
Pamela Evans was born and brought up in Hanwell in the
Borough of Ealing, London, the youngest of six children.
She is married and has two sons and now lives in Wales.
She has had eleven novels published, all of which are
available from Headline.

Praise for Pamela Evans’ previous London sagas:

‘A long, warm-hearted London saga’ Bookseller
‘A good story and excellent observation of social change
over the past forty years’ Knightsbridge and South Hams
Gazette
‘A good traditional romance and its author has a feeling
for the atmosphere of postwar London’ Sunday Express
‘Well peopled with warm personalities’ Liverpool Post
‘A heart-warming family saga’ Newtownards Chronicle
‘Very readable’ Bella

HP208Rpre.p65 6/30/2009, 8:21 AM1



Yesterday’s Friends

Pamela Evans

HP208Rpre.p65 6/30/2009, 8:21 AM3



iv

Copyright © 1996 Pamela Evans

The right of Pamela Evans to be identified as the Author of
the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 1996 by
HEADLINE BOOK PUBLISHING

First published in paperback in 1997 by
HEADLINE BOOK PUBLISHING

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being
imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance
to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

ISBN 0 7472 5167 3

Typeset by Avon Dataset Ltd, Bidford-on-Avon, Warks

Printed and bound in Great Britain by
Cox & Wyman Ltd, Reading, Berks

HEADLINE BOOK PUBLISHING
A division of Hodder Headline PLC

338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

HP208Rpre.p65 6/30/2009, 8:21 AM4



1

YESTERDAY’S FRIENDS

Chapter One

The Brooks twins saw themselves as arbiters of justice.
Passionately protective of family and friends, Ray and
Jack felt duty-bound to look after their own and did so
with brute force, being better endowed with muscle than
grey matter. Only the foolish or the brave spoke ill of
anyone in the Brooks clan within the twins’ hearing for
they were six feet tall with broad shoulders and big
knuckles.

Diehard troublemakers did exist, however, which was
how Ray and Jack came to be involved in an incident at
the Shepherd’s Bush Billiard Hall one Saturday afternoon
in the summer of 1956 . . .

This popular meeting place for working men was
situated above a gentlemen’s outfitters and was a large
room filled with individually lit, green baize-covered tables.
Clouds of cigarette smoke hung in the shafts of sunlight
that filtered through the dusty windows.

Ray and Jack were harmlessly engaged in a game at
one of the tables when a conversation between two nearby
players caught their attention. ‘Have you seen that bird
who works in Grover’s the chemist’s opposite the Green?’
asked a young man, a newcomer to the area, as he idly
chalked the end of his billiard cue.

‘You mean the good-looking, dark-haired piece?’ replied
his companion, a well-known mischiefmaker.

‘Yeah.’
‘That’s Ruth Brooks,’ said the troublemaker with a sly

glance in the direction of the Brooks twins, seeing a perfect
opportunity to provoke them just for the fun of it.
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‘You know her then?’ remarked the newcomer casually,
squinting across the green baize with a frown of concentra-
tion as he worked out his sporting strategy.

‘I know of her,’ said the agitator, shifty eyes gleaming
against his urban pallor, his spotty countenance topped
with thickly greased hair and edged by long sideburns.
‘Everyone around here knows about Ruth Brooks.’

‘Why’s that?’ asked the newcomer, raising his eyes in
idle curiosity.

‘’Cos she caused a scandal,’ he explained. ‘Must be
about four or five years ago.’

‘Sounds juicy,’ said the newcomer. ‘So, what’s the
story?’

With slow deliberate movements, the troublemaker
positioned himself at the table, pausing before taking his
shot, knowing the delay would sharpen his companion’s
interest. When he was quite ready, he rested the end of
his cue on the floor and began speaking in a voice loud
enough to be overheard.

‘Ruth Brooks was the brainy sort . . . went to the
grammar school . . . and not many go there from her
street.’ He paused, studying his cue, to build the tension.
‘Her family were well chuffed, boasted about her all over
the town. But they didn’t have much to shout about later,
when she got herself up the spout and had to leave school.’

‘Did she have the kid?’
‘Yeah . . . a girl.’ He paused thoughtfully. ‘I suppose

she would be about four by now.’
‘Well, stone me.’
‘I should steer well clear of Ruth Brooks if I were you,

mate,’ warned the troublemaker, whose character assess-
ment was based purely on malice because the woman in
question had never given him a second glance. ‘She’s
quite a looker, I admit – I wouldn’t mind doin’ her a
favour myself – but I wouldn’t wanna be one of a crowd.’

The conversation came to an abrupt end when the
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troublemaker’s cue was ripped from his grasp and snapped
in two over Ray Brooks’s knee.

‘Have you got a death wish or something?’ asked Ray,
his tar-black eyes hot and menacing as he towered over
the other man, pushing the two halves of the cue into his
face for a moment before sending them clattering to the
floor.

‘I think he must have,’ said his brother Jack, standing
beside Ray.

‘Here, that cue cost money!’ admonished the trouble-
maker, who was already beginning to regret his
recklessness in riling this awesome pair.

‘It isn’t a good idea to make rude remarks about our
sister if you value your property,’ Ray informed him.

‘Or your health,’ added Jack.
‘It’s a free country . . . I can say what I like about . . .’
‘Not about our family you can’t . . . not when we’re

around anyway,’ was the reply in Ray’s gravel tones.
‘Hey, do you mind?’ put in the newcomer, glaring at

the twins. ‘Me and my mate were in the middle of a game
and a private conversation. If he wants to tell me that
your sister is a slag, he’s perfectly entitled.’

An electric silence fell over the room. All games ceased
and all eyes were directed towards the disturbance.
Through a haze of smoke, the entire gathering watched
the twins, a striking pair, tall, dark and identical, with
muscles of steel beneath their drape suits.

‘We don’t allow anyone to insult our sister,’ said Ray
grimly. ‘And if we catch anyone doin’ it, we make sure
they never do it again.’

‘Don’t you threaten me,’ warned the troublemaker with
bravado.

‘We intend to do more than that,’ said Ray. ‘It’s a matter
of principle, innit, Jack?’

‘That’s right, bruv.’
‘So if you two fellas will oblige us and come outside,
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we’ll finish our business and get on with our game.’
‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said the troublemaker,

looking horribly bilious.
‘Nor me,’ said the newcomer, also turning pale with

fright.
But their arms were twisted firmly behind their backs

and they were propelled from the room, ushered forcibly
down the stairs and into the street where they were taken
to the nearest alleyway and made to suffer for daring to
insult a member of the Brooks family.

Ruth Brooks was about to take her lunch hour when Mr
Grover asked her to hang on for a few minutes because
he had something important to say to her. Having arranged
to meet her friend Kitty in the cafe across the Green,
Ruth wasn’t pleased about the delay but kept her thoughts
to herself because Mr Grover was a good employer and
very understanding of her circumstances.

‘It won’t take long, my dear,’ he said as they stood
among the serried rows of bottles and jars on the shelves
in the dispensary, the air faintly scented with wintergreen
and coal tar ointment. ‘But I’d like you to hear it from
me first, rather than anyone else.’

‘Hear what, Mr Grover?’
‘I’m retiring,’ he announced, his gentle blue eyes faded

and watery with age behind his spectacles. ‘I’m selling
the shop.’

This shouldn’t have been unexpected since he was
well turned seventy but Ruth felt quite shocked by the
news. Mr Grover’s shop was as much a part of the area
as the market and she couldn’t imagine his not being
around to offer advice and make up ‘something that might
do the trick’ to save someone a trip to the doctor’s surgery.
Naturally, too, Ruth was concerned about her job.

‘I’m really sorry to hear that, Mr Grover,’ she replied.
‘Surely you don’t begrudge an old man a little time to
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himself in his autumn years?’ he remarked in a kindly
manner. A few strands of wispy white hair sparsely
feathered his bald head which gleamed in the electric
light, switched on even on a sunny day like this. The
dispensary had only one small window which was high
up and barred for security reasons.

‘Of course not,’ she said, ‘but you’ll be greatly missed.
You’re very well thought of by the people around here.’

‘No one lasts for ever and I’m sure my successor will
serve the community well.’

‘Are you moving away from the area?’ enquired Ruth,
knowing he’d lived in the flat above the shop on his own
since his wife died.

‘Yes, I’m going to live near my daughter in Putney,’ he
explained.

‘That’ll be lovely for you,’ she said with forced bright-
ness as the possible repercussions for her of his retirement
registered fully.

‘Indeed it will.’ He pushed his spectacles on to the
bridge of his thin nose. ‘But I expect you’re wondering
about your job?’

‘Naturally it’s crossed my mind.’
‘Well, I shall recommend you highly to the new owner

but I can’t actually guarantee that they’ll keep you on,’
he explained. ‘If a married couple take it, for instance,
they may want to run the shop between them with the
help of just a part-timer.’

‘Yes, I understand that.’
‘But even if that were to happen,’ he said with genuine

concern, ‘I’m sure you’d soon find something else – a
bright, hardworking young woman like yourself. There
are plenty of jobs about at the moment.’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Ruth, smiling despite
the knot of tension in her stomach. ‘I’ll be fine. You con-
centrate on your retirement. You deserve a rest after such
a long career.’
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‘We all have to stand back at some time.’
‘I suppose so.’
‘I wanted to make sure you were put in the picture

before potential buyers start coming to view the property,’
he explained.

‘Thank you, I appreciate that.’
‘So . . . off you go then now, my dear, and have your

lunch.’
‘Thank you. I’ll see you later.’
As she hurried through the shop, Ruth saw her sur-

roundings through a blur of tears. It was, she had to admit,
dismal and old-fashioned despite her attempts to bring
it into line with the taste of the 1950s. The solid mahogany
counters and wall shelves were piled high with patent
remedies for coughs, colds and indigestion; there was
malt extract, garden fertiliser, health salts, disinfectant.
Tins of baby milk stood in a pile on the floor.

Grover’s was overstocked with almost everything except
toiletries and cosmetics, of which there were very few.
During the four years she’d been working here, Ruth had
tried to persuade Mr Grover to allow her to reorganise
the shop, to brighten the place up and make space for
displays of perfume, fancy soaps and make-up, which
would boost the turnover now that people had more
money to spend. But her employer had made it clear
that he wasn’t interested in changing the habits of a life-
time. He was an old man with more interest in pharmacy
than business, and he had no intention of modernising
his shop at his time of life.

He had allowed her to assist him in the dispensary
from time to time, though, which had broken the
monotony of counter work. Ruth was an intelligent girl
who liked a challenge, which was why she tried to learn
as much as she could from Mr Grover about pharmacy.

But now, she left the shop and hurried across the Green,
a slim figure in a well-worn summer dress and flat sandals,
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unstylish compared to others her age who could afford
the exciting new fashions. She was undeniably attractive,
though: olive-skinned, with sloe-black eyes and curling
lashes, her long dark hair tied back with a ribbon.

There was the freshness and brilliance of a perfect
summer’s day, its clear blue skies soaring over the sunlit
suburb which today was vibrant and colourful, the streets
thronged with Saturday shoppers eager to spend money
on luxury items as well as food in this long-awaited time
of affluence. People were pouring off buses and trains
and heading for the market.

Teddy Boys were out in force, parading in their
Edwardian-style clothes. There was quite a sprinkling of
khaki too: National Servicemen home for the weekend.
Young women in bright summer dresses or tight skirts
and stiletto-heeled shoes with winkle picker toes strutted
arm in arm, gazing into the shop windows. The benches
on the Green were all occupied by people taking a respite
under the trees with their bags and packages as Ruth
hurried by.

A naturally exuberant person with a ready smile, today
she was unusually subdued. In fact, her full lips were
pressed tightly together and her teeth were clenched. Even
the glorious sunshine bathing her arms and shoulders
failed to soothe her. She was far too concerned with the
possible loss of her job to be infected by the atmosphere
of energy and enthusiasm around her.

Theoretically she shouldn’t have difficulty finding
another job at this time of economic upsurge. But how
many employers would be willing to take her on once
they found out the truth about her circumstances? Even
apart from the stigma, they would probably view someone
with a child to raise alone as an unreliable prospect.
Unmarried mothers were social pariahs in the eyes of
many people.

One thing was certain: if the worst happened and she
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did lose this job, she’d have to get another one fast. With
a child to support, she couldn’t afford to be out of work
for even a day. She was pale with worry as she approached
the cafe.

By contrast Kitty West was in high spirits and bursting
to share her good news, which was the reason she’d invited
her friend Ruth to join her for lunch.

‘You know that interview I went for a few weeks ago –
for a job with a new holiday tour operator that’s recently
started up?’ she started saying in a rush as soon as Ruth
sat down.

‘You got the job?’ she guessed.
‘I did, I did,’ squealed Kitty, her blue eyes sparkling.
‘Oh, Kitty, that’s wonderful!’ said Ruth, concealing her

own problems so as not to put a damper on her friend’s
excitement.

‘Yes, it is, isn’t it?’
‘Come on then,’ she urged, forcing herself to sound

lighthearted. ‘Tell me all about it.’
‘Well, I shall get the chance to travel abroad to various

holiday resorts,’ explained Kitty, who currently worked
in the West End offices of a firm of travel agents and,
unlike Ruth, didn’t have to work on a Saturday.

‘As a courier?’
‘No, I’ll be on the administration side – dealing with

hoteliers and managers of apartments as well as sorting
out queries for the couriers. I’ll be checking out com-
plaints, finding new accommodation for the future and
so on.’

‘How exciting.’
‘I think so,’ said Kitty, her face flushed and animated.

‘It’s only because I’m fluent in French and Spanish that
I got the job. The men usually get all the interesting jobs
in the admin side of the travel business. Women usually
just get to make their coffee and do their typing.’
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They each ordered a cheese omelette, though Mr
Grover’s news had all but killed Ruth’s appetite.

‘Will you be away most of the time?’ she asked, glancing
idly around the cafe which had recently been re-vamped
coffee bar-style with formica-topped tables, espresso
machines and a juke box currently emitting Elvis Presley’s
latest hit.

‘A fair bit over the course of a year, I should think.’
The ache inside Ruth grew. Her day was getting worse

by the moment. First she looked likely to lose her job,
now her best friend was going away . . .

‘Apparently my first assignment will be a trip to Spain,
to find out what accommodation is available in a new
resort there,’ explained Kitty. ‘The company is looking
for hotels and apartments for package holidays all over
Europe. Holidays abroad are becoming really popular.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard about that,’ said Ruth, feeling very
much out of things. ‘We sell loads of sun tan oil.’

The omelettes arrived. Ruth couldn’t manage more
than a mouthful or two which didn’t escape Kitty’s notice.
Over coffee, she said, ‘But enough about me. How are
things with you?’

‘Okay.’
‘How’s Jenny?’
‘She’s fine.’ Ruth smiled, her whole face seeming to

melt into happiness. ‘Well . . . she’s adorable actually.’
‘I’ll pop round to your place and see her before I go

home to Hammersmith.’
‘We’ll go together when we leave here,’ suggested Ruth.

‘I get withdrawal symptoms if I don’t manage to see her
in my lunch hour.’

‘A hopelessly devoted mother, eh?’
‘I admit it.’
Kitty gave her friend a close look. ‘So if you and Jenny

are both fine, what’s the matter?’
‘Nothing.’
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‘Something has to be wrong for you to leave your
lunch.’

Ruth knew she couldn’t deceive her closest friend.
‘Oh, it’s nothing really,’ she said, making light of it.

‘I’ve just heard that Mr Grover is selling up and retiring,
that’s all.’

‘And you think you’ll lose your job?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry, Ruth,’ said Kitty. ‘I’ve been so full of

myself, I didn’t notice that anything was wrong ’til you
left your omelette.’

‘Don’t apologise. I enjoy hearing your news. I’m pleased
things are going so well for you, honestly.’

‘You’ll soon get another job,’ said Kitty reassuringly.
‘I hope so.’
‘You could even try for something a bit more

challenging,’ suggested Kitty. ‘You did get your ‘O’-levels,
remember?’

‘Fat chance of that with the stigma I carry! Honestly,
being an unmarried mum is tantamount to being on the
game to some people.’ Ruth paused thoughtfully. ‘Anyway,
I need to work near home so that I can see Jenny at
lunchtime and be back in time in the evening to put her
to bed.’

‘Yes, there is that.’
‘I’m hoping the new owner will let me stay on at the

shop,’ she confided. ‘It’s convenient and I really rather
enjoy the job, especially when I’m allowed to help in the
dispensary.’

Kitty studied Ruth over the rim of her coffee cup. It
infuriated her to see her friend in such a state. Ruth would
have been doing something far better suited to her
capabilities if she hadn’t had to leave school after her
‘O’-levels because she was pregnant. She might even have
gone to university. The teachers had certainly seemed to
think so at the time. Ruth had been the shining light of
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her year at Redfern Grammar School, a gifted student
with a golden future.

But all her youthful opportunities had been destroyed
by disgrace and premature responsibility. She’d had a
tough time this last five years even though she would
sooner die than admit it. Raising a child without a husband
was difficult enough in itself, and the attitude of people
towards someone in her situation certainly didn’t help
matters.

What angered Kitty most was the fact that while Ruth’s
life had been altered irrevocably, the father of her child
hadn’t suffered in the slightest. But she kept her thoughts
on this subject to herself because she knew Ruth was
ultra-sensitive about it.

‘Let’s hope for the best then,’ said Kitty in response
to Ruth’s remark. ‘But don’t worry. If the new owner
doesn’t keep you on for any reason, you’ll soon get fixed
up somewhere else.’

Ruth cast an admiring eye over her friend. Kitty had a
pale, delicate beauty and knew how to improve on what
nature had already supplied. Creamy beige make-up made
her skin glow against her ash-blonde hair which she wore
short and feathery. Her blue eyes were enhanced by a
generous use of mascara and eye shadow, and she was
wearing an Italian-style shirt in cornflower blue with
lightweight cream tapered trousers. She had an air of
success about her. Kitty had come a long way since she
and Ruth had first met as new girls at Redfern Grammar
School ten years ago at the age of eleven.

They’d found an instant rapport and been best friends
ever since, despite the difference in their backgrounds.
Kitty’s father owned two grocery shops, and the family
lived in their own house in a respectable avenue in the
better part of Hammersmith, whereas Ruth’s father was
a factory worker and the Brooks family lived in a rented
house in a working-class area of Shepherd’s Bush.
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Ruth had always known Kitty would go far. She had
the sort of self-assurance that made her stand out in a
crowd. She’d stayed on at school to do her ‘A’-levels after
Ruth had left, which had helped her to get into the travel
business. She’d had a reputation for arrogance at school
but Ruth could forgive her that because she was such
fun to be with. If she got uppish, Ruth told her she was
being a pain in the bum and Kitty soon changed her
attitude. Ruth thought her air of superiority was probably
not deliberate and might have something to do with her
being an only child. Whatever her faults, she’d been a
good friend to Ruth.

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Ruth for the second time
that day. ‘I won’t be out of work for long if I do lose this
job.’

Kitty chose her next words carefully because Ruth was
fiercely proud and resented anything that even hinted at
pity.

‘Don’t you ever feel the slightest bit bitter about the
way things have turned out for you?’ she asked.

‘I sometimes get angry at the way society treats people
like me,’ Ruth replied, her eyes hardening, her tone
becoming brittle. ‘But, no, I’m not bitter. Why should I
be?’

‘Oh, come on, Ruth, this is me, Kitty. You can be honest
with me.’

‘I am being honest.’
‘But when your job is under threat and you have the

sole responsibility of supporting a child, surely the
unfairness of it all must get to you?’

‘How can I even think in terms of unfairness when I
have such a precious gift?’ said Ruth with utmost sincerity.
‘The thing I love most in all the world – my daughter.’

Kitty felt a lump gather in her throat. Ruth was hard
up and shabby and stuck in a dead end job with no
prospects, but at that moment she seemed rich beyond
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measure, her dark, velvety eyes filling with tenderness at
the mention of Jenny.

Ruth and Kitty had been about as close as friends can
get over the last ten years, sharing each other’s thoughts
and dreams. But although Kitty knew who Jenny’s father
was, Ruth had never fed Kitty’s fevered imagination with
the details of events that fateful night when they had both
been sixteen-year-old schoolgirls: the night of Jenny’s
conception.

‘There’s no answer to that, is there?’ said Kitty, humbled
by her friend’s attitude.

‘No, I don’t believe there is,’ Ruth agreed.

When Ruth got home from work that evening there
was an argument in progress. Her mother, Audrey, was
holding forth to the twins in the kitchen, having been
told by a neighbour that they’d been seen fighting in an
alleyway.

Four-year-old Jenny was sitting on her grandfather’s
lap in the living room, a cosy mixture of the old and the
new with its ancient three-piece suite in maroon set amidst
contemporary occasional tables and a television set in
the corner, its double doors closed across the screen.
Jenny was as fair as her mother was dark, a golden-haired,
blue-eyed child with dimpled cheeks.

‘Gran’s cross with the Nunkies,’ she informed her
mother gravely, using her pet name for her uncles, as
Audrey’s furious tones rang through the house.

‘So I can hear,’ said Ruth.
‘They must’ve been very naughty to make Gran shout

like that,’ said Jenny, tears beginning to roll down her
cheeks as she snuggled closer to her grandfather.

‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, love,’ Ruth
reassured her, going down on her haunches and gently
dabbing the little girl’s eyes with her handkerchief. ‘Gran
isn’t angry with you.’
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‘I don’t like it when she shouts, though,’ confessed
Jenny.

Ruth’s father, Dan, an even-tempered and sensible man
from whom Ruth and her brothers inherited their dark
colouring, said to his daughter, ‘You know what your
mother’s like about the twins fighting. It really gets her
dander up. It’s time those two packed it in. They’re old
enough to know better.’

‘They certainly are.’
Ruth’s protectiveness towards her daughter was so

strong it was almost a physical pain. It hurt to see Jenny
so upset by adult altercations, of which there were many
in this household. Ruth had a warm and loving nature
and adored her parents and brothers, but living with them
now that she had a child of her own could be purgatory
at times as family unity cracked under the strain of too
much togetherness and too little privacy.

Much of the friction was caused by Ruth herself as
she fought a constant battle to bring up her daughter
her own way, without interference. Since rented accom-
modation was beyond her means, and practically
non-existent for an unmarried mother anyway, a place of
her own was not even a possibility.

As her mother’s fury continued to blast from the
kitchen, it began to dawn on Ruth that she herself was to
blame for the conflict, at least indirectly.

‘When are you two gonna grow up?’ Audrey was
shouting. ‘Twenty-three years old and still scrapping in
the street like a couple o’ kids, and givin’ the family a
bad name. It’s gotta stop. I won’t have it, do you hear
me?’

‘Calm down, Mum, you’ll give yourself a heart attack,’
came Ray’s deep tones.

‘We were only defending our sister’s reputation,’ added
Jack.

‘’Course we were. Those blokes were asking for trouble,’
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Ray said in aggrieved tones. ‘The things they were saying
about Ruth!’

‘We couldn’t just stand back and let them get away
with it.’

Ruth gave her daughter a reassuring hug and told her
to stay with her grandfather. Then she marched into the
kitchen, a long narrow room, its dark old-fashioned
furnishings brightened here and there by home-made
formica worktops.

‘Oh, it’s you, Ruth,’ said Audrey, turning as the door
opened. ‘I didn’t realise you were home from work.’

‘You’ll have the neighbours in here complaining about
the noise in a minute, if you don’t keep your voices down,’
she admonished. ‘And that’ll get us talked about even
more.’

‘Someone’s got to make these idiots see sense,’ said
her mother.

‘You leave them to me, Mum, I’ll soon sort them out.’
Ruth opened the kitchen door leading to the long narrow
back garden. ‘Come on, you two dumbos. We need to
talk.’

Because their sister could be quite formidable in this
mood they did as she asked, closing the door behind them.

‘Right,’ said Ruth in a low but forceful tone, ‘how many
times must I tell you – I don’t want you fighting over me.
I’m twenty-one years old and quite old enough to fight
my own battles.’

‘Surely you didn’t expect us to let those blokes get
away with it?’

‘All you did was fuel the gossip and make Mum see
red.’

‘What were we supposed to do, then?’
‘Ignore them.’
‘And let people think we’ve lost our bottle?’
‘Better they think that than that you’ve no brains at

all.’

HP208R_Yesterdayfriend.p65 6/30/2009, 8:22 AM15



16

PAMELA EVANS

‘Charming!’ said Ray, affronted.
‘Cheek!’ echoed Jack.
‘Well, what do you expect if you carry on like a couple

of gorillas?’
They lapsed into an offended silence. Ruth cast her

eye over her brothers, so much alike most people outside
the family had a job telling them apart. They were ex-
tremely good-looking with olive skin and finely chiselled
features, their thick black hair heavily greased and brushed
forward into a quiff at the front, dark sweeping lashes
fringing their eyes. As factory workers, they earned a good
wage which enabled them to dress in style too. Although
they both attracted a good deal of feminine interest, neither
Ray nor Jack could sustain a relationship with a woman
for any length of time because of their exceptionally close
bonding which tended to make them exclude everyone
else.

‘Look, you two,’ she said in a more conciliatory tone,
‘I know you mean well and I appreciate your looking out
for me but it only makes matters worse. Don’t you think
Mum has enough to contend with without your embar-
rassing her by fighting in public? She’s had more than
her share of mud thrown at her because of me. Your
brawling upsets her and makes me feel guilty. You know
what it’s like round here – you can’t burp without
everybody knowing about it! Someone is always bound
to tell Mum if you get into a bundle in a public place. If
you must fight, join a boxing club. Just don’t use me as
an excuse for violence.’

‘That’s gratitude for you,’ said Jack gloomily.
The word hit a raw nerve because Ruth had had a

bad day and was feeling particularly sensitive.
‘Don’t talk to me about gratitude!’ she said, her voice

quivering. ‘I’m grateful to all of you, every second of my
life. I’m so grateful there’s hardly room for any other
feelings. I’m grateful to Mum and Dad for letting Jenny
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and me live here, to you two for standing up for me, to
Mr Grover for giving me a job when I’ve committed the
worst sin in the book and had a baby without being
married . . . so don’t make me feel even more guilty by
fighting to protect my good name. I know what people
say about me – even now that Jenny’s turned four, some
of them are still at it. It hurts, of course it does, but I can
live with it. But people are never gonna forget if you
constantly remind them by brawling in the streets every
time anyone says anything about me.’

‘Okay, we’re sorry if we’ve upset you,’ sighed Ray, who
was fond of his sister and could see that she was close to
tears. ‘We were only trying to help. But we’ll try to turn
a blind eye in future.’

‘Do you really mean that?’
‘We’ll try,’ said Ray because he and his brother found

self-control very difficult when it came to defending the
honour of the family. ‘That’s the best I can offer.’

‘That’s better than nothing, I suppose,’ said Ruth,
hooking her arms through theirs. ‘Now that that’s settled,
let’s go back inside and you can make your peace with
Mum.’

No sooner had Ruth recovered from that disagreement
than another row broke out at tea-time, this time between
her mother and herself.

It started when Jenny refused to eat any ham salad or
bread and butter and wanted a piece of chocolate sponge
cake instead.

‘Not until you’ve eaten some of what you have on your
plate,’ said Ruth.

‘Oh, let her have the cake,’ said Audrey. ‘It won’t do
her any harm.’

‘She can have cake when she’s eaten some of the other
things,’ insisted Ruth.

‘No, I only want the cake,’ said the child determinedly,
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pushing her plate away and bursting into tears.
‘Ah, bless her,’ said Audrey, who was a complete

pushover where Jenny was concerned.
‘Crocodile tears,’ said Ruth.
‘Don’t be so hard on her,’ said Ray. ‘A bit o’ cake won’t

hurt her.’
‘’Course it won’t,’ agreed Jack.
‘She’s not having cake until she’s eaten some of what’s

already on her plate,’ insisted Ruth through clenched teeth.
‘She’s not touched any of it. And will you please stop
undermining my authority . . . all of you.’

‘Ruth is quite right,’ said her father supportively. ‘Jenny
must learn to do what her mother tells her.’

‘What harm can a piece of cake do?’ said Ray as Jenny’s
wailing grew louder.

‘The cake isn’t the issue,’ declared Ruth, trembling
with frustration. It was an uphill struggle trying to assert
her right as Jenny’s mother to prevent her daughter from
becoming a spoiled brat. But she had to do it for the
child’s sake. ‘Giving in to her every time she wants
something is what this is all about. Apart from ruining
her character, she can’t live on cakes and biscuits, which
is what will happen if we’re not careful.’

‘I hope you’re not suggesting that’s what she eats all
day when I’m looking after her?’ said Audrey sharply.

‘Of course I’m not,’ said Ruth. ‘But we have to be firm.’
‘She eats whatever I give her during the day . . . all

good nourishing food.’
Ruth was seething but stayed silent to prevent Jenny

from hearing any more bickering. When Audrey went
against Ruth’s wishes and gave Jenny the cake, Ruth almost
exploded but managed to contain her rage. However, as
soon as her mother left the room to get ready for work at
the Rose and Crown, where she did a shift every Friday
and Saturday evening, Ruth followed her upstairs to her
bedroom.
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‘How am I ever going to win any respect from my
daughter if you constantly disregard everything I say in
front of her?’ she demanded as her mother sat at the
dressing table putting on lipstick.

Audrey turned scarlet, green eyes shining with angry
tears in her freckled face. Although a warm-hearted,
gregarious woman, she tended to be sensitive and was
already feeling emotional because the twins had upset
her.

‘I’ve done everything I possibly can for you and Jenny,’
she said defensively, her voice wobbling.

‘I know that, Mum, and I’m very grateful.’
‘What did you know about bringing up a child when

you had Jenny?’ she continued as though Ruth hadn’t
spoken. ‘Bugger all, that’s what. You were still just a kid
yourself.’

‘That didn’t stop me wanting to be a mother to her,’
said Ruth, feeling sick, tears welling up inside her. ‘But
you’ve never let me take my proper role. I’m twenty-one
now and you still treat me as Jenny’s big sister.’

‘I do my best for both of you,’ said Audrey, deeply
hurt by the criticism. ‘If my best ain’t good enough for
you, then you’d better stay home from work and look
after Jenny yourself.’

‘I can’t afford to, Mum, you know that.’
‘I didn’t ask you to go out and get pregnant when you

were sixteen,’ said her mother, her neck suffused with
red blotches as she said things she didn’t mean in the
heat of the moment. ‘But since that’s what happened,
we’ve all done what we can to help. The least you can do
is to stop being so ungrateful.’

This kind of conversation always ended in the same
way, with both of them close to tears and Ruth feeling
guilty.

‘Mum, I do appreciate everything you do for me, it’s
just that . . .’
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‘Oh, go downstairs and see to your daughter,’ Audrey
interrupted sharply. ‘And leave me to get ready for work.’

‘I didn’t mean to hurt you . . . you do a wonderful job,
but . . .’

‘There’s always a but with you, isn’t there?’ said Audrey
coldly.

‘I just want to be allowed to be my daughter’s mother,
that’s all.’

‘Go downstairs and get on with being her mother then,
and leave me alone!’

With a grinding ache in the pit of her stomach, Ruth
left the room.

Audrey left number four Nutley Road and headed towards
the Green, past rows of Victorian terraces, weaving her
way through gangs of children and narrowly missing a
football in her face.

At forty-five she was an impressive figure, tall and busty
with green eyes and red hair which she wore in a bubble
cut. Tonight she was wearing a navy and white fitted dress
and white high-heeled shoes. It was important to make
the best of herself for her job at the pub, the punters
expected it.

Beneath her smart exterior, however, she was feeling
utterly wretched and finding it difficult to hold back the
tears. She was certainly in no condition to go to work
since a barmaid was supposed to be a cheering influence.
Reaching the main road, she crossed over to the Green
and sat down on a bench to calm herself, smarting at the
memory of the things she’d said to her beloved Ruth.
Why had she hurt her when that was the last thing she’d
intended?

With a shaking hand she lit a cigarette, drawing on it
deeply, only vaguely aware of the people around her on
this triangular piece of common land. At this time of the
evening most people were at home having their tea. There

HP208R_Yesterdayfriend.p65 6/30/2009, 8:22 AM20



21

YESTERDAY’S FRIENDS

was a tramp lying flat on the grass under a tree, some
boys kicking a ball about, a stray dog sniffing around the
litter bin and a couple of young women playing tennis in
the courts.

Mulling over what Ruth had said, she could see that
she did have a valid point. Jenny had always been the
family’s baby rather than Ruth’s daughter, which was
perhaps inevitable given the circumstances. But, yes,
Audrey did spoil her granddaughter, if she was perfectly
honest.

Her thoughts drifted back to that terrible day when
Ruth had told her she was pregnant; it had been all the
more of a shock because Ruth hadn’t even had a steady
boyfriend at the time.

She had insisted that the pregnancy was not a result
of rape. She’d told them the name of the person
responsible and said he’d gone abroad to live and couldn’t
be contacted, which was probably just as well with Dan
and the twins after his blood. But more than that she
wouldn’t say. Nothing would persuade her to talk further
about Jenny’s father.

Although Audrey and Dan had rallied round their
daughter, they had both been bitterly disappointed that
she’d not been able to finish her education. They’d been
so proud when she’d got a place at grammar school. It
had given the whole family a boost to have an academic
in their midst. The twins, bless ’em, didn’t have an intel-
lectual thought between them. Audrey sighed deeply,
recalling how Ruth’s promising future had all ended in
disgrace.

It had seemed sensible for Audrey to look after the
baby while Ruth went out to work. She was at home
during the day anyway and Ruth needed to be earning.
Audrey’s only stipulation was that she should be able to
continue with her Friday and Saturday evening shift at
the Rose and Crown.
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Money wasn’t her motivation in this. Dan earned a
reasonable wage as a metal worker in a factory and the
twins paid their way at home. But working as a barmaid
for a few hours a week was Audrey’s escape from domes-
ticity and she needed it, especially after Jenny was born.
As much as she loved her, it was exhausting looking after
a young baby again after such a long time. A few hours a
week in the convivial atmosphere behind the bar revitalised
her.

The argument with Ruth came back to her mind and
fresh tears formed. The truth of the matter was that Ruth
needed a home of her own in which to bring up her
daughter. She needed a husband too. But what chance
did she have of either? She couldn’t afford a place of her
own and there weren’t many men around who were willing
to take on a woman with a ruined reputation and a young
child.

Audrey didn’t seem to be having much luck in getting
her children married and settled down. The twins seemed
doomed to remain bachelors. What woman would want
to marry a man who always wanted to be with his brother?

Oh, well, she couldn’t sit here all night brooding or
they’d wonder where she’d got to at the pub. She stood
up and stubbed out her cigarette, blew her nose and
headed for the Rose and Crown, resolving to make her
peace with Ruth as soon as she got home.

The house was empty except for Ruth and Jenny who
was asleep in bed. The twins had gone out chasing women
at the Hammersmith Palais and Ruth’s father had gone
for a pint at the Rose and Crown as he always did on a
Saturday night when he waited for his wife to finish work
and walked her home.

Ruth was curled up in an armchair in the living room
staring at the black and white images on the television
set and seeing nothing. As much as she enjoyed having
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the house to herself, she couldn’t help thinking that not
many single women of her age would be at home alone
on a Saturday night. Kitty certainly wouldn’t be. She would
have a date of some sort.

She wondered what Jenny’s father was doing now. She
doubted if he would be spending Saturday night on his
own. Not someone like him. Thoughts of him stirred her
emotions and set her pulses racing – even now, after five
years. She knew she would never see him again but she
would not forget him. How could she when she saw him
every day in her daughter? She had secretly wept for him
but she hadn’t blamed him or been bitter. Why should
she? He was the loser. He didn’t have Jenny.

Her thoughts drifted back to the earlier tension within
the family. Her mother was a well-meaning soul who did
her best in an almost impossible situation for which Ruth
was to blame. Ruth hated to hurt her but sometimes she
had to, for Jenny’s sake.

It occurred to her then that a different sort of woman
from her mother might see her offspring as a collective
disappointment, having sons who were incapable of staying
out of trouble and a daughter who had presented her
with a bastard grandchild.

Just allowing the word to take shape in her mind
stabbed at Ruth’s heart. It also forced her to face up to
the fact that that was how the outside world regarded
her daughter.

What did the future hold for Jenny? At present she
was safe in the bosom of a loving family, sheltered from
the harsh reality of life outside this house. But next year
she would be going to school. The family couldn’t protect
her then from the cruelty of playground talk.

Ruth’s head throbbed from the tension of the day and
worry for the future. She deeply regretted the trouble
and disappointment she had already caused her parents,
and was desperately anxious about the agonies yet to
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come for her daughter, growing up in a world that had
no place for someone who didn’t slot neatly into the
established order.

Suddenly a burst of spirit shone through Ruth’s gloom.
Being negative wasn’t going to help. She must concentrate
all her energies into easing Jenny’s path through life and
making sure she had plenty of joy and opportunity.
Somehow, too, she must make amends to her parents for
disappointing them so badly.
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