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  ‘Even if I’d known that love hurt like this, I’d never have settled for friendship’ – Ruby Bright
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  Chapter One




  1953




  Ruby Payne was partying at the local dance hall with her friends, Kath Rigler and Kath’s older brother, Bernie. They had all grown up together on the Isle of Dogs, the

  heart of London’s East End, and had come through some tough times during the war. Ruby liked to think that she and Kath were more like sisters. While she had turned nineteen already this

  year, Kath’s birthday was in just a week’s time. They had spent the best part of the evening dancing and talking excitedly about their planned celebration at a pub in Hoxton.




  ‘I’ll drive us in style,’ Bernie had assured them with a wink. ‘You girls put on your finery and we’ll paint the town.’ Bernie, who was twenty-two, was tall

  and dark-haired like his sister and had been best friends with Ruby’s late brother, Pete. Ruby had a soft spot for him, but she and Kath often took the mickey when he tried to chat up the

  birds. Bernie fancied himself as a charmer and with his exceptional good looks was never short of a date.




  Ruby smiled when she saw Bernie with his arms around a girl, trying to smooch on the dance floor. This time, he wasn’t having it all his own way. The blonde looked uninterestedly in the

  other direction.




  ‘Your brother’s wasting his time,’ Ruby said to Kath, who, finding no partner, was dancing beside her. ‘That girl only has eyes for the big guy on the door. I saw them

  outside as we came in. He was all over her and she was lapping it up.’




  ‘Trust Bernie to try his luck on Mr Universe’s bit of stuff,’ Kath giggled from under her long dark curtain of straight hair. Ruby knew how conscious Kath was of her gangling

  figure. Tonight she was wearing flat pumps with her dark blue trouser suit, which brought her down to six inches above Ruby’s petite five five, extended only by her slender high heels.

  ‘My brother will get his nose rearranged one day.’




  ‘Wouldn’t do him any harm,’ Ruby acknowledged with a grin. ‘He might keep his hands to himself after that.’ Ruby tossed back her shining blonde shoulder-length hair

  and felt it bounce lightly on her shoulders as she swayed her hips to the music. Her large hazel eyes were confident and had a mature expression for her young age. Wearing the new red-and-black

  polka-dot circle-skirt and white halter-neck blouse she knew she looked her best; but even though Fortuno’s was crowded, she hadn’t really seen anyone she fancied. Not that she’d

  been short of partners. She had enjoyed every dance, from the old-type swing to the new craze from America, rock ‘n’ roll. Fortuno’s dance hall in Aldgate was no great shakes with

  its worn and tired decor. But there was plenty of floor space. And after all, it was the dancing she and Kath came for; switching off their humdrum, everyday lives.




  ‘Enjoying yourselves, girls?’ Bernie’s deep voice broke into her thoughts as, now abandoned, he pushed his way through the crowd towards her and Kath. He put on his cheeky

  white smile, running a hand through his thick black hair.




  ‘More than you, it seems,’ Ruby chuckled, nodding at the girl who was making her way up the steps to the busy entrance and the burly package of muscles standing by the door.




  ‘Not my type,’ Bernie shouted above the music. ‘She don’t know what she’s missing though.’ He shrugged indifferently, but both she and Kath looked at each

  other in amusement. Bernie’s ego was never dented, at least not for long.




  ‘Fancy a dance, doll?’ Bernie said as Kath was approached by a young man who pulled her into his arms and set off with her through the crowd at a rate of knots.




  Ruby shrugged. ‘Suppose so.’ She didn’t really like dancing with Bernie who seemed unable to stop trying out his charm offensive even on her. But since she was now alone, she

  gave in. ‘Just one, Bernie.’




  ‘One’s enough, doll.’ Bernie took her in his arms and, as usual, it always surprised her just how tall he’d grown – well over six feet – from the skinny kid

  he used to be. Ruby had to admit that as a crane operator in the docks he’d built up plenty of muscle, though he drove her insane always combing his boot-polish black hair into that floppy

  quiff across his forehead. ‘Put one hand on me broad shoulders.’ Bernie continued to tease, knowing full well his bravado would irritate her. ‘And let Tarzan do the rest.’

  He pulled her against him, swamping her in a throat-choking cloud of hairdressing.




  ‘Phew!’ Ruby objected, trying to wriggle free from the clinch. ‘What’s that smell?’




  ‘Come on, doll, don’t be like that.’




  ‘Not so close, Bernie. You’re crushing me to death.’




  ‘You’re spoiling all me fun, as usual.’




  ‘Just keep your hands to yourself,’ Ruby chided gently.




  Ruby was relieved to find that he took heed of her warning and they danced companionably for a while to Al Martino’s ‘Here In My Heart’. It was at times like this she really

  missed Pete, the brother she had adored and who had died unexpectedly two years ago.




  At twenty-one, Pete had all his life before him. He was a happy-go-lucky East Ender who had got himself a great new job in the West End. He worked for a wealthy employer, who he chauffeured

  around the country in a very smart limousine. Like her, Pete had been a blond, as tall as Bernie, and had kept himself in perfect shape.




  Ruby would never forget the scene. She’d found Pete in his room early one morning, lying, fully dressed in his suit, across his bed. A bottle of pills spilled across the cover. The smell

  of drink hung heavily in the air. She had shaken his cold body and knew instantly her Pete was gone. It was a shock her family was still recovering from two years later. The verdict of misadventure

  hadn’t found them any closure. The tragedy still haunted them all, especially her mum Babs.




  Bernie snuggled in close. ‘You’re a lovely mover, Ruby, do you know that? You’ve got the best figure of any girl in here tonight.’




  ‘Behave yourself, Bernie.’




  ‘It’s no fun being a saint,’ he replied, ignoring her warning as his hands slipped slowly over her hips. ‘And anyway, I’m paying you a compliment.’




  ‘Well, you can keep your hands and compliments to yourself,’ Ruby retaliated, tired of fending him off. ‘I’m off to find your sister, so you’d better find someone

  else to dance with.’




  She was on the edge of the dance floor when Bernie caught up with her. ‘What is it with you lately?’ he demanded, his dark eyes puzzled. ‘Ever since I came home from me

  National Service, you’ve given me the cold-shoulder.’ He stood blocking her path as the other couples turned to stare. ‘All I’m trying to do is watch out for you as Pete

  would have wanted.’




  Ruby stuck her hands on her hips. ‘Don’t use Pete as an excuse to get what you want, because it won’t work.’




  For the first time that evening she saw she’d hit home. ‘Christ, Ruby, that’s bloody rubbish,’ he said huskily. ‘I think too much of you to try it on.’




  ‘You didn’t when I was fifteen!’ The words were out before she could stop them.




  Bernie’s face paled. ‘Listen, I’ll always regret that, you know I will. And I’ve paid the price of that particular quick cuddle.’




  ‘So that’s what it was to you?’




  Bernie reached out to her. ‘Course not. Don’t twist my words. You know how I felt about you then.’




  Just then, Jo Stafford’s hit of last year, ‘You Belong To Me’, began to play. It was her most favourite ballad of all time. Her mood mellowed as she thought of her dead

  brother’s fondness for the American singer whose records he collected.




  Bernie, whom she knew so well, was probably thinking the same. Pete and Bernie had been close buddies and his intense black eyes were softening as though he too was remembering Pete and the past

  that united them all.




  ‘Come on, let’s make up,’ he coaxed. ‘Finish this number with me. It is Jo Stafford, after all.’




  Ruby rolled her eyes, feeling the anger drain away. She and Bernie had shared a few reckless minutes together when they were teenagers and had lived to regret it. She had been as curious about

  sex as he had and one night after the cinema they had lost their heads. There had been no consequences, but they had taken an awful risk.




  Bernie stepped forward and drew her gently into his arms. As they slowly and silently resumed their dance, Jo Stafford’s sultry tones washed over the room. Although Bernie tried his best

  to make her laugh and keep their friendship on an even keel, Ruby wished that somehow she could find real romance. Someone who could really turn her on. She’d definitely never been in love,

  not even close. But what was love anyway? If Debbie Wilson at work was to be believed, it was the ring on a girl’s finger that mattered. Debbie’s every waking moment was devoted to her

  fiancé, Roger Stacey, who, in Ruby’s book, was a crushing bore. No, it wasn’t a ring she craved like Debbie did. Ruby was curious about life – and about men. All the boys

  she’d been out with had left her cold. Like Bernie, they all thought they were the bee’s knees, with their leather jackets and corny chat-up lines.




  Suddenly she was aware of a couple dancing close by. The boy was wearing a mohair suit and the girl, a tall brunette, was openly eyeing Bernie, giving it all she had. Bernie, who never missed a

  trick, began to put on his cheesy Dean Martin act, crooning loudly along to the tune. Ruby found herself laughing.




  ‘What’s so funny?’ he demanded.




  ‘You are.’




  ‘You’re just jealous of me charm, that’s all.’




  ‘You wish!’




  As they continued to dance, Ruby thought about their shared childhood growing up in the slums of the East End. The four of them, Bernie and Kath, her and Pete, had been inseparable; they’d

  had to be to survive the poverty. No one had any money: they’d learned how to look after themselves at a very young age. Then, in ’39, war broke out and a year later there were nine

  solid months of the Blitz. God, what a nightmare evacuation had been! The kids had been promised the sunny seaside, fresh salty air and good food. Instead they’d got damp and foggy Devon,

  living with strangers who resented the intrusion.




  She and Pete had been billeted at a vicarage. Bernie and Kath, a farm. Five years away from the Smoke and Pete and Bernie became a force to be reckoned with. They’d hated the village

  school. And the school hated them. No one had championed the lice-ridden cockney mongrels, with mouths as foul as drains. She still cringed at the old saying, ‘Cleanliness is next to

  godliness.’ It reminded her of delousing baths, forced prayers and endless Bible readings!




  A whiff of Bernie’s hairdressing snapped Ruby back to the present. ‘Fancy a drink on the way home?’ Bernie suggested breezily. ‘If we leave early enough we can nip in the

  Bricklayer’s.’




  ‘Don’t think so,’ Ruby declined. ‘I’m not in the mood.’




  ‘Blimey, you are a right madam tonight.’




  ‘And you’re like a bloody octopus.’




  ‘Thanks. Dunno why I bother.’




  ‘Nor do I!’




  But it didn’t take long before he took to fooling around again and this time she pushed him hard. Much harder than she intended. With a look of astonishment on his face, Bernie went

  sprawling.




  ‘You silly mare!’ he exclaimed as, almost tripping over, he was made to look a fool in front of the brunette. ‘What did you do that for?’




  As she stood there trying to smother her amusement, she became aware of a man pushing his way through the crowd towards them. ‘Now you’ve gone and done it,’ she hissed, trying

  to warn Bernie. ‘Look! They’re sending management over.’




  ‘It wasn’t me that did the pushing,’ Bernie argued, pulling his jacket firmly back on his shoulders. ‘It was you.’




  For a guilty moment they stared at the stranger who said nothing, but locked disapproving eyes with Bernie.




  An older guy, in his mid-thirties, Ruby guessed. A few inches shorter than Bernie. He was broad and upright, with short brown hair styled carefully away from his face. Square jaw, unflinching

  brown eyes and wearing a dark, tailored suit and black roll-neck sweater to die for.




  ‘Who are you staring at, mush?’ Bernie demanded, his temper now short.




  ‘Ease up on the lady, pal.’




  ‘What?’ Bernie’s tone was incredulous.




  ‘You heard.’




  ‘Who the hell are you?’ Bernie demanded, poking a finger in the air.




  ‘Just offering some friendly advice.’




  Bernie laughed. ‘Well, in that case, you know where you can stuff it.’




  Ruby hadn’t ever seen Bernie so angry. If this got out of hand, there would be a price to pay. Namely them all getting banned from Fortuno’s. And no way was she having that.




  ‘Come on, Bernie, let’s go,’ she pleaded.




  ‘This geezer doesn’t work here,’ Bernie decided loudly. ‘What right has he got to stick his nose in our business?’




  Shaking her head, Ruby swallowed. ‘Bernie, give over. We don’t want any trouble.’




  The man inclined his head and smiled at her.




  Ruby was transfixed; she couldn’t drag her eyes away from his intense gaze. But she knew she had to do something to defuse the situation as Bernie puffed out his chest aggressively.




  ‘Bernie, forget it. We can go to the Bricklayer’s if you want,’ she cajoled, pulling hard on his arm and managing to move him a few feet. ‘Wait for me by the coffee bar.

  I’ll meet you and Kath after I’ve powdered my nose.’




  Ruby took a chance and left, hurriedly pushing a path towards the foyer. Glancing over her shoulder, she was relieved to see Bernie slinking off towards Kath who was sitting on a tall stool at

  the coffee bar.




  She had almost arrived at the Ladies, when a hand came down on her shoulder. She turned, heart in mouth.




  ‘The name’s Nick Brandon,’ the stranger said softly. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t intend to butt in back there.’




  Ruby’s jaw dropped. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘Just an interested party,’ he said, lifting an eyebrow. ‘I thought that guy was pestering you.’




  ‘What’s it got to do with you if he was?’ Ruby spluttered defensively. ‘And anyway, he’s a friend.’




  ‘Then I guess you’re in need of better friends,’ he responded with a slight smile. ‘You’re a beautiful, classy girl. You could make something of yourself, do you

  know that? Don’t waste your time in places like this.’ His words were like a caress. Staring into his eyes she felt her body responding, trapped by some mysterious force connecting

  them. He said she was beautiful and classy. When had anyone ever told her that?




  ‘Perhaps I can help you,’ he said without hesitation. ‘Take my card. Ring me tomorrow. Okay?’




  Ruby looked down at the card he had pushed into her hand. NICK BRANDON was printed in large, bold capitals. Underneath was a telephone number.




  When she looked up again, he was gone.




  





  Chapter Two




  It was Monday morning and the least favourite day of Ruby’s week. She was almost broke, too. Her 25s wage barely covered necessities. After paying her share of the rent,

  food and bills there wasn’t much left over. Yet Kath was always going on about how lucky they were to rent such a cheap room from Bernie who had sub-let it from the landlord.




  Cheap, yes, decent, no, Ruby thought dismally. One shabby bedsit in Poplar, fitted with a single bed and bed-settee, wasn’t the luxury she craved. She tried to save on the bus fares by

  walking to work each day. But Larry’s Poodle Parlour was at least thirty minutes up the Commercial Road and Ruby liked her beauty sleep. It was always a struggle to arrive by eight.




  Still, she’d had an amazing Saturday night. As she paused her scissors over the poodle’s floppy white fringe, she was back again at Fortuno’s. Nick Brandon’s card was in

  her hand. He had invited her to call him. My God, had it really happened?




  Well, yes! Because Bernie had gone on about him all the way home. Was she sure she didn’t know him? Why had he approached her and not some other chick? Finally Kath had told her brother to

  put a sock in it.




  Ruby had examined the card at least a hundred times. A name and telephone number, that was all. Did she have the courage to phone? Would Nick Brandon even answer? And what would she say if he

  did?




  ‘You going to trim that dog or eat it?’




  Ruby jumped, realizing her friend Debbie Wilson, the poodle parlour’s only other employee, was addressing her.




  Ruby looked down at the poodle. Its frightened eyes were popping out of its sockets. ‘I was miles away,’ she said vaguely, nipping carefully at the fringe and scattering a shower of

  pure white fluff across the floor. ‘I can’t seem to get going this morning. Even though I slept most of yesterday.’




  ‘What!’ Debbie exclaimed. ‘My mum would have a fit if I wasn’t up to help her cook Sunday dinner. Rog gets me in at a decent hour, though. What time did you stumble

  in?’




  ‘We went dancing then had a drink,’ Ruby admitted cautiously, well aware of Debbie’s disapproval.




  ‘Don’t know what you see in Fortuno’s,’ Debbie countered. ‘It’s a dive.’




  ‘Yes, but I like it.’




  ‘I suppose you went with Kath and that idiot brother of hers?’ Debbie said accusingly as she dusted down her clean white overall. ‘You could do so much better.’




  Ruby thought it best to ignore this. Debbie could be really bitchy at times. She turned the poodle’s head, attempting to complete the pom-pom trim. ‘Stay still, Delilah. I

  don’t want to graze you.’ She shook the talcum powder over the curly white fur. ‘There, now, you’ll smell nice for your owner.’




  ‘So it’s a given you didn’t meet anyone?’ Debbie said, resuming their conversation.




  Ruby thought it safer not to mention her encounter with the mystery man. Not yet. After all, Saturday might turn out to be just a sweet memory.




  ‘As I said,’ Debbie harked on, ‘Kath Rigler won’t win you any friends, nor her brother.’




  Debbie had only met Kath and Bernie a few times but had taken an instant dislike. Ruby knew Debbie and her boyfriend moved in what they thought were classier circles. And perhaps that was true

  in a way. Debbie came from a good family, a dad with a nine-to-five job, a mum who only had to look after Debbie and her two younger twin brothers. The Wilsons had lived all their lives over

  Victoria Park way in a nice house. A world away from the slums that she and Pete and the Riglers had grown up in.




  Ruby distractedly brushed the dog hair from her overall. If only Kath were to find herself a boyfriend. She could be pretty if she did something with her lank black hair and beanpole figure. But

  Kath was nervous of men. With a father like Alf Rigler, no wonder! A violent drunk, he had knocked seven bells out of his two kids and timid wife. And God knew what else, Ruby reflected, that poor

  Kath was too ashamed to disclose.




  If only Kath could make new friends, Ruby thought wistfully. After twelve months of their living together like sardines in a can, Ruby had come to the conclusion they both needed to get out and

  about more.




  Suddenly there was a yelp and Ruby stared down at the trembling poodle. A red patch of blood had formed in the dog’s white fur.




  ‘You cut too close,’ Debbie accused as the little dog leaped from Ruby’s arms. ‘Mrs Freeman will kill you!’




  Heart in mouth, Ruby gave chase. How had she managed to injure it so badly? At the desk, movement came from a muddle of woolly blankets on the floor. Just as she was about to investigate, a

  black car pulled up outside the parlour. It was a flash, foreign-looking motor, but Ruby couldn’t see who was driving. Was it Laurence Dickens, the parlour’s owner? Perhaps he had

  bought himself a new car.




  ‘Perfect time to show up, Larry,’ she muttered, wondering why he’d called at this time of day. He never usually collected the takings till six.




  Then, to her relief, the car moved off again.




  Ruby looked down for the poodle, but the little dog was gone.




  ‘I’ve got her,’ she heard Debbie wailing. ‘Come and see.’




  Ruby hurried out to the back. Debbie was holding the poodle against her chest.




  ‘How bad is she hurt?’ Ruby dared not look.




  Debbie threw back her head and hooted. ‘It’s make-up, not blood! You must have spilled rouge on her. You was half asleep this morning when you did your face in the mirror.’




  Ruby sighed with relief. ‘Thank goodness. I had visions of old Mrs Freeman chewing my ear off.’




  ‘She would have, an’ all,’ Debbie agreed, hurriedly checking the time by the clock on the wall. ‘Look, we’d better get cracking. If you want to clear the mess in

  here, I’ll take Delilah outside and hose her. She’ll soon dry in the sun.’




  Ruby nodded gratefully. ‘Thanks, Debs.’




  Ruby began to clean up, wondering if the parlour would ever make it big and fulfil Larry’s dreams of matching the successes of the West End dog boutiques. When they first opened in the

  Commercial Road a year ago, Larry had promised they’d soon pull in the rich owners and make them a small fortune as it didn’t take much nous to trim the hair from a dog. But so far, his

  prediction had fallen short of its mark.




  Not that Ruby really minded. Laurence Dickens was a great boss. He’d chosen her from a long list of hopefuls. The wage was disappointing, but he let her and Debbie run the parlour as they

  liked. He was all right, was Larry. As employers went, he was one in a million.




  Glancing out of the parlour’s window she saw the black car again. It drove slowly past and Ruby hurried to take a closer look.




  By the time she opened the front door and stood on the pavement, the vehicle had disappeared.




  ‘Any sign of Mrs Freeman?’ Debbie asked an hour later, now minus her heels and plodding about the back yard in wellingtons. Sliding a spade under the excrement, she

  shovelled the muck into the battered dustbin.




  ‘Not yet.’




  ‘Good. Delilah’s still damp.’




  The sharp September breeze blew across the yard and Ruby pulled a face. ‘What a stink!’




  ‘The bin’s full. Didn’t have a chance to clear up on Saturday before we left. One sniff of this and Larry would faint.’




  ‘For someone who owns a poodle parlour, it’s weird,’ Ruby mused curiously. ‘Larry don’t like dogs. Or cats. Or anything with feathers.’




  Debbie chuckled. ‘Bonkers, eh? You’d think after his mum passed away, he’d sell up. But no. He simply got rid of all the livestock she kept, decorated through – and then

  hired us to run it as a poodle parlour.’




  Ruby frowned thoughtfully. ‘I didn’t know his mum kept livestock here.’




  Debbie jerked her head towards the brick wall and adjoining building. ‘Len, the greengrocer next door, told me the old biddy dyed knackered-out greyhounds a different colour, so she could

  sell them to race under another name. She even trapped wild birds and kept them in cages. He said she’d sell anything with a heartbeat. If anyone had offered a good price for Larry

  she’d probably have taken it.’




  ‘Poor Larry. No wonder he flogged everything when she died.’




  ‘What Len objected to was the stink of the animals as it drifted over the wall. She wasn’t exactly known for her hygienic standards.’




  Ruby shuddered at the horror story. ‘Not like Larry, then?’




  ‘No, Larry even carries a lady’s lace hanky to blow his nose with.’




  ‘Yeah, he’s dead fussy about his looks,’ Ruby agreed.




  Debbie raised an eyebrow. ‘We’re more or less running the business for him, you know. Not making millions, but enough to cover the overheads and for them to trot off abroad every

  year.’




  ‘Don’t blame ’em.’ Ruby shrugged. ‘I like Stuart. He’s always got a smile.’




  ‘And more!’ Debbie snorted. ‘He’s a dish.’




  Ruby thought of Larry’s boyfriend who breezed in occasionally to flatter and charm. Tall, dark and exotically handsome, he’d be snatched up by any girl if he was available. Stuart

  must have been a real catch for Larry who was nothing out of the ordinary. Short and plump and in his early thirties, he was already losing his hair.




  ‘You off soon?’ Debbie removed her wellingtons and slipped on her shoes at the back door.




  ‘I’m going to have me hair done at two.’




  ‘No rush, love. Larry never calls till late, so take your time. And I’ve only got the Pekinese to trim.’ Debbie smiled, her blue eyes twinkling. ‘By the way, there was

  someone trawling past us in a blooming great car this morning. It stopped, then moved off and must have gone around the block as it came back again.’




  ‘Did you see who was driving?’




  ‘No, why?’




  ‘I saw it too. Just now. Thought it might be Larry. But it wasn’t.’




  Debbie frowned. ‘Here, it ain’t Bernie, is it? Up to his old tricks again, following you.’




  Ruby despaired at the thought. Bernie had once or twice tried to meet her from work until she’d told him in no uncertain terms to get lost. ‘He don’t have expensive wheels like

  that,’ Ruby dismissed. ‘His car is a rust bucket.’




  ‘Well then, it might be Jack the Ripper for all we know.’ Debbie laughed at her own joke. ‘Watching two pretty girls and waiting for his chance to strike.’




  But Ruby didn’t find the joke funny. ‘Don’t say that. It’s scary.’




  ‘On the other hand it could be a posh geezer sussing us out,’ Debbie remarked with a teasing grin. ‘Some good-looking chancer with hidden assets.’




  Ruby frowned. ‘You’d better not let Rog hear you saying that.’




  ‘Why not? We’re not hitched yet.’




  ‘As good as.’




  Debbie tapped the side of her nose. ‘A girl’s got to have some fun occasionally.’




  Ruby laughed though she still felt unsettled. There weren’t many cars around like the one that had waited outside the parlour. Why should anyone want to stare in if they weren’t a

  dog owner? And if they were, why hadn’t they brought in their pet?




  ‘How do you fancy coming out with me and Rog next Saturday?’ Debbie enquired. ‘Bring your boyfriend too. We’ll make it a foursome.’




  Ruby pulled a face. ‘You know I’m not seeing anyone.’




  ‘In that case, come on your own.’




  ‘It’s Kath’s birthday,’ Ruby said with a shrug. ‘We’re going to a pub up Hoxton way.’




  Debbie wrinkled her nose. ‘Hoxton’s not my cup of tea, I’m afraid.’




  ‘I can’t cancel, Debbie. Not at the last minute.’




  ‘Please yourself.’ Debbie glanced in the big mirror, flicking her blonde fringe with her long painted nails. ‘But you’ll be missing out. We’re off to the Manor, in

  Hampstead.’




  ‘The Manor?’ Ruby repeated incredulously. ‘The new club everyone’s talking about? But it’s membership only.’




  Debbie nodded, a smug look on her face. ‘Rog sold the manager an insurance policy. In return Rog got complimentary tickets to the club. Rog said the place is loaded with antiques and old

  paintings, not like your usual grungy venue. There’s a good cabaret and dancing too. So, as I say, you’ll be missing a good night out.’




  Ruby was sorely tempted. Compared to sitting in a dingy, stuffy pub eating fish and chips, it was no contest. ‘How much would I have to pay on entry?’




  ‘Told you, it’s free.’




  Ruby felt a real thrill. The Manor was said to be very high class and memberships were like gold dust.




  Debbie lifted her big blue eyes. ‘Wouldn’t offer if I wasn’t sure. Anyway, it’s up to you.’ She raised her neat eyebrows.




  Ruby hesitated then quickly nodded. ‘Okay, I’ll come.’




  ‘What will you tell Kath?’




  ‘Dunno yet.’




  Debbie looked satisfied. ‘We’ll pick you up about nine. You can stay at my place if you like. That is, if you don’t mind kipping with me.’




  ‘What about Rog?’




  ‘Blimey, I never take him back home, except for a quick cuppa. Don’t want him getting the third degree from Dad. Even though we’re engaged and I am twenty-one!’




  ‘I forgot, you’re a big girl now.’




  ‘Big enough,’ Debbie added with a rueful smile. ‘Anyway, my parents could sleep through an earthquake. The twins, Desmond and Derek, are only ten. Mum and Dad are knackered out

  before their heads hit the pillow. But I warn you, two little ruffians running around the place means you won’t get a lie-in.’




  Ruby shrugged. ‘Okay. But don’t call for me at the bedsit. I’ll meet you at the Bricklayer’s.’




  ‘Blimey, you are in a bad way,’ Debbie responded drily. ‘You was always going on about how your life would be different if you left home. But now you’ve got a ball and

  chain round your ankle in the form of the Riglers.’




  ‘No, I have not,’ Ruby disagreed at once. ‘But I don’t like to break a promise.’




  All the same, there was a grain of truth in Debbie’s assumption. When Ruby had first started work at Larry’s after Pete’s death, moving in to Kath’s bedsit had felt

  liberating even though the room was tiny. Life at home in the prefab had become depressing. Her mum kept the place as a shrine to Pete; his room and all his belongings were exactly as he had left

  them. The doctor said it was her mum’s way of grieving and she would pull out of it. But time had passed and even her dad had given up trying, preferring the normality of work in the docks

  and his social club. Even so, Ruby still felt guilty about leaving home.




  ‘So what are you wearing on Saturday?’ Ruby asked, changing the subject.




  ‘A brand-new dress,’ Debbie boasted. ‘An off-the-shoulder cocktail gown.’




  ‘Was it pricey?’




  Debbie beamed smugly. ‘Rog isn’t short of a few bob. I think I deserve looking after.’




  ‘I might catch a bus up to Oxford Street on Saturday afternoon after work,’ Ruby decided. ‘I’ve got a bit put by.’ She hadn’t of course. But the rent could

  wait another week. She would never again have another chance like this to go to the Manor.




  





  Chapter Three




  Ruby gazed around at the sophisticated interior of the Manor. Whoever had lived here once, if they didn’t live here now, must surely have been gentry.




  Wooden beams criss-crossed overhead and the walls were papered in thick, embossed wallpaper. A huge log fire sparkled and crackled in a hearth that held a pair of ancient bellows, blackened

  metal tongs and a fringe of horse brasses. Just like she’d seen on the films.




  ‘Well, what do you think?’ Debbie enquired, raising her eyebrows as they stood in the grand entrance.




  ‘It’s stunning!’ Ruby stared at the plushly carpeted staircase. Beneath, a set of impressive double doors was thrown open to the lower floor. She could hear music and laughter.

  Her eyes widened when she saw the formally dressed men and elegant women in evening gowns. Was her new dress going to stand out like a sore thumb?




  ‘Quite a sight, isn’t it?’ Rog peered round Debbie, his blue eyes full of salesman’s confidence. ‘With the manager of this place as my client I clinched my bonus

  for the month.’




  ‘Rog, you are clever,’ Debbie flattered, clinging to his arm. ‘Do you think my dress looks all right?’




  In answer, Rog bent and kissed her full on the lips. A little embarrassed, Ruby made her excuses. ‘I think I’ll find the cloakrooms.’




  ‘I could do with a drink.’ Debbie pulled Rog’s sleeve. ‘Let’s find the bar.’




  ‘Meet you there,’ Rog called over his shoulder as they walked away arm in arm.




  Ruby saw a member of staff by the staircase. She was wearing a figure-hugging black blouse and skirt, and a pair of white gloves, and greeting the visitors with a polite smile. Ruby waited for

  her turn.




  ‘Can you direct me to the cloakrooms, please.’




  ‘The Powder Room is upstairs, madam,’ the girl told her politely. ‘Turn right down the hall and second left.’




  Ruby thanked her, though by the time she reached the top of the staircase she had forgotten the instructions. There were so many things to see. The carpet she trod on was luxuriously thick. She

  felt as if she was walking on air. The walls were covered in huge oil paintings with ornate gilt frames. There was even a suit of armour. She stared, fascinated, at the shining metal. Had someone

  really worn this cumbersome suit for battle?




  By the time she reached the end of the hall, she was lost. Unfortunately she opened the first door she came to and at once realized her mistake.




  A smooth green-baize table filled the room. Groups of distinguished-looking older men wearing formal evening suits were talking around it.




  Ruby felt like dying on the spot. Her cheeks burned as she stood, gawping at her surprised audience. Words of apology tumbled from her lips.




  ‘The other direction, my dear,’ one of the men said in a deep, somewhat amused tone. ‘Would you care for an escort?’




  Ruby shook her head firmly. ‘Oh no! No, thank you,’ she mumbled, and backed away, closing the door softly. Why hadn’t she read the sign on the door, Billiard

  Room?




  She turned back to the hall. Most of the oil paintings were of aristocratic-looking men and women.




  There were also paintings of nudes. Ruby couldn’t help staring at the well-endowed, naked young males and full-breasted girls. She had to tear away her eyes. The Manor certainly was

  surprising!




  She passed the Library and the Study and finally arrived at the Powder Room.




  She gasped as she entered the lavish, exquisitely decorated room, lined with gilt-edged mirrors on apricot and blue walls, not a rust-spot between them. Fragile paper tissues, fluffy white

  towels, squares and ovals of pastel-coloured soaps and even a scented spray stood on the marbled tops. The floor was carpeted in thick blue pile, to match the four velvet chairs in a small annexe

  to her right. She cautiously pushed open the white door of a cubicle and took another gasp. The toilet was an apricot wonder, with a golden chain hanging from the gilt-embossed cistern above.




  This was just heaven!




  A few minutes later Ruby was studying her appearance in the full-length mirror.




  Though she wasn’t as tall as she would have liked to be, the beige chiffon gown showed off her full bust and small waist of which she was very proud. The purchase of the dress had cleaned

  her out. But the sacrifice was worth it.




  Suddenly the door opened and two women entered. They glanced briefly at Ruby and without acknowledging her took their places at the row of mirrors.




  Ruby sat in the little annexe on one of the blue velvet chairs. The women continued to converse in cut-glass accents, as they studied their reflections and attended to their make-up. When

  eventually they left, Ruby thought about the places the women had mentioned; the Champs-Élysées in France, the basilicas of Venice, Rome’s Vatican City. They had bought fashions

  from world-famous designers, eaten at sumptuous restaurants, spoiled by their rich husbands who had flown them to all corners of the earth.




  Ruby sat anxiously, uncertain if she was ready for the Manor. Did she really have the nerve to go downstairs and mix with these people? She was wearing a cheap off-the-peg dress and hadn’t

  ever been further than Devon. What would it be like to live the life of luxury that those women had taken for granted?




  The door opened again. A tall, attractive brunette of about thirty walked in.




  Ruby noted the stylish pearl slide in her thick dark hair and creamy pearls at her neck. She wore a deep green satin gown which – much to Ruby’s relief – was of a similar

  design to her own.




  The woman was so striking that Ruby found herself staring. Much to her embarrassment, their gazes met.




  ‘Do we know each other?’ the woman asked in a friendly fashion.




  Ruby went crimson. ‘N-no,’ she stammered. ‘I was – er – just admiring your dress.’




  ‘Thank you. I see we have similar taste.’




  Ruby was taken aback. Not only was this woman pleasant, but she had just paid her a compliment too. With large green eyes full of warmth, she came over to where Ruby was sitting. ‘Do you

  mind if I join you for a few minutes?’




  ‘No,’ Ruby replied in surprise. ‘Not at all.’




  ‘I’m Annabella Charnwood-Smythe.’ A slim hand was extended and Ruby took it.




  ‘I’m Ruby Payne.’




  ‘Call me Anna. May I ask, is this your first time at the Manor?’




  ‘Yes.’ Ruby blushed. ‘Can you tell?’




  ‘It’s just that I know most of the faces,’ Anna said as she took a black satin case from her purse. With long, manicured fingers, she shook out a cigarette. ‘Do have one,

  won’t you?’




  Ruby was about to say she didn’t smoke, but changed her mind as it seemed unfriendly to refuse. She slid the cigarette between her lips, leaned forward as Anna flicked on her lighter and

  then began to cough.




  ‘Why, my dear, you’re not a smoker, are you?’ Anna said with an amused expression as she slid the cigarette from Ruby’s fingers and ground it out in the coffee-table

  ashtray. ‘You should have said, you know. It’s not a crime not to smoke. Only, perhaps, a little unfashionable these days. Have you never succumbed to this terrible habit?’




  ‘No. But smoking does look very smart.’




  Anna laughed lightly. ‘Believe me, once you start it’s very difficult to stop.’




  ‘That’s what Mum always told me.’




  ‘Your mother is a smoker?’ Anna enquired.




  Ruby nodded. ‘At least forty a day and Dad likes his Old Holborn. But my brother and me never took it up, though.’




  ‘That is a surprise,’ Anna said, frowning.




  ‘Pete was very particular,’ Ruby found herself explaining as the green eyes regarded her curiously. ‘He was always – well – dead worried about his appearance,

  always eating healthy and looking after himself. He used to say you’ve got to look after number one in life, or who else will?’ Ruby stopped and looked down at her tightly clenched

  fingers. Talking about Pete always made her sad. She didn’t know why she had even said his name.




  ‘My dear, is something wrong?’




  ‘No. It’s just that he – he died two years ago. And I still miss him.’




  ‘Oh, I am so sorry,’ Anna replied softly, placing her hand on Ruby’s. ‘How indelicate of me to question you.’




  Ruby sat up straight. ‘No, it’s all right. We were really close, you see. Even when he left home, he’d always come back to stay when he could. But then suddenly he was gone.

  And as I said, I still miss him so much.’




  Anna sighed. ‘Only time will heal, so I’m told.’




  Ruby remained silent. She didn’t want to talk about Pete any more. It was too painful.




  ‘So what do you think of the Manor?’ Anna asked, discreetly changing the subject as if she’d guessed how uncomfortable Ruby felt.




  ‘I haven’t seen much of it yet.’




  ‘Have you come with your date?’




  ‘Oh no. Just some friends.’




  ‘So there’s no romance in your life?’ Anna said, looking surprised. ‘I would have thought a pretty girl like you would have suitors falling over themselves to woo

  you.’




  Ruby looked crestfallen. ‘I wish there were. Instead I’m playing gooseberry to the two people who brought me.’




  Anna hesitated. ‘Listen, I’ve an idea. I know we’ve only just met, but we seem to be in the same situation. I’m with two couples and feel a little redundant. Why

  don’t you join me at my table? At least for a while and we can get to know each other better.’




  Ruby was so shocked, she just sat there. Why would someone like Anna want to get to know her?




  ‘It is rather impertinent of me, I’m afraid,’ Anna said before she could reply. ‘I’m sure you’d prefer to be with your friends.’




  ‘Oh no, not at all,’ Ruby said hurriedly. ‘I’m sure they won’t miss me.’




  ‘In that case, let’s make the most of this evening.’ Anna laughed, her green eyes sparkling as she stood up. ‘This really is fun, isn’t it?’




  Ruby couldn’t believe her good fortune. This evening was turning out to be more fun than she’d ever had before.




  





  Chapter Four




  Although Ruby looked for Rog and Debbie as they passed through the bar, there was no sign of them. However, Ruby’s attention was on Anna, who drew many glances as they

  made their way through the crowded room. She was so flawlessly elegant that women as well as men seemed to be taken by her appearance.




  This place is so much more than Roger described, Ruby thought as they passed groups of people knotted together in conversation; men dressed formally in dinner suits and women wearing evening

  gowns like the couple she had seen in the Powder Room.




  A buzz of conversation came from the bar, its shelves fitted with more optics than Ruby could count. White-coated barmen with black bow ties served the drinks while black-uniformed waitresses

  brought glasses on silver trays to those who were seated. Ruby’s heart thumped as Anna turned to crook her finger, gesturing to a pair of double doors.




  Together they passed through them and into a semi-darkened area, where individual orbs of light cast glows across the many low tables arranged around a dance floor.




  The music, Ruby realized, came from a softly tuned tannoy as there were instruments on a raised platform: a black piano, double bass, saxophone and set of drums.




  ‘The band is taking a break,’ Anna explained, coming to stand close to Ruby. ‘Do you like jazz?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ Ruby replied, feeling very unworldly.




  ‘Then you are in for a pleasant surprise.’ Anna nodded to a table in the far corner. ‘There’s my party. Come along.’




  But Ruby didn’t move as she saw the circle of distinguished-looking men and stylish women seated in comfortable bucket chairs laughing and talking together. Instinctively she felt as

  though she wouldn’t be welcome.




  Anna smiled knowingly. ‘My friends won’t bite, you know.’




  Ruby managed to smile but she still felt nervous. What if Anna’s friends were like those other women? She wouldn’t be able to engage in conversation and was sure to embarrass both

  herself and Anna.




  Moving backwards rather than forwards, Ruby bumped against a chair. ‘Oh . . . s-sorry,’ she stammered, aware that the man carefully returned the glass he was holding to the table,

  disguising the fact that he’d spilled some of its contents. His companion, an attractive young woman dressed in a deep blue cocktail gown, took a handkerchief out of her bag and wiped his

  jacket.




  Ruby wanted to die of embarrassment. She wanted to run. Run far away from the Manor where she felt so out of place. Everything was going wrong. She should never have agreed to Anna’s

  invitation. The Manor and the people there were out of her league. She daren’t even open her mouth or she would betray her cockney accent.




  ‘We’ve met before, haven’t we?’ the man said.




  With a gasp she was unable to disguise, Ruby stared into the handsome features of the mysterious stranger she had met at Fortuno’s.




  ‘Nick!’ Anna was swiftly at Ruby’s side, a smile on her lips. ‘Do you two know each other?’




  ‘Indeed we do,’ he replied, standing up and smiling charmingly. ‘Although it was, I regret to say, a very brief meeting.’




  ‘I see.’ Anna’s soft fingers gently tucked under Ruby’s arm. ‘Well, as nice as it is to see you again, Nick, Ruby and I must take our seats before the cabaret

  begins.’




  ‘Of course.’ Nick met Ruby’s gaze. ‘I’m glad we met again.’




  Ruby felt Anna pulling her gently away. ‘I’m sorry to hurry you, but we should be in our seats. It’s only fair to the band.’




  Ruby nodded. She tried to glance back, but Anna urged her on. ‘Is Nick a friend of yours?’ Ruby asked as they made their way forward.




  ‘An acquaintance,’ Anna replied. ‘As I told you, one knows most of the faces at the Manor.’




  When they arrived at Anna’s table, four faces looked up at them.




  ‘Gwen, Paula, Charles, Taylor, meet Ruby,’ Anna said and the man called Charles stood up, offering his hand and his seat to Ruby.




  ‘Thank you, Charles,’ Anna said, and after shaking his hand Ruby sank onto the cushioned chair. ‘We’ll talk more after the cabaret,’ Anna whispered.

  ‘I’ve ordered champagne. I take it you’ve no objection to a little refreshment?’




  ‘No, not all. But—’




  ‘With my compliments,’ Anna told her. ‘Let me spoil you a little.’




  There was sudden applause as the musicians sat at their instruments. The atmosphere was so exciting that Ruby forgot entirely about Debbie and Rog though she did glance over her shoulder to see

  if she could see Nick Brandon.




  Ruby was feeling the heady effects of the expensive champagne. As she listened to the energetic rhythms of the music – at first so unfamiliar to her – it seemed as

  if she had been enjoying that type of music for years. Bubbles of alcohol danced on her tongue and flew up into her nose. All her tension had slipped away. She had looked for Nick, but hadn’t

  caught sight of him again.




  The tall American called Taylor had said very little but Charles, an older man, had given her friendly smiles. Gwen and Paula had both asked her if she was enjoying herself. And much to her own

  surprise she was.




  She was talking to Anna when the pianist spoke into the microphone. ‘Let’s get you all dancing,’ he said, running his fingers over the keys. ‘We’ll start with a

  catchy little number you all know from Charlie Parker, the evergreen “I Got Rhythm!” ’




  An applause drowned his voice and Ruby watched the couples file onto the small dance floor. She smiled to herself. There was no way she could dance here like she did at Fortuno’s.




  As Ruby watched Anna’s friends take to the floor, she wondered if they were very rich. The two men looked it, with their air of confidence and the rather old-fashioned way in which they

  danced.




  Paula, a stunning redhead, was closest to her own age, she decided, while Gwen and Charles must have been in their forties. How long had they all known each other? Ruby wondered. And why

  didn’t Anna have a partner? Once again Ruby craned her neck round to see if Nick was there.
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