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       ‘This beautifully evoked slice of regional experience offers universal appeal… a colourful network of characters leaps from the pages’ The Guardian

       ‘An exquisite novel… fast-moving and compelling [and] reminiscent of Elizabeth Taylor or Alan Sillitoe’ Big Issue in the North

       ‘Frances Brody has made it to the top rank of crime writers’ Daily Mail

       ‘Brody’s winning tale of textile industry shenanigans is shot through with local colour’ Independent

       ‘An irresistible read… full of humour as well as gritty realism’ Jill Hyem, writer of Tenko and House of Eliott

       ‘Enriched by a fine array of characters, brought to life with warmth, compassion and humour… thoroughly enjoyable and uplifting’ David Nobbs, writer of The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Frances Brody is the author of seven mysteries featuring Kate Shackleton as well as many stories and plays for BBC Radio, scripts for television and four sagas, one of which won the HarperCollins Elizabeth Elgin Award. Her stage plays have been toured by several theatre companies and produced at Manchester Library Theatre, the Gate and Nottingham Playhouse, and Jehad was nominated for a Time Out Award. Frances lived in New York for a time before studying at Ruskin College, Oxford, and reading English Literature and History at York University. She has taught in colleges, and on writing courses for the Arvon Foundation.

       

      Visit Frances Brody online:

       

      www.francesbrody.com 

      www.facebook.com/FrancesBrody 

      www.twitter.com/FrancesBrody 
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      This book was first published under my Frances McNeil name with the title Sisters of Fortune, before I turned to crime. Readers familiar with my Kate Shackleton mystery novels may spot the turning point, leading to darker deeds.
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      I had strict instructions not to dare eat an Easter egg, in case of throwing up in the Registry Office and making a farce of proceedings. But it was very early. The Easter egg from Shelly, Phoebe’s understudy, was quite small. And hollow. My wedding day blue taffeta dress and jacket caught the light as I drew back the curtains. Better not put that on yet.

      We were on the hotel’s second floor. The broadest and most polished of banisters invited me to slither down, holding my Easter egg, looking at the great deep scary drop to marble tiles a mile below.

      I was really too old, at going on twelve, to be doing such things, but as the only child in a touring company, I grabbed whatever enjoyment came my way.

      The old doorman didn’t notice me because he was lifting a guest’s portmanteau into the boot of a taxi.

      A railway station is always a good place to go and Leeds City Station was bang beside the hotel. The station had its own little picture house, for people to pass the time of day if they were much too early for a train. Photographs of current and coming attractions looked out from a glass frame. Some were pictures of the news, which did not deserve pictures in my opinion because news is dull. More interesting were photographs of a blonde actress in not much of a dress. A man dressed all in black leered over her, staring eyes under bushy dark brows bulging from his bloated face. She was pretty, but not a patch on Phoebe who is dark-haired and dramatic-looking, and plays tragedy and comedy in equally brilliant measure. (A review with those exact words is pasted in our scrapbook.)

      I was not the only one gawping.

      ‘Hello, little dark eyes. Do you want to go in?’ A clammy hand grabbed my arm. The man’s blubbery lips kept smacking after he stopped speaking. His nostrils twitched. ‘Do you want to be took in the pictures? I’ll pay you in.’

      ‘No thank you.’ I pulled away and ran into the station, looking back to make sure he didn’t follow me. And he would have too, but the cinema commissionaire stepped forward and said something to him.

      Pretending to be part of a family group, I slipped through the barrier, onto the nearest platform, to watch the trains. I liked the sight of people going places, the smell of the steam and the trains’ chugger-bugger-chugger-bugger-chugger-bugger.

      Sitting on a big wooden trolley, I ate my Easter egg and watched two people say goodbye. When people say goodbye, one of them is always secretly glad. Which of you is glad, and which of you is sorry to your very innards? On a spring day, ladies do not usually dress entirely in black and so it seemed to me that the person going, dabbing a lacy hanky to her eyes, must be setting off for a funeral. The gentleman in the striped suit, saying thoughtful words, must be her husband. Perhaps he didn’t like the dead person enough to attend, or else was too busy to go to funerals.

      The hand on my shoulder made me jump out of my skin and sent chocolate crumbs scattering.

      ‘Lydia!’

      Suddenly everyone on the platform was looking at me, instead of the other way round.

      ‘I guessed you’d be somewhere you shouldn’t, and today of all days.’

      Ada reached out her hands and took both of mine, pulling me up from the trolley, grabbing me in a big hug. ‘You’ve had me senseless with worry.’

      Ada is a tall person, though not so tall as Phoebe. Everything about her is plain and that is the way she likes it. Plain, big-boned looks, salt and pepper braided-up hair, a long black skirt, almost touching the ground, and under it more than one petticoat. To top herself off she has three changes of long-sleeved blouse, over a warm vest: two striped blouses and one paisley. She wore the paisley. Her other item of clothing was not really clothing at all. Fastened between her top petticoat and skirt was a neatly stitched money belt, having a great many press studs at the front and hooks and eyes at the back so that it had to be put on the wrong way round and then turned about.

      She liked to say, ‘My bank’s on my belly, and that’s where it stays.’

      We did not hurry out of the station as fast as Ada expected. She had been made to buy a platform ticket to come and look for me. The inspector demanded to see my ticket, platform or otherwise. He insisted I must have some sort of ticket. Ada blamed him for letting a defenceless child wander through a dangerous station. I cannot now remember how the matter was settled; only that Ada did not pay up.

      She kept hold of my hand till we were back in the hotel. There I took off my frock, washed myself – face, neck, arms and legs. She dabbed a flannel at my nose and cheeks saying I’d missed a spot or two of railway cinder. I put on the brand new blue dress with bolero jacket, new white socks and patent-buttoned shoes, polished by Ada to a mirror sheen with petroleum jelly and cotton wool.

      No one ever combed and plaited hair as well as Ada, taking short lengths from the bottom, holding the strand firmly with one hand, so as not to tug when she drew down the tortoiseshell comb.

      Along the corridor, my mother’s hotel room looked like a field of dark tulips. They stood proudly on the dressing table, like soldiers. Some perched on the windowsill, nodding at traffic in City Square. Bedside cabinets sprouted tulips.Ever after that and ever since, when I see tulips, I see my mother, her thick dark hair looped and decorated with oriental combs, her perfect high-cheekboned face and wide mouth, looking at herself in the mirror, dabbing a powder puff to her nose. She wore a new pale turquoise silk dress. A matching coat lay on the bed. I thought my dress a miracle, but hers was magic.

      She smiled at me through the mirror and began to apply lipstick, following the curve of her upper lip with great care, and with that little habit of running her tongue just inside her lower lip and along her even white teeth, as if it helped her concentrate.

      I picked up the card that stood between vases on the dressing table. ‘To my adored beloved, for whom I have waited too long.’

      She had told me his name. Mr Sheldon Thackrey, occupation, banker. He had loved Phoebe since he saw her play Portia when I was just twenty months old, sleeping in a basket in the corner of her dressing room. But Mr Thackrey was married then. She had steadfastly refused to have anything to do with him, other than let him take her to supper and buy her the occasional piece of jewellery, until – according to Ada – the poor man was half mad with desire.

      She came to sit beside me on the bed and put a finger under my chin. ‘No more living out of a suitcase for you, Lydia.’

      Until that morning, the ramifications of Phoebe’s marriage to Mr Thackrey did not really begin to sink in. I didn’t know it would alter our lives so completely. Perhaps it did not feel real because she had been married so many times on stage.

      When she spoke, it was as if she was telling me not about herself but about one of those very characters.

      ‘Lydia, darling, every seven years our bodies change utterly and totally.’ (Phoebe once had an admirer who was a professor of medicine.) ‘We do not remain the same person. I am in the fourth seven-year cycle of my life.’

      ‘Fifth don’t you mean?’ Ada said.

      Phoebe ignored her. ‘Now is the time to take this plunge, for both of our sakes, before the next inexorable change occurs.’

      ‘Tell the kid in words of one syllable,’ Ada said. ‘Banker’s wife is the best part you’ve been offered.’

       

      We had said goodbye to everyone in the company, except Mr Crampton, our theatre manager, and Ada who was to come with us to the Registry Office.

      People turned to look as we walked through the town. Mr Crampton cut a dashing figure in his first-night suit and top hat. He held Phoebe’s elbow. Ada and I walked behind, catching the tail end of admiring glances.

      Ada said, ‘Now don’t you worry. Just because you’ve had an unconventional childhood in the theatre, that doesn’t mean you won’t fit in.’

      As we walked up Park Row, Phoebe said to Mr Crampton, ‘Don’t look to your right now, Crampy darling, but that’s it.’

      Mr Crampton immediately looked to his right; so did we. On the other side of the road stood a soot-blackened building with fancy stonework, long flat chimneys and pointy attics.

      Mr Crampton whistled.

      ‘I’ll say so,’ Ada said.

      Adults could be very annoying. ‘What? Ada, what?’

      Ada said, ‘Don’t stare, but that’s Thackreys’ Bank, privately owned by your soon-to-be stepfather. It’s the last of what they call the country banks. That means a private bank.’

      I took another look. I never knew banks had attics.

      ‘Seemingly it’s been in his family for generations,’ Ada said.

      ‘He must be very rich.’

      ‘Happen so. But banks have crashed before today and will again. Just remember where Ada keeps her few bob.’ She tapped her belly. ‘Don’t go relying on others to see you through life. God helps them that help themselves.’

      At the door of the Registry Office, Phoebe turned to me and Ada. ‘Time to begin anew. In a short while, Phoebe Bellamy will be no more. Have you got the confetti?’

      Ada nodded.

      ‘Be sure to come out ahead of us so that the two of you can shower Mr and Mrs Sheldon Thackrey. Lydia, you better stand on that bit of a wall, and take a good aim. Crampy, you’ll snap a picture or two?’

      ‘I will.’ Mr Crampton smiled sadly and seemed about to give one of his speeches.

      Mostly, I saw their backs as the ceremony took place. Phoebe and Mr Thackrey answered the registrar’s questions and said their lines well. Afterwards they signed a big book.

      Outside, we threw confetti. Mr Thackrey laughed and brushed the stuff from his shoulders. He insisted that I stand beside them for one of the photographs.

      As we strolled back along Park Row, out came all the staff from the bank. They formed a line along the pavement. A small man who wore a monocle hurried along the row, straightening them up. They waved small Union flags, the kind people have for a royal visit.

      The monocled man stepped to the edge of the pavement. ‘Hip, hip.’ Everyone shouted hurray. They sent up three cheers and sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’. The commissionaire handed me a flag.

      Phoebe paused, thanked them so very very much and had to be given Mr Thackrey’s handkerchief to dab her eyes.

      In a private room, back at the hotel, we sat down to breakfast. Mr Crampton and Mr Broughton, the best man, both toasted the happy couple in champagne. It did a funny bubbly thing to my throat and nose. Mr Crampton whispered to me not to feel obliged. A sip would do the trick, and he polished it off for me.

      Mr Thackrey ate a kipper, and I did too. He gave me a pleasant wink and leaned towards me, to help me with the bones. His hair gave off a whiff of lavender which was a peculiar combination of smell to go with kippers.His hands were soft and his nails pink and round and very white at the tops, as if he ran a chalky pencil under them.

      I felt fit to bust when Mr Crampton and Mr Broughton took their leave.

      When they had gone, Phoebe reached out and ran her fingers from Mr Thackrey’s temple to his chin, to his throat that was a little red from the stiffness of his collar. ‘Sheldon, my dearest, I hope you won’t turn fiercely jealous, but an admiring gentleman has filled my room with tulips.’

      He kissed her fingers. ‘Admiring and adoring, don’t forget the adoring.’

      Phoebe smiled her dazzling smile.

      He pushed his chair back. ‘Am I to be allowed to see these beautiful tulips?’

      As Mr Thackrey stood, he reached into his inside pocket and brought out a flat wrapped box. ‘For you, Lydia, to remember this day.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Phoebe said, ‘Call Mr Thackrey Pa, and call me Ma. That is what his son will call us. Ma and Pa. We’ve decided.’ She turned to him with a melting glance as if they had decided something else altogether.

      Mr Thackrey – Pa – gave Ada an envelope.

      I don’t think he heard either of us say thank you.

      Ada checked the contents of the envelope, thrust her hands under the table, hoisted her skirt and tucked the envelope into her money belt.

      I lay the box on the table. A small, sparkling cat gazed up at me.

      ‘It’s gold,’ Ada said as I placed it against the white cloth. ‘Those eyes are sapphires. That’s a diamond at the tip of its tail.’

      ‘A real diamond?’ My blue-eyed cat smiled with its ruby mouth.

      ‘He’s a banker, petal. A diamond to him is like me buying you an ice cream.’

      She pinned the brooch on my dress.

      ‘Eh kid!’ She and I shared the same space in the revolving door. ‘We’ve a day ahead of us all to ourselves. I should take you round the town, through the market. But to tell you the truth I feel jiggered with it all. These past two nights I haven’t slept a wink. I feel fit for nothin’.’

      I led her to the newsreel picture house.

      Curiosity crept in on me. That bank, with its attics, and its windows like a church. What was it like inside?

      ‘I’ve forgotten what that bank looked like,’ I whispered as a Fifth Avenue Easter Bonnet Parade flickered to life on the newsreel.

      ‘I wouldn’t mind a gander at it myself,’ Ada said.

      *

      The commissionaire beamed. He said we were just in time as the bank closed at three, and would we like to be announced? We would not.

      Great stone pillars joined the tiled marble floor to a high vaulted ceiling. Across from the entrance, polished wooden counters imprisoned black-clad clerks who wore stiff white shirts and narrow dark ties. In the hushed atmosphere, they did not seem to be the same creatures who, not so long ago, had waved flags and raised cheers. Dotted about the walls were tables and chairs for customers. Each table held a blotter, a pen in a stand, and an inkwell. An old man scraped back a chair and doddered towards the counter.

      Great heavy doors led off to other places. One of them, when opened briefly, revealed a sort of iron-barred gate from floor to ceiling.

      ‘The inner sanctum,’ Ada whispered.

      We did not stay long.

      Ada pushed the door. The commissionaire suddenly appeared, a little flustered at not being ready to bow us out. I saw why. He must have been talking to the girl with the light-brown hair and hazel eyes who was about my age, but smaller, yet too big for her clothes. She wore a faded cotton frock and a blue cardigan matted from shrinking in the wash. He had given her a flag, too, because the union flag was stuck in her top buttonhole. When she saw my flag, now tucked behind the cat brooch, she gave me a glare of such rage that if eyeballs were bullets she’d have shot me in the head. I glared back.
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