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Part One


      1950

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
       ‘I SWEAR THAT DAUGHTER of mine gets herself into more trouble than anyone else could imagine,’ Ida Wilcox was muttering to herself as she replaced
         the telephone receiver.
      

      
      It’s unbelievable! Not to mention downright stupid, Ida thought. No sooner do we get our Ruby out of one mess than she gets
         herself into another. Yes, that was the truth an’ there was no getting away from it.
      

      
      Ida sighed heavily. Just lately she’s taken me for a right old softie, and for the sake of keeping the peace I’ve let her
         get away with it. Well, a body can only stand so much.
      

      
      She leant forward peering at her reflection in the mirror that hung on the wall of her narrow hallway. She looked tired and
         dishevelled, her cheeks hot, her hair a proper mess. God forgive her but there were times when the very thought of her daughter
         made her blood run cold.
      

      
      She put the telephone back on the shelf and went into the living room. Now once again there was nothing she could do to stop
         herself from getting involved.  She would have to go and see for herself if Maggie Marshall’s account of what had happened was true.
      

      
      It was good of Maggie to phone her. After all, she was only a neighbour of Ruby’s, but a kindly soul, not an old busybody
         like some she could name, and to be fair her reports to Ida were well meant.
      

      
      ‘Ruby, what the hell am I going to do with you?’ Ida cried out loud.

      
      Somewhere something had gone wrong, she told herself wearily, and she supposed she would have to take a great deal of the
         blame on her own shoulders, although what she could have done differently was beyond her grasp.
      

      
      As a little girl Ruby had looked like a china doll, tiny and so pretty, with a sweet nature to match. From her first day at
         school her teachers had stated that she was an intelligent child and each year her reports had been promising. Daft girl,
         she could have gone far if only she had put her mind to it, but, like most young girls, she had thought she knew it all. Boys
         and sex filled their heads as if it were a game. Well, Ruby had found out the hard way that if you partook of the sweets you
         had to pay the consequences.
      

      
      Ida stared at the photograph of her husband which stood in a wooden frame on the mantelpiece. Ruby was the spitting image
         of her Dad. Short, small-boned, creamy complexion, fair hair that was as fine as spun silk and those blue eyes that at times
         could melt a heart made of stone.
      

      
      ‘Poor Len,’ she murmured, caressing the glass of the photograph frame with her forefinger. ‘I honestly believe our Ruby would
         not have made such a mess of her life if only you had been here to help bring her up. It wasn’t fair that you had to die so
         young.’
      

      
      Where would Ruby go from here? Saddled with two babies and herself not yet eighteen. A wasted life, that’s what it was and
         no mistake, and the galling thing is she’d brought it all on herself. If only she had used the brain God had given her, stayed
         on at school, there’s no telling what she might have achieved.
      

      
      Ida stood quietly looking at the photograph, wringing her hands, her face screwed up with worry. Her eyes that usually shone
         with brave determination were now clouded with tears. She was only five foot two inches tall and plump with it. No wonder
         she was always on her own with no one to talk matters over with. There were plenty of beautiful, well-dressed women about
         that men would look at twice, what chance did she stand of ever finding another loving partner? Half the time she didn’t bother
         too much with her appearance and therefore could best be described as dowdy.
      

      
      Ida ran her hands down over the brown twin-set and skirt she was wearing and vowed she would have to do something about herself.
         It wouldn’t do to let herself become too frumpish. First things first, though. She would have to see what Ruby had been up
         to this time and do what she could to see her right. She certainly wasn’t looking forward to it. But, as Maggie Marshall was
         fond of saying, every cloud has it’s silver lining, and there was no denying that there was something pretty special about
         her only daughter, Ruby, when she was behaving herself.
      

      
      She sighed again. Well, this time Ruby and her troubles would have to wait just a bit, she decided, as she sunk down into
         her deep familiar armchair, wallowing in the warmth of the fire-lit room.
      

      
      She suddenly felt so tired and found that she was  filled with a longing she had not experienced for years. A longing for someone to share her worries with, someone to advise
         her, someone to comfort her, someone to laugh with, to be happy with. I’m always on my own when it comes down to it, she mused.
         Life could be so very different if only she had someone to share it with.
      

      
      It was 1950 and she was almost forty years old. That thought alone was enough to sadden her. She, like a good many more, was
         a war widow, left with two sons and a daughter to bring up on her own.
      

      
      During the war she had done her best. Month after month, year after year, trying to be optimistic, telling herself that it
         couldn’t last for ever, that her husband would come home and from then on they would lead a marvellous life.
      

      
      Leonard Wilcox and she, Ida Simmonds, had been childhood sweethearts. Married in 1929 when they were both nineteen, they had
         believed that the world was their oyster. Alan, their son, was born ten months after the wedding and Norman, their second,
         just one year later. What a year to have been born! 1931! Every newspaper and wireless programme had spelt out nothing but
         doom and gloom. The queues at the employment exchange grew by the day and by August the report was that two and three-quarter
         million men were now out of work.
      

      
      She and Len had managed and were happy enough, even though Len was often put on short-time at the furniture factory where
         he had worked since he had left school at the age of fourteen. Ruby had been born in 1933 when everyone in their neighbourhood
         was finding it hard to make ends meet. By 1938 the dream that forming a League of Nations would prevent future wars was turning
         out to be an illusion. Britain was waking up to the fact that  once again they had to prepare for war and many young men were joining the forces.
      

      
      The summer that saw Ruby have her fifth birthday had been a scorcher and Len and herself had taken their children to the common
         and parks whenever possible. Ida sat back in her chair smiling softly to herself as she recalled those glorious days and the
         pleasure of getting Ruby’s first school uniform together.
      

      
      A fortnight before the German troops crossed the Polish frontier, the factory where Len worked closed down. Two days after
         Britain declared war Len joined the army.
      

      
      Ida found herself wishing again, as she had so many many times, if only Len had waited to be called up, if only he’d had been
         sent to another regiment. Would it have made any difference? Who knows. The tragedy was that in May of 1940, Len, with the
         Royal West Kents, had only been in France for three weeks when the advancing German army swept through northern France. Thousands
         of British and French troops were safely evacuated by both small and large seagoing crafts from the beaches of Dunkirk. In
         all, over three hundred thousand men were landed safely back in England, in what Winston Churchill described as a ‘miracle
         of deliverance’.
      

      
      Over the years, Ida had lost count of the times she had said to herself, ‘What a pity that the West Kents had been too far
         inland to make it to the coast’. Those men that weren’t killed were captured by the Germans – Len amongst them. From June
         1940 until his release in 1945, Len had remained a prisoner of war. Nothing could compensate for the heartache of those long
         five years.
      

      
      Leonard Wilcox had returned home and with him had come hope. There had been days when Ida had felt that Len was gaining strength.
         Days when everything was  bright, they were together again, tears and loneliness left behind. Each of them grateful for every smile, every touch of
         each other’s hand, their heads resting on the pillow at night, in the same bed. Together. Other days she hadn’t been able
         to bear to watch the pain that Len was suffering.
      

      
      Within a year Len was dead. Dead too were their plans: the house they were going to buy, the trips to the seaside; seeing
         their two sons grow into men; watching their little girl grow into a young lady; thinking about the day she would get married,
         walking down the aisle on her father’s arm. Well, that was only one of the dreams that hadn’t come true. Len had been so ill
         that in the end he had been glad to die. She had been sad, so terribly sad and so very lonely.
      

      
      For the umpteenth time Ida told herself that it was from the day that they had buried Len that the change in young Ruby had
         begun. It was only natural. Poor kid. She was thrilled to have her father back home. A father that thought the world of her
         and spoilt her at every opportunity that he got. Just coming up to being a teenager, Ruby had become embittered, jealous of
         her cousins and friends, resenting the fact that her father had died and theirs hadn’t.
      

      
      Then, as now, she felt helpless to know what to do for the best where Ruby was concerned. As her own two brothers often told
         her, no matter what you do for Ruby, she’ll end up going her own way.
      

      
      Aw well. Ida dragged herself to her feet and made for the kitchen. This was no time to be dwelling on the past. The sooner
         she got herself over to Ruby’s and found out for herself what kind of trouble she’d landed herself in this time, the better.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      IT WAS A QUARTER to three on a Monday afternoon in late October and Ruby Brookshaw was well on the way to being drunk. She had only been at
         work for two hours when all the commotion had started and she’d been sacked.
      

      
      The job at Morley’s dress shop, not far from Morden Tube Station, had been a nice little number for her. It was only three
         days a week but at least it got her out of these two poxy rooms.
      

      
      That Mrs Morley was a real bitch! ‘She called me a lyin’ slut!’ Ruby shouted out loud. ‘An’ I wasn’t gonna stand for that.’

      
      As if in answer to her cry she heard the voice of Maggie Marshall calling from downstairs.

      
      ‘The old bat must be down on her knees to be able to shout through that letter box.’ Ruby muttered to herself as she steered
         clear of an overturned chair and made her way gingerly to the top of the stairs.
      

      
      ‘Go away an’ mind yer own bleedin’ business,’ Ruby yelled.

      
      ‘Let me in,’ answered Maggie, ‘nothing’s so bad that it can’t be sorted.’
      

      
      ‘Shut yer mouth an’ go away,’ said Ruby, and dragged herself down to sit on the floor.

      
      She heard the bang as Maggie let the flap of the letter box drop and she grinned to herself. She shouldn’t take her temper
         out on Maggie. Her life was bad enough as it was. Without Maggie living just across the street, God knows how she would cope.
         She’d never be able to get outside these four walls if it weren’t for Maggie offering to have the babies. Nosey old thing
         that she was, she loved those two little ones and she took good care of them. And she kept a spotless home. Well, she should,
         shouldn’t she? Ruddy whole house to herself.
      

      
      You jumped at the chance to take a part-time job when she offered to have the twins, Ruby reminded herself. Yeah, well now
         you haven’t even got a job to go to any more.
      

      
      She’d have to have another drink. In the doorway of what served for a living room she gave a vicious kick to a bucket that
         contained baby clothes. She’d put them in to soak before she left for work that morning, intending to wash them and hang them
         out in the back yard when she came home. ‘Sod ’em,’ she said, as the water splashed over onto the worn linoleum, ‘I don’t
         give a monkey’s if they never get washed.’
      

      
      Life wasn’t worth the struggle which ever way she looked at it. She picked up the bottle of Gordon’s, splashed some gin into
         her glass and without bothering to add any tonic water she tossed most of it down her throat.
      

      
      She’d never win! She’d done all right at school. ‘Well, I did from time to time,’ she muttered to herself. ‘The  best part was when me dad came home. A lot of things might have turned out different if only he had lived.’
      

      
      The same went for Andy Morris. Only he wasn’t dead. Only on the other side of the blooming world. God! Wasn’t young love sweet?
         And blind.
      

      
      She and Andy had been in love. No matter if all the adults in the world told her it wasn’t so, she knew different. It had
         been true love. Andy had been four years older than Ruby. Determined to make something of his life he had been attending night-school
         three nights a week, besides having a full-time job in an engineering factory down in Bendon Valley.
      

      
      A stray tear trickled from her eye and ran down her cheek as she recalled meeting him up at Stockwell when he finished classes.

      
      ‘He used to give the fourpence for me tube fare,’ she mumbled. ‘And he used to take me to the pictures every Saturday night.’

      
      She dashed the stupid tears away. ‘Why did his family have to go and emigrate to Australia?’

      
      Be fair. When Andy had insisted that he wanted to stay behind, both his mum and dad had offered her the chance to go with
         them. Her mother was shocked. ‘You’ve only just left school, definitely No,’ she’d said. Her mother’s brothers and their wives
         had all made a firm stand: she was too young.
      

      
      What had age got to do with it? Dear Jesus, she was only seventeen now, married with twins! Andy had gone to Australia. She’d
         not heard a word from him since. She’d taken up with Brian Brookshaw. Or was the boot on the other foot? He was five years
         older than her and he’d made her pregnant before she’d known him five minutes. If he’d had his way he’d have cleared off and
          she wouldn’t have seen his arse for dust. How many times had she wished that he had?
      

      
      It hadn’t been like that. Oh no. Her mother’s two brothers had seen to that. The pair of them were great bruisers who no one
         argued with. Well, not if they knew what was good for them they didn’t.
      

      
      Ruby took another swig of her gin and grinned again. To be honest she loved her uncles, they both had a great sense of fun.
         If only they didn’t always think they knew what was best for everyone else. The pair of them certainly were characters, outspoken,
         independent men, but hard drinking and hard fighting came easily to them when the occasion arose.
      

      
      Her uncle Bert was the older of the two. Six foot four, with sandy hair, blue eyes and a ruddy complexion, he was married
         to Josephine. Ruby giggled and gin ran out of the corner of her mouth. Known as Jozy, her aunt was thin, even a bit frail-looking
         but no one who knew her was deceived by that. Jozy was lovely but her temper when she was put out would frighten the best
         of them.
      

      
      Uncle Jeff was two years younger than Uncle Bert, still a great big tall man, very much alike in looks to his brother, but
         with a more cautious attitude to life. He looked before he leapt; Bert jumped in, feet first.
      

      
      Jeff was married to Sheila. Do anything for anybody, would Sheila Simmonds, but woe betide anyone that crossed her. Ruby laughed
         happily at this thought. Her aunt Sheila was a big loud-mouthed, jolly woman. Her surname, before she’d married Uncle Jeff,
         had been Nightingale. Anything less like a nightingale would be hard to imagine, as Peggy Woodstock – one of Sheila’s neighbours
         – had found out the day Sheila had caught  her thumping her three year old little girl. They certainly were a tight knit family, the Simmonds.
      

      
      Both brothers worked in Billingsgate, the big London fish market, which was near London Bridge and all members of the family
         lived in Fountain Road, Tooting. Their father, and his father before him, had all worked at Billingsgate.
      

      
      Ruby looked at her empty glass and sighed heavily. What chance had she stood between the lot of them? There weren’t going
         to be any illegitimate babies in their family. Her uncles had said that Brian Brookshaw had to marry her. And they’d seen
         to it that he did.
      

      
      ‘More’s the pity,’ she muttered.

      
      All responsibility had been taken away from her mother, who had been only to glad to be shot of it, and everything arranged
         by her uncles. No bride could have asked for more. A great big white wedding, three bridesmaids, a page boy, a bouquet and
         posies of flowers that were gaudy and far too big, and a reception afterwards at the Fountain public house. All of Fountain
         Road and more than half of Blackshaw Road had had free booze that day. Come to think of it, it would have been far better
         if her uncles had seen to it that she and Brian had somewhere half-way decent to live.
      

      
      Left to Brian and his dad – his mother had died years ago – they’d ended up in these two grotty rooms in Love Lane, Mitcham.
         Love Lane! That was a laugh, wasn’t it? Not much love had been shown to her since she’d moved in. Her father-in-law lived
         downstairs. He was a bigot and a bully. Like father like son, Brian took pleasure in tormenting her.
      

      
      Paint factory, the Lavender Works where they made soap and Mitcham Lavender Water, half a dozen pubs,  and the Fairgreen with its street traders. Only good thing about this area was Hutton’s the fish shop. The mouthwatering smell
         could send you crazy if you didn’t have the money to buy your supper.
      

      
      Ruby had thought she didn’t much like living in Fountain Road when she was a child. Never a day passed now that she didn’t
         wish she was back there with her mother. A long road of small working class houses, it was a proper community of Londoners,
         most of whom worked hard for a living and were friendly and helpful, good-hearted people. With the ending of the Second World
         War the old houses had been repaired, sculleries were turned into bathrooms and extensions were built on to the backs. Some
         houses had telephones installed and, wonder of wonders, television sets began to appear. Fancy sitting in your own front room
         watching a film.
      

      
      However respectable they considered themselves, they didn’t need much of an excuse to let their hair down. Engagements, weddings,
         christenings, even funerals were all good excuses for a booze-up and neighbours didn’t wait to be asked to join in. An old
         upright piano, with its top open, would be wheeled out onto the pavement and thumped by anyone that fancied they could knock
         out a tune. It wasn’t like that here in Mitcham. The only friend she had here was Maggie and she was fifty if she were a day.
      

      
      Ruby spread her arms down onto the table and lowered her head to rest on them. By now she’d had so much to drink that she
         had dissolved into an orgy of self-pity. Being a mother wasn’t so bad if only it wasn’t a twenty-four hour a day job. There
         was no getting away from it, she did love her two little boys. A soppy grin came to her lips. They’re little angels when they’re
         asleep. Brian  didn’t love her and she sure as hell didn’t love him. What kindnesses did he ever show her? None.
      

      
      Tears began to run down her cheeks. She longed to be a little girl again, with no responsibilities. She wanted her mum, her
         brothers, her uncles, aunts and cousins all to love her, to give her a hug now and again.
      

      
      Most of all, she longed for her Dad.

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
       IDA DIDN’T WANT TO go over to Mitcham, but she knew there was no getting out of it. She’d make herself a cup of tea first. Yes, that’s what
         she would do. And perhaps she would have calmed down a bit by then.
      

      
      She took a match from the box, struck it and held it to the gas jet, put the kettle on and stood staring into space while
         she waited for it to boil, and when it did she put three spoonfuls of tea into the pot and made a brew.
      

      
      A burst of wind rattled a picture on the wall as Ida listened to the back door being opened.

      
      ‘Just in time, am I? That’s good ’cos I could murder a cuppa.’

      
      Ida raised her eyes to meet those of her eldest brother and saw that he was studying her. His blue eyes looked troubled and
         she noticed his sandy hair was streaked with more grey than she had realised.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look so worried,’ he ordered, ‘and what are you doing standing out ’ere in the kitchen?’

      
      ‘I’m trying to get up enough courage to go over and  sort our Ruby out, once again. Maggie Marshall’s been on the phone, seems Ruby’s lost her job. Maggie said something about
         the police so Gawd knows what she’s been up to this time.’
      

      
      Bert Simmonds put out his hand. The rough skin of his tobacco-stained fingers brushed against her cheek. ‘Don’t let it bother
         you so much. You should be used to Ruby and her troubles by now.’
      

      
      Ida sighed, ‘If I live to be a ’undred years old I’ll never get used to that girl and what she gets up to. It’s strange, y’know
         Bert, Ruby was such a kind, loving, good little girl till she reached her teens. Now, no matter where she goes or what she
         does she always seems to court disaster.’
      

      
      When her brother made no reply, she sighed again, pushed a few hair pins tighter into her hair which was fashioned into a
         bun at the nape of her neck, and reached up to the shelf for two cups and saucers.
      

      
      ‘’Ere, I’ll get those for you, short arse. Funny ain’t it, how short you an’ Ruby are, the only women left in our family,
         while us blokes are so tall,’ he laughed. ‘Good job it wasn’t the other way round, eh?’
      

      
      Ida grinned. ‘Yer silly sod.’

      
      As she poured the tea out she told herself that she felt ill, she had stood almost as much as she could take from Ruby. Still,
         she’d better get a move on. If she was lucky she wouldn’t have to walk down to the Broadway to get a bus to the Fairgreen
         at Mitcham, she could get on the trolley bus at the top of the road. She put two heaped spoonfuls of sugar in the largest
         cup and took it through to her brother. He was standing in front of the fire staring into the flames. The tea was scalding
         but he drank it almost at once, then set the cup down on a side table.
      

      
      ‘D’ye want me to come with you?’

      
      ‘No, Bert, you’ve been at work all day. I’ll be all right. I ’ope I won’t be that long. As long as the twins are all right
         I’m not staying over there, I don’t care what ’appens. I can’t be around when that Brian gets ’ome, or else I shall end up
         saying more that I should, an’ even worse, doing something I’d be sorry for.’
      

      
      Her brother merely nodded at her, then turned and walked across the room. At the door he hesitated and cleared his throat
         before saying, ‘What about Alan an’ Norman, shall I get Jozy t’see to their dinner?’
      

      
      ‘No, no need, love, they’re both gonna be out tonight. I wasn’t gonna bother about dinner anyway, there’s only me, I’ll get
         meself some fish an’ chips or something.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so daft, you come straight into us the minute you get back. I’ll be wanting to know ’ow things stand an’ you know
         Jozy, she’ll ’ave cooked enough to feed ’alf the street. What’s more, y’don’t need no telling, she’ll be more than pleased
         to ’ave you eat with us.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, all right then, thanks Bert.’

      
      Her mother had to shout through the letter box at least half a dozen times before she could rouse Ruby enough to come down
         and open the front door.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s you,’ Ruby murmured as she peered round the door, then turned and made for the stairs again, leaving Ida to come
         in and close the door behind her.
      

      
      Good God! The living room was a mess and it stank of booze. No wonder! A gin bottle lay on its side and a trickle of gin had
         run out on to the tablecloth.
      

      
      ‘Siddown,’ Ruby said, sweeping a pile of kiddies’ toys onto the floor.

      
      ‘Where are the boys?’ Ida asked, noting how unnaturally quiet it was.

      
      ‘Gone out,’ said Ruby, ‘Maggie’s got them. No one ’ere ’cept me.’
      

      
      Ida settled herself into a chair and slid her shopping bag down between her feet. The vegetables and liver she’d bought could
         wait.
      

      
      ‘Ruby, ’ow long ’ave you been boozing?’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t start as soon as you get ’ere, Mum. What makes you think I’ve been boozing?’

      
      Before Ida could think of a tactful reply, Ruby added in a quiet tone, ‘’S only gin with a lot of tonic. Want some?’

      
      ‘I don’t think so,’ Ida said, ‘I’d rather ’ave a cup of tea. I’ll put the kettle on.’

      
      Ruby sat still for a moment or two, looking puzzled, and then pressed her hands down on her knees and got up slowly, like
         an old woman. She crossed to the dresser and cursed when she couldn’t find the bottle. Seeing it lying on the table she made
         a grab for her glass, upended the bottle only to find there was barely enough gin left to half fill her glass. She cursed
         again.
      

      
      Ida touched her hand. ‘Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?’

      
      ‘Wrong?’ Ruby cried. ‘What d’yer mean, wrong? There’s nothing wrong. I’m young an’ ’ealthy, two great kids who only want me
         attention twenty-four ’ours of every bloody day. Big bloke for me ’usband who don’t know his own strength. A father-in-law
         that thinks I’m ’ere t’wait on ’im. Lotsa friends who’ve forgotten where I live. What more could I possibly ask for? Go on,
         tell me, what more is there?’
      

      
      Her drink slopped as she tilted her head back, raised the glass and clutched it with both hands. ‘Nothing’s wrong, Mum. F’get
         it. ’S just that some days things get on top of me.’
      

      
      Rather unsteadily she walked towards her mother. ‘You and me uncles knew what was best f’me all right. An’ I should be very
         grateful, that’s what y’think, ain’t it? Get our Ruby married an’ she’ll live ’appy ever after, that was it, wasn’t it? Well
         let me tell you something, Mum. ’S a dream. Oh yes. ’S nothing but a bloody dream.’
      

      
      Ida was about to tell her off for swearing so much, but at that moment Ruby looked so sad that she was at a loss as to what
         to do.
      

      
      ‘Things will be better soon,’ Ida ventured. ‘Oh, Ruby, please don’t, don’t cry.’

      
      All Ida could do now was stand there and watch, for Ruby had leant her head forward till her forehead was touching the wall
         and she was sobbing bitterly.
      

      
      God she needs help, Ida admitted despairingly, she looks more like a wornout middle-aged woman rather than a girl who was
         only just coming up eighteen. Now was definitely the time to make that tea. Good an’ strong, Ida said to herself.
      

      
      In the kitchen – if you could call it that, for there wasn’t even room for a body to turn around – Ida waited until she heard
         Ruby’s sobs grow quieter before she carried the tray in, then she sat down at the table, rolled up the dirty cloth and set
         out the cups that she had just washed.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to ’ave a cup with me?’ Ida pleaded.

      
      Ruby answered very quietly now, ‘Yes please, Mum.’

      
      ‘Good, I’ve made it nice an’ strong.’

      
      Ida’s thoughts were running wild in her head. She was amazed at this turn of events. Her young Ruby turning to drink had been
         the last thing on her mind.
      

      
      It was as they were finishing their second cup of tea that the bell rang and Ida went down to open the door. Maggie came in
         first, then Joey with Lenny toddling behind him.
      

      
      ‘There ye are, my luverleys, didn’t I tell you I saw yer Nanna arrive?’ Maggie was chatting away as she helped the two little
         boys up the stairs.
      

      
      Ida closed the door behind them and stared up at her grandsons, a lump had formed in her throat and she had to blink the tears
         away.
      

      
      Dear little mites. God bless ’em! Twenty months old now they are, she mused, bonny as any kids she’d ever seen, alike as two
         peas in a pod, with their fresh creamy complexions and sandy coloured curly hair. Sturdy strong little legs and very forward.
         They are taking after the Simmonds side of the family all right an’ I hope to God they grow up to be as big an’ strong as
         me brothers are.
      

      
      She gave a weak smile. ‘Time will tell,’ she murmured as she went along the passage and back up the stairs.

      
      When Ida entered the room, Maggie was busy helping the boys take their coats off and Ruby sat in the one and only armchair
         completely exhausted. Lenny was the first to twist out of Maggie’s grasp and run to Ida.
      

      
      ‘Nanna, Nanna,’ he smiled, his fat dimpled hands held out in front of him, asking to be picked up.

      
      Joey, named after Brian’s father as Lenny had been after Ruby’s dad, was not to be outdone and he too ran across demanding
         to be cuddled and kissed by his Nanna.
      

      
      ‘Wait till you see what I’ve brought for you,’ Ida told the boys as she grabbed her shopping bag and delved into it. ‘Look.
         Chocolate buttons for both of you and a colouring book each and some crayons. Let’s set you down here on the rug and you can
         each colour a picture while I pour a cup of tea out for your Auntie Maggie. I’m sure she deserves one, don’t you think?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Lenny piped up, ‘we’ve been on the commom.’

      
      ‘Auntie Maggie pushed us on the swings.’ Joey felt quite important having given that information and now turned over to lay
         on his tummy, stretched out full length beside his brother. The pair of them now turned their full attention to the serious
         matter of chosing which picture in their books would they colour first.
      

      
      Ida’s face was solemn now as she stared first at Maggie and then at Ruby.

      
      ‘Which one of you is going to tell me what’s gone on ’ere today?’

      
      Ruby got to her feet, stood still for a moment before turning and saying, ‘Come through to the bedroom, Mum.’ Ruby sat herself
         on the edge of the bed and Ida stood looking down on her.
      

      
      ‘Well?’

      
      Ruby wetted her lips, blinked and rubbed at her eyes before answering. ‘Mrs Morley said she caught me stealing and she was
         gonna call the police.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ Even though she knew she had heard right the first time, Ida again said, ‘What?’

      
      ‘You ’eard what I said right enough, Mother, so don’t start going on.’ And with that Ruby began to cough, a racking cough
         that wouldn’t give over.
      

      
      ‘Do you want a glass of water?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Ruby nodded, ‘yes, please.’

      
      Slowly Ida went out to the kitchen, where she was quick to note that Maggie was hard at it clearing up. A good friend indeed
         was Maggie. Oh yes, without her for a neighbour, things here for Ruby would have come to a head a lot sooner than this.
      

      
      ‘How long ’as that been going on?’ Ida motioned to the empty Gordon’s bottle that Maggie had just tossed into the rubbish
         bin.
      

      
      ‘T’be ’onest, Ida, I couldn’t tell yer. First time I’ve ever seen her this bad, though I’ve ’ad me suspicions. Can’t say that
         we should blame her, though. You don’t know the ’alf of it.’
      

      
      ‘So tell me.’

      
      ‘Not my place, Ida. Just let’s say that between that damn ’usband of ’ers and his rotten good-for-nothing father I wouldn’t
         ’ave young Ruby’s life, not for all the tea in China.’
      

      
      Ida let out a deep sigh. ‘I wish I knew what to do for the best. About today, ’as she been stealing?’

      
      To Ida’s amazement, Maggie threw back her head and laughed out loud. ‘She doesn’t think so, an’ again if yer want be t’be
         ’onest, I wouldn’t exactly call it stealing. More like ’elping the poor. You ought to know by now Ruby stirs up mischief at
         every turn but there ain’t no badness in her.’ She roared with laughter again and Ida felt herself in danger of losing her
         temper.
      

      
      She shook her head vigorously, ‘I’ll take a glass of water to ’er an’ by God I’ll get to the bottom of all of this.’

      
      After Ruby had taken a few sips from the glass, Ida didn’t have to asked any questions. Ruby doubled her two hands into fists
         and thrust them into her lap. Then the words burst from her.
      

      
      ‘All I did was give a woman a trench coach. It was only fifty bob, for Christ’s sake! Anyone would think I’d given the old
         bat’s jewellery away. Might ’ave been better if I ’ad. Got enough of the stuff. There’s days when she wears so many gold chains
         round ’er neck I find meself wishing they’d choke ’er.’ With that she let out a cry and would have fallen forward if her mother
         hadn’t have put out her arms to save her.
      

      
      Ida now sat beside her on the bed, and with one arm  round Ruby she used her free hand to stroke her hair. ‘Aw Ruby,’ she whispered, ‘I’d like a pound for every time I’ve brushed
         and combed this long straight hair. Yeah, and plaited it, tying pretty ribbons on the end of each plait. You know it’s still
         lovely, the colour of corn your grandma used to say. Don’t ever think about ’aving it cut an’ permed, will you?’
      

      
      Ruby hadn’t answered, but she had stopped shaking and did seem altogether quieter now. Ida pulled Ruby round until she could
         look into her eyes.
      

      
      ‘There! That’s better, luv. Everything is going to be all right, things ’ave just got on top of you a bit, but I’m ’ere now
         an’ we’ll sort it, you’ll see. Aw! Don’t make that noise again, ’ere, wipe yer nose and start at the beginning and tell me
         what ’appened at the shop this morning.’
      

      
      Ruby did as she was told but it was a good few minutes before she started talking again.

      
      ‘Well, we’d been quite busy up until about eleven o’clock, with it being ’alf term. Mothers with their kids buying socks an’
         underwear, all the usual stuff. Then Madam, Mrs Morley, says she going upstairs for her coffee. D’ye know, Mum, I’ve been
         there some months now, I know it’s only three days a week, nine till ’alf past one, but sometimes we’re ever so busy but she
         still gets ’er break, I don’t. She even moans if I ask to go for a pee. Never in all the time I’ve been there ’as she once
         offered me a drink.’
      

      
      Ida could have said get to the point, but she didn’t, she remained quiet, only moving to pass the glass of water to Ruby from
         which she took a long drink.
      

      
      ‘Then this woman comes in, I know ’er by sight, lost ’er ’usband soon after I went to work there, always dressed in black
         she is. Got three boys. The oldest can’t be more  than about seven. She bought quite a few bits an’ pieces ready for the kids to go back to school and then she asked me about
         winter coats. Well, Mum, you should ’ave seen that woman’s face when I showed her some real nice ones, till she looked at
         the price. She went as white as a ghost, I’m telling yer.’
      

      
      Ida made sounds of sympathy when Ruby paused to take a deep breath.

      
      ‘It were me that suggested the raincoats. The boys said that they were nice and that all the kids at school wore them, no
         one wore overcoats. Their mother wasn’t ’alf relieved and we helped all three of ’er boys to try one on.
      

      
      ‘Mum, they looked a treat. Navy blue, belted, just the thing with the winter coming on. We worked out that the things she’d
         already ordered came to just over two pounds five shillings and the two smaller raincoats were two pounds each and the large
         one two pounds ten. Eight pounds fifteen shillings and three pence in all. Poor woman she almost knelt down to talk to those
         boys. Said she could buy two of the coats but would one boy mind waiting a month or so until she could save the money for
         the third one.
      

      
      ‘Their poor little faces, Mum. I bet if you’d ’ave been there you’d ’ave felt just as bad as I did. Well, end of the story.
         I wrapped up all her goods and the three trench coats and only charged ’er for two. She didn’t know. Wish I could ’ave been
         there when she got ’ome an’ opened up that parcel! I’d ’ave loved t’ave seen the look on ’er face.’
      

      
      Well I’m blowed! Ida didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. Say what you like about my Ruby, but mind she’s got a good heart.
         There’s not a kinder girl living when you  boil it all down. What she said to her daughter was, ‘But it wasn’t yours to give, was it, Ruby?’
      

      
      ‘No, I know it wasn’t. But it was so unfair. The Morleys ’ave got so much, especially ’er, and she wasn’t gonna lose any sleep
         over fifty bob that she needn’t ’ave known anything about if only she hadn’t got such beady eyes when she came down from upstairs
         an’ checked the till and the stock. Mr Morley was nice. I think he was laughing to ’imself till she said she was gonna phone
         the police. That was when he told me to come ’ome an’ not to come back. Still, at least those boys have all got macs to wear
         to school. They won’t get wet when it rains.’
      

      
      God help us, the girl wasn’t the slightest bit repentant. Suddenly the room was illuminated with a flash of lightning which
         was followed by a deafening clap of thunder, and within seconds the rain was lashing down in torrents.
      

      
      Ruby flung her arms around her mother’s neck and they both began to roar with laughter. When Ida finally got her breath back,
         her eyes were twinkling as she said, ‘You’re not ’alf as bad as you’re painted, are you?’
      

      
      Ruby’s face became serious now and her voice equally so as she said, ‘I don’t mean to be a trouble t’you, Mum, but – but I
         wouldn’t blame you if you washed yer ’ands of me.’
      

      
      ‘Aw, don’t start crying again, please Ruby, don’t. Come on, wipe ye face an’ let’s go an’ see what my two grandsons are up
         too.’
      

      
      Well, well, Ida tutted to herself, what a turn up for the books. Wait till she got home and told Bert and Jozy, never mind
         when Jeff and Sheila got to hear about it. The only two that wouldn’t be surprised were Alan and Norman. They had long since
         ceased to be shocked at  anything their sister got up to. Half the time the pair of them encouraged Ruby! One thing was for sure they both loved her
         and there wasn’t much that either of them wouldn’t do for her.
      

      
      Things could have been a damn sight worse. Her blood ran cold as she thought about what might have happened had Mrs Morley
         had her way and the police had been called. But it was true what Jeff was always saying. With Ruby you never knew from one
         day to the next what she was likely to get up to.
      

      
      Before opening the kitchen door, Ruby turned her head and said, ‘You worry about me, don’t you, Mum?’ Ida just smiled and
         gently pushed her ahead. What she said to herself was, I do, Ruby! Believe me I do!
      

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      

      
      ‘GOSH, THAT WAS A darn sight better than fish an’ chips, thanks, Jozy.’ Ida passed her empty plate to her sister-in-law and leaned back in
         her chair. ‘You make a smashing steak an’ kidney pudding. ’Sides which I think ’aving company t’eat with makes all the difference.
         I ’ate it when the boys are out and there’s only me. Can’t be bothered to cook ’alf the time.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be so daft,’ Jozy turned the gas up under the kettle and swung round, leant against the table and folded her arms across
         her thin chest. ‘One more don’t make no difference, y’know you’re always more than welcome ’ere, but I do think you ought
         to think about the day Alan an’ Norman leave ’ome. ’Cos, like it or not that day will come, Ida.’
      

      
      ‘I know. An’ I ’ave a funny feeling you’re trying t’tell me something.’

      
      Jozy sat down at the table. She looked at Ida, though Ida wouldn’t meet her gaze. ‘You ’ave plenty of chances to go out with
         someone if you were so inclined. There’s  plenty of blokes up the club that would jump at the chance to take you out an’ about.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah.’ Ida raised her eyes, ‘Like who?’

      
      ‘Oh, come off it, you don’t need me t’tell you.’

      
      Ida tossed her head.

      
      ‘There’s that Ernie, he fancies you. He’s always offering t’buy you a drink.’

      
      Ida was straight away up on her high horse. ‘Ernie Paige? You must be outta ye mind, he works down the sewerage farm.’

      
      This time they did meet each other’s eye and they burst out laughing.

      
      It was minutes before Ida could speak. Still grinning from ear to ear she said, ‘You trying to get rid of me? ’Cos if you
         are, please Jozy, find me someone a bit better than Ernie Paige, ’cos I’ve no intention of ending me days with a man who stinks
         to ’igh ’eaven.’
      

      
      ‘But Ida, they grow lovely tomatoes down there at that farm near the Wandle. Look what you’re missing.’

      
      This set them off again and they were laughing like idiots. Their peals of laughter brought Bert back into the kitchen.

      
      ‘You two found something funny? I thought you were both upset about Ruby.’

      
      ‘Aw Bert,’ Ida said, wiping the tears of laughter from her eyes. ‘It’s Jozy ’ere, she’s doing ’er best t’get me married off
         to Ernie Paige, would you believe it. I think she’s trying t’get rid of me or something.’
      

      
      ‘And why not? Best thing, if y’found yerself a decent bloke.’ Bert broke off to smother a grin. ‘Not old Ernie though, eh?’

      
      ‘Why not? ’Cos I’m ’appy as I am and I’d ’ave you both know I’m grey ’aired and getting on in years.’

      
      ‘If you’re grey ’aired an’ getting old then I’ve got one foot  in the grave. You’re only just coming up forty an’ y’know what they say, life begins at forty. Anyway, ain’t it about time
         you both finished clearing the table and made the tea? Jeff and Sheila will be over soon and while we’re playing cards you
         can tell them about young Ruby’s latest escapade.’
      

      
      ‘Bert!’ Ida yelled his name, ‘You think it’s one great big joke, don’t you? She could ’ave ended up in prison, y’know.’

      
      ‘But she didn’t, did she? And look at it this way, sis, our Ruby must be the only one who ever got one over on that Mrs Morley.
         Bet she’ll ’ave a sleepless night or two thinking about ’er fifty bob. Bloody old skinflint. It’s well known she wouldn’t
         give a beggar a sneeze if she ’ad a cold.’
      

      
      Jozy covered the table with a velvety chenille cloth and set out two packs of cards, a pad and pencil, matchsticks and a cribbage
         board. It was on evenings such as this that Ida felt the odd one out. Four could play a good game and her brothers and sisters-in-law
         made sure that she always got a turn, nevertheless it would have been nice if she’d had her own partner. As Jozy set a tray
         of tea down the phone rang and the front door opened at the same time.
      

      
      ‘I’ll get the phone,’ Bert stood, letting his braces dangle over his trousers and the newspaper he’d been reading fall to
         the floor.
      

      
      ‘It’s only us,’ Sheila’s loud voice echoed down the passage. Having pulled the key through the letter box on its length of
         string and used it to unlock the front door, she and Jeff were in the kitchen before anyone had a chance to answer them.
      

      
      ‘Hi ye, sis, y’alright? Bert told me earlier young Ruby’s in a spot of bother again.’

      
      ‘Leave it out, Jeff, let Ida ’ave a bit of peace for a  change. She’ll tell us when she’s good an’ ready.’ Sheila spoke sympathetically, ‘Won’t ye, luv?’
      

      
      Ida wasn’t given a chance to reply because Bert put his head round the door and called to Jozy, ‘It’s our Terry on the blower,
         come an’ ’ave a word with him.’
      

      
      Terry was the only child that Jozy had. Shame really, him being an only child he never did seem to quite fit in. Now Sheila
         had two boys, William, always known as young Billy, and Albert, nicknamed Albie.
      

      
      Ida grinned to herself. Those two lads and her own two were forever in each other’s pockets, she didn’t ask and she didn’t
         want to be told what that four got up to half the time.
      

      
      Jozy came back into the kitchen, her face wreathed in smiles. ‘Terry sends love to everyone, I’m glad he phoned,’ she said,
         turning to face Bert, ‘about time, wasn’t it, though he didn’t ’ave that much t’say, did he?’
      

      
      ‘Where is he now?’ Sheila asked in her forthright manner.

      
      ‘Said he’s in Blackpool, but as to what he’s up too, well luv, your guess is as good as mine. He did ask about the boys but
         never mentioned Ruby, so I thought it best to keep quiet on that score.’
      

      
      Ida sniffed to herself. Terry wouldn’t make Ruby’s troubles his problem, he wasn’t even close to his own parents. Never had
         been. Strange that. At least it is to me, she was thinking as she watched Jozy pour out the tea. What with Terry being an
         only child and knowing how upset Ruby had been when her dad had died, you’d think that would have drawn them together all
         the more. But it hadn’t.
      

      
      Terry would come home if the trouble was ever bad enough, and if his dad were to ask him he’d go and visit Ruby, after all
         family was family. He didn’t visit his own  mum that often. Can’t remember exactly when was the last time I saw him. I do remember how smart he looked. Back in the summer
         it was and he was wearing a double-breasted blue blazer with well-pressed grey trousers. He looked well-off. I’m never sure
         what it is that Terry does for a living, but one thing I do know he’s never short of a bob or two.
      

      
      Give the lad his due, Ida chided herself. He’s generous to a fault when he is at home. Now her own two boys had hardly known
         their father but they would cross fire and water to get to each other if one was in trouble. And there wasn’t much they wouldn’t
         do for their sister. As for me, she mused, I’ll never want, not while Alan and Norman are around. Alan had even made her an
         allowance when he’d been called up to do his national service.
      

      
      ‘Come on then,’ Jeff called, ‘Let’s get this game underway.’

      
      The two brothers and their wives settled themselves around the table, Jeff shuffled the cards and they cut for partners.

      
      Ida carried the tray of dirty teacups out into the scullery and set about washing them up. Her children still filled her mind.
         Like an old hen with a brood of chicks you are, she laughed to herself.
      

      
      Her boys’ characters were different, yet both were good sons. Norman worked for the Post Office. Communications was what he
         called it. He hadn’t passed the medical and so he had been spared his stint of national service. As a youngster he’d had rheumatic
         fever. He was the serious one yet underneath he was warm and loving. Sometimes, when she thought of Norman, she felt such
         deep regret that his father hadn’t lived to see him grow into such a good young man. Even as a baby he’d been good. It was
          funny, Norman had never given her a moment’s worry.
      

      
      Alan was a different kettle of fish altogether. His clothes often shocked her and he knew they did! Pink shirt, bright red
         tie, silk handkerchief in his jacket top pocket. And he was never seen without at least two gold chains around his neck. Entertainment,
         that’s what Alan always insisted he was involved in. God knows how true it was. Oh, he was quick-witted right enough. He’d
         breeze in bearing flowers and chocolates only for her complaints of extravagance to be answered with a clever remark, ‘Mother,
         I had a hot tip. Cleaned up. So why shouldn’t I buy flowers and chocolates for the best Mum in all the world?’
      

      
      National servive had done that lad a power of good. Not that she had wanted him to go, but say what you like, it made a man
         out of many a wimp. Even now though, with all that training behind him, he teased her, mimicked her, found fault with her
         but he still laughed with her, never at her. Yes, my first born may be as deep as the ocean but he’s a good son to me.
      

      
      She emptied the soapy water down the sink, shook the tea towel and hung it up to dry, sighing as she did so. She was a middle-aged
         lady with three grown-up children who should be off her hands by now. Instead of which, in one way or another, they were still
         causing her problems. Especially Ruby. Aw! Ruby!
      

      
      With an infuriated movement she turned from the sink. Was ever a mother on God’s earth plagued with such a daughter? Years
         ago, parents would have given their kids a darn good walloping, though come to think of it, all the bashings in the world
         probably wouldn’t have done a bit of good for Ruby, she’d still have carried on in her own sweet way.
      

      
      Look at when she was at school. Teachers complaining  she bullied other children. Shopkeepers saying she took sweets not only for herself but for other kids as well when she had
         no money to pay. The headmistress stating that she was far too cheeky and that she brought home skipping ropes and netballs
         that didn’t belong to her. Ruby always had a ready-made excuse. ‘I only wanted a lend of them,’ she’d cry.
      

      
      They say every mother has a cross to bear. God in heaven, Ruby was a heavy one. Yet I suppose I should be thankful that in
         so many other ways she can be so thoughtful and loving.
      

      
      Why oh why had she had to get herself pregnant when she was so young? She really could have been such a bright girl. Hadn’t
         she got herself a job down at the Town Hall? And hadn’t she always had her nose stuck in a book? That girl used to love the
         library.
      

      
      Ida had really worked herself up now. She was vexed with Ruby and vexed with herself for allowing things to get on top of
         her, yet again.
      

      
      Not much sound was coming from the kitchen, they all took their game of cards real serious. Soon be time for a beer and a
         sandwich.
      

      
      I know, I’ll occupy meself setting the bread and things out for Jozy, that’s what I’ll do.

      
      It was no good. Try as she would, humdrum jobs such as getting the supper ready don’t take your mind off your troubles. Clear
         as a bell she could remember the day she’d collared Ruby about missing a period. Talk about finding trouble! My Ruby runs
         up the street looking for it!
      

      
      As for Brian Brookshaw, until the truth came to light and Bert and Jeff went looking for him ready to beat the daylights out
         of him, Ruby had never once brought him home. She couldn’t to this day fathom it out.
      

      
      Imagine! No one would believe it, she fumed, but that fellow had never even crossed my doorstep, not once before the wedding.
         Ruby deserved better than him! Even Mrs Walker, a lady if there ever was one, whom Ida had worked for since Len had died,
         had thought it wrong that Ruby had been forced into such a marriage. Look at the times, in the school holidays, when I’ve
         taken Ruby to work with me and Mrs Walker has openly admitted to me that she was amazed at the brightness of the child. ‘Self-assured
         and no mistake,’ is what Mrs Walker had said.
      

      
      Ida’s temper changed to a feeling of guilt. Was a lot of it her fault? Should she have let Ruby go to Australia with the Morris
         family? After all, Andy had been her first love. His family had been sincere in their offer to take Ruby with them, but what
         mother would have agreed to her only daughter going half way round the world to live, an’ her so young an’ all?
      

      
      Did she make the wrong decision? Was the state that Ruby was in really all her fault? No it’s not, she told herself with emphasis.
         I’ve done me best. Honest to God I have.
      

      
      ‘Ida?’

      
      Bert’s voice made her jump and she realised that she was trembling.

      
      ‘Ida, come on. Come and rescue me. Jeff and my old woman between them have taken me and Sheila to the cleaners.’

      
      Ida made a ball of her fist and brushed angrily at her eyes. Thank God for her brothers, and for her sisters-in-law. At least
         they all got on well together. That was something to be thankful for. As for Ruby, well tomorrow was another day and what
         can’t be altered has to be endured.
      

      
      And with that profound thought she pushed open the kitchen door and went to try her luck with the cards.

   
      
      Chapter Five

      
      

      
       ‘I’M GONNA LEAVE THE Post Office, Mum,’ said Norman, avoiding his mother’s eyes by staring hard at the slice of toast that he was buttering.
      

      
      ‘Giving up ye job at the Post Office?’ Ida said, a puzzled look spreading over her face. ‘You’re joking, ain’t ye?’

      
      ‘No, I’m not,’ he said, raising his eyes sheepishly to meet hers. ‘Now I don’t want you to get upset.’

      
      ‘Upset?’ she echoed crossly. ‘What the ’ell do you expect me t’do? You’re about the only one in the family that ’as ’ad the
         sense to study an’ get yeself a safe steady job an’ now you calmly sit there an’ tell me you’re gonna throw it all away.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Mum.’

      
      ‘Sorry! What’s the bloody good of being sorry if you’re gonna do it anyway? What the ’ell ’as got into you?’ she screamed
         angrily. ‘’Ave y’taken leave of ye senses or something?’
      

      
      ‘I’m going into business with Alan.’

      
      ‘Aw my God! I might ’ave known Alan was behind all  this,’ she stuttered, her anger turning to stunned resignation with the realisation that he was serious.
      

      
      Norman took a long drink from his cup of tea and licked his lips guiltily. He knew how much his job with the Post Office meant
         to his mother and hated to disappoint her, especially as it was Alan that he was going into business with. She had been a
         good and loving mother to all of them, but if the truth be known Alan was her favourite, yet she never trusted him. Ruby,
         bless her, had brought their mum nothing but heartaches. It wasn’t the poor kid’s fault, she’d been made to grow up far too
         quickly.
      

      
      Suppose she looks on me as the sensible steady one, he thought as he braced himself to tell her his intentions.

      
      ‘The decision to leave the Post Office isn’t sudden,’ he said woefully. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for some time.’

      
      ‘Oh really?’ Her voice held a note of bitterness.

      
      ‘I’ve been faced with a lot of exams to take, and if I want to keep on with what I’ve been doing I’d have to pass all of them,
         and honestly Mum, I’m not up to it. Only other alternative is to be down-graded to being a postman, out in all weathers. I
         don’t want that.’
      

      
      She shook her head from side to side, her face showed despair.

      
      ‘But with Alan? He never sticks to anything for more than five minutes.’

      
      ‘Come on, Mum, I’m not that daft. I’ve been into it thoroughly and I’ve made the right decision. I know I have. It will be
         all right, trust me.’
      

      
      Trust him? She might, but not Alan. Oh no, never Alan. She couldn’t bring herself to trust that young man as far as she could
         throw him.
      

      
      She didn’t reply.

      
      Norman studied her face and was relieved to see her  smile, yet he wasn’t happy with what he saw. She looked years older than she was. True it wasn’t yet eight o’clock on a Monday
         morning, still she could have made a bit more effort. Here she was getting breakfast, dressed in her old tatty looking dressing
         gown, her hair unbrushed and straggly, and the slippers she had on her feet looked as if they were only fit for the dustbin.
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