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Dedication

In memory of William (Bill) Goodbody, a dear friend who is sorely missed.
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Prologue

The argument had raged for two days, but the man couldnt give in  wouldnt give in. His wife had to agree, and once again he urged, Weve got to do something. All right, I know they were distant relatives, but it was still a shock to hear they died.

Youve never mentioned them before.

He sighed  hed been through this, told her all this, but nevertheless he tried to remain calm. I told you, I havent seen them since my childhood; lost touch with them when my parents died, but nevertheless were the only family she has left now.

Youre her only family, his wife snapped.

Like it or not, by marrying me they became your relatives. If this was someone in your family, I wouldnt think twice.

Thats easy for you to say, but something like this wouldnt have happened in my family.

Theres no need for the high and mighty attitude. Weve no idea what happened to her  how she came to be in such a dreadful place, and I for one am not going to judge her.

I dont care. I cant do it. Ive been unwell and youre asking too much of me.

And if you expect me to just walk away, youre asking too much of me. Id never be able to forgive myself  or you.

Now youre using emotional blackmail.

If you had an ounce of compassion I wouldnt need to.

That isnt fair. I do feel sorry for what happened to her, really I do, butbut

The man saw the strain on his wifes face, but couldnt stop now. He had to convince her. His voice softened, trying honey this time. Im sorry, darling, that was cruel of me. Of course youre compassionate, in fact its one of the things I love about you. I think thats why Ive been taken aback by your attitude. I somehow thought that, like me, you wouldnt be able to just walk away.

Please, please, weve been arguing about this for so long and my head is splitting. Let me think. I need time to think.

He could tell she was weakening and felt a surge of triumph  sure that at last, one final push would do it. He stood up, bent to kiss her and before leaving the room said, All right, darling, Ill leave you to think. Youre a wonderful woman, a kind, caring woman, and I feel sure youll come to the right decision.

It was another two hours before he got his answer. His wife had agreed, but only in part. Shed been adamant, and hed been unable to bend her any further.

There was only one thing he could do now, but he dreaded it.



Chapter One

Wimbledon, South London, June 1971

It was home, a redbrick facade draped with wisteria, bay windows and an oak front door that appeared welcoming; yet as Jennifer Lavender pulled out her key, she knew thered be no welcome inside. If her father was at home things would be different, but he was away again, his job often involving long periods of absence.

With a fixed smile on her face, Jenny walked into the drawing room. She had learned to be careful of her mothers moods, and said quietly, Hello, Im home.

I can see that, Delia Lavender said dismissively before turning her attention back to her son. She was a tall woman, slim, with immaculately groomed auburn hair and hazel eyes that were now showing concern as she asked him, Do you think you can manage to eat something, darling? I could make a shepherds pie.

Yes, all right, Robin said.

Her brother didnt look ill to Jenny, but as usual Robin avoided meeting her eyes. At seventeen years old he had the same colouring as their mother. He had come home from college the previous day complaining of a sore throat and headache and as always he was being mollycoddled. At that moment, her mother spoke and Jenny snapped to attention.

Dont just stand there. Get changed and then peel the potatoes.

Jenny ran upstairs, anxious as ever to please her mother. From an early age shed been taught to do housework, but it had to be up to her mothers high standards or she would be made to do it again. Yet no matter how hard she tried, Jenny was aware of the gulf between them, a gulf that widened even further if she showed the least disobedience. It wasnt that her mother was physically cruel. Her punishments tended to be more mental than physical and worse when there were just the two of them at home. On those occasions, depending on her mothers mood, Jenny would either be made to scrub the kitchen floor over and over again, or be sent to her room and told to stay there.

At times Jenny felt her mother actually hated her, and for a moment she looked at her reflection in the mirror, wondering what she had done; what it was about her that was so unlovable. At nearly sixteen years old, she favoured her father in looks, yet lacked his height. Her friends told her she was pretty, but all Jenny saw was pale skin, blonde hair and light blue eyes: a face devoid of colour.

She was confused by her brothers recent attitude towards her too. As small children they had played together and Robin had been the one she ran to when upset. Nowadays though, he had grown as distant as her mother, until Jenny felt as if her presence was unwanted by either of them.

As so often happened, a wave of loneliness washed over her, but it was something Jenny didnt really understand. She had friends, a family, yet there was this feeling of something missing in her life  something inexplicable.

She heard the telephone ring, followed by the murmur of her mothers voice. It must have been a short call as only moments later Delias voice rang up the stairs. Jennifer, do get a move on!

Coming, she called back, hurrying to change out of her school uniform.

Its about time too, her mother complained when Jenny appeared.

I got good marks in English today, Jenny said, hoping to please her mother as she made a start on the potatoes.

Its a bit late to do well now. If you hadnt failed your eleven plus exam youd have gone on to grammar school. Instead youre only destined for some sort of menial work.

Ive done well at typing and could get a job in an office.

A typist, Delia said derisively. Thats hardly something I can brag about at the tennis club.

Jenny felt the sting of tears. She knew how important appearances were to her mother, how much she valued her social standing, and had always felt the pressure. So much so that when the exam papers had been put in front of her she had frozen, her mind refusing to work.

Stop sniffing, it isnt ladylike. I sometimes regret that we didnt send you to a private school, but we have enough expense in funding Robins education and his is more important.

Im thirsty, Robin said as he walked in to pour himself a glass of water.

You should have called me, darling.

Stop fussing, Mother, theres nothing wrong with my legs, he said, gulping the water and then asking, Who was that on the telephone?

Your father. Hell be home this weekend.

When is he arriving? Jenny asked eagerly.

Either late tonight or early tomorrow morning.

Jennys unhappiness faded to be replaced with joy. Her daddy would be home soon and she couldnt wait to see him.



Edward Lavenders eyes were rimmed with tiredness, the strain of such a long drive showing as he at last pulled into the drive. It was after eleven, but the light was on in the drawing room so he knew that Delia was still up.

It had taken a long time to set up another branch for the insurance company he worked for, to get a decent manager and sales team in place. Eight weeks away from homeyet he wasnt looking forward to seeing his wife.

Their marriage had been fine at first, a son born on their third wedding anniversary, but eighteen months later, from the moment Jennifer had been placed in Delias arms, she had changed from a loving wife to a highly strung, moody and demanding one.

Delia now bore no resemblance to the young woman hed fallen in love with, one who had lost her parents and seemed so vulnerable, so alone when they met. Shed had money though, and they had used her inheritance to buy their first house, but Edward had worked like a dog since then to provide all she wanted, gaining promotion after promotion until they were able to purchase one bigger house after another, until Delia was finally satisfied. It was large, detached  perfect, she said. Yet it wasnt a home, it was a showplace, with never a thing out of place or a smidgen of dust to be seen anywhere.

There had been times when Edward had been tempted to walk out on Delia, yet he could never leave his children, especially Jenny. Instead he found his needs elsewhere, brief encounters that he now paid for. It was less complicated that way.

Edward climbed out of the car and stretched his cramped muscles. He knew there would be a cold atmosphere to greet him, but nevertheless he made an effort, saying pleasantly as he went into the drawing room, Hello, my dear.

So youre back. I wasnt really expecting you until morning.

I made good time and it was pointless stopping somewhere overnight when I was so close to home.

I hope youre not expecting dinner at this time of night.

Just a sandwich will do, and perhaps a cup of cocoa.

Delia exhaled loudly, showing her exasperation, but nevertheless went to the kitchen. Edward had barely sat down when his daughter rushed in, her face alight with happiness.

Daddy, Daddy!

Hello, darling, he said, rising quickly and hugging Jenny to him, thinking as always that she made coming home worthwhile. Hed get some sort of welcome from Robin, but his son was now a product of his mother, his manner tightly reserved. Thankfully, however, Robin showed no sign of Delias so-called nerves, a condition Edward suspected his wife feigned to get her own way.

How long will you be here? Jenny asked eagerly.

Just for the weekend, Im afraid.

Jennifer, what are you doing up at this time of night? Delia asked sharply as she stormed into the room.

I was excited that Daddy was coming home and couldnt sleep.

Go back to bed, now!

Jenny, do as your mother says, Edward urged softly. Ill still be here in the morning.

For just a brief moment Jenny looked mutinous, but then she nodded. All right. Good night, Dad.

Good night, darling.

Delia just stood there, tight-lipped, but when Jenny left the room she swung round too, heading back to the kitchen. Edward knew what this meant  another row  and once again he regretted coming home.



Delia slammed a small saucepan of milk onto the cooker. It was always the same. Edward had arrived home after two months away, but he was no sooner in the door than Jennifer got his attention and affection. She would punish him, Delia decided, just as shed always punished him; something she had sworn to do from the moment another baby had been forced upon her. She didnt want another child and Edward had known that.

She fought to regain her poise as she took a loaf of bread, cutting two slices, but her mind still raged. Oh, she had tried to love Jennifer, but her resentment had been strong, so was it any wonder that the maternal instincts she had felt for Robin had been absent from the start?

Of course it hadnt helped that Jennifer had been a difficult and demanding baby, taking up so much of her time that she had felt she was neglecting her son. Then, at eighteen months old, Robin had been walking, a little unsteady on his feet, and into everything. He had needed her attention but, with the new burden of Jennifer and the demands of keeping up with the housework, it was something shed no longer had time to give him. Of course she had made up for it since, her son developing into a wonderful young man who would go far, but Edward would continue to pay dearly for causing his early neglect and her own unhappiness.

Thank you, dear, and I can see youre pleased to see me as usual, Edward drawled sarcastically when she took a tray through to the drawing room.

What do you expect? Unlike Jennifer, I didnt even get a kiss on the cheek.

Had I tried, youd have rebuffed me as usual.

You dont know that.

Delia, Im not playing your games. Youre fond of giving me hope, but then withdrawing it. Im not falling for it again. Im content with the wonderful welcome I received from Jenny.

Yes, Im sure you are. As always, you put her before me.

For goodness sake, Delia, this jealousy is ridiculous. Is it any wonder that Jenny runs to me for affection? She certainly doesnt get any from you!

I am not jealous. As for my lack of affection, youre to blame for that.

I dont know what youre talking about, Delia.

Delia knew she was fighting a losing battle; Edward was sure to deny it as usual. Still, there was more than one way to skin a cat.

How many times do I have to tell you that a jenny is a female donkey? Jennifer, as we christened her, will be sixteen soon, old enough to leave home and its time to tell her the truth  though of course not all of it.

No, Delia, I dont think there is any need.

Of course there is. She has a right to know and if you dont tell her, I will.

Youll do no such thing! Its unnecessary and I wont stand for it.

Delias jaws ground. Edward didnt know it, but she wasnt finished yet and hed soon find that out. Im going to bed. Please dont disturb me when you come up.

Dont worry, Delia, I know better than to come into your room.

Without another word, she stalked out. Long ago Edward had given her the power to get her own way and she had made the most of it, insisting on separate bedrooms, among other things. She still had that power and intended to use it.

It was time for the truth to come out  time to stop living in a house of secrets.





Chapter Two

When Robin awoke the next morning, he could hear the sound of raised voices. It was always the same when his father was home, the atmosphere rotten until he left again.

There was a soft tap on his bedroom door and moments later Jenny poked her head into the room, hissing softly, Robin, are you awake?

Yes.

Mummy and Daddy are arguing.

I know.

I heard my name mentioned and think its about me. Have I done something to upset her?

I havent got a clue. Now just bugger off, Jenny.

But

Just go! Robin snapped, relieved when his sister did as she was told. Yes, his parents were rowing, but it was nothing unusual. He blamed his father for his mothers unhappiness, and it was odd that they slept in separate rooms. There had to be a reason, a problem, perhaps his fathers, and Robin wondered if it was something that could explain his own disgusting feelings. Had he inherited some sort of deviant sexual tendencies from his father?

Yes, he knew about sex now, but the knowledge brought him agony. What he felt wasnt right  what he wanted wasnt right  yet night after night he lay awake, so aware that Jenny was only in the next room. She was his sister, and all he should feel for her was brotherly love, but from the moment hed seen her small, burgeoning breasts, his feelings had begun to change.

If anyone found out theyd be horrified, sickened, so the only way Robin could deal with it was by pretending indifference, hiding his feelings behind the same facade his mother portrayed. He knew it confused Jenny, probably hurt her, but it was the only way to keep her at a distance  a safe distance.

Despite that, the temptation was always there and Robin knew he couldnt stand much more. Hed be finished at college next year and hoped to get the A level results he needed to go on to university. He had to be away from this houseaway from Jenny.



Annoyed at the interruption when the milkman knocked, Delia impatiently rummaged in her purse, saying as she opened the front door, I think this is the right money, but I hate this new decimal currency. Ill never get used to it and why we had to change from good old pounds, shillings and pence is beyond me.

Thats what most of my customers say, the milkman said. Once satisfied that it was the correct amount, he licked his pencil before ticking off the payment in his book. See you next week, Mrs Lavender.

Delia barely acknowledged the man before closing the door again. The argument with Edward had been raging for half an hour, yet still the issue was unresolved. She returned to the kitchen, ready to take up where theyd left off, only to be thwarted moments later when Jennifer appeared.

Good morning, dear, Edward said, smiling warmly at his daughter.

Jennifer went to sit next to him, her manner subdued. Hello, Dad.

Why the long face? he asked.

I heard you having an argument. Was it about me?

Of course not, and anyway, it was just a heated discussion. Now cheer up. Its a lovely day and after breakfast I thought we could all go out for a drive.

You can count me out, Delia snapped. I havent got time for gallivanting. Ive got housework to do.

Cant you leave it for once?

No, I cant. Look at this kitchen, its filthy. Jennifer was supposed to have cleaned it, but as you can see it hasnt been done properly.

Filthy? Delia, its immaculate as usual, as is the rest of the house. Come on, lets all four of us go out together. Itll make a nice change.

What will make a nice change? Robin asked as he walked into the room.

Your father wants us all to go out for a drive.

Robin frowned and then said, No can do, Dad. Ive missed two days at college and will have to study all weekend to catch up. If I want to pass my A levels next year Ive got to get my head down.

Why were you home for two days? Edward asked.

I had a bit of a fever and sore throat, though Im fine now.

Thats good, but as Ive been away for a while Id like to see something of you. Surely you can spare a few hours this morning?

If Robin wants to study its to be commended, said Delia, and I for one am proud of his dedication.

Im proud of him too, Delia.

You dont show it. Jennifer is the only one you praise.

Look, if you two are going to start rowing again, Im going back to my room.

Dont be silly, Robin, we arent rowing, Delia said quickly. Now sit down and Ill cook breakfast. What would you like?

A boiled egg would be nice.

Yes, Ill have the same, Edward said.

Do you want me to help, Mum?

Of course I do, and dont use that term. It sounds so lower class and goodness knows what my friends would think if they heard you. Im Mother, or Mummy. Your father may not object to being called Dad, but I have higher standards. Now lay the table and then butter some bread.

Yes, Mummy.

Delia saw the look Edward threw her, the disapproval in his eyes, but ignored it. Jennifer wasnt a child and should earn her keep, help around the house and with the laundry, something she insisted on, whether Edward liked it or not. What hed forced on her all those years ago had ruined their marriage and if it hadnt been for her need to maintain her social standing shed have left Edward years ago. Divorce, however, had been unheard of in their social circle and back then the women at the tennis club would have shunned her, let alone the ladies in the Womens Institute.

And so she had stayed and played her role, but not any more. The time had at last come when she could get rid of Jennifer and she wasnt going to let Edward stand in her way. She just had to bring up the subject again and this time she would force the issue whether Edward liked it or not.

Edward hated the way Delia spoke to Jenny; how she was often as cold towards their daughter as she was to him. Delia had been a reluctant mother. She had done what was necessary when Jennifer was a baby, saw that she was clean and fed, but that had been all, any shows of affection brief. Jenny had been a beautiful baby, so easy to love, but instead Delia had rejected her.

Daddy, will you be home again for my birthday? Jenny asked.

Ive got three branch inspections scheduled, but Ill do my best.

Edward, if you arent here, Delia warned, Ill go ahead with what weve been discussing without you.

Youll do no such thing.

If you arent here, how are you going to stop me?

Stop you doing what, Mother? asked Robin.

Edward found he was holding his breath, but his fear of Delia blurting it out also forced him to a decision. With no guarantee that hed be home for Jennys birthday, Delia might just carry out her threat. He couldnt risk it. Hed have to tell his daughter now; at least coming from him the blow might be softened.

All right, Delia, youve got your own way as usual. However, I will be the one to tell her.

When?

After breakfast, Edward said, unable to miss the look of triumph that crossed his wifes face.

Dad, are you talking about me? Jenny asked.

Yes, darling, but dont look so worried.

Tell me what?

Lets eat and then well talk, he said, glad of even this small delay.

Jennifer, do get a move on, Delia urged. I want to get this meal over with.

When his egg was put in front of him, Edward took off the top while his mind searched for the right words  the easiest and gentlest way to tell Jenny. She had always been a daddys girl, but what he was being forced to do now could change their relationship for ever. Would he lose his daughter? God, he hoped not.

If he could reveal the whole truth it might help, but Edward knew that was impossible. After all, even Delia wasnt privy to it and, despite her accusations, she never would be.





Chapter Three

Jenny barely touched her breakfast. The atmosphere was tense, and something was obviously wrong, yet it seemed she hadnt been the cause of their argument. What was her father going to tell her? Shed known for some time that things werent right between her parents, that theirs wasnt a happy marriage, and now an awful thought crossed Jennys mind. Divorce! That must be it. Her parents were getting a divorce.

Jenny looked at Robin, but her brother seemed unconcerned as he mopped up the last of his yolk. Unlike her, Robin seemed unaware of the tension in the air and now pushed back his chair, saying, Right, Id better get on with some studying.

No, Robin, stay where you are. What I have to say concerns you too.

Her fathers words added to Jennys fear. If Robin was going to be told too it must be a divorce. Her stomach churned. Did it mean her father would move out of the house? Would she see even less of him than she did now? Unable to help it, Jenny blurted out, Youre going to leave, arent you? You and Mummy are getting a divorce.

Of course we arent, her father answered. Whatever gave you that idea?

II thought, well, the rowthen you saying you were going to tell me something, Robin too.

Yes I am, but its got nothing to do with divorce. You seeerer Edward stammered, running both hands over his face, unable to find the words.

Oh, do get on with it, Edward.

Im doing my best, Delia, but this isnt easy.

Ill tell her then.

No, leave this to me, he insisted. With a strained look on his face, he turned to Jenny again. I think it might be best if I start at the beginning. You see, many years ago, some distant relatives of mine in Ireland were killed when their cottage caught fire. They left one daughter, erMaryand with her parents death she was left entirely alone. I was contacted by the home she was placed in, but by the time I got there she had tragically died too.

Oh, Daddy, thats awful. Was she badly burned?

No, it was nothing like that. Mary was pregnant and died in childbirth.

For a moment he paused, his eyes pained, but nothing could have prepared Jenny for his next words.

She had a baby girl, one who was left without a mother or anyone to care for her. Thats where we stepped in, darling. That baby girl was you and I brought you home. Your mother and I adopted you, made you our own daughter and one whom we love very much.

Jenny stiffened in shock. Adopted! As she glanced at her mother, the feelings she always had of not being wanted, of something missing in her life, suddenly made sense. She wasnt her mother! Someone called Mary was her mother, butbut she had died. Jennys eyes now darted to her father  but he wasnt really her father either.

Whatwhat happened to my real father?

Im afraid we dont know, darling. Mary died without telling anyone his name.

Bloody hell, Robin murmured.

Theres no need for bad language, Robin, came the gentle rebuke.

Sorry, Mother, but this has come as a bit of a shock.

I think its more of a shock for your sister, his father chided.

Yes, Robin said, smiling now, but Jennifer isnt really my sister, is she? Just how distant was this relative, Dad?

Marys mother was a third cousin on my fathers side of the family.

Wow! That means that Jenny and I are so distantly related that theres hardly a link at all.

Jennys head was reeling. Robin wasnt her brother either, instead just a very distant cousin. Not only that, he actually looked pleased about it. She couldnt stand any more, couldnt listen to any more, and, flinging back her chair, Jenny fled the room.



Edward reared to his feet.

Did you have to be so indelicate, Robin? It was enough for Jenny to take in without you adding to her confusion.

Robin was only trying to make sense of it all, Edward, snapped Delia. Theres no need to shout at him.

Didnt you see his face? He looked delighted to hear that Jenny isnt his sister.

What do you expect? Robin knows what a trial that girl has been to me.

That girl is our daughter.

I have never accepted her as that.

Yes, youve made that obvious. Youve treated her more like a servant. Nevertheless, legally Jenny is our daughter, our responsibility and this is her home.

For now, Delia murmured, her head down as she began to clear the table.

I wont have you driving her out.

What! Robin exclaimed. Mother, surely you dont want Jennifer to leave home?

Shell be sixteen next month and leaving school soon after to find employment. That makes her perfectly capable of looking after herself.

And just where is she supposed to live? Robin asked.

She can get one of those bedsit things.

Robin now reared to his feet too, and Edward witnessed a change in his son. Like a worm turning, he glared at his mother with an expression of disgust.

Despite what you say, Mother, from what Ive seen Jenny has never been a trial to you. She doesnt deserve this and if you force her out Im going too.

Delias face was a picture, her expression registering both shock and bewilderment. Dont be silly, Robin.

Silly, am I? No, I dont think so. If Jenny leaves just watch me walk out behind her. With this threat hanging in the air, Robin stormed from the kitchen.

Delia looked stunned, her jaw agape; before departing the room too, Edward couldnt stop himself from commenting, Well, Delia, that didnt go down quite as you expected.



Jenny was still unable to process her thoughts into coherent order. She had no feelings of self. She wasnt Jennifer Lavender, daughter of Edward and Delia, but instead her mother had been Irish, and her father unknown. There were so many questions tumbling around in her mind that she felt relieved in a way when the man she had thought of as her father knocked softly on her bedroom door.

Im sorry, Jennifer. That must have been an awful shock for you.

II dont know who I am any more.

Youre still the same person. Youre our little girl, and youll always be that.

But Im not. IIm some sort of distant cousin.

No, Jennifer. When we adopted you, your mother and I became your parents.

Ive always known that Mummyno, Deliahas never really loved me. I thought it was me, that Im unlovable, but nowWhat was she like, Dad?

Your mother had a difficult birth with Robin and it took her a long time to recover, but she was as keen as me to adopt you.

Im not talking about her. I meant my real mother.

Oh, I see. Well, darling, Im afraid theres very little I can tell you. As I said, they were very distant relatives and I hadnt seen them since my childhood. II never saw their daughter, Mary.

Jenny felt a sudden pull to Ireland, a need to see what it was like, where her mother had lived. At that instant, she vowed that one day shed go there.

What was her last name?

Murphy. She was Mary Ann Murphy.

Itits a lovely name, I like it. So my name should really be Jennifer Murphy.

Oh, sweetheart, dont say that. Your mother and I chose the name Jennifer, and as we legally adopted you, your name is Jennifer Lavender.

Youyou said that you were the only family she had left. Does that mean I havent got any relatives at all in Ireland? Isnt there anyone who could tell me more about my real mother?

Im afraid not, darling.

You also said she didnt name my father, but I dont understand. Why didnt they know who he was? Why didnt he claim me?

There was a pause, a sigh, and then he said, Jennifer, the home your mother was placed in was one for unmarried mothers.

Unmarried! Jenny gasped. Earlier, when told that she was adopted, her mind had almost frozen, but now the truth sank in. Thatthat means IIm a basta

Dont say it, her father quickly interrupted. We have no idea what Mary went through, how she ended up in such a place, but one thing Im sure of  had she lived, your mother would have loved you very much.

Tears came then and began to run unchecked down Jennys cheeks. She had never known a mothers love. All she had ever known was rejection, a feeling of being unwanted and in the way. She felt the bed dip as her father sat down next to her, and though he wasnt her real father Jenny had always felt close to him  always felt that at least he loved her. His arms reached out to her and, sobbing, Jenny fell into them.





Chapter Four

Robin knew Jenny was upset, but he was over the moon at the news that she was adopted. Jenny wasnt his sister, she was only a very distant cousin, and it meant that what he felt for her wasnt wrong, incestuous or sick.

Relief had flooded through him when he had heard, but Robin could have kicked himself for allowing his pleasure to show. Was it any wonder that Jenny had looked stricken as she fled the room? Yet what followed her departure had left Robin stunned. His mothers callousness had shocked him and the last thing he wanted was for Jenny to leave home. He just hoped that his threat to do the same would work.

Robin knew he had to speak to Jenny, to find an excuse for his behaviour. He couldnt tell her the truth yet. It would shock her; maybe frighten her off, so for now he would have to tread softly.

It was some time before Robin came up with something that might sound convincing. The timing was a bit out but, hopefully, with the shock of what shed been told, Jenny wouldnt remember.

At last Robin heard his father going back downstairs. He went along to Jennys room, asking as he opened the door, Can I come in?

Her face was blotchy from crying, but thankfully she nodded.

Jenny, I know I looked pleased when Dad told us youre adopted, but I think you got hold of the wrong end of the stick.

You were pleased.

No, Jenny. It was more relief than pleasure.

Relief? Why?

Ive seen how unhappy Mother has been, heard the rows, and I thought Dad was going to tell us theyre getting a divorce.

Yes, I thought the same at first. So you arent pleased that Im adopted?

Why should I be? After all, it wont make any difference and doesnt change anything. Theyre legally as much your parents as they are mine and our lives will go on as normal.

Yes, for you, but my life in this house has never been normal.

I know Mother can be difficult, Robin placated, but she suffers with her nerves, gets depressed, and you have to make allowances.

Since you started college, youve been as bad, hardly speaking to me, shutting me out.

Have I? I didnt realise, Robin lied, unable to come up with a better excuse quickly enough. Ive been hard at it, Jenny, keen to get good exam results for university.

If you say so. But please, my head is splitting and I want to be on my own for a while.

All right, but if you need me Ill be in my room, Robin said, hoping he had done enough to cover his behaviour.

Robin had always known his mother didnt show Jenny much affection, and the fact that she was adopted now explained it. He was simply happy that he no longer had to think of Jenny as his sister, and went back to his studies with a smile on his face.



Delias mind was raging. Edward was right; Robin turning on her like that was indeed the last thing shed expected. She and her son shared a special bond, one that didnt include Jennifer, so why he had acted like that on the girls behalf was beyond her comprehension. She had planned this moment for so long, a time when she could finally get rid of Jennifer, but instead she now stood to lose her son too. No, no, that couldnt happen. Yes, she would miss Robin when he went to university next year, but they wouldnt have been estranged. He would come home every weekend and that would have fitted perfectly into her plans, but now

Oh, that girl. As usual Jennifer had spoiled everything, forced her to rethink, and Delia began to quietly fume. She had to do something to bring Robin roundbut what?

At last, though she was unhappy about it, by the time Edward had come back downstairs, Delia had decided what she had to do. If she didnt want to lose Robin it was her only choice  but one day, no matter what, she would make Edward pay for this.



Jenny stayed in her room for over an hour, trying to come to terms with the fact that shed been adopted. She would never think of Delia as her real mother again, but Jenny couldnt feel the same about her father, and was deeply upset that she wasnt really his daughter. Edward loved her, she was sure of it, really loved her, and though they were only distantly related, at least that was some kind of link.

She clutched her pillow, trying to imagine what her real mother had been like, what her own life would have been like had she lived. It was half an hour later when thirst drove Jenny out of her room, only to find that Robin was leaving his at the same time.

Hi, Jen, how are you feeling now?

I was just going to get a glass of water, she said. Robin walked behind her as she went downstairs.

Jennifer, there you are, Delia said, smiling warmly. I know youve had a dreadful shock and I felt it best to leave you alone for a while. Are you feeling a little better now?

Eryes, Jenny said as she poured a glass of water and gulped it down. Delia was being nice, but as usual she was modifying her behaviour because Robin was around. However, she got a shock when he spoke.

Mother, dont pretend that you care about Jennys feelings.

But I do

You could have fooled me, he said.

Jenny had no idea what had caused Robin to turn on his mother, and feared being blamed for it, but then her father came in from the garden, smiling when he saw her.

Jenny, I was about to see if I could persuade you to come downstairs.

I was too, Delia said. I wanted to talk to you, Jennifer, to assure you that though you now know youre adopted, it wont make any difference. We are still your parents and this is your home.

Robin made a snorting sound and left the room, leaving Jenny still feeling bewildered at his sudden change of attitude towards his mother.

Delia continued to be pleasant for the rest of the day, yet it didnt fool Jenny and she guessed it was her usual act put on for Robin and her fathers sake. She avoided being alone with her, keeping close to her father; dreading him leaving when the weekend was over.





Chapter Five

All too soon it was Monday morning, and Jenny woke early. Her father would be leaving shortly and she was already close to tears. He might not have been her real father, but she loved him dearly and treasured the closeness they shared. She dressed hurriedly and crept downstairs.

I might have guessed, Edward said, smiling. Its so early, but here you are, the only one up to see me off.

I wish you didnt have to go.

So do I, darling, he said, rising to his feet and hugging her. I know its been a difficult weekend for you, but I promise that, no matter what, Ill be back for your birthday.

Jenny didnt want him to go and clung to him. Her birthday was on the seventeenth of July, in about five weeks, but to her it felt more like five years as he pulled away. She watched, fighting tears as he picked up his briefcase, and then, with a quick kiss on her cheek and a whispered goodbye, he was gone.



Delia was annoyed to be disturbed by the sound of Jennifer getting up to see her father off at the crack of dawn. As far as Delia was concerned, she was glad that Edward was leaving. After all, it was Jennifer who got all his attention when he was here. To punish him she decided she would remain in bed.

She was still angry at being unable to get rid of Jennifer as planned, and at a loss to understand her sons change of allegiance. One minute Robin had been on her side, happy to leave Jennifer out in the cold, but then, at the mere mention of her moving into a bedsit, he had turned. Delia had been kind to Jennifer all weekend but it hadnt helped, and Robin was still giving her the cold shoulder.

Still puzzled by her sons behaviour, Delia continued to mull on it, wondering if it was sympathy that Robin had felt for Jennifer. Perhaps her son was soft and more like his father than she had realised. If that was the case, the only way to get Robin back on her side would be to turn the tables and become the damsel in distress.

With an idea coming to mind, Delia pondered on it. Robin was no longer a child; he was a young man and surely old enough to be spoken to as an adult. Yes, of course he was, though she darent tell him everything.

At last, satisfied that what shed come up with could work, Delia managed to doze off again until her alarm sounded at seven. She then got up to follow her usual routine. There would be no making an appearance downstairs until she was bathed, dressed, her make-up applied and hair immaculately in place. It was a standard that had been set by her late mother, one Delia always adhered too, and she ensured that both Robin and Jennifer followed her example.

Ready now, Delia went along to her sons room. Opening the door, she called, Robin, its time to get up.

Yes, I know. Im awake.

Delia was surprised. Robin was usually difficult to rouse, the last one to make an appearance every morning, but for once he sounded fully awake and alert. She wanted to speak to him out of Jennifers hearing and now made the most of this opportunity.

Robin, Im so unhappy and desperately need to talk to you.

Not now, Mother.

Please, Robin, it wont take long. Its just that I need to get this off my chest.

Cant it wait until were downstairs?

No, darling, Im afraid it cant, Delia said, moving further into the room to sit at Robins desk. Books were strewn over it, some still open, notes written, some crumbled up and tossed aside, but for once Delias fastidiousness was put to one side as she composed her face to one of sadness. Robin, I was against adopting Jenny, but your father virtually forced me into it.

From what he said, we were her only family.

We were so distantly connected that Id hardly call us that. Your father hadnt seen them since his childhood, so of course I had never met them. We already had you, and with so many childless couples desperate to adopt, I felt it would be kinder if Jennifer went to one of them. Your father didnt agree and I suppose I was full of resentment, but despite that I did my best when we adopted Jennifer and grew fond of her. I tried to love her, really I did, but she was such a difficult baby and Im afraid one cant love to order.

I dont remember her being difficult.

You wouldnt, darling. You were just a toddler then, Delia said, forcing tears into her eyes as she changed the subject. Oh, Robin, a few months ago it was my fortieth birthday and all Ive ever been is a wife and mother. With you leaving home to go to university next year and Jennifer almost grown up too, Ive been feeling lost, as though I wont have a role any more. Ill be redundant as a mother, with nothing to do but rattle around in this large, empty house.

For a moment Robin looked a little sympathetic, but then said, If thats the case and youre fond of Jenny, why would you want her to leave home too?

All right, Ill try to explain. As I said, I was beginning to feel lost, but then a woman at the tennis club, Marcia Bateman, made me look at things differently. When Marcias children left the nest she saw it as her time, a chance to be something more than just a wife and mother. She studied interior design and then started up a very successful business. I admire Marcia, and it made me realise that when you go to university theres nothing to stop me from doing something similar. Delia paused to bite her lip, eyes lowered for effect.

Yes, well, I suppose you could.

Robin, theres a lot of work involved in setting up a new business, and though this is going to sound dreadful, in truth I wanted the freedom to work as many hours as necessary without feeling I have to rush home to look after Jennifer. It was selfish of me and I realise that now. Until Jennifer is older this will remain her home, and Ill just have to rethink my business plan.

At last Robin smiled. If thats the case Id hardly call you selfish, but I dont think you need to change your plans. Jenny will be at work too, and shes quite capable of looking after herself until you come home. Now, why dont you tell me about this business venture?

With so many large houses in this area needing domestic staff, Im thinking of setting up an agency to provide them, along with catering services. However, Im not going to do anything until you leave for university, and so for now Id rather you didnt mention my ideas to your father.

Why? Do you think hell be against it?

Yes, I do. You see your father wasnt well off when we married and I had to use my inheritance to buy our first house.

I didnt know that. I knew hed lost his parents during the war and was brought up by his aunt, but I still dont see why hed be against you starting up a business.

Your father is old-fashioned and I think it wounded his pride when I paid for our first home. So much so that from then on he insisted on being the provider while I stayed at home.

I see, but that was a long time ago and surely hed feel differently now?

I hope so, because Id love to be a successful businesswoman like Marcia.

And Im sure you will.

I doubt your father thinks Im capable of anything other than being a housewife, and oh, Robin, what if I fail? Delia cried, pulling out her handkerchief and pretending to dab tears from her eyes. What if I prove him right?

Please, Mummy, dont get upset. Im sure youll be fine, but if you want to chew your idea over with me, perhaps go over the setting-up costs and things like that, Id be happy to help. Ive no experience in such things, but as Im going to study economics at university at least Im good with figures. I should be able to work out the initial costs and even some profit projections.

Robin, that would be wonderfulbut I dont want to take you away from your studies.

Ive caught up now. Actually, it would make a marvellous project and something Id look forward to getting my teeth into. How about we make a start this coming weekend?

Yes, Id like that, but for now Id better leave you to get ready for college, Delia said, smiling as she left her sons room. Robin had been sympathetic, had offered to help, and that was a start.



Jenny had been sitting alone, still upset at her fathers departure. Even though hed promised to come home for her birthday, she guessed that it would only be for a weekend again. His job involved a lot of travelling, but now Jenny wondered if he preferred to be away  if he avoided coming home. Though she didnt like the thought, deep down Jenny couldnt blame him: this was an unhappy house, unwelcoming, full of tension, and laughter was a rare thing.

She heard her mothers footsteps on the stairs and tensed. What sort of mood was she going to be in? Jenny didnt know if she could bear it if it was a bad one. She felt a longing to escape this house, to run from all the unhappiness contained within these walls and to never come back.

Jennifer, I do not appreciate being woken at the crack of dawn.

IIm sorry, I didnt mean to disturb you.

Dont just sit there, make a fresh pot of tea.

Jenny did her bidding, relieved when Robin appeared, smiling at her as he said, Morning, Jen.

What would you like for breakfast, darling? Delia asked him.

How about scrambled eggs on toast?

Would you like the same, Jennifer?

Yesyes please. Do you want me to make the toast?

Yes, and thank you, dear, she said, smiling warmly. I know youre upset that your father has gone, but Im sure hell keep his promise and be home for your birthday.

Jenny wasnt fooled. She knew that this sudden kind manner was all for Robins benefit and it seemed to be working as Robin now grinned at his mother and said, When he rings, youll just have to nag him, Mother.

Yes, and you can be sure I will.

Jenny just wanted to get breakfast over with, to go to school and get out of her mothers way. Twenty minutes later, she picked up her empty plate to take it to the sink.

IIm off now, but Ill be a little late home as I have to see the careers adviser after school.

Oh goodness, Jennifer, said Delia. Im so sorry, Id forgotten. Still, dont worry, Ill be there.

Jennys eyes widened with surprise. Youre coming?

Of course I am. This is an important time for you and I want to make sure youre given the best opportunities for when you leave school.

Butbut when I gave you the letter you said that

I said I would be there, Delia interrupted firmly.

Jenny saw the warning look and knew better than to argue, yet she remembered well that when shed been given the letter, her mother had carelessly thrown it to one side, saying that seeing a careers adviser was a waste of time for someone fit only for menial employment. Now it seemed she had changed her mindbut why? Was it another show put on for Robins benefit?

Off you go now, or youll be late for school, her mother now said, and though her voice sounded soft, there was hardness in her eyes.

Yes, all right. Bye, Jenny croaked.

See you later, Jen, Robin called, clearly oblivious to the undertones.

Jenny hurried out, just wanting to be away from the house, her mother, and wishing she never had to come back.





Chapter Six

When Jenny left, Robin lingered at the table, his eyes on his mother. He could understand why she wanted to start up a business, to achieve something in her own right, but there was something in her explanation of not wanting to neglect Jenny that hadnt rung true.

As a small child hed taken his mothers love and affection for granted, had hardly questioned why Jenny had been left out in the cold. His mother favoured him, while his father favoured Jenny, and hed assumed it was the same in all households. Of course it wasnt, and he had eventually learned that, but at least now he knew why. Jenny was adopted, and because of her resentment his mother had been unable to love her. Robin felt he could understand that, and at least his mother had said she was fond of Jenny, though she hardly showed it.

Robin, if you dont get a move on youll be late too.

Ill be off in a minute, he said. Ill be interested to hear how Jenny got on with the careers adviser when I come home.

I intend to see that shes given the best advice but, lets face it, Jennifer has never been as bright as you. Nonetheless, Id like to see her with some sort of career, and Ill make sure she isnt fobbed off with some sort of dead-end job.

Jobs that offer a career usually start out with low pay.

If shes given the opportunity for advancement, the opening salary is irrelevant. After all, living at home, Jennifer wont have to worry about her earnings.

Right, Id best be off, Robin said, relieved that it was likely that Jenny wouldnt be earning enough to leave home for some time yet.

Bye, darling, Delia called.

Robin happily went off to college, content in the knowledge that Jenny would still be there, at least until he hopefully left for university next year. A year, Robin thought. Hed leave it for a year, but then hed make his move.



Jenny had left Castle Close, hoping to meet up with Tina Hammond on the way to school. She knew her mother disapproved of their friendship, and she wasnt allowed to invite Tina to the house, but nevertheless they remained constant friends, albeit behind Delias back. Jenny preferred to have one special friend, a best friend rather than a group, and Tina partly fulfilled something she felt missing in her life  a sort of kinship. Though they occasionally chatted to other girls, for the most part the two of them were inseparable. Physically, they were very different, Jenny blonde and pale, Tina dark, her eyes brown and her skin olive toned. They both wanted to swap their colouring for each others, and had laughed when they had first found this out.

Tina and her family lived in Princes Way, an area that had changed so radically in recent years that it had become something else for her mother to carp about. It had started with the building of a block of council flats, and had progressed to the development of what were now purpose-built estates of houses and maisonettes. A few large houses remained, set behind high walls, and though their proximity to Wimbledon Common still made them desirable, her mother said that because they were now surrounded by council property, they had depreciated greatly in value.

Tinas family didnt own one of these big houses. They rented a council flat and of course Jenny knew this was why her mother disapproved of their friendship. Unlike them, the Hammonds werent well off, but Jenny hated her mothers snobbishness and would have swapped places with her friend like a shot. Tinas mum was kind, didnt suffer from nerves and wasnt obsessed with housework. She was a short, tubby woman who was full of laughter, her welcome always so warm that over the years Jenny had often found the cramped flat a much-needed escape from the coldness of her own home life.

Jenny! Jenny, over here!

Jenny dashed across the road to join her friend.

Where have you been? asked Tina. I waited in on Saturday but you didnt come round.

Im sorry, but my father came home for the weekend.

That explains it then. Thankfully mine didnt show his face.

What do you mean? Your dads nice, Jenny protested. Tinas father was a long-distance lorry driver who was rarely in when she called round, but from what shed seen he was full of affection for both Tina and her older sister.

Huh, so hes fooled you too. Oh, I dont want to talk about my dad. Change the subject, Jenny.

Jenny was puzzled, but nevertheless did as Tina asked. Im sorry I couldnt come round, but you didnt wait in all day for me, did you?

No, I gave up by one oclock and went to buy a new record. T-Rex has got two in the charts now, but I only had enough money for one. Ooh, I just love Marc Bolan.

Yes, I know, Jenny said, smiling ruefully. You hardly talk about anything else.

Well, he is gorgeous.

Jenny wasnt going to argue. Tina was absolutely mad about Marc Bolan and her bedroom walls were festooned with his posters. However, even had Jenny had an idol, she would never have been allowed to decorate her room with pictures of them. It was another thing that emphasised the many differences between Tinas home life and her own.

I got a shock this morning, Jenny said. My mothers coming with me to see the careers adviser.

Is she? Mine isnt.

This was the last thing Jenny expected to hear. I thought your mummy would insist on being there.

Mummy! Gawd, youd think Id be used to the way you talk by now, but sometimes it still sounds so funny and posh. Anyway, as for my mum, all she did was to offer a bit of advice. She said to forget Germaine Greer and the feminist movement because its all nonsense. Instead I should take anything on offer with decent pay and itll do until the right man comes along.

And will you?

Ill take anything that pays well, but not for those reasons. What about you? What sort of job are you looking for?

Im not sure, but one day Id like to earn enough money to rent a place of my own.

Do you really mean that, Jen? If you do, I wouldnt mind sharing it with you.

Why would you want to leave home?

Cos my sisters said shes moving out soon. Thatll just leave me for him to start on.

Jenny didnt have a clue what Tina was talking about and asked, Wholl start on you? And start what?

II cant tell you. Hehell kill me.

Tina, Im your friend, your best friend, and theres nothing you cant tell me. If you want me to keep it to myself, I will, and you know that.

At these words, as though a dam had burst, Tina haltingly told her. Jennys stomach lurched in horror. She had envied her friend, had thought of her home as a haven, but now realised it was all an illusion. It was horrific to hear, dreadful, and as Tina continued to talk, Jenny felt the last vestiges of her childhood, of her innocence, being stripped away.

Oh, Tina, weve been friends for all this time and I had no idea. Why didnt you tell me before?

Because
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