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Chapter One

Eve Peters was in a cheerful mood as she put the finishing touches to the food. Chops lightly grilled, jacket potatoes crunchy just as they liked them, salad fresh and crisp. Having the evening meal ready when her husband got home was something of a challenge when she worked overtime, but she always tried to do it because it gave them more time to relax together.

A tall, striking figure with blackish hair and dark shining eyes, her attention was drawn to the window of this top-floor flat by the sun sinking behind the rooftops opposite in a blaze of orange, a stunning contrast to this gloomy little kitchen with its ancient sink, prehistoric gas stove and battered old kitchen cabinet.

Taking the cutlery from the drawer, she glanced at the clock. Seven thirty. Ken would be home any minute and everything was ready. Good. Looking down to the street to see if he’d already arrived, she saw by the absence of his builder’s van that he hadn’t but was struck by the way everything was transformed by the fiery sunset, windows and car bonnets glinting, dusty flowerbeds enriched in the front gardens of the Victorian terraced houses that made up this West Ealing back street.

In days gone by this large property would probably have been a family home; now, in the early summer of 1963, it was entirely converted into small furnished flats. The accommodation was overpriced, draughty and bitterly cold in winter, but it suited Eve and Ken for now.

Having laid the table and left the food served in the  kitchen, Eve turned on the TV and sank into an armchair, glad to sit down since her job in the packing department of a mail order company in Acton required her to be on her feet all day. Casually dressed in a pair of ski pants and loose summer top, she curled her long legs beneath her and became engrossed in the latest happenings along  Coronation Street.

Half past eight and still no sign of Ken. She went to the telephone in the hall and rang the office at his builder’s yard. No reply. Surely he wouldn’t still be out working at this time? He was doing a painting and decorating job this week and customers didn’t usually want a workman about the place in the evening when they were trying to relax.

Disappointed to have her efforts wasted and her evening spoiled, a dull ache was beginning to nag in the pit of her stomach. This situation had a familiar feel to it. Ken had been late home quite often these past few months. Usually he’d been held up on a job or out somewhere doing an estimate. But he really should call her if he was going to be late. For all she knew he could have crashed his van and been rushed to hospital.

Her stomach was beginning to complain because she’d had nothing to eat since lunchtime, so she decided to have her meal without him. Too agitated to sit down while she waited for the food to warm through, she stared out of the kitchen window, longing to see his van draw up outside and stop in its usual place under the street light.

Darkness had fallen but it was well lit outside. People walked by, a constant resonance of footsteps in the evening air. Cars passed with headlights beaming. But still no sign of Ken.

 



‘Sorry I’m late, love,’ he said sheepishly when he finally appeared just before ten and confronted her in the living room.

‘Where the hell have you been?’ She was angry, relieved, hurt. 

‘I’ve been doing an estimate over in South Ealing,’ he explained ‘Quite a big job too, knocking through a dividing wall and decorating the whole lot afterwards. It’ll be worth a few bob if I get it.’

‘Until this time?’ she queried, facing him with her eyes blazing.

‘They kept me talking.’

‘Really?’ she said coldly.

‘Eve, love . . .’ His voice was persuasive as he moved towards her, vivid blue eyes brimming with contrition. ‘I’m doing all this work for us.’

She moved back quickly. ‘There are such things as telephones, you know,’ she pointed out, her voice raised in anger.

A tall man with a mop of thick blond hair, he was wearing a black T-shirt and blue denim jeans which showed off his fine physique. He raked his hair from his brow with strong, builder’s fingers, handsome face lightly tanned. ‘I should have phoned you, I know,’ he said remorsefully.

‘Then why didn’t you?’ she demanded ‘I’ve been worried sick. You could have had an accident for all I knew.’

‘This request for a quote came up out of the blue,’ he explained. ‘It was a recommendation from the people where I’ve been working today, some friends of theirs, apparently. They wanted a price, sharpish, so I had to go as soon as I’d finished work.’

‘That’s no excuse for not letting me know, Ken,’ she said ‘It’s so damned inconsiderate.’

‘Honest, babe, I didn’t realise it was so late,’ he said, looking shamefaced. ‘We got talking about the job - they were trying to get me to drop the price - and, well . . . the time just sort of disappeared.’

‘The dinner’s ruined . . .’

‘I hope you’ve had yours,’ he said.

‘Mine was ruined too by the time I’d waited hours for you and then warmed it up,’ she told him. ‘I didn’t want it by then anyway.’

‘My poor Eve,’ he said, coming towards her with arms outstretched.

‘You’re not gonna get round me so easily this time, Ken,’ she said determinedly. ‘This sort of thing is becoming too regular.’

‘I know, love, but I can’t let the chance of a job go,’ he explained. ‘The harder I work, the sooner we’ll have the deposit on a house.’

‘But all these late nights . . .’

‘You want us to have a place of our own and security for the future, don’t you?’ he appealed to her.

‘You know I do,’ she said, beginning to melt.

‘Well then, the more time I give to my business, the more money I’ll make for the things you want, a house of our own, babies and all of that.’ He looked at her tenderly, raising his hands expressively. ‘You know me, Eve, I’m happy to stay as we are, living here at the flat, just the two of us. I’m doing all this work because I know you want those things.’

It was true. A home of their own and a family was Eve’s idea of the future. Ken was quite content as they were, free to come and go as they pleased. He would rather spend their money on clothes and outings than save for a house, and he had no real desire for children at this stage.

Eve wasn’t desperately broody at the moment either - they were both still only twenty-six. But she wanted to start a family while she was still quite young, and they couldn’t try for a baby while they were living here, because children were strictly forbidden by the terms of the lease.

Their joint savings towards the deposit on a house had been seriously depleted when Ken had set up in business on his own as a builder and decorator. As well as all the initial expenses, it had been a while before he’d actually started earning.

All of Eve’s wages had gone into keeping them, which meant they hadn’t been able to save anything for a long period. But she’d given him her full support in his business  venture because she knew he wanted to make something of himself.

‘We both knew I wouldn’t be working nine to five when I started on my own,’ he continued. ‘No one ever got rich doing that.’

She looked at him, his boyish good looks registering with as much vibrancy as ever. By any standards he was gorgeous and she was still as much in love with him as the day she’d married him three years ago after a whirlwind romance. They’d met one Saturday night at the Hammersmith Palais and had been mutually smitten. ‘I know you’re working hard for us, Ken,’ she said now in a softer tone, because he was irresistible when he was penitent. ‘But we never seem to get any time together lately. I’m out at work all day, I look forward to spending the evening with my husband.’

‘And I look forward to spending time with you,’ he said, his eyes full of sincerity. ‘But when the opportunity to earn some decent cash comes up, I can’t just let it go.’ He paused, looking at her. ‘I can see your point, though, and I’ll try to be more disciplined with my work in future, and get home earlier.’

‘Promise?’ She was smiling now, and glowing inside.

‘I promise.’ He slipped his arms around her and this time she didn’t resist. ‘I’m really sorry I didn’t phone to let you know I’d be late.’

‘And so you should be.’ She was quite firm about it even though she had relented.

He kissed her on the lips. ‘I’ll take you out somewhere nice to make up for it sometime soon,’ he said casually.

‘I might hold you to that.’ She grinned.

‘You do that,’ he said ‘And in the mean time I’ll pop down the chippy to get us some food, since I ruined the meal you cooked.’

‘That’d be lovely,’ she said.

‘I’ll be five minutes,’ he promised, kissing her briefly before hurrying from the flat.

She was still smiling as the door closed behind him.

 



The following evening Eve met her brother George on her way home from work. He was passing in his car when she got off the bus and offered her a lift. It was only a few minutes’ walk to her flat but she accepted his offer because she’d been to the supermarket in her lunch hour and was laden with heavy carrier bags.

‘You finished work for the day?’ she enquired casually as she settled in the passenger seat.

‘No. I’ve been out on business all afternoon. Been to see a bloke about some motors,’ explained George Granger, a sturdily built man with the same dark hair and colouring as his sister. ‘I’ve gotta go back to the car lot to clear up a few bits and pieces before I can go home.’

‘You going out tonight?’ she asked in a chatty, sisterly manner.

‘Might go down the local for a pint and a game o’ darts later on,’ he said, deep-brown eyes focusing ahead as he turned off the main road. ‘Depends what time I get finished.’

‘Stay in or go out, you’ve only yourself to please,’ she remarked.

‘That’s right,’ agreed George, who was twenty-eight and happily single with a small bachelor flat in Ealing.

‘How’s business?’ she asked.

‘Pretty good, thanks.’ Two years ago George had given up his job as a car mechanic in a garage and set up as a self-employed car salesman, in a very small way at first. Renting a piece of waste ground on the busy main road, he’d started with a couple of old bangers and gradually built up to the healthy stock of vehicles he now carried.

The project had been so successful that his father had resigned from his job on the assembly line in a factory to become George’s general assistant. He and his dad had always been good mates and worked well together. For the first time in his life, George had something worthwhile to  aim for and he was determined to eventually achieve his dream and open car showrooms trading in good-quality used cars. His ambitions filled his life to such an extent, he didn’t even have a steady girlfriend at the moment.

‘I’m glad it’s still going well,’ said Eve.

‘How are things with you, sis?’

‘Fine.’

‘Ken?’

‘He’s fine too,’ she told him. ‘But working too hard.’

‘Par for the course when you’re self-employed, I’m afraid,’ he replied.

‘That’s what he says,’ she sighed, rummaging in her bag for her keys. ‘But he’s promised to try and get home earlier of an evening. I’m fed up with being on my own at night.’

‘That’s why I’m glad I’m single,’ George confessed. ‘I can get home as late as I like as I’ve no one to answer to.’

‘You’ll meet someone one day and all this confirmed bachelor stuff will go out of the window,’ she said with a smile in her voice.

‘Maybe. But not until I’ve got my business plans up and running,’ he said. ‘Marriage would hold me back and I don’t want that.’

‘Time will tell,’ she said sagely.

When they got to her place, he carried her bags up to the flat for her but wouldn’t stay for a cup of tea because he had work to do. She said she didn’t mind because she wanted to start getting dinner ready for her and Ken.

‘He’s a lucky man,’ George said.

‘If I have to bin the meal again tonight, he’ll be a dead one, I know that much,’ she grinned.

‘Oh, dear,’ said George. ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t get held up, then.’

 



He didn’t. He was in on the dot of seven armed with a bunch of flowers.

‘Peace offering,’ he said with one of his most melting smiles.

‘Thanks, darling. ‘She kissed him deeply. ‘It’s a lovely thought, even if it was inspired by a guilty conscience.’

‘It was inspired by the fact that I love my wife,’ he corrected.

‘I believe you, thousands wouldn’t,’ she joshed, but she couldn’t help being touched. There was something so special about receiving flowers.

The atmosphere over the meal was relaxed and happy. Eve washed the dishes, anticipating the rest of the evening with pleasure. But by the time she went into the living room, Ken was fast asleep in the armchair. When he woke up, an hour or so later, he seemed very preoccupied.

‘Penny for them,’ she said when they were about to go to bed.

He stared at her blankly, as though he hadn’t heard her properly. ‘What, what was that?’ he asked.

‘Penny for your thoughts,’ she repeated. ‘You seem miles away.’

‘Oh . . . do I? I’m just thinking about work, love,’ he explained. ‘Various jobs I’ve been given the chance to quote for.’

‘You and that bloomin’ business,’ she said. ‘You’re becoming obsessed.’

‘The more obsessed I become, the sooner we get that house,’ he reminded her.

‘Yeah, I know,’ she said with a stab of guilt.

‘Tell you what,’ he said, suppressing a yawn. ‘Let’s go out for a meal on Friday night. I’ll make a point of finishing early and we’ll go to a restaurant. I’ll book a table somewhere nice.’

‘That’d be smashing, Ken,’ she enthused. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

 



She hurried home from work on Friday, had a bath and got dressed in a plain black dress that she’d had a while but kept up to date with regular shortenings. Her hair was cut in a simple Mary Quant-style bob and gleamed from  fresh washing. She was putting the finishing touches to her mascara when Ken phoned to say he’d been held up and couldn’t get home in time to make the restaurant.

‘This is the last straw,’ she said and hung up on him.

 



She refused to have anything to do with him when he finally arrived full of apologies at nine thirty. She told him she was in no mood to listen to his excuses and maintained a steely silence for what was left of the evening. When they went to bed, she turned her back on him.

‘I did phone and let you know,’ he pointed out lamely.

‘And that’s supposed to make it all right, is it?’ she mumbled into her pillow.

‘Of course not. But just let me explain . . .’

‘I’ve heard it all before, Ken. We had this out the other night,’ she reminded him. ‘You promised you’d stop putting work before our life together. And still you let me down.’

‘I’ll make it up to you, I swear,’ he said. ‘If you’ll only stop turning your back on me.’

‘Leave it, Ken,’ she said. ‘Turn the light off and go to sleep.’

‘Please, Eve,’ he begged her. ‘Just turn over and listen to what I have to say. I promise I won’t touch you.’

Slowly, she turned on to her back, staring at the ceiling and keeping her distance from him.

‘I know I keep letting you down and I hate myself for it,’ he said, and there was a catch in his voice that touched her heart despite herself. ‘But I feel I must put the hours in now while there’s plenty of work about, in case I get a slack patch. It’s very insecure being self-employed. I want to get something solid behind me before I ease up.’

‘But surely it isn’t necessary to work so often in the evenings?’ she suggested.

‘I don’t get time to go out doing estimates during the day while I’m actually working,’ he explained. ‘So I have to go at night.’

‘Mm. I suppose so.’

‘If you could just bear with me until I get the business more firmly established,’ he said. ‘It’ll benefit us both in the long run. And I’ll try to get home at a reasonable time as often as I can.’

‘I don’t want you killing yourself with work,’ she told him. ‘I’d rather wait longer for the house.’

‘I don’t want that,’ he said.

‘But all this work, work, work isn’t good for you,’ she said.

‘I’m young, I can take it.’

Now she was full of compunction because he was doing it all for her. ‘Oh, Ken,’ she said, ‘I shouldn’t go on at you.’

‘Shush.’ He was stroking her arm now. ‘You’re perfectly entitled.’

‘It gets lonely when you’re out so much,’ she said, edging towards him.

‘I know, I know,’ he said softly. ‘I’ll really try to do better.’

She lay still, listening to the hurrying beat of her heart as their bodies touched.

‘So am I forgiven?’ he asked.

‘When do I ever not forgive you?’ she said lovingly, turning to face him and noticing that his eyelids were drooping and his arm felt heavy as he put it over her. He looked exhausted.

‘Thanks, Eve,’ he said. ‘Love you.’

‘Love you too.’

She got out of bed to go to the bathroom, and when she got back he was asleep. That business of his is going to give him a heart attack before he’s thirty if he isn’t careful, she thought worriedly, and got into bed, careful not to disturb him.

 



Eve’s parents, Dot and Ned Granger, lived quite near to Eve, in Marshall Gardens, in the same house that she and George had been brought up in. Their proximity meant that Eve was able to see a lot of them.

On Saturday afternoons, Eve and her mother always went shopping together. Usually they were looking rather than buying, and would scour the West Ealing stores and sometimes get the bus to the Broadway for a mooch round Bentall’s and a cup of tea and a buttered bun in the cafeteria there.

Today they didn’t bother with the Broadway and had their tea in Lyon’s. But Eve was still preoccupied with the events of the previous night and not her usual chirpy self.

‘What’s the matter, love?’ enquired Dot when they had unloaded their tray and settled at the table in the crowded café.

‘I can’t hide anything from you, can I?’ said Eve, looking at her mother. Dot was a sweet-faced woman with warm brown eyes and a youthful look about her despite the matronly clothes she wore because she thought - wrongly, in Eve’s opinion - they were the sort of thing a woman of forty-seven should be wearing.

‘Not usually, no,’ she admitted with a grin.

Eve spread butter on her bun. ‘It’s Ken,’ she said, looking up.

In contrast to her children, who had both inherited their father’s dark looks, Dot had wispy light-brown hair and a round, plump face. She frowned, stirring her tea. ‘Not in trouble, is he?’

‘Only with me.’

‘Oh?’

‘He’s working too hard, Mum, and I’m worried about him,’ she explained.

‘Hard work never did anyone any harm,’ Dot pointed out, looking relieved that it wasn’t anything more serious. ‘He’s young and strong, he’ll be all right.’

‘I don’t want him to make himself ill just so that we can get our own place quicker,’ Eve said. ‘I want him to ease up.’

‘Have you talked to him about it?’ Dot wondered.

‘Yeah, we discussed it last night.’ She wouldn’t dream  of discussing the personal details of her marriage, but it was nice to share this problem with someone she was close to.

‘And has he agreed to slow down?’ Dot chewed her bun slowly, waiting for her daughter to reply.

Eve nodded. ‘Oh yeah, he’s promised to try,’ she said. ‘But he’s said that before and it never seems to happen.’

‘Oh, dear.’

‘His work dominates our lives,’ Eve told her. ‘We hardly get any time together these days. And when he is at home, he’s worn out.’

‘Hmmm.’ Dot pondered the problem. ‘What you need is a holiday.’

Eve thought about this. ‘I’ve got two weeks’ holiday to come in June but I don’t suppose Ken will take any time off,’ she said. ‘So we won’t be able to go out for days anywhere.’

‘I’m talking about a proper holiday away, just the two of you,’ explained Dot.

‘Oh.’ Eve’s mood brightened. ‘It’s a good idea but I don’t suppose Ken will agree.’

‘Then talk him into it,’ Dot advised her. ‘A holiday away is what you both need, so don’t take no for an answer.’

‘I’ll give it a try,’ said Eve, fired with a sudden determination.

 



‘A holiday!’ exclaimed Ken when she broached the subject to him that evening over supper. ‘I can’t take time off to go away on holiday.’

‘Only for a week,’ she said, sprinkling parmesan cheese on to her spaghetti bolognese.

‘How can I go away when I’ve got jobs booked in?’ he asked her.

‘They can be rearranged,’ she suggested hopefully.

‘And lose all the goodwill I’m trying to build up?’ was his answer to that.

‘People will wait an extra week,’ she pointed out. ‘Builders are known for keeping people waiting.’

‘Not me,’ he said, his voice rising.

She put the cheese sprinkler down and stared at him. ‘You’re entitled to a holiday, Ken.’

‘Being entitled doesn’t come into it when you’re self-employed, ’ he declared, sounding cross now. ‘I don’t get holidays with pay like you do.’

‘No, but you do earn well when you’re working,’ she reminded him. ‘We can certainly afford a week at the coast somewhere.’

‘And what about our savings?’ he wanted to know.

‘I’m talking about something cheap,’ she said.

‘We’d still be spending money,’ he pointed out. ‘And holidays always cost more than you expect.’

‘There are times when it’s more important to spend than to save,’ she said. ‘And this is one of those times.’

He fell into a thoughtful silence. ‘We wouldn’t get anywhere to stay at this late stage anyway,’ he said with obvious relief. ‘It’s almost June now.’

‘There are always last-minute cancellations,’ she reminded him. ‘I could look down the holiday accommodation in the local paper.’

‘No, it isn’t a good idea, Eve.’

She twirled spaghetti around her fork. ‘Why are you so much against it?’ she asked, looking up.

‘Pressure of work,’ he said quickly. ‘You know that.’

They continued with their meal in silence for a while. Then Eve gave him one of her wide, uplifting smiles, and said, ‘Okay, we can’t agree about this, so I’ll do a deal with you.’

‘Oh?’ He looked at her warily.

‘As you’ve said, we probably won’t get in anywhere at this late stage.’ She looked at him, a twinkle in her eyes. ‘But if I do happen to find accommodation, I’ll book it and arrange everything. All you have to do is come with me. Deal?’

Their eyes were locked in conflict. She wouldn’t allow her gaze to falter.

‘Deal,’ he surrendered at last with a half-smile ‘But I’m quite safe, ’cause you won’t find anywhere.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ she said with a determined gleam in her eye.




Chapter Two

Eve was awake first on the Saturday of the holiday. A week in glorious Devon, just her and Ken. She couldn’t wait. Eager to be up and doing, she all but leapt out of bed, controlling her exuberance because Ken was still asleep.

Instead she slipped carefully out and padded barefoot to the kitchen to make a pot of tea, long legs emphasised by a short scarlet nightdress. Back in the bedroom, while the kettle boiled, she drew back the curtains, filling the room with sunlight.

‘Time to get up, Ken,’ she said, sitting on the bed, gently stroking his shoulder.

After some drowsy grunting and mumbling, he muttered, ‘What’s the time?’

‘Nine o’clock.’

‘What!’ He shot up. ‘Why didn’t you wake me? I’ll be late for work.’

‘Not today, you won’t.’ Her slightly husky voice was squeaky with excitement. ‘Because we’re on holiday, remember. ’

There was a silence while the information found its way into his half-awakened brain. ‘Oh yeah, so we are.’ He lay back and closed his eyes, letting out a growl of pleasure.

‘So, draw the curtains and come back to bed.’

‘There isn’t time.’

‘Why not?’

‘George will be here soon to take us to the station in his car.’

‘Oh, no!’ he groaned.

‘I told you I’d arranged it with him,’ she reminded him.

He peered at her over the sheet. ‘Yeah, I remember now,’ he said, yawning and stretching. ‘But I’m not sure I can face your brother so early in the morning.’

‘Don’t be horrible about George,’ she admonished firmly.

‘It’s very kind of him to give us a lift to the station to save us paying for a taxi.’

‘Okay, okay,’ he said. ‘There’s no need to get the hump.’

‘I’m not, I’m just stating the facts,’ she told him, defensive as ever about her relatives.

‘Point taken,’ he said.

Originally from south London, Ken didn’t keep in touch with his own people. He said he didn’t have anything in common with them now that he was an adult. Given his attitude towards his own family, it wasn’t surprising that he didn’t understand how important Eve’s was to her.

Whilst they were the embodiment of goodness and stability to her, Ken had never hit it off with the Grangers. They went through the social formalities but there was an underlying mutual antipathy between them which Eve sensed but which was never mentioned by any member of her family because they were sensitive to her feelings.

The confidence that Ken exuded in such abundance and which Eve found so attractive didn’t appeal to everyone. She supposed that must be the problem. She wished things could be different, but accepted the fact that some people just didn’t like each other.

‘Any tea going?’ he asked.

‘The kettle’s on.’

‘That’s my girl.’

‘You will get up as soon as you’ve had your tea, though, won’t you?’ she urged. ‘Or you won’t be ready when George arrives.’

‘I promise.’ He looked at her persuasively. ‘But do we have to go away?’

‘We certainly do,’ she said with ebullience. ‘It’s all booked and paid for.’

‘Oh, God,’ he moaned. ‘How come I’m getting dragged off to some caravan in a godforsaken place near Torquay?’

‘Because we made a deal,’ she informed him brightly.

‘I really came unstuck, didn’t I?’ he sighed. ‘I honestly didn’t think you’d find anywhere for us to stay.’

‘You should never underestimate a woman,’ she laughed.

‘I wouldn’t dare.’

‘Seriously though, Ken,’ she said more solemnly. ‘We both need a holiday. Especially you. And if the only way I can get you away from your business is to drag you off to the seaside, then so be it.’

‘You’re a hard woman,’ he said playfully.

She wriggled her shoulders with pleasure. ‘Oh, I’m so looking forward to it.’ She breathed deeply. ‘All that lovely sea air will do us the world of good. It’s really exciting to be going away.’

‘Dunno about exciting . . .’

‘You and me together on our own for a week in a cosy caravan by the sea,’ she said, tossing her head and making a clicking sound with her mouth. ‘What could be more exciting than that?’

‘Not much,’ he said, because her vivacity was very appealing.

She looked towards the window. ‘It’s a lovely morning.’

‘Always a bad sign.’

‘Now stop putting a damper on things,’ she ordered, laughing because she knew he was teasing her.

‘Just being realistic,’ he said lazily, eyelids drooping, long lashes curling. ‘In this country, if the weather’s nice on the day you go away on holiday, it rains for the rest of the week.’

‘That isn’t true,’ she denied, slapping his arm in a playful manner.

‘It’s a recognised fact that British sun doesn’t have the stamina to stay out for more than a few days at a time, and we’ve already had a spell of nice weather this week.’

‘I’m not listening to any more of your doom and gloom.’ 

She saw his eyes closing. ‘Don’t you dare go back to sleep.’

‘I’m tired.’

‘Mm, I’m not surprised, after what we were doing in the early hours of this morning,’ she giggled.

He opened his eyes and gave a slow, languorous smile, remembering. ‘Yeah, that was really quite something,’ he said.

The understatement of the decade, she thought, all the more so because it didn’t happen often enough lately, with Ken working all hours and being exhausted when he got home. They needed this holiday so much - time to relax and have fun together, to talk and make love. It could rain the whole week for all she cared. ‘It certainly was,’ she agreed. ‘It must have been the holiday spirit.’ She leaned over, smiling wickedly into his eyes. ‘Which, I might add, is noticeably absent in you this morning.’

‘I’ll be all right when we get there,’ he said, smiling.

‘I shall make sure that you are,’ she told him. ‘We’ll have a great time.’

The sound of the kettle whistling sent her hurrying to the kitchen, laughingly daring him to go back to sleep while she was gone.

Returning a few minutes later with the tea, she found him with his eyes closed. ‘Oh no,’ she wailed. ‘I told you not to doze off again. George will be here and we won’t be ready.’

‘That had you fooled, didn’t it?’ He was laughing as he grabbed her and pulled her down on to the bed, kissing her.

‘You rat.’

‘Come back to bed.’

With enormous difficulty she managed to resist. ‘There’ll be plenty of time for that in Torquay,’ she chuckled, pulling away. ‘I’m going to get us some breakfast. And I’ll expect you to be out of that bed in five minutes.’

‘Spoilsport.’ 

‘You won’t be saying that when we get to Torquay,’ she grinned.

He gave her one of his most charming smiles. ‘In that case, the sooner we get there the better,’ he said, sitting up.

‘I thought that would shift you,’ she said, and headed for the kitchen, feeling warm inside.

 



‘That really is a smart motor, George,’ said Ken as he and his brother-in-law loaded the luggage into the boot of George’s blue Zephyr.

‘Not bad, is it?’ agreed George.

‘Are you keeping this one for yourself?’

‘No,’ said George. ‘It’s for sale like all the others.’

‘Why not have this one for your own personal use?’ suggested Ken.

‘There’s no point.’

‘Surely you’re entitled to a car of your own when your business is doing well?’ opined Ken.

‘Time for that later on when I’ve got money behind me,’ George told him. ‘Until then, it suits me to use the cars I have in stock.’

‘I’d want a car of my own if I was a single man in your line of business,’ said Ken.

George’s dark eyes rested on Ken as he silently counted to ten. ‘It’s a question of priorities, mate,’ he said patiently.

‘The more money I put into my business, the sooner I’ll have enough to build showrooms, all supposing I can talk my landlord into selling me the land, o’ course. Anyway, it doesn’t matter if I use a car from stock, since they all belong to me.’

Ken gazed admiringly at the sleek contours of George’s vehicle. ‘A car like that would suit me down to the ground.’

‘Well, when you’re ready, come and see me and I’ll get you fixed up,’ offered George.

Glancing towards Eve, who was waiting for them in the back of the car, Ken turned back to George and spoke in a  confidential manner. ‘God knows when that’ll be,’ he said wistfully. ‘We’re saving for the deposit on a house.’

Shrugging his shoulders, George said, ‘You can’t have everything.’

‘You know what women are like,’ continued Ken with the over-emphasised masculinity of someone who wants to be one of the lads but can never quite make it. ‘They want babies and a house with a fitted kitchen . . . the whole domestic thing.’

‘Surely it isn’t only women who want that,’ George corrected. ‘Most men want a nice home and a family too, eventually.’

‘Eventually being the operative word.’ Ken paused, looking at George. ‘I’m in no hurry to have a mortgage around my neck and a lawnmower to push round the garden at weekends. But it’s what Eve wants.’

‘It’s what marriage is all about, isn’t it?’ said George.

‘Making a home, having a family.’

‘Yeah, I suppose so,’ agreed Ken.

Being of an amiable disposition, it was unusual for George to dislike anyone. But he’d spent the past three years trying, unsuccessfully, to like his brother-in-law. It shouldn’t have been difficult. Ken was a bit of a bighead but he was a decent enough type and Eve thought the world of him. But for some reason he made George’s skin crawl.

Still, as long as Eve was happy with him, George would continue to act the congenial brother-in-law, for her sake.

 



Inside the car Eve was looking idly out of the window into the street where children were already playing. The roar of traffic from the nearby main road throbbed in her ears, but she was miles away, imagining the fresh sea breeze in her hair as she and Ken walked along the beach together.

Ken settled in the back seat with Eve, and George drew away, hooting loudly to disperse a game of rounders that was in progress. The weekend got off to an early start for the kids in this street.

 ‘Are you going straight to work when you’ve seen us off ?’ Eve enquired casually of her brother, who was dressed in a business suit.

‘Yeah,’ replied George.

‘Dad might have sold a car while you’ve been away,’ said Eve, who was very close to her father.

‘He’ll be chuffed to bits if he has,’ remarked George lightly.

‘Yeah.’ She smiled at the thought. ‘I’ve never known Dad to be so cheerful as he is since he went to work for you.’

‘I’m the same,’ remarked George. ‘Selling cars for a living beats being a grease-monkey any day o’ the week.’

Eve sat back in her seat as they got on to the main road, the traffic at a crawl as they progressed through the crowded West Ealing shopping area into the Broadway, with its elegant shops and imposing town hall dating back to the last century. They moved on past Ealing Common, where the grass was lush, the magnificent chestnut trees in full bloom. People were already out enjoying the sunshine, strolling beneath the trees.

Skirts seemed to get shorter as beehive hairstyles got higher, Eve noticed, watching a crowd of young girls walk across the common. She’d always loved trendy clothes and fashionable hairstyles, though she preferred a simple bob to the heavily lacquered, backcombed styles. As a teenager she’d always had the latest thing. Nowadays, she could only keep up to date within the limitations of her budget because everything she earned went into their home.

But a special knack of teaming things up and reinventing old clothes with the clever use of scarves and cheap jewellery meant she usually managed to look reasonably smart. Today she was casual in a white T-shirt and jeans.

The glorious sunshine put her into the holiday mood with even more enthusiasm. This time tomorrow we’ll be stretched out on the beach, she thought, or sheltering from the rain somewhere. So long as she and Ken were together, it really didn’t matter.

 George was complaining about the traffic, which got denser the nearer they got to central London. ‘I knew it would be bad, being a Saturday,’ he said, ‘but it’s worse than ever. We’re gonna be pushed to catch your train at this rate.’

‘We won’t be able to go if we miss the train,’ said Ken, turning to Eve and adding with irony, ‘what a terrible shame.’

‘Of course we’ll be able to go,’ she said, taking the joke in good part. ‘We’ll get a later train.’ She gave him an assertive look, but there was laughter in her eyes. ‘You’re not getting out of this holiday, Ken, so you might as well accept it. If we have to wait at the station all day for a train, we’re going to Torquay.’

‘Okay, I give in,’ he said, slipping his arm around her.

 



Main-line railway stations always made Eve feel emotional. The excitement of going somewhere combined with the frenetic bustle of people on the move brought tears to her eyes.

‘You’re as daft as a brush,’ said George, standing on the steamy platform as she hung out of the window of the corridor, sniffing into her handkerchief. ‘You’re only going to Torquay for a week.’

‘It’s ridiculous, I know.’ She blew her nose. ‘It’s other people’s partings that get to me. Some of them might be going away for years.’

‘Not very likely,’ said Ken, who was standing beside her.

‘If they were going to the other side of the world, they would be at the airport, not the train station.’

‘I suppose so,’ she agreed. ‘But that doesn’t stop me filling up.’

The guard shouted, ‘Mind the doors,’ and they slammed all along the train.

‘Thanks for the lift, George,’ said Eve.

‘Yeah, cheers, mate,’ echoed Ken.

‘You’re welcome,’ said George. ‘See you in a week’s time.’
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Inside the compartment, Ken squeezed her hand. ‘All right now?’ he asked affectionately.

‘I’m fine,’ she told him. ‘I’ve always had this thing about big stations. Probably because going somewhere outside of London is such an event. I don’t suppose seasoned travellers take any notice.’

‘You wait till we can afford to go abroad for our holidays, ’ he said. ‘You’ll be so used to travel, you won’t turn a hair.’

‘That’d be lovely,’ she enthused. ‘But Torquay will do me for now.’

‘Me too.’

‘What’s that I hear?’ She turned and gave him a quizzical look. ‘I thought you were only here on sufferance.’

He smiled. ‘I am, but I’m getting in the mood now,’ he said. ‘As you’ve made me come, I might as well enjoy myself.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ she said.

He opened his newspaper and she settled down to read a magazine. But the little girl sitting opposite her had other ideas. ‘Hello,’ she said, ‘I’m Lesley.’

‘Hello, Lesley,’ said Eve.

‘We’re going to the seaside,’ announced Lesley, a thin little thing of about six or seven with brown saucer eyes and hair worn in bunches.

‘That’s very exciting,’ said Eve, putting her magazine down and giving the child her full attention. ‘So are we.’

‘Daddy’s going to buy me a bucket and spade when we get there,’ she informed Eve.

‘You’ll be making lots of sandcastles then,’ responded Eve warmly.

‘Yes.’

‘I used to love doing that when I was little,’ Eve told her.

Lesley nodded. ‘Can you swim?’ she enquired solemnly.

‘Yes. Can you?’

‘No. But Daddy’s gonna teach me in the sea while we’re on holiday.’

A man of about thirty-five appeared from behind a newspaper and smiled politely at Eve, then said to his daughter, ‘Leave the lady to read her magazine in peace, Lesley.’

The woman sitting next to him, who Eve assumed to be the child’s mother, said, ‘Lesley could win prizes for yapping,’ but her tone was more proud than apologetic. ‘She never stops.’

‘I’m enjoying her company,’ said Eve. ‘I’m not in the mood to read anyway.’

‘Me neither.’ The woman glanced at the newspaper her husband was holding, the front page full of the Profumo affair. ‘Though I must admit, I have been interested in the latest steamy goings-on in the government.’

‘I think most people have been following that story, whether they admit it or not,’ said Eve in a friendly manner.

Lesley brought the conversation back to a more wholesome topic. ‘Have you got your swimming costume in your case?’ she asked Eve.

‘I certainly have,’ she told her. ‘I wouldn’t go to the seaside without that.’

‘I only hope we get the chance to wear them,’ said the child’s mother with a wry grin. ‘I never trust the weather when it’s nice the day we’re travelling.’

‘That’s exactly what my husband said, wasn’t it, darling?’ said Eve, nudging Ken, who lowered his paper and nodded at the woman.

Eve and Lesley’s mother became engaged in conversation. The family were also going to Torquay so would be changing trains at Newton Abbot along with Eve and Ken. Ken peered out from behind the newspaper to comment appropriately when required. It was a pleasant way to pass the time as the train sped through the countryside.

‘I think I’ll go and stretch my legs,’ said Ken after a  while. ‘I fancy a wander along to the buffet car for a drink. Coming, Eve?’

‘I’ll stay here, if you don’t mind,’ she said, because she didn’t fancy a drink and was enjoying the company in the compartment.

‘Sure you don’t want anything?’ he asked considerately.

‘Positive, thanks, love.’

‘Shan’t be long then,’ he said, rising and grabbing the edge of the luggage rack to help him keep his balance against the rocking of the train.

Eve and her travelling companions continued to chat for a while, eventually falling silent listening to the monotonous clickety-clack of the wheels on the track. Lesley seemed sleepy. Eve was feeling a bit drowsy herself, watching meadows and cornfields flash past. Quite suddenly she experienced a moment of such intense happiness it brought a rush of tears to her eyes.

‘How long till we get there, Mummy?’ asked Lesley, livening up and becoming impatient.

‘Not long now, dear,’ her mother replied. ‘We’ll be changing trains soon. Then we’ll be almost there.’

‘I wish we were there now.’

Noticing how fidgety the child was becoming, Eve made a suggestion to her mother. ‘I’m a bit bored myself, so I think I’ll go and join my husband in the buffet car. Would Lesley like to come with me for a change of scene?’

‘Yes, please,’ chirped Lesley.

The woman thanked Eve for asking. ‘You be a good girl for the lady,’ she said to her daughter with obvious affection.

Making her way to the compartment door, Eve clutched Lesley’s hand to keep her steady. She had just opened the sliding door to the corridor when the train seemed to slow down and started juddering violently. There was a scream of metal as the driver slammed on his brakes, then a thunderous crash.

A heavy blow battered Eve’s shoulders just before she  and Lesley were thrown across the compartment, landing on top of Lesley’s parents as the carriage left the track and turned on to its side. Suddenly there was broken glass and luggage flying everywhere, suitcases bashed open and spewing out clothes, black smoke pouring in through the shattered windows.

When the carriage finally stilled, there was a deathly silence as the terrified passengers took in the horror of what had happened.

‘Bloody hell,’ said a man eventually.

‘We must have hit another train,’ said someone else shakily.

Then there was screaming, shouting, and Lesley began to cry. People were sitting dazed among broken suitcases and holdalls, some struggling to get to their feet now that the train was still. The seats were smashed in the wrecked compartment. The carriage door was beneath them, the corridor overhead, the compartment door open as Eve had left it.

Stunned, Eve’s first coherent thought as she scrambled to her feet was for Ken. But events here were pressing and she focused her mind on her fellow passengers, several of whom were cut and bleeding from the flying glass. She herself had to hold a handkerchief to her forehead to stem the flow of blood. The blow to her shoulders which had left her with a searing pain, she realised vaguely, must have come from a falling suitcase.

‘Is anyone badly hurt?’ she enquired loud enough for everyone to hear.

There was a muddled response, but at least everyone was conscious. The smoke was getting thicker, people were coughing and retching. Eve was expecting the compartment to burst into flames at any moment. The sound of people calling for help in other parts of the train added to the panic, especially for Eve, who was frantic with worry about Ken. There were flashes of light and the sound of fire crackling.

‘We’re trapped,’ said a woman hysterically. ‘Help, help . . .’ Her voice was rising. ‘Someone please help us, for God’s sake, help us.’

‘Don’t panic . . . we’re not trapped,’ said Eve, managing to stay calm and positive despite her own paralysing fear. ‘We can climb up and get out through the broken windows.’

Somebody muttered something about it being possible.

‘I think we should get the little girl out first,’ Eve suggested.

There was a murmur of agreement. Lesley’s father stood up on the broken seats and battered suitcases. He wrapped a handkerchief around his hand, pushed the remaining glass from the window frame and climbed out. Eve lifted the sobbing child up through the window frame and handed her down to him on the ground. Lesley’s mother went next. People waited their turn in a surprisingly orderly manner considering the horrific circumstances. Despite the crying and obvious sense of panic, they were all magnificently brave, Eve thought. Nobody bothered about finding their mangled luggage in their urgency to escape.

An elderly man displayed immense chivalry by insisting that Eve go before him. He would take no argument about it. Heart pumping and chest aching from the smoke, she hauled herself up through the window frame. As she jumped to the ground, the chaos and carnage around her was so shocking she couldn’t take it in.

It was obvious now that they had hit another train. Both engines were on fire, as were several of the carriages, many of them lying on their sides. There were mangled carriages everywhere. The injured were lying groaning on the ground, cries of help still coming from passengers trapped inside the train.

The sight of blood-stained bodies by the side of the tracks made Eve vomit. People were hysterical at the sight of them. She could taste blood running into her mouth from the gash on her head; her clothes were soaked with sweat.

The emergency services were already pouring on to the scene. Police, fire brigade, ambulances. Eve found herself being forcibly ushered towards an ambulance by a police constable.

‘Not me,’ she sobbed. ‘I’m not going in the ambulance. I have to find my husband.’

‘You’ll have to leave that to us,’ he informed her in a kind but determined manner.

‘He went to the buffet car . . . must have been in there or on the way back to the compartment when the train crashed,’ she told him.

‘Everything is being done to get everyone off the train as quickly as possible,’ he informed her.

‘He might be trapped.’

‘He’ll be found in due course,’ the policeman tried to assure her. ‘You need to go to the hospital to get checked over.’

‘But I have to find him now,’ she said, moving away.

‘He might be hurt and needing me.’

‘Keep away from the scene of the accident, please, madam,’ he said, pulling her back.

‘I must find him,’ she cried, hardly aware of what she was saying.

‘No,’ shouted the policeman. ‘It’s too dangerous for you to go near the accident.’

Grey-faced and desperate, she broke away and ran towards the devastation in search of the man she loved. Her head was throbbing, her chest felt as though it would explode and her wound was gushing with blood . . .




Chapter Three

Dot Granger opened her front door, kicked off her shoes and headed straight for the kitchen. She was gasping for a cup of tea after trudging around the shops in this warm weather. The weekend wouldn’t be complete without her Saturday afternoon wander, though. But it wasn’t nearly so much fun without Eve. She smiled, imagining her daughter enjoying the sunshine in Torquay.

A short woman of rounded proportions, Dot threw open the back door to let in the fresh air, made some tea and went into the living room to watch the wrestling on television. With her husband out at work, she could enjoy it in peace, without a critical running commentary from Ned, who reckoned that professional wrestling was more carefully stage-managed than Sunday Night at the London Palladium. Dot thought he was probably right, and was sure she wouldn’t enjoy it so much if she believed it to be authentic.

Tea and biscuits by her side on the coffee table, she settled in an armchair to watch these slick muscle-men apparently inflict pain on each other in spectacular style.

Dot’s home showed about as much evidence of contemporary style as her clothes but was nicely furnished in the traditional way. The whole house shone with cleanliness because Dot found housework positively uplifting. She’d always enjoyed anything connected to homemaking - cooking, cleaning, knitting, sewing and even gardening. Dot’s family and her home were her life. The problem was, she had too little to do with her time now that the children had left home.

She’d once thought of getting a part-time job, but Ned had been so appalled by the idea she hadn’t pursued it. He was old-fashioned; he thought a man should be the bread-winner and any suggestion of his wife going out to work was seen as a threat to his manhood. She hadn’t made an issue of it because she was happy to be just a housewife most of the time. It was only occasionally that she felt as though she wasn’t making the most of her life.

On the screen the wrestlers were ostensibly intent upon killing each other. Dot laughed at their antics. All that pseudo male aggression was great fun to watch. Ned teased her, said it was an odd thing for a woman to like. As she pointed out, if it was that odd, why were there always women at the ringside?

The programme was interrupted by a newsflash. Dot nibbled a biscuit, only half listening as they returned to the studio, where the newsreader informed them that the death toll had now risen to twenty in the train crash near Newton Abbot in Devon. What train crash? Dot knew nothing about any train crash. But then she hadn’t heard any news since early this morning on the radio. Devon? Her mouth went dry and her heart pumped horribly in the realisation that Eve and Ken had gone to Devon by train.

She told herself to stop overreacting; lots of trains would travel through Devon on a Saturday in summer. ‘Which train was it?’ she demanded of the face on the screen. ‘Which bloody train are you talking about?’

‘The eleven o’clock train from Paddington hit a goods train not far from Newton Abbot . . . many of the passengers were holidaymakers,’ the newsreader obligingly told her.

Newton Abbot. That sounded ominously familiar. She was sure Eve had said something about changing trains there. And they must have left Paddington about eleven o’clock, because George had called in to see Dot on his way back from the station at about half past. God almighty!


An emergency telephone number came up on the screen for people worried about relatives travelling on that train.  She leapt up and grabbed a pencil from the sideboard drawer and something to write on from behind the clock on the mantelpiece, her hand shaking so much she could hardly get the number down on the back of the gas bill. Rushing to the telephone in the hall, she dialled the number. Engaged. Dammit! She tried several more times but couldn’t get through.

Leaving the wrestlers to entertain an empty room, she tore from the house and headed for the car lot.

 



In the early evening of the following day, George’s Zephyr travelled through the Devon countryside in the soft, persistent rain on the return journey to London. He and his parents had dropped everything yesterday to be with Eve. Ned Granger was in the front of the car with George; Eve was sitting in the back with her mother, her hands clasped tightly together on her lap. Her clothing was dirty, the suitcase of clean clothes still somewhere at the scene of the accident. She had a large dressing on the left side of her forehead.

‘How are you feeling now, love?’ enquired her mother with concern.

‘I’m all right, thanks, Mum.’

‘I still think you should have had another night in hospital. ’

‘They need the beds for the seriously injured,’ she said dully, dry lips barely moving. She was rigid with tension and unable to cry. ‘I’ll be okay. I’d rather be at home.’

‘How’s your head?’

‘Not too bad.’ The wound was actually throbbing like mad but it seemed too trivial to mention compared to what other crash victims had suffered.

Silence fell. Eve was glad, because she was finding it difficult to follow a conversation. Her thoughts kept drifting back to the terrible events of yesterday afternoon . . .

She’d been so relieved when she’d found Ken lying on the grass at the side of the railway track, his face bruised and  scratched, but his eyes open. ‘Oh, Ken, thank God you’re alive,’ she’d said. He’d just stared, not moving. Then she’d seen the blood trickling from his mouth. A policeman had had to drag her away when one of the medics had covered him completely with a blanket, because she’d been begging them to leave his face free so that he could breathe. Silly of her to delude herself when it had been so obvious that he was dead.

‘At least he didn’t suffer,’ her mother was saying now in an effort to console her. But no one could. Eve couldn’t imagine ever feeling normal again. ‘I mean, he wasn’t trapped for ages, like some of the poor buggers. He wouldn’t have been in pain.’

‘There is that,’ acknowledged Eve.

Ken had been flung through a door near the buffet car which had been thrown open by the impact of the crash. She’d been told that he’d died instantly from head injuries caused by his hitting the ground at such high speed.

That horrific scene yesterday was ingrained in her memory. She would never forget seeing Ken being taken away - not a person, but a corpse, just another fatal statistic of a disaster that would make headline news. She could hardly believe she hadn’t fainted or had hysterics. But somehow she’d managed to carry on.

Now she dug into her handbag for a handkerchief and mopped her face. The vivid memories had brought her out in a cold sweat. But still she didn’t cry.

‘Nothing anyone can say can help you much now,’ said her father, twisting round from the front of the car to talk to her, his booming voice noticeably subdued. ‘But your mother’s right about him not suffering.’

‘He shouldn’t have died,’ said Eve.

‘Of course he shouldn’t, twenty-six is no age to die . . .’ began her father.

‘I mean that he wouldn’t have died if it hadn’t been for me,’ Eve cut in.

‘Whatever makes you say a thing like that?’ said her mother, aghast at the suggestion.

‘It was my idea to go away on holiday to Devon,’ she explained in a flat voice. ‘Ken didn’t want to go.’

‘You mustn’t think like that,’ said Dot.

‘Course you mustn’t,’ agreed Ned, his big craggy face unusually pale against his greying dark hair. His wife and family were everything to him and he felt Eve’s pain as his own. ‘That sort of reasoning is just plain daft.’

‘Maybe it is,’ said Eve. ‘But it doesn’t alter the fact that Ken would be alive now if I hadn’t insisted we go away on holiday.’

Her mother thought about this for a moment. ‘It was me who suggested the idea to you in the first place,’ she pointed out. ‘So does that mean I’m to blame?’

‘Of course not,’ said Eve.

‘There you are then. That proves how pointless it is to think along those lines.’ Dot was shocked and saddened by Ken’s death but her sorrow was all for her daughter. ‘It was an accident. If anyone is to blame for what happened, it’s the person responsible for the goods train being on the wrong line.’

‘You’ve quite enough on your plate without guilt an’ all,’ her father put in.

‘Okay, Dad.’ Her intellect told her they were right but the need to punish herself persisted. The rain trickled down the car windows and dripped through the lush foliage in this muddy country lane which was overhung in places by trees. Every so often a gap in the hedge revealed cornfields and cattle-dotted pastureland, hazy with a rain mist.

But all Eve could see was the carnage of yesterday and the face of her dead husband. Although the thoughts and images were agonising, she had a perverse need for them to keep coming; her penance for being alive when Ken wasn’t. She was at once guilty and grateful, and poignantly aware of the fragility of life.

‘I’ll be having Ken brought back to London for the  funeral,’ she heard herself say, the practical sound of the words giving the whole thing a terrible reality.

‘Yeah, o’ course,’ said her mother with an understanding nod.

‘We’d never talked about anything like that,’ said Eve.

‘You don’t at our age, do you?’

‘Course you don’t,’ said her mother.

‘But I think he’d want to be buried in Ealing,’ said Eve.

‘Don’t worry about any of that,’ said George. ‘We’ll help you get it organised.’

By the time they got back to Ealing, the rain had stopped but a humid dampness permeated everything. George pulled up outside their parents’ house in Marshall Gardens and they all got out of the car. Except Eve.

‘Come on, love,’ urged her mother through the window.

‘I’ll get us something to eat.’

‘I appreciate all you’re doing for me . . . coming all the way to Devon and everything,’ said Eve. ‘But would you mind very much if I went home to my own place?’

‘Well, no.’ Dot looked surprised and worried. ‘I just assumed you wouldn’t want to be on your own tonight, and would rather stay here with us.’

‘I think I’d rather go home.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Dot quickly offered. ‘I’ll just pop indoors and get some overnight things.’

Eve bit her lip. She didn’t want to upset her parents, who were being brilliant. But she was hurting too much for pretence. ‘I think I’d rather be on my own, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, love,’ said Dot, full of concern. ‘You shouldn’t be by yourself. Not tonight.’

‘I feel as though I need to be,’ she tried to explain. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘But we can’t let you be on your own at a time like this,’ protested her father.

‘I’d really rather . . .’

George made a hasty intervention. ‘I think we should  let Eve do what she feels most comfortable with,’ he said in a quiet but firm tone. ‘She knows where we are if she needs us.’

‘If you’re sure, then,’ said Dot with obvious reluctance.

‘I am,’ said Eve.

Dot insisted on giving her milk, bread and a few other essentials, since Eve had expected to be away so didn’t have anything in.

‘Thanks, Mum, you’re a dear.’

‘Ring if you need us,’ she said.

‘I will.’

‘Take care, love,’ said her father.

They were both standing at the gate as the car rolled away. When they drew up outside Eve’s place, George offered to go in with her.

‘Thanks, but no,’ she said.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Tomorrow I’ll probably want to surround myself with people, but . . .’

‘But tonight you want to be on your own,’ he finished for her.

‘I don’t want to exactly,’ she said, trying to define her feelings, which weren’t at all clear, even to herself. ‘It’s more that I feel it’s something I have to do. Going home for the first time as . . .’ She swallowed hard. ‘As Ken’s widow instead of his wife is something I must face on my own. And there’s no time like the present.’

‘See you tomorrow then.’ He got out and opened her door for her. ‘Give me a bell if you need me. It doesn’t matter how late.’

‘Will do.’

Kissing her on the cheek, he stood by the car, watching her walk down the short path to the front door. His heart was aching. Even in the glow of the street lights, the building looked stern and shadowy, its contours blurred by the mist. Large and impersonal, it seemed to swallow her up. It lacked the friendliness of their family home in Marshall Gardens,  which always seemed welcoming, even from the outside, whatever the weather or the mood you were in.

He stood by the car, waiting until the lights went on in her flat. He and Eve had always been close and the thought of her all alone up there was almost too much for him to bear. He wanted to be with her to offer solace at this terrible time.

But there was only so much comfort anyone could give her at this early stage. Her grief was something she would have to work through on her own. She was obviously already aware of that, which was why she wanted to be alone tonight.

Life was going to be hard for her, very hard, he thought. With a heavy heart he got back in the car and drove away.

 



Because Eve felt like a different person to the one who had left home so full of joy and excitement yesterday morning, she expected the flat to be different too, somehow. It was, of course, exactly as they’d left it, only achingly still and silent.

The first thing she did was to strip off her mucky clothes and have a bath in the creaky old bathroom with its sloping floor and unreliable water heater. Dressed in a clean blue nightdress, but no dressing gown because it was in her missing suitcase, she went into the kitchen to make coffee, hands shaking, stomach tight. Bothered by hunger pains because she’d hardly eaten a thing since the accident, she took a digestive biscuit out of the packet, but had only one bite before throwing the rest in the bin because her throat was too constricted to swallow.

She made coffee, but it was left untouched in the kitchen while she wandered aimlessly around the flat, all the while expecting to hear Ken’s voice, or his key in the lock.

He was everywhere - his clothes in the wardrobe, the scent of his shaving cream in the bathroom, his building magazines stuffed untidily in the rack by the television. She picked up a sweater he’d left hanging over the back of the chair in the bedroom and buried her face in it, inhaling the poignantly familiar smell of him.

The dull ache of sorrow turned to blistering rage, so ferocious she had to rush to the bathroom to retch over the sink. Back in the bedroom, she threw the sweater on the floor and kicked the wall in a fury at this appalling twist of fate that had taken her husband and shattered her world. She hated her vulnerability - her powerlessness to change anything.

Anger finally spent, her body crumpled and she lay on her stomach on the bed, her face buried in the pillow -  his pillow, impregnated with his scent. Then she cried, an outpouring of self-pity and despair and the sheer torture of knowing she was never going to see him again.

She wept for a long time, personal anguish turning to deep sorrow for the real loser in all this - Ken, who had still had so much of life to live. She felt stiff and achy when she got up, but the tension had lessened, leaving her empty and sad.

Her coffee had gone cold. She poured it down the sink and made another, which she took into the living room. The release of tension meant that she was able to sit still for long enough to drink it, feeling utterly drained.

Her parents came into her mind. She recalled the anxiety on their faces and knew how worried they were about her, how much they needed to feel they were helping.

It was almost midnight. Too late to phone them under normal circumstances. But she knew they wouldn’t be asleep, not tonight. About the last thing she felt like doing was talking to anyone, but she dragged herself to the telephone and dialled their number.

‘Mum . . . hi,’ she said, forcing herself to sound strong.

‘Eve . . .’ Dot sounded cautious, as though expecting trouble.

‘There’s no need to sound so worried,’ Eve told her with a deliberate lift to her voice. ‘I know it’s late but I thought I’d just give you a call to let you know that I’m all right.’

‘You’re sure, now?’

‘I’m coping, anyway.’

‘Oh.’ Her mother’s relief was obvious. ‘Well, I suppose coping is the most you can expect in these early days.’

‘I expect so too,’ said Eve.

‘It’s a start.’

‘Perhaps you could come round in the morning,’ suggested Eve.

‘I’ll be there.’

‘We’ll get started on what has to be done,’ said Eve, because she knew she must face up to practicalities and guessed her mother would want to be involved in that side of things.

‘We’ll sort things out together,’ said Dot.

‘Thanks for everything.’

‘No need to thank me.’

‘Night, then - see you tomorrow.’

‘Night, love.’

Eve felt better for having made the effort. At least her parents could go to sleep believing she was managing, even if she was actually falling apart inside. Heavy with exhaustion, she went into the bedroom and stared at the double bed - their bed.

She couldn’t possibly sleep there, knowing he would never lie beside her again. She took a pillow and the quilt off the bed and went back into the living room and lay down on the sofa.

This simply won’t do, Eve, she told herself a few minutes later. You’re fudging the issue, running away. You have to get used to living without him, and the sooner the better. It won’t get any easier for putting it off.

Heaving herself to her feet, she plodded back to the bedroom. Bracing herself, she climbed into bed to face the first night of the rest of her life without him.

 



How Eve got through the funeral she never knew. She seemed to pass through the entire proceedings in a state of unreality. Everything seemed distant and irrelevant to her. Must be nature’s way of helping, she supposed.

It wasn’t a large gathering; just her family, a few friends and Ken’s parents, who made no effort to be sociable and had obviously only put in an appearance out of duty because Eve had found their address and notified them of their son’s death. They neither came back to her place for food with the other mourners after the burial nor showed any interest in keeping in touch with their son’s widow. Whilst Eve was hurt on Ken’s behalf, she was too deeply immersed in her own grief for it to wound her personally.

 



With the drama of the death and the funeral behind her, and the routine of day-to-day life back in place, Eve faced the grim reality of Ken’s not being there to share ordinary, everyday things with her. Sometimes it didn’t seem possible to function, but somehow she was walking, talking, going to work. Being among people all day helped, but packing parcels was not sufficiently absorbing to distract her from her grief for long.

One thing that did distract her was the financial problems she found herself with, because the rent on the flat was too high for one person to comfortably manage. Ken hadn’t considered life insurance to be necessary for a young man with no children. So she had to raid her savings on a regular basis to subsidise her wages.

When her father gently broached the subject of her claiming compensation from the railway for Ken’s death, she was horrified because it seemed so brutal and materialistic.

‘Money can’t compensate me for losing Ken,’ she told him.

‘Course it can’t,’ he said in his calm but firm manner.

‘And I’m not suggesting that it can. But you’ve gotta be practical about this. Sentimentality isn’t gonna pay the rent.’

‘I’ve no intention of trying to make money out of Ken’s death, Dad,’ she insisted, the mere thought of it causing her pain.

‘You’re making it sound as though you’d be making a profit out of it,’ he said.

‘I would be,’ she was quick to point out, ‘since there wouldn’t be any question of my getting money if he was alive.’

‘That’s a cock-eyed way of looking at it, I must say,’ he told her.

‘Maybe it is, but the very idea of compensation makes me feel sick.’

‘You wouldn’t need money if Ken was alive to provide for you,’ he reminded her. ‘You wouldn’t be finding it hard to keep the flat going on your own if it wasn’t for the accident. The relatives of the other victims will be claiming compensation, you can bet your sweet life on it. The railway will be insured for that sort of thing, anyway.’

In the end, because the family seemed to think it was the right thing to do, and because Eve was feeling so tired and unwell - presumably because of the shock - she agreed to put the matter into the hands of a solicitor. She was told she should get a payment of some sort but it would probably be a very long-drawn-out affair. These things always were. She was too busy surviving from day to day to give the matter much thought.
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