
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	SOUL SEARCHING

	 

	Chrissie Loveday

	 


 

	© Chrissie Loveday 2016

	 

	Chrissie Loveday has asserted her rights under the Copyright, Design and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as the author of this work.

	 

	First published 2016 by Endeavour Press Ltd.

	 

	This edition published in 2018 by Endeavour Media Ltd.

	 


 

	Table of Contents

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	 


 

	Chapter One

	 

	The young couple walked hand in hand along the rutted lane behind the row of dreary terraced houses. The last few dying weeds poked up between the cobbles in the village near Longton in the Potteries. It was late in the autumn of 1939. Already there were signs of war invading their everyday lives and Paul had said recently that he was waiting to be called up.

	‘But you’re too young,’ protested Ruth. ‘You’re only just nineteen and besides, I’d miss you too much. I don’t want you coming back damaged or without a leg or an arm.’

	‘I don’t think there’ll be much choice. They’re already saying every young man will have to go and fight. Don’t worry, love. I know I’ll come back safe and sound.’

	‘Promise me you will.’

	‘I promise. I do love you, Ruth. I know it’s a bit soon but… you will marry me, won’t you?’

	‘Course I will. Not yet awhile though. My mum would never allow it.’ They both giggled at the thought of Mabel actually condoning their wedding. ‘Far too young you are. Don’t be so silly, girl.’ Her impersonation of her adopted mother was more than accurate and Paul laughed long and hard. 

	‘Your Veronica wouldn’t half be jealous.’

	‘She’s not “my” Veronica. Stupid woman. She’s always been jealous of me and my brother, ever since Mum took us from the home.’

	‘It was Mabel’s cousin or something that was your mother, wasn’t it?’

	‘As far as I know. My real mother had died after me and Jimmy were born and my real dad blamed us for it. For her dying, I mean. Dumped us in the Lymes and if Mum hadn’t gone and rescued us, lord knows where we’d be now. Well, that’s as far as Mum tells the story, any road.’ 

	‘Lucky for you two then. It was good of her to adopt you both, wasn’t it?’

	‘I suppose so. But with twins, she could hardly leave one of us for someone else, now could she? It hasn’t always been easy you know. Still, I don’t want to talk about that.’

	‘I hate living here. Miserable little houses in rows. I’d like to live in a nice new house with some garden instead of a back yard.’

	‘With a toilet up the back. I hate it too. I’ve heard they’re building a new estate down at Wallbrook for people who work in the Royal Ordnance Factory or whatever it’s called. I’d like to live there, especially with an inside lavatory. They’re putting in air raid shelters too in case of any bombs dropping.’

	‘It’ll all be over soon. I’m sure it won’t go on much beyond Christmas.’ Paul was keeping his fingers crossed as he spoke, feeling that no politicians could ever tell the whole truth. ‘Forget it all. It’s all happening miles away from here and I don’t suppose we’ll even know about it. Come on, let’s move a bit faster and try to get home before the rain really starts.’

	‘I wish we had somewhere to go where we could be on our own. I get fed up with everyone sitting round in the same room listening to everything we say.’

	‘When we get married, we’ll definitely try to get us a place of our own,’ he promised.

	‘But how long will that take? Years and years.’ She paused. ‘Come on then, we might as well go back to my place. See what joy my father’s wittering on about today.’ The bored tone of her voice reflected her feelings at the thought.

	Ruth was a pretty girl of eighteen. She had red curly hair, an unusual colour that looked coppery one minute and a much darker russet the next. Her eyes were dark brown, dreamy eyes that often seemed to give people the impression she was thinking faraway thoughts. Paul was a modern young man of his time, blond hair cut short back and sides. He was taller than Ruth and his blue eyes were guileless. The pair had been going out together since their schooldays. They walked along the backs and soon arrived back at Ruth’s parents’ terraced house. It was one among streets of similar properties, all owned by some landlord who probably lived miles away. The front door opened into the front room, a room used only at Christmas, despite the crowded family. 

	‘Is that you, Ruth?’ called Mabel from the back room. 

	‘Yes. Paul’s with me.’

	‘Come on through and get yourselves warm again. You must be perished.’

	‘Thanks Mrs Davies. It is a bit chilly out there,’ said Paul.

	‘That’s right. Sit near the fire. Move yourself Jimmy. Let them as has been out get a warm. Put the kettle on, Ruth. We’ll all have a cuppa.’

	With a look that could kill under other circumstances, Jimmy heaved himself out of his chair and, with a sigh, left the room. He pounded up the stairs and, minutes later, they all heard the sound of his trumpet as he practised blowing scales. He was actually very good but listening to him doing the same things over and over soon got to them all. He and Ruth, being twins, had similar colouring. 

	‘Tell him to stop that racket, can’t you?’ put in Veronica, the youngest of Mabel’s own children. She was over twenty-five but liked her home comforts too much to get married. 

	‘Tell him yourself,’ said Dan, their father. 

	‘Honestly, ever since Mum took those two brats in, this place has never been peaceful.’

	‘Well, you’ve had almost eighteen years to get used to it,’ snapped Mabel. ‘It’s about time you found yourself a fellow. If there’s anyone who’d take you on.’

	‘I’ll have you know I’ve turned down a whole load of men asking me to marry them. Never fancied any of them enough to give up my liberty for them.’

	‘Tea’s ready. Who wants some?’ said Ruth. They all said they did, so she went back into the kitchen to pour it out. Paul went into the kitchen to help her.

	‘I don’t like the way your sister… stepsister or whatever she is, I don’t like the way she speaks to your Mum about you. I’ve come in here to get away from her vicious tongue.’

	‘I’m just sorry you had to hear her. She’s usually out on a Saturday afternoon. Don’t know why she’s at home.’

	‘Shall I take your parents’ tea through?’

	‘Okay, thanks. I could leave Veronica’s in here and let her fetch it herself,’ Ruth giggled.

	‘I dare you to.’

	‘Okay. I’ll bring yours and mine in and tell her to fetch her own.’ She carried two cups and handed one to Paul and then sat down with her own cup. 

	‘Where’s mine?’ demanded Veronica.

	‘In the kitchen.’

	‘Why didn’t you bring it in here?’

	‘Didn’t know I was supposed to wait on you. It’s on the side. Get it before it gets cold.’

	‘Mother? Are you going to allow her to speak to me like that? Ignorant brat. Go and fetch my tea immediately.’ Ruth sat still, drinking her own tea. 

	‘I’ll go,’ said Mabel.

	‘Don’t you dare, Mum. I want the brat to get it. Go on. Fetch it now.’

	‘I said, get it yourself.’ Veronica rose from her chair and stood beside Ruth. Then she leaned over and flicked under her cup, spilling the contents all over her.

	‘You bitch,’ yelled Ruth. ‘You’ve scalded me. Get your own flaming tea and I hope it’s gone cold. I’ve got to go and change now.’ She ran up the stairs and pulled off her wet skirt and blouse, cursing the stain that had spread all over them both. They were her best ones, too, worn especially for Paul. She put on some of her work clothes and carried down the stained garments to put them to soak. They were all sitting quietly when she arrived downstairs. Veronica looked a little subdued but was still scowling. 

	‘I think perhaps I’d better go,’ suggested Paul.

	‘Oh now, please don’t,’ Ruth begged him. ‘We were going to the pictures later.’

	‘I can come back and pick you up in time for it to start.’

	‘I’ll come with you now. Wait a minute and I’ll get my coat.’ He looked very embarrassed and seemed to want to get away as soon as he could.

	‘What about your tea, Ruth?’ asked Mabel.

	‘We’ll get something later. I don’t want to stay where I’m not wanted.’

	‘Oh, Ruth. I’m sure she didn’t mean anything by it.’

	Ruth looked at the woman who hated her so much and gave a shrug. 

	‘I think she really meant it. Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll be fine. Come on, Paul. Let’s go.’

	The two of them walked down the street, hand in hand. 

	‘I’m so sorry you had to see all that,’ Ruth told him.

	‘It was partly my fault. If I hadn’t dared you to leave her tea behind, it would never have happened. I’m sorry, too. What do you want to do now? It’s a couple of hours before the film starts and the weather’s not exactly good for walking.’

	They tossed a couple of ideas round and decided to go and have some more tea. They found a small tea shop that was almost on the point of closing, but the owner agreed to make them a pot of tea. 

	‘Not a nice afternoon to be out,’ she said chattily as she brought it to them. ‘I’ve put out a plate of cakes, too. No charge. They’d only go to waste if I keep them. It is Saturday after all.’

	‘Thank you. That’s very kind of you,’ said Ruth. 

	‘Yes, thank you,’ added Paul. 

	Feeling slightly self-conscious, Ruth poured the tea and handed the cake plate to her boyfriend. It felt rather grown up to be taking tea in a shop and she certainly didn’t feel very grown up. 

	‘It feels slightly wrong to be here, don’t you think?’ she whispered.

	‘Maybe. But we had to go somewhere, didn’t we?’

	‘How much do you think it will be?’

	‘Don’t worry. I got paid yesterday and I can afford it.’

	‘That’s okay then. It’s awful having to do things like this isn’t it? All because we didn’t want to sit in with my parents and that hateful sort of sister.’

	‘I still feel guilty about that. Perhaps we should have gone to my parents instead. But they’d be even worse.’

	‘Worse than Veronica? I doubt it. I dream of her leaving home and getting married. But who on earth would want her?’

	‘Who indeed? You never know. I think we’d better finish now. The woman is probably wanting to go home. I’ll go and pay her.’

	He went to the counter and called out. The owner was sitting in the tiny office at the rear of shop. She came out and told him she wasn’t going to charge them anything. 

	‘It was no problem and I could see you wanted somewhere to sit. Besides, I was finishing off my book work. You go and have a nice evening. Going somewhere nice?’

	‘Going to see Babes in Arms at the cinema.’

	‘Ooh, lovely. Hope you enjoy it. I’ve heard good things about it. Judy Garland isn’t it?’

	‘I think so. And Mickey Rooney. My girlfriend is very anxious to see it. Something light-hearted in these times.’

	‘I’ll come and lock up behind you. See you again I hope.’

	‘You certainly will. And thanks again for your generosity. Very good of you.’

	They went out into the now dark street, holding hands. Paul told Ruth about the woman not charging them for the tea and cakes and they both agreed it had been very nice of her. They walked along to the cinema and stood in the queue outside. 

	‘I’m really looking forward to this,’ she told him.

	‘Hope you enjoy it. I’m pleased you’ll be happy.’

	Unlike many of the other younger people watching the film, they really did watch it. All around them, couples were cuddling and kissing and not watching any of the film. Ruth wanted to see it and was quite carried away by the story and the music.

	‘Oh, I’d love to be in something like that,’ she said at the end of the film. ‘I know I can sing and I just need to be discovered.’ She danced along the street, twirling and humming the songs from the show. Paul smiled at her.

	‘Don’t you go off to Hollywood and leave me behind,’ he said, laughing. ‘Oh Ruth, I do love you.’

	‘I love you, too.’ They stopped near to a shop and ducked inside the doorway, where he kissed her. ‘I don’t want to go home yet. What time is it?’

	‘About quarter to ten. Let’s go and get some chips.’ He took her hand and they ran together along the dirty pavement till they reached the chip shop.

	‘Two bags of chips, with salt and vinegar, please.’

	They left the warm, steamy shop and ate from the cone-shaped bags as they walked along. When they had finished Ruth licked her lips and said, ‘I think chips are my very favourite food. Especially at night.’

	‘Very good taste you have, Miss Davies. Now, I’d better get you home or you’ll be in trouble with your mum. Shall I see you tomorrow?’

	‘That would be nice. I’m not sure where we can go but come round anyway. We may have to stay in the house with everyone else if it’s raining.’

	‘I’ll cope. Just try to get on with your sister, that’s all I ask.’

	‘With any luck, she’ll be out somewhere. At least you’re an only child and don’t have such problems. Here we are. Thanks for a lovely evening. I really enjoyed the film and the chips were magic.’

	‘Night, love. See you tomorrow.’ He kissed her cheek and turned away and started to walk to his own home. Ruth opened the door and went inside. 

	‘Only me, Mum,’ she called as she went in. 

	‘You’re late. It’s nearly quarter past ten. You know the rules. Back inside by ten.’

	‘We stopped and got some chips. Sorry. Didn’t realise it had got so late. It was such a good film though. Judy Garland sang beautifully.’

	‘I can’t stand the woman meself. You’d better get yourself off to bed.’

	‘Is Veronica back yet?’

	‘No. Don’t even know where she’s gone.’

	‘Well, I hope she doesn’t come clattering in very late. I’ll just go up the yard and then settle down. Dad at the club?’

	‘Where else would he be? He went about eight. Expect he’ll be back soon.’

	*

	Ruth went up the yard and came back and washed herself at the kitchen sink. Apart from Veronica’s influence on the family, she was very happy with her life. She had a good job as secretary to the owner of a small company making pottery and she had Paul. She loved her twin brother, Jimmy, and they often chatted together about their futures and what would happen to them. She smiled at the thought of the pair of them when they were little. They were adopted by Mabel and Dan when they were practically newborn. They had never known anything different and had grown accustomed to sitting side by side on the sofa with a fireguard put in front of them to keep them there. They used to chatter away in their own language. She couldn’t even remember what it was now but, somehow, they always understood each other. Mabel’s oldest daughter, Annie was married and had two babies of her own. 

	She got herself ready for bed and was almost asleep when Veronica came back. She made such a noise getting herself ready that Ruth was wide awake again. She turned over so her back was towards her sister and pretended to be asleep. She really didn’t want another set to with her. Ruth smelled the expensive hand lotion she was rubbing on and then, at last, she turned the light off and settled down. 

	Over the next few weeks, more news came in about the war. It didn’t seem as if it was going to end any time soon. Ruth felt worried about Paul having to go and fight and, despite his bravado, he was worried too, though he didn’t let on to his girlfriend. 

	‘Stop worrying, love,’ Paul told her. ‘If it happens, then so be it. I won’t be able to do anything but go wherever I’m told. But I will be back. I promise you that.’

	‘I hope you’re right. If it does go on for a long time, I bet Jimmy will get called up too. I can’t bear it. All the people I love going away to who knows where?’ It was a typical conversation they often had.

	Mabel was more stoical about it all. She could remember the last war and all the misery that went with it. They’d said it could never happen again like that. She believed the politicians, thinking they were all much cleverer than any of her family so they must be right. She didn’t think any of her brood would have to go and fight. They had a proper army nowadays, didn’t they? 

	‘Don’t be daft, our Ruth. They’ll never do a call up of all the men. They’ll send the army in to fight those bastards. Your brother won’t ever have to go and I doubt young Paul will either.’

	‘Oh, I don’t know, Mum. He seems to think he’ll have to go. I think he’s planning to volunteer. I’ve begged him not to but he won’t listen. He’s convinced he’ll come back safely. I wish I could believe him.’

	‘He’ll be all right. Now, go and put the kettle on. We’ll have a nice cuppa.’

	‘How long will we be able to drink tea? It comes from overseas doesn’t it? I bet they’ll be short of it before too long.’

	‘Well, we’ll drink it while we can then. Go on with you.’ 

	‘Why does everyone think drinking tea will make everything right?’ She went into the kitchen and put the kettle on. She was not convinced that all would be well forever. She made some tea and took it through. ‘There you are, Mum. Is Jimmy out playing in his band again?’

	‘He went out after he’d had his tea. He does seem to be doing well. I think he’s got a concert coming up. Something to raise money for the troops. You and Paul should go.’

	‘Maybe. When is it?’

	‘On Saturday I think. You’ll have to ask Jimmy.’

	‘I wanted to go to the pictures again. I don’t know. I’ll ask Paul. Oh Mum, do you really think this war’s going on for long?’

	‘How do I know? They said the last one was the war to end all wars. I doubt your dad will have to go and fight. He’s a bit past it now but no doubt he’ll feel he should.’

	‘I can’t really understand anyone actually wanting to go.’

	‘I s’pose they feel it’s a duty. For king and country or summat like that.’

	‘Perhaps you’re right. I just really hope our men don’t have to go.’ 

	 


 

	Chapter Two

	 

	As the weeks drifted on into months, Ruth’s hopes rose as Paul did not receive his call-up papers. He continued his work as an electrician and she began to convince herself he was in a reserved occupation. She’d heard of a few roles that kept the men at home and hoped against all hope that an electrician was one of them. Then it happened. Paul came round one evening looking a bit green.

	‘They’ve come. My call-up papers.’ Ruth promptly burst into tears. For her it seemed as if it was the end of her world.

	‘Why do you have to go?’ she sobbed, clinging to him as if he was about to be murdered. ‘Paul, can’t you say you’re ill or have something wrong so you can’t go?’

	‘Oh, Ruth, I can’t. I’m really sorry but it’s my duty. You mustn’t worry. I reckon it’ll all be over soon and I’ll be back, pestering the life out of you.’ But she clung to him as if she might never let him go. ‘Come on, love. We’ve all got to be brave. It would be dreadful if the Germans beat us and we all had to bow down to their control.’

	‘I know, but you’re just gonna be gun fodder. Just another body there to be shot at.’ She began to sob once more as if her heart would break. She’d known Paul since they were at school together and could hardly bear to think she might never see him again.

	‘I’ll write to you. I promise I’ll write something every day. I’m not sure how often the post will be sent but I will write something. Let you know how it’s going and all that.’

	‘When do you have to go?’ 

	‘In just over a week. So we’ve got the weekend to see each other. We’ll do something special. Have a think and see what you fancy doing.’

	All too soon, the week was over. Paul left to go off to his base and Ruth got the morning off work to go and wave to him as he left. There were lots of people on the station platform and lots of women crying, to see their men leaving. Some of them had little children with them and she thought it seemed even more cruel that they had to leave their families behind. Paul leaned out of the window and kissed her once more. 

	‘Don’t forget to look for the post. I’ll write as soon as I can.’

	‘Of course. I’ll be waiting for your letters.’ The train started to pull away from the platform and she ran alongside it, holding Paul’s hand till it became impossible and he was drawn away. She wiped her eyes and turned to leave the station. She could hardly believe she wouldn’t see him again until who knew when? In something of a dream, she went to catch the bus for work. It seemed like a living nightmare. How could everything carry on so normally around her? The red bus came just as it always did. The conductor took her fare and gave her a ticket, just as he always did. The bus stopped, just as it always did. She got off and walked into work, just as she always did.

	‘Oh good, you’re back. He’s gone off okay I take it?’ said the boss.

	‘Yes,’ she whispered, almost breaking down again. 

	‘Right, well I’ve got some letters need to get into the post. Bring your pad in and let’s get them done.’

	‘Yes, Mr Steele. Can I just go to the lavatory before we start?’

	‘Hurry up then. You’ve been out for most of the morning. I’m very behind.’

	Ruth worked hard for the rest of the day, occasionally slowing down and allowing a small tear to escape and run down her cheek. She wondered where Paul had gone and what he was doing. Then she went back to her typing and tried to forget what had happened that morning. At the end of the day, she went back home and slumped down in front of the fire. It seemed the first time that day she had been warm. Her mum gave her a cup of tea and sat down next to her.

	‘He’ll be back, dunna fret lass. Drink up and I’ll pour you some more.’ Automatically, she did as she was told. Then Jimmy came home.

	‘All right?’ he asked. ‘Paul get his train okay?’ She nodded, unable to speak. ‘Good. That’s good. What’s for tea, Mum?’

	‘Sausage and chips. I’ll go and make a start. Your dad’ll be home soon.’

	‘Right. Well I’ll go and change.’

	‘You going out again this evening?’ asked Mabel.

	‘Band practice. Then we’ll go down to the pub I expect.’

	‘Right. What are you doing, our Ruth?’

	‘What is there to do? Nothing for now and evermore.’ She went upstairs and lay down on her bed. She had to find something to do. Perhaps she could find a course or some war work. She couldn’t just sit around all the time. At this moment, she felt as if her life had ended. She heard a clumping up the stairs and Veronica came into the room. 

	‘Has he gone then?’

	‘Yes. I saw him off this morning.’

	‘Lots of them have gone. Several of my boyfriends have had to go. Still, they do say the ones that are left will be even hungrier for female company. Hope so, any road. Better see what Mum’s got for tea. Then I shall go out in search of someone to buy me a gin and it. While there’s still some to be bought.’ 

	Ruth lay there for a while longer. She heard her dad come in and knew that tea would be on the table in a minute. She wiped her eyes, combed her hair and went downstairs, putting on her brave face. She steeled herself for any comments from anyone and went to sit down. 

	‘All right, love?’ said her dad.

	‘Not bad, thanks. How about you?’

	‘Not bad.’

	The conversation was general for a while until Dan dropped his bombshell.

	‘Look, I’m thinking of going to work at Swinnerton. You know. The ROF place there.’

	‘That’s a bit sudden ain’t it? Really? How will you get there?’ asked Mabel.

	‘They’re going to put on special buses. I’ve heard rumours they’re gonna close our factory. For the duration, you know. No call for fancy pottery during the war.’

	‘Goodness. I wonder if our place will still keep going,’ said Ruth. ‘We only make crockery for food use. Dinner plates and so on.’

	‘They say some places doing utility ware will be kept working. I don’t know if it will ever recover when it’s all over. S’pose it depends on how long it takes.’

	‘Does this mean we might get a place at Wallbrook?’ asked Mabel. ‘Inside lavatory. Can you just imagine it?’

	‘In my dreams,’ replied Veronica. ‘I might even stay at home for a bit longer if we  had one of those.’ Ruth listened to the conversation, thinking how marvellous it was that people could think anything positive about this war. Her Paul was sleeping somewhere he didn’t know, probably in a large hut somewhere with a load of other men. Here were her family talking about moving somewhere where there was an inside lavatory. She shook her head.

	When tea was finished, Ruth cleared the table and took the dirty plates into the kitchen. She put the kettle on to heat water for washing up.

	‘Oh good. Are you making tea?’ asked Veronica.

	‘It’s for the washing up. I’ll tell you when the kettle’s free again.’

	‘Don’t bother. I’m going out. I can’t wait for you to finish that lot and then make tea. I need to go and get my glad rags on.’

	‘You could always dry the dishes. Or wash if you’d prefer.’ The woman stared at her stepsister in surprise.

	‘Don’t be ridiculous. It would ruin my nails.’ She swept out of the kitchen and disappeared upstairs. Ruth shook her head. She was impossible. She poured the boiling water into the washing up bowl and added some cold. She shook the soap saver, a metal holder with scraps of soap in it, into the water. Soon she had washed all the plates and cutlery and started on the pans. Nobody came to offer any help and she sighed. One day, perhaps, she might get enough bottle to leave everything for someone else to do but then it would probably be left to her mother. She dried all the pots and put them away. She still felt very miserable and decided to go and lie on her bed. With any luck, Veronica would have finished titivating by now and she could lie there in peace. She went out of the kitchen and her dad spoke.

	‘Have you put the kettle on again for tea?’

	‘No. I’m going up to my room.’ She went upstairs and heard her father ask what was the matter with the girl.

	‘She saw Paul off this morning. She’s a bit out of sorts.’ 

	‘I see. So who’s going to make a cuppa?’

	‘I suppose it’ll be me. P’raps I might take a cup up to Ruth. Have a bit of a chat to her. I don’t like to see her so miserable.’

	‘Aye, do that. Poor kid. Our Veronica doesn’t help much, does she?’ 

	‘She’s totally selfish, that one. I’ll never know why. The others grew up much less selfish didn’t they?’

	‘She’s always resented Ruth and Jimmy getting adopted. But what else could we have done? They couldn’t have been left in that dreadful home.’ Dan sat there thinking hard.

	‘I’m glad you saw it that way, love. I’d never have forgiven myself if I’d let them go. Not like their dad. He couldn’t care less what happened to his children. He blamed them for the loss of his wife, of course. I think he went to Australia. I doubt if he’s still alive. Any road, I’d better make this tea. Has Veronica appeared again yet?’

	‘No. She must still be upstairs. I hope she’s not upsetting Ruth again. She can be a real cow that one. Sorry, I shouldn’t speak of her like that but she makes me so mad.’ She went into the kitchen and made tea. She looked round at the clean surfaces and saw Ruth had put everything away. She was such a good girl that one. She heard Veronica come down and then go out so she knew it would be a good time to go up to Ruth. She poured tea for her husband and then took two cups up to Ruth, so she could drink hers at the same time.

	‘Thought you might like a chat,’ she said. ‘Here, have some tea.’

	‘That’s kind of you. But there’s nothing to chat about.’

	‘I don’t like to see you so miserable.’

	‘I know. But I can’t help it. Oh Mum, do you think I’ll ever see him again?’

	‘Course you will. He’ll be home fairly soon on leave. Before he gets posted anywhere else. They have to do training first.’

	‘Do you think so? Really?’

	‘Yes, of course they do. About six weeks, Mrs Taylor told me. Her son went off a couple of weeks since.’

	‘Six weeks. Seems a lifetime to wait. But then, it will be a lot longer after that. Oh, this blooming war. Why does it have to happen?’

	‘I’ll never know why, love. Drink your tea while it’s hot. I dare say we’ll all come through it one way and another. At least you’ve got a job. That’ll keep you busy and the time will soon pass.’ They chatted about this and that and Ruth seemed a little bit better.

	‘I was wondering if there might be some course I could do. Something to keep my mind occupied and while away these long evenings,’ she said. 

	‘Well, you’ll have to see about that. You seem a bit more cheerful now. How about coming down to listen to the radio? There’s bound to be something good on.’

	‘I’ll be down in a minute or two. Thanks for the tea, Mum. And the chat.’

	Ruth knew she couldn’t go on feeling so miserable and tried to cheer up. After about a week, she really did feel better. It was helped when a letter arrived from Paul. He’d been stationed somewhere in darkest Somerset and was undergoing training. She wasn’t even sure where Somerset was but it sounded a long way away. He didn’t say much about anything except he was with a good group of blokes and they seemed to spend a lot of time playing cards. She immediately went to her room to write back to him. It was a rather peculiar address and she hoped it would actually reach him. She told him how much she was missing him and looking forward to his leave. Then she put it into an envelope and sealed it, ready to post it on her way to work the next day. Somehow, she felt closer to him and therefore more cheerful. 

	The next day, Mr Steele seemed to notice that she was more cheerful and commented on it.

	‘I was thinking Miss Davies, it would be nice to go out one evening to discuss your future.’

	‘My future?’ she echoed, surprised by his words. 

	‘I think you show great promise. It would be good to talk through your options.’

	‘My options?’

	‘Well, yes. I think you may be ready to become a personal assistant.’

	‘What’s one of them?’ she asked in all innocence.

	‘Oh, you know. Take over responsibility for, well, all manner of things. Let’s go out for a meal one evening and we’ll discuss it all then.’

	‘Oh, well thank you, Mr Steele.’

	‘Does that mean you’ll agree to come?’

	‘I suppose it does. When do you want to go?’

	‘How about tomorrow?’

	‘Yes, that would be fine. Thank you.’

	‘Good. I’ll book a table somewhere. Straight after work if that’s all right with you.’

	‘Of course. I’ll be ready. I can tell Mum tonight so she doesn’t make tea for me.’

	‘Right. You’d better get on now.’

	When she told her parents that evening, they were a bit dubious about the whole thing.

	‘It’s a business deal,’ she protested. ‘I don’t know what else you think it is. He wants me to be a personal assistant. It’ll mean more money and more responsibility. Please don’t worry. I can look after myself.’

	‘I just hope you can.’

	‘Course I can. It’s only going to be for a talk.’

	‘What is?’ asked Jimmy, coming into the room. 

	‘Your sister’s going out with her boss for supper.’

	‘Really?’ 

	‘Yes. He asked me to go to discuss my future. I’m going to be a personal assistant,’ Ruth told him carefully. 

	‘Well, just make sure he doesn’t want you to be anything else.’ He tapped his nose. ‘Know what I mean?’

	‘Don’t be silly. He says he wants to explain it all to me and so he’s offered to give me supper somewhere. It’s all just business.’

	‘Okay, but take care, won’t you? Where’s he taking you?’

	‘Dunno. Somewhere in town I suppose.’ 

	‘I don’t like it, Sis. He’s got a reputation, that man.’

	‘How do you know?’

	‘It’s all round the factory.’ Jimmy was working in the same factory at present and seemed to know what he was talking about.

	‘I’m sure I can look after myself, but thanks for the warning.’

	She lay awake for much of the night, worrying about the things her brother had said. Was Mr Steele so bad? Had she been taken in by his suggestions? Several times she decided to cancel the outing, but by the morning she had decided it would be all right. She dressed carefully, making sure her skirt wasn’t too short and she looked neat and tidy. She wasn’t going to wear anything special as she doubted he would take her anywhere very special. 

	It was a fairly normal day. She actually began to think he’d forgotten about his invitation as he didn’t mention it again. Never mind, she was thinking, it saves me being bothered by him. Towards the end of the afternoon, he called her into his office. She automatically picked up her dictation pad and pencil and went in.

	‘You don’t need that, love,’ he told her. ‘I just wanted to make sure you’re ready to come out this evening. Do you need time to go and pretty yourself up?’

	‘Of course not. I’m ready to go, unless I’m not smart enough?’ 

	‘You’ll do fine. I just wanted to be sure you didn’t need some time to yourself.’ She stared at the man wondering exactly what he was implying. ‘It’s okay, love. Don’t worry. I’m not going to eat you.’ She smiled and left his office. She waited until everyone else had left and knocked on his door again. 

	‘I think they’ve all left now. Should I get my coat?’

	‘Indeed, Ruth. I’ll just clear my things away ready for tomorrow and I’ll be with you.’ He licked his lips and she thought how unpleasant he seemed. What was she doing? Still, it was too late now. She was committed. 

	Mr Steele drove them out of town to a small country pub. It seemed rather posh, she thought, and suddenly she felt rather nervous. He parked and said, ‘I like this place. It’s unpretentious and does a good meal. Come on then. Let’s go and see what they’re offering tonight.’ Nervously, she got out of his car and followed him inside. ‘What will you have to drink?’

	‘An orange juice, thank you.’

	‘You sure? Wouldn’t you like a short?’ She blinked, wondering what he meant. ‘Gin and orange or maybe a port and lemon?’

	‘Oh no. Thanks but I don’t really drink.’

	‘Perhaps you should try a port and lemon then. It’s mostly lemonade and with a splash of port to add interest.’

	‘I don’t think my mother would like to think of me drinking strong alcohol.’

	‘Your mother won’t know,’ he said, winking at her. ‘She’s not here is she? You go and find a table. I’ll get the drinks and bring them over. By the window over there.’ He indicated a table and she went and sat down. She thanked him for the drink and sipped it suspiciously. It was red in colour and she felt certain it was the port and lemon he’d suggested. To her surprise, it tasted delicious. 

	‘This is lovely,’ she told him. 

	‘Excellent. I’ll get you another when you’ve finished that one.’ He was drinking beer and very quickly downed his first pint. 

	‘So, we were going to talk about my future?’ Ruth said.

	‘We’ll talk later. Over the meal. Now, are you ready for another?’

	‘Well, perhaps one more. Thank you. Can I buy one for you?’

	‘Of course not. I don’t take a lady out and expect her to pay for anything. Drink up. Then we’ll go and eat.’

	By the time she had drunk her second port and lemon, she was feeling distinctly woozy. He led her into the dining room and she looked at the array of knives and forks in alarm. Which one should she use? She decided to watch him and see what he did. 

	‘We’ll have two of your steak and kidney pies with all the trimmings,’ he said. ‘If that’s all right with you?’

	‘That’s fine. Thank you.’ 

	The waiter went off into the kitchen and he asked if she liked wine.

	‘I’ve never tried it. But I really don’t want any more to drink. Except maybe some water. I feel rather thirsty.’

	‘Leave it with me. I’ll order us a bottle of red and I’m sure you’re going to like it. I’ll ask for some water too, so don’t worry. Now, enjoy your meal.’

	 


 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Ruth enjoyed her pie and they were talking easily. She had forgotten about her job and who he was and felt as if she was out with a friend. The red wine she wasn’t sure about but after one glass, she found she could almost begin to enjoy it. 

	‘Now then, love, what about a pudding?’ Mr Steele asked.

	‘Oh, I don’t think so. I’m quite full after that pie. It was very nice though.’

	‘What about an ice cream? That won’t be filling. Besides, it will give me the chance to have something.’

	‘Oh, all right then. What a treat.’

	‘I wanted you to enjoy yourself, love.’

	‘Well, thanks a lot. It a lovely place, isn’t it?’

	‘I like it. It’s quite reasonable too.’ He ordered a portion of steamed syrup sponge which he seemed to consume in seconds. He then sat back and licked his lips. After they’d both finished their pudding, he left her sitting at the table and went to pay. She felt totally relaxed and at ease. Whatever one thought of him, Mr Steele was a very good host. She had quite forgotten the purpose of the evening was to talk about her future. He came back to the table and asked if she was ready to leave.

	‘Thank you very much, Mr Steele. I’ve really enjoyed myself.’

	‘Call me Graham. Mr Steele sounds so formal when we’ve enjoyed our evening together.’

	‘Okay. But not at work. I wouldn’t be comfortable with calling you… Graham.’

	‘Okay. Well, as long as you remember when we’re on our own. I’d like it very much, Ruth.’

	They went out to the car and set off. Not knowing quite where they were, she didn’t notice they were driving in the opposite direction to the one they’d arrived by. He pulled off the road and into a small copse of trees. 

	‘Where are we?’ she asked, still feeling very woozy. 

	‘Just stopping for a pee. I should have gone in the pub. Excuse me for a moment.’

	‘Oh. Right.’ She sat there watching him. Then she looked away, embarrassed by the sight. He got back into the car and leaned over her. His arm snaked round the back of her seat and he bent his head to kiss her. It was all very sudden and she found she couldn’t say a word. His hands were suddenly everywhere. 

	‘Stop it, Mr Ste… Graham.’

	‘Oh, I can’t resist you, you naughty little thing. Come on, you really don’t mind, do you?’ It wasn’t exactly a question as he was busy fondling her breasts and kissing her at the same time. 

	‘Please, stop,’ she managed to mutter between her mouth being covered by his. 

	‘Oh, you sly vixen, getting me all excited. You know you don’t mean it. You want me as much as I want you.’ 

	It was difficult in the front seat of his car. Each time she tried to wriggle away, a new bit of something else stuck in her legs or her buttocks. His hands tugged at her pants and, to her horror, she realised he’d practically ripped them off. Ruth seemed to feel herself drowning, out of control and hopelessly lost. She knew drinking alcohol had been the partial cause and vowed amidst her anguish that she would never drink again. Then somehow, he was inside her. It had hurt as he’d pushed himself in. In the dark, she hadn’t seen what he was doing but knew enough to understand she had been penetrated and he was now pumping away until he finally had his release. She lay supine, helpless and completely powerless to help herself. He pulled himself out of her and laughed.

	‘There now. That wasn’t so bad was it?’ She made no reply, being quite unable to speak. ‘First time was it?’ She didn’t reply. ‘I’ll take you home now. Where is it you live?’

	‘Welham.’ She spoke in a whisper that he could barely hear. 

	‘Never mind. You can tell me when we’re near. We’ll do this again soon, shall we?’ 

	She sat in her seat, shivering slightly despite it being a warm night. Ruth suddenly realised she should never have gone out with this man. After all he’d said about discussing her future, he’d only ever intended doing what he’d done. She felt thoroughly dirty and very let down. She could never tell anyone about her evening, or at least this latter part. She tried to get control of herself and breathed deeply, knowing she only had a few minutes before she would have to face her mother and father, not forgetting her twin brother. He drove into their road and asked where he needed to go.

	‘You can drop me here. I live quite close.’ Somehow, she didn’t want him knowing exactly where she lived and certainly didn’t want there to be any chance of either Jimmy or Mabel seeing the state she was in. 

	‘Okay love. I hope you enjoyed this evening. Lovely meal, wasn’t it?’

	‘Thanks for that,’ she managed to mumble. 

	‘Thank you for being such a charming companion. Haven’t you got a kiss for me?’ She opened the car door and got out, saying nothing more. ‘You forgot your knickers,’ he called after her. 

	‘You can bloody well keep them,’ she muttered under her breath. She went as fast as her damaged limbs would carry her and disappeared along the backs that led into her road. As soon as she knew he could no longer see her, she stopped and found herself crying. Streams of tears fell and she couldn’t stop them. She had no idea of the time and wondered if it was so late her family might be in bed. She ached between her thighs and wondered if she’d ever walk normally again. Her back hurt where it had been pressed against the car door. She leaned against the wall and, gradually, regained control of herself. She wiped her face with her hanky and straightened her hair. She even applied some lipstick and then went into their house, knowing she’d never say anything to her mother.

	‘Is that you, our Ruth?’ called her mother. 

	‘Yes, Mum.’

	‘Had a nice time did you?’

	‘Not bad, thanks. Night, night.’ 

	She saw it was well after eleven o’clock and way past their usual bedtimes. Jimmy was not around and she quickly escaped upstairs. She heard Jimmy snoring away in his room and quickly went into her own room. Fortunately Veronica was not back yet. She undressed and examined herself. Looking in the mirror she seemed fine. Nobody would ever know what she’d suffered that evening. She wiped carefully between her legs, where there proved to be a little blood. She cried and cried, unable to stop herself. She then crept into her bed and lay awake, tears running down her face until her pillow was wet. She was wondering what on earth Mr Steele would have to say to her the next day. She dreaded it. Perhaps he’d make no mention of it and put it behind them. She really hoped so. It had been a drama she didn’t want to remember. 

	At work the next day, Mr Steele was behaving as if nothing had happened, for which Ruth was very grateful. She got on with her typing and answered him when he called her into his office for dictation. She said nothing about the previous evening, not even a thank you. Fortunately, he didn’t mention it either. She felt ashamed and humiliated and wondered how long she would be able to stand working there. With dark circles under eyes after a night spent tossing and turning, she felt very conscious of how she looked.

	After another week, she had managed to push her constant worries to one side and got on with her life and all its routines. Whenever she was alone the memory hit her and she began to cry again, wiping away her tears before anyone else could see them. She had grown quiet and seemed only to speak when Mabel asked her something. 

	‘Are you all right, lass?’ she asked one day.

	‘Yes, I’m fine.’

	‘Only you don’t seem to talk about work any more. You always had some tittle tattle to tell me. You’re all right there, aren’t you?’

	‘Course I am.’

	‘Oh our Jimmy, do you have to wash there?’ asked Mabel crossly. ‘I was just about to strain the veggies and you’ve made a right mess of the sink.’

	‘Never mind. You’ll wash it away with the water from the tatties.’ 

	‘Oh really,’ she muttered, as she poured the potato water down the drain. He was right. She had washed away his dirt.

	When they had finished, Ruth cleared it all away and set about washing up. She was making too much noise to hear her mother asking Jimmy what he thought of her behaviour.

	‘Only she never has anything much to say any more. It seemed to start that night she went out with her boss. Has she said owt to you?’

	‘No. Nothin’ at all. Maybe she’s botherin’ about summat. I shouldn’t worry. Now, I’d best get myself off to band practice. We’re playin’ in a competition in a week or two. Can’t let the other lads down.’ He rushed up to his bedroom and came down a minute or two later. ‘See you later. Don’t wait up. We’ll go for a pint after we’re done.’

	She went into the kitchen where Ruth was finishing. 

	‘Jimmy’s gone out. Band practice.’ Her daughter made no comment. ‘They’re in for a competition soon.’

	‘That’s nice.’

	‘I hope as how they win. They work hard at it.’ She paused again and looked at Ruth. ‘Come on love. You can tell me what’s up.’ 

	‘Nothin’ Mum. Honest. I’m fine. Now are you ready for a cuppa? Shall I put the kettle on?’

	Mabel nodded and went through and sat down. Whatever was wrong, she didn’t know, and she worried about her daughter but wisely said nothing more.

	This routine followed for the next few weeks. Ruth wept quietly when she was in bed and did her best to keep it to herself. A couple of weeks later, Ruth knew the truth. She had come to the conclusion the worst thing possible had happened. She was pregnant. How she hated that man, that Mr Steele who’d done this to her. She kept the realisation to herself for a while until she knew her mother must have noticed her thickening waist. At least she hadn’t been sick, as some of her friends had been. She waited for a while for Mabel to say something. It seemed to take an age. At last she spoke.

	‘You all right? Only you’re puttin’ on weight. You haven’t been scoffing sweeties have you?’

	‘Course not, Mum’ She looked away and decided it was time she spoke. ‘Actually, I think I may be pregnant.’ She swallowed hard to keep the tears from her eyes.

	‘Havin’ a baby? How comes?’ Ruth burst into tears and sobbed like there was no tomorrow. ‘Come on, love. That’s no way to go on. Do you know who the father is?’

	‘Yes. It’s my boss. Mr Steele.’ Mabel’s glance hardened. Her chapel background came into play.

	‘Then you tell him you want him to marry you. Right away. I’ll not have a bastard in my family.’

	‘He’s already married,’ she sobbed.

	‘Ya daft mare. How could you? How could you let him do it to you?’

	‘I didn’t get much choice in the matter.’

	‘What? You mean he… he raped you?’

	‘I suppose he did.’

	‘When exactly did that happen?’

	‘The night he took me out for a meal.’ 

	‘Bloody hell. That’s weeks ago.’

	‘I know. Oh Mum, what am I going to do?’

	‘Challenge him with it. Tell him you want money. If he can’t marry you, at least he can pay for the baby.’ She had a firm idea of what was right and this certainly wasn’t right. 

	‘You’re quite right. I know you are. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.’ 

	‘You see you do. Shall I make us a cuppa?’

	‘I’ll do it.’

	‘Nay lass, you stay where you are. It won’t hurt me.’ Shaking her head, she went into the kitchen angrily. Ruth realised her mother was trying to do something for her. She must have felt something at least. She came back with a mug of tea and handed it to her daughter, which was how she always thought of the adopted girl. 

	‘I don’t know what your brother will say,’ she remarked.

	‘He’ll be furious with me. Bringing shame to the family. And Paul. What on earth will he say?’

	‘I don’t know love. I’ll think about it. Leave it wi’ me. Once you’ve spoken to that Mr Steele, we’ll see.’

	Ruth scarcely slept that night. She was dreading her encounter with the man but she knew she had to face up to him. She kept telling herself she wouldn’t be bludgeoned in any way and would make her case forcibly. It was all very well her mother telling her but she had no idea of the man and what he was capable of. It was afternoon the next day before she got the chance to speak to him. She looked pale and drawn and forced herself to go into his room. ‘I need to talk to you,’ she began. 

	‘Later, love. I’ve got to make a phone call.’ He picked up the phone and she sat firmly where she was. ‘I said later.’

	‘This won’t wait,’ she said as boldly as she dared. 

	‘Go on then,’ he said, sounding bored. 

	‘That night you took me out. After the meal, you... you raped me.’ She swallowed hard at her own use of the word. ‘Well, I’m now pregnant. I am pregnant. I’m having your child.’

	‘Don’t be ridiculous. You’ll never prove it. Anyway, you were hardly willing to make any effort to stop me. You obviously wanted it. So it’s nothin’ to do with me. And I’ll cause you no end of trouble if you try to plant it on me. Do you understand me? It isn’t my child. How could it be? I merely took you out for dinner to discuss your future. If you’ve laid with some lad, then it’s nowt to do wi’ me.’

	‘But you did rape me. You know you did.’

	‘I know no such thing. Nay lass. You’re trying to blame me for your own misdeeds. Now, go and get on with your typing. I’ve got work to do.’ 

	‘But you…’

	‘I said get out.’ His face reddened and he became angry. ‘You can go and collect your cards. I don’t want to see your miserable face again. Go on. Go and collect them right now. I’ll phone down to let them know you’re coming.’

	‘You really are a bastard. It was you. I’ll go and see your wife and tell her about you.’

	‘You go anywhere near my wife and I’m telling you, it’ll be the last thing you ever do.’ His face turned almost purple and he looked absolutely terrifying.

	‘This isn’t the last of it,’ she fired at him. ‘I’m not going to let it rest.’

	‘Everyone will laugh at you. Fallin’ pregnant with some man’s bastard child and tryin’ to blame me? They’ll all fall about laughing. I’m tellin’ ya, try this nasty little scheme of yours again and I’ll wipe the floor with you. Now get out of my sight.’ Ruth could hardly believe what he said. That he denied everything and refused to believe her was almost more than she could cope with. ‘And don’t forget your cards. You’ll need them again if ever you try to work.’

	With a huge sob, she ran out of his office and collected her bag and coat. She staggered down the stairs to the main office where she collected her cards. She was almost running all the way home and arrived back at the house to find her mother talking to a neighbour. 

	‘What’s up love?’ her mother asked as she came in.

	‘I’ve been sacked.’

	‘What do ya mean?’ she asked.

	‘Sacked. As in given my cards.’

	‘But why, love?’ asked Jeannie, the neighbour.

	‘You might as well know. I’m pregnant. Everyone’ll know before much longer.’

	‘Eh lass. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise you were courtin’. Not like that anyway.’ She sat expecting more gossip but Ruth wasn’t prepared to give her any more information.

	‘I’m going up to my room. I need to change.’ She left the two older women to talk about it. If her mother wanted everyone to know, it was up to her. She needed to be on her own to think about the events of the day. She had no idea of what to do next. If Mr Steele was denying the whole business, how on earth could she ever prove any of it? Maybe the baby would look like him but that wasn’t exactly likely. A baby was a baby after all and they all looked alike, didn’t they? Perhaps she should simply give up on trying to prove anything. After all, it was her word against his. Who was likely to believe her? She sank down on her bed and just sat there for over an hour. After that, she went downstairs again and saw that Jeannie had left.

	‘What did you tell her?’

	‘I said as how it was your boss but she wasn’t to say anything. I think she’ll keep it to herself. What exactly did he say to you? Come on then. Tell me the worst.’

	‘He denies the whole thing. Says it wasn’t him and if I try to tell anyone it was, he’ll… well, he’ll make me very sorry. I threatened I’d tell his wife and he got very nasty at that. He said it was the last thing I’d ever do. The look on his face… well, you should have seen him, Mum. Evil he was. I’ve never seen anyone look like that before. I think he was capable of killing me. I think I’m on me own, Mum. I don’t know how I’ll manage but somehow, I have to. Our Jimmy will have to help out. I’ll never get anything from that horrible man.’

	‘That’s terrible. It really is. We’ll have to get our own back on him. Somehow or other. He can’t get away with it, can he?’ 

	‘I think he has got away with it. If I say anything to anyone at work, he says he’ll make sure I’m a laughing stock. I bet he would too. No, I have to deal with it on my own. I’ll go away somewhere so you don’t have to face it.’

	‘Don’t be silly. We’ll sort summat out, love. Don’t worry about it. I bet he’s done this before you know. The secretary before you. She left in something of a hurry didn’t she?’

	‘I suppose she did. But I don’t know her name now. She got married after she left the factory. I don’t know whatever Paul will say. I don’t think I dare even tell him. Especially not at the moment. He felt very depressed after his last leave. This secretary of Mr Steele’s. You don’t think she was pregnant too, do you?’

	‘It wouldn’t surprise me. What a bastard the man is to be sure.’

	‘What do you think Dad’ll say? And Jimmy?’

	‘I think he’ll understand you couldn’t help it. Mind you, Jimmy might be a bit less understanding. He did warn you before you went out with him, didn’t he?’

	‘I know he did. I should have listened but, well, I didn’t. I let my own ambition rule my head. Stupid girl, aren’t I?’ 

	‘Oh, I don’t know. What did he say to you?’

	‘I’ve told you before. He stopped in a little wood on the way back and went for a pee and then got back in the car and did it. I did try to fight back but he was so powerful, I could do nothing.’

	‘Perhaps we should have gone to the police.’

	‘But they’d never have believed me, especially in the light of what Mr Steele said to me afterwards. He’d simply have denied everything.’

	‘He can’t get away with it. We’ll have to think of something. Meanwhile, you’d best get yourself off to the doctor’s. I’ve got some money put by for emergencies.’

	‘Oh goodness. I hadn’t thought about that side of things. It’s all going to be expensive isn’t it?’

	‘Don’t worry about that. You go to see the doctor tomorrow. We’ll tell your dad this evening. And Jimmy too. Once they know, that’ll be the worst of it over with.’

	Ruth sat in her chair feeling dreadful. Her mum had been wonderful but she doubted the males would be when they came home from work. How on earth had she got into this predicament? What was she going to do about it? 

	‘Thanks Mum. Thanks for not hating me too much.’

	‘Dunna be daft. It’s that man I’m busy hating at the moment.’

	‘I’d better think about getting some sort of work. I’m still a good secretary. Somebody must want me.’

	They told her father and Jimmy over their evening meal. Her brother went white and then announced he’d kill the bastard. 

	‘Where does he live?’

	‘Don’t be soft. I don’t know where he lives. But killing him isn’t helping anyone. Like I said to Mum, I’m on me own for this one. As long as I can get something to work at for the next few months, we’ll be all right. I don’t want anyone to know what happened. Is that clear? Jimmy, I really mean it.’

	‘If that’s what you really want. I can’t believe it, really I can’t.’

	Mabel was silent throughout the meal, leaving it to the brother and sister to talk it through. She was thoughtful as she was listening and was quietly coming up with a plan of her own. She said nothing about it yet but she really thought it would work. Every now and then, she shook her head as she listened to the two of them talking. How on earth was she going to face her old friends? Apart from her weekly visit to the chapel she didn’t go out much these days but, when she did see them, well, they wouldn’t half give her some stick. If Ruth wasn’t willing to tell people what had happened to her, she’d have to sort something else out. She added up the weeks. By her reckoning, her daughter must be well into her second month. If she took action swiftly, it wouldn’t look too bad. 

	 


 

	Chapter Four

	 

	The next morning, Mabel was up early and dressed ready to go out. She made some toast and took it up to Ruth. The girl sat up in surprise. 

	‘What are you doing, Mum?’

	‘Thought I’d give you a treat. When you’ve eaten that, you can get up and get yourself to the doctor’s.’

	‘Oh, I was thinking, I really don’t like to bother him.’

	‘You’ll do as you’re told my girl. I won’t have you getting poorly and left without help. Go and get everythin’ they’ll offer you. Pills and juice and what ’ave you.’

	‘It’ll make it seem all that much more real.’

	‘About time you realised it is all real. Right. I’m goin’ out. Not sure when I’ll be back.’

	‘Where are you going? Are you sure you’re all right?’

	‘I’ll tell you when I come back. Don’t lie in bed all day. And wash yourself properly. The doctor will need to examine you.’ 

	Ruth lay back. This was a new side to her mother. She had some fire in her. She almost thought of following her to see where she was going but she knew that would be silly. She ate the toast, wondering why her mother had actually got up and made it. When she’d finished it, she lay back and stretched luxuriously. She knew the day couldn’t go on this way but she was enjoying not getting up and going to work. She wriggled her toes and then sat up. If she was expected to visit the doctor’s, she’d better get herself up and dressed. If she wasn’t there in reasonable time, she’d have to wait for ages. What did her mother mean about the doctor examining her? All the same, she gave herself a good wash and then dressed carefully. Her limited wardrobe was getting even smaller now she was getting fatter. What she would do in the next few weeks, she really didn’t know. It was one more pain associated with this wretched baby. 

	Once more she cursed Mr Graham Steele. 

	*

	The doctor’s waiting room was quite full by the time Ruth arrived. She gave her name to the receptionist and sat down. She wished she’d brought a book or a magazine to read but as it was she watched the other patients, speculating on what was wrong with them all. One extremely large woman with two small children attracted her attention. The children looked somewhat scruffy and their mother was obviously fairly near her time. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to have two already and now be expecting her third. At least she’d know what to expect during the birth. When the woman was called in, she rose and asked Ruth to keep an eye on her two little ones. 

	‘Can’t tek ’em in wi’ me. They’d be up to all sorts.’ She went off leaving them behind. 

	‘You come and stay with me,’ she said weakly. ‘She won’t be long.’ The two children continued to suck their thumbs and said nothing. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked them. They stared at her and still sucked their thumbs. She gave up at that point and simply sat and watched them. Suddenly they both removed their thumbs and started to run round the waiting room, tripping over people’s feet and whooping with delight. The receptionist started and demanded somebody control them. Ruth raised her voice at them to be quiet and come and sit down but they took no notice at all. She wondered how much longer their mother would be. The consulting room door opened and their mother appeared. 

	‘What you two doin’? I said you were to behave, remember?’ The two little ones stuck their thumbs back in their mouths and stood quietly behind her. Ruth marvelled. How on earth did someone like that have such control? She heard her name called and went into the doctor’s surgery.

	‘I think I’m pregnant, Doctor. It’s about two months.’

	‘I see. Well, you’d better go and lie on the couch and let me look at you. Lift your skirt so I can see your tummy.’ She did as she was told, feeling desperately embarrassed. He came over to her and pushed and prodded. ‘Looks like you’re right. When was your last period?’

	She thought carefully and told him. 

	‘I do actually know when it was conceived.’ She gave him the date.

	‘You seem very certain.’

	‘Oh, I am.’

	‘I take it there’s a reason for that.’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘And you don’t normally have relations with your husband?’

	‘He isn’t my husband.’

	‘Well, I don’t want to know how you conduct your life. I’ll give you a certificate for free milk and if you go to the welfare clinic, you can get orange juice and some vitamin pills.’ He also calculated her due date.

	‘Thank you, Doctor.’ She brushed herself down and left the room. That was the first hurdle over. She realised she’d forgotten to ask when the welfare clinic was on. She thought she knew where it was but not when. She asked the receptionist who said it was on Wednesday afternoons.

	When Ruth arrived home, her mother was still out, away on her mysterious errand. She put the kettle on, thinking how tea was considered the cure-all for everything. She felt a strange sort of fluttering deep in her stomach. When her mother came back, she asked how she’d got on.

	‘I saw the doctor and he’s given me a due date. He thinks all is well.’

	‘Right. Well, I’ve got some news for you. Remember Charlie?’

	‘Charlie as in Dad’s friend?’

	‘Well, yes. He’s pally with your dad. Much younger than him of course. Well, he’s willin’ to marry you. It’ll give you a decent name and he’ll be a nice companion for you.’

	‘Marry me? Charlie?’ was all she could manage to say. 

	‘I’ve seen the registrar and it’s all arranged. Three weeks on Saturday.’

	‘But I hardly know the man.’

	‘Well, he remembers you. Very well indeed. He’s comin’ round for ’is tea tonight. You can talk it through then. He’s a good bloke, Ruth. Not many as ud tek you on.’

	‘Not many as ud want me.’ She was horrified by the whole idea. ‘Does he know… about my condition?’

	‘Aye. I told him what had happened to you. He was very sympathetic. Says he’s always wanted a babby. He’s got his own place and earns a decent wage. You’ll be set up real well. I don’t want to hear any more arguments. It’s gonna happen. We’ll go shoppin’ for summat for you to wear. I might even treat meself.’

	‘But what about me? My thoughts? I don’t want to marry him. I don’t even know him.’

	‘For goodness sake. Take this chance while you can. It’ll save you from embarrassment. People won’t point at you and talk about you.’

	‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I love Paul. I can’t marry that old man, even if I am having a baby. I’ll go away somewhere so you don’t have to be embarrassed by me. I’m sure there are places for unmarried mothers to go.’

	‘Well, Charlie’s coming for tea tonight so see him and listen to what he says. You might find you like him and can go ahead with my plans.’

	‘I can’t, Mum. I know you mean it for the best but I can’t marry him. I love Paul and if he won’t have me because of this baby, then I’ll stay like I am. A spinster.’ She ran upstairs and went into her room. How on earth could her mother try to marry her off like this? She felt sure it was all so Mabel could keep her face at the chapel. She was only eighteen. She couldn’t possibly marry someone of nearly sixty. She didn’t think her father would like it anyway, his daughter married to one of his cronies. She found herself weeping again and lay on her bed trying to come to terms with everything. She knew she needed to tell Paul about it, this wretched baby. But she kept putting it off. It seemed so pathetic to say she’d been raped and hadn’t done anything about it. She half wondered about contacting the former secretary to find out if she’d undergone the same treatment but had no idea how to go about finding her.

	‘Ruth,’ her mother called. ‘Charlie’s here. Come on down.’ She didn’t even bother to comb her hair and knew she looked a mess but she didn’t care. ‘Ruth, this is Charlie. Charlie, Ruth.’ She didn’t know whether to hold out her hand or not and decided just to say hello. 

	‘I hear you’re in a spot of bother,’ he said.

	‘Well, yes. But I’ll deal with it.’

	‘Aye, yes, well, your mum told me about it this morning. I’m willing to help. We can get wed and I’ll call it mine when it’s born. Can’t say fairer than that.’

	‘It’s very kind of you but I simply couldn’t. Marry you, I mean.’

	‘Now then, Ruth, don’t be so hasty. Think on. It’s the answer we’ve been looking for. Charlie’s got his own house, well, rented it may be, but he’s been there a long time. Not likely to lose it are you Charlie?’

	‘Course not. I pay my rent on time every week. And I’ve got a good job. You wouldn’t have to work or nothin’.’

	‘Well, like I say, it’s very kind of you but I’m afraid the answer’s still no, thank you. Now, if there’s nothing else, I’m going back to my room.’ She turned and went back upstairs. She heard her mother apologising to him and saying she’d soon persuade the girl. 

	‘I’ll make you a cuppa. Dan should be home any minute so I’ll go and talk to her when he gets here. He doesn’t know about any of this by the way.’

	‘Oh. Right. Do I tell him or not?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. Really I don’t. I thought she’d see it as a good way out. Talk it through with Dan. Perhaps he’ll make her see sense.’

	‘Right you are.’

	‘I have actually booked the registry office. Three weeks on Saturday.’

	‘Oh, right. So what do we do about that?’

	‘I think she’ll come round. We’ll leave it booked for now.’ 

	Up in her room, Ruth was in a total turmoil. She simply couldn’t even consider marrying Charlie. He was so old to her way of thinking. She thought of Paul and promptly burst into tears. If only he was here, in this country, he’d be able to advise her what to do. She kept whispering his name and wishing like mad she could talk to him. She wiped her tears away and picked up her writing pad. She wrote down all she was feeling as if it was a letter to Paul, but she knew she wouldn’t send it to him. He was already feeling down and she didn’t want to make him feel worse. She heard her mother calling her and rose. She knew it was going to be a difficult meal but she felt determined she was not going to give in.

	They all turned to look at her as she came down. Her father was looking rather shocked and she realised he’d been told her news. 

	‘So what’s all this?’ he demanded. ‘You’ve got yourself pregnant? Your mum says Charlie’s offered to marry you. Make it decent. Good of you to take her on Charlie.’

	‘Always fancied having a babby round the place. Your Ruth’s a good girl. I’m sure we shall get on fine when we get to know each other.’ 

	‘I know it’s kind of him but I’m not going to marry him. I’m sorry.’ She turned and fled back upstairs.

	‘Come back down here, my girl. Bloody ungrateful she is.’

	‘You can’t really blame her you know,’ said Charlie. ‘She was well, raped by her boss.’

	‘Then he should take responsibility for it.’ Dan was puzzled by this statement and didn’t quite know what to say. ‘But, then, I s’pose he doesn’t know anything about it, does he?’

	‘Oh yes. Our Ruth told him and he just gave her the sack. Didn’t want to know about it. I think he threatened her too. Most unfortunate. He really shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it. He’s a total bastard and it isn’t the first time he’s done this. The previous secretary left in a hurry and we can all guess why.’ Mabel was incensed and letting her imagination run away with itself. ‘Any road, Charlie is coming to our rescue. I’ve booked the registry office and I think we shall persuade Ruth to agree to it. Can’t have her giving birth here. What on earth would people think?’

	‘That’s terrible. What a bastard. But if Ruth doesn’t want to follow your path, how will you persuade her? Anyway, what does it matter what people think?’ Dan asked.

	‘You don’t have to go to the shops round here or talk to the neighbours. They won’t listen if we tell them the truth. They’d say it was much too convenient a tale.’

	‘Has she told Paul? I thought they were going to make it as a couple. Sorry, Charlie, only we have to talk it through.’

	‘It’s all right. I can understand that,’ Dan’s friend told him.

	Mabel continued. ‘He’s away overseas. She doesn’t want to depress him further. I somehow doubt he’ll ever come home again but don’t tell her I said that. She seems convinced he’ll be back soon.’ 

	Dan gave a grunt. ‘I think you may be right. From what I’ve heard on the news, we’re not doing too well at the moment. Bloody war. I’m starting at that ROF place next week. God knows what I’ll be doing there. Making bombs to drop on the Germans I s’pose. I don’t like the thought of it at all. But I have to earn money and it seems they need men and women to do the job.’ 

	‘Someone has to do it. I seem set to go on in my place. It certainly is good to have a regular job that just carries on during the war.’ Charlie was a general support and repair worker in one of the factories. He repaired anything that went wrong and had acquired skills in many areas. He felt secure that he’d never get the sack as they needed him badly. 

	‘I’d better go and finish getting the tea. Excuse me will you?’

	‘Course love,’ said Dan. ‘Do you want a beer, Charlie? I’ve got a couple of bottles put away.’

	‘Aye, that would be great.’ The two of them sat drinking and chatting. They were old friends and had lots to talk about. Mabel half listened to them and wondered if she was doing the right thing in setting Ruth to marry Charlie. She shivered. She couldn’t bear the world knowing her daughter was having a baby, however she’d come by it. Jimmy came into the kitchen from the back yard.

	‘Hello son. You all right?’ his mother asked.

	‘Yes ta. What’s for tea?’ 

	‘Charlie’s having a bite with us. I’ve made a pie. Won’t be long.’

	‘Why’s Charlie here? I thought Dad met him down at the club?’

	‘He’s going to marry your sister. He’s quite willing to take her on. In her condition you understand.’

	‘What condition? He’s going to marry our Ruth? How come? Whatever does she say about that little plan?’

	‘Well, she’s not mad keen. But I think she’ll come round by the time of the wedding.’

	‘And when’s that supposed to be?’

	‘Three weeks on Saturday.’ 

	‘You’ve got it all arranged, haven’t you?’

	‘Someone has to do it. Can’t have a daughter of ours giving birth out of wedlock.’

	‘I see. And what does Paul think of all these plans?’

	‘What do you mean? Paul doesn’t know. He’s away and can’t do anything about it.’

	‘I think you’re wrong to make her get married, Mum.’

	‘But she can’t go round being pregnant without a decent marriage behind her. What on earth will people say?’

	‘What the heck does it matter what people say?’ He really couldn’t see the need for his sister to marry just anyone.

	‘Matter? Of course it matters. We have our reputation to think of. How will the chapel folks look at me with a pregnant daughter?’ 

	‘Oh for goodness sake, Mum. Bugger the chapel folk. It’s Ruth’s happiness you’re about to ruin. I can’t let you do this. I don’t think Ruth wants it anyway. I’m going to talk to her and see what she says.’

	‘Do your best with her. I want her to get married to Charlie. And the wedding’s booked for three weeks on Saturday.’

	Jimmy stared at his mother in disgust. He could hardly believe what she was proposing and, as for him persuading his sister, she could certainly think again. He walked through to the next room where Charlie and his dad were drinking. 

	‘’Allo, Jimmy lad. How are you?’ asked Charlie.

	‘I’m okay. Excuse me. I’m going to see my sister.’ He really didn’t want to speak to either of the two men. 

	‘Jimmy,’ called his father. ‘Don’t upset her. It’s for the best, you must realise that.’

	‘The best for who? Mum? You? Certainly not for Ruth.’ He turned and ran up the stairs. He knocked on Ruth’s door. ‘Can I come in?’

	‘Go away,’ she told him.

	‘No I won’t. We either talk through the door or I come in. I’ve heard what they’re planning for you. I’m on your side in all this.’

	‘Really?’ she said incredulously. ‘Come in then.’ 

	He sat on Veronica’s bed to talk to her. He listened firstly to her take on marriage to Charlie.

	‘He’s so old. He’s even older than Dad, I’m sure. Mum says he’s younger but I don’t think he can be. I can’t possibly tie myself to him for the rest of my life. Besides, what would Paul think if I told him?’

	‘Does he know about the baby?’

	‘Course not. I couldn’t do that to him. He sounds so depressed in his letters. I think he’s living somewhere abroad… I don’t even know where. His letters are always censored to hide where they’ve come from. It doesn’t seem right somehow, other people reading his private messages.’

	‘We really need to talk about this wedding she’s proposing.’

	‘I can’t even bear to think about it. I’d like to run away and hide somewhere. Anything to avoid it.’

	‘Don’t worry, love. I won’t let it happen if you really don’t want it. If you did go ahead with it, it would mean you’d be looked after. You’d have a home of your own and someone to pay for everything.’

	‘I thought you said you wouldn’t let it happen?’ she exploded.

	‘Only if it really isn’t what you want.’

	‘It isn’t what I want. Not at all. I don’t want him and I don’t want to get married.’

	‘Good enough. Right, well we’ll make some plans. Come on, we can start right away by telling them.’

	‘But I’ve told them. I said to Charlie I didn’t want to marry him. I told Mum. She took no notice of what I said and went on planning everything. I really think running away is the only way I’ll get the message across.’

	‘But where will you go? You haven’t got any money for a start.’ 

	‘Can you lend me some?’

	‘I can lend you a bit but not much. It wouldn’t keep you for very long. I always give Mum my rent and then spend quite a bit on competitions and the band. Ain’t a lot spare at the end of the week.’

	‘No, I can see that. But I am not going to get married. That’s definite.’

	‘You’d best come down for your tea now. Mum’ll go up in flames if you don’t. Come on. I’m with you. On your side. Don’t forget about that.’

	‘Thanks Jimmy. I appreciate it. That bloody man. He doesn’t realise the problems he’s caused. I could kill him, really I could.’

	‘You mean Steele? I don’t think he should get away with it. I’ve said it before.’

	‘Tea’s ready,’ called their mum. 

	‘On our way,’ called back Jimmy. ‘You okay, love?’

	‘Not really. But I know I have to face them. Here we go then.’ She felt herself almost shaking as she went down the stairs. 

	 


 

	Chapter Five

	 

	Jimmy went into the room first and spoke to them all. 

	‘Hello, Charlie. Mum, Dad. She’s just coming but she’s definite about not getting married. Just thought I’d tell you so you don’t all get on at her.’ Ruth came into the room looking dreadful. She was pale and her eyes clearly showed she’d been crying. 

	‘You sit next to Charlie, love,’ Mabel told her. ‘Get to know him a bit.’

	‘You won’t make me change my mind,’ she announced. ‘I’ll go away somewhere and you won’t have to worry about me showing you up.’

	‘Eh love, it isn’t like that at all,’ said her father kindly. ‘We just want the best for you. You’re our little girl.’

	‘But I’m not, am I? Not really. I’m sorry, Charlie. No offence to you but I can’t do it. I’m going to marry Paul. You all know that.’ Tears were starting to burn at the back of her eyes again as she concentrated on poking at her food with her fork. 

	‘This really is lovely, Mabel,’ Charlie said, trying to break the tension. ‘Lovely to have some home cooked, proper food.’ Mabel had made a meat and potato pie, not much meat but plenty of potato and some carrots. 

	‘Ruth’s not a bad cook, are you love?’ She said nothing but glared at her mother. She knew exactly what her mother was thinking. 

	‘I’m sorry but I’m not hungry.’

	‘Can I have it then?’ asked Jimmy.

	‘Excuse me.’ She left her dinner on her plate and got up and left the room hurriedly. Jimmy reached over and scraped it onto his plate. Ruth ran upstairs again and into her room. She heard Veronica come in and come upstairs.

	‘What’s up with you?’ she asked.

	‘Nothing. Just leave me alone.’ She rolled over with her back to the woman and lay sobbing quietly. 

	‘Hey, come on, love. No need for all that.’ Her kind words set Ruth off into a new paroxysm of crying. It was a rare occurrence for Veronica to think of anyone else. ‘I’d better go down and eat my tea or it’ll all disappear down someone else’s stomach. Are you gonna be all right?’

	‘I’m wonderful. Fine. You go down.’

	‘I’ll be back later. It might help to talk about it.’ 

	She left the room and Ruth muttered, ‘I doubt anything could help.’ She felt lower than she had ever felt before and cried even more. She picked up her writing pad and began to write to her beloved Paul. She decided to tell him about her plight and even to tell him about the awful Mr Steele. She really didn’t think he would mind too much… knowing him, he’d want to help. Remembering that dreadful night made her cry even more. She felt wrung out and very weak. She heard someone coming up the stairs and hoped it wasn’t someone coming to see her. She pushed the writing pad under her pillow.

	‘I can’t bear to see you like this, love,’ said Mabel, coming into the room. ‘I’ve brought you some pudding and a cup of tea. You must eat summat for the baby’s sake.’

	‘Well, thanks Mum. I’m really not hungry though. I feel as if I’ll be sick if I put anything in my mouth.’

	‘I’ll leave it here in case you change your mind.’ She went down again and left Ruth to her misery. 

	She took out the writing pad and once more started to tell Paul about the horror that had befallen her. It wasn’t easy but, somehow, she had to find the words. She got to the end and folded the pages and put them into an envelope. She decided not to seal it but to keep it to read again before she posted it. She looked at the pudding her mum had brought her and decided to try it. It was actually quite nice and she soon finished it and felt slightly better. Whether it was the thought of Paul or something else, she had stopped crying and at last she decided to go downstairs again. 

	‘Has Charlie gone then?’ she asked.

	‘He’s gone to the club with your dad. Jimmy’s gone to his band so it’s just us three females left. Do you want to hear the news? I’ll put the radio on.’

	‘I don’t. It’s all about our men getting themselves killed,’ said Veronica. ‘I think I might go out and see who’s around to buy me a drink.’

	‘You and your drinks. You’ll get yourself into trouble one of these days.’ 

	‘Not me, Mum. I’m always careful.’ She glanced at her stepsister but didn’t make any comment. 

	‘I suppose I’d better go and do the washing up,’ said Mabel at last. ‘You come and help me, Veronica. Make a change for you.’ The woman hesitated and then rose.

	‘Okay then. I’ll dry the dishes and you can put them away.’ 

	Mabel smiled. ‘Best way. I doubt you know where anything goes.’

	The two of them went into the scullery and Ruth could hear them talking in low voices. It took little imagination to guess what they were saying. She gave a sigh and stared into the fire. She wondered where Paul was at this moment and whether was he thinking of her. She knew he’d be shocked to get her letter and she almost went upstairs again to fetch it and throw it on the fire. Perhaps she should hold on to it for a while longer and post it when she had decided what to do. She heard her mother and sister finishing off the washing up and Veronica came through.

	‘All right, love?’ she asked. She did sound concerned and this surprised her stepsister.

	‘As I could ever be.’

	‘Okay, well I’m going to get ready. See you later.’

	‘Yes, okay.’ She felt numb and could hardly string two words together. 

	‘I’ve made another cuppa. Thought you looked as if you could do with it.’ Mabel handed the girl her cup of tea. She mumbled her thanks and sipped it slowly. She wondered again why her mother’s generation assumed that tea was the cure for all ills. She’d said it before and didn’t bother to repeat it. She knew it was something her mum could do for her and accepted that.

	‘Mum, I know you think it’s for the best, what you’ve arranged with Charlie. But you must understand why I can’t do it. With Paul and all that.’

	‘Paul may be your ideal, but he’s away and you need someone right now. Charlie will be good to you. You know that. And he’s desperate to have a child of his own.’

	‘But it wouldn’t be his baby. You must see that. It’s that horrible man I used to work for. Every time I looked at it I’d think of him. I tell you, I’ve thought about getting rid of it.’

	‘You’ll do no such thing, my girl. It may interfere with your life now but it is a baby, another life we’re talking about.’ She rose and went back into the kitchen, shaking her head. Ruth realised that however much her mother felt about this illegitimate baby, she would never allow her to get rid of it. 

	Veronica went out and Ruth went back up to her room. She took out the letter she had written to Paul and read it through again. It was too brusque, she decided, and ripped it through. She picked up her pad and started to write again. Then she lay back and planned to leave it till later. 

	Around lunchtime the following day there was a knock at the door. Mabel answered it, saying, ‘Yes? What can I do for you?’ It was an elderly woman who looked terribly upset. 

	‘Is your girl in?’

	‘Which one?’

	‘Ruth. I know she may be at work but… well, I came round anyway.’ She spoke in a cracked voice, a voice that showed signs of someone who’d been crying for a long time. 

	‘You’d best come in. Is there summat wrong?’

	*

	‘Mum? What’s going on? Oh, Mrs Jenkins. This is Paul’s mum,’ she told her own mother. ‘Is everything all right?’

	‘No, love. It isn’t. I’ve had a telegram this morning.’ Ruth slumped down. There was only one meaning when a telegram arrived. 

	‘What did it say?’ she asked, her own voice cracked.

	‘It didn’t say he was dead. It said he was missing in action. Means pretty much the same thing, don’t it?’

	‘I… suppose so. Oh my goodness. Not Paul. It can’t mean… Paul can’t be… he can’t be dead. I won’t believe it.’ Tears poured out of her eyes and she sat hugging her knees and swaying slightly. 

	‘I am sorry, Mrs Jenkins. He was a lovely lad. Can I make you a cuppa?’ said Mabel.

	‘No, ta. Thanks all the same. I thought I’d best come and tell you, love. I know you were very close and well, they wouldn’t think to tell you. Bloody war. It’s takin’ all our young men.’

	‘I’m expecting one of my sons to get his call up any time soon.’ Ruth looked up at her mother wondering if she meant Jimmy. ‘Our Bert will probably have to go.’ She was talking about her son-in-law who was married to Annie.

	‘But he’s got two kids,’ protested Ruth amidst her tears.

	‘Makes no difference. They just want all the young men to go and fight,’ Mabel told them. ‘Any road, I am so sorry to hear your news. P’raps it won’t mean he’s… well, he’s not alive, but maybe he will come back. You don’t know for sure.’

	‘Yes, well. I’d best get on my way now. I wanted to call on you myself, Ruth. I’m so sorry.’

	‘Thanks,’ sobbed Ruth. ‘Me too.’ She felt as if her world had now ended. Missing in action; that almost always meant they’d been killed. ‘I’ll see you out,’ she muttered, getting up from her chair. The woman turned at the door and gave her a quick hug and then rushed off. Ruth watched her walk along the road and turn out of it. She shut the door and leaned on it. All her dreams of Paul marrying her were flying down the road after his mother. 

	‘I’m so sorry, love,’ said Mabel. ‘This bloody awful war. However, now you know he’s gone, perhaps it’s time to re-think about marrying Charlie. You have to do something don’t you? I’m sorry, but it was just a thought.’

	‘How could you?’ yelled Ruth, running upstairs. She was crying fit to burst now and couldn’t think at all, let alone consider getting married to that awful man. Fortunately, Mabel decided she should leave the girl and didn’t even offer her a cup of tea. It was just as well as Ruth might have thrown it at her. 

	Mabel was thinking hard. It was tough on the girl but, like she’d told her, she had to do something. In her mind, the most important thing was respectability. She still had almost three weeks in which to persuade Ruth to marry Charlie. She knew she needed to play it carefully to avoid the girl breaking down or, worse still, cursing her. She really couldn’t think of any objection to the man. He was nice and kind and, of course, he may be a bit old for her but surely these days that shouldn’t matter. Anyone younger was in danger of being called up to fight. He seemed ideal to Mabel. All she had to do was to persuade Ruth.

	Upstairs, her daughter had stopped crying. She was distraught, but knew she was doing the right thing. She needed to get out and get some fresh air, not that the air was very fresh round where they lived. She decided to walk up to the park. It was at least green there and she could walk round the lake. 

	‘I’m going out, Mum. Just for a walk.’

	‘Are you all right to go on your own? I could come with you if you like.’

	‘I’ll be fine.’ She grabbed her coat and set off before her mother could possibly decide to go with her. She really wanted to be alone. She walked through the grey streets, thinking how depressing the area was. She walked up towards the park and went in through one of the gates. It looked a mess, everywhere. There were no longer any attendants working on the flower beds and the grass was in desperate need of cutting. She went to look at one of the flower beds, which was usually full of fresh flowers, and pulled out a few weeds. It seemed sad to see it looking so neglected and almost forgotten. She walked to the lake and set off to walk round it. She and Paul used to come here a lot. It was now dirty and had lots of rubbish thrown into it… only a couple of years and it was almost ruined. She could see papers and odd packets left by some people who didn’t know any better. The boats had all been taken out of the water and were being stored somewhere. She walked over to the large green grassy area that was used for football and other games and saw that someone had ploughed it. At least something could now be planted there for the benefit of the local people. It was, on the whole, a depressing sight which did nothing to raise her flagging spirits. She went back to the original flower bed and spent half an hour pulling out weeds. It gave her some sort of therapy. 

	In a kind of dream, Ruth wandered along the road towards Paul’s home. She had only been there once or twice but felt drawn to it at the moment. She knocked at the door and Mrs Jenkins opened it. 

	‘Oh, hello Ruth.’

	‘Hello, Mrs Jenkins. Have you heard anything more?’

	‘No lass. I doubt I ever will. Did you want to come in? I’m in a mess in here. I haven’t felt like doin’ owt since I got the news.’

	‘It’s all right, thanks. I don’t really know why I came. I suppose I wanted to be sure I wasn’t in some sort of daze.’

	‘Nay lass. It’s all true. I can show you the telegram if you like.’

	‘It’s okay. I’ll get back home now. Sorry to have bothered you.’

	‘Come again in a few days’ time. I’ll be able to make you a cuppa and we can sit and have a chat.’

	‘Thanks. I’d like that. Bye for now then.’

	‘Bye love. Our Paul thought such a lot of you, you know.’

	‘I know. And I felt the same about him.’ She turned away and almost ran along the street to hide her newest bout of tears. It wouldn’t do to let anyone see how upset she was feeling. Missing in action… missing in action… missing in action. The words drummed through her head as she walked. It had never said he was dead, had it? But that’s what it meant. She’d never see him again. Never hold his hand again. Never kiss him again. She might as well get married to Charlie. At least that would please her mum, even if it ruined her life. 

	‘You all right, love?’ asked Mabel when she arrived back at home.

	‘I don’t know. My hands are all muddy. I need to wash them.’

	‘How did that happen? You were out a long time.’

	‘I did some weeding.’

	‘What? Where on earth have you been?’ Mabel was feeling totally confused. 

	‘I’ll wash now.’ She went into the kitchen and washed her hands. Her skirt had also acquired some mud on it and she tried to sponge it off. She was in a daze and couldn’t even respond to her mother’s questions. 

	‘Aren’t you hungry? You missed out on lunch. Shall I make you a sandwich? I’ve got a bit of cheese and, well, you must eat something.’

	‘No ta. I’m okay.’ She slumped down in the chair where her dad usually sat and put her head in her hands.

	‘Would you like some cheese on toast, then? Like I say, you must eat something.’

	‘Why? What difference will it make? Paul’s missing in action. That means he’s dead. I won’t ever see him again. Don’t you realise what that means?’

	‘Course I know, love. I know you’re heartbroken. But life has to go on. We’ve all got to go on living haven’t we?’

	‘We have, but Paul can’t. This damned war. How long has it been going now? Well over a year or something. How many more lives will it take before they stop?’

	*

	Mabel went into the kitchen and started preparing the family meal. There was no talking to her daughter. She peeled a load of potatoes and looked at the piece of cheese she had left. 

	Good job Ruth hadn’t wanted anything to eat. She grated the cheese and hoped it was going to be enough to flavour the potatoes. There was nothing else to add apart from some milk when she mashed the potatoes. She would then put the dish under the grill to brown it. She thought about Ruth’s words. How much longer was this war going on? Things were getting scarce in the shops and she had a family to feed. They’d just have to tighten their belts but she knew she’d be in trouble if they didn’t have enough to eat. Meat was rationed, and several other staple items, but it was more the difficulty of actually finding shops that stocked anything at all. It was becoming a major part of her mornings to go and find food. Perhaps she could persuade Ruth to go out and search sometimes. At least it would give her something to do with herself. 

	Ruth was staring into the fire, remembering the times when she and Paul had sat here. They often used to go to the pictures to see the latest films and now she didn’t have anyone to go with. She felt tears welling up once again but wiped them away as her mother came back into the room. Mabel looked at her daughter and felt a stroke of sympathy for her. She pulled herself together and spoke.

	‘I’ve got the tea cooking. It’s getting a bit difficult to know what to feed you all on. There’s nowt in the shops and it’s all queuing every day. I was thinking, p’raps you can take a share of it in future.’

	‘I was thinking of trying to find a job, actually.’

	‘Cor, you’ll be lucky. There’s hardly anything about. In your condition, I doubt you’ll pick up anything. Have you… well, thought any more about marrying Charlie?’

	‘No Mum. I can’t marry him. You must see that. Now, please leave me alone. I need time to grieve for Paul. I can’t imagine where he is lying nor how he died.’

	‘You’ll just have to get over it, love. We all have our crosses to bear these days. P’raps a visit to the chapel might help. I’ll come with you tomorrow if you like. You could talk to someone about it all.’

	‘I’m sorry, Mum. I couldn’t. What sort of God can allow all this to happen? I can’t go near the chapel, not now, not ever again.’ 

	Mabel gave a sigh. It was only a few hours ago her daughter had heard about Paul. Perhaps it was all a bit soon for her. All the same, time was moving on. There was a lot to do if this wedding was going ahead. In her mind, it definitely was.

	 


 

	Chapter Six

	 

	Less than a week later, Mabel asked her daughter what she was thinking about the wedding. 

	‘I don’t want to get married, Mum. Really I don’t.’

	‘Well, I think you’re being a bit short-sighted. You’ll be set up real well. Come on now, love. I don’t want to hear any more arguments.’

	‘I’m not arguing. Just saying how I feel.’

	‘Well, it’s gonna happen. We’ll go shoppin’ for summat for you to wear. I might even treat meself. I’ve got some coupons saved. Enough to get summat new for you and p’raps a blouse for me.’ There was a silence for a few moments before Mabel spoke again. ‘You can come back ’ere after the ceremony. I’ll sort out a few sandwiches and p’raps we can make a cake too.’

	Ruth didn’t argue. Later that day, Charlie came round, at Mabel’s invitation.

	‘It looks like it’s going ahead. It’s only just over a week now.’

	‘That’s really good news. I’ll do my best to make you happy, Ruth. And when the babby’s born, we don’t need to tell anyone it isn’t mine.’ Ruth listened to his words and said nothing. ‘And you’d best come round to mine and see if it’ll do for you. I haven’t done much to the place lately but I’m willin’ to make any changes to it, whatever you like.’

	‘That’s very good of you Charlie. Isn’t it good of him, Ruth?’

	‘Yes,’ she managed to squeak. Somehow, she simply lacked the energy to fight against their proposals. She was still in shock about the whole situation. She couldn’t, didn’t even want to believe she was having a baby. She sat quietly listening to them making plans about her future. 

	‘She can come round whenever she likes. I shan’t expect her to work outside the house.’

	‘Right, well, that’s all settled. I suppose you’d like time to chat together. Come on our Jimmy. You can help with the washing up.’

	‘I’ll do it, Mum,’ said Ruth, anxious to escape from this man she was expected to marry.

	‘No, love, you stay and talk to Charlie. Take him into the front room.’

	Ruth managed to smile weakly. The front room was only ever used at Christmas or when the whole family came round, not that they’d been round for ages. She supposed they’d all have to come to the wedding. She gave a shudder at the very thought. In a week, she’d be a married woman. She never gave a thought about carrying another man’s child and what that might mean to her husband. As far as she was concerned, this was her mother’s idea of something she needed to do, to get over the fact she had fallen pregnant. 

	*

	The next few days passed in something of a whirl. Mabel took Ruth into town to find something for her to wear for her impending marriage. It couldn’t be much as they only had a small amount of coupons. Her mother chose a pale blue dress and jacket with a fairly loose fit and Ruth accepted it would be suitable. 

	‘You’ll be able to wear it for a while,’ her mother told her. ‘Nice and serviceable.’ Ruth had never been a girl who expected a white wedding dress or in fact anything more than a simple service, so she accepted whatever her mother suggested. She couldn’t actually believe she was about to get wed. As the day drew closer, her mother seemed to increase in energy and had made a small cake and also managed to order some rolls to provide some sort of wedding breakfast. The family were all invited, though Veronica turned it down, saying she had arranged to be out that day. No one was very surprised. 

	Peg from next door but one turned up on the day to help fill the rolls and generally to help them out. Ruth was in her own sort of daze and followed everyone and did as she was told. Her mother told her to go and change and she obediently went up to her room and put on the blue dress. Her small bag was packed ready to take to Charlie’s. She stood looking round her room. It would be strange to go somewhere else to sleep and not stay here. Somehow, she hadn’t really thought of the implications of what she was doing or what was going to happen to her. She supposed she would have to get used to sleeping with someone in the same bed, something she hadn’t done since she was about three and gave up sharing a bed with her brother.

	The morning passed calmly and they all trooped back to their little house after the ceremony, such as it was. Ruth had felt nothing at all and had mumbled her vows. Charlie looked happy enough and the rest of the clan had all welcomed him into the family. 

	‘I was a bit surprised, our Ruth,’ said Annie. ‘How long have you known each other?’

	‘Not long,’ Ruth mumbled. 

	‘Well, I hope you know what you’re doin’. It isn’t all that easy bein’ married. Still, he’s older than you and will probably make you a nice husband. Best of luck, love.’ She gave her adopted sister a quick hug. ‘Come on then you lot. Time we was leavin’.’ She went off with her two now almost grown-up children and husband, who was on leave. 

	‘We should be thinking of getting off soon, love,’ Charlie told his new bride.

	‘I’ll go and get my case, shall I?’ She ran up the stairs and picked up her case. She stood for a moment, thinking about the past and saying goodbye to her room. 

	‘Come on our Ruth. Don’t keep him waiting,’ called her mother. 

	‘Coming,’ she replied. ‘Goodbye old life. Here goes for the new one,’ she muttered. She ran downstairs and picked up her handbag. ‘Thanks for everythin’, Mum.’

	‘Bye love.’

	‘Bye m-m-Mum,’ said Charlie nervously. ‘Don’t feel right me sayin’ that.’

	‘Then call me Mabel. Everyone else does.’ Her mother seemed to have taken on a new lease of life. 

	‘Right. That’s much better. Bye everyone.’

	The remainder of the group all wished them well as they set off down the road. Ruth’s bag felt heavy.

	‘Do you want me to carry it?’ Charlie asked. 

	‘Well, if you don’t mind.’ He took it and smiled at her shyly. ‘Can’t have you exhausted this early in the day.’ They walked round to his house. ‘All right, love?’ Charlie asked. ‘Only you’ve been very quiet. I hope you’re not feeling too bad. Not sick or anything?’ She did feel sick. Sick to her very roots. But she couldn’t say anything to this man who was being so kind to her. She dreaded the time when they went up to their room and went to bed. 

	‘I’m all right. I do feel a bit sick. Probably after such a busy day.’ 

	‘I’m not going to do anything to you,’ he told her. ‘You needn’t worry. Just try to relax and go to sleep. We’ve got plenty of time ahead of us to get to know each other.’

	‘Thank you,’ she breathed, so relieved she could almost have cried. It was a rather difficult evening. They listened to the radio and finally decided to go to bed early. 

	‘You go up first and get into bed. I’ll be up in a while.’

	Relieved not to have him watching her undress, she scuttled upstairs and quickly changed into her nightie. She crept into the double bed and looked away from him when he came up. He was already in his pyjamas so she avoided seeing him changing too. She turned over, away from him and tried to settle down and go to sleep. She felt hot and pulled her arms out from under the covers and lay there, hardly daring to move in case it disturbed him. She thought he must be asleep as his breathing grew regular and he even started to snore slightly. Heavens, she realised, she’d never thought about that one. Sleeping in the same bed with a snorer was not her idea of a peaceful marriage.

	Despite his promises to redecorate, it was a somewhat old cottage and in desperate need of renovation. It had an outside lavatory, across a yard and shared between five other cottages. She was used to having to cross over a yard to reach the lavatory but found it a terrible hardship being pregnant. She also had to wash at the kitchen sink, just like in her old home.

	*

	‘You are happy, love, aren’t you?’ asked Mabel, some while after they were married. 

	‘Charlie is quiet and doesn’t make any demands on me. You know what I mean.’

	‘I don’t think I do. Oh, you mean he doesn’t want to… you know what I mean.’

	‘I think we both know what we mean.’ Ruth laughed. She felt more relaxed now and even began to think about the implications of having a baby.

	‘You certainly notice now don’t you?’

	Ruth put her hands over her baby bump and sighed. ‘Can’t pretend any more, can I? Thanks Mum,’ she said gratefully. ‘You’ve been a terrific support to me. I don’t know how I’d ever have survived without you.’

	‘You’re nowt but a kid yourself. Course I’m here for you, just as I always have been.’

	‘You have, haven’t you? Ever since we were little. Did you ever hear from my real dad again?’

	‘No. He went abroad I think. It was his wife that I was related to. She was a cousin of mine. Funny woman, she was. I never really got on well with her. Then she died right after you two were born and your dad, well, he dumped you in the Limes. I couldn’t leave you there so I went and got you out.’

	‘You’ve never really talked about it before. I always knew we weren’t your real children, of course. Veronica made sure of that. Crikey, I hope I don’t die giving birth.’

	‘Course you won’t love. Don’t worry about that.’ She reached over and took the girl’s hand and gave it a squeeze. 

	‘I suppose I’d better go back now and get summat for supper. Charlie will be home and there’ll be nowt on the table for him. Thanks again, Mum. I’ll see you again soon.’

	‘Make sure you do. I’m really enjoying our chats.’

	‘Bye then.’ She left the house and began the walk back to Charlie’s place. It was strange; she didn’t really think of it as home, not the way she thought of her mum’s house. She always spoke of going back home rather than to see her mum. In just over five months, she’d have a baby to push round to see Mabel. How much had happened since that awful night she’d gone out with Mr Steele. She shivered at the thought and walked much more quickly back to Charlie’s. Then she slowed down again as her stomach began to hurt. By the time she reached the cottage, it was very painful and she let herself in and slumped down in one of the easy chairs. She felt sick and very light-headed. After a while, it cleared slightly and she went into the kitchen to start making supper. It wasn’t easy and she struggled to make sure the meat was fully cooked. 

	When Charlie came home from work, he looked at her hard. ‘What’s up with you?’ he asked.

	‘I don’t know. I’m in terrible pain. I think it’s the baby.’

	‘Dunna be soft. It isn’t due for ages yet.’

	‘I know it isn’t. I think there’s summat wrong though.’ At this point she almost fell down and he helped her get to a chair. 

	‘Sit still for a bit. Maybe it’ll go away. I don’t know owt about babbies,’ he said helplessly.

	‘Help yourself to your tea. It’s on the stove. You’ll need to drain the potatoes and carrots. I think the meat’s cooked okay.’

	‘Right then. What about you? Do you want some?’

	‘No. I’ll just stay here. Turn the cooker off when you’ve done.’ She lay back and closed her eyes, wishing she felt better and could serve his meal for him. If only this pain would go away, she was thinking. Suddenly, there was a massive feeling of eruption and she felt as if her whole insides were dropping out. She knew she should have gone up the yard but she was incapable of moving. She absolutely knew her baby was lost. Her first thoughts were how ironic this was. Mabel had almost forced her to marry Charlie to make sure she kept things decent and now she had lost the very reason for the marriage. 

	‘You all right?’ Charlie called. 

	‘Not really. I think the baby’s miscarried. I can’t move now.’

	‘Bloody hell. How’s that happened then?’

	‘Nature I suppose. You go and eat your tea. I’ll clear things up in a minute.’ 

	‘Aye. All right. I’ll eat in the kitchen and leave you in peace.’

	‘Shut the door, will you? It’s going to be messy in here.’ She was beginning to feel slightly better and forced herself to rise off the chair. She felt unemotional about losing the baby as she had never wanted it in the first place. She had no idea of whether it was a boy or girl and wrapped it in newspaper. Eventually she cleared up the mess, which was how she thought of it, and put the whole package on the back of the fire. Having Charlie there was somewhat embarrassing as she now needed to wash herself and he was in the kitchen. ‘Have you finished?’ she called out to him. But there was silence. She staggered to the door and opened it, expecting to see him still there, but he had gone out. His empty plate was on the side and the pans were still on the cooker. Feeling somewhat faint again, she filled the bowl and washed herself as best as she could. Then she went upstairs very slowly and put herself to bed. She didn’t care about the dishes or food left and closed her eyes ready to fall asleep. She sensed Charlie coming to bed and somehow managed to stay asleep. She was aware of him asking if she was all right and mumbled something in response. 

	When she awoke the next morning the events came back to her and, somehow, seemed to hit her hard. She felt tears pouring down her face and hoped Charlie didn’t notice. At last she turned over and saw he’d already gone. She looked at the little clock and realised it was already after nine o’clock. Slowly, she got up and went downstairs, feeling oddly empty. She put the kettle on and made tea. She staggered up the yard and sat for a while, waiting till she felt completely ready. She longed for someone to talk to and wondered if she’d make it back home. Miserably, she sat drinking tea and thought about the doctor. Should she go and see him? Someone knocked at the door. She cursed slightly, not feeling like speaking to strangers. When she opened it, she was comforted to see her mum standing there. 

	‘Oh, Mum,’ she managed to whisper before she broke down in tears.

	‘Yes, well, Charlie called round this morning. He was somewhat at a loss as to what to do and asked for my help. I gather you’ve lost the babby?’

	‘Yes. It was awful. But then, I’m not a bit sorry. I sort of miss it but as I never wanted it in the first place, it seems like a good outcome. Something that was destined to happen.’

	‘I quite agree. I’m glad you see it like that. Now, how about a nice cuppa?’

	‘I’ve just finished a pot but I’ll make some more for you.’

	‘You sit still. I’ll make it. You’ll need to rest a bit now, you know. Shall you go back to work? Goodness. This kitchen’s a mess. I’ll just tidy up a bit while the kettle’s boiling.’

	‘I’ll do it later. Charlie had his tea in there last night and I haven’t faced it yet.’

	‘What’s he having tonight?’

	‘Haven’t thought about it.’ 

	‘I’ll think of summat in a minute.’ She set to work on washing up the pots and put the vegetables onto a plate. She poked at something in another pan and decided it didn’t look too good so she threw it away. A quick wipe down of the surfaces and she was satisfied. ‘There. That’s a bit better. I’ll make some tea and then you can tell me all about it.’

	‘Should I go to the doctor’s?’

	‘Oh yes, love. He needs to know so he can cancel the midwife and so on. He’ll want to know what happened, too.’ 

	‘I didn’t do anything I shouldn’t. I know I didn’t.’

	They chatted for the rest of the morning and Mabel made them both a sandwich. 

	‘Now, shall I come to the doctor’s with you? It’s time for the afternoon surgery and it might be advisable that I come too.’

	‘Well, perhaps it would be an idea. I’m still feeling a bit wobbly and it would be nice to have you there.’

	‘Right then. Get your coat and let’s be off.’ 

	Once out in the fresh air, Ruth felt much better. The two of them walked along slowly to the doctor’s and waited in the queue. He was very sympathetic and checked her over.

	‘You’ll be fine now. Don’t try for another for a few weeks. Your body needs time to recover. Come and see me again if everything doesn’t settle in a week or two.’

	‘Right. Thank you very much Doctor. Bye now.’

	When she came out she told her mother the news. 

	‘I’m all right. He said not to try again for a few weeks. Little does he know the situation.’

	‘Yes, well, that’ll change now. Charlie’s going to want to make it worth his while being married isn’t he?’

	‘Oh, good heavens. I’ll have to tell him we can’t do it for a while anyway. Like the doctor said.’

	‘Don’t put him off too long. He isn’t getting any younger. He’s gonna want his own babby.’

	Ruth didn’t say anything but was determined that he wouldn’t touch her. She shuddered at the thought. She could cope with sleeping with him as long as they both slept. She’d even got used to his snoring, which didn’t happen every night. It was mostly when he went to the pub and came back after drinking. No. If he wanted sex, she’d have to put him right.

	*

	Mabel and Dan were offered a house at Wallbrook and they moved over there as soon as they got the keys. It was a three-bedroomed house and had the much-desired built-in bathroom. There was also an air raid shelter to one side of the main door. They even had a garden at the back, albeit covered in brick debris and totally impossible to grow anything in. Ruth went over on the bus to have a look at it as soon as she could. 

	‘Oh, Mum, it’s lovely. I can’t imagine what it’s like having a proper bathroom. No more going up the yard and washing at the kitchen sink. I hope you’ll be happy here. Pity our Veronica isn’t living at home any more. She’d have loved it.’

	‘There’s room for all of you to come and stay and plenty of space for Jimmy when he comes home.’

	Ruth went back to Charlie’s place and looked round in disgust. It was in a terrible state and desperately needed decorating. Despite his promises, he hadn’t lifted a paint brush at all. She thought perhaps she might try to paint it herself, now there was no baby. Then she remembered the age old problem. Sex. 

	For the next few days, all went well. He slept beside her without touching her until one Saturday night he came back from the pub and demanded his marital rights. She tried to protest and say it was too soon but he would not be put off any longer. He was a large man and she felt herself almost suffocated by him. She lay there as he pumped until he finally rolled off her when he was done. She really didn’t want to find herself pregnant again, so she eventually went to the family planning clinic and got herself fitted with a diaphragm to make sure there were no further pregnancies. There was no way she would have a baby with this man. However, he desperately wanted a baby and kept asking if she was pregnant yet. 

	‘I must have damaged something before,’ she lied. ‘I said it was too soon.’

	‘Rubbish. I’ve done all right by you, haven’t I?’

	She had to admit he had. He had made sure she always had enough money for housekeeping and apart from the lavatory up the yard and having to wash in the kitchen, she was living reasonably comfortably. But she really felt nothing for him. She didn’t even think he loved her but saw her as some sort of convenience for cooking his meals and looking after the cottage. As the weeks wore on, Ruth decided she would like to go back to work. She knew she was a good secretary, and felt she should be able to get a reasonable job. She would never apply to her old company, however, she thought with some repellence. 

	She put it to Charlie after he came home from work. 

	‘I’d like to go back to my old job as a secretary. I get pretty bored here all day and it seems like a good idea.’

	‘But s’pose you get pregnant again? You shouldn’t take any risks.’

	‘It isn’t happening so far.’

	‘Perhaps we should try again. Come on, love. Maybe tonight we’ll be lucky.’

	‘I don’t really feel like it tonight. I’ve got a bit of a headache.’

	‘That’s the trouble with you. You’ve always got summat wrong with you. I’m getting a bit sick of it. Tomorrow then. No excuses. I’m going down to the pub now.’ 

	He went off and Ruth sighed again. She knew she shouldn’t keep putting him off but she felt revolted by the very act with him. She picked up the evening paper and looked at the jobs section. There it was. The perfect job for her. Knowing she’d be on her own till closing time at the pub, she took out paper and pen and began to compose her letter. Almost trembling with excitement, she put it into an envelope and hid it in her bag. Tomorrow, when Charlie had gone to work, she would go to the post office and buy a stamp and post off her application. It never even occurred to her that she might not get the job and she began planning her wardrobe. It would be quite different from her everyday wear at present and she worked out that she might need to alter some of her clothes. She ran upstairs and pulled some of them out of her wardrobe. It was a pretty sorry collection, she was thinking. She heard him come in and shoved her things back into the wardrobe.

	‘Where are you, love?’ he called to her.

	‘I’m coming. Just sorting some stuff out.’ She ran downstairs, forgetting her story about having a headache.

	‘How’s your head?’ he asked kindly.

	‘Oh, it’s a little bit better. Not right yet but a bit better.’ She tried to look a bit sad, as she thought she might look if she had a headache.

	‘So you’re not ready for an early night.’

	‘Do you want some tea?’

	‘Answer me, woman. I’m getting sick of being fobbed off. I want me rights. As a married man.’ She quaked slightly. 

	‘I’m sorry, Charlie. Really I am. But I can’t do it. I think it must be the fault of that man who… raped me. I can’t enjoy anything any more.’ She burst into tears and ran upstairs. She sat on their bed and cried. It was something she did all the time these days. She heard him coming upstairs and wondered how he was feeling about her words. 

	‘I’ve listened to what you said,’ he began. ‘I think you’d better get yourself sorted out. I won’t bother you tonight but think on. I won’t be put off forever. Do you understand?’

	‘Yes,’ she whispered, still sobbing quietly. She was thinking about him and how much she hated being married to him. But what on earth could she do? ‘I’ll go downstairs and sleep on the chair.’

	‘Dunna be soft. You go to sleep here. I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to.’

	‘Th… thanks. I’m sorry, Charlie. I’ll probably get over it.’ But she knew in her heart she never would. It was nearly a year since she’d heard about Paul and it was still very raw inside her.

	*

	The war was going on and on. Almost two years now they’d been fighting. Occasionally they heard planes flying over and everyone usually rushed out to look and see who it was. If they had German markings on them, they rushed back inside and gathered up their children to hide them. If it was a British flight, they waved and cheered. They were all used to covering windows with blackout material from early in the evenings and rationing was making everything difficult. Ruth always tried to give Charlie the best of the meat she found and he rarely complained when it was a bit short. Since he’d told her he wouldn’t touch her, she felt better about going to bed. It was now three weeks since he’d even attempted to make love to her. She continued to wonder how long it would be before he broke.

	They were sleeping peacefully one night when there was a tremendous crash. They both leapt out of bed and rushed out of their bedroom.

	‘What on earth was that?’ asked Ruth.

	‘Dunno. I’ll go down and look.’

	‘I’m following you,’ said Ruth. 

	Another huge explosion sounded and their staircase disappeared. Charlie was halfway down and disappeared completely. A crashing of bricks followed him.

	 


 

	Chapter Seven 

	 

	‘Charlie?’ squeaked Ruth. ‘Are you all right?’ 

	There was no sound. More crashes reached her ears and she began to panic. She turned back to her bedroom only to find it had disappeared into a large hole. She could see the chairs in the room below, all covered in plaster and brick debris. She stayed on the top stair, wondering how long it would be before it too crashed down, taking her with it. She peered down the stairs, or what had once been stairs. She could see Charlie’s body lying amidst the rubble. 

	‘Charlie?’ she called again. ‘Charlie? Are you all right?’ But he didn’t answer. She knew the electricity had gone off. Poor Charlie, she was thinking. He didn’t deserve to end like that. She stood shaking, clinging to the bit of wall that had survived and peering down. She could see no way of getting down short of jumping and there was nowhere to land. Then she heard a call.

	‘Anyone in there? Can you hear me?’ 

	‘Yes,’ Ruth yelled. ‘I’m stuck upstairs. And Charlie’s lying down at the bottom.’

	‘I can’t hear you. I’m coming in.’ She heard someone battering the door and pushing it open. ‘Anyone in there?’

	‘I’m up here,’ yelled Ruth. She felt a beam from a torch flash over her.

	‘Blimey. Keep very still. There’s not a lot left of your stairs.’

	‘Charlie’s down there. Is he all right?’ She saw the torch find him and a man bent over him, feeling for a pulse. 

	‘I’m sorry, love. I’m afraid he’s gone.’

	‘Oh, no.’

	‘Is it your dad?’

	‘No. My husband.’ She felt tears burning her eyes. Thoughts raced through her head. Her plight was over. She no longer had to bother about it. Then she realised what the man had said. Her husband was dead and she felt desperately guilty about her feelings. 

	‘I’m sorry. But I’ve got to work out how to get you out of there.’

	‘What happened?’ she called in a wavering voice.

	‘A bloody German bomb. What else? It’s taken most of the street out. Look, I’m going to get some help. Stay still and we’ll be back very soon.’ 

	Ruth clung to the bit of wall, thinking about jumping but knowing she’d only land on Charlie. That would be the final finish for her marriage. She even giggled like a maniac at the thought. A mad hysterical giggle that echoed among her tears. She realised she might not even get out of this herself and could end up beside him, also dead. Then she heard the man coming back.

	‘Okay, I’ve got a ladder. It’s a bit old and some of the rungs are dodgy but if you’re careful, you should be able to get down.’ She saw him pushing the ladder up past her. Once he’d got it stable, he instructed her to climb down very slowly and carefully. Shaking like a leaf in a gale, she put her foot onto the rung nearest to her. The piece of wall she’d been clinging to fell to the ground, fortunately the other way. ‘You’re all right, love. Slowly does it.’ She passed the end of the ceiling of the downstairs room and suddenly slipped. ‘It’s okay. I’ve got you,’ the man told her. ‘There you are. I need to drag the ladder out now in case anyone else needs it. You go outside now. You’ll find several other people out there.’ 

	‘But Charlie? What should I do about him?’

	‘There’s nowt we can do for him now, love. Go on, take yourself out.’ She did as she’d been told. 

	In the street outside, she saw most of her neighbours standing round in groups and all looking very much as she was feeling. Most of them were in night clothes and some had coats on over the top. She gazed round at the street. Instead of a row of houses, there were heaps of rubble. Their house was one of a few that seemed to have a roof left… at least at the front. The rear had disappeared as had most of the rest of the street. 

	‘Come and join us, love,’ said one kindly soul. ‘You must be frozen.’

	‘I don’t know,’ she mumbled. ‘Charlie’s dead. He got sort of buried in the rubble.’

	‘Eh, I am sorry about that. Nice man he was. And you not married all that long.’

	‘Thanks. I s’pose he was nice.’ She began to shiver. She wasn’t sure if it was the cold or the realisation that she now had to face life on her own. ‘I don’t know what to do,’ she said miserably.

	‘I think they said we’re all to go to the hall, if it’s still standing. Then we can sort out where we’re going to go to. Are your parents still living around here?’

	‘They’ve moved to Wallbrook. I’ll have to go and stay with them. Till they get bombed, too.’

	‘I don’t think this was anything more than a weird accident. The bombers were on their way home, as far as I’ve been told. They just dumped their load on us as they passed over. Bastards.’

	‘I’m not sure how I can get to Wallbrook. There won’t be any buses will there?’

	‘Let’s just go along to the hall and see what they say.’ 

	She followed the other women in a daze, thinking she shouldn’t have left Charlie. She may not have loved him but she felt it was her duty and she was neglecting it. 

	‘But what about Charlie? Don’t I have to do something about him?’

	‘Dunna fash thee sen love. The air raid wardens will see to him,’ said her typically Potteries neighbour. 

	In a daze she followed the woman to the hall round two or three corners, seeing the devastation caused by several bombs that had been dropped. Miraculously, the hall was still standing unscathed and was filling up with the displaced crowd that was pouring in. Most people were clad in night clothes. Many, like Ruth, had bare feet. There were some folks with injuries and with blood streaming down their faces. A small group of women were taking care of them and there seemed to be one who was a nurse and had some idea of what to do. There were already a couple of urns boiling away on the side and someone was making tea.

	‘We’ve run out of milk I’m afraid but it’s wet and warm,’ said one of the women. Ruth thought she looked familiar and then it dawned on her. It was the woman from the tea shop she and Paul had visited. Just seeing her brought back a flood of memories. 

	‘Thanks,’ she murmured. ‘This is usually your day job, isn’t it?’

	‘It used to be. I work in the ordnance factory now. No call for tea shops any more. Yes sir? Do you want a cup of my delightful brew?’

	Ruth felt somewhat dismissed and moved away. Standing there clad only in her nightie, she was cold and wished she had a coat or something to put over it. Her mother would be shocked if she knew she was standing in the middle of a load of people in her nightie. Then she remembered Charlie. She shivered and began to shake.

	‘’Ere love, have my coat. You’re shivering,’ said an elderly man standing near to her. 

	‘Oh, I couldn’t. You’ll be cold.’

	‘I’m all reet. Got more clothes on me than you ’ave. Go on. Tek it.’

	‘That’s very kind of you. Thank you.’ She pulled on his coat. It smelled of tobacco and was far from clean but it was warm and she felt a bit better being covered up. 

	‘You from Riley Street? They got it bad there.’

	‘My… my husband was killed.’ Tears were filling her eyes again.

	‘Oh, you poor thing. No wonder you was shivering. It’s the shock as did it, I’m sure. Have you got relations round ’ere?’

	‘My parents live in Wallbrook. I’ll have to find some way of getting there to stay with them. Assuming they haven’t been hit as well.’

	‘Shouldn’t think so. They’re s’posed to have air raid shelters built in. You’ll be all reet if you can get there.’ 

	‘Thank you. And thank you for the loan of your coat. I’ll give it back to you when I’ve warmed up a bit.’

	‘No worries. Keep it. I should be able to get back into my house any road so I can get another. We’ve all got a bit of thinking to do. Find some relations who still have a home. Not really expected in these parts, these bombs. Not like London.’ He was chatting on and on and Ruth had stopped listening. She had to admit, it wasn’t expected in their area but then, it was being said they’d dumped a load of bombs on their way back. She looked round, feeling a bit better now she was warmer. The wardens were bring in some bodies and putting them in one of the little rooms at the rear of the building. She went over there and spoke to one of the men.

	‘Have you brought my husband here?’

	‘Not yet dearie.’

	‘When you do, can you let me know. He’s from number seventeen. Lying in what used to be our front room.’

	‘Oh, I think one of the others may have brought him. Hang on, I’ll speak to one of them.’ He went over to one of the other wardens and spoke to him. They both looked at Ruth and he waved her over. 

	‘I’m sorry love, but is this him?’

	‘Yes. That’s Charlie.’ She felt terrible seeing him lying there, not breathing and covered in an old ragged cloth.

	‘Charlie who?’

	 

	‘Blenkinsop. Charlie Blenkinsop.’ As she spoke, she reinforced the feeling that she was now free. Free of being married to a man she had never loved. Awful though it was, she knew she didn’t have to worry about him any more. She felt sorry for her dad, who was his friend, but was thoroughly ashamed to realise that she felt only relief. She only had to go through the funeral and she could make a fresh start in her life. She did feel guilty but she had never wanted to be married to him. She had only done it to please her mother. It made her weep all over again.

	She went to the side of the room and slumped down in a chair. She began to think. She had no money and no clothes. Nowhere to live. How on earth could she even get to her mother’s place? Nobody here had any money and even if there was a bus, how could she pay to get for it? Perhaps she could walk. But without shoes, it would be hopeless. Her feet weren’t used to not having shoes. Besides it was almost ten miles away. She looked down at her feet. They were black. Filthy dirty. Her nightie was filthy too. What on earth would her mother say if she turned up like this? Then someone made an announcement.

	‘It’s now morning and light. If anyone wants to go back to their houses to collect anything, please let us know. You must not, I repeat, must not try to enter unaccompanied. It is unsafe and you could be hurt. Is that clear?’ A babble of voices broke out. Lots of the group went forward to the man who had spoken. Ruth rose from her chair and crossed over to him. 

	‘I’d like to go to my place. Or Charlie’s place, I should say. I’d like to find something to wear and even find some money.’

	‘Okay love. You’ll have to wait till one of us is free to go with you. I’d suggest you wait here where it’s a bit warmer. But I’ve noted you want to go. Where do you live?’

	‘Seventeen Riley Street.’

	‘Okay. There’s some others from there. Wait over there and we won’t be long.’ She did as she was told and saw some of her neighbours. 

	‘Bad business all this,’ said one of the elderly men. ‘How’s your Charlie?’ She shook her head. He saw her tear-filled eyes. ‘Eh, I’m sorry to hear that. Hope you’ll be all right.’

	‘Thanks. If I can get to Wallbrook, I’ll be fine.’ Somehow, her whole future seemed to rest on her getting to her parents’ home. They waited for another half an hour and someone came to tell them they could go. Like a troupe of refugees, they all walked round to their homes. Many of them were crying as they saw the state of their homes left by the bombers. When she reached number seventeen, they allowed her to go inside a little way. She saw her handbag lying amidst the rubble and asked if one of them could get it. There would be a little money in there. Her coat was hanging just inside the doorway too so she grabbed it with relief. It would cover a multitude of sins, she was thinking. But that was about all she could get out of the house. Their china was mostly broken and as for the furniture, it was buried and probably ruined forever.

	Ruth removed the kind man’s jacket, gave her coat a good shake and put it on. It felt gritty and rather dirty. She couldn’t see any shoes or slippers anywhere so had to make do with her bare feet. She looked inside her bag and saw the housekeeping money that Charlie had given her a couple of days ago. At least she had something. 

	‘Thank you. I must take this back to its owner,’ she told the warden. ‘He kindly lent it to me.’

	‘You haven’t got any shoes. Where did you keep them?’

	‘Under the sideboard. That’s it over there, under a heap of broken bricks and other stuff. There’s no way anyone can get them.’

	‘I can try love. You can’t go anywhere barefoot.’ He climbed over a heap of rubble and stared delving underneath it. There was sudden slippage and he almost got covered in a new fall of bricks. 

	‘Please don’t risk it,’ she said from the doorway.

	‘Sorry love, I can’t. P’raps someone else will have some shoes you could borrow.’

	‘Maybe. I could go back to the hall now. This place has had it. I can’t get anything else from it. There’s nothing left undamaged.’

	‘Okay then. I’ll stick a notice on the door saying no entry. You go back to the hall.’

	Clutching her handbag and the jacket over her arm, she walked back to the hall. The kind man was no longer there so she gave his jacket to one of the women helpers. 

	‘I’m going to see if there are any buses running. I need to get to my parents’ home.’

	Still barefoot and with her dirty nightie hanging well below her coat, she walked to the main bus stop. She stood there for a long time waiting to see if any buses came along. Perhaps she should go into the main bit of the town to see about getting some shoes or slippers… anything to put on her feet. Luckily, it was getting warmer and she had stopped shivering, especially since she had her own coat. She walked to the shoe shop and went inside. 

	‘I need some shoes,’ she told the assistant. 

	‘You certainly do. Are you from the bombed area?’

	‘Yes, of course I am. I don’t usually go out looking like this,’ she snapped. ‘My husband was killed and I only just escaped with my life.’ She felt tears welling up again.

	‘I am sorry, love. I’ll have a look to see what I’ve got. What size are you?’

	‘Six. I don’t want anything too expensive. I haven’t got a lot of money.’

	‘Don’t worry about that. I’ll see what I can find for you.’ She looked along the shelves and brought out a stout pair of shoes much better than any Ruth had ever had. ‘I’ll find some socks for you too. You’ll need something to stop them rubbing.’ She brought out a pair of socks and gave them to her. ‘Put them on and then try the shoes.’ 

	‘I think they’ll be too expensive. Sorry, but they are really good shoes.’

	‘Put them on. I’m not going to take your money. Least I can do, for someone like you. Just don’t tell anyone. I can’t supply the whole road with new shoes.’

	‘That’s so kind of you. I will pay you back one day. It may take a while for me to get money together but I promise, I will come back.’ She put them on and they were lovely. ‘A perfect fit. Thank you so much.’ 

	‘Glad to help.’

	‘I’ll go and see if I can find any buses. If not, I’m in for a long walk.’ 

	‘Good luck then.’

	‘Thank you. And thanks again for the shoes.’ She left the shoe shop and set off back to the bus stop. She waited for another half an hour and then decided she should walk. She tried to follow the bus route so if one came, she could wave it down. She had no idea of the time and felt hungry. She walked on and on for miles. She passed Trentham Gardens, a large estate with once beautiful gardens open to the public. On and onwards she walked and began to feel somewhat faint. She sat down at the roadside and almost fell into a daze. Then she heard a bus rumbling along and leapt to her feet. It was going to Wallbrook. She waved frantically and, to her joy, it stopped. She slumped down into a seat and then paid her fare. 

	‘Thank you for stopping. I was exhausted.’

	‘Aye, well it was a bad night in the Potteries.’

	‘I was there. I know all about it.’

	‘I heard one area was almost completely destroyed.’

	‘I was there. Right in the middle of it all. I’m going to see my parents now.’

	‘You poor thing. Sit back and try to relax. Not long now.’

	‘Thanks. I will. I don’t want to fall asleep though.’

	‘Don’t worry love. I’ll wake you, if you do.’ 

	Ruth leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. She felt totally exhausted and positively weak. She assumed it was because of her loss as much as anything, but somehow she couldn’t feel deep remorse for Charlie’s death. It was more the loss of her home and the life she had been leading until now. 

	‘Wallbrook,’ called the bus conductor, and Ruth came to with a start. 

	‘Yes please,’ she said, scrambling to her feet. 

	‘Hope you get on all right,’ said the conductor.

	‘Thanks,’ she called back as she began to walk through the estate. She had visited once before and so knew exactly where she was going. She turned into her mother’s road and saw the house. She knocked at the door, expecting her mother to open it and let her in. Then she knocked again. Nobody came. She felt her tears pressing, all too familiar to her these days, and slumped down on the step. This was the final blow. She had been so sure that her mother would be home, just as she always had been and now she wasn’t there. Then she remembered the back door was usually left open. She went round to the back of the house and found the door unlocked. With a sigh of relief, she let herself inside. She walked round the house to make sure her mum wasn’t anywhere there. She saw the bathroom, all built inside the house, and knew she wanted to have a bath more than anything. She turned on the taps and watched as the water ran into it. It was like magic. She looked for a towel and then stripped off her filthy nightie and shoes and socks and climbed in. She lay there, thinking over the events of the past day and night. It was hard to believe that Charlie was actually dead but she had seen him for herself. She plunged her head under the water and saw lots of dirt and grit float away. It was almost like a final cleansing from her past life. At last she climbed out of the bath and washed it round. It was a mass of gritty mud at the bottom and she finally rinsed it clean with cold water. Once she was dry, she realised she didn’t have any clothes. She went into her mum’s room and took out a sweater and skirt and some pants from the drawers. She knew her mum wouldn’t mind and she was pretty desperate. Then she heard her mum come in. 

	‘Hello? Is that you, our Ruth? I saw your coat down here.’

	‘Oh, Mum. Yes it’s me.’ She ran down the stairs and threw herself into her mother’s arms. ‘Charlie’s dead. Our house was hit by a bomb last night. I hope you don’t mind but I had a bath. And I’ve borrowed some of your clothes. I walked halfway here. I am sorry.’ Her words tumbled out in a long stream.

	‘Oh, love, I am so sorry. Poor Charlie. He was a good man. Your dad will be upset. How did it happen?’

	‘Like I said. A bomb was dropped on our street. Oh Mum, it was so awful.’

	‘But how did he die?’

	‘He sort of fell down the stairs. Well, the stairs had collapsed and he sort of fell down and then some bricks fell on top of him. There was nothing I could do. A man came and brought a ladder to help me get down. I was in my nightie and had to stand out in the street till someone told us to go round to the hall. Then someone lent me his jacket. I went and got my own coat later on and managed to get my handbag so at least I had a bit of money.’

	‘Oh my dear. Poor Charlie. I’ll put the kettle on. You’ll feel better after a nice cuppa.’

	‘I’m starving too. Haven’t eaten anything since last night. Can I have a bit of bread or something?’ 

	‘Course. You’ll have to stay here with us, won’t you?’

	‘Please, Mum. Everything’s ruined in Charlie’s place. Oh, I’ve actually got our ration books in my bag. That’s a bit of luck isn’t it?’ Her mind was racing as she thought of different things. 

	‘You won’t be able to use Charlie’s. I can’t hardly believe he’s gone, you know. Poor man. He was a good one. Any road, but your ration book will certainly help out. Providing I can actually find somewhere that’s got food to sell.’

	Ruth sat down, totally exhausted. Her mum brought her some tea and a piece of bread and marg. She felt almost too weary to eat it but she knew she needed it and munched away.

	‘What on earth shall I do, Mum? You can’t really cope with me living here.’

	‘Well, actually, you can have our Veronica’s room. She’s definitely left home. Not that she ever came here to live. Not properly.’

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘She’s taken off with some soldier and gone away to live with his family.’

	‘Goodness. That must have been a shock to you to have it so final. I know you said she was in and out like one of those weather men and women.’

	‘I’m not really shocked. She was never happy since we moved here. I bet she hasn’t slept here more than two or three times. But at least it means there’s somewhere for you to stay. You look worn out, love. Why not go and lie down for a bit? I’ve got to make a start on tea. Though what we’re all going to eat is another matter.’

	‘Thanks Mum, I will. I don’t think it’s all really hit me yet. Oh, Mum. When I think of those nights when he came home from the pub. He wanted me and I found it almost unbearable. To think all that’s over with.’

	‘Now then love, just tek it easy.’ She shook her head again, finding it all so hard to believe.

	 


 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	Wallbrook was a large estate built largely for the workers at the ordnance factory. It wasn’t yet completed and many more houses were planned. They were built in rows of six with air raid shelters made of reinforced concrete built between each pair of two houses. There were many rows of houses already occupied, mostly by personnel from the factory. There were a number of children living there too and so a school was planned eventually. Meantime, the children all walked to one of the schools in the nearby town. There were a couple of shops in the village, one of them a new Co-operative Association store and an old pub, the landlord of which was seeing a whole new raft of business. Everyone was getting used to long walks everywhere to buy food and seek entertainment. 

	Rent had to be paid weekly and there was one house used for this, a few streets away from Ruth’s parents. It was the Monday morning routine for her mother to go and pay the rent. There was also a community centre and this was used as a meeting hall and for many other things, from concerts to welfare clinics and occasional doctor’s surgeries. It seemed a good place to live and people were all gradually getting to know each other.

	After a week or two, they had settled into some sort of routine. Ruth was becoming impatient to get a job so she could contribute to the family income. Her father suggested there might be an opening for her to get work at the ordnance factory with him.

	‘They send a bus to get us to the station each morning and then the train takes us right to where we need to be,’ said Dan.

	‘What sort of work would I be doing?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps you might even be a secretary. Most of the women are working on munitions. You know, filling shells and stuff.’

	‘Is that what you’re doing?’

	‘Not quite. I’m doing soldering and other stuff. Building up things for the bombers to drop on Germany.’

	‘How do I set about getting work there?’

	‘I’ll ask around for you.’

	‘Thanks, Dad. I’d like to do secretarial work if it’s possible. It’s something I know about. My typing wasn’t bad.’

	‘Right. Leave it with me.’ 

	Just a few days later, she waited for the bus along with her father and several other men and women. She felt slightly nervous but at least she had him with her to quell her nerves. 

	‘You’re to go and report to the main office when we get there. They’ll tell you where you’re going to be working. Best of luck, love.’

	‘Thanks, Dad,’ she replied. ‘I’ll see you later.’

	‘See you at lunchtime. Then you can tell me how you got on. There’s a big canteen and you won’t need any coupons there. One of the perks of working here. It’s not up to much but it’s a hot meal and it does give us a break. Sometimes we get Workers’ Playtime being broadcast from there, too.’

	‘Crikey. Real radio broadcasts? That’s a bit posh isn’t it?’

	‘Makes a change any road. Right. Here we go then,’ he said as the train stopped outside the huge factory. ‘You go in through the main door and then turn left. Up the stairs and follow the signs. Good luck, love.’

	‘Thanks Dad. See you later.’ She went up the stairs and saw a sign pointing to the main office. She knocked at the door and walked in. It wasn’t really an interview – it seemed she already had a job. She was told to go along to the typing pool where someone would tell her what to do. That was easy, she thought. She went along what seemed an endless corridor until she heard the clattering of typewriters. She knocked on the door and went inside. She was met by an array of typewriters with girls sitting typing madly. She went to someone who looked like a supervisor and gave her name. 

	‘Oh yes. Ruth Blenkinsop. You’re over on the left. Fourth row back. You’ll find a pile of stuff at your place, waiting for you.’ 

	‘Thank you,’ she said timidly and turned to walk to the place indicated. She saw there were about ten of them in the typing pool. She picked up the heap of papers and sat down. Anxiously, she glanced at the woman next door to her and saw that she was typing on sheets of paper from a pile under the desk. She picked up a sheet and put it into her machine. It was somewhat unfamiliar to her but she soon learned its peculiar habits. After an hour and a half of solid typing, she leaned over to her neighbour and asked if they got a break. 

	‘In half an hour love. We get ten minutes. Just time to go for a pee and maybe get a cuppa.’

	‘Thanks,’ she whispered, feeling the whole place seemed a bit like a schoolroom. It seemed that nobody spoke when they were working, something she was not used to. But, she realised, it was war time and perhaps they all had to change. The subjects of their typing meant little to any of them. It was quite boring and her mind wandered slightly. Suddenly the whole atmosphere changed and everyone seemed to be on the move. Most of them went over to the tea trolley that had arrived where a woman was busy pouring out cups of tea into thick cups. She was handing them out quickly and everyone drank it down gratefully. The woman from the next desk told her where the toilets were and she rushed along to join the queue. Then it was back to typing for another two hours before lunchtime. 

	Ruth went to the canteen with some of the other girls and looked for her dad but he was nowhere to be seen. She got her food and sat down with others. There were lots of women with a yellowish look about them. She stared surreptitiously at them until one of the typists whispered that they were responsible for handling the munitions. 

	‘It makes them turn yellow. The company does give them something extra for makeup and I think they have extra stockings, too.’

	‘That’s terrible. Very sad for them. Thank goodness I don’t work there. Isn’t it dangerous, too?’

	‘I think everyone’s pretty careful. Mind you there are often bangs coming from somewhere. I usually hope it’s just them experimenting but nobody ever says anything.’ 

	Ruth listened to all the chatter and felt worried about her dad. He never spoke much about his work and she really hoped he wasn’t involved with the testing in any way. She planned to ask him when they went home. She wasn’t even sure what was meant by ‘testing’ but it didn’t sound good. A bell rang and everyone started to move. They had to stack their plates on stands by the wall and she followed the other girls before returning to the typing room. 

	The morning’s work had been taken away and more pages left for them to type. It was obviously the daily routine as no one commented on it. Another two hours of work and they got another break. She drank the tea-flavoured water and went along to spend a penny. 

	‘You getting on all right?’ asked one of the girls. ‘My name’s Vera, by the way.’

	‘I’m Ruth. Yes, thanks. I seem to be managing okay. I’m not sure if I’m being fast enough but hopefully it’s accurate at least.’

	‘Shouldn’t worry. It’s only stuff for the files. The more important people who write letters have their own secretaries. Where were you before?’

	‘Oh, a place in the Potteries.’

	‘I s’pose they’ve closed down for the duration? Funny phrase that. I always wondered what a duration meant.’ Ruth smiled. It was nice to have a friend, or at least the makings of one. ‘Ah well, back to the grindstone.’ They went back into the typing pool and settled down again. It was a pleasant sort of rhythmic sound, the clatter of keys. She finished her pile of typing and got up to take it to the person in charge. 

	‘I’ve finished this lot. What do you want me to do next?’

	‘Oh. Well, see if one of the others needs any help. I must say, you’ve been fairly quick. It all looks good though. Ask Mary there. She’s pretty slow.’ Ruth went along to the person indicated and the girl handed over a pile of work she hadn’t even started on. Ruth knew she wasn’t going to get it done in the time there was left. 

	‘I’ll do some of it,’ she murmured, ‘but there’s no way I can do it all.’ She caught Vera’s glance and realised she should never have said she’d finished. The others were all slowing down now and would only just finish when the bell went for the end of work. 

	‘That Mary’s terrible,’ Vera said on their way out. ‘She can’t cut it at all. I shouldn’t be surprised if she doesn’t get the sack, except they rarely sack anyone from here. Probably move her onto the factory line. You know, shovelling the powder into shells.’

	‘Oh heavens. Wouldn’t she turn yellow then?’ 

	‘Possibly. But remember, you don’t volunteer to do any extra.’

	‘Right. I’ll remember that.’

	‘You’re obviously better at typing than lots of us.’

	‘I did go on various courses at one time. Before I was married, of course.’

	‘You’re married? You don’t look old enough.’

	‘I’m twenty-two, well, nearly,’ she protested.

	‘You look younger. So, where do you live?’

	‘Wallbrook. I’m living with my parents. My husband was killed.’

	‘Oh, you poor thing. Mind you, how many of us haven’t got our husbands with us? I’m determined to make the best of it, though. My husband’s fighting abroad. I have no idea where he is.’

	They reached the main doors and Ruth looked around for her dad. 

	‘Oh, there he is. My dad, I mean. I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a nice evening. Bye Vera.’

	‘Bye Ruth. Same to you.’ She went off towards one of the buses and Ruth turned towards her dad.

	‘How did it go, love?’ he asked. 

	‘Fine thanks. You had a good day?’

	‘Not bad. Same as usual. Sorry I missed you at lunchtime. I was with our lot.’

	‘I was with the typists so no worries.’ 

	‘That’s okay then. I didn’t want you to be on your own in that massive place. Over here for our train. Come on, we don’t want to miss it.’

	*

	It felt companionable travelling home with her father. She had never spoken all that much to him – she was conscious of the age gap. She didn’t speak much about Charlie either, as she knew her dad didn’t share her views of him. She knew he missed his old friend, though in recent months they hadn’t seen all that much of each other. Since her parents had moved to Wallbrook, it was a bus journey away from their Potteries home. 

	‘Not much further now,’ he said after a while. Obviously he’d run out of conversation. There was a bus waiting to take them to Wallbrook. They turned into the estate and the bus dropped off the first lot of passengers. It then trundled on round a few corners and stopped at the end of their road. ‘Bye, Ted,’ her dad called out to one of his mates. He’d probably have preferred to sit with him, thought Ruth. 

	‘You don’t have to sit with me you know, Dad. I’d be fine for that journey.’

	‘Dunno what you mean, love. I was very happy to sit by my daughter.’

	‘Well, thanks. Wonder what Mum’s managed to find for our tea?’

	‘I think she might have bought a beautiful big steak for us all. With chips and mushrooms and tomatoes. Okay. I’m dreaming. We’re lucky to get bread and dripping these bloody days.’

	Ruth grinned.

	‘We’ll soon see.’

	‘How did it go, love?’ asked Mabel as they walked into the house.

	‘Fine thanks. No problems at all. I’m not sure what I was typing all day but the supervisor was pleased. I’ll go and take my shoes off now. My feet are killing me.’

	‘Did you get a reasonable lunchtime meal?’ Mabel asked her husband.

	‘Yer, not bad. Why do you ask?’

	‘I queued all morning but by the time I got to the end, they had nowt left. Would you be happy with a sandwich? I’m sorry but I haven’t got anything else.’

	‘Aye, make us a couple of sandwiches. I’m sure our Ruth won’t object. I might look at the paper, such as it is. Honest, they’ve made them so small these days, it’s hardly worth botherin’ about.’ He sat down near the fire and opened the paper. There was little in it to interest him and he closed his eyes. Soon he was fast asleep and sat there snoring away happily. 

	This was to be the routine over the next few weeks. They came home from work, had some tea and then sat around for much of the evening. Sometimes Dan went to the local club and occasionally, very occasionally, Mabel accompanied him. They even tried to persuade Ruth to go too but she always said no. She was happy to stay in by herself and read or do crosswords but mostly to remember her beloved Paul. She only had one picture of him and would sit on her bed staring at it. She had none of the same thoughts about Charlie. She had found it difficult to stir herself to go to his funeral but had been persuaded that she really should go by her parents. But that was now all in the past. Over and done with. There was nothing left for her. If he was owed any money from his workplace, she didn’t know or even care. It was a period in her life she didn’t really want to think about. 

	Ruth began to relax at work and got on well with several of the other typists. Vera seemed to be the life and soul of the department and one day invited Ruth to her home for tea.

	‘Not that it’ll be owt special. We’ll be lucky to get bread and scrape. But it’ll be fun to spend some time together.’

	‘Thanks a lot. I’d like that.’

	‘Right. Tomorrow after work then. There is a service bus quite late so you won’t be stuck in our house.’

	‘Okay then, thanks. I’ll tell Mum and Dad I won’t be home till late.’

	‘You sound a bit cosy with them.’

	‘Well, they’ve been good to me. We all get on fairly well I suppose. Don’t know where else I could stay.’

	‘You could always move in with me. Till my husband comes back anyway.’

	‘Well, thanks again. I think I’ll stay at home for now but watch out, I may take you up on that one of these days.’ She laughed as she spoke. They were good friends but somehow she didn’t think she could live in the same house with Vera. She wasn’t sure why she felt like that. Perhaps she was a bit too much like her sister, Veronica, in some ways.

	It was a fun evening at Vera’s home. She lived in a small terraced house in the next village to where they worked. She had invited a couple more of the girls to join them and had even managed to find a couple of bottles of beer to add to the festivities. Ruth wasn’t too keen on this but shared it anyway. She had also made a Woolton Pie to feed them on. Made of turnip, potatoes, carrots and various herbs, under a pastry crust, they all agreed it was quite delicious. 

	‘Well done, Vera. You could get a medal for cooking if that’s the sort of thing you can make.’

	‘It’s easy when you know someone with an allotment. One of my neighbours grows loads of stuff. I just pop over and pick what I want.’

	‘Really? That’s very generous of him, isn’t it?’

	‘Oh, he doesn’t know. I usually wait till he’s tucked up in his bed. Poor old thing doesn’t even realise I’m doing it.’

	‘That’s not very fair of you, is it?’ Ruth was horrified.

	‘I usually make him summat as well. I don’t think he minds at all. He must be well over eighty. Well, seventy at least. Come on. Who’s for second helpings?’

	It was half past ten by the time Ruth arrived back at Wallbrook. Mabel was looking out for her and seemed annoyed.

	‘Oh, you’re here at last,’ she said as Ruth came in. ‘Had a good time?’

	‘Very good, thanks. Vera made a Woolton Pie. It was really nice. I’ll have to tell you how to make it. There were four of us there. All from the typing pool. A good evening.’

	‘Good for you,’ said Mabel with heavy sarcasm. ‘I’ve sat here on my own all evening. Your father went off to the club and I stayed in, in case you came back early.’

	‘Well, I’m sorry. I did say I’d be quite late. You should have gone with him.’

	‘Well I didn’t. Do you want anything to drink? It’ll only be the tea leaves saved from our supper. We’ve nearly run out of tea. I’ve taken to keeping the leaves in the pot and adding a few more when we want another cuppa.’

	‘I think I’m ready for bed, actually. Thanks for waiting up for me. Night, night.’ 

	‘Good night then. I’ll wait up for your dad. Don’t s’pose he’ll be much longer. So what was this Woolton Pie you talked about?’

	‘I’ll tell you in the morning.’ 

	*

	The precedent was set in this way for the next couple of years. The war dragged on with all the problems of rationing, bad news from the Front and occasional victories. Ruth and her father worked at the ROF factory and the girl began to enjoy herself more and more. She liked having some money to spend; despite paying her board, she had some left over to go out with her friends or buy something new to wear. They went to pictures regularly and out for drinks on other nights. When soldiers came home on leave, they all had a good time together. When Vera’s husband came home, everything changed and Ruth didn’t see her at all, not even at work. Evidently, she managed to get time off when he was there. When his leave was over, she came back to work looking depressed and rather miserable. 

	‘It was wonderful having Fred home. Now he’s had to go back to his hell hole and I don’t even know if I’ll see him again. This bloody war. When will it end?’

	‘At least you do know he’s still alive. My Paul was missing presumed dead for the past three years. I’ve had to cope without him for all that time.’

	‘But you were married and lost your husband in the middle of all that,’ protested Vera.

	‘You didn’t know Charlie. Sorry, but he was no real loss to me. Not like Paul.’

	‘I know, love. But you have to get over him. You’re never going to see him again, you know. You’ve got to start living again.’

	‘I know. But there aren’t that many blokes around to start with, are there?’ Vera laughed at her words.

	‘No. I know there aren’t. But you must go out with some of them as are on leave. Go for it and enjoy thee sen.’

	‘Aye, all reet,’ she said in the dialect. 

	‘Right, we’re goin’ out tomorrow. I’ve decided. We’ll go somewhere near you and see who’s around to give us a good time.’

	‘But you’re still in love, after your husband’s only just gone back.’

	‘He went yesterday. I’ve been on my own for a whole twenty-four hours. That’s plenty of time for me to be lonely isn’t it?’

	‘Perhaps it is. I’ll never keep up with you, though. You’re as bad as my sister.’

	‘Is that the Veronica you talk about sometimes?’

	‘Yes. She left home ages ago now. Just as well if you ask me. I shouldn’t even have a room if it was left to her.’

	‘Right. We’d better get back to work or neither of us will have a job.’

	Ruth had been promoted to supervisor now, due to her excellent typing work. It meant more pay and, actually, less typing. She had to check what the other girls had done and pass or fail it. She was always very fair about it when she had to criticise and often re-typed the odd page herself. She enjoyed the work and had met the boss of the department. He was a man only a year or two older than her in what they called a reserved occupation. He surprised her one day by asking if she’d like to go out with him. 

	‘I’m not sure,’ she had replied. She then asked around to see if anyone knew whether he was married or not. It seemed he was single and, encouraged by Vera, she finally agreed to go for a drink with him. Not sure if she was doing the right thing, she spoke to her mum.

	‘You’ll be all right as long as you look after yourself and don’t drink too much. You’re a bit wiser than when you went out with your boss before.’

	‘You’re right, Mum. I really don’t fancy him but it’ll be a night out, won’t it?’ 

	‘Course it will, love. Enjoy yourself. God knows, we all deserve it don’t we?’

	‘Of course we do. Thanks, Mum.’

	 


 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	‘Call me Nigel. Can’t have you calling me Mr Williams all evening, now can we?’

	‘And I’m Ruth,’ she replied shyly. She’d been wondering what to call him so felt pleased he’d made it easy. 

	‘So, tell me all about yourself,’ he asked. ‘I only know what your job application told me, which wasn’t exactly much.’

	‘There’s not a lot to tell. I live with my parents. Oh, I was married but a bomb fell on our house. Charlie was killed and, well, the house had gone.’

	‘Your poor thing. I think I heard about the bomb falling. And Charlie?’

	‘Long story. I didn’t love him but married him because my mother insisted.’ She stopped at this point, not wanting to go into any more details. ‘I’m reasonably happy now, I s’pose. I’ve got a good job and the pay is okay, I guess. For wartime, any road. I did have a sort of fiancé but he went missing, believed dead. But that’s enough about me. Tell me about you.’

	‘I’m sorry for your loss. There’s not a lot to tell about me. My dad is one of the bosses here. He more or less pushed me into my job. At least I don’t have to go off and fight in some God-forsaken place.’

	‘How much longer do you think it’ll go on?’

	‘A few more months I reckon. It’s March now. I think it’ll all be over by the summer.’

	‘Really? Goodness, I can’t really think about it ending. We’ll be able to listen to normal news instead of hearing about the war here or there. What’ll happen to the factory?’

	‘I suppose it’ll gradually close down. Not for ages though as there are lots of things that will apply to peace time. You’ll still have a job. You’re a very good typist, you know.’

	The conversation went on easily through the evening. Neither of them drank much so she had no worries about letting him walk her home. 

	‘Thanks very much. You should have let me pay for one of the drinks at least,’ she told him.

	‘I don’t take a lady out and expect her to pay,’ he said cheerfully. Where had she heard that line before? she thought with a shudder.

	‘Well, thanks anyway. I enjoyed the evening.’ 

	‘I’d better go now or I’ll miss the last bus.’

	‘Night then. And thanks again.’

	Nigel set off at a run and turned at the end of the road to give her a wave.

	‘How did it go, love?’ asked her mother anxiously. 

	‘Okay, thanks. He’s quite sweet really.’

	‘Didn’t ask you to do owt you didn’t want to?’

	‘No, nothing like that. He says he thinks it’ll all be over pretty soon. The war I mean. Can you imagine it? We seem to have been waiting forever for it all to end.’

	‘Aye, well, I’ll believe it when I see it happening. Now, do you want anything to drink?’

	‘No ta. I’ll get on up to bed if that’s all right. Dad at the club?’

	‘Yes. Where else would he be? You go on up.’

	‘He seems to like the new club. Night then. See you in the morning.’

	‘I hope your young man was right about it ending. I’ve nearly had as much as I can take.’

	*

	Six weeks later, the news broke that Hitler had committed suicide. He and Eva Braun had done the deed in his bunker in Berlin. Everyone was glued to their radios to hear each bit of news as it reached the studios. The German soldiers had surrendered and all over Europe there was rejoicing. There were many horrors still to be discovered. Ruth was particularly upset when she heard about the camps of Bergen-Belsen and Dachau that were uncovered. She thought again of Paul and what he must have suffered. Though she had no idea of whether he had been anywhere near there, it was still almost the worst part of the war. But it was now Victory in Europe that was waiting to be celebrated. It had been put out on the news that the next day was to be a general holiday. The Prime Minister was going to broadcast a speech at three o’clock the following day. They all knew the war was over but until it was finally confirmed, nobody could quite begin to celebrate. People spent the morning looking out old bunting and flags. Even Mabel found a somewhat battered old flag and got it ready to hang from one of the upstairs windows.

	At three o’clock precisely, everyone was clustered round the radio. 

	‘In all our long history,’ Mr Churchill said, ‘we have never seen a day like this.’

	Ruth and her mother sat with tears streaming down their faces. It was almost unbelievable. All those years of deprivation and suffering and men being killed… it was now over. There a knock at the door. It was one of their neighbours.

	‘We thought it’d be nice for the children if we could all make some sandwiches and have a bit of a party.’

	‘I think I’ve got some paste in the cupboard. I can use that. Course we’ll help celebrate. Isn’t it wonderful? I can hardly believe it,’ said Mabel. 

	For Ruth and her family, it was the answer to their prayers. This final day of celebration had arrived. They set to work making a plate of sandwiches and Ruth made some biscuits out of a bit of flour they had left and some ginger. They were a bit hard but nobody would ever mind. 

	Dan was standing out in the back garden, staring up at the sky. 

	‘What are you looking at?’ asked Ruth, going out to stand by him.

	‘I’m just looking at the clear sky. No planes flying over and no need to take shelter for any of us. I just hope our Jimmy’s all right and Annie’s husband.’

	‘And I can’t help remembering Paul.’

	‘Aye, and Paul. It’s bin a sad time for many of us.’ He subsided into his contemplation again and Ruth left him.

	Mabel was busy trying to find a way to hang her flag and Ruth went to help her. At last they managed to trap it in the window and she felt happy. 

	‘Now I feel I’ve done my bit to show the world how glad I am it’s all over.’

	‘I think it’s still going on in Japan, though. I bet a lot of folks are still suffering.’

	‘I suppose so, love. But allow me to feel relief that we’re all right.’ Ruth squeezed her hand and smiled, knowing she didn’t need to say anything.

	*

	That evening, they all went up to the nearest town for a party and general fun and jollification with people from all around. Someone had even dug out some fireworks which were set off later on. There was a huge crowd round the big tree at the top of the town and everyone was cheering and happy. Several of them were positively drunk and asked just about every female for a kiss. Nobody objected as they were all so happy and relieved. There were a lot of soldiers in the crowd, some of the lucky ones who had got back home quickly or were on leave. Small children rode on their parents’ shoulders, cheering too – for what, they had little idea. Flags were being waved, some of them old and tattered looking but nobody minded. A new spirit had infused them all. This was the start of their new, post war lives. They didn’t have to use the blackout curtains any more and people stripped off the tape from their windows.

	‘Nobody’s going to drop a bomb on us any more,’ Mabel had said, happily pulling it off the next day. 

	‘I’m going to be looking for a new job, I suppose,’ Ruth commented.

	‘I doubt that, love. You said they’ll keep the factory open for months if not years. I don’t know what they’ll do there but I reckon they’ll need some folks to do their typing. As for me, well, I’ll hope to go back to the china factory eventually.’ Her dad was always the optimist. 

	Ruth heard something unbelievable the following day. She got a letter from Mrs Jenkins, Paul’s mother. She had no idea how the woman even knew where she lived now. 

	‘Dear Ruth,

	Hope you’re well. Don’t know if you’re interested but I think Paul may still be alive. I got a message from someone who knows him and they said he’s on his way back. 

	Yours sincerely, Mrs Jenkins.’ 

	She sat down heavily and re-read the letter. Tears fell from her eyes and she laughed at the same time.

	‘Whatever is it, love?’ asked Mabel, puzzled by the girl’s reaction.

	‘It’s Paul. They say he’s alive. I can hardly believe it. He’s on his way home.’

	‘Oh, Ruth. How wonderful. Do they say what happened to him?’

	‘No, nothing. Just that he’s on his way back. Oh, Mum. That is really wonderful, isn’t it? I thought he was dead and lying somewhere in a field.’

	‘If it’s true it is. But don’t get your hopes up too much. If he’s been in a prison camp… well, we’ve all heard about them. He might be a very different man to the one you knew.’

	‘Not my Paul. I know he’ll be all right. I wonder when he’ll get back? Perhaps he’s back already. I must go over to see his mum. What time is it? I wonder when the next bus is.’

	‘Now then, Ruth. You’ll have to wait a while. If he is back, he might well need a bit of time to get used to it.’

	‘But he’ll want to see me. I know he will.’ 

	‘Why not wait till tomorrow? One more day won’t make any odds.’

	‘Yes, but he’ll be wondering if I’ve waited for him. Oh, I know all about Charlie but that was never my fault and never what I wanted. Oh, Paul. Do you really think he’ll be different?’

	‘I don’t know. I expect so. Wait to see what happened to him and then go over there. Be sensible about it, please.’

	‘I hope you’re right. I don’t want him to think I don’t care. Should I write to his mum?’

	‘That’s a good idea. You could ask if he’s home yet and if it’s all right for you to go and see him.’ 

	‘Right, I will. Oh, I can’t believe it. After so many years of thinking he’d… well… he’d been killed.’ She went up to her room and wrote a reply to Mrs Jenkins. It was a much longer reply than the original letter had been, filled with instructions to tell Paul this and that. She kept reading Mrs Jenkins’s letter, still hardly able to believe it. 

	‘I’m going to post it right away. I want it to get there quickly so he knows I’m still here waiting for him. I really wish I had something nice to wear when we meet. Do you think he’ll want to come here or shall I go there?’

	‘You’ll have to see, love.’ Mabel was getting weary of the subject and seemed to keep repeating the same message. But she was pleased for Ruth; she knew she had never wavered in her love for the young man. Ruth came back from posting her letter, full of the joys of spring.

	Dan arrived home and was told the whole story over again. 

	‘What do you think, Dad?’ she demanded.

	‘Do what your mother says. Give him time to get home and settle.’

	‘But suppose he doesn’t realise I’m here? Still waiting for him?’

	‘What about that young man you’ve been seeing? Nigel, isn’t he called?’

	‘He doesn’t mean anything much to me. I don’t think I mean anything to him either. We’ve just been keeping each other company.’ 

	‘Well, just make sure, that’s all I’m saying.’

	To say she couldn’t sleep much that night was an understatement. She tossed and turned and could scarcely stop thinking about seeing her beloved Paul again. Of course she had listened to what her parents had said but she could hardly wait. It was Friday the next day and she planned to go straight through to Longton on the train. She would then walk to Mrs Jenkins’s house and see for herself exactly what was happening. When it was time to get up the following morning, she felt as if she’d barely slept at all. She dressed carefully, wearing her best blouse and skirt, and told her mum that she wouldn’t be home till late that evening.

	‘Why, what are you planning?’ Mabel asked.

	‘I really can’t wait any longer. I’m going over to see Mrs Jenkins and see what’s happening. If Paul isn’t there yet, it doesn’t matter. I need to make sure she knows I’m waiting for him.’

	‘Oh, well, if you insist. Just don’t get your hopes up too much, will you? I mean to say, you haven’t got definite proof he is really coming back. If he’s been in a prison camp, well they say the men just aren’t the same as when they went in. It’s been a very long time he’s been away.’

	‘I know, Mum. Course I know all that. But you do understand what I’m feeling, don’t you?’

	‘Course I do, love. Best of luck. I know you’ll be sensible.’ 

	It seemed an incredibly long day at work. She told Vera about the letter and also her plans. Vera wished her friend good luck and told her not to hold out too much hope. Ruth spent the day watching the clock, which seemed to have something wrong with it, the speed it was going. Four o’clock, quarter past, half past. It took simply ages to reach five o’clock. When it did, she was ready to run out of the office and leap onto the train. She was just going out of the door when Nigel ran into her in the corridor. 

	‘Oh, Ruth, do you have a minute?’ he asked.

	‘Not really. What is it?’

	‘I wondered if you’re doing anything tomorrow evening? Would you like to go out somewhere?’

	‘Oh, I’m sorry. I think I may be busy. Sorry, that sounds awful. I’m going out tonight and it may take me over tomorrow too. Thanks anyway, for asking I mean.’

	‘No problem. Hope you enjoy this evening.’ 

	He sounded rather down, she thought, but she really couldn’t help it. She ran to the train and, not even waiting for her father, sat herself down, feeling almost desperately nervous. Suppose Paul was already at home? Suppose he didn’t want to see her? Suppose he… suppose he had even got married? She had no idea where he’d been for past few years and he might have changed in his feelings about her. Perhaps he’d been in a prison camp? If that was the case, he’d be a very different sort of person from the one who left her so long ago.

	The train chugged on, passing through Stone and various other places until it finally reached Longton. She got off and wondered if she should find a bus or walk to Paul’s house. She decided on the latter and walked almost two miles, passing her mother’s old house and the ruins of Charlie’s place. When she finally reached Paul’s house, her nerve gave way and she leaned against the wall outside, her heart positively racing. She saw someone walking down the street, pulled herself together and knocked at the door. Mrs Jenkins answered it.

	‘Oh, hello. I’ve got your letter this morning. I haven’t heard any more. You’d best come in.’

	‘Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you but I felt I must come and talk to you. To see if you’d heard anything more.’ 

	‘I can show you the letter that came a couple of days since. It really don’t tell me owt more than I told you. Do you want a cuppa?’

	‘That would be great, thank you. I’ve come straight from work.’

	‘You won’t have owt to eat then.’

	‘I had my dinner in the canteen at work. I’ll be all right.’

	‘I’ve got some bread and a bit of marg. I can give you some of that. Now, where did I put that letter?’ She fumbled about and found it, handing it over the Ruth. With slightly trembling fingers, Ruth drew it out of the envelope.

	Dear Mrs Jenkins,

	We are pleased to inform you that your son, Paul Jenkins, is on his way home to you. He should arrive with you in the next few days. Yours sincerely… It was signed with a signature that neither of them could read.

	‘So, he’s definitely on his way home,’ muttered Ruth. ‘He could arrive at any time. I wonder where he’s been?’

	‘God knows. I think he may have been in one of their prison camps. He’ll come back looking like a skeleton. I really don’t know what sort of state he’ll be in.’

	‘I can’t wait to see him. Perhaps he’s been living somewhere in hiding. I even thought he might… well he might even have got married. But that’s just me thinking the worst.’

	‘Goodness me. I never thought of that one.’

	‘It’s my overactive imagination. I’m sorry.’

	‘I hope as he’s kept himself for you. You were always his favourite.’

	‘That was then. It’s bin a long time. He might have changed, as I said.’

	‘I’ll go and make that tea before your mouth dries out.’ She went into the kitchen, which was a copy of Ruth’s parents’ old house, and Ruth heard the kettle go on and the clatter of china. It felt hot inside the house and she longed to get outside. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting but it all now felt like an anticlimax. Mrs Jenkins returned with two mugs of tea. ‘Hope you don’t mind a mug but it saves me going back for refills. I must say, it’s lovely that you’ve come to see me.’ Ruth smiled, not wanting to say she had really come to see what the latest news of Paul could be. ‘I suppose that’s silly of me. You’ve really come to find out about Paul, haven’t you?’ 

	‘Well, I suppose so. But it’s nice to see you, too.’

	‘It’s been a lonely time lately. You know his dad passed on? A couple of years back.’

	‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’

	‘He passed on after an accident at work. Never really got over it. I’ve been struggling a bit ever since. Can’t get a job or anything. Not at my age with no skills. I did a bit of cleaning but nobody can afford to pay a cleaner these days. Still, now it’s pretty well over, perhaps folks will look for employees again.’

	‘I certainly hope so. I suppose I’ll be looking for another job soon. They’re not going to keep the ROF place open indefinitely, are they?’

	‘Oh, you’ll be all right. You’ve got skills. My Paul always did say you had talents and could type. P’raps you could get your old job back?’ Ruth shuddered. She certainly would never go to work for Mr Steele again, even if he asked her to on bended knee. 

	‘I’m sure I shall find something. I’ll stay where I am till they tell me anything different.’

	They chatted on inconsequentially for another hour or so and then Ruth decided it was time she went home. Mrs Jenkins promised she’d let her know as soon as there was any news and, impulsively, Ruth kissed her as she left. The woman looked slightly shocked but touched her cheek afterwards, as if she would remember the gesture. 

	‘Bye, love. I hope there’s some good news soon.’ 

	Ruth nodded and walked off down the street. She walked into Longton and waited for the bus. Each person she saw, she stared at, in case it might be Paul. At last her bus arrived and she got on, feeling somewhat deflated. She realised how much she had wanted to see Paul at home and find out exactly where she was in his life. She gazed out of the window as if expecting to see the man she loved and had loved for so long. It made a change to be driving along in daylight now that summer was here. She wondered if they would be able to walk in the park or perhaps even take a boat out on the lake. She sighed deeply, remembering those far-off days. Would they ever be quite the same again?

	 


 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	It was Tuesday before Ruth heard anything more. When she got home from work, there was another letter from Mrs Jenkins. She tore open the envelope quickly and scanned the words. It was short and said that Paul would be home on Wednesday and if she would like to come over on Wednesday evening, she would be able to see him. She sat down and burst into tears.

	‘What is it, love?’ asked Mabel, disturbed by her reaction.

	‘It’s Paul. He’s coming home tomorrow. I can’t really believe it. My Paul is coming home again.’

	‘That’s wonderful, love. Amazing, really, when you think of all the upsets there have been over Europe.’

	‘This time tomorrow I might be seeing him for real. It’s like my wildest dreams are coming true. Here, read what Mrs Jenkins has said.’ She handed the letter over and Mabel read it quickly. 

	‘I should make summat for you to take with you. How about some scones? I think I’ve just about got enough stuff in to make a small batch.’

	‘Thanks, Mum. I’m sure they’d go down well. Think I told you she’s really struggling to manage. I could do them if you like.’

	‘We’ll do them together. I wonder if she makes jam? I know there isn’t any dried fruit to put in them. I’ll put some of my homemade bramble jelly in a small jar and you can take that with you, too.’

	‘Sounds like a proper feast.’ They set to work and soon had five scones ready to put in the oven. 

	‘Might as well cook the rest of supper in the oven. I know they don’t take long but if the oven’s on anyway. It isn’t much. Finding meat in the shops is just as difficult as it was before the war ended.’

	‘I suppose it’ll take some time before supplies can get through. I think I’ll go up to my room now. Sort out a few things. I suppose our Jimmy will be back soon, too?’

	‘Haven’t heard from him in ages. As you know, he was playing in the army’s band in the past few months. I think he was happy enough. Well, he would be if he was playing his beloved trumpet. At least he wasn’t out fighting them lot. Any road, go and do whatever it was you wanted. Tea will be ready in about half an hour.’

	Ruth went up to her room and sat down on her bed. Her mind was racing. After waiting for so long, she was going to see Paul again tomorrow. She wondered what he’d be like. Would he even remember her? Would he be injured in some way? Mentally, he probably would, but she would help him. She would be patient with him and do her best to show him that nothing mattered except he was now home. 

	‘I love you, Paul. More than anything in the world. I really hope you still care for me,’ she whispered.

	The next twenty-four hours seemed even longer than the previous Friday. Ruth knew there was no point in trying to leave earlier as the train went at the set time. At last it was finishing time for work and she almost ran out of the factory to get on the train. It was going to take her to Longton again and she planned to get a bus to the Jenkins’s house. An hour and a half and she might see Paul again. She could barely contain herself. She reached Longton and ran through to the bus station and leapt onto the bus. Her heart was pounding. What if he was so broken she couldn’t recognise him? What if he didn’t want to see her? She got off the bus and almost felt she couldn’t manage to get to the house. She forced her feet one in front of the other and at last arrived at their door. She knocked a little timidly and at last Mrs Jenkins opened the door. 

	‘Hello dear. Come in. He’s here but don’t expect too much will you?’

	‘Of course not. I’m longing to see him.’ 

	‘He’s in the back room.’ She walked unsteadily through the front room and into the back room. She swallowed hard, scarcely recognising the man she saw sitting in front of the fire. It was a warm summer’s day but he sat huddled over the fire as if it was winter. 

	‘Paul? Hello. I’ve been longing to see you again.’

	‘Hello, Ruth. How are you?’

	‘I’m fine thanks. How about you?’

	‘I’m getting there. Feeling a bit rough actually.’

	‘I’ve brought some scones and a little pot of Mum’s jam to have with them.’ She handed the little collection over to Paul’s mother who took them gratefully. 

	‘That’s very kind of you and your mum. Would you like one now, Paul?’ He blinked and looked as if he was wondering what she was offering. ‘A scone and some jam?’

	‘Thank you. Very nice.’ 

	Ruth stared at this man she was supposed to love. He seemed to have shrunk into a much smaller version of what he’d once been. He looked so thin she wondered if he’d eaten anything at all since she’d last seen him. 

	‘I know I must seem very different. I was in a prison camp for many months. We didn’t really get much food at all. Then I escaped and I’ve been living rough for several more months. I did meet a few kind people who shared some of their food with me. But now I’m home again, I can hardly believe there’s so much food around.’ 

	Ruth smiled. So much food around? She wondered where he’d seen it as they were still very short of most things. But then, thinking about it, he was used to having nothing except something he could forage for. His mother came back with two scones and jam on a plate.

	‘I brought one for each of you. You must be hungry, Ruth, after a day at work.’

	‘Well, thank you. I am a bit. But I did bring them for you.’

	‘Go on. I’ll eat one later. Come on Paul, eat up. Ruth made them herself.’

	‘Very kind of you, Ruth.’ He lifted the scone and took a tiny bite, then looked round as if he was checking to see if anyone else had wanted it. ‘It’s good. Thank you.’ He nibbled some more and then seemed to tire. ‘I can’t really believe I’m home again,’ he said wearily. ‘And seeing you again, well it does feel a bit weird. Can you forgive me?’

	‘For what?’

	‘For not being the man you were hoping for?’

	‘You don’t know that. You’ll always be the man I love. The man I want to be with.’ Then she realised what she was saying. It was very forward of her to say such things. ‘Please don’t worry.’ She didn’t know what else she could say.

	‘Oh, Ruth. I’m so sorry, but I can’t be the man you wanted. I hardly sleep any more. I wake up screaming and… well, I’m just a ruined mess.’

	‘You’ll get over it, love. One of these days. It’s early days yet. Be patient, both of you.’

	‘Tell me about yourself. What have you been doing?’ he said wearily to her.

	‘I work at the ROF factory. As a secretary. I’ve done all right for myself, actually. I’m a supervisor now.’

	‘What happened at your old job? In the china factory wasn’t it?’ Ruth quailed. Could she tell him her whole story? Or would it put him off her forever? 

	‘They, well they closed down during the war. I had to leave. But tell me what you’ve been doing. As much as you can talk about it, anyway.’

	‘I’d rather not remember. I was wandering around France for a while and then I heard the war was over and managed to get back to some people who were being brought home. I was kept in a hospital for about a month and then they let me out and sent me back here. I’m getting better. I only wake four or five times during the night now.’

	‘That’s good. A few more weeks of your mother’s care and you’ll soon be fine again.’ She stopped. Hoping it was as simple as that. ‘Now I know you’re all right, I can cope with that. We can see each other every now and then and once you’re better, we can take up where we left off.’ Paul glanced at his mother but she looked away. Clearly, she was embarrassed about something. Ruth looked at both of them in turn. ‘What? What’s going on? What are you not telling me?’

	‘I’m going to put the supper on now. You’ll stay and eat with us won’t you Ruth?’

	‘Well, if you’re sure. Thank you.’ 

	‘Don’t expect anything special. It’s only sausages and they’re probably filled with sawdust to pad them out.’ Ruth laughed and said she was well used to eating sawdust. 

	‘Come on then. Tell me what’s the matter.’

	‘You’ll probably hate me for it.’

	‘How on earth could I ever hate you, Paul? I love you, you know that.’ 

	He looked away and seemed to retreat inside himself. He was silent for a few minutes and then looked up again. She smiled encouragingly and nodded for him to continue.

	‘I lived with a family in France for a few weeks. They treated me as one of them and when the Germans came, they told them I was married to their daughter. They seemed to accept it and I learned to mumble a few words in French.’ He paused and looked ashamed of himself. 

	‘What is it? Come on, please tell me.’

	‘I’m sorry, but it seemed the only sensible thing to do. We pretended we were actually married. I slept with her.’

	‘I see.’

	‘I do realise that it might have spoilt things for us.’

	‘What happened to her?’ He looked rather upset at this point and looked away.

	‘She was killed. Those men came and dragged her out and, well, they raped her. It was terrible at the time. Her parents were inconsolable.’ Paul was in floods of tears as he told his story. It upset Ruth terribly to see him like this but she realised it did make it easier for her to tell him her story. 

	‘I’m so sorry. I have a story to tell, too.’ She told him about Mr Steele and the subsequent pregnancy and how her mother had insisted she should marry Charlie. 

	‘You mean… you’re married?’ asked Paul, almost disbelievingly. 

	‘Not any more.’ She recounted the night the bomb had dropped on their house and killed Charlie. 

	‘Your poor thing. It must have been terrible for you.’

	‘It wasn’t a good time. The worst of it was that I didn’t feel any sense of loss.’

	‘But what happened to the baby?’

	‘I lost it quite early on in the marriage.’

	‘So it was all a waste of time?’

	‘I suppose so. But I shall never go to work for that man again. He fired me and said I’d been sleeping around. He wouldn’t accept any blame or anything.’

	‘So we’ve both got a story to tell. It does make me feel a bit better.’

	‘Well, me too, I suppose. I was wondering how to tell you but you made it easy for me. So, now we’re all square and we can take it from there.’

	‘Ruth,’ he said suddenly, ‘will you kiss me?’

	‘Of course.’ She rose and went over to him. Very gently, she put her arms round him and kissed him tenderly, very gently.

	‘Thank you. Now I know everything will be all right. Give me a little time to get fit again and we shall soon be back where we were.’

	‘Oh, Paul. That will be wonderful.’ 

	‘Everything okay?’ asked Mrs Jenkins, coming in from the kitchen.

	‘It’s fine, Mum. Everything is going to be fine, eventually.’

	‘Have you talked?’

	‘Of course.’

	‘Good. I’ll bring supper in then.’

	Ruth sat down again and smiled at the man she loved. She watched him eating his supper and saw how very little he actually ate. It was going to be a while before he was ready to go out to work again, always assuming there was some sort of work he’d be able to do. They found plenty to talk about and, all too soon, it was just after nine o’clock. 

	‘I’d better think about leaving now. My last bus goes before ten.’

	‘I’d walk you to the bus stop but I don’t think I could manage it.’

	‘Don’t be silly. I wouldn’t hear of it. I’ll come again at the weekend, if that’s all right?’

	‘Course it is, love. Can’t promise what you’ll get to eat. Paul does get a small allowance of extra coupons, to get him better, but there isn’t much available in the shops. You’d think with winning the war things would be better.’ 

	‘It’ll take some time. But please don’t worry about feeding me. I get plenty at home and at the factory. I’ll see you on Saturday afternoon, if that’s okay?’

	‘I’ll look forward to it.’ She leaned over and kissed him again. It took some getting used to, his thin frame and lack of movement. But it was definitely Paul and he was returned to them. 

	‘Bye then, and thank you for the sausages.’

	She left the house and walked to the bus stop. Her mind was a mixture of emotions churning around. She hated the idea of him being sort of married but he must equally hate the idea of her being married, and her marriage was much more real than his. She felt so relieved that it was all over and done with. Sorry Charlie, she whispered, feeling slightly guilty for the kindly man. Poor Paul, he was so broken. She wondered what she could do to help him.

	It was half past ten by the time she arrived home. Feeling very weary she opened the door and heard the noise of some celebration. When she went into the back room, she saw her brother sitting there.

	‘Hey Sis!’ he said happily, embracing her. ‘I’m home for good. How about that?’

	‘Goodness, you do look well. It’s lovely to see you again.’

	‘We’ve had a good time. I did the right thing in joining the army music corps. We went around entertaining the troops and always got the best of treatment. It wasn’t all hunky dory though. We almost got bombed a couple of times. Still, we didn’t, and I’m now home. Ready for the next stage in my career.’

	‘So how did you get on, love?’ asked Mabel.

	‘Okay. Paul is an absolute wreck, poor love. He’s so thin, Mum. I suppose he will get better but he doesn’t look well at all.’ 

	‘Oh dear, I’m so sorry.’

	‘The trouble is, there isn’t much food around to feed him up.’ She paused, feeling more tears threatening. She tried to pull herself together. ‘Still, that’s nothing to do with you. It’s wonderful to have you home again, Jimmy,’ she said.

	‘Here, have a drink. I managed to bring some beers back with me.’

	‘I don’t really drink beer.’

	‘Go on, just for once.’ He handed her a small glass and she drank it, frowning as the taste hit her mouth. 

	‘Ugh. I really don’t like it much,’ she told them, pulling her face.

	‘P’raps Paul would like it. He needs something like beer or Guinness to put weight on him again. I’ll have to take him out one of these nights. So, how are we going to celebrate all our returns and the war ending? We should have a party. Invite all the family over.’

	‘Not quite all. Our Veronica seems to have disappeared off the map. We haven’t heard anything from her in many months.’ Mabel looked a bit sad as she spoke. Ruth could only remember her sister’s unpleasant nature and certainly didn’t miss her. 

	‘Well, let’s hope she found what she was looking for,’ she replied.

	‘So, what do you think Mum? Let’s organise something very soon. I bet you’ve got the odd tin of salmon tucked away for something special. Or a tin of ham.’ 

	‘I’ve certainly got the odd tin put by. And maybe the odd tin of peaches. But how did you know that, our Jimmy?’

	‘I just did. Everyone kept something back for a special occasion. I met some Americans and they said every time they were invited for tea at anyone’s house, out came the tinned salmon. They began to think we weren’t as badly off as we made out.’ He leaned back extravagantly. ‘I’m expecting a parcel from them some time soon.’

	‘Honestly? Why us?’

	‘I became good friends with some of them. They promised to send us some stuff when they got back.’

	‘Goodness me. How wonderful of them. How can they actually have so much to spare that they can afford to send stuff over here?’ Mabel asked. 

	‘Don’t ask. I think it should get here before next weekend so we can have our party then. What do you think?’

	‘Sounds good to me,’ Ruth responded. ‘Perhaps Paul will be well enough to come. I hope so. But I think I need to get to bed now. I’ve got an early start tomorrow.’

	‘Take the day off, Sis,’ Jimmy advised. ‘Say your brother’s just back from the war. They’re sure to be sympathetic.’

	‘Oh, I couldn’t. Especially not when you haven’t been fighting out there. You’ve been on a cushy number really.’

	‘I may have been but it wasn’t all a jolly fun time.’

	They chatted for some time longer until Ruth yawned so much she decided it was time she went to bed.

	‘I’ll see you in the evening. I’m not going over to see Paul till Saturday so we’ll have plenty of time to catch up. I must go to bed now. Night, night everyone.’

	‘Good night, love. It’s good to be home and to see you again,’ Jimmy told her.

	Ruth ran up the stairs and was soon in bed. She lay there thinking about the war and everything that had happened. All these men and boys killed, and why? It was horrendous and she felt slightly guilty about her men coming back. Poor Paul. What had he been through? Jimmy had come through it all with a smile on his face and had stayed his usual cheerful self. She hadn’t really had a bad war and was still working. She quite enjoyed having money in her purse and felt independent, especially compared to her mum. How would things change now? How were she and Paul going to make their lives together? She realised his mother would want him to stay living with her and she wondered if she could possibly live under the same roof. She really wasn’t sure she could. She heard the others come up to bed and still lay there thinking. She heard the clock strike two and tried again to settle. 

	‘Are you still planning on going to work today?’ was the next thing she heard when her mum came into her room. ‘Only it’s nearly half past seven. If you want to get the bus, you’d best hurry up.’

	‘Thanks, Mum. I must have fallen off to sleep eventually.’ She leapt out of bed and ran along to the bathroom. 

	As she travelled to work with her dad, conversation was centred on Jimmy’s safe return. Dan was a rather quiet man but he was now chatting away like mad. He told his workmates about his son’s return and some of them seemed pleased for him, while others nodded silently, having lost their own sons and brothers. 

	‘We’re lucky, Dad, to have Jimmy home and Paul. Lots of others have lost someone. It’s been a terrible time for everyone. Poor Annie’s husband has gone. Don’t let us forget that.’

	‘No, you’re right, love. I’m just overjoyed to have the lad home again.’

	‘Not such a lad now. He’s the same age as I am don’t forget. Twenty-four in a couple of weeks. Perhaps that’s when we should have a party.’

	‘You’re right. A twenty-fourth birthday party. Do you want jelly and custard?’

	‘Oh, Dad,’ she said punching his arm.

	 


 

	Chapter Eleven

	 

	The idea of a birthday party was discussed at length and they all decided it was a good idea. Jimmy was bouncing around making preposterous plans and wanting to invite his entire army band. As Mabel pointed out, there was still rationing and they only had a small house. 

	‘I’ll go and see what I can pick up,’ he promised his mother. ‘There’s bound to be stuff around all over the place. Leave it to me.’

	‘I don’t want nothing illegal. Don’t you go to them black market traders. Do you understand me?’

	‘Course I won’t. Don’t worry about it. I’ve been saving my pay for months. I can splash out a bit.’

	‘Like I say, nothing illegal. I don’t want the police coming round here.’

	‘I was thinking. We could clear out the air raid shelter. It’d be a splendid place for a party. Get some lights put up and some music. There’s plenty of room in there. What do you think?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. Where would we put all the stuff that’s in there? We’ve been using it as a dumping ground.’

	‘I can clear stuff out. Lots of it needs chucking out anyway.’

	‘Don’t you go chucking out anything, my lad. Your dad needs a lot of that stuff.’

	‘Well, I’ll go and look through it all. Some of the wood will make benches down the side for people to sit on. It’ll be fine. Just you wait and see.’

	With Jimmy fully occupied with his plans, Mabel concentrated on her usual round of shopping and cooking the everyday meals as she always did. She was a bit concerned at having to do a lot for this precious party and confided her fears to Ruth. 

	‘Don’t worry, Mum. I’ll help you, of course. Let’s see what he can find before we panic.’

	‘I just hope he doesn’t go the black market. You never know quite what they’ve got there.’

	‘Perhaps we should give him a list of what to get. Just a few basics and then leave the rest to him. I do hope Paul will be able to come. P’raps we should invite his mum as well. Then she could see he gets the right buses.’

	‘Isn’t he capable of finding the bus himself? I was thinking, he might like to bunk down with our Jimmy so he doesn’t have to leave early. If his mother comes too, we haven’t got room for her.’

	‘I never thought of that. I’ll see how he is on Saturday and put the idea to him. I’m sure he’ll want to come over and another week should make all the difference.’

	When Saturday came, Ruth left home quite early and caught the bus to Longton. She stopped at the fruit and vegetable shop and found some apples she could buy for Paul. She then decided to walk to his house, mainly to give her some time to think. That she loved him, there was no doubt. But could they be married any time soon? That was the big question. It would depend on how he improved over the coming weeks. She reached his home and knocked on the door. 

	‘Hello, love. Come in,’ Mrs Jenkins invited her. ‘Paul’s not up yet. He had a bad night and slept in for a while. I’ll tell him you’re here and that will get him out of his bed.’

	‘When you say he had a bad night, what exactly do you mean?’

	‘He wakes up screaming. I usually go into his room and calm him down. It’s terrible how they’ve sent him back to us. I suppose we should be grateful the lads did come back but it is a bit much to cope with.’

	‘I’m so sorry. It must be hard to live with. I wanted to invite him to come over to us next weekend. It’s me and my twin’s birthday and we’re having a party. Mum says he can stay overnight so he doesn’t have to leave early. Do you think he’d like to come?’

	‘I really don’t know. You’d have to ask him. He might not sleep much though. Any road, I’ll go and see if he’s awake.’

	‘No need, Mum, I’m here,’ said Paul coming into the room. ‘This is a nice surprise. I wasn’t expecting you till later.’

	‘You look much better,’ Ruth told him. ‘Your mum’s obviously been looking after you.’

	‘I feel much better. Come here.’ He reached for her and kissed her. 

	‘Oh, Paul. I’m so pleased you’re feeling better. Come and sit down and don’t tire yourself too much.’

	‘Don’t treat me like an invalid. I really am much better. Not yet quite ready to go to work, if I had a job, but I’m ready to make some plans.’ 

	‘Plans? What sort of plans?’

	Mrs Jenkins slipped out of the room and left them alone.

	‘Plans for our future. We talked about it before… well, before the war. Can we, I mean, will you marry me?’

	‘Of course I will. You know I will. It doesn’t matter what happened in the meantime does it? We’re both at the same point regarding marriage or partners. I can’t think of anything I’d like better than to marry you.’

	‘It can’t be for a while. Until I’ve got a job, I can’t even buy you a ring. And we don’t have anywhere to live, do we?’

	‘I’m not bothered about having a ring, so don’t worry about that. Actually, I’ve got the ring Charlie gave me if you don’t mind.’

	‘Well, I suppose if you’ve got it I could live with that for now. But we have to find a house and until I’ve got some means of paying for it, I don’t see how we could get over that.’

	‘They’ve built a load of new homes. Prefabs they call them. P’raps we could get one of them.’

	‘Do you think so? How much do they cost to rent though?’

	‘I don’t know. Not a huge amount. And don’t forget I’m working. I’m sure we can afford it. Oh Paul, it’s really exciting to make these plans.’

	‘Mum? We’re gonna get married. Ruth thinks we can get a prefab somewhere and so we’re now engaged. It’s so exciting.’ 

	‘Congratulations. But you do realise how… well, how disturbed you still are? How will Ruth cope with you when you wake up in the night?’

	‘She’ll manage, won’t you love?’

	‘I think so. Perhaps it will get better soon.’

	Mrs Jenkins gave a sort of hmph noise and went back into the kitchen.

	‘That went down well. Don’t worry, love. She’ll come round.’

	‘Perhaps she’s scared of losing you again. She’ll feel very alone when we move somewhere else.’

	‘So what are you saying? You surely wouldn’t want to live here?’

	‘No, not really. It wouldn’t work. It would be awful the two of us both trying to look after you.’

	‘Well, I hope I won’t need looking after for too long. So what’s been happening in your world?’ He was tiring rapidly so Ruth took over the conversation. 

	‘Oh, of course, you don’t know. Jimmy came home. It was after I left you the other night. He was home when I got back. He’s the same as ever. Anyway, he’s busy organising a party to celebrate. It’s our birthday next week so, well you’re invited to our party. You will come won’t you?’ He looked suddenly stricken. 

	‘I’d love to but I’m not sure I’ll be able to. I haven’t actually been out since I got back. It’s… well, it’s a big thing for me to do.’

	‘I see. Would you like to go out for a little walk later? I’d be pleased to go with you if you would.’

	‘Perhaps. I’ll see how I feel later.’

	Ruth frowned and wondered how long he was going to feel like this. She went into the kitchen to see if Mrs Jenkins needed any help. 

	‘He’s been like this since he got back. I don’t really know what to do with him.’

	‘I’ll try to bully him into going out with me later. It’s very worrying but I suppose it’s early days yet. I really want him to come to our party next weekend but it isn’t looking all that likely, is it?’

	‘Dunno love. I shouldn’t hold out too much hope.’

	‘Oh dear, and just when I thought he was starting to make some plans for us. I really mustn’t hurry him. He’s been through so much. Anyway, I came to see if there was anything I could do?’

	‘No, love. You go back and talk to him. It’s what will help him most.’ She smiled and went back into the room where Paul was sitting, looking somewhat bewildered. 

	‘All right, are you love?’

	‘Oh Ruth. Ruth. It’s you. I wasn’t sure for a moment. I thought it might be Francine coming in.’

	‘Francine? Was she…?’

	‘Yes. I suddenly thought I was still in France.’

	‘Tell me about it.’ 

	‘I’m trying to forget it all. The nights the German soldiers came were terrible. Poor Francine. She never deserved that sort of treatment. They’d hidden me away, to protect me.’ Ruth saw he was crying and realised she needed to stop his memories from coming back. 

	‘It’s good you were protected. Very generous of them. They must have been good people.’ She paused for a moment and then continued. ‘Now, shall we begin to plan for our future? How about we go to see the council soon and get our names down for a prefab?’

	‘A prefab?’

	‘Yes indeed. You know. We talked about it earlier. There are lots of them around. Whole estates of them. New ones are going up every week. I bet we’d qualify, you being an ex-serviceman and all.’ 

	‘If you think so.’ He seemed to have sunk back into his former slump and she found it difficult to raise any enthusiasm in him for anything. It was a difficult day for Ruth. She wanted to show her enthusiasm for him being back but it was quite difficult when he was feeling so down. She ended up talking to his mother most of the time. At last, she almost demanded that he went out for a walk with her. 

	‘Come on, love. It’ll do you good. It’s a lovely day out there.’ Grudgingly, he agreed and insisted on putting on his overcoat, despite the heat. They walked along his road, while he glanced around somewhat oddly. ‘What is it? What are you looking for?’ she asked him.

	‘I don’t know. It’s become such a habit. Looking for snipers or watching for anyone waiting to interrogate me. I’m sorry. It will get better, I promise you.’ But still, he was on the lookout all the time. After they had walked for around twenty minutes, he asked if they could return home. ‘I do feel so tired,’ he moaned.

	‘Okay. But I want you to promise me you’ll try to walk out somewhere each day. If you can do it, there’s no reason why you have to avoid coming over to the party next week. It would mean so much to me.’

	‘I’ll try, love. I can’t promise anything but I will try.’ 

	They walked back to his home and she could see the relief on his face when he went back inside. He made sure the door was firmly shut behind them and, with a deep sigh, sank back into his chair. Ruth was worried about him and went into the kitchen to talk to his mother. 

	‘I know he’s going to take some time to get back to normal. I hope you can encourage him to get out a bit each day. I somehow doubt he’s going to get to our party next week but he does need to start getting back to whatever normal used to be. I mean to say, how will he ever work again if he doesn’t?’

	‘Work? I really don’t see how he’ll be able to do that.’

	‘But if he doesn’t find a job, how will he manage? He needs to do that eventually.’

	‘I suppose so. But he’s been through so much.’

	‘I know, but no more than lots of them went through.’ She did feel so worried about him. ‘He’s very lucky compared with some of them.’

	‘Perhaps you’re right. He just needs some motivating though. I don’t think I can do that when he looks at me the way he does.’

	‘You’ll have to learn to be tougher. It’s for his benefit, after all. Please, Mrs Jenkins, do try.’ She was very insistent about this.

	‘I will. I know you mean well but you’ll have to leave me to do it as best as I can.’ 

	Ruth smiled and went back to be with Paul. He’d fallen asleep and she felt relieved that he hadn’t been listening to what she’d said. She picked up the paper and scanned the pages quickly. Towards the end of the paper, she saw adverts for property to let. She scanned through them and saw exactly what she was looking for. A prefab, previously let to a young couple only three miles from the factory where she worked. She almost squealed with excitement, waking Paul as she put the paper down. 

	‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep. How rude of me.’

	‘Doesn’t matter. Paul, I think I’ve found our new home. Look, it’s a prefab to let and it’s very near the place where I work.’

	‘Oh yes,’ he said dully. ‘Very nice, I’m sure.’

	‘But aren’t you interested? We could live there very easily. I could afford the rent out of my pay and once you begin to earn again, well, it will be amazing. Please say you’ll agree to look at it, at least.’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. When would you want to go?’

	‘Well, as soon as possible. We’ll miss it otherwise.’

	‘You go and look. I know you’ll be sensible about it.’

	‘I’ll phone them on Monday morning. I might even be able to go and see it on Monday evening after work.’ She was quite carried away with her enthusiasm and didn’t even notice Paul’s reticence. She put his lack of enthusiasm down to his condition. In her mind, they were already living there. ‘I could get a bike. It may be on the bus route but I won’t want to spend money on bus fares. Of course, I don’t know how long the factory will stay open but it’s bound to be there for a fairly long time. We should begin to think about us getting married, too. We can’t move into a new home till we are.’

	‘Don’t rush me too much. I do want to marry you, of course I do, but I can’t even think about it yet.’

	‘What do you mean? You don’t want me to look at this place?’

	‘We’re not in so much of a hurry, are we? And there’s Mum to think of. What would she do if we move all the way out to… wherever it is?’

	‘I do understand that. But it’s so handy for my work.’

	‘Your work. Your work. What about me? Where am I supposed to work? Out in the middle of nowhere? I don’t stand any chance of getting a job.’ 

	Ruth sat quietly for a few moments. Her thoughts were racing as she faced the truth. She seemed to have been waiting so long for Paul. She had believed he was dead for so long, too. Now he was back she wanted to be with him, almost desperately. She felt hurt that he didn’t feel the same way. He looked at her for understanding but she felt she had used up all of that. 

	‘I’m sorry, Paul. I thought you felt the same way as I do but obviously I was mistaken. I’d better leave you to recover as well as you can and not even think about you coming over next weekend. I can see you’re a lot more troubled that I’d realised. I’ll leave you now and get home.’ She hated herself for feeling this way but it was so disappointing. 

	‘Ruth, don’t be silly. Please stay for supper, at least. I know Mum’s expecting you to eat with us.’

	‘I think it may be better if I go now, actually.’

	‘Really? Will you come again soon?’

	‘I’ll be busy next weekend. Helping Mum to get ready for the party. Perhaps the following weekend.’

	‘But Ruth, you can’t leave like this. Please stay.’

	She knew if she did stay, she’d quickly burst into tears and that would never do. She really didn’t want him to see how badly hurt she felt at his reticence to marry her, especially after he’d suggested it earlier. She tried hard to think about what he’d been through and to excuse him but it was difficult. After all, she had been through quite a bit herself, but nothing like as bad as he had been. She collected her handbag and went to say goodbye to his mother. 

	‘Aren’t you staying for a bite to eat?’ she asked.

	‘I’m sorry but no thank you. Give it to Paul. He needs it more than I do. Bye then.’

	‘Bye, love. We’ll see you again soon, I hope.’ She smiled and nodded and went through to Paul. 

	‘Bye then. Hope you soon feel better and do try to get out sometimes.’

	‘Please Ruth…’

	She left the house and walked down the street towards the bus stop. Tears filled her eyes and she decided to walk into Longton to get her bus home. She wasn’t even sure why she felt so despondent. It was only a very few days since he’d come home and she was ready to make so many plans. Perhaps she had been unreasonable and made too many demands on the sick man. She realised he’d been through so many traumas and needed time to recover. She hesitated and almost turned back, but then she decided against it. She knew it would do no good at all and, in any case, she felt too ashamed to go back. She walked on and caught the bus back to Wallbrook. 

	‘Hello, love. We weren’t expecting you back this early. How’s things?’ asked Mabel.

	‘Okay. Well, not so good. Paul’s much worse than I thought. He’s got no interest in anything much. We did go out for a walk but he wanted to get back quite quickly and then fell asleep.’

	‘Don’t expect too much of him. Think what he’s been through.’

	‘I know. But it hasn’t all been a piece of cake for us, either. We’ve had our problems and life hasn’t been so easy for us all has it?’

	‘Not really. But on the other hand, we’ve still got a roof over our heads and none of us have gone desperately hungry.’

	‘But that’s down to you spending most of your days queuing. And don’t forget, I got bombed out of my home.’

	‘I know, love. So what’s really the problem?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. I saw a prefab for rent in the local paper. It’s quite close to the ROF factory. I suggested we went to look at it but he didn’t want to. Said it was too far from his mum. And when I talked about getting married, he said there was no hurry.’

	‘And is there?’

	‘I suppose not. Oh, Mum, I’ve waited so long for happiness. I thought it was what he wanted too. He said this place was in the middle of nowhere and he’d never get a job. I don’t see him finding anything anyway, not the way he is at the moment.’

	‘Don’t try to rush him, love. He needs some time with his mum, obviously. Is he coming to the party next week?’

	‘No. It’s too far from his home. I’m going up to my room. Is Jimmy home?’

	‘Course he isn’t. He’s out looking for his mates and I doubt we’ll see him till late tonight.’

	‘And Dad?’

	‘He’s gone out to meet somebody or other. Said he was going to see a man about a dog. Hope he wasn’t serious. A dog’s the last thing I want.’

	Ruth went upstairs and lay down on her bed. She tried to think logically but her great need for Paul took her over. She felt tears running down her cheeks and let them roll down. She felt almost as miserable as she had when she was forced to marry Charlie. 

	 


 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	Having Jimmy home cheered the whole household. Nobody could feel depressed with such a powerful driving force around. 

	‘Right, you two, listen up. I’ve got some sausage meat promised, decent quality. Can you make that into sausage rolls? And there’s a joint of beef on its way, too. That will need to be cooked and sliced up for sandwiches. Not sure what else will arrive but be prepared.’ Mabel and her daughter listened carefully.

	‘So where’s it all coming from?’ asked Ruth.

	‘Don’t ask. No, Mum, it’s not black market, I promise you. And we don’t need coupons either.’

	‘I don’t trust you,’ Mabel told him. ‘Not one bit.’

	‘Oh Mum, don’t worry so much,’ he said, swinging her round in a circle.

	‘Stop it, you idiot. Stop it I say.’ He let her go and she collapsed on a chair, laughing. ‘So when does all this get here?’ asked Ruth.

	‘Thursday or Friday. Not quite sure.’

	‘It sounds as though we shall have a busy time on Saturday, then.’

	There was a knock at the door. 

	‘Mr James Davies? I’ve got a box for you. There’s money to pay on it. Duty of course.’

	‘Where’s it from?’

	‘United States of America. I think it’s foodstuff actually. Well, I know it is from the customs declaration.’

	‘Oh, brilliant. My friends haven’t let me down after all. Hang on. I’ll go and get some cash.’ He dashed upstairs and grabbed his wallet. Ruth and Mabel stood watching all the activity and wondered what was in the parcel. When he had paid, he took the box into the back room and set it down on the table. ‘Let’s have a look and see what they’ve sent.’ He took the string off carefully and Mabel took it from him, wrapping it round her hand to use again. He opened the box and they all clustered round to look at the contents. There were several tins containing butter and bacon and some ham, and two blocks of chocolate and some biscuits, called cookies, according to the label. 

	‘Well I never,’ said Mabel as she saw the various contents. ‘I’ve never heard of having tinned butter nor bacon even. And what are cookies?’

	‘We’d call them biscuits. They have different names for lots of things.’

	‘You’ll have to write and thank them. It’s very kind of them to think of us, isn’t it?’

	‘Course I will.’ He gave a chuckle. ‘I knew they wouldn’t let me down. Amazin’ isn’t it? They have all these things in cans just ready to send over here.’ 

	‘I hope it isn’t all going to be used for this party,’ said Ruth. ‘It would be a bit of a waste. Well, I think it would anyhow.’

	‘I leave that to you and Mum. You are the catering officers after all.’

	‘Quite right,’ Mabel told him. ‘We can enjoy this stuff over the next few weeks. No need to use it all right away.’ Jimmy smiled. 

	‘Over to you then. Now, have you looked in the air raid shelter?’ Jimmy asked her.

	‘Not yet.’

	‘It’s going to be amazing. It’s a good room that one. I’ve more or less finished clearing it. There’s still a few bits round the edges but the middle is clear. It’s going to be great. One or two of my pals will bring their instruments so we can even have some live music.’ 

	‘Great. I hope you won’t expect us to march up and down in time.’

	‘Now Ruth, you surely don’t think that sort of music would appeal to party goers?’ She grinned and raised her shoulders with a shrug. ‘We play jazz and all sorts. You’ll enjoy it, I know you will.’

	‘I’m sure it’ll be great. Oh, it’s so good to have you home, Jimmy. Safe and seemingly the same as you’ve always been.’

	‘P’raps Paul will turn up on Saturday. He knows where we live, doesn’t he?’

	‘He’s got the address but he hasn’t been here. I doubt very much if he’ll come. He says he’s not really well enough.’ She felt tears burning again and left them to it. She didn’t want her brother to see her crying. Mabel watched her go out. 

	‘I’m worried about her. She seems very down in the dumps.’

	‘She’ll get over it. I expect it’s Paul that’s depressing her. She was so looking forward to him being home and now he is, he isn’t the same as he used to be.’

	‘I hope you’re right. I’ve heard the same thing from lots of places. I hope you’re not putting too much into this party. It might be a flop.’

	‘Now Mother, don’t be silly. When does anything I organise turn into a flop? It’ll be the talking point of the whole area. A massive success and probably even get passed down as history. You’ll tell your grandchildren about it in future years. But the men, they all suffered you know. Some of them indescribably. I’m not surprised they’re not the same people who came back. I was one of the lucky ones. And all because I can blow my own trumpet,’ he said with a laugh.

	‘Oh Jimmy, you really are a case,’ Mabel giggled. ‘I’d better go and wash up now. We’ve only got three days before the party. I’ll need to sort out some dishes. P’raps borrow some from the neighbours. It’s a pity our Ruth doesn’t still work in the pottery industry. She could have borrowed some from the factory.’ She continued to mutter away abut plates and dishes and wandered back to the kitchen. Jimmy was only half listening. He was worried about his twin sister and wondered if there was anything he could do. He hadn’t got any work as yet and was waiting until after the weekend before he went in search of a job. He could go and see Paul and try to persuade him to make the effort to come on Saturday. He made up his mind. When Ruth was at work tomorrow, he’d go over and see him. Feeling much brighter about it, he bounced back into the dining room. 

	‘Come on, we’re going out for a drink,’ he said to Ruth. ‘Don’t look like that. You’re coming and that’s an end to it.’

	‘I really don’t…’

	‘Get your coat. Oh no, you don’t need it. Come on. I’m buying and that won’t last for much longer.’

	‘But…’ Ruth protested. She found herself tugged along behind Jimmy and almost dragged to the pub. 

	‘It’s nice to be out with a good-looking bird, even if it is my sister. Now, what are you drinking?’

	‘Oh I don’t know. Lemonade, I should think.’

	‘I’ll get you a shandy. That’s mostly lemonade anyway. Sit yourself down over there. I want to talk.’ She did as she was told and sat down, watching him buy the drinks. He was so full of life, she was thinking. He chatted to the barman and made him laugh. She wished she could do something like that but knew she’d never have the confidence to talk to a stranger. He came over having taken the top off his drink.

	‘There you go. I was negotiating getting a small barrel of beer for the party.’

	‘You’ve got a nerve. It’s only four days away. How’s he going to get it round to ours? Doesn’t it have to settle for a bit?’

	‘It’ll be fine. He’ll deliver it tomorrow.’

	‘You’re amazing, Jimmy. You seem to make everything happen the way you want it.’

	‘It’s just a matter of thinking it can happen and it does. Come on then. Tell me what’s wrong with you. You’re as miserable as a wet weekend in Merthyr Tydfil.’ She laughed.

	‘Where’s that?’

	‘Dunno. It sounded good though and raised a laugh out of you. You’ve been pretty miserable since Saturday.’ 

	‘I’m surprised you noticed. You’re so full on all the time.’ She paused thoughtfully. ‘It’s Paul, actually. I was expecting the same man to come back to me but he isn’t.’

	‘I see. Does that mean you don’t much care about him?’

	‘Not really. I mean I still love him. Well, I think so anyway. I just… I wish he could be a bit more enthusiastic about things. He just sits there and won’t even try to move himself.’ 

	‘He’s been through such a lot. How long was he imprisoned, for instance?’

	‘At least a couple of years. Then he escaped and was in hiding.’

	‘Well there you are. It really does take some time to get over that sort of thing. Now, come on. Drink up. I’ve nearly finished a whole pint while you’ve barely started your half.’ She smiled and reached over for his hand. 

	‘Thanks Jimmy. Maybe I needed this. A bit of normality in my life. I could almost forget all about the war for a minute, with you around. I’m sure the party will be great. It would be even nicer if Paul was to come.’ 

	‘It’ll be good whatever. You’ll be fine, love. One of my mates is looking forward to meeting you. You’ll like him, I promise you.’

	‘Oh but I’m not…’ she began. 

	‘Hush. I’m not listening. Now, drink up. I’m ready for another.’

	Dan was home by the time they got back. Jimmy was feeling quite merry after drinking several pints. 

	‘Dad,’ he said brightly. ‘How are you doing?’

	‘I’m all right. Not as merry as you are, son.’

	‘Life is good. The war’s over and I’m home again. I’ll start looking for a job next week and all is well.’ He then hiccupped and started to giggle. Ruth shook her head and smiled.

	‘Think it’s about time you were tucked up in your bed.’

	*

	Once Ruth had gone off to work the next morning, Jimmy told his mum he was going out for a while. 

	‘Where are you going?’

	‘Just out. I’ll be back later on. Bye Mum, see ya.’ Mabel shook her head. He really was quite a case, she thought. But he was so full of fun and so lively, he was quite exhausting and she was glad to have a bit of peace to do her housework.

	Jimmy caught the bus over to Longton and strode along to the Jenkins house. He wasn’t exactly sure which house it was but he asked someone walking along the road. He knocked at the door. 

	‘Mrs Jenkins? It’s Jimmy Davies. Ruth’s brother. I thought I’d call to see Paul, if that’s okay.’

	‘I’d have recognised you anywhere. You are just like Ruth aren’t you? Same colour hair and eyes. Come on in. I’ll give Paul a shout. He should be up by now.’

	‘Thanks.’ He followed her into the back room, looking round with memories of their old house foremost in his mind. He heard Mrs Jenkins shouting upstairs to Paul, telling him to come down right away. 

	‘What’s up?’ he said coming into the room. ‘Oh, Jimmy. Nice to see you. There’s nothing wrong with Ruth is there?’ he asked anxiously.

	‘No, not all. I was sort of in the area and thought I’d drop by to say hello. How are you getting on?’

	‘Slowly. How about you?’

	‘I’m fine. I was in the army musical corp so I did pretty well actually. Not all easy of course but when did that happen? You suffered quite a bit I gather?’

	‘Labour camp and then once I escaped I was wandering round France. But I’m sure Ruth’s told you all that.’

	‘She did say a bit. I’m sorry to hear it all. Now then, has she told you about our joint birthday party? Twenty-four on Saturday. Can’t believe it. Hope you’re going to make it.’

	‘I’m not really sure. I haven’t been out much since I got back. I don’t really like going out.’

	‘I can imagine that. Suppose someone came over with you? I’ve got a mate who lives near here. He’d come with you if I asked him. It’d mean so much to our Ruth.’

	‘I’m not really sure. Thanks anyway.’ 

	‘So, how about coming out for a pint? It must be opening time by now.’

	‘Oh, I couldn’t. Thanks, anyway.’

	‘Come on. I’ll be with you.’

	‘Why don’t you go, son?’ said his mother.

	‘I’m not sure. But I don’t think I could.’ Jimmy stared at him, wondering what to try next.

	‘Come for a bit of a walk then.’

	‘I’m all right, ta.’

	‘Paul. You’ve got to make some sort of effort. It’s all very well saying no all the time. Now, go and get your coat and come for a walk. I won’t leave until you’ve agreed to it.’ Paul stared at him in surprise. Where was the jokey chap he’d been used to? He looked positively scary.

	‘All right then. I’ll go for a walk with you. I’ll just go and put my shoes on and get my coat.’

	‘Will you need a coat? It’s pretty warm outside. Just as you like.’ He remembered Ruth had said Paul seemed to be feeling the cold. It must be some sort of relic from his time in France. At last he appeared and pulled on his coat. Jimmy nodded to him and said goodbye to Mrs Jenkins. The poor woman didn’t seem to know how to handle her son. 

	Jimmy strode along and then realised Paul wasn’t keeping up with him. 

	‘Sorry,’ Paul mumbled. ‘I’m not up to walking much.’

	‘Not a problem. Just me walking too fast. Let’s go and have a pint,’ he said as they reached the pub. ‘On me of course.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ Paul began.

	‘No worries. I still have some pay left. Come on. What do you drink?’ he asked, pushing the door open.

	‘I don’t know,’ Paul replied. 

	‘Beer or Guinness?’

	‘Whatever you like.’

	‘I’ll get you a Guinness. It’ll do you more good.’

	‘Just a half then. Thanks.’

	‘Half, it is. You go and sit down over there while I get the drinks.’ Jimmy carried his own pint and a half of Guinness and set them down on the table. He could see what Ruth meant about Paul’s reticence to do or say anything much. It was probably the result of his time in France as much as the prison camp. ‘Want to talk about it?’ he asked.

	‘Dunno really. It’s beginning to seem like a bad dream. I’m ashamed to say it’s starting to fade and I have to keep pulling it back.’

	‘But why pull it back? If it’s so upsetting, why try to pull it back?’ 

	‘Because I didn’t deserve to live. Not when Francine was so brutally murdered. Her parents were…’ He felt tears burning in his eyes and stopped speaking.

	‘Come on now,’ Jimmy told him gently. ‘This does you no good at all. You’ve got to look forward and stop harbouring the past. My sister is desperately trying to hold it together on your behalf. Don’t you owe it to her to make some effort?’

	‘I’m not really worth it, am I? I mean to say, take a look at me. I’m just a shell of the man I was.’

	‘Rubbish. Come on, drink up and I’ll buy you another.’ Jimmy downed his pint and got up. ‘Come on, drink it down.’ Paul did as he was told and sat with an empty glass in front of him, looking somewhat pleased with himself. ‘Good man,’ laughed Jimmy. 

	After drinking a pint of Guinness, Paul seemed very much more cheerful. They left the pub and walked a little way along the road before he decided it was time he went back home. 

	‘Mum’ll be worried about me. I should get back now.’

	‘Okay. And what about the party? I really think you should make the effort and come over. I can get Bill to call and collect you on his way. You can stay over at our place and Ruth could come back with you on Sunday. Go on. Say yes.’

	‘I don’t know,’ began Paul hesitantly.

	‘For Ruth’s sake? Couldn’t you do it for her?’ Don’t you love her that much?’

	‘Course I love her. No doubt of that. But what would Mum do without me?’

	‘Same as she’s done for five years. You’ve got your own life to live.’

	‘But she’s on her own now, since Dad died. She relies on me to be there with her.’

	‘I’ll ask her what she thinks when we get back.’

	‘I know what she’ll say. You don’t understand.’

	‘Oh but I think I do. She’ll say you’re to come over. I’m sure she will. I’ll get Bill to call anyway and you’re to be ready. Is that clear?’ Jimmy realised he needed to bully him a bit. ‘Right, here we are. I’ll come in and speak to your mum and then I’d best be on my way. Got to collect some stuff for the party. You’d be missing a good feed if nowt else.’

	‘Thanks Jimmy. I know what you’ve been trying to do and believe me, I am grateful.’

	‘Then prove it by coming on Saturday. Mrs Jenkins. Here he is, safe and sound. What do you think about him coming over to ours on Saturday?’

	‘Well, if he feels he can, I’d be delighted. How do you feel about it, son?’

	‘I dunno. It’ll mean two buses and you’d be left all on your own.’

	‘Eh, dunna worry about that. I’d enjoy the break. Might even go to the flicks with my neighbour.’

	‘Really?’ said Paul, seemingly astounded by the suggestion. 

	‘Yes, really,’ his mum told him. 

	‘Well, there you are then. I’ll tell Bill to come round about three. Then you’ll be in plenty of time for a bit of a sit before the fun starts.’

	‘What a nice offer,’ his mother said.

	‘Yes, thanks,’ mumbled Paul. ‘All right. I’ll see you on Saturday. Shall you tell Ruth?’

	‘I might. Or I might leave it as a big surprise for her. She’ll be thrilled, take it from me.’

	Jimmy left the house and whistled as he walked away. He felt chuffed with himself and he knew it wasn’t just the Guinness he’d fed to the man. Next on his agenda was to go and collect the beef he’d been promised. He just hoped his mother didn’t realise where it was coming from. Black Market? Never, he thought, grinning.

	*

	When she got home from work on Friday, Ruth found her mother in a terrible state of panic.

	‘Our Jimmy’s brought all this stuff in for me to deal with I don’t know how I’m ever going to manage it. There’s a big joint of beef, sausage meat and a load of chicken bits. He seems to think I can make summat out of them. God knows what though.’

	‘I’ll go and change and come and help you.’

	‘And I’ve got to provide a meal for you all tonight. I haven’t even had time to go and queue at the butcher’s today.’

	‘Why not use the chicken stuff tonight? We could have a pie or something?’

	‘I don’t know. I’m going to run out of flour to make pastry and I’ve only got a bit of marg left. Where does he get these ideas from, I don’t know.’ She continued to chunter as Ruth went upstairs. She could sympathise with her mother’s feelings. Jimmy expected everyone to share his feelings and enthusiasm. Whatever they were thinking about the war ending, the austerity certainly hadn’t ended with it. Life was still as difficult as it had been for many years. She didn’t even want to think where all this meat had come from. 

	‘Let’s get supper decided first,’ she said as she went into the kitchen. ‘Then we can make the sausage rolls and then cook the piece of beef. How does that sound? One of us can make the pastry while the other does the chicken.’

	‘You do like to organise people don’t you?’ Mabel complained.

	‘I’m just trying to think clearly. You do the pastry for the sausage rolls and I’ll make something out of the chicken. Lord knows what sort of bird it came off. It had three legs and other bits I don’t even want to think about. Where on earth did he get it?’

	‘I don’t know. You’d better make sure it’s properly cooked wherever it came from.’

	‘P’raps if I fry the skin that’ll give me enough fat to fry the rest of it.’ She set to work cutting it up and then got out the frying pan. It certainly smelled wonderful. Even her dad came in to see what she was doing, drawn there by the enticing scents. ‘Have we got any onions?’ she asked, and was given a large one. That was chopped up and added to her pan. Then she poured water over it all and left it to simmer. It was going to be a good meal for all of them that evening. 

	‘So, are you going to tell us where that came from?’ asked Dan. 

	‘Someone had killed a chicken and shared it out,’ said Jimmy cheerfully.

	‘It was a three legged bird, was it?’ suggested Ruth. 

	‘I didn’t ask,’ replied her twin with a twinkle in his eye. ‘I must say, that beef smells wonderful as well. You won’t overcook it, will you Mum?’

	‘I need it properly cooked to make sure nobody gets poisoned. I haven’t seen a piece that big since, well I don’t know when. I hope you got it honestly, our Jimmy.’ Mabel looked at him anxiously.

	‘Course I did. Would I do anything else?’

	‘It’s going to be a terrific evening,’ Ruth announced cheerfully. ‘I must say, I’m really looking forward to it.’

	‘I haven’t got much for the two of you for your birthdays,’ Mabel said. ‘But I’m sure you’ll understand. What with money being short and the shops having next to nothing in them.’

	‘Don’t be soft Mum. We don’t need anything more than the party, do we Jimmy?’

	‘Course not. Get yourselves dressed up in your best and we’ll all have a good time.’ 

	Mabel was up very early the next day and was busy in the kitchen by the time the rest of the family came down. She was carving the beef. 

	‘Morning, Mum,’ said Jimmy brightly. ‘By, that looks good.’ He leaned over and picked up a bit and chewed it. ‘Lovely.’

	‘Now Jimmy, leave it alone. I don’t know how many people you’ve invited but we need to have enough. Happy birthday, by the way. To both of you.’

	‘Thanks, Mum. How’s it going?’

	‘All right. I was thinking it might be better if we made some bread rolls instead of sandwiches. What do you think?’

	‘Have we got flour and yeast?’

	‘You could pop down the bakers and get some for me. I haven’t even ordered the bread so this would make it all right.’

	‘I’ll go now. Then we can get it started straightaway.’

	‘Thanks love. If you don’t mind.’ 

	Ruth slipped out of the door and almost ran down to the baker’s department at the Co-op. She came out with a large bag of flour and enough yeast. It looked as if her morning’s work was settled, not that she minded at all. She enjoyed making bread, though perhaps not quite on this scale.

	‘How many people have you invited?’ she asked her brother. 

	‘Oh, I don’t know. About twenty or thirty I suppose.’

	‘Goodness. I limited my invites to about six. Girls from work mainly. I hope it all goes well. Not sure how we’ll fit in all that lot, I must say. I’d better crack on with making the bread rolls.’ 

	‘I hope the girls you’ve invited are all dishy. I know a lot of my mates will be looking for someone to dance with.’ She looked at him with a look that could kill.

	‘They’re all respectable ladies, I’ll have you know. Some of them are married, too, and will probably bring their husbands. So just be warned young man. Mind you, I’ll be here. I can take my pick first of all.’ Jimmy looked at her. He suddenly wondered if he’d done the right thing in persuading Paul to come.

	‘Aye well, we all know who you’d pick out, given half a chance.’ She looked at him sharply but said nothing. She knew exactly what he meant and felt somewhat deflated. 

	‘I’d best get this lot to prove. Is your air raid shelter ready? Or do you need some help with it?’

	‘Have we still got those Christmas lights anywhere? It’s so dark in there, they’ll show up beautifully.’

	‘They were in there before you started clearing everything out. In a box with the old decorations. What else is there to be done?’ 

	‘I’m not sure. You’d better ask Mum.’

	Their mother was having a minor crisis around glasses and plates. They had pressed all their own stock into service and she was about to go and borrow what she could from various neighbours. The only problem was, she had to invite them to the party as well. She got six glasses and gained two extra people… not very good odds, by her reckoning. She did get ten more plates so reckoned it was bearable, as she told them when she came back. 

	‘I am looking forward to it all, especially seeing Annie and her two children. It’ll be their first visit to the new house. Sad about Henry though, isn’t it?’

	‘Sad about a lot of them. How will she manage with the two kids to bring up?’ asked Ruth.

	‘She’ll be all right. They’re nearly grown up now. She’s a sensible girl. Unlike our Veronica. I’ve never even heard from her since she left.’

	Ruth was busy kneading the dough and shaping it into rolls. 

	‘How many do you think we’ll need?’

	‘Just make up all the dough. Can you manage it? Only I need to borrow some more glasses or cups. Honestly, our Jimmy is the limit inviting so many people. I just hope there’s enough food and drink for them.’

	‘Stop fretting, Mother,’ Jimmy said as he bounced into the room. ‘It’ll all be fine. Mark my words.’

	 


 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Around four o’clock, Jimmy began to look anxiously down the road. He seemed somewhat agitated.

	‘For goodness sake, Jimmy, what’s the matter with you?’ asked his sister. ‘Nobody’s coming yet, surely?’

	‘Just wondering about summat. I might go for a walk.’

	‘A walk?’ echoed Ruth. ‘Why on earth do you want to do that?’

	‘I’m just wondering if everyone will know their way here. I’ve told them all, of course, but you know how some folks are.’

	‘I think you’re barmy. Nobody is going to get here at this time, now are they? I hope not any road. I’ve still got to get myself ready.’

	‘Go and get ready then. Can’t have you looking like the paid help now can we?’

	Ruth shook her head and went upstairs to change. She didn’t have anything that looked very party like but had added some frills to an old blouse and she had a skirt that was still halfway decent. It would have to do. She put them on and stood brushing her hair till it shone. She even tried to put it up but gave up on that idea when it partly fell down. Her mother was already changed and was wearing her overall to keep her best dress clean. Ruth smiled as she thought about her mother’s best dress. She’d had it as long as she could remember… in fact she’d even worn it to Ruth’s wedding. What a disaster that had been too. Still, the war was more or less over and life was returning to normal. She wondered if Paul would ever recover fully and gave a sigh. It would have been great if he’d managed to come to the party. 

	*

	‘Ruth! Ruth! Come on down. The first guests have arrived.’ Jimmy was sounding excited. She laughed, thinking he’d come to life at the first sign of someone else coming.

	‘Already?’ she called back, and ran down the stairs.

	‘He’s in the back room. Go and say hello.’

	‘All right, keep your hair on.’ She went into the dining room and could scarcely believe her eyes. ‘Paul?’ she managed to whisper. ‘Is it really you?’

	‘Hello, Ruth. I made it then.’ He sat down heavily after speaking.

	‘How wonderful. I was just thinking about you.’

	‘Happy birthday. I’m sorry but I haven’t got you a present yet. Haven’t made it to the shops.’

	‘Don’t worry. It’s enough of a present to have you here. But I don’t understand. How did you get here? I mean, did you come by bus or what?’

	‘Jimmy’s friend called for me and we came together on the bus. Jimmy didn’t tell you he’d been over to see me, then?’

	‘He never said a word. Just let him wait. I’ll have something to say to him later. Do you want anything? A cup of tea? Not that it’ll be very strong. We’re using the tea several times over.’

	‘I’m not surprised. Mum is too. I’m all right anyway. Come and sit by me. I need to say a few things before everyone else starts to arrive.’ Still in shock, she sat down beside him. 

	‘It’s lovely you made the effort to come over. I hope you’re not too exhausted.’

	‘I am feeling better now. It is still a big effort to go out. I feel vulnerable and keep looking round in case there’s someone waiting to fire at me. I was there for such a long time.’

	‘I know and I do understand. Well, I think I do anyway.’

	‘I went out for a drink with your brother. He told me you were pretty upset when I didn’t say I was ready to get married.’ She looked away but said nothing. ‘The thing was, I felt a bit insecure and with Mum being on her own, I didn’t really want to move so far away from her. She needs me to be close for a while. I know that doesn’t exactly help you very much but I hoped you’d understand. Don’t forget, she thought I was dead for a long time and it’s taking her some time to get used to the idea of me being around again. Give her a while and it’ll all come right.’

	‘I suppose so. I suppose I just was being impatient to have you to myself. I’d almost got used to not having your around either.’

	‘Well, you did get married.’

	‘Only when your mum told me you were missing. I was devastated. It was my mum who insisted on me getting wed, for decency’s sake. I never wanted it to happen, not at all. Thank goodness the bomb dropped on our house. I mean, well, I was sorry for Charlie and all that but I left everything behind. Even the dratted outfit I got married in. I never wore it again, you know. I think we’ve both got regrets about all that happened.’

	‘I suppose so. Maybe we could start again? Spend some time getting to know each other again? Start courting and going out together?’

	‘I suppose so.’ She paused and looked at him straight in the eyes. ‘Do you think you will want to marry me one day?’

	‘Undoubtedly. But please, let’s wait a while shall we?’

	‘Maybe you’re right.’ She was a little wistful at the thought of having to be patient for longer but it had to the right time for both of them. ‘OK then. We’ll wait for a while, but not for too long. You might find I’ve got another friend if you make me wait too long,’ she teased him. 

	‘Have you two finished your chat?’ asked Jimmy, coming into the room. ‘Only there are some of us out here dying of thirst. The beer’s in the kitchen.’ 

	*

	The party had started quite early as many folks relied on public transport to get home. One of Jimmy’s friends had come in a car, a pretty old one admittedly, but he was suddenly the most popular chap in the room. It seemed everyone wanted a lift home so they could stay a bit later. The girls from Ruth’s work all arrived and soon were chatting to the men. Once Jimmy and a couple of his mates had started playing their jazz music, everyone started dancing. The air raid shelter was soon rocking to the sounds. Mabel and some of the other older folks retreated to the back room and shut the doors between, so they could talk. Annie was shown round the house and loved it. 

	‘Oh Mum, it’ll be so much easier for you, won’t it? And having an inside toilet must be wonderful.’

	‘Makes such a difference. Expect your kids are both in the air raid shelter, where the noise is.’ 

	‘I wanted to talk to you about our Freddie, actually.’ She stopped, realising there were other people in the room. 

	‘Come into the kitchen. You can help me get the food out,’ she said with a wink. The other neighbours continued to chat together, knowing exactly what was going on between mother and daughter. ‘So what’s wrong with Freddie? He seems all right.’

	‘He’s left school now and, well, he’s supposed to be looking for a job. He goes out each morning and doesn’t seem to get anywhere. I think he sees his mates and just wanders around the town. We then have another row and he throws his father’s passing on back at me. I’m at my wits end.’ Annie had tears in her eyes and looked so woebegone, her mother took her hand and clucked at her.

	‘It’s a terrible job for any of them these days. What with the men coming back from the war and all looking for jobs. I know our Jimmy is thinking he’ll get summat very easily. Luckily Ruth is still working at the ROF factory. And Dan’s still there of course.’

	‘And what about Ruth’s friend. Paul, isn’t it?’

	‘He’s only just back from France and is getting used to living here again. Oh, I don’t know. It isn’t easy is it? We might just as well have lost the war, the state we’re all in.’

	‘Looks as if you’ve managed some nice food.’

	‘That’s our Jimmy for you. I’m not even asking him where he’s got it. He says it’s from a reasonable source any road. Come on then. You carry that lot and I’ll take the other. Put it on the table in the back room and I’ll go and tell the rest of them it’s ready.’

	Soon they all came through and everyone said how nice it all was. Mabel looked pleased and Ruth left her to take the credit. The evening went on and some left the party to catch buses and trains to their homes. Every scrap of the food had been eaten and the beer was running out fast. Jimmy and his mates slowed down the pace of music and were playing some old tunes, which those who were left joined in with somewhat cracked voices. Ruth and Paul were sitting together in one armchair in the front room.

	‘I’m so glad I came,’ said Paul. ‘It feels good to be back in real company.’

	‘I’m really pleased, too. It’s been good to have you here. Mind you, the chap Jimmy had thought I might get on with, well, he’s a bit peeved.’ Ruth smiled as she spoke.

	‘I’m sorry to curb your socialising,’ Paul said, looking slightly cross.

	‘Don’t be soft. I’m only teasing. I’d rather be with you that anyone.’ He kissed her and she felt as if she was floating somewhere up in the sky. She could hardly speak after it was over and nestled down into his arms. 

	‘Now then you two, you’d better cool off before Mum sees what you’re up to.’ Jimmy bounced into the room. ‘Come on. We’re having a sing-song in the “music room”. We need your voice to keep the rest in tune.’

	‘Music Room? What the heck’s that?’

	‘Air raid shelter of course. I’ve renamed it. Come on then.’

	Unwillingly Ruth got up and dragged Paul with her into the air raid shelter. Everyone who was left was in there and Jimmy and a couple of his mates started playing again. They ended with The White Cliffs of Dover, and, inevitably, some of the older folk had tears in their eyes. Dan had been sitting with various neighbours and other folks for most of the evening but he now stood up to speak. Everyone shushed the others as they all listened.

	‘I just wanted to say a few words. As you know, I’m not one for speeches but I have to say how pleased I am to see so many friends here with us tonight. Jimmy, Ruth – you’ve given us all so much pleasure, not just tonight, but you’ve always done what we’d hoped of you. You’ve worked hard, both of you, and I know Ruth did a lot to help Mabel get ready for tonight. If we hadn’t drunk it all, I’d ask you to raise your glasses to wish our twins a happy birthday. That’s it.’ He sat down again as everyone clapped and whistled. Calls of ‘happy birthday’ were mixed in with the general noise. Then Jimmy stood up to speak.

	‘Thank you all for coming, and Dad and Mum, thank you for putting up with us all these years.’ 

	Ruth called out, ‘Hear, hear.’ 

	‘It was good to have a reason for this party. Welcome back to all of you who have come back. Let’s hope the war in the Far East is soon over so they can come back too. Thanks again for coming.’ 

	The feeling of bonhomie was enveloping them all. It had been a great evening and now it was drawing to an end. They all hoped it was a new beginning and that things would soon get back to how they once had been. But the older ones felt that things had changed too much to go back and worried about their futures and those of their children. For Annie, nothing could ever be the same again, and she knew she’d never get over losing her husband. She slumped in the corner desperately trying to stop her tears from falling. 

	‘Why don’t you stay over, love?’ suggested Mabel, going to sit near her. ‘You could bunk in with our Ruth and the kids could sleep on the front room floor. I’m sure they’d love it.’

	‘It’d be nice. I was wondering if we’d catch the last bus home and I think we might have missed it already.’

	‘Then it’s a done deal. I hope you’ll manage in Ruth’s bed. It isn’t a large one.’

	‘Don’t worry. If I can’t sleep next to my sister it’s a pretty poor show. Good job our Veronica isn’t here. She’d expect everyone to move around her, wouldn’t she?’

	‘Oh, don’t. It’s awful to say it but I’m not a bit sorry she’s left. She was always so miserable unless she was going out somewhere. Ruth is so different. I just wish I’d been able to give her summat for her birthday. You know, to show her what she means to us.’ 

	‘It’s a difficult time though, isn’t it? The war has stopped so many things.’ Annie’s eyes filled with tears again and Mabel tried her best to comfort her.

	A couple of Jimmy’s friends had been round to the pub and returned with more beer. The party soon got going again and the few that were left began to enjoy themselves once more. Paul looked absolutely worn out and Ruth asked him if he wanted to go to bed. 

	‘I can’t really, can I?’

	‘Course you can. You’re sleeping with Jimmy anyway and I somehow doubt he’ll be ready for bed for ages. Come on, I’ll show you where to go.’

	‘If you’re sure. Thanks love. I have enjoyed myself but I’m not used to staying up this late.’

	The pair went upstairs and Ruth showed him where he’d be sleeping. She could see the relief on his face as she said goodnight to him. 

	‘It’ll be nice to think I’ll see you again tomorrow. And nice to think you’re asleep next door to me.’

	‘Even better to have you lying next to me. I promise I won’t take too long. Once I’ve thought about Mum and where she’d go.’

	‘Don’t worry about it. As long as we can see each other, I can be patient.’

	‘I’m not sure I can. Go and enjoy the rest of the evening.’

	‘Sleep well. I’ll tell Jimmy to come to bed quietly. Night, night.’ She kissed him gently and felt him shiver. ‘Now then, love, we do have to wait a while,’ she whispered as she left him. 

	Downstairs, the ones who were left had become very merry, especially her twin. 

	‘Come here, Ruth,’ he demanded, as she went into what had become the music room. ‘You haven’t met Graham yet, have you? I promised him you’d have a dance with him. Come on now.’

	‘I think you’re both a bit past dancing. Why don’t you sit down and recover a bit?’

	‘Recover from what?’ he said, as he hiccupped loudly and practically collapsed on the side bench. ‘Not bad looking for a sister, is she boys?’ There was murmuring among the group. ‘Trouble is, she’s booked. Where is Paul by the way?’

	‘He’s gone to bed. He was exhausted. He’s been through a lot, unlike you lot. I think you had a cushy number playing in the army band.’

	‘You’re right, of course,’ replied one of the group. He was studious looking chap wearing glasses. ‘We did have it easy, or relatively anyway.’

	‘I said as much to Jimmy. He denied it of course. Said you were under fire and had to take a lot of risks.’ They looked at each other and then looked away. The one with glasses spoke again.

	‘We did have a number of near misses. One of the lads did get shot and killed.’ Ruth stared, somewhat shocked.

	‘But I thought you went to play to the troops. You didn’t have to fight at all.’

	‘Not strictly true, sister mine. But that’s all behind us now. It’s party time. Any more beer in that cask?’ He obviously didn’t want to talk about it and she stored the information away to ask him at a later time.

	At last they started to drift away. The chap with the car loaded himself up with several more people than the car was meant for. The rest of the group left to walk home. Annie’s two were made beds on the floor of the lounge and Annie went to bed with Ruth. 

	It had been a good night and they all felt as if the war was well and truly finished with, except for what was happening in Japan. But, as the family weren’t involved with anyone there, it largely passed them by. Jimmy was out most days looking for work and Ruth and her father went off to the ROF factory as usual. Mabel still struggled to find enough food to feel them all and cursed the Government for making everything so difficult. 

	*

	The general election was held on the second of July and it took ages for the results to be posted. When they were, it was a landslide victory for Clement Atlee, much to the joy of Dan and his friends. 

	‘Eh, I never thought I’d see the day. That oversized man was certainly shown the door, wasn’t he?’ Dan declared.

	‘I’d have thought we should be a bit more grateful to Mr Churchill after all he did to help us win the war.’ Ruth was quite put out.

	‘We need a new start. A complete change. Then things’ll get back to where we once were.’

	Ruth was not convinced but wisely said no more. She felt bad about the way the country had dealt with the man she believed had saved them all. 

	On the sixth of August the news came that the Americans had dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. Everyone was silenced at the thought. News reports spoke of a giant mushroom cloud that came out of the ground following the explosion. Two days later, a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. To Ruth, they sounded exotic names of places so far away from their lives as not to affect them. Then the news came on the fifteenth of August that Hirohito had finally surrendered. The dreadful war was finally over. 

	‘I suppose that means the rest of our men will soon be coming home,’ she said to her mother.

	‘I wonder what sort of state they’ll be in,’ she replied. 

	‘We thought Paul had it pretty badly but I bet they’ll all be much worse.’

	‘Come on, love. You’ve got to get over it all now. Let’s get on with our lives and concentrate on living. We’ve been pretty lucky on the whole. I know Annie’s husband was killed but you and Dan have still been working and Jimmy came back unscarred. And poor Charlie of course. He suffered too from the German bombs. God rest his soul.’

	‘You’re right, Mum. We have got a lot to be grateful for. Paul will get back to how he was, I’m sure. We’ve all grown up a bit, haven’t we?’ She shuddered again at the thought of the atomic bombs that had been dropped. Whatever anyone had done, surely they didn’t deserve that?

	It was some weeks later when the men started to come back. There were one or two pictures in the papers but as the descriptions came through, Ruth changed her mind. How anyone could treat human beings that way was beyond her. She didn’t sleep for several nights at the thought of so much suffering. Paul may have had things pretty rough but she didn’t think it could have been as bad as the men had experienced in the Far East. 

	 


 

	Chapter Fourteen

	 

	It was getting close to Christmas. Mabel was her usual self and didn’t really want anything to do with it. Ruth on the other hand was very excited about the coming festival. She had started to go the chapel again with Jimmy, largely to sing in the choir. She had long ago decided she didn’t really believe in anything much but she did love singing. The chapel was going to have a carol service this year, to show their gratitude for the end of the war. They had a rehearsal each Friday evening, which both brother and sister attended. They usually came back singing one of the well-known carols. Mabel listened and actually enjoyed hearing them sing. She was still a regular attender at the Sunday services and hoped to get her two children to go back there more often.

	‘It’s nice to hear you two singing again. You should come to the service a bit more often, you know. Then you could sing to your heart’s content.’

	‘It’s a load of bunkum though, Mum. We’re only going to the carol service to sing. The old ones are the best,’ laughed Jimmy. 

	‘But you have to believe. You do, don’t you Ruth?’

	‘Not really, Mum. I’m sorry but I agree with Jimmy. I can still sing and so that’s what I’m doing.’

	‘You should sing with our band,’ her brother suggested. 

	‘What?’ she said, somewhat shocked.

	‘Like I said. Come and sing with our band. We’re doing a concert at the legion hall before Christmas. We could do with someone who can hold a tune. You’d be good.’

	‘Rubbish. I can sing with the chapel choir but never on my own. Forget it. Find some other sucker to do it.’

	‘Don’t be like that, Ruth. You sing very well and you know it. We just want one or two jazzy numbers with a voice. I’m sure you could do it.’

	‘And I’m sure I couldn’t. Forget it, Brother. I’m not your girl. Now, what can I do towards the celebrations, Mum?’

	Everything was still in very short supply in the shops. Dried fruit was scarce and many items had even more stringent rationing introduced. They’d all given up sugar in tea, a great difficulty for Dan, who’d always had lots of sugar. He was given saccharin tablets instead but the rest of the family preferred to get used to it without sugar. It made Christmas preparations somewhat difficult with virtually no ingredients for making special, Christmassy food. 

	Paul came over on Christmas Eve, having decided to stay at home with his mother for Christmas Day. He and Ruth went out for a walk and shivered in the cold afternoon. 

	‘This is ridiculous,’ he said after they were both practically blue with cold. ‘We should go back to your home again. At least we can be warm there.’

	‘I agree. Come on then.’ 

	‘Hang on a minute.’ He led her down the little snicket that joined their road to another. It was quiet there and had high hedges. She was slightly bewildered. 

	‘What is it?’

	‘I just wanted to kiss you. You don’t mind, do you?’ She giggled and told him of course she didn’t. ‘Ruth, will you marry me?’ he asked.

	‘Course I will. You know I will.’ He fumbled in his pocket and produced a small box. 

	‘It isn’t new, of course, but please, accept this ring. It was my Gran’s.’

	She looked at the slightly old-fashioned ring with its ruby at the centre and two tiny diamonds at the sides and immediately fell in love with it.

	‘Oh, Paul, thank you so much. I love it.’

	‘I hope it’ll fit. My Gran had quite large fingers but we can get it altered if it’s too big. Here, let me try it.’ Feeling a little teary, Ruth stuck out her hand and let him slide it on. It really was rather large but she didn’t care. 

	‘It’s lovely, Paul. Thank you so much.’

	‘I wasn’t able to get anything else for you for Christmas but this seemed a good idea. I’m not sure how soon we can get married but this is part of the way there, isn’t it?’

	‘Oh yes. Indeed it is. I can’t wait to show Mum. I know she’ll be pleased.’

	‘I should have got something for your parents and Jimmy too, but well, you know what the shops are like.’ 

	‘I’ve got your present at home. It’s something I made myself. It’s not perfect but I hope you’ll like it.’

	‘I’m sure I will. Am I allowed to open it while I’m with you? It’s only a few hours before Christmas Day.’

	‘All right, Mr Impatience. Come on then. Let’s show my ring off.’ They were soon back at her parents’ home where she said nothing but walked round with her left hand stuck out at an unusual angle. 

	‘Why are you doing that, our Ruth?’ asked Jimmy. 

	‘No reason.’ 

	‘Oh, you’re wearing summat new, aren’t you?’ he said with a grin.

	‘Oh, my new engagement ring you mean?’ she replied as casually as she could manage.

	‘Eh, so you are. Well done. Congratulations to you both. Dan, break out that bottle we were saving for tomorrow. This really is a time to celebrate.’

	‘Aye Love. Congratulations and all that,’ said Dan. ‘I hope you’ll be happier than the last time.’

	‘Oh, Dad, don’t even mention that. I’m sorry about you losing your friend but it was really a good outcome for me. Sorry Paul. Should I get some glasses out then?’

	She found five small glasses in the sideboard and put them on a tray. Dan took out the bottle of sherry and soon everyone was toasting the happy couple. 

	‘So have you fixed a date yet?’ asked Mabel.

	‘Not really,’ Ruth answered. ‘It’s just enough to be engaged, isn’t it Paul?’

	‘I hope so.’

	‘Let me have a proper look at the ring,’ Mabel said. ‘It looks a nice one.’ 

	‘It belonged to my Gran. I hoped Ruth wouldn’t mind but it seems not to matter, doesn’t it love?’

	‘Course not. It’s all the more precious. Well, to me it is anyway.’

	‘Is it bit too big for you?’ 

	‘It’s a little bit loose. But nothing too bad.’

	‘We could wind some cotton round it to make it fit a bit a better. Or put a bit of sticking plaster round it. You wouldn’t want to lose it, would you?’

	‘Course not.’

	‘We can get it altered to fit you properly,’ Paul told them all. 

	‘That would mean me being without it for ages. I wouldn’t like that. Come on, you must realise that. I’ve only just been given it so I’m not going to be parted from it am I? Now, do you want your present or not?’ she asked Paul.

	‘I’d like it please.’

	‘I hope you will like it. It’s nothing special. In fact, maybe you should take it home and open it tomorrow.’

	‘You can’t mean it. I want it now, like you promised.’ Ruth grinned and handed him the parcel. 

	‘Don’t get too excited,’ she warned him. ‘It’s not exactly anything special.’ 

	He ripped open the paper and found a scarf which she had knitted for him. 

	‘Oh Ruth, it’s lovely. I’ll treasure it ’cos you made it. I’ll wear it to go home. It’ll keep me nice and warm.’

	‘I’m glad you like it. It’s not anywhere near as good as my present though. Thank you for that. I really love it.’

	‘Well, after all that excitement, I’d better see what we’ve got to eat for supper,’ said Mabel, looking very cheerful. It was amazing what a glass of sherry could do to cheer anyone up.

	‘Do you want some help, Mum?’ asked Ruth.

	‘No, you stay and chat to Paul. I’m sure you’ve got plans to make. Jimmy, you can come and help.’ He scowled but got up and went into the kitchen. 

	‘So, lad, when do you propose to get wed?’ asked Dan.

	‘Oh, I don’t know about that. We haven’t discussed that side of things yet. It’s my mother you see. She relies on me since Dad passed on. We haven’t quite decided on how she might be looked after.’

	‘What’s up with her?’

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘Why does she need looking after?’ Dan was somewhat impatient.

	‘Well, nothing’s wrong with her. She just wants to have me around. She gets lonely when she’s on her own and, well, she likes having me around.’ 

	‘I see. So you’ll plan to stay with her till she passes on, will you?’ Dan felt angry on his daughter’s behalf. 

	‘Well, no. Not really. It’s just that we haven’t discussed it yet. Maybe Ruth would like to come and live with us when we’re married.’

	‘Oh really? And have you got room for another person to live in your house? I mean to say, have you got an inside toilet?’

	‘Well, no, course we haven’t. But you know that. Our house is pretty much like the one you used to live in. A bit smaller perhaps but just the same as your old one.’

	‘Then I’m sorry but I can’t give my permission for you two to get wed.’

	‘Dad, what do you mean? I’m quite old enough to get wed without your permission.’ Ruth felt slightly sick.

	‘You can’t go and live in someone else’s house. Two of you in the same kitchen? It’s be a disaster. And you can’t want to go back to walking up the yard every time you want to pee.’

	‘I’m sorry, Mr Davies. Perhaps I should leave now.’

	‘Eh lad, dunna be so daft. If it’s what Ruth wants, then of course you can get wed. I just wanted to point out the disadvantages of her living with your mum.’

	Ruth had remained silent through this part of the conversation. Her dad was quite right. She knew she’d hate to live with Paul and his mother. Her dream of a little place of their own was high in her heart… and an inside toilet was vital to her after having one for so long now. 

	‘I’d thought we might be lucky enough to get a prefab,’ she said softly. ‘There are lots of them around and I’m sure we could get one if we put our names down soon.’

	‘It’s something we need to talk through,’ Paul told them both. ‘Though I didn’t realise you felt so strongly about it. I’m in a difficult position here. Mum doesn’t realise you wouldn’t want to share our home. She’s said you can move in as soon as you like. I thought it was quite generous of her actually but if it doesn’t fit with you, then I’m not sure what we can do.’

	‘I’ll need to think about it. Dad’s right,’ she told him. ‘I’m really not sure how it would work. And it’s a long way from the ROF factory isn’t it?’

	‘I’d hope you’d give up working when we’re married.’ Paul was slightly put out.

	‘What? And sit at home while your mother looked after both of us with me helping her occasionally? I’m sorry, Paul, but that would never work. You’ll have to think again. I want to work until well, until I’m pregnant at least. Sorry, Dad, I don’t mean to embarrass you.’

	Suddenly, the afternoon seemed rather spoilt. The happiness they had all been feeling was dissipating rapidly. Mabel came through from the kitchen and happily asked Ruth to set the table. 

	‘What’s up?’ she asked, sensing there was a problem. 

	‘Nothing,’ Ruth replied. ‘Just a slight difference of opinion. I’ll get the best china out, shall I?’

	‘Yes please, love. It is a special occasion isn’t it?’ She bustled back into the kitchen feeling happy and started to bring out plates of sandwiches and a cake they had made using powdered eggs. ‘I hope this will be all right. I’ve never liked these powdered eggs. They don’t raise the cake like the proper eggs do. Best we can do isn’t it? Bring the teapot in, Jimmy. Honestly, he’s useless in the kitchen.’

	‘So I may be but at least I’m good at finding food for us. I’ve even managed to get us a chicken for tomorrow.’

	‘Yes, but we daren’t ask where you got it from,’ Ruth laughed. 

	‘I told you. Someone was keeping them in her back yard and she was willing to sell them for Christmas. Nothing underhand about that was there?’

	‘Maybe not. It all sounds quite plausible. Come on, you two. Sit up at the table.’

	There was a definite atmosphere between Ruth and her new fiancé and Dan was clearly not too happy. Mabel chirruped on, seemingly unaware of the problems raised by her husband. Jimmy looked at them both and somehow knew what was wrong. He put it down to the twin thing he and his sister had. They all ate what was offered and once it was finished, they cleared away. 

	‘Paul and me will wash up,’ Ruth said. ‘No really, Mum. You got it ready. It’s the least we can do.’ Once they were in the kitchen, Mabel asked Dan what the problem was. 

	‘Good lord,’ was her response. ‘I’m not surprised she looked like a wet weekend. I hope she’s got the strength to tell him how she feels about that.’ If Mabel had heard what was going on in the kitchen, she would not have been worried.

	‘Do you want to wash or dry?’ asked Ruth.

	‘Don’t mind. I’ll wash if that’s OK.’

	‘Right. The kettle won’t take long. Stack the dishes up on one side.’

	‘So, I assume you want to talk?’

	‘Course I bally well do. I’m sorry, but I really can’t contemplate living with your mum. If we can’t get a place of our own, then we’d better forget about it.’

	‘What? Getting married you mean?’

	‘Well, yes. I’m not prepared to wait till your mum is no longer with us. Heavens, that would be too awful.’

	‘Suppose we can get a place of our own,’ Paul said thoughtfully, ‘could you cope with Mum coming to live with us?’

	‘I’m sorry but no thanks. The same thing would apply. I’d rather stay at home with my parents, here. Kettle’s boiling.’

	‘So what’s the difference between living with my mum and you staying here with your parents?’ The wind was slightly taken out of her sails at this. 

	‘Inside toilet?’ she mentioned again.

	‘So, life depends on you having an inside lavatory, does it? That really puts me in my place.’ Ruth began to laugh and Paul looked at her before starting to laugh himself. 

	‘Oh, I’m sorry, love. It does all sound very silly. But I am serious about staying on at work and also about us having a place of our own. We need to think about it seriously.’ 

	‘You’re right, love. I’d better get on with this washing up and then I need to get on my way.’

	‘I hope it hasn’t spoilt Christmas for you. Maybe you need to talk to your mum. Tell her how I feel and thank her for the offer.’

	The pair came out of the kitchen smiling happily and Mabel heaved a sigh of relief. Wisely, she didn’t ask them about their decision, knowing she could ask Ruth later when Paul had gone back home. ‘I’m going to walk to the bus with Paul. Won’t be long. I’ll put the china away when I get back.’

	‘No worries. I’ll do it. Wrap up warm. It’s cold out there.’

	‘Thank you very much for a nice tea, Mrs Davies. Happy Christmas to you all.’

	‘Come on, lad, give me a hug. You’re as good as family now.’ He obliged, looking somewhat uncomfortable. It wasn’t something he was used to.

	‘Bye then,’ he murmured as they left the house. ‘I’m sorry. That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped. We obviously have to talk some more about where we’re going to live.’

	‘I’m also sorry. But I really can’t move in to your place. It may be generous of your mother but I suspect it’s mostly ’cos she doesn’t want to lose you. If you want to, we could look for somewhere nearish to her but not the same house, and it has to have an inside toilet.’

	‘You made that pretty clear already,’ he said with a grin. ‘Anyway, here’s the bus stop. I don’t know how regular the buses are today. You go back home. I don’t want you waiting in the cold. You haven’t got a nice woolly scarf to keep you warm.’ She laughed and told him she wasn’t worried. He put his arm round her to keep her close. They waited nearly half an hour for the bus to arrive.

	‘Goodness, I hope there’s one to get you back to your place,’ she told him. ‘I don’t know if there’s anything I can do if there isn’t. You could come back to ours and stay over.’

	‘It’ll be all right. Mum would go bonkers if I don’t get home. Bye then, love. See you soon.’ He gave her a peck and got on the bus. She stood and waved him off, wishing they could see a way to getting a place of their own. She walked back to her home and the family who were waiting. 

	‘Goodness me, where have you been till now? It’s almost eight o’clock. We’re all going to the club for what’s left of the evening. Come on, let’s get going.’ Jimmy was his usual impatient self. 

	‘Oh, I don’t know. I’d just as soon stay here,’ Ruth told him.

	‘Rubbish. They’ve organised a sing-song and you’ll enjoy it all. Come on now. Mum, Dad, get your coats on.’

	Grumbling away, they were soon on their way to the community centre that served all the houses as a social club. There were lots of people walking along the street towards it and chattering like mad.

	‘Hello, Mr and Mrs Davies,’ called out one couple.

	‘Hello there. Enjoy your evening.’ 

	It was the first Christmas for a long time that everyone could relax and enjoy themselves. Though there hadn’t been a huge amount of bombing in the area, the constraints of the war years had taken it out of everyone. The community centre was a positive buzz of activity with several people working behind the bar and a large group of people waiting. Jimmy pushed his way to the front and came back with drinks for them all. 

	‘Blimey, son, I should come with you more often. I’d still have been waiting somewhere at the back of the crowd,’ his father told him.

	‘Need to have the right motivation. Never thought, I should have brought my trumpet. I could have joined in with the music.’

	‘You can join in with the singing later,’ said Ruth. 

	‘I suppose so. You all right, Mum? Here, sit down by that table. Take the weight of your feet. You don’t mind do you?’ he asked the other folks sitting there. 

	Someone began to play carols and most people joined in. Ruth and Jimmy seemed to be leading the singers and someone asked them to sing a duet. At last they agreed and stood up and sang Silent Night. There was a flood of clapping and then everyone else joined in with wartime songs. Lots of women were crying quietly as the songs meant to so much to them. They finished with We’ll Meet Again and everyone clapped and cheered the pianist and everyone who had organised the evening. 

	As they walked home again, Mabel suddenly stopped.

	‘What’s up, love?’

	‘Nowt. Nowt’s up. This going to be a good Christmas. A really good Christmas.’

	 


 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	January came in with a flurry of snow. Ruth and her father took much longer than usual to get to work and the traffic on the roads was slowed to a crawl. There were more cars about now, despite the petrol rationing that was still continuing. 

	‘Are we keeping the paper chains or should we chuck them away?’ asked Ruth. She had made them from strips of coloured paper looped together and then glued. Some of them had already come unstuck and she was all for throwing them away.

	‘What do you think? I’d suggest chucking them but you made them so you decide.’

	‘I can always make some more next year. Let’s throw them.’

	‘Or burn them. Might as well get some heat out of them.’ 

	‘I wonder where I’ll be next year?’ Ruth said.

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘Well, I’d hope we’d be married. If we’re not, then I don’t suppose we ever will be.’

	‘Don’t say that, love. Paul’s a fine young man. He’ll come round soon enough. I have to admit, him wanting to look after his mother, well it is a thought isn’t it?’

	‘I suspect it’s more that he likes her looking after him. She spoils him rotten. I wouldn’t do that. He’d have to do his share like getting the coal in and maybe helping with the washing up. Heck, if I’m working, he’ll have to help.’

	‘I don’t think he’d like that.’

	‘Why ever not?’

	‘He won’t like you working when you’re married. I know your dad didn’t ever want me to work. Said it made him feel less of a man.’

	‘That’s ridiculous. I really don’t see it. Besides, we’re going to need every penny we can get for the new house. I’d go barmy if I was just sitting around all day.’

	‘Sitting around? Don’t be so silly, girl. You’ll have a house to clean. Washing to be done and ironing. Then there’s shopping and meals to cook. You’ll be lucky to fit it all into a day.’ 

	‘Sounds thrilling,’ she said with heavy sarcasm. ‘I suppose if it’s our own place it might be different. And when we have children, that’ll make a difference. Still, I have to be patient and, well, it’s running out. My patience, I mean.’

	‘Don’t say that. You’ve loved him since you were at school. When you thought he was lost during the war, you seemed inconsolable. If it hadn’t been for Charlie, well…’

	‘That was a huge mistake, Mum. It really was. Still, I’m over all that now.’

	‘It was so sad he died like that,’ Mabel commented. Ruth said nothing. ‘Ah well. So, when are you seeing Paul again?’

	‘At the weekend I suppose. We haven’t really made plans yet. He’s going to call me.’

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘He’s got the number of the phone box at the end of the road and if I’m there at seven thirty, he’ll call me. Clever eh? In fact I’d better slip along now or I’ll miss him.’

	Ruth pulled on her coat and ran along the road to the phone box. Someone was already in there, making a call. She stood outside, bouncing from foot to foot, hoping the person in there had noticed her. He turned his back to her and carried on making his call. She began to shiver and pulled her coat round her even more. After about ten minutes, she knocked on the door to indicate she was still waiting. She thought Paul must have given up by now.

	‘What?’ said the grumpy young man.

	‘I was wondering how much longer you’re going to be,’ she asked as politely as she could.

	‘I dunno. Now clear off. I’m done when I’m done. Okay?’

	‘You’ve been in there for ages. It’s about time you were finished.’ 

	‘Now look here. I’m entitled to use it when and for as long as I like.’

	‘Are you actually using it at the moment?’ He was holding the handset and waving it around. 

	‘What’s it to you?’

	‘I’m waiting for a call. If you’re not using it, please hang up and let my call come through.’ 

	‘Bugger off. I’m making important calls here.’ And he turned his back to her and started to call a new number. Ruth stamped her already freezing feet and felt very angry with the rude young man. After another five minutes, she knew that Paul would possibly have given up and she banged on the door of the kiosk again.

	‘Please, hurry up,’ she called out to him. He turned his back on her again and carried on speaking to whoever was on the other end. She decided to abandon her plans and turned to go back home. Obviously the young man was just being difficult, as he turned and left the kiosk once she had moved away. She saw him leaving and ran back to hear the bell ringing. She snatched it up and it was Paul.

	‘Oh, thank goodness. There was some man in here for ages and I thought I’d miss you.’

	‘It did seem to be engaged for ages. Anyway, it’s good to talk to you at last. Shall we meet on Saturday? Let’s get that decided first before the coins run out.’

	‘Saturday would be great. Shall I come over to you or will you come here?’

	‘You come here, if you don’t mind. Mum will get some tea for us.’ Ruth gave a silent sigh. Paul’s mum was not much of a cook and usually produced something slightly unpleasant. 

	‘All right. I’ll come after lunch. Shall we go to the pictures or something?’

	‘I want to talk, actually. But we can see what time there is left.’

	‘Okay. Anything special you want to talk about?’

	‘I’ll wait to see you, if you don’t mind.’ At this point the pips went and so they said goodbye. She put the phone down thoughtfully, wondering what on earth he wanted to talk about. She half wondered if it could be marriage but somehow doubted that. The best he’d come up with was for her to move in with his mother and she really couldn’t face that. As she went home, shivering, she thought about it some more. Was it really impossible? It was that or carry on the way they had been for so long. Sometimes she positively ached with longing for Paul. She thought about him constantly and had begun to wonder if this was a normal feeling or was she perverted in some way? She decided it was probably just her and tried to stop worrying about it. 

	As Ruth sat on the bus taking her to see Paul on Saturday afternoon, she contemplated what he was going to say to her. He’d suggested he wanted to talk and she was anxious to know what it was all about. She felt determined that she was not going to live with his mother, even if meant waiting even longer to get married. She decided to get another bus to Paul’s house rather than walk there. When she arrived, he was standing outside waiting for her.

	‘Hello. What are you doing standing out here?’ she asked.

	‘I thought you’d be here on that bus. Hello Ruth.’ He reached over and kissed her cheek.

	‘Not here, Paul. Someone might see us.’

	‘I don’t care. You’re my fiancée and I can kiss you whenever and wherever I want to.’ She was slightly bewildered by his change of heart. Usually he was very concerned about kissing her in public. ‘Come on in. I’ve got things to talk about.’

	‘Right. You said as much on the phone. Where’s your mum? I was expecting to see her.’

	‘She’s gone over to see her sister. We’ve got the place to ourselves.’ He took her in his arms and kissed her again. She wondered what he intended. However much she wanted him, she didn’t want to spoil anything. ‘Sit down, love. I’ve got some news.’

	‘You do seem much better. I’m so glad. I was worried about you. So, come on then. What’s your news?’

	‘Mum’s decided to go and live with Auntie Jean. She’s also widowed and has her own place over in Golden Hill. Mum was never willing to consider it before but now she’s changed her mind. Isn’t that terrific?’

	‘I suppose so, yes. So where will you live?’

	‘It means we can get married and live together. Either here or wherever you like.’

	‘I see. It’s all a bit sudden isn’t it?’ Ruth was feeling bemused by this latest turn of events.

	‘You do still want us to get married don’t you?’

	‘Course I do.’ She took a deep breath and then spoke again. ‘Course I do, love. It is terrific news. I know she was keeping you here and you didn’t want to leave her on her own. It’s a big step for her, though.’

	‘You’re not kidding. It was all I could do not to fling my arms round her. She was very unwilling to commit herself till I told her not to be silly. She’ll be much better off without paying rent and they’ll be happy together.’

	‘I really hope so.’

	‘She’ll take her few prized possessions with her but she won’t want the furniture, so we can have that. Or what we want of it.’

	Ruth looked around the somewhat dreary little house. The last thing she wanted was his mother’s tatty old furniture but she could hardly say that to him. Besides, furniture and new things were still very scarce. It would do for them to make a start. But could she really stomach living here? It would feel like going backwards, especially with no indoor toilet. 

	‘That’s generous of her,’ she managed to mutter.

	‘I thought so. Lots of this was bought when they got married so it does hold a great many memories for her. So, what do you think? We can get married as soon as you like.’

	‘Wow. I need to think a minute,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure we should live here,’ she mumbled after a few minutes. ‘Not if I’m to continue to work at the ROF factory. It would be an horrendous journey twice a day.’ She was desperately thinking of excuses not to stay living here.

	‘So where do you want to live?’

	‘I was wondering if we might not get a flat somewhere? I know there are lots of flats at Wallbrook.’

	‘Where your parents live, of course,’ he said slightly bitterly.

	‘Well somewhere else then, if you don’t want to live near them. I was thinking how much I’ve got used to having an indoor toilet. It would be very difficult to go back to going up the yard.’ She hated making this point but it was important to her. Paul stared at her. She looked away from him, hoping she hadn’t offended him. Then he laughed. 

	‘Okay, point taken. Maybe we could get a toilet put inside here.’

	‘It still doesn’t deal with my work situation. I’d be responsible for making sure we could pay the rent until you get a job.’

	‘I’ve got my demob pay still intact. Mum wouldn’t let me pay rent or anything else since I got back. That would see us through a few weeks.’

	‘But are you ready to go back to work yet?’ He looked unsure. 

	‘I… I don’t know. It would depend on the job actually. I’m still somewhat… well, scared I suppose. But I’ve got to do it some time. It seems like a good idea to start looking now, doesn’t it?’

	‘Oh Paul. I want us to get married as soon as possible. But… I… well, it would feel like going back in time if I moved in here. I’m sorry, but I really don’t think I can do it.’

	‘You really are ridiculous, you know. My mum has offered us a decent home to live in and is prepared to give us most of her furniture and you turn it down because it feels like going back in time. Honestly, I think it’s the most stupid reason I’ve ever heard.’ He turned from her and stomped off into the kitchen. 

	‘Paul,’ she almost screamed at him. ‘Listen, Paul, please.’ She heard the back door slam. He’d obviously gone out somewhere. She got up and followed him outside. There was no sign of him anywhere. She gave up and went back inside. She could hardly leave or he wouldn’t be able to get back in. She looked at the clock. It was half past four. She had no idea what time his mother was coming back, nor did she know when Paul would come back. She felt tears burning her eyes and running down her cheeks. Was she really being too silly? It was a home she was being offered, after all. She looked in the front room. It was furnished from before the previous war, all dark wood and dark velvet seats, worn through in many places. Victorian style vases and a very old spray of dried flowers were set in the window. It was totally depressing, she thought as she returned to the back room. Everyone lived in the back room. Her own parents always did. In fact, in their new house, the back room was the main room for living with the front room used when everyone was there at Christmas or other special days.

	Ruth went out the back again to look for Paul. He was nowhere in sight. Silly man. He’d gone off in a huff and left her there. Well, she’d leave him to it. She could leave the back door open for him and if anyone else came in, it was too bad. She was certainly not going to sit there waiting for him to decide to come back. She was feeling very cross with him for not even considering how she might feel about his mother’s house and set off down the road towards her bus stop. She kept looking round for him but did not see him. She decided to walk into Longton to take up more time. Somehow, she didn’t want to go back home and have to tell the family it was all over between her and Paul, if indeed it was all over. She arrived at the bus station and was about to look for her bus when she decided to go to the cinema after all. At least she would have time to think and possibly make some decisions. 

	The Best Years of Our Lives was the main film showing at the local cinema. Ruth had no idea what it was about, though she recognised the names of Myrna Loy and Frederic March, but she decided it would do for her mood. It seemed odd to go into the cinema on her own but she swallowed her pride and asked for a single seat in the stalls. She was soon engrossed in the story of the men returning from war and having problems in settling back into civilian life. There were many things that rang bells in her mind and she perhaps understood a bit more why Paul was the way he was. Though the film was centred on Americans, they seemed to be suffering from similar problems. Perhaps she was being unreasonable but she knew she really couldn’t bear to live in that house. The end of film came with them all happily at a wedding and that was it. She got up and left the cinema. As she did so, someone called her name. She turned and saw Nigel getting up from a seat further back. 

	‘Nigel,’ she said. ‘Hello.’

	‘Are you on your own, Ruth?’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘That’s a shame. We could have sat together if we’d known.’

	‘I suppose so. Sorry, but I need to get my bus now.’

	‘Please, let me buy you a cup of tea, at least. For old time’s sake.’

	‘Well, all right then. But it must be a quick one.’

	‘Or we could have a drink? There’s a pub nearby.’

	‘I don’t mind.’

	He took her arm and tucked it into his own. 

	‘This is such a nice surprise, running into you here. Excuse me asking, but aren’t you courting someone?’

	‘Well, yes. I suppose I am, or perhaps I should say was. No, I am.’

	‘Make your mind up. Come on, in here. What can I get for you?’

	‘Oh, just an orange squash or something. I’m not fussy.’ 

	‘Right you are. Do you want to sit over there?’ He indicated a bench at the side of the room with a table in front of it. She went to sit down and watched him order their drinks. 

	‘There you are. Orange squash. I’m having a pint. They have a good cellar here. Nice and cool. So, what did you think of the film?’

	‘I quite enjoyed it. Made me think a bit. Must have been difficult for soldiers coming back here again and trying to take up so-called normal lives.’

	‘I suppose I was lucky to be in a job that kept me out of the services. Mind you, I often felt I was letting people down. Several of the lads from my school were killed. I did feel I should have been there beside them.’

	‘And get yourself killed? I don’t think so. My Paul had a bad time. He was imprisoned and then escaped and lived undercover. He’s had great difficulty in going out and mixing with ordinary people.’

	‘So where is he tonight?’

	‘I don’t know.’ She paused, thinking about what he might be doing. ‘Can I talk to you about him? It doesn’t seem quite right somehow.’

	‘Course you can, Ruth. I’m very fond of you and I don’t like to see you unhappy.’

	‘Thanks, Nigel. We’ve had a bust up, actually.’

	‘Oh dear. Is it a recoverable one?’

	‘I’m really not sure. He wants us to live in his mother’s house with her furniture and everything. She’s planning to move in with her sister.’

	‘And what’s wrong with that?’ 

	‘The house is just like the one my parents had with the toilet up the yard. I’ve got used to having an inside bathroom and, well, I don’t want to live so far away from work. Especially not in that house with all her old stuff. Am I really being stupid or what?’ Nigel laughed. In fact, he positively roared with laughter.

	‘Oh Ruth, Ruth my dear girl. You’re not being stupid at all. You want a new place that is your own. Maybe Paul can’t accept that you need things to be different. You know, at one time, I did wonder whether you and I might, well, get together. If we had, I certainly would never expect you to live with my parents or even in my parents old house.’

	‘I’m sorry, Nigel. But I’ve loved Paul since, well since we were at school. I do still love him, but there is this huge massive block between us.’ She suddenly started to cry and swallowed hard to get rid of the tears that were filling her eyes. Nigel produced a white hankie and she mopped her eyes. 

	‘Come on now. You’ll be all right. Come on now. I’ll take you to your bus.’

	‘I’m sorry,’ she sobbed. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’ 

	‘Don’t worry about it. Come on, love, let’s go and see about your bus.’ 

	As they left the pub, a man and woman at another table in the bar were watching the pair. 

	‘Did you see that?’ asked the woman. ‘It was that Paul’s friend, Ruth. I thought they were supposed to be engaged but there she was with another chap. I must ask Paul what’s going on.’ 

	‘Leave it alone, our Maude. You don’t want to mess things up.’

	‘I think he should know about her. I’ll pop round after chapel tomorrow.’ 

	 


 

	Chapter Sixteen

	 

	Ruth arrived home slightly earlier than usual but her mother welcomed her in the normal way. Her dad and brother were both out somewhere. 

	‘I’m going straight up if you don’t mind,’ she told her mum.

	‘Is everything all right?’

	‘Fine thanks. I just feel tired. Night, night.’

	‘Night love. Don’t you want a drink of anything?’

	‘No, thanks.’ She ran upstairs and shut herself in her room. Then she went to clean her teeth and have a wash. It was all so easy in their indoor bathroom. She went back to her own bedroom and sat down on the bed, thinking deeply. Was she actually prepared to lose the man she had loved since forever, over an inside toilet? It sounded so ridiculous as to be untrue. But it was so much more than that. She couldn’t bear the thought of living with his mother’s old furniture. The three-piece suite was grubby and very worn and, as for the scullery, it really was unbearable. But it also meant life without Paul. She had got used enough to that during the war but then she’d believed him to be dead. She got into bed but didn’t sleep.

	*

	‘Saw your young lady last night,’ said the nosy neighbour to Paul after chapel the next day. ‘Having a drink with a young man, she was. They looked quite friendly, if you know what I mean.’ 

	‘Really,’ said Paul. ‘That would be nice for her. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Mum’s waiting.’

	‘Just thought you’d want to know. About me seeing her, with another man.’

	‘Thanks. Goodbye Mrs…’ He didn’t actually know her name but walked away from her to where his mother was standing. He felt bad about what she’d told him. Ruth had left after he’d gone out. By the time he came back, she was nowhere in sight. He’d done a lot of thinking while he’d walked. He could understand her feelings, but it had seemed such a good idea and an obvious solution for his mother. It was just for a while, he’d thought, to give them time to save up some money and then move when they’d got something. Meanwhile, he needed to find some work. He’d picked up the Sentinel a few times and opened it at Situations Vacant, but had soon given up looking. He’d expected to find work as an electrician quite soon after he was demobbed but things hadn’t gone the way he’d planned. His inability even to go out alone had been the main handicap and stopped him from applying for any jobs at all. It was all very well for Ruth with her nice little job, but he needed to provide for her. He must find something soon and then they could discuss where to live again. It never occurred to him that she could be thinking of breaking off their engagement. Anyway, he wondered, who was the bloke she had a drink with last night? Maybe it was her brother? He pushed the thought out of his mind and sat down with the Sunday paper, while his mother got on with cooking the lunch.

	*

	Mabel was worried about her daughter. Though Ruth hadn’t said anything, she suspected things weren’t quite as they should be with Paul. When she eventually arrived downstairs on Sunday morning, it was almost time to go to chapel. 

	‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I’m giving it a miss today. I’ll stay here and sort out lunch.’

	‘But you should come with me. What’s the Reverend going to think if you’re not there?’

	‘Don’t go on, Mum. I don’t go all that often anyway. I don’t feel like it, okay?’

	‘Aren’t you feeling well?’

	‘I’m all right. You get off. Please, Mum, you go.’ She felt very near to tears and knew that if her mother continued to press her she would probably burst out crying. She went into the kitchen and put the kettle on to boil. She poured some water onto the dregs that were lurking in the pot and swished it round, leaving it to settle before she poured it out. Mabel gave up and went to put on her coat and hat for chapel. 

	‘I’ve left the potatoes in the pan ready to put round the meat. It’s only a very tiny joint but we can make it do. At least it’s a joint,’ she said with a sardonic laugh. 

	‘I’ll see to it. You go and enjoy the service.’ Please, just go, she was thinking.

	‘Well, if you’re sure,’ her mother said. ‘Don’t forget to put the meat in and the potatoes. And make sure the dripping is melted before you put the potatoes in.’

	‘Don’t worry,’ Ruth replied, putting her hand to her head to make the incipient ache go away. She wondered what she would do with the rest of her day. Usually the weekends were spent with Paul but this one was different. She felt very miserable and as if her life and love were nearly at an end. Her brother came downstairs and saw her standing in the kitchen.

	‘What’s up with you? You look like the world is coming to an end.’

	‘It might as well be. I’ve had a row with Paul.’

	‘Oh dear me. And is that the end of it all?’

	‘It might well be.’

	‘So what was it about?’

	‘Oh, it all seems stupid really. His mum’s leaving and going to live with her sister and wants us to have her house.’

	‘Oh wow. That’s terrific. Well, isn’t it?’

	‘Not really. It’s just the same as our old place, complete with a toilet up the yard. And there’s all her old furniture there. It’s really horrible.’

	‘Couldn’t you put up with it for a while?’

	‘It’s too far to travel each day to work. And I need to work. Paul hasn’t got a job yet and I don’t know how long it will be before he can even get work.’

	‘Well, you’ll just have to decide. An inside toilet or marriage to the man you’ve loved forever.’

	‘You make it sound very easy.’

	‘Can’t see the problem myself. Any road, couldn’t you get a bathroom put in? You won’t need three bedrooms, will you?’

	‘Maybe not. But there’s still the problem of furniture and the distance to my work. Too much to think about quickly. Sorry, but I’ve got to put the meat in the oven and then the potatoes.’ She turned away, partly to hide the fact that she was crying and didn’t want her brother to see her. 

	By the time Mabel returned from chapel, there was a good smell of meat cooking and Ruth had peeled carrots and chopped up some cabbage ready to boil. 

	‘Oh, you are a good girl, Ruth. Thanks for doing all of that.’

	‘It’s all right. Nice service?’

	‘Not bad. I think there were a few folks missing today. Seemed a bit sparse when we were singing. I missed having you and Jimmy beside me.’

	‘Our Jimmy hasn’t been to chapel for ages and I’m less keen than I used to be.’

	‘Yes, well.’ She looked hard at her adopted daughter. ‘You’ve been crying, haven’t you?’

	‘Not really,’ protested Ruth. ‘Well, a bit. Me and Paul, well, we had an argument yesterday.’

	‘I knew there was summat up. You came home earlier than usual and then didn’t want to say anything. What’s it about now?’

	‘His mother wants us to have her house. She’s going to live with her sister.’

	‘So what’s wrong with that?’

	‘You haven’t seen their house. It’s much worse than our old place and it’s too far away from my work.’ She repeated her saga just as she had told her brother. 

	‘So you’re prepared to give up on Paul for the sake of an inside toilet?’ Mabel asked.

	‘It’s not just that. Like I said, it’s mainly my work.’

	The argument rattled on until the dinner was ready. Her dad and brother came back from the club and sat down, waiting for their meal. 

	‘There isn’t much meat but you can make up with vegetables,’ Mabel told them.

	‘What’s up with you, Ruth?’ asked her dad.

	‘Nothing. Just forget about it all. I’m sick of explaining it all to everyone. Eat your meal and shut up questioning me.’

	‘Pardon me for speaking,’ he said.

	The rest of the meal was eaten in silence and afterwards Ruth went to do the washing up. She told her mother to sit by the fire and leave her to it. She really felt so unhappy and wanted to be left alone to mope. The washing up completed, she made a pot of tea and took a cup for each of the family. 

	‘Fancy coming out for a walk?’ asked Jimmy.

	‘I don’t think so,’ she replied. ‘I’m going to my room to do some sorting out.’ 

	‘You’re going to your room to have a really good old mope,’ Jimmy observed.

	‘So what if I am? What’s it to you?’ She turned and ran upstairs and slammed her door shut. She flung herself down on her bed and began to sob. Why was life always so difficult? She really longed for a nice home of her own. A flat would do, as long as it was hers. Furnished how she wanted it and, most of all, with an inside bathroom. There were even some flats on this estate but she knew Paul would never contemplate living here. He was right in the middle of the Potteries and that was where he wanted to be. If they did finish, what was her future? There was always Nigel. There was nothing wrong with him and he had seemed kind and was thoughtful, especially last night. But there was no magic there. Not like with Paul. 

	It seemed a long week with nothing to look forward to. Ruth heard nothing from Paul and, in turn, had done nothing to get in touch with him. It felt like the time he’d been away at the war all over again. By Friday, she was looking pale and seemed very low to all the family. Jimmy decided to take her in hand.

	‘Right, young lady, you’re coming out with me tonight,’ he announced.

	‘I’m sorry but I don’t feel like it.’

	‘Nonsense. You’re coming and that’s it. We’re getting a bus to Stafford and going to a new club I’ve heard of. It’s somewhere they might be looking for musicians and so I’m taking my trumpet with us.’

	‘You don’t need me hanging on.’

	‘Oh but I do. If I go on me own, I’ll look stupid. If you’re with me it improves my standing. So, go and change and get glammed up. I’ll be waiting for you. Go on. I won’t take no for an answer.’

	‘Jimmy Davies, you’re a real pain. All right. I’ll go and change and I’ll tag along. Though don’t expect me to enjoy it.’

	‘Ruth Davies, you’re a real pain too. Cheer up, it might never happen.’ She glared at him and went upstairs to get changed.

	It seemed an odd time to be catching a bus to a local town. It was dark and quite cold. Ruth was snuggled down in her winter coat and still she shivered. Jimmy was lively and joked all the time and soon she was giggling at his silly comments. 

	‘That’s better,’ he told her. ‘Nice to see you looking a bit happier. Right, I think this is where we get off. It’s along this road a bit but this is the nearest stop. Come on, take my arm and we’ll soon be inside in the warm.’

	‘I hope it isn’t one of those modern places with nowhere to sit down.’

	‘I’ve no idea. Come on, it’s through here.’

	They went in through uninviting-looking doors and were met by a middle-aged woman demanding an entry fee. Jimmy paid for the two of them and they went inside. There was a cloakroom and Ruth was asked for her coat. She felt a bit reluctant to let it go but Jimmy insisted and took her ticket. 

	‘I hope you know what you’re doing,’ she commented. ‘And where did you get so much cash from? You’re not working or anything.’

	‘Stop worrying, little sister. I have my means.’

	‘I’m not your little sister. I’m older than you anyway.’

	‘Only by about ten seconds. Come on now. You sit over there and I’ll get some drinks.’ He put his beloved trumpet down beside her. ‘Look after that for a minute.’

	‘Nothing alcoholic for me,’ she called after him, hoping he’d heard her. There was a band playing, a rather mediocre band, she thought. Jimmy could certainly liven them up if he got a chance. He came back with something that looked vaguely orange coloured. She took and sipped the drink. ‘What on earth is that?’ she asked.

	‘Some sort of cocktail. And don’t worry, it’s non-alcoholic. I’m sticking to beer.’

	‘It isn’t very nice,’ she said, ungratefully. 

	‘I’ll buy you a shandy next time then. Don’t think much of this lot playing, do you?’

	‘Not a lot. You could certainly liven them up.’

	‘You reckon?’ 

	‘Well yes, I do.’

	‘Okay. Hang onto your hats everyone.’ He picked up his trumpet case and opened it. He took out the trumpet and winked at Ruth. ‘Watch out for me.’

	‘You can’t just go and start playing with them,’ she whispered as he was leaving the table. She watched as he went up to the conductor and spoke to him. Then he nodded and Jimmy went among the players and soon she could actually hear him playing. She smiled and sat listening, not minding that she was on her own. A few people started dancing and she sat tapping her feet in time to the music. Was it her imagination or did Jimmy seem to improve the sounds she was hearing? She became aware of someone standing beside her and realised he was speaking to her.

	‘You wanna dance?’ he asked her.

	‘Oh, sorry. No. I’m listening to the music.’

	‘Is there someone with you?’ he said, pointing at the beer on the table.

	‘Yes, my brother. He’s playing with the band at the moment.’

	‘Can I sit down?’

	‘If you want to.’

	‘I’d like to. You look lonely sitting there by yourself. My name’s Rick by the way.’

	‘Ruth.’

	‘Hello Ruth. Nice to meet you.’ She smiled uncertainly. ‘Do you live around here?’

	‘Not really, no.’

	‘So, where do you hail from?’

	‘I’m sorry. I want to listen to the music.’

	‘I do beg your pardon,’ he snapped sarcastically. ‘I won’t trouble you any more. I was only trying to be sympathetic.’ He got up and walked away. She watched him go and felt somewhat concerned. She gave a small shrug and settled back to listen. After a couple more numbers, Jimmy gave up and came back to the table.

	‘Well done. I don’t know how you can just pick up on whatever they’re playing. I could hear you, though.’

	‘Thanks. Did it sound all right?’

	‘Of course it did.’

	‘Who was the bloke sitting next to you? I saw him come over.’

	‘I don’t know. His name was Rick. He kept talking to me and I wanted to listen so he left.’

	‘Just shows you can attract people doesn’t it? Twenty-four is no age so you must stop thinking you’re on the shelf.’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. I’m only good enough to have someone’s leftover furniture and house. Can’t even have a decent place of my own. Never mind. At least I have somewhere to stay and a decent job. Speaking of which, you never did tell me where you’re getting your money from.’

	‘I do a bit of buying and selling. It’s keeping me and giving me summat to spend. Now, are you ready for another drink?’

	‘I don’t want another of them cocktail things.’

	‘Okay, I’ll get something else.’ He went off to the bar where he started talking to a man who came over to him. They seemed to talk for a while and then, with a broad grin on his face, Jimmy shook hands with him. He came back to his sister.

	‘That was good. I’ve been offered a job playing with the band. I start tomorrow. Well, aren’t you going to congratulate me?’

	‘Well, yes, I suppose so.’

	‘Sound a bit enthusiastic about it.’

	‘Yes, I mean, well done.’

	‘Just what I’d hoped for. I’ve got three nights a week and I’ll get good money for it. Damn, I should have asked for a refund for our entrance fees for tonight.’

	‘Oh Jimmy, you really are a case.’

	The evening wore on and Ruth did actually forget her problems. They caught the last bus home and arrived back in Wallbrook when their parents were both in bed. 

	‘Thanks for insisting I went with you, Jimmy. I enjoyed myself much more than I thought I would. And well done on your success.’

	‘I knew they’d let me join them, so it’s no big surprise. I’m going to bed now. I feel whacked.’

	‘See you tomorrow. Night, night.’ 

	‘Night, love. And stop worrying.’

	‘Easier said than done.’

	Surprisingly for her, Ruth slept very well. She even woke slightly late, when her mother brought her some tea. 

	‘Did you have a nice evening?’ she asked.

	‘It was good, actually. I must have fallen asleep quickly. What time is it now?’

	‘Nearly nine o’clock.’

	‘Goodness. Sorry, I should have been up by now.’

	‘You needed a rest so I left you asleep. Good news about Jimmy’s job isn’t it?’

	‘Oh, he’s told you, has he?’

	‘Couldn’t keep it to himself. I’m pleased for him. There’s a letter for you.’ Mabel produced it from her overall pocket. ‘I’ll leave you to read it.’

	Ruth felt her heart sinking as she looked at the envelope. It was from Paul. She put it down on the eiderdown and drank her tea. She then picked it up and tore it open. It was fairly short.

	Dear Ruth,

	I hope you are well. I’m sorry I left you last weekend but I was so disappointed at your reaction. I’ve had time to think about it and I suppose I can understand where you’re coming from. Can we meet this weekend to talk it all over? I’ll give you a call at the phone box at ten o’clock Saturday morning. 

	With love from,

	Paul. 

	There it was. He wanted to talk. She had no idea what to say but if he was prepared to think it over, the least she could do was to listen. She got up quickly and went to tell her mother what was happening. 

	‘I need to get along to the phone box to get his call.’

	 


 

	Chapter Seventeen

	 

	He wanted to come and see her. Ruth felt a mixture of pleasure and pain at the thought of what Paul wanted to say. She’d rushed along to the phone box and answered his call. He was coming over after lunch and they would spend the afternoon talking, apparently. 

	‘Is it all right if we put the electric fire on in the front room, Mum?’ she asked.

	‘Well, I suppose so. You can’t go in there without heating, now can you? Don’t know why you can’t stay in the back room.’

	‘Paul wants to talk about our future. I think he’ll need to do it in private.’

	‘Well, your Dad and Jimmy are going to the football and I suppose I could go out somewhere.’

	‘Don’t be daft. I’ll pay you something extra towards the cost of the electric.’ 

	‘No need for that. Is he stopping for his tea?’

	‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

	‘We’d better make summat to feed him on then. It’ll have to be summat that doesn’t cost much or use up too many coupons.’

	‘I’ll do some rock buns or something shall I?’

	Ruth spent the rest of the morning making some buns. They’d run out of dried fruit so she put a spoonful of jam in the middle. They looked pretty good, she thought. When it came to two o’clock, she began to feel nervous. What was he going to say? Was he going to call it all off? She fingered his grandma’s ring thoughtfully. She’d hate to have to hand it back to him. Or perhaps he’d come round to seeing her point of view.

	‘I’m going along to wait for the bus,’ she announced. 

	‘Okay, love. Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll be all right.’

	She smiled feebly and put her coat on. It was reasonably short walk to the bus stop and she stood there waiting. She shivered in the rather icy blast that seemed to fill the street. The trees were bare and everywhere had that late January depressed feeling. At last the red bus turned the corner and came to a halt. She could see Paul as he rose to get off the bus. She waited as he climbed down and then stepped forward. She was slightly hesitant about greeting him but he gave her a peck on the cheek. She felt this was promising and smiled at him.

	‘How are you?’ she asked.

	‘Not too bad.’

	‘That’s good.’

	‘And you?’

	‘I’m all right too.’

	They began to walk back to her house and both of them felt somewhat restrained. They soon reached Mill Lane and turned into it. Conversation was almost non-existent, which Ruth found rather difficult. They reached her road and went into the house. 

	‘Hello, Paul,’ Mabel said as they went inside. ‘How are you?’

	‘Fine thanks, Mrs Davies. And you?’

	‘I’m okay. Good to see you.’ Ruth felt as if she could scream. All this asking everyone how they were and replying politely was enough to drive anyone batty. ‘Would you like a cuppa?’ she asked him.

	‘Thanks. That would be lovely.’

	‘Well, you two go and sit in the front room and I’ll bring it into you. I’ve put the fire on for you.’

	‘Thanks, Mum. Come on then, let’s go.’

	‘This is a bit posh isn’t it? I thought you only used this room at Christmas.’

	‘I thought you’d prefer to be private. We don’t really want Mum listening to whatever you’ve got to say.’

	‘I expect you’ll repeat the entire conversation to her later,’ he teased. ‘But I appreciate your thinking. Thanks.’

	‘Don’t mention it.’

	Soon they were chatting in their normal way and Ruth began to relax. She hadn’t realised how much he’d affected her and just how bad she’d been feeling. They sipped the tea Mabel had brought in and she waited for him to speak about what she considered to be the main topic.

	‘So, what did you want to say to me?’ she asked eventually. ‘Wondered if you wanted to call the whole thing off.’

	‘What?’ he exclaimed. ‘Do you?’

	‘Course not. It’s just that… well, I don’t want to live in your mum’s house.’

	‘You made that clear last week. I gather you went out for a drink after you left?’

	‘Oh yes. I met up with Nigel. He’s a bloke from work. How do you know?’

	‘One of our neighbours saw you. Said you looked very comfortable together.’

	‘He’s just a friend from work. We did go out together when you were away but it never meant anything. Well, not to me, of course.’

	‘But it did to him?’

	‘Not really. He knew there wasn’t anything in it. Anyway, what’s this got to do with us?’

	‘Sorry. I just wondered. Any road, the problem of where we might live. I think you want to live here don’t you?’

	‘I want to be within reach of my work. It’s fairly easy to get there from here. There are some flats available here, too, but I’m not particularly bothered.’

	‘All right. But if I get a job in the Potteries, I’ll have a long journey every day. Have you thought about that?’

	‘Well, yes. But have you even looked for a job yet?’

	‘Not really. But I plan to. You know my situation.’

	‘Of course I do. But that surely then answers the problem? Like I said before, it’s going to be down to me to pay for wherever we live and food and so on. If I’ve got to pay at least double my travel costs, well, it’s hardly worth me working.’ She really felt as if they were back to square one. ‘So where do you think you might get work? And when will you apply?’

	‘Don’t push me into anything. Please, Ruth. I was thinking I might get something in the pottery industry. I am a qualified electrician after all. But I can’t look yet. I am getting better but it’s still early days.’

	‘Okay then. So what are you thinking, about us?’

	‘Me mum wants to move out fairly soon. Once she goes, I’ll lose the house. Do you think your parents would let me live here? With all of you?’

	‘Goodness. I don’t know. We don’t exactly have a spare room. I mean the odd night like after the party but not permanently.’

	‘What if we were to get married sooner rather than later?’

	Ruth felt her heart stop for a moment. Get married soon? Heavens. 

	‘But what would you do all day? I mean to say, you could hardly stay at home with my mum could you?’

	‘Perhaps I could get some work around here. I mean to say, I could do wiring jobs for someone. Or maybe the people who run this estate might have something for me?’

	‘Oh, Paul, I simply don’t know. Let me think about it for a bit. Let’s not say anything to my parents just yet. Maybe we could go to the rent office and see if they know anything about people who work on the buildings. Perhaps we might even see if there’s any flats going.’

	‘You don’t sound as if you’d mind getting wed.’

	‘I don’t. In fact it sounds wonderful. If you knew how miserable I’ve been this last week.’

	‘Me too. It was when I got back home last Saturday that my mum asked when we were getting married and said she wanted to move out.’

	‘What about her furniture and everything?’

	‘I expect she’ll want to sell it. Someone will want it I’m sure. So when can we go to the rent office?’ 

	Ruth looked at her watch. ‘I think they close about now. We could go and try them if you want to.’

	Without further ado, they grabbed their coats and almost ran round to the next road where the rent office was situated. Ruth knocked on the door and pushed it open. 

	‘Oh good. You’re not closed yet.’

	‘I was about to close,’ said the woman. ‘What can I do for you?’

	‘Well, two things actually. First of all, do you have any flats that are vacant?’

	‘Surprisingly, yes. I’ve just had someone give notice of a flat along this road. Number 80A. It’s an upstairs flat with a shared use of garden. Are you interested?’

	‘Possibly.’ Ruth turned to look at Paul. He looked pleased but she knew he was cautious.

	‘The other thing is, well, do you have any call for an electrician? Paul’s fully qualified and can do most things.’

	‘I really have no idea. I don’t deal with any of the workers. You’d have to send in your details to the works manager.’

	‘Do you have his address?’

	‘You could send it here and it’ll get passed on. Are you interested in the flat or not? If not, there is actually a list of people who might want it.’

	‘What do you think, Paul?’

	‘It sounds okay. When can we have a look at it?’

	‘They’re moving out in a couple of weeks so after that. I can put your name on it. You live here somewhere, don’t you?’ she asked Ruth.

	‘Yes, in Viscount Road. Just round the corner in fact. I live with my parents.’

	‘I thought I’d seen you before. Give me your details and I’ll make a note.’ Ruth gave her the information and she wrote it out in her book. ‘Right then. If that’s it, I’ll close up.’

	‘Yes, thank you.’ They left the building and walked along the road. ‘Let’s walk past it and see what it’s like.’

	‘We don’t even know how much a week it will be.’

	‘I’m sure it won’t be a lot. I know Mum doesn’t pay that much. How exciting, isn’t it?’

	‘I expect so.’ Paul didn’t look in the least bit excited, she thought.

	Number 80A didn’t look very exciting, she had to admit. But then, they were only looking at the door and windows. 

	‘It’s probably got good views out of the windows. I bet we could see quite a long way.’

	‘If it’s what you want and we think we can afford it,’ Paul said doubtfully. 

	‘I can’t wait to see it properly. Oh, Paul, it’s the answer to our problems. We can get married as soon as we can arrange it and have somewhere to live. I’m so happy.’

	‘Good. I’m glad. We’d better tell your mum when we get home again. What do you think she’ll say?’

	‘She’ll be pleased, of course. Dad and Jimmy will be home soon, then we can tell all of them.’ She reached for Paul’s hand and, holding it tightly, they went back to her home. She wanted to tell her mum right away but, suddenly feeling a little shy, she waited. 

	‘Do you want some help with tea?’ Ruth asked.

	‘I’ve made some sandwiches and there’s the cakes you made this morning. Your dad’ll be back in about quarter of an hour. I suppose Jimmy will be in a dash to get out to his so-called job.’

	‘What’s that?’ asked Paul.

	‘Some band or other he’s playing in. He says it’s work but I think it’s just his idea.’

	‘Do you want to go and listen?’

	‘Not really. I was there last night with him. We could go to the pictures if you’d like to. Only old stuff on at our local cinema.’

	‘Don’t mind. But don’t we have things to talk about?’ Paul was nearly bursting with his desire to talk through their plans.

	‘What’s this? What things do you want to talk about?’ asked Mabel.

	‘Oh, it’s no use. We think we might be in line for a flat in South Way.’

	‘What? How come?’

	‘We went to the rent office place and asked. Paul’s mum is anxious to move out of her place and that’ll leave Paul with nowhere to live. He’s also going to try to get a job with the company who run the estate. As an electrician, of course.’

	‘Oh, love, that’s terrific. We’ll almost be neighbours. How lovely.’

	‘I know that’ll leave you short on rent if I’m not paying you any more.’

	‘Aye but I’ll not have to feed you, will I?’ 

	‘If we get this flat, it means we can get married all that much sooner.’

	‘Blimey. We’d best get planning. I suppose you’ll want a white dress and a reception and everything. It’s all going to cost.’

	‘We don’t want a big do. And it won’t be a big white dress sort of occasion. Don’t forget, it won’t be the first time I’ve been married.’ She stopped and looked at Paul. ‘Sorry love, but you do know about my past.’

	‘Of course I do. Whatever you want is fine by me.’

	‘Well I think it should be a reasonable sort of do. It was a very quiet one last time and now the war is over, it would be good to have a proper celebrate. You’ve waited a long time for this, so let’s make it worth remembering.’ 

	‘Oh dear,’ Ruth said. ‘I really don’t think I want a big fuss. How do you feel, Paul?’

	‘Count me out of this. I just want to marry you as soon as possible. I don’t care how it happens or who is there.’

	The conversation went on and on until finally Ruth’s dad and brother came home. Mabel couldn’t wait to tell them and soon they were all happily joining in with the chat. 

	‘I’ve gotta go soon,’ announced Jimmy after a while. ‘Aren’t we having anything to eat?’

	‘Sorry love. Of course there’s summat. Nowt special but then I didn’t know all this was coming up, did I?’

	‘Who won by the way?’

	‘We did of course. I’ll go and change and grab summat to eat when I come down.’ Jimmy dashed upstairs and Mabel went into the kitchen.

	‘Put the cloth on the table will you, love? And some plates. Seems a bit feeble to only have tea to drink.’

	Everyone said it was fine and they all sat down and drank tea and ate the potted meat sandwiches. The jam buns were all voted a success and the mood was a happy one. 

	‘Nice to see you smiling again, Sis,’ Jimmy remarked. ‘You’ve been like a wet weekend this week. And you can rely on me to get meat and ham for the reception. As long as it’s not tomorrow, any road.’

	‘Don’t be daft. But thanks anyway. There’s a lot to discuss and lots of plans to be made.’

	‘Keep me informed with as much notice as possible. Have you decided where it’s all going to happen?’

	‘Not yet. Don’t rush me. I’m not even sure I want a big wedding. Like I said, it won’t be the first wedding I’ve gone through. Excuse me. I need a few minutes.’ She rushed out of the room and ran upstairs. Jimmy collected his trumpet and said goodbye to those who were left. 

	‘Do you think she’s all right?’ asked Paul anxiously. 

	‘She’ll be fine. Why don’t you take her out? Go to the pictures or to the pub. It’ll be good to take her away from all of this.’

	‘All right. Assuming she’ll want to come with me.’

	‘Course she will. We’ve become fond of you, love. You had a bad time but you’ve come out of it now. I’m sure you’re going to be very happy together.’ Mabel was feeling quite emotional by now as the realisation was hitting her. This was the first time she was going to be a proper mother of the bride. She didn’t count the last time as it was a rush job anyway. Her daughter Veronica had long gone and she had never contacted her parents since she left. If it wasn’t for the twins, she’d never have enjoyed a large family. Once Ruth had left home, it would be a lonely place. Thank goodness she was only planning to move to the next road, otherwise it would be an even greater loss. ‘What will you do with your mother’s stuff? I mean, she won’t want to take it with her, will she?’

	‘One or two bits she’s planning to take. But my aunt has a nice house. She was widowed during the First World War and has been on her own ever since. She’s a lonely widow, bit like my mum actually. I don’t think anyone realises the cost to the people who were left.’

	‘Nay lad. You’re right there. I was lucky, I suppose. Didn’t feel all that lucky at the time. This last war, I was in a reserved occupation, thank heavens,’ said Dan.

	‘Must have been a great relief to you both.’ He sat feeling slightly uncomfortable without Ruth. He didn’t quite know what to say to these people. ‘Do you think Ruth’s all right?’ he asked finally.

	‘I’ll go and see,’ offered Mabel. ‘Or perhaps you ought to go and see?’

	‘What, upstairs? Me?’

	‘Go on, lad. You’d best get some practice in.’ Paul blinked, wondering exactly what her father meant. 

	‘Right. Which room is hers?’

	‘Back bedroom. Turn left at the top of the stairs.’

	Slightly hesitantly, he went to the hall and slowly went upstairs. 

	‘Ruth?’ he called. ‘Are you all right?’

	‘Yes, I’m fine again now.’ He knocked at her door. ‘Come in.’ He stepped inside this forbidden place and looked around.

	‘Gosh, it’s really nice.’ He paused for a moment as he took in everything. ‘I’m not surprised you didn’t want my mum’s stuff.’

	‘This is nothing all that special. I do like to keep it tidy. Not like when Veronica was sharing a room. She chucked her stuff all over my bed and left it there for me to put away. She was a nightmare.’

	‘You don’t know where she is now?’

	‘No. Good riddance to her. I expect she’s either married or living with someone. Sorry, that’s awful of me isn’t it?’

	‘Not really. She always was a difficult person. Come here.’

	‘What?’

	‘I said come here.’ He held out his arms to her and she came forward. He took her in his arms and pulled her close. Then he kissed her very tenderly. She felt slightly limp and leaned on him, kissing him back with equal tenderness. ‘When I realised you’d gone last weekend, I felt so lonely. I couldn’t even think and once I’d got over my… well, my anger at your rejection of everything, I thought more clearly. Seeing this room and the rest of your house, I now understand.’

	‘Oh, Paul, that’s very sweet of you. I mean our place isn’t all that special but it’s quite nice and, well, your mum’s stuff is rather old and a bit worn. It’s the inside bathroom that made all the difference. But you visited it when you stayed over after the party.’

	‘I could do with visiting it actually. Maybe I drank too much tea!’

	‘At the top of the stairs. Go on then. Then shall we go to the flicks?’

	 


 

	Chapter Eighteen

	 

	The following two weeks passed very swiftly. Paul had written an application to the managers of the estate and had received a letter back inviting him to go for an interview. On the Saturday, they got more details of the flat and arranged to go and look at it immediately. They collected the key and walked along to it. Ruth grinned at her fiancé as she put the key in the lock and opened the door. They went inside and both of them gasped. The place was very dirty and the walls had scribbles on them from the children who had lived there before. 

	‘Goodness, what a mess,’ she exclaimed. ‘It’ll take days of scrubbing to get this place cleaned up, and then it’ll need decorating.’

	‘I suppose I could come over and do some of it. It’s a bit much to leave it like this though.’

	‘I agree. Maybe they’ll do something about it. Let’s look round anyway and see what accommodation there is.’ 

	There was a reasonable kitchen, not large but it had everything Ruth considered necessary. The sitting room had room for a table and there were two bedrooms, one of them rather small. Best of all, there was the inside bathroom she held so important. There was also a shared air raid shelter on the ground floor which presumably could now be used to store things like bicycles and other items.

	‘It’s not bad, is it?’ Paul suggested. ‘If it was cleaned up and painted, I think we could be very comfortable her. What do you think?’

	‘I agree. Come on then. Let’s go round to the rent office and see the woman. Let’s see if she can organise for it to be cleaned, at least.’

	*

	‘What did you think then?’ said the rent officer.

	‘It’ll be fine for us but it’s very dirty. And the walls are scribbled on all over. Is there any chance it could be cleaned?’

	‘Oh dear. We always ask the people who are leaving to clean through before they go. We can provide some distemper for you but I don’t think there’s anyone who can clean it. Does this put you off it then?’

	‘Well, not really. I suppose we shall have to do it ourselves. Perhaps we can have it rent free for the first week?’ Ruth asked cheekily.

	‘I suppose we could do that for you. All right then. Your first rent will be payable on Monday next.’

	‘You mean we can have the keys now?’

	‘Go on with you. Just don’t tell everyone. It’s only because it needs cleaning.’

	‘Thanks ever so much. We appreciate it, don’t we Paul?’

	‘Well yes. Of course we do. You said you’d let us have some distemper?’

	‘Bring a bucket round and I’ll get some for you.’

	‘Er, right. Can I bring it on Monday?’

	‘Course you can. Now, I just need you to sign a rental agreement and I’ll organise a rent book for you.’

	It didn’t take long before they were leaving, clutching the keys and rent book. Both of them were grinning like idiots as they went back to the Davies household. 

	‘I told you it wouldn’t cost too much didn’t I? It made a difference with me working at the ROF place. I doubt we’d have got it otherwise.’ Ruth was on cloud nine.

	‘Now all I need is a job from them and we’ll be all set up.’

	‘Shall I borrow some stuff from Mum and we can go and make a start?’

	‘If you like. But we’ll have to get our own stuff won’t we? We obviously need a bucket and scrubbing brush and whatever we need to put in the water to get the place clean. I reckon some disinfectant would be a good start too.’ 

	‘Let’s see what Mum can provide. Oh, it’s so exciting. I can’t wait to get started. I’d better borrow a sweeping brush and shovel, too.’ 

	‘Do we get a dustbin?’

	‘I’m not sure. I’ll ask Mum if we’re provided with one. I think we might be. I didn’t notice, did you?’

	‘Course I didn’t.’

	They reached Ruth’s home and went inside. Quickly they told Mabel about their new home and the circumstances. She smiled and told them they could borrow whatever they needed. 

	‘Can I come round with you to have a look?’ she asked.

	‘It’s very dirty. Wouldn’t you rather wait to see it when it’s all clean?’

	‘Oh, I don’t mind. I’m looking forward to seeing it, any road. Come on. Your dad won’t be home for ages yet. Stoke is playing away. And I can help you carry all the stuff you’re borrowing.’

	‘Okay then. Let’s get what we need.’

	Soon they were all walking down a little alleyway to the next road. They carried mop and bucket, brush and shovel and several cloths to wash the floors. Mabel gave a sigh when she saw the state of the place. 

	‘Oh dear me. This is going to take ages to get clean enough for you. And the state of the walls. The folks who left it like this want shooting.’

	‘It shouldn’t take too long,’ Paul encouraged them. ‘It’s not such a huge place after all.’ 

	‘Okay. We’d better start by sweeping and shovelling. We should have brought a box or something to put the rubbish in.’

	‘I’ll go and look to see if there’s a dustbin belonging to this flat,’ Paul offered. ‘If there is, I can maybe bring it upstairs.’ A few minutes later he came struggling up the stairs with a large dustbin. They soon got to work and it was filled very rapidly. Two of them carried it down again between them and Mabel filled a bucket with water and began to mop the concrete floors. It wasn’t easy with cold water and nothing to ease the grime off.

	‘I’m not making much of a job of it but it’s the best I can do.’

	‘We’ll have to get some lino or something,’ Ruth suggested. ‘It’ll be cheaper than carpets.’

	‘There’s always Mum’s carpets. I know they’re oldish but at least it might be warmer.’

	‘How on earth would we get them here? You can hardly bring them on the bus.’

	‘I think you may need to come over to our place and have a look at what you might want. There are some things that would be useful for us for a while. Until I’m earning money, we can’t afford to buy new stuff.’ 

	‘Paul’s right, love. It may not be what you want but if it’s going to be chucked out, you may as well benefit. We could perhaps hire a van and get it all brought over.’ Mabel was making sense, Ruth thought.

	‘Okay. As long as your mum won’t mind. It’ll be a bit tricky picking out some things and rejecting others.’

	‘We don’t have room for everything. Perhaps you could come when she’s gone to see my auntie. I know she’s going over tomorrow.’

	‘Oh, but I wanted to come in here and carry on cleaning this place.’ 

	‘I think it’s important to see what you want or don’t want.’ The ever practical Mabel was quite right. ‘You should go over there tomorrow when Mrs Jenkins is out.’ 

	‘I suppose so. All right. When shall I come?’

	‘In the morning. We can then have a good look round and maybe go and find something for dinner somewhere.’

	‘I’m going back home now – it’s getting dark. Have you organised getting the electric turned on?’ said Mabel.

	‘I s’pose it will be switched on next week when we start paying rent. I think we should abandon work for now, don’t you, Paul? It’s definitely getting dark. We’d better take everything back home again, hadn’t we Mum?’

	The party of cleaners had soon collected everything together and set off back to the house. Ruth was full of plans and Mabel and Paul listened as she went on and on. Her flat was going to be the pride of Wallbrook and she going to host parties for her friends. The two who were listening said nothing to spoil her plans, though they both knew it would be a long time before she could afford to do half the things she was talking about.

	The following day, she caught the bus at ten o’clock and walked round to Paul’s house. She hoped she had timed it right not to have to meet Mrs Jenkins. She found the lady somewhat scary and really didn’t want to have to let her know what she thought of her furniture. She knocked at the door and Paul came to open it. 

	‘Hello. Has your mum gone out?’ she asked almost as soon as she saw him.

	‘No worries. She went earlier. Come on in.’ He reached for her and kissed her. 

	‘Oh, Paul. I can’t wait for us to be married, can you?’ He said no more but drew her to him and kissed her again. She responded to him and soon they were both breathless and wanting more. He drew her inside the house and into the back room. 

	‘Ruth, my darling Ruth. You’re right. I can’t wait for us to be married either.’ He kissed her again and then stopped. ‘We know we’re getting married soon. Why do we have to wait any longer? We’re here on our own for practically the whole day. What do you say?’

	‘I’m not sure. I want to, of course. But is it right? I mean, suppose your mum comes back early?’

	‘She’s not likely to. Not this morning, at least. Come here, my darling.’ He drew her close to him and began kissing her again. His hands wandered over her body, especially over her breasts and she gasped with pleasure in a way she had never felt with Charlie. When he had touched her she felt sick, but now it was the most wonderful feeling ever. Breathlessly she pulled him towards her again and kissed him, letting her tongue play with his. She was just about thinking she might actually give in to him when there was a loud knocking at the door. 

	‘Damnation,’ he cursed. ‘Who on earth is that?’

	‘You’d better go and look. I’ll tidy myself up again in case it’s anyone who wants to come in.’ 

	He opened the door and saw it was the same neighbour who had tried to cause trouble previously. 

	‘Hello Mrs Marlow. What can I do for you?’

	‘I saw your friend come in a few minutes ago and wondered if everything’s all right.’

	‘Of course it is. Why do you ask?’

	‘I saw your mother go out earlier.’

	‘So?’

	‘Well, it isn’t decent for you to be in the house on your own. We have to think of the morals of the street, don’t we?’ Paul felt himself beginning to boil.

	‘Thank you, Mrs Marlow. But you can rest in peace. We shall be married soon so if we want to do anything you might disapprove of, surely that’s up to us?’

	‘Yes, well, we all know what she’s like, don’t we? I told you I saw her with another bloke recently. They looked very friendly.’

	‘Mrs Marlow, please will you leave now before you say something that will really get me angry.’ The woman gave loud sniff and turned away. 

	‘Don’t think I won’t say anything to your mother. I’m sure she wouldn’t be pleased to think of what you two are doing in her house.’ She turned and scuttled off down the street. 

	‘Damned cheek.’

	‘Well, you must admit, we were thinking of… well, I suppose jumping the gun would be the right words to use.’

	‘You’re quite right. The mood is somewhat lost now, isn’t it?’

	‘Let’s get on with looking at furniture and stuff.’

	They spent the next hour or so looking at pieces of furniture, carpets and so on. Paul said his mother wanted a few items but, apart from those, everything could be theirs. Ruth felt she had to swallow her pride and accept things they couldn’t afford to get any other way. 

	‘The carpets will have to be cleaned. But there’s plenty of wear left in them. I’m not sure how we can do that but I expect Mum will know.’

	‘I’m glad you’re seeing things more clearly. We can pile stuff in the bedrooms and clean the carpet in the lounge and then when it’s dry, bring stuff out of the bedroom. What about the three-piece suite?’ Ruth pulled her face. 

	‘I suppose we do need something to sit on. It’ll do for a while.’

	‘Thanks a lot, love. I’m so pleased you’re being reasonable about it. Once Mum’s moved out, I’ll organise a van of some sort. I’m getting quite excited about having our own place. Aren’t you?’

	‘Course I am. I was thinking I could go round after work and make a start on painting the walls.’

	‘But it’ll be dark. You can’t paint in the dark. I’ll come over during the day and see what I can do.’

	‘That doesn’t seem fair, though.’

	‘Nonsense. It’ll keep me busy and I shall feel I’m doing summat towards our home.’

	‘So we just have to organise the wedding next then. I really don’t want a big do, do you?’

	‘I’m not bothered. I just want it to happen sooner rather than later. We’ve waited long enough already, haven’t we?’ 

	‘Oh, Paul, you’re so right.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I’ve had an idea. We could just get married and not tell anyone till it’s all over.’

	‘How do you mean?’

	‘A secret wedding. We couldn’t get wed in church or chapel but there’s always the registry office.’

	‘But your mum would be furious. She’s looking forward to having the family around and friends too.’

	‘They could have a party after it was all over. Don’t you want us to get married?’

	‘Oh Ruth, course I do. All right then. When shall we do it?’

	‘I think we have to give some notice. We’re both old enough so there isn’t a problem there. I’ll go to the registry office on my way home tomorrow and see what they say. Should I book it if I can?’

	‘Go for it. Oh, Ruth, I can’t believe it. It’s all going to work out, isn’t it?’

	*

	The following day, she went straight into Stone and found the appropriate office. The woman behind the counter was rather stiff and gave her a lot of rules that needed following.

	‘Can I book a wedding anyway?’ she asked. 

	‘We need twenty-eight days’ notice.’

	‘Oh dear, that’s an awfully long time. Well, I suppose I’d better book it.’

	Ruth was handed a forms to fill in with details of both parties. She sat at a side bench and worked hard to fill in everything needed. At last she was finished and took the forms back to the counter. 

	‘And what date do you want to book?’

	‘Four weeks today, please.’

	‘Very well. A Monday? Is that what you want?’

	‘Yes, please. At eleven o’clock please.’

	By the time she left the office she felt a mixture of excitement and concern. She hadn’t said anything to Paul and had just gone ahead with it all. She had booked a Monday. She’d done it without even thinking. She turned and went back into the office. 

	‘I’m sorry,’ she began, ‘I wasn’t thinking. We really need a Saturday.’

	‘I did wonder. How about the following Saturday?’

	‘No chance of the previous one?’

	‘I’m sorry dear but the law’s the law.’

	‘Oh, very well. Make it the Saturday.’

	‘And don’t forget your birth certificates. We’ll need the details from them.’

	She left again and walked back to Wallbrook. She was very much later than usual and said she’d called at the flat on her way home. 

	‘Was Paul there?’

	‘No. If he’d been over, he must have left by then.’ 

	‘So he hadn’t done any painting?’

	She had quite forgotten he was planning to come over during the day and had no idea whether he’d done anything or not. She cursed herself for not looking. 

	‘I’m going to change. Won’t be long.’

	It was a difficult evening with Ruth barely able to suppress her excitement and not wanting anyone to know about that date. There was so much she needed to tell Paul and what with the flat to prepare and everything to bring over, it was all getting to be too much. 

	‘I’m going to have an early night,’ she said at last. 

	‘But there’s one of your favourite programmes on later.’

	‘I’ll miss it for once. I’ve very tired. Night, night.’

	‘Looks like it’s just you and me then,’ Mabel said to her husband.

	 


 

	Chapter Nineteen

	 

	The following Saturday, they went to the rent office and asked when the power could be switched on. More forms were presented and filled in. 

	‘Should be on by Monday, when your first rent will be due.’

	‘Can I pay it now?’ asked Ruth.

	‘Course you can, love.’

	She pulled out her rent book and handed over the money. The lady stamped her book and handed it back. Ruth looked at the page with pride. She turned and grinned at Paul.

	‘There we are. Our first rent paid.’

	‘I’ll pay the next week’s.’

	‘Sounds like a good arrangement. Is there anything else?’

	‘No. We’ll go and get on with the painting now.’

	‘Have you got enough paint left?’

	‘It’s getting a bit low. But we only have the bedroom to finish.’

	‘Well, if you want more, bring your bucket along right away, before I leave.’

	‘Thanks very much. You’ve been very kind.’

	‘Like to encourage you young folks. Keep the place nice and we’re happy.’

	They walked along to the flat and went inside. 

	‘You’ve made such a good job of it, Paul. It looks amazing. We’ve just got to finish the bedroom and we’re all done. How’s your mum getting on with her move?’

	‘She’s going on Saturday. So we can start moving furniture over here after she’s gone. Shall I see about a van?’

	‘Will you move in here soon? It would make sense wouldn’t it?’

	*

	Soon they were busily making plans. Mabel had kept on asking them when they wanted to arrange the wedding and Ruth had been vague. Her mother was getting very fed up with her lack of enthusiasm.

	‘Honestly, you don’t seem one bit interested in getting married to that chap of yours. He’s been living in your flat for the past two weeks and you’ve shown no sign of being interested in getting married.’

	‘We’ll think about it soon. The flat’s still in a mess and we want it all organised before then.’

	Things were about to come to a head when Ruth came home one night to find her mother in a terrible state. 

	‘Oh, Ruth,’ she said. ‘Your sister’s back.’

	‘My sister?’ she asked puzzled. 

	‘Veronica. She arrived this morning, looking awful.’

	‘Oh. Where is she now?’

	‘She’s asleep. I’m sorry but she’s in your room.’

	‘In my bed?’

	‘I had to do something with her. She said she’d been up all night travelling. I’m sorry.’

	‘I don’t know where she’s going to stay. There’s only one bed in my room. Oh dear. Why did she have to choose now to reappear? If she’d come in a couple of weeks, there wouldn’t be a problem.’

	‘In a couple of weeks? Why do you say that?’

	‘Well, Paul’s mum will have moved and we shall have her stuff over here, including beds.’

	‘But won’t Paul need to live in the flat? How can you be there at the same time?’ Ruth almost blurted out the whole truth but somehow she stopped herself. 

	‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. But Mum, I really resent her being here. She’s been away for so long, she surely couldn’t expect to just come back into our lives.’

	‘She is my daughter.’

	‘Yes, I know. I’m only adopted. I’m sorry. Should I find somewhere to stay?’

	‘Dunna be silly, girl. This is your home for as long as you need it. I’ll have to find another bed or mattress from somewhere and she can sleep in the air raid shelter.’

	‘I can imagine her hating that. Maybe she could go and stay with Annie?’

	‘I wouldn’t want to inflict her on Annie.’

	‘Then I suppose it’s down to me to go and stay with Annie. It’ll be difficult with one thing and another but if it means her ladyship is comfortable…’

	‘I don’t like to be thought of as her ladyship,’ drawled a voice from the doorway. 

	‘Hello, Veronica. How are you?’

	‘Wish I could say I was better. But there you go. You look in good shape, but then you’ve been looked after all these years by my mother. Natural I suppose.’ Ruth didn’t rise to her sharp comments and said nothing. ‘You’ve been in the lap of luxury all this time. You should look good. Now I’m back and I shall need my own room.’

	‘Now then, Veronica. You can’t expect to take Ruth’s room. She’s been in there for quite a long time.’

	‘Then now it’s my turn. Clear your stuff out, please. I’m back now.’ 

	‘You can sleep in the air raid shelter,’ Mabel began. ‘I’ll get a mattress put in there. You’ll be fine.’

	‘I am not sleeping in any air raid shelter. She can go in there. I’m going to have the room as my own. Heavens, I’m considerably older than she is. I deserve it.’ She turned and flounced out and went back upstairs. 

	Mabel looked as if she might burst into tears and Ruth went to her and put her arms round her. 

	‘It’s all right, Mum. Really. Don’t let it upset you. She’s a really horrible person but I’m not going to be upset by her. I’ve got too much going on in my life.’ Once more, she almost told her mum about her wedding plans but she didn’t, knowing that if she did, everything would go crazy. She suddenly realised she needed to buy something to wear. She only had clothes she went to work in and one slightly better dress. There wasn’t enough time to make something and she had only a few clothing coupons. Another problem loomed. She’d probably have to make do with her best dress and hope that Paul didn’t mind.

	Veronica certainly made her presence felt. She had lost her ration book somewhere and simply expected her mother to feed her. She was always critical of whatever anyone did for her and soon had the household revolving around her. Ruth was spending most of her evenings round at the flat, cleaning already spotless floors and windows. She had lit the fire a few times to heat the water and even treated herself to having a bath there one day. 

	At last, Paul had come over with all of his mother’s furniture that they’d chosen. It was an exhausting day carrying everything upstairs and trying to sort things out. The main carpet had to be put down first and cleaning it was forgotten. Mabel came round to help them, along with Jimmy, and even her father came to lend a hand. The bed had to be made and this gave them endless problems. Somewhere along the way, the nuts and bolts had got lost and it was a major loss. 

	‘I’ll have to go back to Mum’s place and clean up a bit. I’ll see if I can find them over there,’ Paul said. ‘As long as we can get it put up by tonight, I’ll have somewhere to sleep. If not, there’s always the couch.’

	‘It looks nice, love, doesn’t it?’ Mabel asked. 

	‘It’s much better than I thought, I must say. And it’ll be a wonderful help to us having it all from the beginning.’

	‘You really need to start planning your wedding. It’ll take some time, you realise. All the invites and you’ll need a new outfit. And we’ll need to plan the food and, oh dear. There’s just so much to be done.’

	‘Stop worrying, Mum. It’ll all come together. You’ll see. Now, if I can find some cups, we can have our first brew.’ She smiled to herself. This time next week, she’d be Mrs Paul Jenkins. She could hardly wait.

	*

	Paul was now staying at the flat as his mother’s house was no longer his home. He had started work as an electrician and was still on his period of probation. It was all much more convenient for him. His mother had moved out and seemed happy enough in her sister’s house. As for Paul, he was managing to live among the mess they had created and was gradually tidying the place up. Whenever they were on their own they spoke about their coming wedding. 

	‘I can’t believe it’s almost here,’ Ruth said happily. ‘It seemed such an age when the registrar said it would be almost five weeks. Next Saturday, we shall be married.’

	‘I’m sorry we won’t be able to go away. You really deserve a honeymoon.’

	‘Don’t be silly. Being here will be as good as any honeymoon could ever be.’

	‘You realise you’ve done yourself out of a nice selection of wedding presents.’

	‘Who cares? At least we’ll have saved the cost of a wedding for my parents.’

	‘But won’t it seem a bit dull just to come back here afterwards?’

	‘Perhaps we could go out for a nice meal? That would be some sort of celebration.’

	‘Okay. We’ll do that. Have you thought what you’ll say on Saturday when you leave the house?’ 

	 

	‘I thought I’d bring my clothes round here and then just say I’m coming round to sort stuff out. I’ll come as early as possible and we can walk up to Stone and the registry office. I think it must be just as exciting as a proper wedding, don’t you?’

	‘It will be a proper wedding,’ he said, looking slightly hurt. 

	‘Oh yes, of course it will be. I meant a sort of white dress affair with all the trimmings.’

	‘I hope you don’t regret it.’

	‘Course I won’t. I’ll be with you. I think we’ll tell everyone after it’s happened so they won’t worry when I stay here on Saturday night.’ She couldn’t keep her smile to herself and Paul felt overwhelmed for a moment.

	‘You really are a wonderful woman. I couldn’t be happier than when we’re together.’

	‘Oh, Paul. What a lovely thing to say. But I’d better go back now.’

	‘I’ll walk you home. Will I see you tomorrow?’

	‘Of course. I’ll come round after work. I suppose I’d better eat at my place as Mum’s still got my ration book. Do you want to come as well?’

	‘I think I’ll stay here. Now your sister’s back, well…’

	‘Oh, don’t mention her. She hasn’t changed at all. Still as miserable as sin. It’s probably just as well you don’t come. I know Mum is finding it difficult to feed all of us as she doesn’t even have her own ration book.’ They reached Ruth’s house and Paul kissed her. 

	‘Goodnight my love. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

	‘Can’t wait till Saturday.’

	‘Me neither.’ 

	She watched as he walked away. He turned to look at her once more and gave a little wave. She went inside and immediately felt the atmosphere. They had obviously been rowing and Veronica was sitting close to the fire looking furious.

	‘Can you lend me some money?’ she demanded as soon as she saw her sister.

	‘No. Sorry, but I need all my money.’ Ruth was never going to lend her any money as she knew full well she’d never see it back.

	‘You really are a miserable lot.’

	‘What do you want it for, anyway?’

	‘So I can go out and get away from all your miserable faces. I can hardly go to the club with nothing. I’m sure once I’m there someone will buy me a drink or two, but I need something to go with. Are you sure you can’t lend me something?’

	‘Quite sure. I’m going to bed now. I feel whacked.’

	‘You have been working hard, love. I hope you’ll be all right in the air raid shelter. It’s a bit gloomy in there,’ said her mother.

	‘I’m fine. As long as my dear sister is comfortable,’ she said with heavy sarcasm. 

	‘No need to be bitchy,’ Veronica snapped. ‘I am the oldest and, yes, a genuine member of the family. It’s only right I have the best room.’

	‘You’ve been away so blooming long, I don’t see why,’ Jimmy put in. He felt furious that Ruth had given in to her. There had been a long argument when he had said that Veronica ought to be in the air raid shelter and had then offered to go there himself so Ruth could stay in her room. But she was adamant. He suspected it was the flat that had made her so willing and assumed she would move there before too long. ‘If you’re sure you’re okay there, Ruth. I’ve said before, you can always have my room and I’ll sleep down here.’

	‘Don’t be daft. It’s not for…’ she stopped. She’d been on the brink of letting it slip out about the wedding. ‘No worries. Night, night everyone.’

	‘Night, love,’ mumbled her father, and Mabel joined in with the same comment. 

	‘She’s a good girl, isn’t she?’ said Mabel. ‘Always helpful and easy to live with.’

	‘And how different she is to me,’ said Veronica nastily. ‘None of you realises what a hard time I’ve had. It’s never been easy for me. I’ve had to make do with things that are second best. Even the men in my life have used me and then dumped me. It’s been a terrible struggle to keep myself looking nice.’

	‘I’m sorry you feel like that,’ Mabel told her. ‘But you’ve always expected the best and never wanted to work for it. I’m sorry, but you’ve never deserved everything to be easy. Just think back. You always went out expecting someone would pay for you and buy things for you. And what did you give in return? I expect it was your body you were free and easy with. A quick kiss and that would buy you drinks.’

	‘If that’s the way you think of me, I’d better go. I’ll get my stuff together and clear out.’

	‘Good riddance,’ commented Jimmy.

	‘You’ll have to lend me a few quid though. I’m skint. 

	‘Don’t be soft, girl. We don’t have a few quid to spare. You’d best stay here till you’ve got a job and earned some money and then you can do whatever you want.’ It was a long speech from her father.

	‘If I had it I’d give it to you just to be rid of you.’ Jimmy meant every word.

	‘Thanks a bunch. I’m going up to my room.’ She flounced out and stamped up the stairs.

	‘You mean Ruth’s room.’ Jimmy wasn’t going to let her get away with anything, it seemed. ‘Has she given you her ration book yet?’ he asked his mother.

	‘She’s lost it, apparently. She says she’s written off for another but I’ve not seen her go out to the post.’

	‘So she’s living off our rations?’

	‘I can’t not feed her, now can I?’

	‘Bloody typical, that’s all I can say.’ 

	‘Yes, well. I’m the one who’s having to deal with it all and there’s no need to swear about it.’

	‘Sorry, Mum. She just has that effect on me. I find it hard to believe she’s your daughter. Her and Annie couldn’t be more different. I think I might as well turn in now. I have to up early in the morning. Bit of business to see to.’

	‘You and your business. Night, love.’

	‘Peace at last,’ said Mabel. 

	‘Aye, you’re right.’ 

	*

	To Ruth, the week seemed endless. She had taken her best dress round to the flat and it was hanging in the wardrobe, ready for Saturday. She’d cleaned her best shoes too and even trimmed a little hat that more or less went with the rest of the outfit. She would have to wear her ordinary coat as far as the registry office but planned to take it off once she was there. At last it was Friday and, once work was over, she went round to the flat. Paul was there to greet her.

	‘All ready for the big day?’ he asked her, taking her in his arms and kissing her.

	‘Of course I am. I’m feeling a bit nervous about it all. I was thinking, we need witnesses don’t we? I was half wondering whether to ask Jimmy? He is my twin after all. I think he’d keep it secret. What do you think?’

	‘I’m not sure. When would you tell him?’

	‘I could ask him if he’d come round here in the morning and then tell him. I could ask him to look smart.’

	‘If you want to, do it. Do you think the registrar woman would be the other witness?’ 

	‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

	‘You do whatever you like love, as long as you’re here in good time tomorrow.’

	‘He’ll be out tonight playing in his band but I’ll see about bringing him tomorrow. I’d better get home now. Mum will be wondering what happened to me. This is it, then. I’ll see you in the morning. I’ll be Mrs Paul Jenkins tomorrow. I can hardly wait.’

	She walked home, almost floating on air. Tonight she planned to wash her hair and have a bath. Even if Veronica objected, as she often did, she would do it anyway. Then she would have an early night so she felt fully rested. She was just hoping she could keep her excitement contained, so her parents didn’t suspect anything. 

	‘Hello, love. Supper won’t be long. Had a good day?’

	‘Not bad. I called to see Paul on my way home.’

	‘Does he want to come for his supper? I’ve made plenty. Not exactly much meat in it but there’s plenty of potatoes.’

	‘He’s got something in, thanks.’

	‘Well, perhaps he’d like to come round tomorrow. Are you going out tonight?’

	‘No. I really need a bath and my hair needs a wash.’

	‘Hope there’ll be enough water. Our Veronica’s been in there for ages this afternoon.’

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty

	 

	Ruth was awake very early the next day. If the truth be told, she had slept fitfully and couldn’t wait for the day to begin. She went upstairs to the bathroom and then crept quietly into her brother’s room. He was fast asleep and lying on his back, snoring peacefully. She left him there as it was still early. She could put her plan into action later. She went down again and put the kettle on. It was still difficult to make the tea ration go round but she used the old tea left in the pot. She drank the pale liquid and grimaced. It really wasn’t nice. She looked at the clock and it said it was only seven o’clock. She went to make sure it was still going as the time was being so slow to move on. She went back into the air raid shelter and flopped down on the mattress. She lay there thinking about the day ahead. She wanted to take all her things round to the flat but knew it would excite the family if she did. No, she needed to wait until afterwards when they came to tell the family what they’d done. She grinned to herself, thinking about the look on her mother’s face when she heard the news. Then she realised it was a Saturday and her father might be watching his favourite football team. Jimmy would want to go, too. There was nothing she could do about it now. 

	Mabel got up and came down and put the kettle on. It was still warm from Ruth’s earlier tea making. She went to Ruth’s door and knocked. 

	‘You awake, love?’ 

	‘Yes. I made some tea earlier. It wasn’t very nice – I used the dregs from last night.’

	‘We’ll have ourselves some new tea. Come and join me.’ Ruth went into the kitchen and watched as Mabel made tea. ‘You all right, love?’

	‘I’m fine, thanks.’

	‘You look a bit… well, pink. I hope you haven’t got a temperature.’

	‘Course not. I didn’t sleep all that well.’

	‘Oh dear, and after you had an early night. Is something worrying you? It isn’t the flat, is it?’

	‘Course not. I’m fine. Is that tea brewed yet? I’m dying for a decent cup.’

	Mabel continued to stare at her adopted daughter anxiously. She had been working so hard to get the flat looking nice and, with Paul living there now, she couldn’t quite understand her hesitation to organise the wedding. She decided to bring it up once more.

	‘When are you planning to get wed?’ she asked.

	‘How do you mean?’ Ruth replied, blushing furiously.

	‘Like I say. When are you thinking of starting to organise this wedding. Me and your dad will help you out with a bit of money. I’ve been saving the odd pound here and there. We want you to have a decent day of it.’ 

	Ruth sat still, petrified even of speaking. Did her mother know of their plans? If so, how on earth had she found out? No, she couldn’t know.

	‘Soon. We’ll get married quite soon.’

	‘Thank heavens for that. Have you decided on a day yet? Only we’ll need to contact the chapel to make sure they’ve got a free day. And then there’s the reception. We’ll have to decide where we’re going to have that. I was wondering about the social club. Would you like it there?’

	‘Just leave it for now, Mum. Paul and I will talk it through and let you know what is happening and when it will be.’

	‘I could pop round to the chapel this morning if you like. Just check on the days he’s got available.’

	‘Please leave it for now. Do you want some toast? I’ll put some on for us both. Perhaps I could take a cuppa up for our Jimmy too.’ 

	‘I’d leave him be. He was late home last night.’

	‘All right. I’ll make toast then. Is Dad going to the match today?’’ 

	‘No, I don’t think so. It’s somewhere up north and that means it’s too expensive with the travelling. What makes you ask?’

	‘Nothing. Just wondered. Pass the marg, will you? We need something on this toast. Bit of marg will just do the job. Roll on the day when we can spread real butter on the toast.’

	‘Wonder when that will be? I can hardly remember ever being able to spread butter on the toast. Thanks, love. Don’t know how I’d manage without you. Our Veronica… well, she couldn’t be more different.’

	‘Where do you think she’s been all these years?’

	‘I’ve no idea. She won’t talk about it.’

	They finished their toast and Ruth got up and went to the bathroom. She then crossed the landing and went into Jimmy’s room. 

	‘Wake up, you,’ she said, shaking her brother. ‘I need you to do me a favour.’

	‘Whassup?’ he mumbled.

	‘Will you come round to the flat with me? Put your decent suit on, too.’

	‘What?’

	‘Please don’t argue. Just get up and get dressed and tell Mum you’ve got a business meeting or something.’

	‘For you, dear sister, anything. Make me some toast then. I can’t do anything till I’ve eaten and drunk summat.’ 

	‘All right. Though Mum will want to know why I’m doing this for you. It’s a bit unusual.’

	‘You can think of some reason.’

	She went downstairs and did as he’d asked. When Mabel asked why she said he’d woken up and asked her to do it. He’d got a business meeting or something. Her mother accepted all she said. At last they were both ready to leave.

	‘You do look smart, love. Where are you going?’

	‘Into town. I’ll be back for dinner.’

	‘I’m going to see Paul. We can walk down together.’ Ruth felt herself trembling slightly as they left. It was here at long last. 

	‘So what’s going on?’ asked Jimmy.

	‘We’re getting married this morning. You’re going to be our witness.’ He stopped dead. 

	‘You’re doing what?’

	‘Getting married. It’s all arranged. The registry office is all booked and, well, that’s it.’

	‘And you haven’t told anyone? Mum’ll kill you.’

	‘She’ll be pleased. No organising a big do or anything. Save her lots of money. You’re the only person we’ve told.’

	‘I’ll come along with you but I know Mum will be so disappointed. On your head be it.’

	They reached the flat and found Paul anxiously waiting. 

	‘I was wondering where you’d got to,’ he said, kissing his fiancée. ‘Hi there, Jimmy. I assume you’ve been told what’s happening?’

	‘Well, yes. I can’t say I’m particularly happy about it though. Mum’ll be so disappointed. She’s really looking forward to organising everything.’

	‘I still think she’ll be relieved. The rationing is still going on and so she’d have such a job to organise enough food for everyone. It’ll save so much effort and money. Anyway, I’d better go and change.’ 

	‘Would you like a drink?’ offered Paul. ‘I’ve got some beers in, in case.’

	‘It’s a bit early for me thanks. You nervous?’

	‘Me? No. I’m fine. What’s to be nervous about?’

	‘Oh, I don’t know. I thought most folks were nervous before getting married. So, what time is it happening?’

	‘Eleven o’clock. I hope Ruth’s brought her birth certificate. I should have asked her.’

	‘No idea.’

	‘Ruth? Have you got your birth certificate?’ Jimmy shouted through to her.

	‘In my bag. Won’t be long.’ At last she came through.

	‘You look nice,’ Paul said. ‘I’ve got some flowers for you.’ He went into the kitchen and came back with a small bunch of roses. ‘They’re not a huge bunch but it was the best I could do.’

	‘Oh, Paul, they’re lovely. Thank you.’ 

	‘Have you ordered a taxi?’ Jimmy asked.

	‘Course not. We can easily walk.’

	‘You really are a pair of skinflints.’

	‘I never thought of it. Come on then. Let’s set off now. It wouldn’t do to be late.’

	‘Isn’t there a bus we could get?’ protested Jimmy. ‘I think it’s starting to rain.’

	‘Come on. Let’s get on our way. And just stop moaning, our Jimmy. I shall begin to regret putting you in the picture.’ Ruth was feeling cross with her twin’s attitude. 

	‘Picture. Has anyone thought about a camera?’ asked Jimmy.

	‘No. Haven’t given it a thought. Now, come on you two or we’ll be late.’

	Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the registry office and went inside. The registrar, a somewhat austere looking man with grey hair and a pair of half-moon glasses perched on the end of his nose, took them into the office. 

	‘Birth certificates,’ he snapped. The two of them handed them over. He took details from them and wrote them onto an official form. ‘Right. Is this all of you who’re coming?’

	‘Yes, sir,’ Paul told him. ‘Jimmy’s here as witness.’

	‘Is he the only one you’ve brought?’

	‘Well, yes.’

	‘Oh dear. I’ll see if our Miss Willis will act as the second witness. Excuse me for a moment.’ 

	They all stood in a row feeling somewhat awkward. The registrar soon came back and said they could go into the marriage room. They followed him through a couple of doors and then sat down in a dark, oak-panelled room. 

	‘Miss Willis will be in soon.’

	Then it was all over. The registrar murmured congratulations and wrote out the certificate. Jimmy signed it and so did Miss Willis. They were married. Mr and Mrs Jenkins left the office clutching their piece of paper and then they burst out laughing. Jimmy joined in and they walked away, still giggling. 

	‘Well, that was easy, wasn’t it?’ Jimmy remarked. ‘I might even do it myself. That is always assuming I ever find someone to marry. Come on then. I’m going to buy you a drink.’

	‘Where shall we go?’

	‘The Crown, of course. Where else would I take you?’ 

	They sat together, Paul and Ruth holding hands as Jimmy arrived with a tray of drinks. ‘I’ve got you a port and lemon. I know you said you like that. I’ve got beer for us and a whisky chaser. Hope that’s all right. Well, cheers all. Hope you’ll be very happy’

	‘Lovely, thank you. Cheers.’ 

	‘And I’m insisting on us having a taxi back home again.’ They all laughed and nobody protested. ‘So, what’s next?’ he asked.

	‘Perhaps we’d better go and confess. I do need to collect my stuff and take it round to the flat. I didn’t want to do it before in case Mum would think we were living in sin.’

	‘And of course you’d never do that, would you, Sis?’

	‘Course not. So where’s your taxi?’ she asked her brother.

	‘I’ll go and organise it now. Don’t you want another one for the road?’

	‘Not really. I’d like to go home now and face the family. We’re planning to go out for a meal tonight, aren’t we love?’ 

	‘Yes, of course. But you’ll need to get your ration book from your mum. And we’ll need to go shopping at some point. You’re right though. We need to go and tell your parents next.’

	Jimmy disappeared for a few minutes and came back with a grin on his face. He’d ordered a taxi and it would be here within a few minutes. Ruth felt very grand riding home – riding back to her parents’ home – in a taxi. She hoped the neighbours would notice their arrival and be impressed. It took just a few minutes and they were back. Clutching her roses, she led the way, while Jimmy paid for the taxi. She felt very nervous and clutched Paul’s hand very firmly. 

	‘Ready?’ she muttered. He gave her a squeeze and she smiled. ‘Hello,’ she called.

	‘Oh, hello love. Wasn’t expecting you back this early.’

	‘We’ve got something to tell you. We’re married.’

	‘What?’ Mabel uttered disbelievingly. ‘I hope you’re not in the family way.’

	‘Course I’m not. We’ve just been to the registry office and, well, we’ve done the deed.’

	‘I hope you weren’t in on this, our Jimmy?’

	‘Course I wasn’t. Ruth only told me when I was walking round to the flat.’

	‘So when did you plan all this?’ 

	‘A while ago.’

	‘And you never told me? Never told anyone?’

	‘I’m sorry, but no. I… we… didn’t want some big affair with lots of people around. This seemed like the obvious way.’

	‘And you got wed in that dress? Not even a new outfit?’

	‘It was too complicated. What with coupons and everything.’

	‘I don’t know what to say. I’m very disappointed to have missed everything. Very disappointed.’

	‘What have they done to disappoint you, Mum?’ asked Veronica coming downstairs.

	‘They’ve only gone and got married.’

	‘That saves us all a lot of dosh, doesn’t it? No presents or fancy outfits. No reception. All sounds good to me. Anything to eat?’ 

	‘Aren’t you going to congratulate us?’ Ruth asked in a small voice.

	‘Oh, course I am, love. Congratulations to the pair of you. I hope as you’ll be very happy. I haven’t even got anything to offer you to drink. Our Jimmy, go down to the shop and see if you can buy a bottle of sherry or summat.’ He nodded and set off. ‘What will your dad say, I just don’t know. Any road, come and sit yourselves down. Goodness me. My little girl married.’

	‘I’ve been married before don’t forget. It’s not as if it’s the first time. Have you got something I can put my roses in? They’re beginning to wilt.’

	‘I’ve got a jug somewhere. I’m sorry, Paul. Congratulations to you, too.’

	‘Thanks Mrs Davies.’

	‘I suppose you’d better call me… what do you want to call me? Mabel’s my name. Yes, you can call me Mabel.’

	‘Thank you. I really hope you don’t mind. We really love each other. We’ve wanted to get married for ages and now it’s all come right. I’ve got a job and Ruth has got her job. And we’ve got a flat. It all seemed the right thing to do.’

	‘I’m sort of getting used to the idea. I’ll just call my husband. Better let him know the news.’

	‘Where is Dad?’ Ruth asked.

	‘He’s in our room. Doing a bit of maintenance. The light doesn’t work and he’s trying to fix it.’

	*

	‘I gather congratulations are in order,’ Dan said as he came into the room. ‘Well done, lad. You’ve saved us a packet.’

	‘I’m glad you see it that way.’ Paul grinned at his new father-in-law. Dan went over to his daughter and gave her a hug. 

	‘Hope you’ll be very happy.’

	‘I’ve sent Jimmy to the shop to see about buying some sherry or summat to toast the happy couple.’ 

	It was a while before Jimmy came back, carrying a bottle of sherry and several bottles of beer.

	‘Oh, goodie,’ said Veronica. ‘At last there’s something decent to drink.’

	‘Sorry I took a while. I had to go round to the pub. The shop doesn’t have anything to drink there. Now, have we got some glasses? Sherry for the ladies and beer for us chaps.’

	‘Come on then, tell me all about it,’ Mabel requested.

	They talked solidly for the next hour until Jimmy said, ‘Is there any food in this place? I’m damned near starving.’

	‘Oh, my goodness,’ Mabel spoke. ‘I’d quite forgotten. I made a cheese pie and forgot to heat it up. It doesn’t seem like much of a wedding feast.’

	‘Don’t worry, Mum. We can go back to the flat now and leave you in peace. I’ll just get the rest of my stuff. We’re planning on going out for a meal tonight.’ She went into the air raid shelter and collected her things together. ‘I’m borrowing your case, Mum. I’ll bring it back tomorrow. Hope that’s all right?’ she called out.

	‘Course it is. I can’t get over it. Our little Ruth, a married woman. And this time, it was her choice. I really do wish you well, love.’ She then hiccupped loudly and sat down heavily. ‘Oh dear. That sherry’s gone to my head.’

	Ruth came out carrying her mother’s old battered suitcase, crammed full with all her clothes. She was grinning fit to burst and they all could see how happy she was.

	‘You ready, Paul?’

	‘Course I am. I’ll carry that. And don’t forget your roses.’

	‘I won’t. Right then. We’ll see you tomorrow, perhaps. Bye then.’ 

	The family all stood round saying their goodbyes until they had finally left the house. Jimmy came out behind them and reached over for Ruth’s hand. 

	‘Have your meal on me,’ he said pressing a note into her hand. ‘Bye then.’

	‘Bye love. And thanks again for your part in all this.’

	‘Are you ready then, Mrs Jenkins?’ 

	‘I’m more than ready, Mr Jenkins.’

	They walked along the road and through the little alleyway to their flat. 
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