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To Cliff – the man who really did say: ‘Isn’t it time you got a proper job?’ when I stood in the post office queue with the package containing the completed draft of my first book, Dirty Game, in my hand.


Cliff – I hate to say ‘I told you so’, but I did.


And thanks for the title.










AUTHOR’S NOTE


This Annie Carter book, Dead To Me, is set in the 1960s between the events of the very first Annie Carter book, Dirty Game, and the second, Black Widow. 


Recently I got to wondering, what about the sister? Annie was always the star, but what about her long-suffering older sister Ruthie? As I thought about it – over weeks, months, maybe even years – Ruthie began to emerge and to shine in her own right. 


So picture this: it’s London in the Swinging Sixties, the land of the Krays, the Beatles, Carnaby Street, Christine Keeler, Profumo, Mary Quant. Everything feels fresh and new and exciting: anything is possible. 


Just take my hand and I’ll lead you into it.


Here we go . . . 
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PROLOGUE


She could hear her attacker yelling obscenities as, bouncing wildly, the car careered off the road.


Then the car hit the grassy verge at frightening speed and shuddered, tilted. In panic, she threw all her weight onto the steering wheel, ignoring his punches and shoves and yelling as he tried to get her off it.


The car bumped and thumped along and then suddenly, shockingly, tilted hard down and was nose-down in the ditch, wheels spinning, engine still roaring.


Then the motor cut out and there was just him, shouting insults at her, saying, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you. 


Thank God for little miracles, she had time to think, because his side of the car was in the ditch and hers was up in the air.


She scrabbled for the door handle and shoved the door open with a massive effort, gravity working against her, him battering at her with his fists, the wind snatching at her clothes and her hair and lashing at her face as she hauled herself out and fell onto the grass, kicking herself free of his grasping, hurtful hands. Suddenly she could hear the birds, singing up in the thrashing trees – imperfectly, because she heard everything imperfectly these days. She was still alive – but for how long? Once she had wanted to end it all. But now?





Now she wanted to live.


But she couldn’t run back to the house. He would catch her first, stop her.


Instead she scrambled upright and ran away from her husband’s Surrey mansion, away from the certainty of help and into the unknown. Her legs trembling with every step, she ran, stumbling, falling, righting herself then running again.


She could hear him back at the car, swearing, shouting, but no matter about that, he was struggling to get out of the car and for a moment she might be able to get away.


She had to get away.


Was he coming? Was he going to get her? He wasn’t shouting anymore. God, that was a bad sign. 


This was a quiet country road and all she could hear above the pounding of her own heartbeat and the shuddering, struggling intake of every breath was the wind, the birds.


She ran.


Focused on that and that alone now.


One foot in front of the other, she focused on escape.









RUTHIE
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1963


Her name after the wedding, that wedding, was Ruthie Carter: she was the wife of Max. Before that, she was plain old Ruthie Bailey: daughter of Connie; cousin of Kath; niece of Maureen or ‘Mo’, Connie’s sister. Oh, and older sister of Annie. 


Ruthie may have seemed like the dull one, the one who wanted to blend into the woodwork, while Annie was the bright shining star who was impossible to ignore; Annie, the immovable object to Max Carter’s unstoppable force. Ruthie was pretty enough but too polite, a touch too nice. That was probably because she caught the tail-end of the fights and the drunken rages between her parents Frank and Connie, and she learned early on that it was best to keep a low profile. 


Her younger sister Annie had a different take on things. Any attention, good or bad – and mostly it was bad – fed her need to be noticed. And anyway, most of their parents’ marital battles passed over her head. All Annie knew was that Dad left and that broke her heart because she loved Dad and hated Mum – and then things got a lot quieter. 


Ruthie saw the lot and it scarred her. The drinking. The swearing. The shrieks. The blows. She learned to keep her head down, to offend no one, and growing up in a war zone was pretty much normal to her. And finally, there was Dad – leaving, going out through the front door, closing it with a bang behind him. Years later, Ruthie could still picture him, his cheap old leather suitcase in hand, his back to the lot of them, going. 


Annie was devastated. She’d loved Dad so much, and she was even like him to look at. Dark-haired, green-eyed; striking. Ruthie? She was relieved. No more fights, thank God. That was her take on it all. There was no doubt about it – Dad had abandoned them, left them to struggle. Not to put too fine a point on it, the uncaring bastard had left his family in the shit.


Connie drank more after Frank went, so she couldn’t work at her cleaning jobs. For days she’d lie on the sofa and swig whatever she could get her hands on. There was precious little food in the larder, maybe sometimes a bit of stale cheese, bread so solid you’d kill someone if you hit them over the head with it, rancid butter. Maybe a tomato, blue-whiskered with mould. But there was always, always booze. 


Neither Annie nor Ruthie ever bothered much with school. If an inspector called round, they and their mother hid (and usually the inspectors didn’t call at all, because the Baileys lived in a tatty and aggressive little enclave where even the toughest coppers tended to patrol the streets two by two). Any warning letters were chucked in the fireplace. Finally, of course, the inspectors didn’t bother to call at all and the letters stopped coming. 


After the girls’ sparse education was done – neither could even remember receiving a final report – they got jobs. Sweeping up in salons. Working on deli counters. Then Ruthie managed to get a place at the Blue Parrot nightclub dodging filthy propositions from greasy tycoons, while Annie got a job at the local corner shop, dodging gropes from Ted the owner. One way or another, they managed.


It was at the Blue Parrot that Ruthie first came into Max Carter’s orbit. He owned the Parrot, and the Shalimar, and the Palermo Lounge; all top-end clubs with famous acts performing live. 


Max was at that stage of his life where he could accept the need to settle down. His mother Queenie was getting older and she was prodding him hard in that direction.


So – the stars conjoined. Ruthie and Max met. They talked. He seemed – and remember here that Ruthie had heard all sorts about him, about protection rackets and the endless fights he had with the Delaney lot, all that scary turf-war East End stuff – but he seemed, very much to her surprise, nice. She was charmed by him. At first scared, a bit overwhelmed, actually. But soon he put her at ease. Before very long he moved her on from a junior position at the Blue Parrot to a more senior one at the Palermo Lounge. That sounds good, impressive, but it was just a title. She was still taking people’s coats and smiling, still keeping the punters happy. 


Then – and this was crazy, an unbelievable shock to Ruthie at the time – Max asked her out. Took her to a swanky French place to have a meal. No prices on the menu beside the dishes. She sat there feeling a right fool, all these haw-haw types around her, all the furs and the jewels on the women, and the dresses! Ruthie had never seen anything like it. The satins and silks and the colours – vivid emerald, shocking pink, purple, canary yellow. And there was she, wearing a plain little grey Crimplene shift dress, feeling as out of place as it was possible to be.


‘We’ll have to run you up something better,’ said Mum when Ruthie told her how awkward she’d felt. At this point Connie actually hauled herself off the sofa and took a bit of interest. Connie was getting a strong sniff of money in the air and that would call for effort and maybe even some modest investment, if she could scrape together a little cash for ground bait. ‘I’ll get Mo to do it for a couple of quid, she won’t mind,’ said Connie.


Auntie Maureen – or ‘Mo’ as she was more often called – lived next door with her daughter – Cousin Kath – and she had a Singer sewing machine that had fallen off the back of a lorry somewhere. Not wishing to crush Mum’s hopes, Ruthie obligingly went along with Connie to Woollies and they purchased a bolt of cheap but silky-feeling midnight-blue fabric for Mo to run up into an evening dress.


Ruthie didn’t have the heart to tell Mum not to bother – that the dinner date had been a one-off, that she had shown herself up to be woefully ignorant (half of Max’s conversation went straight over her head) and that he wouldn’t bother with her again. Which was probably just as well, because she’d started having girlish fantasies of a life with him. Him holding a chubby little dark-haired baby and smiling adoringly down at her as she lay, exhausted but delighted, in a hospital bed.


Ruthie had always wanted that. A settled life, a secure married family life. But then – could she see that happening, really, with this man? He was scary. All those gangland tales she heard about him. Nasty, frightening stuff. People left bleeding in alleys. Him on the phone, issuing orders, contacting a mob of men who – whenever she saw them – chilled her to the marrow.


Anyway, it didn’t matter. Soon, he wouldn’t bother with her anymore. He’d dump her and all her dreams would be over.


Still, though – it had been sort of nice. 


While it lasted.
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Much to Ruthie’s surprise, Max did bother with her again. This time, he took her dancing down the Palais. Dancing, she could do. Ruthie and Annie had often practised the Jive up in their bedroom, having a great laugh, twirling each other around. Annie was – of course – the better dancer out of the two. She could even do the Twist. 


Annie could do anything.


So the midnight blue satin became a lovely dress with a huge swirly skirt and Max and Ruthie danced the night away, and she thought: Well, I’d better make the most of it, because pretty soon he’s going to be bored as fuck with all this. Ruthie knew her own faults, all too well. She was so shy she had little conversation, nothing to keep a man like him interested. He’d find other attractions soon and then she’d be back behind the coat counter.


But no. 


Instead, there were more dinners, more dances.


‘Gawd, you’re going to need more dresses,’ said Connie, panicking but loving it. This was amazing.


So Connie and Ruthie bought more fabric. Dearer fabric too. Connie got a loan off one of the local sharks and bought black lace. Red satin. Fabulous, the silken feel of these lovely things, things Ruthie had never experienced before.





And now Connie was talking strategy.


‘Don’t let him feel you up,’ Mum advised as she hoisted Ruthie into one of her own dire knicker-pink corsets and yanked it tight at the back.


‘Fuck, I can’t breathe,’ Ruthie complained.


‘Yes you can. Just breathe shallow, that’s how it’s done,’ Mum said, and slid the newest of Auntie Mo’s creations over Ruthie’s head and down. She zipped it up. It was beautiful, the red edged with the black. Fabulous. Ruthie wondered how she’d ever summon up the nerve to wear such a thing. You couldn’t fail to be noticed in a dress like this.


‘Did you hear what I just said, Ruthie?’ 


‘Don’t let him feel me up,’ Ruthie repeated dutifully. ‘I heard. But he won’t do that. He’s not like that.’


‘They are all like that,’ Mum said sniffily. ‘Show them a bit of skirt on a plate and what do they do? They reach for a knife and fork.’


‘That’s what Annie says,’ Ruthie smiled.


‘Oh, her.’ Connie sniffed derisively. ‘Always out on the town, ain’t she, hooking her pearly. Look, she don’t know nothing about this, about you and Mr Carter, Ruthie, and make sure you don’t tell her anything about it either, because she’ll only do her best to put the boot in.’


Ruthie didn’t think Annie would put the boot in. She’d always been nice to her. Not only a younger sister but a dear friend. It was only around Mum and her constant jibing that Annie became hostile.


‘What about if she sees all these new frocks?’ Ruthie asked, while Mum started wrenching a brush through her regrettably fine mousy hair.


‘I’ve sorted that. Mo’s keeping them hid round at hers in the spare room. You can get dressed there before you go out. Just keep quiet about everything; okay, Ruthie? A man like Mr Carter wouldn’t appreciate his business being talked about by every Tom, Dick or Harry. Got me?’


‘Got you,’ Ruthie said, but she knew that Mum’s excitement was all going to go to waste, that one of these days Max would kick her straight to the kerb. 


This blissful situation could not possibly go on.


And if it didn’t? Well, Mum would be gutted, which was a shame. And her? How would she feel? Sort of relieved?


Yeah, maybe.


Because even though Max Carter seemed like the perfect gent, there was that other side to him, wasn’t there? Sometimes she glimpsed it in him – a glance, a movement, that sudden threatening lift of the scorpion’s tail. There was no doubt in her mind that Max was a very dangerous man. If he was on your side, you were utterly safe, completely secure.


If not . . .?


She wasn’t sure. Didn’t even want to think about it.


Best not.
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The next outing was a dinner dance at the Shalimar, then there was more dancing, then the theatre to see The Mousetrap. Ruthie had never, ever been to the theatre before then. She’d hardly known anything like that even existed. They were in the best seats – a box, high up, very posh – and Max bought her an orchid corsage to wear on her dress.


And all the while she was almost – almost – falling for him and trying not to because this all had to come to an end soon, simply had to, plain little Ruthie Bailey and this handsome powerful and rather frightening man with his flashy clothes; he wore a gold ring on his index finger, engraved with what he told her were Egyptian cartouches on either side of a square slab of lapis lazuli. She’d never even heard of lapis lazuli, but it was a rather nice royal blue.


The longer all this went on, the more convinced Ruthie became that it was doomed to be over someday soon. She had a stern word with herself about it whenever she wavered and started to fall under the almost hypnotic spell he cast. Yes, it was all lovely. But it couldn’t last. She had never been lucky; life in the thick of poverty had ground her down, polished off any hopes she might once have possessed. So she braced herself for the inevitable falling-out, the point at which he would say sorry Ruthie, it’s been fun, but . . . 





Well, she would take it on the chin. She would smile and say, it had been wonderful. Well, it had been wonderful. No lie there. All the way through it she had been longing to tell Annie, to confide in her just as she always had in the past. But Ruthie went on with the subterfuge, humouring Mum, saying nothing to her sister.


Then one day she got the most unbelievable shock.


They were sitting at Max’s table in the Shalimar – funny that, one of his clubs and the lovely perfume he’d bought her that she now always wore, both having the same name – and they were listening to Millicent Martin singing, accompanied by a jazzy piano player. The place was packed out, everyone was enjoying the show. Millicent and the pianist were up on the little semi-circular stage with the huge, red, gold-trimmed tasselled curtains hanging down behind them and the gold MC at the top where the curtains joined. As Miss Martin’s set finished, and the applause died down, Max turned to Ruthie and said: ‘I’ve got something I want to say.’


‘Oh?’ Her stomach clenched. This was it. The end to all Mum’s elaborate plans. You’re dumped.


‘I want you to come to tea one night. Meet my mother.’
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Queenie Carter lived in a plain two-up-two-down in Bow, nothing outwardly fancy; but an invitation to tea with the mother of one of London’s leading crime bosses was a very big deal indeed. The notorious Kray brothers had Violet: the equally fearsome Max Carter had Queenie.


‘Christ, what the hell should you wear?’ Connie fluttered around, turning Ruthie this way and that. In the East End, this invitation to tea at Queenie’s was what amounted to a royal summons. 


Her fag in one hand and a glass of voddy in the other, Connie gawped at her daughter’s unimpressive figure. She stood thinking, pondering, agonising. She mustn’t get this wrong. ‘Nothing tarty,’ she pronounced. ‘Something wholesome. Make you look like a lady. Yes?’


‘Like what, then?’ Ruthie was at a loss. She’d been wracked with nerves ever since she’d received Max’s invitation, and now Mum’s twittering around was only making her feel worse. Making her see that this was a big, big thing. Huge. Maybe life-changing. Who knew? She thought again of her dreams of a family life with Max. The beautiful dark-haired baby in his arms. God, who was she kidding? It couldn’t happen – could it?


Finally they settled on an appropriate outfit. A simple knee-length black skirt and a high-necked white blouse. When Ruthie first put the blouse on, Connie shrieked in alarm.





‘What’s the matter?’ asked Ruthie, startled.


‘The bloody thing’s almost see-through. That’s your bra out on display, right there. Go and put on a full-length petticoat.’


‘I don’t have one.’


‘Take one of mine. Bottom drawer upstairs.’


Ruthie put on a petticoat.


‘Better,’ said Connie, then Annie came in.


‘Going somewhere special?’ she asked, smiling at Ruthie.


Don’t tell her, Mum’s eyes told Ruthie.


‘Dancing class,’ said Ruthie.


‘Gawd, what a drag,’ said Annie, and went off upstairs.


‘We’ll have to tell her sooner or later,’ said Ruthie, hating keeping things from Annie. All their lives they’d shared a bedroom, whispered secrets in the dark. Keeping this massive news from her just felt wrong. But then – she didn’t want to set off one of Mum’s spectacular drunken rages; she had to keep quiet.


‘Later, maybe. We’ll see how it goes,’ said Connie. She grabbed Ruthie’s shoulders. ‘Ruthie, do you realise how important this could be? You don’t do you. Well I’ll tell you. You could end up Mrs Max Carter. What do you think of that?’


The idea was terrifying. But Ruthie nodded. She’d never seen her mother so enthusiastic about anything, ever. And she didn’t want to piss on Connie’s parade and destroy her mood, not when she seemed so happy.


‘We’ll see,’ she said, thinking that Connie was kidding herself. Max Carter, married to her?


Yes, she might have dreamed of it – but for that dream to become a reality?


No.


No way could she see that ever happening.
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When Ruthie entered the Carter family home, she was even more convinced that Connie was deluded. The little house was immaculately kept, a fitting little palace for one of the ruling queens of gangland.


And the queen herself?


Queenie Carter was warm as an icicle. A neatly dressed matron, she sat there and watched Ruthie enter her lounge with cold assessing eyes.


‘One of the Baileys, ain’t that right?’ she snapped out.


‘Yes.’


‘Seen another one about. Darker than you. That your sister?’


‘Yes. That’d be Annie.’


Queenie turned her head and said in a loud whisper to Max, who was sitting right there: ‘Tarty piece, yeah? You seen her?’


Max only smiled.


It was as if Ruthie wasn’t even there.


Straight away Ruthie decided that she hated the older woman and that Queenie would probably hate her right back.


Tea was a miserable long-drawn-out affair, with Ruthie half-choking on inedible meringue cakes and tea as weak as gnat’s piss. Finally, she and Max were able to say goodbye and she made her escape, only drawing breath when she was outside.


Oh thank God.


Well, she wouldn’t be having to go through that again, would she.


The meeting had been a disaster.


Ruthie was a little sad, but only for Mum’s sake really. She’d had such high hopes for this.


Max saw her into the back of his Jaguar Mark X. There was a big bald man sitting silent behind the wheel. 


‘Just a minute, Tone,’ Max said to him, and closed the door after Ruthie and went back into the house.


Tone and Ruthie sat there in silence.


What the hell was Max doing?


Ruthie just wanted to get home, kick off the new shoes which were pinching like mad, and somehow – with some relief – break the news to Connie that it was all off.


Minutes passed. Long, silent minutes.


Finally, Max came back out of the house and got into the back of the car beside Ruthie. 


‘Take a walk, will you, Tone?’ Max said to their driver.


Tone obligingly got out of the car and strolled off, up the road.


‘Ruthie,’ said Max.


Here it comes. The kiss-off. Sorry but fuck off, will you? It’s all done, all over.


‘Yes?’ Ruthie asked.


‘Will you marry me?’
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Of course Ruthie said yes. She still could not believe her luck. Here was this fabulous man, asking her – of all bloody people – to marry him. So she said yes, what the hell else was she going to say? And suddenly they were engaged, and if it all seemed too quick and too overwhelming – too bloody terrifying really – then she just ignored that. It would be fine. For once, she was going to be lucky, to live the dream. She was dazzled by Max’s attention. And he loved her. She knew that. Well, he’d never actually said so, but he did. He must.


He treated her very respectfully, maybe too respectfully she sometimes thought. The odd peck on the cheek, a squeeze of her hand. But . . . shouldn’t there have been more, if he truly loved her? Hot, hungry kissing, the sort she dreamed of but never seemed to get?


No. It was okay. He was restraining himself, saving all that for the wedding night. He must be. And she had passed inspection by Queenie, his terrifying mother. Max Carter was going to marry her. 


So they were engaged. Connie was ecstatic! She couldn’t get over it. The thought of their small struggling household having access to all Max Carter’s money was as intoxicating as gin to her. When Ruthie told her about the proposal she danced Ruthie all around their dingy, mouldy, threadbare little front room, croakily laughing and singing and praising her, telling her what a clever girl she was. 


‘A ring!’ Connie shrieked. ‘You’ve got to choose a ring, yes?’


Ruthie thought: Yes. It was exciting. Crazy. A ring to say that she was engaged to Max Carter! Still, it was like a dream. They would trawl the shops, and she would – yes – choose a ring. A modest one, of course. She wouldn’t be bloody cheeky and ask for the earth, not when she had already gained so much.


But it didn’t work out that way.


Max, Ruthie soon discovered, did not – ever – trawl shops.


A discreet and smiling young man appeared one day at the Palermo with a large suitcase. He was accompanied by a bulky minder. With a theatrical flourish, the young man opened the case.


Ruthie gasped at the sight that was presented to her. The suitcase was packed with twenty padded purple velvet display beds, each one of them glittering with dozens of rings. Diamonds, opals, rubies, emeralds, sapphires; it was stunning. Like nothing she had ever seen before.


‘Choose whichever one you like,’ Max told her.


It was unbelievable.


Like the menus at the restaurant dinners they’d attended, there were no prices on display. She went to choose a modest diamond – quite small – but Max said no.


‘What about that one,’ he said.


‘Excellent choice sir,’ said the young man.


Ruthie tried it on. The diamond was big; the ring felt heavy.





She never found out the price.


Truthfully, she was scared to even ask.


When she got home, she insisted to Mum that it was time: they were going to have to tell Annie what was going on. It was only fair.


‘Oh, we can wait a bit longer,’ said Connie.


‘No,’ said Ruthie, putting her foot down for once. ‘Now. Today. It don’t feel right, keeping this from her.’


‘What’s going on then?’ asked Annie, coming in looking – as always – weary and fed up after another day avoiding Ted’s wandering hands at the corner shop. ‘What’s up with you two?’


Connie’s face was wreathed in a gloatingly triumphant smile as she stepped behind Ruthie. She caught hold of her daughter’s shoulders and made her face Annie. ‘Right! Shall we tell her?’ she asked, hissing the words against Ruthie’s ear. ‘Shall we, Ruthie? Hm?’


‘Oh come on,’ said Annie tiredly, slumping down in a chair and kicking off her shoes. ‘What is it?’


‘Your sister’s getting married,’ said Mum.


‘Good God!’ Annie stiffened in surprise. Then she gave Ruthie a delighted smile. ‘You kept that quiet.’


Ruthie felt bad about that. Of course she did. 


‘I know,’ Ruthie said. But—’


‘She had to. Didn’t want to say too much in case it all fell through,’ jumped in Connie. ‘Didn’t want you putting the kybosh on it, did she.’


‘I wouldn’t do that,’ said Annie, her face hardening. Ruthie wished Mum would shut the fuck up. ‘Why the hell would I do that?’


‘Dunno.’ Ruthie felt Mum shrug. ‘You don’t like her having anything you don’t have, I know that.’





‘That’s bollocks,’ said Annie, standing up, snatching up her shoes. She looked at her sister. ‘Well – congratulations, Ruthie.’ Ignoring Mum, she came to Ruthie and, smiling, hugged her tight. ‘You never said anything was going on.’


‘It’s all been so sudden,’ Ruthie said, blushing at the lie.


‘Well it’s wonderful news. Well done. Who’s the lucky man?’


‘You’re never going to believe it,’ said Mum by Ruthie’s ear.


‘Go on then,’ said Annie. ‘Who is it? Is it Arthur from down the docks? He always had a soft spot for you. Why didn’t you say?’


‘It’s not Arthur,’ scoffed Mum. ‘The very idea! Look! Look at the ring, do you think that waster could afford something like that?’


Shyly Ruthie flourished her left hand. On her finger was perched the ring Max had bought her: a diamond solitaire. And not a small one, either. It twinkled like fairyland at a summer circus.


‘That’s fabulous,’ said Annie, admiring it. ‘So who . . . ?’


Suddenly Ruthie wished that she and Annie were on their own. Ruthie had a feeling – maybe a premonition – that Annie wasn’t going to like this news. That it would be her, Goody-Two-Shoes Ruthie, once again getting the good stuff while Annie – except for a few tired hand-me-downs and a clip around the ear – got fuck-all. And that Mum was just about to enjoy rubbing Annie’s nose in it.


‘Ruthie’s caught herself a much bigger fish than poor bloody Arthur,’ said Mum.


‘Oh? Who then?’ asked Annie.


‘It’s Max Carter,’ said Mum.





There was something in Annie’s eyes. Shock, maybe? Disbelief? It was there for the merest second, then it was gone and she was smiling again, her bright, hard-eyed smile.


‘Fuck me,’ she said faintly. Then she patted Ruthie’s arm. ‘Good for you, Ruthie. Well done.’


And then she left the room. After that, Annie didn’t say much at all about her sister’s engagement. She had seemed startled by it, for sure. But when Ruthie spoke to her the next day, Annie just hugged her and said she deserved every happiness.


‘Don’t worry,’ Ruthie told her. ‘Next it’ll be your turn. You wait and see.’


‘Yeah,’ said Annie, and kissed Ruthie’s cheek. 
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Ruthie remembered – oh so vividly – the first time she ever saw Max and her sister together. By that time she’d got used to the big flashy diamond on her finger, although she’d initially been frightened to wear it.


‘It’s expensive isn’t it?’ she’d said to Max. ‘I’ll only lose it.’


Actually she was more afraid that some chancer would knock her over the head, sending her flying into the gutter, and nick it off her while she lay there spark out.


‘Wear it,’ he said. ‘If you lose it, we’ll get another,’ he said.


So she wore it. Now she was Max Carter’s fiancée, and overnight people’s attitude to her changed. Suddenly they were respectful, stepping around her, taking care over what they said and did whenever she was about. And slowly the truth dawned on her: there was absolutely no danger of her engagement ring getting robbed off her in the streets, for the simple reason that nobody would dare in a million years to rob off Max Carter’s fiancée. 


Max didn’t want her working in the cloakroom at the club anymore, but she just filled in now and then when other staff were off and he didn’t mind that. Ruthie was still sometimes handing out tickets to punters while they gave her their coats. But even the club clientele treated her differently, because of him. Everything was just fine.





Well – until it happened.


Ruthie was there taking coats, standing in for one of the girls who was off with the flu. The club was packed, the women in glittering jewels and furs, the men in dinner jackets smoking cigars and drinking whisky out of crystal glasses. ‘Mona Lisa’ the Nat King Cole song was being played by the band. Ruthie would never forget that.


That was the night Annie dropped in to see her. Annie looked lovely. Years later, Ruthie could still remember Annie on that night, in her white PVC boots, her white frilled blouse, her black miniskirt, her dark hair all bouffed up in a tangled exuberant mass. It was the outfit she wore when she was trying to make an impression, her ‘killer’ outfit. Ruthie knew that. They’d joked about it together, getting changed for evenings out on the town. 


‘No man could resist you in that get-up,’ Ruthie told her more than once. It was utterly true. They couldn’t.


Even then, Ruthie didn’t have a single clue where all this was going. Maybe she was blindsided by love; although, shy virgin that she was, she hadn’t really much idea of what ‘love’ really was. Max had kissed her a few times but had otherwise been a perfect gentleman. She was blindsided by something, anyway. By the aura Max created around himself, maybe. By all that money, all that dangerous power. And – of course – she didn’t think her sister would ever hurt her.


Maybe it was that big sparkling engagement ring that fooled Ruthie, dazzled her, made her unable to see what was truly going on, but she was right there on the spot when Annie and Max met. They shook hands, they said hello. Ruthie was right there, watching it. 





She saw them dancing together that night and reflected that Max was a superb dancer, guiding his partner faultlessly; that he was talking to Annie as they danced, and that she was smiling at him.


Even then, Ruthie didn’t see it.


Fool, or what?












8


Max’s two brothers Jonjo and Eddie were there on the night of the engagement party – and Queenie of course, lording it over the rest of the commoners. Jonjo had with him a voluptuous blonde in a dress that was a tight-fitting low-cut shimmering swathe of bright pink satin. She had the biggest tits Ruthie had ever seen in her entire life. 


‘Marilyn Monroe was Jonjo’s idol,’ Eddie told her. ‘When she died last August he went proper into mourning the great big sap. Now every woman he gets, it’s because she looks a bit like her. It’s always blondes with Jonjo. And – darling – don’t get offended, but up until now I always thought it was brunettes for Max. I’m delighted to say you’ve broken the mould!’


‘She’s beautiful,’ Ruthie said, eyeing up the glamorous blonde with envy.


‘If you like that sort of thing,’ said Eddie. His eyes sparkled. ‘We haven’t really met yet, have we. Bit of a crush in here.’


‘You’re Eddie,’ she said. ‘Max’s little brother.’


He smiled. ‘It’s easy to tell us all apart, no? Max is hard, Jonjo’s thick – and I’m a fruit. Oh, and Mum’s a tyrant, but having endured the tea and cakes with her I’m sure you’ve already gathered that. Good Christ, girl, what are you marrying into?’





They shook hands and both felt so absurd at this that they burst out laughing. When Max had very casually pointed Eddie out to Ruthie earlier in the evening, the one thing uppermost in her mind had been that this couldn’t be Max’s brother. Max was so physical, so muscular, so much a man. Jonjo, she could believe, although Jonjo was bigger than Max, bulkier. He’d run to fat in his middle years, you could see it. He was, as Annie would put it, a bit of a mouth-breather. Not terribly intelligent, but probably very handy with his fists. 


Eddie, on the other hand, was slender, delicate, almost feminine. And he dressed very strangely. At the party, Max was suited and booted just like his big beefy brother Jonjo, but this odd little person, Eddie, was different: he was dressed in tan corduroy flares and a lilac floral shirt, with a purple bandana around his throat and stack-heeled black cowboy boots on his feet. A pearl earring dangled, glinting, from one ear. And was that – could that possibly be? – a trace of pink lipstick on his mouth? 


‘So darling, tell me all about yourself,’ he said, sitting down beside Ruthie while the band played ‘Stranger on the Shore’. Ruthie could see Connie out there on the dance floor, drunkenly waltzing with Uncle Tom. Eddie handed Ruthie a glass brimming with champagne and clinked his own glass against hers.


‘There’s not much to tell,’ she said.


‘Oh I’m sure there is. Cheers, honey,’ he said, smiling, and drank deeply. ‘Well, this is nice. Now, come on. I want all the details. What about you? You’re very quiet. Of course I understand that. Maxy boy can be a bit overwhelming, I know. All my friends adore him, they absolutely charge past me to shake his hand and be mates with him, you know. I get quite overlooked whenever Max is about the place.’


‘I find that hard to believe,’ Ruthie told him, sipping the champagne. It was lovely. She had been literally sick with nerves before this party, thinking of all the strangers she would have to meet, that they would judge her, see her as that weedy little tart Ruthie Bailey who’d somehow, by some miracle, struck gold. But the champagne steadied her a bit.


She was wearing a silver lamé dress that Auntie Mo had run up for her. It made her look, for possibly the first time in her life, curvy; even elegant enough to become Mrs Max Carter. But there was one person missing tonight, who she really wished could be here – Annie. Annie’s brimming self-confidence was like a shield to Ruthie; she always found that, while Annie carried any conversation with effortless poise, she could relax, let her take the load. 


But not tonight; Annie was missing. She’d said she was busy. Stock-taking or something at the corner shop. Ruthie didn’t believe that. There was no way Annie would loiter in the store after hours and run the risk of Ted cornering her in the stock room. She was up to something different, something more interesting, no doubt; maybe a new boyfriend. Ruthie was deeply hurt by her absence, truth be told. This was a big occasion and she could have done with her support, but what could Ruthie say? Annie had a mind of her own. 
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Chatting with Eddie, Ruthie knew she’d found a friend. Maybe someone to stand by her, now that Annie didn’t seem interested any more – heartbreaking though that might be.


‘I love the way you look,’ she told him. ‘Like a pirate. So attractive.’


‘Do you think so?’ He was pleased. ‘This old thing?’ he tapped the lilac fabric on his chest, ‘got it up Carnaby Street market, I’ve had it yonks. You like it? Darling, it’s yours, but only if I can have that divine dress in return.’


‘You couldn’t wear this,’ she said, laughing.


‘Says who?’


‘Says me. But that outfit’s gorgeous. Suits you so well.’


He was looking at her sideways. ‘You know, I think you and me are going to get along just fine.’


‘I’m sure of it,’ she said, and they clinked glasses again.


‘You two okay?’ said Max, coming over. He’d taken off his jacket and tie. His white shirt was open at the neck and his shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing strong, tanned arms. She felt a jolt of something. Love? She wasn’t sure. How the hell would she know? She had never been in love before. Not even once.


‘We’ve been getting acquainted,’ said Eddie to him. To her he added: ‘Haven’t we, darling?’





‘We have,’ she said, watching as Jonjo and his big-chested blonde twirled around the dance floor.


‘She’ll have someone’s eye out with those in a minute,’ said Eddie, following Ruthie’s gaze. ‘Get you a drink, brother?’ he asked Max.


‘Go on then,’ said Max, and Eddie left her there. 


Max sat down in Eddie’s vacated chair. ‘You okay with Eddie?’ Max asked.


‘What do you mean?’


‘He’s . . . ’ Max made a rocking motion with his hand.


‘He’s what?’


‘It’s men for him. Not women.’


‘Should that bother me?’


‘It bothers some.’


‘Well not me. He’s nice.’


The music came to an end. Connie staggered back to her table, Tom supporting her with a hand on her elbow. Jonjo walked the blonde back to her seat and some other men joined him – men Ruthie vaguely knew now, through Max. Steve Taylor, wide as he was high, dark-eyed, dark-haired. Rat-faced Gary Tooley, blond and hard-eyed, tall and thin as a stork. That ugly leather-jacketed little person Jackie Tulliver, who hadn’t even bothered to put a suit on for this occasion. And Jimmy Bond, who she knew was Max’s right hand man and who was now engaged to her cousin, Kath. No lavish parties like this one for Kath, though: Jimmy was notoriously tight with cash.


The group of men came over to where Max and Ruthie were sitting. Eddie returned, handed Max a tumbler with an inch of amber liquid in it. Max took it, thanked him, drank it down, placed the empty glass squarely on the table.





‘Time to go,’ said Jonjo. He looked at Eddie, who’d sat back down by her. Then he lashed out a foot, kicking Eddie’s chair. It was so sudden and so hard a blow that it nearly unseated the smaller man; made him shake and lose his balance. Then Eddie righted himself and stared up at Jonjo with loathing. 


‘You comin’ out with us then, pansy?’ asked Jonjo, grinning, glad to have unsettled and embarrassed his younger brother.


Ruthie made up her mind then and there that she hated Jonjo. She felt terrible for Eddie, shown up like this in front of her – and by his own brother too. It was horrible the way Eddie visibly shrank as Jonjo loomed over him, gleefully humiliating him in front of all his tough-guy mates, a couple of whom were suppressing grins. 


Eddie flicked a look at her, full of embarrassment and unease. She was reminded of a whipped dog she had once seen cringing on the street; she had never forgotten its expression.


Max wasn’t grinning though. He was straight-faced as he spoke up. ‘No, he’s not coming. He’s going to stay here and look after Ruthie – aren’t you, mate,’ he said to Eddie, patting him on the shoulder.


‘Glad to,’ said Eddie, visibly recovering his poise.


‘I appreciate it,’ said Max to Eddie, and Ruthie was gratified to see the smile get wiped off Jonjo’s face as Max turned to him with a flare of anger in his eyes. 


Jonjo had pushed Eddie down – but Max had raised him up again. She wondered how often this scene had played out between the three of them. Many, many times, she guessed, right back into childhood.


‘Eddie will look after me,’ she said to Max. ‘We’re getting along famously.’





‘Yeah, darlin’,’ piped up Jonjo. ‘Gawd knows you’re safe enough with him.’


Max dropped a kiss onto Ruthie’s cheek. He took his jacket from Jonjo and shrugged it on, then turned and gave Jonjo a hard shove in the chest.


‘Oi!’ Jonjo complained, startled, staggering back.


‘When will you ever learn to shut your fat mouth?’ said Max sharply. ‘I swear to God . . . ’


‘Just havin’ a laugh,’ said Jonjo, shrugging.


‘Well don’t fucking have a laugh,’ Max advised, and he led them all away and out of the hall.


The band started up again. Connie lurched back onto the dancefloor, grabbing Auntie Mo by the arm and taking her along, leaving Uncle Tom at his table smoking one of Max’s Cohiba cigars.


Ruthie sat there, quietly considering what she had just witnessed. The one thing she had never expected her fiancé to be was kind. Scary, yes. Charismatic, certainly. But never, ever kind.


Next day, the streets were abuzz. A rival up-and-coming gang leader’s house had been destroyed. The man and his family had fled the area. That was the sort of thing that could sometimes happen, around Max. Ruthie was beginning to get used to it.


But then there came worse news: horrific. Max’s mother Queenie had died down in Guildford, at Max’s posh country place.


Suddenly, things were very tense on the Carter manor. 


It was said that Queenie’s death involved violence, a botched robbery – and the Delaney gang.
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Ruthie said to Max that they should postpone the wedding, push the date back after hearing the awful news about Queenie, but everything was already in hand and he said no. It had been his mum’s dearest wish to see him settled, and he was going to go ahead, respect her wishes. Anyway – all the arrangements had been made, it would be a hell of a job to alter things now. 


‘Well,’ said Ruthie. ‘If you’re sure?’


‘I am,’ he said, and dropped the subject.


Max seemed to be dealing with his mother’s death with whisky and solitude. He didn’t want company, he didn’t want sympathy. He was sheltering, Ruthie thought, behind a hard shell, keeping his grief inside.


‘Only we could—’ Ruthie went on gently.


‘No,’ he snapped. ‘It’s done. Leave it.’


And so she did.


The wedding was, of course, lavish. There were hundreds of guests invited. Everyone wanted to be in Max Carter’s orbit, everyone wanted to give presents and good wishes to him and his new bride.


The reception was planned like a military operation. There were mounds of peach-toned flowers everywhere, extravagant gifts for the bridesmaids and the best man and the ushers. Brand new outfits for the whole bridal party. Ruthie’s mum was in seventh heaven; her daughter, her little Ruthie, marrying such a prize!


After the misery of Queenie’s funeral, the wedding was a blessing; it seemed to lift the whole of the East End in a great communal wave of wellbeing. And there Ruthie was on the morning of the big day – primped and powdered and made up to the nines. Her unremarkable mousy hair was swept up on top of her head, a pearl-studded coronet pinned in place, her make-up all done, faultless. And the dress! It was fabulous, like something out of a fairy tale. The train was a full twenty feet long, with real crystals sewn into it. Despite flatly refusing to attend at first – why, Ruthie neither knew nor understood at the time – Annie had finally agreed that she would join Cousin Kath and the two of them would be Ruthie’s bridesmaids, all done out in peach to match the bouquets.


‘I look rotten in peach,’ Annie complained at every fitting.


‘Yeah, but it suits Kath,’ Ruthie told her, wondering what the hell could have put Annie in such a mood. Annie was always snappish, these days. Always finding fault. ‘You’re so pretty you don’t need to worry about the colour, but spare a thought for Kath, Annie. She’s built like a ruddy tank and the peach really suits her, so have a heart, please.’


It was going to be the happiest day of Ruthie’s life, right?


They arrived at the church, Ruthie and Uncle Tom stepping out of a pure-white Rolls-Royce motor car draped with peach ribbons, to be met by the photographer, busy snapping away. Ruthie was feeling sick with nerves. She wasn’t like Annie. She wasn’t used to being the centre of attention, and the thought of all those people, all those guests inside the church, turning and staring at her as she walked up the aisle . . . her knees were literally shaking.


Uncle Tom was giving her away because of course Dad had cleared off years ago, never to be seen or heard from again. She had a dream sometimes that Dad would show up at the last minute, snatch her away from Uncle Tom and proudly escort her up the aisle, but it was just that: a dream. Dad wasn’t coming. Dad was never coming. 


Then there was a lull in proceedings before they had to go inside the church, the bells were clanging deafeningly above their heads. Annie and Ruthie were standing together while Uncle Tom drew aside, took a nip of his hip flask. Kath giggled and took a sip too when he offered it to her. 


And then Annie turned to Ruthie and said it. Maybe she even deserved it, for being a smug cow of an older sister, for being happy and excited enough to say once again, trying to make Annie smile when she looked so grim: ‘It’ll be your turn before you know it.’


Ruthie thought that she would never forget the hard, furious look in Annie’s dark green eyes. 


‘I’ve had your hand-me-downs all my life,’ she said sharply. ‘But today, guess what? You’re getting one of mine.’


At first Ruthie hadn’t a clue what Annie was talking about. Then all at once she knew. Everything was explained. Ruthie understood Annie’s bad moods, her absences, her sudden rages. And all Max’s wealth and power, his hard-fought ownership of his East End manor, the posh house he’d acquired down in the country, it was all ashes, all dust, all a great big pile of nothing. Because – at last – she knew. And she couldn’t ever un-know it. Her sister had been with her fiancé. Had sex with him. She’d heard it out of Annie’s own mouth. And she could never rediscover the happiness she had felt before. It just wasn’t possible.


It was all finished, right there.


The dream was done.
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Ruthie didn’t know how she got through the rest of it. All those measured strides up the aisle with Uncle Tom, each step accompanied by ‘Here Comes the Bride’ booming out of the church organ. She faltered a couple of times, felt Uncle’s hand tighten on hers, saw his swift glance of concern.


Behind her? Annie.


Annie, matching her step by step, and thinking what? It should have been me? Yes. Of course that. And there up ahead, the vicar in his sparkling white surplice, smiling at Ruthie as she approached.


And there was Max.


Max, gazing back at her. Handsome as the devil, and thinking what?


Yes.


Of course.


If only it was Annie and not her.


It was Annie who took Ruthie’s bouquet, her eyes not meeting her sister’s. It was Max who lifted Ruthie’s veil, preparing her for this like a lamb for sacrifice.


Somehow, she got through it, the hymns, the lessons, everything, and then she was saying the words that would bind her to him, make her Mrs Max Carter, and then the register was signed and they walked back down the aisle together, a married couple.





The sunlight dazzled her in the doorway of the church. The photographer fussed around. The guests grinned and threw confetti. The flash fired.


Jesus!


She was married.


Married to Max Carter.


They got into the white Rolls-Royce and the driver popped open a bottle of champagne. Everyone clapped and cheered and Ruthie caught a glimpse of Annie there, standing beside Kath. Annie wasn’t smiling: her face was set in cold lines. Ruthie quickly looked away. What the hell was happening to her? She found herself waving at the crowds and all the while she was thinking: I’ll run away. That would be best. I’ll just bolt.


But . . . how would that leave Mum? Mum, who was so thrilled with it all, who didn’t know what Ruthie knew about Max and Annie. What would happen to her? Would Max turn on her, chase her off the Carter manor in revenge for the humiliation of his new wife doing a bunk?


He would, wouldn’t he. Ruthie didn’t know him well – she hardly knew him at all – but she thought he would do that. And she had a picture in her head, of Connie Bailey, her mum, dead in a ditch somewhere, penniless, driven out. She couldn’t do that to her.


She was trapped.


At the reception there were speeches, telegrams. Endless, pointless words of congratulation. A few fairly smutty jokes, dutifully laughed at. The best man’s speech. Then Max’s, followed by applause. And all through it, the food, the laughter, the drink, Ruthie sat there with her sister just a few feet away.





‘You all right then, honey bunch?’ asked Eddie, leaning over her seat, startling her out of her dark thoughts.


‘Fine,’ she said, smiling.


‘Anything I can get you? Just say the word.’


‘No, I’m fine. Really.’


With her new husband sitting silent beside her and her sister just a few seats away, not eating, not drinking.


Eddie departed.


When she could at last escape to the ladies’ loos, Ruthie hurried from the packed airless room and – oh thank God – all the stalls were empty, there was no one in there. She shut herself in a cubicle, sat down on the loo seat, stared at the floor.


Then movement. And then some bastard was rapping at the door.


‘Ruthie! You in there?’


Annie’s voice.


‘Go away,’ said Ruthie.


‘Are you all right?’


A gasp escaped Ruthie. The sheer audacity, the fucking cheek of Annie Bailey, to ask her that, after what she’d said to her.


‘How long?’ said Ruthie.


‘What?’


‘How long’s it been going on?’


‘Look, let’s not get into that. I just want to know you’re okay.’


‘I’m fabulous. Really fine. My husband’s a cheat and so’s my sister.’


‘We never intended it to happen.’


‘Oh you just fell into bed together by mistake, is that it?’


‘I shouldn’t have said anything,’ said Annie.





Ruthie stared at the closed cubicle door. Then she stood up, flung it open. Annie stood there in her peach bridesmaid’s dress. She stepped back a pace when she saw the rage on Ruthie’s face.


‘No – you shouldn’t have done anything,’ she rapped out. ‘You slept with my fiancé. You’re my sister, for God’s sake. How could you?’


‘There were two of us,’ Annie pointed out.


The outer door to the loos opened. A woman stepped in.


‘Get out! ’ shrieked Annie.


The woman retreated, quickly.


‘You ought to be ashamed,’ said Ruthie. ‘You tart.’


‘Listen,’ started Annie.


‘No! I’ve listened enough to you. Now fuck off and leave me alone.’


‘Ruthie—’


‘No.’ Ruthie thrust a finger into Annie’s face and she flinched back. ‘Annie bloody Bailey, you listen for a change and take notice of what I’m telling you, all right?’


‘Ruthie—’


‘No! You are dead to me, you got that? Dead! ’
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Maybe Ruthie ought to have kept quiet. Just soaked it up. All her life she’d been good at doing that; at swallowing pain, suppressing it. But somehow hearing about her own sister and her own fiancé was just too big a shock to be fought down, bundled away, rubbished. She just couldn’t do it. 


The truth was, from day one, Ruthie had felt that this was all too good to be true. She had been unable to believe her luck when Max turned his attention on her. And this just proved that she’d been right to have doubts. It was too good to be true; it was far too much of a miracle.


After the reception, Max drove her, his new bride, down to his big Surrey place and he actually carried her over the threshold. Ruthie was wearing an expensive cream wool suit – Max had paid for it, Max paid for everything. While wishing it was her, maybe? Annie? Ruthie guessed so. 


Brunettes for Max, she remembered Eddie saying. And Annie was a brunette.


Then Max set Ruthie on her feet in the hallway and there was this skinny sour-faced woman in black standing there, ready to welcome them.


‘This is Miss Arnott who looks after the place,’ said Max.


Miss Arnott shook Ruthie’s hand. Miss Arnott’s grip was light, damp.





‘Let me show you around,’ she said, and although Ruthie was drooping with exhaustion after this huge and awful day she dutifully trailed around this massive wood-panelled Victorian barn of a place behind Miss Arnott, her pointing out this and that – the grand piano in the hall, the costly rugs, the exquisite furnishings – while Ruthie nodded, a captive, her mind whirling, nothing in it except Annie’s devastating words.


I’ve had your cast-offs all my life . . . 


And there was something more that was running through Ruthie’s head all through the dinner Miss Arnott cooked and served to them. Not only Annie’s vicious words but also this single, crushing thought: they’d slept together, Max and her sister, and that was bad enough. But worse – oh God, so much worse, was the thought that now came right on its heels.


Was their affair going to carry on now that Max was married to her? She knew Annie, knew her right to the bone. Once she fastened on a thing, then it was hers. No arguments. No turning back.


She couldn’t speak to Max about it, couldn’t stand up to him about it, no way could she do that. The very idea made her shudder. Talk to Max, of all people, about divorce, which he would see as a disgrace, a reflection on his manhood? She couldn’t. Didn’t dare.


Run, she thought. I could run.


But she couldn’t drop Mum in the shit like that. Couldn’t leave Connie to face the consequences of her actions. Every way she looked at it, there was no way out. She was locked into this. Yes – trapped.


It was going to carry on, him and her. Of course it was. Ruthie knew Annie too well. She was irresistible. Ruthie’s brain kept presenting her with tormenting little cinema-like snatches. Annie, dancing with him. Annie, turning to see him at the cloakroom entrance, something in her eyes that Ruthie should have known, should have seen, and now . . . oh Christ, now it was too late. She was tied to this, tied to him. She was Mrs Max Carter but it meant nothing, nothing at all. Because all she could hear in her head were Annie’s terrible words:


Guess what? Today, you’re getting one of mine . . . 
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Miss Arnott’s lavish wedding-night meal almost choked Ruthie. 


‘You’re not eating very much,’ Max noticed.


‘Big day,’ she managed to blurt out. ‘I got a bit nervous, it’s ruined my appetite.’


After dinner they sat in the drawing room for a while, Mozart on the radiogram.


‘I didn’t know you liked classical music,’ said Ruthie.


‘Well, I do.’ He smiled.


Ruthie hated it. She liked Manfred Mann. And that new lot, The Beatles. ‘Please Please Me’ – she loved that. 


I know absolutely nothing about this man, she thought.


And then – oh God – then it was time for bed. 


Now came the moment when they had to get on that huge bed upstairs and cement their relationship. She didn’t know how the hell she was going to manage this. She’d never slept with a man, ever.


Well, it was too late now to cry off, back out. She got changed into her nightdress in the bathroom and when she came back into the bedroom he was there wearing pyjama bottoms, softly lit by the bedside lamps. He was standing beside the bed, taking off his watch.


If any man could be described as beautiful, she thought, then that man was Max Carter. He was all tanned skin and taut muscles, dark hair dusting over his arms and his chest, arrowing down on his stomach, pointing the way to his manhood.


She stood frozen to the spot, awestruck, as he undid the tie on the pyjama trousers and let them slip to the floor. He stepped out of them and suddenly he was naked.


Ruthie had never seen a fully aroused man before, and it was shocking. His cock jutted hard out from between his thighs, full and long: ready for her.


‘Come on, come here,’ said Max.


As if in a dream – or maybe, more accurately, a nightmare – Ruthie walked over to the bed, stood in front of him. He reached out, smiling slightly, and loosened the tie at the neck of her nightie. He paused, then pushed the thing down, off her shoulders, down onto the floor so that she was naked too.
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