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About the Book

One day in 1964 Rachel West’s husband walked out on his wife and two young sons, leaving them nothing but pain and heartache. Now, two years later, struggling in a poorly paid job, Rachel feels her luck will never change. So when she finds herself the new owner of her late Uncle Chip’s Hammersmith boat-building business she wonders if it’s too good to be true. Why would Chip have left it to her when he has a son himself? The business is only just afloat – thanks to the hard work of Chip’s charismatic assistant, Ben – but Rachel is determined to restore it to its former glory for the sake of her sons. And before long, she realises that she’s falling in love with the kind-hearted and handsome Ben. But her good fortune doesn’t last for long – someone is maliciously plotting to sabotage her plans . . .

What readers are saying about Where We Belong:

‘This is a wonderful story and I found it hard to put the book down, the author has a wonderful knack of telling great stories’

‘Another great book by Pamela Evans. A lovely storyline and great characters. It’s great to know that whenever I buy a Pamela Evans book I’m in for a good read’
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Chapter One

Two men hurried along the Thames waterfront past wharves, cranes and barges, skirting the lawned public gardens that fringed the bank. It was hard going because of the strong wind that was rocking the moored boats and churning the river’s surface into a shifting collage of colour and light, the splintered reflection of Hammersmith Bridge mingling with fragments of winter sky.

But the men were preoccupied with a more urgent matter and paying little attention to the weather, at least not in terms of its aesthetic effect on the water. The new year of 1966 hadn’t got off to a good start for them.

‘Surely there must be something we can do to get the money that’s owed to the firm?’ suggested the younger of the two, Ben Smart. Tall, tough and twenty-nine, even he was forced to stoop slightly against the bitter blasts; his mass of blond hair was blown flat to his head, clean-cut features tensed from the buffeting they were taking from the elements.

‘There isn’t. Not unless someone’s invented a way to get blood from a stone,’ replied his employer. Chip Banks was in his mid forties and stockily built, with a swarthy complexion, soft dark eyes and greying black hair curling beneath his cap, which he was clutching to his head for fear of losing it to the wind. ‘The company that owed us has gone broke and there’s no money to pay their creditors. We’re not the only ones who’ll suffer from it.’

‘I’m sorry for the others, of course, but that doesn’t help us, does it?’ Ben pointed out, blue eyes clouded with worry. ‘I mean, that’s months of work we’re not gonna get paid for.’

‘Course it is.’ Chip finally lost his cap, which scudded along the path before being lifted by an upward gust and blown over the wall into the river. ‘And I won’t be able to recoup any of my losses by claiming the boats back from them because everything will be put into the hands of the receiver.’

Ben pulled the hood of his duffle coat over his head. His fresh complexion was brightly suffused, cheeks and ears stinging from the wind’s sharp bite. ‘Who’d have thought that a long-established firm like that would go bust,’ he remarked.

‘Not me, for one. I’d never have let them run up such a hefty bill if I’d had an inkling that they were in trouble. But as we’ve been making and repairing their boats for years, the owner had become a good mate,’ said Chip. ‘That’s why I carried on taking in work from them even though their account was building up. I thought the money was safe. I trusted the bloke.’

That was no surprise to Ben, who just muttered a noncommittal ‘Mmm.’

Chip Banks was the proprietor of Banks’ Boats, Thames boatbuilders of repute. The company specialised in traditional, mostly hand-crafted, wooden rowing boats, which they made, renovated and repaired, some for racing, others for ordinary use, the latter being sold mainly to companies who hired out rowing boats on rivers and lakes around the country.

As well as being Chip’s assistant cum workshop manager, Ben was also a friend of long standing, which was why Chip was confiding in him about the current crisis. Both men were qualified boatbuilders and watermen, respected in the trade as masters of their craft. Unfortunately, Chip was a better boatbuilder than he was a businessman, and this wasn’t the first time the firm had lost money as a result of his warm heart and trusting nature.

Reaching their destination, the men went into the Blue Anchor, an old-established riverside pub with a Victorian bar fitting, dark decor, solid wooden tables and a fire roaring in the hearth. Crowded, smoky and clamorous with male conversation, the atmosphere was warm and welcoming and just what they needed on this rough January day. Having exchanged greetings with other lunchtime regulars – mostly men who earned their living from the river in one way or another – they settled at a table in the corner for a pint of beer and a plate of shepherd’s pie.

‘So,’ began Ben, removing his coat to reveal a dark blue thick-knit sweater and denim jeans, ‘just how bad are things for the firm?’

Chip shook his head slowly, puffing out his lips to illustrate the gravity of the situation. ‘Bad enough, mate. It’s a lot of dough to lose and I’ve already got the bank on my back.’

‘Oh?’ Up went Ben’s brows.

Chip nodded gloomily. ‘Seems to be a permanent state with me because customers are so slow paying their bills,’ he explained, knife and fork poised. ‛Having so much money outstanding plays havoc with my overdraft. I’m not sure the business can survive this latest setback as well.’

‘Won’t the bank support you if they know you’ve got money to come in?’ queried Ben hopefully as he started on his meal.

‘The outstanding amount won’t cover what we’ve lost,’ the other man confessed.

‘Even so, it must help the situation,’ stated Ben. ‘And your bank manager knows there isn’t another boatbuilders in west London to touch us for quality of work.’

‘It’s hard cash that pays the bills, though,’ Chip reminded him.

‘Reputation counts for something, surely,’ asserted Ben.

‘It does, of course,’ agreed Chip. ‘But the standard of work means nothing to the men in suits if it doesn’t put money in the account. They’ve gotta look after the bank’s interests.’

‘We’ll just have to get out there and get the money in that’s owed, won’t we?’ said Ben.

‘If only it was that easy,’ sighed Chip. ‘These people will pay when they’re ready and not a moment before.’

‘Because they’ve had the work done so they’ve nothing to lose,’ Ben pointed out.

‘I know what you’re getting at.’ Chip gave him a sideways glance, looking sheepish.

‘I really do believe that the only way to avoid this sort of thing happening is to insist on payment on delivery.’ Ben knew he could speak his mind to Chip without causing any lasting offence. ‘Or at least be firmer about getting the money in, so as not to put the firm at risk.’

‘Of course that’s what I should do,’ snapped the other man defensively. ‘But most of our customers are as sound as a bell. I mean, you wouldn’t dream of doubting any of the rowing clubs, would you? They pay a deposit when they order a boat and there’s never any question that we’ll get what’s owed to us when the job is finished.’

‘True enough,’ agreed Ben. ‘But there’s always a certain amount of risk with commercial firms and private individuals.’

‘I’ve never claimed to be London’s greatest businessman,’ said Chip. ‘Boatbuilding is what I’m good at. I set up in business for myself all those years ago so that I could produce good-quality craft to my own high standards, not because I wanted to make a fortune.’

‘That’s what comes of being a perfectionist,’ said Ben with a wry grin.

‘Hark who’s talking,’ joshed Chip, managing to smile even though he was feeling physically ill from the strain of his recent financial worries. ‘I’ve seen young apprentices break their hearts trying to please you with their work.’

‘And who taught me such high standards?’ Ben asked him lightly.

‘I like to think I did a good job in training you.’ Chip’s  expression became grim again. ‘Even if I’m not so hot at the business side of things.’

‘You’re not bad at it,’ Ben was quick to point out. ‘You’re a bit too trusting, that’s all.’

The other man shrugged. ‘I know, I know,’ he conceded. ‘But what sort of a world would this be if we didn’t ever take a chance on anyone?’

What indeed? Ben could hardly bear to imagine what kind of life he would be living now if Chip hadn’t taken a chance on him sixteen years ago, when he’d been a stroppy, rebellious youth who hadn’t deserved a civil word, let alone the chance to make a decent future for himself . . .

The son of a drunken father who’d beaten his wife into an early grave, Ben had joined a gang of yobs in his early teens as a way of escaping his father’s fists. He enjoyed the camaraderie and sense of belonging he’d found within the group that had been missing at home. Hell-bent on petty crime and vandalism, the gang would hang about the streets looking for mischief.

One evening, in search of excitement, they’d broken into the premises of Banks’ Boats, intent upon destroying the boats in progress in the workshops. Much to his astonishment, Ben had been horrified to see wanton damage being wreaked on such finely crafted things and had turned on his mates. He’d been trying to stop the mindless destruction when Chip had arrived on the scene, having come back to the boathouse to do some extra work. The gang had made a hasty retreat, leaving Ben to take the blame. Fortunately, they’d been interrupted before too much harm had been done.

Not prepared to grass on his mates, Ben had expected to find himself in the juvenile court with a stretch in borstal ahead of him. But Chip must have seen something in him worth nurturing, because he hadn’t called the police. Instead he’d given Ben a thorough trouncing, then made him clear up the mess the gang had left behind them.

When the workshop was back to rights, Chip had told Ben  he was free to leave and had set to work on a racing skiff. Fascinated by the older man’s skill and dexterity, Ben had asked if he could stay to watch. It was then that his interest in boatbuilding had been irreversibly implanted.

That night had proved to be a watershed for Ben. He stopped hanging out with the gang and started going to the boathouse after school, earning a few coppers sweeping up and running errands. When the time came for him to leave school, with the idea of going into some dead-end job in a factory, Chip had offered him an apprenticeship. Soon after that, when the drink finally killed Ben’s father, leaving him homeless at the age of fifteen, Chip had given him a home, too.

He’d lodged happily with Chip for several years until he’d become qualified and could afford the rent on a place of his own. Chip had been like a father to him, and Ben knew that he himself filled a void in Chip’s life, too. There was no love lost between Chip and his son Arthur, who had been taken away from his father at a young age by Chip’s wife when their marriage broke up and she’d subsequently married someone else.

Now Ben replied to Chip’s question. ‘It wouldn’t be a world worth living in,’ he told him. ‘So you stay as you are, mate.’

‘I wouldn’t know how to be any other way,’ said the other man, shrugging his shoulders. ‘But getting sentimental isn’t gonna bring the business through this crisis, is it?’ He paused, looking thoughtful, his eyes shadowed and bloodshot from too many sleepless nights. ‘Apart from losing all that money, we’ve also lost the contract, since that boat-hire company has gone out of business.’

‘There’ll be other contracts,’ Ben reassured him. ‘There’s always a demand for rowing boats. And the clubs send us steady work because Banks’ Boats are the best in the business.’

‘I do hope so,’ sighed Chip. ‘That’s always been my ambition for the firm.’

Ben knew it would break Chip’s heart to lose his business.  He’d started the boathouse with his army gratuity after the war, having trained as a boatbuilder before going into the services. ‘You’ll get through this,’ said Ben, determined to stay positive. ‘And I’ll be there beside you, to do what I can to help.’

‘I’ll understand if you want to look for another job,’ Chip told him solemnly.

‘As if I’d do a thing like that,’ frowned Ben.

‘I mean it,’ insisted Chip. ‘You’ve gotta look after yourself, and things aren’t too secure for any of us at my boathouse at the moment.’

‘The last thing I would do is look for another job.’ Ben was horrified at the suggestion. ‘If it hadn’t been for you, I’d probably be in prison by now, or living on the streets. I’ve no intention of deserting you.’

‘You wouldn’t have any trouble finding another job,’ Chip continued. ‘Not with your reputation in the trade. You’re more than just good at the job. Some people have that extra something, and you’re one of those.’

Although Ben wasn’t a conceited man, he knew there was some truth in what Chip said. Apprentices would watch Ben with the same sort of admiration as he himself had watched Chip in the early days as he worked with wood, sawing, shaping, building. Most of his skill came from hard work and good training but there was also some indefinable force that gave him the ability to design and produce exceptional work. He couldn’t explain it but knew it was there and felt blessed by it. ‘It’s nice of you to say so,’ he said, flattered by the compliment even though he wouldn’t embarrass his employer by reacting in a sentimental way. ‘But the only reason I would leave the firm is if it ceased to exist, and that isn’t going to happen, because, between us, you and I are going to make absolutely sure it doesn’t. Right?’

‘If we do manage to keep going, I shall have to cut down on staff,’ Chip informed him. ‘So those of you who are left will have to work twice as hard.’

‘No problem,’ said Ben.

Chip gave him a close look. ‘You’re OK, do you know that?’ he said.

‘I’ve had a good teacher.’

Ben wasn’t just referring to boatbuilding. He’d learned so much more from Chip than that. The older man had passed on his honesty and humanity, his enthusiasm for life. A plain-speaking man with no pretensions, he was popular with everyone. Everyone, that was, except his son, who made it obvious on the odd occasions that he came to the boathouse that he had no time for his father.

It twisted Ben’s heart to hear Arthur doing Chip down. He was contemptuous of him in general but particularly cutting about the fact that he worked with his hands, completely disregarding the special expertise of his respected craft. Ben got the impression that integrity didn’t play much of a part in Arthur’s life; that he found it more satisfying to live by his wits.

Sometimes Ben would sense a profound sadness in Chip, something he suspected went beyond his failed marriage and uncaring son. It wasn’t anything definite, just an occasional wistful quietness.

But now they had finished their meal and Chip was saying, ‘Drink up, mate, it’s time we got back to the grind. We’ve still got commitments even if the boathouse is hovering on the brink of disaster.’

‘Ready when you are,’ said Ben, draining his glass and reaching for his coat over the back of the chair.

‘The Westford Rowing Club are sending someone to collect their eights boat some time this afternoon,’ mentioned Chip. ‘I hope she’s all ready for them.’

‘Don’t worry, everything’s under control,’ Ben assured him, slipping into his coat. ‘But I’ll give her a final inspection as soon as we get back and make sure she’s in the yard ready for collection.’

‘Good man,’ approved Chip. ‘At least they’ll pay on the  dot, so that’s something to be grateful for.’

‘Yeah.’ Ben finished doing his coat up and waited while Chip zipped his navy blue anorak, becoming frighteningly aware of the extent of his employer’s stress. It was apparent in the grey pallor of Chip’s skin, and in his tightly set mouth, and was especially noticeable because he was normally such a cheerful person. If only there was something more Ben could do to help. ‘Look, mate,’ he said impulsively, ‘why don’t the two of us get together after work tonight to see what can be done to keep Banks’ Boats in business? We’ll be better able to apply our minds to it when we’ve finished for the day.’

‘Good idea,’ said Chip, putting his empty glass on the table. ‘I’d appreciate that.’

Together they walked across the bar to the door, calling out their goodbyes as they went. Stepping outside, they were both nearly knocked off their feet.

‘Good grief,’ exclaimed Ben, instinctively reaching out to steady the older man. ‘There’s a ruddy gale blowing.’

The wind had indeed gained in strength. The bare winter trees were swaying against a hectic sky full of dark racing clouds, and the pub sign was squeaking and rattling as it swung from side to side. Finding it difficult to speak against the wind’s breathtaking power, the two men headed back to the boathouse.

‘Right . . . when you’re ready, boys, ease her down . . . gently and slowly,’ shouted Ben to the two men on the upper floor of the boathouse as they prepared to lower the racing boat down to the men in the yard. The operation was being severely hampered by the gale, which was now accompanied by driving rain, making it slippery underfoot.

‘Steady as you go, lads,’ yelled Chip, who’d come to give a helping hand, being very much a working proprietor. ‘Mind the wind doesn’t take her.’

The boathouse was a two-storey redbrick building with a yard to the front and side. Both floors were used as workshops.  There was a balcony to the upper floor and a flat roof where boats were sometimes stored. Boats constructed in the first-floor workshops left the premises by way of large double doors since the internal stairs weren’t sufficiently wide to take the finished crafts.

‘Come on, then, let’s be having her,’ called Ben, his voice muffled by the wind that was rattling the doors, which were roped to metal brackets on the walls to keep them open.

Struggling to stay upright against the force of the blast, Ben reached up to grasp the bow, the rain beating icily into his face. He and a young apprentice managed to get hold of it, but before they could ease the boat all the way down, a freak gust whipped across the yard, unbalancing one of the men on the upper floor, who tried to steady himself but lost his grip on the rope attached to the stern, sending the boat hurtling to the ground and taking Ben and the apprentice with it. Chip tried to save it but slipped and fell awkwardly to the ground.

‘Are you all right, mate?’ asked Ben shakily, struggling to his feet and helping Chip up.

‘Never mind about me,’ said Chip breathlessly, rubbing his arm as though in pain. ‘What about the boat?’

‘I’ll see to that,’ said Ben, realising that Chip was hurt. ‘You go inside out of the wind.’

And because suddenly Chip wasn’t feeling well, he did as Ben suggested without argument.

‘There’s a bit of damage to the side of the boat where she hit the ground,’ Ben informed Chip a short time later. They were in his office, hot sweet tea having been administered by Mrs Butler, the boathouse secretary, who’d been with Chip since he started up in business and was now nearing retirement age. ‘But there’s nothing that can’t be put right without too much time being spent on it.’

‘Thank God for that,’ said Chip, seeming very shaken by his fall. ‘We can’t afford any more setbacks.’

‘I think perhaps you’d better get on the phone to the rowing  club, though, to tell them to collect her tomorrow instead of today, just to be on the safe side,’ suggested Ben. ‘We’ll need a bit of time to check her over and make sure she’s absolutely right.’

‘Yeah, I’ll do it now,’ agreed Chip, reaching for the telephone with a trembling hand.

‘You still look a bit peaky,’ remarked Ben, noticing Chip’s bilious complexion and the perspiration shining on his skin. ‘That fall really shook you up, didn’t it?’

‘I think it must have done.’ He dropped the receiver on the desk with a clatter and clutched his arm to his chest. ‘I feel rotten, to tell you the truth.’

‘In what way?’ enquired Ben, replacing the telephone and trying not to show his fearful reaction to the bluish tinge of the other man’s skin.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Chip. ‘Sort of sick and funny, and I’ve got a terrible pain in my arm.’

‘You must have pulled a muscle or bruised yourself when you fell,’ suggested Ben.

‘I’ve got a pain in my chest now an’ all,’ the other man announced.

‘I’ll take you down to Casualty in my car,’ offered Ben at once, alerted by the sinister sound of the symptoms. ‘It’ll be quicker than trying to get hold of the doctor.’

‘I’m not going to any hospital,’ objected Chip, who had never had much to do with the medical profession and was rather frightened of it. ‘I’ll be all right in a minute.’

But no sooner had he uttered the words than his body seemed to crumple and he began to gasp for breath, clutching his chest and groaning.

‘I’m taking you to the hospital whether you like it or not,’ declared Ben.

Chip was in no fit state to argue as Ben helped him out to his car, assisted by a worried Mrs Butler. Ben put his foot down on the accelerator and headed for Hammersmith Hospital.

Rachel West could hardly stay on her feet that same evening when she finished her shift at a factory in Shepherd’s Bush and joined the long queue for a bus to Hammersmith. The wind was sweeping the rain horizontally across the street, lashing her face and dripping into her eyes from the hood of her sodden red anorak. She felt wet right through to her underwear.

A small, skinny woman of twenty-six, with lustrous green-brown eyes and curly brown hair flecked with golden tones and worn casually with a fringe, she clutched her hood to her head as the wind tried to tear it off. It was completely soaked but at least it took the brunt of the weather. She was cold to the bone, her eyes itching with tiredness from being awake half the night with a fretful three-year-old, her fingers sore from assembling electrical components all day.

Standing there in the wind and rain, water seeping into one of her much-mended boots through a hole in the sole, she tried not to be depressed about the impossibility of being able to buy another pair. New shoes for her children took priority over her own needs and she didn’t even know how she was going to find the money for theirs, let alone a pair for herself. It was just as well she wasn’t overly burdened with vanity, because the shabby clothes she was forced to go about in weren’t exactly flattering.

She was still wrestling with the problem of footwear for the children, and taking comfort in the hope of overtime sometime soon at the factory, when the bus arrived and everybody surged forward, pushing and shoving in their eagerness to get out of the weather.

The lower deck of the bus was full, so she climbed the stairs into a pungent mixture of cigarette smoke, wet raincoats and stale perspiration, her clothes feeling cold and damp on her skin as she sat down. Through all of this ghastly discomfort, one light burned bright inside her – the thought of seeing her sons Tim and Johnnie, aged four and three respectively.

As she thought about them, her eyes felt hot and moist with sheer gratitude for their existence. How their father could have turned his back on them was completely beyond her. But he had, two years ago. He’d met someone he preferred to his wife – a woman he worked with at the salt factory – and had moved in with her, somewhere in north London as far as Rachel knew, though he’d been careful not to put an address on the goodbye note he’d left on the kitchen table for her to find when she got back from the shops on that terrible Saturday. Presumably he’d been afraid she might hound him for maintenance money, which he’d said in the note he’d send to her every week and never had — which was why she’d had to find a job immediately.

Looking back on how broken and wretched she’d felt in the immediate aftermath of his departure, she thought the suffocating sense of helplessness had been the worst part. She’d always taken security and self-esteem for granted until she no longer had either. Life had become a minefield of uncertainties. As well as the pain and humiliation, there was also the huge responsibility of parenthood, which she now had to bear alone. Jeff had never been what you could call a participating parent, but at least he’d shared the same roof. She’d felt fragile to the point of feebleness at times, unable to survive another day.

It hadn’t happened overnight. But gradually, from the wreckage of the person she had once been – a wife with a husband to support her financially and give her a place in society – another woman had emerged, someone far more resilient than she’d ever imagined herself to be. Not that she didn’t still feel vulnerable, even now. But she was managing. With two little boys relying on her, she couldn’t let herself go under.

No matter how bad she’d felt, she’d been determined that their childhood wouldn’t be wrecked by the selfishness of their father. Being just babies when he’d left, they didn’t remember him, especially as he’d always taken a background  role. He’d not been at ease with babies, and had never involved himself with them.

The heartbreak of being betrayed by the man she’d loved had eventually turned to anger and then to dull resignation interspersed with bursts of outrage at the sheer callousness of what he’d done, though coping with a full-time job and bringing up the children took most of her energy.

Jeff had always been irresponsible and self-indulgent and had made no secret of the fact that he felt restricted by the ties of a wife and children. She’d hoped he would become more settled as he matured. Never in her worst nightmare had she thought he would just walk away from his responsibilities. Her intellect told her she was better off without him, but her heart had said otherwise for a long time afterwards. She couldn’t just wipe her mind and emotions clean of someone she’d once shared her life with.

As she got off the bus, depressing thoughts of Jeff were pushed aside by the joyful anticipation of seeing her sons. She hurried towards the home of her sister Jan, whose moral and practical support had been a lifeline to Rachel this past two years.

‘Mumm . . . eee,’ whooped Tim, his rosy little face wreathed in smiles, as Jan opened the door of her terraced house to her rain-soaked sister, and ushered her into the narrow hall.

‘Hello, darling,’ Rachel beamed at her son.

‘Guess what?’ he said.

‘I can’t guess, so tell me,’ she grinned.

‘We had fish fingers and chips for our tea,’ he informed her proudly.

‘And we had some lovely strawberry mousse that Auntie Jan got from the supermarket for afters,’ added his chubby-cheeked younger brother, Johnnie.

‘Well, aren’t you the luckiest boys?’ enthused Rachel, peeling off her wet anorak and hanging it on a coat-hook before going down on her knees to hug them both, smothering them  with kisses. ‘You can’t possibly guess how pleased I am to see you.’

‘Anyone would think you hadn’t seen them for a month,’ smiled Jan, a warm-hearted, forthright woman with a penchant for homemaking.

‘It feels like a month,’ confessed Rachel, feasting her eyes on her children. ‘I’ve missed you two fellas so much.’ She looked at her sister. ‘Have they been good?’

‘Yeah, course they have,’ Jan assured her.

‘Johnnie spilt milk all over the sofa,’ came the triumphant cry of their four-year-old cousin Kelly, a plump child with blue eyes and ginger hair worn in bunches.

‘I didn’t mean to,’ said Johnnie, turning scarlet.

‘It was an accident,’ supported his brother.

Standing close to her mother with a proprietorial air, Kelly sent a withering look in the general direction of her cousins. ‘And Tim scribbled on my crayoning book and Mummy was cross and told him he was very naughty,’ she reported jubilantly.

‘All right, Kelly, that’s quite enough tales from you, thank you very much,’ admonished her mother mildly. ‘You children go in the other room while Rachel and I have a cup of tea.’

As they trailed noisily into the living room, Rachel turned to her sister. ‘Sounds as though you’ve been having a fraught time,’ she said.

‘Take no notice of Kelly,’ said Jan. ‘She’s just looking for attention.’

‘She resents having to share her mother with her cousins all day, I expect,’ suggested Rachel with concern.

‘Maybe she does sometimes,’ agreed Jan. ‘But it certainly doesn’t do her any harm. She needs other kids around, it teaches her to mix and to share . . . and she’d miss the boys like mad if they weren’t here. She loves them to bits even if she can’t wait to drop them in it as soon as you get here. It’s just a bit of childish rivalry.’

‘Yeah, I know. But you would tell me if minding them is  too much for you, wouldn’t you?’ asked Rachel, sensitive, as ever, to other people’s feelings.

‘I’m surprised you even have to ask that question, since I’ve never been known to hold back,’ her sister smilingly assured her. ‘Stop worrying. You’re nothing more than a bag of bones as it is.’

Rachel had always been slim but never as thin as she was now, mainly because she regularly skipped meals to feed the boys. She always made sure that they had nourishing food, albeit from the inexpensive end of the market: cheap cuts of meat, plenty of vegetables, bread and jam instead of the sweets she used to be able to afford.

On weekdays, when she was out working, they had their main meals at Jan’s, which were covered by the money Rachel insisted on paying for childcare. Jan wouldn’t take the going rate and only accepted a token payment so that Rachel didn’t feel awkward. She said that as she was at home with Kelly anyway, she was glad to help out. Their mother also did what she could within the limitations of her own part-time job. Rachel was constantly thankful for her supportive relatives.

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ she said now with irony.

‘Take no notice of me,’ grinned her sister, who was plump to say the least. ‘I’m just jealous ’cause you can get into a size ten while I’m pushing it to get into a marquee.’

‘Oh, Jan,’ laughed Rachel. ‘You’re not that big.’

‘Big enough.’

‘That’s what contentment does for you,’ remarked Rachel lightly. Her sister had been happily married for several years to a man she’d known since she was a teenager.

Two years older than Rachel, Jan was taller and bigger altogether, with a large round face, bright blue eyes and a shock of auburn hair. Of a contented nature anyway, she enjoyed her life as a housewife and had no hankering for anything else at the moment. ‘I’ve got the kettle on,’ she said. ‘Come and have a cuppa.’

Rachel followed her sister into the kitchen, which was in  the process of refurbishment, with stripped walls and cupboards half built. Jan and Pete had bought this old house with the idea of modernising it gradually. The smell of their evening meal filled the room with a delicious aroma: vegetables cooking on the stove and something savoury in the oven.

‘I mustn’t stay long,’ mentioned Rachel, who kept to a strict routine on weekdays. ‘I don’t like the boys to be late getting to bed as they have to be up so early.’

‘Another ten minutes won’t hurt, and if Pete gets home before you’re ready to leave, he’ll give you a lift in the van.’

‘That won’t be necessary,’ insisted Rachel, who was fiercely independent. ‘It’s only a few minutes’ walk.’

‘Far enough for the three of you to get soaked to the skin,’ Jan pointed out. ‘I know that you already are, but there’s no sense in letting the boys get wet when you don’t have to.’

‘I was thinking of Pete,’ explained Rachel. ‘He’s been out working all day. It doesn’t seem fair to drag the poor bloke out again on a night like this.’

‘He won’t mind,’ Jan said. ‘You know Pete.’

Rachel nodded. Pete Todd was well known for his easy-going nature.

A rush of noise and activity in the other room heralded the arrival of Jan’s husband. The children had obviously seen his van draw up and the house was suddenly filled with excitement and the sound of small feet thundering to the front door. Tim and Johnnie usually joined Kelly in welcoming her father, because they were very fond of their Uncle Pete. Rachel felt a lump rise in her throat at this touching picture of family life in which, by the very nature of things, she and her children could only take a peripheral part, no matter how welcome Jan and Pete made them feel in their home.

While Jan joined the reception party at the front door, Rachel poured the tea and took it into the living room, which was comfy and traditional, with a fire burning in the hearth, a well-worn three-piece suite in red and a television set in the corner. 

‘How are things with you then, Rachel?’ enquired her brother-in-law, a large man with a friendly nature and a wild profusion of curly brown hair on both his head and his chin. He was a self-employed washing-machine repairman, and was wearing a pair of blue overalls.

‘Not so bad, thanks.’ She passed him a cup of tea. ‘Have you had a good day?’

‘Mustn’t grumble,’ he said, and Rachel knew he wouldn’t even if he’d had a hellish one, because he was the most patient and uncomplaining of men.

‘You’ll run Rachel and the kids home, won’t you, love?’ said his wife with the casual confidence of someone who was in a happy and secure relationship. ‘It’s such a shocking night.’

‘Course I will,’ he told her.

‘Thanks, Pete,’ said Rachel.

‘No problem.’

His daughter climbed on to his lap and her cousins tried to do the same until they were restrained by their mother, who told them they were going home soon. They were miffed at this but cheered up when they learned they were going in Uncle Pete’s van. It was the nearest they ever got to going in a car, since their father had left with the family motor, an old banger but transport none the less.

All three children got a bit wild and excited then, tearing around the room, screaming and giggling, which meant the adults couldn’t hear themselves speak until the threat of an early bedtime quietened the trio down.

The telephone rang in the hall. ‘I’ll get it,’ said Jan, rising.

‘If it’s a customer, tell them I’m fully booked tomorrow, will you, love?’ Pete said to her retreating back. ‘The day after is the earliest booking I can take.’

‘Will do,’ replied Jan obligingly.

Rachel gave her brother-in-law a friendly grin, observing how the warmth of his presence seemed to fill the room. ‘You’re doing well, then,’ she said, getting up with the idea  of collecting the coats from the hall ready to leave. ‘Fully booked sounds good to me.’

He nodded, finishing his tea. ‘There’s a growing demand for someone like me, with so many people getting automatic washing machines,’ he said. ‘The automatics have more machinery to go wrong than the old twin-tubs.’ He gave her a wicked grin. ‘And you won’t hear me complaining.’

‘You’d be a fool if you did,’ smiled Rachel, who hadn’t yet joined the elite band of owners.

‘It’s just as well there’s plenty of work about because doing this house up uses money quicker than I can make it,’ Pete told her, glancing around the room, which hadn’t yet had the benefit of refurbishment.

‘I know the feeling,’ she said with a sympathetic look. ‘Feeding and clothing the boys has much the same effect on me. They grow out of everything so fast I can’t keep up with it. It’s lucky for me that they’re both boys. At least I can pass things down. And they’re not old enough yet to complain about it.’

They were still chatting idly when Jan came back into the room, her face ashen.

‘Who was it, love?’ Pete enquired.

She didn’t reply but sank into an armchair as though her legs had given out on her, her eyes staring unseeingly ahead.

‘What’s happened?’ asked Rachel. ‘You look as though you’ve had a shock.’

‘It was Mum,’ Jan said absently.

‘Mum?’ Rachel was immediately concerned. ‘Is something wrong with her or Dad?’ she wanted to know.

‘No, not with them – well, not directly anyway,’ said Jan, her hand pressed to her head. ‘But they’ve just had a visit from Ben Smart – you know, the bloke who works for Uncle Chip.’

‘I know the one,’ said Rachel quickly, her heart beginning to pound as there was obviously something the matter. ‘But what’s he got to do with anything?’

Jan shook her head as though unable to believe her own words. ‘He went round to tell them that . . .’ She paused, unable to continue. ‘To tell them that Uncle Chip died this afternoon,’ she finished at last in a bemused tone.

‘Blimey,’ gasped Pete.

‘Died!’ exclaimed Rachel, shocked to the core. ‘He can’t have!’

‘He has,’ said Jan dully.

‘But he wasn’t old or ill or anything,’ Rachel pointed out.

‘No, he wasn’t,’ agreed Jan grimly.

‘Was it some sort of an accident?’ enquired Rachel, whey-faced and shaky.

‘No. They think it was a heart attack,’ explained Jan dully. ‘He came over poorly this afternoon after he’d had a fall. Ben rushed him to the hospital. But he was dead on arrival, as they say. There was nothing anyone could do.’

‘How dreadful,’ said Rachel.

‘Terrible,’ echoed Jan. ‘Apparently Ben went to Mum and Dad’s place because he didn’t know how to contact Arthur.’

‘Poor Uncle Chip,’ murmured Rachel sadly. She’d been fond of her mother’s younger brother, who’d been a regular visitor at the house when she was a child. ‘Poor Mum, too. I bet she’s in a terrible state.’

‘She didn’t sound too good,’ Jan confirmed.

‘Her and Uncle Chip were always close – and Dad and he were good mates, too,’ Rachel continued. ‘We’d better go over to their place right away, just to give them some moral support.’ She put her hand to her throbbing head. ‘I should get the boys home to bed, though.’

‘It won’t hurt them to be late for once, not at a time like this,’ said Pete, getting up in a purposeful manner and taking control. ‘We’ll all go to your mum and dad’s place in the van and I’ll run you home afterwards, Rachel. Come on, let’s go. Get your coats, everybody.’

‘I’d better turn things off in the kitchen,’ said Jan vaguely. ‘I won’t be a minute.’

With coats hurriedly donned, they all went out into the torrential rain and piled into the dilapidated van, Jan and Kelly in the front with Pete, Rachel and the boys in the back among the tool boxes and spare parts. Tim and Johnnie thought it was great fun and Rachel took pleasure in that, but she was still chilled from her earlier soaking and shivering inside her damp anorak and wet boots, the shock of her uncle’s death making her feel sick and out of sorts.

When Rachel finally got home that night, the boys were cold, overtired and tetchy. Their poky third-floor council flat on the Perrydene Estate in Hammersmith felt like a refrigerator, the sour smell of damp permeating everything. The curtains in the living room were moving from the force of an icy draught that was finding its way through the closed windows.

‘I’m cold, Mum,’ said Tim, shivering.

‘So am I,’ whined Johnnie, looking utterly forlorn. ‘And I’m hungry too.’

‘I know you are, my darlings. But you’ll be as warm as toast once I get the place heated up,’ said Rachel in her usual positive manner, though her nerves jangled at the thought of the cost of having the gas fire on. ‘I’ll get you ready for bed then make us some supper and we’ll have it by the fire.’

She lit the gas fire and the boys sat in front of it on the floor. She removed their wet clothes and wrapped blankets around them, then went to the kitchen and put the kettle on for hot-water bottles. The two-bedroomed flat had no other heating besides the money-eating gas fire in the living room.

‘Can we have the telly on?’ asked Tim.

‘It still isn’t working, love,’ said Rachel. The TV had packed up several weeks ago and she was still trying to find the money to get it fixed.

‘Auntie Jan’s telly works,’ said Johnnie accusingly.

‘Yes, well, ours doesn’t at the moment,’ she told him.

‘Not fair,’ he huffed.

‘Maybe not, but it’s the way it is.’ She had to be firm about  things she couldn’t afford. Jeff hadn’t earned a huge amount, but at least he’d brought home enough to keep the household running, whereas her wages covered only the basic expenses, which meant that extras had to be saved for.

‘Why can’t we have strawberry mousse like we have at Auntie Jan’s?’ asked Johnnie.

‘I’ll get some at the weekend,’ Rachel told him.

‘I want some now,’ he said, in truculent mood.

‘We’ll have it as a treat on Sunday,’ said Rachel.

‘Kelly has it all the time.’ His expression was mutinous.

Johnnie was a darling but an absolute pain when he was tired. Being exhausted herself and depressed about her uncle’s death, Rachel’s patience wasn’t at its best. ‘Well, it’s a treat for us and that’s that,’ she told him.

‘Humph,’ he groaned.

‘Don’t be a misery, love,’ she admonished gently. ‘You can’t have everything you want.’

‘Humph,’ he snorted again.

‘You’re being a baby,’ accused Tim. ‘Baby baby bunting . . .’

‘I’m not a baby,’ objected Johnnie.

‘You sound like one to me,’ said Tim.

‘Shut up, you,’ retorted Johnnie.

‘Now then, stop it, both of you, this minute,’ Rachel intervened.

The tone of her voice rendered the room silent.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ said Johnnie meekly.

‘Sorry, Mum,’ added Tim.

‘All right,’ she said in a forgiving tone. ‘Now, let’s all calm down, shall we?’

Hurrying back into the kitchen, she filled the hot-water bottles, which she then placed in the beds. When she went back into the living room the boys were playing with their toy cars on the floor. She stood at the door. ‘Right, you two. Who’s first to get washed?’

‘Not me,’ they said in unison.

‘One of you has to be first,’ she pointed out.

‘It’s too cold in the bathroom,’ said Tim.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Johnnie, shuddering at the thought. ‘I’m not going in there.’

She couldn’t blame them. The bathroom was the flat’s own Arctic region. ‘Just a quick wash tonight,’ said Rachel, who was tempted to give the ritual a miss but thought she’d better not lower her standards just because she was tired, in case it got to be a habit. ‘You’re not going to bed filthy just because it’s cold in the bathroom. So come on, one of you, hurry up.’

In the absence of a response, she marched across the room and gathered Johnnie into her arms, carrying him to the bathroom kicking and screaming. Making a game of it, she tickled his tummy, singing his favourite nursery rhyme. By the time she’d finished washing him he was shrieking with laughter, whereupon she took him back to the fireside and got him changed into his pyjamas.

Having adopted the same tactic with his brother, she made them all some milky cocoa and peanut butter sandwiches, which they ate by the gas fire’s glow. When she’d tucked them into their warmed beds, she was dead on her feet but still found the energy to read them a story, something she did every night.

As soon as they were settled, she went into the bitter kitchen to wash the supper things and lay the table for breakfast, then she braved the bathroom for a quick wash and set the alarm clock for six thirty. Although it was still only nine thirty, she went to bed to save the cost of having the gas fire on. Curling into the foetus position and hugging the hot-water bottle in the bed she had once shared with Jeff, she pulled the covers up over her ears. It seemed so long ago since Jeff’s warm body had been here beside her.

Although she was desperately tired, sleep evaded her. Her mind was racing with thoughts of her uncle’s sudden death. She thought of her mother, and how devastated she was by it, despite her attempts to put on a brave face.

Empathy for her mother was almost stronger than Rachel’s own grief for her uncle, because she adored her mum. Dad was great too, but she didn’t share the same closeness with him, probably because like so many other men of his generation, he’d taken a less personal role than his wife in the upbringing of his daughters.

Dad had been more of a background security figure, the breadwinner and, allegedly, the head of the household, though Mum had usually made the decisions. As Rachel and Jan had grown into adults, they had been drawn to their mother by the mutual interests of their gender. Their father being outnumbered by women in the household had been a family joke for many years, until his daughters had balanced things up by getting married.

Rachel and Jan had had a childhood rich in love and laughter, mostly due to their mother’s warm heart and sense of fun. Rachel remembered the games Mum had played with them, the outings she’d arranged, the avid interest she’d taken in everything they did.

They’d never had much money because their father was only a factory worker. But they’d never felt deprived. Why would they when they knew nothing else? No one in their street had been any better off in those austere days of the forties and early fifties. The high standard of living that many ordinary people enjoyed today had been unheard of then. It was a different world now in more ways than one, with the pill, pop culture and a more liberated attitude towards class and sex.

Her mother was Rachel’s role model. If she herself was half as good a mother as Mum had been to her, she’d count herself a success. She thanked God she had inherited her mother’s indomitable spirit which made her determined that her boys would have happy childhood memories to take into adulthood, despite their father’s departure.

As a single parent, making ends meet was a constant struggle, but she considered herself privileged to have two  sons. A sudden death in the family certainly put things into perspective. Finding the money for the gas bill and the children’s shoes was trivial in comparison. She was thinking about this when exhaustion finally took over and she fell asleep.
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