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CHAPTER 1


Ruby Bateman glanced up at the clock in the corridor. The slow tick-tock reassured her that although time was passing, she was doing well. She was still ahead of herself and could probably get away a little earlier than she had anticipated. She pushed the heavy linen trolley towards the next room. Only three more to go. She knocked gently on the door and listened.


At the other end of the corridor Winifred Moore, the florist, looked up and waved shyly. A homely woman, she was working with a large vase of unruly gladioli on the table at the top of the stairs, her Sussex trug full of beautiful blooms at her feet on one side, with a galvanized bucket with the dead blooms on the other side. Ruby returned her smile and knocked again.


As chambermaid at the prestigious Warnes Hotel on Worthing seafront, Ruby had to follow the strict protocol that Mrs Fosdyke, the housekeeper, had drummed into her from the moment she’d arrived. She and Edith Parsons were responsible for the whole of this floor. Edith worked in rooms 20–29, while Ruby cleaned rooms 30–40. They were supposed to work quietly and quickly and, as far as possible, to be so unobtrusive as to be invisible. Because of that, they must never go into the rooms if the guests were still there.


‘You are servants of the hotel,’ Mrs Fosdyke told them on the day they’d arrived, ‘and, as such, you must always be polite to the guests, but never treat them in a familiar manner. Remember that the guests who stay at Warnes are a better class of people.’


If, by any chance, a guest returned to the room before they had finished cleaning, Mrs Fosdyke went on to say that they should extradite themselves discreetly and come back later. They were on no account allowed to speak, unless they were spoken to, and must certainly never indulge in friendly conversation. That might have been the rule, but of course Ruby didn’t always stick to it.


At seventeen, she was an attractive girl with short, dark hair and large brown eyes. She had been born and brought up in Worthing, a town that, although often overshadowed by its larger and flashier neighbour Brighton, had a secret charm all of its own. She lived only a short walk from the hotel with her mother and father, her younger sister May and her older brother Percy. Family life was not always easy. Her father and brother were fishermen and there was always a risk, where the sea was concerned, but Ruby loved where she lived. Even though it was by the seaside, Worthing remained rustic and unspoiled. There were a few tourist attractions: the Dome cinema, the pier, and Ruby loved walking along Marine Parade. If she took a bus, within minutes she could be on the Sussex Downs or in one of the small villages on the outskirts of the town. But most of all, she loved people. In fact she often struck up a conversation with a guest. Some were fascinating, like the very old lady (at least seventy) who had come to Warnes for a few days, before travelling back to her home in Monte Carlo. During the several days the lady had stayed at Warnes they’d talked about her career on the stage, and Ruby had got on so famously with her that Mrs Walter de Frece had given her a signed copy of her autobiography. It wasn’t until she saw the title, Recollections of Vesta Tilly, that she realized who she’d been talking to. And then there was the butterfly man, who’d spent the whole of last summer going out in his motor car to collect specimens from the South Downs. It broke Ruby’s heart to see them all quite dead and pinned in his cases, but he was fascinating all the same.


The hotel didn’t have any interesting guests at the moment. She’d chatted with Dr Palmer in room 31, a studious and serious man. She had discovered that he had recently retired from some big hospital in London (she’d forgotten the name) and that he was in town to give a series of lectures about the events unfolding in Germany. She had wanted to ask him what he thought about Herr Hitler, but then she’d heard Mrs Fosdyke in the corridor and had made her excuses to leave the room before she got caught.


Ruby knocked on the door of number 38 for a second time and, when there was no answer, she went in. The room was tidier than most, but the bed was unmade. She picked up a discarded bath towel and threw it by the door, ready to push it into the laundry bag on the end of her trolley when she left the room. She moved around quickly and quietly, working methodically so that she didn’t miss anything. She made up the bed with clean linen. At Warnes – being a more upmarket hotel – every bed was changed daily.


Stuffing the soiled bedclothes and the towel into the laundry sack, Ruby reached for the bathroom cleaner. The guests at the other end of the corridor shared a bathroom, but here, in the rooms with a sea view, they had their own. She rubbed gumption onto the enamel sink and cleaned the tide-mark left on the bath. Next she polished the taps and replaced the towels with snowy-white replicas. The toilet bowl got the same treatment, and then she mopped the linoleum floor, being careful to reach into every corner, and not forgetting the area behind the S-bend. Mrs Fosdyke would check every room, and woe betide any girl if she found so much as a speck of dust or a stray hair in the bathroom. The bedroom itself had a thorough clean and, as soon as she’d finished with the Vactric vacuum cleaner, Ruby got ready to move on to the last two bedrooms.


She’d only seen the guests who occupied these two rooms a couple of times. He was small with round-rimmed specs, and Ruby guessed that he was a learned man, because he always seemed to have his nose in a book. He said little, barely even acknowledging her existence. He was staying in the hotel with his daughter, who had the adjoining room. She was a pale girl with dark circles under her grey eyes and an anxious expression. She was about the same age as Ruby, and although she was staying in the best hotel in Worthing, she seemed a little distracted. Ruby had bobbed a curtsey a couple of times when they’d bumped into each other in the corridor, but hadn’t spoken to her.


As soon as she was satisfied with her work, Ruby took one final look around the room and was content to close the door. Another glance at the clock at the end of the long corridor told her that she was still in good time.


She had come in early today. Her normal day began at six, but because her neighbours on Newlands Road were going on an outing later on – something she herself had instigated – Ruby had come in half an hour earlier. Of course she couldn’t clean the rooms then, but she could make a start on other cleaning duties, such as the lounge and the front hall and the steps. It was a nail-biting experience asking the housekeeper if she could change her hours. Mrs Fosdyke wasn’t known for her generosity, being a notoriously mean-spirited woman, and Ruby knew she was quite capable of refusing to let her go, just for the sake of being unkind.


‘Mrs Fosdyke,’ Ruby had begun nervously, ‘my neighbours are going on a bit of an outing. We’re planning a charity concert for the Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor.’ Her heart sank as she watched Mrs Fosdyke’s lips purse together in a firm line. She was going to say no, wasn’t she …? And Ruby had been so looking forward to it. She knew that the Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor, a local charity, was a cause very dear to the management at Warnes. Spearheaded by a woman in the town, it existed to help people who couldn’t afford to take their pets to a vet for treatment. There had been regular dances in the hotel to help raise funds. ‘I’ll come in early and do all my work,’ Ruby had promised.


‘And who will turn the beds down?’ Mrs Fosdyke said, in an accusatory tone.


Ruby didn’t give up. ‘Edith says she wouldn’t mind doing my rooms as well.’


‘Parsons seems to be taking on rather a lot, doesn’t she?’ Mrs Fosdyke sniffed.


‘She says she doesn’t mind,’ Ruby said feebly.


Mrs Fosdyke held her gaze for several seconds. ‘Very well, but you are not to skimp on anything, Bateman,’ she said firmly. ‘I shall be on your trail before you go.’


Edith’s reaction, when Ruby told her what had happened, was more strident. ‘Miserable old bugger!’


Ruby glanced around nervously. ‘You’d better not let her hear you calling her that,’ she chuckled.


Ruby had now reached room 40 and knocked on the door. The corridor was empty. Winnie had gone – presumably up to the next floor. She saw to the flowers every other day and it took her all morning. There was no answer, so Ruby went in. The room was a tip, and her heart sank. It was going to take some time to tidy all this. It looked as if the guest had thrown the whole of her wardrobe on the floor. A half-packed case lay on the bed. Ruby tripped over a shoe as she walked in, and found its match on the dressing table. She began picking up dresses and putting them on the hangers in the wardrobe. The shoes went into a shoe rack. It was only as she reached the bed that Ruby noticed the blood. At first she struggled to comprehend what she was seeing. Had the guest started her monthlies in bed? She had come across that sort of thing before; not very pleasant, and embarrassing if she was in the room with the guest at any time, but an unavoidable fact of life. Yet something told her this was different. This was something more.


She heard a small moan coming from the direction of the bathroom and her heart immediately went into overdrive. ‘Who is there?’


There was no answer, but she heard a distinct intake of breath. Ruby picked up her feather duster and walked towards the door. Quite what she was going to do with the feather duster, she didn’t know, but the long handle felt like something she could use to defend herself, if necessary. Her heart was going like the clappers. Cautiously she pushed open the bathroom door and gasped.


There was blood everywhere. The pale-faced girl was on the floor. She was leaning against the bath, with her legs drawn up under her. Her feet were bloodied and her nightgown was saturated at the edge. The toilet seat was smeared with blood, and a small rivulet was running down the outside of the bowl. As Ruby came into the room, the girl looked up. Her face was ashen and tear-stained. It was immediately clear what had happened. The girl had had a miscarriage and was in shock. Ruby grabbed the towel from the rail and draped it over her shivering body.


‘I was trying to get away,’ she whispered, ‘but it was all too quick.’


‘It’s all right, Miss,’ Ruby said gently. ‘You sit tight, and I’ll go down to reception and ask for an ambulance.’


‘No!’ The girl snatched her arm. Her eyes were wide with panic. ‘Please don’t do that. My father … he doesn’t know about the baby … If an ambulance came – oh, please, no one must know.’


Ruby frowned. Didn’t the girl understand the seriousness of the matter? ‘But, Miss, you’ve lost a lot of blood.’


‘I’m fine,’ the girl insisted. ‘Just help me up and I’ll be all right.’ She tried to stand but, as she moved, a pain in her stomach bent her double.


‘I can’t leave you like this, Miss,’ said Ruby.


‘No, please, you mustn’t,’ the girl said again. ‘If I’m found out, I shall be ruined.’


Ruby bit her lip anxiously. The girl wasn’t wearing a ring. Her naked fingers told Ruby that she wasn’t married. By losing the baby she had been spared the shame of telling her father that she was pregnant, but now, by another cruel twist of fate, he was going to find out anyway, when he saw the ambulance coming to take her to hospital. They might be living in a more enlightened age than their mothers had but, even though this was the 1930s, having a baby outside marriage was still taboo.


‘If you could just help me get cleaned up,’ the girl went on, ‘I can pretend nothing has happened.’


Ruby looked at the beads of perspiration forming on her top lip, and at her face, which was still deathly white. She shook her head. As much as she wanted to help, she couldn’t take that sort of responsibility. Supposing the girl died? ‘I can’t, Miss. I’m sorry.’


The girl was distraught. ‘It’s not fair,’ she began to wail. ‘It’s not bloody fair.’


It was at that moment that Ruby thought of Dr Palmer. He didn’t always go out straight away. With a bit of luck, he might still be in his room. He would know what to do. She was sure he would help. ‘One of the other guests is a doctor,’ she said quickly. ‘If you let me help you into bed, I’ll go and get him. I’m sure he will be discreet.’


The girl looked as if she was going to pass out as Ruby hauled her to her feet. She helped her to the bed, pulling the towel from her shoulders and placing it over the already soiled sheet before the girl lay down. ‘What’s your name, Miss?’


‘Imogen,’ said the girl weakly. ‘Imogen Russell.’


Stopping only long enough to wash her hands, Ruby ran along the corridor to Dr Palmer’s room and knocked on the door. To her immense relief he was still there. He looked up in mild surprise when Ruby walked in. As she quickly explained that the guest in room 40 had apparently had a miscarriage, he didn’t hesitate. Seconds later they were on their way back to Imogen’s room. Ruby showed him in, then made as if to go.


‘Stay here,’ he said gruffly as he walked to the bed. ‘I may need you.’


While he examined Imogen, Ruby busied herself in the bathroom. It gave her time for her racing heart to slow and, besides, it was going to take some time to get it back up to Freda Fosdyke’s standards.


Tears pricked her own eyes as she heard Imogen begging the doctor not to tell anyone. ‘You have to go to hospital,’ he said. ‘You may need a blood transfusion.’


‘But I don’t want my father to know,’ she choked again.


Their voices dropped, and Ruby pushed the bathroom door to and got on with her work. Of course Imogen had been a silly girl, giving herself before she was married, but she was right: life was unfair. When a young man sowed his wild oats, everyone nudged one another and said, ‘Boys will be boys.’ But for every lad having his bit of fun, there had to be a girl doing the same, and yet, if she was caught out, she would be called a loose woman or, worse still, a slut.


A few minutes later Dr Palmer put his head around the door. ‘She has to go to hospital,’ he said. ‘We cannot avoid it. However, I’m going to arrange for a taxi to come to the back of the hotel. If you can help Miss Russell to get herself cleaned up and dressed, we’ll try and get her down the servants’ staircase.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Ruby.


‘For the purposes of discretion, we’ll let it be known that Miss Russell has appendicitis,’ he went on. ‘That will explain the haste and the hospitalization. I trust that we can rely on you not to gossip about this?’


‘Absolutely, sir,’ said Ruby.


They managed to do it with military precision. By the time Dr Palmer had come back to say the taxi was waiting outside, Ruby had helped Miss Russell to get washed and dressed. In fact, luck was on their side, because they managed to get her out of the hotel without seeing another living soul. Back in the bedroom, Ruby rinsed some of the blood on the sheet under the tap. If the laundry questioned it, she would say that the guest must have done it herself. It took some while to do the room and, just as she’d finished, she had a nasty moment when Imogen’s father knocked on the door, looking for his daughter.


‘She’s not here, sir,’ said Ruby innocently. Should she tell him his daughter was in hospital? Then, to her immense relief, she heard Dr Palmer’s voice in the corridor. ‘Ah, Mr Russell? May I have a word …’


Her work done at last, Ruby hurried to put everything away.


‘You still here?’ asked Edith, when Ruby appeared by the broom cupboard.


‘You won’t believe the morning I’ve had,’ Ruby began.


‘Oh?’ Edith was all ears.


Ruby hesitated. Much as she wanted to tell Edith all about Miss Russell, she had promised to keep it a secret. ‘Every room was a tip,’ she said quickly, ‘and it took me ages to clean one of the bathrooms.’


‘Tell me about it,’ said Edith. She was picking off the fluff from one of the long brooms. ‘That Mr Herbert kept hanging around, and I couldn’t get started in his room for ages. Here, leave that – I’ll tidy it up for you. You go, or you’ll miss the coach.’


‘Are you sure?’ said Ruby, rinsing her dustpan under the tap.


‘Go on,’ said Edith, taking the pan from her. ‘Hurry up.’


‘Thanks, Edith. You’re a pal.’


Ruby changed out of her uniform – a grey belted dress with a starched white collar – in the staff cloakroom and made her way back to the servants’ staircase. Edith was right. She was going to have to hurry if she was going to make it to the coach.


‘And where do you think you’re going?’


As soon as Ruby heard Mrs Fosdyke’s acid tones, she froze and her heart sank. She had hoped she could slip away without being seen. Ruby turned with a smile – not too bright, or it would have been deemed insolent. ‘It’s my afternoon off, Mrs Fosdyke,’ she said. ‘It’s the day of the outing.’


Mrs Fosdyke’s lip set in a thin red line and her expression hardened.


‘I did ask you, Mrs Fosdyke,’ Ruby protested mildly.


‘Is all your work done?’


‘Yes, Mrs Fosdyke.’


‘Are the bins emptied? Is the broom cupboard tidy?’


‘Yes, Mrs Fosdyke.’ Ruby bit her bottom lip and, clenching and unclenching her fists, prayed inwardly: Please don’t let her make me go back. I’m late already.


‘Come with me,’ the older woman snapped.


Reluctantly Ruby followed her back upstairs, her angry thoughts hitting Mrs Fosdyke’s back like arrows. Why did she always have to spoil things? Ruby had asked weeks ago for this time off. In fact Mrs Fosdyke had agreed to it, and had put it on the staff roster herself. All the girls working at Warnes Hotel dreaded the housekeeper, who was strict and critical, and Ruby had never once heard her compliment any of the staff on their work. Instead she towered over them, like a glowering vulture ready to pounce on its prey. No matter how hard they worked, she seemed to take great delight in demoralizing all the chambermaids. For two pins Ruby would have told her where to stick her job and would have walked out, but times were hard and getting another job wasn’t always easy.


As she trailed behind her, Ruby held her breath. Mrs Fosdyke’s favourite trick was to make a girl tidy her locker room, after she’d stripped the locker and tipped everything into a big pile in the middle of the room. If she did that today, Ruby would have no chance of making it to the coach in time.


On the landing Mrs Fosdyke opened the linen cupboard, as if she was expecting it to be untidy, but every towel was neatly folded in exactly the same way, so that the edges were level. You could have laid a ruler against them and every towel would have touched it. Ruby watched the housekeeper running her hands over the sheets. Beside them, the pillowcases were in matching pairs, ready to take down at a moment’s notice. Everything looked perfect, but Ruby could hardly breathe. If Mrs Fosdyke decided something wasn’t to her liking, she’d pull everything out onto the landing floor and Ruby could kiss the trip goodbye. It would take at least an hour to put everything back the way it was. To her great relief Mrs Fosdyke closed the linen cupboard, but then headed for the broom cupboard. Miserably, Ruby followed.


As they walked round the corner, Mrs Fosdyke had just gone past one of the doors leading to a guest room when Edith came out, carrying a tray of dirty cups.


‘Blimey, Roob,’ she blurted out, ‘you’re cutting it a bit fine, aren’t you?’


Ruby flashed her eyes, in the hope that Edith wouldn’t say too much, but she didn’t seem to notice.


‘Give my love to your mum when you see her. Tell her I hope she’ll soon be better …’ The words died on her lips as she finally understood Ruby’s frantic eye movements and realized that Mrs Fosdyke was in the corridor as well.


‘Don’t stand there gawping, Parsons,’ Mrs Fosdyke snapped, as Edith turned round. ‘I’m sure you have work to do.’


‘Yes, Mrs Fosdyke,’ said Edith, giving her a little bob before she fled.


They’d reached the broom cupboard and Mrs Fosdyke threw open the door. It was tidy enough to be a showroom: polishes on the top shelf, labels facing to the front; dusters neatly folded on the lower shelf; the dustpans washed and spic and span, and lined up along one wall with the matching brushes dangling from hooks above them. The vacuum machines were at the back of the cupboard, and the floor cloths were draped over mirror-clean galvanized buckets. The floor was spotless and, as Ruby’s mother would have said, you could eat your dinner on it.


‘Very well,’ Mrs Fosdyke said, surveying the room, ‘you may go, Miss Bateman.’


‘Yes, Mrs Fosdyke,’ Ruby breathed. ‘Thank you, Mrs Fosdyke.’ As she hurried away, the dreaded voice called after her, ‘Walk, Miss Bateman. Walk.’


Ruby slowed her pace to a sedate walk until she was halfway down the stairs, where she broke into a frantic run, at the same time muttering, ‘Miserable dried-up old prune.’


Outside in the street the bright September sunshine hit her like a wall. The Indian summer of 1933, which had brought many day-trippers to Worthing, was a welcome end to the season. It was still so hot that few promenaders were out and about along Marine Parade. The odd one or two sat on deckchairs in the Steyne, a pretty shaded area that overlooked the seafront. Her brother Percy, a bit of a history buff, once told her that the name Steyne meant ‘stony field’ and that, in Victorian times, local fishermen mended their nets there; and before that it had been the garden of a big house – all of which were long gone. The many fishing families who worked along the shores of Worthing had, since its heyday, been reduced to a few diehards, and now mended their nets on the beach or in their own back gardens.


Ruby was glad she had chosen to wear her coolest dress, a pretty blue-and-pink cotton frock with a V-neck and a large blue bow across the chest. Gathered at the waist and tied with a blue sash and bow at the back, it had small cap sleeves, which flapped cool air onto her arms as she ran. She carried a side-fastening white clutch bag, and had matching shoes with straps across her feet. She wore no cardigan – something that she already regretted because, when the sun went down, she might be cold; but there was no time to go home for it now. Her short dark hair was, as her mother would say, as straight as a yard of pump water, but suited the new bob style very well. The other chambermaids in Warnes told her that, with her big sultry eyes, she looked just like the American movie star Louise Brooks, so Ruby didn’t complain.


She had to run the length of the town to where she was supposed to meet the coach, and she was hot and out of breath long before she got there.


As she turned the corner, Cousin Lily’s shrill voice rang out, ‘She’s here!’


And May, Ruby’s seven-year-old sister, pretty as a picture in her blue-and-white gingham dress and with a blue bow in her light-brown hair, ran up the road to meet her. ‘I was scared you weren’t coming.’


Ruby gave her a quick hug. ‘Of course I’m coming.’


‘Did you really think we would go without our Ruby?’ Cousin Lily laughed.


Ruby smiled and put her arm around May’s shoulders. She could put all the horrors and frustration of today behind her and relax now. She was going to have a lovely afternoon.


As they made their way to the coach, to the sound of cheering, an ambulance went by, its bells clanging. Ruby’s thoughts went immediately to Imogen Russell. That poor girl was still living her nightmare, but at least Ruby could console herself that she had done her best to help her keep her secret.


‘Nice to see you, Ruby,’ Albert Longman said, as she climbed on board the coach. He grinned and ran his tongue over his slightly protruding teeth. Although twenty-nine and reasonable-looking, he was still single and, according to some, looking for a wife. He worked for the local paper, the Worthing Gazette, as the reporter who covered local events, but he also wrote the occasional feature. ‘You’re looking very pretty today.’


Ruby gave him a polite nod, but tried not to encourage him. He was all right, and he always made a point of chatting to her, but she wasn’t interested in him – not in that way anyway. He was too old!


Her father was sitting in the seat behind the driver and, as she walked past, he stepped out of his seat to let May have the window seat, blocking the gangway in the process. Taking his watch out of his waistcoat pocket, he stared at Ruby. ‘You’re late,’ he began gruffly.


‘Sorry, Father,’ said Ruby.


‘Can I sit with Ruby for a bit?’ May asked.


Their father looked crestfallen. ‘Don’t you want to sit with your old pa?’


‘I do,’ said May, ‘but I’d like to talk to Ruby as well.’


Nelson Bateman threw himself sulkily into his seat, and May skipped off down the aisle without a care in the world. Ruby was concerned to see her father’s flushed and angry face and felt sorry for him. He adored May, and she knew he would have taken her thoughtlessness very personally. She bent to kiss his cheek as she went by, but he quite deliberately turned his head. Embarrassed, Ruby lowered her eyes. It hurt when he shunned her, and yet there was always that urge to try and get him to show some affection towards her. He never had, but she found herself falling into the same trap again and again. She tried hard not to be jealous of her little sister, but Ruby was no plaster saint, and it was a struggle. Get a grip, she told herself angrily. You should have known he wouldn’t let you kiss him. Why would he? She had never even seen him kiss her mother. It wasn’t his way, although he had plenty of kisses for May. According to her mother, it was the war that had changed him, although Ruby had no idea why. She had been born in 1916, a couple of years before it ended. May had come along seven years later. Nelson never talked about his experiences; few ex-soldiers did, although everyone knew that places like the Somme had been hell on earth. Her mother and Aunt Vinny (short for Virginia) always said it was best not to think about the bad things, for what good would it do? What was done was done; better to forget it and get on with life. As a result, theirs was a household where everyone, except May, tiptoed around their father, afraid of his sudden mood swings and of upsetting him. But if it was difficult for Ruby and her mother, it was even worse for their brother Percy.


Ruby made her way to the back of the coach, where her mother was sitting.


‘Glad you could make it, Ruby love,’ Bea smiled as her daughter came closer and kissed her cheek.


Bea Bateman looked older than her forty-two years. A constant nagging illness had worn her down. Every winter she would succumb to one cold after another, and when her chest was bad even breathing became difficult. Ruby was heartened to see that she was looking much better today and that she was wearing a new dress, an attractive peach-coloured two-piece with buttons down the front and a small belt at the waist. The white collar on the neckline was scalloped, as were the cuffs on her sleeves. Her skirt was straight with side-pleats, and she wore white peep-toed shoes. There was a bit of colour in her cheeks and she’d done something different to her hair.


‘You look really lovely,’ Ruby smiled.


Bea smoothed down her dress. ‘I’ve been saving up for ages to get this dress.’


‘The colour suits you,’ said Ruby, ‘and I love your hair.’


Bea patted her curls. ‘I tried finger-waving it,’ she whispered confidentially, then added anxiously, ‘You don’t think I’m too old for it, do you?’


‘No, Mum,’ Ruby smiled. ‘I think you look fantastic.’


Ruby settled down. She was really looking forward to this afternoon and, after her fraught morning, it was good to be with the family. When the coach moved off, it was pleasant to feel the breeze playing with her hair through the open window, and it cooled her down. As May struggled to sit on her big sister’s lap, Bea handed her daughter a sandwich.


‘Ooh, thanks, Mum,’ said Ruby. ‘I had to go without lunch, to get away this early.’ True to her word, she didn’t say anything about Imogen Russell.


‘Did Mrs Fosdyke make trouble?’ asked Bea.


Ruby nodded. The ham-and-tomato sandwich was delicious. ‘For an awful minute,’ she said, as she pushed a stray crumb back into her mouth with her finger, ‘I thought she was going to make sure I was too late for the coach.’


Bea shook her head in disgust.


‘Why would she want to do that?’ May wondered.


‘Some people enjoy being unkind,’ her mother said simply.


Ruby glanced around. ‘Where’s Percy?’ There seemed to be no sign of her brother.


‘He and Jim Searle have gone ahead on their bicycles,’ said her mother. ‘They took a few others in tow as well.’


‘He’d better lay off the parsnip wine when he gets there, if he wants to get home safely,’ Ruby chuckled.


‘I don’t think he’d get drunk, with your father around,’ said Bea.


‘You know Percy,’ Ruby laughed, as she helped herself to another sandwich. ‘He’d do anything for devilment.’


The coach was one of the old Fairway Coaches. The company had been bought out by Southdown the year before, and some of the old stock sold off. Cecil Turner had snapped up this one, and used it mainly for works outings and day-trips. The coaches were in good nick but rather old-fashioned, so Cecil’s prices were dirt cheap. Ruby and her neighbours and friends could never have afforded to book the trip otherwise. They were going to drive around on a kind of mystery tour and then, after tea in the High Salvington tea rooms, some of them would take part in a small concert. They had managed to sell about forty-eight tickets, and all proceeds would go to the Dispensary for Sick Animals of the Poor.


They had just reached Broadwater bridge when the driver suddenly braked. A few people cried out in shocked surprise, and everybody stopped talking as he sounded the horn.


‘What the hell do they think they’re doing?’ his angry voice rang out.


They had encountered a crowd of young men marching down the middle of the street. Ruby hazarded a guess that there were about fifteen of them. Dressed entirely in black, they were clean-shaven and had smart Brylcreemed hair. Their leader, a fresh-faced man of about twenty, carried a Union Jack on a long pole. They had attracted a crowd of angry onlookers, mostly men of the same age, and fists were flying. Everyone was jostling and pushing as the crowd shouted slogans like ‘Mosley out!’ and ‘Hitler means war’, whilst a few marchers had lunged into the crowd and begun hitting back.


Ruby frowned. What on earth was happening? Suddenly, the man with the flag on a pole swung it at the hecklers like a weapon, and an angry shout went up. Some ducked to miss the pole, but a couple of them were hit and fell backwards. It was then that she could see two more of the men in black shirts laying into someone who had been knocked to the ground.


‘I don’t like it,’ May whispered, with a frightened expression on her face.


‘Don’t worry,’ said Ruby. ‘It’s all right. They can’t get in here.’


‘I’m going back to Pa,’ said May.


When she’d gone, Ruby turned to her mother. ‘Who are they?’


‘They look like Mosley’s Blackshirts,’ somebody further down the coach said and, at the same moment, one of the men banged ferociously on the side of the coach with a silver-topped stick. After that, it seemed like all hell broke loose. Ruby drew in her breath as she saw the man who had been knocked to the ground struggle to his feet. It was Dr Palmer. His face was bloodied and his suit was covered in dust. His glasses were hanging from one ear only, and he took out a large handkerchief and pressed it to a bleeding cut on his head.


The coach still hadn’t moved. Ruby flew down to the front. ‘Cecil, we have to help that man,’ she cried. ‘I know him. He’s a doctor.’


‘Sit down, girl,’ growled her father as she drew level with him. ‘Don’t interfere.’


‘It’s best to do as your father says,’ said Albert with a smile.


Ruby frowned. She might have been surprised by his remark, but her concern for Dr Palmer was so strong that she wasn’t listening. She had to do something. Pulling the door open, she leaned out as far as she dared. ‘Dr Palmer! Dr Palmer, over here, quick. You’ll be safe in here.’


Cecil Turner stopped the engine. ‘Ruby, get back inside,’ he said anxiously. ‘Let me. It’s no place for a girl.’


‘Ruby!’ barked her father.


Moments before Cecil pulled her back into the coach, Dr Palmer looked up and saw Ruby. He headed towards her, but then someone bumped into him and he almost fell over again. He was clearly very dazed. Although the fighting was getting worse, it was spilling away from the coach, so Albert Longman pushed past Ruby and went outside. He and Cecil got Dr Palmer inside, and the door closed just as the first police whistle sounded.


‘Ooh, Albert,’ said one of the girls further down the coach, ‘you were amazing.’


‘You’re ever so brave,’ said another.


Albert’s chest swelled and, basking in the glow of his success, he wet his fingers in his mouth and, pressing his hair down at the front, grinned at Ruby. He seemed oblivious of the other girls’ giggles.


Two of the other passengers, who were sitting together at the front, helped Dr Palmer into a seat and produced a mug of tea from a flask. He was clearly very shaken.


Cecil jumped into the driver’s seat and cursed out loud. ‘Looks like we’d better get out of here,’ he shouted as he put the engine into gear. ‘If the police come aboard to ask questions, we’ll be here all day; ’ang on to yer ’ats, folks.’


The vehicle lurched forward, but then a boy brandishing a toy gun appeared in front of the windscreen and Cecil jammed on the brakes again. ‘Bloody ’ell.’


The boy was shouting, ‘Bang-bang!’ Nelson yelled at him and the boy stuck out his tongue. Nelson jumped to his feet. ‘Cheeky young tyke,’ he shouted, shaking his fist angrily.


‘Let it go, Nelson,’ said Cecil. The fight was on the move again, and the weight of the bodies outside buffeted the coach.


Ruby’s father ignored him and, climbing down the step, attempted to open the door. It wasn’t a wise move. The coach jerked and Nelson fell sideways, hitting his head on the rail. Quick as a flash, Albert and one of the other passengers dashed to his aid and then, with one hand on the horn, Cecil finally managed to get away from the melee outside.


Nelson moaned as Albert held a handkerchief to his nose.


‘What on earth did you think you were doing, Nelson?’ Cecil cried, as he kept an eye on the road.


‘No boy his age sticks his tongue out at me like that,’ Nelson countered angrily. ‘What he needs is a damned good hiding.’


‘Oh, come on. He was just a lad having a bit of fun,’ said Cecil. ‘I’ll admit he was a bit daft, getting in front of the coach like that, but no harm done.’


Nelson grunted.


‘Keep your hair on, Nelson,’ said Cecil good-naturedly. ‘You were young yourself once.’


Bea had come to the front of the coach to help her husband, but he knocked her hand away. ‘Don’t fuss, woman.’


Dr Palmer’s attitude was totally different. He knew that he’d been rescued, and wasted no time in telling everybody how wonderful they were. It had obviously been quite a shock to get beaten up, and Ruby could see that his hands were still trembling.


‘I’m afraid we can’t take you back to Warnes, sir,’ she said, ‘but would you like us to put you down somewhere? You could get a bus back to town, or maybe a train?’


Dr Palmer dabbed his sore cheek. A livid bruise was forming. ‘Where are you all going?’


Ruby explained about the mystery tour and the concert.


‘You’re welcome to tag along too,’ said Cecil over his shoulder. He was coming up to Offington crossroads, the events at the bridge being far behind them now.


‘Then I shall elect to do just that,’ said Dr Palmer, closing his eyes and relaxing against the headrest, ‘if you don’t mind. I think I should enjoy a ride around the countryside.’


Ruby was still concerned. He was no spring chicken and he had had a nasty experience. She glanced anxiously at the people gathered around them. ‘Do you think he’s all right?’ she whispered.


‘The old boy does look a bit pale,’ Cousin Lily whispered.


‘The old boy is perfectly fine,’ said Dr Palmer, without opening his eyes. ‘A little tired, that’s all. Let him rest for a while and he’ll soon bounce back.’


The passengers melted away, but Ruby and Bea lingered with him a little longer. Ruby was pleased to see that the rise and fall of his chest had calmed and the colour was returning to his face, but the bruise on his cheek was quite pronounced and his bottom lip was swollen.


‘Would you like to sit in my seat?’ said Albert.


Dr Palmer opened his eyes. ‘Still here, Miss Bateman?’


Ruby took in her breath. ‘How did you know my name?’ she blurted out.


‘It’s hard to ignore Mrs Fosdyke barking her orders,’ he said, resettling himself more comfortably in his seat. ‘Bit of a dragon, isn’t she?’


Ruby grinned. ‘It’s not for me to say, sir.’


‘Then take it from me,’ said Dr Palmer, closing his eyes again, ‘she is. Now, run along and let me rest. I’ll be fine.’


As Ruby and Bea made their way back to their seats, friends and neighbours alike asked, ‘Is he all right?’ as they walked past. Her mother said, ‘Yes, thank you,’ but Ruby had a sneaky feeling that they weren’t asking about her father.


Once the coach had got under way, everyone’s relief was palpable, but the incident had them talking for quite a while.


‘I honestly thought they were all coming inside, when Mr Bateman opened the door.’


‘Fancy beating up a doctor, for goodness’ sake. Whatever next?’


‘From what I could see, they weren’t doing anything except marching down the street with a flag. It was the rest of those hooligans who were causing trouble.’


‘My cousin went to a BUF meeting once. He saw Mosley himself.’


‘Well, I for one don’t want to hear him. Looks like they’re nothing but trouble, to me.’


‘What does BUF stand for?’


‘British Union of Fascists.’


At the front of the coach, Albert Longman leaned over the back of his seat. ‘Are you sure you’re all right, Mr Bateman? That was quite a whack you got.’


‘I’m fine,’ said Nelson as he dabbed his sore nose. ‘It’s my own fault, for having such high standards.’


Albert grunted in a sign of appreciation.


Nelson gave him the handkerchief back. Holding it between his thumb and forefinger, Albert was unsure what to do with it.


The coach journeyed on and everyone settled down. Bea leaned towards her daughter. ‘Who is that man you pulled onto the bus?’


‘One of the guests at Warnes,’ said Ruby. ‘He’s very nice.’


‘I hope you’re not getting yourself too involved,’ Bea remarked cautiously.


‘Mum!’ said Ruby. ‘He’s old enough to be my grandfather!’ She paused. ‘Father didn’t upset you too much?’


Bea sighed and shook her head. ‘I was only trying to help him.’


‘I know.’ Ruby squeezed her hand. ‘I’m surprised he came. He doesn’t much like family outings.’


‘May persuaded him,’ said Bea. ‘That girl could persuade the Pope to join the Baptists.’


Ruby giggled.


Her mother had made a joke of it, but Ruby could see she was still upset. She kept hold of Bea’s hand and they spent a few minutes wrapped in a companionable silence.


Outside the window the pretty Sussex countryside sped by. From Crockhurst Hill they motored on to Arundel, and then they were on their way to Bury Hill, but Ruby’s thoughts were miles away. She was remembering the way Dr Palmer had helped Miss Imogen. Not many men of his age would have been so sensitive to her predicament. He hadn’t judged her, and he’d done his best to help her keep her secret. That’s why it was so hard to understand why he’d been treated so badly by the Blackshirts. Why on earth would anyone want to beat up a nice man like that?




CHAPTER 2


Cousin Lily, who had been chatting to some of their friends and neighbours, made her way to the back of the coach and sat next to Ruby. She was a pretty blonde, and petite. Ruby admired her lightweight pale-lemon lawn dress with tiny white dots all over it. As she moved, it flowed around her body, showing every contour.


‘I’ve just got engaged,’ she announced as she sat down beside them.


‘What – again?’ The words slipped out of Ruby’s mouth before she’d had time to think.


‘Well, it is a whole month since I broke off with Tommy Dixon,’ said Lily indignantly. She held out her left hand for them to admire her ring.


This was Lily’s third engagement in two years. As soon as she’d left school, she’d got herself engaged to William Warner, breaking it off almost as soon as she’d put on the diamond solitaire he’d given her. Ruby felt sorry for him. She knew it had taken William the best part of a whole year to save up for the ring, but as soon as his mother found out what he’d done, the engagement was off. Tommy Dixon hadn’t fared much better, either. He and Lily had been stepping out for about three months when he’d given her a pretty ring with a diamond cluster and a small emerald at the centre. The engagement had lasted barely a month. Ruby had been sad to see Tommy go. He was a nice man. And now here Lily was with another ring: a minuscule ruby inside a diamond-shaped setting.


‘Lucky girl,’ said Ruby. ‘What’s his name?’


‘Hubert Periwinkle,’ said Lily. She glanced round as Ruby and her mother struggled not to laugh. ‘I know, I know,’ said Lily. ‘It’s a ghastly name, isn’t it? Mrs Lily Periwinkle … ugh!’ She held her hand up to the light. ‘Nice ring, though.’


‘So when is the wedding?’ said Bea pointedly.


‘I haven’t decided yet,’ said Lily firmly.


It was pleasant driving around the Sussex lanes. After Bury Hill they took in the villages of Fittleworth and Storrington, before returning to Findon and High Salvington mill. Ruby was always interested in her surroundings. She hadn’t been far in her life – to Eastbourne once when she was a small child, and to Chichester on the bus a few times – but she longed to travel and see something of the world. Her passion was kindled when she found a magazine in the rubbish bin in one of the rooms she cleaned. Ruby smuggled it home (she felt sure if she’d asked Mrs Fosdyke if she could have it, the woman would have said no) and, curling up beside the fire in the late evening, devoured its pages. Under a picture of a boy with several huge bunches of green bananas on his bicycle there was an article about Uganda. It made Ruby long to see the Bujagali Falls and to eat beans, rice and vegetables with the locals.


As the coach climbed the hill away from the Gallops, Ruby made her way down to the front to see Dr Palmer. Happily, he was looking a lot better and was sitting up talking to Albert and her father.


‘We’re about to stop at the mill, sir,’ she said. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘Much better, thank you, Miss Bateman,’ the doctor smiled. ‘In fact I’ve had a wonderful afternoon.’ He patted the seat beside him and Ruby lowered herself down.


‘We shall be having tea when we get there,’ she said. ‘You are welcome to join us, sir.’


‘And would I be right in guessing that, if I say yes, you will be giving up your own tea, Miss Bateman?’ His merry eyes twinkled as he saw her discomfort and he chuckled. ‘You have a big heart, Miss Bateman,’ he said, patting her hand. ‘Don’t let anyone shrink it.’


‘Here we are, folks,’ Cecil called and the coach pulled up. Built in 1750, the old timber roundhouse underneath the mill had been replaced at the turn of the century and tea rooms installed. The mill itself, which was said to be the last working post-mill in Worthing, had been going for 150 years. Cecil stepped down and threw open the door of the coach. ‘Toilets over there to the left,’ he pointed.


Just as Ruby had feared, Albert was waiting for her when she got off the coach but, stepping to one side, she managed to put Cecil and her father between them. As the passengers made their way out of the coach, the children ran across the grass to let off steam, whooping and shouting as they went. The tea that had been laid on for them looked absolutely delicious. Ruby’s mouth watered as she gazed at the Sussex lardy Johns, scones and jam, Sussex plum heavies and the Victoria sponge that graced the snow-white tablecloth next to the rows of cups and saucers. By the time they sat down, Cecil Turner had already asked the caterers to lay on an extra tea so that Dr Palmer could join them. Ruby heaved a sigh of relief. There was no need for her to go without.


Everyone was seated at small tables, so Bea, Ruby and Cousin Lily stayed together. Vinny Cutler, Lily’s mother, was still working at the laundry. May sat at a special table reserved for the children, where they had jelly and cake and drank lemonade. Nelson and Dr Palmer sat with some of the men, who had cracked open a beer barrel rather than drink tea.


Ruby’s brother, Percy, and his friend Jim had already arrived on their bicycles by the time the coach got there. ‘You took your time,’ Percy grinned when he saw Ruby coming towards him. ‘We’ve already been up here for hours.’


‘We saw the Blackshirts,’ said May, running by. ‘They made the coach stop, and our Ruby rescued a doctor from the hotel.’


Jim frowned. ‘Why would the Blackshirts want to stop the coach?’ he asked. Tall and fair with powerfully built shoulders, he was by far the best-looking man there. ‘And what doctor?’


‘They were fighting with some local lads,’ said Ruby. ‘I think it was mainly because they were trying to take away their flag.’


She didn’t notice her father coming up behind her. ‘I’ve heard about them – the Blackshirts. They’re a bad lot,’ said Nelson. ‘Troublemakers, the lot of them.’


‘They were only trying to get their flag back,’ Ruby insisted.


‘And I’m telling you: they were up to no good,’ said Nelson, raising his voice. ‘What they all need is a good hiding.’


‘My father seems to think a good hiding will solve all the world’s ills,’ Percy laughed, embarrassed. Nelson glowered.


‘I’ve been talking to that doctor fellow, and he agrees with me.’ Nelson was already in a belligerent mood. It seemed that he and his son couldn’t say two words without getting angry these days. ‘Why do you think they beat him up?’ Nelson said, wagging his finger in his son’s face. ‘Because he tells the truth about them – that’s why.’


‘All the Blackshirts I’ve met spend their time putting on football matches and boxing competitions,’ said Percy, his eyes flashing. ‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Mosley and his cronies want to take over the whole country,’ Nelson insisted. ‘We’ve always done things a certain way; we’ve done them that way for the last thousand years, and his lot want to change everything. My mates died at Ypres to stop people like him.’


Percy rolled his eyes. ‘Here we go again.’


‘Percy,’ Ruby cautioned softly. Her father looked as if he was going to blow a fuse. She sighed inwardly. Why did Percy always have to antagonize him?


‘I’m afraid your father is right, young man,’ said Dr Palmer, coming up behind him before Nelson could retaliate. ‘Mosley’s message sounds all well and good, but I’m afraid there’s a hidden agenda. He’s looking for a one-party dictatorship.’


Nelson nodded with an ‘I-told-you-so’ expression. Percy looked a little disconcerted. ‘This is Dr Palmer,’ said Ruby. ‘He is one of the guests at Warnes Hotel. Dr Palmer, this is my brother, Percy Bateman.’


The two men shook hands. ‘No disrespect, sir,’ said Percy, ‘but I think you are wrong. What this country needs is strong leadership …’


Ruby moved away and left them to it. She refused to allow the men to spoil her one day out by talking politics, so she went to join her mother and Cousin Lily.


‘Oh, dear. You look as if you’ve lost a pound and found sixpence,’ said Bea as her daughter came up to her. She was relaxing in a deckchair that someone had put on the grass outside the tea rooms.


‘Father and Percy are arguing about politics,’ said Ruby, flinging herself onto a wooden chair. ‘Honestly, I could bang their heads together. Where’s May?’


‘Playing Hide-and-Seek with the other children,’ said Bea. ‘Lily’s going to buy an ice cream. Want one?’


‘Yes, please.’ Ruby spread her legs and fanned her skirt to try and get cool. The sun was warm on her face, and the gentle breeze toyed with the hem. She kicked off her shoes. This was so relaxing. She closed her eyes and made herself think of nice things.


A few minutes later Cousin Lily appeared with two ice creams. ‘Here, have one of these and forget your troubles,’ she smiled.


‘What about you?’ said Ruby, sitting up to take it.


‘I’ll get one in a minute,’ she said. ‘There’s plenty there.’


‘Thanks,’ said Ruby. ‘That’s very kind of you. How’s the job going, Lily?’


Lily was working in service to an old woman who lived in Richmond Road.


Lily sighed. ‘The old lady is moving to her nephew’s home in Yorkshire.’


‘Yorkshire!’ cried Bea. ‘My goodness, that’s a long way away.’


‘Oh, I’m not going with her,’ said Lily, ‘but the family have assured me that they haven’t sacked me. It’s just that they have their own servants.’


‘What on earth will you do?’ said Ruby.


‘Her nephew says he’ll give me a good reference,’ said Lily.


‘That’s something, I suppose,’ Bea conceded.


‘Why are they taking her to Yorkshire?’ asked Ruby.


‘Didn’t you know?’ said Lily. ‘She had a stroke. She can’t talk any more.’


As Cousin Lily hurried off to get another ice cream, Bea sighed. ‘You know why she gave her ice cream to you, don’t you?’


‘No?’ Ruby followed the jerk of her mother’s head. ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘I see what you mean. The ice-cream vendor is quite good-looking, isn’t he?’ And they both laughed.


Albert Longman wasn’t with the rest of the men. He was showing the children some magic tricks. On her way to buy another ice cream, Lily stopped to watch him make a queen of hearts appear in someone’s pocket, and May was thrilled when he found a sixpence behind her ear. Everyone stared wide-eyed as he made a furry mouse disappear from his hat, even though they’d all seen him putting it there. The children spent several minutes looking for it, to no avail. It wasn’t until one heard the mouse calling from under the wood-pile that they found it.


‘He’s awfully good with children,’ Bea remarked, but Ruby only made a non-committal remark. She didn’t want her mother getting any ideas about Albert Longman.


After she’d finished her ice cream, Ruby went back to the men and, unbelievably, they were still arguing.


‘Speaking personally,’ said Jim Searle, ‘I’ve never had any problem in getting a job around here.’


‘People may be affluent down here in the south,’ said Dr Palmer, ‘but you mark my words, up north it’s a totally different story.’


‘We’ve all seen what that Muzzaleni fellow’s done to his country,’ said Nelson. ‘If this Mosley is anything like him, God help us.’


‘I think you’ll find that Mussolini has made a big difference in Italy,’ said Percy, enunciating the Italian leader’s name in such a way that everyone would know his father hadn’t got it quite right. ‘For a start, he’s making it far more productive.’


‘What you may not know, young man, is that already the secret police are carting people off for no good reason,’ said Dr Palmer.


‘What would the likes of Percy know about it anyway?’ Nelson said dismissively.


Percy’s eyes flashed. ‘Quite a bit, as a matter of fact,’ he said.


‘Percy, please,’ Ruby interjected, ‘please let’s not fight.’


‘You keep out of this, Ruby,’ her father said.


‘She’s right, Mr Bateman,’ said Dr Palmer. ‘I shouldn’t have started this discussion now. This isn’t the time or the place. Miss Bateman, I apologize. I’ll say no more.’


‘Don’t mind her,’ said Nelson.


‘I would hate to spoil such a lovely day,’ Dr Palmer insisted. ‘You should feel very proud of your daughter, Mr Bateman. Organizing such a wonderful outing is no mean feat.’


‘What – Ruby?’ Nelson made no attempt to hide the disbelief in his voice. ‘She couldn’t organize a bun fight in a baker’s shop.’


‘Didn’t you know, Uncle Nelson?’ said Lily, coming to join them and slipping her arm through Ruby’s. ‘All this was Cousin Ruby’s idea. Isn’t she clever?’


‘It’s Cecil’s coach …’ Nelson began.


‘But it was Ruby who drummed up the support,’ said Lily.


Ruby blushed. ‘I couldn’t have done it without Cecil’s help,’ she said quickly.


Clearly annoyed, Nelson Bateman picked up his jacket from the back of a chair. ‘You finished those nets yet, boy?’


Percy bristled. Ruby knew he hated being called ‘boy’, especially in company. ‘Not yet.’


‘Thought not,’ said Nelson. ‘Can’t trust you to do a damned thing, can I?’


‘We’re not going out tomorrow, are we?’ said Percy. ‘I’ll do them first thing Monday morning.’


‘Nets should be mended straight away,’ said Nelson pedantically.


‘How about we all go for a walk?’ Jim suggested. ‘It’s lovely up on the hill and there’s quite a good view.’


‘The concert will be starting soon,’ said Cousin Lily, fluttering her eyelids at Albert, who was busy packing away his playing cards and the mouse into a small leather suitcase.


‘I heard someone say it’ll be at least another twenty minutes,’ Jim insisted. ‘It won’t take us long to walk up Honeysuckle Lane. You will excuse us, won’t you, Mr Bateman, Dr Palmer?’


‘It’ll be a lot better than listening to his drivel,’ said Percy, and his father glared.


Lily grabbed Jim’s arm and they started walking.


‘Would you like my arm?’ Albert asked Ruby.


‘Thank you, but I’m walking with my brother,’ said Ruby, pulling Percy away. They set off. ‘You really shouldn’t antagonize Father,’ she scolded him, once they were out of earshot.


‘He drives me mad,’ said Percy. ‘He always has to be right, and everybody else’s opinions count for nothing.’


‘You’re right,’ said Ruby, ‘but just ignore it.’


‘I can’t, Ruby,’ said Percy. ‘I’ve got to leave this place. I can’t stand being with him a moment longer than I have to.’


‘But where will you go?’


‘I don’t know – anywhere.’


‘It’s not easy to get a job,’ said Ruby, ‘and Father’s counting on you to keep the fishing boat in the family.’


‘I hate fishing,’ said Percy. ‘I don’t want to be forced to do something I hate for the rest of my life, and certainly not with the old man.’


‘Oh, Percy … You know what he’ll say.’


‘I’m sorry, Ruby,’ he said, ‘but just because four generations of Batemans have fished, it’s no reason for me to mess up my life. I can’t even stand the smell of fish.’


‘When will you go?’ she asked.


‘As soon as I’ve saved up a bit of money,’ said Percy. ‘He leads me a dog’s life, and I’ve had enough.’


Ruby squeezed his arm. She knew how he felt. He’d told her often enough, and their father’s belligerent attitude didn’t help. Yes, it was a shame, but Percy was right: he deserved to live his own life.


They soon reached the lane. High Salvington itself was part of the South Downs, and the views from the top were indeed lovely. The hill had always been an area of quiet natural beauty, but since the early 1920s a great many large detached houses had been built on the slopes leading to the top, and now this was a much-desired spot. Dr Palmer was right when he said there was little sign of poverty in this area. Only people with plenty of money could afford to live up here. Ruby couldn’t actually see the houses at the summit, but she couldn’t help feeling that they had changed this tranquil spot for good.


She glanced back and, to her amazement, saw her father striding away from them all down the hill. ‘Father’s walking home!’ she gasped.


‘Good riddance,’ said Percy.


‘But what about May?’ cried Ruby.


‘It’s about time May understood what Father is really like,’ said Percy.


‘Oh, she’ll be so disappointed,’ said Ruby.


‘She’ll get over it,’ said Percy flatly.


Albert was back. ‘Would you care to walk further down the meadow?’


‘No, thanks,’ said Ruby cheerfully. ‘You go ahead. I prefer to be on my own.’


Albert pushed his hands into his pockets and set off sulkily down the hill.


The meadow at the top of the lane was full of wild flowers. Ruby marvelled at the way the colours always seemed to blend together. The lady’s bedstraw and the scentless mayweed, which looked like the kind of yellow and white daisies you’d find in any cottage garden, danced in the grass alongside the gentle violet of the field scabious and the more vibrant common knapweed. It was so lovely and peaceful. Why couldn’t life always be like this? If she wasn’t dodging Mrs Fosdyke, she was trying to keep the peace between Percy and Father. Life was like a war zone, even without Mosley and Mussolini and their cronies stirring up dissention everywhere.


Further down the meadow, Percy had run ahead of her and was trying to put a handful of grass down Cousin Lily’s back. She ran off screaming in delight. She might be getting engaged every five minutes, but Ruby couldn’t imagine Lily as a married woman. Ruby herself didn’t join in with the fun and games. Instead, she stood with her arms folded and enjoyed the view.


Jim came and stood beside her, and they watched a skylark soaring high in the air to hover above the grass.


‘Look at that,’ she whispered, without turning her head to look at him.


‘I wish I had my camera with me,’ said Jim. The skylark, singing its heart out, plunged a few feet and rose again. ‘Beautiful.’


She became aware that they were alone and, even more disconcertingly, Jim wasn’t watching the bird; he was looking at her. ‘You look so attractive, with the wind playing with your hair like that. I’d like to take a picture of you sometime.’


Ruby felt herself blush. ‘Oh, go on with you, James Searle,’ she said, pushing his arm playfully.


‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘You’re very photogenic.’


She turned away and the skylark dived down, probably having spotted some insects to eat. Ruby could feel herself becoming self-conscious. Jim was so handsome. When they were at school, all the girls liked him. Of course he was a couple of years above her year, and he’d never even looked at her. His name had been linked to Martha Greenway, and there was talk that perhaps they might marry.


The silence between them was becoming so awkward that Ruby felt the need to say something. ‘I heard that you’re working at Warwick Studios,’ she said. ‘How are you getting on with your photography?’


‘I’m really enjoying it,’ he said, his enthusiasm shining through. ‘I’m learning all about the business, and I’m being stretched all the time.’


‘So what comes next? Have you got any ambitions?’


‘Not sure,’ he said. ‘I’d rather like to be a newspaper photographer. There’s always good money to be made for on-the-spot pictures.’


‘So you’re driven by money,’ she teased.


‘Absolutely not,’ said Jim, suddenly serious. ‘I just want to be at the forefront of what’s going on.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Ruby, blushing. ‘That must have sounded rather rude. I didn’t mean it to. No offence.’


‘None taken,’ Jim smiled. ‘What about you? I heard that you went to work in Warnes Hotel. What’s it like?’


‘Very strict,’ said Ruby, ‘but I know I’m getting a good training and, if I ever wanted a reference, there’s none better than a good one from Warnes.’


‘And do you have ambitions?’


‘Well, that’s a first,’ Ruby chuckled, ‘someone asking me if I have ambitions.’


‘Why not?’ said Jim.


‘I know what I’ve got to do and what’s expected of me, but I’ve never even dared to think what I’d like to do,’ said Ruby.


‘Now’s your chance,’ Jim smiled. ‘What do you enjoy?’


‘Being with people, I suppose,’ she said. ‘I’m not supposed to talk to them, but I enjoy hearing what the guests have been up to. You meet such interesting people.’


‘Would you like to travel?’


‘That’s hardly likely to happen to someone like me,’ said Ruby wistfully.


‘But if you could …?’


‘I’d like to speak another language,’ she said, her eyes bright with excitement. ‘I love it when the foreign guests talk to each other. I try to imagine what they are saying.’


‘Who is this beautiful chambermaid?’ said Jim, making his voice sound like a foreigner speaking bad English.


‘Oh, I’m sure they’d never say that,’ Ruby laughed.


‘Have you ever thought of trying the WEA?’ he asked.


‘Whatever’s that?’ cried Ruby.


‘The Workers’ Educational Association,’ said Jim. ‘They do classes for working-class people.’ He paused. ‘They’re not very expensive.’


Ruby pulled the corners of her mouth down and shook her head. ‘Never heard of them.’


There was a short pause and then he said, ‘You know, I think every one of us gets at least one chance in life to change direction. It happened, for me, when I was watching Mr Hayward taking some pictures of the pier.’


‘I remember Percy telling me the story,’ Ruby smiled. ‘He asked you if you wanted to look into the viewfinder.’


Jim nodded. ‘I was fascinated right from the word go. I was just a kid, but Mr Hayward told me if I still felt the same about photography when I left school, I should come to his studios.’


‘And you did?’ said Ruby.


‘I nearly didn’t,’ said Jim. ‘The people in the Home wanted me to be a nurseryman. They even had a job lined up for me, in the glasshouses along the Littlehampton Road.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said Ruby. For a moment she had quite forgotten that Jim was an orphan and was brought up in a children’s home. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to remind you.’


‘Don’t be,’ said Jim. ‘It’s life.’


‘Were they upset that you didn’t want to work in the glasshouses?’


‘For a while,’ said Jim, ‘but then they could see that a love of the camera was in my blood.’


‘Making choices is fine for a boy,’ said Ruby. ‘Girls don’t have that luxury. Girls are expected to get married. They won’t have a lot of time for anything else, once children come along.’


‘One day you will get your chance to follow your dreams,’ said Jim. ‘Just be sure of what you want, and don’t let anything get in the way.’


‘You sound like one of those agony aunts in magazines,’ Ruby chuckled.


They stood quietly side-by-side, and Ruby began to think of other things. Was Jim still stepping out with Martha? The last she’d heard, Martha had got a well-paid job with a titled family and was saving hard, because she and Jim were practically engaged. She chewed the inside of her mouth anxiously. In the end she had to ask him. ‘How is Martha? Does she still write to you?’ But as soon as the words were out of her mouth, Ruby could have kicked herself. Why did she have to bring up Martha Greenway?


‘She’s fine,’ said Jim. ‘She’s coming back to Worthing in a couple of months.’


‘It’ll be good to see her again,’ said Ruby. As a matter of fact she didn’t really care one way or the other, but it was something to say. Although she had nothing against Martha, she and Martha Greenway had never been the best of pals.


‘I guess so,’ said Jim with a shrug.


His remark puzzled Ruby. He’d made it sound as if he wasn’t bothered if he never saw Martha again.


There was a shout, and they knew it was time to go back to the tea rooms. Ruby shivered and rubbed her bare arms.


‘Cold?’ asked Jim.


‘It is a bit chilly,’ she conceded. He took off his coat and threw it over her shoulders. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.


‘You’re welcome,’ he said.


As they walked back to the mill, Ruby pulled the sleeves around her. Jim’s coat was lovely and warm, and it smelled of him.




CHAPTER 3


The little concert was a great success and everyone agreed that it had been a lovely day. With the proceeds from the raffle as well, they had raised £4 19s. 6d. Of course May had been disappointed that her father wasn’t there to hear her sing her solo, but the encouragement and praise she got from everyone else more than made up for it. On the way home she fell asleep on Bea’s lap on the coach, and Albert Longman carried her back into the cottage, almost falling over a suitcase left by the front door. Ruby carried it into the scullery and put her sister to bed. By the time she’d done all that, Albert had gone and she was ready for bed herself. She had to be up at five the next day to make sure she was at the hotel by six. It wouldn’t do to upset Mrs Fosdyke.


Ruby began her new day at Warnes Hotel by cleaning the front step as usual, followed by the dining room and the hallway. After using the Vactric, she had to dust every piece of furniture, straighten every cushion and, in the winter, lay the fires. Now that it was summer, she had to dust around the big flower arrangement in the hearth and pick up any cigarette ends that the guests had thrown into the empty grate. As she worked, a couple of flowers fell out of the vase. Winnie, the florist, wasn’t due in that day, so Ruby stuffed them back as best she could. She was sure Winnie would have made a much better job of it, but it was the best she could do.


Ruby enjoyed this part of her work the most, because she wasn’t alone. The other cleaners and chambermaids joined in and they all worked together. Few people were up at that time of the morning. Breakfast wasn’t until eight-thirty, unless a guest specifically asked for an earlier one, so even the kitchen staff didn’t appear much before seven. As part of her privileged position, Mrs Fosdyke didn’t come on duty until eight forty-five, so the girls could chat as they worked. There was too much to do to indulge in frivolity, and Ruby kept them in line, but at least they could catch up with everybody’s news.


Most girls were about Ruby’s age, although Phyllis Dawson had been in the hotel for more than twenty years. They called her a ‘simple girl’ because there were things she couldn’t understand and she got very upset if she was told off, but Phyllis had a sweet nature. She liked working with Ruby, so she stuck close.


Edith Parsons came from the area of Worthing called Heene, where she lived with her widowed mother and three siblings. A rather plain girl with dowdy clothes, Edith was a little older than Ruby and she had already had a hard life. Her father had died of tuberculosis about a year ago and, young as she was, Edith was the main breadwinner in the house. Her mother took in washing and cleaned at the local public baths to make ends meet, but Ruby knew Edith had little time for fun.


Doris Fox was by far the prettiest of the chambermaids. At nineteen, she had blonde hair and blue eyes and a fashionably slim figure, perfect for the long-line dresses so favoured at the moment. She was stepping out with a taxi driver she’d met at one of the dances at the Assembly Hall, and Ruby felt it wouldn’t be long before she left to get married. Unemployment wasn’t as bad in Worthing as it was in other parts of the country, but no self-respecting hotel employed young married women. A woman’s place was in the home, especially once children came along; and besides, there were plenty of single young women who would jump at the chance to work for a prestigious employer like the Warnes Hotel.


‘So come on, Ruby,’ said Doris. ‘Tell us all about yesterday.’


Ruby made sure they were all doing specific jobs, and then Doris, Edith and Phyllis were all ears as she told them about her rescue of Dr Palmer, and about the concert they’d all enjoyed on the hill.


‘We began with a couple of old Sussex songs,’ she said. ‘“Sussex Won’t be Druv” and “Sussex by the Sea”.’


‘I like that one,’ said Phyllis, and immediately started humming the tune.


‘Everyone was touched by May’s sweet solo,’ Ruby went on. ‘I saw several people wiping away a tear or two as she sang and, when she’d finished, the applause went on for a very long time.’


‘Aaah,’ sighed Doris. ‘I wish I’d been there.’


‘Nice doing things as a family,’ said Edith wistfully.


Embarrassed, Ruby turned her head. She had deliberately left out the bit about the row with Percy, and her father stalking off in a huff, but then some things were best left private. She was now on her hands and knees, dusting the ornamental legs of an Indian-style table. Once it was dusted, she put a little polish on a cloth and gave the legs a shine. She loved the smell of lavender and took pride in her work.


‘I suppose your brother went up on his bicycle?’ said Doris.


‘He did,’ said Ruby. ‘Quite a few of the cycling club went with him.’ She named a few names, including that of Jim Searle.


‘Oooh,’ said Edith. ‘Did Martha come as well?’


With a little stab of jealousy, Ruby shook her head.


Doris pulled the corners of her mouth down. ‘So did Dr Palmer stay to the bitter end?’ she asked.


Ruby nodded. ‘I was quite surprised,’ she said. ‘I mean, the singing wasn’t the sort of quality he must be used to.’


‘But he enjoyed it,’ said Doris.


‘Actually, he was quite generous in his praise.’


‘How did he get home?’ Doris was putting a vase of limp flowers onto a trolley, ready to push it into the outside kitchen. ‘You never brought him back here in the coach, did you?’
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