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‘The cruellest lies are often told in silence.’
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The dark brown stain of the teapot’s contents trickled obscenely down the kitchen wallpaper. Brenda Latham was hysterical, out of control, her features contorted as she grabbed whatever was nearest to her and threw it at the door. Rosemary, who had only just missed being hit as the china teapot hurtled past her, stared in horror at her mother.

‘Hey . . . watch what you’re doing, for heaven’s sake!’

Dodging her mother’s flailing arms, she rescued the rest of the tea set which sat temptingly on the kitchen table.

‘What good is breaking things going to do?’ she yelled. ‘You heard what he said, he’s gone. This isn’t going to bring him back!’

Her young eyes brimming with tears, she stood glaring at her mother. Their eyes locked in a battle of wills and then Brenda crumpled, collapsing on to a kitchen chair as she gave way to her pent-up feelings. As her mother sobbed, Rosemary’s shoulders slumped in despair.

Shakily, she filled the kettle and switched it on. There had been rows before, terrible rows, with tension in the house and strained relationships for days, but her dad had never before threatened to leave.

‘Is there another woman?’ Her voice cracked on the sentence, and she kept her back to Brenda as she waited tensely for an answer.

‘What do you know about such things at your age?’ Her mother’s voice, though muffled with tears, was sharp, causing Rosemary to swing round in irritation.

‘You might not allow any newspapers in the house, but I do live in this world, you know.’

Noisily blowing her nose, Brenda got up and restlessly paced the kitchen. She glared at the slim, fourteen-year-old girl, whose lightly freckled face beneath untidy dark hair was wet with tears.

‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she muttered. She wiped her swollen eyes on a damp handkerchief, and going over to the sink began to splash her face with cold water.

Mutinous, Rosemary made the tea, putting a generous two spoons of sugar in each cup.

‘When will you stop treating me like a child?’

‘Some things aren’t for young ears,’ Brenda snapped.

‘Mum – it’s 1970 for heaven’s sake! Not that you’d ever know the permissive society existed, living in this house.’

‘Don’t be cheeky! You young people nowadays know too much, too soon.’

‘Maybe, but it’s better than growing up in ignorance like your generation did!’ Rosemary flung at her.

Brenda sat again at the kitchen table, cradling the warm cup in her hands. She didn’t need an argument with her teenage daughter. She was emotionally drained, exhausted by the violent scene with Keith. It was unfortunate that Rosemary had been in the house; the walls were so thin, she must have heard every word. Wearily, she pushed back her greying brown hair from her forehead, surprised to find it damp with perspiration.

‘Don’t you get upset. It’s our problem, not yours.’

‘It’s a bit late for that,’ Rosemary said with bitterness.

All of her young life, for as long as she could remember, she’d been conscious of friction between her parents. Most of the time it had been barely concealed, their hostility revealing itself in subtle innuendos and barbed comments. Did they think a child was deaf to such things? At least when she was younger, they’d restricted themselves to glowering silences. Now, their emotions erupted at the slightest provocation.

So, her dad had got himself another woman! Her lip curled in contempt, as she wondered what on earth she could be like. Not that she cared that much. Her father had never shown much interest in her. She often wondered if he resented her very presence.

Rosemary looked at her mother, who was sitting slumped at the kitchen table, one hand scrabbling in her handbag for a pack of cigarettes. They both smoked incessantly, her mum and her dad. The house stank permanently of nicotine.

‘Mum,’ she said, frowning, ‘you don’t think he’ll really leave?’

Brenda looked up at her as she inhaled, and then gave a ragged sigh. ‘That’s what he says.’

‘But if he does, what will happen to us? I mean, how will we manage?’

Keith Latham had always been in work, but his heavy smoking and drinking ate a large hole in his wages. He’d once had a well-paid job as a sales representative, but that had been when Rosemary was a baby. She’d only ever known him to drift from one job to another. His latest was barman at the Dog and Gun, a popular pub frequented by day trippers on their way to the coast twenty miles away at Westbourne.

‘God knows!’ Brenda stared blankly at her.

‘Couldn’t you ask Father Kavanagh to talk to him?’

‘Hah!’ she sniffed. ‘Fat lot of good that’d be – he doesn’t even go to Mass half the time. Anyway, he thinks Father Kavanagh’s an old woman.’

Rosemary bit her lip. ‘You could get a job, I suppose. And I could, as soon as I leave school. I don’t have to stay on for my exams.’

‘You’ll do no such thing!’ Brenda bristled. ‘Not when you’re top of your class. And why should I go out to work? It was agreed, when we had you, that I’d stay at home and be a full-time mother.’ She looked at her daughter, her expression hard. ‘If he wants to go and live with his floosie, let him. We’ll soon see how he likes keeping two homes going.’

She stood up and began to brush the cigarette ash from her jumper, her thin face pale and tense. ‘Come on, let’s clear this lot up, then you can go and fetch some fish and chips. Just the two of us, mind! If he comes back, he can bloody well get his own!’

But Keith Latham didn’t come back, and later that night Rosemary lay in her narrow, single bed and stared dismally at the grey cracks in the plastered ceiling. Like the rest of the house, her cheaply furnished room was in need of redecoration, but her dad was a man full of promises and not much action. It worried her sometimes that she felt so little for him. Often, cringing at his coarse humour, she would sit and stare at him, wondering how they could be so different.

She didn’t take after her mum either, but at least she could relate to her. The small, bay-windowed semi tucked away at the end of a tiny cul-de-sac was Brenda’s whole world. Rosemary remembered her saying once that a lousy husband was better than no husband at all. Despite her forced bravado, Keith’s desertion would hit her hard.

Rosemary turned over, pummelling the pillow into shape, her shoulders hunching miserably under the bedclothes. One thing was for sure, life was never going to be the same again.

Keith Latham came home to collect his belongings in stealth three days later, using his knowledge of his wife’s daily routine to let himself into the house while it was empty. By the time she returned from shopping, every trace of his presence had been eradicated. Wardrobes, drawers and bathroom cabinet all displayed their emptiness as though to mock her. For the first time Brenda faced up to the humiliating reality that Keith wasn’t coming back. After twenty years of marriage, twenty years of what she saw as service, he’d rejected her. She’d be a laughing-stock, an object for sniggers and curiosity. The woman whose husband had run off with a barmaid . . . Slow, hopeless tears of self-pity began to course down her cheeks. She stumbled down the stairs and, going into the chilly lounge, switched on the electric fire and huddled into an armchair.

She was still sitting there chain-smoking, her angular face strained, when she heard Rosemary’s schoolbag fall with a clatter on the tiled floor of the hall.

The girl halted at the door as she saw her mother’s stricken expression. ‘What’s happened? Has he been back?’

Brenda jerked her head. ‘Have a look upstairs.’

Rosemary ran quickly up to the bedroom, and Brenda heard the rattle of drawers opening and closing, and her footsteps crossing the ceiling. It was eerie, but it seemed to her that the house already felt different, empty somehow.

Rosemary came slowly down to the living-room and, angrily pushing aside Brenda’s careful display of scatter cushions, slumped on to the black vinyl settee. ‘That’s it then. I don’t suppose he left a note or a message for me?’

Brenda shook her head.

‘Do you know where he’s gone?’

‘Same place as he’s been all week, I expect. With her!’

Rosemary looked down at the floor, her feet scuffing the beige shagpile carpet which was her mother’s pride and joy. She’d wondered why her dad had given in and allowed Brenda to buy it on hire-purchase last Christmas. Guilty conscience, that’s what it had been.

‘You don’t seem very angry,’ she said.

‘I’ve gone past anger,’ Brenda said wearily.

Rosemary glanced up at her mother. She was well aware that Brenda was not the most practical of people. ‘Did he leave you any money?’

Brenda looked at her vaguely. ‘I didn’t see any.’

‘No, I didn’t mean that. Have you got any money? You know, in the Post Office or something.’

‘I’ve got this week’s housekeeping, but your dad handled all the money, you know he did. Oh, and I’ve got thirty pounds in a Christmas Club.’

Rosemary let out a sigh of exasperation. They were doing Emily Pankhurst and the suffragette movement at school. Fifty years on, and here was her own mother as dependent upon her husband as though the equality of women had never been thought of.

‘What about the mortgage? Is it in his name?’

‘Of course.’ Brenda looked at her in surprise. The questions that girl asked! But then she’d always had an old head on young shoulders. Sometimes she wondered which of them was the adult.

‘Well, he’s got to provide a home for me, at least until I leave school.’

Brenda stared at her. ‘How do you know all this?’

‘One of the girls at school was talking about it. Her parents have just got divorced.’

‘I don’t know what the world’s coming to! You never heard of people getting divorced when I was a girl.’

‘Well, they did. What about that Mrs Simpson? You know, the one the King abdicated for? She was divorced.’

‘Oh, I don’t mean the upper classes, they’ve always had the morals of tomcats,’ Brenda sniffed. ‘I mean ordinary folk like us. People might have separated, but divorce – and I don’t mean just among Catholics either – that really was something to be ashamed of.’

Rosemary hesitated and then said, ‘What would you do if Dad wanted a divorce?’

‘He could whistle for it,’ Brenda said icily. ‘Besides, the Church doesn’t allow it.’

It doesn’t allow adultery either, Rosemary thought, but that hadn’t stopped him. She got up. ‘I’m starving, and I bet you didn’t have any lunch – you look dreadful. I’ll get us some beans on toast. And, Mum . . .’ She paused as her vivid blue eyes looked down into disillusioned brown ones. Theirs had never been a demonstrative relationship, but now Rosemary bent and awkwardly kissed her mother’s cheek. ‘You’ve still got me, you know.’

Brenda’s eyes filled with tears, as she clutched at her daughter’s hand. ‘I know, love, and I thank God for it every day of my life.’

With a lump in her throat, Rosemary went into the kitchen and pulled the cord to the wall-mounted electric fire. She shivered – you could feel the winter chill already although it was only early October. Switching on the grill, she looked around the square kitchen, at the brown Marley tiled floor and cream and beige units, grimacing at their shabbiness. The house had been new when Keith and Brenda bought it in 1958, but whereas other houses in the road boasted improvements such as coach-lamps, storm porches, window shutters and leaded windows, the Lathams’ house stood bare, the paint on the window frames and front door blistered and flaking. A sparse patch of grass which masqueraded as a lawn was reluctantly mowed by Keith during the summer, but as he never trimmed the edges, the garden always looked unkempt. In a narrow border at the side of the short slabbed drive, a few bedraggled Michaelmas daisies sprawled among the weeds.

The appearance of her home reflected the life within, Rosemary thought – dreary and depressing. As she took a sliced loaf from the chipped enamel bread-bin, she lifted her head and pondered. Perhaps she could buy some daffodil bulbs from the market – that would brighten the front up in the spring.

It was a beginning anyway, for unless she was very much mistaken, she’d be the one making the decisions from now on.
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‘I still think you should have gone to school,’ Brenda protested, as she pulled out the twin-tub from beneath the work surface and positioned it before the sink. Straightening the hose, she screwed it on to the hot-water tap and began to fill the washing machine.

Rosemary bent to sort the laundry into piles, then leaned against the draining-board. ‘We’ve only got PE and Domestic Science this morning. I might go in this afternoon – it depends on how you are.’

‘I’m perfectly all right, I’ve told you.’

Rosemary looked at her mother’s haggard face with scepticism. It was five days now since her dad had cleared out his belongings, and she had tried going to school, but it was hopeless. Her ability to concentrate had deserted her. All she did was to sit in class, her stomach churning with anxiety, yet pride prevented her from confiding in her friends. Yesterday, when she’d arrived home to find Brenda lying on the settee, her face once again blotched with tears, she’d decided to take today off and try to rouse her from her misery.

‘Well, you’re not doing his flaming washing!’ Rosemary extracted a couple of shirts, picked up some underpants and socks with distaste and flung them into a corner.

Brenda turned to reply, but the sound of a key, turning in the lock of the front door, caused mother and daughter to exchange looks of alarm and apprehension.

‘It’s him!’ Brenda hissed. Hurriedly, she turned off the hot-water tap, and wiped her hands on a tea towel.

‘I don’t know how he dares to show his face!’ Rosemary said bitterly. She didn’t want to face him, this man who’d rejected her with never a word of explanation. It was as though she didn’t exist, his only daughter who’d shared his life for fourteen years. It had surprised her just how much that had hurt.

Brenda took a deep breath and was about to move toward the kitchen door when suddenly it opened.

Keith Latham stood in the doorway, his gaze sweeping the kitchen, with its disorder around the sink, and piles of dirty clothes on the floor.

He glanced at Rosemary. ‘What’s she doing here?’ he demanded, his pale blue eyes swivelling to meet Brenda’s defensive brown ones.

Rosemary stared numbly at her father, wondering what any woman could see in him. In his early forties, Keith Latham’s never handsome features were florid and coarsened by heavy drinking and smoking. Of medium height, with mousy thinning hair and a pronounced paunch, he was hardly God’s gift to women. His mistress had probably come to her senses and thrown him out! Was that why he’d come? Was he hoping to just move back in as though nothing had happened?

Brenda stammered as she answered, ‘She – she stayed at home today to keep me company.’

‘Well, she can bugger off back to school. I want to talk to you.’

‘But . . .’ Rosemary began to protest, but Keith ignored her. Going into the hall, he retrieved a newspaper from the pocket of his damp raincoat hanging on the balustrade.

‘Brenda,’ he held the newspaper like a talisman, his arm raised. ‘I told you, I want to talk to you. If you want the girl to stay . . .’

‘No!’ The whiplash of Brenda’s tone caused Rosemary to look at her with alarm.

‘I don’t mind, Mum, I’ll stay . . .’ She took a step forward protectively, but found herself hustled out of the way as Brenda grabbed her arm.

‘No, your dad’s right, you should be at school. Go and get your uniform on. Go on,’ she insisted. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. Married people have things to talk about in private.’

Rosemary stared at her in bewilderment. From the downcast, listless woman of a few moments ago, her mother was transformed. Now her eyes were glinting, the pupils dilated. Her sharp features, while deathly pale, were taut and wary. Rosemary could almost smell the fear on her and she glanced sharply from one to the other.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Do this for me, love. Please!’ Brenda’s eyes pleaded with her, and with reluctance Rosemary went up to her bedroom. Her mind racing, she hurriedly changed into her maroon and grey uniform, and picked up her schoolbag. What was going on? Why were they trying to get rid of her? She ran back down the stairs and paused apprehensively at the door of the lounge.

Keith sat on the edge of an armchair in the process of lighting a cigarette, while Brenda sat upright on the settee, her hands clenched on her lap. It was obvious they were waiting for her to leave.

‘I’ll say goodbye then.’ Worried, she tried to catch Brenda’s eye.

‘Goodbye,’ Keith said curtly.

Rosemary shot a baleful glance at him. She hated her dad for what he’d done – it was disgusting, a man of his age.

‘Mum?’

‘Off you go, I’ll see you later.’ Brenda managed a travesty of a smile in an attempt to reassure her, but evaded her eyes.

Loth to leave, Rosemary let herself out of the front door, dawdling down the short drive. Then, heart pounding, she turned and hurried down the side path to the back of the house. Quietly, she pulled down the handle of the door. It was locked. The venetian blinds were closed at the small back window and, pressing her ear against the glass, she bit her lip in frustration. Keith had thought of everything.

Reluctantly, she walked along the cul-de-sac to the main road. She looked back at the semi-detached house, with its face blank and secretive behind the net curtains, trying in vain to imagine the scene inside. For a few moments she hovered on the kerb, then dodging the traffic crossed the road, beginning to rack her brain to invent a plausible excuse for her late arrival at school.

Keith waited until he heard the front door close and then with deliberation stubbed out his cigarette and picking up the newspaper from the floor at the side of his chair, placed it, still folded, across his knees.

Brenda kept her eyes on his, her neck and shoulders tensing.

Eventually, into the strained silence, he said, ‘Don’t you want to know why I’ve come round?’

Brenda’s mouth twisted. ‘I knew you’d have to come back sooner or later. You can’t just walk out on all your responsibilities. What about the house and the bills and things, not to mention Rosemary? I haven’t got any money of my own, as you very well know.’ Her voice thickened with shame at both his rejection and her need to beg.

‘Ah, yes. Rosemary.’ Keith leaned back in his chair and, stretching out his legs, crossed them comfortably at the ankles. Brenda suddenly noticed that he was wearing new and expensive cavalry twill trousers. Her lips tightened. Baggy grey flannels had been considered good enough for her.

With watchful eyes she waited.

‘I want a divorce.’

Brenda froze. She stared at him in shocked disbelief as the blunt words hung heavily in the air. Then, slowly, anger began to rise in her – she could feel its heat surging upward until it suffused her neck and face.

Keith casually lit another cigarette. He was perfectly calm.

‘But we’re Catholics!’ she protested.

‘So what? People lapse, you know.’

‘I haven’t.’

‘What difference does that make? I’m the one who wants a divorce,’ he countered.

‘You’re forgetting something. I’m not the one who committed adultery. You can’t divorce me, and I’m certainly not going to divorce you. I married you, Keith Latham, ’til death do us part and that’s how it’s going to stay. So you can go back to your –’ she searched for a suitable epithet, ‘your trollop, and tell her I said so.’

Keith remained silent, his relaxed attitude simply infuriating her further.

‘How can you do this to me, after all these years? I’ve kept a clean house for you, there’s always been a hot meal waiting on the table when you come in.’ Her voice spiralled upward, ‘I’ve done your washing, your ironing, even bloody well cut your hair! What more do you want?’ Her voice broke as tears of desperation streamed down her face.

Keith’s eyes regarded her coldly.

‘Do you really want to know, Brenda? It’s not what you’ve done, it’s what you haven’t done, or rather what you seem incapable of doing. A man wants more than a housekeeper, he wants a woman, a real woman, one who’ll keep his bed warm at night with a bit of warm flesh to cuddle up to, aye and have a bit of fun. But you,’ his eyes flickered with contempt at his wife’s angular body, ‘oh, no, we had to have twin beds – more hygienic, you said.’

‘Is that what all this is about – sex?’ Brenda spat.

‘Lack of it, you mean. I’m surprised you can bring yourself to say the word, you’ve certainly never been keen on the act!’

Brenda averted her eyes, and challenged, ‘What about Rosemary? How can you abandon your own daughter?’

‘Rosemary.’ Keith took a last drag on his cigarette. ‘Yes. Let’s talk about Rosemary.’

He took the newspaper and slowly unfolded it. Brenda’s stomach lurched, her hands suddenly clammy. Her eyes darted nervously to the front page, trying to read the date.

He glanced up. ‘Oh, it’s a recent one, yesterday’s in fact. Strange what you read in the newspapers, isn’t it? Not that I’d know, seeing you suddenly cancelled all our papers last year. What was it you said? That with Rosemary at an impressionable age you didn’t want her reading all the smutty articles. Let’s save the money, you said, put it toward renting a colour television, and fool that I was, I went along with you.’

Brenda moistened her lips. ‘I still don’t see . . .’

‘Oh, but I think you do, Brenda.’ Keith opened up the paper and slowly turned the pages.

‘Page thirty-seven, I think. Ah, here it is. I’ll read it to you. Are you listening?


“SHERWIN, Rosemary. Would anyone knowing the whereabouts of Rosemary Sherwin, born on 3rd August 1956 at Westbourne, Hants, please contact . . .”’




He went on to detail a postal box number, and the address of the newspaper, while Brenda scarcely heard him, her mind frantically trying to absorb the implications of Keith’s new-found knowledge.

‘You knew, didn’t you?’ he accused.

She nodded. ‘I saw it one day, just after Rosemary’s thirteenth birthday. It was a terrible shock.’

‘You didn’t contact them?’

‘No!’ Her voice was sharp, and she glared at him, her brown eyes glinting in anger. ‘Rosemary’s mine,’ she spat. ‘She’s my daughter!’

Keith slowly shook his head. ‘That says it all. “Rosemary’s mine, she’s my daughter”, and that’s how it’s always been, hasn’t it, right from when you first had the crackbrained notion? Before we moved here, you were cavorting around with a cushion stuck up your coat, pretending to be pregnant, and you kept it up until we got her. It’s a good job we moved from one town to another, or it would have been the longest pregnancy on record.’

Flushing, Brenda said, ‘I didn’t want anyone to know she was adopted.’

He uncrossed his ankles and, carefully hitching up his trousers to keep their sharp crease in place, leaned forward.

‘I know, and I humoured you, although you were lucky the adoption people didn’t find out. Do you want to know why I agreed to have her in the first place?’ he said. ‘Because I thought it would soften you up a bit. It just shows how wrong a person can be. God, I’ll never forget that first three months after we got her. It was “Change your shoes before you come in, Keith. Don’t drink beer in the house, Keith.” You were plumping the bloody cushions up even while I was sitting in the chair.’

‘I had to keep the place spotless until after the random check. If the health visitor had given us a bad report, we could have lost her.’

‘Pity we didn’t,’ he muttered.

‘Keith!’ Appalled, Brenda stared in horror at her husband.

‘Well, I’ve never liked the girl, never felt comfortable with her somehow. And you certainly never had any time for me after you’d got her. It’s unhealthy, your obsession with that kid. Anyway, I didn’t come round here to go over old ground. Look, Brenda, I’ve told you, I want a divorce.’

‘And I’m telling you, over my dead body!’

‘Oh, I don’t think it’ll come to that.’ Keith took a pen from his inside jacket pocket and with a flourish drew a large ring around the newspaper notice.

‘You wouldn’t!’ Brenda’s eyes were frightened, and she felt the blood drain from her face. ‘They couldn’t take her away from me anyway – we adopted her all legal and everything.’

‘Maybe not, but Rosemary would find out, wouldn’t she? How do you know her natural mother wouldn’t tell her? Once she found out where she lived, she could wait for her after school or something. Then there’d be solicitors involved. How would it look if I was living over the brush with someone? Still, if you want to take the risk . . .’ He began to move out of the chair.

‘No!’ Brenda, who’d been sitting like a mesmerised rabbit, jumped up from the settee. ‘Wait, wait a bit.’ She cast about in her mind for a delaying tactic, and gabbled, ‘Look, I’ll make us a pot of tea, it won’t take a minute.’

She escaped to the kitchen and while her shaking hands automatically filled the kettle, spooned tea in the pot, poured milk into cups, she fought panic. At all costs, her relationship with Rosemary must be safeguarded. It was true what Keith said. From the day she’d brought her home, the girl had been her consuming passion, her whole life. Nothing and no-one must ever be allowed to come between them. She straightened her back, her decision made. If granting Keith a divorce was the price she had to pay to conceal the truth, then so be it.

Pouring out the tea, she put the cups on to a tray and carried it into the lounge.

‘All right,’ she said flatly. ‘What do I have to do?’

Keith settled back in the armchair with satisfaction.

‘That’s my girl, I knew you’d see it my way. Right, I’ll tell you something now, Brenda. The only reason I didn’t leave you before was because of the money. Me and Shirl have had a thing going for years.’

She glared at him. ‘You bloody hypocrite! And there’s you off to Mass every Sunday. The Church won’t recognise the divorce, you know.’

‘Who cares? Legally, me and Shirl can get married, that’s all that bothers me.’

‘Her, you mean,’ Brenda muttered. Curious, she asked, ‘So, what’s different now?’

‘I came up, didn’t I?’ he grinned. ‘A couple of weeks ago. I got second divi on Littlewoods.’ As Brenda’s eyes widened, he said quickly, ‘Don’t get your hopes up – it wasn’t a fortune, but it was enough to make a difference. Now these are my terms. I’ll pay the mortgage off and make the house over to you. Then I’ll pay maintenance for you and the girl, but only ’til she’s fifteen, mind. No nonsense about her staying on to take her exams.’

‘But her teachers say she has university potential,’ Brenda protested.

‘Hard luck, that’s all I can afford. Shirl and me are emigrating, going to Australia. That’s the package, Brenda, take it or leave it. You’re still young enough to get a job. Rosemary can stand on her own feet. I’ve done as much for her as I intend to.’

He swallowed his tea and got up.

‘Hold on a minute, Keith.’ Brenda glanced in fear at the newspaper. ‘How do I know you won’t go back on your word?’

‘I’m not a complete bastard, you know. Anyway, I’ll leave you to think it over. Oh,’ he paused in the doorway, ‘make sure Rosemary isn’t here next time. I don’t really want to see her again.’
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Rank body odour pervaded the entrance hall. The man, his threadbare suit scarcely concealing the dingy striped pyjamas he wore underneath, stood uncertainly in the doorway of Staniforth Public Health Department.

Rosemary schooled her expression into one of welcome and tried not to breathe in as she leaned forward and called through the reception hatch, ‘Can I help you?’

The middle-aged man shuffled forward, his feet pathetically bare of socks in a pair of ill-fitting shoes.

‘I’ve come about the Convalescent Home.’ He peered at her with red-rimmed and bloodshot eyes.

‘Have you got a medical certificate?’

Searching in a torn pocket he produced a crumpled piece of paper and held it out with a shaking hand.

Rosemary scrutinised it. As she’d expected, the diagnosis was ‘general debility’. Glancing up, she gave a warm smile and said gently, ‘I’ll just let Miss Grocock know you’re here. Would you like to take a seat?’

She indicated the row of shabby, wooden chairs opposite, but he stared at her blankly.

‘Would you like to sit down and wait?’ she repeated, raising her voice.

Comprehension dawning, he obeyed and went to sit, slumping in an attitude of weary defeat.

Rosemary turned to the internal telephone and dialled 12. ‘Someone for Convalescent Homes, Miss Grocock.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I think he’s another one from the hostel.’

‘Oh God, and I’ve just finished my lunch!’

Rosemary’s lips twitched as she replaced the receiver. Old Grocock might joke, but she was wonderful with the applicants. Some were post-operative cases, but many were victims of abject poverty or overwork. The ones from the hostel were the worst. ‘General debility’ said it all – even washing was too much of an effort, and she felt nausea rising at the stench of him, relieved as the plump, motherly woman descended the stairs and escorted him into a side office.

Twirling round on her typist’s chair, Rosemary picked up a can of lavender air-freshener and went out into the entrance hall, only to turn and squirt the scented vapour directly into the face of the Medical Officer of Health, entering through the heavy double doors.

‘Oops, sorry!’ Her face coloured.

He smiled. ‘That’s okay. It’s better than fly-spray.’

She grinned as she watched him ascend the staircase, admiring his pin-striped suit complete with red carnation in the buttonhole. She couldn’t imagine him shacking up with a barmaid called Shirl and clearing off to Australia!

She’d been grateful to get a job as an office junior at the Health Department when she’d had to leave school. The alternative had been either to work in Woolworth’s or at the biscuit factory. The irony was that the government had raised the school-leaving age the year after.

I was born too soon, she thought glumly.

Her promotion to receptionist had the added perk of day-release each Tuesday morning to attend the College of Commerce to learn shorthand and typing. The only condition had been that she must also attend an evening class once a week, with a warning that this compliance would be strictly monitored. She’d never missed a single lesson. Qualifications meant increments on the salary scale, and if working in an office was to be her fate, then she intended to climb to the top.

‘Haven’t you got any work to do?’ The Home Help supervisor stood glaring at her.

At the acid tone, Rosemary jumped guiltily. ‘Sorry, Miss Pritchard.’ She took from her outstretched hand a pile of outgoing mail and began to put the envelopes through the franking machine. Aware of the other woman’s impatient scrutiny, she fumbled a little, breathing a sigh of relief as the grey-haired erect figure turned and left with a sniff of disdain. Frustrated old bag! It was funny really, how all the top posts in this place were occupied by old spinsters!

She glanced hopefully up at the clock.

‘Ah, clock-watching again – you’ll cop it!’ Lisa, the new office junior, perched on Rosemary’s desk and began to munch an apple.

Rosemary grinned. She glanced down at Lisa’s purple platform shoes. ‘How you manage to walk in those things beats me.’

‘S’easy. You just take small steps.’ With her cute blonde bob, limpid blue eyes heavily outlined in black kohl, and chirpy humour, Lisa had livened up the department no end. ‘Coming down the Palais tonight?’ She arched one finely plucked eyebrow.

‘No, I can’t. I’ve already made arrangements,’ Rosemary evaded.

‘You always say that.’

Aware of the other girl’s curiosity, Rosemary turned away, taking from her drawer a stiff brush and a small bottle of methylated spirits.

‘Ugh, I hate the smell of that stuff,’ Lisa complained. ‘I thought the rule was to clean typewriters first thing Monday mornings?’

‘It is, but I’ll be in late on Monday.’

‘Oh, why?’

‘A medical appointment,’ Rosemary said curtly. That was the trouble with Lisa, she was so open she expected everyone else to be the same. To what degree her own reticence was due to Brenda’s warnings since childhood ‘not to tell everyone your business’, Rosemary wasn’t sure. She only knew that when personal questions were asked, she had an automatic evasive reaction.

An hour later on her journey home, she sat on the front seat on the top deck of the bus, gazing blindly out of the misted window. Friday night, pay-day, and what special treat did it hold for her? A fish and chip supper and keeping her mum company while they watched the telly. If she tried to escape upstairs to play her David Bowie album, Brenda sulked. Just the two of them in a fug of cigarette smoke. It incensed her how money always had to be found to buy Brenda’s fags.

I’m the one who does all the budgeting, she thought bitterly, but there’s never any to spare for me. Seventeen and a half and she’d never even been to a proper disco, not that she’d got anything decent to wear anyway. There was never any money left over to spend on the latest fashions. She’d love some hot pants, but a cheap chain belt off the market was the most she could hope for. Otherwise, she had to wear “sensible” clothes which could double up for work.

‘I’m in here,’ Brenda called ten minutes later, as Rosemary let herself in through the front door. ‘Kettle’s on.’

Rosemary searched in the biscuit tin only to find it empty except for a broken digestive. ‘How’ve you been?’ she asked, her mouth full of biscuit crumbs.

Brenda stubbed out her cigarette. ‘Not too bad. And you needn’t look at me like that, I’m trying to cut down. You don’t understand, you’ve never smoked.’ She broke into a bout of coughing.

‘It’s a good job. If I let my wages go up in smoke as well, we’d really be in trouble,’ Rosemary snapped, then felt contrite as she noticed Brenda’s pale face and shadowed eyes. ‘What’s the matter, Mum?’

Brenda slumped down at the kitchen table. ‘Mr Walker’s been round. They’ve taken someone else on permanently at the launderette. He said he was sorry, but I’ve just lost too much time.’

Rosemary’s heart sank – she’d seen this coming. Now there would only be her meagre wage coming in. She sat opposite her mother and covered her hand with her own in a rare gesture of affection. ‘Look, you’re seeing a consultant on Monday morning. He’ll sort you out – they’ll take x-rays and everything.’

‘Perhaps I should have been the one to go to Australia with all that sunshine. It was the stress, you know, the shock of it all. That’s caused all this – I’ve never been right since.’

Rosemary raised her eyes to heaven in exasperation. She’d never understood why her mother had suddenly capitulated and agreed to a divorce. Her own protestations at having to leave school early had been swept aside. Hurt and bewildered at the time, even now the memory of Brenda’s implacable coldness when she’d tried to dissuade her brought with it a feeling of rebellious anger.

As for her dad, some father he was, she thought bitterly. He never came to say goodbye before he emigrated, and now they didn’t even know his address. It was obvious that as far as Keith Latham was concerned, she and her mother were history.

She looked at Brenda’s strained expression and a feeling of desolation swept over her. She didn’t know how they were going to manage. Hopefully, her mum’s health would improve, but for a woman of nearly fifty, who’d lost her last job through poor attendance, another employer wouldn’t be easy to find.

As though Brenda could read her thoughts, she suddenly said, ‘You get a big rise when you’re eighteen, don’t you?’

‘So?’ Rosemary said miserably.

‘Well, that should help. After all, we’ve no mortgage to pay like most folks.’

No, but we’ve got debts and I know who we can thank for that, Rosemary thought with bitterness. He might have conceded the house, but he didn’t make any effort to leave it in good repair. Years of neglect had resulted in them having to have the front windows replaced last year, and if they didn’t have the wet rot in the others seen to soon, they’d be past repair. They’d had to pay on an easy payment scheme, which of course meant high interest charges. Poverty’s a vicious circle, she realised with sudden insight, even having to buy from Mum’s catalogue on credit costs more than shopping around for bargains in the High Street. Brenda was hopeless about money – she seemed to think the bills paid themselves.

Suddenly, to her dismay, she felt tears of self-pity pricking at her eyelids. She was young, she wanted to be able to enjoy herself, to go out dancing, have money to spend on make-up and the latest records. She longed to be light-hearted, fun-loving, like Lisa and the others. She was sick of being sensible and practical, taking care of the household expenses. She felt so restless and impatient lately. There were stirrings inside her, a need for excitement. Rosemary only knew that there was another world out there, a world beyond the shabby semi-detached in a run-down suburb of a provincial town.

‘I saw Mrs Lewis down at the shop,’ Brenda interrupted her musings. ‘You’ll never guess what she told me.’

‘What?’ Rosemary asked absently.

‘Their Sheila’s having to get married!’

‘Sheila Lewis?’ Rosemary’s voice rose in surprise. She’d been in her year at school, but in a lower form. Still, at least Sheila must have had a boyfriend, which was more than she’d ever had.

Brenda’s eyes glinted with self-satisfaction. If Mrs Lewis had stopped Sheila from gallivanting, it wouldn’t have happened. Perhaps there were some advantages in being poor after all.

She cast a sideways glance at Rosemary, basking in the glow of pride that the sight of her daughter always provided. She was such an unusual girl, not pretty in a chocolate-box sort of way, but arresting, yes that was it, Rosemary was arresting. The light dusting of freckles on her creamy complexion suited her. With her dark lustrous hair and deep blue eyes, she had grown into a very attractive girl.

But Brenda wasn’t blind – she knew Rosemary was beginning to feel caged. Her constant fear was that some predatory male would intrude on their cosy life together. She’d been fortunate so far, but she knew it couldn’t last. Her daughter was rapidly maturing, her body that of a young woman, curvaceous and full of promise. She sat savouring her handiwork, for that was how she thought of her, greedily drinking in her every expression, as Rosemary began to empty her handbag of old bus tickets and the week’s trivia.

This lovely girl was hers, hers alone. She was the one responsible for her development, and the intensity of her obsessive love burned silently and steadily within her. But she was going to have to be careful, for Rosemary had an independent streak and a good head on her shoulders. The emotional dependence upon her daughter which she had deliberately inculcated since the divorce had kept Rosemary home at nights so far, but she could sense that she was beginning to chafe at the restrictions.

Rosemary clicked her bag shut and looked at her mother. ‘You know, Mum, I’ve been thinking. We aren’t the first people Dad’s discarded like unwanted old shoes. What about his parents? All you’ve ever told me was that they fell out years ago. People think it’s weird that I’ve never met them.’

‘You know as much as me,’ Brenda told her. ‘When I first went down to London and met your dad, he told me he’d left home after a massive row, and so far as I know he’s never contacted them since. It was a pity ’cos he was the only child.’

‘So they don’t know anything about either of us.’ It was a statement full of pathos, and Rosemary’s lips twisted.

‘No, I don’t even know whether they’re still alive. That was one of the main things we had in common, being on our own so to speak. He hadn’t got anyone, and well,’ her voice fell, ‘you know about me.’

‘Yes.’ As always, Rosemary’s heart filled with compassion at the thought of Brenda’s lonely and deprived childhood in an orphanage in the Midlands. When she felt suffocated by her narrow life and resentful of her mother’s increasing dependence on her, she had only to remind herself of how little love there had been in Brenda’s life.

It was understandable, after all, that she would be possessive, although it drove Rosemary mad at times. She reflected wistfully on how different her childhood would have been if she’d had not only a brother or sister but grandparents, or perhaps an aunt or uncle and cousins. She couldn’t remember anyone even visiting the house. Brenda took pride in ‘keeping herself to herself,’ and had never been interested in making friends. Keith had prided himself on being a ‘man’s man’ and had always been an absent figure in the evenings, and at weekends, preferring to play darts and drink at the local pubs.

Rosemary, discouraged from bringing friends home, had found her solace in reading, the written word opening up a world she could only dream of. Oh, she knew how narrow her life was, how lacking in experience of people and situations!

‘Penny for them?’ Brenda looked at her curiously, but Rosemary’s face closed and, shrugging, she got up.

‘The usual is it – fish, chips and mushy peas?’ she asked, though how her mother could eat the disgusting green mess was beyond her. Why couldn’t they try a Chinese takeaway for a change? But she might as well suggest flying to the moon. Oh, why did life in this house have to be so boring!

‘Yes, the money’s on the sideboard. I’ll cut the bread and butter and get the tea ready. We don’t want to miss the start of Coronation Street.’ Brenda bustled to set the kitchen table, and Rosemary picked up a shopping bag and let herself out into the rainy night.

She trudged the half mile to the chip shop, hunching her shoulders against the damp wind. A car drove by, its wheels too close to the pavement, splashing her legs with muddy droplets as she saw the lights of the shop window and smelt the pungent odour of frying. She glanced up at the sign, The Wise Plaice, and sighed before opening the door and stepping into the warmth. Some day . . .
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The waiting-room seemed daunting, the rows of chairs in the Out-Patient Clinic crammed with people waiting to see the hospital consultant.

Rosemary hustled Brenda forward as she spotted a couple of vacant chairs in the middle row, and they squeezed into the narrow seats.

‘Whew, what a queue,’ Brenda grumbled, fishing in her bag for her cigarette packet.

Rosemary nudged her in exasperation, indicating the ‘No Smoking’ sign. ‘Well, we’re in plenty of time for our appointment,’ she said.

‘And what time might that be?’ enquired a stout woman whose shoulder was pressing against her own.

Rosemary turned to look at her. ‘Ten o’clock.’

The woman snorted, her round, flushed face creasing in derision. ‘Think you’re alone, do yer? I can bet you every one of these here,’ she indicated with a fat forefinger the other people waiting, ‘every one of ’em has ten o’clock printed on their appointment card!’

‘But . . .’ Rosemary frowned.

‘Saves the consultant being kept waiting, don’t it? Can’t have his time wasted. Bloody God Almighty, he is. I should settle yourself down for a long wait, love. Two hours I was last time I come!’ She pushed her perspiring face closer. ‘You have told ’em at the desk you’re here?’

Rosemary nodded.

Brenda, who was sitting primly, both gloved hands folded neatly on her lap, began to fidget. ‘I can’t sit here for two hours without a smoke,’ she muttered. ‘I’m gasping for one now.’

‘Want a fag, do yer?’ The woman leaned forward, her ample bosoms pressing against Rosemary’s arm, as she attempted to peer short-sightedly into Brenda’s face. ‘Yer’ll have to go outside and have a quick one. I should go now, just in case there’s a miracle and you’re called on time,’ she urged.

Brenda withdrew, looking at her with distaste, wrinkling her nose at the liberal scent of cheap talcum powder. ‘Oh, right.’

With an apologetic glance at Rosemary, she stood up and hurried toward the exit, while Rosemary placed her bag conspicuously on the empty chair and eased her body away from the weight pressing against her.

‘Mrs Latham?’

Startled by the sudden call, Rosemary jumped up and went to the desk. ‘My mother’s just slipped out for a moment.’

The receptionist handed her an envelope saying, ‘That’s all right, love. Can you ask her to go along to X-Ray, wait for the plates and then bring them back and take them with her when she sees Mr Merton.’

Rosemary nodded and clutching the envelope hurried outside.

Brenda was leaning against a wall, inhaling deeply.

‘Put that out, Mum, you’ve got to go and have an x-ray.’ Rosemary waited impatiently as Brenda took another puff and then ground the stub into the tarmac.

‘Are you sure these x-rays aren’t harmful?’ Brenda asked as she followed Rosemary back into the hospital.

‘What? That’s only if you have lots of them. Look, it says X-Ray to the left.’

The waiting-room was simply part of a corridor with chairs pushed against one wall, and they made their way to the end.

A young man with his arm in a sling grinned at Rosemary as she almost stumbled over a walking-stick, before sitting next to him.

‘Gosh, don’t they get busy in these places?’

‘Sure do.’

Rosemary glanced at him. His face was pale and slightly drawn – the pain she supposed, looking with sympathy at his arm.

‘What have you done, broken it?’ she asked.

‘Not sure until the x-ray, but I think so. I fell off my bike when it hit a stone in the road. It was my own fault, I was looking at a pretty girl at the time!’

He smiled, and Rosemary was suddenly aware that beneath his pallor, he was extremely attractive.

‘What about you?’

‘Oh, I’m here with my mother, she’s having a chest x-ray. You’ll find it difficult to manage, what with it being your right arm,’ she said, trying to imagine what it would be like to lose the use of hers.

‘Tell me about it. I don’t know how I’ll go on,’ he said, his forehead creasing. ‘Especially as I live on my own.’

Rosemary looked at him in surprise. He couldn’t be much older than herself, perhaps twenty-one.

‘You don’t live with your parents, then?’ she asked tentatively.

‘Haven’t got any. I was brought up in a children’s home. The problem is, you’re turfed out to fend for yourself when you reach sixteen. Not that I’m complaining, mind,’ he added hurriedly. ‘I’ve managed okay so far, but when something like this happens . . . I’d really like to find some good digs. I’ve been looking around for a while but . . .’ he broke off as a radiographer appeared.

‘Tony Bartram?’

‘Right! Cheerio, good luck to your mum.’

Thoughtfully, Rosemary watched him follow the white-coated radiographer. A germ of an idea began to take root. Well, why not? Even if he wasn’t interested, then perhaps they could find someone else.

‘Mum . . .’

‘Oh, you’ve remembered I’m here!’ Brenda snapped.

Rosemary rolled her eyes. God, her mother really got on her nerves at times. ‘What do you think? I’ve just had an idea how we can solve our financial problems!’

Brenda looked at her warily. ‘Go on, then.’

‘Well, it was something he just said, about looking for some good digs. That’s what we could do – take in a lodger. I mean it wouldn’t mean that much extra work. I could help out with ironing and things. You never know, he might do the garden . . . what do you think?’

Brenda stared at her. ‘You mean take some complete stranger into our home, someone you’ve only met for five minutes? Have you taken leave of your senses?’

‘Oh, he’d have to provide references,’ Rosemary insisted. ‘What I want to know is, do you agree in principle? Personally, I think it’s a brainwave!’

Brenda considered. ‘How much could we charge?’

‘I’m not sure, but I could find out from the housing department when I go in to work. They’d be bound to know the going rate. Look, make your mind up. It doesn’t have to be him, but I could catch him on his way out and see if he’s interested.’

Brenda pursed her lips as avarice fought suspicion and fear. The girl was right, it would help to solve their problems, but a young man? Was there an ulterior motive in Rosemary’s mind? After all the last thing she wanted to bring into their home was temptation. She glanced sharply at her daughter, but Rosemary met her gaze without guile. In any case, if they did take in a lodger, she thought, and she recognised it was an inspired idea, there was no way she’d want another woman in her house, interfering and busybodying. The thought of an older man, set in his ways, probably loud and coarse, repelled her. At least with this young lad, she’d be able to make him toe the line. For make no mistake about it, one foot wrong where Rosemary was concerned, and out he’d go!

‘You’ll have to make your mind up – he’ll be out in a minute,’ Rosemary muttered.

‘All right, then.’ Brenda clamped her mouth shut, her heart beating rapidly, as she watched Rosemary scribble their address on a scrap of paper.

‘Of course, he may not be interested. We might be in the wrong area.’

‘We’re pretty central,’ Brenda retorted. Now she’d made the decision, it was inconceivable that this, whatshisname, Tony Bartram, shouldn’t be abjectly grateful.

Rosemary jumped up as Tony’s tall, lanky figure reappeared in the doorway. Hurrying, she managed to catch him as he turned to leave the waiting-room.

‘Hi,’ he said and grimaced at her. ‘I’ve broken it, I’m afraid. I’m just on my way to the Plaster Room.’

‘Oh, I am sorry.’ She hesitated. ‘Look before you go, I wondered whether you might be interested in this.’ She thrust the piece of paper into his left hand and at his startled look explained, ‘It’s our address. Only we’re thinking of taking in a lodger, and after what you said earlier . . .’ her voice trailed off lamely, and she flushed with embarrassment. It had all seemed so simple back in her seat, but now she felt an utter fool. Whatever would he think of her, accosting him like this?

Tony’s eyes narrowed as he glanced with speculation at the scrap of paper.

‘Poplar Crescent, Elston. Hey, that’s quite near my job.’ At Rosemary’s enquiring look, he said, ‘I work at that new supermarket, on the main road.’

Feeling flustered, Rosemary stammered, ‘It’s only a suggestion mind – I mean I don’t know quite what you’re looking for. But if you’d like to take a look . . .?’

‘You bet I will. After all, I’m going to be a bit stuck with this,’ he nodded toward his arm, and beginning to move away, said, ‘How about tonight, say about seven o’clock?’

‘That would be fine.’ She watched him walk slowly down the main corridor and then returned to Brenda, giving her the thumbs-up sign.

‘He’s coming tonight to have a look,’ she said complacently.

‘What?’ Brenda blanched. ‘But that little box-room’s full of clutter, and it needs a good clean.’

‘We’ve got until seven o’clock to give it a going over. He’s been brought up in a children’s home so it’s not as though he’s used to the Ritz,’ Rosemary said, with more confidence than she felt.

‘Oh, I do hope we’re doing the right thing.’ Brenda chewed on her lip.

‘We’re not doing anything yet, we’re only exploring the possibilities. Look, I think you’re next,’ she added hurriedly. ‘Leave your handbag with me.’

An hour later, Rosemary accompanied her mother, at her request, into the specialist’s consulting room. Brenda handed him her doctor’s letter and the large brown envelope containing the x-ray plates and they waited with apprehension as he examined them.

‘Hmn. I’d like to have a look at you, Mrs Latham. Just go with Nurse here and undress to the waist.’

Rosemary remained where she was, and watched the tired-looking bespectacled man warily as, his fingers tapping the table, he once again studied the x-ray.

‘Are you her daughter?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, if my examination confirms what I fear, I’m afraid your mother is a sick woman.’ He paused as Rosemary’s face paled.

‘Her doctor tells me he’s told her to stop smoking. Has she?’ he shot the question.

Rosemary shook her head. ‘No. I keep telling her, but . . .’

Mr Merton sighed in exasperation, and went into the other room.

How many times have I told her about smoking, Rosemary railed in frustration as she waited, but would she listen, not her! Got to have my fags, was always her answer. Can’t do without a smoke, it’s the only pleasure I have. God, her mother could be so stupid!

After what seemed an eternity, but was only several minutes, the consultant reappeared, followed a few moments later by a subdued and anxious Brenda.

‘Do sit down, Mrs Latham,’ he ushered her to a chair. ‘Now, I’m afraid as I have already told your mother,’ he directed his remarks to Rosemary, ‘she has severe emphysema, which means that the air-sacs of the lungs are enlarged and damaged. I’m afraid we can’t cure this condition, but we can try to control it with drugs. However, any treatment we give her will be a waste of time if she continues smoking.’

‘I won’t have to have an operation, will I?’ Brenda whispered.

‘I’d like to avoid surgery if at all possible,’ he said, ‘but everything depends on how you progress.’ He scribbled on a prescription pad. ‘Nurse will show you where to go with this and will make you another appointment for three months. I want you to see your own doctor once a fortnight, and no smoking mind, or I won’t answer for the consequences.’ He nodded, the consultation obviously at an end.

‘Right,’ Rosemary demanded when they eventually arrived home. ‘Give me any cigarettes you’ve got in the house.’

Brenda stared at her in horror. ‘I can’t just stop like that, I’ll have to cut down.’

‘No, you won’t,’ Rosemary snapped. ‘We’ve been all through that before.’ Her voice choked. ‘Look, Mum, you’re the only person I’ve got in the world. For heaven’s sake, don’t you realise you’re killing yourself with your bloody fags!’

‘Rosemary!’ Brenda was shocked to hear her daughter swear.

‘Give them to me,’ Rosemary insisted.

Brenda hid her bag defensively behind her back, but Rosemary caught her arm and pulled it round to the front. Brenda reluctantly opened the bag and fished out a packet of cigarettes.

‘And the rest,’ Rosemary’s tone was acid, and Brenda flinched.

‘There’s a packet by the side of my bed,’ she muttered.

‘And?’ Rosemary challenged.

‘There’s some in the sideboard.’

‘I’ll have those as well. I’m sure someone in the office will take them off my hands.’ Rosemary glanced at her watch. ‘I’ve just got time for a sandwich and then I’ll have to get back to work.’ She looked at Brenda’s despondent face and gave her an awkward hug. ‘Don’t look so worried. I’m sure if you do as the doctor says, you’ll be all right. And think of the money you’ll save.’ Seeing that this statement did little to lift her mother’s spirits, she placed five cigarettes on the table.

‘All right, you can have these five to cut down slowly over the afternoon. But that’s it, mind, you’re finishing. Anyway, having to get the box-room tidied up will take your mind off things. Don’t forget – he’ll be here at seven o’clock.’

By five to seven they were ready and waiting, Rosemary attempting to watch TV and trying to ignore Brenda’s irritability as she restlessly paced the room.

‘I’m still not sure . . .’ Brenda stopped as the gate clicked and a moment later the doorbell chimed.

‘I’ll go.’ Rosemary stood up and hurried into the hall. Opening the door, she gave what she hoped was a welcoming smile as Tony grinned at her.

‘Here I am, just like the proverbial bad penny!’

‘How’s your arm?’ She led him into the lounge.

‘A bit painful,’ he said ruefully.

Brenda stood up, awkwardly smoothing her navy skirt.

‘Hello, er I’m afraid I don’t know your name,’ he smiled.

‘Oh, how silly of me,’ Rosemary exclaimed. ‘I’m Rosemary Latham, and this is my mother.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Mrs Latham.’

Brenda gave a stiff nod. ‘Yes, well, I expect you’d like to see the room.’ With a lopsided grin, Tony followed her up the stairs, while Rosemary went into the kitchen to switch on the kettle. He was even better looking than she remembered. Oh, I do hope he likes it, she prayed, and then had a sudden thought. God, I hope he doesn’t smoke!

Hearing their footsteps on the stairs, she went into the hall. One glance at their smiling faces and she said with relief, ‘I’ll make some tea.’

Tony followed her into the kitchen.

‘Do you smoke?’ she hissed.

‘Yes, but only twenty a day, that’s all I can afford,’ he replied, looking puzzled.

Rosemary frowned.

‘Is that a problem?’

‘It could be. Look, would it be all right if we had a rule you could only smoke in your bedroom?’ She looked at him anxiously.

After a moment, he shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘If you insist.’

‘That’s okay then. I take it you liked the room. Are you sure it’s not too small?’

Tony leaned against the cooker, wincing as he adjusted his sling.

‘It’s as big as any other I’ve been offered,’ he said, ‘and a darn sight cleaner than most. Anyway, when my arm’s better I could always do it up a bit. That’s if you don’t mind?’

‘Of course we don’t mind, we’d be grateful.’

Over tea and biscuits, the terms were amicably agreed and it was arranged that Tony should move in the next day, subject to a reference from his present landlady.

‘I’ve only a week’s notice to give on my bed-sit,’ he explained, ‘and it’ll be great to have my meals got for me.’

‘I’m only a plain cook, nothing fancy, mind,’ Brenda warned, a lump of anxiety forming in her throat.

‘That suits me fine, Mrs Latham. I’ll tell you what’s my favourite – egg and chips!’ Brenda managed a weak smile, then Rosemary ushered him to the door.

‘Come round in the morning and get settled in,’ she said. ‘I’ll be at work, but I’ll be home around six. Oh and Tony,’ she looked earnestly at him. ‘Don’t get Mum any cigarettes, will you? Not even if she goes on her bended knees.’

He gave her a startled look, his blue eyes puzzled.

‘It’s her chest. The consultant says she’s got severe emphysema and has to stop smoking. When I checked back at work at the Public Health Department, apparently if she keeps on, it could kill her.’ Her brow puckered with anxiety as she waited for his reassurance.

‘Don’t worry, she won’t get round me,’ he promised, ‘and I won’t smoke in front of her either.’

With a feeling of relief, she watched him go. He’d told them he had the rest of the week off on sick leave, so at least over these crucial first days Brenda wouldn’t be able to deceive her.

As Rosemary closed the door behind him, she leaned back, conscious of a sense of excitement. Despite her anxiety about her mother, all at once the future held a hint of promise, and it was with a spring in her step that she went to do battle with Brenda’s nicotine addiction.
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Two months later, 14 Poplar Crescent was a changed house. Gone was the repressive atmosphere which had lain like a yoke on Rosemary’s shoulders since childhood. How he had done it, she didn’t know, but Tony’s easy charm was such that even Brenda had succumbed. Her narrow, pale face with its discontented mouth had softened, her glances even arch as she exchanged banter with the young man she insisted on calling her “paying guest”.

To Rosemary’s continued amazement, her mother, obviously frightened by the consultant’s warning, had never touched a cigarette from that day. Nor had she whined or even been ill-tempered, at least not more than usual.

Mystified, Rosemary said one evening, ‘I don’t know how you’ve done it. People at work are always trying to give up.’

‘I suppose those tablets could have helped.’ Brenda put aside her knitting-needles and measured the length of a sleeve against Rosemary’s arm.

Rosemary looked at the half-finished Aran cardigan with distaste. She’d told her mother umpteen times that no-one her age would be seen dead in home-knitted things, but she might as well have saved her breath.

‘They’re not supposed to stop you smoking, they’re supposed to stop you coughing and wheezing, but they don’t seem to be having much effect,’ she said.

‘It’s early days yet. The doctor says it takes time,’ Brenda reassured her, bundling the knitting into a bag. ‘Right, it’s ten o’clock, my bedtime. I’ll take my cocoa with me, so . . .’

‘There’s no need to disturb you,’ Rosemary finished off her sentence. ‘You say that every night these days.’

‘You’re not disappointed then, are you? Goodnight, Tony. Full breakfast, is it in the morning?’

‘Yes please, Mrs L,’ he replied from his sprawled position on the settee, Brenda’s precious scatter-cushions tossed carelessly on to the floor.

Honestly, thought Rosemary, if I’d done that she’d have been on me like a ton of bricks! Still, she couldn’t resent Brenda’s laxity with him – Tony just seemed to have that effect on people. She watched her mother leave, feeling proud of her willpower, although she still went into every room on her return from work to sniff the air, feeling like a human bloodhound. She also searched the garden regularly for discarded butts, and the dustbin for cigarette ash, all to no avail. It was nothing short of a miracle.

Settling herself back into Pride and Prejudice, Rosemary was acutely aware of Tony’s male presence a few feet away. He was watching television, seemingly oblivious to her. Colouring slightly, she watched him, her gaze lingering on the way his dark hair curled slightly on his collar. He had a nice nose, she decided, and she thought the cleft in his chin was cute. In fact, she sighed, he was absolutely fab, but was obviously not the slightest bit interested in her.
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