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With secrets, drama and war to contend with, three sisters must look to each for support and guidance . . .



Nancy, Amy and Katie Siddons are three of the prettiest nurses south of the Mersey. They've been brought up to respect their elders and uphold family honour at all times. Then sweet, naïve Katie falls pregnant, bringing shame upon the family's name. Alec Siddons, a local police constable, cannot and will not forgive his daughter for her immoral behaviour. But Katie isn't the only one with troubles ahead. Amy is in love with her cousin Paul, but owing to a family feud the mere mention of his name is forbidden in her father's presence; and Nancy is eager to wed her fiancé Stan before the Second World War takes him away. With the outbreak of war, the three sisters offer each other comfort and support. Their mother, meanwhile, is battling with painful memories of the past, and their father lives in dread that his own dark secrets will be revealed. As the war takes its toll on the Merseyside girls they learn that few things in life are more precious than honesty, love and forgiveness.





By Anne Baker and available from Headline



Like Father, Like Daughter 

Paradise Parade

Legacy of Sins

Nobody’s Child

Merseyside Girls

Moonlight on the Mersey

A Mersey Duet

Mersey Maids

A Liverpool Lullaby

With a Little Luck

The Price of Love

Liverpool Lies

Echoes Across the Mersey

A Glimpse of the Mersey

Goodbye Liverpool

So Many Children

A Mansion by the Mersey

A Pocketful of Silver

Keep The Home Fires Burning

Let The Bells Ring

Carousel of Secrets

The Wild Child

A Labour of Love

The Best of Fathers

All That Glistens

Through Rose-Coloured Glasses

Nancy’s War

Liverpool Love Song

Love is Blind

Daughters of the Mersey

A Liverpool Legacy

Wartime Girls

Liverpool Gems

A View Across the Mersey





This book is for my daughter Christine




BOOK ONE

1939




CHAPTER ONE

July 1939

‘Goodness knows what you all get up to,’ Celia Siddons complained. ‘You should live at home where your father can keep a proper eye on yau.’

Having three daughters all at an age that attracted male attention weighed heavily on her, and now it seemed with good reason.

It was Saturday afternoon and her middle daughter Amy had come home for an hour. She was sitting at the table in the narrow slit of a kitchen.

‘Why all the fuss?’ Amy folded up the newspaper she’d been scanning. ‘Doesn’t the news give you enough to worry about? It seems war is almost on us.’

Celia found Amy the most difficult of her daughters, the most questioning, and the one most likely to guess why she was such a bundle of nerves over this. She saw her own hand shake as she peeled potatoes for Alec’s dinner.

‘Come and sit down, Mam, and have your tea before it gets cold.’ It wasn’t like Amy to be so considerate. ‘You’re never off your feet.’

‘I don’t know why you had to find our Katie that job.’

Celia knew she shouldn’t keep on like this, but she couldn’t help it. Already Amy’s dark blue eyes were following her thoughtfully. She was the one most like Alec. She wore her black wiry hair in one thick pigtail down her back.

‘Why does she have to be a nursemaid? We should never have agreed to it. Should have insisted on her getting  a job where she could live at home.’

‘Katie’s all right. Better if you thought about getting blackout material.’

‘I’ve bought enough for three windows. It cost one and six a yard, and they’ve run out of curtain hooks at Woolworths. Goodness knows what’ll happen to us if there’s another war.’

‘There will be. There’s an article about evacuation in the paper, and Pa’s being sent on an anti-gas course.’

Celia’s eyes went to the two gas masks taking up space on the shelf next to the cake tins.

‘It’s all a terrible worry, and now this business of Katie on top.’

She heard quick, light footsteps coming up the yard, and immediately her stomach was churning again. The back door burst open.

‘Hello, Mam. Hello, Amy. Any chance of a cup of tea?’

Katie was the youngest and the prettiest, and the most innocent. The daughter most likely to get herself into trouble. Her thick dark hair curled about her head and shoulders, and though it seemed almost black, a shaft of sunlight coming through the window was burnishing it to bronze at this moment.

Celia knew she sounded unaccountably vicious: ‘What’s this I’m hearing about you, you little madam?’

‘What, Mam?’ Katie immediately looked wary. She’d found the teapot under its knitted cosy on the mottled blue enamel gas stove, and was already pouring herself a cup.

‘Leave that a minute. You’ve been seen walking in the park with a young man.’

Katie started to add milk to the cup.

‘Listen when I’m talking to you.’ Celia couldn’t stop herself shouting like a fishwife, nor from studying Katie’s face for signs of guilt. Her daughter’s widely spaced midnight-blue eyes were staring back in shocked surprise. The blue pinafore dress she wore was exactly the same shade.

‘Who saw me?’

‘Does that matter?’

Katie was guilty all right, she could see it in every line of her slender body. It infuriated her more to see Amy wink at her younger sister.

‘Winnie Cottie, who else?’ Winnie Cottie lived next door. ‘I saw her curtains twitch as I came in just now.’

Celia straightened her lips into a hard line. ‘You know I don’t speak to her. Pa’s forbidden it.’

‘Doesn’t stop her speaking to you, Mam. Not if she’s got something to say that’ll wind you up.’

Celia never ceased to be amazed at the things Amy seemed to know by instinct.

She burst out: ‘Winnie said to me as bold as brass: “I see your Katie’s courting though she’s hardly out of school. Her young man was being very forward.” Going behind our backs. Letting the family down. You know how your father feels about that.’

‘Why are you so worked up about it?’ She could see Katie’s tongue moistening her lips.

‘Mam worries about us.’ Amy gave her a sympathetic smile, and poured more tea for herself. ‘Let me explain it to her, Mam.’ She tilted her chair back on two legs.

Celia wondered what was coming. Amy’s eyes were more alert than Katie’s and she had none of her sister’s innocence.

‘Katie, Mam sees us daughters as a big responsibility, and she takes it very seriously. Isn’t she always telling us that family honour must be upheld? So must our good name, and we mustn’t lose our good character. That sort of thing?’

Katie nodded. ‘All the time.’

Celia didn’t like the way Amy could joke about serious things. There was a wicked gleam in her eyes as she said: ‘Mam, for a long time I believed you were telling us we mustn’t steal, because it would embarrass Dad, him being a policeman.’

Amy giggled and went on: ‘In the last year or so, I realised I was mistaken.’

Katie’s eyes were watching her sister with rapt attention.

‘What Mam really means is beware of men. Especially those who want to put their arms round you. Make very sure you don’t produce a child before you are wed. That’s what she’s afraid we’ll do.’

‘Amy!’ Celia protested. ‘For goodness’ sake! Such talk from a daughter of mine. If your father were here . . . You’re shameless. I don’t like to hear you being so crudely outspoken.’

‘There you go again. You don’t say what you mean. Unless you do, nobody understands.’ She laughed.

Celia felt the blood rushing to her head. Amy could be so uncouth, and she’d never seen Katie look so beautiful, so vulnerable.

‘Mam is afraid that one of us might fall into that trap. Particularly you, since you are so fetching. Just put her mind at rest, will you?’

Katie said in a clipped, awkward voice, ‘I was going to ask if I could bring him home to meet you and Pa.’

Celia couldn’t stop herself: ‘So it’s gone that far?’ Her face was screwing up with foreboding she shouldn’t let them see. ‘Well in that case, the sooner the better. You’d better bring him.’

Amy said slowly: ‘So our Katie’s got a boyfriend. So what? It’s hardly the end of the world.’

‘In the park too. I hope you know it isn’t safe, young lady. Keeping company at your age.’

Katie’s lips broke into a smile. ‘He’s lovely, Mam.’

‘That’s for us to decide,’ she said sharply. ‘Your pa and me. You’re only sixteen, far too young to know anything about that. Perhaps next Sunday? You won’t have to work?’

‘No, Sunday will be fine. Can you come too, Amy?’ Katie implored. Usually Amy didn’t, if she knew Pa would be around.

‘All right, if you want me. I’ve got a half-day.’ Amy was a student nurse at the hospital down the road, and was wearing her uniform dress with a navy cardigan on top. ‘Yes, I’d like to meet this boyfriend of yours.’

Katie said: ‘I’ll help you, Mam. Get the tea ready, and all that.’

That brought a grain of comfort to Celia. Not the actual help Katie was pledging, but a well-brought-up girl should offer. Perhaps, after all, they’d raised her well enough.

‘Our Nancy is bringing Stan for tea,’ she told them. Nancy was her eldest daughter and engaged to be married. Stan came to tea every fourth Sunday. Celia knew and trusted him. Nancy was the least of her worries. She wished the other two were more like her.

‘Ask your boyfriend too. We’ll all be here.’ She sighed heavily. ‘What’s his name?’

‘Jimmy. James really, I suppose. James Shaw.’

Celia crashed down her cup and rushed to the living room. She had to get away, blot out Katie’s face so rosy with hope and love. It brought a rush of unhappy memories. She could remember when she’d felt just the same about a man, and look where it had got her.

 


‘That was terrible.’ Katie let her pent-up breath hiss slowly out. She closed the kitchen door so Mam couldn’t hear her.

‘You have stuck your neck out,’ Amy whispered. ‘You know what Pa’s like. He’ll give your Jimmy Shaw a hard time. Ask all sorts of embarrassing questions. Whatever made you do it?’

‘I had to, didn’t I?’

‘Why? You could have said Winnie Cottie makes up gossip if there isn’t any. Or she could have seen you talking to anybody. You didn’t have to admit he was your boyfriend.’

‘I did really. Everything stands still until I do. I need their consent to get engaged, to get. . .’

Katie didn’t say married, but she knew she’d left the word  hanging in the air as clearly as if she had. Amy’s wide-awake eyes were searching her face. Katie went on hurriedly.

‘I can’t put it off, Amy. They’ll hold it against me if I keep going out with him without telling them.’

‘He’s keen, is he?’

‘Very, and oh, Amy, I do like him.’

‘They’ll say you’re too young.’

‘But Jimmy isn’t.’

By Sunday morning, Katie felt almost as nervous as her mother. She wasn’t looking forward to introducing Jimmy to the family.

There was hardly space enough in the tiny kitchen for them both to work together, but her mother believed in thrift, and if Katie wanted to bake cakes for tea they had to go into the oven at the same time as the joint for dinner. She hadn’t been able to escape from her mother’s endless questions.

‘How long have you known him?’

‘Quite a long time.’ For Katie, it was an effort to stay calm. She was stretching the truth. It was only a few months.

‘I thought the Brents didn’t allow you to have followers?’ Her mother’s voice was sharp with suspicion.

‘They don’t.’ And it had made her nervous to see Jimmy hovering in the park beyond their back garden fence, waving to her. Signalling to her to come out. Miming that he was prepared to wait.

‘He doesn’t come near Park Road West.’ That much was true, the park was handier and he could sit on the grass.

‘Then you don’t see much of him?’

‘I can’t.’ That was stretching it again.

Why should the fact that she had a boyfriend make everybody suspicious and nosy? And why should it be forbidden? She found it hard to talk about Jimmy. What she felt for him was too new, too different from the way she felt about everybody else. Even Amy and Nancy, to whom she felt close.

If she said Jimmy made her feel wonderful, lifted her until  she sparkled with excitement, it would only increase this unaccountable anxiety her mother had about him.

‘You’re too young to be keeping company,’ her father had said, ‘hardly out of nappies.’

Alec Siddons was a police constable and had a way of rocking back on his heels and delivering his opinion as though it were a verdict. Once he’d made his judgement, that was it. He didn’t allow any appeals.

‘Treats us all as petty criminals,’ Amy had whispered behind her hand. It didn’t bode well for a satisfactory outcome, but Katie wouldn’t even think of that yet. She dared not.

‘Mother! Please,’ Katie implored, as she watched her basting the joint. ‘He’s lovely. Brown curly hair, ever so thick, and such a wide smile. You’ll like him.’

‘What’s his job?’

‘He’s a ship’s officer, merchant navy. Third officer, quite a gentleman.’

‘We’ll see about that.’ Her mother’s tone sounded as though she didn’t believe it. ‘How old is he?’

‘Twenty-five,’ she breathed. ‘A real man.’

‘Good gracious, he’s far too old for a slip of a girl like you. I hope you know what you’re doing, young lady. Don’t you let him get you into trouble.’

Katie wanted to scream. That was all her mother ever thought about. That men could get you into trouble.

‘Can I open a tin of salmon for tea? There’s a big one in the cupboard.’

‘We’re not made of money, Katie. Surely a slice of cold mutton with salad? We had boiled ham for dinner yesterday, so there’s some of that left too. It’ll be plenty.’ All morning, Katie had felt the tension sparking across the kitchen. Both of them were on edge.

Katie kept thinking to herself: It’s got to be all right. Jimmy will make a good impression. Please make them like him. Too much hung in the balance.

She wanted them to accept him. Then accept an engagement  and get a wedding date settled. She had already transgressed the rules her mother had laid down, but Jimmy was casting such a spell on her, she couldn’t help herself. She loved him.

Her parents, though, were tight-lipped with disapproval. She was afraid they’d already made up their minds he was unsuitable.

‘It’s different for our Nancy. She’s twenty-four and old enough to be thinking of marriage, and she’s making a wise choice. Silly at your age. Enjoy your youth while you can. Marriage isn’t all a bed of roses, you know.’

Katie had intended to train as a nurse as soon as she was old enough, like Amy and Nancy. But compared with being Jimmy’s wife, that was as nothing.

The aroma of roasting mutton still hung in the air from Sunday dinner, but as soon as the dishes were cleared from the living room table, Katie rushed to the front room to put a match to the fire that was permanently laid but rarely lit. The room felt dank and airless, unlived-in. She looked round, seeing it with fresh eyes, as Jimmy would see it.

The wallpaper was busy with overblown pink roses that faded to beige where the afternoon sun touched the wall opposite the bay window. A large picture of a stag at bay in the Scottish Highlands hung over the mantelpiece.

She felt jumpy as she started to prepare for tea, pulling out and extending the gate-legged table, putting the aspidistra on the windowsill. Their best damask cloth had been so heavily starched and firmly ironed that it stood up in neat rectangular folds she couldn’t smooth out.

She carried in the food from the kitchen, while her mother unlocked the china cabinet and laid out the Royal Doulton tea service that had been a wedding present from her father’s family and was only brought out on special occasions.

She was glad when Amy came home in the middle of the afternoon. She’d had her dinner at the hospital and was vague when asked where she’d been since.

The afternoon was crawling, but in fifteen more minutes  Jimmy should be here. There were butterflies in Katie’s stomach as she ran upstairs to the bedroom she had shared with Amy all her childhood. Still did, if they were both home for the night. In the spotted glass on their dressing table, her cheeks looked flushed. She flicked her powder puff over them to reduce the colour. Took out her lipstick, but decided against it. Pa might send her back to wash it off if he noticed.

As she went downstairs again she heard him rustling his newspapers in the living room. He called: ‘Is tea ready?’

‘Yes, Pa, but we’re waiting for the guests to come,’ Amy answered from the kitchen.

Katie felt on tenterhooks now. She watched her mother take off the pinafore that covered her mauve Sunday dress, check her thin, colourless face in the mirror, and pat her wispy grey hair into shape. She seemed a faded shadow of herself.

This was the worst part, waiting for Jimmy to come. He should be here by now. Had he gone somewhere else first and forgotten the time? Or, and she went cold at the thought, had his nerve failed him at the last minute?

‘It makes me nervous, the thought of being inspected,’ he’d said when she’d invited him. ‘I’m being vetted to see if I’m good enough for you.’

‘I’ll be nervous too, but you will measure up, Jimmy, don’t worry,’ she’d assured him.

To know Jimmy was to like him. He had that effect on everybody. Edna, her friend, thought he was charming too. Katie had told herself a hundred times that her family would take to him just as she had, but she had expected him to be here on time.

She made herself join the rest of her family in the living room. She perched on the edge of a bentwood dining chair because the table where they usually ate their meals took up most of the space, leaving room for only two armchairs.

Her father sprawled on one of them, his feet up on a foot-stool. He’d scattered newspapers all round him on the floor.

‘Every paper says war will definitely come. Start stocking up on food, Celia. It’ll all go scarce. Remember last time?’

‘I’m doing my best. Buying up tinned food.’

The lived-in shabby room seemed overfull with so many of the family at home. Her mother talked of getting a carpet square to cover the cracked lino but said they couldn’t afford it yet. She wanted to replace the two Rexine-covered armchairs too, though Pa said they were very comfortable.

Katie was beginning to fret. Her father’s newspaper rattled down again. He stretched to look at the clock on the mantelpiece. ‘This boyfriend of yours is late.’

‘You did tell him six o’clock, didn’t you, Katie?’ Her mother’s nervous eyes met hers. Seeing Mam all twitchy like this was making her worse.

‘He’ll be here any minute now,’ Amy said firmly from behind one of Pa’s newspapers. ‘Just be patient.’

‘It shows poor manners not to get here on time,’ her father grunted, but he didn’t get to his feet. Katie closed her eyes and willed the doorbell to ring.

But she couldn’t sit still for more than two minutes. She went back to the front room, poked the fire up and put more coal on. The temperature still seemed ten degrees cooler than in the living room.

She couldn’t stay away from the window and kept flicking up the crisp white nets to look out. On the other side of the main road stretched the leafy green acres of Birkenhead Park, lush now in midsummer but dripping with moisture on this rainy afternoon.

Another half hour dragged by. For Katie, each minute seemed like ten. It helped that Nancy was late too and Jimmy wasn’t the only reason for delaying Pa’s tea. She stood with her forehead pressed against the glass, hoping Jimmy would come first.

‘I’m getting hungry,’ her father grumbled from the living room.

‘Pa, we can’t invite people for tea and then start without  them,’ Amy said with more assurance than the average nineteen year old could muster.

Alec Siddons had an enormous appetite and believed in eating well and often. From an early age Katie knew that the food in her home was better than at the homes of her friends. Her mother was always cooking. She couldn’t remember a time when there wasn’t cake in the tin.

Often her father would come off his shift with a large piece of ham or beef, or two or three dozen eggs, almost as though he didn’t trust her mother to keep the larder properly stocked.

‘Took a turn through the market,’ he’d say. Sometimes it was on his beat. ‘Eggs were down in price,’ or ‘I fancied a bit of ham.’ And his large ruddy face with the moustache several shades lighter than his black wiry hair would beam round the kitchen.

Her mother liked him to bring such offerings home because it meant her housekeeping would stretch further.

‘We aren’t waiting much longer,’ Alec growled irritably. ‘Our Nancy knows what time we have tea.’

Katie watched a car drive past. There was an elderly couple on the other side of the road. Where could Jimmy be? She realised she was biting her fingernails and clasped both hands determinedly behind her back.

A blue and yellow double decker bus was drawing to a halt a few yards further down the road. She implored the powers that be that Jimmy would get off. Instead, it was her eldest sister Nancy who jumped from the platform and turned laughing towards her fiance Stanley Whittle who followed. Katie felt her spirits plummet. Moments later, the back door slammed and Nancy breezed in.

‘Sorry, Mum. I know we’re late.’ Nancy laughed excitedly.

‘What time’s this to come home for your tea?’ Alec demanded angrily.

Nancy’s face glowed in the dark hall. She was small and dainty in her flowered cotton dress and she moved like  quicksilver. ‘We’ve been to see the curate and made some big decisions.’

‘And kept us waiting while you did it,’ her father complained.

She went over to kiss his cheek. ‘Sorry, Pa. Then we went to tell Stan’s parents and we had to wait for a bus. You know how few run on Sundays.’

Alec patted her arm. Nobody stayed angry with Nancy for long. ‘You’re here now and, anyway, we’re still waiting for Katie’s boyfriend to come.’

‘I’m so looking forward to meeting him, Katie. Fancy you having a boyfriend too.’

Katie wished she was more Nancy’s build. Nancy was her half-sister, and she and Amy bore little resemblance to her. How could they, with a mountain of a man like Alec Siddons for a father?

Nancy’s complexion took a tan better and her hair was lighter; a mid chestnut brown with golden highlights. Her hazel eyes shone with goodwill for everyone.

Stan Whittle stood awkwardly behind her. He was a collector for the Prudential.

Amy had whispered that he reminded her of Pa and looked old before his time. He rode the same sort of big black bike and wore bicycle clips on his trousers, and a bowler hat with a collar and tie when he was working.

Amy had smiled and said she wouldn’t hanker to spend the rest of her life with him, but Nancy thought he was absolutely wonderful.

‘The tea looks lovely.’ Nancy inspected the table. ‘You’ve worked hard Katie, Victoria sandwich and chocolate cake and scones.’

‘She was busy all morning,’ her mother said.

Katie was on her feet again and lifting the front room nets, pulling the beige velvet curtains back as far as they’d go. Her mother had got into the habit of keeping them half drawn since they’d had the new carpet square in here last year. She  was afraid the sun might fade the vivid red and brown of its geometrical design.

Her father demanded: ‘What’s happened to this lad of yours?’

‘Perhaps he’s lost his way,’ Nancy suggested. She always thought the best of people.

Katie was grateful, though she knew that wasn’t possible. They’d walked in the park opposite too often. She’d pointed out her parents’ house in the red brick terraces that faced it.

Alec said with another burst of irritation. ‘We can’t wait any longer. This fellow has no thought for anyone else. Quarter to seven, I’m hungry.’

The kettle had been hissing softly on the kitchen stove for half an hour. Her mother went to make the tea.

In desperation, Katie went to the window one last time. Still no sign of Jimmy. She felt the tears sting her eyes and resolutely blinked them away. She must not let anybody see how much she cared. She felt terrible, it seemed Jimmy was letting her down. Perhaps after all he didn’t love her as much as she loved him?

As her father settled himself in the chair nearest the fire, Katie crashed together the place setting she’d set out for Jimmy and stacked it on the upright piano.

‘Not the sort of man for you, Katie,’ her father said dourly. ‘Accepting an invitation and then not keeping it. No manners. All the trouble we’ve gone to and then this. Drop him. He isn’t going to do.’

Her teacup smelled of dust and disuse. The cold mutton was sticking to her throat. Katie sprinkled vinegar on her lettuce to help it down. Around her, she heard the chink of cutlery on plates and knew everybody else was eating heartily. Especially her father.

Katie felt she’d spent all day preparing this feast, working herself up for nothing. Getting Jimmy here was the first essential.

‘Perhaps it’s just as well,’ her father said with his mouth  half full. ‘There’s no hurry for you to get married, not at your age. Let’s get Nancy off first. One wedding in the family is enough to cope with at a time.’

His gaze went to Nancy. ‘And we’ve promised you we’ll put on a good show, haven’t we?’

Nancy smiled at Stan. ‘I’m so excited, Pa. We’ve finally decided on the date. We’re going to be married on December the sixteenth. Stan says he can’t wait any longer.’ They’d been engaged for three years.

Katie saw the way they were looking at each other, and it stabbed into her. She was pleased for Nancy, of course she was. Everybody had known for ages this was coming. It was what she wanted for herself and Jimmy.

She chewed determinedly. It would do her no good to be envious of Nancy. Though Nancy had an engagement ring flashing fire on her finger and her mother had spent months sewing ivory slipper satin to make her wedding dress. She would gladly settle for fewer trimmings than Nancy was going to have.

‘We’ll have a week’s honeymoon in London,’ Stan said. ‘And come home in time for Christmas.’

Out of the corner of her eye, Katie saw a shadow through the net curtain, there was somebody on the front step. That second, the doorbell pinged and she felt her stomach turn over. She was aware, as she ran to open the door, that her family’s interest in Nancy’s wedding plans had ended abruptly.

‘Jimmy! Thank goodness. Come in.’ Through tears of relief she could see him smiling at her. She wanted to throw her arms round his neck but was only too aware she’d left the front room door ajar.

‘Darling Katie.’ She knew his voice would carry easily to the tea table. He made a move to kiss her but she stepped back in embarrassment.

‘Am I a little late?’ His gaze captured hers, playing games and not allowing her to look elsewhere. He was wearing his  best grey suit with a fancy yellow waistcoat and was clutching a pot plant. She could see pink azaleas in full and glorious bloom rising above the fancy wrapping paper.

‘Yes, a little,’ she said hastily, but her spirits were rising. Everything could still be all right. He looked wonderful. ‘Come in.’

The hall was narrow and dark and made claustrophobic by the heavily striped wallpaper. Once the stripes had been brighter and lighter, but the years and coal fires had darkened them to oppressive bars of nigger and tan.

The only furniture was an oak hall stand. A large policeman’s helmet set on its narrow table top, as though on a pedestal, dominated the gloomy hall. A policeman’s tunic seemed the largest garment dangling from the pegs. Her father meant these trappings of the law to catch the eye of everybody who came to the door.

As a child Katie had not been encouraged to bring other children home, and those she did didn’t come twice. The hall intimidated them.

‘Is this the prison?’ they’d all asked. ‘Your father locks people up, doesn’t he?’

The steep stairs with a central strip of brown drugget held in place with brass stair rods added to the aura of a bridewell.

‘Good Lord!’ Jimmy’s smile faded as his eyes took in the helmet. ‘Is your father a copper?’ The tone of his voice left no doubt where the police force came in his estimation.

Katie was rigid with tension. She would have preferred her father not to hear that.

She hung Jimmy’s elegant white macintosh over her father’s tunic, and put a finger across her lips before saying: ‘In here.’

Hastily she pushed the door wider and five pairs of eyes were examining Jimmy minutely.

‘This is Jimmy,’ she announced. He must see they had started to eat without him and realise how very late he was.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Her mother was on her feet. He  pressed the pot plant into her hands. ‘How kind. Thank you.’

‘I’m so sorry I’m late.’

His arrival caused a general disturbance. Katie retrieved his place setting from on top of the piano and introduced her family. Amy got up to bring another chair from the living room, and everybody shuffled closer to make room at the table.

Her mother was looking round for somewhere to put the plant. She found a spot for it beside the teapot on the hearth. All were ill at ease.

‘How are you, Mr Siddons?’ Jimmy put out his hand. It took a few moments for her father to grasp it. His whole manner showed reluctance.

‘You’d better come and sit down, lad, so we can finish our tea.’

‘Thank you, sir. Very kind of you to invite me.’

‘Katie did tell you six o’clock?’

‘Yes. I say, I am sorry. Entirely my fault.’

‘We did wait,’ Katie told him.

‘You’re not fond of the police then?’ her father asked, lifting his wiry eyebrows.

‘Oh yes. I’ve always had great admiration for the job you do. I was just surprised, that’s all. I thought Katie said you worked in the town clerk’s office.’

Katie propelled him to his seat. ‘That’s Edna’s father,’ she hissed, aware that this wouldn’t endear him to her father either.

‘Got lost, did you?’ her father asked stiffly. ‘We’d given you up. Couldn’t wait any longer.’

‘Er - no. I was walking across the park and saw two elderly ladies looking quite distressed. They had a Sunbeam Talbot. I couldn’t hurry past.’

Tight-lipped, her mother was putting the last of the meat on a plate, Katie piled on the last of the salad. ‘Do start, you’ve a bit of catching up to do.’

One by one, the others were putting down their knives and  forks. Katie was the only one with anything left on her plate. She ate even more slowly to keep him company. She could see her father eyeing the trifle.

‘I’ll have a little of that,’ he said.

‘We all will in a minute, Pa,’ Amy told him.

Jimmy went on with bubbling good humour, as though determined that Alec wouldn’t get him down. Katie could feel herself being won over. She was achingly aware of his presence. She looked everywhere but at him, afraid to meet his gaze. Compared with him, Stan Whittle was a dull old stick who hardly opened his mouth.

Jimmy had a deep gurgling laugh and a voice that could change its note from tease to seduction in seconds.

‘These ladies said: “Please could you help us? We’ve got a puncture.” I had to change the wheel for them.’

‘That took an hour, did it?’ Alec asked sourly.

‘Well, I might have been five minutes late already, but the wheel had never been off. I thought it would defeat me.’ Jimmy beamed round the table. ‘But I managed it eventually.’

‘Managed not to get your hands dirty too,’ Pa said. ‘That was clever.’

‘They offered me old gloves,’ he said quickly.

‘And clever not to mark that fancy suit. Changing a wheel’s a dirty business on a wet afternoon like this.’

‘I wasn’t quite so lucky with my mac.’

‘Right then,’ Amy said loudly to change the subject. ‘You’ll have trifle next, Pa?’ She started serving out generous helpings.
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