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 Chapter One

The Brooks twins saw themselves as arbiters of justice. Passionately protective of family and friends, Ray and Jack felt duty-bound to look after their own and did so with brute force, being better endowed with muscle than grey matter. Only the foolish or the brave spoke ill of anyone in the Brooks clan within the twins’ hearing for they were six feet tall with broad shoulders and big knuckles.

Diehard troublemakers did exist, however, which was how Ray and Jack came to be involved in an incident at the Shepherd’s Bush Billiard Hall one Saturday afternoon in the summer of 1956 . . .

This popular meeting place for working men was situated above a gentlemen’s outfitters and was a large room filled with individually lit, green baize-covered tables. Clouds of cigarette smoke hung in the shafts of sunlight that filtered through the dusty windows.

Ray and Jack were harmlessly engaged in a game at one of the tables when a conversation between two nearby players caught their attention. ‘Have you seen that bird who works in Grover’s the chemist’s opposite the Green?’ asked a young man, a newcomer to the area, as he idly chalked the end of his billiard cue.

‘You mean the good-looking, dark-haired piece?’ replied his companion, a well-known mischiefmaker.

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s Ruth Brooks,’ said the troublemaker with a sly glance in the direction of the Brooks twins, seeing a perfect opportunity to provoke them just for the fun of it.

‘You know her then?’ remarked the newcomer casually, squinting across the green baize with a frown of concentration as he worked out his sporting strategy.

‘I know of her,’ said the agitator, shifty eyes gleaming against his urban pallor, his spotty countenance topped with thickly greased hair and edged by long sideburns. ‘Everyone around here knows about Ruth Brooks.’

‘Why’s that?’ asked the newcomer, raising his eyes in idle curiosity.

‘’Cos she caused a scandal,’ he explained. ‘Must be about four or five years ago.’

‘Sounds juicy,’ said the newcomer. ‘So, what’s the story?’

With slow deliberate movements, the troublemaker positioned himself at the table, pausing before taking his shot, knowing the delay would sharpen his companion’s interest. When he was quite ready, he rested the end of his cue on the floor and began speaking in a voice loud enough to be overheard.

‘Ruth Brooks was the brainy sort . . . went to the grammar school . . . and not many go there from her street.’ He paused, studying his cue, to build the tension. ‘Her family were well chuffed, boasted about her all over the town. But they didn’t have much to shout about later, when she got herself up the spout and had to leave school.’

‘Did she have the kid?’

‘Yeah . . . a girl.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘I suppose she would be about four by now.’

‘Well, stone me.’

‘I should steer well clear of Ruth Brooks if I were you, mate,’ warned the troublemaker, whose character assessment was based purely on malice because the woman in question had never given him a second glance. ‘She’s quite a looker, I admit - I wouldn’t mind doin’ her a favour myself - but I wouldn’t wanna be one of a crowd.’

The conversation came to an abrupt end when the  troublemaker’s cue was ripped from his grasp and snapped in two over Ray Brooks’s knee.

‘Have you got a death wish or something?’ asked Ray, his tar-black eyes hot and menacing as he towered over the other man, pushing the two halves of the cue into his face for a moment before sending them clattering to the floor.

‘I think he must have,’ said his brother Jack, standing beside Ray.

‘Here, that cue cost money!’ admonished the troublemaker, who was already beginning to regret his recklessness in riling this awesome pair.

‘It isn’t a good idea to make rude remarks about our sister if you value your property,’ Ray informed him.

‘Or your health,’ added Jack.

‘It’s a free country . . . I can say what I like about . . .’

‘Not about our family you can’t . . . not when we’re around anyway,’ was the reply in Ray’s gravel tones.

‘Hey, do you mind?’ put in the newcomer, glaring at the twins. ‘Me and my mate were in the middle of a game and a private conversation. If he wants to tell me that your sister is a slag, he’s perfectly entitled.’

An electric silence fell over the room. All games ceased and all eyes were directed towards the disturbance. Through a haze of smoke, the entire gathering watched the twins, a striking pair, tall, dark and identical, with muscles of steel beneath their drape suits.

‘We don’t allow anyone to insult our sister,’ said Ray grimly. ‘And if we catch anyone doin’ it, we make sure they never do it again.’

‘Don’t you threaten me,’ warned the troublemaker with bravado.

‘We intend to do more than that,’ said Ray. ‘It’s a matter of principle, innit, Jack?’

‘That’s right, bruv.’

‘So if you two fellas will oblige us and come outside,  we’ll finish our business and get on with our game.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said the troublemaker, looking horribly bilious.

‘Nor me,’ said the newcomer, also turning pale with fright.

But their arms were twisted firmly behind their backs and they were propelled from the room, ushered forcibly down the stairs and into the street where they were taken to the nearest alleyway and made to suffer for daring to insult a member of the Brooks family.

 



Ruth Brooks was about to take her lunch hour when Mr Grover asked her to hang on for a few minutes because he had something important to say to her. Having arranged to meet her friend Kitty in the cafe across the Green, Ruth wasn’t pleased about the delay but kept her thoughts to herself because Mr Grover was a good employer and very understanding of her circumstances.

‘It won’t take long, my dear,’ he said as they stood among the serried rows of bottles and jars on the shelves in the dispensary, the air faintly scented with wintergreen and coal tar ointment. ‘But I’d like you to hear it from me first, rather than anyone else.’

‘Hear what, Mr Grover?’

‘I’m retiring,’ he announced, his gentle blue eyes faded and watery with age behind his spectacles. ‘I’m selling the shop.’

This shouldn’t have been unexpected since he was well turned seventy but Ruth felt quite shocked by the news. Mr Grover’s shop was as much a part of the area as the market and she couldn’t imagine his not being around to offer advice and make up ‘something that might do the trick’ to save someone a trip to the doctor’s surgery. Naturally, too, Ruth was concerned about her job.

‘I’m really sorry to hear that, Mr Grover,’ she replied.

‘Surely you don’t begrudge an old man a little time to  himself in his autumn years?’ he remarked in a kindly manner. A few strands of wispy white hair sparsely feathered his bald head which gleamed in the electric light, switched on even on a sunny day like this. The dispensary had only one small window which was high up and barred for security reasons.

‘Of course not,’ she said, ‘but you’ll be greatly missed. You’re very well thought of by the people around here.’

‘No one lasts for ever and I’m sure my successor will serve the community well.’

‘Are you moving away from the area?’ enquired Ruth, knowing he’d lived in the flat above the shop on his own since his wife died.

‘Yes, I’m going to live near my daughter in Putney,’ he explained.

‘That’ll be lovely for you,’ she said with forced brightness as the possible repercussions for her of his retirement registered fully.

‘Indeed it will.’ He pushed his spectacles on to the bridge of his thin nose. ‘But I expect you’re wondering about your job?’

‘Naturally it’s crossed my mind.’

‘Well, I shall recommend you highly to the new owner but I can’t actually guarantee that they’ll keep you on,’ he explained. ‘If a married couple take it, for instance, they may want to run the shop between them with the help of just a part-timer.’

‘Yes, I understand that.’

‘But even if that were to happen,’ he said with genuine concern, ‘I’m sure you’d soon find something else - a bright, hardworking young woman like yourself. There are plenty of jobs about at the moment.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Ruth, smiling despite the knot of tension in her stomach. ‘I’ll be fine. You concentrate on your retirement. You deserve a rest after such a long career.’

‘We all have to stand back at some time.’

‘I suppose so.’

‘I wanted to make sure you were put in the picture before potential buyers start coming to view the property,’ he explained.

‘Thank you, I appreciate that.’

‘So . . . off you go then now, my dear, and have your lunch.’

‘Thank you. I’ll see you later.’

As she hurried through the shop, Ruth saw her surroundings through a blur of tears. It was, she had to admit, dismal and old-fashioned despite her attempts to bring it into line with the taste of the 1950s. The solid mahogany counters and wall shelves were piled high with patent remedies for coughs, colds and indigestion; there was malt extract, garden fertiliser, health salts, disinfectant. Tins of baby milk stood in a pile on the floor.

Grover’s was overstocked with almost everything except toiletries and cosmetics, of which there were very few. During the four years she’d been working here, Ruth had tried to persuade Mr Grover to allow her to reorganise the shop, to brighten the place up and make space for displays of perfume, fancy soaps and make-up, which would boost the turnover now that people had more money to spend. But her employer had made it clear that he wasn’t interested in changing the habits of a lifetime. He was an old man with more interest in pharmacy than business, and he had no intention of modernising his shop at his time of life.

He had allowed her to assist him in the dispensary from time to time, though, which had broken the monotony of counter work. Ruth was an intelligent girl who liked a challenge, which was why she tried to learn as much as she could from Mr Grover about pharmacy.

But now, she left the shop and hurried across the Green, a slim figure in a well-worn summer dress and flat sandals,  unstylish compared to others her age who could afford the exciting new fashions. She was undeniably attractive, though: olive-skinned, with sloe-black eyes and curling lashes, her long dark hair tied back with a ribbon.

There was the freshness and brilliance of a perfect summer’s day, its clear blue skies soaring over the sunlit suburb which today was vibrant and colourful, the streets thronged with Saturday shoppers eager to spend money on luxury items as well as food in this long-awaited time of affluence. People were pouring off buses and trains and heading for the market.

Teddy Boys were out in force, parading in their Edwardian-style clothes. There was quite a sprinkling of khaki too: National Servicemen home for the weekend. Young women in bright summer dresses or tight skirts and stiletto-heeled shoes with winkle picker toes strutted arm in arm, gazing into the shop windows. The benches on the Green were all occupied by people taking a respite under the trees with their bags and packages as Ruth hurried by.

A naturally exuberant person with a ready smile, today she was unusually subdued. In fact, her full lips were pressed tightly together and her teeth were clenched. Even the glorious sunshine bathing her arms and shoulders failed to soothe her. She was far too concerned with the possible loss of her job to be infected by the atmosphere of energy and enthusiasm around her.

Theoretically she shouldn’t have difficulty finding another job at this time of economic upsurge. But how many employers would be willing to take her on once they found out the truth about her circumstances? Even apart from the stigma, they would probably view someone with a child to raise alone as an unreliable prospect. Unmarried mothers were social pariahs in the eyes of many people.

One thing was certain: if the worst happened and she  did lose this job, she’d have to get another one fast. With a child to support, she couldn’t afford to be out of work for even a day. She was pale with worry as she approached the cafe.

 



By contrast Kitty West was in high spirits and bursting to share her good news, which was the reason she’d invited her friend Ruth to join her for lunch.

‘You know that interview I went for a few weeks ago - for a job with a new holiday tour operator that’s recently started up?’ she started saying in a rush as soon as Ruth sat down.

‘You got the job?’ she guessed.

‘I did, I did,’ squealed Kitty, her blue eyes sparkling.

‘Oh, Kitty, that’s wonderful!’ said Ruth, concealing her own problems so as not to put a damper on her friend’s excitement.

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’

‘Come on then,’ she urged, forcing herself to sound lighthearted. ‘Tell me all about it.’

‘Well, I shall get the chance to travel abroad to various holiday resorts,’ explained Kitty, who currently worked in the West End offices of a firm of travel agents and, unlike Ruth, didn’t have to work on a Saturday.

‘As a courier?’

‘No, I’ll be on the administration side - dealing with hoteliers and managers of apartments as well as sorting out queries for the couriers. I’ll be checking out complaints, finding new accommodation for the future and so on.’

‘How exciting.’

‘I think so,’ said Kitty, her face flushed and animated. ‘It’s only because I’m fluent in French and Spanish that I got the job. The men usually get all the interesting jobs in the admin side of the travel business. Women usually just get to make their coffee and do their typing.’

They each ordered a cheese omelette, though Mr Grover’s news had all but killed Ruth’s appetite.

‘Will you be away most of the time?’ she asked, glancing idly around the cafe which had recently been re-vamped coffee bar-style with formica-topped tables, espresso machines and a juke box currently emitting Elvis Presley’s latest hit.

‘A fair bit over the course of a year, I should think.’

The ache inside Ruth grew. Her day was getting worse by the moment. First she looked likely to lose her job, now her best friend was going away . . .

‘Apparently my first assignment will be a trip to Spain, to find out what accommodation is available in a new resort there,’ explained Kitty. ‘The company is looking for hotels and apartments for package holidays all over Europe. Holidays abroad are becoming really popular.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard about that,’ said Ruth, feeling very much out of things. ‘We sell loads of sun tan oil.’

The omelettes arrived. Ruth couldn’t manage more than a mouthful or two which didn’t escape Kitty’s notice. Over coffee, she said, ‘But enough about me. How are things with you?’

‘Okay.’

‘How’s Jenny?’

‘She’s fine.’ Ruth smiled, her whole face seeming to melt into happiness. ‘Well . . . she’s adorable actually.’

‘I’ll pop round to your place and see her before I go home to Hammersmith.’

‘We’ll go together when we leave here,’ suggested Ruth. ‘I get withdrawal symptoms if I don’t manage to see her in my lunch hour.’

‘A hopelessly devoted mother, eh?’

‘I admit it.’

Kitty gave her friend a close look. ‘So if you and Jenny are both fine, what’s the matter?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Something has to be wrong for you to leave your lunch.’

Ruth knew she couldn’t deceive her closest friend.

‘Oh, it’s nothing really,’ she said, making light of it. ‘I’ve just heard that Mr Grover is selling up and retiring, that’s all.’

‘And you think you’ll lose your job?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, Ruth,’ said Kitty. ‘I’ve been so full of myself, I didn’t notice that anything was wrong ’til you left your omelette.’

‘Don’t apologise. I enjoy hearing your news. I’m pleased things are going so well for you, honestly.’

‘You’ll soon get another job,’ said Kitty reassuringly.

‘I hope so.’

‘You could even try for something a bit more challenging,’ suggested Kitty. ‘You did get your ‘O’-levels, remember?’

‘Fat chance of that with the stigma I carry! Honestly, being an unmarried mum is tantamount to being on the game to some people.’ Ruth paused thoughtfully. ‘Anyway, I need to work near home so that I can see Jenny at lunchtime and be back in time in the evening to put her to bed.’

‘Yes, there is that.’

‘I’m hoping the new owner will let me stay on at the shop,’ she confided. ‘It’s convenient and I really rather enjoy the job, especially when I’m allowed to help in the dispensary.’

Kitty studied Ruth over the rim of her coffee cup. It infuriated her to see her friend in such a state. Ruth would have been doing something far better suited to her capabilities if she hadn’t had to leave school after her ‘O’-levels because she was pregnant. She might even have gone to university. The teachers had certainly seemed to think so at the time. Ruth had been the shining light of  her year at Redfern Grammar School, a gifted student with a golden future.

But all her youthful opportunities had been destroyed by disgrace and premature responsibility. She’d had a tough time this last five years even though she would sooner die than admit it. Raising a child without a husband was difficult enough in itself, and the attitude of people towards someone in her situation certainly didn’t help matters.

What angered Kitty most was the fact that while Ruth’s life had been altered irrevocably, the father of her child hadn’t suffered in the slightest. But she kept her thoughts on this subject to herself because she knew Ruth was ultra-sensitive about it.

‘Let’s hope for the best then,’ said Kitty in response to Ruth’s remark. ‘But don’t worry. If the new owner doesn’t keep you on for any reason, you’ll soon get fixed up somewhere else.’

Ruth cast an admiring eye over her friend. Kitty had a pale, delicate beauty and knew how to improve on what nature had already supplied. Creamy beige make-up made her skin glow against her ash-blonde hair which she wore short and feathery. Her blue eyes were enhanced by a generous use of mascara and eye shadow, and she was wearing an Italian-style shirt in cornflower blue with lightweight cream tapered trousers. She had an air of success about her. Kitty had come a long way since she and Ruth had first met as new girls at Redfern Grammar School ten years ago at the age of eleven.

They’d found an instant rapport and been best friends ever since, despite the difference in their backgrounds. Kitty’s father owned two grocery shops, and the family lived in their own house in a respectable avenue in the better part of Hammersmith, whereas Ruth’s father was a factory worker and the Brooks family lived in a rented house in a working-class area of Shepherd’s Bush.

Ruth had always known Kitty would go far. She had the sort of self-assurance that made her stand out in a crowd. She’d stayed on at school to do her ‘A’-levels after Ruth had left, which had helped her to get into the travel business. She’d had a reputation for arrogance at school but Ruth could forgive her that because she was such fun to be with. If she got uppish, Ruth told her she was being a pain in the bum and Kitty soon changed her attitude. Ruth thought her air of superiority was probably not deliberate and might have something to do with her being an only child. Whatever her faults, she’d been a good friend to Ruth.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Ruth for the second time that day. ‘I won’t be out of work for long if I do lose this job.’

Kitty chose her next words carefully because Ruth was fiercely proud and resented anything that even hinted at pity.

‘Don’t you ever feel the slightest bit bitter about the way things have turned out for you?’ she asked.

‘I sometimes get angry at the way society treats people like me,’ Ruth replied, her eyes hardening, her tone becoming brittle. ‘But, no, I’m not bitter. Why should I be?’

‘Oh, come on, Ruth, this is me, Kitty.You can be honest with me.’

‘I am being honest.’

‘But when your job is under threat and you have the sole responsibility of supporting a child, surely the unfairness of it all must get to you?’

‘How can I even think in terms of unfairness when I have such a precious gift?’ said Ruth with utmost sincerity. ‘The thing I love most in all the world - my daughter.’

Kitty felt a lump gather in her throat. Ruth was hard up and shabby and stuck in a dead end job with no prospects, but at that moment she seemed rich beyond  measure, her dark, velvety eyes filling with tenderness at the mention of Jenny.

Ruth and Kitty had been about as close as friends can get over the last ten years, sharing each other’s thoughts and dreams. But although Kitty knew who Jenny’s father was, Ruth had never fed Kitty’s fevered imagination with the details of events that fateful night when they had both been sixteen-year-old schoolgirls: the night of Jenny’s conception.

‘There’s no answer to that, is there?’ said Kitty, humbled by her friend’s attitude.

‘No, I don’t believe there is,’ Ruth agreed.

 



When Ruth got home from work that evening there was an argument in progress. Her mother, Audrey, was holding forth to the twins in the kitchen, having been told by a neighbour that they’d been seen fighting in an alleyway.

Four-year-old Jenny was sitting on her grandfather’s lap in the living room, a cosy mixture of the old and the new with its ancient three-piece suite in maroon set amidst contemporary occasional tables and a television set in the corner, its double doors closed across the screen. Jenny was as fair as her mother was dark, a golden-haired, blue-eyed child with dimpled cheeks.

‘Gran’s cross with the Nunkies,’ she informed her mother gravely, using her pet name for her uncles, as Audrey’s furious tones rang through the house.

‘So I can hear,’ said Ruth.

‘They must’ve been very naughty to make Gran shout like that,’ said Jenny, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks as she snuggled closer to her grandfather.

‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, love,’ Ruth reassured her, going down on her haunches and gently dabbing the little girl’s eyes with her handkerchief. ‘Gran isn’t angry with you.’

‘I don’t like it when she shouts, though,’ confessed Jenny.

Ruth’s father, Dan, an even-tempered and sensible man from whom Ruth and her brothers inherited their dark colouring, said to his daughter, ‘You know what your mother’s like about the twins fighting. It really gets her dander up. It’s time those two packed it in. They’re old enough to know better.’

‘They certainly are.’

Ruth’s protectiveness towards her daughter was so strong it was almost a physical pain. It hurt to see Jenny so upset by adult altercations, of which there were many in this household. Ruth had a warm and loving nature and adored her parents and brothers, but living with them now that she had a child of her own could be purgatory at times as family unity cracked under the strain of too much togetherness and too little privacy.

Much of the friction was caused by Ruth herself as she fought a constant battle to bring up her daughter her own way, without interference. Since rented accommodation was beyond her means, and practically non-existent for an unmarried mother anyway, a place of her own was not even a possibility.

As her mother’s fury continued to blast from the kitchen, it began to dawn on Ruth that she herself was to blame for the conflict, at least indirectly.

‘When are you two gonna grow up?’ Audrey was shouting. ‘Twenty-three years old and still scrapping in the street like a couple o’ kids, and givin’ the family a bad name. It’s gotta stop. I won’t have it, do you hear me?’

‘Calm down, Mum, you’ll give yourself a heart attack,’ came Ray’s deep tones.

‘We were only defending our sister’s reputation,’ added Jack.

‘’Course we were. Those blokes were asking for trouble,’  Ray said in aggrieved tones. ‘The things they were saying about Ruth!’

‘We couldn’t just stand back and let them get away with it.’

Ruth gave her daughter a reassuring hug and told her to stay with her grandfather. Then she marched into the kitchen, a long narrow room, its dark old-fashioned furnishings brightened here and there by home-made formica worktops.

‘Oh, it’s you, Ruth,’ said Audrey, turning as the door opened. ‘I didn’t realise you were home from work.’

‘You’ll have the neighbours in here complaining about the noise in a minute, if you don’t keep your voices down,’ she admonished. ‘And that’ll get us talked about even more.’

‘Someone’s got to make these idiots see sense,’ said her mother.

‘You leave them to me, Mum, I’ll soon sort them out.’ Ruth opened the kitchen door leading to the long narrow back garden. ‘Come on, you two dumbos. We need to talk.’

Because their sister could be quite formidable in this mood they did as she asked, closing the door behind them.

‘Right,’ said Ruth in a low but forceful tone, ‘how many times must I tell you - I don’t want you fighting over me. I’m twenty-one years old and quite old enough to fight my own battles.’

‘Surely you didn’t expect us to let those blokes get away with it?’

‘All you did was fuel the gossip and make Mum see red.’

‘What were we supposed to do, then?’

‘Ignore them.’

‘And let people think we’ve lost our bottle?’

‘Better they think that than that you’ve no brains at all.’

‘Charming!’ said Ray, affronted.

‘Cheek!’ echoed Jack.

‘Well, what do you expect if you carry on like a couple of gorillas?’

They lapsed into an offended silence. Ruth cast her eye over her brothers, so much alike most people outside the family had a job telling them apart. They were extremely good-looking with olive skin and finely chiselled features, their thick black hair heavily greased and brushed forward into a quiff at the front, dark sweeping lashes fringing their eyes. As factory workers, they earned a good wage which enabled them to dress in style too. Although they both attracted a good deal of feminine interest, neither Ray nor Jack could sustain a relationship with a woman for any length of time because of their exceptionally close bonding which tended to make them exclude everyone else.

‘Look, you two,’ she said in a more conciliatory tone, ‘I know you mean well and I appreciate your looking out for me but it only makes matters worse. Don’t you think Mum has enough to contend with without your embarrassing her by fighting in public? She’s had more than her share of mud thrown at her because of me. Your brawling upsets her and makes me feel guilty. You know what it’s like round here - you can’t burp without everybody knowing about it! Someone is always bound to tell Mum if you get into a bundle in a public place. If you must fight, join a boxing club. Just don’t use me as an excuse for violence.’

‘That’s gratitude for you,’ said Jack gloomily.

The word hit a raw nerve because Ruth had had a bad day and was feeling particularly sensitive.

‘Don’t talk to me about gratitude!’ she said, her voice quivering. ‘I’m grateful to all of you, every second of my life. I’m so grateful there’s hardly room for any other feelings. I’m grateful to Mum and Dad for letting Jenny  and me live here, to you two for standing up for me, to Mr Grover for giving me a job when I’ve committed the worst sin in the book and had a baby without being married . . . so don’t make me feel even more guilty by fighting to protect my good name. I know what people say about me - even now that Jenny’s turned four, some of them are still at it. It hurts, of course it does, but I can live with it. But people are never gonna forget if you constantly remind them by brawling in the streets every time anyone says anything about me.’

‘Okay, we’re sorry if we’ve upset you,’ sighed Ray, who was fond of his sister and could see that she was close to tears. ‘We were only trying to help. But we’ll try to turn a blind eye in future.’

‘Do you really mean that?’

‘We’ll try,’ said Ray because he and his brother found self-control very difficult when it came to defending the honour of the family. ‘That’s the best I can offer.’

‘That’s better than nothing, I suppose,’ said Ruth, hooking her arms through theirs. ‘Now that that’s settled, let’s go back inside and you can make your peace with Mum.’

 



No sooner had Ruth recovered from that disagreement than another row broke out at tea-time, this time between her mother and herself.

It started when Jenny refused to eat any ham salad or bread and butter and wanted a piece of chocolate sponge cake instead.

‘Not until you’ve eaten some of what you have on your plate,’ said Ruth.

‘Oh, let her have the cake,’ said Audrey. ‘It won’t do her any harm.’

‘She can have cake when she’s eaten some of the other things,’ insisted Ruth.

‘No, I only want the cake,’ said the child determinedly,  pushing her plate away and bursting into tears.

‘Ah, bless her,’ said Audrey, who was a complete pushover where Jenny was concerned.

‘Crocodile tears,’ said Ruth.

‘Don’t be so hard on her,’ said Ray. ‘A bit o’ cake won’t hurt her.’

‘’Course it won’t,’ agreed Jack.

‘She’s not having cake until she’s eaten some of what’s already on her plate,’ insisted Ruth through clenched teeth. ‘She’s not touched any of it. And will you please stop undermining my authority . . . all of you.’

‘Ruth is quite right,’ said her father supportively. ‘Jenny must learn to do what her mother tells her.’

‘What harm can a piece of cake do?’ said Ray as Jenny’s wailing grew louder.

‘The cake isn’t the issue,’ declared Ruth, trembling with frustration. It was an uphill struggle trying to assert her right as Jenny’s mother to prevent her daughter from becoming a spoiled brat. But she had to do it for the child’s sake. ‘Giving in to her every time she wants something is what this is all about. Apart from ruining her character, she can’t live on cakes and biscuits, which is what will happen if we’re not careful.’

‘I hope you’re not suggesting that’s what she eats all day when I’m looking after her?’ said Audrey sharply.

‘Of course I’m not,’ said Ruth. ‘But we have to be firm.’

‘She eats whatever I give her during the day . . . all good nourishing food.’

Ruth was seething but stayed silent to prevent Jenny from hearing any more bickering. When Audrey went against Ruth’s wishes and gave Jenny the cake, Ruth almost exploded but managed to contain her rage. However, as soon as her mother left the room to get ready for work at the Rose and Crown, where she did a shift every Friday and Saturday evening, Ruth followed her upstairs to her bedroom.

‘How am I ever going to win any respect from my daughter if you constantly disregard everything I say in front of her?’ she demanded as her mother sat at the dressing table putting on lipstick.

Audrey turned scarlet, green eyes shining with angry tears in her freckled face. Although a warm-hearted, gregarious woman, she tended to be sensitive and was already feeling emotional because the twins had upset her.

‘I’ve done everything I possibly can for you and Jenny,’ she said defensively, her voice wobbling.

‘I know that, Mum, and I’m very grateful.’

‘What did you know about bringing up a child when you had Jenny?’ she continued as though Ruth hadn’t spoken. ‘Bugger all, that’s what. You were still just a kid yourself.’

‘That didn’t stop me wanting to be a mother to her,’ said Ruth, feeling sick, tears welling up inside her. ‘But you’ve never let me take my proper role. I’m twenty-one now and you still treat me as Jenny’s big sister.’

‘I do my best for both of you,’ said Audrey, deeply hurt by the criticism. ‘If my best ain’t good enough for you, then you’d better stay home from work and look after Jenny yourself.’

‘I can’t afford to, Mum, you know that.’

‘I didn’t ask you to go out and get pregnant when you were sixteen,’ said her mother, her neck suffused with red blotches as she said things she didn’t mean in the heat of the moment. ‘But since that’s what happened, we’ve all done what we can to help. The least you can do is to stop being so ungrateful.’

This kind of conversation always ended in the same way, with both of them close to tears and Ruth feeling guilty.

‘Mum, I do appreciate everything you do for me, it’s just that . . .’

‘Oh, go downstairs and see to your daughter,’ Audrey interrupted sharply. ‘And leave me to get ready for work.’

‘I didn’t mean to hurt you . . . you do a wonderful job, but . . .’

‘There’s always a but with you, isn’t there?’ said Audrey coldly.

‘I just want to be allowed to be my daughter’s mother, that’s all.’

‘Go downstairs and get on with being her mother then, and leave me alone!’

With a grinding ache in the pit of her stomach, Ruth left the room.

 



Audrey left number four Nutley Road and headed towards the Green, past rows of Victorian terraces, weaving her way through gangs of children and narrowly missing a football in her face.

At forty-five she was an impressive figure, tall and busty with green eyes and red hair which she wore in a bubble cut. Tonight she was wearing a navy and white fitted dress and white high-heeled shoes. It was important to make the best of herself for her job at the pub, the punters expected it.

Beneath her smart exterior, however, she was feeling utterly wretched and finding it difficult to hold back the tears. She was certainly in no condition to go to work since a barmaid was supposed to be a cheering influence. Reaching the main road, she crossed over to the Green and sat down on a bench to calm herself, smarting at the memory of the things she’d said to her beloved Ruth. Why had she hurt her when that was the last thing she’d intended?

With a shaking hand she lit a cigarette, drawing on it deeply, only vaguely aware of the people around her on this triangular piece of common land. At this time of the evening most people were at home having their tea. There  was a tramp lying flat on the grass under a tree, some boys kicking a ball about, a stray dog sniffing around the litter bin and a couple of young women playing tennis in the courts.

Mulling over what Ruth had said, she could see that she did have a valid point. Jenny had always been the family’s baby rather than Ruth’s daughter, which was perhaps inevitable given the circumstances. But, yes, Audrey did spoil her granddaughter, if she was perfectly honest.

Her thoughts drifted back to that terrible day when Ruth had told her she was pregnant; it had been all the more of a shock because Ruth hadn’t even had a steady boyfriend at the time.

She had insisted that the pregnancy was not a result of rape. She’d told them the name of the person responsible and said he’d gone abroad to live and couldn’t be contacted, which was probably just as well with Dan and the twins after his blood. But more than that she wouldn’t say. Nothing would persuade her to talk further about Jenny’s father.

Although Audrey and Dan had rallied round their daughter, they had both been bitterly disappointed that she’d not been able to finish her education. They’d been so proud when she’d got a place at grammar school. It had given the whole family a boost to have an academic in their midst. The twins, bless ’em, didn’t have an intellectual thought between them. Audrey sighed deeply, recalling how Ruth’s promising future had all ended in disgrace.

It had seemed sensible for Audrey to look after the baby while Ruth went out to work. She was at home during the day anyway and Ruth needed to be earning. Audrey’s only stipulation was that she should be able to continue with her Friday and Saturday evening shift at the Rose and Crown.

Money wasn’t her motivation in this. Dan earned a reasonable wage as a metal worker in a factory and the twins paid their way at home. But working as a barmaid for a few hours a week was Audrey’s escape from domesticity and she needed it, especially after Jenny was born. As much as she loved her, it was exhausting looking after a young baby again after such a long time. A few hours a week in the convivial atmosphere behind the bar revitalised her.

The argument with Ruth came back to her mind and fresh tears formed. The truth of the matter was that Ruth needed a home of her own in which to bring up her daughter. She needed a husband too. But what chance did she have of either? She couldn’t afford a place of her own and there weren’t many men around who were willing to take on a woman with a ruined reputation and a young child.

Audrey didn’t seem to be having much luck in getting her children married and settled down. The twins seemed doomed to remain bachelors. What woman would want to marry a man who always wanted to be with his brother?

Oh, well, she couldn’t sit here all night brooding or they’d wonder where she’d got to at the pub. She stood up and stubbed out her cigarette, blew her nose and headed for the Rose and Crown, resolving to make her peace with Ruth as soon as she got home.

 



The house was empty except for Ruth and Jenny who was asleep in bed. The twins had gone out chasing women at the Hammersmith Palais and Ruth’s father had gone for a pint at the Rose and Crown as he always did on a Saturday night when he waited for his wife to finish work and walked her home.

Ruth was curled up in an armchair in the living room staring at the black and white images on the television set and seeing nothing. As much as she enjoyed having  the house to herself, she couldn’t help thinking that not many single women of her age would be at home alone on a Saturday night. Kitty certainly wouldn’t be. She would have a date of some sort.

She wondered what Jenny’s father was doing now. She doubted if he would be spending Saturday night on his own. Not someone like him. Thoughts of him stirred her emotions and set her pulses racing - even now, after five years. She knew she would never see him again but she would not forget him. How could she when she saw him every day in her daughter? She had secretly wept for him but she hadn’t blamed him or been bitter. Why should she? He was the loser. He didn’t have Jenny.

Her thoughts drifted back to the earlier tension within the family. Her mother was a well-meaning soul who did her best in an almost impossible situation for which Ruth was to blame. Ruth hated to hurt her but sometimes she had to, for Jenny’s sake.

It occurred to her then that a different sort of woman from her mother might see her offspring as a collective disappointment, having sons who were incapable of staying out of trouble and a daughter who had presented her with a bastard grandchild.

Just allowing the word to take shape in her mind stabbed at Ruth’s heart. It also forced her to face up to the fact that that was how the outside world regarded her daughter.

What did the future hold for Jenny? At present she was safe in the bosom of a loving family, sheltered from the harsh reality of life outside this house. But next year she would be going to school. The family couldn’t protect her then from the cruelty of playground talk.

Ruth’s head throbbed from the tension of the day and worry for the future. She deeply regretted the trouble and disappointment she had already caused her parents, and was desperately anxious about the agonies yet to  come for her daughter, growing up in a world that had no place for someone who didn’t slot neatly into the established order.

Suddenly a burst of spirit shone through Ruth’s gloom. Being negative wasn’t going to help. She must concentrate all her energies into easing Jenny’s path through life and making sure she had plenty of joy and opportunity. Somehow, too, she must make amends to her parents for disappointing them so badly.




 Chapter Two

On Friday afternoons before the shop got busy with prescriptions from the late surgeries, Mr Grover made up enough basic medicines from his own formulae to last about a week. The liquid ingredients for the nostrums were carefully measured in a large jug and poured into huge brown Winchester bottles. Ointments were also produced and stored in big jars. If there was time, non-prescription tablets were counted into small bottles ready for sale.

In between attending to customers, Ruth assisted him in this operation. She’d become so familiar with the procedure she could make up standard cough and stomach medicine herself, though the law said that Mr Grover had to be present to supervise. She found this work most interesting, possibly because chemistry and biology had been her best subjects at school.

One warm Friday afternoon in late summer when they were busy with the nostrums in the dispensary, Mr Grover received a telephone call from the estate agent asking if he could bring a prospective buyer to view the property.

As the shop had been on the market for some time and Mr Grover was impatient to retire, he told the agent he could bring his client around as soon as he liked.

‘It isn’t really convenient having someone nosing around when the shop’s open for business,’ he confessed to Ruth. ‘It’s unsettling for the customers and difficult for us to concentrate. But the chap wants to see the business in action, apparently. The agent says he’s a qualified pharmacist and not just a businessman looking for an investment.’

‘Sounds promising.’

‘Mmm, that’s what I thought, so let’s hope he likes what he sees.’

‘I’m sure he will,’ she assured him, hiding her own feelings in her eagerness to reassure an old man who needed to take things easy. ‘A thriving little business like this will soon be snapped up.’

They were just finishing the weekly nostrums when the sound of the bell sent Ruth hurrying into the shop, her dark good looks emphasised by her starched white overall. There was a sudden flurry of business - a woman for a bottle of Dettol, another for some Drene shampoo and a home perm kit which they didn’t stock, and an elderly lady who wanted something for an eye irritation.

‘I’ll ask Mr Grover to come and have a chat with you,’ said Ruth kindly, nodding towards one of the chairs they kept dotted about the shop for customers’ use. ‘Have a seat. He won’t be long.’

When Ruth returned from the dispensary with her employer, the shop was packed to the doors as doctors’ waiting rooms emptied. While Mr Grover dealt with the eye irritation, Ruth worked her way through the queue until she came to a smartly dressed man carrying an attaché case who told her he was from the estate agent’s.

‘Oh, yes, we are expecting you,’ she said courteously.

Turning to the man beside him, the agent explained, ‘This is Mr Paterson. He’s come to have a look at the property.’

Her eyes widened in surprise for Mr Paterson was very different from her current employer. He was youngish and slim with rich brown hair, razor cut in the latest Italian style, and compelling shandy-coloured eyes. Stylishly dressed in a pale grey continental cut suit and dazzling white shirt, he was a knock-out. Probably in his late twenties, guessed Ruth.

‘Is anything the matter?’ he enquired, looking at her  with a lazy smile. ‘Have I got cabbage on my teeth or something?’

‘Sorry,’ said Ruth, embarrassingly aware of her scrutiny and adding rather unnecessarily, because she was flustered, ‘I’m Mr Grover’s assistant. My name’s Ruth.’

‘Glad to meet you, Ruth. I’m Larry,’ he said easily.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Ruth was stiff with embarrassment. ‘I’ll go and tell Mr Grover that you’re here.’

She hurried into the dispensary to get her employer who asked her to hold the fort while he paid attention to the visitors, which she did with her usual pleasant efficiency. She was heartened by the fact that the prospective buyer was alone. The presence of a wife would almost certainly mean the end of Ruth’s employment here.

She’d only been taken on in the first place because Mr Grover’s wife had died. This shop didn’t have the volume of business to warrant two full-time assistants as well as the owner. But surely if there was a Mrs Paterson and she was going to be working with her husband in the shop, she would have come with him to look at the place? Knowing that her future here hung in the balance, Ruth’s nerves were jangling.

 



Audrey and her granddaughter were queueing at the greengrocery stall in the market for the weekend fruit and vegetables. The weather was hot and sticky; not a breath of wind stirred the trees on the Green or the shop awnings. Fat bluebottles buzzed greedily around the nearby cooked meats stall and the greengrocer was fighting a losing battle swatting the wasps away from his juicy ripe plums. The market was swarming with people and queues trailed from every stall. The pungent smell of fish, fruit, rotting cabbages and cheap perfume hung heavy in the stagnant air.

‘I wanna go home, Gran,’ said Jenny, who was too hot and bored with dragging round the shops in the Friday afternoon crowds.

‘Not long now, love,’ said Audrey, who had also had enough and was dying to get home for a cup of tea and a sit down.

‘I’m hungry.’

‘I’ll get you something from the cake shop when we’ve finished here,’ she said because she always treated Jenny to something nice when they were out shopping.

‘Can I go and look at the toy stall while I’m waiting?’

‘No, not now, darlin’. You stay here with me in case I lose you in the crowds. Gran won’t be a minute.’

Slowly they inched towards the front of the queue, Audrey clutching a shopping bag in one hand and Jenny’s hand in the other. She amused herself by watching a trader demonstrating a supposedly ‘magic’ kitchen appliance and gathering a lot of interest. Another spieler was working the crowd with artifacts at ‘give away’ prices. Several of Audrey’s acquaintances passed by and stopped to exchange pleasantries.

‘Yes, love, what can I do for you?’ asked the stall holder as her turn came at last.

‘Two pounds o’ carrots, please, and a cauliflower,’ she said, letting go of Jenny’s hand for a moment while she pointed to the one she had chosen and opened her shopping bag ready to fill it with her purchases. ‘That one there . . . that’s it.’

‘The caulies are lovely today.’

‘Yeah, they look nice,’ she agreed. ‘Just the job to go with the Sunday joint.’

‘Anything else, love?’

‘Yeah, I’ve a list as long as my arm today,’ she said. ‘I need a couple o’ pound of apples and plums and some . . .’

She looked sideways, instinctively checking on Jenny, her heart lurching when the child wasn’t by her side. Don’t panic, she told herself, scanning the immediate vicinity, she’ll only have wandered over to the toy stall.

‘Your apples, love . . .’

But Audrey had gone, pushing through the crowds to the toy stall only to find that Jenny wasn’t there. Frantic, she asked the nearby stall holders if they’d seen her. No one had. Someone’s gone off with her, she thought, paralysed with fear and damp with sweat. Forcing her legs to move, she hurried to the end of the market then turned and headed back in the other direction towards the Uxbridge Road, searching the crowds for a mop of golden hair.

‘Wotcha, Audrey,’ said a neighbour. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Have you seen young Jenny anywhere?’ she gasped.

‘Yeah, she’s outside the cake shop, looking in the window,’ she said. ‘I thought you were inside and she was waiting for you.’

‘Oh, thank God.’

Audrey was weak with relief as she dashed past the shops behind the market stalls, passing a butcher’s, a greetings card shop, an emporium selling leather goods, a greasy cafe exhaling the steamy odour of fried onions. Sounds buffeted her: the shouts of the traders; the clamour of the punters. A tube train rumbling overhead on the viaduct alongside the market seemed to beat through her brain like a hammer blow.

She almost shouted for joy when she saw Jenny’s blonde head bobbing through the crowds just past the cake shop.

‘Jenny!’ she called. ‘Jenny . . .’

Apparently oblivious of her grandmother’s calls, the child headed on towards the main road. Even from behind, Audrey could see that she was bewildered. She was peering this way and that in search of her grandmother. By the time Audrey emerged, panting, from the market, she’d almost caught up with her.

‘Jenny,’ she called again, just yards away from her now.

But the volume of the street noise drowned her cries. Sick with fear, Audrey moved even faster to get to Jenny before she reached the kerb, terrified that in her anxiety  she would forget what she’d been taught about the road. She was almost within touching distance of her when the worst happened - Jenny stepped out.

‘Come back, Jenny!’ screamed her grandmother.

But the child carried on to the other side, Audrey’s voice obliterated by the roar of traffic. Suddenly there was a screech of brakes as a car pulled up sharp and Jenny fell to the ground, disappearing under the bonnet.

 



Larry Paterson was certainly showing a serious interest in the business, Ruth noticed. He’d spent a long time in the shop and dispensary, thoroughly inspected the small staffroom, the office and stockroom, and was now upstairs looking at the living accommodation with Mr Grover while Ruth took care of things down here.

A couple of local yobs came in, swaggered noisily over to the counter and asked for a packet of contraceptives. Guessing that their main reason for the purchase was to embarrass her, Ruth was determined not to give them that satisfaction. Ignoring their puerile sniggering, she opened a drawer under the counter where these items were discreetly stored and took a packet out, put it into a paper bag and handed it to the youth who had made the request. She took his money and handed him his change with steely composure, bracing herself for the vulgar remark she knew would come.

‘You wouldn’t have been left holding the baby if your boyfriend had had some of these,’ he said with an insolent grin.

‘Get out!’

‘That’s what you should have said to him,’ said his companion, and they left the shop roaring with laughter.

Ruth felt sick. This sort of thing still upset her even though she was used to it. Realising that Larry Paterson had come into the shop from the door behind the counter,  and must have heard everything, only exacerbated her humiliation.

‘Just some local riff-raff,’ she explained, her cheeks burning. ‘They’ll say anything to draw attention to themselves.’

Before he had time to reply, a neighbour of Ruth’s, Mrs Barton, came into the shop.

‘Well, well, I didn’t expect to see you here,’ she said.

‘Why not?’

‘Because I thought you’d be at the hospital, of course.’

‘Hospital?’ she said, her heart beating wildly.

The woman’s eyes gleamed with relish. She was the neighbourhood gossip and enjoyed nothing better than being the bearer of dramatic news.

‘Your Jenny’s been knocked down by a car,’ she informed Ruth gravely. ‘They’ve taken her away in an ambulance.’

Without even stopping to remove her overall or tell Mr Grover she was leaving, Ruth rushed to the staffroom for her handbag and tore out of the shop like a woman possessed.

 



‘She’s a bit shaken up but apart from a few bruises and a grazed knee where she hit the ground, she’s fine,’ said the doctor an hour or so later in the casualty ward of Hammersmith Hospital where Jenny was lying on a bed, having been examined and had a dressing put on her knee.

Ruth and her mother were with her, Ruth holding her hand and stroking her hair to soothe her. Audrey was standing aside, her face ashen and tear-stained. Seeing Jenny fall in front of that car had been the worst moment of her life.

‘Thank God for that,’ said Ruth.

‘She’s a very lucky girl to have got off so lightly, Mrs Brooks,’ the doctor said with a hint of admonition.

‘Miss,’ corrected Ruth.

‘Sorry, I just assumed . . .’

‘Most people do, don’t worry about it.’ She had far too much on her mind to care about that slip and had only corrected him out of habit.

‘The driver of the car must have excellent responses to have been able to pull up as suddenly as he did,’ the doctor remarked.

‘Yes,’ agreed Ruth. ‘It was a good job he wasn’t going at any sort of speed.’

‘Because it’s a built up area,’ muttered Audrey numbly.

‘Fortunate indeed,’ agreed the doctor.

‘I’ve told my daughter over and over again not to go in the road,’ said Ruth, her voice thick with anguish. ‘I’ve taught her her road drill, time after time.’

‘I’m sure you have but she obviously didn’t remember it today.’

‘No.’ There was an awkward pause. ‘So can we take her home?’

‘There’s no reason why not,’ he said. ‘Keep your eye on her for a day or two, though. She might have a delayed reaction.’ He turned his attention to Jenny, frowning. ‘And no more running into the road, young lady.’

She shook her head sheepishly. She was very pale, obviously still in a state of shock. From what they could make out, she’d been in a panic when she’d lost her grandmother in the market and had been trying to find her way home when she’d run into the road.

‘I’ll put her on a lead if necessary to stop her wandering,’ said Audrey, smiling weakly.

‘Good idea,’ said the doctor, without smiling. ‘She might not be so lucky a second time.’

 



Later on that day the incident was given a thorough postmortem as the Brooks family had tea in the living room which they used as a dining room too, the best sitting  room being at the back of the house. The events of the day had been too much for Jenny who was fast asleep in bed.

‘The driver wasn’t to blame at all, then?’ said Dan.

‘Definitely not,’ declared Audrey, who thought she was to blame for the accident and had been castigating herself ever since.

‘He must have been tearing his hair out, though, until he knew she was all right,’ said Dan, dipping a piece of sausage into a pool of brown sauce.

‘Yeah, the poor bloke was in a terrible state,’ said Audrey, too upset to eat much but attempting some mashed potato. ‘I’ve never seen anyone as relieved as he was when we told him she wasn’t badly hurt.’ She forced a grin. ‘Apart from Ruth, that is, when she got to the hospital and found out that Jenny wasn’t badly injured.’

‘Phew, you’re not kidding!’ she said emphatically. ‘When Mrs Barton came into the shop and said Jenny had been knocked down, I nearly passed out cold.’

‘I bet you did,’ said her father.

‘It was enough to give anyone a heart attack, hearing about it like that, Ruth,’ declared Audrey. ‘I intended to ring you at the shop from the hospital as soon as I had any news. Trust Mrs Barton to beat me to it, the interferin’ old cow!’

‘I just rushed out without even stopping to tell Mr Grover,’ said Ruth, remembering. ‘There was a prospective buyer there too.’ She made a face. ‘If that one goes ahead and buys it, I’ll be out of a job for sure. I mean . . . an unmarried mother is bad enough, but one who goes off and leaves the shop unattended is beyond the pale.’

‘Mr Grover thinks very highly of you, I do know that,’ said her father encouragingly. ‘A lot of people use his shop rather than the other chemists in the area because you are so helpful and have such a nice way with you. He  told me so himself when I met him in the street the other day.’

‘That’s nice to know,’ she said, smiling. ‘Anyway, if I do lose the job, I’ll just have to get another one sharpish. What happened today couldn’t be helped.’

Audrey let out a deep eloquent breath and held her head as though in terrible pain. ‘Jesus . . . when I think what might have happened to Jenny. And all because of me.’

‘Now then, love,’ said Dan. ‘No point in blaming yourself.’

‘I was looking after her,’ Audrey said grimly. ‘She was in my care.’

‘Stop tormenting yourself, Mum,’ said Ruth. ‘It’s all over now.’

‘I shan’t let go of her hand for even a second when we’re out in future,’ she announced.

‘You have to do your shopping,’ said Ruth sensibly, even though her protective instincts were in overdrive. ‘We’ll have to ram it home to her about not going into the road.’

‘Phew, I don’t think I can face going to work,’ said Audrey. ‘I feel too drained.’

‘Have a night off then,’ suggested Dan. ‘I’ll pop round the pub and let the guvnor know as soon as I’ve finished my tea.’

‘Thanks, Dan,’ she said, relaxing slightly. ‘Tell them I’ll be in tomorrow night as usual.’

‘Will do.’

Audrey turned her attention to the twins. ‘I suppose you two are going out boozing, as it’s Friday night?’

‘No, we’ve got a heavy date as it happens,’ boasted Ray, the leader of the two inseparables.

‘We?’ said Audrey, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. ‘I hope that doesn’t mean you’re both going on the same date.’

‘We are, you know,’ Jack informed her, stifling a grin.

‘You’re both taking one girl out!’ exclaimed Audrey, sighing and rolling her eyes in disapproval. ‘Oh, really! Surely even you two can see that that’s taking brotherly love too far?’

‘There are two girls.’ Ray exchanged glances with his brother and they both burst out laughing. ‘They’re twins, as a matter of fact.’

‘I don’t believe it!’ said his mother, smiling with relief.

‘At last you’ve found the perfect solution to your love life,’ giggled Ruth. ‘A permanent foursome. You two need twins or best friends to go out with. At least they can keep each other company while you two enjoy yourselves.’

‘That’s probably the only way I’ll ever get you off my hands,’ said Audrey, her sense of humour returning after the trauma of the day. ‘If a pair of twins take you on.’

‘Do you take this man . . . and his brother . . . as your lawful wedded husband?’ laughed Ruth.

But something had caught Ray’s attention in the street and he was staring out of the window.

‘Blimey, now that’s what I really call a motor car,’ he said as a silver-grey Lagonda drew up outside the house ‘You don’t see many of those round here.’

‘Cor, I’ll say you don’t!’ agreed Jack.

‘Who do we know in this street who’s likely to have visitors who can afford one of those?’ enquired Ray.

‘No one that I know of,’ said Dan.

‘Perhaps our landlord’s gone all flash and traded in his black Austin?’ suggested Jack lightly.

Ray’s curiosity got the better of him and he stood up and went closer to the window, peering out from behind the net curtains.

‘Well, we’ll soon find out who it is ’cos he’s coming in here.’

‘He never is!’ said Audrey.

Even as she spoke there was a knock at the front door.  Ray went to answer it and they all waited to find out who the stranger was. When he came back he looked puzzled.

‘He says his name is Paterson,’ he told them in a hushed voice. ‘He’s come to see Ruth. I asked him to wait in the other room.’

‘I hope you offered him a cup of tea?’ said Audrey.

‘Give us a chance, Mum.’

‘Paterson,’ muttered Ruth thoughtfully. ‘That’s the name of the chap who was looking at the shop this afternoon.’ She stood up, her cheeks flaming with agitation. ‘But what on earth does he want with me?’

‘Dunno, Princess,’ said Ray. ‘So I suggest you go into the other room, find out and put us all out of our misery.’

‘And don’t forget to offer him a cup of tea,’ said Audrey.

‘Oh, do give over, Mum,’ replied Ruth impatiently.

 



Larry Paterson was sitting in an armchair when Ruth entered the room but stood up immediately and smiled at her.

‘Hello,’ she said enquiringly.

‘Hi.’

‘You must have thought it very bad of me this afternoon, rushing off and leaving no one to cover for me in the shop,’ she said, wondering why she felt the need to justify herself since he wasn’t her employer and she’d already apologised to Mr Grover on the telephone.

‘It was perfectly understandable under the circumstances. ’ He looked concerned. ‘How is your little girl now?’

‘In bed and fast asleep, with nothing more than a few bruises and a grazed knee - after frightening us all to death.’

‘I’m so glad.’

She narrowed her eyes quizzically. ‘Mr Grover told you where I live, did he?’

‘Yes, I called at his place just now on a matter of  business,’ he explained. ‘As you’re so near, I thought I’d drop in.’

‘That’s nice of you.’

‘If you hadn’t left in such a hurry this afternoon, I’d have taken you to the hospital in my car,’ he said as though to prolong the conversation. ‘It was parked just around the corner.’

‘I didn’t stop to think.’

‘No, of course you didn’t. Anyway, after you left I made myself useful in the shop,’ he explained. ‘I don’t think Mr Grover is quite up to running the place on his own.’

‘It’s difficult with the dispensary and the shop to look after single-handed,’ she said defensively. ‘He gets quite flustered if I’m not there.’

‘So I noticed.’

‘Lucky for us you had the time to stay on and help out,’ she said.

‘I’m on a few days’ leave at the moment,’ he explained. ‘I’m the manager of the Oxford Street branch of Berry’s the chemist’s.’

‘I see.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘So did you come especially to ask about Jenny?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s very kind of you and I appreciate it.’

‘Not at all.’

Ruth became acutely aware of her surroundings. The sitting room was nicely furnished and comfortable. With five wage packets coming into the house every week, the Brooks family certainly weren’t paupers. But they were ordinary working-class people and this room reflected that with its bulky furniture, polished lino floor with rugs, and an assortment of cheap ornaments. Ruth was so used to it, she hadn’t noticed just how humdrum it was until Larry Paterson’s stylishness made it seem noticeably dowdy and lacking in taste.
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