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Chapter One

Coventry, 1959

 

With a muttered curse, Louise Hart elbowed the stiff door open, wrinkling her nose at the overpowering smell of stale urine in the hallway of the block of flats. She blinked in the harsh electric light, for although it was only five o’clock the streets outside were already pitch black. A gang of Teddy boys huddled in the far corner of the hallway, laughing, drinking and smoking. They were often to be found there, seeking shelter from the weather, and usually looking for trouble.

She hoped that tonight they would let her pass without comment. She had just walked two miles from her part-time cleaning job in the city centre and was frozen to the bone. But no, as soon as they saw her, they began to elbow each other and snigger.

‘Ere, love,’ one of them called, running his hand down the leg of his drainpipe jeans. ‘If yer feelin’ the cold we could warm yer up a bit. What do yer say? ’Ow’s about a flash o’ yer tits!’

Louise ignored them as best she could, but their comments followed her up the staircase, echoing off the cold concrete walls. Tonight she was just too weary to give them a tongue-lashing. She didn’t even bother to try the lift. It hadn’t worked for days and she had no reason to believe that tonight would be any different.

By the time she reached the second landing the sound of the youths was muffled and she breathed a sigh of relief. Just two more flights to go and she would be home. Fumbling in her bag, she produced the key and let herself in.

‘Don’t bother takin’ yer coat off. Yer goin’ straight back out again.’

Louise frowned at the tone of her husband’s voice as she shook the melting snow from her chestnut hair and shut the door behind her. Her hands and feet were blue with cold. She had been looking forward to a cosy night in by the electric fire with Davey, her nine-year-old son, who was sitting quietly at the table, his eyes twitching nervously.

One glance at Paul told her he had other plans. He was pacing up and down the length of the small living room, running his hands distractedly across his thick Brylcreemed hair as he puffed on a Woodbine.

‘Couldn’t I just have a few minutes to thaw out?’ she asked, trying to keep the annoyance from her voice as she flashed Davey a reassuring smile.

Paul stopped his pacing and strode towards her through a haze of smoke, his whole attitude menacing as he ground his cigarette out in an ashtray. ‘If there were  time fer that I wouldn’t have asked you to go straight back out again, would I, yer silly cow?’ His voice became cajoling. ‘Look, love, I know it’s wicked out, but this won’t take long an’ then yer can come back in an’ put yer feet up. All I want yer to do is deliver a little parcel fer me.’

As she glared at him his manner became threatening again. ‘Don’t look at me like that! I’m yer husband an’ yer should do as I say. In fact, yer will do as I say else you’ll be bleedin’ sorry.’

He grasped her arm and dragged her into the bedroom. Afraid of upsetting Davey any more than he already was, she went meekly, but once inside she shook him off and stood up to him, her blue eyes flashing. ‘I told you the last time you asked me to deliver a parcel that I wasn’t going to do it again and I meant it, Paul. I bloody meant it! Why can’t you deliver it yourself? And why can’t you tell me what’s in the damn things?’

Crossing to the window he drew aside the curtain and peered fearfully down into the street four floors below. ‘Look – it’s better if yer don’t know, I wouldn’t ask yer to do it if I weren’t desperate. An’ as fer why I can’t take it meself . . . let’s just say as I have me reasons. The bloke yer deliver the parcel to will have some money ready an’ waiting’ fer you. If I ain’t got that money by the time another certain bloke comes callin’ tonight . . . I may as well tell yer now – we won’t be stayin’ here fer Christmas. At least, not all in one piece.’

‘Oh Paul, who is it you owe money to this time? We’re not going to have to move again, are we?’ It seemed that  every time they started to settle somewhere Paul got himself involved in some shady deal or another that forced them to move on. Now here he was telling her that it was about to happen again.

Hearing the anger in her voice he rounded on her. ‘That’s what I just fuckin’ said, ain’t it? Are yer bleedin’ deaf as well as daft?’ Crossing to the double bed, he yanked a small package tied in brown paper from under a pillow and after rummaging in the back pocket of his jeans produced a slip of paper with an address scrawled on it. He thrust them both towards her with a trembling hand. ‘Here – this is where I want yer to go. They’ll be expectin’ yer – it shouldn’t take yer long. The place is only in Counden. Yer can be there an’ back in no time if yer get a bus from Pool Meadow.’

‘No!’

It was the first time she had ever dared to openly defy him and for a moment his mouth gaped in amazement, then he sprang forward and before she could move he drove his fist into her face. Blood gushed from her nose as she crashed back against the wall and slid to the floor. A million fireworks seemed to explode behind her eyes and she had the sensation of floating. Through a haze of pain, she became aware of Davey standing in the doorway, sobbing uncontrollably. ‘Dad, Dad – stop it! Leave me mam alone.’

Louise painfully pulled herself up from the floor and gently propelled the sobbing child back into the other room. ‘It’s all right, Davey. You go back in there.’

Once he’d gone her shoulders sagged. Defeated, she  held her hand out for the parcel. ‘All right, you win. But I warn you. You’re going to do this one too many times.’

He yanked a handkerchief from his pocket and awkwardly tried to dab at the blood that was trickling down her face, his tall muscular frame towering over her. ‘Here, look – I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—’

She smacked his hand away, determined not to give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry. ‘Just make sure you keep an eye on Davey while I’m gone.’ She snatched the paper and the parcel from his hand in a single movement and stormed out of the bedroom.

Once in the small lounge, she forced a smile to her face as she told Davey, ‘Don’t worry, love. Everything is going to be just fine. Now you be good for your dad until I get back, eh? I shan’t be gone long.’

He nodded, his terrified eyes fixed on the bruise that was already appearing across her eye. She fleetingly thought of taking him with her, hating the thought of leaving him in the flat with his father, but as she remembered the conditions outside she instantly dismissed the idea. She fought the urge to cry; now was not the time for self-pity. Davey was in a bad enough state as it was after the scene he had just witnessed, and the sooner the parcel was delivered the sooner she could get back to him.

She left the flat and started to make her way unsteadily down the concrete stairs, for once oblivious to the graffiti scribbled across the walls. Only then did the tears that she had held back swell in her throat as a picture of Paul’s glazed eyes floated in front of her. When he’d married her he’d promised her the world: once she would  have come home from work to a warm meal and a kind word – so where had it all started to go wrong?

Pausing, she sniffed, and pulled herself together with an effort as anger overcame her hurt. Gingerly she lifted her hand to touch her swollen eye. It seemed to be closing by the second, but then she had survived worse.

She flounced past the youths in the hallway with murder in her eyes and sensing her mood they let her pass without comment.

The stiff door clanged to behind her and once again she was outside in the bitter cold. She stood for a second and looked around at the deserted streets. For as far as her eyes could see, highrise tower blocks stretched up into the sky like giant scars on the landscape, emphasising the frailty of the small prefabs that nestled between them. Built after the war as temporary accommodation on bombsites, the latter were being only now systematically pulled down to make way for yet more tower blocks. Even the snow could do nothing to hide the ugliness around her, and sighing, Louise trudged through the snow to the bus station in the heart of Coventry city centre.

 

Almost an hour later Louise found the house Paul had sent her to. Rummaging in her pocket she brought out the slip of paper he had given her and checked the address in the weak light from the street-lamp. Yes, this was the right place, but the house was in darkness.

It was a fairly unassuming house, set in a terraced row with nothing much to distinguish it from the houses on  either side. In the road behind her a group of runny-nosed children were rolling snowballs, dodging the odd car. Apart from them the road was deserted. The door to the house opened directly onto the pavement. Louise tapped at it. No answer. She tapped again – a little harder this time as she stared at the dark windows, causing the children to pause and look across at her. The net curtain in the house next door twitched as she shuffled from foot to foot, but still there was no answer.

She bit her lip, unsure of what to do. If she were to go home without delivering the parcel, in the mood Paul was in there would be hell to pay. But what alternative was there? She decided to wait awhile. Her husband had been adamant that whoever she was delivering to would be expecting her, so perhaps they had just been delayed? She leaned against the cold wall and tucking her hands deep in her coat pockets, she shivered and waited.

 

Almost two hours later she again climbed the stairs to the flat, her heart pounding. Her errand had been unsuccessful and she dreaded what Paul’s reaction would be.

Her hand trembled as she put the key in the lock. Taking a deep breath she threw the door open. The whole place looked as if a hurricane had hit it. Overturned, smashed furniture littered the floor – all the cheap ornaments she had bought to try and make the place look more homely were in pieces; even the curtains had been ripped down from the windows.

But worse still, where was Davey? There was no sign of him – and where was Paul? She began to cry, ‘Davey!  Oh, dear God – where are you?’

A strangled sob came from behind the overturned sofa, making her almost fly across the room. Relief flooded through her as she saw Davey cowering in a corner on the floor.

‘Oh Davey. Thank God. Are you all right?’ She sank down beside him and gathered him into her arms, as he stared up at her from tear-drenched eyes. Deeply distressed, he merely nodded.

‘Where’s your dad?’

Clinging to her tightly, he falteringly told her, ‘I don’t know. A . . . After you’d gone he watched from the window an’ then he seemed to get scared. He said some men were comin’ an’ then he just grabbed his coat an’ legged it. Next thing the men came in. I told them he wasn’t here, but they wouldn’t believe me an’ they started to smash everythin’ up.’

‘Did they hurt you, love?’ When he shook his head, she sighed with relief. As she rocked him back and forth she asked gently, ‘Did the men say what they wanted, Davey?’

He frowned as he forced himself to think back to the terrifying experience. His head slowly bobbed up and down. ‘Y . . . yes. They kept sayin’ somethin’ about a parcel.’

Louise’s heart did a somersault in her chest. The package tucked deep in her pocket suddenly seemed to be burning her. She took it out and flung it into the farthest corner, frowning in confusion as a fine powder exploded from it as it hit the wall.

‘What are we goin’ to do, Mam? The bad men won’t come back, will they?’

Davey’s voice sliced through her thoughts, and as they sat crouched together amongst the tangled mess she knew that once again she would have to drag her son from yet another home.

 

The soothing rhythm of the train slowed, and Louise started awake; she peered blearily from the carriage window. For a moment she was disorientated and fearful, but then as she realised where she was she relaxed back against the seat. Ahead she could see the lights of Trent Valley railway station glimmering faintly through the snow. She nudged her son in the ribs. ‘Come on, Davey,’ she whispered. ‘Wake up, we’re almost there.’

The child, who was leaning heavily against her, stirred, and pulling himself into a sitting position he yawned, ‘How much longer, Mam?’

She smiled at him sadly as she ruffled his unruly mop of dark hair. ‘Two minutes, love. Now come on – get your coat on. It will be cold when we get off the train.’

‘Will we catch a bus to Gran’s?’ His voice was hopeful as he knuckled the sleep from his eyes.

Desperately trying to keep her voice light she answered him, ‘No, love. There’ll be no buses running this late. But never mind, it’s not that far. We’ll be there before you know it.’ She refrained from telling him that even if there had been any buses she had used the last of their money on the train tickets.

He yawned again and obediently shrugged his thin  arms into the sleeves of his coat. Leaning towards the window he peered out into the darkness. ‘It’s snowin’ again, Mam.’

She nodded, ‘I know, it’s been snowing for most of the way, but you wouldn’t know that, Sleepyhead, would you? You’ve been fast asleep.’ She smiled at him before standing to lift their suitcase down from the luggage rack, and only then did the smile slip from her face as a bitter frown creased her forehead. Nearly eleven years of marriage, and all she had to show for it was a battered suitcase, the few belongings it contained and the clothes that she and Davey stood up in. She suddenly saw the case in her mind’s eye the way it had looked on the day Paul had bought it for her, all shiny and new like the future she had thought then was before her. The memory was so clear that she could almost smell the new leather. It had been the week before their wedding and he had presented it to her with pride.

‘There yer go then, sweetheart. Somethin’ for yer to put all yer stuff in. In a few days’ time we’ll be married an’ then it’ll be a new beginnin’ fer both of us.’ She had slipped into his arms feeling confident that she was the luckiest woman alive. His eyes as he looked down at her were full of love, and the future stretched before them bright as a new day.

As the train ground to a halt she swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat and forced her attention back to Davey.

‘Right then, young man, follow me.’ As she opened the carriage door an icy blast of air met them. Ignoring it she deposited their case on the platform and turned to help  Davey down the steps. He shuddered and looked up at her miserably. They were the only two passengers to alight from the train and the platform was dark and deserted save for the lamps that shone from the waiting-room windows, casting an eerie grey light onto the platform. This only served to highlight the deep shadows that lurked in the corners and Louise saw Davey glance nervously around. Lifting the case she took his hand and started to march him along, glancing over her own shoulder to assure herself that they weren’t being followed.

A solitary guard appeared, huddled deep into his overcoat, and watched them step away from the train before blowing his whistle. Instantly an enormous cloud of black smoke emitted from the engine as it slowly chugged back to life and began to pull away, leaving in its wake a strong smell of grease and engine oil that made Davey wrinkle his nose.

Their footsteps echoed hollowly as they moved along the platform, but only when they had reached the exit did she pause. Looking beyond the black icicles that hung from the sooty station roof she saw at a glance that the streets of Nuneaton town centre were almost as deserted as the station. The street-lamps seemed to be struggling to cast their glow beyond the falling snow, making the streets appear dark and dismal, like her mood.

On her right, the Railway Tavern windows were just visible and beyond that, in Bond Gate, a few solitary taxis waited hopefully for clients. She could see the roofs of the bus shelters in Harefield Road, dark and deserted  like the streets, just as she had told Davey they would be.

Concerned, Louise glanced at her small son just in time to see him knuckle the sleep and the snow from his eyes in a single movement. He was shivering and pale, desperately tired, and a wave of guilt washed through her. She had dragged him from his home and hurried him away into the bitter night yet again. But then, she guessed, he must be getting used to it by now. And God only knew how long it would be before he could put this night’s experience behind him.

Sighing, she began to walk, almost dragging Davey along behind her. The thick snow slowed their steps. They had to lift their feet high to tramp through it and soon their toes were sodden and cold. They trudged on, their heads bent, and it was not until they had crossed the Leicester Road Bridge and turned into Weddington Lane that Davey spoke again.

‘Will Gran still be up, Mam?’ he asked breathlessly.

Louise was quick to reassure him. ‘She’ll be up, love, never you fear, and I don’t mind betting as she’ll have a nice mug of hot chocolate in front of you before you can blink. That will be nice, won’t it?’

He didn’t answer for a minute but when he did he asked, ‘Will we be spending Christmas at Gran’s? Or will we be going home to me dad?’

‘We’ll be spending it at Gran’s, Davey,’ she replied quietly. For a while they laboured on in silence. Now and again Davey paused to clutch at his side and complain that he had a stitch, but there was no time to stop and rest; she simply hauled him on as she cast frequent  glances over her shoulder. Many of the houses they passed had the curtains tightly drawn against the bitterly cold night, but a few had brightly decorated Christmas trees in the windows. Louise saw Davey glance at them enviously, although he made no comment.

The few people that they did pass stared at them curiously, wondering what a young woman and a child could be doing wandering about so late at night all alone. But no one spoke to them – they were too intent on getting back to their firesides.

It was almost half an hour later before they left the houses of Weddington behind and headed towards the small village of Caldecote on the outskirts of the town. The roads were unlit here and Davey clung tighter to her hand. She could feel his footsteps slowing and now his breath was coming in painful little gasps that hung suspended on the icy air.

‘Not much further now,’ she said encouragingly. Sure enough, not long afterwards she pointed to a small wood ahead of them that bordered the road. ‘Look, Davey. You can just see the rooftop of Tanglewood through the trees. Ten more minutes and we’ll be there.’

The sight seemed to spur him on and he renewed his efforts. Louise felt as if her arm was about to drop off, as the suitcase she was carrying grew heavier by the minute. Her only consolation was that she was so cold she was numb to the pain caused by the hard leather handle digging into her hand.

They turned off the road and began to walk along the tree-lined drive that led to Caldecote Hall. Tanglewood  was set in the edge of the grounds, but ahead of them they could see the lights of the Hall shining through the snow. For some years the Hall had been used as a school for children from overseas. Whenever they visited, Davey loved to watch them, fascinated by the different colours of their skins, although he was too shy to speak.

Tonight, there was no one to speak to even if he had wanted to. The road was deserted, and he was glad when they turned into yet another lane, for this was the one that would lead them to Tanglewood, the last lap of their journey.

The barren boughs overhead dipped as the wind whistled through them, and every now and again Davey jumped as they deposited the snow that had collected on their branches unceremoniously onto his and his mother’s heads. The snow was deeper here but now that the rooftop of the house was in sight they struggled on, the distance of the drive only emphasising how isolated they were, and causing Louise to feel even more vulnerable.

A huge goose suddenly reared up out of nowhere, frantically flapping its wings at them and hissing.

A soothing word from Louise calmed it. ‘Now then, Jessica, it’s only me. Get back into your hut, you daft thing, before you catch your death of cold.’

At the sound of the familiar voice the goose waddled away and disappeared into the darkness, and minutes later the house loomed up out of the blizzard. Tanglewood had once been a gentleman’s residence, bought long ago by Louise’s great-great-grandfather. It had been a grand house in its day, but now was only a shadow of  its former self, thanks to her great-grandfather who had squandered the family’s wealth. Legend had it, that by the time he had done with gambling, all that remained was the house and grounds, which amounted to one acre, and so it had been passed down through the generations.

But even in its sadly dilapidated state, with its ivy-clad walls and its many chimneys stretching up into the sky, Tanglewood still boasted a type of majestic beauty that thrilled Louise and gave her a sense of homecoming every time she returned.

The rough drive stopped in front of three curved stone steps that led to two enormous oak doors. On the right of the doors were two tall sash-cord windows that looked into what had once been a very impressive drawing room and a splendid dining room. On the other side of the doors were two more windows, one fronting the study and the other a library. Above them on the first floor were five more windows, one for each bedroom at the front of the house. Tanglewood boasted nine bedrooms in all, but only three of them were ever used now. They were all in darkness, staring out into the snowy night like great empty eyes, but as Louise knew the rooms were rarely used, this didn’t trouble her.

Switching the suitcase to her other hand, she skirted the house and approached by the back way, and as they passed what had used to be the stable block but now served as a kennels for the many stray dogs that her mother housed in her small sanctuary, the animals began to yap and Davey started in shock. Louise yanked him on and as they rounded the corner was relieved to see a light  shining from the kitchen window. Stamping the snow from her feet she pushed the kitchen door open and ushered Davey before her into the wonderful warmth of the room.

Dolly Day, who was sitting in a comfortable old armchair at the side of the fire, glanced up from the newspaper she was reading. Her face registered no surprise; it might have been a normal occurrence, her daughter and grandson arriving late at night. Instead she simply rose stiffly and hurried over to lift the arm off the Lonnie Donegan forty-five that was playing on the record-player before turning to greet them.

‘I were just readin’ about Harold Macmillan’s plans fer next year,’ she remarked casually. ‘He’s tellin’ us that we’ve never had it so good but I’ll reserve me judgement. Promisin’ the earth, he is. Still – that’s the Tories for you.’ Her eyes rested on Davey and filled with concern. ‘What a night to choose to be out an’ about. You look frozen to death. Come on, the pair o’ you. Get them wet coats off an’ get over by the fire while I make you a nice warm drink.’

Louise was aware of her mother glancing at her bruised eye as she passed her, but Dolly made no comment; she simply filled the kettle at the sink, setting the old pipes clanking, and placed it to boil on the old-fashioned black-leaded range that stood against one wall of the enormous kitchen. The range was a relic of Tanglewood’s former glory and was Dolly’s pride and joy. Louise had often suggested that it was time her mother saved up for a more modern cooker, but Dolly  always insisted that the range still worked as well as it had on the day it had been installed, and wouldn’t hear of replacing it.

Louise sank gratefully into the chair at the side of the fire and allowed her mother to fuss over her. Her eyes moved around the familiar room. The kitchen was the heart of the house, and always had been for as long as she could remember. It was a massive kitchen by modern-day standards, running almost the entire length of the back of the house. The ceilings were high, as they were in all of the rooms, and still boasted the ornate plaster cornices and ceiling roses that had been installed when it was built. Admittedly there were areas that were badly in need of repair, but even so they still managed to look impressive. On the floor were the original quarry tiles, which Dolly polished weekly with Cardinal Red polish, dotted here and there with bright scatter rugs, and on the far wall was a deep stone sink with the original wooden draining board still attached to it. Above this was a window that overlooked Dolly’s animal refuge. Some of the furniture arranged around the walls were pieces that had been brought or made when the house had first been built. Louise guessed that they must have some antique value now, although she knew that Dolly would never dream of parting with any of them even if she was starving, for she loved each piece as much as she loved the house itself. The dressers and cupboards had been polished with beeswax so many times that you could see your face in the smooth wooden surfaces.

Dolly’s mother had been born and bred there, and so  had Dolly, followed by her own two children. It was Dolly’s dearest wish that one day Louise would live there with her family too, although right at that moment it was the furthest thing from the young woman’s mind. As things stood at present she wasn’t even sure that she had a family any more – apart from Davey, of course. But she was too tired to think of that tonight. Instead she gave herself up to the pure pleasure of being fussed over for a time.

An hour or so later, Louise finally tucked Davey into the warm bed that his grandmother always kept ready for him. He had a full stomach and a hot-water bottle tucked at his feet, and as he nestled down into the blankets he sighed contentedly.

‘Sleep tight, sweetheart,’ she whispered, but her words fell on deaf ears. Davey was fast asleep before she had even reached the bedroom door.

Once out on the long landing she took a deep breath and sagged wearily against the wall; she suddenly found herself remembering another night long ago when she and Paul had brought Davey home to Tanglewood to spend his first Christmas with Dolly. Davey had been such a lovely baby and life was good and full of promise, for back then Paul had still been loving and optimistic about their future for most of the time. In her mind’s eye she saw him leaning across the bed and tucking their son securely in so that he wouldn’t roll out . . .

He grinned up at her as he kissed the little boy goodnight. ‘Do you reckon he’s old enough to enjoy the toys we’ve bought him?’ he whispered.

She laughed softly. ‘I doubt it,’ she said. ‘But you will.’

He nodded, his eyes full of wonder as he stared down at their sleeping child. ‘He’s going to have everything I never did,’ he promised, and she believed him because she loved him.

‘Louise!’ Dolly’s voice echoing up the stairs pulled her thoughts sharply back to the present and, drawing herself up to her full height, the young woman tried to compose herself before making her way back down to the kitchen to face her mother and the interrogation she knew would come.

Stick-thin, with steel-grey hair and a determined nature, Dolly Day was a small woman in stature – but what she lacked in size she more than made up for in heart. Over the years she had been forced to stand by and watch her only living child, Louise, suffer at the hands of a brutal husband, but never once in all that time had she ever criticised her for putting up with it or encouraged her daughter away from him. Instead she was simply there whenever Louise needed somewhere to go to lick her wounds, and tonight, she determined, would be no different.

When Louise re-entered the kitchen, Dolly motioned her to a chair and pushed another hot drink into her hands. ‘So, his lordship is up to his tricks again, is he?’ She frowned as she stared at Louise’s black eye, and her daughter nodded wearily.

‘How long are you plannin’ to stay this time then?’ Dolly asked. To her surprise, when Louise looked up at her, her eyes were dry. Usually, by now the girl would be in floods of tears, but tonight there were none, just an  emptiness about her that was somehow worse.

‘I don’t know, but probably until after Christmas at least. That is, if you’ll have us. I won’t be going back in a hurry this time.’

‘Huh! If I had a pound note for every time as I’d heard you say that, love, I’d be a rich woman by now.’

Louise lowered her head; she hated herself for not being stronger – for being unable to say, ‘This time I’m never going back’ – but her feelings were in so much turmoil, she knew that now was not the time to make so final a decision. She longed to pour her heart out to her mother, but how could she? She was struggling herself, to comprehend the latest dreadful thing that Paul had done, and was sure that if Dolly were ever to find out how terrible things really were, she would never have him under her roof again.

Paul was mixing with men who were a law unto themselves, bad men who cared for nothing and nobody. Look at what they had done to her home! She and Davey seemed to mean nothing to Paul any more. Perhaps it was something to do with the cheap perfume she smelled on his clothes from time to time, and the parcels . . .? She shuddered just thinking of them, afraid to admit what she thought they might contain! And how could she ever forgive Paul for leaving their little boy all alone to face men who obviously had no morals whatsoever? So she lied, telling her mother only what she wanted her to know. ‘I mean it this time, Mam. You see – I’ve nowhere to go back to at present even if I wanted to.’

Dolly raised her eyebrows. ‘What do you mean, love?’

‘I mean just what I say. I’ve had to do a moonlight flit. Paul got behind with the rent again and the rentman turned up today threatening to chuck us out on our ear. I didn’t want Davey to see that so I just upped and left.’

Dolly was not surprised. ‘Huh! Never understood why you’d choose to live in one o’ them damn highrise blocks anyway. No garden for a child to play in, an’ with the riff-raff that live there, no one would ever believe they’d not long been built. Dirty, smelly places – an’ just where is Paul now then?’

Louise shrugged and when she replied her voice was choked with emotion. ‘I’ve no idea. He’s got himself into some sort of trouble again and I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him for three days.’ The lies slid easily from her lips as she avoided Dolly’s eyes.

‘Well, that means nothin’. He’ll go to ground for a time an’ then he’ll come lookin’ for you, same as he always does.’

Dolly was shocked yet again to see the determined glint in Louise’s eyes when she replied. ‘He can look all he wants, Mam, but I mean it this time. I’m not going back – not yet at least. It wouldn’t be fair on Davey. He’s seeing too much and it’s making him nervy. But if it’s a burden for you having us both here, then I’ll look around and find us somewhere else to live. I might never go back to Paul, not how I’m feeling at the minute. Davey saw him give me this.’ She stabbed her finger at her black eye and for the first time in her life Dolly heard bitterness in her voice.

‘Kids shouldn’t see things like this. He’s even raised his  hand to Davey lately, and that’s what’s worrying me.’

Dolly chewed on her lip and hesitantly reached across to squeeze Louise’s hand. The girl’s slim shoulders were stooped, and one eye was black and purple with bruises, yet with the firelight playing on her chestnut hair, turning it to a burnished gold, she still managed to look beautiful.

‘Take as long as you need to decide, love. I’m glad you an’ Davey are away from the city, even if it’s only for a time. You know what I think about them places. Dens o’ vice if you ask me, what wi’ all them Beatniks an’ Teddy boys an’ drugs flyin’ around. I might live in a backwater but I read in the papers what goes on. Still, this ain’t no time for me to go climbin’ on me soapbox. You know there’s always a home for you both here. This place is getting too big for me to manage on me own anyway, an’ the money me aunt left me is runnin’ low, I don’t mind admittin’. I’m strugglin’ along on your dad’s pension an’ handouts for the animals at present. I’ve had to shut some more o’ the rooms off. But don’t you get worryin’ about him turnin’ up. If you really mean what you say, then God help him, as far as I’m concerned. He’ll go back down the drive quicker than he come up it, I can promise you that, an’ he’ll go wi’ me boot up his arse an’ all. You’ve no need to go back until you’re good an’ ready, an’ if you decide you don’t want to – well, that’s just fine be me.’

‘Aren’t you going to say “I told you so” then?’ Louise asked.

Her mother merely shook her head. ‘You’ve never heard me say it yet, an’ I ain’t about to start now. We all  make mistakes in life – that’s how we learn. Besides, things are different now to what they were in my day. Back then the attitude was “you makes your bed an’ you lies on it”, but we’re almost into 1960 now an’ things change, times move on. As far as I’m concerned, no one should have to stay in a loveless marriage, if that’s what you’re sayin’ it is. I’m just glad as you’re seein’ the light. I’ve no need to tell you as me an’ your dad never wanted you to have him. He were too much of a Jack the lad. But then, I suppose that’s what drew you to him. They say as opposites always attract. Just answer me one question though. Do you still love him?’

Louise looked across at her mother and suddenly the tears that she had held back for so long flooded from her lovely blue eyes and spilled down her swollen cheeks. ‘I don’t know, Mam. I don’t know how I feel any more.’

Shock registered on Dolly’s face. This was only one of many times she had given Louise and Davey sanctuary at Tanglewood, but never before had she heard Louise say that. She had formed the opinion long ago that Paul was a bad apple and as far as she was concerned, it only needed one like him in a barrel to taint the rest, so the sooner Louise got Davey away from him the better, though now, of course, was not the time to say it.

In a second, she had covered the distance between them and was rocking her daughter gently in her arms. ‘That’s it, love, you cry it all out. Things can only get better from now on. You’re back where you belong, at home at Tanglewood for as long as you want to be here.’




Chapter Two

‘Come on then, young man, get a move on! All the best trees will be sold by the time we get to market at this rate,’ Dolly shouted up the steep stairs, and in seconds she was rewarded when she heard Davey’s bedroom door slam and his footsteps thud along the landing. He tore down the stairs towards her, his eyes alight, and she ruffled his hair affectionately as he skidded to a halt in front of her.

‘Is me mam comin’ an all, Gran?’ He stared up at her expectantly and she nodded.

‘Yes, she is, lad. Now go on, get your wellies on an’ we’ll be off.’

Obediently he fled into the kitchen, stumbling in his haste, while Dolly followed at a more leisurely pace. Louise was already there, fixing a brightly coloured head square over her chestnut hair. She smiled at him as he entered and he beamed back at her, brighter than she had seen him for a long time. She helped him on with his coat and soon the three of them were walking down the drive, closely pursued by Jessica, who seemed intent  on accompanying them. Despite all Dolly’s attempts at shooing her back the way they had come, by the time they reached the drive that led up to the Hall she was still close on their heels.

Dolly sighed in exasperation. ‘You bloody daft goose, you. I must be mad for not turnin’ you into a Christmas dinner.’ She glanced at Louise and Davey apologetically. ‘I’m sorry, loves. I shall have to take her back. Just wait here, I’ll only be two shakes of a lamb’s tail.’

She swung about and, just as she had thought, Jessica immediately began to follow her. Louise and Davey laughed as they watched Dolly stamp through the snow, muttering all the time, but then their attention was drawn to a group of children who were marching up the drive towards them in single file, herded along by a tall, fair-haired, harassed-looking man.

‘Come along boys, step lively there.’

They stood to one side as boys of all shapes, sizes and nationalities filed past, glancing at Louise and Davey curiously as they went. When the man who was at the rear came abreast of them he stopped abruptly and stared at Louise as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

‘Walk on!’ he commanded as the queue of children faltered, and immediately they moved along.

The man continued to stare at Louise for a while before speaking. Eventually he said softly, ‘Hello, Louise.’

Davey watched, fascinated, as his mam shuffled uncomfortably from foot to foot.

‘Hello, Michael.’ Her voice was no more than a whisper. She was shocked at the change in him. The last time  she had seen him, he had been no more than a lanky youth, but the man who confronted her now was tall, broad-shouldered and handsome. The only thing that had remained unchanged were his eyes, a deep dark brown, fringed with long black eyelashes that stood out in stark contrast to his thick fair hair. Flustered, she nodded towards Davey. ‘You haven’t met my son, have you? This is Davey.’

The man dragged his eyes away from Louise to stare down at him, and Davey noticed that those eyes were kind, although at the moment they looked sad.

‘How do you do, Davey? It’s very nice to meet you.’ He held out his hand and Davey suddenly felt very grown up as he shook it formally. He smiled up at him in answer before the man looked back at his mother. Michael was thinking how much Louise herself had changed, although he decided if anything, she had grown even more beautiful. He drank in the sight of the thick chestnut curls that were struggling to escape from her headscarf. But then he noticed the dark bruising around her eye and frowned. However, he had no chance to comment, because just then they all heard Dolly labouring through the snowdrifts towards them.

‘Ah, Michael. How are you, lad? I ain’t even had the chance to tell our Louise that you were workin’ up at the school yet,’ she told him apologetically. ‘She only arrived last night.’ She looked towards Louise and explained, ‘Michael is workin’ as a teacher up at the Hall now.’

Louise looked vaguely surprised before forcing a smile  to her lips. ‘I’m glad to hear you’ve done so well for yourself,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘Well, I would have to say the same for you, Louise. He’s a fine boy.’ He nodded towards Davey, who to his amusement saw his mam drop her eyes and flush.

Dolly looked up the drive towards where the children had stopped and were looking back at them. ‘I reckon you’d best be getting your skates on, lad. It seems you have an audience.’

Pulling his attention back to the straggling line of youngsters with an effort, Michael said, ‘I think you’re right, Dolly. I’d best get on.’ He looked at Louise for a final time before asking tentatively, ‘Will you be staying for long?’

She shrugged, keeping her eyes averted from his. ‘Yes, we probably will.’

‘In that case, perhaps you wouldn’t mind if I dropped by to see you over Christmas?’

Dolly was quick to answer for her. ‘Me door’s always open to you, lad. Same as it’s always been. You’re free to come by any time you like. Ain’t that right, Louise?’

Louise shrugged uncomfortably but to her relief was saved from having to answer when Michael began to move along.

‘I’ll perhaps see you over the holidays then?’ he said, and strode away.

As Dolly watched him go she sighed sadly. ‘I don’t know, love. He’s a good man, is Michael. Happen you missed the boat there. He ain’t never married, you know?  I reckon as he’s still carryin’ a torch for you, I do.’

‘Oh Mam, for God’s sake! Don’t let’s go into that again. What’s done is done. And now can we please get on and go and get this damn tree?’

Davey watched in amazement as his mam stamped away ahead of them, but when he glanced questioningly at his gran she winked at him and grinned.

‘That was Michael Fullylove, your mam’s first boyfriend. Worshipped the very ground she walked on, he did. Between you an’ me, if she hadn’t met your dad I reckon as they’d have been wed – in fact, I’m sure they would. But then I wouldn’t have had you, would I? So I suppose something good came of it.’

Davey somehow didn’t quite believe her. His gran seemed none too keen on his dad at the best of times, and as she hauled him along he glanced back across his shoulder at the tall fair-haired man. It was funny to think that his mam had once cared for anyone other than his dad, but then it was something that he’d never given any thought to before. He didn’t have long to dwell on the fact because soon they came to the end of the drive and the man for now was forgotten in the excitement of going to buy the Christmas tree.

The walk into town took them a long while and on the way it started to snow again, slowing them still further. But Davey didn’t mind although he noticed that his mam was unusually quiet. His gran made up for it by keeping up a continuous stream of chatter until at last they crossed the Leicester Road Bridge and the town came into sight. Despite the harsh weather it was crowded with  people, many of whom were laden down with bags that Davey was sure were full of Christmas presents, and the mood was merry as people bustled past them wishing them A Merry Christmas. Before they’d even reached the marketplace Dolly produced a collection tin from her voluminous shopping bag and began to rattle it almost in their faces. Shoppers who recognised her began to delve deep into their purses and goodnaturedly dropped their small change into it. Davey even saw some of them put ten-shilling and pound notes in and was amazed at how rich some people must be.

As they walked past the stalls he stared in awe at the brightly coloured wares. Large red-faced stallholders shouted out loud, one competing against another.

‘Get yer bananas. A bagful for two and sixpence,’ one cried, holding aloft the biggest bunch that Davey had ever seen, and only a few steps further on, yet another was shouting about the virtues of his rosy red apples. Soon they came to the edge of the cattle-market and Louise stopped to speak to an old schoolfriend whom she hadn’t seen for many years. For the first time in days Davey saw her really smile and it heartened him. He looked around at the cattle and chickens that were all trapped in large metal crates and his gentle heart went out to them, especially the turkeys who would soon be someone’s Christmas dinner. After a time they moved on and at last came to a stall that sold Christmas trees.

Louise watched as Davey’s eyes grew round with excitement. Again guilt weighed heavy on her. She wanted to buy him the trainset that she knew he’d always  longed for, although being the sensitive child that he was, he had never asked for it. She yearned to give him the sort of magical Christmas that she had known as a child, with his mam and his dad laughing and smiling, in their own home. But now she knew that might never happen. For the time being she must live on the charity of her own mother and be beholden to her for everything. Her proud heart rebelled at the thought. As soon as Christmas was over and she had got Davey settled into school, she would look around for a part-time job. Perhaps there would be something up at the Hall – a cleaning job or some such? She dismissed the thought almost as soon as she recalled her meeting with Michael Fullylove this morning.

Like her mother, she knew that if she hadn’t met Paul she and Michael would have married. He had been her childhood sweetheart and they had been inseparable until Paul had burst into her life. From then on her life had never been the same again. Oh, her parents had disapproved of him and she knew it, but love, as she had discovered, was a powerful thing and she had turned a deaf ear to all their warnings. Now she was paying the price.

As she looked at Davey again her eyes softened. At least she still had him and she vowed there and then that she would never allow another man to hurt him again, even if it meant committing herself to a life of celibacy.

‘So, which one is it to be then?’

Dolly’s voice pulled her thoughts back to the present, and greatly amused, Louise watched as her son scratched  his head in bewilderment. There were so many to choose from, ranging from some that were no taller than him, to others that towered above the stall.

‘Don’t go choosin’ nothin’ too big,’ Dolly warned. ‘We have to get it home between us, you know.’

In the end Davey chose a medium-sized tree and hopped from foot to foot in excitement as Dolly paid the stallholder. Then Louise took one end of it and Dolly the other and between them they began to manoeuvre it through the milling throng of shoppers. By the time they reached the edge of the marketplace, Dolly was out of breath. She dropped her end of the tree into the snow and leaned heavily against a wall.

‘Phew!’ She mopped her brow, sweating despite the harshness of the weather. ‘I reckon as I’m getting too old for this kind of palaver,’ she complained, and Davey and Louise exchanged an amused grin.

It took them almost two hours to get the tree home and by the time they did Louise was concerned to see that her mother looked exhausted.

‘You put your feet up for a bit while I make us a nice cup of tea,’ she offered, and after depositing the tree in an untidy heap on the floor Dolly nodded and sank thankfully into a chair. Davey scuttled away to fetch her slippers for her and she smiled at him fondly as he unzipped her fur-lined panda boots and drew them off her feet. She was very pale and Davey kept glancing at her, fearful that she would be ill, as his grandad had been before he died. However, after she had put her feet up for half an hour and drunk two cups of tea the colour began  to flood back into her cheeks and she looked more like her old self.

The nervous twitch was back in Davey’s eyes by then and not wishing to upset him, Dolly struggled gamely to her feet. ‘Right then, young man. I’m goin’ to go an’ find a bucket to stand this here tree in, an’ then while you’re puttin’ all the baubles on it I’ll go an’ see to the animals.’ She winked at him and made her way outside, disappearing instantly into what was fast becoming a blizzard. After Davey had watched the door anxiously for some minutes she reappeared with a sturdy black bucket containing some earth and plonked it down in the far corner. ‘There then, that should keep you busy for the rest o’ the afternoon. The baubles is all in that bag on the chair over there, look. An’ tonight you can help me to make some paper-chains as we can hang from the ceilin’. Have you ever made paper-chains before?’

Davey shook his head solemnly as Dolly grinned. ‘Ah well, there’s a first time for everythin’. By the time we’ve done you’ll be a dab hand at it. I learned your mam to do it when she was no bigger than you are now, an’ it’s an art as once it’s learned is never forgot, like ridin’ a bike. Ain’t that right, Louise?’

Louise nodded and when Dolly had once again disappeared into the storm she crossed to the bag of baubles and carefully tipped them out onto the floor. Amongst them was a rather bedraggled-looking fairy.

Louise, picked it up. ‘I never thought me mam would still have this,’ she said, remembering the wonderful Christmas when the fairy had first looked down upon  them all from her perch high on top of the tree. ‘I had this when I was even younger than you are now,’ she told Davey. ‘I can remember me dad taking me into town and buying it. I was so excited that I could hardly wait to get back home with her.’ She sighed at the memories it conjured up but suddenly becoming aware of Davey’s eyes tight on her she smiled brightly. ‘Come on then, stand on that chair there and you can fix her onto the top branch.’

Needing no second telling Davey dragged the hard-backed wooden chair towards the tree and excitedly clambered onto it. Then, balancing precariously, he reached across and more by luck than judgement managed to secure the fairy to the top branch at the first attempt.

The next hour was spent light-heartedly as Louise passed him the glass baubles and he hooked them onto the tree, his tongue tight in his cheek as he concentrated. At last it was done and they stood back to admire their efforts. The day was fast fading into night, but the firelight reflected a rainbow of colours in the glass spheres and danced them around the room, causing the little boy’s mouth to gape in wonder.

‘Cor! It looks right lovely, don’t it, Mam?’ he whispered in awe.

Louise smiled. ‘It certainly does. You’ve done a grand job and no mistake. But now if you get your wellies on you can go and help your gran finish feeding the animals, and while you’re doing that I’ll get the dinner on.’

He nodded obediently and within minutes he too had  disappeared into the darkening early evening. Left to her own thoughts Louise fetched some vegetables from the large walk-in pantry that also served as a cold store, and as she prepared them at the stone sink she let her mind drift back over the day’s events. It had felt strange to see Michael again, particularly as she hadn’t been prepared for it, and she found herself wondering what would have happened if she had married him instead of Paul. She supposed she would be living in the lap of luxury now instead of having to make every penny count. She would have had a house with nice furniture and food on the table, and she wouldn’t have had to fly into a panic every time someone she didn’t recognise knocked at the door. And yet, strangely, she had no regrets. Oh, she had loved Michael in a way once, she had to admit, but that had all changed when she met Paul and he had swept her off her feet. She could still remember the way her heart had used to start beating at the mere sight of him and the funny butterfly feeling that would form in her stomach every time he so much as kissed her. That feeling had remained, and even now she was forced to admit that she still loved him, in a way that she had never loved Michael.

Since her marriage, she had thought of Michael often and felt guilty about the way she had hurt him, but then as the years passed she had assumed that he would have married and had a family, and the guilt had lessened. Today had proved her to be wrong, for when he had looked at her she had seen the hungry longing in his eyes and had felt ashamed. But even had she still not had  feelings for her husband, she knew that nothing could ever be between them. Paul had hurt her so deeply that she could never trust or love another man again, and suddenly as she stood there, all alone in the silence of the kitchen, she envisaged herself in years to come as a lonely, embittered old woman. The thought was painful.

 

Much later that night, when Davey was tucked up in bed, the two women sat in the warmth of the kitchen sipping steaming mugs of hot chocolate. Dolly watched with a heavy heart as Louise stared into the fire, her thoughts seemingly a million miles away. Her eyes were blank and unseeing, and all her usual sparkle had fled. Secret guilt stabbed at the old woman’s heart like a knife and she felt tears sting the back of her eyes, yet when she spoke her voice was light.

‘The little ’un is chuffed with the tree then?’

Louise nodded. ‘He certainly is. He was so excited when he was decorating it, I thought he’d burst. It made me realise just what a bad mother I’ve been to him.’

‘Rubbish!’ The word burst from Dolly’s lips like a bullet before she could stop it. ‘How could you even think such a thing? Why – you’ve always been a good mam! Whatever makes you say as you ain’t?’

Louise shook her head wearily. ‘I shouldn’t think it needs much saying, does it? Just look at the life the poor little soul’s been forced to lead. He’s been dragged from pillow to post. He never gets to make friends because we’re never in one place long enough. I’ve lost count of how many schools he’s been to already and he’s only  nine years old. It doesn’t say much for me, does it?’

‘It were just circumstances, that’s all.’ Dolly defended her.

This time Louise would not be placated. ‘You can make all the excuses in the book, Mam. I have for long enough, God knows. But there comes a point when you have to say enough is enough, and that point is now – unless, of course, Paul drastically changes his ways, and I don’t somehow think there’s much hope of that, do you?’

Guilt washed over Dolly afresh as she saw the raw pain in her daughter’s eyes. Each and every time Louise returned to Tanglewood, the guilt intensified as Dolly was forced to face the fact that she had encouraged Paul to marry her. Had she allowed him to leave when he had once wanted to, she could have saved her daughter years of heartache. Sometimes the need to tell Louise was so strong that she would find the words hovering on her tongue, but she always swallowed them – for how would Louise ever be able to forgive her if she knew the truth?

‘Do you still love him, darlin?’ she asked instead.

Louise thought about it for a while before she answered her. ‘I think I do,’ she admitted, ‘but that won’t make me go back to him, Mam. Not this time, or at least, not until he can prove to me that he’s going to be different. I think I’ve given him enough chances by now, don’t you? I remember my dad saying once that a leopard can’t change his spots and I know now that he was right. Once we get Christmas over with, I’ll go and see a solicitor and file for a separation, and then when that’s  over perhaps I’ll be able to build some sort of a life for me and Davey again.’

‘You can build yourself a better life,’ Dolly agreed quickly. ‘Did you see the way Michael looked at you today? Why, it’s as plain as the nose on your face that he’s still carryin’ a torch for you. I reckon as he’d still have you tomorrow if he got the chance, an’ you could do a damn sight worse, me gel.’

Exasperated, Louise glared at her mother. ‘Don’t even go along that road, Mam,’ she warned. ‘Anything that was between Michael and me was over a long time ago, and there’s no going back – not even if I wanted to, which I don’t. If it comes about that I’m ever free of Paul there will never be another man in my life – not ever. You can be sure of that.’

Dolly shook her head sadly. ‘Never is a long time, love. An’ love can strike when you least expect it. You ain’t the sort to turn into a bitter old woman. You’re still young an’ lovely with your whole life ahead o’ you.’

‘Yes – well, from now on my whole life is going to centre around Davey. As long as I’ve got him I’ll need nobody else.’

Dolly remained unconvinced. ‘We’ll see,’ she said. ‘None of us knows what’s around the next corner, do we? So for now you’ll do well to just take things a day at a time.’

It was sound advice but for now Louise was in no mood to hear it, so for a time they lapsed into silence, each contemplating what the future might hold in store for them.

Tired from the trip into town, Dolly retired early and Louise was left to her thoughts. She stared into the fire for a while, enjoying the peaceful silence of the place. After a time she grew restless, so pulling her dressing-gown more tightly about her she wandered into the chilly hallway. Nothing had changed since she was a child and although Tanglewood was well past its prime, still she delighted in some of the original features of the house. The patterned tiles on the floor had withstood the footsteps of four generations and yet were still pleasing to look at, although even if they hadn’t been Dolly was determined not to cover them. The walls were still clad in their original panelling, which had long since become the home of woodworm and yet still managed to give the entrance hall an air of elegance, and next to the kitchen door was a row of brass bells, used long ago to summon the servants. Above her was a magnificent staircase that swept up to a galleried landing, and beyond that was one of Louise’s favourite features – a tall, stained-glass window with a magical tree etched into it. As a child Louise had spent hours in the summer just staring at it, wondering at the way the rays of the sun caught and reflected the colours all across the walls. Sometimes she liked to let her imagination run riot and think of all the stories it might tell, were it able to speak. After all, had it not shone down on her predecessors just as it did on her?

Shivering, Louise climbed the draughty stairs and let herself into her old bedroom. There seemed nothing to look forward to any more, just years of loneliness stretching ahead. Even worse than the thought of that was the  confrontation with Paul that she knew must inevitably come. Somehow she must make a decision about her future, for Davey’s sake.

She had a dreadful feeling that this might prove to be a lot easier said than done, because although her head told her to be rid of Paul Hart for once and for all, still her heart told her otherwise.




Chapter Three

As Louise looked across at Davey, who was sitting at the breakfast-table with Dolly, she wondered with amusement how he would contain himself until the morning. It was Christmas Eve and his excitement was at fever pitch. Just as Dolly had predicted, after a week of his gran’s home cooking and fresh air he was beginning to get a little colour back into his cheeks, and last night for the first time he had cleared his plate when his dinner was put in front of him. The nervous twitch in his eye was still evident but Louise was hoping that as time passed, it would disappear.

The boy’s excitement had been added to by the fact that his gran had been out and hired a television set from a shop in town. It was an extravagance they could ill afford, but Dolly had insisted that Davey needed something to perk him up. After all, she said, it wasn’t as if she was buying it, and a couple of bob a week was neither here nor there. The set had been installed three days ago, and ever since then Louise had been forced to restrict the length of time he watched it, sure that if she hadn’t he  would have been glued to it all the time. Thankfully, up until now there’d been no sign of Paul, and Louise was daring to hope that he might leave them in peace until after Christmas. Then again she wasn’t banking on it. Paul, as she knew only too well, was totally unpredictable.

As she stood gazing out of the kitchen window she heard Davey slide down from his seat at the table.

‘Is it all right if I go out an’ see to the animals with me gran?’ he asked.

She nodded. ‘Yes, love. Of course you can, you don’t need to ask. Just don’t get wandering off, that’s all.’

Dolly frowned at her. ‘What you on about, gel? You better than any should know that it’s as safe as houses around here. The only folks as we see most o’ the time is the kids from up at the Hall, an’ they ain’t likely to hurt him now, are they? Admitted, I do have a moan at them sometimes in the summer when they come scrumpin’ me apples, but they ain’t bad kids, not really.’

Dolly was becoming worried about Louise’s need to have Davey constantly in her sight. It was almost as if she were afraid that someone was going to snatch him away right from under her nose – and to the older woman’s mind this wasn’t healthy. She was also beginning to think that there was more to Louise leaving Paul than she had told her. But still, she reasoned, the girl would tell her in her own good time.

She struggled into her outdoor clothes and she and Davey headed for the back door, leaving Louise to make the mince pies that were Davey’s favourite.

‘We’ll see to the dogs first,’ Dolly informed him, then as she swung the door open she stopped in her tracks. ‘What the bloody hell is this then?’ she muttered. A large cardboard box had been deposited on the doorstep. Davey stared over her shoulder, his eyes wide as she bent and opened the lid, then he gasped in horror. Inside the box were a litter of five puppies and none of them looked very well at all.

‘Here we go again,’ Dolly sighed. ‘It ain’t even Christmas yet an’ the dumpin’s begun already.’ She lifted the box and strode back into the kitchen towards the fire. Davey shut the door and followed her, then looked solemnly on as his grandmother lifted the puppies out one at a time and laid them on the hearthrug.

‘This one’s dead.’ Dolly laid a little scrap of a dog to one side as Davey’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Get me a bowl o’ hot water, Louise, an’ some warm towels, then heat a pan o’ milk up. I reckon we’re goin’ to have a battle on us hands if we’re goin’ to save any o’ this lot.’

On inspection, three of the remaining puppies were not too bad, but the fourth was so weak that it could barely hold its little head up. It was this one that Davey was immediately attracted to and while his gran tenderly washed the others he cradled its cold little body against his chest. Meanwhile, Louise was filling some babies’ feeding bottles that Dolly kept for just such an occasion as this with warm milk. It was a ritual she had performed many times over the years and she knew without being told exactly what to do. When the puppies had been washed and warmed by the fire Dolly wrapped each one  in a soft scrap of towel and laid them down side by side in the box.

‘How old do you think they are, Mam?’ Louise asked quietly.

Dolly shrugged. ‘Not more than four weeks, I shouldn’t think, certainly nowhere near old enough to leave their mam yet. I reckon as we stand a chance with these three, but I don’t hold out much hope for that little mite there. This is goin’ to mean a lot o’ hard work. For the first couple o’ days they’re all goin’ to need feedin’ on the hour, day an’ night I’m afraid.’

‘I’ll help,’ Louise immediately volunteered, and Davey chipped in. ‘So will I, Gran.’

‘Good. Well, there’s no time like the present, so here – grab a hold o’ this an’ take your pick. Leave the strongest till last.’

She handed Davey a bottle as he scooped up the dillin of the litter. He teased the teat against its small mouth but it showed no interest at all; instead it just gazed up at him from soulful brown eyes. By the time his gran had fed the first puppy and lifted the second, his had still not taken so much as a drop of milk. He could feel his gran watching him and eventually she said softly, ‘It’s no use, love. I reckon as you’re wastin’ your time. Put him back in the box an’ let him go peaceful.’

Davey’s chin jutted with determination as for the first time in his life he glared at her. ‘I will not. We can’t just let him die. Let me try for a bit longer. He’ll drink in a minute, you’ll see.’

Dolly dropped her eyes, unable to bear the pain in his.  This was a situation she had been faced with on numerous occasions and she had become adept at knowing when there was hope. Even so she didn’t have the heart to tell Davey that the puppy was beyond saving.

Instead she nodded sadly. ‘All right then, pet. You carry on a bit longer if you have a mind to.’

Davey tipped a trickle of milk onto the end of his finger and gently prised the puppy’s mouth open. ‘Come on,’ he urged. ‘Just try it. You’ll like it. I know you will.’

Louise watched his attempts with a large lump in her throat. She tended to agree with Dolly and felt that the tiny creature stood little chance of surviving, but even so she knew that Davey would feel better if he at least did all he could. The minutes ticked away, and soon the other puppies were tucked back into their box with their bellies bloated with warm milk. Contentedly they instantly snuggled down and fell fast asleep.

‘Don’t you think you ought to stop now?’ she whispered to Davey, who was still trying desperately to get the puppy to feed, but he shook his head adamantly, and it was just then to her amazement that the puppy suddenly began to suck weakly at the teat.

‘See, I told you. He’s drinkin’ now – look.’

Dolly smiled as struggling to her feet she lifted the lifeless puppy and tucked it into her coat. ‘I’ll leave you to it, then. I just have to go an’ bury this little mite, though it won’t be no mean feat with this weather. I shall have to clear a ton o’ snow before I even get to the earth, an’ then it’ll be frozen solid.’ She shook her head. ‘All the years I’ve lived an’ yet it still never fails to amaze me just  how cruel some folks can be.’ She opened the back door and disappeared into the icy morning.

When the puppy had drunk its fill, which was pathetically little, Davey tucked it into the box with its brothers and sisters. ‘Why do people do such bad things, Mam?’ he asked.

For a while Louise was at a loss as to how to answer him. In the end she said, ‘I’m not sure really, Davey. We’re only human so we all have a little badness in us. I just suppose that some have more than others. I’ve seen this happen dozens of times over the years, and so has your gran. But just remember, she rehouses far more strays than she loses, and that’s what keeps her running the sanctuary.’

He nodded solemnly and after casting a look into the box of sleeping puppies, he slipped away to help his gran.

When Dolly and Davey next entered the kitchen, the smell of freshly made mince pies met them. Louise looked up from the enormous turkey she was plucking and smiled at them. As Davey crossed to the box that contained the puppies, she told him, ‘It’s all right, love. They’re all still fast asleep. I reckon drinking all that milk tired them out, and they’ve had some more while you’ve been out.’ She omitted to tell him that the smallest one had refused his ration.

Satisfied, Davey sneaked a mince pie off the cooling rack. ‘So what are we goin’ to do this afternoon then, Gran?’ he asked, between mouthfuls.

She frowned and looked at the window through which she could see the snow still coming down thick and fast.  ‘Despite this weather, I’ve a good mind to hitch Chestnut to the cart and go into Weddington to collect a few more newspapers. Folks won’t want us callin’ on them over Christmas an’ the supply for the animals is getting’ a bit low. Could you manage here on your own for a while, Louise?’

‘Of course I could. You take Davey with you, if you like, for company. I’ll look out for the pups and see to anything as needs doing while you’re gone.’

‘Right, that’s settled then. We’ll do that, shall we, Davey?’

He nodded eagerly and as he looked at the fast-falling snow through the window, he asked, ‘Can I go out an’ play in the snow for a bit, Mam? Just while Gran gets ready.’

Louise agreed reluctantly. ‘Well, all right then, but only for half an hour till your dinner’s ready. And mind you don’t get going off.’

‘I won’t,’ he promised, and scampered away under the watchful eye of his doting gran.

‘It must feel a bit strange bein’ here for Christmas without Paul,’ she ventured.

‘I suppose it does feel a bit weird but I’ll have to get used to it, won’t I?’ Louise answered her.

Dolly frowned. ‘Are you quite sure as there’s not something as you’re not tellin’ me, pet?’

‘Of course there isn’t!’ Louise flared up, then immediately felt contrite. ‘Sorry, Mam, I didn’t mean to snap. It’s just . . . Well, as you say – it feels a bit strange at the minute.’

Dolly nodded. She could understand that, but still the niggling little inner voice told her that things weren’t quite as straightforward as Louise was making out. However, she knew her daughter would not tell her about it until she was good and ready. It was a trait that Dolly considered she had inherited from her father, Jim, who just like her daughter had been as stubborn as a mule.

 

Early in the afternoon Dolly went to the stable that housed Chestnut, her old horse. He had come into the sanctuary many years before, when he had been retired from his job as a Co-op milk horse. The only other option available to him at the time had been the prospect of the knacker’s yard. When Dolly had heard about him she couldn’t contemplate such an end for an animal as gentle as Chestnut who had given years of loyal service, delivering to her own door. And so he had come to Tanglewood and ever since, Dolly had had a huge soft spot for him. They were a familiar sight around the village as Chestnut and the old cart were the only form of transport that Dolly had or wished for. He nuzzled up to Dolly now as she fastened him into his harness and was rewarded with a carrot that she produced from deep in the pocket of her old coat. ‘That’s a good boy then,’ Dolly praised him as Davey looked on, and soon the old horse was ready to be led outside and harnessed to the cart.

‘Right, Davey. Chuck the spade on the back, there’s a good lad. I reckon as we may be needin’ it.’ Dolly stared up at the snowladen skies and sighed. ‘There don’t seem  to be any end to it. Still – not to worry. Once we’ve stocked up with newspapers there’ll be no need to venture out till the New Year, an’ it can snow as much as it likes then.’

Davey grinned as he swung himself up into the seat of the old cart beside his gran.

‘Move on!’ she shouted through the fast-falling snow and obediently Chestnut began to inch the cart forward. It was soon obvious that the going would be slow as Chestnut had to strain on his harness to drag the cart through the occasional drift.

They had just reached the end of the drive that joined the lane leading up to the Hall when car headlights appeared, coming towards them.

‘Whoa!’ Dolly cried, yanking on the reins. Immediately Chestnut drew to a halt. Dolly peered through the snow and as a car drew nearer Davey gripped her arm excitedly.

‘Cor, Gran – look! It’s one o’ them new Mini cars!’

‘Hmph! There are bloody motorcars all over the place now – they’re a menace if you ask me. Even the roads ain’t like they were in my day. We’ve got that ruddy M1 or some such silly name opened an’ all this year, an’ they reckon as it will be the first o’ many such motorways, just to add insult to injury. The way I see it, it’s good countryside as they’re havin’ to dig up when there ain’t no need.’

Davey grinned as the car that had crawled up the lane towards them drew to a halt. Dolly frowned, but when Michael’s head appeared out of the window her face creased into a smile. ‘Oh, it’s you, lad. I never knew you had a car.’

He winked. ‘Well, you know how it is, Dolly. We have to keep up with the times, don’t we?’

‘You might have to, lad, but I personally have no intention of even tryin’. My old Chestnut is the only form o’ transport I’ll ever need. What you doin’ here anyway? I thought the Hall had shut for Christmas.’

‘Not shut exactly,’ he explained. ‘Only for lessons, that is. Some of the boarders couldn’t get home so teachers like me who had nothing better to do volunteered to stay on through the holidays and keep our eye on them.’

‘I see.’ Dolly secretly found it appalling that anyone should have no one to spend Christmas with, but she was too tactful to say so. Instead she said quietly, ‘Well, seein’ as it’s Christmas Eve, why don’t you come round to Tanglewood tonight an’ have a drink with us? That’s if you’ve got nothin’ better planned, o’ course.’

He looked uncertain. ‘Won’t Louise mind? I mean – won’t her husband be there?’

A hasty retort sprang to Dolly’s lips but she swallowed it for the sake of the child who was sitting beside her, listening to the conversation with interest.

‘No, lad. Paul won’t be there, so as I said, if you’d care to call you’d be more than welcome.’

He beamed at her. ‘I might just take you up on that offer, Dolly. Thank you very much. Right, I’d better be letting you get on. If you sit still for long enough in this, you’re likely to freeze solid.’

‘You ain’t wrong there,’ she laughed, and as the car pulled away she urged Chestnut on.
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Louise laid the last puppy back into the box and carried the dirty bottles to the sink. As she began to wash them, enjoying the tranquillity of the place, a knock came on the back door. Strange – her mam hadn’t said that she was expecting anyone. Louise hastily dried her hands on her apron, and had just turned when the door was suddenly flung open and Paul appeared. Her heart missed a beat; she stopped dead in her tracks as the colour drained from her face.

He smiled with amusement at her reaction, and after shaking the snow from his hair, walked towards the fire and held his hands out to the blaze.

‘What do you want?’ she asked bluntly. He looked very handsome, and despite the fact that she had promised herself to have nothing more to do with him, she felt her resolve weakening.

He threw back his head and laughed. ‘Now that’s hardly a nice greetin’ fer yer husband, is it? What do you think I want? I want you an’ me son, o’ course. After all, it is Christmas, ain’t it? An’ I allus thought as families spent ’em together.’

‘Families do.’ She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice as she confronted him. ‘But the thing is, Paul, we’re not a family any more, are we? Never have been, not really. Only when it suited you, of course.’

‘Don’t talk so daft, woman. O’ course we’re a family. We’re just goin’ through a bit of a bad patch at the minute, that’s all. I’ll stay here wi’ you over the holiday an’ then we’ll sort ourselves out a nice little house somewhere an’ make a fresh start.’

Just for the briefest second she hesitated, but then she shook her head.

‘No, Paul. Not this time we won’t – you’ve gone too far. I need some time to think. Some time away from you so that I can decide what’s best for Davey. Whoever it was you got mixed up with this time meant business when they came calling. They destroyed the flat and Davey had to see it. Can you imagine what that did to him? And how could you leave him all alone like that?’

The smile slid from his face as his eyes twinkled dangerously. ‘Be very careful what yer sayin’, madam. After all, you’re hardly Miss Innocent, are yer?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she spat incredulously, suddenly forgetting that she had spent the last days alternating between hating his guts and wondering how she could go on without him.

He smirked. ‘What it means is, you’re as involved in this whole bloody mess as I am. We ain’t playin’ wi’ tiddlers now. These are the big boys, as you’ve probably guessed, an you wouldn’t want ’em to come lookin’ fer you, now would yer?’

She began to tremble with rage. ‘You don’t mean that, Paul. Why would they come looking for me? You know as well as I do that I was never involved knowingly in any of your shady deals. I don’t even know what it is you’re mixed up in.’

‘Perhaps it’s time yer did then, eh? We’re talkin’ drugs, sweetheart!’

Louise’s mouth dropped open. ‘Drugs! What do you mean? What sort of drugs?’

‘The illegal sort, darlin’. Any bloody sort I can get me’ands on.’

She shook her head in disbelief. ‘But . . . but how . . .?’

He grinned wickedly. ‘Don’t be so bloody naïve, Louise. It’s big business in the cities. Not in grotty little towns like Nuneaton admittedly – but in the cities they can’t get enough of it. What do yer think were in them parcels you delivered? All right – as yer say, yer weren’t knowingly involved. But the question is, would the police believe that? I mean, how would it be for Davey if both ’is mam an’ ’is dad were locked up?’

She gulped deep in her throat, unable to take in what he had told her, and yet underneath hadn’t she always had an inkling of what he was doing?

‘You don’t really want us, do you, Paul?’ she whispered dully. ‘If you did, you wouldn’t have got mixed up in something like this, then done a runner and left me to face the music alone. I had to lie to my mam and tell her that I was being chucked out for rent arrears. What exactly is it you do want?’

She longed for him to say that he wanted her. That he wanted them to be a proper family and mean it, that they could put this whole sorry mess behind them and start all over again. Instead he leaned towards her menacingly.

‘Money. That’s what I want, an’ as much of it as you can get yer ’ands on. Yer can start wi’ the money yer collected fer me on the night yer pissed off.’

‘Have you got any more good jokes?’ Her eyes flashed and now her temper flared to match his. ‘There was no  one at the address you sent me to, so the parcel never got delivered.’

He withdrew a Woodbine from a crumpled packet he took from his pocket and after lighting it and inhaling deeply he glared at her warily. ‘So where’s the parcel now then?’

She shrugged. ‘How should I know? I got back to the flat to find it had been wrecked and I left the parcel there.’

‘Shit!’ he exclaimed. ‘Yer silly cow. Do you ’ave any idea ’ow much the stuff in that were worth?’

‘No, I don’t. And to be quite honest with you I don’t really care.’

‘Right. So you’ll just ’ave to magic me some money from somewhere else then, won’t yer?’

‘Huh! Just where do you think I could get money from? I haven’t got a penny to my name, as you well know. You made sure of that, didn’t you?’

Suddenly he was all charm again. ‘I never meant to leave yer, darlin’, but I ’ad no choice, did I? Them men that are after me mean business, as yer just comin’ to realise. But we’ll sort it. We can sort anythin’, me an’ you.’ He leaned towards her, his arms outstretched, but she pushed him away and he was surprised to see the determination in her face.

‘Not this time, Paul. I told you – I need some time away from you. The way I feel at the minute, I may never come back. As soon as Christmas is over I’m . . . I’m going to see a solicitor. I have to put Davey first now, and for as long as we’re with you he’ll be in danger. I can’t  risk that. I want . . . I want a trial separation.’ The words almost lodged in her throat but somehow she managed to say them.

Shock temporarily silenced him before his face twisted with malice. ‘If you want a separation then it’s goin’ to bleedin’ cost yer.’

She spread her hands. ‘How am I supposed to magic money out of thin air, Paul?’

‘You ain’t – yer goin’ to magic it out o’ yer mam. Don’t tell me as she ain’t got a penny or two stashed away. I mean, it stands to reason, don’t it? Look around you . . . this place ain’t run on fresh air, is it?’

‘This place, as you damn well know, is run on a shoestring. Every penny my mam gets coming in, which you also know is a mere pittance, goes on those poor animals out there.’ She stabbed her finger towards the stable block but he merely grunted, unconvinced; however, when she stood her ground he began to fear that he was going to go away with nothing.

‘Well, if I can’t hide out here for a while yer could at least give me enough to hole up somewhere else then.’

Louise glanced at the clock and her stomach sank. Her mam and Davey could be back at any minute and if they found him here, Davey’s Christmas would be ruined.

Crossing to a tin that stood on the mantelshelf she lifted it down and stared inside. She knew that her mam relied on every penny of the donations that came in, and she felt no better than a common thief, but the situation was desperate and she saw no other way. Taking out some notes, she pressed them into her husband’s hand.  He swiftly counted them and his mouth twisted with contempt.

‘Is this the best yer can do? Twelve measly pounds and ten bob?’

‘Look, Paul, please go. After Christmas I’ll get you some more somehow, I promise.’

He thrust the money deep into his coat-pocket and to her relief turned and headed towards the door. ‘I shall be back,’ he threatened. ‘An’ when I do, just make sure as you ’ave the money ready – otherwise I might ’ave to tell yer mam about our little secret, mightn’t I? An’ what would she think of ’er golden girl then, eh? Another thing is – if you ain’t comin’ back to me then I’ll want access to me kid.’

‘What?’ She stared at him in disbelief as he paused with his hand on the doorhandle. ‘Why would you want to see Davey?’

‘Why do yer think? He’s still my kid, whether yer live wi’ me or not. It wouldn’t do fer ’im to forget ’is dad, would it? An’ I don’t want to make it too easy fer yer.’

She hung her head, unable to bear to look at him a second longer. The instant that the kitchen door had closed behind him she began to tremble uncontrollably and sank into the nearest chair. How was she going to explain the missing money to Dolly? She would have to lie to her yet again and tell her that she’d borrowed it for something that Davey needed. But how long would it be before Paul came back for a second helping? Tears coursed down her cheeks as she suddenly realised what a fool she had been. Why, she asked herself, had she never  seen through him before? The answer came back to her loud and clear. Because she didn’t want to see. An old saying of her mother’s sprang to mind: there’s none so blind as them as don’t want to see. In that moment she had never heard a truer word. And yet . . . Still she longed to feel his arms around her, his lips on hers.

 

Paul strode through the snow, his hands thrust deep into his overcoat pockets. He was still reeling from the shock of Louise telling him that she wasn’t coming back to him. He had been so convinced that he had her exactly where he wanted her, that he was sure something must have turned her against him. Looking back, he realised now that their relationship had been going downhill for a long, long time. He had stopped trying to be a model husband years ago, and yet he had never envisaged his life without her somehow. She had been so naïve and so innocent that she had served a purpose, and she was sort of comfortable, like a well-worn chair. Up until now he had been able to use and abuse her at will and she had always forgiven him. So what, he wondered, had changed?

His footsteps slowed as a thought suddenly occurred to him. Michael Fullylove! Could it be that the feelings she had once had for him had resurfaced? After all, he reasoned, she might have met him again and realised what she’d lost. The thought made a bubble of excitement form in the pit of his stomach. If this were the case, it was possible that he might be able to turn it to his advantage. But what could he do for now, in the dilemma  he was in? He couldn’t risk being seen in the town. He was only too aware that the London mob were hot on his trail, and if they should find him before he came up with the money he owed them, then he could end up in a concrete overcoat in the bottom of a river somewhere.

Paul shuddered at the thought, and as he looked around, his eyes fell on the stable block that housed the strays. Not the most salubrious of accommodation, he had to admit, but at least it would be warm and dry in there. Plus, from there he would be able to see who came and went from the house. With his mind made up he changed direction and hurried towards it.

The door, as he had known it would be, was unlocked, and after a furtive glance towards the house to make sure that he was not being observed, he slipped inside. The dogs that were housed there began to whimper, but when he raised his fist and swore at them they shrank away to cower in the back of the stalls. He hurried along the line to the very end one, which thankfully was empty. On the floor was a fresh bed of hay and newspapers laid ready for the next unfortunate occupant. Sighing with relief he sank down onto it, certain in the knowledge that Dolly would not think to look in there. Louise putting her foot down and not allowing him to stay at Tanglewood with her had been a bit of a body blow. He supposed that now he would have to go back and shack up with Carol, his mistress. He shuddered involuntarily at the thought as he recalled her cramped and dirty flat. Carol and Louise were poles apart in every way. Carol was common and cheap, a bit of fun on the side, a quick legover, whilst  Louise signified everything that was good; somehow one was no good without the other.

Ever the optimist, Paul Hart grinned into the darkness; already he was beginning to feel better. He had been able to rule and manipulate Louise for so long that he was sure it was only a matter of time before he had her eating out of his hand again. Then exhaustion claimed him and he fell into a deep sleep.

 

Up at the Hall, Michael stared at himself in the mirror in his room. A tall, solemn-faced man stared back at him and he sighed. Until he had seen her again, he had thought he had succeeded in pushing Louise Day to the back of his mind. But just one glance at her had made him realise how wrong he had been. He had never stopped loving her, although he knew that his love was hopeless. There had been other women in his life since she had left him for that lowlife Paul Hart, yet somehow none of them had matched up to her and any new relationship he formed soon fizzled out. Dolly had hinted today that something was seriously wrong with Louise’s marriage, otherwise why would she be staying at Tanglewood without her husband at Christmas? And what had Dolly meant when she said that she would be there for some time? It was all a bit of a mystery at present and he frowned as he thought of the bruises on her face. Perhaps tonight would reveal why she was home?

He glanced across at the brightly wrapped Christmas presents lying on his bed. One for Dolly, one for Davey  and one for Louise, hastily purchased that very afternoon. In the past five years he had lost both his mother and his father, which was why he chose to be a resident master at the Hall.

Michael Fullylove had learned very quickly that there was nothing more depressing than going home to an empty house each night. The sale of the family house and his consequent move to the Hall had considerably boosted his bank balance, but it had done nothing towards boosting his morale. He had also learned very quickly that it was possible to be lonely anywhere.

He shrugged off his thoughts, afraid of the direction they were taking. If Louise’s marriage was really over it meant that there might still be a place in her heart for him after all. Not straightaway, admittedly. It would take time for her to come to terms with the break-up of her marriage, if that was indeed what was happening. But time was something he had plenty of, and after all these years of missing her, a little longer wouldn’t hurt him. He knew now that if it were necessary, he would have waited for ever.

 

‘There we are then, me beauty. You’ve done us proud, so you have. Now we’ll get you all nice an’ dry an’ bedded down an’ then you can take a well-earned rest.’ Chestnut nuzzled Dolly’s hand as she took up a towel and began to rub him vigorously. When he was quite dry, Dolly lifted a horse blanket from a hook on the stable wall and threw it across him before filling his trough with fresh oats. Chestnut immediately started to eat, his appetite sharpened by  the exercise he had just had. Davey smiled as his gran gave the horse one final fond pat, then hand-in-hand they made their way back to the house and the warmth of the kitchen.

‘Look, Gran, the duckpond’s frozen over. Will I be able to go skatin’ on it tomorrow?’ Davey pointed excitedly towards a small pond beneath the leafless apple trees.

Dolly pursed her lips. ‘We’ll see. But don’t you dare so much as think o’ settin’ foot on it till I’ve tested me weight on it first. Should you go through that, you’d not get out in a hurry.’

‘I won’t, Gran,’ Davey promised, and they hurried on, each eager now to be out of the bitter cold.

As soon as they stepped into the kitchen the smell of roast chestnuts and stuffing for the turkey greeted them. Davey licked his lips in anticipation but as Dolly looked across at her daughter, the light-hearted comment she had been about to make died when she noticed the young woman’s swollen eyes.

‘Have you been cryin’?’ she demanded. Instantly the nervous tic was back in Davey’s eyes; the smile slid from his face and he stared anxiously at his mother.

‘Of course I haven’t.’ Louise smiled at Davey brightly before glaring at Dolly. ‘The onions I was chopping for the stuffing have made my eyes run.’

Davey visibly relaxed, content with his mam’s explanation, but Dolly was not so easily convinced. She watched Louise curiously from the corner of her eye as she hung her coat up. ‘Any visitors while we’ve been gone?’ she asked casually.

Louise’s answer was just a little too quick for her liking.

‘No. I haven’t seen a soul, I’ve been busy cooking.’

Davey grinned at her. ‘Guess what, Mam? We saw your friend at the bottom o’ the drive in the Lane. He’s got one o’ them new Mini cars – all red an’ shiny it is. An’ Gran has invited him over tonight. That will be good, won’t it? It will be like a party.’

He noticed the way the smile slipped from her face and the reproachful look she gave Dolly, and he was further confused when Dolly flushed and looked guilty. But he said nothing. It was just too confusing to understand grown-ups, so instead he crossed to the box that contained the puppies and peeped inside. They were all fast asleep.

He sighed. ‘Did mine take some more milk, Mam?’ he asked hopefully and Louise nodded. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that the little creature had refused all her encouragements to drink.

Instead she said, ‘Yes, love, he took a drop.’

Contented, Davey lifted him from the box and cuddled him before placing him gently back with the others. Then he hurried upstairs to his room to fetch his Beano annual, leaving the two women alone. Louise mashed a pot of tea and carried it to the table, aware of Dolly’s eyes watching her every move.

‘What is it that’s troublin’ you, love?’ Dolly reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I know that’s a bit of a daft question when your marriage is in tatters an’ your future’s uncertain. Yet I can’t help but think that there’s  sommat as you’re not tellin’ me.’

Louise sighed. ‘Look, Mam. I appreciate your concern but you’re barking up the wrong tree. You wouldn’t expect me to be turning cartwheels at the minute, surely? As you just said, I have to come to terms with what could be the end of my marriage and I have Davey to think of as well. But to change the subject – whatever possessed you to invite Michael over?’

Dolly shrugged, looking more than a little guilty. ‘I didn’t think much of it at the time. It’s just that he’s stuck up there all on his own on Christmas Eve. His mam an’ dad died within months of each other an’ I don’t think he liked livin’ alone so he sold the house an’ lives at the Hall now. Bearin’ in mind he’s got nobody left, I saw no reason why he shouldn’t spend it here with us. That’s about the top an’ the bottom of it. There were no ulterior motive, if that’s what you’re thinkin’.’

‘Good. I’m very pleased to hear it, because I’ll tell you now, the last thing I need at present is you playing Cupid!’

‘Huh! The thought never even occurred to me. The trouble with you, me gel, is that you have a suspicious mind.’ Dolly looked at her with an expression of innocence on her face, but as her mouth connected with the rim of her mug a satisfied little smile played around her lips. For the first time in years she began to hope that she might see Louise and Davey settled before she died instead of having to worry about them all the time. She had no doubt that getting Paul out of their lives might prove unpleasant and she was also more than aware that  he could make a formidable enemy. But if it took her last breath and every single penny she had in the world, then she would do it – if, of course, Louise decided that that was what she wanted.

The way Dolly saw it, it was she who had inadvertently got Louise into this whole sorry mess in the first place, so it was up to her to get her out of it.
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