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About the Author

Growing up female in the 1950s was peculiar. We were kept like children till sixteen when we were given nylon stockings to wear and supposed to change instantly into adults.

When my youngest sister read this story she sent me an abrupt postcard. ‘Thanks for book. Read it. Can’t say I approve.’ The other sisters also simmered. They felt I had transformed our shared past into romantic fiction.

If there’s one truthful part, it’s the title. Our mother wouldn’t give us any information about sex and reproduction, even though we often asked. Instead, she told us, ‘Never ever forget that love is stronger than mountains.’

Half a century on and we all know now that she was absolutely right.
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ONCE UPON A TIME


ONE

God Bless This Grinning Bride

Once upon a time, there lived a poor, yet talented and unusually vivacious young widow. Her deceased husband had left her with five children, some unpaid bills, and not much else. She fed, sheltered and reared her brood as best she could. This was rarely in any conventional manner since she was constantly thinking up bizarre methods of childcare, based on the principle of saving money while having fun.

The widow had been baptised with the name ‘Veritas’.

‘What a beastly burden to carry through life!’ said her best friend Denise.

It was not even a proper Christian name, more a bit of old Latin, veritas providing the root for a range of useful everyday words: very, veriest, verify, verisimilitude, veritable.

It was a curious name for a person who rarely kept to the truth. Long before she became widowed, Veritas had been exaggerating the facts, stretching the imagination, embroidering the truth, doctoring the evidence.

As well she should, for her wild distortions and fictions became the youth pageants by which means she supported her hungry semi-orphans.

I knew the truth of this, for the well-known writer and wireless personality was my very own mother. I had lived with her long enough to understand and accept that the enthusiastic falsehoods, fabrications, fibs, porkies, and whoppers were her stock-in-trade.

However, there was one essential truth-hood which she stuck to throughout the years she spent trying to rear me and my four siblings. And it was this:

‘Always remember, Ruth, that love is stronger than mountains.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

She repeated it so often that I began to believe it was a quotation from the Scriptures.

‘Thtwonger fan what?’ asked Blanche, my second-to-youngest sister, with interest. She was interested in anything I did. I should have been proud. I was not. I was irritated. ‘Don’t pick up fag ends, Blanchie,’ I told her sharply.

‘Than mountains,’ said Veritas firmly.

‘What is?’ my very youngest sister, Felicity, wanted to know. She too liked to pick up the fag-end of any conversation which wasn’t intended for her ears.

‘Love is,’ Veritas repeated. ‘Which is why, as I’ve told Ruth many times, she and Mary must be very, very careful now they’re growing up.’

Mary was the eldest, and wisest, of the five of us.

‘Careful about what?’ asked little Felicity, who was so young she’d only just started primary school, so young that she earnestly believed those soppy old ladies who told her that her dead daddy was looking down on her from heaven to check she was still being a good little girl.

‘You’ll know about it when you’re older, Felicity,’ I said, which was what people had told me when I was her age. Besides, I didn’t think it was up to an elder sister to have to explain the facts of life to a five-year-old when she hardly knew them herself. That was a mother’s job, if indeed it was the facts of life Veritas was referring to when she spoke of the strength of love. Or was it merely a fanciful attempt to prevent Mary and me from falling into evil and enjoyable ways with the three boys in winklepicker boots we’d just met in the Black and White Moo-Cow Milk Bar?

However, at that moment, Veritas was in no position to explain anything, true or otherwise, to any of her daughters. She had a livelihood to earn. She hurried back to her typewriter to finish writing her latest children’s pageant which was based on a whole load of historical exaggerations about the Royal Family.

Eventually, it would earn enough money to pay another bill in the pile waiting at the other end of the table.

Family life was dominated by the need to pay the bills with the red FINAL DEMAND warning on them. The electricity hadn’t yet been cut off though the general grocer often came to the door to say he wouldn’t deliver another order till the last three accounts had been settled. It took Mary a few moments of quiet persuasion, mostly by putting her head on one side and looking sadly at her bare feet, to convince Mr Bradsack that his bills were definitely at the top of the pile.

Veritas may not have been talented at handling truth or money but she was spot-on when it came to the strength of the mountains. I had barely become a grown-up when true love sought me out and held me in its powerful grip.

‘But, Ruthie, how can you be sure,’ Felicity asked with solemn interest, ‘that it’s true love and not the other kind?’

‘What other kind?’

‘The cruel faithless kind?’

What did a seven-year-old know of faithless love?

‘I can’t be sure,’ I said. I knew only that, exactly as Veritas had forewarned, this love thing was far stronger than any other emotion I’d experienced, stronger even than the surge of triumph I felt when I was offered my best-ever job in a newspaper office.

And it was because of the power of love that, one May morning, I handed in my notice to the editor. And one bright June afternoon two weeks later, I found myself shuffling down the narrow concrete stairway outside the flat above a lock-up garage where Veritas, my siblings and I lived. I was on my way to a church at the top of a hill to marry a young man I was crazy about, yet hardly knew.

I was wearing a billowing white garment more like a shower curtain than a bridal gown, and a pair of borrowed white sling-backs with long pointy toes. They were a size and a half too large. They may have fitted Mary last summer; they certainly didn’t fit me this summer.

Mary went down to the street to hail a taxi. This was an absurd extravagance. It would cost half a day’s wages. We never took taxis anywhere.

‘Why don’t we walk?’ I said.

‘This is the most important day of your life,’ Mary said sternly. ‘You’ve got to remember it for ever. And anyway, you’d never make it in those shoes.’

A taxi pulled over. Mary lifted her baby’s carrycot in. I scrambled in after.

‘Day out, is it, girls?’ the driver asked over his shoulder.

Wasn’t it obvious we were on our way to a wedding? I thought till, catching sight of my reflection, I realised he might easily have thought we were off to a fancy dress parade.

Our taxi was soon stuck in a jam near the tube station.

‘Come on, come on,’ I muttered through gritted teeth. ‘If we don’t get a move on, we’ll miss it.’

Mary calmed me down. ‘If he’s any good, he’ll wait,’ she said.

We reached the church at twenty-five to three. I could see people standing around outside in relaxed party mood. We hadn’t missed it. But it was a mild summer’s afternoon. Nobody except for me seemed to want to go inside.

Veritas, wearing a strange hat she’d made out of some fly-screen netting, and which now looked like a stiff overcooked meringue dumped on her head, was already there. Also my scary uncles, Falcon, Merlin, Kestrel, and the Reverend Guillemot who was a vicar. He’d been named after a sea bird. In middle age he was finally beginning to look like one, waddling about outside his church as though on webbed feet.

He’d always known how hard up his sister Veritas was. ‘So I imagine any chaps your daughters decide to marry will be hard up too,’ he’d observed accurately. He’d offered to conduct my marriage, waiving the usual three-guinea fee.

There were people outside the church I didn’t recognise. They must be from my Beloved’s family.

And where was he?

My heart sank like a broken lift down to the over-sized sling-backs. What if he’d decided to call it off?

‘Of course he’s here,’ Mary said soothingly. ‘He wouldn’t let you down. Not if he really loves you. And he does, doesn’t he?’

I wasn’t sure. I knew I loved him. I’d have to see his kind, trustworthy smile to be reassured of his feelings towards me.

‘Strong as mountains,’ I said firmly and stepped from the taxi. Mary handed out the carrycot while she looked for her purse to pay the driver.

Veritas was standing near some gravestones. She caught sight of our cheerful arrival. She began to flap her hands excitedly as though trying to blow out a small fire. She came hurrying down the path towards us.

‘Go away!’ she panted, flapping more frantically. ‘Mary! Get her back in the taxi. Quickly, before anybody sees.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Mary asked calmly.

‘You’re early. No bride worth anything arrives ahead of time. And get that baby out of sight!’

Mary snatched her baby from the carrycot and held her protectively.

I said, ‘What d’you mean, calling Stella “that baby”? She’s your own treasured grandchild.’

‘I know she is,’ said Veritas. ‘And she looks gorgeous. But whatever will people think, seeing the bride arriving with a baby? They’ll think it’s yours.’

Only the evening before, she’d said that the dress I’d made out of pillow-case cotton was too voluminous.

‘Everyone’ll think you’re eight months gone.’

I could hardly have a three-month-old baby and be in an advanced state of pregnancy. Besides, I didn’t care what anybody thought, apart from the Beloved.

I said, ‘And everybody knows the proverb that bringing a baby to a wedding bestows good fortune on the couple.’

‘Not at this wedding it doesn’t.’

I said, ‘It’s an ancient Chinese saying. I’m surprised you’ve never heard it before.’

‘Please, Ruthie,’ Veritas pleaded. ‘Nobody’s ready for you yet.’

‘But I’m ready. I want to get married. I do. I do. I do. And I’m sure Harry’s ready.’ I tried to imagine him alone in the cool dark church, waiting expectantly.

Veritas said, ‘I’m not at all sure he’s arrived yet.’ I hoped she was lying. ‘So off you go.’

Mary whispered into my ear. ‘Of course he’ll be there. But let’s do as she says if it makes her happy. It is her big day after all.’

‘Hers? I thought you said it was mine.’

‘More hers,’ said Mary, pushing me back into the taxi.

Veritas looked relieved. She adjusted her fly-net hat. ‘There’s my good girls. Go for a short spin and come back later.’

‘How much later?’ I asked through the open window. It was twenty to three. Veritas didn’t specify. She handed the driver half a crown. ‘Would you kindly take my daughters and granddaughter up to the park and back?’

‘Righto, lady,’ said the cabbie and drove at funeral pace towards the park gates. He circled the pond in the park. We watched children sailing toy boats and flying their poster-colour kites, holding balloons, eating vanilla and strawberry ices which melted in the hot sun and dribbled down their elbows in pastel stripes.

I said, ‘This is my last-ever sight as a spinster of ordinary people doing ordinary Saturday things.’

The driver took us twice round the pond. I was sure I could hear a clock strike three. I grew impatient with ordinary people doing ordinary things.

‘It must be time by now!’

‘No. Five to three,’ said Mary. She got the taxi to stop beside the ice-cream seller’s tricycle. She hopped out and bought three ice-cream wafers: one for me, one for her, one for the taxi-driver.

‘Ooh ta, love,’ he said. He drove slowly back to the church. We arrived at three minutes past three. It seemed to me to be far too late but was obviously about right. I could see the guests sauntering casually, almost reluctantly, in through the doors.

Mary tried to pay the driver but he was so pleased with his ice-cream wafer that, like Uncle Guillemot, he waived any fee.

‘God bless, duckie,’ he said. ‘And good luck!’

‘Thanks.’I hoped there might be another ancient proverb about getting a free ride out of a London cabbie on your wedding day bringing a bride eternal joy.


TWO

Who Gives This Woman?

I slip-slopped across the churchyard as briskly as I could in the dangerously large sling-backs. Mary followed with the carrycot. Baby Stella was gurgling contentedly, waving her tiny hands at the church spire.

She was so dainty, so alive, so perfectly her parents’ darling. And she was the reason I was getting married. The moment I’d seen her at one day old in Mary’s arms, I’d known I didn’t just want the Beloved. I wanted his babies too.

Mary paused to pick a sprig of white jasmine from where it was growing vigorously over a tilting headstone. She tucked it into my hand.

‘Here, Ruthie. Hold this, like a bouquet. I told Mum I’d make you one. Sorry. Didn’t have time.’

The jasmine smelled as sweet as warm honey. It reminded me of a boy I’d met in Greece. Outside an isolated Orthodox chapel perched on a rocky hill looking out over the blue Aegean sea, he’d picked me whole armfuls of jasmine. There and then, we’d decided to marry. The ancient priest was a soppy romantic who seemed prepared to do it for us. In the nick of time, I realised the boy and I were in love with Greek history rather than with each other.

All that was last year, back in the past. I was on to my new life now.

Veritas, in her flat meringue hat, was on the church steps hustling my brother, my two younger sisters (who looked unusually clean), and a third little girl with clumpy brown school sandals peeking out beneath the hem of the blue bridesmaid’s dress. She looked terribly shy, yet faintly familiar. Was she some long-lost cousin I’d forgotten we had?

I grinned encouragingly but she was busy trying to keep her sensible Clark’s footwear out of sight. Her eyes and nose were a bit like the Beloved’s. Yes, she must be his kid sister. Within the hour, she’d be my sister too. I’d share the same surname and I’d be a ‘Mrs’.

‘Well done, girls!’ Veritas congratulated Mary and me as though we’d achieved something greater than fiddling away fourteen minutes eating ice-cream. ‘You’ve timed it exactly right!’

I peered round her to catch a reassuring glimpse of the Beloved.

‘It’s an absurd out-dated superstition,’ I muttered, ‘not letting people see each other until they meet at the altar. I know grandfather wouldn’t have approved. And probably not father either.’

I’d managed to stop missing my father every second of every hour ages ago. But on this significant day, there came a stabbing recurrence of that old despair. If only he were here now, to see me, all grown up. If only he’d been able to meet the gentle man waiting for me. If only my man could have met him. Surely they would have had much in common.

An elderly couple came scurrying towards the church, desperate to slip in unobtrusively ahead of us.

‘We’re late! We’re late!’ twitched the old fellow, like the white rabbit in Alice in Wonderland. Veritas greeted them with kisses which prompted them to kiss me too. I hadn’t a clue who they were.

‘Green pottery egg cups,’ Mary whispered in my ear.

‘What?’

‘Old acquaintances.’

‘Not mine,’ I said.

‘No, Mum’s. They sent you green egg cups.’

‘Oh.’ Dimly, I recalled the arrival of a wedding present, and my own confusion as to why I might need to start married life with egg cups for six when I hadn’t even got a marital home sorted out. But I’d written a courteous thank-you note, and promptly given the egg-cups to Mary to use for mixing her oil paints.

I should have felt grateful. I just felt annoyed. Why did any of these unknown people from our mother’s past have to be here in their dark morning suits and gaudy petalled hats? Surely this event was a matter between me and the man of my dreams (with the possible inclusion of the Almighty, since, according to Uncle Guillemot, the marriage would be conducted in the sight of God)?

When my father married Veritas during the London blitz, there’d been none of this fuss. No one else had been present except the vicar and an unknown GI soldier they’d lured out of the cocktail bar at the Ritz Hotel to be their witness.

‘We only did it that way,’ Veritas used to say, ‘because of the bombing. You had to be quick. You never knew what might happen next. We’d have preferred it like this.’

I didn’t believe her. Her hasty marriage, at twenty-four hours’ notice, backed by the whine of air-raid sirens, illuminated by searchlights raking the skies, had been truly romantic.

Inside the church, I could see the silhouette of Uncle Guillemot bobbing towards me like a big white bird. The long surplice over the black cassock was as lacking in style as my own bunchy dress. He beamed a smile of holy encouragement.

‘Come along now, Ruthie,’ Veritas hissed instructions. ‘Take Alfred George’s arm nicely.’

I remembered the numerous days when I’d had to hold my brother’s arm to drag him, kicking and screaming, down the road to school.

Now, at fourteen, he was as tall as a man, and was dressed as a man in our father’s tailcoat and striped trousers, with our father’s top hat under his arm. But no way could I consider him as a man. Besides, we weren’t on speaking terms. Two days ago, he’d sneaked my typewriter down to the pawnbroker’s shop and pawned it for five pounds.

‘It’s worth far more than that,’ I’d said. ‘And I need it. It’s the tool of my trade.’

‘You won’t be earning your living while you’re away on honeymoon.’

‘So where’s the five quid then?’

‘I needed some cash rather urgently.’

‘What for?’

He paused, then said so quickly I knew he was lying, ‘To buy you a present.’

‘Don’t be daft. I’ve got far too many presents as it is.’ People I’d never heard of were sending me things like egg cup sets, not because they knew me, but because they felt so relieved that poor widowed Veritas was managing to get rid of another of her wretched daughters.

‘You can get it back,’ Alfred George assured me. ‘Honest Injun.’

His honesty was as reliable as our mother’s, so I’d resolved not to speak to him till the typewriter was returned intact.

Here in the church, he didn’t seem any more keen to have me clutching on to him than I was to clutch.

‘Do I have to hold on to him?’ I asked Veritas.

‘Yes. You know he’s supposed to be giving you away.’

It was her idea that Alfred George should take the important role of father of the bride who escorts his daughter up the aisle and hands her over into the care of the groom. But since the pawnshop business, no way would I trust my brother, a mere schoolboy, to do anything as responsible as hand something over to the person it was intended for.

‘I don’t need giving away,’ I muttered. We’d been through all this before. Had we got to have it out again? ‘Couldn’t we just walk along side by side, like normal people?’

‘No. You’ve got to do this thing properly. You know it’s what Father would have wanted.’ She always said that about anything she wanted.
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