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Chapter One


The train crash at Moorgate underground station in 1975 killed thirty-five people. Sandy Brent might have been one of the victims had she followed her normal daily routine. Even though she had not caught that ill-fated train, the 28th of February turned out to be the worst day of her life.


It was a glorious morning. The sun shone down through the thin mist and in at the car window, warming Sandy’s face and highlighting her long copper hair. She usually travelled to work by tube, but today Roy had offered to give her a lift. There was something on his mind. It had been there since the night before. Soon he would say something – the signs were there: the clenching of his jaw, the hopeless sighs, the shifting in his seat and the old tell-tale restless moving of his head to left and right.


She thought about the clematis by the front door. It needed pruning. ‘Do you think you might have thrown out the secateurs with the rose cuttings?’ She hoped her subdued, nervous voice would not fail as she attempted to steer him away from making a damning confession. ‘The dustmen are due tomorrow. I could go through the bin liner when I get home … if you think they might be in there.’


Roy adjusted his glasses, let out a tiny sigh of boredom and indicated left. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have come in this way. Mile-long bloody queue.’


She was right. There was something on his mind and he didn’t want her to talk domestic. With just ten minutes of the journey left she would have to keep talking if she hoped to fend off his rehearsed talk.


‘I’m pleased with the new washing machine, even though it doesn’t boil. Ninety degrees is fine. It can’t just be the new washing powder. I bet you were impressed with the tea towels. Sparkling white.’


‘Not really.’ He made no effort to hide his rising anger.


‘You have a look when you get home. The sheets as well.’ She lit a cigarette, knowing he hated her to smoke in the car now that he had given up, but her needs right then were greater than his. ‘Vi promised to give me her secret jam recipe today—’


‘Sandy,’ he broke in, ‘we need to talk. About life, not jars of jam.’


‘’Course we need to talk. Nothing like a good rabbit to get you through the rush hour. Did I tell you I’ve seen the perfect wallpaper for our bedroom? William Morris – Honeysuckle?’ She looked at him and smiled, painfully aware that she was behaving like an old married woman instead of her usual vibrant twenty-six-year-old self. It was an act she would much rather not be playing.


‘Pink and green – just right.’ She opened the window a fraction and blew smoke through the gap.


‘You don’t make it easy, do you, Sandy?’ He changed down into second gear and stopped at another red light. ‘It’s not working.’ He spoke slowly to get the message across.


Sandy swallowed against the lump in her throat; she had heard this before, more than once. He might at least try to come up with something original. ‘It was working last night, Roy, in bed, unless I was dreaming. I thought we did it twice. Was I dreaming?’


‘Half an hour of screwing doesn’t make a marriage. There are twenty-four hours in a day.’ He tugged at his collar, loosening his tie. It was a waste of time. Beads of nervous sweat stood on his brow.


‘You were timing us, then?’ she said, unable to check the sarcasm, and then quickly sidetracking with, ‘God I hate London traffic.’


‘But the rest of us love it,’ Roy muttered between clenched teeth. The queue was so long at the traffic lights that red, amber and green were going through a second sequence.


‘There’s not much, is there? Sex now and then, visits to the parents for Sunday lunch …’ He let go of the steering wheel and splayed his hands. ‘No joint hobbies. No joint interests. I love the theatre, you loathe it—’


‘I don’t loathe the theatre, Roy – just the boring plays. Now give me a lively musical and—’


‘I don’t like musicals! That’s the point.’


‘You used to … before the sudden change.’ She raised her eyebrows and sighed. ‘I wonder what the cause of that was?’ Next he would be telling her that it was natural for people to change and have different interests. ‘I expect you’re moving on. That’s what it’ll be. It happens in films, doesn’t it? He grows – she shrinks.’ She pulled down the flap above the window and checked in the mirror to see if her pale apricot lipstick had smudged. ‘I hope ninety degrees won’t shrink your pants … sorry … boxer shorts. Them being brand new …’


‘Maybe you should move in with your mum and dad for a while to see—’


‘No, that’s OK thanks.’ Remaining cool, she stubbornly refused to participate in his prepared colloquy. ‘I’m happy in our place. And anyway, I’ll need the plums from the tree to make jars of jam.’ She carefully wiped away the lipstick from the corner of her mouth and wished she had the guts to tell him to move out, and then quietly cursed herself for still loving the bastard. She flickered her lashes, forced back her tears and peered more closely at her eyes. ‘This new mascara’s not as good as my old one.


‘What’s her name – Annabel? Theodora? Isabelle?’


‘There isn’t anyone else. We made a mistake. I’m not saying I don’t love you … I’m not in love any more, that’s all. And I should be. We should be—’


‘You’ve been sneaking a peep at my Mills and Boon – you old romantic.’


He gritted his teeth. ‘Bloody hell …’


‘I know. I’m such a bitch. No wonder you want to leave me. No one’ll blame you, not when you tell them what a bitch I am, behind closed doors.’ She wasn’t a bitch, and in a different mood he would say so, but in his search for reasons to leave her, he might dream up a worse scenario and she guarded her self-esteem jealously. Criticism was fine if it faded under praise.


She was not beautiful; but attractive and sexy had been good enough for Roy in the past. All of that was forgotten now, waived.


She allowed herself to imagine what the other woman looked like. Soft white skin, nicely rounded, long blonde hair, full lips, sophisticated.


‘All right, Sandy.’ He inched his way forward, bumper to bumper, sandwiched between a Beetle and a lorry. ‘All right. It’s not your fault. It’s me.’ He meant it. Honesty at last.


‘Well thanks for that, anyway.’ She felt the lump in her throat again. ‘What did I do wrong?’


‘Nothing. I told you. It’s not you.’


‘There is someone else though?’ She looked out of the window. ‘This is better. Most of the traffic’s heading for the West End. See – there is an advantage working in Aldgate. Once you’ve dropped me off you’re gonna ’ave to weave your way back into that nightmare—’


He moved into third gear before he should have done. Commercial Street wasn’t that clear. But then Roy was a bit like that. Impatient.


‘If you moved in with your mum I’d send you a weekly cheque.’


He was trying to win her over but it wasn’t going to work. She used her sing-song voice to get her message across. ‘I ain’t going nowhere. Try to accept it, babe.’


‘I earn six times as much as you, Sandy. It’s my salary that’s been paying the mortgage.’


‘I know. You’ve been very generous. I’ll tell everyone.’


He jerked his head and glared into her face. ‘Just because we’re not working out it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be happy with someone else.’


‘Ah, so there is someone else. And I’ve made you miserable. Well … I’m happy, Roy. I still love you. You can stay as long as you like. You make living a little easier. I like having you around. When you can make it.’


‘Self. All self.’


‘Glasses.’ She wiggled her finger at his nose.


‘Cow.’ He pushed them up and looked back at her. ‘I love her. OK?’


More honesty. This was a turn-up for the books. Whoever the bitch was she had had an effect on him. Whitewashing the spots rather than changing them. Three years of good marriage down the drain. The past two months had been a nightmare, it was true, but before that they had been good together – or so she had believed.


‘I’m no good for you.’


‘Now you tell me.’ Bridling at his lack of originality and his conceit, she deliberately cleared her throat, hoping he would stay quiet.


‘It hasn’t been easy …’ He slowly shook his head, heavy with the burden of guilt. She let him ramble on, making excuses, drawing lines from songs, adding one cliché after another, throwing her a crumb now and then. This wasn’t the Roy she knew. He was turning into a wimp. She had started with a strong macho truck driver and ended with a soft chauffeur who had no doubt been hooked by some spoilt brat he had been escorting to places which impressed him.


‘What was it – the Harrods knickers, expensive perfume, nice furs? Or was it the labels? You always did like a good label, didn’t you?’


‘I was wrong!’ His faced looked like thunder. ‘I said I still loved you. I don’t. You’ve changed. I don’t even like you any more.’


She tried to laugh at him, but it wasn’t easy when the knot inside was twisting tighter and tighter. She smiled instead and waited.


‘I’m glad you find it amusing.’


‘You mustn’t lose your sense of humour, Roy,’ she said, using one of his lines. ‘Don’t take yourself so seriously.’


‘You’re such a cow.’ He slowly shook his head. ‘You’ve changed, Christ knows—’


The queue of cars ahead moved on and Roy stabbed his foot on the accelerator.


‘Don’t blaspheme and pay attention. Traffic lights.’


‘I was mad … a blind fool. Should never have married you. My own fault … should have listened—’


‘Traffic lights!’


‘I won’t make the same mistake twice. I’ll follow my instincts from now on.’


‘Roy! Lights!’


‘Keep the fucking house—’


‘They’re red! Brake you bastard, brake!’


Waking up to the sound of someone in the room, Sandy focused on the woman at the end of her bed. She looked familiar. ‘My mouth’s dry.’ She hardly recognized her own voice; it was quiet, all confidence gone.


‘Could I have a drink?’ Why was she asking? Why wasn’t she reaching for her glass of water on the shelf next to her bed? And who was that woman? Why was she there?


‘Of course you can.’ The voice was familiar too. Familiar and strange. ‘Don’t try to move, love. I’ll get it for you.’


Don’t try to move. The words fixed in her brain. Why not? An effort to lift her arms proved futile: they felt like lead. Are you my dream? Sandy raised her head another inch and flinched against the sharp pain. ‘I know you.’ Her head flopped back down on to the big welcoming pillow.


With the woman’s arm supporting her shoulders, she sipped water from the clear plastic cup. Water had never tasted so good. The desert came to mind. The honeymoon. She and Roy in Israel. The sand mountains which had gone on for ever. They hadn’t taken anything to drink. ‘St Katherine’s monastery,’ she said.


‘No dear. The London. You’re in hospital.’


She closed her eyes. ‘Is it night-time?’


‘Uh-huh. Try to get some sleep. The morning will come soon enough.’


Staff Nurse Ella Murry put the cup on the side table and looked at Sandy’s pale freckled face. The young woman’s life had certainly been mapped out. Now her dreams and plans were smashed. She slipped the thermometer between her patient’s lips and took her pulse. Normal. She would be fine. Her broken bones would mend. Cuts would heal. She glanced at the band of gold on her finger. Don’t let this break your spirit, child. Don’t get bitter. The Lord has seen. He knows. He cares.


Writing her notes on the clipboard at the foot of the bed, she raised her eyes as Sandy mumbled something in her sleep and made a feeble effort to raise herself. Ella Murry winced. Both the patient’s arms were in plaster and three of her ribs were broken. The young woman was in pain but at least she was out of shock.


Sandy gazed in the nurse’s direction. ‘Roy?’


‘Try to get some sleep, darlin’.’ Forty years of nursing and Ella had not hardened the way the English nurses said she would. She still felt other people’s aches and pains. Especially the aches. Her life was simple and uncomplicated. And for that she thanked the Lord Jesus Christ daily.


‘The lights were red.’


The staff nurse sat on the chair beside the bed. ‘So – we’re wide awake and need to talk?’


‘Am I dying?’


‘No, sweetheart. You’ve fractured both arms and your ribs are a bit of a mess but they’ll soon heal—’


‘What about my husband?’ She moved her eyes to meet the nurse’s. ‘He was driving.’


‘He’s upstairs, darlin’ – in the men’s ward.’


‘And?’


‘Doctor will be round in the morning. He’ll explain everything to you.’


‘You tell me.’


‘If I could I would. Would you like a word with the house doctor—’


‘Yes. Bleep him.’


‘I can’t do that. He’s in theatre. An emergency. We’ve never had so many in at once.’ She stopped there. This patient had enough to cope with – she didn’t need to hear about the dreadful tragedy that had killed and maimed so many people. Like all the staff at the hospital, she too was still reeling from the shocking news of the disastrous train crash.


‘I have to know. Please.’ She wanted to see Roy, to say that she was sorry. To tell him she loved him. She imagined him lying in his bed feeling low – never mind his physical injuries. Guilt was worse than anything and she knew him well enough. He would be riddled with guilt for saying he wanted them to split up. She looked into the nurse’s face. ‘Please? I won’t say you told me. I promise.’


The staff nurse sucked her teeth. ‘Darlin’ – I can’t tell you what I don’t know.’ Ella wasn’t lying, she was simply withholding information in the usual way.


‘Fair enough.’ She tried to ease the terrible pain in her chest. ‘Pain killers?’


‘In an hour’s time. You’ve had your quota.’ She stood up. ‘Would you prefer an injection for the pain, or tablets?’


‘Tablets.’ Sandy closed her heavy eyelids and thought about Roy. About their good times together. They had been happy. Very happy. Until she had noticed the change in him. Maybe he had always been selfish and she had chosen not to see that side of him. His cruelty was the worst thing. Mental cruelty. He would go for days without talking to her and when he did speak, it would be to criticize. She could do nothing wrong when they first met, and recently she could do nothing right. When she dared mention this to him he simply smirked and told her to stop searching and give him some space.


She should have faced facts sooner. Taken stock. His obvious lack of interest in anything she did should have been questioned. She should have demanded answers. She should have cleared the air. Maybe if she hadn’t been so busy at work, had spent more time trying to talk to him in the evenings instead of dropping into a relaxing bath and then bed, things might have been different. But all of that could be changed. Once they were out of hospital and on the mend she would make a real effort. Wear feminine underwear again instead of sensible cotton knickers from Marks and Spencer’s.


Drifting in and out of pain and dreams, Sandy was comforted once more by the warm, velvet voice of Nurse Murry. ‘I’m going off duty now, love. I’ll see you tonight. Are you ready for a visitor?’


‘What time is it?’


‘Just gone seven a.m. Your sister wants to see you. She’s been around quite a bit. You must be very close.’ Ella walked to the door. ‘Look at all these flowers! It’s like a florist’s in here.’


‘How long have I been here?’


‘You were admitted the day before yesterday. You won’t remember much about it. Just snatches.’


‘I remembered you. Last night.’


‘I was the first one you saw when you came round from the anaesthetic. See you later, darlin’.’ She showed a hand and left.


Sandy wondered if now was the right time to tell her sister about Roy, about his wanting to leave her. Maybe getting it off her chest would ease the pain. It had worked when they were small. When they would sit on one or the other’s bed and whisper things they did not dare let their parents hear.


In their teens they had discussed other things; painful periods, fashion, boyfriends, betrayal. She couldn’t remember when all that had changed, when they had stopped being so intimate. Too busy getting on with our lives, she told herself; too wrapped up in getting the most out of it. If they could get back that intimacy it would be heaven. She was in dire need of a good close friend to talk to.


If Roy had truly meant that he wanted them to split up, once she was back home and living by herself, she would ask Ruth to move in with her. She might even sell the cottage in Woodford and buy a luxury flat in St Katherine’s Wharf, once they had been completed. The thought of living in the East End again warmed her.


‘How’s tricks?’ Ruth stepped into the room, looking as glamorous as ever. Her tanned face from the Canary Island sunshine made her eyes appear more turquoise than blue. Her long fair hair was streaked silvery white. ‘You look all right. There’s a tinge of colour back in your cheeks.’


‘You’ve been crying, Ru.’


‘’Course I have – all night, on and off.’


That surprised her. Ruth had stopped crying a long time ago, when she had become chameleonic, when she would change her looks according to her mood. Now, wearing a fashionable cream trouser suit, she looked like a model.


‘Is Roy OK?’


‘He’s as compos mentis as you are. He’ll be fine. You were very lucky, Sandy – the car’s a write-off.’


‘Don’t …’ She turned her face away. ‘The other driver?’


‘Killed outright. There weren’t any passengers. She didn’t know a thing about it.’ How could Ruth sound so matter-of-fact? As if she were talking about a cat instead of a person?


‘How old was she?’


‘You’re better off not knowing.’


And so she was. The other car, a Beetle, had been reduced to a mass of twisted metal, and somewhere in the wreckage was the body of a thirty-year-old woman who had been in a hurry to visit her father in Bethnal Green Hospital where he was recovering from a heart attack.


‘The guy in the lorry walked away with a few bruises.’


‘And Roy? Don’t keep it from me, Ruth. I want to know.’


Shamefaced, Ruth felt her cheeks beginning to glow. She had been hiding things from her sister for so long now it had become second nature.


‘I’ll walk up there myself if I have to. There’s nothing wrong with my legs.’ She saw the look on Ruth’s face. A distant look of concern. ‘Ruth? There isn’t, is there? My legs?’


‘No. Your legs are fine.’ She ran her fingers through her long sun-bleached hair. ‘Lay back and enjoy the rest. It could have been worse – for you, that is.’


‘How can I just lie here, while Roy’s up there. He’ll want to see me. See that I’m all right.’ The shooting pains in her chest reminded her that she would find it difficult to go anywhere. Frustrated, she sighed and closed her eyes. ‘You go up then. But come straight back and give me a report.’


‘Why did Roy give you a lift to work?’ Ruth said, casually picking off a dead flower from one of the bouquets.


‘Why not?’ Sandy didn’t want to go into that. Not yet. ‘Nothing odd about that, is there?’


‘As it turns out, yes. For you anyway. You catch the same tube every morning, don’t you?’


‘So I’m a strict timekeeper. What of it?’


‘The train you would have been on crashed.’


Sandy opened her eyes wide. ‘Say that again.’


‘It crashed. More than thirty are believed dead – God knows how many injured. You should have been on that train.’


‘Should ’ave been?’


‘Would have been. Don’t start jumping on my words.’ She looked at her and raised an eyebrow. ‘At least you weren’t in that nightmare.’ She pressed the dead flower between her finger and thumb and rolled it into a tiny ball. If Sandy had been on that train, Roy would not be in hospital with a broken back and pierced lung. ‘Did you have a premonition?’ There was a tinge of spite in her voice which went undetected. Sandy’s thoughts were elsewhere – upstairs with her husband.


‘Go up to Roy for me, Ru. Tell him I love ’im – regardless.’


‘Regardless of what?’


‘He’ll know what I mean. Don’t probe.’


‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Ruth rose to her feet and pulled a packet of cigarettes from her pocket. ‘Not supposed to smoke in here but …’


‘Plead ignorance. I’m dying for a smoke. Light one up and we’ll share it.’ The jovial voice of an auxiliary and the sound of the food trolley drifted along the corridor outside the side ward.


‘Breakfast is on its way,’ Ruth said, turning away and gazing out of the window. Below she could see the busy Whitechapel Road, commuters making their way to work. ‘How would you feel … if Roy had damaged his spine in the crash? If he had to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair?’


Silence filled the room. Sandy waited, hoping that her sister would say she was surmising, looking at the worst-case scenario, preparing Sandy so that she would accept a lesser injury. ‘Don’t say things like that.’


Don’t say things like that. Ruth could feel her anger rising. She had spent her entire childhood being told by Sandy what she should and should not do. When would her sister accept that the two-year gap between them had now closed – as far as she was concerned? Ruth had realized long ago that although younger, she was smarter than Sandy. At sixteen she had sailed through her first job interview with flying colours and now, eight years on, she was due for a third promotion to property valuer at William Burns, the expanding estate agency where she worked.


‘Do you think you would cope with something like that, Sandy?’ She feigned interest in something outside.


‘What are you talking about?’ Ready for some more painkillers, Sandy closed her eyes and wished all her aches away.


‘I’m just asking, that’s all. Thinking of all those commuters on that train. Some of them might never walk again. Poor sods.’


‘Stop it, Ruth.’ She eased herself into a more comfortable position. ‘I can see what you’re trying to do – but it’s not working.’ Of course she wouldn’t have wanted to be in the train crash, but that stroke of luck made no difference to the way she felt right then. ‘I’d cope. I would have to. You’d be hopeless. You’ve got the looks – I’ve got the strength. Would that it had been reversed. I would have loved to have had your blue eyes and blonde hair.’


Ruth brushed her hand against a bouquet of flowers. ‘These are nice,’ she said, smiling inwardly. How little her sister knew her. Ruth might have lived in her shadow as a child but things were very different now. Sandy might think she was stronger in character but she was wrong, and that was fine by Ruth. She liked to give everyone plenty of rope – have them believe she was not too bright. Act the lamb and play the fox, was her motto.


‘Who’s it from?’ Sandy glanced at the bouquet.


Ruth read the card as if she were bored. ‘We’re all thinking of you – love from everyone at Johnson’s. Very touching. Let’s hope they don’t replace you while you’re out of action.’


‘Johnson’s aren’t like that.’ Sandy flinched again. ‘Jesus – the pain …’


‘You shouldn’t try to move.’


‘I know. How are Mum and Dad coping with this?’


‘They’ve pestered the doctors … even after they were told you’d be able to go home in a day or so. Don’t they just love to have something to worry over.’


‘I think they might ’ave been in to see me. I vaguely remember them at the foot of the bed. It could ’ave been a dream.’ She closed her eyes tight but the tears leaked through her lashes. If only it were all a dream, a nightmare that she would wake from to find herself in bed with Roy on the morning of the accident. She would have refused his offer of a lift and gone in by tube. Maybe they would both be out there, getting on with their lives. Maybe. She blocked the train crash from her mind.


‘Of course they’ve been in. Dad took the week off. Once they get here, I’ll go and see Roy … if that’s what you want.’


‘Thanks. Shouldn’t you be at work?’


‘I took the week off as well. I—’


‘Well, well, well. Would you credit it? Don’t she look well!’ Her dad, Terry, slowly shook his head. ‘I might ’ave known your sister’d fetch the colour back into your cheeks.’ He tousled Ruth’s hair and leaned over to kiss Sandy. ‘Not in too much pain are you, babe?’ He straightened, pulled back his broad shoulders and studied her face. ‘Silly question, eh?’


‘I’m fine, Dad.’ She moved her head slightly and looked beyond him to her auburn-haired mother standing in the doorway. ‘It only hurts when I move.’ She wished Ruth and her dad away. All she wanted was to be cradled and rocked and soothed by her mother. She wanted to hear her say that everything would come up roses. She tried to lift her arms and reach out but it hurt. She looked at her arms in their plaster casts and struggled to stop herself from crying.


Maggie saw the look in her daughter’s eyes. She stepped forward nodding and half-smiling. ‘Never mind, love. Never mind. We’ll soon have you up and about – don’t fret.’ She kissed her daughter on the cheek and winked at her, her warm brown eyes promising that everything would come out right.


Moving away from the bed, Ruth lowered her eyes. ‘I’ll get some tea from the vending machine.’


‘Not on my account!’ Maggie quickly softened her tone and relaxed her face for Sandy’s benefit. ‘We’ve been up all night drinking one pot after another.’ She cupped Sandy’s face and smiled. ‘We’ll soon have you well again,’ she said, stroking her hair and sitting on the chair beside the bed. ‘Been having a cry, eh? Well, that won’t hurt. Better out than in.’


‘Go and find another chair, will you, Ruthie?’ Terry Brown said. ‘One chair between the three of us! They’d soon create if we sat on the bed.’ He flicked a piece of fluff from his navy serge suit.


‘Dad …’ Sandy breathed in slowly. ‘Will you go and see how Roy is?’ She loved her father dearly, but she wasn’t up to coping with his usual act of putting on a brave face.


‘’Course – if that’ll put your mind at rest.’ He turned to Ruth. ‘Ward E10 weren’t it? Third floor?’


‘Go with ’im, Ru. He’ll be wandering around for ages otherwise. Take one of those vases of flowers with you … say they’re from me – with love.’


Smiling benignly, Ruth reached for a vase of red roses.


‘Not those,’ Maggie snapped, throwing her a black look.


‘Why not?’ Sandy looked from her sister to her mother and wondered if there had been a row earlier on. They did tend to rub each other up the wrong way.


‘Roy had them sent down to you, love. The card must have fallen off. Roy told the nurse to bring a bunch of his flowers down to you. She chose the red roses.’


‘Sounds like musical flowers,’ Terry laughed. ‘You can ’ardly send ’em back up again.’


‘No. I can hardly do that …’ Sandy felt sick. The card hadn’t been lost. There hadn’t been one. It was obvious who had sent them. Roy’s lover. How quickly bad news travels. Maybe she had even been in to see him. Seen him before his own wife had. Maybe she should send them up to him? Write a few cryptic words on a card. She looked at her fingers poking out from the plaster of Paris. They were bruised and swollen.


‘I’ll take these. They’re from the blokes in Roy’s office. They sent you flowers but not Roy. Chauvinism or what?’ Ruth placed the vase of red roses back on a shelf and picked up a bunch of mixed carnations.


Alone with her mother, Sandy was relieved to offload some of the guilty feelings she was harbouring. She told Maggie about the row in the car, that she had been a cow, that she had caused Roy to lose concentration, that the crash had been her fault.


‘I just couldn’t stop myself from being bitchy.’


Maggie raised her eyebrows. ‘With good reason?’


‘You’ll think so. Promise not to say anything to Dad.’


‘Come on – get it off your chest.’


‘Promise me?’


‘You know better than to ask, Sandy. I know when you’re telling me something you want kept between us.’ She brushed wisps of ginger hair from her daughter’s pale face. ‘Go on.’


‘The row we were having … just before we crashed.’ She swallowed, breathed in and waited for the pain to subside. ‘Roy said he wanted us to separate. I knew it was coming. He’s tried to tell me a couple of times before but I changed the subject. I didn’t want to hear it. That’s why he told me in the car. I couldn’t walk away. I had to listen—’


‘Don’t you dare blame yourself. I’m sorry for him, Sandy, but I can’t sympathize or forgive. I knew something was wrong months ago.’


‘You knew?’ Sandy was stunned. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I thought it would blow over. And I was angry. Too angry. I felt like smacking him round the face too.’


She was angry? How did she think Sandy felt? She didn’t want to hear her mother criticize Roy. That wasn’t what she needed. She didn’t want her to know more than she did. But then she and her mum were so close it hardly surprised her. They sometimes had the same thoughts at the same time. Her mother had been her eyes, she had seen and kept silent. If Maggie could bear the brunt of all of life’s pains for her daughters, she would.


Her two girls were Maggie’s life. And she had spent most of that life looking out for them, traipsing back and forth on the underground in the rush hour to spend the day on her feet serving customers in the lighting department of John Lewis’s.


‘It happens, Mum,’ she murmured, ‘all the time. You can’t open a newspaper without reading about the rising divorce figures. Mind you … two blows in one go is a bit much …’ Now there was the car crash to get over, on top of everything else. ‘He’s fallen out of love with me, I suppose … and she was there, available. You can’t blame her, Mum, Roy is quite a catch. Good-looking, good sense of humour, high-flying—’


‘It shouldn’t have happened, Sandy, and I won’t forgive either of them. Never. How could I?’ Maggie looked away.


‘Let’s hope she’ll feel guilty once she hears about the crash.’ She raised her arms slightly. ‘Once she hears about this … she’ll have a change of heart.’


A change of heart? Maggie didn’t think so. Something like this was water off a duck’s back to Ruth. She sometimes wondered what she had done wrong to make her younger daughter turn out so cold and calculating. She seemed more like an actress who could no longer tell the difference between a part to be played and her real self. She performed as if she was on stage most of the time – the heroine, of course.


‘How could she do such a thing? It’ll finish your father when it comes out. You know how close those two are.’ Maggie shuddered at the thought of it; of what his reaction to her would be when he learned, as he no doubt would, that Maggie had known Ruth was having an affair with Sandy’s husband. Terry would want to know why she had not said something to him about it.


‘Roy and Dad, close?’ Sandy was surprised to hear that. The two of them did get on well, but close? Hardly. They had always been in competition with each other with their smart suits, gold cuff links and polished shoes. If Roy had realized just how hard her father had to work to keep his small business in profit, things might be different. But her dad was both proud and a bit of a snob. He wanted to be a cut above the rest; prove that an East Ender could make it. He was an excellent electrician no doubt, but a good businessman? Not quite. ‘Roy and Dad close?’ she said, her voice full of doubt.


‘No. Not Roy and Dad. Dad and her.’ There was more than a touch of anger in Maggie’s voice. She jerked her head at the open door. ‘You wait till your dad knows the truth.’


There was a heavy silence as Sandy looked searchingly at her mother. What was she trying to tell her? What truth? ‘Why are you linking Dad and Ruth with Roy’s affair?’


Maggie raised her eyes to meet Sandy’s and the look of fear she saw in them turned her stomach. She had foolishly assumed that Roy had told Sandy who his lover was. Her mind flashed from one thought to another as she tried to think of a way out of her predicament. Panic and guilt swept through her, and once again she was faced with the terrible dilemma of having to decide whether to expose the truth or lie.


‘Mum?’ Sandy’s questing, pained expression caused Maggie to cover her face with her hands, ashamed and embarrassed. She knew, in that instant, that she had made a terrible mistake in keeping silent until then.


‘You’re not trying to tell me that Ruth and Roy … Ruth? My own sister?’


Maggie turned her head away, unable to look Sandy in the eye. ‘Oh my God …’ she murmured, ‘what have I done?’


‘Ruth and Roy?’


‘The way you had been talking … I thought you knew.’


‘My husband and my sister?’ Sandy rested her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. This was surely the worst nightmare of all. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I hoped it would burn itself out,’ Maggie sighed, unable to think of anything else to say.


Smiling weakly at the irony of it, Sandy was floored. It was her marriage which had burned itself out, not their affair. And how clever Ruth had been at covering her tracks. She had been the one to persuade Roy to change his job. She had been the one who had asked him if he would give her a lift home each evening after work. And she had also been the one who turned up with unusual greenhouse plants, knowing that was his only bit of horticultural interest; had given him a Passiflora. And he had smiled and said he couldn’t wait for the passion fruit to grow. It seemed strange that she should remember that now. It certainly didn’t strike any chords with her at the time. She knew that they were good friends but never, not in a million years, did she ever suspect that her sister and her husband were sleeping together.


Overwhelmed by the betrayal, she tried to clench her fingers and cried. Her mother had blown away the smokescreen. The smoke was slowly rising and Sandy did not like what she was seeing in her mind’s eye: a picture of Ruth and Roy, hand in hand, smiling. Smiling at her gullibility. Laughing at her.


Anger simmered inside her, then abhorrence crept in and took over. She had been used – made a fool of. Ruth had used her to get to Roy and he had sucked it up.


‘Judas!’ Sandy raised her arms and brought them crashing down on to the bed. ‘The cow! The bastard!’ Piercing pain shot through her.


‘She sent him red roses! I’m lying here with broken bones and she sent my husband flowers!’ She lifted her arms again, but Mrs Brown pushed her hands under the plaster of Paris and used all her strength to stop her daughter from causing more damage to herself.


‘Don’t.’ Maggie was crying now. ‘He’s not worth it. They deserve each other. Let’s see how she copes now – with him in a wheelchair.’


Sandy’s senses reeled under this new blow. Roy in a wheelchair. Her mother was talking about the man she loved – her husband. Telling her that he would be in a wheelchair as if she was telling her the time of day. What was it Ruth had said? How would you feel … if Roy had damaged his spine in the crash? If he had to spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair? So that was it. The only man she had ever loved was paralysed.


‘His spine …?’


‘I’m sorry, Sandy … but you had to know. At least it came from me and no one else.’


Sandy had never wanted to hold Roy as much as she did right then. The tears came like a fast-running stream, pouring down her face and neck. Don’t let it be real … please, dear God … not Roy … please …


‘Once they’re out there in the real world she’ll run a mile.’


‘When they’re in the real world?’ Her voice sounded as if it were coming from somewhere else. ‘Roy is my husband.’ The anger was returning; she wanted to thump her chest. ‘I’m the one who should take care of him – not Ruth!’


Maggie cast her eyes down. ‘We had a terrible row last night when her dad was out. She said she was gonna look for a ground-floor flat and—’


‘Roy won’t want that. He won’t want her! He thinks she’s shallow, stupid even. He’s said so over and over. I had to stick up for her!’


‘You might as well face it, Sandy, now you know this much. He does want her. God knows why.’


Sandy turned her face away. This had to be the ultimate insult. Roy didn’t even want her to nurse him. He didn’t want her. He had spelled it out in the car and she hadn’t listened. I was wrong! I said I still loved you. I don’t. You’ve changed. I don’t even like you any more. Keep the fucking house! Those had been his words.


And what of Ruth? Her one and only sister – her one-time best friend. How could she ever trust her again? Those long intimate talks they used to have … telling each other things that they wouldn’t dream of saying to anyone else. You’re my best friend, Sand. That’s what she used to say, ever since they were at infant school. And while Sandy held to that, always putting her sister before her schoolmates, Ruth had had many friends come and go and Sandy had never been invited to join them.


When they had gone to the fairground at Victoria Park, they had gone without her. Later, in their teens, Ruth and her small crowd would go clubbing – but was Sandy ever asked if she would like to join them? Not once. She had always believed it was because her sister was two years younger and she would have cramped her style. It was only when Ruth’s friends had gone from her world, married or moved on, that she had started to tag along with Sandy and her friends when they went out on the town.


Out on the town. That’s when she had met Roy. That’s when her life had really begun … her dreams had started to become real … and now, in the space of a day or so, her world had been sucked hollow.


‘Don’t let her come in here …’ Sandy was gazing at nothing, her eyes fixed in a stare. ‘Stop her in the corridor. I don’t ever want to see her again. My sister is dead.’


‘I don’t think so. Not quite. Not yet. But don’t worry – neither of you will ever have to see me again.’ Ruth was in the doorway. ‘I’m out of your lives – so you won’t have to whisper behind my back any more.’ She dropped the bouquet of carnations on to the floor and flicked them with the toe of her shoe, sending them skimming across the polished floor. ‘He’s dead. Roy’s dead. Five minutes ago!’


A high-pitched scream resounded through the first floor of the hospital. Then another and another. Sandy didn’t want Roy to be dead. She didn’t want to be lying there unable to jump up and punch her fist through a window. She didn’t want nurses running to her aid or buses to be running outside. She wanted the world to stop and take notice. She wanted to open the window and shout his name at the top of her voice. But more than anything else she wanted to be by his side with his warm arms holding her. She wanted her Roy.


Ruth arrived home feeling very sorry for herself indeed, knowing that her parents would be comforting Sandy and not caring that she might well be grieving in solitude. After all, she and Roy had been seeing each other for over three months – they had been a couple who looked right together and could have had a future. No doubt they would be blaming her for the fact that Roy had stopped loving Sandy; that he had been smitten with Ruth. It had hardly been her fault that he had a wandering eye when it came to a pretty face; she hadn’t set out to steal him away from her sister! She went into the kitchen and filled the kettle. He had done the chasing, not her.


This was quite untrue, and deep down she knew it. She had taken a shine to Roy from the moment she had set eyes on him in the West End nightclub, the Flamingo. Roy had spoken to her first. Her mistake had been to ask him and his friends to join her party. While Roy and Sandy had exchanged a few polite words, the DJ had placed an Abba record on the turntable and then pointed a finger at them, telling Roy to go for it. Once they had started to dance close together, neither Ruth nor the other two girls had got a look-in. He and Sandy had danced, talked, drunk and laughed into the wee hours.


As far as Ruth was concerned, her sister had not been the pick of the bunch, even with her big promising hazel eyes. It was that smile of hers which had captured him, that smile and clever sense of humour which seemed to attract the men.


They had seen each other on a casual basis after that, until Sandy had him turning up on the doorstep every night. Ruth remembered only too well the way she had gradually changed her appearance from then onwards. Not having been one for keeping up with the fashion, Sandy changed, becoming more trendy under Roy’s influence. She had even started to grow her hair and had had the strong ginger toned down to a dark attractive red.


Unplugging the boiling kettle, Ruth cursed herself for introducing Roy to the girls at the nightclub that evening. If she hadn’t, if she had kept him to herself, maybe she would have been the one to walk down the aisle with him and not Sandy.


‘How’s tricks?’ Her flatmate, Helen, came into the kitchen, plaiting her long mouse-coloured hair. ‘Is he any better?’


‘No,’ Ruth said flatly, ‘he’s dead.’ She poured steaming water on to ground coffee beans. ‘Maybe that is better than spending his life in a chair on wheels. Who knows?’ She would have cried there and then, if only for the show of it, but her tears had dried up the moment she had seen the ward sister’s look of sympathy when she stood in the doorway of Roy’s isolation ward. She had blocked her way; her expression had said it all; her voice had floated way above Ruth’s head: Such a young man.


‘That’s terrible …’ Helen flopped on to a kitchen chair and stared at the floor. ‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘I’d rather you didn’t, Helen. I can’t talk about it right now.’


‘Do you want a drink? I’ve got a bottle of vodka in my room.’


‘Later. We’ll get pissed together … unless you’ve got better things to do.’


‘’Course not, silly. I’ll phone Dave and tell him not to come round.’


‘Thanks. I don’t think I could face your boyfriend and his banal jokes.’


Helen winced. That hurt. But she was used to it. Ruth could be thoughtless. She was most of the time. But she had her good side. Underneath her layers of tough skin she really was quite sensitive. Not everyone saw the other side of her; not everyone could be bothered to peel away the layers and who could blame them? She looked as if she had everything going for her. Looks, independence, a good job, an excellent salary.


‘I’ll go out and get us a takeaway. A Chinese. Spicy ribs …’


‘Helen, please … I’m not hungry.’


‘You will be.’ Helen stood up and left the room. In her present mood Ruth was best left to herself. She would read in her bedroom and wait for her to come in and pour out her heart. She wondered how Sandy was taking it; to ask would be to invite a torrent of abuse. She had asked her once if Sandy knew that Ruth was having an affair with her husband. She didn’t ask twice. In fact she didn’t mention Sandy again after that. Sharing a flat with Ruth was not easy, but Helen’s part of the rent was lower than it should have been and even though she had the smallest bedroom, still Ruth was being generous. And that generosity set the house rules – Helen was the underdog.


‘I don’t think I want to live here any more.’ Ruth came in and sat on the edge of Helen’s bed and sipped her coffee. ‘I’ve never really felt at home in this area. Islington’s not my idea of a friendly place to live.’


Helen pretended to read her paperback. She had heard this before, several times. ‘Where would you like to live then?’


‘Back in the East End.’


This was a new one on Helen. Ruth was a social climber and had made no secret of it. She had had her sights set on Mayfair, no less.


Helen studied her flatmate’s face. She meant what she said. This time she was not just airing ideas for the sake of it. ‘What about me?’


‘You?’ Ruth slowly shook her head, smiling with contempt. ‘That just about sums it up, doesn’t it? No one cares about my needs, only their own. You, my mother, my father, Sandy … all wrapped up in yourselves.’


‘Am I missing something here?’ Helen asked. ‘I mean … Sandy is in hospital … her husband is dead? She’s not exactly on top of the world, is she?’


Choosing to ignore all of that, Ruth made for the door. ‘Now that Roy’s dead, I’m on my own. My family have turned their backs on me and all you can think about is what’s going to become of you.’ She reached the door and turned to face Helen. ‘That’s why I have to move back to Bethnal Green, to be close to my parents, to try and win back their affection.’


‘Nice speech, Ruth, but I didn’t think you cared that much for your family. You’re always criticizing your parents—’


‘I’m entitled to! I’m their daughter! And I intend to remind them of that inconvenient little fact! Sandy might think she has them all to herself … but I’ll have no trouble winning them over once I put my mind to it. Once I show them what Miss Goody-Two-Shoes is really like!’


‘Goody-two-shoes now, is she? That’s a new one. I can’t remember you saying that before.’


Ruth shook her head, all-knowing. ‘You don’t know Sandy the way I do.’


‘No. And whose fault is that? I’ve only seen her a few times I’ll admit, but from what I saw, she was OK. Normal.’ Helen closed her paperback and pointed a finger at Ruth. ‘You have got a problem. You’re jealous of your own sister. Jealous if your mother buys her something new; if your father praises her … and look how you reacted when Roy asked you not to slag her off. You came back here and went berserk. She’s your sister, for Christ’s sake!’


Ruth stuck out her chin and sneered. ‘I hope you can’t find anyone to share this flat with you. I hope you have to move back with your self-righteous family!’ She tossed back her long fair hair. ‘I bet they miss you.’


Leaving Helen close to tears, Ruth stormed out and went into her own bedroom, slamming the door behind her. So much for sympathy! She opened her wardrobe and then shut it. She opened one drawer after another and banged them all shut. She pulled the covers off her bed and threw them across the room. She picked up a photograph of Roy and tore it to pieces. He had let her down. He had left her. He had crashed his car while Sandy was in it. He was giving her a lift to work! Why? Had the bastard been two-timing Ruth all along? Just pretending not to be on good terms with Sandy?


‘I hate you!’ she screamed, ‘I’m glad you’re dead!’


The slamming of the street door stopped her. Helen, the cow, had gone out. Gone out and left her to grieve alone. Ungrateful bitch! Well, let them all turn their backs on her – she would survive. She would come up smelling of roses! She lit a cigarette, sat on the edge of her bed, crossed her legs and began to make proper plans. She would not go to the funeral. She would not send flowers. Let the Brown family cry without her.


And as for the cocksure Helen, she was going to find out that her precious Dave Gerrard had not been as faithful as she might like to think! Ruth had been good so far, passing up an opportunity to hook a man once she had got him interested. That little show of charity was about to change.


Picking up her address book from the bedside table, she looked up the name Gerrard and dialled. ‘Mr Gerrard please,’ she said curtly.


‘This is he. Is that you, Ruth?’


‘Yes. Sorry, I didn’t recognize your posh voice. Expecting to clinch a nice house deal, are you?’


‘I live in expectation, sweetie.’


‘Yeah, all right, Dave. It’s me you’re talking to now. Listen – I’ve been thinking …’


‘About us, I hope.’


‘What you said about us buying houses with sitting tenants …’


‘Hey, babe!’ He lowered his voice. ‘Not now, chick; not here. Wise up, yeah?’


‘Can you get away?’


‘Of course, but … cool it, eh? What’s the big hurry?’


‘Catch me while I’m on the boil. I want to change direction.’


‘Ri-ight. Sounds good. I’ll be with you in an hour. I take it you’re at the flat?’
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