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CHAPTER ONE

Lives can be shattered in many different ways. Isabel Jenkins’ own life was very cruelly devastated by Lawrence Clayton on July the twenty-third, 1961, at twelve-forty-three.

Izzie had been sitting in the works canteen at the time, sipping a cup of tea while she waited for Lawrence to join her so they could have their lunch together. Her heart had leapt on spotting him weaving his way through the tables towards her and, as usual, in order to quash the gossip over their relationship at work, on arrival he had made a great show of looking around for an empty seat before loudly asking Izzie if she would mind if he joined her.

They had chatted generally throughout their meal until he had pushed his empty plate away and stunned her completely by asking: ‘Are you doing anything three weeks on Saturday at three o’clock, Izzie?’

She shook her head. ‘I haven’t anything planned that I know of. Why?’ Then a thought suddenly struck her. After her long wait, fifteen years in total, Lawrence  was finally going to ask her to marry him, three weeks on Saturday at three o’clock. She just knew it! The canteen was hardly the place she had thought he’d choose to propose to her, but did it really matter? Excitement flooded her as she held her breath, waiting for him to ask her the question she had been so desperate to hear all these years.

‘Well, it’s just that if you’ve nothing better to do, maybe you’d like to come to my wedding?’

This was a very strange proposal, she thought. A beam of utter delight and excitement bathed her face. ‘Lawrence, I would love to.’

He looked pleased. ‘Oh, that’s great. Janet will be pleased to meet you. I’ve mentioned to her what a good friend you’ve been to me, helping me with Mother.’

She frowned, bemused. ‘Janet?’

‘Yes, Janet Spender, my fiancee. The invitation is for the reception afterwards, too. We’ve not planned a big do because we need all our money to put towards moving to Canada. Oh, I’m so excited about my new job, and life over there sounds so much better, especially for families. Janet wants at least three so she says. We leave to start our new lives a week after the wedding. I’m telling my boss this afternoon. I expect they’ll be sorry to lose me.’ He scraped back his chair and stood up. ‘Well, better get back to work. See you, Izzie.’

Paralysed by shock, unaware that she was spilling the cup of tea she was clutching down her white blouse, Izzie couldn’t at first grasp what Lawrence had just  told her. He had never so much as hinted in any way that he’d been seeking employment elsewhere, let alone abroad, but far more importantly, he had strongly intimated on many occasions during the past fifteen years they’d been courting - or so she had firmly believed, all that time she had totally and unconditionally loved him - that it was she herself he would make his wife once he was free from the tie to his domineering crippled mother, who had finally, not without a determined struggle, breathed her last two months previously. Since then Izzie had been under the impression - she now realised mistakenly - that Lawrence was only waiting for a decent amount of time to pass before he approached Isabel herself to discuss plans for setting a date.

Izzie had had no idea, not an inkling, that Lawrence was even acquainted with the very pretty Janet, a twenty-three-year-old local government secretary who’d moved into Izzie’s street two years previously. But he must have been, and for a considerable period, to be planning his imminent marriage to her. As the man who was breaking her heart was relaying to her all his future plans with another woman, Izzie just managed to keep the fixed smile on her face and express her best wishes for his and Janet’s future happiness. Privately, she felt as if her whole being was crumbling, shattering into fragments, acute physical pain gripping her stomach as she foresaw her life ahead without Lawrence.

During his declaration, he had made not a single reference to her own relationship with him nor any comment on her readily apparent shock at the revelation. On finishing his announcement, he hurriedly downed the dregs of his coffee then launched his tall, thin frame off his chair, saying he’d work to see to urgently. She sat staring after him, bewildered and confused, until a colleague jerked her out of her stupor with a warning she would be late back at her desk if she didn’t get a move on.

Three weeks later, witnessing the man she had believed she’d spend the rest of her life with declaring his undying love for another woman, was the worst loss she had so far suffered in her life, far more emotionally and physically painful than the loss of both her beloved parents while she was still a teenager, and a few years later the companionship of her best friend Freda who’d moved to Birmingham on her marriage to a squaddie stationed at the Army base in Rothley during his National Service. Izzie had not wanted to attend at all but had forced herself in an effort to stem the gossip over Lawrence’s rejection of her. Outwardly she signalled to everyone that she fully approved of this union while secretly she was totally devastated. The tears she had shed during the ceremony were not of happiness for the bride and groom but from sheer misery.

Three months later, despite all her efforts, she was still having extreme difficulty in coming to terms with  what had happened, only managing to function on a daily basis with a supreme effort on her part. Privately she believed she’d never recover from this and death was the only thing that would release her from her suffering.




CHAPTER TWO

Sitting at the dining table in the back room of a three-bedroomed palisade terrace house on Harrow Road off the Narborough Road, a busy thoroughfare a short distance from the town centre, Izzie was pushing a well-cooked pork chop around her plate. From the kitchen the disgruntled voice of her sister-in-law, Patricia, was filtering through to her. From the level of it, Izzie was left in no doubt that Pat intended her to overhear just what she was saying.

‘It’s not that I don’t muckle along well enough with Izzie, Arnold, but you promised me when we married that her living with us was only temporary, until she got married herself. That was twelve years ago! Now Lawrence ain’t on the scene, it don’t look like it’s going to happen in the foreseeable future, does it? Well, at all really, ’cos, let’s face it, Arnold, your sister’s not exactly the catch of the century, is she? I know that’s not her fault, yer can’t help what yer born with, can yer? But it’s not like men are flocking after her, and quite apart from her shortcomings in the looks department, at her  age the chance of someone else coming along is pretty slim. Well, unless a widower or divorcée is desperate for a mother for his kids. Our girls will soon be at the age . . . well, they are now really . . . when they’ll want a bedroom each and that ain’t gonna happen when their spinster aunt is occupying the only other spare. Now you can’t say I ain’t been patient, Arnold, so what yer gonna do about it?’

As Pat had stated the two women got along together well enough though mostly that was down to Izzie’s own easy-going nature. She tolerated Pat’s high-handed ways in order to keep harmony between them. She had always been aware, though, that her own residence in the house was a source of irritation to her sister-in-law. Now, however, she felt like an unwelcome intruder in her own home as well as stung by Pat’s frank assessment of her looks and desirability.

Izzie heard her brother give a fed-up sigh before he responded to his wife. ‘She’s got as much right to be living here as we have, Pat. This was our parents’ home.’

‘But it’s not your parents’ house any longer. It’s your name that’s been on the rent book for the last seventeen years.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, she’s me sister! I’m not chucking me own sister out on the street just to please you.’

‘Oh, so yer sister is more important than yer wife?’

‘Don’t be stupid, Pat. This set up ain’t ideal, I grant yer, but until Izzie’s ready to leave then we’re stuck with it. You know fine well she’s not in any position  to afford a half-decent place of her own on her wages. And anyway, it’s not like she’s any trouble, is she?’

‘I never said she was but I married you, not you and yer sister.’ Pat gave a despondent sigh. ‘I’ve got visions of us all in our old age, sitting round the fire in our bath chairs together.’

‘Well, at least that means we won’t be stuck just looking at each other,’ Arnold quipped, then hurriedly added, ‘I didn’t mean ’ote by that so don’t get the hump.’ His tone of voice turned coaxing. ‘Look, Pat, this ain’t so bad, is it? With our Izzie living here, at least you get a hand with the housework, and she’s good at teking the girls off our hands to give us some time to ourselves. You’d miss having all that on tap if she moved into a place of her own. Now, am I getting me dinner or I’ll miss the start of the darts match?’

Back in the dining room, Izzie’s eight-year-old niece Suzanne, who possessed the alabaster skin of a natural ash blonde but wasn’t quite the angel her face declared her to be, was looking at her solemnly.

‘I don’t mind sharing me bedroom with our Sally, Aunty Izzie.’

‘I mind sharing with her,’ her seven-year-old sister piped up, flashing Suzy a disparaging look. ‘She makes me tidy up all the time, and she never makes the bed like Mam thinks she does ’cos it’s me that always does it so we don’t get our pocket money stopped.’

Glaring at her menacingly, Suzy shot back, ‘I give yer a black jack out of me poke of sweets as payment.’

The tight carrot curls sprouting from Sally’s head bounced like springs as she shook her head from side to side, her pretty face, with its splattering of freckles over her snub nose, screwed up knowingly. ‘Only ’cos you don’t like black jacks, our Suzy.’ She fixed her startlingly blue eyes on her aunt, looking worried. ‘You ain’t leaving, Aunty Izzie, are yer? I don’t want yer to. I’d miss yer. Who’d knit me dolly her clothes, or do jigsaws with me, or take us to the park on a Sunday afternoon while me mam and dad have their rest?’

Izzie stared distractedly at both her much-loved nieces. She didn’t want to leave either. This was the only home she had ever known, its familiar four walls having seen her through every phase of her life so far from the minute she’d been born, one bitter-cold winter’s night in 1920 in her parents’ ancient brass bed. The snow had been so deep a neighbour had had to help with the delivery. Mercifully there had been no complications as the doctor hadn’t been able to get through until after she’d struggled her way into the outside world. In time, in the privacy of her own bedroom, Izzie had mourned the loss of her parents and then the departure of her best friend for pastures new; there, too, she had spent hour upon hour envisaging her future as Lawrence’s wife and all that it entailed. And recently it’d become her only sanctuary, the place where she could let the façade drop and allow herself to wallow in misery over the loss of him and their future together.

Isabel gave a deep sigh. It wasn’t right, though, was it, that at thirty-five years old she should still be living with her brother and his family? The harsh-sounding label ‘spinster of the parish’ could legitimately be attached to her. As unkind as Pat’s words were, Izzie knew they held more than a hint of truth. She had long ago stopped resenting Mother Nature for passing her by when she’d been dishing out the type of attractive features that turned men’s heads, and accepted what she’d been given. Her face was round, cheeks sporting the rosy glow usually featured in farmers’ wives. She had small hazel eyes with well-defined dark eyebrows sitting above a broad nose and generous mouth. Her thatch of dark brown unruly curls seemed to possess a mind of their own. She had no choice but to keep them in a short manageable bob unless she wanted to resemble an overgrown bush. On a much taller woman her figure might have been arresting, but at five foot four and size 16 she felt small and dumpy. She’d tried dieting and seeking out flattering clothes, but when she endeavoured to dress in the latest tight-waisted fashions she looked ridiculous. All things considered, Pat was probably right. Husband material for the likes of her would not be easy to find.

A momentary sadness filled Izzie’s eyes. She had never harboured great ambitions for herself. Never hankered after becoming a famous actress, ballerina, or marrying a millionaire. All she had ever wanted for herself was a good man to love who loved her back.  That and a houseful of children, with enough money coming in to care for them properly. She didn’t think that such an unreasonable aspiration in the big scheme of things, but as matters stood it seemed it was going to remain unfulfilled.

Even if she wanted to depart this house for a place of her own, her brother was right: on her wages as a clerk in the post room of Jones and Shipman Engineering she’d be hard pressed to fund the equivalent lifestyle. At present she had a roof over her head, three square meals a day, and a little money spare each week for personal items and leisure pursuits such as taking her nieces to a Saturday matinee and treating them to an ice cream. She had always been careful too to add a few shillings weekly to her Post Office savings which over the years had built up to a nice nest egg of four hundred pounds. She had planned to discuss the best use of that with Lawrence on their marriage. But one thing that hadn’t been mentioned in Pat’s tirade and her brother’s response was that her own weekly housekeeping contribution paid for extras they wouldn’t otherwise be able to afford, so it wasn’t only her help with the housework and babysitting lzzie would be missed for if she left.

Despite the inner turmoil their mother’s words had caused her, she smiled tenderly at the young girls. ‘Well, I’ll have to leave someday, same as you both will when you get married.’

‘I ain’t never getting married,’ scoffed Suzy, pulling a disgusted face. ‘I hate boys. They’re nasty and they smell!’

lzzie laughed. ‘You’ll change your mind when you get older, my darling.’

‘I won’t,’ said Suzy resolutely. ‘When I’m older I’m going to live in a castle in the country with servants looking after me and me children. And I ain’t having no man moaning at me ’cos his dinner ain’t ready, like me dad does me mam.’

‘But you ain’t getting married to Uncle Lawrence no more, Aunty lzzie, so you won’t be leaving to get married,’ put in Sally. ‘Why ain’t you and Uncle Lawrence getting married no more?’

Isabel swallowed hard, wincing as a surge of raw pain shot through her. She was constantly reminded by conversations such as this of all she had lost.

‘Well . . . er . . . we never really had definite plans to get married, sweetie. Me and Uncle Lawrence were only good friends, that’s all.’

The child seemed confused. ‘But I’ve heard Mam telling Gran lots of times that she couldn’t wait for the old dragon to kick the bucket so you and Uncle Lawrence could get on with sorting yer wedding date out. I ain’t stupid, I know our mam was talking about Uncle Lawrence’s ’cos Suzy calls our mam “the old dragon” too when she’s had a go at us,’ she added matter-of-factly.

Izzie stared at her blankly. Children should never  be underestimated, it seemed. Especially her nieces. ‘Well, I shouldn’t let your mother hear what you call her behind her back, either of you,’ she said sternly.

‘Why not?’ Sally asked seriously. ‘She’s called me a dozy cow lots of times when she’s mad with me.’

‘And me a daft bugger and a brainless clot,’ piped up Suzy. She fixed her eyes on her aunt. ‘I’ve heard her call you . . .’

But Izzie was not going to find out what her sister-in-law nicknamed her behind her back at that moment in time as Suzy was stopped short by her father entering the room. Putting down his plate of food on the table, he settled his large frame in his carver chair, looking at his daughters enquiringly. ‘What’s wrong with yer dinners?’ he demanded.

‘N’ote, Dad,’ they said in unison, hastily beginning to shovel food into their mouths.

He then looked at Izzie questioningly. ‘Not hungry?’

She’d lost her appetite three months ago and it still hadn’t returned. She’d eaten just enough to function without the risk of falling ill, and there was also the fact that if she didn’t tackle what Pat had prepared then she would take offence and not hold back in showing her displeasure.

Before she could answer Pat herself arrived and, noticing the untouched food on Izzie’s plate, snapped at her: ‘Summat wrong with it?’

Despite what had just transpired and how upset she was feeling, Izzie smiled at her warmly. ‘No, Pat. It  looks delicious. I was waiting for you and Arnold to join us.’

‘Oh, well, we’re here now so tuck in.’ Sitting down at her own place at the table Pat fixed her eyes on her daughters. ‘And how many times do I have to tell you gels to stop slouching or you’ll be round-shouldered and have a hump on yer back when you’re older? Then you’ll be sorry for not doing as I tell yer.’

Both girls, and Izzie, immediately sat ramrod-straight.

As she ate, despite joining in with the conversation when it was expected of her, Izzie’s mind was far from any thought of food. She acknowledged that she could no longer justify living with her brother and his wife. She wasn’t waiting any longer for her intended’s mother to set him free. She no longer had an intended nor was there the least possibility of a substitute lurking in the background. And, in fairness, her sister-in-law had waited long enough to become sole mistress of her own home. Later on, in the privacy of her bedroom, Isabel would start giving the problem some serious thought.

With the evening meal cleared and no other household chores needing her attention, Izzie was about to make her way upstairs but was stopped by the arrival of Pat’s mother who came barging through the back door.

A thick-set, square-faced woman of sixty-seven, Edna Peel harboured a deep-seated grudge against life for taking her husband away from her through an  accident at work not long after their only child had been born. Despite loving her daughter and struggling to do her best to raise her on a paltry income from her job in a local greengrocer’s, on Pat’s marriage Edna had grown increasingly resentful. Pat had got what Edna herself had been denied, a husband to help her shoulder life’s burdens. It had never occurred to Edna that a replacement for her dead spouse might have presented itself several times over if she had just showed her fellow human beings a softer side to her nature. But unfortunately for her she was far too set in her ways now, and if anything her cantankerousness was getting worse instead of improving.

Stamping her zipper-booted feet on the mat just inside the back door as she unbuttoned her shabby black winter coat, she grumbled, ‘Them kids playing football in the street have no respect for their elders. When their ball just missed knocking me hat off, I saw them all giggling. It’s the parents I blame. No discipline these days. If I’d been disrespectful in any way to my elders when I was a child, me dad would have knocked the living daylights out of me.’

As she untied her apron, Izzie looked at the new arrival in surprise. ‘Oh, but I’ve always found them a good bunch of kids, Mrs Peel. I’m surprised to hear they never apologised to you for the accident.’

‘Accident be damned! That big lad aimed the ball at me on purpose. He’s taken umbrage with me for clipping his ear that time he almost rode me over in  his cart a few years back. Anyway, “Sorry, missus” with a smirk on yer face doesn’t constitute a proper apology,’ she snapped. ‘If I could have got hold of that ball I’d have confiscated it and let them see how they liked that.’

Just then Pat appeared in the doorway. ‘I thought I heard voices. Hello, Mother.’

Izzie had never been in any doubt that Pat found her mother’s company as trying as she did and was therefore taken aback to note that for once Pat actually looked pleased by Edna’s arrival tonight, something Izzie had never witnessed before in all the time she had known the pair.

‘Why don’t you go through for a warm by the fire?’ Pat was saying to her. She addressed Izzie then. ‘You don’t mind keeping Mam company while I mash us all a pot of tea, do you?’

Her sister-in-law was looking at her as though to say, Well, it’s not like you have anything more important to do with your spare time, such as getting yourself ready for a date with a man. Keeping my mother amused while I’m occupied is no skin off your nose, is it? Izzie wondered if Pat would so willingly commandeer her time if she had known that Izzie had been intending to put it to good use, working out a plan to leave this house. Instead she said graciously, ‘No, of course I don’t. Let me hang your coat up for you, Mrs Peel.’

If there was one thing that got Suzy and Sally  performing a disappearing act, it was the prospect of having to spend time in their dour grandmother’s company. Even worse was having to give her the expected kiss on her whiskered lips, her breath foul-smelling from the several daily doses of California Figs she took to keep her bowels regular. As soon as Edna’s voice alerted them to her arrival, Sally slapped shut her Famous Five mystery novel even though she was at the most exciting part where the culprit was about to be revealed, something she had been desperate to know since she’d started the book. Suzy - midway through her favourite cut-out section in Bunty, a cute ballerina with several tutus - dropped the scissors and both girls made a double quick escape to their bedroom.

Settling herself in Arnold’s armchair as she felt entitled to do as the matriarch of this family, Edna commanded Izzie: ‘Give the gels a shout and tell ’em I’m here so they can come and give me a kiss.’ She then looked with disapproval at the personal belongings they had abandoned in their haste to escape her. ‘Our Pat’s far too easy on them gels. She’d never have dreamed of leaving a mess like this behind her for me to clear up. She knew what she’d get in response.’

It would never occur to Edna that her grandchildren much preferred a ticking off from their mother, or even a clout around the ear, to having to endure her company if they could avoid it. ‘They were both tired tonight, Mrs Peel, and I told them I’d clear up after them,’ said Izzie by way of excusing them as she gathered  together the abandoned items, piling them neatly on the table for her to take up to them later.

The older woman pulled a tight face. ‘Well, if you want to be responsible for making the pair of them lazy, then that’s your choice. You’ll only realise what an idiot yer’ve been when the pair of them have you fetching and carrying everything for them at the snap of their fingers.’ And she added disapprovingly, ‘Which already seems to be the case.’

Wondering how long it would be before she could make her own escape, Izzie settled herself down on the shabby brown and cream moquette-covered settee which had been second-hand when Pat had insisted Arnold bought it, along with several other items, just before their marriage. She had flatly refused to move in unless the old-fashioned furniture that had belonged to his parents was disposed of, even though that furniture was of far better quality, the horsehair sofa far more comfortable than its replacement, and without even asking Izzie what her feelings were on the matter.

Settling her eyes on Izzie fixedly, Edna asked her, ‘So what now, then?’

She frowned quizzically. ‘Sorry, Mrs Peel?’

‘For you, what now?’ Adjusting the black felt hat that covered sparse grey hair scraped back in a tight bun, the fake cherries that had once adorned it long gone, she then leaned over to pull up the hem of her well-worn black dress to straighten one wrinkled beige wool stocking before leaning back in her chair, a  knowing look on her face. ‘Well, yer’ve had plenty of time to get over the fact that man you was associating yerself with had no intention whatsoever of marrying you. Mind you, I could have told yer that years ago. He wasn’t a bad-looking chap - it were obvious to me he wouldn’t have settled for someone like you. He was just after someone to help with the burden of his mother’s care until she popped her clogs and left him free to find a good-looker. He must have been romancing that pretty young secretary behind your back for a long time, the signs must have been staring you in the face, but they do say there’s no fool like an old fool, don’t they? Still, I’m sure you won’t be so easily taken in again by a man’s patter.’

During the last three months, Izzie had had plenty of time to come to the extremely painful conclusion that Lawrence’s intentions towards her had never been honourable. Their ‘romance’ had been largely conducted in her own imaginings.

She had thought nothing of it at first when the tall, good-looking, newly qualified draftsman had asked her permission to sit beside her in the works canteen one lunchtime. She had been twenty at the time, resigned to the fact that she was not conventionally pretty. Regardless of the fact that she had never had a boyfriend, she still lived in hope that there was a man somewhere who would find her attractive. She’d been well aware that the man joining her was unlikely to be that type but it still did not stop Izzie herself from  secretly fancying him. How their polite conversation progressed from the abysmal weather they were suffering to her sympathising with him over the burdens he was facing while caring for his widowed crippled mother she was never able to fathom, but before they parted to return to their own departments, Isabel had accepted an invitation to have tea with Lawrence and his mother the following Sunday afternoon.

In her naivety, Izzie assumed it was a date. Consumed with feverish excitement, she had dressed very carefully and on arriving at the address he had given her, desperately hoping her highly nervous state wasn’t showing, had been overwhelmed to be enthusiastically received by Lawrence himself. It became immediately apparent to Izzie that Sybil Clayton was a very difficult woman. She knew exactly how to prick her son’s conscience with her own disability and never missed an opportunity to do so. Izzie therefore accepted without question Lawrence’s word when he told her that to go out of an evening leaving his mother on her own was not an option for him. She was well and truly smitten with him by now and just being in his company thrilled her beyond words. If that meant his mother was present also, then so be it. If it also meant Izzie read to her, helped her with her jigsaws, held wool while she wound it for her knitting, stayed with her alone twice or sometimes three times a week to give Lawrence chance to spend a few hours with his friends, then so be it too.  She had accepted that he wanted them to keep their relationship to themselves for fear of gossip at work getting back to his mother, and the problems this would cause. When Lawrence continually told lzzie over the years that she would make a wonderful wife, she had assumed he had meant she would make a wonderful wife for him. When he frequently told her of his plan to sell this house and buy a family home with a garden for children to play in, once the inevitable happened, from the way he would look at her, hold and caress her hands, plus the way he kissed her goodnight on her departure, she had believed they would one day share that house and family.

At the time Izzie met the Claytons, no one witnessing Sybil Clayton’s fragility or listening to her constant complaints over her poor health, her martyrdom to crippling pain, would have predicted she would last for another fifteen years. When she finally gave up her battle for existence, Izzie readily accepted that Lawrence was coping with his loss by clearing out his mother’s home and attending to repairs on it ready for its sale. Despite being sad at her demise, Izzie was guiltily relieved that the old woman could no longer blight their lives. All they had to do now was observe a decent period of mourning and then she and Lawrence would be free to start their new life together. Or so she’d believed.

Three months later the memory left her feeling foolish and humiliated.

‘Well, we all make mistakes, Mrs Peel,’ she said softly.

‘Mistakes have to be paid for. Fifteen years’ hard labour in your case, ducky. From what you’ve let slip over the years it seems to me that Mrs Clayton was a selfish besom, but she weren’t dottled enough in her brain not to seize her chance and treat you as an unpaid lackey. Worse still, you let her. Anyway, I don’t need to ask what plans yer making for yerself now.’

‘You don’t?’

‘Well, it’s obvious. You’ll be wanting a place of yer own.’ Izzie was far too polite to point out to Edna that her living arrangements were no one else’s business. But regardless of whether Izzie wanted to respond or not, Edna wasn’t going to allow her the luxury of choice. ‘Must be hard on yer, taking a back seat to my daughter, her being mistress of this house as she’s married to yer elder brother. Every woman likes to be in charge of her own kitchen, don’t she, whether she’s married or not? And it must be wearing for you having those two little perishers constantly taking advantage of yer as you obviously let them do.’ She flashed a glance at her grandchildren’s abandoned possessions. ‘You’ll be after a nice little furnished flat for yerself.’ Then she sucked in her cheeks. ‘Mind you, it’s all well and good wanting something, but affording it is another thing. You can’t be getting that much as a post room clerk . . . you’ll be hard pressed to fund a nice furnished flat and afford all the bills and incidentals, so it’s a bed-sitter you’ll have to settle for. Yer gonna find that  cramped after living all yer life in a house, even though you’ve shared it with others.’ She paused, then clapped her hands together as a thought struck her. ‘Well, I be damned if I ain’t got the answer to your problem.’

Izzie frowned. ‘You have?’

‘You can move in with me. You can have Pat’s old room.’

Izzie’s jaw dropped open. Spending time in Edna’s company when she visited was purgatory enough; the idea of living under the same roof as her filled Izzie with absolute dread. She blustered, ‘Oh, but . . . but . . . I couldn’t impose on . . .’

‘Nonsense,’ the older woman interjected. ‘It’s the ideal solution. We’ll be company for each other. I’ll get the room aired out and you can move in at the weekend. We’ll discuss the money side after yer settled in. Oi, Pat, come in here a minute. We’ve some news to tell yer!’

Before her mother had said the last word Pat was in the room, looking at them both expectantly. ‘Oh, and what news is that then?’

Struck speechless by the hole she found herself in, her mind whirling desperately for a way out, Izzie automatically turned to acknowledge Pat’s arrival in the room. What she saw in her sister-in-law’s eyes had her jaw dropping again. It was the glint of triumph. Immediately Izzie knew that Pat didn’t need to be told this news. She already knew it. Izzie suddenly saw it all. This whole situation had been engineered between  Pat and her mother. A two-act play in essence. The conversation overheard between her brother and Pat had been the opening act, and the one just now, between Edna and Izzie herself, the finale. Was Pat so desperate to have her sister-in-law’s residence in this house terminated that she was willing to foist her off on her own mother, the woman who she herself was always glad to see the back of whenever their paths crossed? Pat herself certainly wouldn’t under any circumstances move back in with her should the situation ever arise or agree to have her live with her, something she had made very plain to her mother from the outset of her marriage to Arnold, just in case her thoughts should veer in that direction.

It was very apparent that Izzie was not going to be allowed any chance at all to avoid her removal from this house to Edna’s, as Pat was already busy making plans for it.

‘I’ll get the gels to call in the corner shop on their way home from school tomorrow for some empty boxes for you to pack your stuff in,’ she was saying to Izzie. ‘We’ll all help carry it round on Saturday. I’ll get some paint, too, and as soon as you’ve gone I’ll get Arnold to give your room a freshen up so our Suzy can move in. Be good for the gels to have their own rooms. Might stop ’em squabbling so much. Well, I can live in hope at any rate. Now, in honour of the occasion I’m going to break open a packet of Garibaldi biscuits to have with our tea.’

As she hurried from the room, a feeling of doom descended on Izzie.

 

When Arnold was informed of his sister’s impending departure he was too relieved that he would no longer have his wife’s griping to contend with to spare any thought at all for whether Izzie was happy with her move to Edna Peel’s.
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‘If you want an e;lthralling saga, read Lynda Page’
Martina Cole





