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About the Book

A terrible accident. A convicted murderer. An impossible love. 




In 1957, Ellie and Tom Hall are happily married. With a home of their own in Shepherd's Bush and a beautiful baby daughter, Ellie feels truly blessed and has faith in their future - a future which is cruelly snatched away when a terrible car accident leaves Tom brain-damaged and institutionalised. Months later, Ellie is slowly learning to live without him and focuses on her thriving knitwear business. Convicted for a murder he has always denied committing, when Ray Brent is released from prison he is ostracised by the community as he tries to rebuild his life. But he finds a loyal supporter in Ellie when she is witness to a vicious attack on him. Something about him makes her believe in his innocence and the two soon become friends. But it's only a matter of time before friendship becomes an impossible love...
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Chapter One

It was Friday night and a feeling of weekend exuberance was already flowing through the Flying Goose in the West London region of Shepherd’s Bush, the steadfast efforts of the piano player barely audible above the sociable clamour.

Two young men stood chatting at the bar. On leave from National Service and having a boys’ night out they’d stopped off here for a quick one on their way to the billiard hall. Both were in civvies, wearing traditional suits.

‘Well, mate . . . only one more day of home comforts and we’ll be back to spit and polish and food a stray dog would think twice about,’ remarked Tom Hall, a tall, muscular man with piercing blue eyes and thick blond hair. His much-maligned army haircut didn’t detract from his stunning good looks because his hair was so short at the back and sides it showed off his fine facial structure.

‘Don’t even mention it,’ groaned his companion, Doug Scott. Doug was shorter than average, and had a chubby countenance and wayward brown hair that refused to be disciplined despite copious amounts of Brylcreem on the top. He had a good solid physique, though, a clear complexion and kind hazel eyes.

‘No point in closing your mind to reality just because you’re on leave,’ opined Tom, taking seriously what had been merely a casual comment. ‘We’ve both still got another year to do in the army and that’s all there is to it.’

‘We don’t have to talk about it when we’re out for the  evening, though, do we?’ objected Doug. ‘That subject is enough to turn the beer sour.’

‘It isn’t that bad,’ Tom disagreed mildly. ‘And we were lucky to be on leave at the same time.’

Doug nodded and took a sip of his beer.

‘Going back to camp doesn’t bother me, to be perfectly honest,’ Tom confided, looking sheepish because mutual contempt for the army and its mindless discipline was something of a bond between peacetime conscripts.

‘Don’t let Ellie hear you say that,’ warned Doug, whose sister, Eleanor, was engaged to Tom. ‘She thinks that you’re dreading it as much as she is.’

‘Women make more of these things than we do, don’t they?’ Tom pointed out knowingly. ‘I’ll be sorry to leave her, of course.’ For a moment he did look regretful. ‘But since I don’t have a choice in the matter, I might as well make the best of things while I’m in Germany.’

‘I don’t fancy going back to camp at all.’ Doug had no problem admitting it.

A master of condescension, Tom gave Doug one of his most pitying looks. ‘I can understand that too. It can’t be much fun being stuck down in Aldershot.’

‘Aldershot’s all right.’ Doug was on the defensive.

Tom supped slowly from his pint glass. ‘Germany’s the place to be,’ he stated with authority, ‘especially when you’re there at the Government’s expense.’

‘We can’t all get the dream posting,’ Doug reminded him. ‘It’s the luck of the draw where you get stationed. Anyway, Aldershot suits me well enough.’

Up went Tom’s brows. ‘Really?’ he said, as though Doug had just admitted to some embarrassing physical defect.

‘Yeah, really. I’m gaining experience as an army driver, a job I’ll enjoy doing after I’m demobbed,’ he explained. ‘And there’s the added bonus of being able to get home more often than I could if I’d been posted abroad. You can’t come home from Germany when you’ve got a weekend pass like  you can when you’re in Aldershot.’

‘Home to see the steady girlfriend, eh?’ Ostensibly this was friendly banter but undertones of serious ridicule were detectable to someone who knew Tom as well as Doug did.

A flush crept up Doug’s neck, burning his face. Adulthood hadn’t lessened Tom’s power to destroy his self-esteem. No one could belittle Doug as effectively as Tom, not even the cruel and obnoxious army sergeants it had been Doug’s misfortune to encounter during this past year of military service. ‘That’s right,’ he said defiantly.

‘Sounds to me as though Ann’s got you where she wants you – well and truly under her thumb.’

Raised in the close proximity of their mothers’ friendship, Doug and Tom might easily have grown up eschewing the enforced palliness of their childhood. But instead they’d become best mates, though they could hardly be more different. Tom was extrovert and ultraconfident; Doug was more gentle-natured and reserved. Tom had always had more of everything than Doug: more pocket money, gift of the gab, good looks and success with the opposite sex, even though he’d never seriously been interested in anyone except Ellie.

Doug was under no illusions. He guessed he owed Tom’s friendship to the fact that he himself had nothing to offer in the way of competition. But his own credibility was greatly enhanced by his close connections with someone so self-assured and with an aura of wealth about him because his parents owned the corner shop in the poor neighbourhood of Shepherd’s Bush where they’d grown up. Although plentiful employment was making ordinary people better off, in the autumn of 1953 the new age of prosperity didn’t yet benefit everybody.

Although there were times when Doug loathed Tom for his arrogance and ability to manipulate Ellie and himself, he had never seriously considered breaking away. Old habits die hard, he supposed, and he did believe that he and Ellie could count on Tom’s loyalty if it were ever put to the test.

But now he stood his ground as he responded to Tom’s gibe. ‘It wouldn’t worry me if she had,’ he told him. ‘I like to get home to see her, anyway . . . and the family. As far as I’m concerned the army is a complete waste of time and the sooner I get to the end of my service the better.’

‘We all feel like that about it,’ Tom retorted hastily. ‘But since we’re forced to do it, it makes sense to cash in on the opportunities that come with it.’

‘Which is exactly what I am doing,’ Doug pointed out. ‘When I get back into civvy street, I’ll have my HGV licence so I can earn good money as a lorry driver. I’d much rather do that than go back into a factory.’

‘I was talking more in terms of off-duty opportunities.’ Tom didn’t need to consider his future after demob because he would simply take up where he’d left off, running the corner shop with his widowed mother. ‘I mean, Aldershot isn’t exactly famous for its night life, is it?’

‘Not really, no . . .’

‘Whereas in Germany things are very different. They don’t have such strict licensing laws, for a start. None of this closing at half-past ten nonsense. The beer halls are open till all hours out there, mate. Cheap beer, an’ all.’ He gave Doug a knowing look. ‘The night clubs are something else. You should see the women.’

‘Oi, this is your fiancée’s brother you’re talking to,’ Doug cautioned him.

‘You’re Ellie’s brother but you’re also my mate.’ Tom gave him a slow man-to-man grin. ‘I got engaged to be married. I didn’t take up holy orders.’

‘Ellie thinks you’re only half alive without her,’ Doug reminded him.

‘And I am,’ Tom assured him. ‘But moping around camp won’t help.’

‘If you say so.’

‘I don’t go out chasing women, if that’s what you’re thinking.’ Tom didn’t want Doug making trouble for him with  Ellie, whom he did actually love in his own selfish and cavalier way. ‘I’m just saying that there’s plenty of opportunity for those who want it.’

‘Hmm.’

‘You’re only young once,’ Tom was at pains to point out. ‘If you can’t have a few laughs when you’re nineteen, when can you? I mean, when I get out of the army, it’ll be the corner shop for me for the rest of my life . . . and marriage – in due course.’

‘If marriage isn’t what you want, why get engaged to Ellie?’

‘It is what I want – eventually.’

Doug narrowed his eyes speculatively. ‘You got engaged when your posting to Germany came through just so you could be sure of Ellie while you’re away, didn’t you?’ he suggested.

‘I won’t deny that came into it, even though I know Ellie would never stray,’ Tom admitted. ‘Anyway, it made Ellie happy. It was what she wanted. And I do want to marry her . . . when the time is right. In the meantime there’s no harm in grabbing a little fun and excitement, is there? You know I’d never do anything to hurt your sister in that way. Boozing with the lads, that’s what I’m talking about.’ He lifted his shoulders slightly and spread his hands. ‘I might chat a woman up now and then for a laugh, but never more than that.’

‘OK. There’s no need to go on about it.’

Tom took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket, offered one to Doug and lit one for himself. ‘Anyway, this time next year we’ll both be back in The Bush where the girls can keep their beady eyes on us,’ he said, tipping his head back slightly before exhaling a cloud of smoke.

‘That works both ways.’

Doug was actually joking but Tom chose to make an issue of it. ‘I’ve no need to keep an eye on Ellie.’ He sounded outraged at the suggestion. ‘She’d never so much as look at another man.’

‘No, she wouldn’t,’ agreed Doug, because his sister was the most loyal of women, and crazy about Tom.

‘If you’re having doubts about Ann,’ said Tom, as though he was much older and wiser than Doug, ‘marry her and get her pregnant. That’ll clip her wings.’

‘If Ann and I do decide to get married and have kids at some time in the future, it’ll be a joint decision, not just a means of keeping her faithful,’ Doug put him straight. ‘Anyway, I don’t have any doubts about her. She isn’t the sort to play around.’

‘You’re too trusting,’ chided Tom.

‘So people are always telling me.’ Doug drew hard on his cigarette, averting his eyes from his friend’s disapproving stare and deciding to steer the conversation on to safer ground before an argument developed. He hated quarrels. ‘I wonder if the girls are enjoying themselves on their night out together.’

‘Bound to be, since they’ve gone to see the new Doris Day picture,’ Tom mocked. ‘Women can’t get enough of those soppy, sentimental films.’

Tom was incredibly well informed about the opposite sex, considering Ellie had been his only serious girlfriend and he had no sisters, thought Doug, with uncharacteristic cynicism. ‘Calamity Jane is some sort of a musical Western, I think,’ he informed him. ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing it myself.’

‘You wouldn’t catch me going to see rubbish like that,’ snorted Tom.

‘I’ve heard it’s very good.’

‘If you want to see it, you’ll have to get Ann to sit through it again with you tomorrow night.’ Tom paused, a thoughtful smile forming. ‘Come to think of it, there are worse places to be than the back row of the pictures with your girlfriend on your last night of leave. If you know what I mean.’

‘I’ll wait and see what Ann wants to do.’ Doug was noncommittal. ‘As long as I spend my last night with her, I’m not too bothered about where we go.’

‘Being serious, I wouldn’t want to be with anyone except  Ellie on my last night either,’ admitted Tom.

Doug drained his glass. ‘In the meantime, let’s go to the billiard hall, shall we?’

‘There’s no hurry.’ Tom puffed on his cigarette. ‘Let’s have another drink first.’

‘I’d rather go now,’ Doug insisted. ‘I don’t want to spend the whole evening propping up the bar here.’

‘Nor do I.’ Tom looked at the gold wristwatch his mother had given him for his eighteenth birthday. ‘But there’s plenty of time. It’s still quite early.’

‘We won’t get a game tonight if we don’t get there and book a table before they’re all taken,’ Doug pointed out. ‘You know how crowded it gets down there on a Friday night.’

‘What does it matter if we don’t get a table?’ Tom asked, irritation creeping into his manner. ‘It’s only a game of billiards. I’m not that bothered, anyway.’

‘But we agreed to have a game.’ Doug had a constant, uphill struggle to assert himself with this man. ‘And I’ve been looking forward to it.’

Tension flared between them.

‘I’m not leaving here until I’m ready.’ Tom’s voice was gruff with anger now, his eyes ice-hard. ‘And I won’t be ready until I’ve had another drink.’

‘But—’

‘Oh, stop being such an old woman, for God’s sake,’ interrupted Tom. ‘You’re really beginning to annoy me.’

Doug knew he shouldn’t let Tom walk all over him; he also knew there was no point in trying to reason with him in this mood because it was a power game he was playing and he would accept nothing less than victory. Doug felt his courage dwindle under the force of the other man’s personality, and hated himself for being so weak. ‘Oh, all right, then,’ he conceded, adding quickly, ‘But only one more drink here. If you still don’t want to come then I’ll go on my own and find someone to have a game with when I get there.’

‘Just one more, I promise,’ said Tom, his amiable mood  returning now that he’d proved his was the superior will. ‘Same again?’

‘Just a half, please . . .’

But Tom wasn’t listening. His attention had been diverted by the appearance of a young couple who came in and stood at the other end of the bar. They were both dark-haired and extremely striking in appearance. He was wearing a blue suit with a drape jacket; she had on a black suit with a tight-fitting skirt and perilously high-heeled shoes.

‘I don’t know who that Ray Brent thinks he is,’ muttered Tom, looking resentfully towards the new arrivals. ‘He must reckon he’s a film star, or something, swaggering about in his flash clothes with his DA haircut.’

‘He isn’t doing us any harm.’ Doug glanced towards the object of Tom’s scorn. Both he and Tom knew the man only by sight because he was a little older than they, so had been in a different year at school. Ray Brent was very well known around Shepherd’s Bush, though, because he was so noticeably good-looking and streetwise.

‘It’s all right for him,’ Tom ranted on, looking surreptitiously at the dark-eyed Ray Brent, whose black hair was heavily greased and brushed into a high forward wave at the front. ‘He can have sideburns and a quiff . . . he isn’t in the army.’

‘He’s done his service, though,’ mentioned Doug. ‘I remember seeing him in uniform.’

‘Yeah, well, maybe he has,’ Tom admitted with reluctance, ‘but he’s still a creep.’

‘You don’t even know him to talk to. He’s probably a nice enough bloke.’

‘He’s a flash git – anyone can see that,’ insisted Tom. ‘Look at him showing off.’

‘How can he be showing off when he isn’t taking any notice of anyone except his girlfriend?’ Doug thought Tom’s attack was totally unnecessary. ‘Anyway, he’s got as much right to be here as we have.’

‘And look at the state of her,’ Tom went on as though Doug hadn’t spoken. ‘It’s a wonder she can walk in those shoes.’

‘I don’t suppose she intends to go out hiking in them,’ observed Doug mildly.

‘Common as muck.’

‘She looks all right to me. And she’s very attractive.’

‘Of course she’s attractive. Ray Brent wouldn’t be seen dead with any girl who wasn’t a looker.’ Tom assumed the air of someone with special knowledge. ‘His type has to continually prove that he can get one, you see. A beautiful woman on his arm is all part of his Mister Big act.’ He puffed his lips out in a gesture of disapproval. ‘Mind you, I wouldn’t trust a woman who dresses like that. You’d never know what she was up to behind your back.’

‘Depends on the woman, I suppose,’ remarked Doug. ‘Some girls like wearing what’s in because they follow fashion, not to attract men. Ellie was saying only the other day that she’d like a pair of very high heels.’

‘She’s not going about in shoes like that,’ announced Tom. ‘I wouldn’t allow it.’

‘I don’t see how you can stop her, if she really wants a pair.’ Male dominance over women might well be the social norm but it wasn’t something Doug felt comfortable with. It wouldn’t occur to him to dictate to Ann.

‘She’ll do as I say,’ stated Tom.

‘That’s between you and Ellie,’ Doug decided wisely. ‘Anyway, I don’t know why you’re getting so het up about Ray Brent. He and his girlfriend aren’t interfering with us.’

But Doug did know why Tom was miffed. The green-eyed monster was rearing its head because of Ray Brent’s good looks and charisma. One of the few advantages of being ordinary, Doug thought, was that you didn’t have to worry about losing your place in the limelight.

‘Did I say they were?’ asked Tom.

‘You’re acting as though they are.’

‘I don’t like Ray Brent’s type, that’s all.’

‘Forget him and get the drinks,’ urged Doug lightly. ‘It’s your shout.’

‘I’d rather leave,’ announced Tom. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here, sharpish.’

‘I thought you wanted to stay.’

‘So I’ve changed my mind.’ He was already moving away from the bar.

‘There’s no need to let Ray Brent drive you out of the pub,’ muttered Doug, hurrying after him.

‘No one drives me out of anywhere, mate.’ Tom was most indignant.

‘If you say so.’

‘It’s as you said,’ explained Tom as they left the pub and headed across Shepherd’s Bush Green. ‘We won’t get a game if we don’t get a table booked.’

‘You won’t have any argument from me about that,’ Doug told him, appearing to accept his explanation because it was easier.

Darkness had fallen and a haze of autumn mist shrouded the streetlights shining through the trees on the Green, the effect producing a soft orange cloud on the dark town skyline. The rattle of a tube train crossing the railway bridge added to the general rhythm of urban existence.

Doug was secretly thanking Ray Brent for speeding their departure from the Flying Goose. Despite what Tom said, Doug guessed he’d have put up more objections to leaving just to see if Doug really would carry out his threat and go without him. Thanks to Ray, Doug had got his way without the misery of an argument.

 


‘Smashing film, wasn’t it?’ enthused Ellie Scott as she and her friend Ann left the cinema opposite Shepherd’s Bush Green later that same evening.

‘Lovely,’ agreed Ann dreamily.

‘Doris Day is so gorgeous, isn’t she?’ said eighteen-year-old Ellie, a tall, willowy girl with big blue eyes and a mass of red hair tied back in a ponytail. She was wearing a blue,  loose-flowing coat and black ballet-pump-style shoes. ‘I wish I looked like her.’

‘Don’t we all?’ A well-rounded girl of Ellie’s age with soft grey eyes and fair hair permed into a bubble cut, Ann added, ‘But you look all right as you are.’

‘With my red hair and freckles? Don’t make me laugh.’ The gingernut gibes of her childhood had left their mark on Ellie.

‘Don’t do yourself down,’ Ann chided. ‘Auburn hair might be in for a dig when you’re a schoolgirl but it can be quite glamorous when you’re older.’

‘I’m not bothered, anyway,’ smiled Ellie. ‘Tom’s happy with the way I look and that’s all that matters to me.’

Passing the Shepherd’s Bush Empire, they discussed its imminent closure as a variety theatre. ‘My mum and dad won’t half miss it,’ Ellie remarked. ‘They’ve always enjoyed a night out at the Empire.’

‘It’s going to be used as some sort of BBC studios, isn’t it?’

‘A television theatre, according to the local paper,’ explained Ellie, glancing towards the foyer of the theatre that had been giving pleasure to audiences since 1903. ‘They’re going to be making TV programmes there in front of invited audiences, apparently.’

‘How exciting!’ exclaimed Ann.

Ellie looked at her, puzzled. ‘How come, since we won’t be invited?’

‘We might get to see famous people going in and out when we’re walking past,’ explained Ann.

‘There is that.’ Ellie went on to say that she would walk to the bus stop with Ann, who lived in Acton so had to catch a trolleybus home. Ellie lived within walking distance of the Green.

‘It’s the boys’ last day tomorrow,’ mentioned Ann as they joined the bus queue.

‘Don’t remind me.’

‘It’s probably worse for you, as you and Tom are engaged,’ Ann suggested.

‘I must admit I hate the thought of his going back. But once he’s actually gone, I get used to it again.’ Ellie sighed, wanting to weep at the thought of being without her beloved Tom.

‘Course you do.’

‘No matter how far away he is, he’s always here.’ She pointed to her heart. ‘And we’ve got through a year of being apart so we’re on the homeward stretch.’

‘It’ll be over before you know it,’ Ann encouraged.

‘Yeah, course it will. I didn’t think I could survive a day without seeing him when he first went away but somehow the time passed.’ She looked mistily ahead. ‘I live for his leaves, though.’

‘It’s a wonder you allowed him to go out with Doug tonight as you’ve so little time left together,’ Ann remarked, pulling the collar of her tweed coat up against the damp autumn chill.

‘Fat chance of my allowing Tom to do anything. He does what he wants,’ she said, more with admiration than rancour. ‘Anyway, I don’t mind him spending time with his best mate. As long as I see him tomorrow night, you won’t hear me complaining.’

‘Anyone who interferes with the last night does so at their peril, eh?’ smiled Ann.

‘Not half.’

‘Still, at least we can keep each other company while they’re both away,’ Ann suggested.

‘Yeah, that’ll be nice.’

Ellie and Ann had been strangers until Ann had started courting Doug just before he’d been called up. Being the same age and with similar interests, the two girls had struck an instant rapport. Ellie was fond of her reticent brother and delighted he’d found someone like Ann, who was slightly more assertive than he, but warm-hearted with it.

‘Having you to chat to certainly helps me while Doug’s away,’ Ann confided.

Ellie gave her a close look. ‘Is it getting serious between you two?’

‘It is as far as I’m concerned but we’ll just have to wait and see what happens when he comes out of the army and we’re together more,’ Ann told her. ‘Because he went away soon after we met, it’s been part-time courting up until now.’

‘National Service is a flaming nuisance. It disrupts everything,’ sympathised Ellie. ‘It’ll be a good thing when the Government phase it out.’

‘Mm.’ Ann leaned forward and peered through the mist to see if there was any sign of the bus. There wasn’t. ‘Have you set a date for the wedding yet?’

Ellie shook her head. ‘I’d get married tomorrow if we could. But we have to get some money behind us first, so it’ll probably be two or three years by the time we’ve saved up enough for the deposit on a place of our own.’

‘Being engaged makes the waiting easier, though, I suppose?’ her friend suggested.

‘Oh, yeah,’ confirmed Ellie. ‘It makes you feel more secure.’

‘How does it feel to be engaged to someone you’ve known all your life?’

‘I’ve nothing to compare it with, of course, but it feels lovely. But then I’ve adored Tom for as far back as I can remember. It was a case of kid sister having a crush on big brother’s best mate originally, I think. But I didn’t grow out of it. It just got stronger.’

‘How old were you when you started going out with him properly?’ enquired Ann.

‘Fifteen,’ Ellie told her. ‘I went to the pictures with him one night when Doug was ill and couldn’t go.’ Her eyes softened as she remembered. ‘I think that was when Tom first began to fancy me. And it just sort of progressed from there. I can still hardly believe that I’ve got him. I didn’t think I stood a chance, he being so gorgeous and everything.’

Ann made no comment.

‘To marry Tom and have children with him is all I want from life,’ Ellie went on. ‘I’ve never wanted anything else.’

‘You really should be more definite, Ellie,’ laughed Ann, teasing her.

‘I’m completely besotted, I know,’ she confessed, smiling. ‘I can’t help it. I probably drive you all mad, always going on about how wonderful he is.’

‘I don’t mind. That’s what friends are for, to listen to each other.’

‘Tom can be a bit bossy but it’s all part of his strong personality, and he’s so sweet to me when he’s in a romantic mood. So tender and caring,’ said Ellie. ‘I think my mum would rather I’d waited longer before getting engaged, though. She thinks I’m too young to tie myself down. Still, she hasn’t made heavy weather of it.’

‘What about his family?’

‘There’s only his mum,’ Ellie told her. ‘His dad died a couple of years ago.’

‘Do you get on with her?’

‘Yeah, we get on all right,’ said Ellie. ‘She dotes on Tom, though, especially since his dad died. He’s an only child.’

‘She isn’t one of these clinging mothers who can’t bear the idea of handing her son over to another woman, is she?’ Ann looked anxious.

‘She is a bit possessive of him at times but it doesn’t really bother me. And she does seem genuinely pleased to be having me as a daughter-in-law,’ Ellie went on. ‘The fact that our mothers are such close friends has probably helped. Tom’s mum has always been like an aunt to me. I suppose she feels less threatened by the idea of her son marrying someone she already knows.’

‘You saw a lot of him when you were growing up, then?’

Ellie nodded. ‘The two families were always in and out of each other’s houses. We went on outings together, spent Christmas together . . . everything.’

‘Very cosy.’

‘Yes, it was, actually.’ She pondered for a moment on the question of her future mother-in-law. ‘I look at it this way – it  must have been awful for Tom’s mum to lose her husband so suddenly and it’s only natural she would turn to her son for support. I would never try to come between them.’

‘Course you wouldn’t,’ said Ann. ‘You’re not the type.’

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of a trolleybus, its trolley-wheel crackling on the overhead wires as it hummed to a halt. ‘’Bye, then,’ said Ann, turning and moving forward with the flow of people.

‘See you,’ said Ellie.

Waiting until her friend had boarded the bus and waved from the window, Ellie began the walk home across the Green in a happy frame of mind.

Being of a generation largely sheltered from the horrors of the war by childhood and protective parents, she was as yet untouched by severe hardship. There had never been much money around at home but the Scotts had always got by, and now that the economy had improved generally, their standard of living was much less frugal than it had been in Ellie’s childhood because the whole family was in regular employment. Ellie had a job as a clerk in a local insurance office, her father worked in an engineering factory, Doug was planning to be a lorry driver when he came out of the army, and her mother had a part-time job in a wool shop, which couldn’t have been more appropriate because she was an avid knitter.

Ellie anticipated the future with a mixture of relish and impatience. It was wrong to wish your life away but it was difficult not to urge time onwards when you had so much to look forward to and the rest of Tom’s army service still to be endured.

Comforting herself with the thought that she was officially engaged to him, she touched her engagement ring and counted her blessings.

 


Ellie’s mother, Mary, was visiting Tom’s mother that evening in her flat above the Chad Street corner shop. It was spacious living accommodation on two floors, well appointed but  old-fashioned, with a dominant brownishness about it. Not for Pat Hall the brightly patterned carpet or jazzy contemporary wallpaper that had graced so many homes since the Festival of Britain in 1951 in stark contrast to the drabness of the years before. Nothing too colourful or daring for the conventional Pat.

‘Well, it’s been lovely having a chat and I’m really comfy sitting here but it’s time I was going home,’ announced Mary, putting her knitting down and covering a yawn with her hand. An accomplished knitter who could craft a garment while reading, listening to the wireless or having a conversation, she always had work in hand and never went visiting without it.

‘Do you have to go so soon?’ Pat hated to be alone.

‘Afraid so,’ said Mary, a blue-eyed redhead like her daughter, though currently the victim of a disastrous home perm that had gone frizzy.

‘It’s only just turned half-past nine.’ Pat was a thin, angular woman with worried grey eyes and light brown, shop-permed hair that was set in symmetrical, scalp-hugging waves. ‘You’ve got time for another cup of coffee, surely.’

‘I’d love to but I really ought to be getting back.’ Mary gathered her work and put it into a blue, leatherette knitting bag with a zip, her gentle eyes troubled because she knew her friend was lonely.

‘But there’s nobody in at home,’ Pat persisted. ‘You told me that Bob’s gone down the Rose and Crown and the kids are both out. So why hurry back?’

‘I’ve been here all evening, Pat,’ Mary reminded her. ‘And I want to make a bit of supper ready for when the others get in.’ Pat already knew this but it suited her to pretend otherwise. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to be too late to bed because – as you know – I like to go out early on a Saturday morning to do the shopping before the market gets too crowded.’

‘I’ll put the kettle on for one last cup of coffee,’ insisted the other woman. ‘Come through into the kitchen and talk to me while I make it.’

Biting back a stab of irritation at her friend’s ruthless determination to get her own way, Mary followed her into the kitchen, which had a grey mottled gas cooker, a deep sink with a wooden draining board, a small table and a kitchen cabinet painted a gloomy shade of dark green. Pat’s kitchen did have one luxury item, though – a refrigerator, which thrilled Mary every time she saw it because Pat was the only person she knew who owned one. Pat had a television set too. She’d bought it for the Queen’s Coronation earlier that year. Being the proprietor of a busy shop, she was better off than most of her neighbours.

‘I really will have to go home soon, though, honestly.’ Mary made it plain.

‘When we’ve had this coffee, I’ll throw you out,’ said Pat, going against her nature and attempting humour in an effort not to seem too pressing. ‘I’ve got to be up early myself in the morning to open the shop.’

‘Tom sometimes does that for you when he’s home on leave, doesn’t he?’ Mary asked.

‘Yes, he’s very good like that but I’ll let him lie in tomorrow as it’s his last day.’

‘It doesn’t hurt to give the boys a bit of spoiling when they’re home,’ approved Mary.

‘It’ll be a relief to me when he’s finished with the army and can help me run the shop again so that I don’t have to put up with staff from outside,’ Pat confided. ‘They don’t have the same interest as family. You have to be behind them all the time.’ She tutted, raising her eyes. ‘I wouldn’t trust Stan to be here in time to open up.’ She was referring to her assistant, one of several she’d employed since Tom went away. They never stayed long. ‘But then I wouldn’t trust him with any sort of responsibility.’

‘You can’t expect an outsider to have the same interest in the shop as you have,’ Mary pointed out reasonably.

‘Which makes it all the more depressing because I know I won’t find anyone suitable until Tom comes back.’ Pat took a  bottle of Camp Coffee from the larder and measured the dark liquid into two fine china cups with a teaspoon, adding boiling water. She put a milk jug and sugar bowl on the tray with the cups and saucers and carried it into the other room.

‘And talking of family, it won’t be long before I’ll be able to call you that, will it?’ remarked Pat, continuing the conversation from an armchair.

A frown creased Mary’s brow. ‘I don’t think the kids will be getting married for a long time yet,’ she said.

‘No, but when they eventually do . . .’

‘Then we’ll be as good as related.’ Mary tried to share her friend’s enthusiasm.

‘It means a lot to me, you know, to feel closer to you and your family,’ Pat told her.

Mary wasn’t at all sure if the marriage of their children boded well for the friendship between herself and Pat. Might the leap from friend to family be a step too close? But Pat seemed keen and Mary didn’t want to hurt her so she said, ‘You and Tom are practically family anyway.’

‘Ellie and Tom are lovely together, aren’t they?’ said Pat, waxing lyrical. ‘Like two hearts beating as one, you might say. Completely right for each other.’

Her friend wasn’t so sure about that either. Tom was a decent enough boy – he’d never been yobbish or in trouble – but he was noticeably short on humility and too overbearing in his attitude towards Ellie; he crushed her spirit somehow. Anyway, Mary thought, her daughter was far too inexperienced to commit herself to anyone. The only boy she’d ever been out with was Tom.

Being the easy-going type, Mary didn’t make issue unless it was absolutely necessary, and hadn’t seriously opposed the engagement because she thought it unlikely that the love affair would reach fruition at the altar. Ellie adored Tom but her adoration was a thing of youth which Mary hoped would run its natural course and end quite painlessly. But she said, ‘They certainly do seem to be very fond of each other at the moment.’

‘It’ll be so much nicer for us, as the parents, to be coming together rather than finding ourselves linked with strangers, don’t you think?’

Mary said what she knew Pat wanted to hear. ‘Yes, course it will.’

The two women had been friends since infants’ school; through childhood and adolescence, marriage and childbirth, their friendship had endured. They knew a lot about each other, told each other things, had shared their troubles and pleasures over the years. But the strength of their affection lay in their keeping a certain distance and respecting each other’s privacy. Even though they lived within walking distance of each other, there had always been a tacit line over which neither had ever passed.

Theirs was an unlikely alliance, given their contrasting personalities. Mary had a relaxed, light-hearted attitude to life and no pretensions. Pat was grimly serious, with thinly veiled implications of superiority and uncompromising views on everything from the Government to the morality of the nation. But somehow the relationship had worked; they accepted each other’s faults and tolerated them – most of the time, anyway.

But Pat had been hard going this past two years since her husband, George, had fallen victim to a fatal heart attack. She just didn’t seem to have the mettle to cope with widowhood. People were sorry for her, of course, but her overt self-pity and abrasive attitude kept them at a distance. So, as her only real friend, Mary found herself cast in the role of sole comforter, needing to have succour constantly on tap. She accepted the task willingly and wanted to be kind but it wasn’t always easy to stay patient with someone as difficult as Pat could sometimes be.

‘I understand the young lovers have gone their separate ways this evening,’ Pat was saying as Mary came out of her reverie.

‘That’s right.’

‘I’m surprised they could bear to tear themselves away from  each other as Tom’s so near to the end of his leave.’

‘They’ve got the rest of their lives to look forward to,’ Mary reminded her. ‘And it will do the boys good to have a night out together as they happen to be on leave at the same time.’

‘Ellie didn’t mind then?’

‘Of course not.’ If Mary was any judge, Ellie hadn’t had a say in the matter since Tom ruled the roost in that relationship. ‘You know Ellie, she’s easy-going like me.’

‘A lovely girl.’ Pat sipped her coffee.

‘I think so,’ said Mary proudly.

‘You’re so lucky having a daughter.’ Pat’s voice became heavy with discontent. ‘I wish I’d been blessed in that way. I wouldn’t be so lonely now if I had.’

‘Daughters, as well as sons, have their own lives to lead, you know.’ Mary’s tone was meaningful. ‘It’s no good relying on your children for company when they’re grown up.’

‘Fat chance of my relying on Tom as he’s away most of the time,’ said Pat, missing the point. ‘That’s why I’m so glad I’ve got good friends like you and Bob.’ Before Mary could respond, she added, ‘I do appreciate your support. I hope you know that.’

Consumed with guilt for feeling impatient, Mary said kindly, ‘Yes, I know you do, dear.’

They fell silent, drinking their coffee, each lost in her own thoughts.

‘Have I told you how delighted I am to be having Ellie as a daughter-in-law?’ asked Pat.

Ad nauseam, thought Mary, but said, ‘Yes, you have mentioned it.’ Being brutally honest, Mary suspected that Pat’s ardent approval of Ellie had its roots in self-preservation. Pat was hoping to keep Tom close to home by making a friend of his intended. While Mary couldn’t blame her for this, as the mother of the intended she was uneasy. She could see trouble ahead for Ellie, and her maternal instinct was stronger than her pity for Pat.

‘George would have been so pleased to welcome her into  our family.’ Pat sounded on the verge of tears now.

‘Yes, I think he would,’ agreed Mary lightly. ‘He always liked Ellie.’

‘I miss him so much I don’t know how I get up in the mornings some days,’ Pat confessed, her voice breaking. ‘And it’s been two years.’

‘I’m sorry you’re having such a bad time, dear. I’m sure it’ll start to get easier soon.’ Sympathy only seemed to make things worse so Mary decided on a little plain-speaking. ‘Perhaps you should try to concentrate on the positive side.’

‘Is there one?’

‘There usually is if you look for it. You’ve got your health, and at least George left you well provided for,’ Mary reminded her. ‘You’ve got a good business so you don’t have to worry about how to make ends meet.’

Even in her depressed state Pat couldn’t resist seizing the opportunity for one-upmanship. ‘Oh yes, there’s no problem there. It would be far worse for someone . . . well, someone like yourself to be left on their own.’

Just when Mary’s conscience was making itself felt, Pat reminded her why she was sometimes driven to seething impatience. ‘I dare say I’d manage,’ she said tartly. ‘We might not be in the same league as you financially but Bob’s a great believer in life insurance.’

Pat shot her a look and Mary saw fear in her eyes. She was afraid she’d go too far and lose her only close friend. ‘I wasn’t suggesting he isn’t,’ she explained. ‘I meant—’

‘I know exactly what you meant and it doesn’t matter.’ Mary forced a smile to keep the peace. If she’d let this side of Pat’s nature seriously affect her, their friendship would never have got past the starting post. She finished her coffee, put the cup and saucer on a small table and stood up, clutching her knitting bag. ‘But now I really must go.’

‘Have I upset you?’ asked Pat.

‘Just a little,’ Mary admitted frankly. ‘Your suggestion that Bob and I are on our uppers didn’t go down too well.’

‘I didn’t mean that.’ She looked worried. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.’

‘Apology accepted.’ Her tone was still slightly cooler than usual.

‘Thanks for coming.’

She seemed so downcast and vulnerable, Mary relented, her tone resuming its normal warmth. ‘Thanks for having me. I enjoyed it.’ A slight distortion of the truth was justifiable under the circumstances, she thought. The loss of a husband was not an easy thing and Pat needed all the support she could get. ‘I’ll see you over the weekend sometime.’

‘I hope so.’

They went down the stairs to the street door, which was next to the shop entrance.

‘’Night, Pat.’ Mary gave her a friendly peck on the cheek.

‘’Night, Mary.’

Mary strode off into the night, relieved to get away and a little ashamed of that. Nostalgia for happier times, when Pat had been easier company, imbued her as she turned the corner into Marsh Road and approached the small Victorian terraced house she’d lived in for most of her married life. It was situated within serried ranks of others – modest dwellings with bay windows and tiny front gardens fringed with low walls and privet hedges. She walked up the path and turned the key in the lock, glad to be home.

 


‘Time, gentlemen please,’ shouted the landlord of the Flying Goose, becoming impatient at having to make a fourth announcement. ‘Come on now, folks . . . haven’t you got homes to go to?’

Most people had gone; there were just a few stragglers, among them Ray Brent, his girlfriend, Maria, and a very drunk young man called Keith Wilkes. An argument was in progress between Ray and Keith on account of Keith openly leching after Maria for most of the evening.

‘Are you deaf or something?’ growled Ray, scowling at the  other man. ‘How many more times must I tell you to clear off and stop pestering the lady?’

‘He’s not doing any harm, Ray,’ put in Maria. She was a terrible flirt and Ray suspected she might have been leading Keith on just for the fun of it. With his black-and-white check jacket and drainpipe trousers, crepe-soled shoes, and his hair greased and quiffed, Keith looked the business. ‘He’s had too much to drink, that’s all.’

‘She’s not complainin’, are you, darlin’?’ Keith’s speech was very slurred.

Ray had his arm firmly fixed round Maria’s shoulders. ‘Go on, then,’ he said, looking at her. ‘Tell him to get lost. If he hears it from you it might sink in.’

‘You’d better go, Keith.’ She wasn’t very assertive.

‘Just a kiss,’ he begged.

‘You’re drunk,’ she said, pushing him away none too convincingly. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘I do, you know.’ He gave Ray a boozy look. ‘And I know that you’re too good for him.’

‘You’re asking for a smacking,’ warned Ray.

‘And who’s gonna do it, eh, Brent?’ enquired Keith.

‘Me,’ Ray informed him.

‘You ain’t got the bottle,’ the other man mocked.

‘We’ll see about that . . .’

‘You think you’re such a big man around here, don’t you?’ muttered Keith. ‘The King of Shepherd’s Bush. Well, you don’t frighten me.’

‘Now then, lads,’ admonished the landlord, who was washing glasses behind the bar. ‘We don’t want any trouble in here. Go outside if you want to settle your differences.’

‘Come on, then,’ Ray challenged Keith.

‘No, Ray, no fighting.’ Maria put a restraining hand on his arm, looking alarmed.

‘He’s asking for it,’ was Ray’s reply to that.

‘Just lay off him, will you?’ implored Maria. ‘The bloke’s had a few too many and doesn’t know what he’s doing.’

Ray looked at her. She was indisputably gorgeous with her dark hair, smooth complexion and voluptuous figure. She was a bit lavish with the make-up but the thick mascara and bright lipstick made her look even more deliciously exotic. Of Italian extraction, she reminded him of Gina Lollobrigida. But as lovely as she was, Maria wasn’t easy to have as a girlfriend. Ray felt permanently threatened because of the male attention she attracted wherever they went. But he was mad about her. No matter what trouble she caused him, he still wanted her.

‘Are you sure you’re not encouraging him?’ He threw her a shrewd look.

‘Course I’m not,’ she assured him. ‘You know I’ve got eyes for no one but you.’

‘That had better be true,’ he told her.

‘You leave her alone,’ ordered the drunken Keith.

‘Mind your own business,’ Ray retaliated.

‘You don’t own her.’

‘Oh, I’ve had enough of this.’ With one swift action, Ray grabbed the man’s arms and marched him to the door. ‘Now get out and stay out,’ he commanded.

‘All right, I’m going,’ mumbled Keith, and staggered through the door, uttering some ripe invective.

Back at the bar, Ray assured the landlord they’d be leaving shortly and drained his glass, idly chatting to Maria. On the way out, she went to the ladies, arranging to meet him outside.

‘See you in a minute, then,’ she said.

‘OK.’ He left the pub and went out into the misty autumn air, glad of the opportunity to cool off after the heated altercation with Keith Wilkes.

 


The market was buzzing with the terrible news the next morning. Mary couldn’t believe it. Something like that happening around here! It was shocking! She was so shaken, she hurried home before finishing her shopping, deciding to go out later for the rest, when she’d calmed down.

‘You’ll never guess what’s happened,’ she said, bursting  into the kitchen where Ellie was at the sink washing the breakfast things and her father was sitting at the table drinking tea.

‘Whatever’s the matter, love?’ asked Bob, a heavily built man with a shock of curly grey hair and big hazel eyes.

Ellie turned to look at her mother, drying her hands on the tea towel. ‘You’re as white as a sheet, Mum.’ She was very concerned. ‘What’s happened?’

‘It’s so awful,’ she told them, her voice quivering. ‘Absolutely terrible.’

‘What is?’ asked Bob.

‘There’s been a murder,’ Mary blurted out, putting her shopping bag on the floor and sitting down at the table, cheeks flushed, eyes fraught with worry.

‘There’s always been murders, love,’ her husband pointed out in an effort to soothe her. ‘No point in upsetting yourself about what you read in the papers.’

‘I didn’t read about it in the paper. Everybody’s talking about it down the market.’ Her gaze darted from one to the other. ‘It was here – in Shepherd’s Bush.’

The tea towel fell from Ellie’s hand; her father put his cup down so shakily the tea spilled on to the table in a puddle.

‘You’re having us on,’ he said incredulously.

‘Would I joke about a thing like that?’

‘No, course you wouldn’t,’ he conceded. ‘It was just such a shock to hear you come out with it.’

‘It shocked me having to say it, I can tell you.’

‘When was this murder and where?’ Ellie enquired.

‘Last night, outside the Flying Goose,’ Mary informed them gravely. ‘A young fella from Acton – I think someone said his name was Keith Wilkes – died after a fight.’

‘Oh my God.’ Ellie turned pale.

‘No wonder you’re looking queasy, Mary,’ sympathised Bob. ‘Hearing about something like that when you’re out shopping is enough to turn anyone’s stomach.’

Ellie poured her mother a cup of tea and put plenty of sugar  in it. ‘Drink this, Mum; it’s supposed to be good for shock,’ she urged her, putting a comforting arm round her shoulder.

‘Well, I hope they get whoever did it, and pronto,’ declared Bob heatedly. ‘We don’t want any murderer on the loose around here.’

‘They’ve already arrested someone, apparently,’ Mary informed him.

‘Thank God for that. We can do without scum like that walking the streets in our neighbourhood,’ he said. ‘Coming in from other areas and making trouble.’

‘It wasn’t anyone from outside,’ she explained shakily.

‘A local man?’ Bob couldn’t believe it.

Mary drank her tea thirstily, her mouth dry with nerves. ‘It was Alfie Brent’s boy, Ray,’ she informed them gravely.

‘Never!’ exclaimed Bob.

‘It’s true,’ she confirmed. ‘He was arrested and charged last night. An open-and-shut case, apparently. A fight over a girl, according to local gossip.’

‘Bloody hell,’ gasped Bob.

‘My thoughts exactly,’ said Mary.

Ellie sat down quickly as a quivering in her knees threatened to take her legs from under her. She wasn’t personally acquainted with Ray Brent, but knowing an alleged murderer even by sight made her feel very peculiar.
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