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  This book is dedicated to the memory of Jane Pinfield-Wells who, as a child, graciously shared her mother with me and many other foster children during their time of need.

  Thank you, Jane. R.I.P.




  







  
CHAPTER 1




  March 1937




  ‘Roo-by!’




  Ruby Searle rubbed her floury hands on her apron and put the mixing bowl into the stone sink. Ignoring her husband’s call, she glanced up at the clock and smiled to herself. She had made

  good time. The casserole was already in the oven and the suet dumplings were ready to drop into the dish twenty or thirty minutes before serving. All that remained was the washing up and the laying

  of the table.




  ‘Ruby . . .’ Jim, her husband, sounded agitated, but Ruby knew only too well that he often made something sound desperate when it wasn’t desperate at all. Their

  lives had changed dramatically since Jim fell down some steps some three years before and permanently damaged his legs. When he’d first come out of hospital he’d run rings around her,

  until her mother pointed out that rushing to do his bidding the second he called did neither of them any good. Still, she wouldn’t keep him waiting too long. She filled the mixing bowl with

  cold water. If she left it for any length of time, any suet stuck on the side would dry hard and make it difficult to wash up quickly.




  ‘Ruby, where are you?’




  ‘Coming,’ she called. Ruby was an attractive girl with big sultry eyes, and she wore her dark hair in a short bob, rather like the style of the American film star Louise Brooks.




  She’d left her husband outside in the garden and she supposed he was ready to come back inside. He was perfectly capable of getting himself indoors, but because his injury made it an

  effort, he preferred to get Ruby to help him.




  Their house in Heene Road, Worthing, had been unexpectedly inherited from a family friend. It was only a short distance from the sea, although the road and a high shingle bank hid the beach from

  view. Even though it wasn’t strictly true, Ruby and Jim kept its old name, Sea View. The house was light and airy, with the sun on the front in the morning and a sunny aspect in the garden

  throughout the afternoon.




  ‘Ruby, it’s important.’ Jim sounded impatient.




  She washed her hands, hung up her apron and smoothed down her dress. She loved the feel of the material. She had made it herself from an ‘easy-to-make’ pattern and she was rather

  proud of her efforts. The material was red with white spots. It had a scoop neckline with long raglan sleeves coming from a yoke in a contrasting colour, and she had spent several happy evenings

  with the treadle sewing machine to get it ready for today.




  The past few years, and more, had been difficult for both of them. Ever since Jim had fallen on the pavilion steps back in 1934 and been crushed under a weight of bodies, there was an

  ever-present fear that he might never walk again. While he spent months and months in hospital, ‘Magic Memories’ – the photography business he’d founded, his pride and joy

  – had been put on hold. A year after the accident Ruby had had high hopes that things would at last get back to normal when, on her birthday and after weeks of practice, the whole family had

  met in the newly refurbished Southern Pavilion on Worthing pier and Jim had struggled towards her on two sticks. Sadly, her happiness was short-lived. A bad infection followed and, when he

  recovered, the discomfort in his hips meant that Jim couldn’t stand for any length of time, so going back to wedding photography and taking holiday snaps was out of the question.




  Ruby had been devastated. ‘It’s not fair,’ she’d told Bea.




  ‘Life’s not fair,’ her mother had said philosophically. ‘We all have to make the best of what we have. He needs you to be the strong one now.’




  At first Ruby had been angry with her mother, but as time went on, she began to see the wisdom of her words and adjusted to the changes in their lives. As it turned out, it wasn’t all doom

  and gloom. When they had been lucky enough to move into Linton Carver’s old house, Ruby turned it into a guest house and became the main breadwinner. It was a lot of hard work, but she had

  never been afraid of that. She had kept reminding her husband that they would be all right, but Jim wasn’t all that happy about it.




  ‘A man should support his wife,’ he’d said mournfully, ‘not the other way around.’




  Ruby had sat on the arm of the chair next to him and put her arms around his shoulders. ‘I still have you, and that’s all that matters,’ she’d assured him with kisses.

  ‘Anyway, I’m not doing this on my own. We’re a team. We’ll do it together.’




  But as far as Jim was concerned, the life they’d once dreamed of was slipping away for good, and he made it clear he couldn’t see himself playing the role of bon ami to the

  guests.




  ‘Ruby!’




  Ruby opened the back door and almost tripped over next door’s cat. ‘No, no, you can’t come in now. Off you go, Biscuit,’ she said crossly. ‘Shoo.’ Biscuit

  mewed and stepped back, his tail in the air. Ruby closed the door firmly behind her. She didn’t want the cat in her kitchen.




  Jim was near the hedge at the bottom of the garden and seemed to be hunched over. As she hurried towards him, her heart almost stopped. Had he slipped out of the chair? She should have come at

  once. Maybe he had been taken ill with some sort of attack? Oh God . . . was he all right?




  ‘Jim, what’s happened?’




  He turned his head as she came down the garden and beamed. ‘The trap worked, Ruby. Look, I’ve caught the little beggar!’ And Ruby found herself staring into the frightened face

  of a little grey monkey.




  For the whole of the previous week Worthing had been on tenterhooks because an escaped monkey was running up and down the roofs in Rowlands Road. As it darted from one hiding place to another,

  people tried to be helpful to those aiming to catch it by waving bananas, but the animal’s fear of being caught was stronger than its hunger and it remained at large. When the story reached

  the front page of the Worthing Herald, visitors to the town flocked past the Lido and turned inland, craning their necks skywards in the hope of seeing it. Newspaper photographers tried in

  vain to get that elusive picture. The hunt was also on for the owner of the monkey, but no one seemed to know who it belonged to. Some said it came from the circus in Victoria Park; some believed

  it belonged to a rich entrepreneur who lived in one of the big houses along Shelley Road; while others thought it had been in the town as part of an exhibition on India and had escaped out of a

  window. The exhibition had moved to another town, with no mention of a lost monkey, and no one had laid claim to the animal. It was a complete mystery. Once the weekend was over and everybody had

  gone back to work, the whole thing was treated as little more than a nine-day wonder.




  Then, a few days ago, the monkey had come into their garden and Jim had set himself the task of catching it. Ruby wasn’t very keen, but it was the first time in weeks that her husband had

  shown any interest in anything, so she kept quiet. He had shut himself in the shed for a day or two and emerged with a home-made wire trap. Ruby had raised a questioning eyebrow, but he’d

  left it on the top of a cold frame and had put ‘bait’ – bits of fruit – all around it. Inside the cage was a large grape, speared on a piece of wire.




  Now that Ruby was face-to-face with the monkey, it was obvious what had happened. The little creature had obviously spent some time walking around the cage, eating the food on the outside and,

  confident that he was safe, had finally been tempted by the grape inside the cage. But as soon as he’d made a grab for it, the wire triggered a spring and the door snapped shut behind him.

  Despite his frantic screams, the little monkey was trapped.




  ‘Oh, Jim,’ cried Ruby, ‘poor little thing. What are we going to do?’




  ‘Help me into the bath chair,’ said Jim, ‘and we’ll take it back to the circus.’




  Ruby’s jaw dropped. ‘What – now?’ She was horrified at the thought.




  ‘We have to,’ said Jim. ‘You know they’re leaving today. Come on, there’s not a moment to lose.’




  ‘But it might not belong to them.’




  ‘Well, we’ll soon find out, won’t we?’ said Jim.




  ‘It looks too small to be in the circus,’ Ruby insisted. ‘Don’t they use chimpanzees?’




  ‘If you’ve got a better idea, Ruby,’ Jim challenged her, ‘fire away.’




  The monkey regarded her carefully. It was grey, with a black face and ears, and it had a long S-shaped tail. As Jim talked soothingly to it, the little chap sat on its haunches and tackled the

  grape hungrily.




  Ruby’s heart sank. The last thing she wanted to do was rush up to Victoria Park. It wasn’t far, but it was far enough – probably a good mile and a half inland. ‘We

  can’t take it now,’ she protested. ‘The family will be here soon. Percy and Rachel will be here at noon, and Mother, my father and May are walking over at half-past. We

  can’t be out when they come.’




  Jim looked at his watch. ‘There’s a good hour and a half before they get here. Plenty of time to get to Victoria Park and back again.’




  Ruby opened her mouth to say something, but the expression on his face told her arguing would be a waste of time. With a resigned sigh, she trudged wearily back towards the house.




  Once Jim was sitting in the bath chair with the cage on his lap, Ruby pulled on her coat and hat. She turned her back so that he wouldn’t see her blinking back her tears. Jim could be so

  infuriating at times. This wasn’t meant to happen. By the time they got back, she’d be hot and out of breath from pushing him all the way to the park and back. It was hardly the best

  way to greet her relatives, but it seemed as if the monkey sensed her irritation more than her husband did.




  Normally Ruby enjoyed walking down Heene Road, a road that was cut in two by the road leading to Goring and beyond. Once part of the village of Heene, which had been swallowed up by the

  ever-growing popularity of Worthing during the Victorian era, the southern end of Heene Road consisted mostly of large houses with big gardens, while the northern end was flanked by more modest

  terraced houses. The Great War had put an end to the upper-middle-class households with live-in servants, leaving behind a genteel poverty and live-in lodgers.




  The old-fashioned bath chair – the only contraption Ruby could afford – was unwieldy, and Jim was no light weight. In 1935 someone had lent them a wheelchair for a while, but it had

  to go back for a relative, and being inactive for so long meant that Jim’s weight had ballooned. Ruby covered the monkey’s cage with a piece of blanket and, once it was in the dark, the

  monkey became less agitated. As she pushed the chair, Ruby almost envied it. If only she could cover herself with a blanket and find a bit of peace and calm.




  Right now, she felt cross. Cross with herself, and cross with Jim. She should have dug her heels in and refused to go, but if she had, Jim would only have sulked. This was spoiling what had

  promised to be a happy occasion with the family. Thank goodness she had got everything ready for them. But just in case finding the monkey’s owners took longer than Jim thought, she’d

  left a note on the kitchen table to say where they were. She had thought of popping next door to ask Mrs McCoody to look out for Percy’s car, but she knew how much her neighbour liked to

  talk. If she stopped to explain what had happened – and, knowing Mrs McCoody, she would have to share every little detail – the whole trip would take twice as long.




  Biscuit followed her down the road, mewing. Ruby shooed him away again. ‘I don’t understand what’s wrong with that stupid cat today.’




  It was hard work pushing the bath chair. Jim wasn’t very good at steering the front wheel at the best of times and, with the monkey’s cage on his lap, he was easily distracted. At

  the end of the road they hit a stone on the pavement and the chair jolted sharply forwards. The cage slid dangerously near the ground.




  ‘Look out!’ Jim snapped. ‘You nearly had both of us on the ground.’




  Ruby’s face flushed with anger. ‘You’re the one steering,’ she said tetchily. ‘I’m doing my best.’




  Jim was immediately contrite. ‘Sorry, love.’




  While he heaved himself back into the seat, Ruby gripped the wire to put the cage back onto his lap. At the same time she felt a sharp set of teeth on her fingers. ‘Ouch – the little

  beggar bit me!’




  ‘For God’s sake, Ruby, be careful,’ Jim said. ‘Did it break the skin?’




  Ruby examined her fingers. ‘No.’




  ‘You could have ended up with blood poisoning,’ Jim went on. ‘There’s no telling what an animal like that has been eating. Use a bit of common sense!’




  Fuming, Ruby held her tongue and pushed onwards, but as they turned into Cowper Road, Jim said, ‘Oh, bugger! I think it’s just peed on me.’




  With an exaggerated sigh, Ruby stopped the bath chair and rearranged the cage, this time on top of the blanket, but too late to prevent the wet patch on Jim’s best trousers.




  ‘What’s the time?’




  ‘Five past eleven.’




  This was going to take a lot longer than they’d both thought. Ruby pursed her lips and set off for a third time.




  Victoria Park, a large area of green sandwiched between terraced houses and a school, was almost empty. The big top and the animals were gone, although there were a few circus people milling

  around, clearing up the rubbish. A couple of children played outside a caravan. Eventually Ruby caught up with one man and they showed him the monkey.




  ‘’Taint ours,’ he declared firmly, as he sniffed back the dewdrop on the end of his nose and wiped it with the back of his hand.




  ‘He must be,’ said Jim. ‘Who else would have a monkey?’




  ‘Sorry, mate,’ said the man, shaking his head and walking away.




  ‘Well, we can’t keep him,’ Ruby called after him desperately. ‘I run a guest house near the sea. The guests won’t take kindly to a monkey running around the place.

  Isn’t it possible you can give him a home?’ The man hesitated, and Ruby crossed her fingers behind her back. ‘He’s very tame.’




  ‘Sorry, darlin’,’ said the man. ‘Wrong sort. That’s a grey langur. Comes from India. Got any organ-grinders left in Worthing?’ He chortled, revealing a line

  of brown and broken teeth. ‘Them’s the sort they use.’




  There was nothing left for it but to trudge all the way back home with the wretched thing. Ruby and Jim didn’t speak, but the atmosphere between them was very tense. They arrived back at

  Sea View just as her brother Percy and her sister-in-law, Rachel, pulled up in the car. For Ruby, coping with a lost monkey was overtaken by the thrill of seeing her four-month-old niece again.




  ‘Hello . . . hello, sweetheart. How are you both? Hasn’t she grown . . . Oh, you’re beautiful. Come in, come in.’




  Jim struggled out of the bath chair and, using his two sticks, wobbled towards the back door. Biscuit was back again, mewing and threading himself around people’s legs. ‘Damned

  cat,’ murmured Jim as he pushed it away with his foot.




  ‘Hang on a minute, mate.’ Percy was unloading gifts from the boot of the car: flowers, some fresh eggs and a couple of bottles of beer. ‘I’ve got something here that

  might help you.’




  Inside the house, Ruby and Rachel hugged each other, then Rachel held her at arm’s length. ‘New dress?’




  Ruby nodded. ‘I made it myself,’ she said, giving a twirl.




  ‘It’s gorgeous,’ said Rachel, ‘and red really suits you, with your dark hair.’




  ‘You look amazing as well!’ Her sister-in-law was looking particularly lovely in a green silk blouse with a fan-tail at the back of the waist. Her black pencil skirt complemented it

  perfectly.




  Rachel stooped to take Alma out of her Moses basket and put her into Ruby’s arms. The two of them looked at each other. Alma was a pretty child with thick, dark hair like her mother, and

  she had her father’s merry eyes. She was awake and regarded Ruby with a curious stare, her mouth poised in an ‘oooh’ shape. Ruby’s heart melted as she smiled and talked

  softly to her niece.




  Percy pushed the door wide open and Jim crashed inside.




  ‘Look what he’s brought me, Ruby,’ said Jim. He was walking behind a brand-new upright wheelchair. Ruby gasped with delight. ‘It’s the very latest model.

  Isn’t it terrific?’




  It certainly was. She’d seen a chair just like that in a magazine. It was very expensive, an Allwin Ensign with padded armrests, a sturdy canvas seat and a back that could be placed in two

  separate positions. The frame was metal, and the sloping handlebars made it look a lot easier to push than the bath chair. It had a footrest for Jim’s feet as well. ‘It can be folded

  away,’ said Percy, demonstrating, ‘so it won’t take up too much room.’




  ‘Percy, it’s amazing,’ said Ruby, giving her brother a kiss on the cheek. She could hardly take it in. ‘It must have cost a fortune. You shouldn’t have done

  it.’




  ‘Why not?’ Percy shrugged. ‘We’re family.’




  The two men took themselves off to the sitting room with the beer bottles and a couple of glasses, while Ruby handed the baby back to her mother.




  ‘What’s that?’ asked Rachel, jerking her head towards the monkey cage, which had been left on the floor by the back door. Ruby pulled back the blanket and her sister-in-law

  exclaimed, ‘Good Lord!’




  ‘We’d better keep it well away from the baby,’ said Ruby, lifting the cage onto the very top of the dresser. ‘And you be careful, too. It bit my fingers when I put my

  hand on the wire.’ The monkey hopped from one side to the other, but there wasn’t much room for it to move.




  ‘What in heaven’s name are you going to do with it?’ asked Rachel. ‘And where on earth did it come from?’




  Ruby explained what had happened. ‘I’ve no idea who it belongs to, but it obviously can’t stay in that thing very long. It’s far too small.’




  ‘Are you going to keep it?’




  ‘Absolutely not,’ said Ruby. ‘I don’t want a thing like that running around the house.’




  ‘If you can’t find the owner,’ said Rachel, ‘it’s probably better to let it go again.’




  ‘I already suggested that, but Jim won’t hear of it,’ replied Ruby, pushing a piece of banana in between the bars. ‘And another thing: what do we feed it on? I’m

  sure it needs more than just bananas.’




  The animal settled down to eat again, and Ruby put an eggcup full of water into the cage with it. After washing her hands, her thoughts turned towards her guests. Before long, the kettle was on

  for a cup of tea.




  Rachel glanced towards the sitting-room door. ‘How is Jim these days?’ she asked in a low tone.




  Ruby sighed. ‘I don’t know how to answer that,’ she began. ‘Miserable, grumpy, difficult . . .’ Her voice trailed off. Rachel reached out and gave her

  arm a sympathetic squeeze. ‘I know what happened to him was awful,’ Ruby went on, ‘but it’s like he’s given up trying, and I don’t know what to do.’




  ‘Oh, Ruby,’ said Rachel sympathetically.




  Things had changed so much that it was hard to remember the carefree man who had wooed her and won her heart only a few years before. Ruby sighed. When they had married, she had loved Jim to

  bits and had been happy to give up all her dreams of foreign places and travel. She had promised to love him in sickness and in health, but as it turned out, they had only had a few short weeks of

  young love before everything changed. Although she knew she would keep her marriage vows, sometimes she felt old before her time. She was not yet twenty-one – good gracious, she wasn’t

  even old enough to vote under the Equal Franchise Act – and yet she was having to deal with some very difficult issues. And then there was the question of babies . . .




  She shivered and forced herself to think of better things. She was lucky, she told herself. She had a loving family and good friends. She had a roof over her head and people who genuinely loved

  her. She glanced at Rachel again. Rachel had known heartache too. She had miscarried her first baby in 1935. Alma had been born the following year in December.




  With the men out of the room, Rachel unbuttoned her pretty green blouse and little Alma sucked at her mother’s breast contentedly. But although she smiled, Ruby felt the ache in her heart

  grow with every passing minute. No, she mustn’t keep thinking about it. No good ever came of longing for something that might never be.




  ‘Any chance of something to eat?’ Jim called from the other room. ‘Only my stomach thinks my throat is cut.’




  Ruby gave her sister-in-law a quick smile. ‘Not long now,’ she called cheerfully. ‘Just waiting for the spuds to boil.’




  ‘In that case, bring us both another beer,’ said Jim, and Ruby rose to do his bidding.




  ‘So tell me,’ she said, returning to the kitchen. Her sister-in-law had leaned back in her chair and put Alma onto her shoulder. ‘What have you two been doing with

  yourselves?’




  ‘Percy’s business is going from strength to strength,’ said Rachel, patting Alma’s back. ‘And most of my days are taken up with looking after the baby.’




  Ruby was glad for them. Neither of them had had an easy start to life. As a child, and through no fault of his own, Percy had suffered for years under Nelson’s harsh regime. His father had

  always resented the boy, and there were times when her half-brother had suffered more than one tanning in a day. Their relationship was never that good and so eventually, when he was old enough,

  Percy stood up to his father. Things had changed from that moment on. He’d left home and joined Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts, just to spite Nelson. Although he had learned new skills

  whilst he was with them (skills that had been very useful after he’d left), he’d never really embraced their ideology. The one good thing that had come out of that whole episode was

  meeting Rachel. Percy was smitten from the moment he saw her.




  Her sister-in-law had been a Jewish refugee who had escaped the tyranny of Nazi Germany in 1934. She had come to England after her own sister and nephew had been murdered; but, rather than nurse

  her grief, Rachel had attended British Union of Fascists rallies as a heckler, determined that people should know what Fascism really meant. She was a tough woman, but she had a gentle and loving

  spirit. Their baby was her pride and joy, and Rachel was a good mother.




  ‘Percy is branching out again.’ Rachel was putting a blanket on the floor and she placed the baby on top. Alma kicked her legs happily. ‘He’s going into long-distance

  haulage.’ Having learned to drive, Ruby’s brother Percy had begun working for a small business delivering perishable goods from Covent Garden to upmarket restaurants in London. He did

  well, and before long he was driving his own vans. ‘We’re looking for a place with some land. I’m trying to persuade him to come in this direction.’




  ‘Good-o,’ said Ruby, genuinely pleased. ‘Sounds just like our Percy. Always looking ahead.’




  Rachel smiled. ‘He’s not the only one, you know,’ she said teasingly. Ruby put the cloth on the table and laid the knives and forks on the top. ‘I’ve just joined a

  committee trying to get Jewish people out of Europe.’ Rachel began to set the table.




  ‘Why?’ asked Ruby.




  ‘I know what they’re going through,’ said Rachel, ‘and I have to do something. They can’t work. Their houses are confiscated. They’re not allowed to mix with

  other people, and prices are so high that all their money is being used up. We have to help these people before it’s too late.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Mrs Whichelow and I work for the Deborah Committee,’ said Rachel. ‘We have pledged ourselves to help single Jewish women get out of Germany while we still can. Other

  committees work for families, but what happens to single unmarried girls on their own?’




  ‘Britain is only a small island. Where will they all go?’




  ‘They can stay in this country, if they can get work.’ She hesitated. ‘Ruby, I wanted to ask you something.’




  ‘Fire away.’




  ‘Would you consider taking some of our girls in? We are looking for good, clean accommodation. These people have absolutely nothing and many of them are traumatized by the time they arrive

  here. I know you would be an ideal person to help them.’




  Ruby cast her mind back to Isaac Kaufman, a German escapee who had been in the same digs as Jim before they got married. His landlady had thrown him out when her Blackshirt lodger objected to

  living under the same roof as a Jew. Ruby chewed her bottom lip anxiously. ‘Oh, Rachel,’ she began apologetically.




  Her sister-in-law’s face coloured. ‘No, no, don’t worry,’ she cut in. ‘It’s all right. Forget I asked.’




  ‘It’s not that I don’t want to help,’ Ruby explained. She lowered herself onto a chair. ‘It’s just that this guest house is the only way I can make a living.

  The house at Newlands Road, where Mum and I lived, is empty at the moment; and, with Jim as he is, I can’t leave him to go out to work. The guests are my only source of income.’




  ‘We can pay you!’ said Rachel. ‘We are a charity, but we ask people to sponsor them. I promise you, if you agree to have them, your income would be guaranteed.’




  Now Ruby felt embarrassed. ‘I wouldn’t want you to think . . .’




  ‘Ruby darling,’ said Rachel, ‘I know what you and Jim – and your mother, for that matter – did for Isaac. I would never expect you to make yourselves destitute by

  trying to help a fellow human being. The way it works is that the charity pays for their board and lodging and, as soon as their papers come through, they move on.’




  ‘In that case,’ said Ruby, ‘we’d be delighted to have them.’




  ‘Don’t you need to discuss it with Jim?’ asked Rachel.




  Ruby shook her head. Jim took little interest in the guest house. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she said.




  ‘Do you know anyone else?’ asked Rachel. ‘I mean, could you recommend another guest house?’




  ‘Mrs McCoody next door,’ replied Ruby. ‘I don’t know her well, but she keeps a clean house and she’s often sent her people to me, if she’s already

  full.’




  ‘I’ll pop round and see her sometime,’ said Rachel.




  There was a soft knock on the back door and Bea called, ‘Anyone at home?’ as she walked into the kitchen, with Biscuit hard on her heels.




  ‘Mum!’ cried Ruby, running to hug her. ‘Lovely to see you.’




  Clutching the bottle of beer that Ruby had pushed into his hand, Rex Quinn joined the other male members of the family. The house had two reception rooms downstairs: one at the

  front of the house, which was used as a dining room for Ruby’s guests, while the room Rex had entered was for the family. It was comfortably furnished with plenty of sofas and a bookcase in

  the corner. French doors led out into the garden, with a small vegetable patch to one side, which Ruby did her best to keep neat and tidy. From the sitting room, they could see across the grass to

  a tall hedge at the bottom of the garden, which hid the washing line and the compost heap from view.




  ‘They’re still clucking over the baby then?’ said Jim.




  Rex smiled. ‘That’s about the sum of it,’ he said. He glanced towards Percy. ‘Can’t say I blame them. She’s a pretty little thing.’




  Percy grinned proudly.




  ‘Good trip?’ asked Rex as they all sat down. Jim handed him the bottle-opener and he tackled the cap with a seasoned hand.




  ‘Not too bad,’ said Percy. ‘We did it in under two hours today. There wasn’t a lot of traffic.’




  Rex poured his drink into a glass and all three men sipped their beers.




  ‘You and Mum completely settled here now?’ asked Percy.




  Bea and Ruby’s father had relocated to the other end of Heene Road, where Rex, a GP, had a good practice and was popular with his patients. They had lived in Hastings when they first

  married, taking Ruby’s younger half-sister May with them; but as soon as the full extent of Jim’s injuries became apparent, they had returned to Worthing to help out.




  ‘I think so.’ Rex nodded. ‘This is quite a nice road. Not as quiet as the bungalow in Hastings, but the practice is growing all the time.’




  ‘That’s good,’ said Percy.




  As if synchronized, they all raised their glasses and sipped more beer. After a short pause, Rex said, ‘I saw the wheelchair you brought for Jim. Rather splendid, isn’t

  it?’




  ‘Much better than that old bath chair,’ Jim agreed. ‘Ruby is useless at pushing.’




  ‘I noticed,’ said Percy with a laugh. ‘When we arrived, you and Ruby had only just come back from somewhere.’




  Jim explained about the monkey.




  ‘I’d take it to the vet’s,’ said Percy, rearranging the cushion at his back. ‘You can’t keep it here, can you? Ruby’s got enough on her

  plate.’




  ‘If I take it to the vet’s,’ said Jim, ‘he’s just as likely to put it down.’




  The other two nodded sagely.




  ‘No, I’ve decided I’m going to make a bigger cage,’ said Jim. ‘We’ll keep him here. He shouldn’t be too much trouble.’




  They drank more beer, each lost in his own thoughts.




  Rex turned to his son-in-law. ‘Have you been back to the swimming pool, Jim?’ When he and Bea first came back to Worthing, Rex had taken him to the municipal swimming baths across

  the road every Saturday, but lately Jim had made excuses, complaining that the water was too cold or the pool was too crowded.




  Jim shook his head. ‘I reckon it’s not doing me much good,’ he said glumly.




  ‘Shame,’ said Percy.




  ‘There’s not much point,’ said Jim, ‘seeing as how I’m going to be like this for the rest of my life.’




  ‘Chin up, old chap,’ said Percy.




  ‘You should try to keep moving,’ said Rex, absent-mindedly running his finger along the rim of his glass. ‘Remember the old adage: If you don’t use it, you’ll

  lose it.’




  The three of them raised their glasses again.




  ‘I was talking to a mate of mine the other day,’ Percy said, after a quiet burp. ‘He’s a watchmaker. He tells me he’s looking for someone to do watch

  repairs.’




  ‘That might be something you could do, Jim,’ said Rex enthusiastically. ‘You could sit down to do that.’




  ‘I don’t know anything about watches,’ replied Jim.




  ‘He said he’d be willing to teach you,’ said Percy.




  Jim frowned. ‘I hope you haven’t been going around telling all and sundry my business,’ he said crossly.




  ‘Of course not,’ said Percy. ‘He happened to ask me if I knew anyone who was willing to learn, and I told him about you – that’s all.’




  The atmosphere had chilled, but they still drank in unison.




  ‘What about some other interest?’ asked Rex. While they were on the subject, he didn’t want to let it go until they’d made some sensible suggestions. ‘What do you

  enjoy, apart from photography?’




  ‘Nothing,’ said Jim.




  ‘How about writing an article on photography?’ Rex suggested. ‘There are plenty of magazines out there that are willing to buy something from an expert.’




  ‘Or maybe you should think about teaching people about photography?’ Percy added.




  ‘I don’t know why the both of you are so preoccupied with me and my life,’ said Jim tetchily.




  ‘No offence,’ replied Rex quickly.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Percy, and they lapsed into another awkward silence as they concentrated on what was left of their drinks.




  ‘Nice drop of beer that,’ said Percy, draining his glass. ‘Bright Star of Sussex – it’s brewed near Lewes.’




  The other two smiled appreciatively, and all three of them wished the dinner would hurry up.




  The women had spent their time in the kitchen. Ruby saw her mother two or three times a week, but she was still delighted to have the whole family together. As soon as

  she’d come in, May, looking particularly pretty in a cream dress with a blue sash, had gone straight to the dresser and looked up at the monkey. She begged her sister to get it down, so that

  she could have a closer look, but Ruby refused.




  ‘Sorry, darling, it’s not safe. It’s a wild animal and it may bite.’




  ‘But I know how to look after animals,’ May protested. ‘I’ve got my pets’ badge at Brownies.’




  ‘May,’ Bea sighed. ‘Please don’t argue with your sister.’




  ‘You can play with Alma, if you like,’ said Rachel, and a second or two later May was sitting on the floor beside Alma, the monkey quite forgotten.




  Ruby smiled. Her younger sister was doing well at school and was all set to go to Worthing High School for Girls by the time she reached eleven later that year. An accomplished reader, she was

  good at sports and enjoyed drawing and painting as well. Any fears the family might have had about her not coping with her father Nelson’s death were short-lived, once her mother and Rex had

  married. The stability that Rex had brought into their lives seemed to make May flourish.




  When Ruby finally called the men, everybody came together in the kitchen.




  ‘We were beginning to think you’d forgotten all about us,’ Percy teased.




  ‘All that clucking over the baby,’ said Rex.




  ‘I imagine you were doing your fair share in the sitting room,’ said Bea.




  ‘Absolutely not,’ replied Rex, pulling his chair out and sitting down. ‘Men don’t cluck. We were having a proper conversation.’




  ‘Time to eat now, May,’ said Ruby.




  ‘Up to the table now, darling,’ said Bea, and her younger daughter got up reluctantly. Ruby smiled sympathetically.




  At long last everybody was ready. She had put Jim at the other end of the table, with Rex next to him, then Rachel. Ruby sat at the top of the long table, next to Percy, May and Bea. It was

  lovely having them all together again, and she couldn’t help thinking how well everybody looked.




  As for Bea herself, the transformation in her life was amazing. The gaunt face and bad chests that had put her in her bed for the greater part of the winter were long gone. These days Bea was

  the picture of good health and looked younger than ever. Although she was still wheezy at times, she had lost the worry lines from her face and, best of all, she laughed a lot. Today her mother

  wore a smart yellow jacket with a matching half-pleated skirt. The jacket had a pocket at the shoulder with a blue handkerchief in it. The colour matched the buttons on the jacket and a small blue

  belt at her waist. Her hair was cut short and she had a permanent wave.




  Ruby smiled at her mother admiringly. Bea had always had flair when it came to clothes. It was clear that Rex adored her and did his best to make her happy. She herself loved having a father to

  hug. Although Nelson had always found time for May, he had never shown her any affection. On the other hand, Rex – her real father – was a good man, and Ruby was so glad that he’d

  come back into their lives. Since the accident, Rex had also spent a lot of time with Jim, encouraging him to persevere with his walking, although just lately she had noted that Jim was becoming

  less and less inclined to try.




  Inevitably the conversation drifted towards the unsettling news coming out of Germany. ‘Do you reckon we’ll go to war, Rex?’ asked Percy.




  ‘If we do,’ said Jim, ‘they say the civilian population will be in as much danger as the front-line soldier.’




  ‘You may be right there,’ Rex sighed. ‘I’ve just been sent a government memorandum about these new air-raid precautions.’




  Ruby shivered. ‘Oh, please let’s not talk about war on a day like today. I’ve so been looking forward to being with you all.’




  Her father reached across the table and grasped her hand. ‘And we love being with you too, my dear.’




  ‘How’s the guest house?’ her mother asked. ‘Are you getting many bookings?’




  ‘It’s a bit slow at the moment,’ Ruby admitted, ‘but in the summer months we’ve got a full house. I’ve even had to turn some people away.’




  ‘That’s a shame,’ Rex observed.




  ‘They’ll only be next door,’ Ruby laughed. ‘I’ve sent them to Mrs McCoody’s. She’ll look after them, I’m sure.’




  Rachel came back from the scullery, where she’d been changing the baby’s nappy, and they watched her putting little Alma back in her carrycot. May covered her up adoringly.




  ‘Did May tell you she’s enrolled in a ballet class?’ said Bea, suddenly breaking the spell.




  ‘Ballet!’ cried Ruby. ‘I didn’t know you liked dancing.’




  ‘Oh, but I do,’ said May. ‘And Miss Beech says I’m not too bad.’




  Ruby suppressed a smile. Whatever would Nelson have made of this? His little princess doing ballet.




  ‘Do you have to wear proper ballet shoes?’ asked Rachel.




  May nodded. ‘And a tutu.’




  ‘Can we come and watch you?’ asked Ruby.




  ‘They’ll be doing a show at the end of the summer term,’ said Bea. ‘I’ll make sure you get an invitation. It’s to raise funds for the sick and

  destitute.’




  ‘A worthy cause,’ said Percy, lighting up a cigarette. He took a long drag. ‘I don’t know about you, but I could do with a brisk walk along the sea front, to blow the

  cobwebs away. Anybody feel like coming?’




  The idea was greeted with great enthusiasm. ‘We’ll help Ruby stack the dishes first,’ said Bea. ‘It’s not fair to leave her with all the work.’




  Ruby protested, but her mother waved her away. The three women made light work of clearing the table and putting the leftover food in the meat safe and the pantry. Rachel emptied the teapot into

  the slop bucket under the sink, while Ruby rinsed an empty milk bottle and opened the back door to put it on the step for the milkman to take, when he called in the morning. As she put it down, she

  heard the sound of falling bottles and looked up sharply. The back doors of the two neighbouring houses faced each other, and Biscuit had knocked over all the milk bottles on Mrs McCoody’s

  doorstep. The brown cardboard tops had come off and the little cat was greedily lapping the milk, which had run all along the path. Suddenly Ruby froze.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ said Rachel, coming up behind her.




  ‘Oh, dear God!’ said Ruby, her voice breathy and anxious.




  Bea had come to join them too.




  ‘The cat has knocked over the milk,’ said Rachel with a chuckle. ‘So what?’




  ‘Not just one bottle,’ said Bea. ‘It looks like she’s knocked over all of them.’ She put her hand to her mouth as realization dawned. ‘Oh

  dear . . .’




  ‘What?’ said Rachel.




  ‘Mrs McCoody has a pint of milk a day,’ said Ruby quietly. The colour had drained from her face.




  ‘Well, there’s four there now, and all the tops have come off,’ said Bea. ‘One has spilled all over the drive, but the other two—’




  ‘Are completely solid,’ said Ruby. She looked at her sister-in-law. ‘If this was summer, you would expect milk left outside in the heat to turn fairly quickly, but it’s

  March. It’s not even warm.’




  The three women looked at each other as a feeling of dread washed over them all.




  ‘Now that I come to think about it,’ said Ruby, ‘that cat has been a pain for days. He’s been outside the kitchen meowing all the time, trying to get into the house,

  following me down the road.’ She paused. ‘Oh, Mum . . . Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’




  ‘May, you stay here and keep an eye on Alma, will you, dear?’ said Rachel.




  ‘Rex,’ Bea called over her shoulder. ‘Can you come here a minute, darling. I think we might need you.’




  By now Ruby was halfway down the drive, with Rachel hard on her heels. ‘Is Mrs McCoody very old?’




  Ruby shook her head. ‘Not really. She’s forty . . . forty-five. She runs Sunny Beaches on her own. Like I said, we sometimes recommend each other, if we’re

  already booked up and other trippers arrive.’




  By the time they reached the back door, Biscuit had fled and Bea and Rex were tearing down the driveway. Ruby knocked on the door, but there was no answer. Rachel peered through the kitchen

  window, but could see nothing. Several large flies crawled along the inside of the glass. Ruby tried the handle, but the door was locked.




  ‘Do you have a key?’ asked Bea, coming up behind them.




  Ruby felt sick. She should have thought about this before. Why hadn’t she put two and two together? Mrs McCoody was devoted to her cat. She would never have left Biscuit outside to fend

  for himself. If only she had been paying attention, she might have realized there was a problem sooner. She could only hope that she wasn’t too late. She lifted a flower pot by the step and

  they found the key underneath. It didn’t take a second to get the door open.




  ‘Let me go first, Ruby,’ said Rex, as the rank smell of something putrid drifted towards them. ‘Stay here.’




  He crossed the kitchen in four strides and disappeared down the hallway. Ruby couldn’t wait. Despite her mother’s protestations, she followed her father.




  The cloying smell was even sharper in the dark hall. It went into her mouth and stuck in her throat. Ruby pulled her cardigan sleeve over her hand and clamped it to her mouth as she went

  forward, but she couldn’t stop herself from gagging. The sound of buzzing filled the air as her head was bombarded by flies. A second later her father came out of the sitting room.




  ‘I think this is a job for the police,’ he said, taking Ruby’s arm and propelling her back towards the kitchen. ‘I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do.

  She’s been dead for some time.’




  







  
CHAPTER 2




  ‘So, when did you last see Mrs McCoody?’




  Ruby stared into the middle distance as she stirred her tea and tried to collect her thoughts. Finding her neighbour dead had been the most awful shock. Her father hadn’t allowed her to

  see the body, so perhaps that was why everything seemed so unreal. Ruby felt as if she was in some sort of ghastly nightmare. In a moment she would wake up and everything would be back to normal.

  She wasn’t close to Mrs McCoody, but she was appalled that her neighbour had been dead for so long before she’d realized anything was wrong.




  ‘Mrs Searle?’




  Ruby was sitting at the kitchen table with Jim and Sergeant Williams, who was taking everything down in his policeman’s notebook. The day that she had looked forward to and planned for so

  long was utterly ruined. It wasn’t often that the whole family managed to get together and this was the first time little Alma had been in her home.




  Rachel and Percy had taken May and the baby for a walk as soon as the police arrived. Everybody thought it best to shield May from what was going on, as far as it was possible. Rex was still

  next door and would stay there until the undertaker came to remove the body. The only outward signs that something had happened were the fact that every window in the house was thrown wide open and

  a lone constable stood guard by the gate.




  ‘Mrs Searle?’ Sergeant Williams repeated. His voice brought Ruby back to the here and now. ‘When did you last see your neighbour?’




  ‘Monday,’ said Ruby dully. ‘No, Wednesday. That was the day Mrs McCoody went to see her friend in the nursing home.’




  ‘Wednesday was the day I went to see the doctor,’ Jim corrected.




  Ruby gave him a quizzical look as she struggled to comprehend.




  ‘You came with me,’ Jim insisted.




  ‘Oh yes,’ said Ruby. She kept remembering the flies and the awful smell. Why hadn’t she gone round when Biscuit kept worrying her? Why hadn’t she put two and two

  together?




  ‘Do you know which nursing home?’ asked Sergeant Williams.




  ‘Umm?’




  ‘The nursing home where Mrs McCoody’s friend was,’ said Sergeant Williams.




  Ruby shook her head. She had been told once, but she couldn’t remember it now.




  ‘What was her friend’s name?’ Clearly the sergeant didn’t want to give up.




  Ruby shrugged and then exclaimed, ‘Elsie. Her name was Elsie.’




  ‘Elsie who?’




  Ruby frowned crossly. ‘I don’t know.’ She looked away. Why didn’t the man go away, with his stupid, unanswerable questions? She felt a gentle hand go over hers and looked

  up at her mother.




  ‘Darling, you’ll wear the bottom of the cup out, if you don’t stop stirring that spoon.’




  Ruby glanced down and took the spoon out of her tea.




  ‘Do you think all this could wait until tomorrow?’ Bea asked. ‘Only my daughter looks exhausted.’




  ‘No, no,’ said Ruby, coming back to life. ‘I’ll be fine.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Jim’s right. We were at the doctor’s on Wednesday, so I must

  have talked to her last Monday.’




  ‘And you, sir?’




  Jim grunted and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Weeks ago.’




  ‘We were never close,’ said Ruby quickly, ‘but we got on all right. We helped each other out, if we had too many guests, but we didn’t spend much time in each

  other’s houses.’




  She suddenly felt awful again. Perhaps, if she’d been more caring, she might have noticed that Mrs McCoody’s washing had stayed on the line for the best part of a week.




  ‘There were so many flies . . .’ said Ruby quietly.




  ‘She had the electric fire on,’ said Sergeant Williams. ‘The room was very hot.’




  Ruby shuddered. ‘How did she die?’




  ‘It appears to be natural causes,’ said Sergeant Williams.




  ‘How old was she?’ Ruby asked.




  ‘Fifty-two,’ said the sergeant. ‘Do you recall if she had any relatives?’




  Ruby shook her head. ‘Mr McCoody died some time ago. He had TB. As far as I know, Mrs McCoody has always been on her own.’




  Sergeant Williams closed his notebook. ‘I know this has been a traumatic time for you, Ruby, but you mustn’t blame yourself in any way. There was probably nothing any of us could

  have done.’ He rose to his feet. ‘If you think of anything else I should know – no matter how small – you know where to contact me.’




  Ruby gave him a thin smile. ‘Oh, Mum,’ she said as he left the room, ‘why on earth didn’t I twig? Do you think I could have saved her, if I’d been more

  neighbourly?’




  ‘You heard what the sergeant said,’ said Bea. ‘You mustn’t go blaming yourself, darling. We all lead such busy lives.’




  Her mother was right, but it was of small consolation to Ruby. She hated the thought of Mrs McCoody all alone in her sitting room for perhaps as long as four or five days, with only the flies

  for company.




  Ruby laid her head on Jim’s shoulder. They were alone and she was sitting on the arm of his chair. Her mother, Rex and May had just gone, and Percy, Rachel and little

  Alma were halfway home already. Ruby was feeling utterly drained.




  Jim patted her leg tenderly. ‘You mustn’t blame yourself, love,’ he said quietly.




  ‘I can’t stop myself thinking about that washing,’ she said, returning once again to the same old question. ‘Why didn’t it register with me that it had been there

  since last Monday?’




  ‘Monday isn’t the only day you do the washing, when you have a guest house,’ he said. ‘You know that yourself.’




  ‘But she didn’t have any guests.’




  ‘You know that now,’ said Jim, ‘but she didn’t always tell us when she’d got boarders in, did she? Ruby, it’s not your fault.’ He turned his head to

  look at her. ‘It’s not your fault.’




  Something stirred between them. His hand on her thigh seemed to gain heat. He lifted his head as she lowered hers and, as their lips met, a pulse of electricity was unleashed. That first kiss

  was clumsy, but she was aware of his hand cupping her cheek and then he pulled her head towards him. His tongue probed her mouth and Ruby responded eagerly. This was the first time in what seemed

  like a lifetime that he’d kissed her like this. It had been so long – too long. Every cell in her body ached for him. Her heartbeat had gone through the roof and she could already feel

  herself expanding and moistening her panties. God, she wanted him. She wanted him so badly. His hand found its way into her blouse and she moaned softly as he touched her bare skin. Her hand

  followed the line of his body, unfamiliar now, travelling from his chest to his waist and on towards his crutch. ‘Oh, Jim . . . Jim . . .’




  But the moment she touched him, his whole body stiffened. Confused, Ruby covered his face with kisses as she murmured his name. He shifted in the chair and grasped her wrist. ‘No,

  Ruby,’ he said gruffly, pushing her away. ‘I can’t.’




  Ruby was devastated. ‘Darling, please.’




  ‘I can’t face it. My legs – they’re not up to it. It’ll be too painful.’ He pushed himself out of the chair and stood up with his back to her.




  ‘Even if we don’t . . . you know,’ Ruby began desperately, ‘we could still have a cuddle, couldn’t we?’




  ‘I’m tired,’ he said, avoiding her eye. ‘I’m going to bed.’




  She reached out for him, but he’d picked up his sticks and moved away. She wanted to burst into tears and scream, What’s the matter with you? Aren’t you a man any

  more? But instead she sucked in her lips and bit back the tears as she watched him shuffle towards the door.




  ‘Do you want me to make a drink for you?’




  ‘No thanks,’ he said, without even turning round, and as he left the room and closed the door, she was left staring at the wood. She cried for a bit; silent tears, but every bit as

  painful as those with sound. What had happened? For one wonderfully glorious moment she had thought the old Jim was back, but just as before, he would only go so far before the feeling evaporated.

  She’d always thought the male sexual drive was the one that needed taming, but she was left with every fibre in her switched on, hungry for satisfaction and with nowhere to go.




  Ruby washed her face and combed her hair before she entered the bedroom. Jim was already under the covers and pretending to be asleep. Part of her wanted to make a scene, even

  shout at him; but then she thought that perhaps if she gave him another chance, maybe, just maybe . . . She undressed, but didn’t put her nightie on. Climbing into bed, she

  switched off the light and moved closer to him. With her arm over his waist, she kissed the back of Jim’s neck and his left ear. There was no response, so she pressed herself suggestively

  into his back.




  ‘Ruby, stop it,’ he said.




  ‘Jim, darling . . .’




  ‘I said no.’ His voice was harsh. ‘Behave yourself.’




  ‘Behave myself?’ she said crossly. ‘Are you made of lead or something? We’re married, for God’s sake.’ He didn’t respond. Hot tears sprang into her eyes

  again. ‘Jim, talk to me.’




  But there was only silence.




  Ruby moved away and, sitting up, reached for her nightdress under the pillow. ‘Is this how it’s going to be for the rest of our married life?’ she demanded. ‘I’m

  not made of stone, you know. You treat me like a leper. What’s wrong with you? There was a time when you couldn’t keep your hands off me.’




  Her husband remained infuriatingly silent. Ruby banged her pillow and threw herself back down on the bed. ‘Answer me, Jim.’ By now her voice was bordering on the hysterical.

  ‘Why don’t you want me any more?’ What’s wrong with me? Don’t you love me any more?’




  ‘For God’s sake, Ruby,’ he said in an exasperated tone, ‘do you have to be the drama queen every time?’




  Ruby felt her face flush with pent-up anger. ‘Jim, it’s been more than two years.’




  He turned over angrily. ‘Yes, it’s been two years.’ The light was off, so she couldn’t actually see his face, but as he spoke she could feel a fine spray of spittle

  coming from his mouth. ‘Two years and four months, since you persuaded me to go to that damned rally at the pavilion and I ended up with half a ton of people falling on top of me.’




  Ruby opened her mouth to say something, but Jim wasn’t finished yet.




  ‘Ever since that day, I’ve endured such hell,’ he spat. ‘I’ve lost my livelihood, I’ve lost everything I ever dreamed of, I can’t work – and I

  can’t even bloody walk properly. I tell you, I’m sick of it.’




  ‘Well, it’s hardly been a walk in the park for me, either,’ she snapped.




  ‘I can’t see why not,’ he retaliated. ‘You’ve got everything you want: this house, the guests. You rule the roost, don’t you? Mrs Congenial Landlady, woman of

  means.’




  ‘Are you punishing me then?’ she cried in disbelief.




  ‘Me, me, me,’ he said. ‘It’s always about you, Ruby. All about what you want. All about what makes you happy. What about me?’




  He turned his back again, and Ruby was left gobsmacked and trying to understand his stinging rebuke. Was she really that selfish? She had moved heaven and earth to care for him. Why was Jim so

  angry with her?




  ‘Do you really hate me that much?’ she asked quietly.




  ‘I don’t hate you, Ruby,’ he said, his voice muffled by the pillow. ‘I just want to be left alone. Now go to sleep.’




  Go to sleep? How could she go to sleep when he’d just said all those things? She’d always thought that, in some respects, they were lucky. It had never dawned on her that Jim

  actually blamed her for what had happened, but clearly he did.




  The guest house relieved them both of the worry about where the next penny was coming from; and, if they didn’t have the guest house, they wouldn’t have anything like this standard

  of living. Jim had got some sickness money from an assurance policy he’d taken out, but that only lasted for two years. He’d paid into a slate club at the pub as well, but that only

  gave him a few shillings a week and would come to an end shortly.




  Trembling, Ruby lay there and, trying to grasp the enormity of Jim’s bitterness, struggled to recall the sequence of events on that fateful night. He was right: she had been the one to

  suggest going to the British Union of Fascists meeting at the Southern Pavilion, but only because she was concerned that, after so many survivors of the regimental firing squad had themselves been

  murdered, Colonel Blatchington might be in danger as well. Jim had never supported her in her investigations. In fact he’d pooh-poohed the idea and told her she would be labelled a crank.

  Ruby had suggested that, by warning the colonel, he would be on his guard.




  When they had seen the number of bodyguards at the pavilion, their sense of urgency had rapidly diminished. These men were tough-looking athletes – some of them boxers – and they all

  gave the impression that the BUF could look after its own. She, Percy and Jim were actually on their way home when the colonel stumbled at the top of the steps, bringing other people down with him

  as he fell – and Jim was underneath them all. The hot tears that now filled her eyes rolled across her face and onto the pillow. It hurt to think that Jim thought it was all her fault. His

  legs had been damaged, and that’s why he didn’t want to make love to her. Perhaps his feelings for her had changed as well. She thought back to those wonderful nights in their marital

  bed in Newlands Road. How sweet and tender he had been back then – a considerate, yet powerfully exciting lover. Was it so wrong to want the old Jim back?




  ‘Jim,’ she said softly into the darkness, ‘I’m so sorry I hurt you, darling. Please forgive me?’




  She held her breath and listened, but the slow rhythmical sound of his breathing told her that her husband was already asleep.




  







  
CHAPTER 3




  It was hard for Ruby to go back to a normal routine. She struggled to come to terms with what had happened over the past few days. She hadn’t been close to Mrs McCoody,

  but she worried that her neighbour might have been sitting in her chair, feeling ill and calling for help, for a long time before she died.




  ‘Ruby, you don’t know that happened,’ Bea reassured her. ‘Mrs McCoody always gave the impression that she was hale and hearty.’




  ‘But what on earth could have caused such a sudden death?’ said Ruby.




  Until a post-mortem was done, nobody knew; but that sobering thought made Ruby face up to her own mortality. Mrs McCoody had got up one morning, washed and dressed and eaten her meals. In all

  probability she made plans for tomorrow and another tomorrow, not knowing that that day would be her last on earth. It was a morbid and scary fact that any day could be your last.




  ‘These things happen,’ her mother said. ‘Don’t dwell on it.’




  But Ruby found herself imagining her own demise, or how awful it would be when her mother died, and that upset her even more.




  It was also hard to come to terms with Jim’s reaction to her clumsy attempt to make love again. Jim was the only man she had known, in the biblical sense. Much of their bedroom activity

  had been accomplished by instinct and his more practised lead. Bea had never talked to her about marital relations, not even before Ruby’s wedding day; and apart from a few titillating

  suggestions from her friend Edith Parsons, when Ruby got married she was woefully ignorant about such things. She still didn’t have any idea how things were done. Should a wife always wait

  for her husband to make the first move? Was it right to try and seduce him? Jim had apparently been shocked by her advances and had told her to ‘behave’. Did that mean she was being

  lewd or disgusting?




  Edith was engaged to Bernard Gressenhall, who worked at Potter & Bailey’s grocery store, but as far as Ruby knew, Edith was still a virgin. The only girl who might know what to do was

  Cousin Lily. Although she wasn’t married, Cousin Lily was an experienced woman of the world. However, there was one major snag about talking to her. Lily was hopeless at keeping secrets. She

  didn’t mean to gossip, but she loved to share things, ‘in the strictest confidence’. Ruby knew that anything she told Lily would eventually reach Jim’s ears, so she was

  always guarded with what she told her cousin. The problem was: if Jim continued to rebuff her, Ruby knew she was doomed to a miserable and childless marriage, and just the thought of it brought

  fresh and bitter tears.




  The house next door was strangely silent, once the police had gone. Biscuit made no attempt to go back home. He had adopted Ruby and Jim and was settling in quite well. Mrs McCoody was with the

  undertaker, and because her only relative, a nephew, was nowhere to be found, it was decided that her solicitor, Mr Collins, would arrange the funeral. He was anxious to get it over and done with,

  because he was about to retire. Ruby wanted to offer to host the wake, but soon discovered that it was to be held in the solicitor’s favourite pub – at Mrs McCoody’s expense, of

  course.




  The day before the funeral, Ruby noticed a man and woman knocking on Mrs McCoody’s front door. Unable to get an answer, they walked down the side of the house and tried the back door.

  Concerned that they might be friends of her dead neighbour, Ruby came out of her kitchen and called over the low fence. ‘Excuse me, can I help you?’




  ‘We’re looking for the landlady,’ said the woman. She was about fifty, heavy-set and wearing a tweed suit. She wore stout shoes, and Ruby couldn’t help noticing her hairy

  top lip and rather masculine hairstyle. ‘Eton crop’ they called it. The man with her was completely different. A little older than Ruby, he had an athletic build and dark curly hair.

  When he smiled, a long crease appeared on each side of his face and, even when he wasn’t smiling, he had merry eyes. She noticed that he carried a small leather case.




  ‘Then I’m afraid I have some rather bad news,’ said Ruby softly. When she told them what had happened, they were both visibly shocked. ‘The funeral is tomorrow.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ said the man. ‘Were you very close?’




  Ruby shook her head. ‘Just neighbours.’




  The woman glanced at her companion. ‘What on earth do we do now?’




  ‘We’ll have to look elsewhere,’ he said with a shrug and, looking at Ruby, he added, ‘I don’t suppose you know of any other guest house nearby?’




  ‘As a matter of fact,’ said Ruby, ‘I run a guest house myself. Mrs McCoody and I had an arrangement. She often used to send a guest to stay with me, if she was full up, and

  vice versa.’




  The pair looked at each other, then at Ruby.




  ‘In that case,’ said the woman, ‘could we make an appointment to see you? After the funeral perhaps?’
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