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Chapter One

Undesirables were no rarity on the streets of Notting Hill Gate after dark in 1954, and Daisy Rivers ran into a crowd of them one night as she walked home from the station.

A gang of Teddy boys, gathered outside a late-night café, were amusing themselves by hurling abuse across the street to a group of West Indian youths, whose wide-brimmed fedoras were visible in the neon glare of the street lighting, as characteristic of them as the DA haircuts were of the Teds. The balmy summer night was fraught with obscenities.

‘Excuse me, please,’ requested Daisy, a petite woman of twenty-five, unfashionably dressed in a cotton dress that was thin and faded from the wear of many summers. ‘Can I get by?’

The Teds, who were blocking the pavement and some of the road, ignored her.

‘Excuse me,’ she repeated more assertively, ‘can I get through here . . . please?’

Heads turned towards her but none of the gang moved; they just eyed her with a kind of lazy disdain. The Teds around here had a proprietorial attitude towards the streets, almost to the point where the other residents felt they should ask their permission to use them. It was impossible for Daisy not to feel intimidated by these lads, whose drainpipe trousers, crepe-soled shoes and drape jackets were synonymous for  many people with the coshes, razors and flick knives some of them were known to carry beneath their Edwardian finery, and which gave the entire youth cult a bad name. Not every boy who belonged to this minority group was a thug – some just liked the clothes – but rebellion against authority and antisocial behaviour were common among the big gangs.

Daisy daren’t allow herself to be too unnerved by these or any other dodgy characters because her evening job as a waitress at a Bayswater hotel meant she had no choice but to be out at night on her own. She needed the money to support her two little daughters.

‘So, you wanna get by, do yer . . .? Well, we’re not sure about that, are we, lads?’ one of the youths finally responded in a slow, mocking voice. He had a heavily greased quiff and a frightening earnestness about him.

In the luminous glow from the streetlamps Daisy could see the malevolence in his eyes; could feel it emanating from him, a tangible thing. The implied violence in his manner stirred a feeling of panic within her which wasn’t entirely related to this situation, and her nerves jangled even more. Desperate to get home, she tried to break through the wall of aggression by pushing past into the road, only to have a youth with protruding teeth and elongated sideburns place himself deliberately in her way. He was wearing the uniform of his kind – a long jacket, plain white shirt with a bootlace tie, a silver chain jangling on his wrist.

It had been a long day and Daisy was tired. ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, can’t you stop behaving like morons just for long enough to let me get by?’ she snapped.

‘Ooh, hark at her,’ sneered someone.

‘Dunno who she thinks she is,’ said another.

‘Look,’ she began through gritted teeth, ‘you lot might have nothing better to do than roam the streets making a nuisance of yourselves but I’ve been working and I want to get home.’

‘Don’t waste your time on ’er,’ one of the others suggested. ‘Let ’er pass.’

Daisy had neither the time nor the money to look glamorous, as such, but she was easy on the eye with her big tawny eyes, dainty features and luxuriant light brown hair that fell loosely around her face when it wasn’t tucked into her waitress’s cap. Her looks didn’t go unnoticed by the Teds.

‘Fancy her, do yer?’ taunted his mate, sizing Daisy up.

‘I wouldn’t say no,’ came the boastful reply. ‘She’s not smart or nothin’. But she’s not bad-looking, and older women are more experienced.’ He paused, grinning. ‘If you know what I mean.’

‘Get out of my way,’ demanded Daisy, trying to push past.

‘Don’t waste your energy trying to stop ’er,’ said one of the gang. ‘She ain’t worth botherin’ with. We’ve more important things to do.’

‘Like stirring up trouble with the boys across the street, I suppose,’ blurted out the indomitable Daisy.

‘So what if we are? They shouldn’t be here, stealing our homes and our jobs. They ought to go back to the jungle,’ was the youth’s ignorant reply.

‘That’s just the sort of stupid comment I’d expect from a bunch of goons like you,’ Daisy said bravely. But she was frighteningly aware that the Teds weren’t the only promoters of racial tension around here, which was growing along with the increasing number of immigrants. The Government didn’t seem to do much to ease the inevitable culture clash, and the housing shortage didn’t help.

‘Nigger lover,’ the ignorant one accused.

‘Black man’s trollop,’ said another.

‘Don’t you dare talk to me like that,’ Daisy objected.

‘Why are you sticking up for ’em if you’re not going with ’em?’ the first one wanted to know.

‘Because of something you wouldn’t understand,’ was her answer. ‘It’s called decency.’

One of their number stepped forward and stood so close to her she wanted to retch from a pungent mixture of nicotine breath and Brylcreem. ‘We’ve had enough of you. We don’t want black sympathisers polluting the air near us, so sling your hook before we catch something off you,’ he said to a roar of support from the rest, and they all moved back to let her through, pushing and jeering.

Angry, but realising that further argument would serve no useful purpose and probably fire them up even more on the subject, she went on her way, eventually turning into Portobello Road. This narrow, winding thoroughfare – which was flanked by terraces of small shops and drew crowds to its famous market by day – seemed dismal and sinister at this hour, the heady sounds of jazz music and drunken laughter drifting from the basement windows of a drinking club. There were still some people about, despite the late hour: men talking and shouting outside a pub, some of them staggering; a noisy crowd coming out of a grill-room restaurant; a gathering of youths leaning against a wall and wolf-whistling at some girls, who shrieked expletives in return. It was no wonder this area had a bad reputation, Daisy thought, even more so since the Christie murders at Rillington Place had given it worldwide notoriety.

Turning into a side street, she headed past bomb sites, tumbledown crescents and cavities where the bulldozers had been. Despite the much-needed slum clearance programme in the area, more slums had been created than cleared as the bomb-damaged properties deteriorated further and the housing shortage continued despite some of the slum-dwellers being rehoused in the new towns and suburbs.

This was a contrasting corner of London where occasional gentrified areas thrived alongside poor but cosy  neighbourhoods, the latter mostly tenanted by members of the indigenous population, where a sense of community and true neighbourliness still existed. Different again were the large, multi-tenanted houses that were filled with outsiders like Daisy, who lived there because they had nowhere else to go and the accommodation was cheap.

Benly Square came into this category. Huge terraced houses, split into bedsits and flatlets, stood around a small area of balding grassland scattered with broken milk bottles and household litter. Despite the general air of degradation, Daisy felt a warm feeling inside as she hurried up the crumbling steps of number twenty to the dilapidated front door with peeling paint and a rusty knocker.

This neighbourhood was a residential sewer and her tiny part of this house just a couple of shabby furnished rooms in the attic. But they were her home, hers and her daughters’. Rented accommodation was extremely scarce in central London, and unfurnished rooms almost nonexistent so she was grateful to have a roof over her head. Anyway, living in an area like this did have its advantages: there was a kind of freedom here because no one asked you who you were or where you came from or where your children’s father was. She could hardly bear to imagine the persecution she would have had to endure in a respectable leafy suburb.

Refusing to dwell on the fact that the new landlord was making the future at the house uncertain for all of his statutory tenants lately, she put her key in the lock, heaving a sigh of relief to be indoors. She made her way up the stairs, careful not to trip on the craters in the lino.

 



‘I’ll make us some cocoa, shall I, dear?’ offered Nora Dove, Daisy’s friend, neighbour and baby-sitter, a middle-aged spinster who lived in the attic rooms across the landing. She was a tall, angular woman with strong arms, large hands and  feet and a little round face that seemed out of proportion with the rest of her. Her poker-straight ginger hair was heavily peppered with grey and clipped to the side with kirby grips. Intelligent, vivid blue eyes beamed out from a sea of freckles, sometimes from behind the spectacles that she strung around her neck because she was always losing them.

‘Yes, please,’ approved Daisy, emerging from the adjoining bedroom where she’d been checking on her sleeping daughters. She and Nora usually had a companionable bedtime drink together when Daisy got home from work. It was almost a ritual.

‘You look dead on your feet,’ remarked the older woman, sniffing the milk bottle before pouring some of its contents into a saucepan and putting it on the gas to heat. She and Daisy were quite at home in each other’s places and never stood on ceremony.

‘We were busy at the hotel tonight so I do feel a bit whacked. But I shall sleep the sleep of the shattered and be fine in the morning,’ she said, making light of her tiredness. ‘You know me, I’m as strong as a horse.’

Nora nodded but they both knew that wasn’t quite true. Daisy’s strict upbringing in a Catholic orphanage had given her immense strength of character but her physical health wasn’t so robust. Although she didn’t make much of it, she was quite delicate and suffered dreadfully from bronchitis in the winter.

‘Any problems with the girls while I was out?’ Daisy enquired, taking a packet of digestive biscuits out of the cupboard and arranging some on a plate carefully. Poor living conditions hadn’t robbed her of the will to maintain certain standards.

‘None at all, dear. They’re never any trouble to me, as you know.’ Nora’s beautiful diction was incongruous with her humble surroundings but natural to her, and her deep husky  voice somehow reflected her warm personality even though it made her sound like a chain smoker. ‘They love that Enid Blyton book I got from the library to read to them.’

‘I guessed they would,’ smiled Daisy.

‘They were really tired tonight, though,’ Nora went on. ‘Neither of them could keep their eyes open beyond the first few pages.’

‘That’ll be the effect of the warm weather and the fresh air, I expect,’ Daisy suggested. ‘I took them to Avondale Park this afternoon as a change from playing in the street. At least it’s grass under their feet. They certainly got rid of some of their excess energy.’

‘They told me all about it,’ said Nora, smiling at the memory. ‘They had a whale of a time.’

‘I try to take them to the park as often as I can in the summer.’ The tiny backyard was full of potholes and smelly dustbins so she couldn’t let her children play there. ‘They’re happy enough playing in the street with their skipping ropes and whips and tops but I don’t want them to become complete street urchins like some of the poor little devils who play barefoot out there while their mums are in the pub. Once they start school it won’t matter so much because they’ll be out during the day.’

‘Life will be easier for you altogether when they start school,’ her friend suggested.

‘Yeah, it will but I’m not wishing the time onwards because I enjoy having them at home so much.’

‘Enjoy it while you can, dear, they’ll grow up fast enough,’ nodded Nora. ‘Anyway, I’ll take them over the park on Sunday for a breather while you’re doing your lunchtime shift at the hotel, if the weather’s fine.’

Daisy’s heart warmed at Nora’s endless supply of kindness, all the more genuine because she refused to take payment for looking after Shirley and Belinda, who were just coming up  to five and four respectively. Because Daisy couldn’t bear the idea of having them minded by a stranger, she worked weekday evenings, when Nora was around to look after them, and the lunchtime shift on Sundays because Nora was at home then too.

‘That’ll please them,’ said Daisy, as the two women settled down with their cocoa in matching ancient and torn brown leatherette armchairs by the open sash window through which a light breeze was wafting, bringing with it foul fumes from the gasworks. ‘What would we do without you?’

‘You’d manage,’ said Nora, settling back. ‘But you won’t have to because I’ll be here for you for as long as you need me.’

While they were talking Daisy glanced idly round the room. Even the most ardently self-deluded couldn’t call it smart. But with a little ingenuity and minimum expense, Daisy had managed to create an air of cosiness, despite the landlord’s ugly furnishings and the smell of damp that lingered even in summer. New curtains with a bright contemporary pattern added colour to the room and a few cheap ornaments and vases gave it a homely touch. She had even, with the previous landlord’s permission, repapered the walls during the six years she’d been here, and bought a second-hand wireless set, which sat on top of the sideboard, from the market.

The kitchen corner was small and basic, with a cooker, a table and a free-standing food cupboard. The cold water sink, which she shared with Nora, was on the landing. There was a leaky, smelly communal bathroom and lavatory for all the tenants on the ground floor.

‘You’re so good to us,’ said Daisy.

‘No more than you are to me,’ Nora was quick to point out. ‘What sort of a life would it be if we didn’t help each other?’

‘You always seem to be the one doing the helping, though,’  observed Daisy, who was deeply indebted to this dear person, ‘looking after the girls while I go out to work at night and giving me so much back-up support with them. I only wish there was more I could do for you.’

‘You let me be part of your life and I don’t need anything more,’ Nora assured her. ‘Besides, you’ve got the kiddies to bring up on your own, and I’ve only got myself to look out for. It’s good for me to have someone else to think about. Anyway, I like to think I’m one of the family.’

‘And you are.’

Daisy and Nora had become friends almost as soon as Daisy had moved in here. They were mutually supportive but the only practical way Daisy knew of to repay Nora, since she wouldn’t take money, was to invite her to share meals with her and the girls on a regular basis and bring her a bottle of stout from the off-licence every so often.

‘That means a lot to me,’ said Nora.

Of a different generation, they were none the less two of a kind: both outcasts from society’s norm, Daisy because she was an unmarried mother, Nora because she was a spinster. Nora, well-spoken and with such lovely manners, was an educated woman from a good family. Daisy had been told her friend’s story and found it heartbreaking . . .

Having been an exceptionally bright pupil at school, Nora had gone on to train as a teacher. But while on the training course she’d fallen in love with a fellow student, a young man of a frail constitution. When she’d got pregnant, her outraged parents had banished her from the family in disgust but her lover had stood by her and promised to marry her. But the consumption that had taken so many lives back in the nineteen twenties had already got a hold on him and he’d become sick and died before the two had had a chance to marry.

The shock of his death had resulted in a miscarriage, the  strain and grief eventually culminating in a nervous breakdown. Although she’d recovered, her loss of confidence was such that she didn’t feel able to do anything other than menial kitchen work, which was why she now worked in a factory canteen instead of a library or a school, and lived in a shabby tenement house instead of a home of her own.

She found great pleasure in books, though. Daisy thought Nora must be one of the library’s most regular borrowers, which accounted for her huge store of general knowledge. She was also an avid reader of newspapers so was always well informed about what was going on in the world. She was wise, sensitive and funny – some might say a little eccentric with her idealistic views – but Daisy admired her intelligence; it gave her such dignity.

Sadly, Nora was entirely alone in the world for there had never been a reconciliation with her family, or another man in her life. Once she’d reached an age to be labelled a spinster, men steered clear. Since Daisy had no family either, and had been motherless since she was five, they found strength and encouragement in each other. Nora was the most loving surrogate grannie her daughters could have wished for and the closest friend Daisy had ever had.

Now Daisy told Nora about the Teddy boys she had encountered on the way home.

‘Young buggers. They’re attention-seeking, that’s all,’ announced Nora. ‘There was an article in the paper the other day about these Teddy boy gangs we’ve been seeing on the streets just lately. They’re just working-class boys looking for some sort of an identity by wearing outrageous clothes and behaving badly.’

‘Some of them can get quite violent, though,’ declared Daisy, ‘pursuing vandalism in the streets and dance halls. They smashed up a café the other week, according to the local paper.’

‘Their violence is usually directed at other gangs, though, I think,’ Nora pointed out in an effort to reassure Daisy. ‘They might give you a lot of cheek but I don’t think they’d actually harm you physically.’

‘They were spoiling for a fight with the West Indian lads tonight,’ Daisy told her.

‘Because they’re a rival group and the Teds see them as a threat,’ surmised Nora. ‘I don’t think people like us are in any danger from them.’

‘I don’t either, but it doesn’t feel like that when you come up against a crowd of them,’ Daisy told her. ‘I tried not to show it but they scared the pants off me.’

‘Who wouldn’t be scared?’ Nora sympathised. ‘Anyway, it’s not nice for you to be out on the streets at that time of night on your own.’

‘I don’t have any choice, unless I put the girls into a nursery and go to work during the day,’ Daisy reminded her. ‘Working evenings suits me for the moment.’

Nora loved Daisy as her own, and her heart ached to see her struggling to raise her daughters with no contribution from their father, Nat Barker, who scrounged off her and used her. He hadn’t actually deserted her when she fell pregnant but he hadn’t helped her either. In Nora’s opinion he was a thoroughly bad lot who didn’t give a damn about Daisy or his beautiful daughters and didn’t deserve her loyalty.

‘Yes, I realise that, dear. So you’ll just have to try not to let all this talk of Teddy boy violence in the papers frighten you on the way home. After all, we haven’t yet reached a stage where a woman isn’t safe to walk the streets at night, not even around here.’

Daisy cradled her cocoa mug in her hands, hesitant about her next words because she knew Nora didn’t approve of the subject of her enquiry. ‘Did anyone call while I was out?’ she asked.

The other woman knew exactly who she meant but just said, ‘No, dear. Nobody called.’

‘Oh.’ Her obvious disappointment twisted Nora’s heart. ‘I just thought Nat might have popped in to see the girls, if he happened to be passing. He knows I’d be at work so he wouldn’t have called to see me.’ She paused. ‘Still, I suppose he guessed that the girls would be in bed.’

Nora believed that the main reason Nat Barker was likely to call on Daisy was to get his thieving hands on her pay packet. Either that or something of a carnal nature. It certainly wouldn’t be out of genuine concern for her. Nora had been there to pick up the pieces on too many occasions to think well of him. He’d let Daisy down, broken promises and even stolen money from her purse. Her loveless childhood had made her strong and independent but it had also made her hungry for love, and she was a naturally warm and giving woman with a weak spot when it came to Nat.

‘You’re better off when he stays away,’ she blurted out.

‘Nat’s all right,’ defended Daisy, who had a tigerish need to stand by her man.

‘He breaks your heart on a regular basis,’ Nora couldn’t help pointing out, though she did try not to make her feelings known too often because Daisy was so defensive of him. ‘You should value yourself more than to let him go on doing it.’

‘I never was attracted to gentlemanly types.’ Daisy kept her tone light to avoid a serious argument. ‘Anyway, he’s the father of my kids, and we are sort of engaged. I know I don’t have a ring but we do have an understanding.’

‘If he had any sense of responsibility, you wouldn’t have to go out waiting on tables at night to feed the girls because he’d be doing what he should and looking after you all,’ was Nora’s impulsive response.

In common with many women, marriage was the ultimate to Daisy. She didn’t want a career or a good job or  independence, just marriage to Nat and a family life for her children. ‘He’ll make an honest woman of me one of these days, you’ll see,’ she said.

The older woman frowned. Nat had been promising to do that ever since Nora had known Daisy. ‘You’re worth better than him,’ she burst out. ‘The best thing you can do is get rid of him.’

‘If only it was that simple,’ sighed Daisy, and the troubled expression in her eyes pierced Nora’s heart. ‘You’re an intelligent woman, Nora. You were in love once. You must know that we don’t have a choice in these things, and you can’t stop loving someone just because they don’t treat you right. Maybe it’s the bad boy in him that attracts me to him – women have fallen for rogues since time began. I don’t know why, but I do know that I can’t change the way I feel about him.’

Nora regretted having let her affection for Daisy cause her to speak from the heart. It was bad enough falling for someone like Nat. Daisy didn’t need to have it rubbed in. ‘I shouldn’t have spoken out like that. You’ve enough problems. You don’t need me going on at you.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Daisy with a shrug. ‘I know it’s because you care about me.’

Nora nodded.

‘In romantic stories the orphan girl usually claws her way out of poverty and finds herself a rich husband and lives happily ever after,’ Daisy went on. ‘Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that in real life. I didn’t plan to get involved with someone like Nat, a ducker and diver who’s never had a proper job in his life and who ignores me and the girls for weeks at a time. But I have done, and that’s all there is to it.’ She paused, thinking back to the time when Nat had asked her to marry him and how wonderful and romantic that had been. After he’d persuaded her to sleep with him, however,  he’d said the wedding would have to wait until he had enough money to give her the sort of wedding she deserved; then the delay had been because he didn’t have a decent home to offer her. By the time she’d realised he was just making excuses she’d been too hopelessly besotted to end the relationship, and also pregnant with Shirley as a result of Daisy’s idealistic Catholic views on contraception that she’d been later forced to revise for practical reasons after Belinda’s birth. ‘I have to go on believing that he’ll marry me one day because I so much want us to be together.’

Lowering her eyes, Nora tightened her jaw with the effort of holding back. She’d already said too much on the subject. It was obvious to her that Nat Barker had no intention of marrying Daisy and she believed that the young woman knew that in her heart too. Nora had seen her reviled and abused because of her status as an unmarried mother; she’d even been refused help with the pain during labour when she was having the girls because she wasn’t married. Nat could have spared her all that but he’d chosen not to because he was too damned selfish.

Nora’s dearest wish was to see Daisy married to a decent man who would treat her with the love and respect she deserved. But what chance did a single woman with two kids and a ruined reputation have of finding someone like that?

‘I can’t pretend to like Nat or think he’s right for you, dear,’ she said kindly. ‘But if he really is the one you want, I hope it works out for you, and I’ll try not to go on at you about him.’

‘Thanks, Nora.’

‘And on a lighter note,’ said Nora, hoping to defuse the tension with a swift change of subject, ‘are you coming down the Porto tomorrow?’

‘You bet,’ replied Daisy. They always went to Portobello market together on a Saturday afternoon.

Nora had a sudden idea to remove any lingering awkwardness between them. ‘How about us having a ceremonial tearing up of ration books as we won’t be needing them any more after today?’ she suggested.

‘What a smashing idea.’

Daisy went to the sideboard drawer to get hers while Nora popped across the landing for her own. Together they ripped the ration books into little pieces and threw them in the air to celebrate the end of all rationing after fourteen years, with meat the last thing to go. As the books turned to confetti, Daisy began to laugh, filling the room with the infectious giggle that was so much a part of her. They had come to the end of a punishing era and it felt so good they both went into paroxysms of laughter at the sheer joy of it.

 



The streetlights shining through the attic window was sufficient for Daisy to see to get undressed without switching on the bedroom light and possibly disturbing the girls. Slipping her nightdress over her head, she looked at them in the double bed they shared, two heads close together, brown hair spread over the pillow. They were very much alike to look at and had their mother’s colouring as well as her eyes. Studying them now in repose, Daisy found their innocence and childish beauty bringing tears to her eyes. Her relationship with her children was the most important and sustaining thing in her life.

Daisy had had a sister once a long time ago; the age difference between them had been about the same as it was between her own daughters. Before the orphanage, they’d shared a bed too, just like Shirley and Belinda did now. She remembered less about her sister than the indescribable pain of losing her when she’d been taken away for adoption. Daisy had cried herself to sleep every night for ages after that. She still couldn’t think of it without wanting to weep.

It was as though her sister had never existed after that. Daisy had been told by the nuns that she’d gone away to a new life, and was ordered to forget her. She’d done her best because the nuns were strict disciplinarians and she’d been terrified to defy them, even in thought. Looking back at her childhood from the perspective of a parent, she could see that some of the nuns’ treatment of the children had been harsh to the point of cruelty, and their methods were not what she’d use on any child of hers. But although she’d never felt loved, and had truly hated some of the nuns at the time, she’d always felt secure in their care. As an adult, considering her upbringing she’d come to the conclusion that the nuns must have believed their rigid regime to be in the children’s best interests. The kids had certainly known what to expect – even if it was a good hiding.

There had been happiness of a kind at the home too, a camaraderie with the other children which meant she’d never felt alone. She’d been bereft of this security and companionship when she left there at fifteen to make her own way in the world.

At some point she must have been told that her father had abandoned her and her sister because that’s what she’d grown up to believe. You learned not to ask questions when you lived in an orphanage in the nineteen thirties and forties because it wasn’t considered right to give a child personal information.

She’d often wondered what sort of a life her sister was having and longed to see her again. But since Daisy had left St Clare’s she’d been too busy surviving from day to day to do anything about finding her. She’d had a variety of jobs: she’d worked in a factory, been a café counterhand, and had got into hotel waitressing after the girls were born.

The very last thing she’d planned was to bring up two children outside of marriage. But having got pregnant, her  strict Catholic upbringing had ruled out an illegal abortion and she hadn’t been able to bring herself to put her babies up for adoption, or to do what her father had done to her and her sister, just abandon them. She was very glad she hadn’t been driven by desperation to take any of these steps because the girls were her raison d’être. Her religious faith had been a great strength and comfort to her through it all, in spite of the guilt that came with it.

Gently she covered them up, placed a kiss on each brow and got into the single bed beside them, saying a silent prayer for all the people she cared about, including one of the gentler nuns at St Clare’s with whom Daisy had stayed in touch by letter.

In reflective mood as she closed her eyes, she found herself troubled again by the same uneasy feeling she’d had earlier that had been triggered off by the Teddy boys’ threatening attitude. Her eyes snapped open as she tried to banish tormenting thoughts. When she was feeling calmer, she turned over on to her side and curled up into her favourite sleeping position.

She was just dozing off when she was woken with a start by a loud din from downstairs: jazz music filling the house and booming voices, shrill laughter, drunken singing. The unmistakable sound of a riotous party.

‘Oh, no, not again,’ she groaned, because this sort of thing was getting to be a regular occurrence since the musicians had moved into the basement. Nobody minded a party but these shindigs didn’t start until decent people had gone to bed and went on until all hours. It was generally believed among the statutory tenants here that the rowdy parties were being encouraged by the landlord as part of his plot to harass and drive them out so that he could relet the rooms at higher rents.

Judging by the fact that all complaints had fallen on deaf ears, the speculation would seem to be correct. Rent  restrictions meant nothing to the unscrupulous man who had recently taken over the house. He knew his tenants weren’t likely to report him because they were of the disadvantaged classes who felt powerless against the likes of him and his strong-arm tactics.

Rumour had it that he wanted to emulate other landlords in the area by removing white tenants so that he could exploit West Indian immigrants by charging them per head rather than for the room with as many as six to a room. The newcomers were particularly vulnerable because many property owners refused to rent to them. Some of the tenants here believed that the landlord also wanted to relet some of the rooms to prostitutes on a daily basis.

‘Mummy,’ murmured Shirley sleepily, ‘what’s happening? What’s that noise?’

‘It’s all right, darling,’ soothed Daisy, gently brushing the child’s hair from her brow with her hand. ‘It’s only someone having a party. Go back to sleep, love, or you’ll wake Belinda.’

In the attic, the noise from below wasn’t as distressing as it would be for the tenants on the lower floors, and the children usually managed to sleep through most of it, albeit restlessly. Waiting until Shirley had gone back to sleep, Daisy went across the landing and tapped on Nora’s door. She could hear people downstairs shouting at the basement tenants for the noise to stop and banging on the door of the offenders.

‘Just popped across to see if you’re OK with all the racket going on downstairs,’ she said when Nora opened the door.

‘I’m all right, dear,’ Nora assured her. ‘It’s just a question of sticking our fingers in our ears and trying to sleep through it. As we know from past experience, if we try to make them stop they’ll do it all the more. The tenants who are down there objecting ought to realise that by now.’

Daisy nodded in agreement. Previous confrontations with  the basement tenants had resulted only in foul language and even louder music. ‘I think I’d better pay our landlord a visit in the morning,’ she decided. ‘Something’s got to be done about this. Can the girls come in with you while I’m out?’

‘Course they can.’ Nora looked worried. ‘But you be careful. He’s a nasty piece of work and can be dangerous to those who cross him, so I’ve heard. He isn’t much of a muscleman himself but the blokes who work for him are real heavyweights.’

‘Mm, I know,’ said Daisy. ‘But I can’t just sit back and take it.’

‘I’ll come with you?’ offered Nora.

‘No. I’d rather you stayed here to look after the girls, if you don’t mind.’

‘Right you are, dear,’ Nora agreed. ‘Good luck. And mind how you go.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Daisy, moving back to her own door. ‘I’ll see you in the morning.’

 



Roland Ellwood lived in a ground-floor flat in a tenement house he owned a few minutes’ walk from Benly Square. He didn’t try to hide away from his tenants so Daisy didn’t anticipate trouble in getting to see him. For the moment it suited him to be seen to be a caring landlord who was accessible to anyone with a problem, something she guessed would change as soon as he got rich enough to conceal himself in a mansion somewhere away from the area.

‘So . . . what can I do for you?’ he asked, showing her into a sitting room-cum-office where easy chairs were intermingled with a desk and a filing cabinet.

‘It’s about the people in the basement flat at number twenty Benly Square and the noise they make at nights with their parties,’ she explained.

A small dapper man of about forty-five with heavily  greased grey hair worn flat to his head and thin features, Ellwood was well turned out in a suit, but flashy with a bow tie and purple waistcoat. He leaned back in his chair, smoking a cigar and looking bored with Daisy’s comments.

‘People are entitled to let their hair down now and again, you know,’ he pointed out.

‘Of course they are. And nobody minds it now and again but this is a lot more often than that,’ she told him. ‘It’s two or three times a week and it goes on for most of the night. The tenants on the lower floors are being driven mad.’ She paused, giving him a knowing look. ‘But you already know that, don’t you?’

‘It has been mentioned to me, yes,’ he confirmed, his manner studiously congenial.

‘Well, I’m mentioning it again.’

‘With the idea that I’ll have a few words with the offenders, I assume?’

‘As long as you don’t tell them to carry on with the good work,’ she blurted out.

His dark, deep-set eyes hardened. ‘What exactly are you implying?’ he asked.

‘I think you know.’

‘Do I?’ His gaze didn’t falter.

‘You’re trying to drive us statutory tenants out so that you can let the flats at a higher rent and make a fortune,’ she informed him briskly. ‘Well, you won’t get away with it as far as I’m concerned because I have a proper rent agreement from the previous owner and I’m staying put. So please get the noise at nights stopped. I’ve got two little girls and they need their sleep.’

Ellwood puffed on his cigar and exhaled a cloud of smoke. ‘I’m not trying to drive you out but neither am I forcing you to stay,’ he said after some consideration. ‘Maybe you’d be happier living somewhere quieter.’

‘And play right into your hands?’ she replied, puffing her lips out in disgust. ‘Not likely.’

His manner changed completely, the urbane attitude replaced by brutal honesty. ‘You’d do well to realise, you stupid woman, that all my money is tied up in the houses I own and I’ve every right to get as much as I can in rent. I’m the one who has to pay for all the repairs and maintenance.’

‘Repairs! Maintenance!’ Daisy exploded. ‘When do you ever do either? You’ve done nothing since you bought the house. The banisters are broken, the paint’s peeling and the bathroom basin started leaking soon after you took over, and you’ve done nothing about any of it.’

‘If you’re so dissatisfied I’m sure you’d be better suited living somewhere else,’ he suggested again.

‘Oh, no. As I’ve just told you, you won’t get rid of me that easily,’ she made it clear. ‘I’m not going anywhere.’

‘In that case you’ll have to put up with any . . .’ he paused; she waited, ‘with any little inconveniences that might arise, won’t you?’

She knew he was threatening her. ‘I’m not going to just sit back and take it, if that’s what you think,’ she declared.

Ellwood gave her a contemptuous look and dropped all pretence of civility. ‘You’re taking up space in my house that I could fill more profitably and, yes, I do want you out,’ he informed her gruffly. ‘People are crying out for accommodation in this area and I don’t have any petty restrictions in my properties. I’m not prejudiced like some landlords around here. You won’t see a “No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs” sign on any of my houses.’

‘I should think not,’ said the outraged Daisy.

‘There are plenty who aren’t so easy-going as I am.’ He paused, fixing her with a vicious look. ‘I must be broad-minded. I even let unmarried mothers in,’ he said pointedly.

She should have been immune to this sort of insult but it  still hurt. She was suddenly painfully aware of what she had known all along: that he had all the power in this argument and she had none. But she wouldn’t give in. ‘You’re all heart. You’ll have me in tears in a minute,’ she said sarcastically.

‘The fact of the matter is, I want you and the rest of the statutory tenants out of my house,’ he continued. ‘And you’ll go, I can promise you that. As you’ve told me, I can’t throw you out because of your agreement but you’ll go of your own accord, I can guarantee it. It might take a bit of time but you’ll leave and be glad to.’

Put like that, it was frightening. ‘This is harassment,’ she retaliated. ‘I’ve a good mind to report you.’

‘Who to?’ he challenged, his thin lips curling into a triumphant smile. ‘The authorities won’t be interested because this is private rented accommodation, not council housing. With the housing shortage in this area being so serious, I’m sure they’ve got better things to do with their time than bother about some moaning mother of two who got herself knocked up.’ He paused for a moment, looking at her with malice. ‘And not just once either, but twice, and probably doesn’t even know who the father of her kids is.’

‘That isn’t true.’ Daisy was shaking with rage now.

‘There are no witnesses to this conversation so it would just be your word against mine, if you were foolish enough to go to the authorities,’ Ellwood went on as though she hadn’t spoken. ‘And no one is going to take any notice of you. No one cares about scum like you and your kind – no-hopers who don’t have two ha’pennies to rub together and no place in decent society.’

It was as much as Daisy could do to keep her hands off him but she managed to restrain herself, only because she didn’t want to give him even more of an upper hand. ‘You really are an evil little man,’ she told him.

‘If you say so,’ he said indifferently. ‘Though I see myself  more as a good businessman. So why don’t you go and get the local paper and see if you can find yourself somewhere else to live because you don’t have a future in any of my houses.’

‘You won’t force me out.’

‘Just watch me.’ He drew on his cigar. ‘In the meantime, I’d like you to leave. I’m a very busy man.’ His tone was vicious. ‘So get out.’

‘I’ll be glad to,’ she said. ‘Just being in the same room as you makes me want to throw up.’

And with that she hurried from the house. For all her ostensible courage, her legs felt like jelly and the stress had made her feel sick. Nora was right: he was a dangerous man. She wouldn’t be beaten by him but his threats were scary, mostly because she had the girls to think of.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t afford to pay more rent than she paid now, even if she could manage to find somewhere else to live, which was doubtful. But Roland Ellwood obviously intended to make life wretched for her and the others if they stayed on. Terrorising tenants was his speciality, so she’d heard. What made it even harder to take was knowing that some of what he said was true. People like her and Nora and the other tenants just didn’t have a voice against someone like him.

All she could do was deal with whatever came as best as she could and not be driven out, she told herself, as she hurried through the grimy, run-down streets. There was always the faint hope that Nat would come to the rescue by keeping his long-term promise to marry her. But it was such a remote possibility, the thought didn’t linger.

 



Shirley and Belinda were very taken with some glass beads on a stall in the Portobello market that afternoon. Amber and emerald winked in the sunlight among strings of simulated  pearls and flashy cameo brooches.

‘Ten bob,’ announced the female stallholder, a bottle blonde with a shelf-like bosom and a multitude of chins.

‘You do mean for two necklaces, don’t you?’ queried Daisy meaningfully.

‘Don’t try and rob me,’ objected the woman. ‘These are quality gear, the genuine article. Ten bob each.’

‘Oh, do me a favour,’ bartered Daisy. ‘They’re too expensive at half that price.’

‘Daylight robbery,’ put in Nora.

‘OK, two for ten bob, one each for the little girls and that’s my last offer,’ said the woman.

‘Five bob each for junk like that?’ was Daisy’s sparky response. ‘A shilling is the most I’d pay.’

‘Four bob each,’ the woman offered.

‘Three,’ countered Daisy.

‘Now you’re just taking the mick.’

The stallholder was obviously not prepared to haggle further so Daisy and the others moved on. Her daughters looked somewhat downcast but not for long because they weren’t used to expensive treats. Anyway, they still had the highlight of the week to look forward to – a visit to the sweet shop where they could choose what they wanted. The narrow street was heaving with noisy humanity and fringed by stalls displaying everything from cucumbers to Chippendale chairs.

Saturday was the big day here, especially recently since the antique trade had begun to arrive and the market was expanded by a few antique and junk stalls. Daisy and co. wandered from stall to stall, seeing silver trays and meat platters, antique clocks and Victorian china. Even rusty old lamps found a buyer here.

Being out among the crowds, with good-humoured bargaining all around her, cheered Daisy up after the traumatic meeting with Roland Ellwood. Nora had been a tower of  strength too. Nothing was ever quite so bad when she’d talked to her about it.

Having rummaged through the entire stock at a second-hand clothes stall, they wandered on to the food barrows where Daisy bought fresh fruit and vegetables, giving the girls an apple each to eat right away.

‘Wotcha, Daisy,’ said a deep male voice, a hand simultaneously clamped on her shoulder. ‘I guessed I’d find you around here somewhere.’

‘Nat,’ said Daisy, smiling at a stockily built man in a navy-blue pinstripe suit and a garish, multicoloured tie. Every inch a spiv, he had rich dark eyes, a dazzling smile and black hair with long sideburns. He wasn’t handsome as such – his features were too uneven for that – but his rough charm was magnetic. ‘We haven’t seen you for ages.’

‘Sorry about that, love, but I’ve been busy,’ he said, spreading his hands apologetically.

‘Doing what?’ she enquired lightly.

With a nonchalant shrug, he cocked his head and told her uninformatively, ‘Oh, a bit o’ this, a bit o’ that. You know me, I’ve always got something on the go.’

He dealt in anything with a potential market and carried out his business anywhere he could find customers: in pubs and clubs, even from a suitcase in the street.

‘Surely you could have found the time to call round to see us?’ she said in a tone of mild admonition.

‘Don’t give me a hard time,’ he said with boyish persuasion.

‘Well, you could have made an effort.’

‘You know I’d have been round if I’d had the time,’ he went on. ‘Anyway, there’s no point in my coming round in the evening, is there, as you’re out working?’

‘You could have popped in to see the girls.’

‘OK, I should have but I didn’t and I’m wrong and I’m sorry,’ he reeled off. ‘But don’t have a go at me.’

Shirley had cuddled closer to her mother, Belinda was clutching Nora’s hand. They were shy of their father, who rarely took any notice of them. When he came to the flat it was usually after they were in bed. Daisy drew comfort from the fact that he hadn’t deserted her when she fell pregnant like many men would in that situation. But she wished most ardently that he would take more of a fatherly role, and constantly strived to encourage some sort of a rapport between him and his daughters, for their sake.

‘Hey, you two,’ she said, smiling down at them reassuringly, ‘aren’t you going to say hello to your dad?’

‘’Ello,’ they chorused obediently, unusually subdued.

‘Wotcha, girls,’ Nat said awkwardly. He wasn’t at ease with children; never knew what to say to them so said the first thing that came into his mind. ‘How’s school?’

‘We don’t go to school yet,’ informed Shirley, staring at him accusingly. ‘We can’t start until we’re five.’

‘Whoops. Sorry.’ He grinned, unbothered by the mistake. ‘Trust me to get it wrong.’

Nora made a timely intervention. ‘Come on, girls,’ she said kindly. ‘Let’s walk on to the sweet shop while your mum and dad have a chat, and you can start choosing what you want. I know how long it takes you to make up your mind sometimes.’

‘I’ll meet you there in about ten minutes,’ said Daisy, and they trotted off holding Nora’s hand, two endearing little figures in summer frocks, each with light brown hair tied with a bow of blue ribbon on the side.

‘I’ll see to it that she doesn’t keep you waiting, Nora,’ Nat called after them.

‘Sweet, aren’t they?’ she said to him, yearning for some sign of affection for them from him.

But all he said was, ‘Yeah, they’re nice kids, a real credit to you, Daisy.’

‘Thanks.’

‘So, how’s it going?’ he asked.

‘I’ve had better days,’ she told him.

‘Why, what’s happened?’

‘I had a run-in with the landlord this morning.’ She went on to tell him more about it.

‘Blimey, that’s a bit rough,’ said Nat, who had furnished rooms in Paddington which he never offered to share with Daisy or invited her to visit. He said the place was barely big enough for one and was far too small to accommodate visitors.

‘You can say that again.’

‘There’s a lot of that sort of thing going on around here.’

‘Of course, if we were to get married,’ Daisy began in a persuasive tone, ‘that would solve my problem.’

She knew she was being pushy but Nat was the sort of man who needed a shove to get him to make any sort of a commitment beyond the next half-hour. He wasn’t the marrying kind but she had an unwavering belief that she was the only woman in his life and if he married anyone it would be her; she also believed that if she waited long enough it would happen.

In Daisy’s opinion love wasn’t about owning someone and she would never try to do that. But at the same time she had been involved with him since she was nineteen and felt she knew him well enough to exert a little gentle pressure from time to time.

‘All in good time, babe,’ he said predictably, putting his head to one side and tapping it. ‘I’ve got it in mind. It’s all up here.’

‘Fibber,’ she joshed, keeping the mood light because if she came on too strong he’d just find an excuse to leave.

‘Don’t be like that,’ he coaxed, putting his hand on her arm. ‘You know you’re the only woman for me, and that I’ll marry you, eventually.’

‘I hope you manage it before the girls make grandparents of us,’ she quipped.

‘Oh, Daisy, you are a case,’ he laughed.

‘And you’re a dead loss as a boyfriend.’

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do,’ she said, but there was a smile in her voice. ‘I don’t know what I see in you.’

‘It must be my good looks.’ He was teasing her.

‘It certainly isn’t your modesty.’

‘Being humble never got anyone anywhere.’

‘You might be right at that,’ she agreed, becoming deadly serious as she remembered the meeting with the landlord.

Seeing the change in Daisy’s expression and suspecting that things might begin to get heavy, Nat effected a swift change of subject. ‘You and me ought to have a night out together soon, when you get an evening off. What do you say?’

She threw him a shrewd look. ‘You wouldn’t be trying to change the subject so that I won’t mention the M word again, would you?’ she suggested.

‘As if I would . . .’

‘You do it all the time.’

He made a face. ‘You know how allergic I am to it.’

‘Oh, Nat,’ she rebuked.

‘I thought you’d like a night out.’

‘I would.’

‘Well then, let’s go out and enjoy ourselves,’ he grinned. ‘Plenty of time to talk marriage, later on.’

She should have been angry but suddenly it didn’t matter because he gave her one of his most melting smiles and took her in his arms. All she could think of was how good it felt to be close to him; even after all this time the magic was still there. As they stood there hugging each other with the crowds milling about all around them, she remembered why she had  fallen in love with him all those years ago when they’d met in a café in Paddington where she’d been working. They’d had such fun in those early days. He could be loving and tender now too, when he was in the mood.

Nora only saw Nat’s worst side, the side of him that caused him to let Daisy down and refuse to give her the respectability of marriage. She didn’t see the tenderness he showed to her when they were on their own, or experience the sweet intensity of feeling that filled her whenever he was near. Daisy realised that a lot of women wouldn’t put up with his offhand ways. The truth was she would sooner have him this way than not at all.

When, in the next instant, he tried to cadge money from her, she despaired of him. Her common sense told her she would be better off without him. But there was no logic to her feelings and she knew with absolute certainty that she could never give him up.




Chapter Two

Later that same day June Masters was dressed in a sun top and shorts, and sprawled out in a deck chair on the top-floor balcony of the Cliff Head Hotel on the outskirts of Torquay. The view of the bay was stunning from here. Elegant white hotels sat high above thickly wooded slopes that swept down to golden sands, the entire scene washed with early evening sunlight that turned the sea turquoise. The beaches and promenade were beginning to empty as holidaymakers headed back to hotels and guesthouses for their evening meals.

Glancing at her watch, June finished her tea and hurried inside to the flat, which was cool and luxuriously appointed, as might be expected of the private accommodation of the proprietors’ son and his wife.

‘Ah, there you are. I was just about to give you a call,’ said her husband, Alan, appearing from the bedroom, fastening a black bow tie around the neck of a starched white shirt. ‘Thought you might have forgotten the time.’

‘No. I was just enjoying a few extra minutes in the sunshine. It’s lovely out there,’ she told him, taking her teacup to the kitchen, then joining him in the bedroom. ‘But I’ll start getting ready to go on duty now.’

Because they worked such late hours in the hotel, they needed to rest for an hour or two in the afternoons. He usually  went to bed; she just sat on the balcony if the weather was nice, or relaxed in an armchair inside if it wasn’t.

‘Did you get some sleep?’ she enquired.

‘Yeah, I managed an hour and feel all the better for it,’ he replied, slipping into a black tuxedo. ‘I’ll be glad later on as we’re in for a busy night. There’s nothing worse than feeling shattered on duty. I don’t know how you keep going without a nap.’

‘Plenty of staying power, I suppose,’ she suggested. ‘I never feel tired enough to sleep during the day.’

‘You should come to bed with me,’ he suggested waggishly. ‘You’d sleep then . . . eventually.’

‘Animal,’ she accused jokingly.

‘I try,’ he laughed.

She smiled, slipping out of her clothes and into a housecoat ready for a bath. ‘So . . . you reckon we’re going to have a busy night, then?’

‘Very,’ he nodded, brushing his hair in front of the wardrobe mirror. ‘Saturday nights in high season are hectic enough anyway, but it’ll be especially mad tonight as we have a couple of parties of nonresidents booked into the restaurant as well. We’re stretching our numbers to the limit.’

‘But we’d be worried if we weren’t rushed off our feet at the height of the season,’ she commented.

‘Exactly,’ he agreed. ‘It isn’t good business practice to turn people away if we can possibly accommodate them.’

Alan was front-of-house manager in his parents’ hotel and also a partner in the business. June worked in reception but would turn her hand to anything. Having worked here for nine years, she’d learned to be versatile.

But now Alan turned to her, looking magnificent, his brown curly hair brushed back from a tanned countenance blessed with shandy-coloured eyes and fine-cut features. At twenty-eight he was gorgeous and she was proud to be  married to him, even after seven years together.

‘I’ll head off downstairs then.’ His voice was deep and rich, a boarding school education having eliminated any tendency towards a Devonshire accent. ‘I’ll see you down there when you’re ready.’

‘You don’t need to go on duty yet,’ she pointed out, purely with his interests at heart. ‘You could stay up here for another half-hour at least.’

‘I’d sooner go down,’ was his predictable response. ‘You know me, I’m never happier than when I’m in the thick of it down in the hotel.’

‘I just thought you could relax for a while longer, love, as it’s going to be a long night.’

‘As I’m ready I might as well go.’

She shrugged. ‘If it’s what you want,’ she said amiably.

Alan had been brought up at the hotel and, apart from a spell in the army, had worked here since he left school. He was totally absorbed in the affairs of the Cliff Head, and dedicated to his job. Although it carried some weight in theory, he was very much subject to his parents, especially when it came to decisions. They lived off-site now but were still active in the running of the hotel, albeit that they worked fewer hours than they had in their younger days. They had a variety of duties behind the scenes, and June couldn’t imagine them ever letting go of the reins, especially Alan’s mother.

‘See you later then,’ he said, kissing her lightly on the cheek and striding purposefully from the room.

June had a quick bath and got dressed in a crisp white blouse and black skirt deemed suitable by Alan’s mother for the receptionist of this prestigious hotel, which was traditional and run on formal lines.

Applying her make-up at the dressing-table mirror, June saw an attractive face with fine bone structure, striking dark eyes and glossy black hair worn in a sleek shoulder-length  bob, which was looked after regularly by one of the town’s leading hairdressers.

She was well aware of the fact that she was extremely fortunate. At twenty-six she had more than most women could reasonably hope for: a husband she adored, a comfortable home, nice clothes and no shortage of money. People probably said she’d done very well for herself, and they would be right.

Following a miserable childhood she’d left home in a London suburb at fifteen, found cheap lodgings and worked in a factory until the war ended two years later. One day she’d spotted an advertisement in the Evening News which had changed her life. It was for a kitchen worker at a Torquay hotel. Attracted by the thought of living on the coast and the fact that accommodation was provided, she’d applied.

Determined to make something of herself, she’d worked hard in the kitchens here, while at the same time finding out everything she could about hotel administration so that when a vacancy for a receptionist had arisen, she’d got the job, assisted by the refined demeanour she’d had drummed into her as a child. Two years after her arrival here, when she was nineteen, she’d married the boss’s son.

But now this woman of beauty and good fortune was suddenly overcome by the despair she’d been stifling all afternoon. She wept uncontrollably, rivers of mascara streaking her cheeks, make-up turning to blotches. She put her head on her hands on the dressing table and sobbed with the misery of knowing that she wasn’t worthy of her husband’s love.

Managing eventually to pull herself together, she washed her face and reapplied her make-up, combed her hair, straightened her clothes and left the flat, heading for the ground floor in the rattly old-fashioned lift.

To the casual observer she was a sophisticated and  composed woman in control of her life. Because she was so skilled in projecting this image, nobody would suspect the depth of her emotional problems.

 



‘If you’d just like to sign the register, I’ll have someone take your luggage up to your room for you,’ June said to a couple of late arrivals, handing them the key to their room across the reception desk. ‘You’re on the third floor but the lift is just down the passage on the left.’ She paused, smiling from one to the other. ‘May I take this opportunity to welcome you to the Cliff Head Hotel. All of us here wish you a very happy holiday and hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us.’

‘I’m sure we will,’ said the man, glancing around. ‘It seems very nice.’

‘We think so,’ said June truthfully.

Purpose-built as a hotel in the early part of the century, but tastefully modernised internally, the hotel was white-rendered, had balconies to all the front rooms and was set in extensive grounds. Here in the foyer, the walls were wood-panelled and a wide staircase rose to the gallery in a wealth of polished mahogany. On the ground floor there were various public rooms including a bar and restaurant that were open to nonresidents.

With expert timing, Alan appeared with the teenage boy they employed as a porter and general runaround. Alan introduced himself to the new arrivals and the boy led them to the lift, carrying their luggage.

‘Are we expecting any more new arrivals tonight?’ Alan, enquired.

‘No, they’re the last,’ June told him, glancing at the reservations book. ‘A few are expected tomorrow but apart from them the guests for this week are all present and correct, and every room booked.’

‘That’s the way we like it, eh?’ he smiled.

‘It certainly is.’

It was turned ten o’clock and people were milling about in the foyer, some going out for after-dinner strolls, others asking at the desk for their keys so that they could turn in for the night. People tended to speak in hushed tones because this was a select hotel catering for a refined clientele. A mausoleum, June had been known to call it when she and Alan were alone. They both thought it needed an injection of new life and had discussed the possibility of making the place more child-friendly and attractive to families. They’d even talked about introducing some sort of evening entertainment such as weekly dances and cabaret nights. One of the lounges could easily be adapted to accommodate such functions.

But Alan’s parents were fiercely opposed to any such changes, which they believed would lower the tone of the hotel. Apart from a period during the war, when it was requisitioned by the Government as a convalescent home for wounded soldiers, the hotel had been run on the same traditional lines for two generations. People came here for peace and tranquillity, was the Masters’ argument. With characteristic hauteur they claimed that there were places like Butlins for people who needed entertainment and didn’t mind dance music blaring out at all hours, or children shouting and screaming about the place.

June had no say in such matters, and it annoyed her that Alan had so little power. She wished he would be more assertive towards his parents, and told him so from time to time. But his easy-going nature and love of the hotel made him malleable.

Now a youngish man, with blond hair and blue eyes, and wearing a tuxedo, came up to the reception desk – Jack Saunders, the restaurant manager. ‘Could you order a taxi, please, June?’

‘Sure. Who’s it for?’

‘A Mr and Mrs Taylor from one of the nonresident parties.’

‘Is the party breaking up already?’ She was surprised. ‘They looked in fine form and set to stay until we chuck them out when I passed the restaurant a little while ago.’

‘The others in the party probably are,’ he told her. ‘But Mrs Taylor isn’t feeling well so they’re leaving early.’

‘Oh dear,’ she frowned. ‘Nothing she’s eaten, I hope.’

‘In our restaurant, never,’ Jack grinned. ‘I suspect the answer lies in a few too many gins.’

June and Alan both chuckled. The same age as Alan, Jack was a pal of his, and June liked him too. Born and raised in London’s East End, Jack had gone to Australia with his family in the post-war emigration craze. The rest of the family had settled there but Jack hadn’t been happy so had come back to England after a couple of years. He’d gained hotel experience as a waiter, then head waiter in one of the big London hotels before coming to the Cliff Head three years ago.

‘I’ll do it right away,’ said June, picking up the phone.

‘Fancy a drink after work, you two?’ Jack suggested. His voice was deep and husky with an attractive hint of his East End roots.

‘Love to,’ smiled June. They usually needed to wind down when they came off duty after a busy night or it was difficult to sleep.

‘Suits me,’ added Alan.

‘I’ll need to relax a bit after the night I’m having,’ said Jack. ‘What with Chef going into a mood and throwing his weight about, and a table for six being double-booked, I’ll be glad when this shift is over.’

‘Double-booked?’ queried June in concern, putting the phone down for a moment.

‘That’s right,’ he confirmed. ‘Table number twenty. We had to set up another table sharpish since we couldn’t turn the  customers away as they’d made a booking, even though we were fully stretched. It’s crowded in the restaurant, to say the very least.’

‘Whoever took the first booking must have forgotten to write it down,’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘Exactly.’

A look passed between June and Jack. The culprit was probably Alan’s mother, Irene, who liked to be seen front of house and sometimes covered in reception when June wasn’t on duty if there was no other member of staff available. In her work behind the scenes Irene was reasonably competent, but efficiency took second place to vanity when she was out front. June’s guess was that she’d been busy trying to impress someone in the foyer when the restaurant booking had come in, so had failed to enter it.

Jack was also thinking this but was far too diplomatic to say anything to Alan – partly because he was merely an employee, but also because Alan was fond of his mother, who would rather die than admit to any sort of error.

‘Not guilty.’ June met her husband’s questioning look. ‘You know me better than that.’

‘It must have been one of the staff then,’ tutted Alan, becoming noticeably tense. ‘People really should be more careful about that sort of thing.’

‘No real harm done,’ intervened Jack speedily. ‘We soon got the problem sorted, and if Chef can’t cope with a few extra covers at short notice he doesn’t deserve to be in the job.’

‘True,’ agreed June.

Spotting the arrival of Irene and Gerald Masters, Jack prepared to make a hasty retreat, arranging to see Alan and June in the bar after work.

Alan greeted his parents in a jovial manner. ‘Can’t you two keep away from the place?’ He was teasing them because  they weren’t on duty at night, on grounds of seniority. ‘Talk about gluttons for punishment.’

‘We’re not here to work,’ explained Gerald, who was quintessentially English, in a blazer and flannels and smoking a pipe. ‘We’ve just called in for a nightcap.’

‘Looking for some company, eh?’ suggested Alan. His father was the gregarious type and liked to sit in the bar of an evening, chatting to the guests.

Alan’s parents had used to live in the flat that June and Alan now occupied. These days Gerald and Irene had a house within walking distance and most nights they turned up here, probably because they’d always been too wrapped up in the hotel to have much of a social life outside of it, June guessed. She got on better with Gerald than his wife, but couldn’t claim to be fond of either. He wasn’t openly hostile towards her but neither did he go out of his way to make her feel like one of the family. He went along with the views of his wife because it was easier, she suspected, and Irene never left June in any doubt as to how disappointed she was in her son’s choice of wife.

‘That’s right, son,’ confirmed Gerald. ‘It doesn’t do any harm to be sociable to the guests . . . it creates goodwill.’

‘I can’t argue with that,’ agreed Alan.

‘Is everything all right here?’ enquired Irene, a short, plump woman with cold grey eyes and honey-rinsed grey hair which was tightly permed and immaculate. She was wearing a royal-blue crêpe-de-Chine cocktail dress with sequins around the neckline.

‘Everything’s fine,’ her son assured her, ‘apart from someone double-booking a table in the restaurant.’

Irene’s brow furrowed. ‘You ought to watch that, June,’ she said, with her usual propensity to blame her daughter-in-law.

‘It wasn’t me,’ denied June.

‘You’re our head receptionist,’ Irene reminded her coolly. ‘Bookings are your responsibility.’

‘Not when I’m off duty.’

‘You’re not being fair, Mother,’ Alan was swift to defend. ‘If June says it wasn’t her, then it wasn’t. And she can’t be held responsible for what other people do when she isn’t on duty.’

‘No, no, of course she can’t,’ conceded Irene quickly; she normally kept her hostility towards June out of her son’s hearing and had slipped up on this occasion. ‘It must have been one of the staff filling in on the desk. You need to deal with that, Alan. That sort of inefficiency is bad for business.’

‘I’ll look into it,’ he told her.

Alan could hardly be unaware of the fact that his wife and mother didn’t get on, given the tension that was always present between them. But he didn’t know the extent of Irene’s enmity towards June because she was so sly about it. June was only human and had mentioned some of what went on to Alan. But she wasn’t heartless enough to shatter all his illusions about his mother by telling him everything.

‘You’ve been on the desk a few times during the week, haven’t you, Irene?’ June didn’t see why the older woman should get off scot-free when she was so eager to pass the buck.

Irene was full of affront. ‘I hope you’re not implying that I’m at fault,’ she objected. ‘I’m hardly likely to make such a careless mistake after all my experience in the hotel trade.’

‘Anyone can make a mistake,’ June pointed out. ‘We’re all only human.’

‘I could run the reception desk in my sleep,’ was her sharp answer to that.

A sudden flurry of guests needing attention ended any further discussion, and Irene and Gerald headed for the bar. People were checking breakfast times and ordering  newspapers and early morning tea, asking for keys and making general enquiries.

Although June managed to conceal it, she was inwardly quivering. Irene usually managed to unnerve her, even after all these years. Her contempt was an ever-present force even when she was pretending to be friendly for Alan’s benefit. From the instant he had shown a serious interest in June, Irene had systematically tried to break them up. It would have suited her if Alan had married Paula Bright, the daughter of one of the Masters’ few friends, a couple who were Torquay hoteliers.

June had hoped that Irene’s hate campaign would lessen once their marriage was an established fact. But, if anything, it had become more intense. When Alan was out of earshot, she didn’t try to hide her venom and had told June often and in a variety of ways how she wasn’t good enough for Alan. June sometimes wondered how much more she could take, especially as she had reason to agree with her mother-in-law.

 



‘Jack’s a really good bloke, don’t you think?’ remarked Alan later that same night when he and June were getting ready for bed, having spent an enjoyable hour in the company of the restaurant manager.

‘Yeah, he is good company,’ she agreed. ‘I enjoy his down-to-earth sense of humour.’

Alan tutted in an affectionate manner as he unbuttoned his shirt. ‘Him and that damned motorbike of his,’ he said, smiling. ‘Talk about besotted.’

She laughed. ‘I don’t think any woman will ever come close to that thing in his priorities.’

Jack Saunders was a motorbike fanatic and devoted to the Harley-Davidson he’d bought second-hand and done up. It looked like new but he was always tinkering with it.

‘It would have to be someone really special, that’s for sure,’ Alan agreed.

‘He doesn’t have any trouble getting women, though, does he?’ June mentioned casually.

‘He’s a good-looking bloke, that’s why,’ said Alan. ‘He’s had a few girlfriends since he’s been here.’

‘Mm. There was that woman from Exeter he was going out with,’ she remembered. ‘I thought that might come to something but it went the same way as all the others.’

‘I suppose he just hasn’t met anyone he wants to settle down with yet,’ observed Alan. ‘He’s happy as he is. What with the motorbike and his old cottage miles from anywhere, he’s a one-off.’

‘A good restaurant manager, though,’ she pointed out. ‘That’s the main thing as far as we’re concerned.’

‘He’s very good,’ he agreed. ‘He has a way with the guests, and he knows how to get the best out of the staff.’ He paused thoughtfully, taking off his shirt. ‘Yet I took a chance in giving him the job because he hadn’t managed a restaurant, as such, before he came to work for us. It’s just as well I interviewed him. I don’t think Mum or Dad would have taken him on.’
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