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One

1960

 




On a warm and pleasant Saturday afternoon in July, seventeen-year-old Patsy Lamb, a natural blonde with pale green eyes, was standing on the wide and worn polished pine floorboards of Hobbins & Son Grocers carefully analysing her shopping list. Oblivious to the conversations going on around her, she was trying to fathom what her mother, Alice, had written on the back of a used envelope but could hardly make head nor tail of it.

The writing, a touch indecipherable to say the least, was the reason why Patsy was unaware of the blather of the other customers. The store was full of local people discussing what they had heard through the grapevine about the changes taking place in the area. Shops and characterful pubs in London’s East End, which had stood there for half a century or more, were now on the list of timeworn buildings to be demolished. These friendly establishments were going to have to make way for new developments that were being planned.

The background banter made little difference to Patsy, who shopped for her mother every fourth Saturday when she herself didn’t have to go into the local hairdressing salon where she worked as a stylist. She was of course quite used to hearing gossip while she was busy snipping and cutting hair, so the present tittle-tattle simply floated above her head - after all, she had been shopping in this store for her mother since she was eight years old and there had always been gossip  that the place, along with the other shops in this narrow back-turning of decrepit two-storey buildings, was going to be demolished. But now they were all but staring into the face of the bulldozer: a tiny shoe shop, a family-run tobacconist, a fish and chip establishment and a small doll-making factory; the time for their demise had finally come.

Nor was it just this street. It seemed the whole of this little corner in the heart of Tower Hamlets was changing fast. Several of the narrow backstreets and terraced almshouses were gone, as well as the local blacksmith, the ironmonger and a cobbler’s shop. And it was the same all around the East End of London and its winding backstreets down by the river Thames, where old-fashioned terraces were giving way to low and high-rise blocks of flats and company offices.

The much talked about time of change had finally arrived and, on the whole, the locals were pleased with the promise of improvements that modernisation would bring. Most people were fed up with having to live in damp old houses and they now wanted a taste of luxury. They dreamt of wall-to-wall carpets for comfort and picture windows for light.

Patsy’s parents however had been lucky. They had rented the same house from the day they had married some twenty years since, and were just as happy now as they had been on the day they moved into their lovely home. They had been in the right place at the right time when they visited the housing association office a month after their wedding. Not only had they been allocated the house of their dreams, but one with a lovely spacious walled garden at the back, and they were more than content. Theirs was a two-bedroom solid Victorian terraced house that not only had gas at the turn of a switch but electricity as well, and even the luxury of an inside lavatory instead of the more usual one in the back yard.

 



So intent was Patsy on her mother’s shopping list that she hadn’t noticed Danny McDonald, the tall, blond and  handsome young shop assistant, looking at her admiringly. But then, in his beige button-up shopkeeper’s coat, he all but faded into the background. She had seen him before when shopping in there and had smiled shyly back when he had smiled at her, but what she didn’t know was that the nineteen-year-old had been teased about how he went all soppy whenever she came into the shop, and had done from the day he first set eyes on her.

Two of Danny’s colleagues, who served behind the cold meat and cheese counter, had enjoyed egging the lad on to ask the girl out on a date. Now even the manager of the store had encouraged him to make a move. He knew that Danny was smitten with the girl and had teased him on and off since he came to work there two months before. Today though, the lad had made up his own mind that he would ask her out. He was going to ask her if she would like to go with him to a dance, a Scottish Catholic do that was to be held in a hall just south of the river where his family lived. He had been building up to this moment for a week.

Patsy, still preoccupied with trying to fathom her mother’s scribble, hadn’t picked up on the joshing that was quietly going on around her. She finally managed to make sense of everything and, once her supplies had been wrapped, packed into her shopping bag and paid for, she smiled at the assistant who had served her, thanked him, and made for the door. On her way out she heard Danny call her name and assumed that the shop manager, who had known her since she was knee high to a grashopper, had told him who she was. She turned to face Danny, who was now almost by her side and smiling shyly at her. ‘I’m Danny McDonald,’ he said. ‘Excuse me for calling out like that but I’ve got something to ask you,’ he said, quickly adding, ‘I just wondered if you’d like to come to a dance with me a week from today, next Saturday? If you’re not doing anything, that is.’

Taken aback by his sudden approach, Patsy smiled  tentatively and felt the blood rise in her cheeks. ‘Well . . . on Saturdays . . . I usually go out with my friends to one of the local dance halls but—’

‘Well, I would invite them as well,’ Danny replied, ‘but it’s tickets only and they’ve all but sold out. And you’re going out dancing tonight then, are you? With your friends? If not we could maybe meet up for a coffee and I’ll explain more about the dance I’m inviting you to.’

‘I’m not going out tonight, no. The friend I was going with has got a sore throat . . . and anyway, I’ve got things at home to catch up on.’

‘Fair enough, but if you can’t go for a coffee tonight, would you like to go to the dance with me next week then?’ He smiled, then glanced over his shoulder to see if the others he worked alongside were watching him and taking the mickey. The manager winked at him and gave him a supportive smile.

Patsy could hardly keep up with this lad whose smile was warming those parts of her that the sun didn’t shine on. Apart from anything else he reminded her of Adam Faith - her heartthrob. The pop singer’s picture cut out from a magazine took pride of place on her bedroom wall.

‘I’m not sure. Is it all right if I let you know on Monday, on my way home from work? I finish early, so I could pop in here then.’

‘That sounds good. Well, I’d better go, I don’t want to upset any customers. I’m meant to be working.’ He glanced over his shoulder again. ‘I’ll see you then. I’ll keep a look out for you. See what your parents think about it in the meantime.’

‘My parents?’ She wondered what he could be thinking. ‘I don’t have to ask them. I don’t have to get permission.’

‘Well, you might when I tell you where it is. South of the river. And by the time the dance is over there won’t be any buses or trains running . . . it’s being held in a hall and it won’t end ’til after midnight.’

‘Oh,’ said Patsy, thrown by this little bit of information. It did change things. She shrugged. ‘I’m not so sure . . . I don’t think I’d want to come home that late at night by myself and my parents would be none too pleased about it either. And a taxi would cost the earth after midnight.’

‘Well, I was going to say . . . you’d be more than welcome to stay at our house. It’s a big old-fashioned place and there’s plenty of room. Mum and Dad share it with a couple of aunts as well as my grandparents. And your mum knows me. She’s always in and out on her way to work or coming back in the afternoons. Ask her and then ask your dad. Maybe she’ll be able to sway him if he’s a bit unsure.’

This was going a little bit too fast for Patsy. She hardly had time to think. ‘You’ve only been working here for a few weeks,’ she said, ‘and yet you sound as if you know my family. How come?’

‘I wouldn’t say that I know them well, but . . . I saw you, and - er - then I asked questions. One of the guys pointed your mum out to me when she came in and we got chatting. The manager reckons that the way to a girl’s heart is through her mother.’ He offered a hopeful smile.

‘Oh does he? Right . . . well, I’ll see if Mum agrees to my staying out all night. I can’t imagine my dad going for it though.’ She glanced from him to the guys who were serving behind the counter and saw that they were deliberately politely looking the other way.

‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do,’ said Patsy, all thoughtful. ‘I’ll broach it to Mum and Dad later on today, and pop in on Monday like I said, and give you a yes or no. If that’s all right . . . ?’

‘Of course it is,’ said Danny. ‘And don’t look so nervous. I don’t bite.’

‘I’m not nervous,’ she said quickly. ‘You’ve caught me on the hop, that’s all. Anyway, you’d best get back behind the counter, that queue’s growing.’ She smiled back and left the  store, her mind working overtime. Staying out all night and sleeping in a strange house with people she didn’t know would be a first, but Danny seemed nice - easy to talk to - and handsome too.

 



Having left school at the age of fifteen to work full time as a junior trainee in a local hairdressing salon Patsy was a touch lonely. Her three best friends, who she had grown up with, going to youth clubs then, later, to dance halls in and around the area, were all now courting. She had been on dates but none of the lads had set her heart on fire. Now, today, Danny had sent a few sparks flying. Not only was he tall, blond and handsome, but not in the least bit pushy. If anything, he seemed a bit shy of her - nothing like the cocky Jack-the-lad types that she was used to - and that made a nice change.

On her walk home, smiling and wrapped in her thoughts, trying to imagine the dance and what it might be like, she strolled past the Charrington brewery and was brought back into the here and now by the soft jovial voice of Ritchie, her favourite cousin. ‘Once a daydreamer always a daydreamer,’ he said.

Snapping back into the real world, she smiled back at him. ‘Sorry Ritch - I was miles away.’

‘On a slow boat to China with Adam Faith no doubt?’

‘No, as it so happens, I wasn’t. But wouldn’t chance be a fine thing. How’s your mum?’

‘A lot better now. She’s still a bit under the weather but over the pleurisy. She’s a bit miffed with you, though. Her favourite in the family and you never came to visit after work.’

‘Well, you tell her that I’ll be there soon. She still likes Milk Tray doesn’t she?’

‘I hope so. She’s had four little boxes bought for ’er all in all. Buy her a bottle of Lucozade instead. That’ll perk ’er up.’ Ritchie winked and then showed a hand as he continued on  his way. He and Patsy were very close even though there was eighteen months in age between them. As children, playing together in the streets, they had even sometimes pretended that they were brother and sister.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow!’ Patsy called back, and had every intention of doing so: apart from visiting her aunt and uncle, she wanted to tell Ritchie about Danny McDonald and the dance invitation. She wanted his opinion on whether or not she should go.

Thinking about the next day, she made a mental note to visit Molly, her gran, as well as her aunt, so as to kill two birds with one stone. Her gran lived just one street away from her aunt and uncle in a terrace of two-up, two-downs. Patsy had always been close to her relatives and especially her grandma, whom she saw as a second mother. Molly’s early Victorian terrace house was like a second home to Patsy even though she did not like Joe, her step-granddad. He seemed amiable enough in company, but at home with her gran he was not only a miserable sod but also aggressive, and critical of whatever Molly cooked or the way she ironed his shirts.

With thoughts of the good looking shop assistant swimming in and out of her mind, Pasty arrived at the narrow white steps that led up to her home but stopped in her tracks to look across at the small groups of people gathering in front of the church on the opposite side of the street. Knowing her mother would hate to miss the wedding that was clearly about to happen and would want to see the bridesmaids and the bride arrive, she ran up the steps to the front door and let herself in. She called out to her mother, telling her what was going on outside. Both of them loved watching the weddings held in the church and had been sharing this treat since Patsy was a baby in a pushchair.

Alice came down from the tiny box room she used as an office for running her mail-order shopping business. She untied the strings of the apron she was wearing, slipped it  off, and then brushed herself down before checking her face and hair in the hall mirror. Like most of the local women, Alice wore pretty pinafores to protect her clothes but she hardly ever wore them in the street - though she was one of those people who looked lovely in any old thing. Her hair was a dark wavy auburn, her eyes were pale green, and she had a smile that could warm the cockles of anyone’s heart. She was a good and friendly person who had always loved children and had wanted four of her own, ideally two boys and two girls. This was not meant to be, but she had her Patsy and was now quite content. The two of them were very close, and in Alice’s eyes this made up for everything.

Mother and daughter stepped outside where, raising an eyebrow, Alice shrugged and said, ‘It must be someone that we don’t know, sweetheart, or I would have heard about it.’ Looking across at the people milling around in the church grounds, she then murmured, ‘Oh Patsy . . . look at the hats and outfits, babe . . . don’t the women look lovely?’

Patsy smiled. ‘You always say that.’

‘Do I? Well, I’m really pleased that you got back in time to see what was going on because I would ’ave missed it all. I was right into the swing with my new vacuum cleaner up in the office. You should see the way it sucks up the dust.’

‘Oh Mums . . . stop talking about housework. Come on, let’s make our way to the front of the onlookers and sneak in the back.’

‘Sneak? I live closer to that church than any of this lot. I’ve got a right to a seat.’

 



Manoeuvring their way through the onlookers as if they themselves were guests of the bride or groom, mother and daughter went into the church and joined a few other women who were there for the show. Once seated in a pew, Alice looked along the aisle at the others and then turned her attention to Rose, the woman she had sat next to and whispered, ‘If it hadn’t been  for my Patsy I would have missed this. Why didn’t you knock for me?’

‘I didn’t think that I would have to. You never bloody well miss a wedding or a funeral and you live opposite the church. How could you miss anything that’s going on?’

Alice smiled. ‘Don’t swear in God’s house or he’ll be cross with you.’

‘You should read the Bible,’ said her friend. ‘Bloody is in there, so it can’t be swearing can it? Ask God if I’m right the next time you’re down on your knees praying.’

‘The word is in the Bible I grant you that, but not in the same sense as you use it.’

‘All right, enough said. Do you know who the bride is?’

‘No, I don’t. Do you?’

‘No. What about the groom?’

‘Well, if I don’t think I know the bride I’m hardly gonna know the groom am I? Talk sense.’

‘Will you two be quiet!’ hissed Patsy. ‘We’re in a church not down the market.’

‘Ooh . . . forgive me for breathing,’ said Alice, and turned to give her friend a sly wink and a smile.

‘Stop it!’ whispered Patsy. ‘Remember where you are!’

‘Sorry darling,’ said Rose as she trapped laughter. ‘You’re right. We are guests in His house after all.’

‘If you two keep this up I’m leaving.’

Pushing her shoulders back, Rose smiled all saintly and said, ‘We won’t say another word. I promise.’

‘Good. Because the last of the guests are coming in and the bridegroom’s stopped looking over his shoulder. The bride must have arrived.’

‘Unless she’s gonna stand him up, as I should ’ave done with my old man,’ said the friend. ‘I still can’t believe how ugly he’s grown with age.’

‘I’m not listening to this. I can tell that you two are going to  get worse.’ With that Patsy eased her way along the aisle and slipped out of the side entrance, leaving them to their fun.

Once outside she had to smile because there in full view were the beautiful bride and the lovely bridesmaids - and she had seen them before the congregation had. She slipped behind the groups of onlookers in the grounds and crossed the narrow road to her house. She was happy. She had seen all she wanted to and now all she needed was to be by herself with a cup of Camp coffee and to think about Danny.

Alone in the silent house, Patsy went into the kitchen to make her drink and imagined herself one day walking down the aisle in a beautiful white wedding dress. It seemed that weddings were going on all over the East End with local churches enjoying a heyday. But amid all the happiness and celebrations, there were darker events too. There had been masses of coverage in the newspapers, on television and on the radio of a huge police clean-up operation. The previous spring the BBC had announced that some of the most vicious gangsters that Britain had ever seen had been taken into custody: a local East End protection racket led by the King brothers had been smashed. According to the press they had been responsible for acts of unthinkable savagery, including torture and murder. It had been shocking - and exciting, too - to follow the ongoing drama via the news, like watching a real-life crime thriller. The local papers had certainly enjoyed boom sales over the weeks when detectives raided homes in and around the East End. According to the grapevine no less than seventeen members of the criminal gang, led by notorious brothers Johnny and Ronnie King, had been arrested.

Still, most of the headlines were taken with a pinch of salt. There had always been trouble in the East End of London between various gangs, some of them small time and some bigger players. It was almost expected, as if it was part and parcel of local life. And the human race being what it was meant that some people thrived on the gossip and fear and  danger that the gangs were creating. Ordinary locals took it with a shrug of the shoulder for most of the time and few gave a toss whether or not the villains slept with a gun or a bag of jelly babies under their pillows. They might rule the underworld now but they were ordinary kids on the streets once upon a time, kids who had been born and bred in the area and were still there, even though they moved in a different world to the ordinary folk for most of the time.

As far as Patsy’s family were concerned, they, like most other East Enders, were pleased that there was a major clean-up going on. No Londoner, whether from south, west, north or east, wanted their birthplace to go down as one of the worst areas in which to live, and their East Enders’ sense of pride was evident in the packed church and the immaculately kept church gardens.

 



At around six-thirty that evening, while Alice was having a nap, Patsy curled up in one of the two matching red and black patterned armchairs in the sitting room and listened to the latest chart records playing on the radio, but her thoughts were still on Danny. She wasn’t sure as to which way her dad was going to go with the idea of her staying out all night. She had broached the subject with her mother earlier on and she had seemed fine about her going, but warned her that her father was going to be a problem. He was over protective when it came to his girl and always had been, so getting it past him was not going to be easy. Even though Patsy knew that she could usually twist him round her little finger whenever she wanted something badly enough, she was also clued into the fact that she was going to have to be a step ahead of him in her thinking. Sleeping in a family home in South London under the same roof with a boy that Andy hadn’t even met? She very much doubted that he would go for it, unless of course there was a good enough reason.

She was so caught up in her thoughts while a new single by  The Drifters was filling the room that she didn’t hear the street door open and close again. Her dad’s voice filtered through the lyrics of the song, asking where her mother was. ‘She’s having a nap,’ said Patsy, then murmured, ‘I’ve got something to ask you, Dad.’

‘Sorry babe, but I can’t find my wallet,’ he joked.

‘No, I’m not after a treat.’

‘Good. I take it there was another wedding? The pavement outside the church is covered in confetti.’

‘There was, Dad. The bride looked beautiful and there were four bridesmaids. They were all dressed in different shades and—’

‘Yeah, all right babe, I don’t need to know the ins and outs, I could do with a cup of coffee though.’

Immediately up and out of her armchair Patsy told him to sit down and relax while she made them both a cup of their favourite drink. This wasn’t just coming from a sense of duty but from a desire to get on the right side of her dad, who could be a bit dictatorial when the mood took him. She felt sure he would baulk at the idea of her going to the dance if she didn’t handle it properly, but he was in an easy mood and seemed happy enough to let Patsy mother-hen him, so things looked okay. He slumped down on the sofa and kicked off his shoes and she went into the kitchen with a hopeful smile on her face. Yes, he was definitely in his nice and easy mood . . . from what she could tell.

Amused at the way his daughter was making an effort to fill Alice’s role, Andy leaned back and closed his eyes, relaxed and content now that he was home from the furniture-making company in Shoreditch where he worked. Since the day he had been promoted from manager of the factory floor to sales manager he had had to go in every other Saturday to oversee the smooth running of the business. It wasn’t something that he relished but neither did he complain because his wages had almost doubled with the promotion and new responsibilities.  Closing his eyes, he laid his head back and briefly wondered what Patsy might be after since she had been up and ready to wait on him within seconds of him coming in the front door. He thought that it might be a pair of shoes that she had seen in a shop window that she’d say were absolutely made for her if she could but afford them. He knew that she knew how to get round him. In truth, his girl could have anything in the world. Whatever she asked for.

Coming back into the room with the coffee, Patsy handed a cup to her dad and then settled herself on the settee. She drew a deep breath, trying to ignore the way her heart was beating nineteen to the dozen and attempted to look relaxed. The room was quiet now, the radio switched off, and the only sound was the ticking of the clock on the bookshelf. Making the most of this opportunity she said, ‘I’ve got something special to ask you. It’s to do with something that I would really not like to miss out on, and - once I ask you - promise me you’ll take a little bit of time to think about it before you answer.’

Andy slowly nodded, contained a smile and did his best to take his daughter seriously as he leaned back, folded his arms, and gazed down at the floor as if he was all ears. ‘Off you go then babe. Fire away.’

‘Well, I’d rather explain a little of it before I ask - if that’s all right.’

Again Andy managed to look studious as well as interested. ‘That’s fine by me, Patsy darling. All in your own time sweetheart.’

‘It’s nothing bad or that . . . it’s just that . . . well, I’m not sure how you’re going to react to something that I would really like to do.’

‘Oh get on with it Patsy, I’m tired babe. What can be so grave that you need to talk to me as if I’m gonna baulk at whatever it is?’

‘It’s a date.’

‘What d’you mean - a date? Are we talking about history or you going out with a lad?’

‘Don’t try and be funny Dad. You know what I mean. I’ve been asked to go to a dance next Saturday.’

‘And?’

‘It’s south of the river so I’ll need to stop overnight.’

‘Why? Why will you ’ave to stop out all night?’

‘Because by the time it finishes the buses and trains will have stopped running and the boy who’s asked me doesn’t have a car.’

‘Boy? What boy? I don’t recall you telling me that you had a boyfriend other than the lads that I know, the local ones you see at the dance halls. Did you meet someone at work? A drippy hairdresser?’

‘No,’ said Patsy, ‘it’s Danny McDonald, the boy who serves in the corner shop. In Hobbins. Mum knows him and likes him.’

‘Oh, right.’ Andy sighed, inwardly relieved. This was easy to deal with. ‘Well I don’t see why you can’t go. If it’s only across the river sweetheart I’ll pick you up around about eleven o’clock.’

‘But that’s the point. I don’t really want you to do that. It’s a family and friends do. It’s being held in a church hall and then possibly carrying on at Danny’s house . . . I’m not sure. His family’s home is a shared house. His parents and a couple of old aunts and an uncle or something.’

‘All right, so I’ll pick you up at midnight. How’s that sound?’

‘But I don’t want you to do that Dad! For one thing it’s not fair on you, and for another it’s not fair on me! I want to accept the invitation to stay overnight.’

‘And where did this invitation come from?’ said Andy getting a touch hot under the collar.

‘I just told you! From Danny! When I went in to get some errands for Mum. The older shop assistants know about it  and they seemed pleased that he’s finally plucked up the courage to ask me out.’

‘Well, what would they care? It’s not their daughter what’s being lured into staying at a fellow’s house all night is it? If you want to stop out, the answer’s no. And that’s an end to it.’

Miffed at the way this was going, Patsy stood her ground. ‘What do you mean no? Why not? He’s from a good family. What do you think he’s going to do? Rape me in the night while his parents and aunts look on?’

Andy pointed a finger at her. ‘Stop right there Patsy, I won’t have that kind of talk under my roof. I’ll give him “all night dance”. And he’ll get it straight from the shoulder on Monday morning because I’ll be in that shop first thing.’

‘Don’t you dare do that! I would leave home if you did something so horrible!’ Upset and angry at her dad’s response she was determined not to back down. ‘I’m seventeen! And I’ve got every right to stay out overnight if I want to. And I’ve also got every right to leave home and live in a bed-sit if I want to. A girl my age at work lives in one and so do quite a few of her friends. I could move to another part of London and flat-share. I could live in the West End and afford to pay for a room in a shared house.’

Andy slowly shook his head and chuckled. ‘Live in the West End in a room. You wouldn’t last five minutes, babe. You’d soon find out where your bread’s best buttered.’

‘Well at least I would ’ave given it a try!’ Thankfully, Patsy could now hear footsteps in the passage and knew that her mother was on the way. ‘And anyway, stop changing the subject. This isn’t about whether or not I move out.’

‘I never brought it up, you did. So it must be at the back of your mind.’

‘Move out?’ said Alice, coming into the room. ‘I shouldn’t think you would want to sweetheart. What’s brought all this on?’

‘She wants to go to a dance over in South London which means stopping out all night and I’ve said no. Done and dusted.’

Alice looked from her husband to her daughter. She knew how to play this. ‘Am I missing something here Patsy? Because I was under the impression that it was a charity do in a church hall and you’ve been invited as a guest to stay overnight in Danny’s family home.’

Picking up on the way her mother had chosen to play it, Patsy shrugged all innocent. ‘You’re not missing anything Mum. I s’pose I didn’t explain it properly to Dad.’

‘Yes you did,’ said Andy, quite used to his wife and daughter ganging up on him like this. ‘She wants to stop overnight with strangers and I said that I would pick her up after the dance and fetch her home.’ With that, he stood up and left the room.

Alice winked at Patsy raised her voice a little and said, ‘I think your dad’s right, sweetheart. I mean, we hardly know the lad other than what Mr Ridley who works in Hobbins told me.’

‘Oh? And what was that?’

‘That he’s a good lad who’ll do well for himself when he goes it alone. That was only a passing comment really, while he was slicing ham on the bone for me. And thinking about it, I have only seen his father just the once. He was there to pick up his son because they were going to the People’s Palace together to listen to a speaker. I don’t know what the talk was but I’ve a feeling it had something to do with the history of old London, I can’t remember, but the one thing I do recall was the car that was parked up outside the shop. A very nice dark blue Jaguar saloon that looked brand new. According to one of the lads it belonged to Danny’s father, so his family can’t be short of a few bob . . . I wouldn’t have thought.’

Coming back into the room Andy tried to hide a smile because he knew full well what his wife was up to. He looked  her in the eye and said, ‘If the boy’s dad does have a Jag and the blokes in the shop tell me that they know his father then I’ll concede. She can stay with the family overnight and I’ll be there ten o’clock sharp the next morning to pick ’er up. And that’s an end to it. No more discussion.’

Patsy looked from Alice to her father and smiled. ‘Thanks Dad. For letting me go and for offering to collect me. But please don’t go in the shop to check up. I would die of embarrassment.’

‘Whatever,’ he said, and swaggered out of the room calling over his shoulder, ‘I’m going into the garden to sit in the sunshine. Fetch me a fresh cup of coffee, out!’ He knew that he had been swayed but, more importantly, he knew that he was still very much at the top of the tree in this small household. From the passage he called out. ‘And a slice of chocolate cake would be nice!’

 



That night when the family of three was tucked up in bed and the house was quiet, Alice lay on her back thinking about her daughter. Her Patsy. Looking up at the shadow pattern on the ceiling, created by shafts of light from a full moon that was coming in through a gap in the curtains, she tried to force back tears that were welling in the back of her eyes. She could tell that Andy was drifting off to sleep and yet she knew that she was going to be lying awake and worrying. Patsy’s talk of Danny and the dance had made her realise that her little girl was now a young woman. That maybe now was finally the time to tell her the secret that she and Andy had guarded closely all Patsy’s life. Their daughter was now of an age when she should be told the truth about her real parents. It was something that neither she nor her husband had wanted to think about, let alone sit down and explain to Patsy - that she had been adopted by them when she was a new born tiny baby. It had been a well-kept secret between themselves and their families ever since.

When Andy’s brother Tom and his sister-in-law Eileen had first found out that there was a third child on the way - one they could not afford and had not planned - the couple had been beside themselves with worry. By then Andy had been diagnosed at the London hospital as sterile: the consequence of having been seriously ill with mumps as a child. It seemed the obvious thing was for him and Alice to adopt Tom and Eileen’s baby, and that baby had grown up to be their Patsy.

Judging by the sound of her husband’s relaxed breathing, Alice guessed that he hadn’t quite gone off to sleep but might be on the verge of it. Nudging him gently with her hand she whispered, ‘Are you awake sweetheart?’

The slow and mumbled response was, ‘Not quite.’

She turned to face him and murmured, ‘We need to talk, babe.’

Yawning he sighed, ‘About what?’

‘About Patsy. I think that it’s time . . . whether we want it to be or not.’

‘Oh don’t start that again. Leave well alone.’

‘I can’t. She’ll need her birth certificate one day, and that day could be any time and for any reason. I don’t think we can put it off any longer. We’ve got to tell her before she finds out, Andy. It would be horrible for her if she does and not all that nice for us.’

Andy eased himself into a sitting position and sighed. ‘You’ve gone on every so often about bringing it out into the open before she finds out from someone else. And has she? In all of her seventeen years? No. So what’s all this about?’ He turned away and gazed up at the ceiling so as not to have to look at her sorry face. He wasn’t quite ready for this. He couldn’t bear the thought of telling his daughter that he wasn’t her father. ‘Let’s talk about it in the morning,’ he murmured. ‘I’m tired.’

‘But I’m wide awake and worrying. I can’t sleep. I think that we might have left it too long already. We should have  taken the advice given by the authorities and told her when she was younger, but old enough to understand.’

‘Spilt milk, Alice. Spilt milk. No use crying over it. What’s brought this on then?’

‘A gut feeling. She’s almost all grown up now. She deserves to know. Like I said, we’ve got to sit her down and tell her before it comes out, before she hears it from someone else.’

‘And what makes you think it’ll come out?’ he said, a touch more tetchy this time.

‘I don’t know! Her age maybe? I’m not saying that she’s going to suddenly ask questions, I just don’t think that we should put if off any more that’s all. Call it instinct. Call it what you like. We’d be gutted if she found out from someone else, and please don’t tell me that you haven’t thought about that too because I know you have. I know you’re just as concerned as I am so stop pretending that you’re not. We’ve put if off for as long as we can afford to and we both know it.’

Silence filled the bedroom until Andy sighed and then quietly said, ‘I know you’re right Ali . . . of course you are. But it’s not gonna be easy. I’ve got a knot in my stomach just thinking about it.’

‘So have I. But she might resent us for not telling her now, never mind much earlier on. We always knew that it wouldn’t be easy for any one of us but she’s seventeen . . .’

‘I said all right! We’ll talk about it first thing and decide when and where we should tell her. We’ll have to think on it.’

‘What do you mean - where we should tell her? Here surely? In her familiar home surroundings?’

‘We’ll see. To be fair all round it might be better if we’re at my Tom’s place and when Ritchi’s there. You know how close those two are. It might help us - and her.’

‘That’s true,’ murmured Alice. ‘Maybe we’ll do that. In a few weeks time.’

‘That’s the ticket,’ whispered Andy as he turned over and yawned. ‘That’s more like it. In a few weeks time. No rush.’




Two

 



 



 



 




With a horrible sense of worry in his gut Andy was up earlier than usual the next morning. He liked to cook a full breakfast for the three of them but today, while the girls were still sleeping, he wanted to have the silence of the house to himself to sit down with a cup of tea and think things through. He wanted to think about his Patsy, who had grown into a lovely young lady and who meant the world to him . . . his daughter . . . who was going to have to be told that he wasn’t her dad. His stomach churned for the umpteenth time at the thought of it. He loved her so much and had always thought of her as his very own flesh and blood. His girl.

Filling the kettle, he did his best to get a grip on his emotions because if Patsy were to come down from her bedroom and give him his usual kiss on the cheek he couldn’t guarantee that he wouldn’t shed a tear. And he knew that if there was ever a time that he had to be strong, it was now. He spooned three measures of tea into the pot and thought that he could hear soft shuffling on the staircase. Patsy was sometimes up early on a Sunday and if this was her approaching he wasn’t sure he could talk about anything other than what was on his mind. Luckily, it was Alice.

‘I didn’t sleep very well either,’ she murmured as she stood in the doorway.

Pinching his lips together, Andy swallowed against the  lump in his throat and then held his arms out to her. ‘Come here you old worry guts. Come and give me a cuddle.’

On the verge of tears Alice fell into his arms and whispered, ‘I mustn’t cry. She’ll know by my red puffy eyes if I do and she won’t be satisfied until I tell her what the matter is. And I can’t do that yet. I just can’t.’

‘Nor can I sweetheart,’ he whispered back.

‘I’m sorry I brought it up. It was stupid. Maybe we don’t have to tell her yet. Perhaps we don’t really have to tell her at all. The surname on the birth certificate is the same as ours so she won’t know any different, will she? If she ever needs to see it that is. I mean that was why we only put the surname down, wasn’t it.’

Pausing for breath, Andy looked into her face. ‘Of course the name’s the same. She’s my brother’s child. We need never say anything. We fooled the neighbours by you pretending to be pregnant and my sister fooled hers by saying that her baby never made it after a difficult birth in the hospital, so, why should it have to come out now?’

‘I just panicked I suppose . . . but I’ve always wondered what we would do come the day she’d need proof of who she is. But, no, we don’t have to do anything. So none of it matters.’

‘Yes it does matter babe, and we both know that. And one day we will sit down and explain what Tom and Eileen did for us. And what we did for them. It’s not as if it’s a nasty story, is it? We’re family and we all love each other. And Ritchie is like a brother towards her in any case even though she thinks he’s her cousin.’

‘I know. And she feels the same about him.’

Andy smiled and gave his wife a little kiss on the lips. ‘We’ll say it all one day, just not today. You take a cup of tea back to bed with you and read the Sunday paper. It’s on the doormat already.’

‘Yeah . . . I think I might just do that. I must admit I do  need to be in that little Sunday sanctuary world.’ She kissed him lightly and left the kitchen. Breathing a sigh of relief, Andy told himself that they had been worrying all night over nothing. His family was all right. More than all right. Everything boded well.

But Alice, as well as worrying about the secret, had something else on her mind. She wasn’t as relaxed about the dance as she made out. She had heard through the grapevine that Danny had been in the doldrums because his engagement had been broken by his fiancée. And to her mind, if the lad had been engaged to be married, he most likely would have been dipping his cornet into the ice-cream and she worried he might expect more from Patsy than a goodnight kiss and cuddle. She knew full well that had she mentioned this to Andy it would have put the kibosh on their daughter staying at Danny’s home overnight. But all of this aside, she liked the lad and, in her heart, felt sure he wouldn’t take advantage - not after having gone to such lengths to get their approval for Patsy to stay over. Surely he wouldn’t want to push his luck . . .

 



Later on that morning, having thoroughly enjoyed her breakfast in bed fetched by her dad the way it always had been on a Sunday, Patsy placed the tray with the empty plate and cutlery on her side table and sank her head back into her big feather pillow. The night before, she had drifted off to sleep with Danny on her mind. She could hardly wait to see him again. She couldn’t wait to tell Ritchie about him and, as she had many times before, she quietly wished she had a sister that she could talk to.

She was still smiling when her dad poked his head around the door. ‘Someone looks happy,’ he said.

‘I am, Dad. I’m happy because you think that it’s all right for me to go to the dance and stop overnight.’

‘Oh, right . . . I should ’ave known you’d be thinking about  that. Are you going to visit your nan today? I thought I remembered you saying something yesterday . . .’

‘I did and yes I am. And Auntie Eileen as well. I saw Ritchie and he said that she was a bit disappointed that I’ve not been round there while she’s been poorly.’

Seeing this as a good opportunity to test the water, he said, ‘Well, he was right to tell you, babe. Your Aunt Eileen thinks the world of you . . . as does your Uncle Tom. You know they do. You’re the apple of your nan and your aunt and uncle’s eye.’

Patsy smiled. ‘That’s because I’m the only girl within the little group of cousins. I’m spoilt because of it. Anyway, I wanted to say thanks again for giving me permission to go to the dance and stop at Danny’s.’ She was double-checking that he really hadn’t changed his mind.

‘No problem, babe.’ With that he winked at her and went back downstairs, feeling all right about himself and all right about the way he had raised Tom’s child. As far as he was concerned, Patsy was a shining example of a well-bred girl, unselfish and not in the least bit spoilt. All in all, everything in the garden was rosy on this Sunday morning and he was pleased that Patsy was going to see her nan. He knew that his mother, Molly, thought the world of Patsy and vice versa. Like Patsy, though, he always found it difficult when visiting the old couple because he couldn’t stand Joe, his mother’s second husband. As far as Andy was concerned, Joe was a bar-leaning pub-drinking thick-skinned selfish bastard who nearly always had a heavy smell of cheap gin on his breath. And the worse of it was that Andy knew his dad would have hated the thought of such a man wheedling his way into Molly’s life. Into her home and into his dad’s armchair by the fireplace. Deep down, he knew that his mother had realised that she had made a big mistake in marrying the man.

Then, with his own dad’s gentle smiling face coming into his thoughts, he cursed himself for not giving his stepfather a  good talking to, not telling him to mend his ways and treat his mother with a bit of respect. But there was still time. He promised himself that soon he would start to make regular visits to the house - if for nothing else but to gauge whether his mother wanted to be with the man or not. After all, bad company might, for her, be better than loneliness.

 



Pasty strolled along to Molly’s house via a cobbled back turning which had an old fashioned cul-de-sac coming off it where her grandma lived. She could see a group of youths further along the narrow street. She knew them from the nearby council estate but with the sun on her face she felt as if she were in a world of her own, and it was only when she heard one of the lads cry out in pain that she stopped in her tracks. Peering under her hand she recognised a youth with ginger hair who was known to be a vicious little bastard. He was rounding on Nathan, a polite and friendly boy she knew because he delivered the Sunday papers. Stepping up her pace Patsy decided to help him and to stop him being pushed around and sneered at.

Arriving at Nathan’s side she pointed a finger at the gang leader’s face and said, ‘If I see you bullying those more polite than yourself again, Kenny, I’ll go straight round to the Bethnal Green police station and report you.’

‘Listen to it. Anyone’d fink you were seventeen going on sixty,’ he sneered.

‘Hardly. But I am old enough to have seen you stark naked when I was with my friend who was your babysitter. What a puny little scrap you were, so nothing’s changed has it?’

‘If you weren’t a fucking girl I’d kick your teeth in.’

‘I’m sure you would, too. Now . . . on your way, the lot of you. Go and find something useful to do.’

‘Hark at it,’ Kenny said, as he turned to his mates. ‘Come on, she’s boring the shit out of me.’ With that he pushed his  hands into his trouser pockets and sloped off with a sneer on his face and with his little gang following behind.

Patsy turned around to face Nathan. ‘Why don’t you go the other way, Nathan, when you’re heading for Cambridgeheath Road? Go through the council estate and out onto the corner of Hobbins store. Little bullies like Kenny don’t hang around with their mates there.

‘I suppose I should but it makes my blood boil to think that I have to.’

‘I know, but it’s best not to walk in their footsteps. Have you heard from your mate Charlotte since she left for Norfolk?’

‘Oh sure. We’re pen friends now.’

‘I expect you miss ’er?’

‘Not really, he said, blushing. ‘I’m usually too busy. I help my grandparents out at the shop and stuff like that. But I’ll give Charlotte your regards when I next write her a letter. Your mum and her aunt were good friends weren’t they?’

‘For a while. They worked at the cinema together.’

‘That’s right. I miss the complimentary tickets now that Charlotte’s gone. Still, too many films can damage your eyes, or so they say.’

She smiled at the way Nathan was trying to be grown up. The lad pushed his loose, round national health glasses up onto the bridge of his nose and did his best to show a brave face. ‘Thank you very much, Patsy, for telling those boys off. I appreciate what you did.’ He then showed a hand and retraced his steps to leave the way he had come, via the old railway arch.

Patsy turned into the old fashioned cul-de-sac and saw somebody she knew from schooldays. Maggie Baroncini was older than her and had been a prefect. She had always been considerate and kind to the beginners at the school and Patsy had been very shy at that time so she’d clung onto her during the lesson breaks in the playground. Maggie was now married  to her London-born and bred Italian sweetheart, and had her six-year-old son, Peppito, with her.

Patsy gave a little wave and quickened her pace until she was at her side. ‘I thought that was you, Mags. How are things?’

‘Not too bad. And you?’

‘I’m okay. I’m just on my way to see my nan.’

‘Good for you. Today’s a special day you know,’ Maggie smiled and winked before glancing down at her son. ‘It’s Peppie’s birthday. We’re just on our way to visit Auntie Rita who just might have a present all wrapped up.’

‘I’m sure she will.’ Patsy laughed. ‘That girl thinks the world of this boy. And who can blame her, eh, Peppie?’

‘Dunno,’ said Peppito. ‘She’s mum’s best friend so she has to put up with me. But she does love me though and I like her. Even if she is a torment. But she’s always got a toffee apple put by for me so I must be’er favourite, mustn’t I?’

Patsy laughed at his funny old-fashioned expression. ‘I’m sure you are her favourite person in the world. And what about your great-aunt, Naomi? Is she still a torment?’
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