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Chapter One
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Jenny Richardson turned her head when she heard the back door open. It was usually left unlocked until the girls got back from school.


‘Hello, dear,’ she said sounding surprised. ‘What are you doing home at this time? I thought you said—’


‘I know what I said,’ he interrupted, ‘I said I wouldn’t be home for the evening meal and that still stands.’ He had taken up a position in the middle of the kitchen, a tall, good-looking man with broad shoulders who held himself well. His dark business suit was regularly pressed and with it he wore a white shirt and a dark blue tie with thin gold stripes. ‘When do they get in?’ he added.


Jenny frowned. She knew he was referring to the children but why ask such a question? He knew, or he certainly ought to know, when the school got out and the time of the bus.


‘The girls get dropped off at the end of the road and they should be home some time between half past four and a quarter to five. Why?’


He ignored that and glanced at his watch. ‘We can count on being alone for the next – say – three quarters of an hour?’


‘I should think so,’ Jenny said quietly. She put down the vegetable knife and dried her hands on the towel. The family had their main meal of the day at six o’clock and Jenny had just started on the preparations. The girls took sandwiches preferring them to school dinners and Paul got himself a snack lunch in a restaurant close to Easton & Hutcheson, the well-established engineering firm where he worked as an accountant.


Something was wrong, Jenny could feel it. Why else would Paul be home at this time?


Jenny Richardson was a pleasant-looking woman of medium height with a tendency to put on weight if she wasn’t careful. Her thick, dark chestnut-coloured hair had a natural wave and she wore it short. It was easy to look after, requiring only a trim every four or five weeks. For special occasions she would have a shampoo and set but those times were few and far between. Jenny didn’t mind, she was a home lover devoted to her husband and their two daughters. She didn’t bother about fashion and wore what she thought suited her.


Thoughts kept clicking round in her head. Had she imagined it or had Paul been tensed up of late? If he was it could only be due to overwork. It angered Jenny that the firm was for ever piling on extra work. She did all the complaining, not Paul. He said that was the wrong thing to do if you wanted to get on and her husband did. He wanted it quite desperately. As for Jenny she would much prefer that he relaxed. If promotion came, well and good, but she was perfectly content. Indeed Jenny considered herself very fortunate. They managed to pay the mortgage on their three bedroom, semi-detached villa with enough left over to give them a reasonable standard of living. Paul had the use of a company car which meant they didn’t have the expense of buying one. All they had to do was provide the petrol.


Jenny frequently counted her blessings. She had a handsome husband who worked hard to provide for his wife and two daughters: Wilma, fifteen, had blonde hair and long thin legs; Katy, just turned ten, was a happy-go-lucky girl with brown curly hair and laughing blue eyes. They had been blessed with two lovely daughters. The pity was that she hadn’t given Paul a son but it wasn’t too late, it could still happen.


‘We’ll talk better in the sitting-room,’ he said abruptly.


Jenny took off her apron, put it over the back of a chair and followed him. Had Paul lost his job? Surely not. It didn’t seem very likely. According to reports the firm had a full order book and even if they hadn’t the white collar workers wouldn’t be affected. It would have to be something very serious before that happened. Paul was a much valued member of staff. He was popular, that was evident at the office Christmas parties. He moved around with confidence, joked easily with his seniors and spoke courteously with their wives. No, his job was safe, she was sure of that. Then suddenly Jenny was smiling with relief, remembering her husband’s little idiosyncrasies. He liked to pretend he had bad news when, in fact, it was the opposite. Jenny considered it juvenile and irritating but Paul appeared to find it amusing. He liked, he said, to see the changing expressions. Alarm giving way to joy. They sat down. Jenny waited with her hands in her lap and a smile hovering at her mouth.


The room they were sitting in had a tiled fireplace with a large gilt mirror above it. Jenny’s mother hadn’t been too happy about it hanging there, not with two young girls in the house. She said it was a dangerous place to hang a mirror but Paul disagreed and the mirror remained where it was. There was a shabby moquette suite that had twice been recovered and a large square of carpet which had been turned round to hide the signs of wear. When she and Paul had started out in married life most of their savings had gone on a deposit for the house. They had decided to make do with second-hand furniture and replace it when they could afford to, only that had to be shelved when Jenny found herself pregnant. Then refurnishing got pushed further and further down the list as more pressing needs took away their savings. This was to be the year when the house got a facelift. Downstairs first and then the bedrooms unless it was going to be too much of an upheaval and the upstairs could be left until the following year.


‘What’s so funny?’ he said, sounding annoyed.


‘You, Paul. This is your little joke, getting me worked up and worried. I think I know what this is about. You’ve got your promotion, that is it, isn’t it?’ She almost beamed.


He looked blank.


‘You did say you stood a good chance,’ Jenny faltered.


‘Oh, that!’ he said dismissively. ‘I got it weeks ago, didn’t I tell you?’


Jenny shook her head. He knew he hadn’t. Had he done so there would have been some kind of celebration. Her mother would have looked after the girls and they would have gone out for a meal. A very special meal, possibly with champagne. Not that she liked champagne but Paul did. And what he liked she tried to like too. Jenny was suddenly very afraid and her mouth had gone dry.


‘What is this all about, Paul?’ She waited for his answer, every sense strung taut.


There was a film of perspiration on his brow and Paul’s finger had gone to the inside of his collar as though it had suddenly become too tight.


‘There is no easy way of saying this—’


‘Saying what?’ She felt cold, so very cold yet the room was warm with the May sunshine streaming in.


‘I’m leaving you, Jenny.’ There it was out, he had said it.


She stared at him. ‘You can’t do that,’ she said stupidly.


‘I’m afraid I can and I am,’ he said gently. He hated hurting her but it had to be done now, not put off any longer. This was a turning-point in his life, he kept telling himself. He was gloriously and hopelessly in love. That he had fallen out of love with Jenny was no fault of hers, yet she was the one to suffer most. The children would suffer too but not so much and he would see them from time to time. That was something they would have to arrange.


‘Why do you want to leave me?’ she whispered.


‘Jenny, I’m in love with someone else,’ he said softly, ‘these things do happen you know.’


‘I’m aware of that.’ To other couples, she added silently, but not to us. It wasn’t possible that Paul was telling her their marriage was over. Or was it?


‘It’s not true, you can’t mean it.’ She was shaking her head. Paul was going through some sort of crisis, a temporary madness. It was well known, wasn’t it, that men of a certain age, forty or thereabout, had a need to prove that they were still attractive to women? A sort of last fling. She hadn’t expected it of Paul but she would be good about it, be prepared to forgive and forget. No, that was asking too much. To forgive was one thing, to forget quite another. One had no control over one’s memory. The bad memories would surface from time to time and sadly it would be like discovering a weakness and never again being able to trust the one who had behaved so badly.


‘I do mean it, Jenny, and please try to keep calm.’


‘I am calm.’ And I am, she thought, I’m shattered but remarkably calm. It shocked her a little that she could be so calm when her whole world was falling apart. But, of course, none of this was happening, this was some sort of nightmare and she would waken up with her world secure.


‘Jenny, are you listening?’


‘Of course I am.’


‘Believe me, I hate having to hurt you.’


She did believe him. ‘Then don’t, you don’t have to,’ Jenny said quietly.


‘You just won’t accept it, will you?’ Paul was sounding exasperated. ‘Our marriage is over, Jenny, get that into your head. If we are both honest we know it has been over for some time.’


‘That isn’t true,’ she said hotly.


‘All right, tell me this, when did we last make love?’


Her soft: brown eyes were full of pain but there was anger there as well.


‘That’s rich coming from you. You were the one who turned away. You were always too tired or just not interested. Innocent fool that I was, I put it down to overwork and exhaustion. Now I know the reason. You had her, you didn’t need me.’ She shook her head wonderingly. ‘All that time you were unfaithful to me and I never suspected, not for a single moment. I trusted you, Paul, and I honestly thought we had a good marriage, that we were a happy family.’


He shrugged. She wished he wouldn’t, he seemed to do a lot of it. ‘We did,’ he said, ‘but we all change.’


‘I haven’t.’


‘Perhaps you should have.’


‘What do you mean by that?’


Another shrug. ‘Maybe you’ve got too settled.’


‘Boring, uninteresting?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘It’s what you meant.’ She waited for him to deny it but he didn’t.


‘Who is she?’


Paul took his time about answering as though he was reluctant to part with the information.


‘Her name is Vera Cuthbertson,’ he said at last.


That rang a bell. ‘Isn’t that the name of Andy’s secretary? Wasn’t it she who got Miss Dewar’s job?’


‘Yes.’


It was all coming back. Miss Dewar had been plain and efficient, a good reliable secretary who had taken a great pride in her work and encouraged others to do the same. Her replacement had come as a shock and Paul had told Jenny about the new member of staff being a stunning-looking girl with excellent qualifications. She remembered being secretly relieved that she wasn’t Paul’s secretary and telling him laughingly to keep his distance, that he had three girls at home, two young and one not-so-young, who adored him. He had laughed and said there was absolutely no danger. Why would he look elsewhere when he had a lovely wife and two smashing daughters? Yet here he was talking about leaving them and presumably going to live with this Vera Cuthbertson. Was it possible to hate someone you hadn’t met? Yes, it was, when that person was going to ruin your life and cause heartache to two innocent little girls.


‘The girls, think about them.’


‘I have, believe me I have. Children are remarkable, they very quickly learn to adapt.’


‘Do they?’


‘Yes, they do and ours will. Jenny, for heaven’s sake, this is 1952, the world is changing. Couples no longer stay together just for the sake of appearances. In our parents’ day they did and it caused a lot of misery. Our generation has more sense. They look at it sensibly and get out.’


‘They get out, as you term it, when the marriage has failed but ours hasn’t, Paul. We don’t yell at each other, we don’t have rows. Perhaps the occasional disagreement but nothing serious. No marriage remains on a high all the time.’


‘I’m not getting into an argument. I arranged time off to tell you that I’m leaving you, Jenny, and that is it. Of course, you and the girls will continue to live here and I’ll pay the mortgage. Obviously you’ll have to make do with less but you can always get a job. What a good thing you kept up your typing – good typists are always in demand.’ He was talking much too quickly.


‘You’ve got it all worked out,’ Jenny said bitterly. She remembered being pleased when Paul got her a good second-hand typewriter. Some firm he knew had gone into liquidation, everything had to be sold and the typewriter had been a genuine bargain.


‘Yes, I have got it worked out. You need to know the financial position.’


Jenny hadn’t been thinking about the financial position, that worry would come later. What she was thinking about was getting her more worked up by the minute. She could feel her colour rising.


‘All that talk about extra work, all those late nights at the office. I felt so sorry for you and so angry at the firm and they were only excuses. You were with her, weren’t you?’ she said accusingly.


He shrugged and sat more comfortably in the chair. ‘Some of the time but there was extra work as well.’


How could I live with someone for sixteen years, she wondered and yet not know them? She closed her eyes for a moment to lessen the pain.


‘How long has this been going on?’


He shrugged.


‘Don’t do that,’ she shouted. ‘I asked you, how long?’


‘A few months, I can’t say exactly and keep your voice down.’


‘Why? In case the neighbours hear? Possibly they know already. Isn’t it always the wife who is the last to know?’


‘I’m sorry, I really am.’


‘So you keep saying. How old is she?’


‘What difference does that make?’


‘None, but I’d like to know.’


‘Twenty-five.’


‘Single?’


‘Yes.’


‘No problems for her then?’


‘No,’ he said looking increasingly uncomfortable.


‘She gets her clutches into a married man and breaks up a family. That doesn’t say much for her.’


He remained silent.


‘You are forty, quite an age gap.’


That angered him as she knew it would. Paul had hated that step from thirty-nine to forty. He could very easily pass for early thirties with his youthful appearance, his fresh complexion and his plentiful dark blond hair. Nevertheless there was no denying what was on the birth certificate.


‘It doesn’t bother us, the difference in ages.’


Liar, she thought. It bothered him that the years were slipping by or he wouldn’t flinch the way he did when he was reminded of his age. Jenny was thirty-eight and didn’t mind anyone knowing.


‘I give it a year at the most then she’ll tire of you, dump you, Paul, and look for a younger man.’


He smiled, so sure of himself. ‘I don’t think so and I’m more than willing to take the risk.’


‘What are they saying about it in the office? They can’t fail to notice what is going on.’


‘I don’t know and I don’t care. It has nothing to do with them. It’s our business, Vera’s and mine and no one else’s.’


‘I beg to differ. This is very much the business of your wife and children.’


‘I’m trying to sort that out.’


‘What are you going to tell Wilma and Katy?’


‘I’ll leave that to you, you’ll make a better job of it.’


She gave a strangled laugh. ‘Oh, no, Paul, I’m not having that, you can do your own dirty work. None of this is my doing.’


‘Why are you so determined to make this as difficult as possible? I thought better of you, Jenny.’


‘I thought better of you too.’ She was shaking but surprisingly her voice was quite steady.


‘I’m going.’ He got up and just then came the sound of voices and the back door opening.


‘Too late, Paul, here they are.’ She walked ahead of him back to the kitchen and lit the gas under the kettle. Six o’clock was a long time for them to wait for their meal and a scone or a piece of plain cake helped to keep away the hunger pangs. It struck her then that from now on there would be no need to wait until six o’clock.


Two pairs of eyes registered surprise.


‘What is Daddy doing home at this time?’ Katy demanded of her mother as though her father was incapable of answering for himself.


Wilma threw her bulging schoolbag on to one of the kitchen chairs. It stayed for a moment then fell to the floor. She waited for Jenny to tell her to pick it up and not to be so careless. She didn’t. Wilma looked surprised to be let off, waited another moment or two, then lifted the bag and put it on the chair. Her mother was smiling and managing to look stricken at the same time. Her father was smiling too in a funny sort of way. She wondered if they had had a row and she and Katy had arrived home before they could sort out whatever it was. They didn’t row much, come to think about it they didn’t row at all. Not a real barney just the occasional disagreement. Not like her friend Evelyn’s parents who, according to their daughter, were either shouting insults at each other or barely speaking. Wilma didn’t believe it was as bad as Evelyn made out, she always had to exaggerate as though that made it more interesting.


‘Don’t your parents ever fight?’ she’d asked.


‘Not really. If they don’t agree they just agree to differ.’


Evelyn couldn’t quite understand that. ‘Must be awfully boring in your house,’ she’d said.


‘Daddy has something to tell you both, that’s why he is home at this time,’ Jenny said with false brightness.


‘Something nice,’ Katy said hopefully.


Paul shot his wife a look that was close to hatred and she found herself trembling. Jenny realised in that moment how unpredictable were human relationships and how quickly they could turn to hostility or worse. She wished now she hadn’t antagonised him. Had she not she would have been spared that look. It seemed to speed up the end.


On the other hand why should she protect Paul? He wasn’t the one to suffer. That young woman, that Vera Cuthbertson, would be waiting for him with open arms. Jenny tried to imagine Vera Cuthbertson’s home. Probably it would be a modern flat, maybe she called it an apartment, and it would have every latest convenience.


Jenny was feeling the bitter pain of rejection. She had lost out to a younger and more beautiful woman. She wasn’t the first to go through this and she wouldn’t be the last. People would pity her, she would be pointed out as the abandoned wife and she didn’t want to be pitied. Some would put part of the blame at her door saying men didn’t stray unless there was something lacking in the marriage. She couldn’t think where she had failed. Her whole life had been devoted to her husband and family. She had been a good wife. What more could she have done? Nothing.


The children, what of them? She would learn to contend with the pain and humiliation but the girls, how would they deal with the situation? They were so different. Wilma would try to hide her suffering and that could leave its mark in later life. Fifteen was a difficult age, her own mother described it as half woman, half child. Katy would be inconsolable for a short time then she would recover as happier events took over. Lucky Katy who could never be sad for long. Wilma was the worry. Their first-born enjoyed a close bond with Paul. She had always adored him and Jenny had accepted second place. Their other daughter had evened things up, it was always her mother she ran to with her troubles. Damn you, Paul Richardson, Jenny said silently, damn you for what you are putting us through.


‘Nothing for you two to worry about.’ He was smiling that crooked smile she had always loved. ‘It’s just that your mother and I have agreed to separate for a while. I won’t be living here.’


There was a stunned silence. Jenny bit back the words. She had been about to say that she had agreed to nothing of the kind but what was the use. This wasn’t quite so final for the girls. It was wise to be civilised about these things and who knows, perhaps in a month or two Paul would realise his mistake. He had been a good husband and father, perhaps he could be those again. She would leave the door open. Pride was something she couldn’t afford. It seemed impossible to Jenny that only a little time ago, hours just hours, she had been so sure of Paul. Had that been her mistake? Had she taken him for granted? She still loved him, you didn’t just stop loving someone. What did stop was respect. How could you respect someone who put his own selfish pleasure before the happiness and well-being of his family? In her book that was despicable.


‘Where are you going to live, Daddy?’ Katy asked as she reached for the biscuit tin and had it removed from her hands.


‘No, Katy, no biscuits, you’ll get a scone and butter when I’m ready.’ Katy made a face. ‘Daddy, where—’


‘Not very far away.’


‘Can we come and see you?’


‘Not right away but later on.’


‘You can’t leave Mum and us.’ Wilma sounded horrified.


‘Wilma, don’t upset yourself. I’ll see you both from time to time and now I must get back to the office.’ He sounded flustered and desperate to be on his way. ‘First though I need a few things from upstairs.’


Jenny, needing something to do with her hands had made the tea and was splitting scones and buttering them. She looked up. Your clothes, you mean?’


‘Yes, I’ll take some and pick up the rest in the next day or two. I’ll phone you first.’


‘What for? You have a key.’


‘It was to give you time to get them packed.’


She drew in her breath at the nerve of him. After an inward battle she said quietly, ‘Very well, I’ll fold your suits, I’ll do that for you. There are a number of shirts and some underwear and socks in the dirty-clothes basket. I’ll sort them out and put them in a separate bag. You can see to the laundering of them yourself.’


He was very obviously taken aback. ‘Surely—’


‘Absolutely not,’ she said firmly.


He gave her a long look which she returned. It had been a small victory, but still a victory of sorts. No wonder Paul was shocked, it was so unlike her to be disobliging but already she was changing, she could feel herself doing so. Surely it was diabolical cheek to announce that their marriage was over and expect her to do his washing or at least what was in the tub. His mistress could jolly well do it.


Without another word Paul went upstairs. They heard drawers opening and shutting then a little later heavy feet on the stairs. Rather than face them he was going to use the front door. They heard it shut and looked at one another.


‘Daddy’s gone,’ Kate said unnecessarily.


‘He’ll be back,’ Wilma said sitting down at the table. Katy was already there and Jenny poured the tea. Her hand wasn’t quite steady and some of it spilled into the saucer, ‘Did you have a quarrel or something?’


‘No, Wilma, there was no quarrel.’


‘All right, no quarrel. Dad didn’t walk out without a reason. You can tell us. We aren’t babies, I’m not anyway.’


Why not just tell them? It would be common knowledge before long that Paul Richardson had left his wife and was living with another woman. She began crumbling the scone on her plate.


‘Why are you doing that?’ Katy demanded. Something would have been said if she’d done it.


‘Doing what?’


‘Making that mess with your scone?’


‘I didn’t realise I was doing it.’ She paused and moistened her lips. ‘You had better both listen. I was going to try and spare you, but I think that would be a mistake. Your father didn’t tell you the truth. This isn’t a short separation and I most certainly didn’t agree to it. The truth is your father is leaving me—’


‘For good?’ Wilma gasped. ‘I don’t believe it.’


‘It was just as big a shock for me.’


‘Why would he leave us?’ Wilma said miserably.


‘He told me he had fallen in love with someone else.’


‘Do you know her?’


‘No, but she is someone who works beside him. Apparently she is very lovely and he wants to be with her.’


‘What will we do?’ Wilma whispered.


‘We’ll manage, darling, we have each other and there is always a way as your gran would say.’


‘But nothing will ever be the same?’


‘No, Wilma, nothing will ever be the same.’


Katy began to cry.




Chapter Two
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After a night of tossing and turning in a bed that was too big for one person, Jenny waited until it was her usual time for getting up. Her head ached and she took a couple of aspirins washing them down with a glass of water from the bathroom. She had never been one for wandering about in a dressing-gown, preferring to dress straight away in one of her older skirts and a jumper. Once the housework was completed it would be time to put on something better. That was the way she had been brought up. What was important, what she must do, was keep to routine as much as possible. There wouldn’t be the same rush since it was one less for the bathroom. Paul had gone first and taken a long time. He wouldn’t be rushed and cries of ‘Hurry up Daddy’ were ignored. Occasionally Katy had to wash herself at the kitchen sink.


If they could get over the first few mornings it would become easier, or was that wishful thinking? Jenny felt the weight of responsibility and wondered if she was strong enough to cope. She had to, there was no one else. Paul had opted out and she alone was left to care for her daughters.


They came into the kitchen together, both in school uniform and looking smart. The usual banter was missing and they sat down at the table like two schoolgirls in a restaurant who had been told to behave properly. There was a muttered good morning in answer to their mother’s greeting. Jenny filled the toast rack, took it to the table, and joined them. The unoccupied chair drew all eyes and Jenny wished she had removed it to somewhere else. She should have thought about that.


‘Mum, will Daddy stay away for ever?’ Katy was dragging her spoon through the cereal without making any effort to eat.


‘Yes, you were told that last night, don’t you ever listen?’ Wilma said angrily.


‘Mum!’ she wailed.


‘I know, dear, that wasn’t very nice.’ Then turning to Wilma. ‘There was no cause for that. Katy is a lot younger than you.’


‘She doesn’t listen though, does she?’


‘I do so. Doesn’t Daddy love us any more?’ Katy said on the verge of tears.


‘Of course he loves you both, that won’t change. It would hurt him terribly if he thought you believed otherwise.’


‘Why has he stopped loving you?’ she sniffed.


Jenny gave a sad smile. ‘Maybe he’s just grown tired of me. Please, could we leave it there? When you come home from school we’ll talk again if you want that and remember that bus isn’t going to wait for you,’ she warned.


‘I need the bathroom,’ Katy said scraping back her chair.


‘At the double then.’


They heard her racing up the stairs.


‘Mum, I’m sorry, I’m not blaming you, it’s just I can’t understand.’


‘I know, dear, it’s a difficult time for us all and that includes your father. I’m sure he misses you and Katy.’


‘If he did he wouldn’t be leaving us,’ she said in a hard voice.


Jenny shook her head wearily. ‘I’m not sure about anything any more.’


‘I’ll skip school and stay with you.’


Jenny looked at the young anxious face and felt like weeping only she must not. She had to put on a brave face. Wilma wasn’t making this an excuse for a day off, she liked school.


‘No, darling, that was thoughtful of you but I’ll be all right. We just have to get on with life without Daddy.’


‘Will you phone Gran and tell her?’


‘Yes.’


‘Maybe she’ll come over and keep you company.’


‘Yes, maybe.’


Katy had come downstairs and Jenny almost chased them out of the door. She waited. It was possible to see the bus approaching and there it was on the brow of the hill. They would catch it but only just. She closed the door and was about to start clearing the table when grief caught up with her and the tears came. She couldn’t stop them and putting her head down on the table Jenny gave in to a paroxysm of weeping. After the outburst she felt drained but it had helped. She could face the housework, get that over and done with quickly then phone her mother. Grace Turnbull, her next door neighbour and a good friend, would have to be told. Perhaps she already knew and couldn’t bring herself to say anything. She would find out. There was still some tea in the pot and Jenny poured it into her cup. It was lukewarm but she drank it.


Jenny’s mother had only recently had the phone installed. She and Paul had suggested when her father was alive that they should think about a phone, but her father had refused saying it was an unnecessary expense, that they had managed all these years without one and for an emergency wasn’t there a phone box at the end of the road? No more had been said. Tom Scrimgeour was a dour man, honest and outspoken, qualities not always appreciated. His wife seldom complained, she knew the futility of it. Tom Scrimgeour was the man of the house and his word was law.


After his death and a decent interval, Janet had the phone installed and began to have a social life. Jenny and Paul had encouraged her to take up bridge where, they said, she would meet new friends. And no it wasn’t too difficult, it was just a case of concentrating. At first she had been reluctant, it was a big step for someone like her, but she had taken that step and never looked back.


Jenny went through to the hall, sat down on the chair beside the phone and dialled the number.


‘Hello?’ Her mother sounded out of breath.


‘Mum, it’s me.’


‘Jenny, is this just for a chat?’


‘Sort of, I mean—’


‘Darling, this really isn’t a good time. I have my bridge ladies coming for coffee and you know how I like to have everything just so. Everybody fine?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good. I’ll ring you in the afternoon, early on. You don’t mind, do you? I really am in a rush.’


‘No, that’s all right, my news will keep.’


‘Goodbye, dear.’ The phone went dead.


‘So much for a sympathetic ear,’ Jenny muttered to herself as she put the receiver down. Then she smiled. It was nice to know her mother was enjoying life, she deserved it.


The need to confide was strong and the afternoon seemed a long time away. She could always talk to Grace. Grace and Arthur Turnbull and their son, Jonathan, had come to live next door to them about three years ago and a friendship had quickly developed. Grace was a slim-built, attractive woman in her early forties with a sympathetic manner, the kind of person who listened and only gave advice when it was wanted. Her husband, Arthur, was a tall, pleasant-faced man who had gone prematurely bald and was seldom seen without a cap. He had a hardware store in Blackford High Street, a good-going business and the only one of its kind for miles around. The nearest was in Perth. His hope was that their only son would join him in the business but Jonathan had other ideas. When he left school in a year’s time he wanted to join the navy and see the world.


Jenny was on the point of getting up when there was a tap at the door. She went to answer it but already knew who was there. She recognised Grace’s own particular knock.


‘Grace, come in, I was just coming round.’


‘Two minds with but a single thought. You know it’s cold away from that sun.’ She gave a small shiver.


‘Coffee?’


‘Actually I’d prefer tea if you don’t mind.’


‘Tea will do me nicely. You could put out some biscuits.’


‘Absolutely not, I’m taking myself in hand. No more eating between meals. I’m putting on weight.’


‘If you are I fail to see it. All right I’ll go without too. I don’t need one, it’s just a habit.’


‘A bad one.’ Grace grinned then began to look concerned. ‘Jenny, are you well enough or have you a cold coming on? Quite a bit of it around and no wonder with the changeable weather.’


‘No, I haven’t got a cold.’ She sat down opposite Grace at the kitchen table. The tea was made but required a few minutes to draw. The treacherous tears were close but she fought them. Grace would understand but even so she didn’t want to break down.


‘What is the matter, Jenny?’ she said gently.


‘Paul has left me.’


Grace looked thunderstruck. ‘That I just do not believe.’


‘It’s true, Grace.’


‘You mean,’ she said incredulously, ‘he’s moved out?’


‘Yes. Paul has moved in with the new love in his life.’


Grace was very still.


‘You knew, didn’t you? Damn it, did everybody know about this but me?’ Her voice broke.


Grace got up, poured the tea and sat down. ‘Drink that then we’ll talk and no, I didn’t know or at least I didn’t believe it,’ her voice trailed off. She took a drink of tea. ‘This is it and it is all I know. Mary Marshall and her husband were celebrating an anniversary or something. At any rate they were dining at that new place between here and Glenagnes, Apparently it’s all subdued lighting – Arthur says that’s so they won’t see what they are eating—’


Jenny smiled. That was like Arthur.


‘—and alcoves. Mary told Edna and it eventually reached me. She said she was nearly sure that she saw Paul Richardson sitting in one of the alcoves with a young glamorous blonde. I told Edna that Mary needed her eyesight tested, that whoever she saw it certainly wasn’t Paul Richardson.’


‘It would have been Paul.’


‘Do I ask questions or wait until you tell me what you want me to know?’


‘Ask what you want. I need to talk about it and I phoned Mother but she’s too busy with her bridge ladies. No, that’s not fair of me, she thought it was just for a chat.’


‘Had your mother known she would have put off her bridge ladies and come over.’ Grace had met Jenny’s mother on several occasions.


‘Yes, she would but what would be the point? There is nothing she can do, nothing anyone can do.’


‘Friends are for times like these. Who is she or don’t you know?’


‘I asked Paul. Her name is Vera Cuthbertson, she’s twenty-five, works beside him or at least they are with the same firm. She is a tall, stunning blonde, his own description when she came to the office. With that kind of opposition not much hope for me, is there?’ She tried to laugh about it.


‘Paul needs his head examined. You’ve done far too much for him, always putting his needs and everybody else’s before your own.’


‘You do that with Arthur and Jonathan.’


‘I know I’m as bad as you.’


‘Maybe in some way I was to blame, but I can’t honestly think where I went wrong.’


‘You did nothing wrong. The girls, what about them?’


‘Upset but OK I think. Paul came home early yesterday to drop his bombshell and he wanted me to break it to Wilma and Katy. Unfortunately for him he was about to leave when they arrived and I told them their father had something to tell them.’


‘He would love you for that.’


‘If looks could have killed I wouldn’t be here now. He played it down a bit saying we had agreed to a separation for a while and that he wouldn’t be living at home.’


‘Did you correct him?’


‘Very nearly then I thought what was the use. I let it pass and told them later.’ She shook her head. ‘Wilma is taking it badly.’


‘She was always Daddy’s girl and Katy clings to you.’


‘Was it that noticeable?’ Jenny said sounding surprised.


‘I’m next door, remember.’


Wilma’s mind kept straying, earning her a reprimand from the teacher. She was glad when the bell rang at three o’clock. Today they went to the sports field. Neither Wilma nor her friend Evelyn were sports enthusiasts. They sloped off, fairly sure they wouldn’t be missed.


‘You look down in the dumps.’


‘So would you be if you were me. My dad’s left us.’


‘Why would he do that?’


‘What do you think?’


‘Not—’


‘Yes.’


‘That’s awful. You’re not kidding me?’


‘I wouldn’t kid about a thing like that. He’s gone to live with another woman.’


Evelyn’s face showed a mixture of concern and curiosity. ‘You said they never had fights.’


‘Neither they do. Maybe they had one yesterday when he told Mum.’


‘Funny that when you think about it. My parents fight but they would never, ever walk out. Yours don’t and your dad ups and goes.’ She was a kind-hearted girl. ‘He’ll get tired of whoever it is and come back.’


‘My mum doesn’t seem to think so.’


‘What’ll you do for money?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘If he has her to keep there won’t be so much for your mum.’


Wilma hadn’t thought about that. ‘Dad won’t keep us short.’


‘I’ve got money, we’ll go into Brownlow’s and get a bar of Highland Cream toffee, it lasts for ages.’


Wilma had money but she didn’t feel like spending it.


Evelyn broke off two squares and gave them to Wilma. They would wander around looking at the shop windows until it was time for the bus.


Jenny’s mother phoned before one o’clock.


‘Sorry about this morning, but everything went off well and my Victoria sponge rose a treat. It was as light as a feather and everybody praised it.’


‘Your sponges always rise.’


‘Thank you, dear.


‘Mum, Paul has left me.’


‘This line’s gone funny.’


‘No, it hasn’t. You were hearing correctly. Paul has taken up with another woman and left us.’


‘Why would he do a thing like that? I mean you two get on well. I wouldn’t have said that Paul had a roving eye.’


‘Neither would I.’


‘If I had him here I’d give him a piece of my mind. Men are just like children you know. That woman has buttered him up, made him feel six feet tall.’


‘Mother, Paul is six feet tall.’


‘Ten feet tall then, you know what I mean. They like to feel they are wonderful and appreciated. Maybe you’ve been neglecting your man.’


Jenny felt a surge of anger. ‘Thank you very much, it’s my fault now.’


‘Stop it, you’re being childish. I’m going to ring off and get the next bus over.’


‘You don’t need to.’


‘Yes, I do. The girls—’


‘Shocked but OK I think.’


‘Expect me when you see me. The bus service is like everything else here, the powers-that-be need a good shaking up.’


‘Yes, Mother.’


Jenny was half laughing and half crying when she put down the phone.


Mrs Janet Scrimgeour arrived at a quarter past two. She had been hurrying from the bus stop and was slightly out of breath. She wore her good navy costume that was mostly kept for Sundays. Her felt hat had a small brim and was also navy but was relieved by a feather of various hues. She looked what she was, a kindly woman in her early sixties.


‘Mum, it was good of you to come.’ They didn’t kiss, they weren’t a demonstrative family but that didn’t mean they cared less.


‘I wanted to, you haven’t been a moment out of my thoughts since you gave me your news.’ She unbuttoned her jacket, remembered her handkerchief was in the pocket, got it and tucked it up the sleeve of her blouse.


‘Aren’t you going to take off your hat?’


‘It would be as well.’ She took it off carefully so as not to disarrange her hair.


Jenny went upstairs to put them on the bed.


‘Mum, I’ll put the kettle on.’


‘No, I think we should talk. I’ll last out until the girls get home.’


Jenny nodded. ‘We’ll go through to the sitting-room and get a comfortable seat.’


‘Didn’t you see it coming?’ she asked once they were seated.


‘No, Mum, I noticed nothing different but then I wasn’t looking for anything. With hindsight I should have questioned so many late nights at the office.’


‘You were too trusting.’


‘I thought marriage was all about trust.’


‘Now you know better.’ She paused. ‘How are you going to be placed financially?’


‘Paul is to continue to pay the mortgage and make me an allowance. He didn’t say how much, only that it would be a lot less and I’d have to start looking for a job.’


‘Your father wouldn’t have allowed me to go out to work. He was the bread-winner and it was my duty to manage on what he gave me.’


‘Dad didn’t leave you, that’s the difference,’ Jenny said bitterly. ‘I don’t mind going out to work, I might even enjoy it but who is going to employ me? There are young girls without a job.’


‘You worked in an office before you were married.’


‘That was sixteen years ago for heaven’s sake, Mum. There have been lots of changes in that time. I can type but that is about all.’


‘Something will turn up, something always does, dear, it’s a case of having faith.’


‘Faith won’t pay the bills.’


‘Paul won’t see you want. I’ve always liked Paul and I remember how good he was to me when your father died.’


‘Yes, I know, it’s only—’


‘Only what?’


‘Paul has changed, it showed in his manner when he told me our marriage was over. He hated hurting me, I’m sure of that but I think he is so besotted with that young woman that he’ll do whatever she wants.’


‘Then, Jenny, you’ll have to look out for yourself and make sure Paul meets his obligations. Legally I don’t know how you stand.’


‘Neither do I but I’m inclined to think I’m at Paul’s mercy.’


‘Take steps and find out,’ Janet Scrimgeour said grimly.


‘Yes, I must but I’m still in shock. A part of me doesn’t believe it has happened.’


‘I know, dear, it is very hard for you. Who is this besom?’


‘Her name is Vera Cuthbertson, she’s twenty-five, single and intelligent. Paul said she had excellent qualifications.’


‘You mean she works beside him?’


‘In the same office, yes. And, Mother, she is tall, blonde and beautiful.’


‘If she’s all those things why is she bothering with a married man?’


‘I asked myself that too. Maybe she sees it as more of a challenge and remember Paul is a very attractive man.’ The lump in her throat got larger and she paused. ‘Let’s talk about something else.’


‘All right, dear, we’ll give it a rest for now.’


She swallowed and managed a smile. ‘What’s the latest gossip from the bridge ladies?’


‘We shouldn’t call them that. Maggie was there and she isn’t a bridge player and, my girl, we talk we do not gossip.’


‘What do you talk about?’


‘This and that, sometimes politics.’


‘Dangerous. Politics and religion should be kept out of the conversation.’


‘Nothing heated. Mostly we were talking about Moira Ramsay buying that place just beyond Glebe Farm.’


‘That white elephant.’


‘She thinks she can make a go of it and Moira won’t sink money into something until she is reasonably sure it has good possibilities.’


‘It is still a big gamble.’


‘We would think so. Moira looks on it as a challenge. She is very comfortably off so even if it isn’t a success she won’t be down to her last penny.’


‘Lucky Moira.’


‘She’s a worker, she can’t abide to be idle.’


‘What plans has she? It’s a bit far out for passing trade.’


‘Yes and no to that. More people than ever have cars and there is a bus service that passes close by.’ She paused and a faraway look came into her eyes. ‘Remember, Jenny, when you were little we used to have picnics there?’


Jenny did remember and nodded. ‘It is a lovely spot. A few have tried a shop there but there wasn’t the trade to make it pay.’


‘Moira has a lot more than a wee shop in mind. She is to extend the premises and do a lot to it. What she plans is a gift shop, not the small rubbishy things found in these places although she’ll have to stock some. She wants more upmarket goods, the kind of display that would encourage folk to browse around and then visit the gallery next door.’


‘The what?’


‘A gallery, Jenny, and not so daft as you might think. There are a lot of artists just waiting to be discovered and they won’t have much chance if their work isn’t displayed. Moira has an interest in art in any case. She knows that most hardly have a penny to their name and they will be very glad and deeply grateful to be given wall space.’


‘What is Moira getting out of it?’


‘She’ll take a percentage of those that are sold. Nobody loses.’


‘Some might never be sold.’


‘That’s a strong possibility. She’ll have to have a time limit, three months or six, whatever she decides.’


‘If that were me I’d have teas and refreshments. People want that before all else.’


‘She is doing teas, I forgot to mention it.’


‘How about staff?’


‘That’s a problem for later.’


‘Tell her to keep me in mind,’ Jenny said jokingly.


‘You could do worse. Moira, I imagine, would be a good employer provided the work is done to her satisfaction.’


Jenny looked at the clock and got up. ‘The girls won’t be long, I’ll get the kettle on and toast yesterday’s scones.’


Janet Scrimgeour tut-tutted. ‘In my rush to get that bus I forgot to bring you the leftovers. Not all that much left, but we could have finished them off.’


‘Never mind, we’ll make do with a lightly toasted scone.’


‘That’ll suit me. Don’t bring the tea here, I’ll come to the kitchen.’ She got up and followed Jenny.


The girls came in not quietly but certainly quieter than usual. They both showed pleasure to see their grandmother there.


‘You came over to keep Mum company?’ Wilma said sounding very grown-up.


‘Yes, Wilma, I did.’


‘You know?’


‘Yes, dear, I know and I know, too, that you and Katy will help your mum.’


‘You mean with the housework?’


‘No, although that as well, I meant in general.’


Jenny shook her head at her mother. ‘I’ll manage the housework, I’m going to have less work not more.’


‘Mum, I told Evelyn.’


‘I didn’t tell anybody,’ Katy said, ‘because I didn’t want anyone to know. You shouldn’t have told Evelyn Bannerman, she’ll tell everybody and it will be all round the school.’


‘Evelyn isn’t like that, she knows how to keep a secret.’ Wilma wondered if that was true. Sometimes Evelyn told her things she had heard that were supposed to be secrets.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Jenny said, ‘everybody will know soon enough. Katy wash your hands at the sink then sit down. Your gran is dying for a cup of tea and so am I. Wilma,’ she turned to her elder daughter. ‘Evelyn is your friend and it is only natural that you should tell her.’


‘She was very surprised. I told her you and Dad never quarrelled. Her parents do all the time but – but they stay together.’


‘There are those who think a good row clears the air, Wilma,’ her grandmother said, then looked in horror at the blackened scone before her. ‘I was expecting a lightly toasted scone not a cinder.’


‘Scrape it, it isn’t as bad as all that. Katy, bring the biscuit tin.’


Katy didn’t have to be asked twice. She didn’t mind a burnt scone if there was a cream biscuit to follow.


Janet finished her tea. ‘You’ll have to excuse me, I’ll have to get on my way,’ she said getting up.


‘Stay for a meal – there’s plenty.’


‘No, thanks, Jenny, I won’t. Wilma, lass, pop upstairs and get my coat and hat.’


‘I’ll get them,’ Katy said almost knocking down the chair in her haste.


‘No, you won’t. Gran asked me not you.’


‘My, it’s nice to be popular or could it be to hasten my departure?’


They all laughed. At the door the four of them stood in a group.


‘I’ll ring you tomorrow?’


‘Yes, and thanks, Mum, thanks for everything.’


‘I just wish there was something I could do.’ She hurried away not wanting them to see how upset she was.




Chapter Three
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Paul had pressed the doorbell as though he were a visitor. Jenny went to answer it wondering who could be calling at this time of day. It was just before one o’clock and five minutes earlier Jenny had finished eating her snack lunch. A slice of toast topped with two rashers of bacon, crispy bacon the way she liked it.


He stood there at his own front door and she moved aside to let him enter. Neither of them said a word. Paul closed the door behind him and followed Jenny into the sitting-room.


‘What brings you?’ she said at last. It had been three weeks since he departed with his clothes and other personal belongings.


‘To see if you were all right. May I sit down?’


She shrugged then smiled to herself. She must have caught the habit from Paul. Jenny watched him take his usual chair. She didn’t take hers but sat down on a straight-backed chair they always avoided since they found it uncomfortable. It had been a bad buy from an auction sale. Paul named it the invalid chair, perfect for those who suffered from a bad back. He had his briefcase with him and placed it at his feet. Jenny noticed that Paul was as smart as ever. Either his shirts went to the laundry or Vera Cuthbertson was handy with an iron. She found herself hoping it was the former.


‘I’m perfectly all right, thank you,’ Jenny said stiffly.


‘Wilma and Katy fine too?’


‘They keep wondering when they are going to be invited to your new home.’ That wasn’t completely true. They or rather Wilma had mentioned it the once but just now Jenny wasn’t too troubled about accuracy.


‘I’ll arrange that.’


‘When?’


‘Soon,’ he said frowning at her. ‘And as regards the house, as I said before, the mortgage will continue to be paid and I have made arrangements for a monthly allowance to be sent to you.’ He paused. ‘With time on your hands you can take a job.’


‘If I can get one.’


‘Bound to be something you can do. You are intelligent, you have office experience but, of course, you’ll have to make the effort.’


‘A job won’t come to me,’ she smiled.


He took that as a good sign and she saw him relaxing.


‘No, Jenny, it won’t.’


‘Let’s get back to the girls. I take it you don’t want to lose touch with them?’


‘There is absolutely no fear of that and I hope you aren’t suggesting—’


‘I’m not. Are you going to have them stay overnight?’


He looked at her as if she had made an improper suggestion, either that or taken leave of her senses.


‘For God’s sake, Jenny, we are only a few miles apart. I’ll drive them home.’


‘They might quite like the idea of staying overnight,’ she persisted.


‘That’s completely out of the question. You can’t expect Vera to go that far.’


‘Why not?’


‘They aren’t her children for heaven’s sake.’


‘No, but they are yours.’


‘The cottage is quite small. Vera will meet them and we’ll take it from there,’ he said irritably.


‘Meaning you’ll take orders from her, you’ll do what she wants. Why should she be the one to dictate?’ Jenny said furiously. She didn’t want Wilma and Katy staying with the woman, she didn’t want that at all but neither did she want her to get off scot free. ‘They already feel abandoned by you so see to it that they are not made to feel unwelcome in your or, should I say, her house.’


‘You have no right to judge Vera,’ he said angrily.


‘Haven’t I? I haven’t met the new woman in your life and I think I am glad about that but it doesn’t stop me having a picture of her in my mind. I see her as a selfish, hard-hearted young woman who takes what she wants and doesn’t give a damn who gets hurt.’ She laughed and the sound startled Paul. It was pitched too high as though she was about to become hysterical.


‘Calm it, Jenny, you appear to be on the verge of hysteria.’


She shook her head. ‘I am far from that. Unfortunately I can’t afford the luxury.’ She paused and it really was to help calm her. The conversation was upsetting Jenny more than she had expected but it was obviously upsetting Paul too and she was pleased about that. His previously good-natured and ever-obliging wife was showing another side, a side that was dismaying him. ‘Do you know this, Paul, it is three weeks since you walked out and I don’t even have an address or a telephone number to contact you.’


‘You have the office number and if I am not available you can leave a message with Betty and I’ll get back to you.’


Office jargon – I’ll get back to you – that hurt. Jenny looked with cold dislike at the man she had once loved so dearly, perhaps still did though she wasn’t as sure about that as she had been. Betty Morgan was middle-aged, a pleasant woman whom Jenny liked and she couldn’t help wondering what Betty was making of this. To phone her would only be embarrassing for both of them.


‘If you think I am going to phone your secretary you can think again.’


‘You are going out of your way to be difficult.’ He opened his briefcase, took out a notepad and scribbled on it. ‘There you are, that’s what you want, isn’t it?’


‘For the girls, not for me. Surely they should know where their father is living.’


‘They’ll know now.’ He paused and looked directly at her. ‘There is something else I want to say. I want a divorce, Jenny.’


‘You aren’t putting off much time. She wants marriage then?’


‘We both do.’


‘What about me?’


‘You will be free to make a new life for yourself.’


‘Not really. Have you forgotten Wilma and Katy?’


‘Of course I haven’t.’


‘If my new life should be with someone else why should he be expected to take responsibility for your daughters when your mistress isn’t prepared to give them house room even for one night?’


‘That’s different.’


‘I bet it is.’


‘I’m going now.’ He got up.


Jenny got to her feet as well. ‘If I agree to a divorce I’ll let you know but don’t bank on it.’


Without another word he went ahead, out of the room and out of the door almost but not quite banging it behind him.


Jenny found she was shaking and had to sit down. She felt so ashamed. That had been a show of bitchiness and completely out of character. It had done no good, angry exchanges seldom did. All it had done was alienate them further.


She was finding the nights worst, the sense of loss greatest then. Was it the darkness that heightened fears? Certainly there were sleepless hours when she all but panicked. She felt so ill-equipped to deal with life on her own. Paul was the one who made the decisions and she had happily gone along with whatever he suggested. From now on the decision-making would be hers.


Money wasn’t an immediate problem though it very soon would be. She had a little of her own saved from the housekeeping. It had been her mother who had encouraged her to open a post office savings account and put by a little each month and not to touch it unless for an absolute emergency. You never know she had said, when it might come in useful. How very true that was proving.


The real position when she got down to thinking about it was that she and the girls had no security. Paul might say and believe what he was saying, that they had nothing to fear, the roof over their head was safe. That was no guarantee. The day might come when he or more likely Miss Cuthbertson, might decide to put the house up for sale and force Jenny to find cheap, rented accommodation. Jenny didn’t really think it would come to that but it didn’t take away the nagging fear.


A divorce would give her greater security or she imagined it would. At least she would know where she stood. The trouble was she didn’t want a divorce. It was a step too far. A divorce was so final and wasn’t there a small hope in her heart that after this affair had run its course Paul would come home?


It was evening and the three of them were playing snakes and ladders. Katy was yawning, it was past her bedtime but with no school next day it didn’t matter. She could have a long lie-in in the morning. Wilma was pretending boredom at playing such a childish game but she didn’t mind. The game didn’t demand concentration and it gave her a chance to think about tomorrow. She still loved her father but he was no longer perfect. No one was but in her eyes he had been pretty near that. Maybe there were faults on both sides although her mother strenuously denied that. She would, of course, people didn’t notice their faults until they had them pointed out. That aside surely it was pretty terrible to walk out on the three of them. Evelyn, who had promised on pain of death, not to mention a word to anyone, was kept up-to-date with developments.


‘If whoever she is is really and truly beautiful, beautiful like a film star I mean then maybe your dad couldn’t help himself,’ she had said.


‘My mum is nice-looking,’ Wilma said loyally.


‘Nice-looking and beautiful are not the same.’


Wilma conceded the point.


‘Once in a while my mum treats me like a grown-up,’ Evelyn said proudly, ‘and she said it was a well-known fact that women are much stronger than men, not physically but in every other way. Not many women up and go even when they want to. They just can’t do it if there are children to consider.’


Wilma was suspicious. Why would they be having that kind of conversation unless – ‘You told your mum about me,’ Wilma said accusingly. It certainly sounded like it.


Evelyn had bright auburn hair caught back in a ribbon. She had very pale skin and had been spared a freckled complexion. Only a few across the bridge of her nose that looked attractive. There was a slight flush on the pale cheeks.


‘I did not, I didn’t say anything.’


Wilma wasn’t sure if she believed her friend but she didn’t want it to lead to a quarrel. She needed someone to talk to about her worries.


Wilma and Katy had returned with the shopping and Jenny was putting the groceries in the cupboard.


‘Mum, what will I wear?’


‘Whatever you like, you don’t have to dress up.’


‘No.’ Wilma giggled but it was a nervous giggle. The arrangement was that her dad would collect them at two o’clock or shortly after. They would go to the cottage to see her and then the four of them would go somewhere for a meal. Wilma was looking forward to seeing her dad, she missed him more than she said. And she couldn’t help being curious about the woman who was causing all the trouble. Wilma thought her mum was being very good about it but she couldn’t be happy. She was the only one left out and that must feel awful. To show pleasure at going at all seemed like disloyalty to her mother.


‘I don’t want to go,’ Katy announced suddenly. ‘You can go, Wilma, and I’ll stay with Mum.’


Wilma looked at her sharply. ‘You have to go. Hasn’t she, Mum?’


‘No, I don’t, do I?’ She looked at Jenny.


‘You don’t have to do what you don’t want, Katy, but I think Daddy would be very hurt if you didn’t accept his invitation.’


‘I suppose that means I have to go,’ she said with a very pronounced sigh.


Wilma would have died rather than admit to needing the support of her little sister and she was relieved that her mum had more or less made sure that Katy would be there. On her own it could be an ordeal, the two of them together would make it easier. She wondered if her parents would get divorced. She wouldn’t be the only one in the class with divorced parents. Thelma Paterson said it wasn’t all bad that her parents tried to outdo each other by giving her gifts and special treats. Wilma wasn’t interested in gifts and special treats. She just wished her parents could get together again and as long as they weren’t divorced she thought there might be a chance.


Jenny wished that she hadn’t said they could wear what they wanted, it had been foolish but she couldn’t go back on that now. They had taken her at her word.


‘Katy, your kilt is far too short, Gran hasn’t had time to lengthen it.’


Mrs Scrimgeour was good with a needle. She would take the kilt home with her and insert a piece of material in the bodice, a good two inches and Katy would get another year out of it. Kilts were expensive.


‘You said I could put on what I wanted and I want to wear my kilt and my green jumper.’ She didn’t say ‘so there’ though she might as well have.


‘You won’t be too hot?’ A last hope.


‘No.’


That was probably true. The weather continued to be disappointing with what sunshine there was spoiled by a chill wind. So much for flaming June.


When Wilma came downstairs wearing an old favourite which had twice had the hem lowered, the second time with a false hem, Jenny closed her eyes. Paul would think it deliberate. The pinafore dress in shades of yellow and orange was worn thin. The very fact that it had been a favourite meant it had been worn done and was only fit for wearing about the house or around the doors. The choice of a bright pink blouse to wear with it sealed its fate.


‘No, you needn’t look like that, Mum, I’m not changing it. Gran gave me this blouse for my birthday,’ Wilma said defensively.


‘It is a very pretty blouse but not to wear with that. The colours clash.’


‘No, Mum, you are wrong. Miss Hunter, our English teacher, told us that nature knows best. You always say that red and green should never be seen but they should. The grass is green and green goes with every colour of flower.’


Jenny nodded. She couldn’t argue with that.


As the time went on Wilma was beginning to look unsure. It had been a fit of bravado to choose her oldest dress. What had she been wanting to prove? She couldn’t remember. ‘Maybe I could run up and change into my—’


‘No time,’ Katy said triumphantly. ‘That’s Daddy’s car stopping at the gate. He’s got out but he’s not coming in.’


‘Don’t worry, Wilma,’ Jenny said giving her daughter a hug, ‘a pretty girl can get away with anything.’ And that was true, she thought with amusement. The colours clashed badly no matter what Miss Hunter said, yet after that initial shock the dreadful combination became striking. It was all to do with youth and that lovely shoulder-length blonde hair.


‘On you go then, don’t keep Daddy waiting.’


‘Cheerio, Mum. You won’t be lonely without us?’


‘No, Katy, I’ve lots to do and on my own I’ll get through it. Be good both of you.’


She stood at the door and waved. There was a fixed smile on her face and the lump in her throat was nearly choking her. Maybe they would be won over, that young woman’s charm had worked for Paul, it could work for his daughters.


‘Jenny?’


She had been about to close the door when Grace Turnbull came hurrying from next door.


‘Hello, Grace, come in.’ Jenny would have preferred to be on her own. She could have howled her head off and no one would have been the wiser.


Grace closed the door and they both went through to the sitting-room.


‘That was Paul, you might have noticed?’


‘Recognised the car, I didn’t actually see him.’


‘Wilma and Katy are off to meet his lady love,’ Jenny said bitterly.


‘Try not to let it upset you.’


‘What if they decide they like her?’


‘Would that be so terrible?’ Grace said gently. ‘Better really that they should.’


‘I’m being unreasonable and selfish.’


‘No, you are not, I would be exactly the same in your shoes.’


‘I was going to have a good howl, you’ve cheated me of that,’ Jenny said trying to smile.


‘You’re going to get through this, believe me you are. Is your mother coming over?’


‘Not until tomorrow.’


‘Fine. Arthur has a bowling match so I can keep you company, if you want me that is?’
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