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Prologue

The West End of London was humming with feverish gaiety, Rosie noticed as she sat at the wheel of her Mercedes in the crawling traffic on her way home from a shopping trip. All around her on this penultimate day before the Royal Wedding, tourists from many nations thronged the streets in a brightly dressed torrent beneath the flags, bunting and flowering baskets that hung from the shop fronts in patriotic rows of red, white and blue.

She could feel a boisterous vitality emanating from the costermongers’ fruit barrows and flower stalls, the buskers and balloon sellers. Even the unpredictable British sun was in co-operative mood, rinsing the scene with a warm, golden light that illuminated the domes and spires against the skyline with stencil clarity and bounced silver flashes from the hyaline skyscrapers.

People strolled in carefree mood, munching popcorn and fruit and snapping loved ones by famous landmarks. They poured into restaurants and overflowed on to the pavement outside pubs. Saris from the East brushed the ground like ballgowns, while blue denim clung to Western hips like second skins. A profound sense of national pride washed over Rosie and she felt complimented that well-wishers from the  far corners of the world had flocked here to share the magic of the marriage of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer.

Imbued with the spirit of occasion, Rosie found herself with a sudden nostalgia for the togetherness of a working-class community during any national event. The fact that she was now a successful business-woman who could afford to take tea at the Ritz and shop at Harrods had never distanced her emotionally from her roots.

Catching a glimpse of herself in her driving mirror, she faced the fact that she was now well into the second half of her life. At forty-five she accepted that grooming was the better part of beauty and wore her blond hair in a sleek, collar-length bob, erasing any hint of grey with a regular colourant. Her greenish-brown eyes were as rich and expressive as in her youth, though the delicate skin around them was feathered now with fine lines.

Fortunately she had the fine-boned build that time treated kindly and her dainty features were set in a heart-shaped face. A sensible attitude to exercise and diet enabled her to retain an enviable figure.

Today, she looked stunning in an emerald-green linen suit with a white blouse, earrings and shoes. She was one of the new generation of mature women: attractive, ambitious, independent.

But London’s current carnival atmosphere brought the past back to life so vividly that she almost felt a small girl again, sitting on her father’s shoulders in the jubilant crowds outside Buckingham Palace on VE Day. How magical and dazzlingly bright it had seemed to a colour-starved wartime baby.

And how painful now for Rosie to remember the woman who had been so much a part of her life then, whose friendship and affection Rosie had lost because of her undying and forbidden love for one man. When had it all begun? she wondered . . .




Chapter One

Beneath the anti-aircraft barrage balloons that floated in the autumn sky like bloated silver fish, the residents of Moneygate Street gathered in frantic little groups outside their houses to discuss the events of the day since the sad, tired voice of Mr Chamberlain had informed them that their country was now at war with Germany.

No one paid any attention to the breathlessly humid air, the riot of dahlias and asters in the gardens, or the silky black cat that slept peacefully in the sunshine on the sandbags outside the A.R.P. Centre.

On the corner of the street two fourteen-year-old boys discussed the situation gravely.

‘’Itler ’as got it comin’ to ’im,’ was Charlie Gordillo’s considered opinion.

‘Ya-ya-ya-yeah,’ stuttered the timid Jeff Watts bravely. ‘Tha-tha-there’s a rumour going around that he carries a gun in his pocket ready to shoot ’imself if things go wrong for ’im.’

‘I ’eard that ’e’s gone nuts and Goering’s taken over,’ said Charlie.

‘I w-wonder when Jerry bombers will come,’ remarked Jeff, staring at the sky furtively as though fearful he might see them now. Poor Jeff was not a strong boy and had been having nightmares for weeks  about the war. Since the Prime Minister’s broadcast this morning his stutter had been dreadful.

‘Dunno,’ said the fearless Charlie. ‘But we’ll be ready for ’em whenever it is.’

Moneygate Street was made up of uniform redbrick 1920s-built terraced houses with tiny front gardens fenced off by privet-covered palings. Each house had two bedrooms and a boxroom upstairs and two rooms and a kitchen downstairs. The street was part of a network made up of others just like it in the West London suburb of Thornell, which stood adjacent to the prosperous ‘Queen of the Suburbs’, Ealing.

Narrow, noisy and essentially working-class, Moneygate Street was situated near the heart of the town, Thornell Broadway, full of bustling Victorian shops with their colourful awnings, whirring trolley buses and numerous public houses.

There was a cinema, known locally as ‘the flea pit’, and costermongers dotted the kerbsides daily with their barrows displaying fruit, flowers, vegetables, fresh fish, winkles and jellied eels.

‘Is your M-Micky being evacuated?’ asked Jeff, glancing at a small boy who was playing with a small girl nearby, both happily oblivious of the historical significance of the day.

Charlie shook his head. ‘No, Ma says we’ll keep ’im at ’ome unless things get really bad. A lot of the little ’uns are staying. The Goodsons ain’t sending young Rosie.’

‘Our Sh-Shirley has gone to me auntie in Dorset,’ explained Jeff, and didn’t add that he wished they would send him too. How he envied Charlie, who never seemed to be frightened of anything.

A gang of local boys swaggered on to the scene.

‘Comin’ over the rec, Gordillo?’ asked a lanky, acne-faced boy with deep-set eyes. ‘Might get some gels into the shelter.’

‘There won’t be any over there today,’ Charlie pointed out. ‘They’ll all be at ’ome in case of a raid.’

‘Not all of ’em,’ said another one of the gang. ‘Come on, mate, it’ll be a bit of a giggle.’

‘No thanks, mate,’ said Charlie, having no wish to join this bunch of trouble-makers.

‘Gotta stay and look after wobbly Watts, ’ave yer, Wop?’ jeered Acne Cheeks with an evil smile.

Charlie moved towards him. ‘Ain’t you got nothin’ better to do with your time than go around pickin’ fights?’ he asked, tight-lipped, his eyes narrowed.

‘I-Ignore them, they ain’t worth it,’ came Jeff’s stuttering attempt at peace-making. He so hated violence.

‘We ain’t picking a fight with you, Wop,’ said the youth. ‘We wouldn’t waste our energy on an Italian barrer boy wiv a spiv for a farver.’

There was a herd-like movement from the others as they closed in around the two antagonists. Oblivious, Charlie grabbed the ringleader by the arms and pushed him through the onlookers, pinning him to the doors of a lock-up garage. ‘Take that back,’ he ordered, his dark eyes flashing with rage.

‘Why should I?’ came the other boy’s show of bravado.

Charlie exerted more pressure. ‘A spiv means someone who ain’t honest in their dealings, so it don’t apply to me dad.’

The boy’s eyes glistened with fear. Charlie Gordillo was the toughest boy in the school. It had been a mistake to tangle with him.

‘Okay, okay,’ he mumbled. ‘I take it back.’

But Charlie hadn’t quite finished. ‘And if I catch you pickin’ on me mate Jeff ever again, you’ll get worse than this, understand!’

The other members of the gang were already scuttling away down the street.

‘Okay, okay,’ mumbled their leader, sniffing and rubbing his arms as Charlie released him. Then, without another word, he scurried after his friends. ‘Thanks for sticking up for me, Charlie,’ said Jeff sheepishly.

‘That’s all right, mate,’ Charlie assured him. ‘That bunch are all mouth and trousers anyway.’

 


With infant adaptability, Rosie Goodson rocked her doll in its wooden pram as though today was just like any other, and she had not been bundled into the damp underground shelter at eleven twenty-eight this morning to take refuge from an air raid that had, after all, been just a false alarm.

‘Rock a bye baby,’ she crooned, accompanied by the squealing of pram springs resembling massed choirs of mice.

Three-year-old Rosie was a happy and vital child with a special fondness for dry days when she could play outside, wet days in when her mother was baking, pear drops, the top of the milk, her parents, and Micky Gordillo who lived next door, a month her senior and her constant companion. They didn’t always see eye to eye about things though, and right now was one of those moments. Micky was cast in a title role in their game of mothers and fathers and he didn’t like it one bit.

‘I ain’t playing this silly gels’ game any more, let’s play cowboys,’ said the dark, curly-haired Micky.

‘I want to play this,’ said Rosie, determined to stand her ground for Micky was far too fond of his own way.

‘An’ I say we’re playing cowboys,’ he said, his black eyes flashing with temper.

‘No,’ said Rosie, spots of colour staining her cheeks.

‘You will so,’ said Micky, and as always it was he who struck the first blow. Right across Rosie’s chest as it happened. He was a big boy for his age and his punches were not without power when aimed at such a minute fraction of humanity. But although physically outmatched, Rosie’s spirit was unquenchable. Out came her hand and she wopped Micky across the shoulder before making off down the street, squealing, her cotton frock flapping around her knickers like washing in the wind.

Micky had his trump card up his sleeve, the trick that really would make her yell. Catching up with her, he pinned her to the lamppost with one hand and, while she was trying to bite him, yanked her dress up and made a grab for her knickers. When they came down she’d bawl her head off which meant he had won.

‘Oy, oy, oy,’ came Charlie’s intervention, dragging his brother away from Rosie. ‘You little bugger, you mustn’t do that.’

‘She ’it me,’ said Micky.

‘An’ I know who ’it who first! Why you two play together beats me, you can’t get on for five minutes.’

Rosie was primly smoothing her dress over the sought after garment, giant tears rolling down her cheeks.

‘Now don’t cry,’ said Charlie kindly. She was a sweet child and he always felt a certain family responsibility when Micky laid into her. ‘’Ere, wipe your eyes.’ He pulled a piece of rag from his pocket  and, going down on his haunches, dabbed her face with it.

Her golden hair was tied in bunches that stood out like wings behind her ears and her limbs were nut brown from playing outside all summer. Already her hazel-green eyes were beginning to dance again, and with childish capacity for instant forgiveness she curled her hand into the one that moments before had assailed her dignity, and she and Micky toddled back to their patch outside their neighbouring houses.

Charlie shook his head. ‘Kids!’ he exclaimed to Jeff. ‘If our Micky is aimin’ for their drawers at three years old, Gawd ’elp the female of the species when ’e grows up.’

They both laughed and ambled back to base. Clouds had gathered over the sun and thunder rumbled distantly. It was as though Nature was suddenly in tune with the unease and insecurity in every British heart today. Rosie and Micky looked achingly vulnerable as they walked together, their heads barely reaching hedge height. Charlie shrugged off the worm of fear that seemed to crawl up his back and said cheerfully: ‘Let’s go round the back garden and do some plane spottin’ until tea.’

‘O-o-o-okay,’ agreed Jeff.




Chapter Two

‘Why don’t you come in our shelter tonight if the Germans come, Jeff?’ suggested Charlie. ‘We’ve got room and it’ll be a laugh.’

‘O-okay,’ said Jeff. He’d never admit it to Charlie, who seemed to think the war was some sort of an adventure, but the chronic claustrophobia that reduced him to a sweating, breathless jelly in that small, dark hole in the ground was almost as terrifying as the thought of being killed by a bomb.

The Gordillos’ house sat between the Goodsons’ and the Watts’ and the two boys were sitting on their respective coal bunkers waiting for teatime. The narrow back gardens lay still, bathed in drowsy sunshine, the pungent scent of garden bonfires blending with the earthy damp of incipient autumn into a spicy, aniseed aroma. The sky was a low dome of hazy blue patched with marbled clouds of white, grey and yellow.

Those adults who weren’t inside glued to the wireless for news were preparing the ground for autumn crops, chatting to neighbours over the fence, or struggling to finish erecting their shelters. Tea preparations chinked cosily from every open kitchen door.

Charlie was only half listening to Jeff, while wondering what would happen to his parents’ fruit and vegetable barrow in Thornell Broadway if the war went  on too long. Perhaps he could take over from his father on the barrow when he left school at Christmas, if Dad was called up for war work, since he himself would be too young for enlistment.

His father, Marco, had left his native Italy to go to sea, and while in London between ships he had met and married a buxom barrow girl called Queenie and signed off for good. He had become legally nationalised some years ago and was now as much a Londoner as any cockney, enjoying winkles for tea, jellied eels, and dog racing at White City. He called Queenie his ‘trouble and strife’, and took her to the pub on a Saturday night for a sing song around the piano.

Every morning he rose at dawn and went to Covent Garden market in his little Morris van to buy the day’s stock. Charlie often went with him, and although he was just a lad he could see that his father was no businessman. The fact that Marco’s kind heart acted like a magnet to every scrounger in the district wouldn’t have mattered so much if he had bought stock at low enough prices. But his customers weren’t the only ones who knew he was a soft touch.

Charlie didn’t think a business should be run in the soulless pursuit of profit alone, but neither could it afford to function entirely as a benevolent society. There should be a balance, the very best deal for the customer and a decent living for the trader, whereas Gordillos’ either just about ticked over or lost money.

His parents were perfectly content with their lot, but Charlie had a vision of a better life for them. He saw comfort and nice things, winter time without bronchitis, chilblains and hands chapped until they bled. It would take time, but war or not he had plans.

‘Cooee, Charlie, look at me,’ came Rosie’s soprano  trill from next door where she was performing some sort of a ballet dance on top of the coal bunker, having climbed up over the pile of nutty slack at the side.

‘Mind you don’t fall,’ Charlie warned, watching her totter near the edge. She’s getting to be a proper tomboy playing with Micky all the time, he thought absently.

‘I won’t,’ she chirped. And then came what Charlie thought must be the most predictable sentence in the whole of Thornell: ‘Is Micky comin’ out to play?’

 


Hitler may have disrupted everyone’s day, but there were still winkles for Sunday tea in the Gordillo household: winkles, luncheon meat salad and apple pie. It was eaten in a hushed silence as they listened to the four-thirty news which warned them to carry their gas masks with them always and informed them that all places of entertainment would be closed until further notice.

‘I ’ope they don’t close the pubs,’ said Queenie, pouring tea from a large brown pot over which she then placed a knitted cosy that fitted like a vest. ‘People need company more than ever now.’

‘It’ll just be things like cinemas,’ said Charlie.

‘An’ sports meetings,’ added Marco, struggling patiently to remove a recalcitrant winkle from its shell with a pin. ‘So that’s put paid to me nights out at White City dogs for a while.’

Queenie and Marco were total opposites, both physically and in personality. Thirty-six-year-old Marco was a small, unassuming man with solemn dark eyes, a long thin face, and a hesitant smile whereas his wife, who was two years younger, was a tall, bosomy bottle-blonde with twinkling blue eyes, a snub nose  and a generous mouth that opened frequently in a hearty laugh. Her complexion was ruddy from exposure to all weathers and her face was plump.

She had a penchant for bright clothes, the copious use of cosmetics and sparkling jewellery. There were few problems in life, in her opinion, that couldn’t be helped by a nice cup of tea, a knees up, or a day at Southend.

Their elder child Charlie had inherited something from them both. He had his mother’s extrovert personality and endless capacity for cheerfulness, her height, her snub nose and her broad mouth.

From his father he had acquired black, curly hair, dark eyes and complexion, and a certain seriousness.

‘One good fing about this war,’ said Queenie, ‘it’s made people more friendly. Even Olive Goodson wants to ’ave a chat and she’s too stuck up as a rule.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Marco. ‘I got talkin’ to that fella with the sausage dog for the first time today – you know, the one who lives right down the other end by the letter box. He’s bought that hound of his a gas mask.’

‘Aren’t they suggesting that pets be given a sedative and wrapped in a wet blanket in the case of a gas attack?’ asked Queenie.

‘I told ’im that,’ said Marco, ‘but he seems to feel safer with the mask.’

Queenie had lost her appetite. The Prime Minister’s broadcast had been an efficient laxative and her stomach still felt like sherbert. But she daren’t dwell on the terrifying possibilities of this war because her role in the family was to remain positive and strong. If they got one hint of the way she was feeling, it would spread quicker than Asian ’flu.

‘I fink I’d like to go to evening mass,’ she said, forcing  her dry mouth to chew some bread and margarine. ‘In fact it might be a good idea if we all go, we’ll be back before dark.’

Queenie’s conversion to Catholicism, when she’d married Marco, had been a diplomatic decision to please him rather than a spiritual awakening. But over the years the blessed sacraments had become important to her and both the boys were being raised in the faith. They had all been to church that morning and were not sufficiently pious to want to attend mass twice in the normal way, but Marco agreed without hesitation.

‘Yeah, ye’re right.’

‘Ugh,’ groaned Micky, who always developed St Vitus’ dance even before the first reading. ‘Not bloomin’ mass again.’

‘I’ll smack yer bum for you, yer little ’eathen,’ warned his mother.

‘He’s just a kid, Ma,’ defended Charlie. ‘But yeah, we might as well go.’

The air was heavy with the implications of a double visit to church. Someone on the radio was warning them that ‘the amount of lighting on the roads after sunset is still so great as to constitute a grave danger to the public’.

‘Before all yer money goes in the collection, Dad,’ said Charlie with a grin, ‘yer ain’t given me any pocket money yet this week.’

The comforting sound of the everyday words eased the tension and they all laughed. ‘I’d better put that right then, ’adn’t I, son?’ said Marco.

Charlie didn’t care about the money, only that normality had returned to the house for a few moments and his parents were smiling.

 


The King’s broadcast at six o‘clock was deeply moving. ‘I now call on my people at home and overseas to stand firm and united in this time of trial.’

Olive and Tom Goodson sat in their small living room, close to the wireless, in silence for a long time afterwards, each engrossed in their own thoughts and emotions. Rosie, sensing grown up mysteries in the air, sat quietly at the table with some crayons and paper.

The sincerity of the King’s speech had melted the numbing fear that had gripped Olive all day, and she wanted to succumb to the tears that were almost choking her. But such indulgences were not possible when you had a family to care for. They looked to her for strength, and standards had to be maintained despite the overwhelming desire to spoil loved ones for fear it might be the last chance. She hadn’t had the heart to do more than lightly admonish Rosie this afternoon when she’d managed to blacken herself from head to toe in coal dust, but too much of that sort of thing would soon rebound.

Olive was a small, slightly built woman who moved through life with brisk efficiency. She wholeheartedly supported the premise that a woman’s place was in the home because that was where she liked to be. Sewing, knitting and cooking were no penance to her, and she enjoyed simply pottering about the house and garden. Being rather reserved, she didn’t seek a social life: as long as she had Tom and Rosie she was quite content.

She knew that the neighbours thought she was a snob and this saddened her because it wasn’t superiority to them that she felt, but a lack of unity with her neighbours and surroundings which made it hard for her to communicate.

As the only child of a successful stockbroker she had  been brought up in the best part of Ealing. She had mixed only with the ‘right sort’ of children and been introduced, later, to the ‘most suitable’ young men.

Her parents, therefore, had been horrified when she had taken herself off to a fair on Ealing Common one summer’s day and met and fallen in love with a common factory hand. Her subsequent marriage to Tom had brought about a family rift.

Soon afterwards, ironically, her father had lost everything in the crash of 1929. His heart gave out from the worry and her mother, unable to accept the shame of reduced circumstances, had neglected herself and died of pneumonia.

The doll-like prettiness that Rosie had inherited was still visible in Olive, but she made no attempt to preserve it with cosmetics and her fair hair was worn in a short, straight bob, giving her a slightly gaunt appearance.

‘Can I go out to play, Mum?’ asked Rosie, bringing her mother back to the present.

Olive glanced at the walnut clock on the mantelpiece. ‘It’s nearly your bedtime.’

‘Aah, just for a little while.’ The appeal in those huge eyes would melt the heart of Hitler himself, Olive thought.

‘Oh, go on then,’ she smiled. ‘But only for five minutes, and I don’t want any cheek when I call you in.’

‘Okay,’ Rosie said, and was gone like a breeze through the house.

Thank God evacuation was not compulsory. Dragging Rosie off to some place in the country and leaving Tom to take his chances was not Olive’s idea of a solution. She’d rather take the war day by day with the family together unless things got too bad.

She glanced across at Tom who was lighting a Woodbine with his head still cocked towards the wireless, now transmitting Sandy Macpherson at the theatre organ. He was a short stocky man with mouse-brown straight hair, and grey eyes set in a squarish face that would never stand out in a crowd. What a blessing age was in wartime, she thought. They wouldn’t call up men of thirty-six to fight unless they were desperate for troops, and probably not Tom at all as he was working at the aircraft factory. Ironically, it was the war machine that had provided the job and rescued him from the misery of unemployment. Was any job worth such a price?

Yet looking back on the fear and frenzy of the day Olive could see that a new camaraderie and unity had emerged in the street and produced a bizarre sense of festivity. Olive had found herself chatting excitedly to some neighbours for the first time and she had seen Queenie Gordillo in a completely new light when the siren had sounded.

It was Queenie who had calmly reminded everybody to turn off their gas taps and electricity at the mains; Queenie who had taken the hysterical spinster from number ten into the Gordillo shelter; and Queenie who had made a party of it afterwards by inviting everyone in for a glass of beer.

It wasn’t easy living next door to the Gordillos. They were noisy, scruffy and over-gregarious. But when Tom stretched and said, ‘Ah, well, I’d better make a move now for A.R.P. duty. Will you and Rosie be all right on your own?’ she answered, ‘Yes, course we will. We’ve got Queenie next door.’




Chapter Three

A cheer went up when Charlie arrived in Thornell Broadway on the horse and cart. The word had flown around the manor that he might be able to get hold of some cooking apples and those rarest of wartime vegetables, onions, and the queue at the barrow stretched the length of the main shopping area in the October drizzle of 1940.

‘For he’s a jolly good fellow,’ the women chanted, stamping their feet and hugging themselves from the cold.

‘Cupboard love,’ laughed Charlie, jumping down from the cart and looping the nose bag on to Bertha, the black carthorse who was the Gordillos’ solution to the petrol shortage. ‘You only want me for me onions.’

‘It’ll be a few years yet before yer can offer us anything else, mate,’ said one woman coarsely, causing an eruption of laughter.

‘Yer’ll make me blush,’ Charlie told the crowd, with a grin. ‘An’ in front of me ma, too.’

He was a natural showman and knew exactly what the punters wanted in addition to the actual goods. There was no fun in queueing for hours for precious little with which to feed the family, and a bit of a joke with the trader was a valuable panacea to the queue-weary women of the nation.

Charlie had always got on well with people and the market atmosphere was his lifeblood. He was never more comfortable than among bustle, and despite weeks of savage nocturnal raids there was still plenty of hum in the town as people doggedly refused to surrender to gloom.

The landscape had changed, though. Cavities in the streets gaped like decayed teeth, paper Union Jacks defiantly adorning the piles of rubble that once were people’s homes. One row of houses nearby had been sliced as neatly as bread, opening the interiors to view like doll’s houses, the pictures still hanging on the walls and ornaments still on the mantelpieces.

Many of the shop windows had been blown out, but most had ‘Business As Usual’ signs pasted up. Brown’s, the baker’s at the far end of The Broadway, had been completely demolished, eliminating the whole Brown family who had been sheltering in the cellar beneath the shop. That gave Charlie a very queer feeling inside because he had been at school with Tommy Brown.

The Gordillo barrow, a wooden, flat-topped hand-cart, with two supports, a detachable display back and steel-rimmed wheels, was pushed to the Broadway every morning by Queenie while Charlie was out buying stock.

Their regular pitch was outside Wilson’s the draper’s, its dusty windows dismally displaying rolls of dark cloth, cotton reels, cards of buttons, bed linen and children’s school clothing.

They traded between Wally the fish man, whose barrow was now attended by his mother when she could get supplies since Wally had gone into the army, and Vi, the elderly flower seller. The latter’s  frail, saintly appearance was a little deceptive because along with ‘sweet violets’ she also traded in bets which she collected for her son who was a book-maker’s runner.

Many of the true costers had disappeared into the services or the factories, but there was no shortage of spivs. Fortunes were made every day in the pubs and on the streets of Thornell as people willingly paid exorbitant prices for illegally obtained goods.

But right now Queenie began to get the queue moving while Charlie was unloading stock on to the barrow.

‘One large apple or two small ones apiece until they’ve all gone, mates,’ she bellowed to the end of the queue. ‘An’ the same wiv the onions.’

The war had produced a reversal of normal commercial roles. Customers now pleaded with the retailer to serve them and the retailers begged the wholesalers to do them the favour of accepting their order. Charlie scoured the wholesale markets every morning, and to supplement the inadequate supplies available in town he took the cart out to the country and bought direct from farmers and smallholders, many of whom were happy to do business on the side since they could get a better price this way than through officialdom. Gordillos’ customers were happy to pay a few extra coppers and the Gordillos considered it their duty to them to try to maintain some sort of a service.

Queenie was glad that her apprehensions about Charlie being too young to take over from his father, when Marco had been compelled to work in a munitions factory, had been unfounded. In fact the boy was better at the job than his father because his  youth and strong personality gave him that hard edge so necessary in business and noticeably absent in Marco.

By God it was cold, Queenie thought as she weighed out pound after pound of potatoes. The icy dampness seeped through her clothes and into her bones. Her fingers and toes ached, her lips were stiff, her nose was raw and dripping and her eyes itched and smarted with the grit from the debris of the wrecked buildings.

But she was cheerful this morning because she had a treat for her customers. The best part was obtaining short supply items, the worst was having to refuse when you had sold out. Everyone wanted to be your friend for an onion or an orange so a first come, first served policy was the only fair method of distribution.

The only exceptions to her rule were her immediate neighbours, the Goodsons and the Watts, whose welfare she guarded almost as devotedly as that of her own family. Most people accepted that Queenie was fair, but there were a few who took out their frustrations on her and accused her of hoarding stuff ‘under the counter’. There were extra burdens for housewives in these hard times and tempers were bound to get frayed. She didn’t bear any grudges.

‘I ’eard a whisper that the butcher might ’ave some offal later on, Charlie,’ she said, ‘so yer’ll ’ave to take over ’ere while I go and queue. I’ll pop ’ome and tell Olive, too, and we’ll leave the nippers ’ere wiv you.’

‘Righto, Ma,’ said Charlie, emptying the last carrots on to the barrow.

With an increasing number of women going out to work, Queenie had lost her child minder to the  balloon factory and Olive Goodson, who was excused compulsory war work because she had a child under fourteen, now looked after Micky while Queenie attended to her business. It worked out very well since Rosie and Micky, being the same age, were practically inseparable anyway.

It was a funny old world, Queenie pondered. Before the war she had never so much as passed the time of day with Olive Goodson. Now she was her closest friend. Her and Maisie Watts. There was nothing like trouble for bringing people together. Oh well, it was an ill wind . . .

Noticing a certain bloom about people, due to a succession of reasonably quiet nights this last week, Queenie decided it was time she organised one of her ‘dos’. Spare time was scarce for everyone with extra war duties after the day’s work, but a few laughs were definitely in order. It would take more than Hitler’s high explosives, which had rained death and destruction on the capital this last month, to break civilian morale.

‘It’s about time we ’ad a party, don’t yer fink, Charlie boy?’ said Queenie, tucking some stray hair back into her turban.

‘Not ’arf, Ma,’ he replied with a grin.

 


Olive Goodson had grown to enjoy a glass of stout and a few choruses of ‘Roll out the Barrel’ since she’d been coming to Queenie’s get togethers. In fact Olive had discovered a liking for several new activities since the outbreak of war thirteen months ago. She now kept chickens in the back garden and grew rows of vegetables where the roses used to be, in the Dig for Victory campaign. Balaclavas and socks were  knitted by the dozen for the troops and she organised sewing afternoons for housewives to produce pyjamas and shirts for the wounded. She also organised the Penny a Week collection to raise money for the Red Cross.

And although Micky Gordillo was a sly little article, the job of looking after him while his mother was at work had its compensations because he was such company for Rosie.

Most of all she valued her new-found friendship with the Gordillos and the Watts which made the war that bit more tolerable.

The women had one great common bond because three times a day they went into battle against an enemy just as worrying as Hitler: hunger. Ingenuity knew no bounds when it came to making things go around, and ideas were freely shared.

They soon got wise to melting the butter ration and spreading it with a brush, adding saccharin to the teapot rather than the cups, shaking the top of the milk in a bottle to make butter, and mixing cornflour with the dried eggs to make them stretch further.

The war had brought heartache and hardship, but it had given people little time to dwell on it. All the men from the trio of houses did their turn on A.R.P. duty after a long day at the factory, Maisie Watts worked extraordinarily long hours on the buses as a clippie and Queenie was involved in a variety of activities for the W.V.S., including the collection of salvage and helping out in the rest centres for the homeless, after work.

As for the bombs, Olive had become philosophical about them. They either got you or they didn’t, there wasn’t a thing you could do about it. While a raid was  actually in progress it was nearly impossible not to disgrace yourself with fright, but the rest of the time you tackled the business of living from day to day the best way you could.

This evening, through a lot of reorganisation of shifts, they were all together at the Gordillos’. Queenie was vamping at the piano, Tom, Marco and Syd Watts were chatting by the door, Charlie and Jeff were singing at the piano, Rosie and Micky were jigging about to the music in a frenzy of party excitement, and Maisie was sitting beside Olive near the fire, singing loudly.

Talk ebbed and flowed through the music and judging by the volume of laughter erupting from the three men, the beer had produced the usual plethora of smutty jokes, Olive guessed. Woodbine smoke hung in eye-smarting curtains, mingling with the smell of the weak wartime beer the men had scoured the district for. There was a plate of spam sandwiches on the table and some potatoes cooking in the fire.

It was during the last chorus of ‘Knees Up, Mother Brown’ that the siren went.

‘Oh Gawd, not again,’ wailed Queenie. ‘Never mind, we’ll finish the party after the “all clear” – whatever time it comes.’

Marco was filling everyone’s glasses to take down to the shelters when poor Jeff had one of his turns. He stood in the middle of the room, screaming, his lanky body rigid, his eyes oddly glazed.

‘He’s having a fit,’ said someone.

‘It’s just hysterics,’ said Maisie. ‘He’ll be orl right in a minute.’

Olive’s heart ached for Jeff. Life was frightening  for everyone at present; for those with a nervous disposition, it must be sheer hell.

‘Come on now, son,’ said the ginger-haired Syd, taking his son’s arm. ‘Calm down, mate.’

‘Yer’ll frighten the little ’uns,’ said Maisie, herself pale with fright.

‘You lot carry on down to the shelters,’ came Charlie’s calm voice. ‘Me and Jeff will be down in a minute.’

Maisie and Syd eyed each other doubtfully. ‘We can’t go without him,’ muttered Maisie.

‘Jeff’s better with me than anyone, yer know that,’ said Charlie, and added in a firm tone, ‘Go on, will yer?’

‘Oh, well, er – yes,’ and they joined the general rush to the shelters.

Jeff had turned away from Charlie and was crying like a baby, his hands covering his face in shame. To add to his humiliation, urine trickled over his shoes to form a puddle on the lino.

‘You go, Ch-Charlie,’ he sobbed.

‘An’ leave you ’ere to be killed? I should cocoa,’ said Charlie.

‘It’s better to be dead than yella,’ mumbled Jeff miserably.

‘Spare us the dramatics,’ urged Charlie, at a loss to know how to comfort him. ‘It’s natural to be scared, mate, you ain’t the only one. The trick is not to show it.’

All around them anti-aircraft guns blasted and the windows rattled from a nearby explosion. Jeff started. His ginger hair was soaked with sweat, his freckled face blotchy. Charlie had been brought up to make allowances for him because he wasn’t strong.

 


There were times when Charlie was irritated beyond words with Jeff’s weakness and wanted to shake him, but he never did. You looked after your mates, even those who peed themselves with fright. What was courage anyway but good acting?

‘I’ll t-try,’ mumbled Jeff.

Charlie pulled a piece of rag from his pocket and handed it to his friend. ‘Here, wipe your nose, you daft bugger, and let’s get down the shelters with the others.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ sniffed Jeff. The outburst had relieved some of the tension and he was calmer.

They hurried out to the shelters, but not before Charlie had mopped up the incriminating puddle and prodded the rag into the fire until blue and yellow flames devoured it.




Chapter Four

Queenie woke early on Tuesday 6th June 1944 to a deafening roar of aircraft. Scuttling to the window she saw hundreds of planes heading for the coast, some with gliders swooping behind them like huge birds.

Scurrying to the bed, she shook her husband vigorously.

‘Marco, wake up, quick! It’s the invasion – it’s come at last. Come an’ see the planes.’

Dragging on their dressing gowns they made their way excitedly out to the back garden and watched the aerial procession pass overhead. Great fleets of aeroplanes sailed by – British and American bombers flying in such smooth, perfect formation as to seem suspended; the smaller fighter planes hurtling across the sky, purposeful and loud.

It was an awe-inspiring sight on this dry, bright morning and all along the street neighbours stared heavenwards, oddly quiet and solemn.

Queenie was brimming with emotion and prayed silently for those who wouldn’t come back. Ever in her mind was Charlie; she wondered if he too might be on his way to France. Secrecy being the essence of the whole operation, his last letter had told them nothing more than chit chat. Later on she’d go to mass and light a candle for him.

It was nine months since Charlie had joined up, at a time when the army had been too desperate for men to quibble over the fact that his eighteenth birthday was still a week away. He had been an obvious candidate for the infantry: fit, fearless, eager for action. A cold sweat enveloped her in the certain knowledge that there would be no shortage of that for her son wherever he was.

The neighbours began to chatter.

‘That’ll show the Gerries,’ declared Maisie Watts brightly.

‘A day of days,’ said Olive.

But after the initial excitement, one of the most important days of the war passed like any other London Tuesday. People went soberly to work, to school, to the dentist and to queue for fish. From her vantage point at her barrow in the Broadway, Queenie could feel the town’s anxiety. There was no flag waving or cheering, no visible emotion. The tremendous news that British troops were back on French soil again seemed less gratifying as they thought of the men already beginning to die ‘over there’.

The desperate honesty of the King’s Speech that evening had Queenie weeping openly.

‘At this historic moment, surely none of us is too busy, too young or too old, to play a part in the nationwide vigil of prayer as the great crusade sets forth.’

Queenie always listened to the King with a mixture of admiration for the way he faced up to his difficulties, fear that his stammer might trip him up, and affection for the man to whom every speech must be an ordeal. His humanity never failed to touch her.

Later, the Goodsons and the Watts called at the Gordillos’ to share the D-Day spirit.

‘Can’t let the day go by wivout some sort of recognition,’ said Maisie, proceeding to distribute some goodies she’d been given by a GI on her bus. Cigarettes for the adults; candy bars for the children.

Rosie and Micky stood together surveying their treasure trove reverently, the colourful wrappers adding even more magic to the occasion.

‘You can say what you like about the Yanks,’ said Maisie, inhaling on a Lucky Strike. ‘They may well be over-fed and over-sexed, but they certainly are generous.’

Maisie was a tall, angular woman with large hands and feet. Her brown hair was teased into a high quiff at the front and worn in a snood at the back. Lively brown eyes prevailed over a snub nose with spread nostrils and a wide mouth. She’d always been a jolly type, but after four years of working on the buses she was a positive extrovert.

‘They can afford to be,’ grumbled Syd, proving that servicemen were not the only ones jealous of the Americans’ superior cash flow and access to nylon stockings. ‘They’ve got plenty of everything.’

‘’Ear, ’ear,’ said Tom.

‘They’ve brought candy, bubble gum and babies,’ said Marco, more to back up the male argument than from malice.

‘It takes two to tango,’ Queenie reminded him loudly. ‘A lot of our gels ain’t slow to dye their ’air blond and ’ang around the US camps.’

‘Quite right,’ said Maisie. ‘An’ whatever you say, I like the friendliness of the Yanks. My bus is certainly more cheerful when they get on.’

Rosie had gone to sit quietly on the sofa and was unwrapping her candy bar slowly, relishing the  thought of it and working out how much to save for tomorrow. The feeling of gaiety and the appearance of sweets without coupons made her think the war might soon be over.

The much vaunted ‘new world’ after the war had about the same significance as ‘when you grow up’ to Rosie. She didn’t doubt it would happen and saw it as a time of endless celebration, but its anticipation did not affect her current life or happiness.

Having no memory of anything but wartime, chaos was normal to her and she felt no sense of deprivation. Secure in the love of her parents and the neighbours, her childhood days were sunny and the bombs were simply things that killed other people.

But Mrs Watts was saying, ‘Jeff’s on standby down at the homeguard headquarters. They reckon Gerry will retaliate.’

‘Very probably,’ said Queenie. ‘But we’ll be orl right with Jeff looking after us.’

Queenie had a soft spot for Jeff Watts. Although he still wasn’t a physically strong boy, he’d grown out of the crippling nervousness of his childhood. And he had been very good to her since Charlie had been away, helping her with the barrow whenever he could and taking the cart out to Charlie’s country contacts for short supply goods.

It was asthma that had kept him out of the army and he had taken it very much to heart when he’d been turned down. Queenie knew that helping her was his way of easing his guilt that Charlie was away fighting and he was not.

‘Come on everybody, I got a drop of something special left from Christmas. Let’s drink a toast to our  boys at the front,’ said Queenie, producing a bottle of port from the sideboard.

Glasses were raised to absent loved ones and friends, but try as she might Queenie could not produce the party spirit.

Too much blood was still to be shed before better times and everyone seemed to want to be alone with their thoughts. The company dispersed early in favour of their own easy chairs.

The feared counterstrike didn’t come and London lay still and silent as D Day receded into history.




Chapter Five

Infantrymen Gordillo and Coppins sat uncomfortably on the low, raised woodwork that served as seating for them and about twenty other men. The small, rectangular assault landing craft was on the high seas heading for the French coast. It was the early hours of the morning.

Spray flew into their faces and trickled down their waterproof capes. Vomit bags were clutched expectantly since the army issue of seasick pills had been of little use against the mountainous swell. Those who had had occasion to use the bags were troubled by the problem of disposal since anything thrown into the sea was blown straight back into the craft again.

And so the waiting was over. The endless hours of boring training; the rumours; the frustration of repeating the same exercise over and over again. Spirits were high. The men had been singing anything from the patriotic to the bawdy. But even the favourite ‘Oh What a Pity, She’s Only One Titty’ had given way before the onslaught of seasickness.

‘Do you feel sick, Charlie?’ asked Archie Coppins, speaking close to his companion’s ear against the thunderous noise of the sea.

‘A bit,’ admitted Charlie. ‘But I’m okay.’

‘I’ve got a spare pill if you want it, I didn’t take mine. I don’t get sick.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘No thanks, mate, it might make me drowsy.’

Charlie and Archie had become firm pals during the long months of training, though they were very different types. Archie had come into the army straight from grammar school, having been cheated of university by the war. Theirs was an evenly balanced friendship because while Archie admired Charlie’s worldliness and unpretentious wit, Charlie respected and enjoyed Archie’s intellect.

This current mission gave Charlie a sense of being part of something far beyond himself, which wasn’t surprising since this was, apparently, the greatest seaborne invasion in the history of mankind. All ranks had been issued with new kit in its honour, everything from battledress to boots, including huge drawers that buttoned up the front and were held up by tapes at either side through which one’s braces were threaded.

Charlie believed that only fools and liars could claim not to be afraid when going into action and his guts were certainly tied in knots. But it wasn’t hard to conceal your feelings when you were sharing the experience with so many others. And there was a great buoyancy of spirit as the challenge grew nearer, a desire to get the job over with as quickly as possible after the long uncertain period of waiting. Nothing seemed real. It was like watching yourself in a cinema newsreel.

As it grew light they could see small landing craft either side of them heading in the same direction, while behind them were the ships that had brought  them over. Eventually, as the dark outline of France came into view, they saw that warships were shelling the shore and as land became clearer Charlie saw spouts of water rise from the sea as the Germans returned fire.

Already, the marines were preparing to let down the front door of the craft, and in shallow waters one of them jumped in to test the depth. Scarcely had he done so than soldiers went, one after the other, into the water. Charlie wished Archie luck, crossed himself and dropped into the sea.

The icy water came up to his chest. Managing to keep his rifle clear of the water and retaining his balance after the jump, he began wading towards the shore, trying not to allow his weighty back pack to hamper him.

His first impression was of the chaos on the beach. Through a pall of smoke he glimpsed blazing buildings and burning tanks. Strewn about from the water’s edge right up to the sea wall were sodden khaki bundles, their blood staining the sand where they lay. His first corpses. Charlie froze momentarily with fear and misery. But there was no time to dwell on it. He urged his leaden legs to get him across the shelterless beach to find cover.

Stumbling on in the intervals between the crunch of mortar bombs, he was forced to the ground by a sudden burst of machine-gun fire. The noise was deafening. There were bodies all around him, both British and German, and he felt like the bull’s eye in a giant’s shooting range.

Suddenly, from the clouds, thundered a group of enemy planes. Every British gun on the beach and in the ships was immediately directed at them. Several  of them burst into flames and hurtled to the ground, seeming to head directly for Charlie. This is the end, he thought, crossing himself feverishly as he waited for transportation to his Maker, his mother’s face floating through the panicky mists of his mind.

But incredibly the plane crashed to the ground about forty yards away and there was a massive explosion as its load went up, sending debris raining down on Charlie like a landslide.

‘Bloody ’ell,’ said someone nearby. ‘It’s enough to make you shit yourself.’ Venturing a glance to the side, Charlie saw Archie. Following orders to get off the beaches as quickly as possible, they ran together to the grassy dunes and found a gap in then wire.

A scene of destruction lay ahead of them. From caved-in trenches bodies stared up at them, faces like masks. In a ditch were two dead Germans lying face downwards, one with his arm around the shoulders of the other.

Nothing could have prepared Charlie for the carnage around him. No training lectures could have warned him of the shock and disgust he felt at seeing the dead lying around like refuse. And no amount of practice with dummies could have warned him of his trauma, moments later, when a German fell to the ground under his bullet. The pleading on the man’s face at the moment just preceding impact would be engraved on his memory forever.

Eventually, after making their way inland for a while, they met up with their captain and some of their platoon in an orchard. They were told to dig in and wait for the rest of the men, and that they were about a mile inland near Coleville.

Never had the earth felt so beautiful and solid, Charlie decided, sitting in the bottom of the trench, the smell of sweet fresh soil all around him. The sun felt warm on his face and steam rose from his soaked battledress. He felt oddly calm, as though his emotions had been switched off.

When they moved on, the platoon had halved in numbers. The village of Coleville was devastated, devoid of Germans and civilians, as they passed through. When they dug in on the slope of Perriers Ridge, Charlie could see immense numbers of craft depositing large quantities of men on the already crowded beaches. The sickly smell of death hung in the hot, sultry air.

The day of combat wore exhaustingly on. They lost men and gained German prisoners. By evening they had established a firm foothold and, having accomplished their objectives, the platoon prepared to leave the ridge and consolidate with other brigades of the division outside Coleville for the night.

Just before they moved on they were treated to a spectacular sight. Lit by the evening sun came an armada of gliders and their tugs, carrying the Air Landing Division, escorted by fighter planes. As they flew low over Charlie’s position, the gliders cast off from the towing planes and half banked steeply to land at Coleville, while the remainder wheeled more gently to alight further on. The men were greatly heartened by this show of strength and a rousing cheer went up.

‘Must be about six hundred planes,’ said Archie.

‘Umm,’ replied Charlie, his jangled nerves easing a fraction in the optimism of the moment.

But it was a day of rapidly changing emotions  because, as he turned to say something to Archie, the latter fell limp against him and died moments later from a sniper’s bullet.

The lust for revenge enflamed Charlie as the blood from his friend’s mouth stained his own battledress. He laid Archie down on the grass. Even before his commanding officer reached the scene to take details, Charlie was after the sniper, crawling along the hedgerow in the direction from which the bullet came.

Down on his haunches, he stayed perfectly still for a few seconds until a rustle in the hedge pinpointed the sniper’s position. Then, wriggling through a gap, he crawled through the long grass at the other side, intending to take the German prisoner. But the sniper must have heard the movement and turned and trained his aim on Charlie. In a split second he realised it was a matter of kill or be killed.

His whole body soaked with sweat, his bowels like water, Charlie’s nerveless finger gently squeezed the trigger.

As the German soldier fell to the ground, Charlie felt no sense of victory, only a kind of miserable numbness. At least the bastard can’t take any more British lives, he told himself in an effort to soothe his conscience.

When they wearily set about digging a slit trench for the night, there were only fifteen men left out of thirty-five. Because of the loss of so many NCOs, Charlie was promoted to corporal.

All was quiet when Charlie took his turn on guard, oddly peaceful after the deafening noise of earlier. It had been a long and bizarre day. Emotions had been screwed to the limit for the landings; now there was  relief that it was over, mixed with sadness for those who hadn’t made it, and dread of tomorrow.

He felt dazed, as though under the influence of some drug. Nature’s way of helping him through, he guessed. His thoughts turned to home, lifting his spirits like a benediction. He pictured his mother, laughing, her strong hands weighing muddy potatoes or vamping out ‘You are my Sunshine’ on the piano; and his father, content to stay in the background, wanting nothing more from life than his family around him and an occasional night out at the dog track.

Then there was Micky, whose vulpine cunning went beyond childish mischievousness, and his long-suffering playmate, Rosie, with the sunshine eyes. These people had never been more precious to him, nor more out of reach.

When midnight came and the day officially ended, he knew it would be forever etched on his memory and he would never be the same again.




Chapter Six

‘These damned doodlebugs are making a monkey out of me,’ complained Queenie to one of the punters as she scrambled up in embarrassment from under the barrow to find that the flying bomb that had sent her there had exploded two miles away.

Instead of a sudden victory after D Day, the people of London found themselves back under fire. In the early hours of June 13th the first V-1s whined across the Channel, to the complete surprise and bewilderment of the average citizen. A few days later Herbert Morrison put an end to the speculation as to what these things actually were by announcing that pilotless aircraft were now being used against the British Isles, and warning that, ‘When the engine of the pilotless aircraft stops, and the light at the end of the machine is seen to go out, it may mean that explosion will soon follow, perhaps in five to fifteen seconds’.

Of all the bombs that fell on London throughout the war, none was hated more than these sinister robots that scuttled across the sky like things from science fiction. The doodlebugs hummed overhead like motorbikes, flame spurting from their tails as they crashed lethally to the ground.

Coming at all hours of the day, when people were  going about their everyday lives, the casualty rate from them was high. And now, when this seemingly endless war was drawing to a close, further deaths seemed pointless as well as tragic.

Out came the tin hats that had been hanging in dusty cupboards along with the family gas masks. But the prevailing public emotion was annoyance.

‘Ruddy nuisance,’ Queenie continued, brushing the dust off her skirt. ‘Still, mustn’t complain while our boys are doing what they can for us in Normandy.’

Queenie wasn’t the only one to be casual to the point of carelessness about taking shelter from the V-1s. Many people actually seemed more afraid of appearing frightened than they were of the bombs. Housewives in queues glanced up when they heard a robot coming, with no more of an uneasy expression than that of a woman who has just seen a spider in the bath. Many refused to lose the chance of a kipper for the family’s tea by leaving the queue to go and shelter, despite pleas from the Ministry of Homes Security for the public to take these dangerous weapons seriously.

Mothers and children were being encouraged to leave town, but it wasn’t until a robot made a direct hit two streets away, demolishing two houses and killing all the occupants, that Queenie and Olive decided to follow Maisie Watts’ example and send their children away.

Shirley Watts was safely installed with her aunt in Dorset, and Queenie managed to place Micky and Rosie with some people in a village in Wales she heard of through one of her customers. Olive and Queenie decided to make a holiday of it by accompanying the children on the journey and staying a  week with them. Arrangements were made with their hosts and Jeff agreed to use his own holiday to look after the barrow for Queenie.

The children were beside themselves with excitement at the prospect of a ‘holiday’, and watching them reach fever pitch Olive thought sadly of all the treats of a peacetime childhood these war babies had missed. Days at the sea, Christmas lights, a bountiful Christmas stocking . . .

By God I’ll make it up to Rosie after the war, she thought. She’ll have pretty clothes and occasions to wear them, holidays away in the summer and, oh, the bliss of sending her to school, confident that she will return again at teatime!

The day before they were due to leave, Olive was about to start packing when Mrs Tomkins from number twenty came to tell her that they had liver on sale in Harris the butcher’s in the Broadway.

Busy or not you didn’t let a chance like that go by, so after extricating the children from a game of hopscotch in the street they all hurried towards the Broadway.

It was a humid July day with leaden skies which made it seem more like late autumn because the blasts from the flying bombs had stripped the trees bare. Their summer foliage lay rotting prematurely on the ground. Mingled with the lingering smell of smoke and brick dust was the pungent odour of sap from tree trunks robbed of their bark by the explosions.

As they neared the Broadway, the trail of women heading that way increased. News of offal sent them flying like bees towards honey. Olive sent Micky on ahead to tell his mother at the barrow, in the unlikely event that she hadn’t already heard.

‘I’ll go with him,’ said Rosie.

‘All right, duck,’ said Olive. ‘I’ll see you at Harris’s.’

The queue was already snaking past Woolworth’s and Olive, feverish with anticipation, joined it outside the newsagent’s next door. Tom would enjoy a nice piece of liver with the streaky bacon she’d got for his tea.

Infected with the children’s holiday spirit, Olive felt pierced with gaiety, like before the war when they had sometimes managed a week at Margate. It was good to have a sense of occasion again: the dusting down of suitcases; the customary bath, hairwash and early to bed on the eve of departure. A shadow clouded her mood as she thought ahead to leaving the children in Wales, but she consoled herself with the thought that it probably wouldn’t be for long.

The news from across the Channel was good. The Allies had broken out from the Normandy beachhead and there was talk of the Germans cracking up behind the lines. It was generally felt that the current vicious bombings were the finale to the Battle of London, and although there was no premature cheering, hopes for peace in the autumn were high.

A sudden blasting on the horns of delivery vans and taxis, warning of an approaching missile, interrupted Olive’s thoughts.

‘Another darned doodle,’ said the woman in front of Olive, drawing deeply on a cigarette while fiddling with the Dinky curlers that poked from the front of her turban.

‘Ummm,’ said Olive while peering this way and that through the passers-by for a sign of Queenie and the children. Life went on through the bombing and Olive was used to it, but she had never stopped being afraid for Rosie.

The chattering queue fell silent. The buzz of the bomb turned to a harsh roar as it flew almost overhead and people began to dive into shop doorways or fall to their stomachs on the ground. When the explosion was heard to be several miles away there was a communal sigh of relief.

Emerging from cover inside the newsagent’s, Olive saw Queenie and the children hurrying towards her a good distance down on the other side of the road. Weak with relief, and smiling, she waved vigorously and they waved back.

But Gerry hadn’t finished yet and seconds later they were all back under cover as another bomb roared over. Olive watched Queenie and the children dart into the chemist’s before she herself scurried back into the newsagent’s.

Squashed next to The Turban amid the amalgamated aromas of pear drops, tobacco and newspapers, Olive clenched her teeth, closed her eyes and prayed silently.

‘Please pass over, please pass over . . .’

But when the worst happened and the engine gave a little cough and stopped, though sick and frozen with fear, she changed her plea to: ‘Please God make it stay clear of the chemist’s across the road . . . please . . . please.’

The crowd in the shop waited in silent dread, everyone momentarily turned to stone. The Turban burst into nervous chatter.

‘Gawd knows when we’ll get that liver,’ she said to Olive. ‘I was hopin’ ter get some for me old man’s tea, he’s very partial to a . . .

 


Across the road in the chemist’s shop Rosie lay next to Micky on the floor. Mrs Gordillo was kneeling over them, her great, wide arms and shoulders shielding their faces in case of flying glass.

Rosie was too used to this sort of thing to be really frightened and she amused herself by identifying the different smells in here: Dettol, soap, cough mixture. The noise overhead became deafening and she put her fingers in her ears, screwing up her face. A red glow lit the shop, then came a terrific crash that sent hot shock waves piercing through her body, followed by the sound of shattering glass. Then total silence, after which she heard people running and shouting. Someone outside was screaming.

Mrs Gordillo clutched her hand tightly and told her to be careful of the broken glass as they made their way back into the street.

Outside was chaos and now Rosie was afraid. Thick, black smoke floated darkly above the ruins that had been the butcher’s and the newsagent’s across the road. People stood about, dazed, hands to bleeding faces cut by the flying glass. There was a woman running about dementedly, her arms and legs dripping with blood and her hair whitened by dust.

‘My mum,’ gasped Rosie, wrenching her hand from Mrs Gordillo’s and stumbling towards the smoking debris. ‘My mum’s in there.’

Numbly she struggled across the glass-strewn road, treading on an assortment of goods that had been blasted into the street. Chocolate bars and cigarettes, precious meat and sausages, lay in the dust like litter. Rescue workers in pale helmets were already dragging corpses out of the wreckage. Rosie  tripped over a dead dog and retched, the soot in the air making her choke afresh.

A policeman who was roping off the area said, ‘Keep back, dearie, or you’ll get hurt.’

‘But my mum,’ she cried frantically. ‘I’m trying to find her.’

The policeman looked grim, but said kindly, ‘Don’t you worry, duck, we’ll find her.’

And then Mrs Gordillo was saying, ‘All right, officer, I’ll take care of her.’

And she was led, dragging her feet, from the scene.

 


‘I’ll take the children to Wales first thing in the morning,’ Queenie said to Tom Goodson the next day in her kitchen. ‘Olive would’ve wanted me ter get them ter safety rather than stay on ’ere for her funeral.’

‘Poor little Rosie,’ said Tom, his face grey with anxiety and grief. ‘Not only does she lose her mother, but she’s sent away from her father, too.’ He spread his hands despairingly. ‘What’s all this going to do to her? I wonder.’

‘Kids are very resilient, you know,’ Queenie assured him, pouring some tea and handing him a cup. ‘She’ll be orl right.’

‘She’s very quiet about it – bewildered, I think. But she never was one to make a fuss. Olive wasn’t either . . .’ Tom’s voice had begun to tremble and his cup rattled in its saucer. His ashen face turned red and seemed to crumple. Down went the cup and saucer on the kitchen table, and he pressed his hands to his face. ‘Oh Gawd, what am I to do without her?’ He turned away, fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief and blew his nose. ‘I’m sorry, Queenie,’ he mumbled, ‘Losin’ control . . .’

‘Don’t apologise,’ said Queenie thickly, the lump in her throat almost choking her. ‘It’s a sad time for everyone.’

Rosie watched the scene unobserved from the open back door where she had halted on her way in from the garden. Dimly she realised that her father’s anguish was even greater than her own and she must be brave and not make a fuss about going away. But it wasn’t easy to be unselfish when her own pain was so overwhelming, dragging her down and hurting too much even for tears. How could he send her away now that there was just the two of them and they needed each other so much? Well, she wasn’t going to Wales, and that was that.

 


Staring gloomily out of her bedroom window, Rosie watched Micky sitting among the straggly marigolds that covered the Gordillos’ Anderson shelter, eating a doorstep of bread. The afternoon sun licked the narrow, vegetable-furrowed gardens and gleamed on Micky’s black hair, worsening her own dark mood.

It seemed as though she had been here for hours with the ottoman, which she’d dragged in from the landing, pushed firmly against the door. She was stiff from sitting on the bed, and very hungry.

‘Rosie,’ her father called from the other side of the door. ‘Just stop all this muckin’ abaht and come out. I know you’re upset, but I’ve got enough without ’avin’ you playing me up. It’s not like you to be naughty. Open the door.’

Her heart began to thump. She’d never done anything this defiant before. She felt tight and shivery inside.

‘I’ll come out when you promise you won’t send me away,’ she said.

‘I can’t do that, love. Honestly, it’s too dangerous here,’ he said. The weariness in his voice made her feel guilty for her disobedience which had somehow got out of control.

‘I’m not goin’,’ she said.

The truth was that all she wanted to do now was to please him, but something in her wouldn’t let her climb down.

‘Are you comin’ down for tea?’ he asked.

‘I’m not ’ungry,’ she said. She was sitting on her bed, picking her fingernails nervously. In the room was a light wood varnished dressing table and a wardrobe with a tarnished mirror on the outside of a door that didn’t close properly. The smell of polish from the brown- and beige-patterned lino filled the room.

There was another voice at the door. ‘Rosie, it’s Mrs Gordillo. Will yer let me in, just for a chat?’

Somehow it seemed easier to respond to her. Warily, Rosie moved the ottoman and opened the door.

‘Well,’ said Queenie, sitting on the bed and patting the damask bedspread beside her for Rosie to sit down. ‘I’m sorry to ’ear yer don’t wanna come to Wales with us.’

Rosie stood by the window staring at the neighbour, noticing her red-rimmed eyes and pallor.

‘It ain’t that I don’t wanna . . .’ she began.

‘Just yer don’t wanna leave your dad,’ Queenie finished for her.

Rosie nodded and fiddled with one of her bunches.

‘I understand how yer feel, love, but Micky’ll miss yer if yer don’t come,’ said Queenie.

Rosie could see that Mrs Gordillo was upset. Her  neck was flushed and her voice was not so firm as usual.

‘Supposin’ me dad gets killed too,’ said Rosie, hardly able to say the words for the worry of them.

Queenie raised her hands and shook her head, her eyes glistening with tears.

‘Oh, ducks, yer mustn’t think like that.’ She sniffed into a piece of rag she’d dragged from her apron pocket. ‘In any case, stayin’ ’ere ain’t gonna stop that ’appenin’, is it now?’

Sitting on the bed in her floral crossover apron, her curlers sticking out of the front of her turban she looked so comforting, so inviting. With a sudden gush of hot, salty tears streaming down her cheeks, Rosie went to her.

‘There, there, love,’ said Mrs Gordillo, cradling her in her fat, safe arms. ‘It’s better to cry, yer’ll feel better now.’

All the grief, all the tension of the last twenty-four hours, poured out on to Mrs Gordillo’s gargantuan bosom.

‘Micky will be relieved ye’re comin’ to Wales with us. Who else would he quarrel with all day?’ she said. And Rosie, despite herself, managed a weak, tearful laugh.

 


They were billeted in a small village in a farming community nestling among the beautiful, verdant hills of West Wales. Away from the urbanised industrial south of the region, this was chaste, chapel country populated by stoic, hard-working women and tough, dominant men. Their hosts were a Mr and Mrs Jones and their sons Geraint and Hugh, aged ten and twelve respectively, a clean-living family with  melancholic dispositions and wary, watchful eyes.

Although the peaceful, parochial pace of country life didn’t appeal to Queenie, she was grateful for the fresh air and safety for the children and, returning to London after her short stay, she was confident that they would be well looked after.

As far as their physical well-being was concerned, they were. Food was more plentiful here than at home on account of Mr Jones’ ‘perks’ from the farm where he worked. Their clothes and bed linen were kept spotlessly clean and none of the family was visibly unkind to them. After some early awkwardness the boys seemed to enjoy the novelty of additional young company and the four got along well enough despite their cultural differences.

But Mrs Jones, having fostered several difficult evacuees during the war years, had grown tired of strangers invading her home. And the resultant tacit hostility affected the bereaved Rosie acutely. She took care to be polite and to help with the dishes and run errands as was expected of her, but she was very glad that she and Micky spent most of the time outdoors.

Having had their home recreation ground demolished in the blitz, the swings and slide in the village ‘rec’ were a tremendous novelty and they made a beeline for them every day. The local children there plagued them with questions about the big city. Cinemas, underground trains, air raids and Buckingham Palace seemed to arouse the most curiosity.

‘You mean you actually sleep in the air raid shelter? Ooh, what fun,’ they’d chirp. Or, ‘Tell us about the underground trains again.’

Occasionally squabbles would erupt during the  course of play and there would be cries of ‘Go home, cockneys’. But most of the time they got along well enough, and after the initial homesickness had subsided the days passed smoothly enough. Until the day that Rosie disgraced herself . . .

The Joneses had a mongrel dog called Prince who wandered freely about the village and followed the children everywhere, a black-haired, long-legged beast with soulful eyes.

One day in the middle of August, Prince was confined to the garden on account of the fact that Dai the Milk’s pedigree bitch terrier was on heat, and Prince was known to sniff out a bitch within a five-mile radius. Strict instructions were issued in the Jones household for the garden gate to be closed at all times.

So when a furious Dai banged at the Jones’ door threatening to ‘Shoot the scabby mongrel if he went near his pedigree again’, because he didn’t want a litter of ‘bloody mongrels’, a post mortem was held. It seemed that Rosie had been the last one out that morning, so she must be the culprit.

‘I’m sorry,’ she gasped, pale with fright at the fury in Mrs Jones’ grim, grey eyes. ‘I thought I’d closed the gate.’

Rosie could feel the woman’s sense of victory, as though this was the chance she’d been waiting for.

‘But you didn’t, did you?’ she snapped, standing as erect as a lamppost in her blue apron, her greying brown hair clipped neatly from her face.

‘Sorry,’ said Rosie again, biting her lip.

‘I cannot punish you because you are not my child and I’ll not have people saying that I’m unkind to evacuees. One of my own children will take your  punishment for you.’ She turned to her eldest son. ‘Geraint, go to your bedroom and wait for me.’

‘Please don’t punish ’im,’ begged Rosie, to whom a hiding with hot pokers would have been infinitely preferable to this other, deeper humiliation. ‘’It me, starve me, but please don’t make ’im take the blame!’

Mrs Jones gave her a vitriolic smile.

‘You are to get off scot free,’ she said with icy sweetness, ‘because you are a visitor. So just be grateful.’ And she marched from the room.

Supper that evening was a tense, miserable occasion with Geraint’s empty place a sharp reminder to Rosie of her transgression. They had all listened to his cries as he received a tanning and he was confined to his bedroom for the rest of the day.

Rosie had never felt more hated; now by the whole Jones family. Micky was no comfort. He told her she shouldn’t have been so careless. That night she cried herself to sleep.

Mrs Jones gave up any pretence of warmth towards Rosie after that so when, the following week, she got a letter from her father saying that she and Micky were to stay on in Wales and start at the village school when the new term started, she was thrown into despair. Her father explained that the war was expected to end soon, Paris had been liberated, but the bombing was still heavy in London so it was too dangerous for them to come home. Rosie ached for her father and Mrs Gordillo.

‘If we start school ’ere, we’ll never get back ’ome,’ Rosie confided to Micky that night in the double bed they shared to save linen. ‘Yer can’t chop and change schools, I’ve ’eard people say.’

The gravity of the situation registered sharply with  Micky. He’d quite enjoyed his holiday here, but there was nowhere like home for getting your own way. He had to think of a plan to get them sent back.

‘Yer can stop snivellin’ about it,’ he said, getting out of bed and going to the chest of drawers. ‘We’ll be back home before the school term starts, I promise you.’

Both children had been supplied with writing pad, envelopes and stamps by their parents to encourage regular correspondence. Micky took his from the drawer, and in the last of the daylight composed a letter to his mother. When Rosie asked what it was about, he just said, ‘Aah, that’s a secret. All yer’ve gotta do is wait for us to be sent ’ome.’

And sure enough, within a few days a sudden hush descended on the household and they were told by a grim Mrs Jones that they were to pack their things.

‘I dunno how yer managed it, but I’m glad yer did,’ said Rosie when they were safely installed on the train to Paddington.

Micky smiled, but remained silent. He couldn’t believe how easy it had been. He had simply made up a story about Mr Jones showing Rosie his willie, having remembered the fuss there was when strange men frightened girls in this way in a narrow lane near home. And for all his tender years he was artful enough to provide a let-out from possible repercussions. He’d put a P.S. on the letter.

‘Rosie thinks she will get into trouble so probably won’t admit it if you ask her. I only found out because she was crying.’

It didn’t occur to Queenie that her young son was capable of inventing such a story and her first impulse was to report Mr Jones to the police. But on  second thoughts that didn’t seem such a good idea since Jones was sure to deny it and things could be made unpleasant for Rosie. So, after a discussion with Rosie’s father, she wrote to Mrs Jones telling her what had happened and asking for the children’s immediate return, including a postal order for their fare.

And when Queenie, at Tom’s request, had a ‘little chat’ with Rosie and the child denied any such happening through fits of embarrassed giggles, it was assumed she was too shy to talk about it. With doodlebugs still playing havoc with everyday life but Rosie back in the safe arms of her father, the adults decided to put the matter behind them.

Micky heartily congratulated himself on the total success of his scheme, the deceitful streak in his nature now firmly established.




Chapter Seven

It seemed that the war would never end. Hopes of a peaceful autumn faded with the failure of the airborne landing at Arnhem, and after the German breakthrough in the Ardennes in December, everyone gloomily accepted another wartime winter.

This, the sixth, seemed the most miserable of them all to Queenie. Rationing and shortages of every kind were more severe than ever, and people were run down and exhausted. Boils flourished on necks and bottoms, and feet throbbed and itched with chilblains.

With coal being so short, people crept about the house in overcoats. During the periods when fuel was literally unobtainable, Queenie felt nauseous and faint with the cold. Firesides were shared, so that when Rosie and Micky went down with a simultaneous bout of ’flu she nursed them both in one bed in her front room by the fire.

Her limbs ached, her eyes were constantly red and swollen with styes, and she was black and blue from slipping on the ice in her hurry to take cover from the raids.

The patriotic fervour of the early war years and the exhilaration of D Day was long past. Londoners had had enough.

But very gradually signs of peace began to appear.

 


The blackout was replaced by half-lighting, when windows only had to be curtained sufficiently to prevent objects inside being seen outside, and by December 1944 lighting on buses and trains was back to normal. The letter from Charlie to say he was safe gave Queenie and Marco their happiest moment of the war.

Despite the slow progression back to normality, however, peace still did not come. Even after the news on May 1st 1945 that Hitler had killed himself, the British people still waited for an announcement.

It came, at last, on the evening of May 7th. The next day was to be celebrated as VE day and would be a public holiday. Exciting, too, was the Board of Trade’s contribution to the nation’s celebrations.

‘Until the end of May,’ it announced, ‘you may buy cotton bunting without coupons as long as it is red, white or blue, and does not cost more than one and three a square yard.’

Queenie burst into tears and fell to her knees on the living-room lino, thanking God. Then she hugged Marco and Micky and they all rushed out into the street and kissed everyone in sight.

Nature recognised the end of the war in the same way as it had marked the beginning, with violent thunderstorms. But as though the wartime greyness had been washed away with torrential rain, VE Day dawned with pale sunshine breaking through the clouds.

 


It was a perfect summer afternoon when Rosie and Micky sat astride their fathers’ shoulders in the crowds outside Buckingham Palace, waving Union Jacks and yelling with delight at the excitement around them.

To Rosie it was a day with a feeling all of its own, a great, glorious party in a foreign country of colour and jubilation. The current of goodwill reached out and held her in its warm, safe arms.

Red, white and blue rosettes sprouted from every lapel and bosom. Patriotic paper hats adorned heads of all ages – from smiling tots to beaming octogenarians. Even the dogs sported colourful bows. Bells pealed and planes swooped back and forth over the city, flaring red and green signals above the happy crowds,

Young women in bright dresses wore poppies and cornflowers in their hair and red, white and blue ribbons around their waists and ankles. American sailors and girls on the edge of the crowd did the conga, and cockneys linked arms for the Lambeth Walk. The multitude grew more tightly packed. People were literally wedged around them, laughing, singing and chanting: ‘We want the King.’

The Palace balcony was draped with a crimson cloth edged in yellow and gold fringe. A storm of cheering greeted the Royal Family as they appeared on it, smiling and waving to the crowds.

‘That’s the Queen, Rosie,’ her father told her excitedly, ‘the lady in blue . . . and the young Princess Margaret is in blue . . . look, that’s Princess Elizabeth in the A.T.S. uniform! Ain’t they grand?’

Rosie yelled herself hoarse and exhausted herself waving. The Royal Family waved back. When a bald-headed man appeared on the balcony, the crowd erupted into a deep, emotional roar.

‘Who’s that, Dad?’ Rosie asked.

‘Winston Churchill, dear,’ he explained.

Queenie was beside herself with emotion. ‘Winnie,’  she cheered. ‘Winnie . . . Winnie . . . Hooray! Gawd luv yer.’

As dusk fell they made their way to Hyde Park and joined hands with the crowd around a huge bonfire. Coloured lights shone through the trees and searchlights beamed a silvery pattern across the sky, tinted copper from the victory bonfires that crackled all over the city. Fireworks seasoned the warm air with imitation gunfire, and the smell of burning wood toasted the nostrils and tickled the back of the throat.

As they wandered along to Big Ben for the last few minutes of this momentous day, Rosie gasped in wonder at the tall, dignified buildings on the way, standing white and ghostly in the floodlit glare.

Tom told his daughter to face the clock, along with the rest of the crowd. It was a few minutes to midnight. They stood absolutely silent. Then came the chimes and at the last stroke of midnight there were cheers and clapping. The tugs on the River Thames gave the ‘doot . . . doot . . . doot . . . doooooot’ of the V sign. The floodlit face of Big Ben shone down like a proud parent.

The last treat of the day was a taxi ride home.

‘It’s a shame Mum missed all the fun, ain’t it, Dad?’ Rosie said sleepily as they rattled across this new, safe city. ‘I wish she’d been with us, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he said, cuddling her to him. ‘I really do.’

Rosie would never know just how much he had missed her mother on this day, as every day. Like thousands of others he had to live with the fact that there was one light that could never come on again for him.

‘Hasn’t it been a smashin’ day, Mrs Gordillo?’ Rosie said through a yawn to the woman beside her.

‘Smashin’,’ said Queenie, taking the child’s hand affectionately.




Chapter Eight

Charlie came out of the tube station and crossed the road to the bus queue. A woman with a string bag filled with potatoes and swedes turned to him and said, ‘Three quarters of an hour I bin waitin’ ’ere,’ she complained. ‘When one bus comes there’ll be ’arf a dozen all at once! Typical of London Transport that is. We win the war, but we can’t run a decent bus service . . .’

Charlie nodded, finding the tedium of everyday life comforting after the harshness of combat and army life generally. The woman was wearing a dull, grey coat beneath which hung a good two inches of brown skirt. She tucked some escaping hair into a brown woollen headscarf and squinted at his kit bag.

‘Jus’ back from the front, are you, son?’ she asked.

He nodded.

She snorted in disgust. ‘Well they’ve certainly taken their time getting you back! The war’s bin over for five months, and after all you boys done, too.’

‘Can’t be helped,’ explained Charlie. ‘There’s so many to bring ’ome.’

‘Even so,’ she continued, eager to criticise an Establishment he knew she would just as ardently defend against any critical foreigner. ‘But they ought ter . . .’

She was interrupted by the arrival of the Thornell bus.

‘’Urry along there,’ bellowed the conductor as the tide of humanity surged forward. ‘Come along – both sides please.’

‘’Ere, you wait your ’urry, mate,’ shrilled Charlie’s complaining companion. ‘There’s a soldier ’ere just back from abroad.’

There was a hush as the queue halted. ‘Come on, son,’ called someone at the front.

‘Welcome home, mate,’ said another, patting Charlie on the back as he moved to the front.

‘Well done,’ said an old man, pressing a packet of cigarettes into Charlie’s hand. ‘We’re all proud of yer.’

‘Cheers,’ grinned Charlie, his breezy manner hiding the perilous emotion that had hovered near the surface ever since the white cliffs of Dover had come into view in the dawn light this morning.

Through the bus window he watched the grey October drizzle fall on the shabby, war-torn town. The shop fronts were dingy from lack of paint, many still displaying boards across the blown out windows. Queues of women in dark, utility clothes trailed from every shop, looking dowdy and worn out. From the butcher’s window came the uninspiring information HORSEFLESH FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION, and SORRY NO CIGARETTES stared gloomily from the tobacconist’s.

Children played on the uneven, rubble-strewn sweeps of the bombsites that lay patchily overgrown, like urban meadows. Austerity was a strange prize for having won the war, he thought. The much vaunted ‘new world’ was a distant vision for a nation whose financial resources had been exhausted  and who was now in crippling debt to the United States.

Charlie had not notified his mother of his arrival. Advance warning would have produced all the razzmatazz of welcome home festivities, something he didn’t feel ready to cope with. Celebrations, yes, he wouldn’t want to deprive his family and friends of those, but not today. He needed time to get the madness of war out of his system.

Everything after D Day had seemed an anti-climax. There had been long periods of boredom interspersed by shorter bouts of ferocious action. In common with most of his comrades he had adapted to a numbed acceptance of his lot, which was to plod onwards to what seemed an inevitable end, emotions crippled by so much death.

Having reached this state he was able to endure anything, from seeing friends he’d grown fond of become mere meat in the blink of an eye to witnessing strong men he’d looked up to being led away trembling and crying like babies after long periods of heavy shelling.

There were times when his faith in God deserted him. Times when there seemed to be no mercy, when death became commonplace, when he had to break the fifth commandment daily. But in the end it had been faith in something more than life that had kept him sane.

He remembered as a boy in the air raids with Jeff he’d thought that courage was merely a matter of concealing one’s fear. Now he knew it was so much more, and something he had witnessed daily in ordinary men for whom welcome home parties would not be necessary.

While being overwhelmed with gratitude at coming through with nothing more than superficial wounds, there was a feeling of anger too that a lunatic decorator could have caused the world so much suffering.

He stood outside the back door, listening to his mother’s robust rendering of ‘Don’t Fence Me In’.

This was how he had planned it, him coming in through the kitchen door as though he had been no further than the letter box, no fuss, no hysterics. As he entered the room the unique essence of home washed over him, the love and generosity exuded from every corner soothing him into the special state of relaxation he only ever experienced here.

His mother hadn’t noticed him yet and was spreading some margarine on doorsteps of bread at the scrubbed wooden table. The familiar scents of lavender polish, carbolic soap and lingering gravy from dinner hung emotively in the air. Charlie rapped on the inside of the door. Queenie looked up, her blue eyes leaping into new life, her lips trembling as they widened into a huge silent ‘Oh’.

‘’Ello, Ma,’ he said, grinning and opening his arms to her.

She was laughing and crying together, hugging him and smacking kisses on his cheeks.

‘Are yer tryin’ to finish me orf, son?’ she said, laughing. ‘Givin’ me a shock like that!’ She stood back from him, blowing her nose and studying his face. His luminous dark eyes seemed larger than ever in his thin drawn face. ‘Yer’re skinnier, son, but I’m the ’appiest woman alive today. A celebration, we must have a celebration! But I’ve got nothing in. Yer should ’ave let me know yer was comin’.’

He raised his hands in protest. ‘All I want right now, Ma, is a nice cup of tea.’

As she took the kettle from the gas stove and filled it at the sink, he noticed that her hands were shaking. The kitchen was shabbier than he remembered, the cream walls as dark as tea, holes as big as saucers in the lino, the paint on the ceiling bubbling and peeling like sunburn. A feeling of love and protectiveness towards his parents overwhelmed him. His dream of a better life for them had never been stronger.

Lighting the gas under the kettle with a screw of newspaper fired from the geyser above the sink, she said, ‘Wait ’til yer dad gets in from work. He’ll ’ave the surprise of his life. Micky and Rosie are in the other room waiting for their tea. They’ll be thrilled to see yer, everyone will.’

The atmosphere was light but as fragile as a bubble near a thornbush. Charlie wanted to tell her how good it was to see her and how thoughts of home had cormforted him during the long nights in action. But he just said, ‘I was sorry to hear about Rosie’s muvver.’

Queenie wanted to tell him that having him home made her heart nearly burst with joy, but she wasn’t given to pretty speeches, so she just said, ‘Yes, we was all shattered. Rosie’s a good gel, keeps the place spotless for Tom and does all the cookin’. But she’s still only nine so I do what I can to ’elp. She comes in ’ere for her tea every day after school with Micky.’ She gave a gentle smile. ‘I couldn’t be fonder of her if she was me own.’

‘She’s always bin like one of the family,’ he said.

The emotion of his homecoming was still too strong for an easy conversation, so the appearance of the children was a welcome diversion.

‘Cor, it’s Charlie!’ said Micky, standing in the doorway with Rosie at his side. ‘Hello, mate. How many Germans d’yer kill?’

‘Micky,’ admonished his mother loudly, ‘I’ve told yer not to talk like that.’

‘Tommy Willis at school says ’is bruvver killed at least a hundred,’ continued Micky, ignoring his mother. ‘Bet yer killed more.’

‘You bloodthirsty little bugger!’ said Charlie blackly.

Seeking to avert the rising storm, Queenie said quickly, ‘It’s just a game to the kids, Charlie, like cowboys and indians. Yer mustn’t blame them, they’ve known nothin’ else.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ he said to avoid upsetting his mother. But tension crackled in the air. In the cosy familiar room, Charlie suddenly felt he was treading on eggshells.

Rosie was growing into a very sensitive girl and found the sudden uneasiness unbearable. Trust Micky to spoil such a special occasion!

‘I’ll finish gettin’ the tea, Mrs Gordillo,’ she said, ‘if yer’d like to go into the other room an’ talk to Charlie.’

Queenie smiled. ‘Why, that’s nice of you, ducks, I think I will.’

‘You go and sit down, I’ll bring it in,’ said Rosie, moving purposefully into the kitchen. Then looking up at Charlie, who was smiling at her from beneath his khaki cap, she added: ‘Welcome ’ome.’ And without knowing why, turned scarlet.




Chapter Nine

One evening in September 1949 Rosie was sitting on the front wall outside her house with Shirley Watts, who was educating her about the facts of life – in which she claimed to have first-hand experience.

Shirley was a year older than Rosie and very well-developed for fourteen. Oozing self-confidence, she evoked awe in the younger girl. Although no Einstein in the classroom, Shirley was a star on the sport’s field. Hurdles were cleared by her with the speed and grace of a bird in flight, and netballs dropped into the net as effortlessly as reaching for her coat off the peg.

She wasn’t pretty, her features were too pronounced for that. Her brown eyes protruded slightly from her round face, her nose was broad with spread nostrils, and her well-shaped mouth was on the large side. But her superb figure and the fact that she knew how to use it made her an attraction to all the boys who would drop everything to watch her ride by in her tight sweater on her drop handlebar bike.

She was giving Rosie a colourful account of an incident with a boy from the next street when Micky appeared with his two friends, Spider Harris, a tall, long-limbed boy who was on probation for stealing cigarettes, and Knuckles Brown, whose nickname came from his penchant for street fights.

‘Look what the cat’s dragged by,’ said Shirley, showing off as usual.

‘Watch it, Watts,’ warned the equally gregarious Micky.

Since they had changed schools, Rosie to the Girls’ Secondary Modern and Micky to the Boys’, Rosie and Micky had drifted apart. She didn’t like his new friends at all. They were far too foul-mouthed and sure of themselves for her taste.

But Shirley was as drawn to boys of any type as they were to her, and leaning on the gatepost she directed the full force of her charms towards all three. Her white cotton blouse poured over her firm breasts like milk and hugged her skin down to the waistband of the floral dirndl skirt that swished against her bare legs as she moved.

‘Where yer going?’ she asked, working her gum slowly in her mouth.

‘Over the rec,’ said Micky, dribbling a stone across the pavement with his foot. ‘Wanna come?’

She pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘I might.’

‘Suit yerself,’ said Micky. ‘We ain’t fussy either way.’

‘Shall we go with them, Rosie?’ asked Shirley.

But Micky nipped that idea in the bud.

‘We don’t want ’er with us, she’s too much of a kid,’ he said.

‘I wouldn’t come if you paid me,’ said Rosie, burning with humiliation. ‘I’m going in to get my dad’s supper anyway.’ And she marched up the path to her front door.

 


Watching the scene from her window, Queenie said, ‘I reckon the Watts are heading for trouble with  young Shirley. She’s getting to be a proper little baggage. Just look at the way she’s playing up to those boys out there. I’ve seen her hangin’ around outside the chip shop in the Broadway at night, too, hopin’ to pick someone up.’

‘She’s just showing off, I expect,’ said Marco from behind his newspaper.

‘Just as long as she don’t lead Rosie astray,’ continued Queenie. ‘Gels of that age are very impressionable.’

Charlie lowered his copy of the Evening News and peered at his mother over the top. They had all just got home from work and were having a cup of tea.

‘Rosie always strikes me as a very sensible girl,’ he said. ‘We’d do better worryin’ about Micky and those yobs he goes around wiv.’ He paused. This was controversial territory, but certain things needed saying in this family. ‘That boy’s gettin’ to be a real lout.’

He waited for the explosion he knew would come. ‘That’s a bit ’arsh, ain’t it, Charlie?’ snorted his mother. ‘All boys of that age get a bit wild. You was no saint, you know. Micky’s just goin’ through a phase.’

It never failed to amaze Charlie that someone as discerning as his mother could be blind and deaf when it came to her younger son. It wasn’t that she shirked discipline – indeed, Queenie in full voice reading the Riot Act to Micky was a familiar sound in the street – but that she didn’t seem to realise how he manipulated her. He could charm her into anything, from extra pocket money to an extended curfew at night. Butter wouldn’t melt in his mouth when he wanted his own way about something, and the fact that Queenie didn’t welcome interference from Marco or Charlie added to Micky’s power.

Charlie put down the paper and finished drinking his tea. He usually had a cuppa with his parents after work. Although these days he virtually ran the family business, a lot of his time was spent out and about gathering stock and there was little chance of a chat during the day.

‘Phase or not, ’e’s disobedient and downright rude – wevver you like to admit it or not!’ Charlie exclaimed. He looked at his watch and stood up. ‘Anyway, it’s time I wasn’t ’ere. I’m meeting Jeff for a pint in The Railway Arms later, so I’ll ’ave to nip ’ome and get ready.’

‘Aren’t yer staying for your tea wiv us tonight, son?’ asked Queenie.

‘Not tonight, Ma, ta all the same. I’ll get some fish and chips later on.’

After his demobilisation Charlie had felt restricted under the parental roof, so had taken a small flat over an ironmonger’s shop in Thornell Broadway. His mother was always saying that he was in and out of home so often he needn’t have bothered to leave. But they all knew that they wouldn’t get along nearly so well if he didn’t have the privacy of his own place.

‘See yer tomorrow then, son,’ said Queenie as he gave her a casual peck on the cheek.

As he left the house, he realised once again how dear his parents were to him.

 


‘Pint of bitter please, George,’ said Charlie later to the barman in The Railway Arms. ‘An’ put one up for Jeff while you’re at it, he’ll be in any minute.’ He placed a ten shilling note on the counter. ‘’Ave one yerself, mate.’

‘Cheers, Charlie,’ said George, pulling carefully on  the skittle-shaped pump handle and letting the froth spill over the top of the glass into the sink below the counter, before setting it down on the top.

The pub was busier than usual for a week night. There was a darts match in the other bar and the crowd had spilled over into this one to get served. A loud babble of boos, cheers and male laughter rose and fell as the match progressed and the efforts of Bob, the regular pianist, to entertain this bar paled into a background boogie woogie tinkle.

An evening with Jeff was a valued part of Charlie’s week and had a cathartic effect on him. For as Jeff had grown mentally stronger he had become Charlie’s confidant and mentor, his quiet manner and commonsense a steadying influence on his friend’s driving ambition.

Jeff could be relied upon for an honest opinion even if it wasn’t always what Charlie wanted to hear. And if Jeff’s criticism was sometimes harsh, it was usually constructive and Charlie invariably recognised its merit in the end.

Charlie’s thoughts were interrupted by a neatly dressed, middle-aged man who appeared next to him at the bar.

‘Evenin’, Charlie,’ said Alf Wilson, his round, rubicund face beaming beneath his trilby hat. ‘How’s business.’

‘Mustn’t grumble,’ said Charlie amiably. ‘’Ow abaht you?’

Alf shook his head. ‘Times is ’ard,’ he said, sucking in his breath emphatically. ‘But we’re just about managin’ to tick over.’

Charlie smiled inwardly. Alf Wilson owned the draper’s store by Gordillos’ pitch in the Broadway  and it was common knowledge that he had made a fortune on the black market.

‘Oh, well, as long as you manage to do that,’ said Charlie, knowing the old devil was loaded. Charlie bought him a drink and watched Alf’s neatly clipped moustache emerge from the glass with froth sticking to it like shaving soap.

‘I ’ear you’re diversifyin’,’ Alf said. ‘Doin’ a good line in rabbits and duck eggs as well as greengrocery. I don’t know ’ow you barrer boys get ’old of the stuff.’

‘It’s around for those who’re prepared to put themselves out to get it,’ Charlie informed him cagily.

With the continuation of shortages, it had not been easy for the Gordillos to stay in business since the war. But using out-of-town contacts for non-rationed short-supply items, Charlie too had managed to do a bit more than just ‘tick over’.

Marco had been happy to hand over responsibility for the business to his son and was quite content to man the barrow with Queenie’s help while Charlie scoured the country for stock to sell.

But Charlie knew it was time for Gordillos’ to progress. Better times were coming for the people of Britain and he wanted to be ready for them. The thick, gold signet ring that adorned Alf’s fat finger, and the gold wrist watch displayed against the cuff of the shirt protruding from the sleeve of his well-cut suit, gave Charlie a sudden idea. Working on the premise that ‘he who hesitates is lost’, he invited the older man to join him in the privacy of a corner table for a few minutes.

‘I’ll come straight to the point, Alf,’ Charlie explained. ‘The lease on the shop under the flat where I live is comin’ up for sale and I wanna go for it. I’m  short of capital – my army gratuity won’t be enough – so I’m lookin’ for a loan. All strictly legit, to be paid back with interest in two years, so you’d see a return on your money. Interested?’

Charlie was outwardly calm; inwardly his heart was hitting his ribs like a sledgehammer. Alf drew thoughtfully on a cigarette, his grey eyes glassy in thought.

‘Why not approach the bank?’ he asked at last.

‘No collateral,’ explained Charlie. ‘Mum and Dad only rent the ’ouse.’

Charlie sensed that Alf’s keen nose for profit was being brought into play, and it seemed he was right.

‘I’ll think about it, son. Come around to my place for supper tomorrow night and we’ll talk about it some more,’ he said.

‘I’ll do that, Alf. Cheers, mate,’ said Charlie, and went over to join Jeff who had just arrived and was standing at the bar.

 


Charlie was given a very warm reception at Alf’s neat detached house in a select part of Thornell the following evening. But he left without mentioning the loan; it was pushed to the back of his mind by Alf’s twenty-year-old daughter Brenda.

She was an attractive girl with brown bedroom eyes that flamed and fluttered at Charlie from the moment he set foot on their quality Axminster. Her close-fitting, red woollen dress hugged her voluptuous figure like a provocative gift wrapping and her every movement invited Charlie to untie the string.

Her frank mouth curled and teased in a pert-featured face that was surrounded by a mass of auburn bubble curls. Everything about her was too  obvious, from her overmade-up face to her manufactured girlish laughter, but Charlie’s male chemistry responded to her. She was, after all, a very pretty girl.

He took her out every night for a week. Up West mostly – to the cinema, and dinner at an hotel, and to some of the more select pubs. She was a good-humoured, fun-loving girl and she seemed very keen on Charlie. Naturally, he was flattered.

One evening, about two weeks into the liaison, Charlie popped into The Railway Arms for a quick one after work and found himself being interrogated by Alf.

‘I’d like a bit of a chat with yer, man to man,’ he said, drawing Charlie over to the corner table. ‘About you an’ my Brenda.’

A flicker of unease moved through Charlie’s mind. Surely Alf wasn’t going to play the heavy father, because if anyone was in need of protection it certainly wasn’t Brenda!

‘What abaht us?’ asked Charlie, taking the top off his glass of beer.

‘I jus’ wondered how things were goin’.’ He winked and wrinkled his broad pug nose into an emphatic sniff. ‘Yer know what I mean.’

‘No, I don’t,’ said Charlie, miffed to hear bar talk from a man about his own daughter. ‘We’ve bin out a few times and seem to get along well enough, that’s all there is to it.’

Alf bent forward and beckoned Charlie to lean closer. ‘That loan yer wanted – yer can ’ave it as a gift.’

Charlie’s dark brows raised themselves involuntarily. ‘In return for what?’ he asked.

Alf stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray and in a very low voice said, ‘Brenda is three months pregnant and the bloke ’as scarpered. I’m looking for someone to make an honest woman of ’er.’

Charlie’s eyes sparked with understanding then darkened with rage. ‘So Brenda wanted more than a few gins from me all along.’ He pushed his glass away preparatory to leaving. ‘I’ve bin set up.’ His mouth twisted bitterly as he shook his head. ‘But yer’ve chosen the wrong bloke – when I get married it won’t be part of no business deal.’

Alf slapped a restraining hand on Charlie’s arm as he made to stand up. ‘But what’s so terrible about the idea? We all stand to gain by it, and you an’ Brenda get along well enough. An’ it isn’t as if yer don’t fancy her.’

‘She’s been usin’ me,’ Charlie ground out.

Alf’s cigarette smoke curled upwards over his plump features and neatly greased brown hair, his unctuous mouth quivering slightly as he worked out how to conquer Charlie’s opposition.

‘It’s understandable, innit? The poor cow’s desperate.’

‘She won’t be the first gel to have a kid before she’s copped a weddin’ ring. You’ve got plenty of money, you look after her and the baby,’ he said, resisting Alf’s attempt at emotional blackmail.

Alf disgusted Charlie then by pleading. ‘But think of the scandal! I’m well known on the manor, a full member of the Conservative Club. ’Elp us, Charlie, please.’

‘So it’s yourself you’re worried abaht,’ Charlie snapped. ‘Not Brenda.’

‘No, no, ’course not,’ said Alf, shaking his head like a guilty child. ‘I jus’ meant . . . er . . .’ His defence petered out.

Charlie brushed Alf’s hand from his arm. ‘Yer oughta be givin’ Brenda all the support yer can, not tryin’ to rope in some stranger to save the day.’

‘Ye’re not a stranger.’

‘Not entirely, no, but I certainly don’t know Brenda well enough to want to spend the rest of my life with ’er.’ He stood up. ‘As she’s obviously waiting for yer to report back to ’er, yer can tell ’er that, much as I sympathise with ’er, the answer’s no.’ And ignoring Alf’s pleas for him to stay and discuss the matter further, he marched from the pub.

He had been home about an hour when there was a knock at the door. It was a pale, tear-stained Brenda.

‘Can I come in?’ she asked with enough pathos to make him feel as guilty as if he was responsible for her condition.

He ushered her in with a strong suspicion that he would live to regret it. Once inside she really went to work on him.

‘Oh, Charlie,’ she sobbed, slipping her arms around him and resting her tearful face on his chest. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t straight with you, but I was scared that if I told yer the truth you’d have stopped seein’ me, an’ I do think a lot of you, reelly. It’s ’ard for a girl in my position and I dunno what I’m going to do if you desert me, too.’

It was one thing being firm with Alf, quite another hardening his heart against this helpless, sensual creature. He cuddled her to him and patted her back as though winding a baby. He had never pretended to himself or to her, that she sparked anything other than carnal lust in him, but right now, his protective instincts aroused, all he wanted to do was to comfort and take care of her.

‘Don’t cry, duck,’ he said gently. ‘I’ll make yer a nice cuppa, then when ye’re feeling a bit better I’ll take yer ’ome to yer mum and dad. They’ve got the hump with yer at the moment, but they’ll look after yer –’ he paused – ‘an’ the baby when it comes, just wait and see.’

Thick, black mascara rivers trickled down her cheeks, and her bloodshot eyes met his mournfully. ‘They’re gonna take me to this woman who’ll see me orl right, so there won’t be no baby if yer don’t marry me.’

Charlie turned pale, his Catholic upbringing clutching him by the throat.

‘They’d never do a thing like that!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re ’avin’ me on.’

‘I’m not,’ she said thickly, through her tears. ‘Me dad can’t bear the thought of the scandal. I can’t stand up to him, Charlie, ye’re the only chance I ’ave to save my baby.’

‘What about yer mother?’ asked Charlie.

‘She’ll go along wiv whatever Dad says.’

Charlie could feel himself becoming more and more involved in this preposterous affair, and with Brenda’s warm, vibrant body trembling against his, he could almost see himself doing so willingly. But he couldn’t marry a girl he had just met, the whole idea was ridiculous. Gently, he extricated himself from her embrace and invited her to sit on the settee while he made some tea.

‘Who’s the farver?’ he asked later as she munched a ginger biscuit with her tea.

She shrugged. ‘A soldier I met at the Atlanta Ballroom. ’E said he loved me or I’d never have let him . . . I mean, I’m not the sort of girl to . . . you know.’

‘I understand,’ said Charlie kindly. ‘But where is ’e? Does ’e even know about the kid?’

She shook her head. ‘’E didn’t turn up for a date one night, so I went to the address in Norf London ‘e’d given me and it didn’t exist.’ Tears began to slide down her blotchy cheeks and drop on to her jumper. She dabbed them with the handkerchief Charlie had given her and blew her nose loudly. ‘’E’d just been stringin’ me along and I fell for it.’ She broke into deep, dramatic sobbing. ‘I feel like an old shoe! You men are all the same – yer get what yer want, then bugger off!’

‘We’re not all like that,’ Charlie soothed, putting his arm around her as they sat on the settee. ‘Don’t you worry, gel, I won’t let them make you get rid of the baby.’

The next evening after work, Charlie confronted Alf Wilson in The Railway Arms.

‘I understand from Brenda that ye’re goin’ to force her into an abortion unless I marry ’er,’ he said.

‘Shush,’ urged Alf, frantically looking around before ushering Charlie to the privacy of a window table. ‘Don’t you know it’s illegal?’

‘It’s true, then?’

‘I’m admittin’ nothin’, mate,’ he said, confirming Charlie’s fears.

And because he knew there was only one way to save Brenda’s baby, Charlie said, ‘I’ll marry ’er.’

Alf’s face broke into relieved smiles. ‘Well done, son! I knew you’d see sense in the end. The money’s yours as soon as ye’re hitched.’

Charlie could hardly speak he was so angry. ‘I wouldn’t take yer money if I was destitute,’ he ground out.

Alf spread his hands in a gesture of bewilderment. ‘But why? I thought . . . the idea was . . .’

‘Your idea, Alf, your idea was to buy me. Well, I ain’t for sale. I ain’t gonna marry Brenda for your sake, or even for hers. And not for any amount of cash yer might like to pay me. I’m doin’ it to save Brenda’s baby.’

‘Don’t be darft,’ said Alf, scratching his head nervously. ‘You need the money to start yer shop.’

‘An’ I’ll get it,’ blazed Charlie, ‘don’t you worry abaht that.’

‘Come on now, son,’ said Alf, determined to placate his future son-in-law. ‘Let me buy you a drink to celebrate.’

‘No fanks,’ said Charlie. ‘That’s the last thing I’m in the mood for.’ He stormed towards the door, so furious he could not feel the trap closing in.

 


A month later Charlie knotted his tie in front of the mirror, slipped into the jacket of his new blue serge suit and dabbed some Brylcream on his hair before brushing it into place. He was glad clothes rationing had finally ended in time for the wedding. Women set such store by these things and he wanted the day to be as right as possible under the circumstances for Brenda.

Having agreed to this marriage, he intended to do his best for her, despite the missing ingredient. Fortunately, he was strongly attracted to her physically, and he hoped that with time and patience this might grow into something more enduring. Admittedly his ardour had subsided somewhat since he’d found himself in a corner. It was one thing wanting to take a girl to bed and quite another being forced to do so for life.  But he assumed this was only temporary and all would be well after the baby was born.

His only stipulation had been that they should have a Catholic wedding. It hadn’t been easy arranging for Brenda to take the statutory instruction necessary to the non-Catholic partner in a mixed marriage, her condition making time of the essence. But rather than condemn Charlie to damnation through a marriage unrecognised by the Church, Father Flynn had agreed to give her immediate tuition. And it had not been in Brenda’s interest to argue.

Charlie’s thoughts moved ahead to the project he planned to get underway after the wedding. How glad he was he had turned down Alf’s offer. The money lender’s interest charges were exorbitant, but at least his life with Brenda wouldn’t be shadowed by the stigma of such an arrangement with his in-laws. As sharp a businessman as Charlie was, he hoped he never stooped to equate anything as sacred as marriage with mere money.

A visitor interrupted his reverie. It was his best man, Jeff Watts, smart today in a navy pin-stripe suit with gleaming white stiff-collared shirt and a dark blue tie. His ginger hair was plastered to his head with grease and his spectacles gave his thin, serious face a look of solemnity.

Charlie poured them both a whisky from a bottle on the sideboard. ‘Just time for a quick stiffener,’ he said.

‘It ain’t too late to change yer mind,’ Jeff reminded him, anxiety clouding his grey eyes.

‘You know me better than that,’ said Charlie.

Jeff sighed, the whisky glow suffusing his pale face. ‘I still think ye’re a fool.’

Jeff was the only person who knew the truth about the marriage, and he was angry about the way the Wilsons had extracted Charlie’s agreement. Such a match, in his opinion, had little chance of survival and although divorce might seem an easy option to Brenda when Charlie had served his purpose, such a thing would not be acceptable to a man of his strong religious beliefs. But despite Jeff’s very best endeavours, Charlie seemed intent on throwing his life away on a girl who was so obviously wrong for him.

Charlie steered the conversation on to safer ground.

‘I bin meanin’ to have a chat with you about my plans for Gordillos’,’ he said, standing with his back to the gas fire, sipping his glass of whisky. ‘I need a general assistant, someone who’ll ’elp out wherever necessary.

‘I’m goin’ to keep the barrer goin’ until the shop shows a profit, and as Mum and Dad will run that, I’ll need someone to look after the barrer when I’m not around, take a general interest. A dogsbody job at first, but as the business grows . . .’ He studied his fingernails as though checking their cleanliness. ‘This shop’s just the beginning. In time I’m gonna have a Gordillos’ store in every town in the country, not just trading in greengrocery but general provisions an’ other things, too.’ His eyes shone at the thought of the plans he had harboured for so long. ‘The job’s yours, Jeff, if you want it. Think about it and let me know after the wedding.’

‘The answer’s yes,’ said Jeff. ‘Just give me time to serve out me notice at the Food Office.’

Charlie beamed, his dark complexion enhanced by the whiteness of his shirt. His black, wavy hair lay  thickly in a side parting around his square, handsome face and his smile revealed even white teeth above a strong, masculine chin.

‘To the new Gordillos’ then,’ said Charlie, raising his glass, aware of the fact that he was diverting his attention from the event that should have been uppermost in his mind. A moment’s panic shivered through him. Supposing he couldn’t make Brenda happy? What if their superficial relationship just didn’t stand up to day-to-day living? But it was too late to back out now, the church would already be filled with family and friends.

‘And ’ere’s to you and Brenda,’ said Jeff, smiling. Having made his opinion of this marriage clear to Charlie, it wouldn’t be ‘on’ to mention it again. As the wife of his best friend, Brenda would have all his outward respect regardless of his true feelings. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Charlie. The atmosphere was as tense as before a long-term parting. This was the end of an era and emotion rendered him speechless for a moment. But because he had been raised to make the best of things and not to succumb to regrets, he grinned and said, ‘Drink up, mate, and we’ll get goin’. Don’t wanna keep the bride waitin’, do we?’




Chapter Ten

Rosie stood at Gordillos’ office window, looking out across Thornell Broadway. A fog was beginning to form in swirling, yellow clouds, threatening to be a real November peasouper.

People hurried along the dark pavements with heads down and scarves across their mouths to protect them from the insidious power of a London smog. Lights shone in all the shops, though it was only mid-morning, and the traffic crawled with headlamps blazing, the buses with their illuminated windows as cosy as houses on this chilly, dismal day.

Everyone seemed anxious to get inside out of the cold except Micky Gordillo who had been standing outside Woolworth’s talking to a group of teddy boys for the last half an hour. She could just make out his tall form in his white shop coat over black, drainpipe trousers.

Her stomach tightened. He had been sent to the bank to get change and his mother had just rung through on the intercom from the shop downstairs to find out what had happened to him as they urgently needed copper.

If Charlie spotted him socialising so lengthily during working hours there would be trouble. Oh why, she thought angrily, was Micky such a headache  to his lovely family? But in actual fact she knew the answer to that. Because his name was Gordillo he thought he was God’s gift to the world and could do just as he liked at work, not a view endorsed by his brother, by all accounts.

Rosie thought Micky was ungrateful and short-sighted to resent Charlie’s insistence that he learn the business from the bottom, as he had himself. After all, it would benefit Micky in the long run since he would obviously hold responsibility in the firm one day. But that was Micky, always wanting the glory before he’d shown the guts.

Her friendship with the family had made it more or less inevitable that Rosie would come to work at Gordillos’ when she had left school two years ago. She was a junior clerk and attended evening classes for shorthand and typing. No one, including herself, had ever considered the idea of her having a career as opposed to just a job. Girls of her background, unless unusually gifted, were automatic fodder for shop, secretarial or factory work until they married and stayed at home to care for the children.

But having no higher expectations she had no complaints about the daily routine of opening and entering the incoming mail in the ledger before delivering it to the relevant departments, filing correspondence, making tea and running office errands before recording the outgoing post and preparing it for collection.

Since the first Gordillo shop had opened four years ago the numbers had grown to ten, all in the London area. These offices, above that first store, were the nucleus of the whole operation and spread to two floors. The upper housed the accounts, personnel and stock control departments, the lower was made up of  a small typing pool, a general office and a post room in which Rosie worked. Charlie and Jeff Watts, who was now the Company General Manager, had separate offices on the lower floor next to each other.

All the Gordillo stores had green-and-white shop fronts with the name written in green and green-and-white-striped awnings. The interiors were light and modern with spotless counters, shining bottled and tinned goods, and assistants who were trained to a high standard of efficiency and politeness. The name ‘Gordillo’ had become synonymous with quality goods and service as well as competitive prices, which were possible because of the excellent terms obtained from the wholesalers due to bulk buying for all ten shops.

People said that the secret of Charlie’s success (Mr Gordillo was too formal for someone who was practically one of the family, he said) was his capacity for hard work and his sheer nerve. He wasn’t afraid of change, or to buy stock in huge quantities, or to try new lines on the shelves. And far from resenting criticism, he welcomed it by placing a suggestion box on the counter of every store. Each comment was given careful consideration.

But despite his continuous expansion programme, he still ran the company as a family concern. The Thornell store was managed by his parents, who enjoyed every moment and were popular with staff and customers, and the personnel throughout the organisation were made to feel a part of it and aware that as the firm grew so would their chances of promotion.

They were kept regularly informed as to the general climate of the grocery trade and had been told  recently by Charlie that, ‘We are on the brink of a revolution in the British retail business. I believe that new selling methods will sweep the country when food rationing is finally abolished. After years of shortages, competition is going to be stronger than ever. And as the country moves towards that dream store from America, the supermarket, Gordillos’ will lead the field. But we shall never lose our reputation for friendly service and quality goods’.

As well as being happy with her job, Rosie was content with her life in general and was very much in tune with the fifties. For the first two years of the decade, life had been a bombless continuation of the war for Londoners, with food rationing actually harsher than in 1945 and shortages making normal life difficult to the point of exasperation. A scarcity of coal had cut train services, a steel shortage had closed the car factories and even Virginia tobacco had been driven ‘under the counter’ by lack of supplies. The war-scarred London landscape had remained gloomy and unpainted. Prefabricated houses, made of asbestos sheeting, had proliferated like mushrooms while purple rosebay willowherb had bloomed undisturbed on the untouched bomb sites.

But after the Festival of Britain buildings had risen on the bombed slopes of the South Bank of the Thames, promising a new and brighter Britain, the era began to move towards affluence, bringing colour back into people’s lives.

After Rosie’s blacked-out childhood the new gaiety was a revelation to her and she loved the energy and optimism of the times. Liberated from the drab, wartime fashions women were revelling in frills again. Homes, too, were given a new look with front doors  painted buttercup yellow and cornflower blue. Interiors were dizzy with contemporary wallpaper and carpets of hectic ‘skater’s trails’ patterns.

At seventeen Rosie enjoyed Hollywood films with happy endings, fashionable clothes, popular music and going to the new coffee bar in the Broadway with her girlfriends.

Intoxicated by the modernness of the cream laminated table tops and red plastic bench-style seats, the simulated tomatoes that spurted ketchup on to the American hamburgers, Rosie and her friends would sit for hours over a cup of espresso coffee in the Sugar Lump. Here, amid the hiss of Gaggia steam and the latest hits blaring from the juke box, they, and millions like them, emulated their heroes across the Atlantic and became part of the first British teenage culture.

‘What’s so interesting out there?’ asked Joy, a filing clerk, appearing beside her. They were both the same age and worked under the supervision of the senior clerk, Miss White, who was out of the room at the moment.

‘It’s Micky,’ said Rosie throwing a glance streetwards. ‘He’ll cop it if he doesn’t come back soon. I think I’d better nip down and tell him. If Miss White comes back, you’d better tell her I’ve gone to the ladies’.’

‘I don’t know why you bother with the big ’eaded sod. Why not let him take what’s coming to him? It might bring him down a peg or two,’ proclaimed Joy.

‘He’s all right,’ said Rosie. ‘Just a bit of a show off, that’s all.’

‘That isn’t what my mum calls him,’ snorted Joy. ‘She says he’s a menace to society.’

Micky had been in court recently for vandalising a cinema with a gang of other youths. They had slashed the seats with knives and broken the toilet fittings in the Gents’, and had been put on probation. But regardless of her own feelings about Micky’s behaviour, Rosie instinctively leapt to his defence as she did for any member of his family. They had welcomed her into their home and heart for as long as she could remember and Mrs Gordillo had been like a mother to her since her own had died. Her loyalty was a small offering in return, she thought.

‘Your mum doesn’t know everything,’ said Rosie hotly. ‘And I’m going down there to warn him, whatever you say.’

But at that moment Charlie entered the room, and seeing both girls at the window said, ‘Something going on out there? Not an accident I hope.’

Their conspiratorial air was confirmed by both girls’ sudden colour, but being far too busy to pay any real attention, Charlie asked for a file he needed and was about to leave the room when he turned and said to Rosie, ‘Are you available for a spot of baby-sitting tomorrow night.’

Rosie smiled. ‘Yes, certainly,’ she said. The office light gleamed on the long, golden hair that hung curtain-like around her flushed face. To Charlie, at that moment, she seemed like a burst of sunlight on this grey day.

‘I’ll pick you up about seven then,’ he said, and directing his words to both girls added, ‘and as soon as my brother deigns to honour us with his presence, could you tell him I want to see him in my office at once?’

Rosie gave him a few seconds to turn the corner in  the corridor, then she sped down the back stairs and out into the street, ignoring the shouts and wolf whistles of Micky’s friends as she approached him.

‘You’d better hurry back,’ she said, tugging at Micky’s arm. ‘Your mother is waiting for the change and Charlie wants to see you in his office.’

But Micky wasn’t going to be seen to be hurried by this slip of a girl in front of his pals. He gave a nonchalant shrug.

‘I’m going to the bank in a minute, I won’t be long,’ he said.

Rosie had thought he was on his way back and she drew in her breath angrily.

‘So you’ve not even been yet? Oh, Micky, you are the giddy limit! Charlie didn’t sound too pleased, I can tell you.’

‘I ain’t scared of ’im,’ he said loudly enough to be heard by his friends, rebellion simmering in his dark, heavy-lidded eyes. But he did move away from the youths with a casual, ‘See yer’.

At the kerbside he said to Rosie crossly, ‘There’s no need for you to come runnin’ after me, you know. I’m family, not some member of staff like you. No one’s gonna give me the sack.’

Absolutely furious, she said, ‘You’re selfish, you are, and arrogant. You don’t pull your weight.’

‘And what business is it of yours? Yer only work for us,’ he growled.

‘It’s my business because I care about the firm and your family, and you’re forever causing trouble for them,’ she spat at him, hugging herself against the moist, penetrating cold. In her concern for him she’d not stopped to put a coat on and the black cardigan she wore buttoned at the back over a black,  pencil slim skirt was scant protection in this weather. Tiny droplets of moisture covered her hair and face.

Unbeknown to either of them they were under observation from both sides of the street. In Woolworth’s doorway Micky’s teddy boy friends stared lustfully at the beautiful blonde with the terrific figure and bright, vexed eyes who seemed to know Micky so well.

And after seeing Rosie leaving the office like a greyhound after the hare when he had popped back into the general office for another file, curiosity had drawn Charlie to the window.

Watching her trying to steer Micky away from trouble, the two of them united by their youth and lowly rank in the company, Charlie felt deeply lonely, which wasn’t like him at all.

‘You just keep your nose out of it,’ said Micky, and swung away towards the bank while Rosie darted back across the road to the office.

 


‘It’s a ridiculous idea,’ sneered Brenda Gordillo the following evening. ‘How can you start a boys’ club? You’re a businessman, not a youth leader. That sort of thing’s best left to Baden Powell.’

Charlie surveyed his wife across the restaurant table and wondered why, after four years of marriage, he still tried to improve their relationship when she seemed so determined to let it limp on, without warmth or companionship. Brenda was a sensual, hedonistic woman. With the right man she could become a generous, loving one. Sadly, he faced the fact that he was not that man.

His business success meant that they lived to a high standard and Brenda was able to dress in style.

 


Subtlety had never been her strong point, she still spread make up on her face like peanut butter, but she was an attractive woman nonetheless. Her auburn hair was fashionably coiffured in a feather cut and her black, tight-waisted, Dior suit and high heels left the world in no doubt as to the excellence of her figure.

Having money had changed more than just the physical appearance of them all. Brenda had made a definite attempt to acquire a more cultured accent, but it had happened to Charlie gradually through mixing regularly, for business reasons, with people of a higher social class. Even Queenie and Marco had lost some of their raw edges, though they were too set in their ways to make any serious effort about something that meant little to them. Micky, being so strongly influenced by his friends, had fought against any kind of conventional self-improvement, but even his vowels had softened.

‘But the sort of lad I’ve got in mind wouldn’t be seen dead at the boy scouts, or the church youth club,’ he continued, determined to give his scheme an airing. God damn it, a man was entitled to a hearing from his wife. And surely it wasn’t such a crazy idea. Obviously a man’s first responsibility was to his family, but he had been raised to recognise his obligations to society, too. And you only had to heed the rise in juvenile crime and the increase in street gangs to realise that there was a very great need for something between the established youth organisations and the street corner.

‘I mean yobs, louts, potential delinquents. The property we’ve just acquired at Hammersmith is on three floors. We shall only need two of them for shop, storage and office space, leaving the third free for a  boys’ club. I want to install facilities for weight lifting, boxing and judo.’ His voice rose with enthusiasm. ‘Get these lads off the streets and into a place where they can work off some of their aggression without damage to others.’

They were at the coffee and brandy stage of the meal in the restaurant of a West End hotel. Brenda snapped open a gold cigarette case and inserted a Players between her lips. ‘But you’re not qualified for anything like that,’ she said, tilting her head back as she inhaled.

‘I shall employ someone to run it, naturally,’ he informed her. ‘Mine will be mainly a financial contribution, though I shall take an active interest whenever I can, in my spare time.’

Brenda swirled her brandy round in the glass meditatively, her mouth twisting cynically.

‘Every era brings its own villains. It will take more than Saint Charlie to change that.’

Ignoring her sarcasm he said, ‘If the club stops just one boy a year from coming up in court, its existence will be justified.’

‘Charity begins at home,’ she pointed out. ‘What about the loss of income through not renting the top floor out?’

Charlie’s mouth set grimly at such an unnecessary comment. She knew how committed he was to his role of provider. She wanted things, he supplied them: a detached house in the best part of Thornell, with furniture and gadgetry to her liking; her bank account was kept well supplied and she never went short of social occasions.

Even though it was a loveless union, as a Catholic his first priority was to maintain the well-being of his  family, and no matter how difficult things became he would never leave her.

And there was one blessing that transcended all regret, their son Brian who Charlie loved as his own. The fact that they did not share the same blood was a mere biological technicality and had not impaired his fatherly feelings at all.

There was an annoying inconsistency in Brenda’s character because whilst she enjoyed the kudos and comfort of being married to a prosperous man, she hated the ambition that made it possible. For although she didn’t love him (and he was certain she didn’t, despite her claims to the contrary when she wanted her own way about something), she couldn’t bear to share him. His business fascinated him in a way that she never could, and that hurt her pride.

He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been tormented by a current of creative energy that drove him on almost as though of its own volition. Now he was beginning to see the realisation of a dream. But he was still a young man, he had barely scratched the surface. He planned to have a store in every town in Britain. Gordillo green would be known and respected nationwide. His company would always put the customer first, its staff would be polite, its goods never less than top quality, its prices fair. Gordillos’ aim was to take the tedium out of shopping.

And it was not just money that motivated him, though he needed plenty of that to keep Brenda and Brian in the manner to which they had become accustomed. It was the challenge he couldn’t resist, the striving to make an idea become reality, which was why he couldn’t let this new charitable brainchild rest.

‘We can afford to do without that,’ he told her dryly. ‘Our income’s increasing all the time as the company grows. Now it’s only right that we should put something back into the community. Why not take an interest and work on the project with me?’

‘You must be joking,’ she said scornfully, throwing back her head and drawing deeply on her cigarette. ‘I don’t want to get involved with riff raff.’

‘I see,’ he said wearily, realising that now things would run to pattern. Brenda knew she could only manipulate him so far but she would sulk for days in the hope that he would drop the scheme, thereby proving her power over him. Then, when that didn’t happen, her way of accepting it would be to ignore its existence. That was how she dealt with anything she considered to be a threat.

The quiet elegance of the area where they lived, with its copper beeches and laburnums, wide pavements and view over the golf course, protected her from the ugliness endured by the less fortunate section of society. She effectively closed her eyes to the bomb sites carpeted with broken glass and rubble that were used as social clubs by thousands of youngsters nearby.

To be fair to Brenda, it wasn’t all her fault. Her parents had never taught her to open her mind beyond her own immediate concerns. Quite soon after the wedding, Charlie had realised that the story about the enforced abortion had just been a ploy to force his hand, because Brenda called the tune in that family, not the other way around. He had no illusions as to why she’d chosen him. He was a bachelor who had already shown financial potential, there was nothing more personal to it than that.

Now Brenda was saying, ‘You’re not much of an advert for the reformation of youth, having a delinquent brother. He’s giving us all a bad name. I’m ashamed to be related to him.’

Charlie’s fingers tightened around his glass so tightly he thought it would crack. Brenda had never bothered to get to know her husband, but she knew where to place her punches. The remark was quite incongruous, too, because the only thing she shared with Micky was his surname. Her feelings about the Gordillo family had been made abundantly clear very early on.

‘You could buy Harrods and your people would still be costermongers,’ she’d told him one day when they were still quite newly married. ‘It’s all a question of breeding.’

Unfortunately she had made her feelings a little too obvious to Queenie who had not been slow to retaliate.

‘You’re a draper’s daughter, not the ruddy Queen of England, gel, so don’t come the old madam with me! I won’t be sneered at in me own house,’ Queenie had informed her.

‘That’s easily solved,’ Brenda had retorted, glad of the excuse to end any further contact with her in-laws. ‘I’ll stop coming to your bloody house then! I’ve never felt comfortable here anyway.’

And despite Charlie’s many attempts to make the peace between them, Brenda had not spoken to his people since. Fortunately, she didn’t stop Charlie from taking Brian to see his adored paternal grandparents mainly because she was always glad to have him taken off her hands for a while. Children were exhausting and restricting according to her.

Now Charlie took a deep breath, finished his  brandy and said in a slow controlled tone, ‘Maybe Micky will be one of my first members.’

‘Huh!’ Brenda exclaimed, laughing dryly. ‘If you believe that, you’ll believe anything.’

He agreed with her as it happened, but he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing that, so he just looked at his watch and said, ‘Time to go, dear. It isn’t fair to keep Rosie out late on a week night when she has to get up for work in the morning.’

‘Damn Rosie!’ Brenda snapped. ‘I want another brandy.’

Charlie sighed, called the waiter over, ordered her a brandy, asked for the bill and said to his wife, ‘I want to leave here in ten minutes’ time. If you’re not ready, I’ll organise a taxi to take you home.’

Her expression was vicious; she knew she was beaten.

‘Oh, don’t be so ridiculous. Of course I’ll be ready,’ she said, and added sardonically, ‘we can’t have Rosie missing her beauty sleep, can we?’

 


Rosie enjoyed being the Gordillos’ regular baby-sitter for several reasons. First, she liked to see Brian, with his big brown eyes and dimples, then there was the extra pocket money. But the real novelty was a tall, walnut cabinet with double doors that opened on to a screen projecting flickering silver pictures. It was the only television set Rosie had access to and she was fascinated by it.

This evening, however, she had been cheated of her entertainment by Brian who had had the very devil in him. No sooner had she tucked him up in bed than he pattered downstairs again finally dozing off on her lap in the armchair just before his parents arrived home.

Brenda wasn’t best pleased. ‘You should have been firmer with him, Rosie,’ she snapped. ‘Once a child gets the better of an adult, he’ll start to rule the roost.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Rosie, her cheeks flaming. ‘But he just wouldn’t stop larking about.’

Up went Brenda’s eyebrows in exasperation. ‘He found a playmate in you, I expect. After all, you’re little more than a child yourself.’

That wasn’t fair, Rosie thought. Admittedly Brian was the most adorable three-year-old and she did enjoy a game with him – but not at night when he was supposed to be in bed.

‘I’m sure Rosie did her best, dear,’ said Charlie picking up the sleeping child gently. ‘You know what a terror he can be at times.’

A sudden realisation made Brenda change her tune: life would be intolerable if she couldn’t get out regularly, and reliable sitters weren’t all that thick on the ground with Charlie being so fussy about who they used.

‘Yes, of course she did. Sorry I snapped at you, Rosie.’

‘That’s all right,’ she said with careful courtesy. She was always wary of Brenda’s variable temper.

Noticing that Rosie was unusually quiet as he drove her home, Charlie said, ‘I hope Brenda didn’t upset you, because we wouldn’t want to lose you.’

‘I don’t think she thinks I’m responsible enough to look after Brian,’ she said.

‘Nonsense,’ he assured her. ‘We’re both very happy with you. Don’t worry about Brenda. She gets a bit snappy when she’s tired, that’s all.’

The fog of the previous day had given way to fine rain and the wipers ticked across the screen in half  circles. The street lights sent a yellow glow on to the oily roads and the tyres hissed in the stillness of the advanced hour.

‘Someone’s still up in your parents’ house,’ said Rosie, seeing a light in the adjacent property as they drew up outside her house.

‘It’ll be Ma, she’s the night owl,’ said Charlie.

‘Are you going to pop in and see her?’ asked Rosie conversationally as she gathered her drawstring shoulder bag and reached for the door handle.

That was a good idea. He desperately needed to talk to someone about his new plans and Ma was the very one. But he was feeling particularly ill-disposed towards his wife after such a terrible evening and the soothing effect of his mother’s company might tempt him to say things he would later regret.

‘No, I won’t disturb her, she’s probably about to go to bed,’ he said.

And then he surprised himself by turning off the engine and saying, ‘Do you think I might bend your ear for a few minutes, Rosie? I have this plan you see . . .’

 


Driving home half an hour later through the deserted streets, Charlie felt much better for having discussed the matter with Rosie. She was growing into a beautiful and intelligent woman. The car was sweet with the light, unsophisticated scent of her perfume – Helena Rubinstein Apple Blossom, he thought, and a hint of Drene shampoo from her freshly washed hair. The prickle of unease at the back of his mind as he reacted to the scent was too faint to be identifiable.

His thoughts turned to a less likable youngster, his brother Micky. Charlie was hoping that Micky’s abysmal  behaviour was just youthful high spirits that would fade with maturity, but the fact remained that the boy was becoming an increasing liability to the firm.

Obviously, at seventeen one didn’t expect him to be totally dependable, but Charlie had hoped for a more responsible attitude from someone who had so much to gain from the company’s success. As it was, Micky seemed to think that the stores ran themselves and salaries were plucked from the air for anyone who was called Gordillo.

If Charlie had been just an elder brother, or just an employer, it might have been easier. But the combination of the two was like a red rag to a bull and Micky resented taking orders or advice on either count.

Charlie’s greatest hope lay in the two-year National Service his brother would be eligible for next year. That had been known to tame the wildest of yobbos. Although it infuriated Charlie to see Micky letting himself and the family down, it hurt him, too. He didn’t want to see his only brother ruining his chances in life because, despite everything, he was still fond of him.

 


Rosie went quietly about her bedtime preparations, careful not wake her father. Cleaning her teeth in front of the mirror, she saw new vitality glowing in her skin and a sparkle in her eyes. She felt important and special, as though she had grown up somehow. It wasn’t every day a girl was invited by her boss to give her opinion on his plans. It wasn’t every girl who had a boss like Charlie. Brenda didn’t know how lucky she was.




Chapter Eleven

A hushed silence descended on the crowded tables in the Sugar Lump as Micky, Spider and Knuckles walked in. As they found a rare, empty table there was a communal sigh of relief and the hubbub was resumed. The regulars here knew only too well the rough methods to which the trio would resort to persuade people to make room for them. The sense of power this sort of notoriety conferred was nourishment to Micky.

The air was warm and steamy and smelled of coffee, fried onions and cheap perfume. The average age of the clientele was about eighteen, and the deep velvet voice of Nat King Cole singing ‘Too Young’ blared from the jukebox.

Vaguely, and without any real interest, Micky noticed Rosie sitting at a table on the other side of a small forest of rubber plants with Shirley Watts and Joy from the office. He turned away and considered the urgent and all-consuming matter of himself.

‘Your new jacket’s a fair bit of gear,’ said Spider, reaching his stringy arm across the table and rubbing the lapel of Micky’s jacket between finger and thumb. The garment was black and white check with a black velvet collar, and was worn with a black bootlace tie over a white shirt and tight-fitting, charcoal-grey trousers.

‘Not bad, is it?’ said Micky, careful not to seem too enthusiastic, or too affected by the compliment. He was longing for them to notice his new haircut and turned and called the waitress so that the back of his head would come into view. It worked wonderfully.

‘Got yourself a DA then,’ said Knuckles when the waitress had trotted off with their order. He took a tin of tobacco and a packet of Rizlas from his pocket and began rolling a cigarette. He was a stockily built, square-faced youth with patches of acne around his broad nose and chin. His wavy brown hair was combed back from his forehead without a parting, above deep-set, pale brown eyes. ‘Where did you ’ave it done?’

‘The new Italian place,’ said Micky, offering Spider a Woodbine which he accepted. ‘They stay open late on a Friday so I got it done on the way ’ome from work.’

‘Umm, not bad,’ said Spider with a mixture of boredom and mild curiosity. ‘I might give it a try meself.’

Micky craved the admiration of his peers and would do anything to get it. Spider and Knuckles were both casual labourers on a building site, which paid them better and gave them more flexible working hours than Micky. They were also a few months older. This meant that Micky spent all his time trying to prove to them that he could spit in the face of respectability just as venomously as themselves.

A need to be the centre of attraction had ruled Micky’s life for as far back as he could remember which was why the teddy boy cult suited him so well. He enjoyed the companionship of a minority group and liked to be feared by those outside. Since people weren’t drawn to him naturally, as they were to his  brother, they had to be forced to notice him.

Of course, Charlie was Mr Nice Guy. People were always going on about how he had pulled himself up by his bootlaces and how fair and honest he was. Well Micky wanted none of that upright citizen rubbish. That was for creeps like Charlie, and old men.

Micky intended to get more out of life than Charlie for far less effort. And if big brother came on too strong about it, he would have Ma on his back because Micky had her in the palm of his hand. There was nothing he couldn’t extract from her, whether it be support against Charlie he needed, or assistance with his cash flow.

A sudden burst of activity nearby made him look up. Rosie and her friends were getting their coats from the rack.

‘Hi, Micky,’ said Rosie, reaching for her coat, her firm breasts rising against her pink woollen jumper as she moved.

‘Watcha,’ he replied, his dark eyes watching her unseeingly, concerned only with his own image in front of his friends. ‘How yer goin’ – orl right?’

‘Fine thanks,’ said Rosie, slipping into her duffel coat.

‘Where yer goin’?’ asked Micky. He wasn’t the least bit interested, but it would impress his pals if he chatted her up.

‘Round to Joy’s place to play records,’ said Rosie, fastening the toggles on her coat.

‘Can we come?’ asked Spider, his slate-grey eyes resting lasciviously on Rosie and making her blush.

Spider had greasy brown hair backcombed into a quiff over his thin, sharp-featured face. Usually, his small, piggy eyes exuded a mixture of ridicule  and simmering violence which intimidated Rosie.

Shirley, however, was made of stronger stuff.

‘Get lost, twitface,’ she said, though coming from her it sounded like an invitation.

Spider gave a lazy grin and blew a smoke ring.

‘Suit yourself, darlin’, there’s plenty more fish in the sea.’

‘I ’ope you drown lookin’,’ said Shirley, who wasn’t known for her dainty turn of phrase.

When the girls had left, Spider said, ‘That Rosie’s a real doll. I bet yer’re all right there, ain’t yer, Micky?’

He shook his head. Rosie was too much a part of the boring morality of home to be considered as crumpet.

‘Rosie ain’t that sort of a girl,’ he said.

‘You mean she don’t fancy you,’ said Spider, laughing raucously.

‘Course she fancies me,’ said Micky hotly. ‘But I’d be a fool to try it on with the girl who lives next door now, wouldn’t I? One squeak from ’er and I’d ’ave the whole street after me.’

‘She won’t let him anywhere near ’er,’ taunted Spider.

‘No,’ agreed Knuckles.

Mockery was physical pain to Micky; he wanted to lash out at them with his fists. But knowing he would come off worse, he said, ‘I can do anyfing I like with Rosie.’ A burning flush crept up from his neck to his brow.

‘Go on then, we dare you,’ said Spider.

They both stared at him. He could feel himself sweating.

‘Well, I . . .’ he began.

‘He ain’t got the bottle,’ said Spider.

‘I reckon he’s a virgin,’ said Knuckles.

‘An’ that makes him a kid, an’ we don’t want a kid hanging around with us,’ said Spider.

‘Ain’t good for our reputation,’ chimed in Knuckles.

Micky was almost beside himself with humiliation. His heart was pounding and he could feel icy wet patches under his arms. He had never done more than tentatively kiss the occasional girl, but admitting that to these two would be like admitting that he still went to mass now and then. He would be the laughing stock of the manor.

Spider and Knuckles had already lost interest and were ogling two girls who had just come in. But a plan was forming in Micky’s mind. After a lifetime of indifference towards Rosie, she had suddenly become the key to his street credibility. He would show those two bastards that he was worth having as a mate.

 


‘Micky’s a different boy altogether since he’s been going out with Rosie, don’t you think?’ Queenie remarked to Charlie.

It was the Saturday night before Christmas in The Bellman’s Arms and the place was packed to the doors. The entertainment, which was due to start soon, always attracted a crowd. There would be a comic or two, a singer, an accordionist and probably someone playing the spoons. Right now the regular pianist was tinkling out ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’ against a babble of general conversation and laughter.

The Gordillo party had just arrived, and while Charlie and his mother appropriated some seats at a table in the corner, Marco and Tom Goodson were ordering some drinks at the bar. Syd, Maisie and Jeff Watts were expected at any moment.

‘I had noticed an improvement in his behaviour,’ Charlie said, helping his mother off with her new simulated leopard-skin coat and spreading it over some chairs to reserve them. ‘Quite the young gentleman, all of a sudden. I wonder how long it will last.’

Queenie’s heavily powdered face creased into a frown. Charlie was unnecessarily cynical about his younger brother at times. Admittedly Micky was a bit rebellious now and then, but so were most boys of that age.

‘What makes you so sure it ain’t permanent?’ she asked sharply. ‘People do change as they grow up. Rosie might be just what ’e needs.’

It was Charlie’s turn to frown. Surely Ma wasn’t reading any real significance into Micky’s latest fad. He removed his dark grey overcoat and white silk scarf and laid them over two more chairs.

‘Come off it, Ma, they’re only seventeen,’ he said, carefully keeping his tone light, their differing opinions about Micky descending like a barrier between them.

‘No harm in ’oping,’ said Queenie her tone softening. ‘We’re all so fond of Rosie.’

‘They’re just playing at sweethearts,’ Charlie said, knowing his mother would think he was being sour. ‘They’ll both have a few more romances before they settle down.’

He snapped open his gold case and offered a cigarette to her. Actually he was very worried about this unexpected change in Micky’s behaviour. It was wonderful to see him as a suitor to Rosie, apparently a reformed character. But there was something too calculated about it all. Someone was going to get hurt and he was damned sure it wouldn’t be Micky.

‘You could be right,’ conceded Queenie as he held his lighter to her cigarette. Her freshly permed hair framed her face in the new Italian look, and the generous use of cosmetics gave her a kind of clownish girlishness which on anyone but Queenie would not have been acceptable. Somehow, the force of her personality prevailed over her appearance to such an extent that she could get away with anything. She eyed her son shrewdly. ‘What did Brenda ’ave to say about you meeting us in ’ere tonight?’

‘She wasn’t pleased,’ said Charlie with gross understatement. The torrent of abuse that had poured from Brenda’s lips all week in opposition to his attendance at this shindig didn’t bear repeating to a drunken stranger, let alone his own mother.

Queenie leaned across the table and rested her hand on his, her raised veins blue under the skin. She might disagree with him on certain matters, but he meant the world to her and she hated to see him unhappy.

‘Dad and I would have understood if you ’adn’t come,’ she said. ‘You must never put us before your wife. It’s only a bit of a knees up, after all.’

But it was much more and they both knew it. The Saturday before Christmas in The Bellman’s with the folks and the Moneygate Street crowd was almost as much a tradition as mince pies and sausage rolls.

‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world, Ma,’ he said, and meant it.

If there had been a sound reason for Brenda’s objection, he would have given it due consideration. But it was sheer and utter snobbery. Brenda thought that because they could now afford a more select social life, they shouldn’t be seen in places like this  with risque comics, and robust singing, and pease pudding and saveloys served over the counter.

‘Just because your parents refuse to change their peasant outlook,’ she’d fumed all week, ‘doesn’t mean you have to do the same.’

What she couldn’t understand was that Charlie needed the rowdy hilarity of the back street pubs he’d patronised all his adult life. And it had nothing to do with alcohol. Here, in this loud laughter- and smoke-filled atmosphere, he could relax from the strain of running a large company. These people, with their dirty jokes and determination to enjoy themselves for a few hours on a Saturday night, were his people; he loved and understood them. And since he took Brenda regularly to the places she liked, such as Claridge’s and the Savoy, he didn’t think it was unreasonable of him to join them every so often. He might not drop as many h’s as he used to, but he was still one of them.

A sudden clatter brought him back to the present. Marco and Tom had arrived with the tray of drinks and Queenie was standing up, waving towards the door.

‘Cooee, over ’ere, Maisie,’ she called to the Watts. ‘We’ve saved your seats.’ And as Charlie prepared to welcome the newcomers he pushed his two major worries to the back of his mind: the continuing decline of his own marriage, and the apparently flourishing new romance in the family.

 


There was a harsh vitality about the youthful crowd at the Atlanta Ballroom on Christmas Eve. Beneath the coloured lights refracted from a revolving mirrored sphere in the ceiling, closely entwined couples swayed around the dance floor in time to the sensual  rhythm of the tune that created the dance, ‘The Creep’.

Banks of drape-suited teddy boys in crepe-soled shoes, and smart streetwise girls in tight skirts and stiletto heels lined the edges. In the illuminated area near the band, blank-faced couples jived with clockwork precision.

It was Rosie’s first visit and she’d come with Micky, though Shirley and Joy had teamed up with Spider and Knuckles for the evening and were here also. This was turning out to be a wonderful Christmas, and all because of Micky who had swept her off her feet this last month.

They had been to the cinema and for walks, and he’d been to Sunday tea with her and her Dad. And acting the perfect gentleman, too. Nothing more than a few light kisses in the back row of the Odeon and in the alley when they said goodnight.

She didn’t fancy herself to be ‘in love’ with him, but being at an age where she was eager for male notice, naturally she was flattered by his interest. Having grown apart over the years as their personalities had developed, producing different friends and interests, the feeling of habit had gone out of their relationship, making this new development all the more exciting.

Looking back on their close childhood friendship she could see that they had been drawn together by sheer proximity and her childish adoration for his family, which automatically gave Micky a certain charisma.

But she didn’t dwell on that now. The fact that he was a good-looking boy – with his dark continental complexion, his clean-cut jaw line, aquiline nose, black brooding eyes and tar-coloured hair – who  seemed suddenly smitten by her was enough to turn any young girl’s head.

He squeezed her hand and led her on to the dance floor. In fact they danced together all evening. He didn’t seem to want to let her out of his sight. In the interval they went across to the pub with the others, and while Rosie and Joy daringly enjoyed a Babycham, Shirley got giggly on gin and orange. Spider and Knuckles both looked well over eighteen so had no trouble getting served.

At midnight, balloons and streamers showered the ballroom from a net in the ceiling. And in the plethora of goodwill everyone seemed to be kissing everyone else in seasonal greetings. It was Rosie’s first real adult Christmas and she was enjoying every moment.

Things changed dramatically, however, when she and Micky were saying goodnight in their usual spot near some bushes in the alley at the back of Moneygate Street.

‘Stop it, Micky,’ she said, wrenching at his hand that had slipped inside her coat and was tackling her blouse buttons. But the cold fingers of his other hand were already exploring the warm, fleshy region above her stocking tops. ‘Give over, will you.’ She pulled away uneasily.

But Micky had other plans and all pretence at romance suddenly deteriorated into ugly and brutal determination. As Rosie made a run for it he snatched her back, dragging her down on to the cold, damp grass. He pinned her arms to the ground with his hands and sat astride her. She was totally immobile.

‘We’re gonna do it, so shut up,’ he warned her in a shaky voice as she began to scream. Then, to ensure her silence, he pressed his mouth clumsily to hers  while yanking up her skirt and nudging her legs apart. Levering himself up to catch his breath, he gasped out: ‘If you struggle, I’ll really hurt you.’

His weight was suffocating her. She was powerless against his strong, merciless assault. The bile in her throat was almost choking her and her heart palpitated so violently she thought it would give out. But still she wouldn’t submit and when his mouth came down on hers again she nipped her teeth into his lip.

‘You little cow,’ he rasped, jerking back with a yelp.

Seizing her opportunity, Rosie gave him an almighty shove and tried to haul herself out from under him while he was off guard. But his reactions matched his muscle and he was back down on her in a flash, rendering her powerless beneath him.

This can’t be happening, she sobbed inwardly. It can’t be happening . . .

But it was, just yards from her own back garden fence beyond which a light shone from the living room where her father waited to see her in: a clumsy, loveless act, not even for the purpose of sexual gratification but purely from vanity and the urge for power.

When he finally let her get up, she was retching and sobbing.

‘Oh, come on, Rosie, it wasn’t that bad surely,’ he said, pulling up his trousers.

‘I could have you done for rape!’ she choked, dragging her pants up and her skirt down, his cold, sticky semen on her thighs a horrible confirmation that it hadn’t been just a bad dream.

Micky looked up sharply from fastening his fly.

‘Go ahead and try. I’ll enjoy telling everyone how yer wanted it, how yer led me on. Your father will be  thrilled to ’ear it, I’m sure.’ And such was his vanity that even as he spoke the words they became the truth to him, and he couldn’t understand why she was making a fuss. She had wanted it all right; all this nonsense about rape must be to ease her own conscience.

For Rosie the awful truth dawned with devastating clarity. Whether her story was believed or not, the disgrace would certainly destroy her father and end his long-term friendship with the Gordillos. Micky had committed this heinous crime against her and she was as powerless to retaliate as when she had been splayed beneath him. She felt utterly alone, and dirty and disgusting, as though she was somehow to blame.

Her humiliation was worsened the next day when she learned from Shirley, at the Gordillos’ Christmas party, that Micky had been boasting to his friends about his version of the incident. She was far too embarrassed to try to put the record straight and just thanked God that the teenage grapevine rarely reached parents’ ears.

Somehow, life went on, and having struggled through her blackest Christmas ever, desperately putting on a cheerful front for fear of arousing her father’s suspicions, she decided to put the whole miserable business behind her. When Micky had the audacity to ask her for another date, he was told to go and drown himself in boiling oil and she resumed her life without him in the New Year of 1954.

It was a humdrum, enjoyable routine of office, evening classes, record sessions with Shirley and Joy in each other’s bedrooms and evenings at the jazz club where they jived non-stop for hours.

And then, at the end of January, two things happened:  Shirley daringly announced that she was leaving home and moving into a bedsitter near Ealing Broadway tube station, and Rosie missed her period.

Rosie and Joy were in awe of Shirley’s blow for independence since girls of their acquaintance normally waited for marriage to liberate them from the restrictions of home. Shirley said that now that she was eighteen, she wanted more freedom to come and go as she pleased.

Freedom was something that was very much on Rosie’s mind these days as she yearned for release from the black cloud that had descended over her life. She ran for the bus to and from work, jumped down the last four office stairs every time and had the bathwater so hot it made her feel faint. But her only visitor was ferocious morning sickness which meant frantic flushing of the toilet to drown the sound of her retching from her father.

She couldn’t think of the foetus inside her as the beginning of a child, only as the source of disgrace and anxiety. Her mind refused to project further than the task of breaking the news to her father and finally, when this could be put off no longer, she went to the cause of the problem to warn him that all hell was about to break loose.

‘Oh, my Gawd,’ gasped Micky, turning pale at the news. ‘The folks’ll go barmy. We’ll ’ave to get rid of it.’

Rosie might have been scared enough to have added a little vigour to her everyday activities, but that was as far as she was prepared to interfere with Nature.

‘Oh no, I’m not doing anything like that! Sorry, mate, I’m telling my dad and that’s all there is to it. I  can’t leave it any longer, so brace yourself for the explosion.’ They were in the back alley and before Micky could say another word Rosie was hurrying up her garden path towards the house.

 


‘You mucky little devil,’ barked Queenie, cuffing her younger son across the ear. He had decided that his wisest move was to pre-empt the situation next door, maybe even get Ma on his side before the eruption came. ‘You’ve let the whole family down.’ She boxed his ears again. ‘I could murder you! Murder you, do you hear?’

‘She led me on, Ma,’ wailed Micky, rubbing his scarlet ears and standing back to avoid further assault.

‘And don’t make things worse by trying to shift the blame. Gawd knows what your father’s gonna say.’ Micky had waited until Marco had gone to the local for a game of darts before dropping his bombshell.

Queenie marched into the kitchen, filled the kettle and slammed it on the gas stove. Micky followed her and hovered sheepishly nearby.

‘You’ll do the decent thing by her, my lad, I’ll make sure of that,’ said Queenie.

‘Decent thing?’ mumbled Micky nervously, not liking the way things were going at all.

‘Marry ’er, of course, what else can you do?’ said Queenie, getting the tea pot from the cupboard and slamming it down forcefully on the table.

‘Marry ’er!’ he gulped, his legs turning to water. ‘I can’t do that, I’m far too young.’

‘If you’re old enough to get the girl up the spout, my lad you’re old enough to marry and look after ’er.’ She stared at the kettle and wrung her hands. ‘What  alternative is there, eh?’ She spread her hands and looked at her son. ‘Rosie’s been like one of the family, we can’t leave ’er in the cart. Besides, Tom will insist on it.’

‘Couldn’t she go away and have the baby, then have it adopted right away. I’ve ’eard of girls doing that,’ suggested Micky desperately.

Queenie turned scarlet. ‘Give away our own flesh and blood!’ She pursed her lips and shook her head, ‘I should cocoa. Oh no, son, you ain’t wriggling out of this one.’

‘Oh, Gawd,’ sighed Micky, trembling and biting his lip.

For the next few days he ricocheted from one furious scene to the next: with Rosie’s father, his own father, Charlie . . . It wasn’t until he detected a slight hint of awe in the reaction of his mates that he realised the situation was potentially advantageous. First, the baby was proof positive that his much maligned story about what happened between him and Rosie on Christmas Eve was true.

And second, Charlie was talking about buying them a new maisonette as a wedding present. Rosie would look after the baby; all Micky had to do was to live there with her. A place of his own for nothing. Why, he would have more freedom than he had now, away from the parental eye. Maybe marriage wasn’t such a bad idea after all.




Chapter Twelve

‘I don’t want to marry Micky, Dad,’ Rosie said earnestly. ‘I’m not ready to marry anyone yet. Why can’t I have the baby and stay single?’

News that she was about to put her body up for sale couldn’t have shocked her father more. He turned pink then ashen, the tapestry of tiny veins on his cheeks standing out in the pallor like red doodles from a fine nib.

‘If you’d had a little less of what you want, my gel, you wouldn’t be in this mess. Now you’ll bloody well do what’s right for the baby! And marrying Micky Gordillo is the right and only thing,’ he bellowed.

‘But I could bring it up on my own,’ Rosie argued as this terrible new fate seemed about to overtake her. ‘I’d love it and look after it. I wouldn’t be the first girl to raise an illegitimate child.’

She thought her father would explode. His thinning hairline ascended as his worried grey eyes almost popped from their sockets. He removed his spectacles and swung them in an agitated circle.

‘I don’t care if the world is full of bastards! My grandchild is not being brought up as one when it ain’t necessary,’ he said.

It was a Monday evening and Rosie and her father were sitting at the table having the remainder of the  Sunday joint with mashed potatoes and pickles. Since news of Rosie’s condition had broken a week ago, wheels had been frantically set in motion by the parents for a wedding for which, according to society, Rosie must be eternally grateful – even though it was the last thing in the world she wanted.

‘But Micky and I are just kids,’ Rosie pointed out. ‘Neither of us is ready for that sort of a commitment.’

‘I ain’t heard Micky objecting,’ Tom said. ‘You should count yourself damned lucky.’

After the initial shock Micky had amazed Rosie by accepting paternal responsibility, and all it entailed, with a seemingly good grace. She wondered whether he was simply giving in to parental pressure, since his people also saw marriage as the only answer to the problem, or if the brand new maisonette Charlie had offered to give them as a wedding present had made the pill easier to swallow. She was certain of one thing: love wasn’t Micky’s motivation.

Charlie was the only person, apart from herself, who didn’t think the wedding was a good idea. Last week at a family conference he had said, quite heatedly, that Micky was far too immature even to consider such a step. He had said there were other alternatives available, still keeping the child’s best interests at heart. But against the storm of protest from the respective parents he had acknowledged defeat and offered Rosie and Micky his support, financial and otherwise, beginning with a brand new home.

‘Micky is under pressure from his parents, too,’ Rosie said.

Her father pushed his plate away, leaving his food, along with Rosie’s, uneaten. She looked across the  table at him and found herself seeing beyond the angry man and into the eyes of a father who cared for his daughter and wanted the best for her and her baby.

‘You were ready enough to take your pleasure, now it’s your duty to face up to the responsibility, whether you like it or not.’ He rested his chin on his folded hands and shook his head sadly, the light from the window exposing worry lines and puffiness around his eyes. More gently he said, ‘You’ve brought shame on us, Rosie, don’t make things worse by throwing away the chance to repair the damage.’

He rose and stood with his back to the low-burning fire, facing her. His anger seemed to have faded into a grim weariness. ‘Micky’s a bit wild and not the boy I’d have chosen for you, but he’ll probably improve as he gets older. And as a Gordillo, you’ll never want for anything. They’re good people and love you like their own daughter. We’re all trying to do our best for you, don’t throw it back in our faces.’

Affection washed over her. How disappointed he must be in her. With the emphasis being so strongly on her ‘having taken her pleasure’, the truth about her baby’s origin seemed to be swept to the back of her mind on a tidal wave of guilt for having brought such trouble home. What good would it do anyway to disclose the facts to her father? It would only cause more pain and wouldn’t alter the current situation.

‘You’ve all been wonderful, Dad, but I don’t love Micky.’ It sounded pathetic in the light of what the ‘folks’ had been doing for her and Micky all week: arranging the wedding, buying them this and that for their home.

‘Well, you’ll bloody well have to learn to, won’t  you?’ her father said. ‘There’s more to it than a kiss and a cuddle, you know. Love is about giving and sharing. You’re a good gel, Rosie, I know you can do it.’

In that moment Rosie knew she was beaten. Her only escape lay in hurting her father, perhaps mortally. He had made her objections to the marriage seem merely selfish. Wearily she rose and went to him, putting her arms around him and resting her head on his shoulder, tears filling her eyes.

‘I’m sorry I let you down, Dad. Thanks for being so good about it. I’ll marry Micky and try to be a good wife to him.’ The Fair Isle pullover she had knitted for him felt rough against her cheek and she could smell the dust, oil and metal from the factory on him despite the fact that he’d changed his clothes. The moment was acutely poignant to her, as though this was a valedictory embrace.

‘Good gel,’ he said, and she could hear the relief in his voice. If it meant so much to him to have his daughter’s apparent misdemeanour swept under the carpet, her sacrifice must be worthwhile. She resolved there and then to accept her appalling fate gracefully. And that meant she must cast last Christmas Eve completely from her mind.

 


It was a bright, blustery Saturday in March 1954 when Rosie married Micky in the Catholic church at Thornell, the venue being to please Rosie’s in-laws to whom a Catholic wedding meant so much. Daffodils tossed their heads in the churchyard and acid-green new leaves were beginning to sprout from the dark, winter trees.

Rosie wore a pink jersey suit and matching pillbox  hat with white blouse and accessories. Micky’s dark blue drape suit, which he wore with crepe-soled shoes and psychedelic green socks, raised a few eyebrows. But it lightened the occasion for Rosie, bringing a breath of youth to the tense, serious atmosphere of the last few weeks.

Tom Goodson had insisted on paying for the reception but, having had it ‘sprung on him’, made it a small affair at a local hotel.

Charlie made an imposing best man, Tom made an emotional speech and everyone carefully avoided the old joke about all their troubles being little ones.

A honeymoon was an expense they had decided to do without, so after all the tears, cheers and confetti, in the early part of the evening Charlie drove them to their new home in a select part of Thornell.

It was when he turned to leave them outside their shining new cornflower blue front door that the gravity of the situation really hit Rosie.

He kissed her on the cheek and shook his brother’s hand.

‘Good luck, take care of each other,’ he said. He had been a tower of strength these last few weeks, organising things generally and keeping the parents calm. As his heels clicked down the path to the car, Rosie felt as though she was about to be locked into a small room without a key. Fighting a ferocious urge to run after Charlie and beg him to release her from this terrifying commitment, she thought to herself: This is it, Rosie. Do your best.

 


‘Didn’t we have some lovely presents, Micky,’ Rosie said, sitting on the living-room carpet surrounded by their wedding gifts. ‘Look at this beautiful dinner  service and these pretty egg cups. Spider gave us a frying pan with a lid, isn’t it neat?’

They had been home about two hours and, at a loss to know how to handle Micky’s melancholy, Rosie was trying to resurrect the wedding atmosphere by looking at their presents.

‘People have been so generous to us,’ she continued, looking up to see her husband sitting on the settee, staring miserably into space. ‘We’re very lucky.’

And it was true. This sparkling new home Charlie had given them was beautifully furnished at his parents’ expense. It was a ground-floor flat in a block of four in a new development in a tree-lined road about ten minutes’ walk from Thornell Broadway. There were pale green walls and a matching green carpet upon which sat a light beige, moquette three-piece suite. There were sleek occasional tables with spindly legs, a long, low walnut radiogram, and a polished wood table and chairs in the small dining recess off the kitchen.

But what was she going to do about Micky? ‘Why not put some records on and pour us some champagne?’ she said, in a desperate bid to cheer him up.

‘I don’t like champagne,’ he grumbled. ‘It tastes like vinegar.’

‘Have some beer then,’ she suggested. ‘Charlie bought us a few bottles of tiddly for our first weekend.’

‘No fanks,’ he snapped.

Rosie joined him on the settee and put her hand sympathetically on his arm. ‘Cheer up, mate, we’ve got to try to make the best of things.’

He wrenched his arm away from her as though  she were poison. ‘Leave me alone,’ he snarled.

Smarting from his rejection, Rosie went back to her seat on the floor and started to pack the presents away. If he didn’t want her to talk to him, or touch him, how were they going to get this marriage underway?

The truth was that two hours ago when they had closed their new front door on the world, Micky had realised the full significance of this marriage and it was strangling him. Rosie was a beautiful girl but he didn’t want to be married to her, he didn’t want to be married to anyone. Hell, he didn’t want to talk about dinner sets and frying pans and bloomin’ egg cups – he wanted to be out with his mates.

Up until now he’d not given much thought to the day-to-day business of actually ‘being married’. He’d been in favour of the idea because it had been such a good deal financially. Charlie had given him a substantial salary increase to cater for his new responsibilities, there was talk of a company car to save Rosie waiting for buses, and he’d become a property owner without spending a penny. But how could he enjoy any of it when he was in a trap?

Even the bed part didn’t cheer him up. Sure, it was cool to sleep all night in a bed with a girl, but his mother had warned him to be careful because of the baby, so that wasn’t going to be much fun either.

He looked down at Rosie, her long blond hair swinging as she carefully put a china teapot back into its box. Her delicate beauty irritated him. She was too good, too respectable, altogether too restricting.

‘I’m goin’ out,’ he said, rising and marching purposefully out into the hall where he stood patting his hair in front of the mirror.

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Rosie. ‘That’s a bit odd, people  don’t usually go out alone on their wedding night.’

‘So, I’m startin’ a fashion,’ he said breezily, holding a small mirror at an angle to view the back of his head.

Rosie flushed. His attitude didn’t seem like that of someone prepared to put some effort into building a relationship.

‘I didn’t want to give up my freedom any more than you, but since this marriage has been forced on us, I think we really ought to try to make a go of it,’ she said through dry, nervous lips.

‘I’m goin’ out for a few hours, not divorcin’ you,’ he said insolently.

Now Rosie was angry. ‘I don’t mind you going out,’ she rasped, ‘I just think your timing’s a bit off, that’s all.’

He turned to her, slipping his comb into his top pocket and placing his hands on her shoulders.

‘Look, Rosie, this whole scene’s too ’eavy for me. I thought I could cope, but I can’t. I need me mates.’ He paused, as though turning an idea over in his mind. ‘Look, as long as we do the right thing by the nipper, there’s no reason why we can’t still lead our own lives. You can go out with your friends whenever you like and I won’t object, but don’t you try to stop me going out with mine.’

As it was pointless to remind him that pregnant women were hardly the flavour of the month at the jazz club or the Atlanta, she said, ‘Okay, if that’s the way you want it.’

He kissed her cheek dutifully and, as though experiencing an uncharacteristic stab of conscience, said, ‘I won’t be long, and I’ll bring back some fish and chips for our supper.’

As the door closed after him Rosie sank into an armchair filled with a mixture of relief and loneliness. Till death us do part is an awfully long time, she thought as a tear slipped down her cheek and on to her lap, staining the new skirt of her wedding suit.

 


Micky pushed his way through the crowds to the bar in The Three Horseshoes.

‘Blimey,’ said Spider in surprise. ‘It didn’t take you long to escape from yer missus. What are you ’avin’?’

‘A pint please, mate,’ said Micky, as gleefully as a child let out of school.

The place was packed. Curtains of cigarette smoke hung in the air; someone was playing the piano; gales of laughter and animated conversation clamoured to the rafters. To Micky it was a warm, comforting roar that dissolved his problems completely.

 


Rosie stared at the gilt-edged, sunflower-shaped clock on the wall. Two o’clock and Micky still wasn’t home!

Since midnight she had alternated between pacing the flat like an imprisoned cat and peering out of the window until her eyes ached, hoping for a sign of him. The pubs and dance halls had been closed for hours, so where was he? With a girl somewhere in some seedy club, or had he had an accident? As his wife she felt responsible for him and the worry was agonising.

The shrill sound of the telephone pierced needle-like through her. It was Charlie.

‘Just to let you know that Micky will be home quite soon. I’ll deliver him to you myself.’ His carefully modulated tone meant he was trying to protect her  from something. ‘I expect you’ve been wondering where he’d got to.’

His gift for understatement went unnoticed in the tension of the moment.

‘Naturally I’ve been concerned,’ she said in the thin, dry voice of dread. ‘Where is he? What’s happened?’

The silence sent shivers up her spine. Then he explained.

‘He’s been in a fight but he isn’t hurt, just a few superficial bruises.’

‘Oh, no!’ she exploded. ‘Where, when?’

‘Outside The Three Horseshoes at closing time.’

‘But that was hours ago! Where has he been all this time, and why is he at your place?’

Another pregnant pause. Oh, come on, Charlie, out with it, she thought.

‘I’m not at home, Rosie, I’m at the nick. Micky was brought in for causing a breach of the peace. He and his pals were making a racket.’

‘Oh, no!’ She clutched the telephone shelf as her legs threatened to give way. ‘But he’s still on probation . . . oh, why does he do these things?’

‘Why indeed,’ sighed Charlie. ‘You know Micky.’

‘Will they charge him?’

‘I think they’ll probably let him off with a warning as there was no damage to property and the other lad has nothing worse than a black eye. I’ll sort it out, don’t you worry. I’ll see you as soon as we get finished here.’

‘Thanks, Charlie.’ She couldn’t remember ever feeling more grateful to anyone.

‘It’s the least I can do. And Rosie . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘I’m so sorry your wedding day had such a rotten ending.’

She felt a sudden rush of warmth. ‘It isn’t your fault,’ she reminded him.

‘I know, but I’m sorry just the same.’

 


It was almost dawn when the brothers got back. Micky went straight to bed without a word, while Charlie, seeing Rosie’s need for company, joined her for coffee.

‘So,’ she said, perching on the pouffe and cradling her coffee mug in her hands, ‘will he have to go to court?’

Charlie shook his head. ‘No, he was given a strong warning and his probation officer has been notified, but that’s all.’

‘What was this fight about anyway?’ she asked. Charlie’s mouth twisted wryly. ‘Micky didn’t like the way the lad from the rival gang was looking at him, if you can imagine anything so childish.’ He spread his hands to emphasise his incredulity. ‘They’d all had too much to drink.’ He sighed. ‘All of them underage, too.’

Rosie’s thoughts had already moved on.

‘Do your parents know about it?’

‘No, he gave the police my number.’

‘And The Three Horseshoes isn’t on our patch, is it, so they might not get to hear about it through the manor grapevine?’

‘Maybe not.’ He raised his eyebrows quizzically.

‘So let’s not tell them. I know it would upset your mother terribly, she worked so hard to make the wedding a happy occasion. And of course my dad won’t be best pleased if he finds out; he so wants things to be good for me.’

A flood of affection for her brought a lump to  Charlie’s throat. Trust Rosie to be worrying about others in the middle of a personal crisis. She looked so young, so vulnerable, sitting there in a pink, fluffy dressing gown, the central heating suffusing her pale face with a delicate blush. Smudges of tiredness darkened the delicate skin beneath her eyes and her lips were dry with tension.

The extent of his brother’s insensitivity came home to him. How could he have left this lovely and tender creature alone on her wedding night?

‘A good idea,’ he said hoarsely. ‘And kind of you to think of it.’ He finished his coffee and put the mug down on the small table nearby. ‘Micky doesn’t deserve you.’

She smiled and gave a modest little shrug. ‘Don’t you worry about me, I can cope with that brother of yours. I’ve known him all my life, remember.’

It was false confidence, to ease Charlie’s mind. From what she’d heard, he had quite enough marital problems of his own without having hers to worry about. She had made her bed, as her father would say, and she was quite prepared to lie on it, albeit with trepidation. And Micky and she went back a long way. Maybe that would help her to learn to love him.

‘Well, you know where I am if you need me,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’ He looked worn out. His eyes were red raw and a shaving shadow darkened his jaw. ‘Micky should have given the police my number to save bothering you. As his wife I feel answerable,’ she said, putting her mug down and hugging her knees.

Charlie shook his head. ‘I’ve been sorting out all our family crises since I was about fourteen. I  wouldn’t have it any other way. As the elder son I see it as my duty.’

Feeling suddenly more relaxed than she had in weeks, Rosie stretched and yawned and Charlie, seeing this as his cue, rose to his feet. ‘Time I was off,’ he said.

Rosie got up and hugged herself against an attack of the shivers caused by lack of sleep.

‘Before you go,’ she said as he picked up his overcoat from the back of the chair and slipped into it, ‘could you ask Brenda not to say anything about it? I know she doesn’t see anything of the parents, but she might just happen to bump into them in the Broadway.’

‘Brenda slept through me coming out and she’ll do the same when I get in,’ he assured her. ‘So our secret’s safe.’

What he didn’t add was that he and Brenda hadn’t shared a bedroom since he had discovered that her flower arranging classes were just a front for a liaison with an old flame, a haberdashery representative who called regularly at her father’s shop.

Charlie hadn’t been burdened by the agonising jealousy of a man in love, but he had felt betrayed. She had promised to end the affair, but their tenuous relationship had not stood up to the damage, and nowadays the only things they shared were their son and their home.

‘Take care, love,’ he said to Rosie at the door, giving her a brotherly peck on the cheek.

‘Goodnight, Charlie,’ she said.

In the bedroom Micky was sprawled out on top of the bedclothes, fully dressed and snoring loudly. The room smelled of stale beer, wind, cigarettes and  sweat. Rosie removed her husband’s shoes and folded the bedspread over him before slipping into bed beside him. Lying on her side with her back to him, she wondered how she could endure any of this without Charlie to support and encourage her. Then she fell into a fitful sleep, wary of tomorrow.

 


‘If you don’t start treating Rosie decently,’ warned Charlie grimly, ‘you’ll have me to answer to.’

The two brothers were sitting at a corner table in The Railway Arms the following evening, Charlie having summoned Micky there for a few private words.

‘What am I supposed to ’ave done?’ asked Micky with his most innocent expression. ‘I ain’t laid a finger on her.’

‘You know what I’m talking about,’ ground out Charlie, furious at the sulky, unrepentant attitude of his brother. ‘Deserting her on her wedding night was cruel enough, but to get involved with the police was unforgivable. She’s a girl in a million and don’t you forget it.’

‘Why can’t I ’ave a proper drink?’ whined Micky, staring with disgust at the lemonade Charlie had bought for him.

‘Because you had quite enough last night, and if you go to the bar I shall tell them that you won’t be eighteen until July,’ said Charlie firmly.

Micky sighed heavily. ‘Why are you so interested in my marriage when it’s none of yer business?’ he asked.

‘I consider it my business when a member of my family is treating a very dear friend of ours like dirt,’ Charlie informed him.

‘Fancy Rosie yerself, do you?’ taunted Micky. ‘Well, go ahead. I won’t stand in your way. I’m too young to be tied to one woman.’

It was as much as Charlie could do to keep his hands off him, but having Rosie’s interests at heart he tried a more conciliatory approach.

‘Look, son,’ he said, splaying his hands on the table top and speaking emphatically, ‘I know you’re young, but you’re a married man now and you must consider Rosie’s feelings.’

‘Of course, you’re the expert on marriage since yours is such a roaring success,’ sneered Micky.

Charlie could feel sweat breaking out all over him. Who was this evil yob who shared his blood?

‘And while we’re having this chat,’ he continued as though Micky had not spoken, ‘you can start to pull your weight at work, too.’

‘Who says?’ challenged Micky, his dark eyes opaque with resentment.

‘I say, and I’m the one who pays your salary. Remember that.’

Micky didn’t like the sound of that at all. ‘Mum and Dad started our family business. All you did was take it over. I don’t see why I should take any notice of you.’

‘Right,’ grated Charlie, white with temper but managing to stay in control, ‘let’s get this straight once and for all. When I took over from Ma and Dad on the barrow, we were losing money and barely even managing to live hand to mouth. I have built Gordillos’ as it is today, and I control it. Ma and Dad like it that way because they’ve never had it so good. They run the Thornell store from choice, not necessity. They could give up work tomorrow and live out their lives comfortably.’

He held up his hands as Micky tried to interrupt. ‘We have a good, expanding business, but it takes effort, organisation and team work. One day, when and if you earn it, you will be offered a share in the company. At present you’re not even earning your wages, let alone building a career for yourself.’

‘What’s the point in me taking an interest when I’ve got to go and waste two years in the army?’ Micky argued.

‘Your job will be waiting for you when you’re demobbed, and the more you learn now the better.’ Charlie sipped his beer. ‘But I’ve made my mind up about one thing, mate. Rosie and the baby are not going to go short because of your irresponsible ways. If you don’t pull your socks up, I shall cut your salary and pay Rosie what she needs direct.’

‘Yer’ve always been jealous of me because I’m Ma’s favourite,’ said Micky, faced with a crisis he couldn’t handle.

Charlie didn’t even bother to deny it, since Micky was impervious to facts that he didn’t want to face. If Charlie was irritated by his mother’s partiality for Micky, it was from concern for her rather than jealousy.

‘And so I suggest you take a fresh look at the situation,’ he continued smoothly.

‘And I suggest you get stuffed!’ said Micky, and marched from the pub.

Charlie sat there for a long time mulling things over. It was all very well in theory, threatening Micky in an attempt to get him to toe the line. But it could never amount to anything more because Ma would never hear of him being dismissed from the firm,  even as a shock measure. And guv’nor or not, Charlie wouldn’t want to upset her.

Unbidden, Micky’s foul insinuation drifted into Charlie’s mind. ‘Fancy Rosie yourself, do you?’

Damned little savage, he thought, but he was uneasy as he left the pub.




Chapter Thirteen

July 1954 was a very eventful month. Micky went to an army camp in Hampshire to be trained for the RASC. Charlie came home from a game of cricket in the park with Brian one Saturday afternoon to find a note from Brenda informing him that she had gone to live in Yorkshire with Stan, the haberdashery representative. Food rationing finally ended and Gordillos’ became Thornell’s first self-service store.

As far as Rosie was concerned, Micky’s departure was a welcome respite from the strain of living with a moody, narcissistic adolescent. It wasn’t so much that he continued to live as a bachelor, going out every night with his pals and coming in at all hours, but the sudden mood swings and obsessive self-interest confused and exhausted her.

He could rise from the darkest depths of depression to champagne levity in the blink of an eye, and plunge back down again for no apparent reason. And his vanity knew no bounds. He would spend ages in front of the mirror, fretting over some pimple or blotch, and fly into a rage if Rosie was slow to reassure him that he looked terrific. He was a child inside a man’s body, something she ardently hoped time and the army would rectify.

Sometimes he would buy her chocolates, or a knick-knack  for the flat and take a sudden interest in the baby. Those were halcyon days, but usually meant he wanted her to cover for him at work the next day while he skipped out to meet his friends, or that he wanted to fill their living room with an assortment of unsavoury characters for a card game.

On Sunday afternoons he was ostensibly the dutiful husband, visiting his parents for tea with his wife. It was pleasant enough for Rosie, but she knew it was for the benefit of his mother rather than his wife, for Queenie was a powerful ally against his brother.

The intimate side of the marriage was currently non-existent out of concern for the baby. No great loss there, for Rosie had yet to experience pleasure in sex. Whilst the conjugal excursions of their earlier wedded days had been less vile than that first time, Micky was an impatient and unaffectionate lover.

 


Charlie found Brenda’s letter a masterpiece of self-deception.

 


I know that what I am about to do will seem wicked, but you have always been closer to Brian than I have, so he’ll be happier with you while I make a new life for myself with Stan.

Although things didn’t work out for you and me, Charlie, you have always been a wonderful father to the boy and I wouldn’t want to break up the special relationship you have with him. I have found love with Stan and I hope that you can find it in your heart to forgive me for grabbing the chance of happiness while I can.

We shall be making our home in Yorkshire, so there is no chance of you and I meeting by chance. I  shall keep in touch with Brian, but will make no attempt to gain custody of him.

Yours,

Brenda



 


Charlie was astounded at the level of self-indulgence that could lead anyone to abandon their own child. After all the years of misery with Brenda, the shock of this final confirmation of his failure to make her happy left him feeling physically weak and shaky.

Somewhere, though, amid the confused emotions, the bitterness and regret at their wasted years, the disgust at the mother who could calmly abandon her child for her own pleasure, was a tiny seed of relief that she would no longer be around to burden him with her querulousness.

And because his own feelings must be of secondary importance to Brian’s, as the initial trauma began to subside and his confidence returned, he forced down his resentment and applied his energy to caring for Brian and reorganising his own life as a single parent.

Considering it vital for Brian to feel the love and security of family and close friends around him at this time, Charlie purchased a house in Moneygate Street a few doors from his parents’. And rather than subject the child to a stranger to care for him while Charlie attended to his business, Queenie volunteered her services there with Maisie Watts as a back up for the days that Queenie worked at the shop. Rosie also offered to help out whenever she could. Charlie put his executive house up for sale and cast the Brenda episode from his mind.

 


The conversion of the Thornell store to self-service was carefully arranged to avoid inconveniencing the customers. Having planned the layout and made all the fittings beforehand, the shopfitters started work immediately the shop closed on the Saturday afternoon. Out went the old equipment and in came the new. Banks of shelving placed back to back in rows; bright stands; a new glass shopfront. There were two checkouts and a supply of wire baskets and trolleys to accommodate this new shopping idea.

As soon as the shopfitters had finished (and they worked through the night at special rates), family and friends moved in and laboured until late Sunday night, filling shelves and generally preparing for the opening the next day which Charlie did not intend to go unnoticed.

They hired a jazz band and distributed balloons to the children and a free half a crown shopping voucher to every customer that day. Queenie, Marco, Charlie and Rosie spent the day mingling with the punters, from whom there was a mixed reaction.

‘I suppose this will be the last we’ll see of you Gordillos now we’ve gotta serve ourselves. Yer’ll lose a lot of yer regulars, yer know,’ grumbled those set in their ways.

‘You won’t get rid of us that easy,’ laughed Charlie. Then there were the cynics, ‘It’s all very nice, but your prices’ll soon creep up when we’re not looking. Someone ’as to pay for the alterations.’

Thanks to bulk buying and the anticipated increase in turnover, Charlie expected to keep his prices very competitive.

‘You just wait and see, love,’ he challenged. ‘And if you’re not happy, we’d like to hear about it.’

The younger element, however, were much more enthusiastic.

‘Lovely innit?’ chirped the young housewives giving junior his first ride in a shopping trolley. ‘It’ll save hours, not having to queue separately for everything.’

Rosie enjoyed being a part of it and found the day an exhilarating experience. Events were rounded off with supper at Queenie’s, at which Rosie’s father and the Watts were present.

It was a noisy, homely affair with everyone talking at once over a traditional meal of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. Charlie thanked everyone for working so hard to make the day such a memorable occasion, Marco thanked Charlie for making it all possible, and Brian, whose bedtime had been extended, fell asleep at the table and was carried upstairs by his father to the room his grandmother kept ready for him.

‘It’s a pity Micky ain’t here,’ said Queenie.

‘Micky wouldn’t argue with you on that one,’ laughed Rosie. Both she and Queenie had been besieged by letters and telephone calls from Micky, claiming that the army was ‘killing him’, in particular his sergeant who was, apparently, ‘a power-crazed lunatic who ought to be locked up in an asylum’.

‘Poor bugger,’ tutted Queenie. ‘They didn’t ought to be so tough on the boys.’

‘It’ll make a man of him,’ said Marco.

‘I shouldn’t fancy that sergeant’s chances if Ma ever got her hands on him,’ joked Charlie. ‘For being so unkind to her little boy.’

When people started thinking about going home, Charlie insisted on taking Rosie in the car. On the way through the Broadway they discussed her departure from the office the following week.

‘I shall miss the involvement,’ she said, ‘but it will be nice to be lazy for a few weeks until the baby is born. I shall potter about in the garden and sit in the deck chair in the afternoons if the weather is nice.’

Each of the maisonettes had its own small plot of garden, levelled and turfed by the builders. Micky hadn’t been interested in cultivating theirs, but Rosie had dug some borders and filled them with pansies, marigolds and stocks. As a centrepiece to the lawn she had made a circular bed and planted red and yellow roses.

‘You’re making me envious,’ said Charlie.

‘Ooh, you fibber!’ she laughed. ‘You couldn’t laze around if you were paid to.’ It was a warm evening and the heady scent of garden flowers poured through the open windows of the car. As it was only just after eleven o’clock the streets were still lively. People waited at bus stops, or clattered home in groups from some social occasion. Pet dogs trotted ahead of their owners for their bedtime constitutional, and lovers embraced by the privet-shaded palings.

‘If I was paid to I might,’ he chuckled. ‘I never have been able to resist doing business.’

‘You’re making yourself sound like an opportunist,’ she said, smiling at his solid profile illuminated in the glow from the street.

‘There are some who would say that’s what I am,’ he remarked. ‘ “Old Charlie never loses the chance to make a few bob” – isn’t that what they say?’

‘Maybe, but an opportunist is someone who puts profit before principle.’

‘What makes you think that I don’t?’

‘Oh, because of the way you are,’ she said lazily,  leaning back in her seat, happy to be with him. ‘The way you treat your family, your friends, the staff.’

‘Now you’re making me sound like a self-righteous do-gooder.’

‘And you are fishing for a compliment,’ she giggled.

And although she was only teasing, he realised that she was right. He wanted her to think well of him. And what was wrong with that? he asked himself. She was so vital, so warm and full of fun, such an asset to the family, surely it was natural he should value her friendship?

Rosie wasn’t at all sure that her feelings for him this evening were quite decent. Unfortunately, the fact that she was married to his brother and heavily pregnant did not stop her from responding to Charlie as a powerfully attractive man. When she was younger he had been someone to admire from a distance – glamorous, but not quite real. Now he was vibrantly, almost painfully, human, but forbidden to her forever as a man.

As though by mentioning their situation she could somehow defuse it, she added, ‘But you’re a real love, and I’m proud to have become part of the same family.’

Struggling to hide the sharp stab of disappointment he felt, he said, ‘Thank you, Rosie.’

 


Rosie’s first couple of weeks at home passed in blissful idleness, sweeter for its certain ephemerality. ‘Once the baby comes, you won’t have time to laze around,’ people were forever warning her.

She slept late and ate toast and coffee in bed. She didn’t hurry with the chores and fussed happily over the small bedroom she had furnished as a nursery.

 


Since her ‘bump’ had restricted her activities in the garden to just sitting, most afternoons found her in a deck chair on the lawn with a book, the matinee jacket she was knitting, a jug of lemon barley water and some Madeira cake.

The weather was fine, with soft August breezes keeping the atmosphere comfortable. As the other occupants of the flats were out during the day, her only interruptions were from twittering house sparrows who came for the cake crumbs.

Every day, after tea, she walked to her father’s house to prepare an evening meal she would later share with him. She’d stay a while, call in next door to say hello to her in-laws, then stroll home before dark. They were halcyon days. She felt gloriously pregnant, blooming with health and deliriously excited about the new arrival.

Then, in mid-August, the temperature soared and she awoke one Wednesday morning feeling hot, heavy and trapped. The fierce sunlight piercing through the crack in the curtains promised another scorcher, and she thought: This is no weather to be eight months pregnant.

Lying naked on top of the bedclothes she surveyed her enormous stomach and wondered how it could have swelled to such a size.

‘Today is my eighteenth birthday,’ she said to the mountain before her, ‘and I’m fed up with carting you around! I’ve had enough of heartburn and brick hard breasts as sore as sunburn. I want to be slim and free and having fun.’ Her hands were resting on the stretched skin. The baby moved within and although the sensation normally pleased her, today it filled her with panic and seemed like a burden. This other life  was her responsibility and she felt hopelessly inadequate before it.

The gloom continued into the morning. She collapsed into tears and wept all over her birthday mail, after the postman had been. There was a box of Black Magic from Micky with a letter in which he sounded more settled. He had made some new friends. ‘A good bunch of blokes’, he described them. Shirley sent a packet of honeysuckle-scented bath cubes with a note on the card saying that she had left her job at the factory and was hoping to find something more interesting. There was Apple Blossom talcum powder from Joy, and cards from all the folks from whom she would receive gifts when she visited them later. Nothing from Charlie this year which was unusual. Probably got more important things on his mind with a child to bring up on his own, she thought.

Deciding that some company might help to dispel the blues, she dialled the number of the communal phone at Shirley’s flatlet house.

‘Fancy coming over for lunch?’ Rosie asked. ‘Me and my bump are lonesome.’

Any other time Shirley would have loved to, but she was meeting a boyfriend in the West End and couldn’t even stay for a chat because she was already late.

Rosie telephoned Joy at the office.

‘Sorry, Rosie, I’ve promised to have lunch with a new girl in Accounts. Happy birthday, and thanks for ringing.’

Oh, to hell with it, Rosie thought, and took a cheese sandwich out into the garden. She ate it on the patio in the shade of the building. Mercifully, a light breeze whipped round the corner of the house, lifting some of the breathless humidity so that, after her food, she  felt comfortably drowsy. She must have dozed off because she came to with a start to find someone touching her arm.

‘It’s only me,’ said Charlie, putting a small parcel in her lap. ‘I bet you thought I’d forgotten.’

‘Oh!’ Her mouth felt sour and dry from sleep, and her eyes hurt against the sun, but her heart soared to see him. ‘Charlie, how lovely!’ She picked up the gift, beaming. ‘Thank you.’

‘Open it when I’ve gone,’ he said as she went to tear the birthday paper, ‘then I won’t see your face if you’re disappointed.’

She smiled. How modest and thoughtful he was.

‘I won’t be disappointed,’ she said. How could she be when he had come and transformed her day?

‘I must dash,’ he said, his dark eyes smiling down at her, ‘I’m due at a meeting any minute, but I was wondering if you’d like a run out to Runnymede or Windsor this evening for a bite to eat at one of the riverside pubs?’

She gave him a dazzling smile which creased into a frown as she remembered her obligations. ‘I’d love to, but my dad and your parents will be disappointed if I don’t spend the evening of my birthday with them.’

But he was a natural organiser. ‘All taken care of,’ he told her with a grin. ‘I’ve discussed it with them and they think a run out in the country will do you good. I promised we’d call in later.’

‘In that case,’ she grinned, ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

 


It was a perfect evening. They ate lobster salad and strawberries and cream in the fairy-lit gardens of a pub near Windsor. Conversation was effortless and Rosie felt lifted to the heights of happiness after her gloomy morning.

She was wearing a pale green cotton smock dress with a scooped neckline and puffed sleeves. Her hair, scooped up into a pony tail all day because of the heat, was now freshly washed and cascading loosely over her shoulders. Charlie’s birthday gifts to her had been some plain gold drop earrings, and Chanel perfume, both of which were now tastefully in evidence and for which she had thanked him profusely.

Drinking their coffee in the first soft shadow of dusk, they watched the cruisers chug by in search of a mooring for the night. There were plenty of blazered boat people, in grey flannels and deck shoes, standing around in groups drinking gin and tonic. Lovers sat in shadowy corners engrossed in intimate discourse, or strolled along the river bank with arms about each other.

A mother swan led her offspring down the river in perfect formation, leaving ripples as fine as the folds of a silk skirt. Something about the inherent confidence of the feathered matriarch inspired Rosie to tell Charlie of her strange mood of that morning.

‘I was suddenly panic-stricken about being a parent, wished things hadn’t worked out like this and I was still free. Am I terribly wicked, do you think?’ She had finished her coffee and was sitting with her chin resting on her hands, looking at him.

‘Absolutely sinful,’ he laughed, adding more seriously, ‘I should think most women experience something similar at some point during pregnancy, especially with a first baby.’

‘I can’t imagine any of the women at the ante-natal clinic having any such doubts. They all seem so utterly committed to motherhood,’ she explained.

‘They probably think the same about you,’ he said. ‘After all, you don’t go around broadcasting the fact that you’ve got the wobblies, do you?’

‘Well, no . . .’

‘And neither do they,’ he pointed out. ‘But that doesn’t mean they don’t get days when they wish they could turn the clock back. We’re all only human, you know.’ He sat back and folded his arms. ‘Once the baby comes you’ll cope, you just wait and see.’

‘Yes, of course I will,’ she said, her confidence much restored.

Charlie thought she had never looked lovelier. She glowed like a candle. Her skin was as smooth and healthy as a polished apple and her hair almost white against a face tanned from the fresh air and sunshine of the last few weeks.

‘Better?’ he asked.

‘Much, thank you.’

‘Brother-in-law does have his uses then,’ he teased, and wondered why he had said that. Why did he constantly have to remind himself of his official role to feel justified in delighting in her company?

‘Oh, definitely,’ she grinned.

She switched the conversation to him, asking how Brian had adjusted to life without his mother.

‘Oh, he seems to be coping quite well, and of course living close to his grandparents has helped a lot. He stays at their place at every opportunity, and they love having him.’

Chancing her arm, Rosie said, ‘You must miss Brenda dreadfully.’

He didn’t seem to mind her asking and said, ‘Not really, we were never suited.’

‘I suppose there won’t be a divorce with you being a Catholic,’ she said with genuine interest.

‘That’s right,’ he said in a tone that did not invite further enquiries. Because of the Gordillos, Rosie had lived the whole of her life on the fringes of Catholicism. Sometimes she envied them the comfort of their rituals; other times she pitied them the strictures of the Catholic dogma. But always she was conscious of a dimension to their lives that she didn’t share.

They got on to the subject of Charlie’s clubs, the second of which had opened recently above the Gordillos’ store at Shepherds Bush.

‘Brian is always pestering me to take him along to watch the big boys,’ he said lightly. ‘Give him another ten years and he’ll be telling me how to run things.’ He raked his fingers through his hair then clasped his hands at the back of his head. ‘As we all do when we’re growing up.’

His mild cynicism made her aware of the difference in their ages, yet she felt far more at ease with him than with Micky. Charlie added to her life, Micky only subtracted.

How handsome Charlie was, she thought, with the luminous floodlights gleaming on his dark face. He was a snappy dresser and this evening was wearing a navy sports shirt with pale grey Italian slacks.

The night air was still and cool and rose-scented from the nearby beds. They lingered awhile in the carefree riverside ambience.

‘Thank you for a lovely evening,’ she said as they finally made their way to the car.

‘It’s been my pleasure,’ he assured her courteously, adding quickly, ‘I’ve promised Brian a picnic out here on Sunday if the weather stays fine. Do you fancy joining us? I can’t promise you peace and  quiet with Brian around, but it might be fun.’

‘I’d love to,’ she said.

 


It was a fine summer afternooon on Sunday. The sun shone from a cloudless blue sky on to the grassy riverside plains of Runnymede where hordes of day trippers settled with their picnic baskets. Charlie parked the car in a quiet spot away from the crowds and set up some deck chairs near a willow tree whose lush foliage reached over and dipped its lower leaves into the meandering Thames.

Rosie helped the eager and excited Brian into his swimming trunks.

‘Are you coming for a swim, Rosie?’ he asked, his light brown eyes sparkling.

‘I’ll just have a paddle,’ she said.

‘Did you forget to bring your cossie?’ he asked.

Rosie laughed. ‘There isn’t a cossie in existence to fit me at the moment,’ she told him.

‘You’re coming in, aren’t you, Dad?’ said Brian.

‘Yes, son, I’ll get changed in the car.’

Having cooled her feet in the water, Rosie sat on the bank and watched father and son enjoying themselves. Brian swam well for his age and splashed happily around, his brown curly head bobbing like a cork. He was a good-looking child with a round face and dimples that were deepened by a devilish grin.

When Brian had had enough and came, with teeth chattering, to the bank, Rosie wrapped him in a towel and rubbed him dry. Charlie, released from the dutiful confines of the safe, shallow reaches, struck out vigorously to the other bank, his strong arms cutting the water like a pair of Oxbridge oars.

Rosie had insisted on providing the picnic which  they ate when Charlie and Brian flopped down on the grass after a game of cricket: wafer-thin egg, cheese and ham sandwiches, home-made scones, chocolate wafers and lemonade. Later they walked to the little open air café in the main tourist meadow, close to the dark green wooded slopes of Egham Hill, and had a pot of tea. Then they took a stroll along the towpath, eating ice cream cones and watching the houseboats go through the lock.

When they arrived back at Queenie’s later for supper, Rosie felt exhilarated. Queenie was delighted to see the three of them so happy together and thought it made sense for Rosie and Charlie to turn to each other for company while they were both going through a lonely time. That was what family life was all about – companionship and support.

‘Well, you’ve obviously enjoyed yourselves,’ she said as they clattered in, chattering and giggling. ‘Now, Brian, go and wash your ’ands before you sit down at the table.’




Chapter Fourteen

‘I’m moving to the West End,’ said Shirley jubilantly, ‘I’ve got a job and a flat there.’

‘Terrific,’ said Rosie enthusiastically. She herself preferred the gentler, parochial ambience of suburbia to the anonymous sophistication of London’s West End, but Shirley had always hankered for smarter, more challenging pastures so she was pleased for her. ‘Tell me all about it.’

The girls had met for a snack and a chat in Lyon’s tea shop in Ealing Broadway, a week or so after Rosie’s day out on the river. Rosie was indulging her craving for Welsh Rarebit with lashings of Worcester Sauce, while Shirley tucked into a jam doughnut and a cup of tea.

The latter licked her sticky fingers, dabbed them with a paper napkin and rummaged in her handbag for a pencil and paper on which she wrote something down.

‘My new address and telephone number,’ she said, handing it to Rosie. ‘I’ve put my work number down, too, but don’t ring me there unless it’s really urgent.’

Rosie licked the savoury taste from her lips, put down her knife and fork and dabbed her mouth with a napkin. ‘What sort of a job is it that you can afford a West End flat?’ she asked.

‘A dental receptionist,’ Shirley said. ‘I saw it advertised in the Evening News and decided to put on my posh voice and ring up for an interview. Well, I got the job, and guess what? My boss, this dentist geezer, says there’s a flat above the surgery going and I can have it for the same rent as I pay now, provided I’m prepared to come into work weekends or evenings at short notice if necessary. He does a lot of private work and if, for instance, a businessman wants some dental work doing after hours because he can’t make it during the day, or someone is off their ’ead with toothache at a weekend, my boss will open the surgery for them. It won’t be very often, he said, but I’ve got to be willing to go and help him when it does arise.’

‘What if you’re out or away when he calls,’ Rosie asked.

Shirley hesitated and Rosie noticed her flush. ‘Oh, well, then I just tell him in advance and I suppose he either gets someone else, or manages by himself.’

‘It sounds marvellous,’ said Rosie, and added fondly, ‘trust you to land a jammy arrangement like that.’

Shirley smiled, clicked her tongue against her teeth and winked. ‘Yep, look out Mayfair, ’ere I come.’

Shirley was elated. The story sounded so totally plausible considering the only part of it that was true was the bit about her living in a flat above a dental surgery. The dentist’s rooms, which had once been the lower floor of a private dwelling house, and the flat above were owned by Shirley’s lover, Paul Danton.

She had met him about three months ago in a snack bar in Piccadilly one Saturday morning when she’d gone up West on a shopping spree. She’d been sitting  at the counter drinking a coffee when he came in for some cigarettes. Noticing his startling good looks, she had tapped him on the shoulder and asked him for a light. As she had put her hand on his wrist to steady the flame, she had known she was going to have to satisfy the desire for him that throbbed through her, weakening her and making her breathless.

It wasn’t difficult to pick him up, he wanted it as much as her. She could see it in his eyes and feel it in his touch as they walked through Hyde Park, hand in hand, in the civilised forerunner to the only thing that seemed to matter.

He was more than twice her age, in his forties, but he excited her like no boy of her own age could. He had piercing blue eyes set above features as even as a film star’s. His tan indicated foreign travel and she could hardly take her eyes from his fleshy pink mouth that she longed to feel on every inch of her body. He wore diamond-chip gold rings on his long, well-manicured fingers, and the cut of his lightweight, continental style suit and hand-sewn leather shoes made it obvious that he was a man of means.

It didn’t worry Shirley one iota that she had quite brazenly picked him up. If you bought a ticket for a dance you did the same thing, but everyone considered it decent and called it ‘meeting someone’.

Back at his flat, in a square near Park Lane, they had dispensed with all formalities. In fact, they didn’t even get as far as the bedroom but copulated like animals on the carpet in the living room with a ferocious hunger that made it more like a fight than an act of love. They clawed and bit each other, their groans and gasps filling the flat as they reached a rapid explosive climax.

She stayed the weekend and they tried again and again to sate the brutal, torturing passion that consumed them both. It was carnal, immoral, and without affection – and Shirley couldn’t get enough.

After that, she lived only for the times when they where together, usually weekends and a couple of weekday nights. They didn’t bother to go out but writhed and rolled in the satin sheets of his bed, in his mirror-tiled bathroom, or even on the hard floor of his luxury kitchen. They cooked meals together naked and ate them in bed, washed down with champagne.

Shirley didn’t know if what she felt for him was just lust or love, only that the mere thought of him left her drained and damp with desire and she would do anything to be with him. If he had been living in poverty with only rags to his back, it would have made no difference.

It altered nothing when he told her his line of business. She hadn’t planned to fall for a pimp, but if he’d been a murderer on several counts she would still have been his slave.

Even when he put his proposition to her, she felt honoured rather than insulted. She was to be his top girl and have only high-class clients sent to her through his contacts. All she had to do was what she was best at and enjoyed most in life. It had worried her a little that he could bear to sell the body he himself purported to worship, but he soothed her doubts by explaining that what she did with punters was business and what she did with him was making love. That was the closest he’d come to proclaiming his feelings for her.

She was to have a respectable front, a flat of her own in a high-class area, over a dentist’s surgery, for  which she would pay no rent. Paul would deal with the financial side of things, pay her a salary and manage her affairs generally.

When she had asked why she couldn’t just live here with him, he’d explained in his smooth, cultivated voice: ‘You must have a place of your own, my dear, clients need to feel they have complete privacy.’

It didn’t occur to her that she was being exploited. She was far too busy counting her blessings at having been offered the chance to be closer to him, as well as an escape route from her dingy bedsitter with its moth-eaten carpet and temperamental single-jet gas ring. And as morality was something that rarely troubled her, she rejoiced in the fact that her insatiable sexual appetite was going to be a positive asset in her new career.

The only thing that did bother her was her folks’ feelings, which was why she had devised this story to protect them. They wouldn’t understand the truth about her and she really didn’t want to hurt them. But in shielding them, she must deceive everyone even remotely connected with them, too. On the rare occasions when anyone from Thornell came to visit, they would see a dental receptionist off duty. Paul’s telephone number was being distributed as her work number and anyone calling her would be told by Paul, in his guise of dentist, that she couldn’t come to the phone at the moment but would return the call later. It really was a brilliant scheme, she thought.

‘It will be much more interesting for you than factory work,’ said Rosie, stirring her tea. ‘I bet your mum and dad are proud of you taking a step up, aren’t they?’

Shirley reeled under a body blow of guilt. Damn  Rosie! Why did she have to be so infuriatingly trusting? She mentally gritted her teeth against the shame that threatened to overwhelm her and spoil things. Okay, so her new profession wasn’t the sort of thing the folks would boast about, but without it the streets would be a darned sight more dangerous. She couldn’t help it if she didn’t fit into the narrow, net curtain attitude of suburbia, could she?

‘Yes,’ she said, forcing herself to look Rosie in the eye. If she was about to embark on a life of deception, she might as well learn to make a perfect performance of it. ‘Of course they are.’

She pushed the rest of her doughnut away and lit a cigarette. A change of subject was definitely called for.

‘Looks like we’ll be having a wedding in the family soon,’ she said brightly. ‘Jeff and Maureen are talking about getting engaged.’

Maureen was a plump, homely girl whom Jeff had been courting for about a year. Everyone liked her and thought she was exactly right for him. Her bouncy, down-to-earth nature was a perfect balance for Jeff’s tendency to be too quiet and serious.

‘That’s good news,’ said Rosie. ‘I bet your parents are pleased.’

Yes, thought Shirley irritably. Good, boring old Jeff, he’ll give Mum and Dad some rosy-cheeked grandchildren and take them to tea every Sunday. But she said with a smile, ‘Yes, they’re thrilled to bits. The wedding is planned for next year, so that will be an excuse for us all to have a new outfit.’

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ said Rosie.

Shirley walked home past the film studios, straining her eyes, as always, for a glimpse of a film  star in the flesh. Strolling, perhaps, across leafy Ealing Green for a stiffener in the ancient Red Lion, where signed photographs of many of the stars decorated the walls. Once she had fancied that she had seen Dirk Bogarde in that mysterious ‘other’ world behind the closed studio gates. But today she didn’t feel envious of their glamorous life-style which once she had craved for. Why should she, now that she had something exciting to look forward to herself?




Chapter Fifteen

Rosie was ready for action when her time came, suitcase packed as per hospital list and telephone number of the maternity ward printed clearly by the phone. She was hoping things would start while she was at home alone so that she could call an ambulance and slip off and do her stuff without causing a family flap.

But the pains began one September evening while she was serving a shepherd’s pie at her father’s house. Just a niggle at first – nothing more than a touch of the gripes, she thought – but by the time they reached the apple crumble she had made for dessert, she could hide her discomfort no longer.

Dad rushed into Queenie’s, she hared down the street to Charlie’s, Marco fluffed between father and daughter, making tea and telling them not to panic, and Charlie arrived and whisked Rosie away in his Jaguar.

When the pains appeared to stop, two minutes into the journey, Rosie said, ‘Might as well call into the flat and ring the hospital, maybe it’s just a false alarm.’

It wasn’t a false alarm, but the hospital said there was no need for her to go in until the pains were much stronger. So for the next few hours Charlie plied her with tea and very much more than sympathy. He held  her hands and reminded her with gentle firmness not to fight the pain, but to try to go with it. He distracted her mind from the agony of her body by reminding her of those happy visits to the river, while all the time calmly timing the contractions. They were bound together by the advancing miracle of birth and Rosie had never felt closer to anyone.

The contrast at the hospital was extreme because Charlie was immediately banished from the hallowed female domain of maternity by the sister in charge, a large, bossy woman with feet like ocean liners.

‘Don’t make such a fuss, Mrs Gordillo,’ she barked at one point later when Rosie, encased in a white hospital smock and lying on a bed as high as a luggage rack in a train compartment, cried out in a bout of indescribable pain.

And the sister’s rage almost reached apoplectic proportions later when Rosie, having been left alone and told the baby wouldn’t come for ages, knew differently and rang the bell on the wall above her head.

‘Now what is it?’ sighed the large nurse through clenched teeth as she sailed back on to the scene like a police launch on the Thames.

‘The baby is coming,’ gasped Rosie, wanting both to pee and vomit.

‘Nonsense,’ insisted Motor Launch. ‘You’ve ages to go.’ But she inspected the relevant area anyway. ‘Oh, I say, yes, the head is there – now push, dear. Come on, a nice big push.’ And eventually, through pain, sweat and tears, at 3 a.m. on September 20th, Rosie’s baby was born.

‘You’ve a beautiful daughter, Mrs Gordillo,’ announced Ocean Liners as proudly as if she’d done  the job herself. And if Rosie hadn’t been so weak, she’d have danced her round the room for joy.

 


When Rosie awoke she was in the maternity ward with screens around her. There was a vase of multi-coloured roses on her bedside locker and Charlie was sitting watching her.

‘Congratulations,’ he said, kissing her brow in a brotherly way. ‘She’s beautiful.’

Rosie smiled and glanced down at the cot beside her. ‘Yes, isn’t she?’ She yawned and rubbed her eyes. ‘What time is it?’

He glanced at his watch. ‘Just coming up to midday.’

She blinked. ‘Which means it isn’t official visiting time, so how did you get past enemy lines? Did you drug or seduce them into letting you in?’

‘I nagged them into it,’ he chuckled.

‘I think it’s all wrong the way men are excluded from childbirth,’ she said. ‘I’m sure many women would find it a help to have their husband with them.’

‘Would you have wanted Micky there?’ he asked.

He was the last person on her mind, but she just said, ‘I doubt if he could have coped. I was talking generally, not about myself specifically.’

And she thought, I wanted you there, Charlie, only you.

‘Maybe one day it will become the accepted thing.’

‘It’s a long way off.’

Glancing at the flowers, she asked, ‘From you?’

He nodded.

‘Thank you, you spoil me.’

‘Micky isn’t here to do it, so it’s up to the rest of us.’

She could feel the bond like a living thing between them. ‘Have you spread the news?’ she asked.

‘Yes, they all send their love and will be along to see you at visiting time. I sent a telegram to Micky.’

‘Thank you.’ She doubted if Micky would get leave to come and see her; he was enjoying the camaraderie of army life too much now that he was used to it. She thought how relieved he would be that his daughter’s arrival hadn’t coincided with his leave. He liked the idea of being a parent as long as he was far enough away not to be inconvenienced by it. In his last letter he’d mentioned a posting abroad quite soon and was looking forward to seeing the world at the tax payer’s expense.

She leaned over and looked at the tiny mottled head, so still against the white, tightly wrapped honeycombed blankets. A mass of fair downy hair lay against the sheet and her little face was as squashed as a prune.

‘I think I shall call her Sharon,’ she said.

‘That’s pretty. Any particular reason?’ he asked.

‘Just that I like it,’ she said.

They were both leaning over the cot and in the intimacy of the moment it seemed as though Sharon was their child. Rosie reached for his hand. ‘Thanks for everything, Charlie, you’ve been a great comfort to me these last few weeks.’

Emotion tightened his throat. ‘I’ve enjoyed it,’ he said hoarsely, feeling something painfully valedictory in the air, a threat of change which, at this moment, he refused to accept. It was a moment of complete unity that they both knew must not be allowed to develop. Rosie’s hand felt small and precious in his. He didn’t want to let it go.

The squeak of rubber-soled shoes on the polished floor broke the spell.

‘Out you go, Mr Gordillo,’ barked Size Tens briskly, smoothing the bedcovers automatically. ‘And please restrict your future visits to the proper times.’

‘Yes, Sister,’ he said clicking his tongue cheekily and winking at her.

Watching him walk down the ward, Rosie felt a deep loneliness, and when he turned at the door and waved she wanted to weep. Must be post-natal depression, she told herself, because she was afraid to admit that she was getting too fond of her brother-in-law.

 


Charlie went straight to the pub opposite the hospital and broke his lunchtime rule of abstinence. Far from wetting the baby’s head, he was drowning his own sorrows. For the time had come for Charlie to face the facts, and the truth was that he was head over heels in love with his brother’s wife. Not the easiest thing for a good Catholic to admit to.

When she had been in labour he had ached to be with her, to help and comfort her, to share her pain. She filled his thoughts by day, and at night he awoke sweating and aroused from dreams of her.

For months he had been telling himself that it was nothing more than an instinctive male response to a beautiful woman. Now, after his violent emotions of the last few hours, he could lie to himself no longer.

She stood alone among women. Beautiful inside as well as out. A giver – warm, compassionate, and sincere. Loyal to her husband against outrageous provocation. She was the only woman Charlie would ever love.

It was ironic that this should happen to him, he who had always been so sceptical about this sort of thing.

 


He had always agreed with the attitude of the church, that extramarital love was nothing more than undisciplined thought and weakness of the flesh. Oh, if only it was that simple!

As a refinement of his punishment, he would be unable to shut Rosie out of his life and try to forget her for, as his brother’s wife she would always be there, unwittingly tormenting him, within the family circle. Rage consumed him that she was caught in a marriage that was nothing more than society’s price for a youthful mistake. Despite her faithful attempts to hide it, she obviously didn’t want Micky any more than he wanted her. And Charlie, as Micky’s elder brother, felt duty bound to help them to make a go of it. If that wasn’t poetic justice, he didn’t know what was.

On his way back to the office he stopped at a church. Inside it was cool and silent. Sunlight through the stained glass windows made a coloured mosaic on the grey stone walls. The offertory candles flamed brightly, the faint smell of candlewax mingling with the mustiness of lingering incense.

Charlie lit a candle and prayed silently for Rosie’s health and happiness and the success of her marriage. Then, on his knees in the dark, empty pew, he put his head on his hands and asked for God’s strength to behave as he should to her. And that meant never telling her how he felt, or trying to encourage reciprocation from her.

He stayed there a long time, almost ill with despair. Then at last he rose from his knees and walked sadly out into the hazy sunshine. Autumn leaves littered the suburban street and there was a nip in the air, but winter had already come for Charlie.




Chapter Sixteen

Rosie thought that Sputnik 1 was exciting, if a touch eerie. The idea of a satellite being put into orbit around the earth seemed more like fiction than fact and watching a report of the launch on the late television news one evening in October 1957, she was awe struck. What will they think of next? she wondered.

The sound of her husband’s key in the door set her nerves on edge with such an automatic reaction that she barely noticed it happening. She hadn’t truly relaxed for years.

‘Hello,’ she said, glancing towards him as he entered the room. ‘The news is full of the Russian satellite launch – it’s quite something.’

But Micky was far too preoccupied with his own problems to interest himself in the technical advancement of mankind.

‘I suppose so,’ he said, taking off his business jacket and tie and flinging them over the back of the armchair before sitting down.

‘Had a good day?’ asked Rosie, getting up and turning down the volume on the set.

‘Terrible,’ he informed her.

Another quarrel with Charlie, she thought, but asked, ‘Would you like something to eat?’

‘No, thanks. I had a pie in the pub.’

She sighed, ‘You’ll have ulcers before you’re much older, the way you abuse your digestion.’

Rosie had given up keeping supper for him. He always went to the pub straight from work and never got home much before ten. But he was in no mood for lectures on his eating habits.

‘Do you know what my bastard brother has done now?’ he asked, his dark eyes simmering angrily.

Apprehensive, she waited.

‘He’s made Jeff Watts a director of Gordillos’, so what do you think of that?’

‘I can’t say I’m surprised,’ said Rosie. ‘It was obvious Jeff wouldn’t stay an employee forever. He’s worked very hard for the company, and he is a very old friend of Charlie’s.’

‘He’s done it to spite me,’ said Micky, as though Rosie hadn’t spoken. ‘He’s always hated my guts.’

‘Nonsense,’ proclaimed Rosie, who had not allowed her wariness of her husband to develop into timidity. ‘Charlie is very fond of you.’

‘He’s got a funny way of showing it,’ Micky snarled. ‘Promoting an arse-licking outsider before his own flesh and blood.’

Rosie was standing in the doorway on her way to the kitchen. ‘Your turn will come,’ she said. ‘You’re only twenty-one, after all. Personally, I think Jeff deserves to be rewarded. Don’t forget, he was a glorified errand boy for his first few years with the company. And his wife is a very assertive woman, she probably encouraged him to get ahead.’

Micky shook his head as he lit a cigarette.

‘I think Charlie gave it to him without him even asking.’ He inhaled deeply on the cigarette. ‘Just to get at me.’

‘It’s all in your mind, Micky,’ Rosie said with a sigh. It wasn’t easy to be patient in the face of Micky’s paranoid obsessions about his brother. ‘I’ll make some coffee.’

In the bright kitchen with its red formica worktops and red- and cream-tiled floor, Rosie felt the all too familiar churning in her stomach as she filled the kettle. When, oh when, was Micky going to grow up?

The army had strengthened him physically. He was tall and robust now with a clear skin, his youthful bloom having matured into a devastating handsomeness. But beneath the broad shoulders and firm jawline was the same old egocentric Micky, difficult to live with and impossible for Rosie to love.

Sometimes he would seem to make an effort and would whisk her off to the cinema, or to a show up West, having already arranged for his mother to sit with Sharon. Other times his mood would be as black as death and he wouldn’t speak to Rosie for days. There was never any ordinariness, none of the day-to-day sharing and caring of a normal marriage. And Micky never, ever spent a whole evening at home.

Fortunately for Rosie her pre-natal apprehensions about her maternal instincts had proved to be groundless and motherhood had given her new strength. It was as though to permit herself to be intimidated by Micky, or anyone else, would be to make Sharon vulnerable, so she never allowed it to happen.

While her contemporaries had been out dancing to the new rock and roll music, Rosie had buried herself in her beautiful daughter as someone else might sink into drink or drugs for comfort, to shut out the emptiness of a loveless marriage. Deeply engrossed  in the demands of baby and home, she could seem not to need a normal adult relationship.

Sharon, now three years old, was a glorious fulfilment. Like her mother and maternal grandmother, she was apple-cheeked, fair and petite, and such was her sunny disposition she seemed quite unrelated to the circumstances of her conception.

Micky was always far too caught up in his own affairs to pay her much attention. He was at home so rarely Rosie thought he must seem like a stranger to Sharon. More of a father to her was her Uncle Charlie who, along with Brian, was a regular visitor to the house. Micky, happy to shed the burden of family love, didn’t begrudge his brother Sharon’s affection.

Rosie dare not dwell upon her own feelings for Charlie, but she could no longer pretend that they were purely platonic. The thought of seeing him within the family circle embellished her days, but she also wanted him as a man and that left her feeling drained and depressed. She was confused and frightened by the ardent passion that consumed her and refused to be banished despite the impossibility of any happy ending for her and Charlie. She valued his friendship far too much ever to let him guess the truth.

Of paramount importance to her, too, was her friendship with her mother-in-law. Queenie only worked mornings now, and most afternoons Rosie called in and shared a pot of tea with her. Eagerly they studied Sharon’s progress from her first tooth to that initial drunken totter across Queenie’s living-room floor. Basking in the warmth of her mother-in-law’s affection, Rosie could forget her turbulent  emotions and imagine herself to be a happily married woman.

Now, she took the tray of coffee into the lounge and set it down on a small table.

‘I’ll get Charlie one day, you know,’ Micky said.

He was lying on the settee, his white shirt open at the neck, sleeves rolled up. His skin glowed like polished wood in contrast, and seeing vitriolic thoughts mirrored in his dark eyes she wondered how anyone so physically perfect could have such an ugly mind.

‘Instead of planning revenge, why not make yourself as valuable to him as Jeff has?’ she suggested tentatively.

He sat up and took the cup of coffee she was holding out to him.

‘Crawl round him, you mean,’ he said.

Rosie tutted. ‘No, of course not. I mean why not tackle the job more responsibly, cut down on the boozing at lunchtimes so that you can do a decent afternoon’s work? Earn Charlie’s trust.’

She was trembling inside. Micky always saw advice as criticism and would probably fly into a rage. She didn’t know to what extent he fell down on the job because Charlie was far too loyal to discuss the matter with her. But judging from the frantic phone calls from the office in search of Micky during the working day, he was very often not where he should be. She felt more like a mother than a wife sometimes, as though he was her misbehaving child. Micky was bright, he could make a success of his life if only he were to use his talents creatively instead of drowning them in booze and bitterness.

‘You could be a real asset to Gordillos’ if you put your mind to it,’ she continued bravely.

‘When I want your advice I’ll ask for it,’ he said, his cruel mouth twisting into a sardonic smile.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But I think it’s time you put your back into the job.’

 


Micky was the subject of the conversation Jeff Watts was having with his wife Maureen at about the same time.

‘It isn’t that he isn’t bright,’ said Jeff to the plump, motherly Maureen, ‘but that he’s idle and irresponsible. Gordillos’ would be a damned sight better off without him, but he’s got Charlie by the throat, being family. If he throws Micky out, he’ll have his parents on his back.’

‘Calm down,’ said Maureen, her warm brown eyes clouding over in concern for her husband. ‘Don’t let him spoil your evening. This is your day, remember?’ She reached across the table and took his hand. ‘I’m very proud of you, love.’

They were just finishing their meal which had been made into a celebration by a bottle of champagne Maureen had bought from the off licence when she was out shopping. It wasn’t every day your husband was made a company director.

Maureen was a pusher and she didn’t mind admitting it. Married to Jeff, she had to be. He was a wonderful husband and father and excellent at his job, but it didn’t do to be too self-effacing when you had a wife and children to support. The twins, Tony and Tim, were a year old now and neither she or Jeff wanted to end their family there. Jeff and the children were Maureen’s life and she saw it as her mission to strive for the best for them.

Fortunately, Charlie realised Jeff’s worth, but she  saw no harm in supplying the odd reminder from time to time.

‘Thanks, love,’ said Jeff, smiling across at his rosy-cheeked wife. ‘And I won’t let Micky spoil it. I expect he’ll improve as he gets older, anyway. He’s still very young.’

Maureen nodded. She had her doubts but she wasn’t about to express them this evening. The twins were alseep, she and Jeff had had a couple of drinks and this was a special occasion.

‘Let’s leave the dishes until the morning,’ she said with a smile in her eyes. ‘And have an early night.’

Jeff grinned and pushed a lock of her short brown curly hair away from her brow tenderly. Within seconds of climbing the stairs together they had both forgotten all about Micky Gordillo, forgotten everything except each other.

 


Charlie’s sentiments on the subject of his brother were very much stronger one afternoon a week later.

‘I could quite cheerfully murder him, Jeff, this time he’s gone too far,’ he raged.

‘Don’t panic, mate,’ said Jeff, ever striving for harmony. ‘I’ve telephoned all our managers and instructed them to remove all the cans from their shelves.’

The cause of so much concern was a consignment of canned tomatoes that was producing floods of complaints and costing a lot of money in refunds. The tomatoes were tough and tasteless and the juice so watery you could wash your face in it.

More worrying to Charlie than the financial cost was the damage to Gordillos’ reputation. They maintained low prices by buying in large quantities, not by  dealing in rubbish. The order and payment had been authorised by Micky and the supplier was not one of their regulars.

‘Thanks, Jeff. I’ll have the young bugger in to see what he’s gotto say for himself,’ said Charlie, calling Micky’s office on the internal line while Jeff slipped away out of range of the imminent fireworks.

Charlie was told by Micky’s secretary that he wasn’t yet back from lunch. It was three-thirty. Charlie eventually confronted his brother an hour later.

‘I’m surprised you bothered to come back to the office at all this afternoon,’ declared Charlie sarcastically, sitting authoritatively back in his chair with his arms folded.

‘I was held up at the club, talking business,’ explained Micky. ‘There’s this mate of mine who deals in carrier bags. Might do us a bit of good if I can get him to quote low enough.’

‘Was it one of your pals at the club who supplied us with a large batch of tinned tomatoes?’ Charlie asked meaningfully.

Micky’s eyes narrowed quizzically. ‘Yes, it was, as a matter of fact. Everyone knows there’s more business done in the clubs than in the boardroom.’ He searched Charlie’s face. ‘Nothing wrong with putting some business the way of a mate, is there?’

‘Nothing at all if the goods are quality, you know our door is never closed to new suppliers.’

‘Well, then . . .’ began Micky.

‘That stuff you bought in was rubbish! I’ve had to have all the remaining tins withdrawn. So you can tell your mate to take the lot back and refund us one hundred per cent to cover all the open tins lying about in people’s bins.’

At least Micky had the grace to blush. ‘Er, well, he ain’t around,’ he said.

‘Surprise, surprise,’ exclaimed Charlie. ‘So where is he, Wormwood Scrubs?’

‘Trust you to think the worst, you’ve always been malicious,’ Micky lashed out.

Charlie didn’t know why Micky still had the power to hurt him, and put it down to family ties enduring every kind of abuse.

‘Okay, so if he isn’t in prison, where is he?’

‘He’s emigrated to New Zealand,’ Micky informed him sheepishly.

‘Oh, isn’t that just bloody marvellous?’ shouted Charlie, thumping his hands on the desk and nearly knocking his chair over as he got up. ‘Hundreds of pounds down the drain, just like that. I’ve a good mind to make you pay it back every month out of your wages.’

Micky sat in silence, watching his brother pace the room, expostulating.

‘You’re always complaining because I don’t give you enough responsibility. Can you wonder at it when this is the sort of thing you do? Your function is supposed to be to work for the benefit of the company, not to line the pockets of your dubious friends.’

Actually, Micky had made a few hundred for himself out of this deal, so it was worth having to suffer Charlie’s ranting for half an hour. By prior arrangement with his dealer friend, Micky had arranged for a higher price to be put on the quotation and the invoice and he’d pocketed the difference. He couldn’t deny that Charlie paid him well, but it was an expensive business having a wife and child to support, and he couldn’t possibly cut down on his extravagant social life.

Charlie saw the lack of compunction behind his  brother’s silence, felt the resentment burning there. He’d had no idea their confrontation would take them this far, but since it had he challenged Micky: ‘If you so hate being accountable to me, why don’t you leave the company and build your own empire? There’s no law that says you have to stay just because your name is Gordillo. You’re a bright boy, you’d probably do very well on your own.’

Micky found his voice now. ‘Oh, yes, you’d love that, wouldn’t you? Squeeze me out of my rights in the family business.’

Charlie felt drained. Swimming the channel to France would take less energy than trying to communicate with Micky.

‘I’m not trying to squeeze you out, son,’ he said wearily. ‘But you must realise that the way down is a damned sight faster than the way up. Putting dodgy stock on the shelves is the first step on the slippery slope. I’ve put my all into building this company and I’ll not have you ruin it. If anything like this happens again, you’re out.’

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ sneered Micky.

And Charlie knew, as he had always known, that he was in a cleft stick. Despite his threats, he couldn’t even make Micky pay back the money he had cost the firm, let alone fire him, simply because he was family.

‘Oh, go back to your own office and play with your toys,’ he said grimly.




Chapter Seventeen

In the autumn of 1959 Rosie found herself with a part-time job in the personnel department of Gordillos’ in their new administration building near Thornell Park, a complex of bright, centrally heated, open plan offices. With Gordillo stores becoming almost as familiar across the country as Odeon cinemas, the clerical staff had expanded accordingly and the homely rooms above the Thornell shop, with their creaky floors and heater proof drafts, could no longer accommodate them.

Rosie had drifted back to work as a matter of course rather than by design. She had hoped to be busy with an increased family, but was apparently less fecund than at the time of Sharon’s conception. And so with time on her hands after her daughter started school, and the family firm needing staff, it was the obvious solution.

Micky was the only one who wasn’t happy about it.

‘It’s bad enough having Charlie checking up on me without you, too,’ he grumbled.

‘I’m going there to work, not to bother about what you get up to in the day. The new office building is a big place. I doubt if our paths will cross during the course of a day.’

And most of the time they didn’t. He had recently  been put in charge of stock quality control (a ploy on Charlie’s part to try to get Micky to take responsibility by being given it, Rosie suspected) so was out seeing suppliers a lot of the time. And whilst her husband lunched lavishly at a pub, club or restaurant, Rosie enjoyed the plain but pleasant meals in the staff canteen.

Her job was very much more than just shorthand and typing. She was taught to interview and assess both new applicants and candidates for promotion from within the ranks.

After a few months she was able to conduct the preliminary management interviews and her report was taken into account, although the head of department made the final decision. It was an absorbing occupation, and her interest and conscientiousness meant that she often took work home for further consideration.

But she didn’t mind because she loved the job. People intrigued her, and matching them to positions suited to their particular skills and personalities was eminently satisfying to her. For the first time in her life she was working with her mind rather than just her practical training, and it was something for which she felt a natural affinity.

One day in the spring of 1960, however, her industriousness backfired on her. Having worked late on a particular case the previous evening she mistakenly left the file at home. And it was the very one that Charlie needed urgently. It was the file relating to one of their warehousemen who had recently been found to have an undisclosed criminal record and Charlie wanted to study the case before seeing the man later that day.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Rosie, flushing, ‘I thought you were seeing him at the end of the week.’

‘So I was, but I brought it forward to save keeping the bloke in suspense. It’s a delicate matter; he should have told us he’d been in prison,’ explained Charlie.

Rosie anxiously brushed her hair away from her face with her fingers.

‘Look, shall I pop home and get it? I would ask Micky to run me there in the car, but he’s in North London at the pie factory today. It won’t take me long on the bus,’ she said.

‘Get your coat, I’ll run you home,’ said Charlie warmly.

‘Would the man have got the job if he’d told us he was an ex-con?’ asked Rosie on the way.

‘Yes, we would never turn anyone down just because of that, and this man had not been convicted of violence. Obviously someone with a history of brutality would be more thoroughly investigated because of the danger of putting his workmates at risk.’

‘Will this man be dismissed?’ asked Rosie. ‘Only I understand that he’s a good worker and hasn’t been in any trouble since he started with us three years ago.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘No, I shall give him a real roasting for not being honest with us and leave it at that,’ he explained. ‘Frankly I’d rather sack the troublemaker who shopped him, I can’t bear that sort of slyness, but it wouldn’t do to bring personalities into it.’

It was a warm April afternoon bursting with the feeling of spring. Daffodils brightened front gardens  whilst lines of clean washing billowed in the breeze in back yards all over the manor. Women hung out of upstairs windows to polish the glass and old men tended their gardens and allotments in the sunshine. Convoys of gleaming prams glided with Rolls-Royce dignity towards the Broadway, the newborn on display beneath the lowered shades, their mothers enjoying a chat as they proudly pushed them.

Rosie was surprised to find that they had drawn up outside the flat behind Micky’s Ford Consul.

‘Micky must have finished at the pie factory early and popped home to collect something on his way back to the office,’ she remarked. Charlie wasn’t going to be very pleased to find Micky malingering, so she ardently hoped that they didn’t find him reclining on the settee reading the paper.

But entering the polish-scented hall it was obvious that they had walked in on something far more serious.

‘Oh dear,’ said Charlie, as the incriminating gasps and groans from the bedroom filled the flat conspicuously, like a foul smell in a public place that everyone pretends not to notice. He took her arm and tried to guide her past the closed bedroom door to the living room at the end of the passage.

But she pulled away and whispered, ‘I have to go in there and face them.’

‘Let me,’ he said in a low tone. ‘I’ll sort the dirty little bugger out.’

She shook her head emphatically. ‘I must do it myself.’ She waved him towards the lounge and as he crept silently away she stood outside the bedroom door with sick anxiety churning in her stomach. Postcoital sounds ooozed through the door: a sigh, a deep,  satisfied laugh, the murmur of intimate conversation.

As much as Rosie shrank from voyeurism, an immediate confrontation seemed to be as much her matrimonial duty as sleeping with Micky. Her legs felt like lead and her hand was slippery on the door handle as she turned it.

Cigarette smoke and the spicy scent of after shave lotion filled the room. Clothes littered the floor like rags and the bedclothes were pushed to the bottom of the bed upon which the naked lovers lay. Micky had obviously just lit them both a cigarette and was leaning over inserting one in the girl’s mouth while she stared up at him through a veil of satisfied somnolence, her bare skin paper white against his dark, muscular body. They reminded Rosie of greedy children who had eaten the cupboard bare in their mother’s absence.

Realising they were not alone the couple sprang apart and goggled at Rosie before scurrying from the bed like criminals, their hands flying ludicrously to hide their embarrassment as they snatched their clothes from the wayward selection on the floor.

‘It ain’t what it seems,’ muttered Micky predictably. He pulled his underpants on back to front and repeated the exercise correctly, swearing under his breath.

‘It was just a bit of fun,’ said Shirley, avoiding Rosie’s eye, her voice seeming to quiver on the edge of nervous giggles.

White hot rage poured through Rosie’s veins like molten lava. How dare they flaunt their alley cat morality under her nose? Had they never heard of discretion? Furious, she rushed from the room, returning moments later with a bowl of cold water  which she emptied over the astonished pair. Then, leaving the drowned rats to finish dressing, she marched from the scene with her chin in the air.

Before joining Charlie in the living room, she was violently sick in the bathroom, and when he poured her some brandy from the emergency bottle in the sideboard she swallowed it like water, even though she hated the taste.

It was as though the last vestiges of her youth had been torn away from her. They had made her feel like a prudish old woman at the age of twenty-three.

The transgressors left without a word to Rosie, and watching them from the window as they hurried down the path she said to Charlie, ‘Betrayed by my husband and my best friend – it leaves a nasty taste in the mouth.’

‘You should have let me deal with them,’ he said.

‘That would have been the coward’s way out. It’s my marriage and my responsibility.’ She moved away from the window and sank weakly into an armchair. Now that her anger was subsiding, she felt the dull ache of disappointment at the absence of loyalty from two people she had known so long.

Squares of pale sunlight, dappled by the pattern on the net curtains, spread across the wall behind her, lighting up the gold of her hair. Charlie felt her anguish as he had felt her pain that day in the labour ward. He had to restrain the strong impulse to declare his feelings about his brother, as he had had to stop himself charging into the bedroom just now and physically punishing him.

He wanted to gather Rosie in his arms and kiss away the hurt. He wanted to carry her off and love  her as Micky never would. But burdened by his duty to help their marriage to survive, he just said, ‘Micky is still very immature, I’m sure this thing with Shirley isn’t serious.’

‘Adultery is always serious,’ she pointed out, her trauma causing her to be deliberately obtuse. ‘Serious enough to be grounds for divorce.’

‘I mean his feelings for Shirley. I don’t think you should feel threatened by them,’ he said.

‘She’s just his bit on the side, you mean?’ She had never wanted Micky less and Charlie more, and the fact that he seemed to be trivialising his brother’s indiscretion angered her.

‘Well, I wouldn’t have used quite those words.’

‘Not to me, maybe, but that’s how you’d describe Micky’s relationship with Shirley to your mates in the pub,’ she said crossly.

He looked uneasy. ‘It’s the sort of thing that might be said, yes,’ he admitted. He was standing with his back to the window. The jacket of his immaculate light grey business suit was open and his hands were plunged into his trouser pockets.

Rosie needed him with a sudden desperation. She wanted to gorge herself on his body and shut out the world. She wanted to lie in his arms and let his wisdom and reassurance soothe her troubled mind. Sheer frustration added to her bad temper.

‘Isn’t it about time we stopped making excuses for Micky?’ she snapped. ‘I think so. In fact, I’m not sure that I want to stay around his cheating ways any longer.’

Charlie stifled the selfish hope that instinctively rose in him at her current line of thought, and said, ‘Oh, come on, Rosie, you’ve more grit than to let  something like this end your marriage. Anyway, there’s Sharon to be considered.’

‘I doubt if she’d notice the difference, since you could fit the interest he takes in her on the end of a pin,’ she said.

‘I suppose if I were to remind you that forgiveness is divine, I would put my own safety at risk,’ he said, introducing a lighter note.

She stared right into his eyes, and beyond the hint of laughter she read a kind of desperate sadness which made her wonder if this incident had opened up old wounds for him.

‘You certainly would,’ she said, her face softening into a smile. ‘I’m sorry, Charlie, I had no right to take out my anger on you.’

‘That’s what friends are for,’ he told her.

All Rosie wanted at that moment was to be rid of Micky forever. But why should her daughter have to endure the upheaval of a broken home just because her father couldn’t behave himself? Oh no, Micky Gordillo wasn’t going to get out of his responsibilities that easily!

‘Don’t worry, Charlie,’ she said with sudden determination, ‘I’m a sucker for sticking things out.’

He moved towards her as she rose from the chair. ‘That’s my girl,’ he said, clutching her upper arms. ‘I’m proud of you, I know it isn’t easy.’

She seemed to shimmer before him, her skin as smooth as a laurel leaf. Suddenly her worried eyes brightened, drawing him to her like a magnet. His hands burned as her warmth pulsed to meet him through the white long-sleeved blouse she wore. He had intended only to comfort her and was forced to  move back abruptly for fear that his physical desire might betray him.

Rosie felt their unity and it strengthened her. She saw something more than friendship in his eyes, but even as joy rose in her heart it was erased by the hopelessness of the situation.

‘We’d better be getting back to the office,’ she said, embarrassed by his sudden withdrawal. ‘I’ll get that file for you.’

As they drove to the office through the neat, narrow, privet-hedged streets, Rosie felt an unusual constraint between them.

 


Knowing Micky as she did, Rosie expected him either to behave as though the contretemps had never happened, or to blame Shirley for the whole thing. But he surprised her by coming home early that evening, full of contrition and eager to explain.

It seemed he had met Shirley, who was in the area visiting her parents, in The Red Lion when he called there for a lunchtime snack after completing his business at the pie factory earlier than expected. They had had a drink together for old times’ sake, and one thing had led to another. It was a single incident, he assured her, there was nothing actually going on between them.

‘I didn’t mean to hurt you, Rosie,’ said Micky, his dark eyes at their most appealing.

‘You probably never mean to hurt me, but you’re always doing so,’ said Rosie. She was standing at the kitchen sink arranging his peace offering, a bouquet of spring flowers, in a vase. He was hovering nearby with uncharacteristic concern.

‘I’m really sorry,’ he said solemnly, easing her  gently around to face him and looking into her eyes. ‘I’ll never do anything like that again.’

Rosie didn’t believe a word of it, even though she hated the cynic he had made her. The break up of their marriage certainly wouldn’t break his heart. But mother’s golden boy or not, he would lose popularity with Queenie, given her strong anti-divorce views. And he couldn’t afford to lose her support against Charlie.

Already Rosie had decided to put the whole sickening incident behind her, and constantly to question his fidelity would make life unbearable for them all. But it would do Micky no harm to sweat a little, and have an incentive to stay on the straight and narrow.

Staring at him unwaveringly, she said, ‘I hope not, for your sake, because next time I won’t go to the kitchen for water, but to the solicitor’s office to start divorce proceedings.’

The dark eyes were heavy with manufactured sincerity. ‘I think it’s time we got you that little car you’ve been wanting. A Morris Minor will be just right for you. I’ll get you fixed up with driving lessons right away.’

Rosie moved away and filled the vase with water. ‘You can’t buy me off with presents, you know, but now that I’m back at work a car of my own would be useful for getting Sharon to and from school.’ She smiled sweetly at him and carried the flowers into the living room.

 


Shirley was less circumspect in her approach to Rosie when she called at the flat one Saturday afternoon a couple of weeks later, seeking a reconciliation.

‘I thought I’d better come round and clear the air,’ she said, reclining on the sofa and lighting a cigarette. Micky was at the billiard hall and Sharon was playing at a friend’s home nearby, so the two women were quite alone. ‘I’m sorry, kid. You know me, you can trust me with anything except your man. I can’t resist any damned one of them. I had one gin too many and your Micky didn’t stand a chance once I got to work on him.’

You either laughed at that sort of nerve, or you threw the woman out. Rosie chose something between the two because, despite Shirley’s appalling lack of principles, Rosie liked her and didn’t want to end their friendship. But neither did she intend to spend the rest of her life feeling inferior to Shirley’s obvious power over the opposite sex.

‘If you can’t find anything more fulfilling to do in the afternoons than sleeping around with other people’s husbands, I’m sorry for you, but it’s water under the bridge as far as I’m concerned and I’d rather we didn’t say any more about it. I’ll make some tea,’ she said.

Watching Rosie trot out to the kitchen, as neat and pretty as Grace Kelly in her calf-length royal blue trews worn with a pale blue angora sweater, Shirley felt an unexpected pang of envy. This was odd because she wouldn’t want Rosie’s life style if it came wrapped in pound notes. It was far too dull and restricting for her. A boring domestic routine, a stuffy office job and a husband who couldn’t wait to get into another woman’s knickers. Admittedly, Shirley hadn’t taken any persuading, but the initiative had been his. She’d reversed things in making her peace with her friend to spare her feelings, for  although she and Rosie had very little in common, Shirley was fond of her. She always seemed so vulnerable somehow.

There had always been a certain rapport between Shirley and Micky. Shirley could remember that even as children they had stood out from the rest as natural rebels, and Micky had fancied her since he’d sprouted his first pubic hair. When Rosie had entered the bedroom that fateful afternoon, Shirley had felt dirty and disgusting – an unfamiliar feeling for her seeing that other women’s men featured so prominently in her line of work. But of course it was different with friends. Well, that was the last time she would allow herself to be caught out. If Micky wanted it again he could come up West to her flat and pay like everyone else. And if he sang his song to the people of Thornell about the nature of her occupation, she’d sing a damned sight louder as to how he came by it!

Rosie came back into the room and set a tray of tea and scones down on a long, low occasional table.

‘Are you still enjoying your job?’ she asked conversationally as she poured the tea from a rose-patterned china pot.

Shirley nodded. ‘Yes, it’s a real doddle. I’m hoping to get a salary increase soon.’ She liked to be creative in her lies and these little promotions she awarded herself gave the job a really conventional sound.

‘So what else is new?’ asked Rosie, battling with the lingering strain in the atmosphere. ‘Any new man about to sweep you down the aisle?’

‘You know me, to be tied to one man would kill me.’ She reached forward for the cup of tea Rosie was offering her.

‘It might be just what you need,’ said Rosie, and realising how pointed it sounded given the circumstances of this meeting, added with a grin, ‘perhaps it would make you behave yourself.’

They both laughed and the tension eased. Shirley’s private life was an enigma to Rosie. There seemed to be a longstanding boyfriend called Paul, but none of her friends from Thornell had ever met him. Shirley made a point of keeping her West End friends separate from her suburban ones, presumably because she thought the two wouldn’t mix.

It was odd, Rosie thought, glancing at her friend, that a woman so lacking in beauty could be so stunningly attractive. She was clever with clothes and cosmetics, it was true. Today she seemed to have been poured into a green, slimline suit which she wore with high-heeled, black patent shoes, enhancing her shapely legs. Her hair, blond these days, was styled in a curly bouffant around her wide-boned face. But it was her obvious sexuality that made her almost plain face seem glamorous, and that would transform a sack into a see-through nightie if she was wearing it.

‘One day perhaps,’ said Shirley, knowing it wasn’t true because she was hopelessly stuck on a pimp called Paul for whom marriage didn’t figure. The heady self-delusion of their early days together had faded when she’d realised that to him she was merely a very marketable commodity, but they still shared a ferocious physical chemistry and she only felt truly alive when they were making love. Then she experienced ineffable joy, painful in its intensity and dissolving the instant they were apart.

It was more like hate than love, but she needed his  body as other people need drugs. It revitalised and seemed to nourish her, then left her cold and alone and living for the next time.

But of course she couldn’t say any of this to Rosie who lived in a world of conventional morality and wouldn’t understand.

The discussion was interrupted by the arrival of Sharon who, having greeted them both politely, went to her mother in the armchair and took her hand.

‘Melanie’s mummy has invited me to stay for tea, but she said I must ask you if it’s all right first. Can I, Mummy, can I please?’ she asked.

Rosie smiled and instinctively smoothed some stray locks of her daughter’s golden hair from her warm brow.

‘Yes, of course you can, sweetie, but go and wash your hands and face and bring me the hairbrush to do your hair.’

The child pattered from the room, returning minutes later, pink-cheeked, her hair damp at the edges.

‘That’s better,’ said Rosie, fastening the little girl’s hair back with a pink ribbon to match her dress. ‘Now, off you go and enjoy yourself, and don’t forget to thank Melanie’s mummy for having you.’

‘I won’t,’ smiled Sharon, smacking a kiss on her mother’s cheek. ‘Bye Mum, ’bye Auntie Shirley.’

Seeing the glow that radiated from Rosie as she watched her daughter trot from the room made Shirley realise why she had felt that stab of envy.

 


Micky sustained his good behaviour well into the summer and was quite the dutiful husband, wall-papering  the flat, doing the garden and even spending the occasional evening at home.

Ulterior motive or not, it made life much pleasanter for Rosie and she began to feel optimistic about better times ahead. Until one evening in August when the peace between them was shattered once more.

It was a couple of days after Rosie had passed her driving test and, eager to use her new skills, she drove round to visit Joy, who was now married with a baby, leaving Micky baby sitting.

On her return he was entertaining Spider in the living room and from the content of the conversation drifting through the closed door, it was obvious that her arrival had not been noticed.

‘I’ve thought up a scheme that will stitch my brother up good and proper,’ Micky was saying.

‘So where do I fit in?’ asked Spider.

‘Your kid brother Ossie is a member of Charlie’s boys’ club, right?’

‘Well, yeah, but . . .’

‘Charlie visits all his clubs regularly to keep the personal touch and he always mingles with the members on an informal basis. All Ossie has got to do is somehow manage to be alone with Charlie, in the locker room or the showers, then he goes to the club manager and tells him that Charlie has interfered with him. Nothing too drastic, just touched him up or something.’

‘And what ’appens when Charlie denies it? Ossie will be for the high jump then.’

‘It will be Ossie’s word against Charlie’s, and just the suggestion will be enough to smear his character and stop him from working with young boys, because  people always think that there’s no smoke without fire.’

‘Naturally Ossie will be very well paid for his trouble and you’ll get a fee for arranging it.’

‘But what’s the point of it?’ Spider sounded baffled. ‘I mean it won’t affect you if Charlie’s clubs are closed down.’

‘I want the satisfaction of seeing him toppled off that saintly pedestal of his.’ Micky sounded grim.

‘But he ain’t a bad bloke, your Charlie. A bit too straight for our taste, but still a good bloke.’

‘I ain’t asking for your opinion of my brother, merely offering you the chance to earn some easy money.’ The fact that Micky was now financially superior to his friends had elevated his standing with them. ‘So, are you interested or not?’

‘You’re a funny bugger, you are, Micky. But yeah, okay, so let’s get down to terms.’

Rosie hurried away, disgust permeating her whole being like the smell of rotten eggs. She looked in to check that her daughter was sleeping then went into her bedroom and lay face downwards on the bed, with her hands over her ears to shut out the distant drone of the evil voices across the hall.

The way Micky’s mind worked frightened her. Surely no sane person would want to spring such a poisonous trap on a fellow human being. It was hard to understand where such wickedness came from because he certainly hadn’t inherited it from his parents.

But Rosie was no longer the bewildered little girl she used to be, and as soon as Spider had left she confronted her husband. She told him that she had heard everything, and that if he didn’t cancel the  arrangement she would take certain steps to ensure its failure.

‘If you give me your word to call it off, no one will know anything of your conversation with Spider this evening, otherwise I shall tell Charlie and your mother everything. And, of course, if you go ahead with the plan after giving me your word, it will all come out anyway, so you don’t really have any choice, do you?’

‘You cow!’ hissed Micky, pale with temper, his skin shining with a fine film of sweat. ‘You’d betray your own husband.’

‘I don’t have any alternative,’ she said firmly. ‘What you are planning is evil and I can’t let you get away with it.’

‘Your threats don’t frighten me,’ he growled.

‘Do I have your word, Micky?’ she demanded, inwardly quailing but determined to stand her ground.

His mouth twisted and his eyes narrowed with animosity under her unwavering stare. ‘Oh, all right,’ he mumbled almost inaudibly. He looked so tense she thought he might strike her, but he marched from the room and a few moments later she heard the front door slam and his car roar away.

She guessed he had gone to one of his drinking clubs and wouldn’t be back till the small hours. Screwed into a tight ball in the empty bed, she felt pity for him. He was hell to live with, but he himself must be in a permanent state of torment since such despicable behaviour must surely be the product of intense self-hatred.

Questioning her own integrity, in that she was willing to discredit her husband to save his brother,  she wondered if she would have been quite so quick to do so if she hadn’t been in love with Charlie.

And being as honest as she could with herself, she thought she would have done the same thing if Charlie had been a stranger. Her sense of fair play wouldn’t have let her do otherwise.




Chapter Eighteen

‘The Gordillo Christmas Charity Dinner Dance in aid of Charlie’s boys’ clubs has become such a popular Thornell event that I had to win an election to make sure of this year’s tickets,’ boomed the Mayor from the top table, pausing to allow the ripple of laughter to subside. He was a tall, neatly dressed man who owned a gents’ outfitters in the town. ‘As 1960 draws to a close and we review the year, I’m sure you’d all like to join me in congratulating Charlie here – ’ he glanced to his side where Charlie was sitting – ‘on opening several more clubs.’

There was loud applause and cries of ‘Hear, hear’.

‘We all realise the importance of his work in the community and . . .’

Charlie glanced around at the friends and relatives sitting among the local dignitaries at the top table. They were here in force tonight. His parents, Rosie and Micky, Jeff and Maureen Watts with Syd and Maisie. Even Tom Goodson had made the effort, despite the fact that he’d been a bit off colour lately.

The rather austere functions room at the Town Hall, with its high ceilings and small, gloomy windows, was transformed this evening by paper chains and tinsel and the warmth and gaiety of crowds of people in party mood. They filled the tables around  the dance floor and stood in groups at the bar wearing paper hats from their crackers.

Fund raising was a vital part of Charlie’s charity work. He donated a substantial part of his income each year to the project, but a man would need an inexhaustible wallet to fund a scheme of this magnitude unaided. Anyway, it bred an excellent community spirit and was very good for the members who enjoyed organising raffles and jumble sales.

‘Times are changing in our society . . .’ the Mayor was saying.

How true, thought Charlie. The grocery trade was barely recognisable now to what it was when he’d opened his first shop, what with frozen food and continental ingredients. With new lines being introduced every day, a retailer had to be one step ahead of his competitor or lose to him. The public were the ones with the power. There were no shortages of supplies or money now.

Although Charlie’s fortune had taken him out of the class he was born into, he still preferred the tatty backstreet pubs to the smart, new steak houses that were so popular with the nouveaux riches. As he grew older, he regretted his lack of education and vowed to encourage Brian to make full use of the advantages that his privileged background and the new age could provide. Class didn’t bother Charlie unduly, but he was in favour of the new meritocracy that was emerging from the grammar schools and universities.

That English society was changing there was no doubt. Even fashion was travelling in reverse with debutantes emulating secretaries in their Mary Quant clothes, and young city gents riding alongside office girls on their motor scooters. People were no  longer quite so clearly labelled and that couldn’t be a bad thing.

The Mayor droned on. ‘Our streets are becoming violent places, but how much worse would they be without our boy’s clubs, I wonder?’

It was an interesting thought, but one that Charlie hoped was never put to the test. Affluence had brought its own problems. Given a sense of power by the money in their pockets, the gangs roamed the streets in search of excitement, leaving a trail of damage and devastation behind them. The youthquake had given this generation of teenagers a voice; it was a pity a minority of troublemakers overstated their case and gave the rest a bad name. Charlie had no sanctimonious ideas about ‘saving’ anyone, but while even a handful of youngsters came in off the streets, he felt his clubs were worthwhile.

The Mayor concluded at last, and with formalities over people flocked on to the dance floor, the ladies’ long dresses making a colourful display against the men’s tuxedos.

‘I was so proud of you, son, when the Mayor was speaking,’ his mother said as they quickstepped around the floor. ’I got quite a lump in me throat.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Ma, they’re coming up with new cures all the time,’ he said, concealing his embarrassment behind a joke.

‘You daft devil,’ she said, slapping him on the shoulder playfully. Then, being a compulsive people watcher, she began peering over his shoulder. ‘Rosie’s dancing with her dad. She looks beautiful tonight, don’t you think?’

‘Beautiful,’ echoed Charlie.

‘I wonder where Micky is,’ Queenie said.

‘Dancing with the brunette in the white dress,’ said Charlie, who had just spotted them.

‘Oh,’ said Queenie.

Charlie thought that beautiful was too mundane an adjective to describe Rosie this evening. She looked stunning in an emerald green satin dress with long close-fitting sleeves and a low-cut neckline, front and back. The shiny material hugged her slender figure to just below the knee then flared out to the floor. Her hair was swept up into a chignon and decorated with a green clip to match her dress. This new sophistication suited her and she outshone every other woman in the room.

To take his mind off the fury that threatened to overwhelm him at the way Micky had been blatantly flirting with the flighty-looking piece in the white dress all evening, he told his mother about a seaside villa in France that he had just purchased for the family.

‘You and Dad can have a holiday in the sun whenever you like without bothering with hotels now,’ he explained. ‘And you must be sure to take time off to use it.’

‘It sounds grand,’ she said, ‘but what about you? Will you ever take any time off to go there?’

‘We’ll see,’ he said, but he doubted if he’d spend much time there. He’d have to go every now and then with Brian, of course, but Charlie didn’t like relaxation. It gave him too much time to think. The villa had been purchased with the rest of the family in mind.

‘You work too ’ard,’ said his mother. ‘You should make a point of taking regular ’olidays. It ain’t as if you can’t afford it, and Jeff is quite capable of running the firm while you’re away.’

‘I know, Ma, but don’t nag me, not at Christmas time,’ he said gently.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘But you think on what I’ve said. A man can’t live by bread alone, you know.’

‘Righto, Ma,’ he said, giving her a mock salute.

She roared with laughter. ‘You fool,’ she said. Queenie was wearing a long-sleeved, pink chiffon dress with a cowl neckline and a flyaway panel at the back. Her hair was heavily lacquered into a french pleat and jewellery lavishly jingled and glittered about her person.

Although the widened social environment of the Gordillo family, over the years, had diminished the cockney dialect of her sons, Queenie’s own speech still slipped occasionally.

‘About this ’ere villa,’ she said. ‘I ain’t gotta travel to it by plane, ’ave I?’

‘It’s the quickest way,’ he said.

‘It ain’t natural and I ain’t doing it,’ she announced firmly.

‘Okay,’ he agreed, thinking it strange that a woman who had lived through the war with such courage should be afraid of something so relatively safe. ‘We’ll arrange for you to go overland.’

A rather less exciting topic was that discussed between Rosie and her father as they moved around the dance floor. She was trying to persuade him to consult a doctor about a prolonged tummy upset that was making him miserable.

‘All this medicine you keep buying from the chemist is doing no good,’ she told him. ‘You need something from the doctor.’

‘I’ll go and see him after Christmas if it hasn’t cleared up,’ he promised.

‘I’ll go with you,’ she said, ‘so don’t think you can get out of it.’

Rosie’s way of coping with the embarrassment of Micky’s amorous advances towards the brunette in the white dress was to ignore it and enjoy herself as though he wasn’t present. And it was easy enough because she had no shortage of admirers eager to cha cha cha, waltz, and rock and roll her through the evening. There was a bonus, too, in that she got to share the last waltz with Charlie.

‘Have you enjoyed yourself?’ he asked, guiding her round the floor to the strains of ‘Who’s Taking You Home Tonight?’.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said, smiling up at him and luxuriating in the glorious feeling of his arms around her. The occasion had been worthwhile just for this moment.

‘That’s good,’ he said. She was feather light in his arms and he could feel her heart throbbing against his. Good intentions melted away and he surrendered to the joy of holding her until the music ended.

Only Micky would have the effrontery to disappear with another woman, leaving his wife stranded without transport, at an occasion like this.

‘The inconsiderate bugger,’ growled Charlie as he prepared to drive her home in his Jaguar. ‘I just don’t know how he could do such a thing to you.’

‘Micky is a law unto himself, we all know that,’ she said. ‘I’m just glad your parents had left before we discovered he was missing. It might have spoiled their evening.’

‘He doesn’t deserve you,’ said Charlie grimly.

Rosie agreed with him as it happened, but having decided to stay with Micky after that business with  Shirley back in the spring, she had conditioned herself against his indiscretions since she was still not prepared to put Sharon through the upheaval of a divorce. And as Rosie’s heart was out of Micky’s reach, it was always only her pride he hurt which did make things easier to bear.

‘Forget about him and enjoy the Christmas decorations,’ she said, glancing out of the window as the car rolled away.

A huge Christmas tree stood outside the Town Hall, its illuminations colouring the sombre, grey Victorian building, and fairy lights hung in ropes against the dark sky for the length of the Broadway.

‘Yes, they are pretty,’ said Charlie, but Rosie could tell by his strained voice that he was too angry to enjoy anything.

When they got to her place, Charlie insisted on keeping her company until Micky got home. Both Sharon and Brian were staying the night at the home of a mutual friend, so he was in no hurry to rush away.

Unfortunately, he was so tense the atmosphere was strained and it spoiled her pleasure in their time together. It was two o’clock when Micky arrived home, dishevelled and smelling of the brunette’s perfume.

‘You bastard!’ growled Charlie. ‘You’re not fit to breathe the same air as Rosie.’ And as though his patience with his wayward brother had finally snapped, he socked Micky on the jaw.

Micky lost his balance for a few moments then stood holding his jaw and staring at his brother in fury. Then he lunged towards Charlie. ‘You . . .’ he began.

But Rosie had had enough. She threw herself between the two men and slapped a hand on either chest to separate them. Caught in the crossfire of their venom it wasn’t easy to stay calm, but she stood her ground and said in a loud uncompromising tone, ‘One more cross word from either of you and I shall call the police. I won’t have my home turned into a battleground.’

Charlie stepped back and shook his head to clear it. ‘I’m sorry, Rosie, it was unforgivable of me.’ He looked from one to the other as though trying to reach a decision, then said, ‘I’ll be on my way, but ring me if you need me, Rosie. I can be here within minutes.’

After he’d gone, Micky said feebly, ‘I’m sorry about tonight, Rosie. I’d had too much to drink, I didn’t know what I was doing. Nothing happened with that girl. She took me back to her place and sobered me up with black coffee. That’s all, I swear it.’

She was too mentally drained to care whether it was true or not. ‘No matter how low you sink in your behaviour,’ she told him gravely, ‘you’ll never drag me down with you.’

And she left the room to go to bed.

 


The doctor looked solemnly across the desk at Rosie. ‘I’m very sorry, my dear. I know it must be a terrible shock for you.’

It was as though all feeling had been sucked from Rosie’s body. She couldn’t recognise her own voice as she gasped out, ‘But there must be something they can do! I thought cancer could sometimes be cured these days.’ There was a desperate sob in her voice and her hand shook as she gripped her handbag. ‘I have rich  in-laws. They’d lend me the money for him to have the best surgeon.’

The doctor pushed his spectacles up and said drily, ‘Things are improving in this field, but in your father’s case the tumour is too far advanced. All we can do is to make his last few months as comfortable and happy as possible.’

‘Months!’ Her voice was shrill with despair. She wanted to go down on her knees and beg for mercy. ‘How many?’

‘Three, four at the most.’ He stared for a moment at his hands, resting on the desk. ‘I know of an excellent nursing home.’

‘Send him away to die, never!’ she cried, her voice wobbling hysterically. ‘I’ll nurse him myself at home, I’ll move in with him until . . .’ She paused, unable to say the words ‘until it’s over’.

‘It will be hard work,’ the doctor warned her, ‘and you do have a child to think of.’

‘I’ll make arrangements for my daughter to be looked after,’ she told him. ‘And I’m quite prepared for the difficulties of caring for my father.’

He looked as sick as she felt and she wondered if a doctor could ever really be trained for this part of the job. He tapped the side of his thumb against his chin. ‘There remains the question of whether or not you want your father told.’

‘I’m sure he’d rather face up to the truth,’ she said instinctively.

‘Would you like me to do it?’ asked the doctor.

‘I’ll tell him,’ she said.

It was the end of January, just one month since she had sat outside this room waiting for her father to have his first consultation. A month of visits to  specialists, and tests, and the agonising business of waiting for results.

‘As you wish, my dear,’ said the doctor and she thought how relieved he must be that this interview was over.

Her father’s brave acceptance of his fate said a lot for the quality of the human spirit and Rosie decided that if he could show such fortitude and dignity, then so could she.

Having arranged to be released from her duties at the office for an indefinite period and made arrangements for Sharon to move in with Queenie, and Micky either to do the same or fend for himself at the flat, she moved back in to the house where she was born.

Taking the advice of the doctor to keep a normal, non-invalid routine in the home for as long as possible she encouraged her father to potter in the garden, go to the local with Marco occasionally, and welcome as many visitors as he felt he could cope with.

As the snowdrops gave way to daffodils and the bitter winter winds turned to milder spring breezes, she indulged his fancy and drove him to the haunts of his youth, letting him talk uninterrupted about his childhood and his life with her mother.

It was a time of strain and lavish generosity on Rosie’s part, but rewarding, too, for she felt her life greatly enriched by a new warmth and depth to their relationship.

Inevitably, he deteriorated until he was totally dependent on Rosie for everything. As the district nurse increased his pain-killing injections, so his periods of consciousness decreased. His appearance changed from that of a man of fifty-eight to a near skeleton of ninety. For several weeks he clung to life  tenaciously, during which time Rosie was at his bedside day and night, leaving him only when Queenie insisted on relieving her while she tried to sleep.

Then one day, when the scent of the May blossom in the back alley filled the house, the life slipped from his fleshless hand as Rosie held it. She kissed his brow and closed his eyes and sat numbly at the bedside for a long time, dazed with grief.

It was not until a couple of weeks after the funeral, when she’d cleared her father’s house and sorted his affairs out generally, that Rosie began to feel peculiar. Plagued by a tightness in her stomach, she lost both her appetite and her ability to relax. Unable to cope with her leisure time she filled it with work, slavishly cooking and cleaning after her work at the office. In private she wept to the point of exhaustion. Dimly she was aware of the concern of the people around her, but was powerless to ease their minds. Even her normally indifferent husband began to complain that she was ‘like a ghost about the place’.

Finally Queenie took matters into her own hands and held a family conference without Rosie’s knowledge, to decide what must be done.

‘She’s obviously suffering from the shock of her father’s death, plus a delayed reaction to the gruelling few months before,’ she proclaimed. ‘But in my opinion it ain’t a doctor she needs, but a damned good ’oliday with no responsibilities.’ There was a babble of approval. ‘And I propose we persuade her to go to the villa for a few weeks, leaving Sharon ’ere with Marco and me.’ Agreement was unanimous. ‘So get it fixed up, Micky, and take her away as soon as possible.’

‘I can’t go with her,’ said Micky. ‘I’m due in  Birmingham for a month starting next week, seeing local suppliers ready for the launch of the new store there.’ He was looking forward to some time away from home, living like a bachelor at the firm’s expense in a good class hotel, and he wasn’t prepared to give it up. But it was obvious the family thought company for Rosie was essential on the trip. He combed his mind frantically for a solution. ‘Why don’t you go with her, Ma? All girls together and all that.’

Under normal circumstances Queenie would have jumped at the chance of a holiday at the villa. She had made several visits to help Charlie plan the decor and had generally made the house into a home. The joie de vivre of continental living thoroughly appealed to her. Last time she had even ventured into the swimming pool, so warm and soothing, a million miles from those summertime paddles at Southend. But on this occasion she felt her time would be better used here.

‘No, I think it would be best if I stay and look after Sharon. She likes being with Marco and me,’ she said.

There was a murmur of agreement which faded into silence as they all pondered on the problem. Then Queenie snapped her fingers victoriously and grinned. ‘I’ve got the answer, and it will kill two birds with one stone.’ She turned to Charlie. ‘You’re well overdue for an ’oliday, you go with her. Brian can stay here with Sharon, they’ll love being together.’

Charlie was taken aback. Time alone with Rosie – to be with her, to care for her and help her back to health – what bliss! More than just playing into his hands, fate was positively forcing his dearest wish on him. And because it was all in the family, no one considered he and Rosie holidaying together at all  improper. Ma wouldn’t be so quick to pack them off if she knew of his feelings. Guilt-ridden at his joy, Charlie made a token protest.

‘Well, I don’t know, I can’t just drop everything.’ It was all he could do to refrain from yelling with happiness.

‘If the head of the company can’t, then I don’t know who can,’ said Queenie. ‘Jeff will stand in for you, that’s what you pay him for.’ She turned to Micky. ‘Don’t you think it’s a good idea?’

Micky didn’t care who went with Rosie as long as he himself wasn’t doomed to a holiday tied to his wife’s apron strings. He had suspected for years that Charlie fancied Rosie, but it didn’t bother him one bit. Rosie and Charlie were both far too puritanical to do anything, and Micky was too interested in his own plans to give the matter much thought.

‘Well,’ said Queenie enquiringly, looking at Charlie. ‘Will you go with her, son?’

‘Okay,’ he agreed, steeling himself against visible euphoria. ‘But how do we persuade her to go away and leave Sharon? You know what a dedicated mother she is.’

Queenie grinned. ‘You leave that side of things to me,’ she said.

 


‘So you’d be doing me a very great favour, Rosie, by going with Charlie,’ Queenie was saying later that day. ‘It’s quite ridiculous the way he drives ’imself, never taking time off for a proper ’oliday. And no matter how old her children get, a mother still worries about them. Because he agrees with me that you need a break too, ’e’s prepared to take the time off, so please say you’ll go.’

Rosie felt too weak even to react to the idea of a few weeks alone with Charlie, but she knew she couldn’t continue as she was.

‘I’ll think about it,’ she said.

And the next day she went into Charlie’s office and said, ‘The family won’t rest until you and I are on the other side of the Channel, so when do we leave?’




Chapter Nineteen

‘French tomatoes are much nicer than English ones,’ proclaimed Rosie, enjoying the aforementioned with paté, cheese and crusty bread for lunch on the patio of the Villa de la Vie. ‘You’d hardly recognise them as the same fruit.’

‘They’re not so starved of sunshine as ours,’ Charlie remarked, surveying her across the rustic oak table over a glass of local wine.

Mimosa-scented breezes blew across the gardens and fanned Rosie’s bikini-clad body with a velvet touch. After a week in the sun her skin shone like bronze silk and her pony-tailed hair was bleached almost white.

‘I’m getting to be like a tomato,’ she said languorously. ‘Doing nothing more useful with my time than lazing around ripening in the sun.’

He tutted and wagged a finger playfully at her.

‘I thought we agreed not to feel guilty about this holiday. Since the family practically forced us into coming, we might as well enjoy it.’

‘Yes, I know,’ she said, smiling at him. ‘And this place certainly is conducive to pleasure.’

It was, indeed, a hedonistic lifestyle they were leading: long days in the sun with nothing to do but cool off in the playful surf of the Atlantic Ocean, or  the clear blue waters of the kidney-shaped pool in the garden.

She had not thought she would be able to relax sufficiently to have fun but the calming influence of this dreamlike existence had turned her tension to drowsiness, and for the first few days she had slept herself better, on the lounger on the lawn or in the shade of the umbrella on the beach. Like a flower she had blossomed in the sun. Her deadened senses returned to life. She felt hungry again. She could feel the wind and smell the sea and the sky had never seemed bluer.

The Villa de la Vie was a large white house with a green-tiled roof and cloistered terraces. It was set in seclusion against a backdrop of pine forests within walking distance of the small fishing port and holiday resort of St Gilles Croix de Vie in the Vendee area of Western France. The property stood in rose- and mimosa-filled gardens from which there was direct access to the white sands of a private beach.

This region was less sophisticated, so Charlie informed her, than the glitzy Riviera further down the coast. Here the sun was gentler than the South, and the area more popular with indigenous holidaymakers than the foreign millionaires who flocked to Europe’s playground.

There was only one problem to cloud Rosie’s carefree days. This was her incessant physical craving for Charlie which had flooded back with her renewed health and was made worse by his constant close proximity.

Looking at him now, she thought that at thirty-five he was magnificent. His dark, wavy hair was dusted at the temples with grey and the deep facial lines, the  legacy of a hard life, only added to his splendour. His face and neck had broadened with maturity, but his broad torso tapered to lean, muscular hips and thighs.

It was as though Rosie’s personality had split. When she telephoned her daughter each day she felt safe in her normal persona of devoted mother and faithful wife, but there was another self: restless, demanding and not to be trusted.

Although life here was casual, the days did run to a pattern of sorts. Charlie always rose before her, and while she took her morning swim he usually read the English papers at the poolside, then they breakfasted together on the patio. As all the domestic chores, including shopping, were taken care of by a local girl who came in every morning, they had only themselves to please and after a lazy morning by the pool they often cycled along the coast in the afternoon, exploring some of the rugged uncommercialised bays. They watched the foamy surf crack and suck at the brooding black and pink rock formations when the tide was in, and paddled in the clear rock pools when it was receding.

In the evenings they sampled the gaiety of St Gilles, dining at one of the seafront cafés then ambling around the gift shops that were busier after dusk than on a Saturday afternoon at home.

Thinking about them now Rosie said conversationally, ‘I might get one of those silk blouses we saw the other night to take back to your mother. They’re so colourful and continental, I’m sure she’d be thrilled, and I’ve seen a lovely doll I’d like to get for Sharon.’ She smiled at him, her face animated. ‘What about Brian? Do you think he’d like a cricket bat? They’ve got some nice ones in the town.’

Charlie chuckled. ‘I’m sure he’d love one, but there’s no need to buy everyone presents because they’ll be coming here themselves in the school summer holidays.’

Rosie looked astonished. ‘You can’t go on holiday and not take presents back,’ she told him. ‘It’s the best part of it.’

‘Better than all the sunshine and good living?’ he asked playfully.

‘It’s all part of the same thing because in taking presents back, you are sharing your enjoyment with the folks back home,’ she explained.

‘I see,’ he said affectionately. ‘But why are you worrying about it now, when we still have two weeks left?’

‘I’m not worrying about it,’ she assured him. ‘I enjoy planning what to get, that’s all.’

It had been a wonderful week for Charlie, watching her pinched little face soften under its new healthy glow. She was still underweight, but the raw skinniness was beginning to fill out into slightly more rounded contours.

He hungered for her agonisingly, but suppressed his sexual impulses ruthlessly. Violent exercise, such as swimming and midnight walks on the beach while she slept, helped to ease the physical hunger within him.

‘We’ll have a good look at the cricket bats this evening, if you like,’ he said, knowing it would please her.

‘Okay,’ she said brightly.

They dined that evening at a seafront café with green marble tables, wicker chairs and a forest of indoor plants which bestowed a certain privacy. Mussels cooked in wine and cream was the main dish,  preceded by lobster soup and tomato salad and followed by ice cream and coffee.

Dusk was already sharpening the promenade lights by the time they took a browse through the town. Suntanned holidaymakers filled the cafés and sat at the tables outside. They poured through the streets in a lively flood, looking for entertainment. There were balloon sellers and while-you-wait jewellery makers, fortune tellers and bearded artists offering their work for sale. Above the jovial hubbub came the sound of music that floated in the air as though from some distance away.

With the purchases of a cricket bat and a doll for Sharon completed, Rosie said, ‘Let’s follow the crowd towards the music. It must be some sort of a fête.’

People were excited and in a hurry. Rosie and Charlie went with them out of town for a short distance along the coast road, until they came to a floodlit area on the edge of the forest where crowds of people were dancing to a small band.

‘Oh, let’s dance,’ said Rosie excitedly, caught up in the carnival atmosphere.

‘Just let me get rid of these,’ said Charlie, meaning the gifts that he was carrying in a paper bag. ‘They might get nicked if we leave them lying around in this crowd.’

‘How sensible you are,’ said Rosie as they moved towards the dancing. ‘I’m too busy enjoying myself to be so careful.’

‘It doesn’t do to leave your common sense behind when you come on holiday,’ he warned, and because Rosie didn’t want to dwell on the significance of that remark, with regard to more than just the packages, she just grinned and said, ‘You old worrier.’

It was hot among the tightly packed bodies in the crowd, with no space to do more than shunt along, walking more than dancing. Rosie was glad she was wearing nothing more cumbersome than a white, low-cut dress with a flared skirt.

She could feel the warmth of Charlie’s body through his sports shirt as she leaned her burning face on his shoulder. What she felt for him in that moment was no gentle girlish fancy, but the violent passion of a full-blooded woman. Now, at last, she knew he wanted her for the evidence was pressing against her and exciting her indescribably. They didn’t speak but clung together, moving with the crowd to the sensual tones of the clarinet.

But if she could close her mind to the danger of the situation, Charlie couldn’t. He drew back and led her from the dancing, collected the packages from the ice cream man and marched towards the town.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked.

‘Anywhere,’ he snapped. ‘For a walk, for a coffee, we’ll even climb a bloody mountain if you like, as long as we keep well away from each other.’

‘You’re over-reacting,’ Rosie said breathlessly, running to keep up with him. ‘All we did was dance a little on the smoochy side. If that was all Micky got up to with other women, I’d count myself lucky.’

‘Micky’s morality has no relevance to the situation between you and me,’ he barked.

‘There is no situation between us,’ she said, her violent frustration making her want to lash out at him.

‘And as long as we both remember that, there’ll be no harm done.’

They didn’t speak on the way back to the villa, and  on arriving home Charlie went straight to the drinks cabinet in the marble-floored lounge.

‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked with icy politeness. It was the first time in her life she had ever quarrelled with Charlie and she felt as though she had lost her closest friend.

‘No thanks,’ she said through set dry lips. ‘I think I’ll go to bed.’ She stood uneasily by the door, marooned in the icy waters of his new and uncharacteristic hostility.

He swallowed some whisky from the small glass he had just filled.

‘Look, Rosie, I’m sorry I was so stroppy.’ He stared into his glass as though he couldn’t bear to look at her.

‘That’s all right,’ she said in a painfully stilted tone. ‘Let’s just forget all about it.’ And with a formal ‘goodnight’, she left the room.

 


Knowing that Charlie’s scrupulous behaviour had been warranted didn’t make Rosie want him any the less, and she lay on her bed raging against the perverse side of her nature that had made her fall in love with the one man she could never have.

Even this bedroom was a reminder of her marital status, equipped as it was for her and Micky. Although it was Rosie’s first visit to the villa, Micky had had several long weekends here while she had been nursing her father. His spare shaving gear was in the en suite bathroom and some of his holiday clothes hung, accusingly it seemed, in the wardrobe.

It was a pleasant double room at the back of the house, overlooking the pool. It, and indeed the whole house, reflected the personalities of both Charlie and his mother who had planned the decor together. The  plain cream walls, matching carpet and unfussy, streamlined teak furniture was Charlie, whilst the pretty pink bathroom, pink lace bedcover and lampshades, and the bold pinks of the cretonne easy chairs and curtains, was unmistakably Queenie. Even she seemed to be here, disapproving of Rosie’s ungodly lust.

She sighed and brushed her moist brow with the back of her hand. She felt restless, yet leaden with gloom. At last, deciding that exercise might help, she peeled off her clothes, slipped into her beachrobe, and hurried downstairs. Since she intended to go for a good long swim in the sea, rather than be hampered by the confines of the pool, a costume wasn’t necessary away from the lights of the house.

Crossing the garden unobserved, she could hear the strains of a Frank Sinatra song drifting out through the open patio doors. Glancing into the room she could see Charlie standing by the radiogram, apparently lost in thought.

The sand was still warm underfoot as she picked her way across the moonlit dunes, and the nocturnal breezes deliciously cool. She left her robe on the dunes and plunged into the lapping waves.

Despite Rosie’s assumption to the contrary, Charlie had actually caught a glimpse of her, as he had thought on her way to swim in the pool. On realising that the sea must have been her destination, he was thrown into a panic on her behalf. Sea bathing in the dark was dangerous for someone who wasn’t used to the currents. One could lose one’s bearings so easily and drift into treacherous waters. With his heart hammering painfully in his chest he tore across the gardens after her.

In his mood of acute sensitisation the sight of her robe discarded on the dunes seemed to bode disaster, and he ran down the beach feverishly – dragging off his clothes so as not to be hampered by them in the rescue.

‘Roseeeeeee,’ he called as he plunged into the sea, the vehemence of his cries tearing the walls of his throat. He struck out, exploring the range of his vision, his eyes aching for the sight of her.

A thin sound floated towards him on the breeze and turning beachwards he saw a slender figure in the moonlight, waving madly at him. Relief turning his anxiety to anger he waded towards her, uttering a string of expletives.

‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re playing at?’ he gasped breathlessly.

She stared at him as he rose godlike from the water. ‘I might ask you the same thing,’ she said.

‘I came looking for you,’ he told her. ‘It’s downright irresponsible to go swimming in the sea alone at night.’

‘I didn’t go out of my depth,’ she told him. ‘But I’m sorry if you were worried. The pool just didn’t seem to be what I needed tonight.’

‘I see.’ A slight quiver softened the coldness in his tone.

As Rosie feasted on his nakedness he stirred perceptibly, leaving her wet with desire.

‘Charlie, I . . .’ There were no words to describe her feelings for him.

‘I’m sorry. I’ve been a pig to you this evening,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion – and something else. He turned and began to walk away.

‘Charlie,’ she called, running after him and  grabbing him by the arms. ‘I love you.’ It came out in a hot, trembling rush.

He stood still, his bare skin against hers an exquisite torment to her.

‘I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,’ he said gruffly. ‘It’s just a figment of your imagination, brought on by this holiday.’

‘No! No!’ This was a confident, more assertive Rosie. ‘We both know that isn’t true. I’ve been in love with you for years and I know that you love me. It isn’t right, but it’s the truth.’

Slowly he turned around and allowed himself to see her slender body gleaming in the moonlight, the milk white breasts and triangular bikini imprint pale against her overall tan.

‘I don’t want to love you, Rosie,’ he said, shaking his head, his voice trembling with anguish. ‘God knows I’ve tried not to. For years I’ve been fighting it.’ He clutched his head in his hands.

‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘I’ve been doing the same thing myself.’

She knew in that moment that the decision and initiative must be hers. It seemed that they were the two final pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. Apart they were meaningless, together they were complete. She went to him and slipped her wet arms around him.

‘Don’t turn me away,’ she begged.

‘I couldn’t if I wanted to,’ he breathed. ‘Not now.’

The delicious piquancy of their first embrace weakened Rosie almost to the point of faintness. But passion had been repressed too long to allow for romantic courtesies and they made love there and then on the deserted beach, with more speed than grace, reaching an ecstatic climax that made them  both scream aloud then weep together for joy.

Rosie didn’t feel tense and used as she did after Micky’s demands on her body, but calm and rejuvenated. Back at the villa they were able to take time for tenderness. Rosie felt the spine-tingling wonder of the soft brush of his hair on her breast, the pull of his lips on her nipples. Her own lips burned on the moist sultry smoothness of his body.

He was gentle yet commanding, patient but exquisitely passionate. She was graciously affectionate, yet voluptuously sensual.

The next morning Rosie slipped back to her own room before the maid arrived but Charlie gave the girl an unexpected holiday with pay.

Time passed in a romantic haze after that. They swam and sunbathed and made love on the beach in the moonlight. As well as a bed, they shared the same bath, shower and toothbrush. They wanted each other to the exclusion of all else and avoided restaurants in favour of the privacy of the villa. They cooked exotic French meals together, and playfully quarrelled about who would do the dishes, each anxious to spare the other the trouble.

Although they both dutifully telephoned their offspring every day, talk of home was carefully avoided, as was any mention of the future.

Inevitably, however, it had to be faced, and lying in his arms on their penultimate night together, Rosie forced the subject into the open.

‘It will have to end between us before we get home, Charlie.’ The words soured the loving atmosphere.

He was startled and propped himself on to his elbow, staring into her face as she lay back on the pillow.

‘It can’t end, Rosie. I love you too much to let you go back to him.’ In the glow from the bedside lamp she could see despair darkening his eyes.

She sighed deeply. ‘If you had been anyone else but Micky’s brother, we might have had a chance. As it is . . .’ She shook her head in acknowledgement of defeat.

‘But there’s no blood tie between us,’ he reminded her, stroking her hair from her face.

‘No, but there’s a very strong emotional tie between us and your family. If I leave Micky for you, it will cause a split between us and them. I can bear it for myself, but not for you,’ she told him sadly.

‘God damn it, we didn’t ask this to happen!’ Charlie said, moving away from her and flopping back on his pillow. ‘If I’m prepared to get a divorce, surely my parents can find it in their hearts to try to understand.’

Rosie gasped. ‘A divorce? Oh, Charlie, you’d be lost without the church.’

‘I won’t be taking communion any more anyway,’ he explained, ‘because I can’t go to confession without being truly sorry for my adultery with you. And if I’m not in a state of grace, the whole thing is meaningless.’ He sighed irritably. ‘Personally, I think that the loveless sex that you are forced to endure with Micky is the real sin. It reduces the act of love to mere physicality. What you and I have, Rosie, is priceless and I’m prepared to lose favour with the whole world for it if necessary.’

Rosie was deeply moved. She leaned over him and cradled his head in her arms, cherishing and mothering him.

‘Our love can endure separation,’ she said. ‘But I  honestly don’t think I could live with the guilt of knowing that I caused the break up of your relationship with your mother. Because I’m sure that’s what would happen. Queenie is a wonderful woman, but she’s too morally hidebound to be able to cope with the situation between us as it will seem to her. And there are the children to consider. They would be affected by a major family split. Sharon and Brian adore their grandparents, it would be awkward for them while they are still so young.’

‘Are you suggesting that we revert to just being good mates?’ he asked.

‘We could never be just that again, not in our hearts, but too many people will be hurt if I leave Micky. And I couldn’t bear to have our love turned into a tacky affair of snatched meetings and the odd furtive embrace in the back of a car somewhere. I think that when we leave here, we should vow never to mention our feelings again, even when we are alone within the family circle.’

‘I don’t think I can make that promise,’ he said through parched lips.

‘I’m not sure that I can either,’ she admitted. ‘But we must.’

‘But knowing you’re with him, that he’s touching you . . . You’re asking too much, Rosie.’

‘I’m not staying with Micky for his sake but for yours and the family’s, you must always keep that in your mind,’ she said. ‘Now, do we have a deal?’

‘It will be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.’

‘For me, too.’

The last time they made love was on the morning of their departure, and it was as frantic and savage as that first time. Afterwards they lay together, spent  and soaked with sweat and tears. But when it was time to get ready they did so with quiet dignity.

‘It has been the most wonderful time of my life, Charlie,’ she said as the taxi arrived to take them to the airport. ‘I’ll always love you.’

‘And I’ll always love you,’ he said. While he went to put the cases in the taxi, she mopped the hot tears from her cheeks.




Chapter Twenty

Sharon Gordillo was as slavishly obsessed with pop music as only a girl of twelve can be, and everything went by the board for ‘Top of the Pops’ on television. Supper and homework were organised around it, and even her beloved younger brother, with whom she normally had infinite patience, was threatened with murder if he didn’t keep quiet while it was on.

And so it was one evening in late October 1966 that Sharon ardently appealed to her mother, who was clearing the supper things in the kitchen: ‘Mum, will you please either keep Mark in here with you, or make him be quiet? He keeps doing his “broom-broom” noises with his toy cars, and Mandy and I can’t hear the telly. The Yardbirds are coming on soon and he’ll ruin it for us if he doesn’t shut up.’

The offender was standing beside his sister, eager to redeem himself.

‘I won’t make a noise again, Mum, but I want to stay in the other room with the girls. I wanna see the Yardbirds, too,’ he said, his appealing dark eyes making mincemeat of his mother.

With diplomacy born of regular practice, Rosie said, ‘This is what we’ll do, Mark, love. You stay in the kitchen with me until I’ve finished clearing up, then we’ll both go and watch the programme with  Sharon and her friend. How does that suit you?’

But Mark, adorable as he was, could be as implacable as any other four-year-old when he was in the mood.

‘I wanna stay with the girls,’ he said.

Rosie was as susceptible to manipulation by her children as any loving mother, but she had been at the job too long to be a pushover every time. ‘No, Mark,’ she said in a tone instantly recognisable to both her children. ‘You will stay here with me until I’m ready to go and sit down. Now off you go, Sharon, and enjoy your programme.’

Sharon was all smiles now. ‘Thanks, Mum,’ she said. Her brother received a brief conscience-stricken hug, then with a sparkle in her eye she hurried away to join her guest in the living room.

Mark conceded defeat graciously. He clambered up on to the kitchen chair and began ‘broombrooming’ with his Matchbox Jaguar on the formica topped table. Bathed and ready for bed, Rosie found him almost edible. His chubby face shone with cleanliness and he smelled of soap and the freshly laundered brushed cotton of his Teddy Bear pyjamas. In contrast to his fair-complexioned sister, he was all Gordillo with dark curly hair and near black eyes that mirrored his every mood.

‘We said prayers at school today for some children who got killed by black stuff that slipped down a mountain or somethink,’ he said, his face screwed up in concentration as he guided his little car across the patterned formica. ‘What’s a mountain, Mum?’

‘A big hill, dear,’ explained Rosie, her heart lurching painfully at the thought of the tragedy that had hit a small village in Wales a few days ago.

‘What stuff was it, Mum, that killed those children?’

‘The waste from a coal mine,’ she said almost to herself. One hundred and sixteen children buried alive at school while they were saying their morning prayers. It was the cruellest, saddest thing she had ever heard, and that this preventible catastrophe could have happened both shocked and enraged her, along with the rest of the world.

Having school age children of her own she identified strongly with the stricken Aberfan parents and had never been more aware of her own blessings. Caught now in a wave of sentiment she abandoned the cloth with which she was wiping the worktops and gave her son an impulsive cuddle, tearfully grateful for his safety and prayerful for those other less fortunate parents.

Mark covered her face in wet kisses, then reminded her solemnly, ‘I’m not a baby, Mum, even if I do still kiss you.’

Rosie laughed shakily. ‘Of course you’re not,’ she said, folding some clean washing ready for the airing cupboard. ‘You’re my big boy.’

Already he was beginning to seek independence. He’d smother her in kisses in the privacy of home, but she knew better than to suggest such a thing at the school gate when his friends were about. He wasn’t five until April, but being more than ready had started school last month.

‘When I get as big as Sharon, will I have to do homework?’ he asked, laying his head on one side on the table and squinting at the wheels of his tiny car.

‘Yes,’ said Rosie, sniffing the clean towels as she added them to the pile.

‘But how will I have time to play with my cars?’

‘You won’t want to play with them so much then,’ she explained.

‘Oh.’

The next question from his plentiful store was nipped in the bud by Rosie’s completing her tasks in the kitchen, and they went into the other room where the girls were lamenting the fact that The Beatles hadn’t been on the show.

‘Perhaps they’ll be on next week,’ said Sharon wistfully. ‘I’m just dying to see Paul again.’

‘John’s my favourite,’ said her friend reverently.

‘I like them all,’ added Rosie, who even at thirty found the young Liverpudlian musicians quite charming.

She sat on the sofa with a restraining arm around her son’s shoulders, full of contentment at having her offspring around her.

Though born from different circumstances, one the product of rape, the other of love, Rosie cared for her children equally and hoped that she never subconsciously favoured Mark because of her love for his father.

When she had discovered she was carrying Charlie’s child, and irregular marital intimacy at that time meant she could be absolutely certain, she had jubilantly shared the news with him. But a traumatic time had followed while they decided what was to be done in the baby’s best interest, selfishness stifled by this new and wonderful responsibility. Eventually they had made an intellectual decision rather than one from the heart. Neither had wanted the baby to be born into a broken home with bitter, disapproving relatives so, agonisingly, they had agreed that  Charlie would assume the role of uncle, a part he had played magnificently to both children over the years.

He had not sought superficial popularity by presenting himself merely as a supplier of treats. He indulged them occasionally, of course, but this had been balanced with discipline when necessary and had won their respect as well as their affection, more so perhaps because Micky’s interest in them was still almost non-existent.

Because the Gordillo brothers were similar in appearance, Mark’s likeness to his real father aroused no curiosity. Only Rosie saw the mannerisms and traits of character that were so dear to her in Charlie.

For five long years Rosie and Charlie had kept to the strictures of their pledge. With iron control they had struggled through the parched years of deprivation and sublimated their all-consuming passion into friendship, albeit only on the surface.

But it never got any easier for Rosie. There were dark days when she needed his support to the point of desperation, and nights when she couldn’t sleep for want of him. It didn’t help to know that she need only dial his number and he would come to her, for she guessed that he had only ever agreed to the arrangement for her sake.

Fortunately, Micky demanded less and less of her as time went by. He was rarely at home, and as far as she knew spent all his spare time in the less salubrious pubs and clubs of London. Like his brother, he still preferred to hobnob with the lower echelons of society though he could now afford to be more upwardly mobile socially since Charlie, keen to ensure a comfortable life style for Rosie and the  children, had given Micky a much coveted seat on the Board, with all its financial benefits, soon after Mark was born. But whereas Charlie enjoyed the company of bricklayers and barrow boys, Micky sought the fellowship of dubious dealers and doubtful businessmen.

But for all the trials and tribulations, Rosie considered herself to be a very lucky woman. She had two lovely children and the means to bring them up in comfort. They had moved to this spacious detached house in the best part of Thornell soon after Mark was born.

Every morning she drove the children to school in her green Morris Minor, then worked in Gordillos’ personnel department until it was time to collect them. Although she enjoyed her job immensely, she also like to be around when the children came home from school. Later on, when Mark was older, she hoped to pursue a full-time career in personnel. But for now she was happy to be gaining valuable experience and a degree of financial independence, albeit only a small one.

She was, in fact, the epitome of respectable, lower-middle-class suburban womanhood. She put her family’s needs before her own, raised her children to believe in God, served on the P.T.A. committee at the primary school and helped at the church jumble sale. Her peers, whom she met at coffee mornings for charity, various school events and the local keep fit class, might have envied her stunning good looks and connections with the most famous family in the district, but they certainly wouldn’t have guessed that she was a woman with a dark secret.

Later that evening, at about the time Rosie was  setting the breakfast table for the morning and making sure the children’s clothes were ready for school, Charlie was about to lock up at the Thornell Boy’s Club, having supervised the session because the club leader had ’flu. Going into the toilets to make sure there were no stragglers, he was confronted by smoke billowing from one of the cubicles.

‘Come on out of there,’ he called. ‘I’m waiting to lock up.’

The toilet flushed and a thin youth with brown hair and freckles appeared and stared sullenly at Charlie making no attempt to extinguish his cigarette.

‘You’ll have no wind by the time you’re twenty, smoking those things,’ warned Charlie.

‘I ain’t bovvered,’ said the boy with a shrug.

Charlie surveyed him shrewdly, recognising him as one of the club regulars well known for his successful cross country running.

‘Terry Fox, isn’t it?’ said Charlie.

‘The very same,’ said Terry rudely.

‘Cigarettes will affect your running,’ said Charlie, curbing his temper since the boy was obviously troubled about something.

‘It don’t matter because I don’t run any more,’ said Terry.

‘That’s a pity, you’re very good.’

They faced each other in silence through the Woodbine smoke.

‘So why are you hanging about here? The others went home ages ago. Your mother will be wondering where you’ve got to,’ remarked Charlie at last.

Terry’s freckles stood out like tea leaves on his suddenly ashen face.

‘Mum died six weeks ago,’ he said flatly.

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry,’ said Charlie with real concern. ‘What about your father? Doesn’t he like you in at a certain time?’

The pale brown eyes glinted harshly. ‘Don’t make me laugh! Me old man don’t care about nuffink any more.’

The depth of anguish in the boy’s voice deterred Charlie from making any superficial utterances to the contrary, since help rather than sympathy was plainly needed here.

‘How about me giving you a lift home, it’s pouring with rain out there,’ he offered.

‘Thanks,’ said Terry with neither reluctance nor enthusiasm. ‘I’ll just collect my records.’

Driving through the wet streets Charlie said, ‘Your mother wouldn’t have wanted you to give up your running, you know.’

Terry sighed. ‘I ain’t in the mood to bother, what with it being so miserable at home.’ He sounded like a world-weary old man rather than a fourteen-year-old boy.

‘Have you any brothers or sisters?’ asked Charlie, with an ache in the pit of his stomach.

‘No, there’s only me and me dad.’

‘Well at least you have each other,’ said Charlie, hoping to draw the lad’s problem into the open.

‘Dad’s changed, gone all peculiar. He cries a lot, the doctor’s given him some pills. I dunno how to cheer him up because it’s only Mum he wants,’ explained Terry, his false nonchalance betrayed by the tremor in his voice.

‘It must have been a shock to you both, because your mother couldn’t have been very old,’ ventured Charlie.

‘Thirty-eight, that’s all she was,’ explained Terry. ‘She collapsed at the factory where she worked and was dead by the time she got to hospital. It was a brain haemorrhage or somethink.’ His tone softened. ‘I can’t imagine her being dead, she was always so lively. Know what I mean?’

‘I’m sure that’s how she’d want you to remember her,’ said Charlie kindly.

Drawing up outside his council house home, and seeing it in darkness, Terry said, ‘Dad’s gone to bed already.’

Concealing a stab of irritation at a man who couldn’t be bothered to wait up to see his son in safely, especially at such a difficult time, Charlie said, ‘Perhaps he’s gone out.’

‘He hasn’t been out since Mum’s funeral.’

‘What about work?’ asked Charlie.

‘He’s on the sick.’

‘Who does the shopping?’

‘I do.’ Terry suddenly became agitated, and with a brief ‘Thanks for the lift’, scrambled from the car.

Charlie watched him splash down the path in the heavy rain, a sad, vulnerable figure for all his bravado. Winding down the window to freshen the smoky car interior, Charlie could just make out Terry’s gawky outline negotiating his key in the front door, his simulated leather jacket shining in the light from the street lamp.

About to follow him a few moments later, with the idea of offering help to this sad little family, Charlie heard a stricken cry rise above the drumming of the rain on the roof of the car.

‘Mr Gordillo, come quick!’ It was a throaty, fear-ridden call and Charlie moved with the speed of light.

Charlie knew at once that Mr Fox was dead from the blue tinge of his skin and his absolute stillness as he lay with his head on a cushion inside the gas oven. But, hope springing eternal in the human heart, he smashed a kitchen window to let some of the fumes escape and sent Terry to the phone box to call an ambulance. Then he dragged the motionless man from the thick, choking fumes to the fresh air by the back door and began mouth to mouth resuscitation.

All he could think was, Poor, poor Terry.

 


‘Would you like to play some records after tea, Terry?’ chirped Sharon brightly. ‘I’ve got loads of Beatles ones.’

‘The Beatles are rubbish,’ stated Terry categorically. ‘The Rolling Stones are better.’

‘I’ve got a few Stones ones, too,’ said the indomitably charitable Sharon, then as though not to be too intimidated by this surly new member of the family, added, ‘they’re nearly as good as the Beatles.’

‘Beatles are finished,’ Terry snapped with a vehemence exceeding the bounds of ordinary youthful competition. ‘Only silly little girls and old women still like them.’

Sharon flushed. ‘I still like them and I’m not silly,’ she said.

Rosie made a timely intervention. ‘Have some more sausages, Terry, dear,’ she said, glancing towards the tureen nearby. ‘There’s plenty and they’re still hot.’

His ‘No thanks’ was the most ungracious refusal Rosie had ever heard.

‘More bread and butter then,’ she suggested tolerantly.

‘I ain’t ’ungry,’ he snarled, directing his smouldering eyes in her direction, ‘and I don’t need mothering.’

Rosie silently counted to ten. ‘I’m sorry, I suppose it’s a habit with me because of these two,’ she said, throwing a glance at her own offspring.

Tea, during the school week, was usually a happy, chatty affair eaten in the dining alcove of the kitchen, a homely corner separated from the working area by a red formica peninsular unit, and especially cosy at this time of the year because of the presence of the central heating boiler. Today Terry had turned it into the North Pole.

Charlie had wanted Terry to make his home with himself and Brian in the absence of any willing relatives, but although he had stayed with them initially, the authorities had not been happy about the arrangement in the long term because there was no woman in residence. Queenie had been more than willing to give Terry a home until he was old enough to strike out on his own, but Rosie had felt that might be too much for her parents-in-law, who were both now in their sixties. And so having offered Terry her hearth and home for as long as he wanted it, she was not about to be deterred by a bit of showing off during this first meal together.

Neither, apparently, was Sharon. ‘It’s usually good on the telly on a Monday night,’ she informed him, her green-flecked hazel eyes resting warmly on him. ‘I’ll get through my homework as quick as I can and we can watch it together.’

‘Dunno,’ he said with an ungracious shrug.

His lack of response to her goodwill sent a flush to Sharon’s cheeks, but she said, ‘Do you have homework to do tonight, Terry?’

He laughed humourlessly. ‘Of course not. I ain’t no  Grammar School swot like you! And a good job, too, because I wouldn’t wanna waste my time doing rotten homework.’ Whereas Sharon was at the Grammar School, Terry was at the Secondary Modern.

‘It’s a nuisance at times,’ admitted Sharon, with apparent obliviousness to his rudeness that made her mother proud of her. Rosie could see that the girl was not entirely unimpressed by this prickly older boy. ‘But you’ve got to work if you want qualifications.’

Sharon was a bright, industrious pupil who didn’t seem to find her studies a chore. But what pleased her mother most was her sensitivity to the feelings of others, splendidly manifest right now.

‘Stuff qualifications,’ sneered Terry.

Rosie cleared her throat and entered the breach. ‘What do you want to do when you leave school, Terry?’ she asked.

Another ‘Dunno’ hung tensely in the air.

‘Oh, well,’ said Rosie, clinging tenaciously to her patience, ‘you’ve plenty of time to decide.’

Heavens above, she thought, he’s an absolute monster. How are we ever going to reach him?

Mark, who always opened negotiations for an extension to his bedtime about now, said, ‘Can I stay up a bit later tonight, Mum, as we’ve got a visitor?’

‘Terry isn’t a visitor, he’s come to live with us,’ Rosie reminded him. ‘But you can have an extra ten minutes as it’s his first day.’

‘Hooray,’ squeaked Mark, childishly unaware of the currents of hostility in the room. He turned to Terry. ‘I’m glad you’ve come to live with us. It will be good having a brother, I haven’t had one of those before.’

Terry remained silent, but flushed from neck to  brow. Rosie wasn’t sure if it was from resentment, or pleasure at such instant familial acceptance.

By the end of the meal she felt drained, but no sooner had she recovered than she was thrown into conflict once more.

‘I’m going out,’ announced Terry at about eight-thirty.

Rosie smiled. ‘That’s nice. Where are you going?’ she asked conversationally.

The whisky-coloured eyes darkened with resentment. ‘That’s none of your business,’ he said.

It was Rosie’s turn to fume, but determined not to give him the upper hand by showing it, she said.

‘Fair enough, so long as you’re back at a reasonable time.’

‘I came and went as I pleased at home,’ he informed her.

‘This is your home now, Terry, and we do things differently here,’ she told him. ‘Nine-thirty is quite late enough to be out when you’ve got to get up for school in the morning.’

He flushed again and this time it was definitely from rage.

‘I ain’t a kid, you know.’

‘And you are not an adult either,’ she pointed out, and reeled under the instant miasma of hatred. His lips were compressed into a stubborn line and his stare was coldly contemptuous. They were standing at the bottom of the stairs and the hallway hummed with bad feeling. He turned and walked to the front door.

‘Terry,’ Rosie called, feeling utterly powerless.

‘Yeah.’ He didn’t turn, but stood with his hand poised on the door handle.

‘Have a good time,’ she said, knowing that whatever she said at this point in their association, he would defy her.

Surprise flickered in his eyes, but he just said, ‘Right, thanks,’ and left the house.

He got back at eleven o’clock, looking pinched with cold. The club closed at nine-thirty, so she guessed he’d been walking the streets in the freezing November mist just to prove a point.

‘You’re determined to make life as difficult as possible for us both, then?’ she said, confronting him in the kitchen as soon as he entered through the back door.

‘You’re the one who’s making all the fuss,’ he said.

‘Look,’ she said, still hoping to win his confidence with tact rather than temper, ‘since we’re going to be sharing a house, we might as well try to get along.’

She was treated to another of his infuriating shrugs.

‘If I’m causing you bother, why don’t you just chuck me out? I don’t care,’ he said, staring at his feet.

‘And give you the chance to wallow even deeper in self pity?’ she said spiritedly. ‘No fear!’

He lifted his head to meet her eyes. For the first time she could feel real communication hovering just below the surface. But when she asked him if he would like a hot drink before he went to bed, she knew she had lost him again.

‘No thanks,’ he said with controlled dullness, and went upstairs to bed without a word.

During the next few weeks Rosie found herself in a permanent state of flux. Her normal human sense of outrage at his ingratitude and rudeness made her want to give him a tongue lashing, whilst her natural  compassion made her ache to comfort the basically decent but tortured boy she knew existed behind the misanthropic shell of grief.

He got on rather better with the children, however, and Sharon was ardent in her defence of him. One day when Micky was letting off steam out of Terry’s earshot – ‘Arrogant bugger! I’ll clip his ear for him one of these days’ – she turned on her father vehemently.

‘Terry’s all right. It must be terrible for him having to live with strangers, after all he’s been through.’

Rosie agreed wholeheartedly, but matters weren’t helped by the fact that Terry’s resistance to being included in the family was in direct proportion to all her efforts in that direction.

One afternoon in December Rosie returned home from Christmas shopping earlier than if she had been to work, and on hearing voices in Terry’s room she went upstairs and tapped on the door.

At least he had the grace to look guilty when he saw her standing there. ‘Oh, I didn’t think you’d be back as soon as this,’ he said, turning scarlet.

‘Obviously,’ exclaimed Rosie, stepping into the room where a boy of about Terry’s age was sitting on the floor amid playing cards, beer bottles and ash trays overflowing with dog ends. She marched to the window and opened it to clear the stifling cigarette smoke, then said: ‘When you’ve seen your friend out, Terry, I’d like to see you downstairs in the lounge with an explanation as to why you’re not at school.’ And with a firm ‘Pronto’, she left the room.

It was only two o’clock but the winter light was already fading as they faced each other in the red-carpeted room.

‘Well?’ she said enquiringly.

He sighed irritably. ‘No one’s doing any work at school at the moment,’ he explained. ‘Most of the teachers are tied up with the Christmas concert, and the kids that ain’t in it just sit around playing cards. Different teachers are doing registration, and if you ain’t there they think you’re helping with the concert so it’s easy to skip out. We just thought we’d try it for a laugh.’ He paused, then as though deciding that he was being too civil, added: ‘Satisfied?’

He was wearing a grey school jumper over a grey shirt and dark trousers, and his hair fell on to his brow in a quiff. He was long-limbed and awkward, as though his body had outgrown his ability to manipulate it, and noticing the floss on his chin she was reminded that puberty was well underway.

‘No, I’m not,’ she told him. ‘And if I catch you smoking or drinking in this house again, I shall refer the matter to Charlie.’ He had asked her to pass any problems with the boy on to him since he looked on Terry as his responsibility. ‘In the meantime, I’d like to know if you’re planning to hate me forever, because quite frankly being disliked isn’t something I care for at all.’

‘I don’t hate you, I don’t care about you one way or the other,’ he told her, studying his finger nails. ‘It ain’t worth caring about people.’

‘I don’t think much of your philosophy. If we all carried on like that, the world really would be a terrible place,’ she told him. ‘So why won’t you let yourself care?’

‘Because people always leave you,’ he stated categorically.

‘Your parents couldn’t help dying, Terry,’ she pointed out.

‘My dad could,’ he said in a thin bitter voice. ‘He didn’t bother what would happen to me.’

The only sound in the house was the sudden gurgle of water in the radiator. Outside, dark clouds rolled restlessly above the skeletal town trees etched against a metallic grey sky. It was a quiet time of the day in the street, children at school, adults either at work or hugging their own firesides.

‘Your father wasn’t well, Terry,’ she said. ‘He’d never have left you if he’d been his normal self.’

His compressed mouth and narrowed eyes grazed her nerves with foreboding.

‘BALLS!’ His venom transformed the warm cosy room, with its rich red velvet curtains and pale beige easy chairs, into an icy battleground.

Rosie felt the strain of life since Terry’s arrival build into a burning rage, but with supreme effort to retain her dignity she said calmly, ‘Don’t use that sort of language in this house, please.’

Terry was grey with emotion. ‘What do you know about anything?’ he ranted. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever felt anything more painful than a belly ache after too much food.’ His lips were paper white and his eyes feverishly bright. ‘You Gordillos make me sick!’ Two red spots stained his cheeks as he spat out: ‘Balls, balls, balls to the lot of you!’

The ensuing silence was almost harder to bear. Rosie was lightheaded with tension and her clothes felt damp against her skin.

‘Get out,’ she said at last.

‘Glad to oblige, lady.’ He had never yet addressed Rosie by name. ‘I don’t want to be around a tight-arsed cow like you.’ He withered her with his gaze for a few moments then stamped from the room.

At one point during the next few minutes Rosie thought the ceiling would collapse under the strain of the thuds and thumps that vibrated from Terry’s room. Yet oddly enough, whilst realising that she would be as paper in the wind against him if he were to direct his violence towards her physically, she knew that he wouldn’t hurt her.

When the thunder subsided, she went upstairs and tapped on his door. On receiving no reply she apprehensively turned the handle. The room was not a pretty sight. Every drawer and cupboard was open and his possessions were in a heap on the floor. Among the clothes were smashed records, torn copies of Melody Maker and his best mock leather jacket, slashed across the back.

Terry was sitting on the bed, staring at the floor. But as Rosie searched for her next words all the fight suddenly went out of him, like air from a deflated ballon. His face crumpled and he turned and threw himself face downwards on to the bed. Covering the sides of his face with his hands, he begun to sob quietly.

Rosie sat beside him for a long time with her arm across his shoulders, saying nothing. Later, she made some tea and they sat on the bed among the devastation, and talked.

‘I’ve been hurting so bad, I’ve wanted to hurt everyone around me,’ he explained. ‘Have I been really terrible?’

‘Really terrible,’ she said without malice.

‘It seemed so unfair that Mum and Dad were gone, there was all this anger inside me. Know what I mean?’

‘My mother died when I was eight years old,’ she  told him, ‘and I can still remember that dreadful, dreadful feeling.’

‘You were only eight, that must have been hard,’ he said.

‘It was,’ she said.

He sipped his tea thoughtfully. ‘I still hate my dad for doing what he did, though.’

‘It will take time to come to terms with that.’

‘I don’t think I ever will.’

‘You will if you allow yourself to,’ she said. ‘You’re too stubborn by half, Terry Fox.’

The atmosphere was sunny now, like the first signs of thaw after a freezing spell. As they cleared up the room together, Terry said, ‘Will I be able to stay on here now, after this?’

‘On two conditions,’ she said.

‘Oh?’ He eyed her warily.

‘First, that you promise to behave, and second, that you learn to call me Rosie.’

‘I’ll try to behave, Rosie,’ he said, turning scarlet. ‘And I’m really sorry about everything.’

Noticing that he said he’d try to behave without making any promises, she realised the depth of his insecurity.

‘Charlie will play hell with me when he hears about it,’ said Terry, stuffing the torn magazines into a carrier bag ready for the dustbin.

‘He won’t hear about it from me,’ she assured him.

‘I ain’t afraid to take my punishment,’ he told her.

‘You’re so good at punishing yourself,’ she said, picking up a bag of broken records, a present from Sharon which she knew had meant a lot to him, ‘you don’t need any help.’ She smiled. ‘Now let’s get  finished here because it’s nearly time I collected Mark from school.’

‘Could I come with you?’ Terry asked. ‘I’d like that.’

‘And I’m sure Mark would be thrilled to bits,’ she said beaming at him. She knew that it would be a long time before she had a comfortable relationship with Terry, but now at least she had something to build on. ‘So chop chop, or we’ll be late.’




Chapter Twenty-One

While Rosie’s relationship with Terry developed more on the lines of an elder sister than a mother, Micky’s long standing association with Shirley continued. One spring afternoon in 1967 he lay on her bed watching her fix her make-up at the dressing table, wondering what on earth he had seen in her all these years. She had none of the beauty and femininity of his wife; in fact Shirley seemed almost masculine at times with her coarse features and tall, angular body. Yet though her chirpy indifference to him crushed his spirit like a trodden worm, it also drew him ever more compulsively to her.

‘You’ll have to go soon, mate,’ she said, never bothering with her more upmarket persona for Micky. ‘I don’t want you around when my gentleman arrives.’

‘It doesn’t have to be like this, you know,’ he said for the umpteenth time that week.

Up went her eyebrows and she tutted loudly. ‘Don’t start that again,’ she said, tilting her head back sensuously as she inhaled on her cigarette.

‘I’d give you a better life,’ he persisted. ‘You’d have a more expensive pad than this for a start.’

‘This place suits me fine, thank you very much,’ she said, concentrating on painting her nails.

He had to admit that for a whore’s place it wasn’t  bad. Because of her respectable front the flat was decorated and furnished accordingly, with modest, but fashionable slimline furniture. Even the bedroom was a tasteful pink and white, the mirrors she used for certain clients hidden behind the wardrobe for fear of an unexpected visitor from home.

‘I’d see to it that you had plenty of money, and you wouldn’t have to work,’ he said.

Her mocking laugh both hurt and aroused him. ‘All I have to do is to be your exclusive bit of stuff! No thanks, mate, I’d rather work for my living.’ She fanned the air with her fingers and blew on her nails.

‘But I don’t want to share you,’ he whined, fiddling nervously with the black cord of his dressing gown.

‘Turn it up, Micky,’ she said, slipping out of her white satin dressing gown and capturing her considerable breasts with a tiny black bra which offered more cleavage than cover. ‘You know that I could never stay faithful to you, any more than you could stay faithful to Rosie.’

‘You’d stay faithful to Paul if he wanted you though, wouldn’t you?’ he sniped.

Her face tightened, the protuberant brown eyes hardening.

‘I don’t ask you to leave your wife for me, so don’t ask me to leave Paul for you.’ She wiggled into some skimpy black briefs.

‘Paul’s using you,’ said Micky, going over the same old ground in desperation.

‘And you wouldn’t be, I suppose?’ She paused, her stockings in her hand, and met his eyes.

‘At least you wouldn’t have to do what you do now,’ he said.

She put one foot on the stool and slipped her toes  into her stocking, carefully unrolling it up her leg. The thing she valued about Micky’s company was the fact that he didn’t arouse any feelings of envy or inferiority in her, because he was as totally lacking in virtue as she was.

‘We go back a long way you and me, Micky,’ she said, as she might have addressed a child. ‘We’re a couple of selfish buggers, but we’re good mates. Anything else for me is out. You know that there’s only one bloke I’d make a commitment to.’

‘He’ll have you out of this flat before you can say knife once the punters start asking for something a bit more tender. And that day isn’t all that far away.’ He enjoyed seeing her wince; she deserved it for rejecting him.

‘And you’d keep me on in your place till I draw my pension, of course,’ she said sarcastically. ‘Don’t you worry about me, love, I’ve got a few good years in me yet.’ She fastened the stocking to the suspender. ‘In any case, you only want me because I don’t want you. Now be a good boy and fix us both a gin and tonic before you go.’

Listening to the clink of glasses in the other room, Shirley took a deep breath in an effort to defeat the melancholy that attacked her increasingly these days. Although she was loath to admit it she had realised lately that everything has a price. The life style that had seemed so glamorous to a seventeen-year-old girl was a prison to a mature woman of thirty-two. The ache for what might have been grew more ferocious with every day that passed.

She had just slipped into a slim-fitting floral dress with a shiny finish when Micky appeared with the drinks.

‘Doesn’t anyone at your office ever wonder where you get to during these long lunch breaks of yours?’ she asked, swallowing the bitter liquid with a sigh of premature gratitude for its much needed effect on her.

He shook his head. ‘Everyone just assumes that I’m in some hostelry or other, as I would be if I wasn’t with you. Anyway, no one expects a man in my position to account for every hour of his day.’

‘You terrible man,’ she laughed, and having never outgrown his sense of pride in the role of transgressor, he beamed with delight.

Having dressed ready to leave he went to the dressing table and dropped some cash into the black, shiny jewellery box, a ritual he performed at the end of every visit even though their intercourse had been purely social for years. The flame of desire had never burned as brightly in Micky as had his craving for the image of philanderer, and years of heavy drinking had more or less extinguished the former altogether. If he managed to get started he couldn’t finish the job, so it was easier not to bother. When he went to bed with Shirley it was only to sleep off the preceding booze. But in paying for fictitious favours and pestering her to become his mistress, he fed his penchant for the illicit which in turn strengthened his ego. And Shirley was happy enough with the arrangement because Paul, having been led to believe that Micky was her brother, didn’t expect her to declare any income.

‘Ta ta,’ said Micky, giving his hair a final pat in front of the mirror. ‘I’ll ring you in a day or so.’

‘Ta ta, love,’ said Shirley cheerfully, but as soon as the door closed after him she sank back into gloom.

 


‘Please make my plan work,’ she said aloud in a rare outburst of deference to a superior being. ‘I’ll never ask for anything again if you let me have this one thing.’

And at the end of August her prayer was answered when she realised that she was having Paul’s child. In the normal way she was as careful about precautions as any other woman in her position, but her recent yearning for a child had dominated her to such an extent that she had dispensed with caution in regard to Paul, without his knowledge and with no real thought to the dangers of her situation.

Now reality hit home sharply and she feverishly made plans to escape, because of one thing she was certain: while she was still useful to Paul he wouldn’t take kindly to losing her to domesticity, and things could get very ugly indeed with him. For the first time in her life someone else was more important to her than herself. All she wanted was to bring this baby safely into the world. Paul wouldn’t murder a child, but he would force her to destroy a foetus without the slightest compunction.

She decided that her best bet would be to flee to the coast. Margate had good bracing air. There hadn’t been much left out of her ‘salary’ to save after she’d paid for clothes and make up, but she’d put some of Micky’s money by so she could afford to pay in advance for a flat or bedsitter, and to live until she found a job. Publicans were always looking for bar staff, she’d be good at that until she got too fat. As for after the birth . . . well, she’d manage somehow.

The less the family knew about it the better, since Paul would undoubtedly have them watched in the hope of finding her. She would tell them that she was  going up North to work for a few months and would contact them when she had a permanent address. They would then receive regular telephone calls from her, saying that she was still in temporary accommodation and it would be easier for her to contact them. They would think it odd, but it wouldn’t be for long. Once their grandchild was here the danger would be over for the baby and that was all that mattered to her. Even her passion for Paul was sublimated in her love and care for the child to come.

Morning seemed the best time to move out because Paul always slept late so never called in then. She also decided that she needed one ally, someone with transport whom she could trust to help her escape. Micky had to be ruled out because he would see it as a chance to implement his own plans for her, and she might just be panicky enough to accept.

Rosie was the obvious choice. It would mean Shirley telling her how she had earned her living and that made her cringe, but she’d do it for the baby’s sake. Once she had her plan worked out, she’d throw herself on her friend’s mercy.

 


‘Tant,’ chanted Terry, reading from Sharon’s French text book.

‘So much, so many,’ answered Sharon quickly.

‘U-n v-e-r-r-e,’ spelled out Terry, defeated this time by his lack of French.

‘A cup,’ replied Sharon, a little too hastily.

‘No, it means a glass, pea brain,’ teased Terry.

‘If I’m a pea brain then you’ve got no brain at all,’ retorted Sharon, entirely without malice. ‘Anyway, you put me off by mixing up the adverbs with the nouns.’

‘Best to be prepared,’ he warned her. ‘The teacher might mix them up in the test.’

It was late afternoon a few weeks into the autumn term and this kitchen table scenario was a forerunner to a test Sharon had at school the next day. Rosie was putting a steak and kidney pie in the oven for supper, and Mark was watching television in the lounge.

‘Anyway, I don’t know how you can bear to do this every night,’ continued Terry.

‘And I don’t know how you can be bothered to go out running in your spare time,’ countered Sharon.

‘I like to keep fit.’

‘And I like to improve my mind.’

Rosie luxuriated in the warmth of home and family. Sharon and Terry bantering affectionately, the sound of TV’s ‘Blue Peter’ drifting from the other room, fresh tea in the pot, biscuits in the jar and the ambrosial scent of cooking in the air. Into the cosy clatter came the sound of the doorbell.

‘I’ll go,’ said Terry, and headed out of the room, whistling a tune.

There was still a certain restraint about Terry, as though he was constantly warning himself not to get too fond of them all. But apart from that he was cheerful, energetic and pleasant to have around.

He was not an academic boy – mainly, Rosie suspected, because he had never been encouraged at home. But he was as sharp as a needle, there was no doubt about that, and with the right guidance he might have taken a very different course. However, she had no worries about his future because Charlie had seen the obvious potential in him and wanted to take him into Gordillos’ to train for management when he left school.

‘You’ve got a visitor, Rosie,’ he said, reappearing with Shirley in tow.

‘Hi, there,’ said Rosie, with a welcoming smile. ‘Come on in and sit down. There’s some fresh tea in the pot.’

‘I was hoping for a few words in private, actually,’ said Shirley.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Rosie. ‘We’ll take our tea through to the study.’

 


After hearing Shirley’s story Rosie was too busy being angry with Paul to feel a great deal of disapproval at her friend’s real line of business. After all these years of living off her he was now denying her the right to have her child. It hardly seemed possible he could expect to wield such power over her.

‘Surely when he realises your pregnancy is established, he’ll just accept it,’ she said.

‘Don’t you believe it, love,’ Shirley said with a dry laugh. ‘He’ll have me done over out of spite, and rough stuff ain’t any good when you’re carrying a kiddy.’

‘What about police protection?’ Rosie said. ‘You’re entitled to that, however you earn your living.’

‘Paul would find a way round that, don’t you worry,’ Shirley informed her. ‘But once I’m out of the flat, I’ll be all right.’

A shiver crept up Rosie’s spine at the thought of this other, sinister world that Shirley had moved in so comfortably for so long. But there was an earnestness in her friend’s voice that Rosie had never heard before as she said, ‘That life is behind me now, Rosie. I want this baby more than anything and I’ll do my best for it.’

And even though she was a proven liar, Rosie  believed her about this. ‘I’ll help you to move out and in any other way I can.’ She paused for a moment. ’If you need money at any time, you only have to ask.’

‘Ta, Rosie, you’re a good mate to me,’ said Shirley.

But Rosie knew that Shirley could never bear the feeling of subordination that came from being too much in another person’s debt. This plea to help her move must have cost her a fortune in pride.

 


‘New here are you, love?’ asked the man with the weather-beaten face and the shock of curly brown hair streaked with grey.

Shirley nodded as she pulled him a pint. ‘I started last week.’

‘Glad to know you, love. I’m Joe Anderson, will you have one with me?’

‘Thanks very much,’ she said, fixing herself a lime cordial.

‘Dead in here tonight, innit?’ said Joe, glancing around at the half dozen or so customers in the bar.

‘Monday is always a quiet night in this trade,’ said Shirley, rinsing some glasses under the counter while she chatted.

‘Mind you,’ said Joe, perching on a bar stool, ‘us locals make the most of the winter, because you can’t move in the Margate pubs in the season.’

‘I don’t suppose the publicans complain,’ she remarked.

Joe drew in his breath and shook his head sagely. ‘They’re all a bit more nervous about the season since the Mods and Rockers came three years ago. Ruddy hooligans! “Petty sawdust Caesars”, the magistrate called them. Said they can only find courage when they go hunting in packs, like rats.’

‘Did a lot of damage, didn’t they?’ said Shirley, polishing a tumbler until it squeaked against the tea towel. ‘I remember seeing something about it in the papers.’

He nodded and went on to talk of other things. He told her that he had a sea food stall on the seafront in the summer, and in winter he earned his living painting and decorating. His wife, apparently, had died six years before. He would be about forty-five, she thought, stockily built with a round face and warm brown eyes under the bushiest eyebrows she’d ever seen.

It was two weeks since Rosie had driven her down to Margate and helped her get settled into her tiny basement flat, and she was enjoying every moment of her new freedom. She was paid for work which suited her gregarious personality, she had her own rent book and felt beholden to no one.

By the time last orders were called she and Joe were quite pally, and when he asked her out on her night off, she said, ‘Ta, very much, I’d like that.’

Joe had no pretensions towards sophistication and this was reflected in the choice of venue for their evening out. They went to a lively pub with a pianist and sung loud choruses of ‘Moon River’ until their throats ached, then ate a fish and chip supper by the gas fire in Shirley’s snug but shabby living room. When the time drew near for Joe to leave, Shirley decided that it was time to put her cards on the table.

‘Joe,’ she said, meeting his gaze unwaveringly, ‘I accepted your invitation out because you’re a nice bloke and I enjoy your company. But there can’t be anything else because I’m having a kid.’ She waited while he digested this little bomb-shell.

‘Oh!’ The shaggy brows were drawn up in surprise. ‘Are you . . . I mean, I thought . . .’

‘I’m single, and I have no ties with the father.’ She cleared her throat. ‘I’d like your friendship, but if you want more, you won’t get it from me.’

He laughed a little shakily. ‘You don’t mince words, do you?’

‘I can’t afford to now that I’m carrying a passenger,’ she said.

His expression became serious. ‘My wife was everything to me and I’m not looking for a replacement. I’m a lot older than you, but we get on well enough and I’d like us to go out together again. There’ll be no funny business, I can promise you that.’

Over the next few months Shirley found a new contentment in the comfortable warmth of Joe’s friendship. They went to restaurants, to the cinema, and for drives along the coast. He even persuaded her to brave the chilly sea breezes and take an occasional turn with him along the seafront, past the Victorian jubilee clock tower, the closed amusements arcades and the sash-windowed guest houses, blind and silent at this time of the year.

She developed a liking for this little town, the summer darling of the day tripper, and enjoyed the sense of community that existed among the locals in winter. She got on well with Joe’s other friends, mainly because they were all deviants from mainstream society like herself. There was Lil the fortune teller, Bert the tattooist, Syd the candyfloss man, all of whom accepted her at face value and, although she guessed that they probably wondered among themselves about the details of her situation, never pried.

One Sunday afternoon in March 1968, when  Shirley and Joe were sitting on a bench in the sunshine on the promenade at Cliftonville, he said, ‘I think the most sensible thing you and I can do in the circumstances is to get married and live at my place. That way you won’t have to leave the baby to go out to work.’

A cloud moved over the sun, darkening the sea and dulling the landscape. People quickened their step and winced against the sudden sharpening of the breeze. Down the hill in Margate the Ferris Wheel in the Amusement Park was silhouetted against the sky, silent, and unmoving, like a cobweb.

‘You’re a good man, Joe,’ she said, ‘but it isn’t like that with us.’

‘I’m not romantic or flowery with words,’ he said, ‘and I know I’m a lot older than you, but I’d be good to you and the nipper.’

The sun slipped out from behind the clouds, lighting the scene as though by a switch. The stately clifftop hotels stared down sedately over the genteel lawns and putting greens. Mingled with the salty tang of the sea was the smell of fresh paint as the hoteliers prepared for the approaching season.

As much as Shirley liked the idea of striking a blow for independence and struggling on alone, she had never been able to resist the more comfortable route. Joe had a nice little house with a garden and although he wasn’t a rich man, he certainly wasn’t short of a bob or two. So where was the logic in depriving her child of this? She didn’t love him, but she liked him a lot. And as for the physical side, which would undoubtedly rear its head at some time in the future despite his claims to the contrary, well, if a woman of her background couldn’t take care of that, no one could.

‘I think it’s a very good idea,’ she said, smiling and  kissing him on the cheek. ‘I reckon we’ll make a good team, you, me and the baby.’

 


In a luxuriously appointed apartment in the West End of London, two large unprepossessing men confronted a mature but stunningly handsome one.

‘We’ve found her, Guv, one of the boys spotted her in a pub in Margate. She’s pregnant.’

Paul Danton’s blue eyes flickered with a victorious light.

‘You’d better get down there then, hadn’t you? But I don’t want her scarred because she’s still got a few years left in her yet.’

When they had gone he reclined on the cream leather sofa and thoughtfully smoked a cigar. That stroppy cow would leave him when he was good and ready and not a moment before. Most of his girls were well over the hill by the time they reached her age, but Shirley was a rare bird indeed. He himself was susceptible to her natural and overpowering sensuality, and he had seen many a man, often in the company of a stunningly beautiful woman, lech after Shirley from across a crowded restaurant or hotel foyer. He wasn’t about to give up that source of income, not just yet.

 


The night before the wedding, Shirley decided to go to bed early so that she would be fresh in the morning. A seven-month pregnancy wasn’t exactly the qualification for Bride of the Year, but she wanted to arrive at the Register Office having had a darned good try. She had bought a pale blue crimplene sack dress which she would wear with a white wide-brimmed hat and matching accessories, and she had booked to have her hair and nails done.

On hearing the door bell she smiled, thinking that it was Joe come to check that she was all set for tomorrow. Yawning, she pulled on her dressing gown and went to the door.

Ten minutes later she lay bruised and barely conscious on the floor of her living room while Paul’s men stood over her.

‘The boss takes a dim view of girls who walk out on him, ’specially those who get themselves pregnant.’ growled one of them in a gravelly voice. ‘He said to tell you that he’s waiting for you to come back, and he ain’t a patient man.’

‘I’m not coming back,’ she gasped through pain and fear.

‘We could take you with us now,’ one of them said, as though she hadn’t spoken, ‘but the boss might feel humiliated if you don’t come of your own accord.’

‘I won’t come back,’ she repeated.

The men laughed. ‘We’ll tell the boss that you haven’t lost your sense of humour.’ Shirley yelped as one of the thugs kicked her in the back. ‘I wonder if your boyfriend will keep his after we’ve been to see him.’

‘You wouldn’t!’

More of the spine-chilling laughter. ‘We won’t have to, as long as you’re back with the boss very soon. Otherwise . . .’

Gathering her remaining strength, Shirley dragged her aching body up and spat in both their faces before they knocked her down again and left her with their message ringing in her ears.

During the night she telephoned for an ambulance, and as dawn broke on what should have been her wedding day she miscarried in the cottage hospital.

 


Rosie took an instant liking to Joe.

‘Thank you for taking the trouble to come,’ he said, ushering her into his house. ‘Shirley has mentioned you and I found your number on the pad. I’ve taken it on myself, mind, she doesn’t seem to want to see anyone.’

‘I’m very glad you did,’ said Rosie. ‘She’ll need her friends right now.’

It was three days since Shirley had lost the baby, and worried about her strange mood, Joe had decided to enlist some help. Pouring Rosie some tea he explained. ‘As I said on the telephone, we were going to get married, but now that there’s no baby she says she wants to end our relationship altogether.’

‘And you still want to marry her?’

Joe nodded. ‘But I’ll settle for less if that’s what she wants. Just as long as I can still see her.’

‘A miscarriage is a very traumatic thing for a woman,’ said Rosie, wondering what Shirley was doing turning away such a lovely man. ‘Maybe she’ll feel differently when she’s had time to adjust.’

His eyes were clouded with concern. ‘But she seems so strange, so different. I’m sure there’s something troubling her deeply. When we go to the hospital to see her, I thought perhaps you might have a chat with her alone. She might tell another woman what’s really on her mind. I’d like to help if she’ll let me.’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ promised Rosie.

She was shocked at the difference in her friend. Shirley was propped up against the pillows, a nun-like figure with a scrubbed face and hair taken back tightly in an elastic band. Her eyes were lacklustre, her skin blotchy. All the purpose had gone out of her.

‘Sorry to hear you’re not too good,’ said Rosie, appearing at her bedside.

‘I’m okay,’ said Shirley dully. As Rosie kissed her cheek in greeting it was like putting her lips to something from Madame Tussaud’s.

‘Joe is waiting outside, he’s a very nice man,’ said Rosie.

A flicker of response momentarily brightened Shirley’s eyes, but she just said, ‘Yeah.’

Rosie emptied some grapes from a brown paper bag into a dish on the bedside locker, to an unenthusiastic ‘Ta’.

‘I know it’s a cliché to say that you’ve got plenty of time to try again for a baby,’ said Rosie. ‘But it’s true, you know. And Joe still wants to marry you.’

Shirley’s shiny skin creased into a brittle smile.

‘Babies and marriage aren’t for me,’ she said.

‘You’re a fool to turn Joe away. He’s a good man, and nuts about you.’

‘I’m going back to Paul,’ said Shirley. Her voice was thin and sharp, but the words shook the room like thunder.

To Rosie it was tantamount to a reformed alcoholic turning back to the bottle. ‘You’ll regret it if you do,’ she said, modifying her irritation in respect to her friend’s condition.

Shirley turned her head on the pillow. ‘I didn’t just happen to lose my baby,’ she said through pale, dry lips. ‘Paul’s heavies beat me up. The bottom half of my body has the bruises to prove it.’

‘Oh, Shirley, how awful!’ said Rosie taking the other woman’s hand sympathetically. ‘The man’s a monster, you can’t go back to him.’

Two large tears trickled down Shirley’s pale cheeks. ‘If I don’t, Joe will be harmed,’ she explained. ‘And I’m not prepared to let that happen.’

Rosie’s rage against this creature called Paul knew no bounds, but mindful that Shirley needed patience rather than pique at present, she said calmly, ‘The man must be stopped, I’ll help you. Don’t forget that I’m a member of one of the most powerful families in London.’

‘Oh, grow up, Rosie,’ said Shirley, with all her old bumptiousness. ‘If it was that easy the whole racket would have been wiped out years ago! These people don’t operate like members of the P.T.A. committee, you know. I’m going back to him and that’s all there is to it.’ A river of tears was cascading on to her cotton nightdress, despite the tough words.

Rosie handed her a handkerchief. ‘I can’t let you throw your life away like this. Please let me help you.’

Shirley blew her nose loudly. ‘You can help me by saying and doing nothing. If you tell anyone what I’ve told you, I shall deny it. I said to them here at the hospital that the bruises were caused by a fall down some steps. I don’t think they believe me but they can’t prove otherwise – and neither can you.’

Rosie drew in a deep, sad breath. ‘It seems I have no choice then,’ she said.

‘That’s right,’ said Shirley, wiping her eyes. ‘This time next week I shall be back in London. Margate and marriage were never really my type of thing.’

And as Rosie watched her slip back into her old assertive persona she felt like someone bound and gagged on a rooftop, staring at a potential suicide victim.




Chapter Twenty-Two

One evening in February 1970 there was a large contingent of Gordillos and friends in the audience at the Ashleigh Grammar School for Girls on the occasion of their annual prize giving.

‘And with so many of our Grammar Schools disappearing into the comprehensive education system, we are grateful to have been able to continue here at Ashleigh,’ said the Headmistress towards the end of the proceedings, from the stage upon which sat a number of local dignitaries. ‘And as is traditional in our school, we like to recognise special achievement in the form of a prize for contributions to school life as well as personal academic results.’

She was a tall woman with greying ginger hair and perfect diction that reached every corner of the crowded hall. Rosie was sitting between Mark and Terry, whilst Charlie, his parents, Brian, the Watts brood and other friends filled the rest of the row. Sharon was sitting at the front with the prize winners, having already received the languages award for her year, and Micky had let the side down by failing to appear at all. ‘This year the winner is a pupil who, as well as maintaining an outstanding scholastic record, also finds time to represent her school on the sports field, in the drama group and in  our Friends of the Community Scheme to provide company and entertainment for the elderly and disabled members of our area.’ She paused and adjusted her spectacles. The atmosphere was electric. ‘Would Sharon Gordillo please come up to receive the award?’

Pride washed over Rosie in a glorious torrent, bringing tears to her eyes and a lump to her throat. She watched her daughter, slim and neat in a white school blouse and navy pleated skirt, walk across the stage to the Mayor who was waiting to honour her. There was a brief exchange of words as he handed Sharon a book and the smiling girl turned to make her exit. But she was rooted to the spot by a disturbance at the back of the hall.

‘Yoo, hoo, Sharon . . . it’s me, your daddy.’ Heads turned and programmes rustled. ‘That’s my daughter,’ Micky announced in a loud and very slurred voice. ‘Lovely, ain’t she? And has . . . hasn’t she done well? She takes after me.’ By the time Charlie bundled him through the exit, he was giving a drunken rendition of ‘Thank Heavens for Little Girls’.

The vicarious embarrassment experienced by Rosie as she watched her daughter turn scarlet then ashen before leaving the stage rather too quickly was agonising. She longed to be able to bear the pain for her.

‘How could he do it to me, Mum?’ asked a tearful Sharon as they piled into the car to go home. None of the Gordillo party had felt like joining the rest of the gathering for coffee and biscuits in the dining hall. Charlie had taken Micky off somewhere to sober him up and after offering Sharon their congratulations the others had dispersed in a subdued mood.

‘That’s drink for you,’ sighed Rosie. ‘He didn’t know what he was doing.’

Sharon huffed. ‘I don’t know how you can stick up for him, I’ve never been so embarrassed.’

‘Yeah,’ agreed Mark. ‘I wanted the floor to swallow me up.’

Although Rosie entirely agreed with her children, it wasn’t her policy to side with them against their father on emotive issues such as this. That sort of thing could break up families altogether in her opinion. She was angry though, very angry, and finding it increasingly difficult to cope with a man who no longer took alcohol from choice.

‘It’s wonderful that you got the prize anyway,’ said Terry, who was sitting in the back of the car with Sharon and Mark.

‘Oh, thanks.’ Sharon sounded brighter but only for a moment. ‘But I wish I hadn’t won it, because if I hadn’t had to go up on the stage again, Dad wouldn’t have made me the laughing stock of the school.’

‘You’re making far too much of it,’ said Terry bluntly. ‘It was your father who behaved badly, not you. You were the golden girl of the evening and we’re all very proud of you. And your mates at school have got more to do with their time than laugh at you.’

Sharon’s irritated intake of breath filled the car. ‘You don’t understand!’ she said.

‘And you don’t understand how silly you’re being. So your old man showed us all up . . . it isn’t the end of the world. People have far worse things than that happen to them. You’re the one who is always worrying about the underprivileged; you should know that.’

Rosie sighed with relief. This evening’s incident,  while embarrassing for everyone, was especially mortifying for a fifteen-year-old. If anyone could get it into perspective for Sharon, Terry could. They were good friends, but their opposing views about practically everything produced almost constant friction. Whilst Sharon was sensitive to such problems as ecology and the world’s poor, Terry was very much a child of materialism and never tried to hide his desire for personal success.

And as Rosie was sure that his fervent aspirations were born from the blow he had received as a fourteen-year-old, so she was convinced that he would surpass his ambitions. He had a flair for business, unrelenting determination, and was Charlie’s protégé in the Gordillo organisation; a winning combination indeed.

‘I suppose you’re right,’ admitted Sharon. ‘But I don’t see why you have to be so unsympathetic about it.’

‘Sympathy won’t do you any good.’

‘I should have known better than to talk to you about it. Brian would understand exactly how I feel.’

‘Brian’s as soft as you and will only make you feel worse,’ said Terry.

Brian was indeed very much of Sharon’s ilk, and worried far more about the starvation in the Third World than he did about his career at Gordillos’, the latter being something Rosie thought he was unsuited to.

‘At least he isn’t a hard case, like you,’ said Sharon.

‘Lord save me from do-gooders,’ was Terry’s unabashed reply.

But despite his scorn Rosie knew that Terry was fond of Brian, and not without a touch of hero worship  for him. Not only was Brian two years his senior, and further up the business ladder, he was also the son of the man Terry thought could walk on water.

 


‘I’m too ill to go into the office,’ groaned Micky the next morning.

‘You’re hung over,’ said Rosie. It had turned midnight when she and Charlie had got Micky to bed last night and Rosie hadn’t been able to sleep for the worry of what his drinking was doing to the children, so she wasn’t exactly full of beans herself. ‘And you’re in disgrace.’

‘I don’t remember a thing,’ he said, through pale quivering lips. ‘It’s my nerves, Rosie, please help me.’

These distressing morning scenes were becoming frighteningly familiar.

‘I’ll call the office and tell them that neither of us will be in this morning, then I’ll call the doctor,’ said Rosie. ‘As soon as I’ve got the children off to school.’

‘Pl – pl – please help me, Rosie,’ he begged, through chattering teeth. ‘I feel terrible.’

She left him shaking, sweating and too weak to lift a cup and saucer. When she returned after getting the children’s breakfast and driving them to school, he was up and dressed and knotting his tie in front of the mirror.

‘I thought you were too ill to get up,’ she said.

He threw her a pitying look. ‘Why do you have to make such a drama of everything? I’ve got a bit of a headache, that’s all.’ His hands were steady, his breathing normal.

Rosie didn’t need to smell his breath to know that he had been at the juice while she had been away. Either  he had some hidden, or he had been at the sideboard while they were out.

‘You said you wanted the doctor,’ she reminded him.

A doctor was the last thing he wanted now that he was steady. Pills and a lecture about the damaging effects of alcohol. No thanks!

‘I’m fine now,’ he assured her, brushing his hair and patting it into place.

‘Until this fresh lot of booze wears off,’ she challenged, standing by his side with her hands on her hips.

He turned towards her with his hair brush poised. ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he said innocently.

‘I think you do,’ she told him. ‘Look here, Micky’ – she was appealing to him now – ‘I don’t care how much you humiliate me, I’m immune to it after all these years, but I won’t have you hurting the children. Have you any idea what Sharon went through last night?’

He smiled wryly and shrugged his shoulders. ‘So I had a few drinks and was late getting to the do at the school – is that any reason for all this drama?’

My God, did he really not remember any of it? Was he that far gone? Or was he just playing dumb?

‘Last night you disgraced us!’ White hot rage bubbled inside her. ‘You were selfish enough before. Now that you’re hooked on the booze, you’re impossible.’

He laughed in her face. Crack! Her hand lashed across his cheek of its own volition. Surprise registered in his eyes for a moment as he stared at her, holding his jaw. Then he turned back to the mirror and continued doing his hair, saying in a conversational voice: ‘I think you’re the one who should see the  doctor, Rosie, you need something to calm your nerves. You’re becoming neurotic.’

‘Me!’ she gasped incredulously, realising that none of what she had said had registered. Micky was totally beyond her reach. A few moments later he left the house to go to the office, as though nothing had happened.

And that was the pattern of things throughout the spring and early summer. Always a creature of lightning moods, now Micky became a positive Jekyll and Hyde with one persona seeming totally unaware of the other.

When he was sick he was a pathetic, fear-ridden child, crying into Rosie’s lap and begging her to release him from his torment. When he was well, and this was in direct ratio to his alcohol consumption, he was aggressively over-confident.

Rosie was at her wit’s end. She tried persuasion and threats, benevolence and bellicosity, to try to stop him drinking. She sought medical advice and counsel from A.A. But it seemed that unless Micky accepted that he had a problem and wanted to be cured, there was nothing anyone could do for him.

Between coping with him, helping the children to withstand the strain of living with the rages and ramblings of their demented father as well as trying to keep the severity of the problem from the outside world, Rosie was mentally and physically exhausted. Even Charlie was given a watered down version of the truth since she saw no point in worrying him with something he could do nothing about.

‘Micky won’t be coming into the office today, he’s got a bit of a tummy upset . . . No, nothing serious – probably just a bug,’ was her standard bluff.

Eventually, one day in August, Nature intervened and after collapsing at the office, Micky was rushed to hospital.

 


On the evening of Boxing Day 1970 the lights shone brightly in the home of Rosie and Micky Gordillo to welcome their party guests. People danced to the latest hits in the living room, and the table in the dining room creaked under an abundance of festive fare. The drawing room, with its deep sofas and easy chairs, hummed with the exuberant humour of old friends, and a well-stocked bar was being operated from the kitchen.

Rosie was in sparkling form as she mingled with the company. She looked stunning in a red velvet dress with a white fur trim around the sleeves and low-cut neckline, her simply styled shoulder-length hair shining around her radiant face. Optimism lightened her heart and she was deeply grateful that both Micky and her marriage had been given another chance. Life with him would always be a penance, but while he was sober and making an effort at least it was tolerable.

The autumn had brought calm after the turbulent summer. Having been diagnosed as an alcoholic on admission to hospital, been given pills and tied to the bed while he sweated through the withdrawal symptoms, Micky had been more than willing to accept gentler treatment at the small private drying out clinic to which Rosie had had him transferred.

A modified Micky had emerged, less bad-tempered and more reliant on his wife and family for company since his old haunts were off limits until he could trust himself to stick to tonic water or squash. He began to  take more interest in his job and in current affairs. He discovered the astonishing fact that Rosie had a brain, too, and entered into long drawn-out discussions with her on wide issues. Rosie knew that he needed her like never before, and although the responsibility wearied her, spared no effort to help and encourage him. One drink and he would be back to square one, the doctors had been adamant about that.

 


Always in her element at a party with people she loved, Queenie was in jubilant mood. Done up to the nines in a black crepe-de-Chine dress with long billowing sleeves, her white hair was embellished with a blond rinse and her jewellery rattled like a tambourine as she sailed majestically through the party. ‘’Ello, duck, ’ow are you? . . . You look nice. That’s a pretty dress. Enjoying the party? That’s good . . . Me? Oh, yes, I always enjoy a good knees up at Christmas . . . You’ll never guess who I saw in the White Lion the other night . . . Yes, that’s right – the one whose old man ran off with the woman in the chip shop . . .’ And so on.

Queenie felt especially blessed this Christmas because there was a time, back in the summer, when she had wondered if Micky would see the year out. It was a terrible thing to watch one of your children destroy themself. And God knows what it must have been like for Rosie, bearing the burden alone as she had. Knowing it would have upset her daughter-in-law even more to have had the family know just how bad things were, Queenie had pretended to be fooled. But she had anguished terribly and fretted until her brain hurt about how she must have failed as a  mother for Micky to be the way he was.

She had always been putty in his hands. Had she let him go too far? Had she spoiled him to make up for his deprived wartime childhood? Had she loved him too much, or too little?

She thanked God for Micky’s wife who never faltered in her duty to him. Although never a word had passed Rosie’s lips on the subject, the marriage had obviously been difficult for her. Yet you didn’t hear her complain and she never so much as glanced in the direction of another man. It had pleased Queenie for many years to see Rosie’s friendship with Charlie continue because companionship within the family circle was what every mother aimed for.

But the year was ending on a high note for the Gordillos after all, and these people had come here to help them celebrate.

‘’Ello, Maisie, ’ow are you, love? You’re looking well, and so glamorous this evening! . . . Let’s ’ave a wander over to the buffet, Rosie’s put on a lovely spread . . .’

In the crowded drawing room Charlie, Marco and Brian were discussing Brian’s recent decision to leave business, for a while at least, in favour of working abroad with the Voluntary Service Overseas organisation.

‘You’d better make the most of all this,’ said Marco, waving his hand indicatively around the room. ‘You won’t have much fun out there.’ Marco had aged much faster than his wife. He was now bald and walked with a stoop.

‘I’m not going there to have fun,’ explained Brian, rising heatedly to his theme, ‘I’m going there to do a job of work. The people in the Third World are grateful  for a drink of water, never mind drowning in overindulgence as we do in the West.’

‘Steady on, son,’ warned Charlie. ‘We all know that the balance is wrong, but you won’t change things by making people feel guilty about having a Christmas party.’

‘Sorry, Granddad,’ said Brian, who adored the old man, ‘I didn’t mean to be rude.’

‘You’re forgiven,’ said Marco, winking at him. ‘But tell me, what will you actually be doing out there?’

‘Helping with a scheme to locate and bore for water in the drought areas of Africa.’ He shrugged and introduced a lighter note. ‘I’ve committed myself to two years, so even if I hate it I’ll have to stick it out.’

‘We’re certainly going to miss you,’ said Marco.

‘But we’re proud of you, ain’t that right, Charlie?’

‘Too true,’ said Charlie, beaming at the tall, curly-headed young man who was such a credit to him. Charlie knew in his heart that Brian would never return to business, not while there was a worthier cause to occupy him. Whilst being extremely proud of him, the prospect of the New Year was not without sadness for Charlie because he and Brian were good mates and he was going to miss having him around.

Shirley Watts was in the dining room, helping herself to some cold turkey and pickles, when Micky found her.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘You’re looking better than I’ve seen you for years. I understand you’re a reformed character.’

Micky couldn’t bear his current goodie goodie image. ‘Well, I’ve stopped drinking, but all the other vices are intact,’ he said.

When Shirley had reappeared, after vanishing so  mysteriously a few years ago, she had been a different woman. She was quieter, more serious, and seemed, annoyingly, to have developed a conscience. She had told him he was to go away and spend his time trying to make his marriage work instead of visiting her. He was effectively banned from her premises.

‘You are a fool if that’s true,’ said Shirley, spooning some potato salad on to her plate. ‘You can’t do without Rosie and you know it. But even she won’t put up with your nonsense forever.’

Jeff and Maureen Watts were at the other end of the table, but there were groups of people chattering all around so Shirley and Micky were out of earshot.

‘I’m not sure I like this new puritanical streak of yours,’ he said, serving himself with some ham.

‘Like it or not, it is there as far as you’re concerned,’ she said with a grin.

‘Now that I’ve got my act together, won’t you reconsider your decision?’ he said, speaking close to her ear. ‘I miss coming to see you.’

Shirley, wearing a slinky emerald green lurex dress, shook her head and said firmly, ‘No, you just be grateful for what you’ve got. Not everyone gets a second chance in life, you know.’

‘I liked you better before,’ admitted Micky, forking a pickled onion into his mouth.

‘You would, you bugger!’ laughed Shirley, adding some cocktail sausages to her meal.

In his sober state Micky could see that Shirley was right about Rosie. He couldn’t do without her. But he was like a fish out of water playing happy families, no matter how good it was for his health. At that moment  he didn’t want Rosie, or Shirley, or the good and caring members of his family. All he yearned for was the company of his degenerate drinking pals. He felt like the cock of the walk when he was with them.

‘Can I get you a drink to have with your meal?’ Micky asked as Shirley moved away from the table and looked around for somewhere to sit.

‘A gin and tonic please,’ she said.

‘Coming right up,’ grinned Micky, putting his plate down and making his way to the kitchen.

Terry had been designated barman for the evening and was about to leave with a tray of drinks.

‘I’m trusting you not to let the youngsters overdo it with the booze,’ said Micky authoritatively. ‘We don’t want anyone spoiling things.’

‘You can rely on me,’ Terry assured him and disappeared, leaving Micky in the room alone.

Micky fixed a gin and tonic for Shirley and poured a tonic for himself. He tonged some ice cubes from the bucket and dropped two into each glass. He lifted Shirley’s glass and held it to his nose, inhaling deeply, then placed the glasses on a small tray and walked to the door.

But he hesitated before leaving the room, listening to the sounds of merriment roaring around him like Saturday night at the local. A vamping piano competed with pop music in the next room. There was chatter, laughter and singing. Glasses chinked, crockery rattled and the steady thump of dancing feet beat through the house. His sobriety made him feel on the periphery, left out, and he remained motionless in limbo while the hot, compelling hand of temptation fought with the dull ache of commonsense.

 


Jeff Watts had a headache and on her way upstairs to get him some aspirin from the bathroom cabinet, Rosie collided with Charlie at the bottom of the stairs.

‘Sorry,’ they said in unison, smiling instinctively into each other’s eyes, something that would never have happened so visibly had they not been caught off guard. The pretence never got any easier for Rosie and she felt herself floundering in the torrent of love that exuded from Charlie.

God, how she wanted him. Would the pain never stop?

‘Jeff has a headache, I’m on my way to get a tablet for him,’ she said.

Charlie could hardly bear to be so near to her, yet so far away. ‘I expect there will a great demand for aspirin in the morning.’ It was the sort of inane conversation they had conditioned themselves to over the years. Charlie’s voice was hoarse with the strain. He wanted her time and her tenderness. He wanted all of her – right now. He was going crazy.

They didn’t touch, but still they burned each other. Rosie could hardly breathe.

‘Mummy?’ It was Mark who broke the spell. ‘Can I take some crisps and nuts around?’

He stood between them, their son, eight rising nine. A fine boy, his dark good looks contrasting with the white shirt which he wore with a dark red bow tie and matching slimline trousers.

Rosie, all maternal now, slipped an affectionate arm around his shoulders. ‘I think most people are tucking into the buffet, but if you can find any takers, go ahead.’

‘Would you like some, Mum?’

‘Not now, dear.’

‘Uncle Charlie?’

‘Later perhaps, Mark.’

‘Okay.’

As the lad moved away, Rosie saw Charlie’s eyes momentarily cloud with pain and was reminded that he was doubly deprived. She wanted to slide her arms around him and kiss away the hurt, but she just said, ‘I’ll have Jeff after my tail if I don’t get those aspirin. See you later.’ And, drained of emotion, she hurried upstairs.

Micky had been about to leave the kitchen when he had caught sight of Rosie and Charlie talking together. And Micky’s unintoxicated vision saw something in Rosie’s eyes that had never been there for him.

She wants to sleep with him. My God she does, he thought.

Over the years he had always been too engrossed in himself to question his wife’s fidelity. Now, having become so reliant on her, the idea of her wanting another man alarmed him. He couldn’t live with that sort of vulnerability.

He hurried back to the assortment of bottles on the worktop and, choosing vodka because it was less detectable on the breath, splashed a liberal measure into his tonic water and gulped it down, immediately pouring another the same.

Ah, that’s better, he thought as he rejoined the company. Now it really does feel like a party. And fancy imagining that Rosie would ever want anyone but me . . . that’s the trouble with being on the wagon, it makes the imagination run riot.

After a few more drinks he didn’t care who Rosie went to bed with as long as she was around when he needed her.

Shirley also saw the scenario at the bottom of the stairs, on her way back from the hall cloakroom. Well, well, who would have thought it of Rosie and Charlie? But whereas a few years ago she would have seen it as juicy fodder for gossip, now she passed by quickly with no inclination to pass her suspicions on. Knowing those two they’d probably only exchanged looks anyway.

It wasn’t that Shirley had suddenly become uncharacteristically righteous, but that the loss of her baby had put things into perspective for her. Even her feelings for Paul had paled considerably against this deeper wound and she had realised that trusted friends like Rosie didn’t grow on trees.

Often Shirley would lie on her bed in her comfortable West End flat, remembering the bitter winter winds whipping across Margate’s deserted promenade. She would listen to the rumble of London’s traffic outside, but hear the roar of the sea and the wind rattling the letter box of that draughty basement flat. Often she thought of Joe and what might have been.




Chapter Twenty-Three

‘Dear Mr Brownlow . . . um . . . thank you for your . . . er . . . courtesy to me on my recent visit to your . . . er . . . um . . . canning factory, full stop. I . . . um . . .’

Micky’s secretary sat patiently at the side of his desk with her pencil poised over her shorthand pad while he struggled with dizziness, disorientation and memory blank. Oh God, he felt terrible, he could hardly breathe.

‘That will be all for now, er . . . Sally,’ he said, miraculously locating her name in the rag bag of his mind. ‘I’ll finish dictation later.’

‘Are you all right, Mr Gordillo?’ she asked, looking at him with concern.

‘Perfectly, thank you,’ he gasped, mopping his wet brow with his handkerchief.

‘You don’t look well. Shall I bring you in some coffee?’

‘No, thank you,’ he thundered. Oh why was he surrounded by halfwits? What use was coffee to him?

‘Very well, Mr Gordillo,’ said the young woman, turning scarlet at his tone and marching briskly from the room.

Alone in the office, Micky feverishly rummaged through an assortment of half-used packs and bottles  of headache tablets, stomach settlers and tranquillisers that lay among the paper clips and rubber bands in his drawer, until he found the vodka bottle at the back. But his relief soon turned to panic when he saw that the bottle was empty. Soaked with sweat and weak with faintness, he stood trembling by his desk, milking his jumbled mind for a solution to this major crisis.

He didn’t feel as though he could make it to the office door, let alone down the stairs to his car where another supply was stored, and his instinct for self-preservation prevented him from letting Sally into his secret.

Finally, sheer desperation moved his jelly legs and having managed to make his shaking hands unlock the car door, he found a quarter-full vodka bottle at the back of the glove compartment. Sinking stealthily down in the seat he finished it off, then sat up, pretending to be looking through some papers, while it did its work. Wonderful, he thought, when his faculties had returned to working order. Now I can do anything.

But taking things in order of priority, he wrapped the empty bottle in last night’s Evening News. Then on the way to a non-Gordillo supermarket, for more supplies, he stopped the car at a public litter bin and nonchalantly dropped it in as though disposing of nothing more incriminating than potato peelings. He applauded the sale of liquor in supermarkets. They were so much more impersonal than off licences and didn’t burden him with the strictures of licensing hours.

Such was his feeling of well-being on his way back to the office that he momentarily enjoyed the scent of May from the suburb’s open spaces and noticed the  lilac and laburnum gracing the gardens on his back street short-cut. Glancing at his watch, he saw that it was eleven a.m. He felt ready to knuckle down to the day’s work now. What was it he had to do this morning? Something about a canning factory. What though? It had slipped his mind for the moment. Oh, never mind, it would come back. And even if it didn’t, what did it matter while he was feeling so warm and peaceful inside? The nausea was beginning to come back already, but he’d soon chase that away with a drop more juice. People who said it was bad for him didn’t know what they were talking about!

 


At ten-thirty that evening Rosie telephoned Charlie.

‘Micky is at The Tulip Club, making a nuisance of himself apparently. The manager has just called me asking for him to be removed from the premises. I wouldn’t bother you with it, but Sharon’s staying overnight with a schoolfriend, Terry’s out with his pals and Mark’s running a temperature. I can’t leave him in the house alone.’

‘I’ll go right away.’

‘Thanks, Charlie.’

‘I’m glad to help.’

Rosie went into the kitchen to make some coffee in a bid to calm herself. Her whole body ached from continuous tension. After her Christmas optimism, Micky had thrown them all back into hell by mid-January. But this time she had had to call on Charlie’s services from time to time, since Mark had picked up one bug after the other this last few months and it had often just not been possible for her to turn out at a moment’s notice to go to the aid of her drunken husband.

It was a terrible atmosphere for growing children and not at all conducive to success for Sharon in her ‘O’ levels next month. She was a very disciplined student, though, and continued to pursue her course through every upheaval, something her mother hoped would bring the results the girl deserved.

Micky excelled all his past performances when Charlie brought him home. He vomited in the hall, urinated on the stairs, and finally lay comatose on the landing, having to be dragged like a dead man to the bed.

‘We’ll have to get him dried out again,’ said Charlie later as he and Rosie shared a pot of coffee. ‘Not only is he killing himself, but he’s ruining your life and the children’s.’

Rosie couldn’t deny it. She didn’t know how much more she could stand. She splayed her hands in a bewildered gesture. ‘But if a man refuses to admit that he’s drinking, how can you make him take the cure?’

‘We could take him to the clinic when he’s too drunk to know where he is,’ suggested Charlie.

Rosie saw possibilities in that. ‘When they have sobered him up we can try to reason with him about staying off the stuff. The clinic might not approve, though.’

Charlie was thoughtful for a moment. ‘I’ll invite Donald Copeman to dinner,’ he said, meaning the psychiatrist in charge of Micky’s case at the clinic. ‘And you come, too. We can have an informal chat about it and see what he suggests.’ His brows knotted thoughtfully. ‘Friday would probably be the best evening because Micky is being taken out to dinner by the managing director of the canning firm who are after  our brand name contract, so he’ll be fully occupied. That will give you a few days to get your domestic arrangements sorted out.’

Rosie nodded. ‘Mark should be all right by then, and I’ll ask Terry to stay home. He’s that bit older than Sharon and I feel better when he’s in charge.’

‘Will the flat suit you?’ he asked, referring to a luxury service flat of his in Knightsbridge which he kept for entertaining since it was more convenient than the suburbs. ‘I think it will do you good to get away from Thornell for a few hours, and the service people will do us an excellent meal.’

Rosie nodded. ‘Anywhere will suit me if it’s going to help Micky.’

‘I’ll ring Donald in the morning,’ he said.

 


Donald Copeman was one of the kindest doctors Rosie had ever met. He was a tall, thin, bespectacled man of about fifty, with a permanently worried look about him.

‘You mustn’t underestimate your own importance as a human being, Rosie,’ Donald said over a meal of chicken in wine sauce served with fluffy rice and vegetables. ‘Your husband is a grown man and you can’t devote yourself entirely to being responsible for him.’

Rosie gave a dry laugh. ‘Well, he certainly can’t be responsible for himself at present! He’s just like a child.’

‘But he isn’t a child, my dear,’ said Donald quite forcefully. ‘We can all only be involved in another person’s life up to a point, even our nearest and dearest. Although, obviously, we shall all do everything we can to help him, none of us, not even you, can  live his life for him. I agree with you that he should come into the clinic, but only with his own cooperation.’

They were sitting at the table in the window of the penthouse flat. Outside the lights of London winked and glittered against the dark backdrop of the night sky. The traffic moved below like silver ships on a black sea.

‘So where do we go from here?’ asked Rosie.

‘If your husband won’t come to see me, then I’ll go to see him,’ said Donald. ‘He listened to me when he was with us at the clinic, I’ll try to persuade him to come in for treatment. You let me know when and I’ll be there.’

Rosie could have wept with gratitude, but at that point there was a telephone call for Donald informing him that he was needed urgently at the clinic, and he left in a flurry of apologies for not finishing his meal.

‘Donald has given me new confidence,’ said Rosie later as they sat over coffee in Charlie’s lounge. ‘I’ll get his visit organised for early next week.’

‘The sooner the better,’ said Charlie.

She finished her coffee and leaned her head back against the chair, closing her eyes. ‘Oh, it’s good to get out of the house for a few hours,’ she said. ‘But I must think about going soon.’

‘Why so soon?’ asked Charlie. ‘If you’re needed at home, they’ll telephone you here.’

It was the first time they had been truly alone, without offspring or relatives hovering nearby, for ten years.

‘You know why, Charlie,’ she said without opening her eyes.

‘I’ve missed you, Rosie.’ The words washed over  her like wine, easing away the misery of the last few months. She sat up and covered her face with her hands.

‘No, no, no,’ she choked out. ‘All these years we’ve kept our promise, don’t make me break it now because I’m at a low ebb.’

But he knew it was time to reaffirm their feelings.

‘I love you, Rosie. It’s been hell watching him hurt you, day after day. You can refuse to listen, but it won’t change anything.’

She rose. ‘I’m going home. Could you get my coat please?’

He went to the bedroom and returned with a yellow lightweight coat that matched her dress, holding it out for her. She slipped her arms into the sleeves and felt his proximity burn her skin and suck her downwards into a vortex of desire. It wasn’t just the physical side of their love she needed so desperately, though that came into it, but his spiritual strength, too. Suddenly she knew that Charlie was right to bring the subject out into the open again. Life with Micky had taken its toll and she was close to breaking point. With the nourishment of Charlie’s love, she could endure anything.

As she turned to him she thought, if I’m never given any other joy in my life, this will be enough.

‘I love you, Charlie,’ she said.

His look of tenderness registered indelibly on her mind and she knew that in the dark moments of conscience afterwards she would cling to that. For this was no superficial romance. This was a deep and lasting love between two mature and responsible people.

She slipped her hand into his and they walked to  the bedroom together in silent mutual agreement. As they crossed the hall, Charlie lifted the telephone from its cradle and put it down on the shelf. There was nothing so urgent that couldn’t wait half an hour or so. These moments together were too precious to risk interruption. Rosie saw what he did, but didn’t say a word.

 


While Charlie was entertaining his guests for dinner, his brother was being lavishly wined and dined at the Savoy by Jack Brownlow of the Brownlow Canning Company.

‘Naturally there are other companies interested in the contract,’ Micky said, wishing that he didn’t feel so ill. His constant feeling of nausea meant he couldn’t eat, but as Brownlow’s guest he’d felt obliged to make the pretence. He played with the steak on his plate and managed to force down a few peas, trying not to grimace too much. The amount of alcohol he required to keep functioning had increased dramatically and the accepted quantity at a social occasion such as this fell far short, even though he had been well lubricated throughout the day.

‘I’m sure you’ll find our terms more than competitive and the quality of our products and service are second to none,’ said Brownlow, a seasoned entrepreneur of about sixty.

Micky nodded and mopped his burning brow. ‘I’m sure,’ he said.

‘Are you feeling all right, old man?’ asked Brownlow. ‘You seem a bit peaky.’

Seizing the opportunity to improve matters, Micky said, ‘I don’t feel too good, as a matter of fact. I think I  might have picked up the ruddy ’flu bug that’s going around.’ His speech was fast and twitchy. He felt like an engine that was overrunning. Down went his knife and fork. ‘I think I’ll move straight to the coffee and brandy, that should settle me. Could you organise it while I pop out to the gents?’

‘Certainly,’ said Brownlow.

Safely locked in the toilet cubicle, Micky swigged some brandy (he’d given up worrying about his breath) from the small bottle he carried in his inside pocket. He then sat for a few minutes on the toilet lid, gave the loo a flush for the benefit of those outside, then went back into the washroom, and after washing his hands and combing his hair, returned to the table feeling much more in control.

‘Anyway, Jack,’ Micky said benignly, several brandies later, ‘I shall ’ave to look at what terms the other companies are offering, just as a formality.’ He tapped the side of his nose. ‘Know what I mean?’

Jack Brownlow nodded. ‘Oh, yes, I know what you mean.’

Micky was feeling wonderful. He’d show that brother of his that he was capable of conducting business. Him and that creep Jeff Watts made him sick.

‘You and me get along, Jack,’ he slurred. ‘You’ll be all right wiv me.’ He swallowed another brandy and beckoned to the waiter for another. ‘Now me bruvver, he’s another kettle of fish altogether – never trust ’im, mate.’ He sucked in his breath and shook his head. ‘He’s me own flesh and blood, but he’s a wrong ’un.’

‘I see,’ said Jack, who would agree with anything Micky said to get the Gordillo contract.

‘He might be the chairman of the company,’ Micky  continued, swaying slightly on his seat, ‘but I cover up for ’im, oh yeah. I cover up ’is inab . . . inab . . . the fact that ’e’s no good at the job.’ Drunkenness had sent him right back to the dialect of his youth. ‘Oh yeah, ’e’s a cheat and a liar, me bruvver.’ He tapped his nose again. ‘Just between us, mate, all right?’

‘Say no more,’ said Jack. The relationship between the Gordillo brothers was of no concern to him. All he wanted was that contract.

By the time Micky got into his car to drive home (and it never occurred to him that he shouldn’t), he was feeling shaky again so he took a snifter from the bottle in the glove compartment. The journey passed in near oblivion, but when he drew up in his own driveway he felt the icy dampness of his sweat-soaked clothes against his skin. He was shivering and he wanted to be sick. He started to cry at his wretchedness. He had never felt so ill and he wanted Rosie to soothe him and make him feel safe. Staggering towards the front door, he sobbed out, ‘Rosie, please ’elp me . . . please ’elp me . . .’

Faintness swirled terrifyingly around him as he pressed the doorbell. At last the door opened and his daughter stood in the hall, just before he blacked out.

 


‘I’m sorry to bother you, Gran,’ gasped Sharon into the telephone, ‘but Dad has passed out and I think he might be ill rather than just drunk. Should I call an ambulance, only he won’t thank me if it’s just that he’s had too much again. I can’t reach Mum. She’s at Uncle Charlie’s and the phone is engaged.’

‘Don’t worry, love,’ said Queenie. ‘Granddad and I will be right over.’

Marco went in the ambulance with Micky while  Terry stayed at home with Sharon and Mark. Queenie, cursing the irony that had sent Charlie’s phone on the blink tonight of all nights, and wanting to spare her son and daughter-in-law the shock of having a police officer turn up at the door, took a taxi to Charlie’s flat.

The porter wasn’t at the desk, so Queenie went straight up in the lift, prayers for Micky consuming her. There was no reply to her continuous ringing at the doorbell. Thinking that they must be on their way back to Thornell, she turned and made her way back to the lift. But nagging doubts slowed her step. Supposing they had the television on too loud, or were in the kitchen at the far end of the apartment and hadn’t heard the bell? Micky was really sick, it was her duty to let them know without delay.

Charlie had given her a door key when he’d first taken the flat in case she ever wanted a respite while shopping in the West End when he wasn’t at home. She had never used it because she hated entering the privacy of another person’s home without their greeting her at the door. Now she didn’t seem to have a choice.

The sound of voices in the bedroom held no connotations for Queenie, she simply thought that Rosie was chatting to Charlie while she put her coat on to go home or something. When she opened the bedroom door a scream of pain rose silently inside her and she knew that she would never be able to erase the scene from her mind.

Before either of them could recover sufficiently to speak, she said through parched lips: ‘I came to tell you that Micky has been taken ill and been rushed to Thornell Hospital.’ The violence of her own rage  frightened her as she fought the urge to injure them physically. ‘If you ’adn’t been so irresponsible as to take the phone off the hook, I would ’uv been spared this disgraceful scene. I shall see you at the hospital. And don’t waste too much time getting there, he’s in a bad way.’

‘But Ma, wait, we’ll come with you.’ It was Charlie’s despairing voice.

Queenie turned away, unable to bear the sight of their shame. ‘I’d sooner die than travel with either of you. I shall go by taxi.’ And she walked sadly from the flat.

The ensuing night was the worst of Rosie’s life. She sat by Micky’s bedside, watching the oxygen tent vibrate with his breathing and willing it to continue. The inside of the plastic was beaded with moisture, as was Micky’s skin. He seemed like a stranger who belonged to the hospital, already gone from his family.

They were all there: Queenie, Marco, Charlie and herself, when the plastic tent gave one last oscillation and then was still. He had never regained consciousness.

 


On the day after the funeral Rosie and Charlie faced Queenie in the brash comfort of her living room. There had only been grim, essential communication between Queenie and the transgressors since that terrible night. Yesterday at the graveside, although unsteady on her feet, she had clung tenaciously to Marco’s arm, refusing help or sympathy from either of them.

Now, while the May sunshine bathed the streets outside, she sat in her armchair by the unlit hearth, her blue eyes as cold as marbles.

‘I asked you both ’ere because I want to make the  situation perfectly clear.’ She sipped her tea from a delicate rose-patterned cup, its rattling against the saucer a measure of her trauma. Her pallor transcended several layers of make up and her normally tinted hair had been left white, giving her a look of fragility. ‘I didn’t only lose my younger son a week ago, but his brother and my daughter-in-law, too.’ Tea spilled into the saucer with the trembling of her hand.

‘But you didn’t lose us, Ma,’ said Charlie, moving to his mother’s chair and going down on his haunches before her. ‘What you saw between Rosie and me wasn’t what it seemed. If only you’d let us explain.’

‘What can possibly justify that sort of thing?’ she asked.

Charlie went back to the settee and sat down beside Rosie, taking her hand. ‘Rosie and I have been in love for years,’ he explained, ‘but we haven’t been having an affair. The other night was the first time we had been lovers for almost ten years.’

Ten years, Queenie thought. Mark was turned nine . . . was he a child of this dreadful affair? But she kept silent. She wasn’t prepared to drag her beloved grandson into this mess.

‘In love!’ she spat out the words in disgust, slapping the sides of her chair emphatically. ‘You don’t know the meaning of the word.’

Now Charlie was angry. ‘Come on, Ma, give us a chance, for Godsake!’

Queenie’s eyes narrowed to slits. ‘You might think you know all the answers, but I am still your mother, so let me finish!’

An electric silence descended on the room. Rosie was damp with nervous perspiration. She didn’t recognise this hard, uncompromising stranger. Charlie’s  grip on her hand had tightened and she could feel the anxious throbbing of his veins. She squeezed his hand in support.

Queenie’s eyes moved icily from one to the other. ‘Do you think that in the forty odd years that I have been married to Marco, I ain’t ever fancied another man, never imagined myself to be “in love”, as you call it, with someone else? Do you think that I ain’t never felt trapped and irritated by Marco?’ She paused, staring at the pair who sat quite still, holding hands.

‘Do you think that Marco ain’t wanted another woman from time to time? Of course he has! But we didn’t indulge these fancies because we’re committed to marriage. And that is what love is all about – duty and sacrifice as well as pleasure! It ain’t about jumping into bed with someone else just because you feel like it.’

Now it was Rosie’s turn to react against this appalling trivialisation of their love.

‘Our feelings for each other grew over the years, neither of us meant it to happen.’

Queenie gave a shrill, humourless laugh. ‘Bigger than both of you, was it?’ she asked sarcastically.

‘Yes, it was,’ Charlie said firmly. ‘Rosie was a saint to put up with what she did from Micky. All she ever got in return was misery.’

Queenie drew in a sharp breath. ‘You might at least wait until your brother is cold in ’is grave before you start ripping ’im apart.’

‘I’m sorry, Ma,’ said Charlie. ‘But I do have a right to defend us.’

The older woman’s face crumpled and Rosie thought she was going to cry. But she only sighed and  said, ‘There’s nothing like a guilty conscience to produce excuses.’ There was no tinkle of jewellery about her today. She wore a simple gold cross and chain against a plain black dress. ‘But I can’t accept them, and for that reason I don’t want to see either of you again.’

A shocked silence filled the room.

‘But, Ma,’ gasped Charlie at last.

‘Queenie, please listen,’ begged Rosie.

Her mother-in-law raised her hands in a halting gesture and said, ‘You are both mature people and if you wish to commit adultery within the family circle, it is, strictly speaking, none of my business. I’m well aware of the permissive age we are living in.’ Her voice was shaking, but she managed to stay in control. ‘But who I see or do not see is very much my business. There may be occasions when contact is inevitable, for business reasons perhaps, but I want nothing more to do with you on a personal level.’

The air was as heavy and sad as at a funeral. Rosie couldn’t just sit back and accept this unfair treatment. Queenie had dismissed the relationship between Charlie and herself as some thoughtless sexual romp. She stood up and said, ‘If you must make someone suffer, then cut me out of your life, but not your own flesh and blood. Charlie really does love you.’

‘Love again,’ snapped Queenie. ‘It’s as easy on the tongue as a chocolate bar to you. Just get out of my ’ouse, both of you.’

Rosie heard Charlie’s intake of breath and saw his face tighten with pain. ‘All right, we’ll go,’ she said. ‘And, yes, we have done wrong. But whatever you think of us, we do love each other and we both love  you.’ She paused and moistened her dry lips. ‘And I think you’ve missed out one ingredient in your recipe for love. As well as duty and sacrifice, isn’t there supposed to be forgiveness, too?’

She saw her words hit home. Queenie’s face tightened and her lips trembled. But she shook her head and said, ‘I don’t ’ave God’s capacity, so please leave my ’ouse.’

In that instant Rosie made a decision. She knew that she must add to Queenie’s pain in order to save them all from the misery this rift would cause.

‘There is something you should know,’ she said in a tortured voice, making herself meet her mother-in-law’s icy stare. ‘When I was forced to marry Micky all those years ago, my pregnancy was not, as you all imagined, a result of teenage irresponsibility, but of rape.’

Electric silence filled the room. Then Queenie spoke, and Rosie knew that she had made the wrong decision.

‘Why are you telling me lies?’ She gripped the sides of her chair with trembling hands. ‘What purpose can it serve?’

‘It is the truth,’ Rosie said emphatically.

‘To what purpose?’ Queenie said as though Rosie had not spoken. ‘Are you trying to say that your adultery with Charlie is justified because you and Micky weren’t right for each other?’

Rosie shook her head despairingly. ‘Of course not. I thought that if you knew the background to my marriage to Micky it might help you to understand, that’s all.’

Queenie gave a hysterical laugh. ‘I’ve known you all your life, Rosie, and I find now that I don’t know  you at all. Not only do you cheat on your ’usband, but you’re a liar too. Get out! Get out! I never want to see you again.’

Rosie was weeping as Charlie led her from the house.

‘My poor darling,’ he murmured, his arms around her as they walked to the car. ‘I’m so ashamed of what my brother did – the pain he caused you. All these years and you never said a word.’

Rosie was emotionally drained. She didn’t want to think about the past ever again. Inside the car she turned her tearful face to Charlie and said: ‘I felt it was necesssary for your mother to know the truth. I thought it might make her see reason. But now I just want to forget it. I hate to think about it, so please don’t mention the rape again, not ever.’

Charlie held her gently, dabbing her tears with his handkerchief. ‘I understand,’ he said. But he knew he could never fully understand the extent to which his brother had hurt her.

Charlie drove them to Rosie’s place in silence. Rosie felt wounded to the very soul. Losing Queenie’s friendship was like her mother’s death all over again.

The house was empty when they arrived. Sharon had gone for her usual Saturday afternoon wander around the shops with her girlfriends, Mark was at a pal’s house and Terry, who was running the Thornell store while Marco recovered from his bereavement, was at work.

They sat, dazed, in separate armchairs in the bay window area of the lounge with a tray of tea and biscuits on the coffee table between them. The tea was guzzled thirstily, the biscuits weren’t touched. Rosie’s mouth had felt like glue all week.

‘Ma will come round when she’s had time to think,’ said Charlie.

Rosie knew that whatever her own pain, Charlie’s must be worse. She was sad about Micky naturally, but it was difficult to grieve too deeply for a man who had made her life such hell. The brothers had never been friends, but the bond of blood had been there. And to be excluded from his mother’s life made it a double blow for Charlie.

‘Yes, of course, my dear,’ said Rosie, concealing her doubts so as not to add to his anguish.

‘But right now,’ Charlie continued crossly, ‘I feel that if she’s going to be this heartless, then things are best left as they are.’ That he should say such a thing revealed the measure of his suffering to Rosie. He shook his head in disbelief. ‘I’ve always thought of my mother as the most magnanimous woman alive. I wouldn’t have thought her capable of such intolerance. Did she think we were plaster saints?’

Rosie was shocked, too, that someone with such experience of human nature and its weaknesses should have taken such a hard line and wondered if perhaps Queenie’s normal gift of understanding had been impaired by bereavement.

‘It shows the strength of her values,’ she said, ‘and of course she’s still in shock over Micky’s death, remember.’ She went to Charlie and sat on the arm of his chair with her hand on his shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, my love, we’ll work it out.’

But over the next few weeks her uncertainty grew. Despite Charlie’s attempts to hide it, he was unhappy. Queenie couldn’t have stood more palpably between them if she had been there in the flesh.

Pretending, however, that there was nothing  amiss, they made plans. Neither of them felt up to explanations to their children and acquaintances right now, so agreed to leave a decent interval before bringing their relationship out into the open. It was their intention to marry as soon as Charlie got a divorce from Brenda, his willingness to undertake the latter confirming to Rosie the depth of his feelings for her.

She was troubled though, very troubled. She feared that the shadow that darkened their lives might eventually set them against each other. In her heart Rosie didn’t think they would find true happiness together without Queenie’s blessing. She was too deeply embedded in their hearts.

Mother and son must be the first reunion, and that wouldn’t come about while Charlie’s love affair was still active, Rosie was certain of that. And so, after many sleepless nights she confronted him with her decision.

‘We don’t have a chance of a future together with things as they are. This business with your mother is tearing us both apart,’ she explained. ‘I shall make a break from the Gordillo family. I shall move from the area and leave the firm. It’s time I had a change.’

‘You don’t mean that you’re going to leave London.’ He sounded desperate.

‘Oh no, nothing as drastic as that. The children have their friends here and I wouldn’t be happy living anywhere else. I shall only go far enough for a change of neighbourhood.’ She paused, her eyes dull and sad. ‘Obviously it would be better for both of us if we didn’t see or contact each other. That would be too unsettling.’

‘You’re not saying it’s over between us?’ His eyes were black with anguish and heavily shadowed from strain.

‘No, of course not. When you and Queenie are reunited, maybe then she can begin to accept the idea of you and me.’ Rosie went to the window and stared out at the privets and silver birch trees in the neat avenue. The man next door was cleaning his car on the drive and another neighbour was mowing the lawn. She felt Charlie’s arms slip around her.

‘For how long is this to go on?’ he asked grimly.

She turned slowly around and looked into his eyes.

‘For as long as it takes. If you’re truthful with yourself you know I’m right. Your mother has been almost as much a part of my life as yours. Without her, we both feel miserable. We love each other, and nothing will ever change that, but we love her, too. And if we allow her to live out her old age embittered towards her only living son, we may learn to hate each other. Love and hate are very close bedfellows. With Micky gone, Queenie needs you more than ever – even though she would rather die than admit it.’

Charlie held Rosie tightly in his arms. ‘And what if she doesn’t relent, despite our sacrifice?’ he asked.

‘Be patient. Swallow your pride and coax her. As her son you can force yourself back into her life in the name of duty. It’s different for me. When and if she’s ready to take me back into her life, the initiative must come from her, or she’ll resent me even more.’

A deep sigh shuddered through Charlie’s body. ‘Oh, Rosie, shall we ever be together?’

‘Have faith,’ she said cupping his face in her hands. ‘But don’t ask me to live with the guilt of coming between the two people in the world who are dearest to me.’

Rosie stood by the window, watching the sun glint on the Jaguar as it rolled away past the rustling birches. Only when it had turned the corner did she allow the tears to fall.




Chapter Twenty-Four

Sharon let herself into her Shepherd’s Bush flat, kicked off her sandals, put her laden briefcase down on the floor and opened all the windows before heading for the fridge for a can of Coca Cola. Oh, but it was warm, she thought as she flopped down in an armchair by the window and gulped the cool liquid like a drowning man gasping for air. No wonder all the media pundits were calling this summer of 1976 the hottest of the century.

The obligatory year of practical experience necessary for her teaching qualification, after graduating from university with an English degree, was almost over for Sharon. Having been placed in an overcrowded comprehensive school in a tough area of West London, it had not been easy.

Her classes were made up of teenagers from the lower streams of the school who had no intention of allowing anyone, least of all someone barely older than themselves, to open their stubbornly closed minds to the wonders of education. During that first term, unbeknown to anyone, Sharon had cried herself to sleep at nights. Recalling it now she could still feel the sting of her pupils’ resentment and their foul-mouthed abuse ringing in her ears.

She remembered, too, with nausea, the little  presents that had been surreptitiously placed in her handbag during the day. Dog ends, rotten eggs and tomatoes, apple cores and potato peelings, had usually been accompanied by a note addressed to ‘The stuck up shitbag’, telling her to ‘F. Off’.

And after the traumatic day at school, she had come home to face hours of marking disinterested and deliberately illiterate work. Her pupils were as determined to break her spirit as she was that they shouldn’t. She had lost weight and sleep, but not her determination to rise to the challenge. Her excited response to the occasional imaginative essay or thoughtful contribution to her lessons had confirmed for her that teaching had chosen her rather than the other way around, and she was in the profession to stay. Judging by the class’s moderated behaviour, they had accepted it, too.

Finishing her drink, she stood by the window, grateful for the fresh air though it was hot and heavy and impregnated with city dust and traffic fumes.

The abnormally high temperatures had taken their toll and the lawns in the front gardens of the houses opposite looked more like raffia matting under the wilting trees. She had noticed, too, while taking a games lesson that day, that the normally green playing fields had turned corn-coloured. Turning on the radio she found the news was dominated by the heatwave. Motorways were cracking, soft drinks and ice cream were scarce, and there was talk of water rationing in some country areas.

The telephone rang. It was Terry. ‘Fancy coming out later? We could go to that pub on the towpath at Chiswick,’ he said breezily. He lived in a flat in Hampstead and could be with her in twenty minutes in his M.G.B.

‘I’d love to,’ said Sharon wistfully, ‘but I’ve got loads of marking do to and my lessons to plan for tomorrow.’

‘You can spare a couple of hours, surely,’ he said.

‘Another time,’ she insisted.

His tut came down the line loud and clear. ‘You put too much into that job.’

‘No, I don’t,’ she said. ‘Anyway, why am I being honoured with an invitation? Has your supply of gorgeous women dried up or something?’

‘I thought I’d give you a treat,’ he laughed, playfully provoking her.

‘Sounds as though you’re looking for a fight,’ she replied without rancour. Terry knew better than seriously to spout male chauvinism in her hearing.

‘That does seem to be what you and I do best,’ he remarked lightly. ‘Sure you won’t come?’

‘Not tonight,’ she said. ‘But thanks for asking, and have fun.’

‘I will.’

‘Naturally. ’Bye for now.’

‘’Bye.’

She had a tepid shower and slipped into a white tee shirt and shorts. At almost twenty-two she was taller and more angular than her mother, but her short blond hair feathered around the same hazel-green eyes and pert features. Making herself a tray of tea and biscuits, she emptied her briefcase on to the table in the dining area of the living room and set to work.

It was a small flat with a tiny kitchenette, a living-cum-dining room, a bedroom, and a bathroom with a shower over the bath. She had furnished it cheaply with trendy wicker chairs, inexpensive carpet and white wood furniture that she had varnished herself.

 


Her mother’s career success, as the founder-proprietor of a thriving office employment agency, meant that Sharon could have had something better, but she was happy here. All her friends, except Terry, were either students or new graduates, and luxurious accommodation would have made her feel like an outsider among them.

The work in hand progressed through much pencil chewing, and she had just piled everything back into her briefcase ready for the morning when Terry arrived, laden with Chinese takeaway and lager.

‘You’re an angel,’ she said as they tucked into Chinese chicken and all the trimmings, straight from the foil containers. ‘But what happened to the pub on the towpath?’

‘I wasn’t in the mood after all,’ he explained.

The air had cooled only slightly with darkness and they sat by the open window with their food.

‘My gran says this weather is unnatural for this country. She thinks the sun must have gone off course or something,’ Sharon said.

They both laughed heartily. They had known each other too long to be bothered by a lack of things to say. ‘We British are never satisfied,’ Terry said. ‘We usually complain about our terrible summers, now everyone is moaning about the heat.’

Sharon smiled. ‘Thanks for bringing me some supper,’ she said.

‘Someone has got to see to it that you bother to feed yourself in all your dedication to duty.’

‘Just because I’m not a hedonist like you, doesn’t mean I’m a martyr,’ she said, tutting in mild annoyance. ‘You make me seem like a real do-gooding bore.’

‘Anyone who worries about a bunch of kids who  would rather you burnt their books than marked them, is a do-gooder,’ he said, carefully omitting the last word since Sharon could never be that.

‘Oh, well, I suppose that’s better than thinking that the world begins and ends with money and power.’ She glanced down into the street at his sports car gleaming in the lamplight. ‘I suppose your biggest current worry is how you’re going to wash your car while there’s a drought.’

He clapped his hands to his head in mock pain. ‘I don’t think I can bear one of your lectures about the starving millions.’

‘Guilty conscience,’ she chided.

Lowering his hands, he turned his attention back to his food.

‘I’ll ease that with financial contributions and leave all the martydom to you and Brian,’ he said without malice.

‘Which reminds me,’ said Sharon, wiping her hands on a tissue and rummaging in her handbag, ‘I had a letter from Brian this morning.’ She handed him an envelope, ‘Here, you can read it.’

Terry read it with interest. ‘I don’t envy him the job of boring for water in the African heat,’ he remarked.

‘You know Brian, he’s never happy unless he’s suffering for a cause,’ said Sharon. ‘But he really does seem to enjoy the life.’ Brian had stayed with the V.S.O. organisation after his initial service and was now working in Chad as an organiser.

‘He mentions spending most of his next leave in America with his father, I notice,’ said Terry. ‘But he’ll be visiting his gran, too, so we’ll see him then.’

Sharon nodded sadly. She missed having her cousin around. His departure seemed synonymous  with the disintegration of their family because the watershed had come soon after.

Dad died, Mum announced mysteriously that she had quarrelled with Gran and was leaving Gordillos, they had moved to a house in Ealing, and Uncle Charlie had gone to America to launch a supermarket chain, leaving Jeff Watts in charge of Gordillos’ U.K.

Whatever had happened between Mum and Gran remained a mystery.

‘It is a personal matter which I do not wish to discuss,’ her mother had said. ‘You and Mark must continue to see your grandmother regardless of the fact that I shall not.’

Life went on and they all got used to the way things were, but nothing was ever the same again at home.

Sharon had watched her mother’s life open up after Micky’s death. It was hard to imagine the self-confident professional woman she had become allowing any man to abuse her as Dad had. But for all her high-flying success, Sharon sensed an undercurrent of sadness about her and it was the young woman’s dearest wish that one day Mum and Gran would be reunited. Surely no argument could be serious enough to make two women, once so close, ignore each other at the funeral of a loved one as they had last year at Granddad’s. Mum had paid her respects at the graveside, but had been noticeably absent afterwards at the gathering of friends and relatives at Gran’s place.

But Terry was saying, ‘I see that Brian is advising you to stay on at Middle Street School if you think it will give you a buzz.’

She nodded. ‘Yes, I asked his advice in my last letter. There’s a chance of a permanent position there.’

‘You must be a masochist even to consider staying with that lot of hooligans,’ he stated categorically.

‘The kids aren’t so bad now, I feel as though I’ve made headway,’ she said.

‘Why not aim higher?’ he suggested. ‘You could go into the private sector, maybe end up as headmistress one day.’

She shook her head. They lived in different worlds.

‘We don’t all see life as one long career ladder to be climbed,’ she pointed out.

‘There’s nothing criminal about success. Look at your mother and your Uncle Charlie, they’re nice people despite it all,’ countered Terry.

‘But I don’t have to emulate them,’ she argued. ‘I’ll leave that to you.’

Terry had, in fact, made a meteoric rise in the Gordillo organisation. Having become the manager of the Thornell store when Marco retired and raised the turnover dramatically, he had received further promotion and was now regional manager for the South of England.

The thin, freckle-faced boy had grown into a fine man, tall and well-built with heavily lidded shandy-brown eyes and well-shaped features in a squarish countenance. He liked to dress in style and wore his brown hair in fashionable well-cut layers, flicked back from his face. Sharon had no romantic designs on him, they were simply good friends. In fact there was no special man in her life at the moment. She had had occasional boyfriends, of course, usually fellow students since those were the circles she moved in.

Terry was as sharp as a tack, but the complex he had about his inferior education led to his frequently infuriating Sharon by feigning the mentality of a  beetle in an inverted and unnecessary defence tactic. But for a self-confessed materialist, he had a remarkably kind heart and despite their vastly different values she enjoyed his company immensely.

‘It’s your life,’ he said breezily.

‘Exactly,’ she confirmed emphatically.

‘Shall we go to your mother’s in my car or yours on Sunday?’ Terry asked. Sunday lunch with Rosie was a weekly date that neither of them ever missed and they usually travelled there together, alternating between his M.G.B. and Sharon’s Mini which had been a twenty-first birthday present from her mother.

‘Yours would be best in this weather because of the open top, if that’s okay with you,’ said Sharon.

‘Suits me fine,’ said Terry, smiling in anticipation.

 


Driving to Rosie’s house in Ealing on Sunday with Sharon at his side, he was filled with elation at the thought of the day ahead. For this was the one time in the week when he did not need an excuse to be with Sharon. Directing his attention to the road ahead he saw her in his mind’s eye, her hair blown flat against her head with the motion of the car and that faraway look in her eyes which depressed him because he knew that her thoughts were not of him.

He remembered vividly the first moment he had set eyes on her, and how she had seemed so remote from him: pretty, clever, well-dressed, and part of the middle-class life style he had never belonged to, despite her mother’s best endeavours on his behalf. On reflection, he thought his crusade to feel equal to Sharon and her family had probably begun with that first derision of her liking for the Beatles.

As he had matured, his feelings of inferiority had been poured into a brutally determined quest for money and power. The fact that Sharon so obviously saw him only as a friend had not stopped him from falling deeply in love with her, and he felt trapped by his feelings because he was powerless against them. He didn’t believe in letting the heart rule the head. His father had loved his mother too much and look what had happened to him. So, since he couldn’t change the way he felt about Sharon, he went to pains to conceal it, flaunting the hedonistic lifestyle he could now afford and his fast turnover of girlfriends.

He was permanently fascinated by the depth of Sharon’s character. She didn’t need organised entertainment or a constant supply of company. She was happier curled up with a book in that rabbit hutch of a flat of hers than going out on the town. Much of her charm lay in her self-sufficiency and Terry knew that, even when she did eventually fall in love, she could never belong to anyone.

Situated near Ealing Common, with its splendid chestnut trees that drew children for miles in the autumn for the plentiful conker harvest, Rosie’s house, Laburnum Lodge, was white-rendered in traditional style. Deeply rounded bay windows elegantly dressed its angular contours and tiny attic rooms peered from a red slate roof over well-kept gardens. The entire plot was screened by a variety of trees, predominantly the eponymous laburnums that dressed the property with glorious yellow blossom every spring.

Here in the middle-class ambience of the avenue, with its wide pavements and dapple-barked plane trees, the urban roar was muted to a low rumble and  it was hard to believe that the busy arterial road carrying heavy traffic into central London was close by. Street noise consisted mainly of the soft whine of the daily milk float and the purr of expensive cars rolling into spacious drives. Privacy was of the essence and a nod in passing was about the limit of social intercourse. It was a world away from the street where Rosie grew up.

Not being unduly influenced by trends, Rosie had furnished her home to her own and her children’s taste. She liked plenty of light softened by cosiness, so the walls were done in warm pastel shades. The lounge was her favourite room with pale peach walls falling to a rich red carpet beneath cretonne easy chairs that matched the curtains. With other furnishings in soft orange and cream, the room exuded a welcoming warmth in winter and a cool splendour at this time of the year.

But today they ate lunch of spaghetti bolognaise and salad on the patio overlooking the rose-bordered lawns.

‘This weather certainly makes you yearn to get out of London for a while,’ said Rosie, serving them with a dessert of fresh strawberries and cream.

‘Umm,’ sighed Sharon, thinking how terrific her mother looked. At forty she was slim and elegant in a plain white sundress, her hair swept coolly from her face in a chignon.

The conversation turned to holidays and Mark said, ‘I wish we could go to Uncle Charlie’s villa in France, and take my friend Danny.’

‘You know we’re booked for a trip to Austria,’ said Rosie sharply.

‘But why can’t we go to the villa, too? It will be  empty all summer. Gran’s going to America to stay with Uncle Charlie so she won’t be using it,’ Mark persisted.

‘Why not?’ said Sharon. ‘I’m taking a party of students to Greece for a few days at the end of term, but I’ll be free for the rest of the school holidays.’

‘And I can manage to get away in August,’ said Terry, as a mood of enthusiasm swept through the young people.

‘I can’t take more than a fortnight off in the summer,’ said Rosie. ‘And that is earmarked for Austria.’

There was a disappointed cry. Rosie hadn’t been to the villa since the family split, but the children had been regularly with their grandparents.

‘Why don’t you young people go, if Sharon and Terry don’t mind taking the responsibility for two fourteen-year-olds?’ Rosie suggested.

Rosie could feel their pleasure. ‘But we’d like you to come, too, Mum,’ said Sharon.

‘Yeah,’ said Mark, less convincingly.

Rosie shook her head. ‘Sorry, dears, but no,’ she said.

‘Well . . . if you’re sure,’ said Sharon uncertainly and Rosie knew that, despite their efforts to hide it, they were all secretly delighted at her decision. It wasn’t that they didn’t love her, but that youth called to youth. As they matured the generation gap would lessen, but right now they were hungry for freedom.

‘I’m sure,’ Rosie assured them with a smile.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a flurry of arrangements and after tea the three youngsters departed to Queenie’s house to tell her of their plans.

Enjoying a rare few quiet moments, Rosie sat on the swing seat on the lawn nursing Flossie, her adored  black cat. She was burdened by a deep yearning to be with her children at their grandmother’s house, and not a day passed when she didn’t long for Charlie. It wasn’t just the celibacy, although being a normal healthy woman that wasn’t easy, but the spiritual loneliness, too. The constant feeling that part of her was missing.

Last year when he had been in London because of his father’s death, he had broken their pact by telephoning her and begging to see her. The temptation had been agonising, but commonsense had finally prevailed. He had told her that he still wasn’t forgiven by his mother, but age and bereavement had forced her to accept his filial help. Rosie forced herself to believe that while Queenie was actually seeing Charlie, there was a hope of a complete reconciliation. It was the only way she could carry on without him.

Work was her salvation. As things turned out, her decision to have a full-time career had become a practical necessity rather than a blow for independence. The insurance cover on Micky’s life had not been payable due to the cause of death being certified as excessive alcohol in the body, one of the policy’s exclusion clauses. No one except the insurance company and her solicitor knew about Micky’s final shame. She had seen no point in tarnishing his memory even more.

Fortunately the mortgage on the house had not been too great and she paid it off by selling her married home and living in a smaller house in Ealing for a while. The small balance she’d used to subsidise her income from the employment she was forced to find immediately, since the children were still financially dependent on her.

Speed being of the essence, she had signed on with  an employment agency in the hope of securing a position in the personnel department of a large company. But on hearing of her experience, the agency had offered her a job with them which she had accepted and thoroughly enjoyed. She had been given a basic salary with commission on successfully placed clients. Within a year she had acquired a high monthly income and a top-class reputation. She also found herself with a burning desire to start her own agency.

A small bank loan, with the new house as collateral, had allowed her to open an office in Ealing Broadway. All her personnel contacts in the business world had received visits from her and brochures telling them of her services. It was a very competitive line of work, but her careful character assessment of applicants and a thorough grasp of what each position advertised actually entailed led to a high rate of successful placings.

Initially she had operated the office alone, grateful for her practical clerical grounding, but when commissions began to come in regularly she was able to employ a secretary. More offices followed. She had five now in West London. The small house had been traded for this large one which she saw as an investment as well as a lovely home. She enjoyed her involvement with a successful business. It was also very nice to be able to pay the bills, and to have the satisfaction of independence.

But now she felt restless. Deciding that some exercise might be a good idea, she left Flossie eyeing her departure with somnolent scorn from the shade of the laburnums and took a stroll across the common, its normally luxuriant trees drooping thirstily. Continuing on through Ealing Broadway, its smart shops  still and silent in the late Sunday afternoon, she took a turning to Ealing Green and flopped down on a bench beneath a tree, feeling clammy from the heat.

A Jaguar rolled through the studio gates and she wondered if it might be carrying some famous television actor. It was twenty years since the B.B.C. had taken over the film studios.

On the walk home she felt only slightly better. The telephone was ringing as she entered the house. It was one of her regular clients, a small businessman whose patronage she valued enough to give him her home number. His secretary-cum-office manager had been rushed into hospital and he was desperate for an immediate stand-in. He apologised for bothering Rosie on a Sunday, but he needed someone the next day and knew that he could rely on her to solve the problem.

She had worked hard to be that much in demand and experienced a moment of elation but the feeling was clouded by this other persistent sense of melancholy. She enjoyed her success and loved her children until it hurt. But still the void left by Charlie and Queenie overshadowed everything. Without them her life just wasn’t complete.




Chapter Twenty-Five

On the first weekend in August Rosie took possession of Terry’s two-seater sports car for a month while the four youngsters piled their luggage into her spacious Volvo Estate car and headed for France.

When they arrived at the villa Sharon decided on the democratic approach to avoid any explosions on the domestic front, since they had decided against the inhibitions of maid service during the sojourn.

‘This is a holiday for all of us,’ she told her male companions, ‘which means we all muck in with the cooking and other chores. Just because I’m the only female, don’t leave it all to me.’

Terry saluted and stood to attention. ‘No, sir,’ he laughed.

A rota was worked out, but Terry volunteered to look after their culinary needs since cooking was a hobby of his. Breakfast and lunch were self-service affairs of croissants and fresh bread, cheese, pate and salad. But each evening they gorged themselves  al fresco on Terry’s luscious French concoctions.

But whilst Sharon and Terry liked to linger over such delights as sole served with mussels and shrimps, ratatouille, or an amazing batter pudding containing chopped meats and herbs, the lads hurried through the meal in their eagerness to go into  town where they had made friends with some local girls of their own age.

‘We’re just improving our command of the language,’ said Mark defensively one evening, under heavy teasing from his sister.

‘Pull the other one, it’s got bells on,’ laughed Sharon. ‘But don’t you get into any mischief. Remember, you’re ambassadors for your country.’

‘Yes, sis,’ said Mark with a patient sigh.

As the boys clattered from the house, leaving the adult couple to dawdle deliciously over a strawberry gateau and cream, Terry remarked, ‘You’re quite the disciplinarian with young Mark.’

‘With such an age gap between us, I suppose I’m bound to be protective.’ She allowed a crumb of meringue to dissolve on her tongue. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to have children too far apart. Mark and I have never really been any company for each other. We’ve both been like an only one.’ She captured a dab of cream from her lip with the tip of her tongue. ‘I don’t know why Mum left it so long.’ She paused and narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘But then Dad was home so rarely it’s a wonder either of us were conceived at all.’ With the family in mind she found herself confiding in Terry about another matter.

‘You’ve lived with us, you know us better than anyone,’ she said, ‘do you think that Mum and Gran will ever resolve their quarrel so that we can become a proper family again?’

Terry swallowed some gateau. ‘It’s hard to say. I didn’t think it would go on this long, they were always such mates before.’

Finishing her dessert, Sharon dabbed her mouth  with a napkin. ‘I’ve often wondered what it was all about.’

‘Most feuds begin with something trivial,’ said Terry.

Sharon shook her head. ‘Not in this case, Mum and Gran are both far too sensible. Whatever it was was serious, but I think they’re crackers to carry it on. And heaven knows where Uncle Charlie fits in because he seems to have cut himself off from all of us. Him and Gran are speaking again, but only just.’

‘I doubt if you’ll ever find out,’ said Terry. ‘I think you should forget about it.’

‘How can I do that?’ she asked, eyes darkening stormily. ‘I love them both and I hate to see them suffering, which they obviously are. Sometimes I feel like knocking their heads together to make them see sense. Mum had a terrible life with my father and she’s entitled to some happiness now. She’s made a success of her life but this business with Gran is spoiling things for her, I’m sure.’

The shadows in the garden were lengthening and the evening sun burnished the roses and camellias with gold. The scent of mimosa rose with the evening dew.

‘You mustn’t meddle in other people’s emotions,’ warned Terry.

‘I know,’ agreed Sharon. ‘That’s the infuriating thing.’

After a stroll in to town and a glass of wine at a pavement café, to absorb the atmosphere, they came back to the villa and played Scrabble with the boys until the small hours. A curious sense of anticipation made Sharon feel lightheaded.

‘Oh, come on, Mark,’ she laughed, surveying her  brother’s so-called word with scorn. ‘What’s “limmer” supposed to mean?’

‘It means a hussy,’ he assured her, and quickly produced the dictionary as confirmation.

‘Let’s play French scrabble,’ suggested Danny, a tubby, ginger-haired boy with freckles and blue eyes.

Sharon didn’t think that was a good idea because it would exclude Terry who had no formal French.

‘No, that’s enough for tonight. I think it’s time we all went to bed.’ She rose from her seat on the Persian rug which covered the marble floor where they had been playing, and yawned deeply. ‘I know I’m ready to turn in.’

As the boys thundered upstairs to bed, Sharon said to Terry, ‘I thought this evening was fun, but I suppose it’s a bit tame for a dedicated night clubber like you.’

‘I enjoyed it, too,’ said Terry.

‘Oh.’ She felt awkward suddenly, and blushed. ‘That’s good.’

Sharon didn’t know why butterflies were fluttering in her stomach, but they kept her awake for a long time after she’d climbed into bed.

 


When Mark and Danny were not chatting up the French girls at the café in St Gilles, they were at the harbour talking to the fishermen and watching the boats come in which meant that they had no interest in joining Sharon and Terry for a sightseeing tour and a picnic on Saturday.

The adult couple headed inland through meadow and woodland, past cottages with roses around the door and elegant ivy-covered châteaux with turrets and glorious flower-filled gardens. On the lower  slopes of Le Mont des Alouettes, with its pretty chapel and quaint bullet-shaped windmills, they stopped for their picnic.

‘This is a military landmark,’ said Terry, looking at the guidebook. ‘The windmills used to issue signals to the army back in 1793.’

‘How did they do that?’ asked Sharon, squinting against the sun at the grey stone buildings.

‘The position of the vanes indicated danger imminent, danger over, and so on,’ he explained. ‘The windmills have been rebuilt since then, though.’ He absorbed himself in the book for a while. ‘I hadn’t realised that history could be so interesting.’

‘I wish the kids in my class thought so, too,’ laughed Sharon, who taught history as a subsidiary subject.

They were sitting on a secluded plateau near some trees. At the top of the hill the sun glinted on the massed cars of tourists, but down here there was only the twitter and rustle of Nature as they tucked into cold chicken, quiche and salads, with wine to wash it down.

‘Oh, I feel so wonderfully content,’ sighed Sharon, lying flat on the grass, replete with food and drink. ‘It’s turning out to be a super holiday, Terry. The best I’ve ever had.’

‘Yes,’ said Terry with unusual seriousness. ‘It is for me, too.’

Sharon was wearing a white sun top and shorts and the sun soaked into her bare skin, adding to her sense of euphoria. ‘In fact I feel so mellow I might even forgive you for insulting the Beatles on that first day.’

He laughed. ‘Funny you should mention that, I thought about it the other day, too. I was an arrogant  toe rag – how you must have loathed me!’ he said, lying down beside her with his hands behind his head.

‘I quite fancied you actually, you had all the charisma of the older man to my tender twelve years.’ A smile tugged at her lips as she planned to fuel the flippancy of their mood. ‘But, yes, you were a toe rag.’

Catching the playful provocative note in her voice, he leaned on one elbow and looked at her, enjoying the smooth slender sweep of her neck, her tanned arms and midriff, the firm nipples pressed against the cotton material. His large, tanned hand tickling her middle produced an outflow of shrieks, kicks and uncontrollable giggles. ‘A toe rag, was I?’ he asked, swept along by the sensual energy of the moment. ‘Was I?’

‘No, no,’ she choked, desperate to be freed from the torture. ‘You weren’t, you weren’t!’ But as soon as he released her she scrambled up and ran down the bank into the shade of the copse, taunting him with, ‘You were, you were!’ She wanted him to catch her, of course, and when he did they rolled on the grass and he punished her until tears of laughter poured down her cheeks.

‘Here,’ he said, handing her a hankerchief a few minutes later. ‘It’s time to call a truce.’

She sat up and wiped her eyes then blew her nose. He sat beside her with his arms looped around his knees. All about them the leaves rustled in the warm breeze. The atmosphere was light and tinged with magic.

‘None of us is at our best in our early teens,’ Sharon said. ‘I expect I was awful.’

‘You were wonderful,’ he said simply.

‘Oh.’ She turned to him, lost for words. ‘What a lovely thing to say.’

No man has a right to those long curling lashes, she thought.

‘A bit of a madam, though,’ he said awkwardly, in an effort to get back to a more comfortable footing.

Laughing, she slapped his arm. He took one of her hands and held it between both his palms. They stared at each other, uncertain how to handle the change in their relationship. Then by mutual unspoken consent they kissed, an experience that Sharon found utterly delicious. She wallowed in her new-found pleasure.

‘Well,’ she said breathlessly as they finally drew apart, ‘you and me – that’s a turn up for the books.’

They didn’t take the embrace any further at that time, or make any statements about love or desire, but tacitly decided to allow the new level of awareness between them to develop naturally. Sharon had never felt more alive and joy spilled over inside her.

After exploring the windmills at close quarters they wandered into the nearby chapel. Sharon knelt in a pew and closed her eyes in meditation while Terry moved gloomily around the cool, dark interior, glancing about him like the other tourists.

He was waiting outside when Sharon finally stepped back into the sunshine.

‘Churches gives me the creeps,’ he explained.

‘Why’s that?’ she asked.

‘Too morbid.’

‘I usually find them the opposite,’ said Sharon.

‘You Catholics are more used to going.’

‘Why not come to mass with me sometime?’ she suggested. ‘You’ll see how joyful it is, especially here in France.’

‘No thanks,’ he said quickly, as though she had offered him a dose of strychnine.

‘Okay,’ she said cheerfully. ‘It’s your loss.’

And Terry was reminded of another part of the inner Sharon that he could not share.

Back at St Gilles they stopped off at the harbour where Mark and Danny were sitting on the sea wall, eating crêpes. They were told what time to be back for dinner then Sharon and Terry hurried back to the villa, eager to swim away the weariness of sightseeing.

They didn’t bother with the pool but tore across the gardens to the sea, where they swam and played and kissed and touched, then lay on the hot sand to dry.

And so it was in the Western Loire region of France in the long hot summer of 1976 that Sharon and Terry fell deeply in love. It was a happening that seemed inevitable yet surprising, like the wonder of birth even after the long pregnancy.

During the next three weeks they lived for each other, falling into each other’s arms as soon as the boys were out of sight. Sharon’s senses were so heightened that every little mood or mannerism of Terry’s became endearing. The nearest they came to cross words was when he admitted to his feelings of inferiority.

‘Why don’t you do an Open University Course?’ she suggested. ‘That will give you confidence over and above your success in business.’

‘Oh Gawd, don’t send me back to the classroom,’ he said.

‘It’s all done at home with the aid of the television,’ she pointed out. ‘It’s open to anyone, that’s the whole idea.’

‘No thanks,’ he said, in much the same way as he had shunned the idea of church.

‘You make me mad,’ Sharon fumed. ‘You’re really hung up about the fact that I’m better educated than you are, yet you won’t open your mind to an opportunity of solving the problem.’

‘All my time and energy goes into my career,’ he told her.

‘That’s just an excuse,’ she said. ‘You could do a course in your spare time.’

‘Not my sort of thing,’ he said stubbornly.

‘If you’re not prepared to make the effort, then stop being so touchy about the whole subject and accept yourself as you are,’ she said firmly.

‘Yes, teacher,’ he said with a grin, and she knew that it was pointless to pursue the matter.

On the last evening of their holiday they all went into town. While the boys went off to say their farewells to new friends, Sharon and Terry shopped for last minute gifts to take home, then enjoyed a bottle of wine at one of their favourite pavement cafés near the river that ran through the town.

‘Back to the grind next week,’ she said wistfully.

Terry nodded and sighed. ‘Yes, back to earth with a bump.’

An orange sun was about to slip into the sea beyond the harbour and the promendade lights were already emitting their pearly glow. People milled about them in holiday mood, the foreign contingent with cameras slung over their shoulders and the native French families of three or four generations out for dinner, the children as good as gold with hair brushed and faces shining.

Taking Sharon’s hand, Terry leaned over, put his mouth close to her ear and said for the first time, ‘I love you so much, Sharon.’

She felt a warm gush of joy. ‘And I love you, too,’ she said, looking into his eyes.

A voice nearby broke the spell.

‘Oh, no, not mooning over each other again,’ said Mark with a disapproving tut.

And Sharon sighed happily and said, ‘Yes, I’m afraid we are.’

And they continued to do so back home as the harsh, record-breaking summer softened into gentle russet autumn, the rains and mists turning England green once more.

Every moment of their spare time was spent together, and friends and social life were neglected as they shunned any other company. At weekends they walked in the park and ate supper by the fire, and although they still kept their Sunday date with Rosie, couldn’t wait to get back to Sharon’s flat which they painted cream and decorated with pine-framed pictures.

Friday evenings, with the weekend ahead, were the highlight of the week. Sharon shelved her school work until Saturday when Terry had to go into the office to be on hand for any problems arising from the stores network’s busiest day.

One such Friday evening in November, they were about to serve lasagne for supper when one of Sharon’s colleagues, the boys’ games master, Alan Brown, called by.

‘You left your sports bag in the staff room,’ he said, handing Sharon the holdall as he stepped into the hall. ‘I thought you might need it for the weekend.’

Sharon had been deputising for the ‘flu-struck girls’ games mistress all week and was exchanging a few words with Alan about this when Terry appeared  from the kitchen, making introductions necessary. Sharon was as anxious as Terry for Alan to leave them alone, but she was shocked and angry at Terry’s blatant hostility.

He shook Alan’s hand with obvious reluctance and said pointedly, ‘We’re about to eat.’

‘Oh, well, I won’t detain you then,’ said Alan, withering under Terry’s disdainful stare and moving back towards the front door.

Sharon had had no prior intention of inviting Alan to stay, but Terry’s appalling rudeness inflamed her into saying, ‘Do join us for a glass of wine.’

‘Our meal will be cold,’ said Terry, glaring at her.

Turning scarlet, Sharon said, ‘I’m sure we can manage to re-heat it, Terry.’

Alan might have been able to control a crowd of adolescent boys on the football field, but delicate moments like this were not his forte. ‘I think I ought to be going . . .’ he began.

‘Nonsense,’ interrupted Sharon, determined to teach Terry a lesson in etiquette. ‘I’m sure you can spare us a few minutes. Here, let me take your coat.’

She helped him off with his raincoat, hung it on a peg, and ignoring Terry’s thunderous stare ushered the visitor into the living room and offered him a seat on the settee. Then, pouring three glasses of claret from the bottle they had opened for supper, she called towards the kitchen where Terry had disappeared, presumably to sulk.

‘Terry, I’ve poured you some wine.’

He appeared, smiling grimly, and said, ‘Thanks all the same, but I’m off to the pub.’ He focused his attention on Alan. ‘Nice to have met you, old man. Have fun.’ And avoiding Sharon’s outraged expression he  marched from the flat, closing the street door carefully as though to dispel any notion that he might be in a temper.

Poor Alan escaped as soon as decency allowed, having suffered some tortuously polite conversation while both he and Sharon pretended nothing much had happened.

Alone in the apartment Sharon went into the kitchen where Terry had left the lasagne to cool flabbily on a worktop. She poked it with a spoon, then thought: Damn, damn, damn! Returning to the living room, she flopped into the armchair and finished off the claret which, after the initial uplift, sank her deeper into gloom.

How dare Terry embarrass her like that, how dare he? But as her anger drained through her like water through a sieve, pain took its place, throbbing and stabbing insistently. As the minutes ticked by with no sign of Terry, she wondered if she had been too hasty, and as the minutes turned to hours she didn’t care how wrong he had been if only he would come back.

Terry went to the pub at the end of Sharon’s street and stood moodily at the bar with a glass of lager. Why had he done it, why? Plain bloody jealousy fired by his ruddy inferiority complex about her educated friends, that was why. But he had been genuinely hurt. Friday night was special to them. How could she have so unthinkingly asked someone else to share it with them? So it was only a glass of wine, but he didn’t want to share a single second of their time with anyone else. Damn her! Damn her to hell!

Sharon was trying to soothe herself with some Simon and Garfunkel when the doorbell rang. She rushed to the door, ready to fling herself into his arms  and accept his apology. But contrition was noticeably absent from his attitude.

‘Hi,’ he said breezily, sweeping through to the living room and sitting down in an easy chair.

‘Coffee?’ she asked.

‘Please.’

She made some instant coffee and placed the tray on the small table next to him then sat down opposite.

‘Has macho man gone then?’ came his flippant query.

Pique rising again, she replied: ‘No, he’s under my arm.’

He chose to ignore that. ‘How long did he stay?’ he asked, eyes boring into her suspiciously.

Her mouth twisted wryly. ‘Just long enough to screw me.’

His sharp intake of breath seemed to fill the room, and if Sharon hadn’t been so angry she might have laughed at his look of horror. ‘Oh, for godsake, Terry, what do you take me for? If I’m that casual about sex, how come I haven’t slept with you yet?’

He didn’t see fit to reply, but became puritanical. ‘That’s nice kind of talk for a member of the teaching profession, I must say,’ he snarled.

‘You drove me to it. How could you have behaved so badly to Alan? I’ve never been so ashamed,’ she told him.

She watched him smart under the sting of her words.

‘We were about to eat, why did you ask him to stay?’

‘If you hadn’t been so rude I wouldn’t have felt I needed to. But what was I supposed to do after that? Let him go away thinking we were both a couple of morons.’

‘A moron, am I?’ he asked, pale with temper.

‘Tonight you were, yes,’ she bawled. ‘It was good of Alan to bring my stuff round. If you really cared about me, you’d have been grateful to him. Anyway, it would have been an opportunity for you to get to know him, you’ll have to learn to mix with my friends some time.’

‘Who do you think you are to tell me who I must mix with? Your toffee nosed friends are of no interest to me,’ he bellowed.

‘In that case you’re not seriously interested in me because a person’s friends are part of what they are.’ She paused, hovering dangerously close to tears. ‘So you can just get out of my home and my life.’

‘I’ll be glad to,’ he said, springing from his chair and glaring down at her. ‘You’re nothing but a shallow little cow.’

‘And you are nothing but a possessive simpleton,’ she returned, appalled at the choice of words that had sprung to her lips. As he crashed through the flat, slamming the front door after him, she stood still, shocked at her own venom. She shouldn’t have said that, not to Terry.

 


Sharon awoke the next morning, after a night of fitful dozing and tormented dreams, to the sound of rain beating against the windows like tiny pebbles being thrown against the glass. Normally she enjoyed her Saturday lie in and snuggled deliciously under the duvet, but today she was too tense to lie still.

After a miserable morning marking essays and longing for the telephone to ring, she pulled on her anorak over her jeans and sweater and headed for the supermarket to do her weekly shop.

Usually the special vitality of a Saturday afternoon  in the shopping centre exhilarated her. She enjoyed the crowds and the traffic and the gaiety of the infant weekend. But today the boisterous activity jarred against her sensitised nerves and only heightened her loneliness. The supermarket was packed and sickly with the steamy smell of wet clothes. Someone ran a trolley painfully into her heel and someone else dropped a bottle of blackcurrant cordial on the floor. It spurted stickily on to her jeans.

Although only four o’clock when she emerged, it was already dark and the brightly lit shops beamed across Shepherd’s Bush Green, which was a morass on this dripping wet day. Sharon deposited her shopping in her parked Mini and walked towards the market in search of a lift to her spirits.

People were going into the B.B.C. Television Theatre as she passed and she wondered vaguely which show was being recorded. How odd to think that this used to be a variety theatre, she thought, and simply couldn’t imagine the pre-television days that the older generation talked about.

Splashing through the puddles on the Green she joined the crowds of people in the market which was a riot of colour and noise under the luminous stall lights. People clamoured for the fruit and veg and fish and meat and clothes. The cries of the spielers fought for supremacy against the pop music that blared from the record stall around which teenagers clustered eagerly, bobbing their heads and tapping their feet to the music. There were tattooists and ear piercers, hot chestnut and jellied eel sellers. There were half-price tea sets and toys at give away prices – and no shortage of bargain hunters who haggled as a matter of course and went home loaded. But the magic didn’t  work for Sharon today. A brief visit to the secondhand bookstall was more than enough for her.

Driving home through the soaked streets, the quarrel echoed painfully in her head, every heartbreaking word of it. The telephone was ringing as she opened the flat door and she wanted to weep with disappointment when she heard her mother’s voice. When she answered it a second time, to Alan, she wanted to scream.

Finally, at seven o’clock, unable to wait any longer for Terry to take the initiative, she dialled his number. No reply. She called his office. No one there either. Her heart was like lead. Well, he certainly wasn’t sitting around moping for her. Unable to bear the thought of an evening at home alone, and wanting no company but Terry’s, she decided to go the cinema alone.

 


Terry’s working day had been fraught with problems. The freezers in the Wembley store had gone on the blink and he’d had to offer the engineers the earth to work at the weekend on them; he’d been called to another of the stores to deal with shoplifters; half the workforce seemed to be off with ’flu . . . and he had a crippling pain in his heart. When the working day ended at last he sat alone in his office, reliving the quarrel.

It had all been his fault, he had been a possessive bastard. He couldn’t bear to lose her. Feverishly, he dialled her number. Engaged. He tried again – still engaged. Desperate to put things right, he grabbed his raincoat and left the office. As he closed the door of the general office behind him, the telephone rang in his office.

 


They met on the steps of the house where she had her flat.

‘Oh, you’re going out.’ He sounded stricken.

‘Yes.’ Her heart fluttered wildly.

They surveyed each other tensely, she chewing her lip, he pulling his ear lobe.

‘You’re more important to me than my friends,’ she said at last. ‘I don’t know why I made such a fuss.’

‘No, no,’ he protested, ‘it was all my fault. I was a jealous pig, I didn’t want to share you. I’m sorry I was rude to Alan.’

They kissed feverishly there and then, oblivious of the rain and the other tenants hurrying in out of the damp. The West African nurse from the top-floor flat told them they would catch their death of cold standing about in the wet, but they didn’t even hear her. Back inside the flat, tears of relief poured down Sharon’s face. Terry kissed and licked them away.

In the same way that their first kiss had been a joint tacit decision, so now they walked hand in hand towards the bedroom. Afterwards they nestled together, cuddling, weak and giggly in the afterglow.

Terry stroked her face. Had she shared his ineffable pleasure – was she experiencing a feeling of inner peace now? He couldn’t bring himself to break the spell by asking her. She smiled up at him and sighed contentedly into the crook of his arm. He knew it was all right.

She looked small and fragile, her cheeks suffused with a rosy glow.

‘I love you, Sharon. Will you marry me?’ he asked solemnly.

‘Oh.’ She hadn’t expected it so soon. ‘You don’t  have to make an honest woman of me, you know, not in this day and age.’

‘Don’t you want to?’ He sounded tortured.

She traced his clear-cut features with her index finger as he leaned over her: his well-shaped mouth, his strong nose with a tiny bump on the bridge.

‘Oh, yes,’ she assured him. ‘I want to marry you. Yes, please.’




Chapter Twenty-Six

Charlie ate his supper while idly gazing at the view from his apartment window which, even as a seasoned New Yorker, still mesmerised him.

Far below, nocturnal Manhattan glittered like a magnificent dream, enchanting and exciting, brutal and bewildering, a wonderland of lights for as far as the eye could see. The Empire State Building in the distance dominated the skyline, resembling an illuminated rocket about to lift off, its fine tip probing the clouds.

Five years ago he had come here, a bitter man seeking solace from his disastrous personal problems in the challenge of conquering the Big Apple. Now his store in 33rd Street was one of the most respected in the city. A progression from its English counterparts, this was a department store selling everything from food to fashion with a turnover that exceeded that of a dozen of his English supermarkets put together. The stakes here were high, but so were the rewards.

But for all his business success he was still a very sad man. His mother could not forgive Rosie for loving him, and he could not forgive his mother for parting them. Now, of course, he was allowed to do his filial duty to her. She was getting on in years, and with Dad and Micky gone, she needed him. Considering they  were so far apart they saw quite a bit of each other. She came over to the States a couple of times a year, and he went to London quite regularly. And, of course, there was the telephone.

Superficially, things were the same between them; they chatted and laughed as always. But there was an underlying barrier of bitterness separating them and that barrier was Rosie, whom Ma would not even discuss. Reconciliation seemed more impossible as time went by. But Rosie had wanted the situation handled this way, and Ma was over seventy now. You didn’t bully old ladies, not even those as sprightly as herself.

He finished his meal and turned his attention to the architect’s plans for the new Los Angeles store that he expected to open in the spring. He stroked his chin meditatively and dwelled on the problem of finding someone he could trust to take over the whole project, from supervising the building work to stocking, staffing and managing the store. He leaned back in his chair and clicked his fingers victoriously as exactly the right man for the job came to mind.

 


‘Hark the herald angels sing, glory to the newborn king.’

Sharon found that Terry had a very powerful voice as he stood beside her at her school’s carol concert and joined in the community singing heartily. He really was making an effort to take an interest in her cloistered world of the classroom, and she was proud of him.

It was four weeks since his proposal, a month of joy so acute it had almost been pain. No one else knew yet. They had wanted to revel in each other, to hug their secret to themselves as though it was too precious to be shared with the outside world.

But he had bought her a diamond and sapphire ring and they were excited about the surprise they had planned for the family on Christmas Eve, when they would make it official by telling them. A spring wedding was favoured by them both.

She felt him surreptitiously squeeze her hand at her side and she gave him a small, private smile. She had never been so happy. This was a Christmas tinged with magic. After the concert he was taking her for a special supper at a place in the West End. He had something terrific to tell her, apparently. She could hardly wait.

The restaurant was French, a nice touch, she thought, considering the setting of their nascent romance. It had mint green decor, delicate white table linen and a bowl of pink roses on each table.

‘Come on then,’ said Sharon, infected by the excitement shining in his eyes. ‘Let’s have this fabulous news before you burst with it.’

In reply he produced a small box from his pocket, removed the engagement ring from its velvet bed, leaned across the table and slipped it on to her finger.

Sharon gave him a knowing look. ‘Hey, you’re cheating! There’s still a week to go until Christmas Eve,’ she reminded him.

He held her hand and looked into her eyes. ‘I want to bring everything forward – the engagement and the wedding.’

She feigned an anxious look. ‘You don’t mean – ’ she widened her eyes in mock horror – ‘you’re not pregnant?’

He smiled fondly as she laughed at her own joke. ‘Be serious,’ he warned her. ‘And listen to what I have to tell you.’

She waited, feeling lightheaded with gaiety.

‘I had a telephone call from your Uncle Charlie, he wants me to go and work in America. Isn’t that terrific news? It’s a wonderful opportunity for both of us. He wants me to go as early as possible in the New Year. I know you’d rather get married before we go, so your folks can be there, that’s why there’s this sudden hurry,’ he explained.

Sharon had turned pale. ‘America?’ was all she managed to say. She felt sick and her lips were painfully dry. ‘Have you told Uncle Charlie about us?’

He looked hurt. ‘Of course not, not before your mother.’

‘Have you accepted the job?’ she asked coldly, drawing back her hand.

‘I have to let him know before Christmas,’ he said, his enthusiasm diminishing as he realised that it wasn’t shared by her. ‘Don’t worry about the wedding arrangements, we’ll sort them out.’

‘It isn’t the wedding arrangements that are bothering me, you bloody insensitive pig!’ she exploded.

‘What then?’ He looked genuinely puzzled.

‘You’re so caught up in your own plans, you haven’t even stopped to wonder if I want to go.’

‘But how can you not want to? It’s a great country, I thought you’d jump at the chance,’ he said.

‘How dare you make assumptions on my behalf?’ she challenged him, her face pinched with hurt.

‘But there’s more scope out there, Sharon,’ he said irritably, disappointment sharpening his tone.

‘You haven’t done so bad for yourself here,’ she reminded him.

‘I’m not denying that.’ He faltered for a moment. ‘But I can do even better there, we both can.’

‘You mean get richer,’ she snapped, ‘which isn’t my idea of success at all.’ She had pushed her food away. ‘I can’t eat anything, so we might as well go home and discuss this in privacy.’

They drove home in silence. When they got back to Sharon’s flat, she made some coffee and tried to introduce a calmer note.

‘I know how much this opportunity means to you,’ she told him, sitting opposite him by the fire, ‘and I’m pleased for you. But I don’t want to leave England right now. I have commitments here. Just as your job means a lot to you, so does mine to me.’

‘I’m not asking you to give up your career,’ he said, rising from his chair and pacing the room in frustration. ‘You’d be able to get a teaching position there, a girl with your qualifications, and it would be good experience.’

She sighed. ‘It isn’t as simple as that. I’m deeply involved with the children where I am.’

‘They have difficult pupils in America, too,’ he pointed out brusquely. As he felt her silent resistance, his deflation turned to anger. ‘If you really loved me, you’d want to go with me.’

‘That works both ways,’ she reminded him, pale with anguish. ‘If you really loved me, you’d want to be wherever I am.’

He really lost his temper then. ‘Okay,’ he rasped, rigid with rage, ‘I’ll stay here and to hell with ambition! We’ll get married and buy a house close to your mother, and we’ll have two point six children, and we’ll go to Spain or Tenerife for our holidays just like every other Mr and Mrs Average.’

‘You call that average!’ she snorted furiously. ‘If we had that we’d have a damned sight more than  millions of other young couples. You just open your eyes to the rundown areas of London. The people there would give their back teeth for the middle-class average you’re talking about.’

He sighed loudly. ‘Oh, don’t start ramming your leftie views down my throat again! I’ve worked hard for everything I have, and I intend to work even harder in the future. Your Uncle Charlie gave me a chance as a lad to prove what I was worth. But a chance was all he gave to me – the rest was up to me.

‘And despite what you seem to think, other people benefit from my efforts. While our staff are sleeping soundly in their beds at night, I am very often up and working out how to keep the network running smoothly, how to stay one step ahead of our competitors. If these things are not taken care of, no one, from checkout staff to chairman, has any sort of job security. Sure, I get more money than the members of the workforce, but I have all the worry and responsibility, too. I don’t expect anything for nothing, but I do have the right to strive for what I see as a better life, without you trying to make me feel guilty.’

The room rocked with the ensuing silence.

‘And that works both ways, too,’ Sharon said at last.

It was as though his passionate speech had taken all the fight from him. ‘I’m sorry, I got carried away,’ he said wearily. He sank down into the easy chair, leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He realised now that his presumptuous approach to Sharon had been a defence mechanism because he had so much wanted her to share his joy over the American trip. Now it didn’t seem so important. He opened his eyes and stood up, placing his hands on her upper arms. ‘I  want to accept the job very much, but not if it means being parted from you. If you decide you really don’t want to go, then I’ll tell Charlie to find someone else.’

She went into his arms, close to tears. ‘I’ll sleep on it and let you know tomorrow,’ she said.

 


The December sunlight slanting through the classroom window was reflected off the tinsel and paper chains, unsettling the class even more. After the carol concert last night they were eager to abandon themselves entirely to festive activities, but the Headmaster’s ruling was for the normal timetable to be adhered to until the end of the day.

Sharon thought she probably had about as much chance of opening their minds to the delights of poetry as she had of sprouting wings. But not easily defeated she was treading the fine line between optimism and insanity and attempting to arouse their interest in the use of the simile, with Laurie Lee as her example.

‘See how cleverly he puts his imagination into words. Isn’t it interesting how he manages to make his scenes so vivid?’ she said.

‘Mind blowing,’ mocked one boy, causing the class to erupt into rowdy laughter.

Managing to keep a calm exterior, Sharon said, as the noise subsided. ‘Okay, you lot, let’s have some ideas of your own. David Barker –’ she directed her attention to the comedian of a moment ago – ‘if you were looking at some hills, how would you describe them?’ She pointed to a landscape poster on the wall, of some mountains against sunset. ‘Would you say, for example, that they were like large rocks rising against the sky?’

The boy’s eyes glinted wickedly. ‘No, I’d say they rise against the sky like your tits, Miss,’ he said.

The class rocked and roared like a circus audience. Having been awake all night wrestling with her own personal problems, Sharon was not in tolerant mood. The book she had been holding was slammed down on the desk and she commanded the class to ‘Shut up’ with enough decibels to deafen the lot of them. The ensuing silence was more curious than fearful as they waited for their young teacher’s next move.

‘Flattered as I am that my anatomy inspires Barker to poetry, I am looking for similes of a more sincere nature.’ She paused watchfully. ‘Although the average age of this class is fourteen, I’ve known brighter four-year-olds.’ She walked up to a giggler, grabbed her collar and escorted her from the room to the amazement of the onlookers.

Glancing back over her shoulder at the doorway to the classroom, she told her reluctant pupils: ‘Oh, I know that you lot think you know all the answers and you’re determined not to let yourselves learn. But you should know by now that I am equally as determined to continue with my job, so if you think that by behaving like a bunch of morons you’ll drive me away, you’re in for a disappointment because I am made of sterner stuff.’ She smiled and shut the door on the astonished giggler. ‘Now shall we get back to the lesson? Turn back to chapter one in your books, please.’

The rustle of turning pages was the only sound in the room.

Bringing the class to order was child’s play compared to her task of the evening. But the sleepless night had produced a decision and as soon as Terry arrived at her flat, she imparted it to him.

‘It’s over between us,’ she said sadly, her face paper white, eyes deeply shadowed. ‘Whether you go to America or not.’

When he was through with muttering expletives under his breath and pacing the room, he asked, ‘But why, just tell me why?’ His eyes were black with anguish. ‘How can you have stopped loving me in twenty-four hours?’

She stood before him with her hands sunk into the pockets of her jeans. ‘I haven’t stopped loving you, but this America business has made me realise that we’re wrong for each other. We have such different ideas and values that we’d end up hating each other wherever we lived, and I couldn’t bear that.’

‘And do you think that you can do this to me and not have me hate you?’

She moistened her dry lips and wrung her hands. ‘If you don’t go to America, you’ll always blame me for making you lose your chance. If we both go, I’ll probably resent the fact I had to tear up my roots for the sake of your material ambitions. Can’t you see that there’s no future for us together because we want such different things from life?’

Narrowing his eyes shrewdly, he asked, ‘How can you be so clinical about our feelings for each other? What does a clash of interests matter as long as the main ingredient is there? No marriage is without its disagreements. I’ve told you that I’m quite prepared to forget about the American job. If you’ll be happier staying here, that’s good enough for me, no matter what I said yesterday.’

She shook her head. ‘It isn’t as simple as that, not any more. It wouldn’t work between us, not in the long run.’

He grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. ‘You don’t love me,’ he snarled. ‘You’re only in love with your precious ideals. But I’ll tell you this, Sharon, for all your bloody education you’re as thick as a plank about the important things in life. Well, I hope you and your highbrow theories will be very happy together.’

Sharon’s face worked as she struggled not to break down. She had never imagined such pain. He walked across the room and turned at the door.

‘Are you sure you won’t change your mind?’ he asked, his eyes begging her to reconsider.

‘No.’ Her voice was shaking.

‘You cow,’ he ground out, and turned and left the flat for the last time.

After being sick in the bathroom, she flung herself on her bed and wept until she was drained of emotion. When she finally sat up she was shivering, and switched on the little fan heater Terry had given to her. Its faint purr had accompanied their love making on numerous occasions and the sound of it now made her start to cry again. She huddled over it miserably. She had done the right thing, she was sure of it, Terry would thank her one day for packing him off to accomplish his dream. But right now she didn’t know how she would bear the pain.

Terry was too deeply depressed to be able to face the camaraderie of the pub. He went home and sat morosely in an armchair with a glass of whisky. How had he allowed himself to become this vulnerable? he wondered. He felt as black as death and as shaky as an old man. Sharon had trampled all over him and then disposed of him like dirt. Moved by bitterness, he lifted the telephone and placed a call to New York.

‘I’ve thought it over, Charlie, and the answer’s yes. I’d like to fly to America as soon as it can be arranged.’ As he spoke his hand closed over the ring box in his pocket and, to his shame, tears trickled down his cheeks.

 


As her mother had turned to work for comfort in her time of trouble, so did Sharon all through the winter of 1977. She dedicated herself to it entirely.

Spare time was her enemy so she banished it from her life completely, immersing herself in the organisation of extra-curricular activities, such as drama and sports events for charity. After school, too, she made herself available for keener pupils seeking extra tuition. She ran the debating society and the public speaking group.

Her social life consisted of theatre trips with her mother, an occasional film and hamburger supper with Alan, with whom she shared a platonic friendship, and evenings at the home of her grandmother, whose company she increasingly enjoyed.

It was not until the autumn that she began to feel as though she were beginning to rejoin the human race, albeit minus her heart. With an investment of her father’s, which her mother had had signed over to her years ago and which had been lying in the bank ever since, she put a deposit down on a modest but pleasant flat in a small new development a mile or so from her old one. It had central heating, picture windows and a luxury kitchen. Terry would be proud of me, she thought sadly.

In the summer of 1978 she spent a holiday at the Villa de la Vie with her cousin Brian during one of his leaves. He was tall and broad, his skin leathery from years of constant sunshine. She had always thought of  him as an elder brother rather than a cousin, and absence hadn’t affected their friendship at all. It saddened her, though, that he had no plans to return to England permanently. He had too many commitments abroad, he told her.

‘The family seems to be melting away,’ said Sharon one evening as they sat on the patio overlooking the turquoise waters of the Atlantic Ocean.

‘We all keep in pretty close touch, even though we are widely spread these days,’ he remarked, sipping a lager and turning his warm brown eyes on her.

Sharon gave a dry laugh. ‘Except for Mum and Gran,’ she reminded him.

‘Oh, yes. Still no sign of a reconciliation?’

Sharon shook her head. ‘No, but they miss each other, you can tell.’

They moved on to discuss his parents. ‘Do you think your father will ever come back to live in England?’ she asked.

‘It’s hard to say. His heart’s still there, but Dad keeps things pretty close to his chest.’

‘Do you see much of your mother?’ Sharon asked.

He nodded. ‘Yes, I see her when I’m home on leave, and we write quite often. Her boyfriend died, you know, so she’s on her own now. She doesn’t like that one bit. She’s never been the independent type, and she suffers with arthritis which doesn’t help. I think she’s hoping to get back together with Dad, just for companionship, you know.’

‘Oh, and how do you feel about that?’

‘It makes no difference to me. I’ve long flown the nest. It’s between them. Dad never talks about her so I’ve no idea if he’s still bitter about what she did. When I got old enough to realise what had happened, I  hated her for a while. But now I know that she’s weak rather than evil and I forgave her long ago. She’s my mother, whatever her shortcomings.’

‘Does your dad ever see her?’

‘Not as far as I know. They had no contact for years, but Mum has written to him recently. I think she’s hoping he’ll invite her for a holiday at his California place. She thinks the sunshine will help her arthritis.’

‘I wonder if it will work out for them,’ said Sharon.

‘Who knows what goes on in the minds of parents?’ said Brian. He looked at her gently. ‘I’m sorry things didn’t work out for you and Terry. You sounded so happy in your letters about him, and so desperate when it ended.’

‘Yes, I was pretty cut up,’ she admitted, even now unable to speak of Terry without pain. She braced herself. ‘Did you see him when you were with your father in America last?’

‘Yes, I stayed in L.A. with him for a few days.’

Sharon was hungry for news of Terry but terrified of hearing that he was married. ‘How is he?’ she asked at last.

‘Oh, fine. He’s done a terrific job with the store.’ She could picture Terry’s eyes, see his smile and hear his deep velvet voice. ‘I suppose he lives in style.’

‘Oh lord, yes, you know Terry! He has a smart apartment in town and a luxurious place on the beach.’ He looked at Sharon closely. ‘He’s never tried to hide the fact that his aim is to be rich. That doesn’t stop him being a good bloke.’ He laughed. ‘If everyone was like you and me, the world’s economy would collapse.’

‘I know,’ said Sharon. The talk of Terry had set her heart racing and the palms of her hands were damp. She changed the subject for fear of hearing about a woman in his life. ‘Let’s go for a swim,’ she said. It was a mistake. As the cousins ran across the beach to the sea, Sharon could feel again the piquancy of that other holiday.

 


At about the same time as Margaret Thatcher moved into Number Ten Downing Street, Shirley Watts found herself homeless and unemployed. Paul had finally decided that neither her services nor her presence in the flat were required any longer. At the end of an association spanning twenty-seven years, she was given two hundred pounds and a week to vacate the premises.

And so, at the age of forty-four, with no formal skills to present to the jobs market, she moved into a dingy bedsitter in Paddington, similar to the one she had tenanted as a seventeen-year-old when the world had been her oyster. But she had become accustomed to her creature comforts and squalor was harder to take now.

There were two people to whom she could turn for help now that her parents were dead: her brother Jeff, and Rosie. But her pride had not perished along with her youthful bloom, and she felt she would rather die than let either of them know of her reduced circumstances.

Certain that this was a mere hiccup in her new and better life, she viewed the future optimistically. After all, she had a lot going for her now; she had her freedom and she had kept her National Insurance Card all these years. A job in a dress shop was what she fancied, and she’d often seen ‘Staff Wanted’ notices in the ladies’ fashion shops in the West End.

The next day she got up early, bathed in the tatty communal bathroom at the end of the landing and pondered on what to wear for her job hunt. Weight was a problem these days as since her miscarriage she’d turned to food for comfort. She settled on her yellow satin dress and jacket and although it took her ages to fasten the zip, she thought it would be fine as long as she didn’t breathe out. She applied her make-up generously, and having backcombed her hair for fullness she stood back from the patchy tarnished mirror and was pleased with the result. Oh yes, she could still manage to look striking when she put her mind to it.

The ‘Staff Wanted’ notices were less abundant than she had thought, but she found one in a ladies’ clothes shop in Oxford Street. SALES ASSISTANT REQUIRED. APPLY WITHIN, it read.

Having been shown upstairs to the manageress’s office by an immaculate girl of about nineteen, Shirley faced an ultrasmart middle-aged woman called Mrs Dent. She was wearing a snow white blouse and pencil slim black skirt, and her brown hair was worn in a smooth, stylish bob.

‘What experience do you have in fashion retailing?’ asked Mrs Dent.

‘None,’ admitted Shirley. ‘But I’ve always been interested in clothes and I’ve a good eye for what suits people.’

Considering the applicant’s own apparel, Mrs Dent found that very hard to believe but she asked, ‘What is the nature of your present employment?’

‘I’ve been at home bringing up the family,’ lied Shirley smoothly. ‘They are all off my hands now and I don’t want to vegetate at home, know what I mean?’

‘I see.’ Mrs Dent was an ambitious career woman and her promotion prospects depended on the turnover of this shop, which meant hiring top class sales staff. Normally she liked taking on mature women whose children had left home. They didn’t take time off with P.M.T., or fall pregnant just when you’d trained them. But this one didn’t seem bright enough to write out a sales invoice, let alone inspire confidence in the clientele. That terrible dress with cleavage bulging from it like rising dough! Her make-up looked as though it had been spread with a knife and her hair style was a relic from the fifties or sixties. Shop hours were long and the work often tedious. Despite all the unemployment, it wasn’t easy to keep staff. Mrs Dent thought ahead to the summer sales when she would need all the help she could get. But it was no use fooling herself, this applicant would be a liability.

‘I won’t waste any more of your time, Mrs Watts. I need someone with experience. I hope you have better luck elsewhere.’

Shirley was shattered. ‘Why, you rotten cow! You could at least give me a chance.’

‘Unemployment is still rising, it’s a competitive world we live in,’ the manageress said, standing up to indicate that the interview was at an end. ‘Thank you for calling in anyway.’

‘Huh,’ snorted Shirley, heaving her bulk out of the chair. ‘Don’t you worry about me, mate, there’s plenty who will jump at the chance of employing a smart attractive woman like me.’

Outside in the street Shirley started to shake. She had never felt so vulnerable. Where was the self-assured girl who had walked this very same street all those years ago, feeling superior to everyone? She  remembered how she had picked up Paul quite near to this spot without a hint of nervousness. Now she was afraid to go into a café for a cup of tea, such was her lack of self-confidence.

A fit of pique came to her rescue. Bloody Mrs Dent, I’ll show her! she thought, and went into every boutique and dress shop in the vicinity, asking for a job. But all to no avail. Her beloved West End had become too smart for her, too clever, and altogether too unfriendly. Tired and deflated, she caught the tube back to Paddington, and finding her local pub open she went in and ordered a large gin and tonic.

It was a dismal pub, dark paint and dreary floor tiles instead of the carpets and modern fittings of the more upmarket hostelries. The furniture was basic and shabby: wooden chairs and tables with laminated tops, an old piano with yellow keys, an old-fashioned fruit machine. The punters all seemed to be working men, presumably on the tail end of their dinner hour. The whole place reeked of stale beer and fried onions.

The landlord was a stout man of about fifty-five, his city pallor broken by a red nose and blotchy cheeks. The gin and tonic having greatly restored her confidence, Shirley sat at the bar and made conversation with him while he rinsed some glasses under the counter.

‘Nice day,’ she said.

‘Is it? I ain’t had a chance to notice.’

‘You’ve been busy then?’ She had noticed a distinct lack of staff and an idea was forming.

‘Not arf,’ he said. ‘Me and the missus ’uv been going flat out. The wife does the cooking.’

‘Soon be closing time, you can put your feet up for a few hours then,’ said Shirley, choosing her words carefully.

With a dry laugh, he said, ‘You’re joking! By the time we get closed and cleared away, it’s almost time to open up again.’

‘You don’t seem to have many staff to help you out,’ she ventured. It was over eleven years since that bar job in Margate. She was no spring chicken, but this wasn’t exactly the bar at the Ritz.

He blew out his lips and shook his head. ‘Can’t get anyone reliable. You just get used to them and they up and leave. They don’t like the unsocial hours, yer know.’

‘I’m looking for a job,’ said Shirley. ‘And I have had some experience.’

The landlord stared at her. She was getting on a bit and looked as though she’d been on the game. But he and the missus could really use some help.

‘If you ’ang about until we close, perhaps you, me and the missus can have a chat,’ he said, his face brightening.

That night she lay in her lumpy little bed inhaling the sticky smell of lingering gas and the sausages she had fried for her supper. Regrets flooded in. If only she had looked to the future and not been so quick to take the short cut to Paradise. If only she had been more like Rosie . . .

She remembered her condescending attitude towards her friend when they were young. Well, she holds all the aces now, she thought. But it wasn’t Rosie’s money and position she envied so much as the loving relationship she had with her children.

Oh well, never say die. I’ve got a job and a roof over my head, such as they are.

And Shirley pulled the covers up around her shoulders and turned over to go to sleep.




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mark Gordillo took a salmon and cucumber sandwich from the plateful his grandmother was offering him, and said, ‘I wish you and Mum would put your quarrel behind you. It used to be great fun when all the family were together.’

‘Hear, hear,’ said Sharon.

It was a Sunday afternoon in the late spring of 1981. Mark was home from college for the weekend, and he and his sister were having tea with their grandmother.

‘Those times are gone, son,’ said Queenie, deliberately misunderstanding him. ‘It ain’t possible for us all to be together again, now that your father and grandfather are gone.’

‘That should make the rest of us stick together even more. This business of you and Mum not speaking puts a damper on everything,’ said Mark.

Queenie was shocked at how strongly he seemed to feel. Over the years she had been tormented by doubts as to the way she had handled ‘that situation’, ruled as she had been by emotion. But the subject had been too painful to dwell on.

‘You were just a little boy when your mother and I – ’ she paused to select the right words – ‘ended our friendship, I’m surprised you can remember what it was like before.’

‘I was nine, old enough to have built up quite a store of memories of all the fun we used to have,’ he said, sipping his tea and surveying her over the rim of his cup.

Queenie hoped her grandchildren didn’t notice how flustered she was by this conversation. When you grew old, people tried to swamp you with care and weaken your control over things. She was determined to stay in command until it was no longer possible. She decided that her best line of defence was to make a joke of it. ‘You poor deprived things, shall I play you some sad violin music?’ she said, squeezing out a false laugh. ‘I’m quite sure your mother ’as more than made up for the lack of family get togethers.’

Despite their own discord, both Queenie and Rosie defended each other fiercely to the rest of the world.

‘Mum’s great,’ said Mark. ‘It’s for her more than us that I want a reconciliation.’ He put his cup down. ‘With all these under-currents, one’s always conscious of a conflict of loyalty.’

Sharon decided to come to her brother’s aid.

‘Mark wants to ask Uncle Charlie if he can go and spend a holiday with him in the summer, but he’s afraid of upsetting Mum since she doesn’t have anything to do with our relatives any more. I’ve told him Mum won’t mind, she isn’t like that.’

Queenie looked from one to the other, her gaze finally resting on her grandson. He was a fine young man now. At nineteen he was tall and dark, unmistakably Gordillo and the image of his father. Oh yes, she had learned to live with him being Charlie’s son some time ago. The world might be able to accept him as Micky’s child, but he had too many of Charlie’s characteristics to fool her.

Rosie had done a good job of raising the children.  Both as bright as buttons, Mark following in his sister’s footsteps and winning a place at university. It hurt Queenie to admit it to herself, but she knew in her heart that Rosie had been a single parent even when Micky was alive.

‘I can’t promise a reconciliation with your mother, but I can promise you that both she and Uncle Charlie will be ’appy for you to ’ave an ’oliday with your uncle,’ she said. ‘Don’t go delving into matters that don’t concern you, just take my word for it.’

‘Well, if you’re sure,’ said Mark, enthusiasm shining in his eyes.

‘I’m certain,’ said Queenie. She felt as though she was darning a hole in the damaged fabric of family unity. But something was puzzling her. ‘If you’re so worried about conflicting loyalties, why visit me so regularly?’

‘Mum has always encouraged us to.’ He paused and made a face, indicating that perhaps he hadn’t been the soul of tact. ‘We would have come anyway, because we like to see you, but Mum’s brought us up to have a strong sense of family duty so we’d come even if we didn’t want to, you being our grandmother.’

Queenie felt dangerously emotional as the reluctant affection she still felt for Rosie, despite everything, flooded through her. ‘Well, you’d better get a letter off to your Uncle Charlie right away,’ she said, hoping they didn’t notice the wobble in her voice.

‘Fancy coming with me, sis?’ asked Mark.

Sharon’s stomach tightened. She would love a holiday in America, but Terry was sure to be on the welcoming committee and she still didn’t feel able to meet him without breaking up.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said, and he didn’t press her.

‘I’ve got an airmail letter in the bureau,’ said Queenie, looking at Mark. ‘I’ll get it after tea and you can use that.’

 


Normally Charlie lunched quite lavishly at one of the restaurants near his office. Today the sunshine had drawn him to simpler pleasures and he sat on a bench in Central Park, eating a hamburger and watching the rowing boats on the lake.

It was a perfect May day. The sun beamed down from a clear sky and the air was filled with summer sounds: the creak, lap and paddle of the oars cutting into the water, the voices of the boaters in holiday mood, the rustle and chirp of the birds in the foliage nearby and the squeals of children playing.

The trees were in full leaf and their verdancy reminded him of England. Distantly he could hear the clip-clop of the horses as they drew the hansom cabs through the park and he was poignantly transported back to the horse and cart he had used for business during the war. Nostalgia is a pastime of the old, mate, he told himself, but even the thought of the passing years couldn’t dampen his spirits today.

He finished his burger and read the letter again. Mark was coming to spend a holiday with him. Whoopee! Plans chased each other around his brain. He’d show him the New York sights and let him experience the atmosphere of this amazing city. Then they would fly to California for some sunshine. Then, if there was time, they could take a camper and explore other parts of the country. Terry could take some time off, too, and join them to provide some  younger company for Mark. It didn’t matter to Charlie that Mark was coming to see the country rather than him. For a whole month he was going to have his son around, albeit Mark wouldn’t realise it, and that was the best news he had had in years.

Putting the letter back into his pocket he felt it crinkle against another that had arrived in the same post. It was from Brenda, pleading with him to take her back. At least she hadn’t insulted his intelligence with claims of love or affection, but had directed her appeal to his sense of duty. ‘It’s no fun being alone when you’re not so fit as you used to be. We are still legally married and I know you would hate to think of me miserable and alone, in failing health.’

She wrote a florid little paragraph about how she had wronged him in the past, and begged his forgiveness. She made it clear that it wasn’t his money she was after since Stan had left her comfortable, as had her parents before him. She wanted nothing more, she professed, than the security of having him around.

His intelligence reminded him that Brenda had relinquished her right to any consideration from him. If anyone was owed in that direction, it was him. But uninvited, his marriage vows echoed insistently in his mind. ‘Till death us do part, for better or for worse.’ Damn Brenda, damn her!

Although Charlie no longer took the sacraments, he was still irresistibly drawn to attend mass. His basic Catholic beliefs were deeply embedded in him, but whilst he was truly sorry for causing his mother such pain through his sins, he had never been able to feel remorse for the sin of loving Rosie. To do that would be to betray her.

Now, because of the rules he had been raised to obey, he could feel the dark burden of nuptial responsibility oppressing him. He tried to harden his heart against the same sort of emotional blackmail from which their miserable marriage had been born, but the weight didn’t lift. He stuffed her letter to the bottom of his pocket and turned his thoughts to more pleasant matters. The letter to Mark telling him how much he was looking forward to his visit was already on its way to England.

 


Mark wasn’t sufficiently caught up in Royal Wedding fever to let it interfere with his holiday plans, and arranged to fly to New York on Friday 24th July for three weeks.

‘The Americans are as dotty about the whole thing as we are according to the papers, so there’s no chance of me missing it. I’ll watch it on TV and think of you watching it here,’ he laughed when Sharon and Rosie saw him off at Heathrow.

‘Take care,’ said Rosie.

‘And you look after yourself, Mum,’ Mark said, hugging his mother.

Standing back from the scene Sharon noticed how tall and grown up her brother looked, and how small and vulnerable her mother seemed today. Soon he’ll leave home, she thought, and fly away, who knows where? A wave of protective love for her mother swamped her as they watched Mark’s plane roar away overhead.

It was that frame of mind that prompted some plain speaking to her grandmother when she visited her that evening. The issue had been fudged quite long enough.

‘I’m sure Mum has been punished for whatever it was she did to hurt you all those years ago. Please give her another chance,’ she begged.

Queenie was pouring them both a glass of sherry at the sideboard, and was so startled by Sharon’s forthrightness she spilt some on her new pale blue pleated skirt.

‘Now look what you’ve made me do,’ grumbled Queenie. ‘Meddling in things that don’t concern you.’

Sharon swiftly sponged the stain and when her grandmother was settled back in her easy chair by the window, she continued, ‘If something that involves two people that I love doesn’t concern me, I don’t know what does. I know that if it was in Mum’s power to take the initiative she would have done so long ago, so it must be up to you. Please put things right, Gran, Mum really does miss you.’

‘Nonsense,’ snorted Queenie. ‘Your mother is a very busy woman. I’m quite sure she never lacks for company.’

‘No, she doesn’t, but they’re just friends and acquaintances. You’re different, you were like a mother to her,’ Sharon reminded her.

Queenie swallowed her sherry rather too quickly to substantiate the air of calm indifference she was struggling to convey.

‘I would have thought that a young woman like you would have a busy enough life without worrying about your mother and me,’ she said.

Sharon went to the older woman’s chair and sat on the floor by her feet, looking up into that lined, thinning face. ‘It’s natural to worry about people you care for,’ she said, taking one of the veined hands in hers. ‘You know that better than any one. Neither  you nor Mum have been the same since you split up.’

Queenie stared at her granddaughter’s lovely face, those shrewd eyes, that determined mouth.

‘You have your mother’s looks and your father’s determination to get his own way. That boy could worm anything out of me.’ Her eyes were misty, and warmth filled her voice as she spoke of her dead son. Sharon remembered a time when she had often sounded like that.

‘I think he had the same effect on Mum, though she probably put up with a lot from him just to keep the peace for us kids,’ Sharon said thoughtfully. ‘She never had an easy life with him, that’s for sure.’

Queenie drew a trembling breath. ‘You shouldn’t speak of your father like that,’ she said.

Sharon observed her grandmother, wondering whether she should continue. Gran was an old lady and she didn’t want to hurt her. But she was also an intelligent human being who wouldn’t take condescension from anyone.

‘It’s the truth, Gran,’ she said. ‘He inflicted pain and embarrassment on Mum and us children, and him being dead doesn’t change that. Looking back on it, I think it was probably only Mum’s strength and devotion to us that kept Mark and I from developing serious psychological problems. Uncle Charlie took more interest in Mark and me than Dad ever did.’ She paused for a moment to consider whether or not to utter her next words. ‘In fact, Uncle Charlie and Mum protected you from a lot of what went on. Mark and I were very often sworn to secrecy about Dad’s drunkenness to save you the worry.’

Sharon trembled at her grandmother’s thunderous look.

‘Oh, Gran!’ she cried, putting her head in the older woman’s lap as she had done so often when she was a child. ‘I hate to hurt you, but I’m trying to stop you hurting yourself. You know as well as I do that my mother is a good woman. She took enough punishment from my father, she doesn’t need any more. And neither do you.’

‘You’ve made your position very clear, duck,’ said Queenie. ‘Now can we please drop the subject?’ And to this end, she asked: ‘When is it you take that party of fourth-formers to Paris for that sightseeing ’oliday?’

‘The week after next,’ said Sharon, grimacing. ‘One whole week of their cheek from breakfast through till supper! I’ll be a nervous wreck when I get back.’

Queenie smiled. ‘You thrive on it,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ agreed Sharon, conceding to her grandmother’s diversionary tactics. Only time would tell if Sharon’s outspokenness had been worthwhile. There was nothing more she could do. Sensing that the older woman wished to be left alone, Sharon cut short her visit and left her in peace.

As much as Queenie loved her granddaughter, today she had been glad to see the back of her, simply because the strain of concealing her emotions was so exhausting. She was too old for all this trauma. Through the window she saw dusk was falling and lights were blinking on in the street. She could just make out the Royal Wedding bunting and Union Jacks swinging in the breeze.

Queenie knew that people thought she was odd to stay on in this neighbourhood when the most exclusive areas of London were now within her means. But they couldn’t know what this little house and Moneygate  Street meant to her. Every inch of the place was impregnated with images of her life with Marco. Her sons were born and raised here, as was the Gordillo empire. She liked to potter along to the shops, the church and the local, confident that she would see someone she knew.

So it was noisy. The children played outside your window when you were trying to have an afternoon nap and the yobs congregated on the corner every night. The neighbours were nosy and didn’t think twice about asking to borrow tea bags or sugar. But the anonymity of a classier district wasn’t for her. This was her home and this was where she wished to die.

But she wasn’t ready to go yet – not with things as they were. Sharon was right. Queenie’s relationship with Rosie went back a long way and you couldn’t simply shut someone out of your life by not seeing them. There were too many memories and too much love.

Having been around so long, Queenie had thought she was impervious to the frailty of human nature. She had known villains and saints and those in between. She had lived through the heartbreak of two world wars and the misery of poverty. Yet she hadn’t been able to accept the situation between Rosie and Charlie.

Now she felt as though she was standing naked in a blinding spotlight as the truth refused to be ignored any longer. She had expected too much of Rosie and Charlie because of her profound love for them both.

What right had she to be judge and jury? How could she have punished them all these years? She, who was supposed to be a Christian!

For the first time she allowed herself to see the truth about Micky. He had been a cruel and selfish man – a bad husband and father, and God help him, a rapist. The admission didn’t make her cherish his memory any the less, as his mother her love naturally knew no limitations, but it did make her want to cry. And as the long overdue tears began to fall, the relief was so great it weakened her to a jelly. With her back to the window she wept for the wasted years.

During the weekend she still didn’t feel able to cope with what must be done. It had been so long . . . so long. Finally she managed to pluck up courage to telephone Rosie on Monday and invite her to dinner the following evening – the eve of the Royal Wedding.

 


‘You still make the best steak and kidney pie in London,’ said Rosie to Queenie, the next day. But although the cuisine was superb the tension between them made it the hardest meal she had ever had to swallow. Queenie’s call yesterday had come like the answer to a prayer and seeing her again was heaven. But the atmosphere was delicate, tender, like new skin growing over a flesh wound. They had both been hurt. A great deal of time and care would be necessary to get things back to how they were.

Her hostess looked wonderful for her age, Rosie thought. Her white hair was blue – rinsed and styled in soft fashionable curls. The years had thinned her face, but her blue eyes were as clear and shrewd as ever, though narrowed by heavily wrinkled lids behind designer spectacles whose frames matched her hair.

She was wearing a deep blue chiffon dress with billowing sleeves and a floppy bow at the neck. Jewels  sparkled at her ears, throat and wrists, and she had not skimped on make-up. Grossly overdressed yes, for dinner at home in Moneygate Street, but the day Queenie didn’t go too far in that direction would be the day they buried her. It wasn’t that she was ostentatious, but that the dowdiness of hard times had left her with an insatiable appetite for dressing up.

‘Oh, yes, I can still manage to turn out a good pie,’ she said with a polite smile that told Rosie she wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

Outside, the high-pitched squeals of the young children were succeeded by the deeper, harsher shouts of the nocturnal gathering of teenagers on the corner. The uncertain climate within made Rosie grateful for the background noise to drown the beating of her heart. Her tummy rumbled and she gave a small apologetic smile.

Quenie smiled, too, but the barrier remained. Rosie considered it to be her responsibility to lead them into smoother waters since Queenie had made the first move, but at that moment there was a knock at the front door and Queenie left the room.

Rosie could hear her talking to someone at the door about trestle tables and sandwiches for the street party tomorrow, Queenie apparently as involved as ever.

Her house had changed with the times, though. The two small rooms were now one long lounge/dining room. The old black hearth of Rosie’s childhood was replaced by an elegant stone fireplace with a simulated coal fire, and slim radiators were placed around the room. The years had not lessened Queenie’s penchant for bright colours and knick-knacks, however. The wallpaper was flowery, the  carpets cheerfully multi-coloured, and there were enough ornaments to fill the china department at Harrods. Rosie’s eyes moistened as she noticed a white plaster dog with glittering red eyes sitting among the fine porcelain in a glass-fronted cabinet. That horrendous Alsatian had been a gift from herself to Queenie after a day out at Southend when she was about ten years old.

When Queenie returned to the table, she said briskly, ‘My grandchildren are determined that I shall not end my days at loggerheads with their mother.’ She hadn’t meant it to come out like that and regretted it immediately.

‘Oh!’ Rosie was shocked and disappointed. She had assumed Queenie’s call had come straight from the heart. ‘So they’re behind all this.’ Her voice was a mixture of sadness and anger. ‘You wait until I get my hands on them!’

But Queenie reached acros the table and took her hand. ‘They only shamed me into doing something I should ’uv done long ago.’ She pushed her meal away and stared gravely at her guest. ‘I’ve missed you, Rosie, by God I ’ave.’

The emotional floodgates were open at last and they were hugging each other, laughing and crying and apologising all at once.

‘I’m sorry I caused you such pain,’ Rosie sobbed.

‘I should ’uv tried to understand,’ said Queenie. ‘I’m sorry I called you a liar. But it’s all in the past now.’

Rosie drew back, her eyes still shadowed.

‘I love him,’ she said. ‘That can never be in the past.’

Queenie’s face darkened as that terrible night  sprang involuntarily to mind. Then she shrugged. ‘That’s something between you and Charlie. It ain’t my place to interfere.’ She smiled suddenly. ‘Damn the dinner, let’s ’ave a drink.’

And a couple of sherries later, she said, ‘I know it’s short notice, but if you’ve an hour or so to spare tomorrow, I’d be glad of your ’elp. We’ve got this Royal Wedding do on in the street, you see . . .’

Rosie beamed. It was just like old times.

‘I’ll be here,’ she said.

Queenie looked thoughtful for a moment, then she said, ‘If you want to call Charlie from ’ere, go right ahead. I’ve got ’is number ’andy.’

‘I could hug you to death,’ laughed Rosie, tearfully.

Two days later at 11.30 pm, just after Rosie had got into bed, the doorbell rang. Instinctively cautious, she frowned. It rang again. ‘You just wait your hurry, whoever you are,’ she muttered under her breath as she slipped into her white satin robe and hurried downstairs.

‘Who is it?’ she called through the door.

‘It’s me, Charlie.’

And then she was all fingers and thumbs, trembling as she slipped off the chain and opened the door. And there he was – in the flesh – dark-eyed and smiling. She couldn’t stop shaking.

Explanations were for later, now was for rejoicing. They fell into each other’s arms in the hall, both quivering and shedding tears of joy. And of all the things she wanted to say, she heard herself asking, ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’

He laughed shakily and said, ‘Yes, but not right now.’

And they both laughed a little hysterically and didn’t think about tea.

Much later as they lay together in bed he explained, ‘I know we agreed on the phone that I’d fly back with Mark, but I couldn’t wait, my darling. I didn’t want to share you, not even with Mark, not at first. I’ve left him in Terry’s capable hands for a couple of days. It’s been so long . . . so very long.’

‘I know,’ she whispered. They were awake until almost dawn: pampering, playing, loving. Plans could wait. Tonight was for love.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

Victoria Station was swarming with people when Sharon and Alan Brown arrived back from France with their twenty-six charges. And after an exhausting time neither of them was too sorry to be home. Trying to interest a crowd of holidaying teenage girls and boys in French history when they were far more fascinated by their nascent libido was about as easy as walking on tacky tarmac in stiletto heels. The group had been high spirited, flirtatious, and determined to have a good time.

So, it wasn’t altogether surprising that having delivered every last one of them either into the hands of their parents or to their homeward tube or bus, Sharon and Alan staggered into the station buffet for a rejuvenating cup of coffee before beginning the last lap of their journey home.

‘I’ve arranged to call my mother from here and she will pick me up,’ said Sharon. ‘Can we drop you off at your place to save you queueing for a taxi. It seems like the world and his wife are here today.’

And it did indeed. As Sharon weaved through the crowds to the telephone she saw the tanned and the pasty-faced, the haversacked hikers and the weary suitcase carriers. There were meetings and partings and people frantically searching. The air was thick  with diesel fumes and the smell of hot dogs and chips. The barely audible drone of a voice crackled from the public address system. Train doors slammed and traffic rumbled outside.

‘I’ll see you in about half an hour, Mum,’ said Sharon. ‘I’ll wait outside the station.’ Her mother was saying something, but with all the commotion around her, Sharon couldn’t hear. ‘See you soon,’ she said, and hung up.

The station forecourt was equally chaotic. The taxi queue was a mile long and people were surging towards the underground station and the bus stops. Eventually Sharon spotted her mother’s white Mercedes crawling towards them in the bumper to bumper traffic.

‘Come on, Alan,’ she cried, grabbing her suitcase. ‘Let’s jump in while she’s held up to save her finding a parking place.’

In the rush Alan lost his footing and staggered like a drunkard, trying to regain his balance, sending them both into gales of laughter.

‘Hi, Mum,’ said Sharon, still laughing as the passenger door was opened from the inside.

But her gaiety turned to shock as she looked at the driver who was certainly not her mother.

‘Terry, what are you doing here?’ she asked at last, having gaped at him like a fish for several moments.

‘Mark invited me back with him for a holiday,’ he explained, leaning over from the driving seat. ‘And as I happened to be around when you telephoned, naturally I volunteered to come and collect you. Your mother did tell you on the phone.’

‘There was a lot of noise, I couldn’t hear what she was saying,’ she explained.

A chorus of hooting interrupted the discussion.

‘Will you drop Alan off?’ she called as they piled in with their luggage.

‘Sure,’ he drawled, making it obvious where he had been this last five years.

Sharon sat in the back with Alan until they deposited him outside his house in Shepherd’s Bush, then she moved into the front.

‘Alan’s still sniffing around you then,’ Terry said, making it seem as though only five minutes had elapsed since their last meeting.

‘Well, if he is, he keeps it well hidden from me! He’s a happily married man, as far as I know,’ she said shortly.

‘Sorry,’ said Terry. ‘That was childish of me. It was just seeing you laughing together.’

‘I don’t suppose you’ve had a straight face the whole time you have been away,’ she said cuttingly.

‘I have apologised,’ he said.

She smiled, this was no time for bickering. ‘Yes, I know.’ She turned and feasted her eyes on him. He was wearing silver grey casual slacks and a grey- and white-striped tee shirt. His brown hair was several shades lighter than she remembered it and the Californian sunshine had tanned him deeply. He looked terrific.

Not normally a woman prone to concern over her appearance, right now Sharon felt dowdy in comparison. The long coach trip across France and the subsequent ferry crossing were hardly conducive to good grooming. But now that her initial astonishment was beginning to subside and her feelings were easier to distinguish, she felt drunk with joy.

‘It is good to see you, Terry,’ she said.

‘And to see you,’ he said.

The traffic was still heavy and he had to keep his eyes on the road. ‘As we’re so close to the Common, do you fancy a stroll, or are you in a hurry to get home?’ he asked.

‘I’d like some fresh air,’ she said.

They left the car nearby and set out across the open space of Ealing Common. They walked apart like strangers, but Sharon could feel his presence subtly affecting her. She was bathed in sweat and burning all over, yet she couldn’t think of a thing to say.

‘Your coming back with Mark must have come up very suddenly,’ she said in an attempt at normal conversation. ‘There was no mention of it when I left for France.’

‘Yes, it was a spur of the moment decision,’ he explained. ‘We thought of it a couple of days before Mark was due back. He telephoned your mother to check that it was all right with her, and here I am. I’ve taken hardly any time off since I’ve been in America so I had plenty of holidays owing to me.’

Mercifully the conversation was beginning to flow, albeit superficially.

‘I understand from the grapevine that you’ve been very successful out there,’ she said.

‘I don’t think Charlie is disappointed in me,’ he replied, staring at the ground as he walked, his hands thrust into his pockets.

It was a warm, sticky August afternoon. Heavy sunshine spread like butter across the verdant ground. Being a Saturday there were quite a few people about. Grim-faced joggers, children playing in the hollow-trunked and low-spreading trees, the occasional cyclist, and dog owners walking their panting  pets. A jet lumbered noisily overhead and Sharon was grateful for the diversion because her turbulent emotions made normal conversation an effort for her.

‘Mark enjoyed his holiday, I’ll bet,’ she said.

‘He had a wonderful time.’

They entered a thickly wooded area where birds rustled and twittered in the undergrowth. It was cooler here and very quiet. Sharon decided to brave things out.

‘Are you still single?’ she asked. ‘I’ve heard nothing to the contrary.’

They stopped walking and faced each other. ‘Still single,’ he said.

His hand on her arm sent shock waves right through her. ‘There’s only one girl for me and that’s you,’ he confessed gravely.

The strength of her feelings for him frightened Sharon. She had worked hard to condition herself against him. Now she could see it all counting for nothing if she wasn’t careful.

She was standing stiffly before him, terrified of losing control. ‘We’d better be making tracks,’ she said. ‘Mum will think we’ve had an accident.’ She felt pale beneath her tan and sick with confusion.

Terry shook his head. ‘I told her we wouldn’t be coming straight back. We need to talk, Sharon.’

‘Why?’ She cleared her throat nervously. ‘We’ve managed to survive all this time without talking. If you hadn’t happened to come here on holiday, we’d have continued to do so.’

He grabbed her roughly by the arms. ‘If you believe that I came back here for a holiday, you’ll believe anything,’ he blurted out, his voice cracking with emotion. ‘I seized the opportunity to see you again  because I love you.’ He searched her face. ‘Yes, it’s true. I’ve tried hard to forget you, but it’s no use.’

She turned away. ‘Please don’t drag all that up again, just when I’ve got over you,’ she begged.

He took her more gently by the shoulders and turned her to him. ‘You haven’t got over me anymore than I’ve got over you. I knew it the moment I saw you,’ he murmured close to her face.

‘The last time you made an assumption about me you were quite wrong.’

‘Not this time,’ he said, and crushed his lips to hers, kissing her deeply, erasing the ache she had lived with for so long and drenching her with desire. Joggers passed without a second glance. Lovers were commonplace here.

He pulled back and stared at her. ‘Now tell me you don’t love me,’ he demanded.

‘I admit that I still fancy you,’ she told him in a trembling voice, ‘but that isn’t the same thing as love.’

‘Balls!’ was his cultured reply.

‘Success hasn’t improved your turn of phrase,’ she said. But his coarseness coupled to her tension made her laugh despite herself. ‘I hate you,’ she said, but kissed him hungrily.

When they finally drew back, he said, ‘Well, if that’s the way you hate people, I’ll settle for that.’

‘All right, I admit that I love you,’ she said. ‘But all the problems are still there.’

‘Come back to America with me, Sharon,’ he pleaded, holding her to him and stroking her hair.

‘This is where we came in,’ she said.

They sat down on a wooden bench beneath a luxuriant oak tree.

‘Please hear me out?’ Terry asked.

‘Okay,’ she said softly.

‘Where I live is immaterial to me as long as you are there,’ he began. ‘But for the next few years I have to live in the U.S.A. because your Uncle Charlie is coming back to England permanently and he wants me to take over Gordillos’ U.S.A.’

The news about her uncle barely registered against Terry’s glad tiding. That job was a terrific achievement for a man not yet thirty. ‘Congratulations,’ she said.

‘Thank you.’ He took her hand and kissed it. ‘So, you see, although I want to marry you more than anything in the world, I can’t live in this country, not yet. Charlie has been wonderful to me and I owe him.’ He paused and stroked her fingers. ‘The decision must be yours, I won’t pressurise you like I did before. I realise that is asking a lot of you. You have your friends here and your job.’

She looked into his eyes. ‘Thank you for being so honest with me. But if you remember it wasn’t the location of our home but our differences in character that finally parted us.’

He sighed. ‘Sure, we don’t share the same views and interests. And as this is real life I’m not going to promise to become a missionary and I don’t expect you to start getting a buzz out of business and profit. Obviously there’ll be a great deal of give and take needed on both sides, but I’m sure we can work it out. I’m certainly keen to try.’

He paused and placed a gentle kiss on her cheek. ‘Don’t let me know right away, give yourself time to think about it. I shall have to go back to the States at the end of my holiday whatever happens, so let me know by then. If the answer is yes, then I’ll fly back  for the wedding as I know you’d want to get married here. In the meantime, I still have two weeks holiday left. If you have any spare time, I’d love you to join me.’

‘I have some preparation to do for the new term, but I’ve nothing else planned and I can’t think of anything I’d rather do,’ she said.

The next two weeks floated by. They punted on the Thames at Henley, and took a trip out to the dreaming spires of Oxford; they ate ice cream by the Serpentine, and sipped coffee in the sunshine at the Covent Garden Piazza.

They went to Windsor Castle and Hampton Court, had tea at the Ritz and dinner at the Savoy. ‘Evita’ and ‘The Mousetrap’ were on their list of evening venues, and on the penultimate night before Terry’s departure they went to the Albert Hall to a Promenade Concert with Rosie and Mark.

It was a time for romance without sex. They hugged and held hands and tormented each other with kisses. But with their future still hanging in the balance, neither of them was ready to take things further.

After the concert Sharon gave him his answer. For practical reasons she was staying in her old room at her mother’s house, and when Rosie and Mark had gone to bed Terry and Sharon sat out on the patio in the cool night air, which was already hinting at the woodsmoke of autumn. A moth battered frantically against the window, somewhere a dog barked. Flossie sat on the low patio wall staring at the tiny flies that were caught in the light, distantly a baby cried and the last tube rumbled through Ealing Common Station.

‘I’m probably being terribly irresponsible,’ Sharon  said, taking Terry’s hand and putting it to her lips, ’but I shall follow my heart. If you still want me, I would love to marry you.’

The next day passed in a fever of excitement with so little time to make so many plans. The diamond and sapphire ring that Terry had never been able to part with was replaced on Sharon’s finger at a small family celebration. Terry was to fly back to England for Christmas, they were to marry on New Year’s Eve and take their honeymoon in America.

‘It’s good to have you all together to share our wonderful news,’ Sharon said, beaming at her grandmother. ‘I hope the whole family will be here for the wedding.’

And they all drank a toast to that.

 


Flossie was curled up on the hearth rug in Rosie’s living room. Christmas cards adorned the mantelpiece, the television, the hi fi and the doorframe. An illuminated Christmas tree glowed in the window and tinsel decorations glittered in various corners of the room. On the coffee table was a pile of place cards for the wedding reception in two weeks’ time which Rosie had been working on when Charlie arrived.

They were alone in the house. Sharon, Terry and Mark had gone to Sharon’s farewell party at the school. Charlie had just told Rosie of Brenda’s pathetic letters.

‘And I suppose you feel duty bound to take her back,’ said Rosie wearily, staring at him across the hearth where a fire burned low. He was still a handsome man, she thought, despite his greying hair and ageing skin. His jawline was fleshier now, his waistline thicker, his eyes deeper set. But all the old charisma was still there.

After their ecstatic reunion, he had had to go back to  the States for a while to give Terry a thorough grounding before leaving him to take the helm. A week ago Charlie had returned home for good. Carefully leaving all skeletons locked in the cupboard, they had made it generally known that they planned to marry as soon as Charlie was free from Brenda. The children had been delighted, if a little bewildered, and even Queenie had wished them well.

‘I have told Brenda that I am going to marry you and the divorce is still going ahead.’ He swallowed some whisky rather too quickly and brushed his furrowed brow with the back of his hand. ‘But she still has the ability to make me feel responsible for her.’

Rosie had reached the end of the line. She couldn’t bear to lose him now. And anyway Brenda was wrong for him, always had been.

She went and sat on the hearth rug at his feet. Flossie stirred and she absently fondled her head.

‘Brenda is using her arthritis to get you into a corner. She knows what a soft touch you are. It isn’t you she wants, but an insurance policy against loneliness in her old age – and that she’ll never get from you because if the two of you lived in a cupboard you wouldn’t truly be together.’ She paused and looked thoughtfully into the fire for a moment. ‘If you don’t take Brenda back; she won’t be on her own for long. She’ll find someone to lean on because that’s the way she is.’ She looked at him again, seeing the suffering in his eyes. ‘As for me, well, I suppose I am one of life’s copers. I have my health and strength and I can stand on my own two feet. But I love you, Charlie, and I need you. Just because I don’t have hysterics every time you leave my side, doesn’t mean that I don’t need you.’

She stared hard at his tortured face, knowing this whole divorce business was hell on earth for him. But he had to make the choice. She had waited long enough for him.

‘It must be your decision,’ she said. ‘But if I lose you this time, I really do want you out of my life forever. Even I can only stand so much.’

The firelight flickered over the room as the red coals gently exuded orange and blue flames. At the door some carol singers launched into an exuberant version of ‘Good King Wenceslas’.

 


Rosie stood in the front pew between Mark and Queenie while Sharon made her vows to Terry in the same church where Rosie had made hers to Micky.

Sunlight on the stained glass windows tinted the church walls with multi-coloured patterns. At the altar, Sharon stood wearing a cream satin dress with a high neck and long sleeves. The plainness of the outfit was offset by a pearl headdress from which billowed a frothy lace veil.

The grey formal dress of the main male participants added to the dignity of the scene. Terry so happy and proud of his bride; Brian, the best man, so grave in his role; Charlie, who was giving the bride away, tall, distinguished and honoured to be doing the job. The Watts twins, Tony and Tim, now fine young men of twenty-five, were ushers and their twenty-one-year-old sister Tracy was one of the bridesmaids. Jeff and Maureen Watts, now comfortably middle-aged, were sitting behind Rosie.

As the bridal procession moved joyously down the aisle after the ceremony, Charlie took his mother’s arm to escort her from the church, while Rosie,  wearing a winter white suit with scarlet accessories, walked with Mark. Approaching the door to the peal of jubilant bells, Mark whispered something in his mother’s ear.

‘I hope they’re not going to take ages with the photographs, Mum. I’m dying to get at the grub – I’m starving.’

Rosie giggled. ‘You and your stomach. What would we do without you to bring us back to earth?’ she told him softly.

Outside in the pale winter sunshine it was all congratulations and kisses. The couple were radiant and the guests in high spirits. Rosie joined in the fun whilst keeping a supervisory eye on the proceedings, relieved that it was all going so well.

But the day was not without sadness for her. Because although she was delighted with the marriage, the fact that the couple were to make their home in America creased her with pain. She and Sharon were such pals, she was gong to miss her dreadfully.

‘Can I have the bride’s mother in this shot please?’ the photographer asked. And as Rosie posed with the happy couple, she caught Charlie’s eye and her expression was captured for posterity by the camera. A mother happy for her daughter, they would think. How many would read more into that dazzling smile?




Epilogue

‘How about a shot of the bridegroom kissing the bride?’ the photographer suggested six months later as Rosie and Charlie posed for photographs in the June sunshine outside Ealing Register Office.

It was a small gathering – just Queenie, Mark, Brian, and Jeff and Maureen Watts. Sharon and Terry had managed to fly over for the occasion. Rosie and Charlie hadn’t wanted a fuss, just each other.

‘Happy to oblige,’ beamed Charlie, turning to his bride. And as their lips met the camera caught that, too. Every picture tells a story they say, but who could guess at the tale behind that one?
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