answered, her tone sharper than she’d intended. ‘A spy is nothing. Don’t take any notice of Grandpapa. He’s being foolish.’

Foolish and sometimes spiteful, she added silently. Today he was not in a good mood, and at times like today Lydia worried about his influence on her young son.

The old man leaned forward towards the child. ‘A spy is a nasty man who does horrid things! A spy betrays the people who trust him. He betrays his country. He—’

Adam looked at her anxiously. ‘Is Papa a nasty man?’

‘Certainly not! He’s a very nice man. Your papa is the best man in the world – and you’re the best little boy!’ She gave him a reassuring smile. ‘Grandpapa is only teasing us.’

‘I’m not teasing you, Adam. I’m telling you that—’

Lydia’s patience was exhausted. She sprang to her feet, tossed her sewing on to the chair she had just vacated and, reaching for her son, pulled him to his feet. Trying to keep her voice level she said, ‘We’ll go to the park, shall we, Adam, and you can play on the swings.’

The boy’s face lit up at the prospect. ‘Will we see the man with the puppy?’

‘Maybe.’

Her father said, ‘I spy, with my little eye...’ and chuckled.

Adam gave him a quick glance and, puzzled by his words, snatched up his teddy bear, ran from the room and up the stairs.

Lydia followed him in a swirl of angry skirts and furious thoughts and almost slammed the door behind her. But that would have given her father great satisfaction. At least she could deny him that.

George laughed when he heard the front door close behind them. ‘Deny it as much as you like, my dear daughter, but you know it’s the truth. The man you married is not what he seems! Never has been, but you wouldn’t be told. Even now you refuse to see the signs.’

Just fifty years old, George Meecham was physically in good health but for the last year his mind had been letting him down. He was becoming confused and was struggling to cling on to what remained of his sanity.

He was sorry he had upset his daughter, but he reminded himself that he had always been able to spot a wrong’un and he didn’t trust his son-in-law one inch and sometimes he found himself voicing his suspicions.

‘If only I could keep it to myself,’ he groaned. ‘It’s not her fault, but it’s not mine either.’ The words came tumbling from his mouth, from his subconscious, and he recalled with a prickle of fear that the same thing had happened to his father in his later years.

Now, uncomfortably reminded of their common failing, George tried to console himself by a litany of things he could remember – like his name and address and the fact that he had once been a grocer, like his father before him. Yes. He nodded. His father had been a very successful grocer, who’d died leaving three shops in and around Brockley in south London and a very respectable house in which they now lived.

Closing his eyes, George could remember serving a customer with biscuits from the deep tin in which the assorted biscuits were arranged in layers – one of each type in each layer so that no one could complain that he had given them all the ‘boring’ ones. He smiled. He could recall the smell of the bacon as he sliced it and the sight of the dried plums laid out in their boxes and the new-laid eggs in the straw-filled baskets in which the farmer had delivered them.

‘In Parmettor Street.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Our first shop was in Parmettor Street... or was that our house? Is this Parmettor Street?’ To make sure he knew where he was, he crossed to the window and looked down, and sure enough he saw the familiar red pillar box on the opposite pavement and the young plane trees which decorated the street. ‘Yes. Good. This is Parmettor Street.’

But he had momentarily forgotten the name of the woman he married who gave him his daughter, Lydia, and a son. Now what was the boy’s name? Frowning, he tried to concentrate. Sometimes a little effort produced a glimmer, but today it failed to produce anything of any value – until suddenly the name Robert came to him.

He gave a triumphant chuckle. Yes. Robert! That was it. So where was he now? ‘Robert, Robert,’ he muttered. ‘Wherefore art thou, Robert?’

Damned memory! It could summon up a quote from Shakespeare, but could not supply any information about his missing son. He shook his head. Robert seemed to have disappeared somewhere in the half-forgotten past, but how or why was a mystery to him now, and Lydia hated to be questioned about her brother. In fact, she hated to be questioned about anything, he thought resentfully.

‘Especially her absent husband!’

In his more lucid moments George could see that it must be irritating for her, but now he sighed, rubbing his head as though that might stimulate the return of some long-lost memories. Yes. Robert, the golden boy. He had somehow slipped away... but there was a photograph, wasn’t there? Or had he dreamed that?

Pushing himself up from the chair he set off in search of it, but instead he wandered into the kitchen with the vague idea of making himself a pot of tea – but once there he forgot about the tea, and a few moments later he found himself in the lavatory where he stood staring out of the small window into the small back garden.

His wife was dead, and he was at the mercy of his daughter. And there was the grandson, Adam, who should have been the light of his life. That’s what grandchildren were supposed to be. But there was something wrong somewhere, and he and the boy did not properly relate to each other. The little boy seemed rather afraid of him for some obscure reason. George blamed the man his daughter had married. If the son-in-law was a spy then little Adam was the son of a spy... He closed his eyes.

‘My name is George Douglas Meecham, I am fifty years old and... and my darling daughter married a spy!’ he muttered, his face crinkling with sudden glee. She might deny it a thousand times but he knew.

Lydia walked at a brisk pace in an attempt to keep up with Adam who was bowling a wooden hoop along the pavement. Her face was set in unhappy lines as she did her best to forget and forgive her father’s latest outburst. She recognized that he was getting old and moving into a twilight world, and for much of the time she tried to overlook his little cruelties. Her mother had loved him, she reminded herself again and again, and for her sake she would try to forgive him.

Adam waited ahead of her, standing on the edge of the pavement, obediently turning his head left and then right, watching the traffic. Lydia took his hand, and when it was safe, they hurried across to the pavement on the far side. Only another hundred yards and they had reached the park and were through the gates. Adam ran off with his hoop, shrieking with excitement, in the direction of the playground.

Lydia followed, keeping an eye out for bad-tempered dogs who might bother her son, or suspicious men who might offer him a lollipop and then snatch him and run off with him to goodness knows where. The fact that John had to be away so much of the time laid a heavy burden of responsibility on her shoulders.

When they reached the playground itself there were perhaps twenty children of various ages enjoying the swings, the slide and the roundabout. Mothers or nannies sat about on the surrounding seats from where they could watch the youngsters.

Lydia sat down on an empty seat, and at once the unwanted questions flooded her mind. Was John a spy? Had he lied to her? Had she been too gullible when they first met, willing to believe everything he told her about himself and his work?

She smiled as Adam returned to pass the hoop into her care.

‘The puppy man is here!’ he cried, his brown eyes shining. ‘From the paper shop. May I go and see the puppy?’

Lydia searched the little crowd and found ‘the puppy man’ not ten yards away, near the roundabout. ‘You may, but don’t go any further,’ she told him.

When Adam reached him, the man smiled and tousled the boy’s hair before turning to look for his mother. When he caught sight of Lydia he raised a hand in greeting. It was Richard Wright from the paper shop.

Never losing sight of her son, her thoughts returned to her husband, whom she still adored. John Daye, tall, dark and handsome, was the only man she had ever loved and she had been willing to accept the fact that, due to his work for the government, their married life would not be easy. He travelled for the government on various assignments which were vital to the safety of the realm. He had explained right from the start that he had signed the Official Secrets Act and could never discuss the work that took him away from home for weeks at a time. He had a passport, and that was proof in her eyes that he was what he said he was – an important member of a government team, working as a departmental courier, carrying documents of a discreet nature up and down the length of Britain and sometimes across the channel.

Naturally, she missed him when he was away, but as he had gently reminded her, he earned a very good salary and they lived better than many. When her mother had died, John had raised no objections to them moving into her old family home to care for her widowed father. At least she had her son, who was a source of great joy.

Lydia frequently reminded herself that with her husband’s child beside her, she could never be lonely.

Lost in her thoughts she saw Adam coming towards her, proudly holding the Labrador puppy’s lead with Richard Wright close behind him. Smiling, she stood up to greet them, then leaned down to make a fuss of the puppy, which was leaping about hysterically on the end of his lead and making a surprising amount of noise for a dog of his size.

Adam said, ‘His name’s Snip. Isn’t that a nice name? Snip likes me. Mr Wright told me he does.’

Richard Wright grinned down at the boy. ‘Oh, he does, yes. He was hoping you’d be here today. He was in the middle of his breakfast, and he stopped and asked me if you would be in the park.’

‘Did he?’ Thrilled by the news and never doubting it, Adam’s eyes shone as he bent down to the puppy. ‘Well, here I am, Snip!’ He patted the puppy, which licked his hand and made him laugh. He said, ‘I can’t have a pet because they make Papa sneeze. Not even a mouse in a cage!’ He glanced up at Mr Wright. ‘Not even a rabbit in a hutch outside.’

Lydia shrugged. ‘It’s a shame, but it’s just one of those things,’ she said, and then she asked after the man’s wife, who had had a recent fall and injured her arm.

‘It’s slightly infected. The doctor reckons it will mend,’ he explained, ‘but these things take time. How’s your husband?’

She kept her voice level. ‘I’m afraid John’s still away on business.’ She sat down again, indicating that he might share the seat with her if he wished. He accepted, and they sat together, watching the antics of the boy and the dog.

Eventually, he said, ‘I haven’t seen your father in the shop for some time now. Is he worse?’

Her grey eyes darkened. ‘I’m afraid so. I try to dissuade him from going outside the house without me in case he gets lost. He could wander away. The doctor has explained that he will never improve so I must expect a steady deterioration in his condition.’ She sighed. ‘I know my father doesn’t mean to be unkind, and I try to make allowances for his behaviour because I know it is part of the disease. We used to be close, but now it’s impossible. He has good days and bad days. I do my best, but it is certainly very trying at times and I worry about the effect he has on young Adam... Still, worse troubles at sea!’ She forced a smile.

‘He’s fortunate to have such a caring daughter.’ Mr Wright stood up. ‘I must get back or my wife will grumble at me! She has extra work to do now that my aunt is staying with us for a few weeks.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘But she doesn’t really mind. Aunt Gladys is very talkative, but they get along well enough and my wife enjoys a bit of female company.’

Adam bade a reluctant farewell to the puppy, and Richard Wright headed back towards the gate. While Adam returned to the roundabout and then the slide, Lydia decided she would write again to her husband, sounding cheerful and positive. She liked to think that when he returned to the office from which he worked, he would find several letters from her and imagined that reading and replying to them would be something he looked forward to.

PSD, Third Floor, Sixteen Mansoor Street, Clerkenwell, London. That was where he was when he was not with her, unless he was away on an assignment. The initials stood for Public Security Department. A modest-sounding address that would arouse no unwelcome attention from the wrong people. That was how John had described it, and it made perfect sense. She liked to imagine him in his office, gravely discussing the current project, serious men huddled round a table, dealing with important matters of state.

Half an hour later, as she and Adam walked home, she was already planning her letter. She could tell John about the walk to the park and Adam and the new puppy at the paper shop, and she would pretend her father had had a better than usual day. No point in depressing him, she told herself. He had an important job to do and worries of his own and reading her letters should be the highlight of his day.

The following morning, less than two miles away, Jenny Ellerway, known by all and sundry as Dolly, hurried from her home at number fifteen, crossed to the house immediately opposite and, as always, banged the knocker four times and held her finger on the bell until the door was opened by Sidney. He was rubbing his eyes, tired from a rough night’s sleep after a late supper of pigs’ trotters, and was in no mood to exchange niceties.

‘He’s not here, Doll!’ he told her and tried to shut the door, but Dolly Ellerway, anticipating this move, already had her foot over the door sill.

‘Course ’e’s ere!’ She tossed her tangled curls indignantly. ‘Where else would he be?’

‘He’s not here, I tell you. Now hop it, there’s a good gal.’

Sidney Wickham was tallish, with dark brown hair and a face that was not remotely handsome, his nose being a little too big and his dark eyes set too close together. When he was born, the story went, his mother thought she had given birth to a goblin.

Dolly laughed. ‘What if I don’t ’op it?’ She stood with her hands on her hips. ‘He said he’d be back yesterday and would be over first thing today. Now it’s half past seven and I’m going to be late for work! If I get me cards it’ll be all his doing. He’s in there, isn’t he?’

‘He’s not! Get your foot out of the door!’

‘What if I won’t?’

He kicked it half-heartedly.

‘Then where is he?’

Sidney shrugged. ‘I’m his brother, not his bloomin’ keeper!’

Before he realized what she was about, she thrust herself past him and shouted up the stairs: ‘Oi! Don! Get yourself down ’ere, toot sweet!’

‘Toot sweet?’

‘French, to you, Sid! Means “get a move on”!’ She grinned.

Sidney wavered. The grin made her look sixteen instead of twenty. ‘Who are you kidding!’ He leaned back against the door jamb, yawned, scratched his head and felt suddenly confident that the day was going to be a good one. Not that he’d see much of it. He would idle his way through at least half of it before setting out in search of the bookie’s runner, who would take his bet with his usual lack of interest. Then it was round to the Hare and Hounds for a drop of ale.

Dolly cupped her hands to her mouth and yelled, ‘Donald John Wickham! It’s me, Dolly! Your one true love!’

Sidney put a hand to his eyes, wincing at the noise. ‘Must you?’ he asked, not expecting an answer. ‘He’s not back. I told you that. When he does get back I’ll tell him you—’

‘He calls me that – his one true love! And dearest and sweet’eart!’

‘And you fell for it.’ He glanced at her swelling belly.

‘What if I did?’

‘More fool you.’

But she was already hurrying up the bare stairs, her skirt clutched in one hand, and he heard her open and shut the doors along the landing. ‘If you’re hiding, Don...’

Sidney muttered, ‘He’s not hiding, you silly crumpet! He’s not back yet.’ Women! What was it about his brother that he always got the best-looking women – without even trying?

Dolly clattered down the stairs, her face flushed, but whether with anger or disappointment he could not say. ‘Tell him I’ll be by on my way home – and God ’elp ’im if he’s not back!’ She threw him a mocking kiss and was away.

For someone in her state – six months gone – she had a sight too much energy, he reflected. Then he grinned. His brother certainly could pick ’em!

The Pig and Whistle was the favourite haunt of many of the labourers around St Katharine’s Dock, and that was where Donald Wickham expected to find Willis Burke, known as ‘the reverend’ to his mates. Willis Burke had originally come from a nice God-fearing family, who’d doted on their only son, a gentle child with soft brown hair, large grey eyes, a sweet nature and a willingness to attend Sunday school. Unfortunately, Willis had cut himself adrift when they’d decided he would make a wonderful ‘man of the cloth’. To please them, he had at first agreed to attend St Joseph’s College, to study Religious History and Divinity with the intention of entering the church. He had soon realized, however, that he was not the man they thought he was and had made a big mistake.

Firstly, he had struggled with the syllabus, and secondly, he had found himself totally uninterested. He had decided that pleasing his family was not the way he needed to go so, reluctantly, he had broken his parents’ hearts, left home and had been immediately drawn into the shifting sands that made up a large part of London’s casual workforce.

Seven years after abandoning his original plan and several more plans, he found himself existing on casual employment in and around the docks, but the peanuts he earned currently as a nightwatchman in a warehouse were swollen by what he liked to see as his ‘little sideline’.

When Don caught up with him in the Pig and Whistle he was sipping a pint of ale and looking forward to his bed.

As Don sat down beside him, Burke said, ‘Whatever it is, the answer’s no!’ but he reached for the second pint that Don carried, which he guessed was for him and was obviously meant as a sweetener. What did the man want now, he wondered.

Don said, ‘I think you’re getting uglier, Reverend, or is it the light?’

‘I work at it! What’s your excuse?’

Around them the noise blossomed suddenly as a man came into the bar with a dog which was immediately challenged by the resident mongrel. Heads turned to watch the fight, and as the dogs’ scrabbling paws flicked up dirty sawdust, the customers took sides and began to cheer on their favourites. The barman ignored the rumpus, which ended abruptly when the intruder slipped his collar and both dogs tumbled into the street and nearly upturned a costermonger’s barrow loaded with muddy potatoes.

Don lowered his voice. ‘As I was saying, Reverend, I’ve got a nice little proposition for you.’ He rubbed finger and thumb together. ‘Bit of extra cash. Take it or leave it.’

‘The answer’s no, and don’t keep calling me “reverend”. I keep telling everyone – I’ve given all that up. You know I have.’

‘I know you think you have, and we admire you for it. You did the right thing. Look at you now – a wonderful job, generous pay and a charming little attic room where you can sleep all day!’ He drank deeply.

The sarcasm was not lost on Burke. Bright enough to know that he was being mocked, he scowled. ‘For God’s sake! I don’t do that stuff any more. I don’t know why people keep asking me. Look what it got me before. Three months in Pentonville for fraud. A hellhole if ever there was one!’ His voice was rich with indignation, but a small part of him was sorely tempted. If truth were told, Willis loved dressing up as a ‘reverend’. He felt it had once been a glorious future, which had been snatched away from him in a moment of his own youthful weakness. If only his parents had insisted. If only his tutors had begged him not to give up the Lord’s work...

Tutting, Don shook his head. ‘Prison. That was disgraceful, that was! Shocking! A true miscarriage of justice... Come on, Reverend. Drink up. You’ve time for one more.’

‘Never turn down a drink’ was one of Burke’s mottoes, so he obligingly emptied his tankard and Don caught the barmaid’s eye as she waltzed past.

‘Same again, Prue, my lovely!’

‘It’s Sue!’ But she fluttered her lashes at him.

‘Sue or Prue – you’re just as pretty!’ He turned his attention back to Burke and the matter in hand. ‘There’s this young lady...’ he began.

‘God Almighty!’ Burke groaned. ‘What did I just say? You got cloth ears or what?’

‘You said you’ve given up doing all that stuff... but I’m a mate, and there’s a sweet young lady in trouble – if you know what I mean – and a tenner in it for you. Ten bob! Ten shillings. She’s in the family way, and I just want to do the right thing by her. You know how it is. You’re a man of the world, Reverend, and you’re not stupid enough to turn your back on ten shillings.’

Burke was still shaking his head when the next round appeared, but he snatched at his pint before Don could change his mind. He was still telling himself that this time he meant ‘no’. The time in prison had taught him a severe lesson. He was determined not to repeat past mistakes, and that meant resisting the wiles of men like Don Wickham... but he owed four weeks’ rent, and it would make sense financially to say yes.

Don leaned forward and raised his ale in a sign of celebration. ‘Cheers and down the hatch!’ he said. ‘You’ll be making a young lady very happy.’

Burke made up his mind. He’d do it, but he’d make it worth his while. ‘I haven’t said I’ll do it, and I won’t do it!’ he said firmly. ‘Get it into your head, will you? I’m not doing that fake religious stuff any more. I don’t want to get into trouble again. The screws said, “You’ll be back!” and I said “Never, on my mother’s grave!” and they...’

‘But you will do it.’ Don grinned at him and leaned across confidingly. ‘Tell you what, Reverend, because it’s you, and you certainly aren’t the best-paid nightwatchman in London, I’ll double it. How’s that?’

‘Double it?’ Burke nearly choked on his ale.

‘Twenty shillings!’

‘I dunno.’

‘Come on, Reverend. You could pay off the rent you owe and... and get your stuff out of hock.’

‘Wait a minute!’ He looked at Don suspiciously. ‘How d’you know about all that?’

‘Because everyone’s in the same boat! Everyone’s in hock, and everyone owes the landlord.’

‘I bet you don’t.’

‘You’d be surprised. But if I’m not in debt it’s because I use this!’ He tapped his head. ‘So what d’you say, eh? You’d be a fool to say “no”, and you aren’t a fool, are you?’

Knowing Wickham, Burke now suspected that the man had halved his offer first time round... but so what? He would do it – this one last time and never again. ‘Throw in a pork pie and it’s a deal!’ he offered. ‘But you’ll have to keep it under your hat! I’m not going back inside for a measly twenty shillings.’

‘Not a word of it will ever pass my lips!’ Don thrust out his hand. ‘Shake on it, Reverend. It’s a deal.’

That same afternoon, on her way home from shopping, Lydia decided to try her father with the photographs. Seeing the members of the family in black and white might jog his memory and make him feel more confident. She was hoping that being less vague and more ‘in control’ might restore some of the good humour she recalled from times past. Dour he certainly was and often had been, but her mother had explained that some people did not know how to be happy. At least Lydia knew that he had once loved her.

She found him in the potting shed, scraping soil from a stack of flower pots, and coaxed him back into the house with the promise of a pot of tea and biscuits.

When she judged the time to be right, she said, ‘Shall we look at the photographs, Adam? You like that, don’t you?’

Delighted, he abandoned his colouring book and hurried importantly to the sideboard to collect the album.

Lydia said, ‘If we can’t remember all the names, Grandpapa will have to help us.’

The boy settled beside her on the sofa, and Lydia was pleased to see her father edge his chair a little closer to them.

‘Here we go!’ said Lydia, opening the album to reveal the first photograph. ‘Now who are these people, Adam?’

He pointed with a stubby finger. ‘That’s Grandpapa, and that’s Grandmama but now she’s gone to heaven.’

Lydia said, ‘Let’s ask Grandpapa if you are right,’ and looked at him enquiringly.

With feigned reluctance he leaned closer and nodded. ‘That’s me and...’ He closed his eyes. ‘I ought to know her name,’ he muttered. It’s... It’s... Estelle?’

Adam looked at his mother for approval.

‘Nearly right,’ she told them. ‘Grandmama’s name was Elspeth.’

‘Elspeth?’ George repeated. ‘But that’s what I said. Elspeth. Yes. Of course it was. Taken two months after our marriage.’

‘Well done!’ said Lydia, and Adam, taking his cue, clapped his hands.

She turned the page to a formal portrait of herself and her brother, taken on Robert’s eleventh birthday. ‘And these two children are...?’

George leaned closer, frowning. ‘So that’s where he got to,’ he said, speaking to himself. ‘Robert! Yes, of course. That’s Robert. He’s in the album.’ He glanced up at his daughter. ‘Where did he get to? I never see him these days.’

Adam said eagerly, ‘He was my uncle, but he was only little in the picture, and then he was knocked down by a big, big horse and...’

George gave a strangled cry and struggled to his feet. ‘That’s enough, young Adam,’ he said harshly. ‘You never knew him like I did! He was a wonderful boy. Wonderful, d’you hear me? Something about a horse...? Yes, that was it. Knocked down in his prime! Such a waste.’ His face crumpled.

Dismayed, Lydia closed the album with a snap and whispered to Adam to replace it in the sideboard. She turned to her father and said gently, ‘Robert had a happy life, Father. We shouldn’t mourn him. He wouldn’t wish it. He—’

George steadied himself with one hand on the mantelpiece and glared at his daughter. ‘Don’t try to tell me he’s gone. I know better. He’s... he’s around. You’ll see... Robert. Yes, that’s it.’

Sensing the change of atmosphere, Adam closed the sideboard door and looked towards his mother for reassurance.

She said, ‘Father, you have a wonderful grandson! If you would only take the time to get to know him, Adam would...’

He waved the suggestion away with a sweep of his free hand. ‘His father’s a spy!’ he said. ‘Don’t try to fool me.’

She bit back a reproach, telling herself that he scarcely knew what he was saying and was not to blame for his cruel outburst. As he wandered out into the passage, still mumbling angrily to himself, Lydia, with tears in her eyes, swept Adam into her arms and hugged him.


Two

The next morning the postman brought a letter from Lydia’s husband, and she rushed upstairs to read it in private. Later she would read carefully selected passages to her son and father. Seating herself by the window, she kissed the envelope, tore it open and drew out the enclosed letter.

‘Only two sheets!’ she murmured, disappointed, but she then reminded herself that two pages were better than none at all and that John was a very busy man.

My dearest Liddy. At last I can snatch a few moments to write to you. I have been desperately busy, but I console myself that you are a wonderfully understanding wife and I am a lucky man.

‘A wonderfully understanding wife!’ she echoed, drawing a little comfort from the compliment.

Thank you so much for your letters, which are always a source of joy to me when I find time to return to the office before dashing off again. Please thank Adam for the picture he sent of a train engine. Maybe he will grow up to be a train driver. Stranger things have happened.

Lydia smiled. Her son’s attempt had consisted of a very small yellow engine surrounded by billowing blue smoke.

Now that I am back in London I can finish the business and hurry home. This should reach you on Friday and I expect to be arriving on your doorstep soon after – by Monday, I hope. What a lot of ‘catching up’ we shall have to do, my darling. You cannot know how much I miss you when we are apart. And little Adam will be growing fast. Give him a kiss from me and tell him I shall bring him a present if he has been a good boy...

Lydia let out a deep sigh of contentment. He was coming home and he loved her and was anxious to see his son. What more could she ask of him, she wondered happily.

I do hope your father is no worse. We both know he is not to blame but you must find him difficult, dearest, and no doubt he will grow worse, but if we are ever rich you shall have a nurse to help you care for him.

No more now, my dearest Lydia. Fondest love from your loving husband John.

Lydia folded the letter and pressed it to her heart. Not long to wait, she told herself, and their little family would be complete again.

A few moments later she went downstairs, where Adam was crawling along the floor, pushing a painted wooden boat, and her father was reading The Times. The latter glanced up as she came in, his face alight with interest, and she was reminded how he used to look when he was younger, before the deterioration had set in.

‘Would you credit it?’ he demanded. ‘Another armed robbery – this time at Glazers in Oxford Street. Jewellery valued at over a thousand pounds!’ He shook his head. ‘Over a thousand pounds! The audacity of it. The sheer effrontery of the thieves. They do say the police have a lead, but then they always say that.’

Lydia raised her eyebrows. ‘Do they think it’s the same gang?’

He consulted the article. ‘Yes. Same modus operandi. I’d like to get my hands on the blighters. There were three men: one to drive the getaway car, one to hold up the staff at gunpoint and one to grab the stuff. They didn’t shoot anyone this time, but they used a gun to knock one of the customers to the ground and he’s in a poor way in hospital with a fractured skull.’

Adam looked up. ‘What is a hospital?’

His grandpapa smiled. ‘A place where you go if you’re ill.’

The boy turned to Lydia.

She said, ‘You go to stay there in a cosy little bed and the doctors and nurses make you better again.’

‘If you’re lucky!’ George growled.

Lydia gave her father a warning look, then remembered her letter from John. As soon as she began to read an edited version for her son’s sake, her father stood up and threw down his newspaper. ‘I can’t listen to this nonsense,’ he told her. ‘Can’t believe a word he says! Never could. I warned you.’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ she snapped, her joy evaporating. ‘Please don’t start that again, Father.’ Her voice rose slightly. ‘Poor John has done nothing to deserve your constant criticism.’

‘How could he? He’s never here! Last Christmas he disappeared in the middle of the Christmas dinner!’

‘He was called away on urgent business.’

‘So he said – and you chose to believe him! I’ll be in the garden if you want me.’ Scowling, he pushed himself to his feet.

Adam looked at him. ‘But Grandpapa, it’s raining!’

‘I like the rain.’

Lydia gritted her teeth. ‘If you must go in the garden, please take an umbrella, Father.’

‘I’ll do nothing of the sort. I’ll get wet – but that’s my business. My choice! You seem to forget I’m not a child. I’m your father!’

Lydia bit back another sharp reply, but then forced back the words and smiled at her son. ‘Come and sit with me, Adam, and I’ll read you what Papa says about that picture you drew for him. The engine. Do you remember?’

He beamed as he scrambled on to the sofa beside her. ‘The one with all the smoke? Did Papa like it?’

‘He liked it very much, Adam.’

‘I can draw him another picture. I can draw a house and a tree, and I can put Snip in the picture.’

‘I’m sure he would like that, Adam. Your papa is coming home soon, Adam, and you can tell him all about the puppy.’

As the door closed behind her father, Lydia closed her eyes briefly, torn between relief and guilt. She knew he could not help his irritable state of mind – his growing confusion must be terribly trying for him – but his hostility hurt her. If John were ever to become truly rich, which she doubted he would, a kindly nurse to help with her father would be a real blessing.

That same afternoon Dolly sat opposite her beloved in Bert’s Caff, listening with disbelief as Don outlined his plan. She sipped her tea without tasting it as her new life unfolded, word by word. In her wildest dreams she had never expected him to actually marry her, but she had hoped they would live together with their baby. Now he was promising to make her his legal wife, and the idea was almost too exciting to bear.

‘You mean... get wed in a church and everything?’ She stared at him. ‘This isn’t a joke, is it? You wouldn’t be so cruel... would you?’ Her heart was racing as she tried to imagine herself standing outside the church with their friends around her. Mrs Jenny Wickham! No, what was she thinking? She would be Mrs Donald Wickham.

‘No, Dolly, this isn’t a joke,’ he said gently. ‘But there won’t be a church because that would cost too much money and I’m trying to save up so that later on we can find a little flat and be on our own away from Mansoor Street – maybe an airy attic with a nice view across the rooftops.’

Dolly felt quite faint at the thought of it. She had expected to move in with the two brothers and would have settled for that. A place of their own! She wanted to throw her arms around him and hug the living daylights out of him but restrained herself. There was more to know, and she wanted to hear it all. She looked trustingly into his eyes as he continued.

‘I have a very good friend who has promised to marry us – a quiet, private affair with just Sidney as best man... His name is Reverend Willis Burke, and he has conducted several other weddings. He is not going to charge us the full rate because partly the ceremony will be his present to us. Isn’t that splendid of him?’

‘His wedding present to us? Oh, that is so kind!’ Dolly liked him already. ‘Will he – you know... Will he wear all the right clothes? The long dress and stuff? I mean, will he look like a reverend?’

‘Certainly. He is a reverend. Everything will be just as you imagine except for the church and all that silly hymn singing. There’s a small room over the Rose and Garter on Clarence Street which he uses for these private affairs.’

She had the feeling that he was watching her closely and did not want him to think she was in any way disappointed but she knew the Rose and Garter, and Clarence Street was hardly where she would have chosen to hold their wedding. But... beggars can’t be choosers, she told herself.

Don took hold of her hand. ‘Then afterwards we can pop down for a drink and—’

‘Can my ma come? And my sister and...’

He shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. The licensing laws only allow weddings on the premises if they are entirely private and discreet. No crowds. No rice or rose petals. They’re just trimmings, anyway. A private wedding is a very staid affair. Simple and elegant.’

‘But my ma...’ Her voice wavered.

‘No, Dolly!’ His tone had changed. ‘I’ve just explained that a private wedding has to be exactly that. Private.’ He shrugged, and his expression hardened. ‘Look, Dolly, if you would rather skip the wedding it’s fine by me. I wanted to please you, that’s all. I don’t give two damns!’

Dolly gasped. She stared at him, stricken. ‘No! No, everything’s fine, Don. Fine and dandy.’ She forced a smile, terrified that the dream wedding was about to be snatched away. ‘Truly it is, Don.’ She gazed at him beseechingly. ‘We can tell everyone afterwards. Explain that it was private and everything.’

‘Good girl. I knew you’d be sensible. We’ll be man and wife, and that’s all that matters. The baby will have a mother and father. It’s arranged for two o’clock on Saturday.’ He smiled. ‘Promise me you’ll be there!’

‘Oh dearest Don, most certainly I’ll be there – in my best bib and tucker!’ She was recovering from her fright. But whatever was she going to wear? she wondered, immediately anxious. Maybe she would confide in her sister and borrow the white silk rose from her straw hat. She could pin that on her Sunday best dress... But would her sister be able to keep the secret? She was something of a blabbermouth...

‘You must tell no one, Dolly,’ he was urging. ‘The reverend was most particular about that. If word gets out, he’ll be pestered from noon ’til dusk by other folk wanting the same – and he’ll blame us!’

Suddenly, his eyes darkened again. ‘There’s one more thing, Dolly, that you must accept. The day after the wedding I am away again on business all day so...’

‘On a Sunday?’ A wave of regret swept through her at the prospect. ‘But if you tell them you’ve just got married...’

He stood up. ‘No, Dolly. There is no way round it. Being a salesman means being available. If a customer in Leeds wants to see our sample range, I’m going to get it to him on time.’

‘Can’t they send someone else – just this once?’

‘They could, but I’m the best they have so it has to be me. Lester’s are a very big firm, and we can’t afford to disappoint them... but if I get the order I’ll do what I always do.’

She brightened. ‘You’ll bring me a present!’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die!’ He grinned. ‘Give me a kiss, you funny girl!’

‘I’m not a girl,’ she protested, kissing him. ‘I’m a mother-to-be!’

‘And a bride-to-be!’ He held her close and kissed her again. ‘Now remember, two o’clock tomorrow, outside the Rose and Garter, and in the twinkling of an eye you’ll be Mrs Wickham!’

Meanwhile, alone in his dreary room, Willis Burke was rummaging in his flimsy wardrobe for what he laughingly called his ‘vestments’ – a long shapeless dress which he had found in a second-hand clothes shop and which had once been white, and a long table runner which he had cleverly redesigned so that it fitted round his neck and shoulders and hung down over the front of his body. The latter, he felt, gave the outfit a certain gravitas because it had several tassels remaining along each end. Now he retrieved both items and regarded them dubiously.

They need ironing, he told himself, but he did not own an iron – and even if he did, he could never afford a fire with which to heat it. He could ask his landlady, Mrs Duggett, to iron them, but she might wonder what he was doing with such strange items and she would certainly make a small charge for the work.

It irked him that he had nothing resembling the headgear that vicars sometimes wore – or was that bishops? He ought to know such things, he thought guiltily.

Although Willis knew that impersonating a vicar was risky, he rather enjoyed the thrill of dressing up, and he usually managed to think himself into the role once he was dressed and the bride had arrived. This would be his fifth wedding, and he had only been caught out once. All things considered, he managed to convince himself that it was worth the risk because he was always well paid for the service and the money was very necessary since the nightwatchman’s job paid scanty wages.

‘Now where the hell is that bible?’ he muttered. He felt that once dressed in ‘the outfit’, holding a bible made the whole charade more believable, and he was proud of the way he could recite an approximation of the service. Now, however, he sighed. Did the women believe in the makeshift service or was the ring on the finger what really mattered? Did they care, one way or the other? Willis Burke had no idea.

He searched the flimsy desk, which did double duty as a table, and peered under the bed, but eventually found the bible under the once handsome sofa, propping up a missing castor. Tutting, he carefully dusted it off. On impulse, he pulled the dress over his head and smoothed it down, trying unsuccessfully to get rid of the creases. Then he draped the table runner over his shoulders. Thus arrayed, he picked up the bible, opened it and smiled at an imaginary couple in what he hoped was a fatherly way.

Willis cleared his throat. ‘Dearly beloveds...’ he began, then paused to adjust his voice to a more sanctimonious tone. ‘We are gathered here to unite these two people in marriage and Holy Matrimony in the face of God who loves all sinners...’ He faltered. What else did he have to say? Frowning, he turned the pages of the bible, but came upon nothing that was suitable for the occasion.

‘Drat!’ Once upon a time the necessary words had just flowed from his lips, but during his incarceration in an unpleasant prison cell his ability to invent had suffered somewhat. He tried again. ‘Beloved brethren, here in the sight of the Lord, we ask for your forgiveness...’ Forgiveness? For what exactly? He rolled his eyes. For getting married? Or for pretending to do so? And if He was keen to forgive sinners why had He not helped Willis avoid incarceration? Surely He could have weighed in and used his power to rescue his faithful servant!

Giving up, he tossed the book aside and began to parade slowly up and down, wishing he could see himself, but the only mirror was a small one which hung above the chipped sink in the corner. Suddenly inspired, he tried again.

‘In the love of the Holy Ghost, the Holy Father and God...’ A niggling doubt still lingered, but it was slowly coming back to him. Just a matter of time, he reassured himself. Ah yes! Willis brightened. There would be the ring to deal with. Now how did that bit go? ‘Take this woman... No... With this ring I declare you man and wife!’ But was that it exactly? With a sigh he determined to work at it before the bride and groom arrived for the service. He wanted his performance to be faultless.

That afternoon Lydia planned to take Adam along to the paper shop which among other things sold birthday cards, knitting patterns and wools, children’s books and a few sweets. These last were to be found in a row of large bottles arranged on the shelves behind the counter. She herself wanted a birthday card for a neighbour – an elderly widowed lady who lived next door but one.

Adam clutched a penny which Lydia had given him to spend on sweets of his choice, and he walked beside his mother feeling very important and trying to imagine which sweets he would spend the penny on.

At the last minute George had decided he needed the exercise and said he would join them on their walk, so the three of them set off together. Lydia did not know whether to be glad or sorry that her father was going with them. He might behave perfectly, or he might do or say something extravagant and entirely unsuitable, or he might wander away altogether while she was otherwise engaged. On the other hand, if he remained at home on his own there was no knowing what mishaps might occur.

When they arrived the shop was very full because the schoolchildren were on their way home and had made the paper shop a last port of call. George surveyed the available newspapers with a critical eye, but turned his attention to the magazines, finally choosing The Gardener and paying for it. He then tried to help Adam choose which sweets he would spend his penny on.

‘There’s a jar of humbugs,’ he suggested, pointing to it. ‘And next to that is a jar of lemon sherberts – the ones that fizz in your mouth. Do you like those?’

Adam shook his head. ‘I sometimes like the sugar mice...’ he said, frowning with concentration, ‘and I sometimes like the liquorice strips.’ From his position on the floor he could hardly see the selection for the throng of schoolchildren who laughed and argued at the tops of their voices.

George suddenly hoisted Adam and rested him on his left hip. ‘Now you can see the sweets, Adam.’ He chuckled. ‘What will it be, eh? You like lollipops, don’t you?’

‘And pear drops!’ the boy said, troubled by so much choice and the responsibility of making a decision. Within minutes, however, a transaction was made, and Adam was returned to the floor where he found Snip the puppy and renewed their acquaintance.

When at last Lydia reached the counter the shop had almost emptied and she and Richard Wright were able to chat.

To her surprise, Mr Wright had a request to make. ‘I don’t suppose you would consider taking another lodger, Mrs Daye?’ he asked. ‘A very nice young man came in yesterday enquiring if I knew of anyone who might rent him a room for a few months. He’s just moved into the area for his job. A promotion, he told me.’

‘Oh no, I don’t think so,’ Lydia began.

‘I just thought because you have quite a big house, and he would only want one room. I’m sure he’d be no trouble, and I know you did have a lodger once...’

‘But that was a lady lodger,’ Lydia explained. ‘She was a friend of my mother’s – a spinster – but she was only with us for a year or so.’ She was suddenly aware of her father taking an interest in the exchange and lowered her voice. ‘I really don’t think so. I mean, I would have to consult my husband before I could agree, and I’m sure he would say no...’

George, moving closer, smiled at Mr Wright. ‘Nice chap, you say? Well now, I wonder. I wouldn’t say no to a little male company.’

Lydia’s heart sank. Her father was going to interfere. It was exactly what she had dreaded.

Mr Wright rushed on, now addressing his remarks to her father, who seemed to be more sympathetic to the idea. ‘The thing is, the way he explained it, he intended to stay with his cousin who lives somewhere near here with a wife and child but she has suddenly gone down with some sort of kidney disease and cannot now cope with a lodger, not even a family member.’

‘I’m sure John won’t approve,’ Lydia said as firmly as she could in the circumstances. It was her father’s house, she reminded herself, so he was entitled to be consulted. ‘He might think it improper – him being away so much.’

Mr Wright was looking at her father. ‘He buys himself something light at midday – a pie or some such – but would appreciate a cooked meal in the evening... if you are preparing something for the family, that is. His name’s Leonard Phipps.’

‘Leonard Phipps.’ George looked at Lydia, who was shaking her head. ‘I like the sound of Leonard Phipps. What d’you think, Lydia? Should we throw him the proverbial lifeline?’

‘I really don’t think so, Father. At least, I must talk to John about it, and I’m sure he won’t like the idea.’

‘Why ever not?’ Her father gave her a challenging look. ‘Your husband is away so much that he would hardly notice if we had another man around the place! Mr Phipps could have the upstairs room that Miss Baisley used to have—’

‘Miss Baisley?’

‘Wasn’t that her name? The old dear.’

‘Her name was Farley. Edith Farley.’

‘Well, what’s in a name, eh?’ he said with a laugh. ‘As I was saying, he could have her room and just pop down to dine with us... or better still, you could cover the meal with a cloth and he could carry it up on a tray.’

Lydia felt helpless against the two of them. ‘We’d have to meet him first,’ she said weakly. ‘We might not get along. And I would definitely have to ask John before I agreed. And as I’d be the one who’d have to look after him, I must have some say in the matter.’

But Mr Wright was beaming. ‘You’d have to meet, naturally, and agree a price. No doubt a few extra shillings a week would come in handy for you. Suppose I send him round to you next time he calls in? I know he’s very keen to settle somewhere he can call his own – be it ever so humble! That’s how he put it.’ He smiled. To Lydia he said, ‘I feel sure you’ll approve of him, Mrs Daye, but if you don’t, or if your husband is against the idea, I’m sure Leonard Phipps will understand. I’ll tell him it’s just a possibility.’

George said heartily, ‘Well, that’s settled, give or take a few details.’ With a cheery nod to Mr Wright he walked out of the shop, taking Adam with him.

Lydia was forced to say, ‘Goodbye,’ and hurry after them.

Her father was talking to Adam. ‘A very nice man is coming to stay with us. Won’t that be fun?’

Adam, his mouth full of raspberry lollipop, nodded dutifully, but Lydia’s spirits sank to a new low. She should have known it would be a mistake to allow her father to accompany them.

Halfway home she brought up the subject again, trying to strike a warning note about the unsuitability of taking a young male lodger into the household. ‘We don’t know anything about him.’

Her father remained unrepentant. ‘How can your husband possibly object when I am here to act as chaperone?’ he demanded, laughing heartily at the very idea of anything untoward happening.

‘But what about the neighbours? They might talk.’

‘Why should they? We don’t talk about them.’

‘But they’re not doing anything to talk about, Father!’

‘How do we know that? Look at Mrs Roffey, next door but one. She looks like a sly piece.’

‘A sly piece! For heaven’s sake, Father! That’s a terrible thing to say! Poor Mrs Roffey. She’s a grandmother, for goodness’ sake. She was once a nursery maid. She’s—’

‘Mr Stamp then. How do we know what he gets up to in that motor of his? Driving off every morning to do goodness knows what! Coming home at night as though butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth!’

‘Mr Stamp is a perfectly respectable railway clerk! I’m quite sure he’s not doing anything at all unlawful. He has a wife and two children. He’s...’

‘Where does he get the money to buy a motor car? He might be a gambling man. He might be a spy.’

‘He is not a spy, Father. You have spies on the brain! None of our neighbours are doing anything wrong and—’

‘And neither are we!’ He gave her a triumphant smile, took off his spectacles and began to polish them with his handkerchief. ‘We will simply be offering a nice young man a roof over his head for a few months. A very charitable, very Christian gesture, if you like.’

Lydia regarded her father with dismay. ‘You must not go round maligning the neighbours,’ she said. ‘Promise me you won’t repeat any of this nonsense. Someone might sue you for slander – or is it libel? I’m not sure.’

‘You’re being very silly, Liddy. Anyone who tries to sue me for anything will wonder what has hit them! It’s not something I would take lying down, Liddy. I know my rights, and none of my petty neighbours are going to drag me down. Let them take me to court. I relish a good fight!’ His eyes shone, and Lydia realized with dismay that he was becoming quite aggressive. She now regretted her careless remarks.

Adam took the lollipop out of his mouth and asked, ‘Is Grandpapa going to fight someone?’

‘No, dear,’ said Lydia. ‘Of course not.’

‘I might,’ said George. He held up two clenched fists and parried an invisible opponent. ‘What is it they say? “If push comes to shove!”’

Almost against her will, and confused by her father’s arguments, Lydia began to wonder if perhaps she might be worrying too much about the lodger. Was she erring too far on the side of caution? But what on earth would John say?

As if reading her thoughts, George said, ‘Your husband ought to be grateful to have another man in the house in case of any trouble. He’s always away, off spying somewhere, leaving a helpless wife and child with only an elderly gentleman to protect them! What good would I be if we were burgled?’

None at all, she thought, but said, ‘I’m sure you’d do your best, Father.’

‘But it wouldn’t be good enough, would it, Lydia? And if I rushed to your rescue I might have a heart attack and you’d never forgive yourself!’

His indignation was giving way to something milder, and he gave her such a humorous look that at last she gave in and laughed. ‘Very well. If you want this Mr Phipps as a lodger, Father, and if he seems pleasant enough, you’ll have to talk to John. He hopes to be home soon.’

‘I’ll do that then.’ He gave her a kindly smile and patted her shoulder.

Lydia hid her surprise and a lump came into her throat and with it the familiar hope. This was the Father she remembered from happier times.

Adam looked up and asked, ‘What is a harty tack?’

George smiled. ‘He doesn’t miss much, does he, this brother of yours?’ Leaning down, he gave the boy a friendly tap on the head with his copy of The Gardener. ‘Nothing for you to worry about, Robert. You just think about that big bridge we’re building. We’ll have another look at it when we get home.’

‘We’ve still got some bricks left, Grandpapa,’ the boy said eagerly. ‘We could make the bridge stronger.’

‘Good idea, son. We don’t want it to fall down, do we?’

And Lydia’s hope for an unlikely miracle recovery was once again dashed.

Saturday arrived at last, and Dolly made her way to the place where she and Don were to be wed. The room over the bar at the Rose and Garter was depressingly drab, and she eyed it with dismay as she waited for her groom to arrive. It smelled of stale pipe tobacco and the pomade that some men liked to use to control unruly hair. There were chairs stacked along the wall, a very stained carpet and a long table covered with old green brocade curtains on which someone had placed two half-burned candles – one at either end. In the middle there was a small pot containing a bunch of violets which had obviously been bought from the flower girl who sat day in, day out, outside the Rose and Garter. But at least the man of God impressed her, standing before the altar with his hands clasped and his eyes closed in a prayerful way as though he was thinking religious thoughts. He was younger than she had expected with nice brown hair.

Willis Burke, regal in his impromptu robes, opened his eyes and smiled at her eagerly. ‘What do you think, Miss Ellerway?’ he asked proudly, indicating the room setting with a modest wave of his hand. ‘I think the candles are a nice touch. The landlady lent them to me.’ He waved a box of matches. ‘We can light them when we start the service.’ Dolly nodded. ‘And I’ve brought the bible.’ He laughed nervously. ‘Mustn’t forget that, must we!’

‘No.’ She tried to ignore the faded wallpaper, which had once been red and gold stripes, and the windows, which needed cleaning.

‘Nice violets,’ she said and glanced up at the large wall clock that looked as if it might have originated on the platform of a railway station.

The reverend beamed. ‘I bought the violets for you. You can take them with you as a memento of your wedding!’

‘You’re very kind.’ She was genuinely touched by the gesture. ‘I’ll treasure them. Might press them in a book. The colours always fade, but the flowers are still flowers, aren’t they?’

He nodded. ‘I must say you look very... bride-like.’

‘It’s my Sunday best,’ she confided, giving a brief twirl to show off the cream jacket and skirt which had been handed down from her sister two years earlier. She had borrowed a friend’s white straw hat and had added a scrunched arrangement of cream lace cut from the hem of an old petticoat. At last she glanced at the clock, which confirmed her worst fears. ‘He’s five minutes late!’

‘Five minutes? Oh, that’s nothing to worry about, Miss Ellerway. Grooms are often late.’ He stifled a yawn. Having been up all night, he was tired, but the excitement of the moment was carrying him along.

After an awkward silence, Willis said, ‘Not long now and you won’t be Miss Ellerway any more. You’ll be Mrs Wickham.’

‘I wanted my ma to be here!’ she told him, a hint of reproach in her voice. ‘And my sister Mavis. Don said it wasn’t allowed at a private wedding. They are both going to be disappointed when they know – and very cross with me!’

‘Did he? Ah!’ Taken aback he said, ‘Well... The thing is...’

‘Was he... bending the truth, Reverend?’

‘No, no!’ He began to fumble with the matches, lighting the candles, avoiding her eyes. ‘It’s all to do with... with the licence. Yes, indeed. A private wedding has a different licence, and it means... Well, it limits everything. Length of service, no bell ringing, no choir. That sort of thing.’

‘And no family?’

‘I believe your husband-to-be is bringing his brother, but then he’s the best man. He brings the ring. Very important.’ He risked a glance in her direction, hoping he had managed a change of topic.

Before Dolly could answer, there were footsteps on the stairs and along the landing, and the door opened to admit her groom. He looked reasonably well turned out, she thought gratefully, with a clean white shirt, a waistcoat under the jacket, and dark trousers. The shoes lacked polish, but she was willing to overlook that because he was wearing a new hat set at a jaunty angle. He looked like a young ‘man about town’, she thought proudly.

Smiling shyly, suddenly overcome by the occasion, she said, ‘You look really, really nice.’

‘So do you, Doll.’

Willis asked, ‘Where’s the best man?’

‘He’s in bed with a sick stomach. We can manage without him, can’t we?’ He raised his eyebrows slightly.

Dolly started to protest, but Willis said, ‘Certainly. All you need is a man of God.’

Don looked at the reverend. ‘Then it’s time to get going. Where’s the bible?’ He winked at Dolly. ‘Got to do things properly, haven’t we!’

The bible was produced, the young couple were drawn closer together and Willis cleared his throat as he flicked idly through the bible, pretending to find the appropriate page.

Adopting his sanctimonious voice, he began. ‘Dearly beloveds, this is a solemn occasion as we join together Miss Ellerway and Mr Wickham in... in sickness and in health.’ Relieved that he had made a good beginning, Willis paused and took a deep breath.

Dolly whispered, ‘Can we hold hands?’

He nodded, and Dolly slipped her hand into Don’s and squeezed it. It gave her confidence to feel his strong grasp, and she smiled up at him and wondered if the baby might be aware of what was happening.

‘We ask the Holy Father, Holy Ghost and Holy Spirit to love and comfort you both...’ Willis closed his eyes, held the bible with one hand and crossed himself. Dolly did the same and nudged Don into compliance. ‘Do you, Dolly, and you, Donald, take each other in lawful matrimony... for better for worse and richer and poorer?’

They each said, ‘I do.’

‘Amen to that!’ Willis looked at Donald. ‘The ring!’

‘Oh yes!’ He produced a ring – a thin gold band with a single stone. Leaning down to Dolly, he whispered, ‘It’s a very expensive diamond!’ and winked. ‘Promise me you’ll wear it always. Never take it off your finger. Never – unless I say so.’

‘I won’t, Don. I promise.’

‘’Cos you know what they say, don’t you? Take off the ring and break the marriage!’

She stared at him, startled. ‘I never heard that before.’

‘You’ve never had a wedding ring before!’ He slipped it on to her finger.

Grinning, she nodded, knowing that it was glass, but what did she care? It looked wonderful, and she held out her left hand. As she admired the ring, she felt a deep happiness welling up inside her. She was married and that was all she had ever wanted. And expecting a baby. She felt truly blessed and at peace with the world.

Willis said, ‘I now declare you husband and wife! Mr and Mrs Donald Wickham!’

Don kissed her, they all shook hands, Willis discreetly accepted payment and blew out the candles.

Don said, ‘Right.’ In a matter-of-fact way he clapped his hands. ‘That’s that. All done and dusted! Coming down for a pint of ale, Reverend?’

‘Thanks, I will.’

‘You won’t say no to a drop of gin, will you, my love?’ He slipped his arm through hers.

Dolly nodded and smiled although she felt rather hustled and would have preferred to stay a few moments longer to relish the significance of the ceremony.

Willis gave her an understanding smile and said, ‘We must celebrate. This is a very special day, Mrs Wickham!’

As Don led his bride from the room, Willis reluctantly took off his ‘vestments’, folding them carefully and replacing them in an elderly carpet-bag. He folded the green curtains and left them on the table with the candles.

‘Oh! The violets!’ He snatched them up and, with a last satisfied glance round the room, followed the happy couple down the stairs to the bar.




End of sample
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